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Battle Scarred: Aftermath
by Darke15

Summary

Everything went bright. You blinked a few times and tried to get up, but your arms gave out under
you. There was the thunder of helicopter blades over the top of you and ferocious yelling coming
from both sides of you.

“Come on Lieutenant, let’s get you up,” Commander Weston’s voice came again, another blast to your
left, you shielded yourself, “Get up girlie, it’s just a flesh wound, we gotta get outta here.” You tried
getting up again only to find that your legs were pinned under heavy debris, squinting you realized
what it was you were pinned under, a Military Humvee. A blast sent dust and shrapnel flying at you as
you tried to free yourself from the wrecked vehicle.

“Come on, (Y/N), they’re getting closer ge—,” Weston was cut off by a barrage of bullets. You
watched as he dropped to he knees, you screamed and out of the dust came a figure. The figure
grabbed Weston’s head from behind and with a sharp movement, there was a snapping of bones and it
was done.

You remembered it different every time, and every time there was a new detail. Every time you were
one step closer to putting together the missing pieces, one step closer to solving the puzzle.

http://archiveofourown.org/users/Darke15/pseuds/Darke15


The Battle of New York

Chapter Summary

As you did, Stark shot past you with two Chitauri on his tail. You didn’t even bother laying back
into prone, or pausing as you walked back to your nest. Instead, you fired off two brief shots and
watched as the two aliens plummeted to the ground, “Stark. You got a lot of tails.”

“Just try and keep them off the streets,” Stark said, screaming past you in a streak of red and
gold.

“Well,” you started, pausing as you took out a couple stragglers that were following him, “They
can't bank worth a shit.”

“Find a tight corner.” Clint finished for you from the streets below.

“I will roger that,” Stark replied calmly as he flashed down the block, “Good call, kids.”

Even as he worked to distract them and gather more tails, there were still some that crawled
down the buildings to the streets.

“Captain Rogers, Agent Romanoff, you have more headed your way,” you warned, kneeling
back onto the parapet. The barrel of your rifle hung over the edge of the building as you adjusted
the hood on your SHIELD tac-suit and kept an eye on the chaos below you. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

There are no ex-soldiers. Our title is earned, never given, and what's earned is yours forever.

Another chariot buzzed over your head with a dangerous drone as you took a deep breath and began
to exhale. You gently squeezed the trigger and the rifle kicked back into your shoulder.

Your bullet hit its mark: 

The head of a Chitauri invader.

You scoffed, a gritted grin curling to your lips as you pulled back the bolt with a snap. The casing
launched itself from the rifle before you shoved the bolt back forward with a sharp click and you
settled back into your position.

“Another one down, Captain. Locked, loaded, and ready for another,” you said slowly and
methodically into your headset as your eyes flicked to your next target.



“Thanks, Lieutenant,” Captain America’s voice rang through your ears, sounding slightly strained as
the line crackled, “Keep ‘em off our backs.”

“Affirmative, Captain,” you muttered, flinching as a chariot swooped over your head. You took no
time in aiming and firing. A smirk found itself on your lips as you ducked out of the way of incoming
debris. Heat wafted over the parapet as you rolled onto the roof, pressing your body against the stone
roof. Orange flames licked over the side of the building, threatening to sink their teeth into you before
they retreated.

You popped back over the side of the building, resetting your rifle and looking down at the city below.
You were more than outnumbered. Aliens filed out of a dark portal that swirled in the sky, streaming
down in swarms like hornets.

A low growl warped its way through your throat, “Agent Barton, what’s your status?”

“I’m good,” he called from the building half a block down from you. 

You glanced over to him as he loosed another arrow. It whizzed into an alien, throwing it from its
chariot to the ground below. All while Barton continued firing.

He reached back to his quiver before freezing, finding a single arrow left. Barton’s nose crinkled in
irritation, rolling his eyes as he twirled the arrow through his fingers and his eyes flicked across the
sky. As his gaze shot across the horizon, he failed to notice the Chitauri that crept up behind him from
the fire escape.

But you did.

“Barton!” you barked, whipping around with your rifle, “Watch your six!”

He snapped around, attempting to nock his final arrow before the creature got to him. Barton realized
halfway through his draw that he was too late. He loosed the arrow anyway, in a failed attempt to
distract it as he threw himself at the thing.

The alien leaped back at him with a shriek and the two found themselves in a dangerous round of
hand-to-hand combat. Barton did his best to keep up with it, but as it edged him to the side of the
building he realized he was overpowered.

“A little help here, (L/N),” he said, grunting as he used his bow to shield himself from a hit.

You dove across the building, sliding across the stone on your stomach as you found the two through
your scope. They were continuously moving in and out of your sights but as they neared the edge of
the building, Barton finally held the creature steady.

“A little to the left,” you growled, your finger resting precariously on the trigger.

Clint flinched backward, barely able to move before the bullet pierced through the alien’s armor and it
crumpled to the ground.

“Cutting it close,” he said, rubbing the back of his head and taking a glance at his fingertips, making
sure you hadn’t nicked him.

“You’re welcome.” You rolled your eyes, rocking to your feet and returning to overlook the streetside,
“Get to ground level and get some ammo.”



Clint chuckled, shaking his head before climbing off the building and you looked back to the skies.

As you did, Stark shot past you with two Chitauri on his tail. You didn’t even bother laying back into
prone, or pausing as you walked back to your nest. Instead, you fired off two brief shots and watched
as the two aliens plummeted to the ground, “Stark. You got a lot of tails.”

“Just try and keep them off the streets,” Stark said, screaming past you in a streak of red and gold.

“Well,” you started, pausing as you took out a couple stragglers that were following him, “They can't
bank worth a shit.”

“Find a tight corner.” Clint finished for you from the streets below.

“I will roger that,” Stark replied calmly as he flashed down the block, “Good call, kids.”

Even as he worked to distract them and gather more tails, there were still some that crawled down the
buildings to the streets.

“Captain Rogers, Agent Romanoff, you have more headed your way,” you warned, kneeling back
onto the parapet. The barrel of your rifle hung over the edge of the building as you adjusted the hood
on your SHIELD tac-suit and kept an eye on the chaos below you. 

You watched as the two did a maneuver together. The redhead used a car as a stepping stool before
springing toward him. Rogers launched her from his shield and she easily commandeered a chariot.
She went blasting past you and you followed her through your scope, clearing her route as need be.

An explosion from across the block brought your attention back to the building you were on as it
began to rock. You cautiously leaned over the ledge, trying to catch a glimpse of what had happened
while hanging on for dear life as the entire block swayed.

From the rubble of the neighboring building Clint had been on, a long, metallic Leviathan writhed its
way out of the dust. You swung your rifle over your back, jumping to your feet and backpedaling as it
started toward you. Before it could make it anywhere near you, the God of Thunder came hurtling
across your peripheral. He smashed into the thing with a resounding yell, creating another fiery
explosion that burst through the hazy streets.

You steadied yourself against the shockwave, watching as Thor threw Mjolnir effortlessly into the
Leviathan before it sank to the ground and he was off. You couldn’t stop your eyes from following
him as he soared through the sky before you froze. 

The hairs on the back of your neck rose, a tingling sensation worked down your back as dread filled
the forefront of your mind.  

You whirled around, swinging your rifle back into your hand and coming face to face with a Chitauri
soldier.

It moved inhumanely fast as it slashed downwards with its staff, but you were a touch faster. You
brought your rifle horizontally above your head, catching the weapon midswing. Using your elbows
and knees to dampen the blow, you pushed back almost immediately to easily create separation
between you and your opponent. 

He took a stutter step backward, caught off guard as you kept driving forward. To keep him moving,
you tossed your rifle to yourself and caught it by the barrel before using it as a bat and swinging it at
him. It moved rapidly out of the range of your swing and tried to fire its weapon.



You dodged out of the way, rolling across the roof and flipping your rifle back into your shoulder.
Spinning back to face him you pulled the trigger. Instead of a gunshot, a low click met your ears
followed by an impatient groan that left your lips.

You were out of ammo.

The Chitauri fired again, sending a blue ball of energy shooting at you. You rolled over your shoulder,
the energy ball barely skirting over your head as you returned to your feet.

Slipping the rifle sling off your shoulder and spinning back toward the alien, you flung the rifle at
him. The move caught him off guard and knocked his staff out of his hands.

A low growl mangled its way from his throat and you smirked at the sound.

“C’mon, creepy, let’s dance,” you said, balling your hands into fists in front of you. The alien gave
out a piercing shriek and thundered toward you.

You attempted to dodge again, but this time you were a half-second too slow and it tackled you.

You had no idea you were standing so close to the edge of the building.

Everything went strangely bright.

You groaned, blinking a few times as your eyes adjusted to the light before trying to sit up. But you
couldn’t. You knocked your head against the ground, still trying to gather your bearings.

There was a thunder of helicopter blades over the top of you and ferocious yelling coming from all
sides. You winced at the noise and tried to get up again, but there was a weight pinning you down. You
couldn’t move.

As the brightness began to subside, your vision focused in and you took in your surroundings.

There was sand, a lot of it. You blinked a few more times, twisting your head around to see. But before
you could, a large blast came from your right. You instinctively covered your head as sharp grains of
sand and debris rained over you.

“Gonzalez!” a gruff voice came from behind you, “Watch your six!”

You knew that voice.

God, you knew that voice

“Johnson, get the gear. Walsh, cover me,” the voice continued. It was followed by a trio of ‘yes sir’s’
coming from all directions, “(L/N)! Get up!”

The voice got closer, you strained your neck to see who it was.

“Commander?” you rasped a parched hiss, sand sticking to your sweat-drenched skin.

“Come on, Lieutenant, let’s get you up,” Commander Weston’s voice came again, muffled by another
blast to your left, “Get up, girlie, it’s just a flesh wound. We gotta get outta here.”



You attempted to rise to your feet again, only to find your legs still pinned under heavy debris.
Squinting in the harsh sunlight, you realized what you were under. A heavily armored military
Humvee.

Commander Weston appeared above you and you looked pleadingly up to him with a grimace. He
kneeled next to you and you finally caught sight of his haggard face.

Dark red blood poured from his nose and he had an obvious bullet wound to his arm which hung
limply at his side. His uniform was ripped and covered in black blast stains. He was covered in dirt
and grime, making his dark brown buzzcut a light grey.

Another blast sent dust and shrapnel flying at you as you tried to free yourself from the wrecked
vehicle.

“Come on, (F/N),” he ordered, a rough growl in the back of his throat as he jumped to his feet. He
rattled off a few rounds with the machine gun in his hands before he turned back to you, “They’re
getting closer. We need to go—”

A barrage of bullets cut off Weston from behind. You watched helplessly as he dropped to his knees.

“No!” you yelled, struggling to pry yourself free. Every move you made seemed to bury you deeper in
the sand.

Commander Weston was still on his knees, he looked dazed and his chocolate brown eyes started to
glaze over. The wind began to pick up, howling over your wails of defeat and swirling dust into your
eyes.

A dark silhouette walked toward you, appearing from the dust and taking a step behind Weston. The
figure grabbed the Commander’s head from behind, metallic fingers glinting in the sun before there
was a sharp crack and a snap of bones.

Weston fell toward you, landing beside your trapped body. His mouth hung agape and his eyes were
wide.

You let out a bloodcurdling scream.

The figure disappeared.

Everything went black.

“Get up, girlie. We gotta go.”

“Now. Get up! Walk it off.”

“Get. Up.”

Your eyes cracked open, taking every ounce of energy you had left. A deep, shattered breath wracked
from your lungs and swept past your lips in a wheeze.

There was no more sand and the sun wasn’t beating down on you. There was still screaming all
around you and things flying dangerously over your head, but you were no longer in the desert.

You weren’t pinned under the impossible weight of a Humvee. 



You were pinned under a dead Chitauri soldier.

You were back in New York.

Blinking slowly and painfully, you scoped out your surroundings. You could barely make out where
your sniper’s nest had been on top of the building, but you could make out the orange metal of the car
that had cushioned your fall.

Groaning, you strained to push the alien off of you and rolled off the car. Glass crunched under your
boots as you hit the ground and you steadied yourself against the crushed hunk of metal. With a shake
of your head, your hazy vision cleared and your heartbeat steadied with a breath.

Your hands were shaking uncontrollably as you attempted to rid yourself of the memories that were
frantically twisting through your head.

“Lieutenant, I need you to rendezvous downtown!” Captain Roger’s muffled voice came through your
earpiece, bringing you back to the present, “I repeat: rendezvous downtown!”

“Affirmative,” you said steadily, forcing your hands to stop shaking and adjust your comm before you
flipped your hood back on, “I’m on my way.”

You were off like a shot. Sprinting against the sea of terrified people that were still filling the streets,
trying to get away from the chaos behind them. All at once, adrenaline coursed through your veins
and your concentration was restored to pinpoint accuracy.

Your body was sore and some bones were definitely broken, but you didn’t stop.

As you turned a corner, a Chitauri soldier blocked your path. You reached down to your sides,
unholstering two pistols and popping off a couple shots to dispatch him before returning to your
sprint.

A few more blocks down, you found Captain Rogers surrounded by invaders.

With a short huff, you leaped onto the hood of a car and over the head of an alien, to Rogers’ side.

“What took you so long?” he asked with a hint of a joking tone as he flung his shield at a nearby
Chitauri with a grunt.

“I fell off the goddamn building,” you hissed, your eyes narrowing as you fired a few more rounds,
each one finding their target.

“What was that?” he grunted, ducking out of the way of an alien.

“Nothing,” you said quickly, dispatching the alien that was after him. He nodded in thanks as you
spun around to gun down another, but your pistols simply clicked in response. You rolled your eyes,
“Again?”

A low growl hummed from your chest as you chucked both pistols at the nearest enemy to stun him
before you unsheathed a knife from your belt.

You held it in a reverse hold, quickly advancing at the disoriented alien and slashed upwards to slit its
throat. Blood sprayed in your face and over your clothes, but you didn’t blink. Instead, you grabbed
its weapon and pushed it aside to rejoin the Captain.



He was juggling between five different Chitauri and wasn’t gaining any ground. Glancing at the new
weapon in your hands you rolled it quickly through your fingers and looked back up to him.
Clenching your jaw you aimed at the alien furthest away from Rogers, just in case using the new
weapon went south.

Pulling the trigger, a blast of light left the weapon and easily hit your target. A devilish smirk pulled
over your face. Hardly looking, you aimed at the others surrounding him and took them out.

“Nice aim,” he grinned tiredly before his smile faltered as he looked you over. You were covered in
blood, soot, and dirt. All in all, you were a sight to behold. He frowned, “You alright?”

“Never been better,” you replied with a grin.

He shook his head, looking you over once more before his gaze turned to survey the streets, “There’s
not much we can do here.”

There weren’t many aliens left standing and the ones that were, were being picked off by the Hulk.

You scoffed, taking in the city around you. The aliens had wreaked so much havoc, but it had mostly
been contained to a few blocks surrounding Stark Tower.

“We might actually win this,” Rogers said, his eyes still flitting across the devastation.

You nodded about to say something when, out of the corner of your eye, a glint of light caught your
attention.

Sniper.

“Rogers, look out!” you snapped, pushing him out of the way with a rough shove.

A ball of energy went hurling from the building as you did, catching you square in the chest. Your
breath hitched. Your chest tightening so much it hurt and you couldn’t seem to breathe. Your heart felt
like it stuttered, then stalled.

You stumbled back, eyes fluttering as you tried to maintain a standing position.

With your energy waning, you lifted the Chitauri weapon, and with a final push of adrenaline, fired in
the direction the shot had come from before hitting the ground and everything went black.
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Opportunity

Chapter Summary

“Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N)?” He ignored you, his voice was deep with a sharp edge to it.

“Used to be,” you replied, finally sliding out from under the car with the brake pads in hand.

Wiping your hands on the rag that hung from your pocket, you got a good look at the man. His
hands were behind his back and he stood tall. He was dressed in all black and looked relatively
normal, if not a little edgy. There was one thing that caught your eye though, the eyepatch that
covered one eye with scars that slithered out from beneath it.

You licked your lips, your eyes still looking him over, “I’m retired.”

“I’m told you can fix anything,” he said, ignoring you again.

You scoffed, prying the rock out of the pads before putting them back into place, “And who told
you that?”

“A reliable source,” he answered simply.

Chapter Notes

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


See the end of the chapter for more notes

I have stared death in the face, but he blinked first.

You woke up in a bright white room, sharp sunlight shot in through the plastic blinds shading the
windows while a rhythmic beeping beat in your ear. Your eyes fluttered open for a moment before
you squeezed them shut with a groan. With your brow furrowed, you finally cracked open your eyes
to take in your surroundings.

An IV drip stuck out of one arm, the other was in a bandage, and a brace was wrapped tightly around
your ribs. Save for the steady beeping from the heart monitor, the room was eerily quiet. Your
muscles tensed as your eyes flitted around the room, trying to make sense of your situation.



“Glad you’re awake. You had us worried for a bit.” a deep, familiar voice came from the edge of the
room.

“It’s good to see you too, Director Fury,” you sighed, relaxing back at the sound of his voice before
you bolted upright. Your jaw clenched as memories of the invasion came flooding back to you, “Sir?
Did I get him? Did we win?”

Fury chuckled, shaking his head as he strode across the room and set a hand on your shoulder, “Yeah,
we won. And you? You kicked alien ass.”

“But, did I get him, sir? The sniper,” you asked quickly.

“Look, (L/N),” he said, gently forcing you to lay back down before withdrawing his hand and placing
it behind his back, “I don’t know how the hell you did it, but you did. Found the fucker in the
building, shot right between his eyes.

He scoffed, shaking his head with a smirk, “You’re good, girl. Probably one of the best.”

“I try, sir,” you grinned, but it faltered. The pain you had been ignoring surged through your body,
feeling as though it was burning through your veins. Your face contorted, your good fist clenching
into a ball as the heart monitor began to beep rapidly.

“Take it easy, soldier,’ Fury said, “Take a rest. You worked hard and we owe you.”

He walked away from your bedside and into the hospital corridor where he called for a nurse.

“Get better, Lieutenant, we have a lot to talk about when you’re on your feet again,” he nodded from
the doorway as a nurse walked briskly to your side and began administering a painkiller followed by a
sedative.

“I’m not a soldier anymore, sir,” you groaned. He turned to look at you again, shaking his head with a
knowing smile before disappearing into the hallway.

“How did I get into this mess?” you muttered to yourself. The nurse scoffed, patting your shoulder as
she walked away and the sedative kicked in.

You were on your back underneath a black 1969 Pontiac Firebird, with a ratchet in hand. Even though
the car was up on a jack, you had little room to maneuver around the underbody. Your dog tags
jingled as you slid out from underneath the car and tossed the ratchet aside before moving to your
workbench. You grabbed an impact gun from your toolbox and moved back to the left front tire,
removing the five lug nuts smoothly and lifting the tire from the wheelbase.

Spinning the tire on the concrete floor, you returned to the wheelbase and gave the rotor a sharp tug.
Instead of spinning on the axle, the rotors held tight. You frowned, cocking your head to the side, and



shot a glare at the car.

“Yo, (F/N), how much longer you gonna take?” a voice called from outside the garage.

“Not much longer, Raf, just gotta get the brakes fixed,” you called back, grabbing your ratchet and
opening the bleeder before trying to spin the rotor again. Another frown stretched across your face
and your brows furrowed before you hissed at the car, “It’s the fuckin’ caliper, isn’t it?”

You closed the bleeder and returned to your toolbox.

“There’s a dude here who wants to talk to you.” Raf’s voice came again.

“Tell him to wait,” you shouted across the shop as you dug a pry bar from your tools and dove back
onto the creeper to take a look at the backside of the brakes. You undid a nut on the backside of the
caliper before using the pry bar to take it off. Reaching up, you gave the rotor another spin and it
finally spun like a charm.

“(F/N), este chico es impaciente,” Raf interrupted, “Really wants to talk to you.” This guy is
impatient. 

“Then send him in,” you huffed, taking the brake pads off either side of the rotor and looking between
them. You found a small rock wedged in the pads and a low, triumphant laugh echoed through the
garage.

Taking a pair of pliers from your tool belt, you reached for the rock but your eyes flicked behind you
as footsteps made their way across the floor. You craned your head to see a pair of black boots
striding toward you, a trench coat swayed with every step he took.

Your eyes narrowed, hidden as you stuck yourself further under the car, “If you need your car fixed
Raffa can set you up with an appointment but I’m booked for the next couple of weeks.”

“Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N)?” He ignored you, his voice was deep with a sharp edge to it.

“Used to be,” you replied, finally sliding out from under the car with the brake pads in hand. 

Wiping your hands on the rag that hung from your pocket, you got a good look at the man. His hands
were behind his back and he stood tall. He was dressed in all black and looked relatively normal, if
not a little edgy. There was one thing that caught your eye though, the eyepatch that covered one eye
with scars that slithered out from beneath it. 

You licked your lips, your eyes still looking him over, “I’m retired.”

“I’m told you can fix anything,” he said, ignoring you again.

You scoffed, prying the rock out of the pads before putting them back into place, “And who told you
that?”

“A reliable source,” he answered simply.

“You know, I know quite a few people that talk like you do.” a harsh laugh leaped from your lips as
you turned to him with a tentative squint, “Usually, they get me into trouble.”

You were hesitant to turn your back to him, the look in his eye reminding you of someone. Reaching
for the caliper, you held it in place as you felt around for the ratchet. You put it back into place and



gave the rotor another spin to check your work.

“I would never try to get you into trouble.” He shrugged as you rolled across the shop and grabbed the
tire you had left on the floor.

“That’s what they all say,” you grunted, rocking to your feet and tugging the tire back into place,
“And they usually don’t give me their names.

Sticking your hand into your pocket, you grabbed the five lug nuts and put them into place before
grabbing your impact gun.

“Name’s—” The man started before he was cut off by the loud whirring of the impact gun as you
tightened the lugs to the studs. You chuckled lightly as you turned around to see his face. His jaw was
clenched and his good eye narrowed and he waited a moment to see if you were done, “Nick—”

You interrupted him again, pulling the trigger on the gun just to hear the sound.

He took a deep breath, almost as though he was forcing patience unto himself, “Fury.”

You wiped your hands again with a light chuckle, hiding the look of suspicion that crossed your face. 

You’d heard that name somewhere.

“What do you want, Nick Fury?” you asked, adding a pause between his name as you outstretched
your hand to him.

A smirk finally found itself on his face as he took your hand and gave it a firm shake, “I want to give
you a job.”

“What kind of job?” you hummed with a scoff, already knowing the answer as you lowered the car
from the jack.

“I can’t tell you that.”

You rolled your eyes with a growl, “Wonderful. Look, sir, I know a lot of shady people. Like, a
ridiculous amount, but you? You take the cake by far.”

“Look, Lieutenant, I—”

"Stop calling me that,” you snarled, recoiling away from him, “I’m not a Lieutenant anymore. I’m not
a soldier.”

“Ms. (L/N), I—”

“Nah, don’t call me that either,” you interrupted again, “Call me (F/N).”

“(F/N), I—” He stopped himself this time, eyeing you to make sure you weren’t going to cut him off.
You smiled, kicking the jack out from under the car and leaning against it, motioning for him to
continue, “I work for a government agency and I’d like you to come work for me.”

“Let me stop you there, Nick—”

“Either ‘Director Fury’ or just ‘Fury’, pick one, but don’t call me Nick,” he corrected, shaking a
finger at you as he surveyed your shop.



“Director Fury.” You rolled your eyes with a scoff, “I’ve done the whole military thing and it didn’t
end well. You want me to come work for you? You gotta give me more than a government agency that
has no name and is super-secret.”

“I didn’t say it was super-secret.”

“Sir, no offense, but you come all the way out here looking like that.” You gestured to him
offhandedly, “Tells me you’re, what? FBI? CIA? You know? The super-secret government agencies.”

He scoffed, swaying to his heels and turning from you, “So which one is it? FBI, CIA, NSA?”

“If I were to guess,” you said slowly, pushing off the car and circling him to stop at your toolbox, “I’d
say, none of the above. Which leads to the questions: Who do you work for? And why are you here?”

Fury nodded, turning back to you with a sly smile, “I was told you were sharp.”

“Why are you here, Fury?” you asked, reaching into your toolbox. Your fingers wrapped around the
grip of a pistol.

“I can’t give you much, not in a place like this,” he said, still inspecting the shop.

You closed your eyes with a sigh, releasing the grip you had on the pistol and instead, grabbed the
keys to the Firebird that sat on the workbench.

“Then let’s get outta here. Hop in,” you called over your shoulder as you twirled the keys around your
finger.

You stepped into the car and put the keys in the ignition, using the mirror to watch Fury walk around
the car. He opened the door and took a seat next to you. As he sat, he flipped his trench coat up and
you caught a glimpse of a pistol tucked behind his back.

Eyeing him warily, you started the car and glanced to the door pocket to make sure you had a firearm
as well. The Firebird turned over with a low, rumbling growl as you slid on your seatbelt.

“Nice car.” Fury nodded as you shifted into drive and pulled the car out of the garage.

“Thanks. It’s been in storage for 20 years. Owner said if I could get it running again it was mine to
keep,” you said, pulling out onto the road and flooring it.

Fury grunted, flying backward in his seat and holding on for dear life as you sped down the road. He
muttered a string of curses under his breath as he slipped on his seatbelt.

A smirk spread across your lips as you sped down the gravel road before turning off onto an old, dirt
road. You continued for a couple of miles in complete silence before bringing the car to a halt. Taking
the keys out of the ignition, you got out of the car and Fury followed suit.

“This good enough for you?” you asked, pushing hair out of your face as you looked over the
farmland that surrounded you. You glanced back at him and he nodded, “Tell me more.”

“I’m the head of an organization called SHIELD.”

— “SHIELD,” you blinked, “That’s like a sister organization to us right?” —



— “Correct, me and Fury just have different styles, that’s all. SHIELD’s more espionage-based, we’re
more military.” —

— “So we can trust them.” —

— “Absolutely not.” —

Oh. That’s where you’d heard of him before. 

You swallowed, licking your lips as your eyes narrowed,  “SHIELD?”

“Strategic Homeland Intervention, Enforcement, and Logistics Division,” he said quickly, his gaze
roving over the horizon, “We’re an intelligence agency hell-bent on protecting the United States and
the world.”

“What do you want with me?” you asked, folding your arms over your chest.

“I’ve been told that you can fix anything, that true?” He evaded your question as he turned back to
you.

“Sure,” you shrugged, twiddling your dog tags through your fingers and shoving your hand into your
pocket, “I guess.”

Fury nodded, avoiding your gaze, “I want you to be my head mechanic on one of my Helicarriers.”

You blinked incredulously, “What? You...what? What in the hell is a Helicarrier?”

“I want you to be my head mechanic. I’ve been told you’re the best there is,” he started, returning to
the car and leaning against it, “A Helicarrier is like an aircraft carrier, but it can go seaborne to
airborne.”

“An aircraft carrier...that can fly? That makes no sense. This makes no sense.” You shook your head,
running your fingers through your hair, “I—I don’t understand why you would want someone like me
to work for you. It doesn’t make sense.”

“You’re a war vet,” he replied simply... too simply, “I wanted to do something, from one soldier to
another.”

“Bullshit.” You put your hands on your hips, narrowing your eyes, “I get the feeling you’re doing this
for more than that.”

“Then you’d be right.” He shrugged, “Look, (F/N), I’ve heard a lot about you. And in the past 20
minutes, I’ve learned a lot about you.”

“Like what?”

“You knew what I was as soon as I walked in. You knew I was armed before you saw my piece. And
you were ready for someone like me to walk into your shop,” he said, taking the pistol from his back
and tossing it at your feet as though it was a peace offering, “You know you’re good. You knew,
eventually, somebody would come looking for you.”

“I’m not a soldier anymore, sir.”



“Still, I think you’d be invaluable.” He opened the driver’s door to the Firebird and took your pistol
from the door pocket, tossing that to your feet as well, “I want you to be a mechanic first. We can
discuss other options later.”

You scoffed, kicking both weapons across the road and stepping toward him, unconvinced.

“Look, I can pay you well. You’ll have quarters on the Carrier and a house on the ground. We can
give it a trial run, see how you like it. What do you say?”

You maintained a glare with him for what seemed like an eternity before you turned away.

“The last time I jumped into something, it didn’t end well,” you said quietly, pinching your tags in
between your fingers.

“You’ve been out of the hospital for three months, Lieutenant,” he tried again, “You’ve been living in
that damn garage, and even if you’re booked weeks in advance, you’re not charging enough to make
any money. You can’t expect to live like this much longer.”

You crossed your arms over your chest almost defiantly, but relaxed back as his words sunk in. He
was right. The way you were living wouldn’t last much longer. And what you would do after that…

A tired sigh curled through your throat as you nodded your head and turned back to him.

“We have a deal?” he asked, outstretching his hand to you.

You reached toward him, but pulled your hand away at the last second, “I just want to be a mechanic,
nothing more.”

“Understood,” he replied, nonchalantly. You looked at his hand, then back to his one good eye before
taking a step forward and shaking his hand.

“You have a deal.”
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Return to the Helicarrier

Chapter Summary

The fact was, you had shocked yourself when you agreed to help after Loki broke out of, and
partially destroyed, Helicarrier 64. You didn’t think it would lead to fighting aliens coming out of
the sky. You didn’t think you were going to help save the world.

Fury had purposefully left out everything about working with the newly formed Avengers. You
would have said no if you’d known.

Getting attached to another team wasn’t something you needed now, it was too soon. You
distanced yourself from them during the meetings they held on the day of the attack as they
argued back and forth, creating more division between them than was necessary.

But you still fought with them, side-by-side to defeat Loki and his army.

 

And you won.

Chapter Notes

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


See the end of the chapter for more notes

When life knocks you down, calmly get back up, smile, and say, You hit like a bitch.

The keys in your hand clanked lightly as you slowly sat in your car. You groaned as you leaned
forward to place the keys into the ignition and turn the engine over. The Firebird growled to life,
releasing a comforting rumble. Sighing, you leaned back in your seat and shifted into drive, leaving
the house that SHIELD had given you with a low rumble.

You had gotten out of the hospital a few days after you had woken up the first time and talked to
Director Fury. A week afterward and you were heading back to work. 

Your ribs were still sore and your arm was still in the sling, but you pushed through. You hadn’t
spoken to or seen Fury since you saw him in the hospital, nor had you heard from any of the
Avengers. Which wasn’t a surprise to you. Fury would talk to you when the time was right and it had
been a one-time thing with the Avengers.

You were done fighting.

The Battle for New York had brought back bad memories and you weren’t keen on making more.
Plus, you hadn’t signed up for the Avengers.



The fact was, you had shocked yourself when you agreed to help after Loki broke out of, and partially
destroyed, Helicarrier 64. You didn’t think it would lead to fighting aliens coming out of the sky. You
didn’t think you were going to help save the world.

Fury had purposefully left out everything about working with the newly formed Avengers. You would
have said no if you’d known.

Getting attached to another team wasn’t something you needed now, it was too soon. You distanced
yourself from them during the meetings they held on the day of the attack as they argued back and
forth, creating more division between them than was necessary. 

But you still fought with them, side-by-side to defeat Loki and his army.

And you won.

Now, you were done. You were done with the fighting...with the killing.

You pulled up to an underground parking lot and flashed your ID to the guard working the gate.
Nodding at you, he pressed a button and lifted the boom barrier. You drove to your designated parking
spot and slowly got out of the car. Leaning back onto the side of the car, you paused to catch your
breath. 

The doctors had told you not to return to work yet, but you couldn’t stand being cooped up in your
house with nothing to do. You had to get back. 

You pushed yourself away from your car and made your way across the parking garage to an elevator.
Taking out your ID, you swiped it and a light flashed green. The elevator doors opened swiftly with a
swish before you stepped in. Pressing the button for the roof, you glanced at your watch. The
transport to a seaborne Helicarrier would be waiting for you on the roof.

And it would be leaving any minute. 

The elevator took you directly to the top of the garages. A SHIELD transport jet waited on a helipad,
the engines hummed as they primed and you stepped from the elevator. 

Your eyes flicked to the group of formally dressed agents who stood to the side of the pad. They were
standing next to the railing, overlooking the city as you walked past them on your way to the
transport. 

The conversation they were having paused as you went by and they looked you over. While they were
dressed in typical office clothes, you were in a blue, long-sleeved mechanic jumpsuit that had a
number of sizable grease stains on it. To make matters worse, you had one hell of a limp and your hair
was pulled into the neatest bun you could muster with one hand, so it was rather lopsided.

You ignored their stares and instead made eye contact with one of the transport pilots. He grinned
when he caught sight of you and came trotting over to you.

“(F/N),” he yelled over the sound of the engines, “I didn’t think you were going to be back this soon!”

“I’m not supposed to be, Art,” you called with a sly smile, “Don’t tell the doctors.”

“My lips are sealed,” Artie said looking you over, “Damn, girl, when they said you took a beating,
they meant it.”



“It looks a lot worse than it is,” you scoffed, looking up at the jet, “How’s it running?”

“It needs a tune-up,” he answered, looking over the aircraft, “Scheduled for maintenance next week.”

You nodded looking over the craft.

“Time to load up,” Art said, walking away from you and entering the vehicle.

The turbines began to speed up, letting out a high-pitched whine as you followed Art into the aircraft.
You found a place to sit in the rear of the plane and hooked yourself into the harness, letting out a low
sigh and relaxing into your seat.

The group of agents from outside finally made it on board, their hair and suit wind-blown from the
engines. A few of them looked around the cabin excitedly. It was evident that this was their first flight
out to a Helicarrier.

Newbies.

You smiled inwardly, their eagerness bringing memories up from the depths.

“Agents, harness yourselves in and prepare for take-off.” Art’s voice came over the intercom from the
cockpit. The craft gave a small lurch before becoming airborne and heading off over the ocean
towards the location of the Helicarrier. You closed your eyes and relaxed back into your seat, counting
down the minutes until you arrived.

You shook in excitement as a Boeing C-17 came into sight from the midnight darkness. The plane was
massive in comparison to the small Jeep you were riding in. The pale light of the moon rippled off the
metal, offset by the warm glow that spilled down the ramp from the cargo hold. 

Your Jeep was practically silent, the tires barely crunching on the gravel as it pulled up to the aircraft
and you hopped out. 

Your combat boots barely made a sound as you jaunted across the asphalt. Walking up the ramp you
came face-to-face with Commander Weston and Captain Gonzalez.

“Lieutenant (L/N),” Weston said, outstretching his hand to you. You took his hand quickly and shook
it firmly. “Glad you could make it.”

He turned from you and made his way up the cockpit.

“(F/N).” Gonzalez nodded to you. His Spanish accent spilled from his lips as he purred your name
and his shoulder-length, brown hair was pulled back into a messy bun.



“Daniel.” You nodded back. He turned from you and motioned for you to follow and the two of you
made your way across the enormous plane. “What’s the plan, Cap?”

“Great question,” he replied, “Weston, hasn’t briefed me yet. All I know is we’re headed back to
Afghanistan.”

You groaned loudly, the sound echoing through the plane, “I just got out of there, Danny.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know, I know. I guess there’s something that we have to take care of there,” he said,
looking at your disappointed face and nudging your shoulder with a smirk, “It’ll be fine, mi amor,
everything will go according to plan, it always does.”

You gave him a soft smile before a trudging of footsteps from behind you made you turn around.

“Sergeant Johnson.” You nodded to the man walking towards you.

“Hey, Doc,” Danny said, turning to face the field medic. Johnson was dressed the same as you and
Gonzalez, in all-black combat gear. He gave a warm, toothy grin at the both of you.

“Where’s Commander?” he asked, his deep voice echoing through the craft.

“Cockpit,” Danny answered, pointing behind him. The three of you grouped together and resumed
walking.

“Aren’t we getting a newbie?” Johnson quirked a brow, glancing behind him before looking between
you and Danny.

“Yeah, probably gonna be late,” Danny remarked.

“Probably got lost.” You shrugged as the group arrived at the cockpit. Commander Weston opened
the door to the cabin, barking orders at the pilots and making the three of you flinch into attention. 

“At ease soldiers,” Weston said, bustling past you. “Where’s the newbie?”

“Hasn’t shown up yet, Boss,” Danny answered.

“I’m here, sir!” came an out-of-breath voice and hurried footsteps. 

From across the length of the plane came a skinny, red-headed man. He was packed down with gear
and was sweating terribly. Skidding to a stop in front of the Commander he stood at attention.

“Gentlemen,” Weston began, “This is Private Oliver Walsh, our new communications tech. Captain,
brief him on our team.”

Weston walked briskly past Walsh and left the plane.

“Private Walsh, I’m Captain Daniel Gonzalez, codename Nighthawk,” Daniel said, introducing
himself and outstretching his hand. “This is Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N), codename Ghost, and Sergeant
Turner Johnson, codename Outbreak.” 

Walsh’s eyes lit up at the sound of your name.

“L-Lieutenant, I’ve heard a lot about you and the attack on your base, you’re awesome!” he said
quickly, taking your hand and vigorously shaking it. You smiled and let out a light chuckle.



“Thanks, kid,” you said, “Now, let’s get your name out there.”

His smile grew even bigger as the engines fired up on the C-17. Commander Weston ducked into the
plane as the ramp began to close.

“Strap in soldiers, we’re cleared for takeoff.” he barked. 

You quickly scrambled to a seat on the side of the plane and began strapping in, Walsh took a seat on
your right and Gonzalez took a seat to your left. The aircraft began rolling forward, shaking the cargo
hold before it left the ground. 

Danny whooped and hollered as it took off. Johnson let out a laugh and soon the entire group was
caught in a giggle fit. You glanced over to Walsh, who had the biggest smile plastered on his face and
a bright gleam of excitement in his eye.

“Rookie.” You smiled as his blue eyes flicked to you, “Welcome to Operation Aftermath.”

The SHIELD transport hovered over the Helicarrier before landing on a helipad. You were out of your
harness in seconds, squeezing past the agents behind you. You glanced behind you as you did, barely
catching the new agent struggling to get out of their harnesses. A sigh puffed through your nose as
you turned on your heel and your fingers made their way to their straps. 

You released a few of them in seconds before leaving them to help one another. 

You stepped down out of the transport and onto the Helicarrier. The sun beat down onto the tarmac as
flight crews moved together through the traffic and drones of engines. You squinted in the glaring
light before making your way from the upper tarmac to the upper tower entrance, swiping your card
to gain access to the inner tower.

The tower was bustling with activity as you made your way through the sea of people to the stairs and
then down to the lower decks. 

You opened the door to the maintenance deck and swiped your card to clock in. 

A damaged transport sat in the idle of the floor along with a row of others requiring minor repairs, a
clanging of metal caught your attention. Different maintenance teams danced across the deck,
working on different transports and jets as you ducked into a small office in the corner of the deck. 

Swinging open the door, you took a quick look around.

Your office was tidy but a stack of papers concerning maintenance details piled up on the desk. Sitting
down at the computer, you logged in. The repair logs opened and you groaned at how much work
needed to be done as they flashed across the screen.

Sliding back in your chair, you opened the top drawer of your desk to dig out an earpiece. Tapping it
once, you activated it before plugging it into your ear. You turned back to the stack of files on your
desk, parceling them out into personnel bins and assigning all your mechanics a job. 

Without warning, a voice came in your earpiece and over the intercom. “(F/N) (L/N) to the upper
tower conference room. (F/N) (L/N) to the upper tower conference room, please.”

A growl came from your throat as you finished parceling out assignments and made your way to the
maintenance personnel elevator. Entering the elevator, you pressed the switch to the upper tower. The



door closed and you were on your way.

“Sir, she’s back at the Helicarrier.” came an agent’s voice, “She’s still weak, would you like us to
activate a team?”

“No, just watch her.” a heavily accented voice echoed from the corner. The man took a slow step into
the light, studying the woman on the security feed. He had salt and pepper hair and glasses that hung
onto the end of his nose, he was watching a projected screen over a table.

“Sir, we could have the Asset take her down and bring her here,” the agent suggested, glancing over
to the man in the cryo chamber behind them. “She wouldn’t know what hit her.”

“No.” the man repeated, shoving his glasses back up his nose, “She will be more useful if she stays to
work on the Helicarriers. Nick Fury will put her to work on Project Insight. With her help, they’ll get
it done faster.”

He looked up to the screen, watching the soldier move to the elevator from the Helicarrier’s security
footage.

“We have agents stationed on the Helicarrier, sir, there will be eyes on her at all times.”

“Good.” He straightened his coat, a small smirk curled to his face.

“Sir, what about the Avengers? What about Fury?”

“If they offer her anything, she will decline. She thinks she can walk away from what she is; what she
has done, but she’s wrong. So horribly wrong.” He watched her stand motionless in the elevator, “The
activation of Project Insight will provide cover for you to bring her in…alive. We won’t need what
she knows until then.”

“And Fury, what if he finds out? What if she finds out?”

“He won’t. SHIELD thinks we were destroyed. They don’t know that they are just pawns in our
game. And her? She doesn’t realize just how important she is.” 

He looked over to another projection, footage of her in Afghanistan, Colombia, Paris, and Tokyo. He
watched the girl fight, shoot, and think in Dubai, Tehran and Rome. He studied her as she killed in
Beirut and Belgrade and Buenos Aires.

A wicked grin curled to his lips as he watched his perfect soldier do what she did best.

“Yes, sir,” the agent said, backing away from the man before giving a quick salute, “Hail Hydra.”

“She doesn’t know it but she will change everything,” he whispered to himself, smiling wickedly,
“Hail Hydra, indeed.”
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Avengers Initiative

Chapter Summary

“Aftermath is a Special Forces team I’ve been asked to put together. The best of the best. We
gather intelligence, engage in guerrilla warfare, and take down criminal organizations. I’m not
talkin’ just terrorists. I’m talkin’ everything. Drug dealers. Weapons smugglers. Human
trafficking. The worst of the worst,” Weston paused, a small smirk on his face growing as he
caught the look in your eye, “We’ll be working the shadows of the entire world.”

“Best of the best?” you asked, shaking your head, “If you want the best of the best…then why
am I here? I’m nothin’ special, sir.”

He scoffed, the look on his face never fading, “Maybe not now, but I can see the potential.
You’re a sniper, (L/N), the best I’ve ever seen. And you got that look in your eye. I ain’t seen
anything like it before.”

“Sir?”

“Stick with me, girlie. You don't know it yet but you’re going to be the best of the best.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

I may look calm, but in my head I’ve killed you three times.

You took a deep breath as the elevator came to a halt, the doors whisking open and knocking you into
a busy hallway. Dipping your head, you strode into the hall and took a sharp left before quickly
moving down the corridor. 

This floor was a far cry from the shop below. Metallic grey was replaced with white paneling, cement
flooring was replaced by light tile, rows of jets were replaced by rows and rows of offices. 

The offices bled into various laboratories and testing centers, each filled with scientists and engineers
in pristine white lab coats; a stark contrast to your stained mechanic’s jumpsuit. Buzzing artificial
lights glared down on the workers, casting menacing shadows on their faces and bouncing off of
glistening cold, metallic objects. 

— Bright lights, squinting eyes. Cold metal on your back, sending chills through your body. —

Your step faltered slightly, your eyes glazing over as you tried to blink away the images that flared
across the back of your mind. 



— Breathing ragged, a metal taste in your mouth. Restrained to the table. —

Shaking your head, you pinched the bridge of your nose and forced a breath. Your throat tightened,
phantom pains suddenly shooting through your body as the memories continued to surge and sting
like electricity. 

— Surrounded by lab coats, pain shooting through your body, holding back a scream. —

You took a hard left, arriving at the conference room and instantly snapping for the door handle
before you froze. A voice hissed in your ear, so lifelike you could feel its breath tickle your neck. 

— “We’ll make the pain stop Lieutenant, we just want to know what you saw.” —

Your grip on the door handle tightened as the sound continued, chilling you to the bone as the voice—
that voice— whispered in your ear with a menacing purr. 

— “Lieutenant, we’ll make the pain stop. Just tell me what I want.” —

“Lieutenant?” a rumble came from behind you, snapping you back to the present. You didn’t jump at
the sound but took a silent shaky breath to center yourself. 

“Captain Rogers.” You forced a smile, letting your grip on the door handle loosen before you turned
and found yourself face-to-face with the living legend himself. 

Captain America.

He looked you over carefully, his brows furrowing as clear blue eyes met yours, “You alright?” 

“Of course.” You cocked your head in feigned confusion as your heart rate steadied and your
breathing returned to normal, “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well.” He shrugged with a scoff, gesturing at the sling that cradled your arm, “You were in the
hospital for a few weeks.”

“I’m fine,” you chirped with a faux chuckle, relieved he hadn’t noticed your breakdown as you swung
open the door, “It would be better if I could get back to work uninterrupted.”

Steve clicked his tongue with a nod as you stepped back and waved for him to enter first. He obliged
after a moment, nodding in thanks before ducking inside and you followed.

You entered a dimly lit conference room. Three people sat at a large, circular table in the middle of
the room. You recognized one person out of all of them.

Commander Mikhail Weston. 

He’d visited you in the hospital a week ago, intent on talking about your service in Afghanistan and
your abilities as a sniper. 

You’d known he was a soldier the instant he stepped foot in the room; his deep brown buzzcut a dead
giveaway. And then there were his dark eyes, eyes that had seen more than you could ever imagine. 

Weston was leaning forward, he had a single elbow resting on the table as he eyed you intently. His
other hand played with a loose string on his service cap. 



To his left sat another man with shoulder-length hair. He sat tall, light hazel eyes followed your every
move but they were almost hidden under long, dark lashes. Tanned skin melted with bright eyes and
the corners of his lips curved upward as he looked at you before he dropped his gaze to the table. 

To the Commander’s right sat another man. He was leaning back in his chair, keenly studying a
manila folder that sat in his lap. Bright blue eyes flicked over the paperwork, contrasting his deep
mahogany skin. He paused after a moment, his gaze darting to your feet before floating upward. A
bright smile greeted you as he snapped the folder closed and nodded to you. 

“Lieutenant (L/N), thanks for joining us. Please, have a seat,” Commander Weston began, motioning
to a chair opposite of them. “This is Captain Daniel Gonzalez and Sergeant Turner Johnson…”

You stepped into a brightly lit conference room filled with people. The Avengers were seated around a
rectangular table with Director Fury at the head. Steve patted your good shoulder before rounding the
table and taking a seat next to the Director. Mr. Stark sat on the other side of him, squinting at a
blueprint before tossing it away and looking up at you with a grin. 

“Lieutenant (L/N), thank you for joining us,” Fury said, gesturing to a chair at the end of the table.

You raised a brow, rocking to your heels and glancing between him and the chair. Your eyes narrowed
as you looked back up to him, “What’s this about, Fury?”

You already knew the answer.

“We wanted to thank you for your help with New York.” Steve stepped in quickly, recognizing the
look on your face.

“Indeed! You fought like a true warrior!” Thor chimed in from where he sat next to Steve, pumping
his fist into the air.

You rolled your eyes, staring at Fury as the rest of the Avengers jumped in in agreement.

Shaking your head, you maintained a glare with Fury, “What’s this about, Fury?"

"…Operation Aftermath,” Commander Weston said, relaxing to the back of his seat. He folded his
hands in front of him, his dark eyes studying you carefully. 

“What’s that?” you asked.

“Aftermath is a Special Forces team I’ve been asked to put together. The best of the best. We gather
intelligence, engage in guerrilla warfare, and take down criminal organizations. I’m not talkin’ just
terrorists. I’m talkin’ everything. Drug dealers. Weapons smugglers. Human trafficking. The worst of
the worst,” Weston paused, a small smirk on his face growing as he caught the look in your eye,
“We’ll be working the shadows of the entire world.”

“Best of the best?” You shook your head, “If you want the best of the best…then why am I here? I’m
nothin’ special, sir.”

He scoffed, the look on his face never fading, “Maybe not now, but I can see the potential. You’re a
sniper, (L/N), the best I’ve ever seen. And you got that look in your eye. I ain’t seen anything like it
before.”



“Sir?”

“Stick with me, girlie.” Weston nodded, reaching behind him to pull a cigar from his pocket and
snapping the end before flicking out a lighter. He paused for a moment, puffing out smoke before
taking a deep drag. He smirked, looking up at you as tendrils of smoke swirled around him, “You
don't know it yet but you’re going to be the best of the best.”

You swallowed, your jaw dropped as you took in his words. When he had asked you to meet him, you
hadn’t expected to be recruited to an undercover team. You had expected to be discharged or sent
back on tour, but never this.

“Lieutenant, I need you on my team. Are you in? Or are you out?”

“—The Avengers Initiative,” Fury said, keeping eye contact with you.

“No,” you stated, quickly and flatly. You turned on your heel, moving away from the table and back
toward the door before Fury’s voice froze you in your tracks. 

“Lieutenant, wait.” he tried again, standing from his chair, “We need you.”

— "I’m in.” —

“No.” You shook your head, your jaw clenching as you slowly turned back toward the table. 

“(F/N),” Steve said quietly, chewing on his cheek as he glanced up at you, “Just consider.”

“You’re a good fighter, (F/N),” Stark stated from his seat, “We could use someone with your skills.”

“Yes, Lady (F/N)!” Thor’s booming voice echoed through the room, shaking the lights that hung
above you, “Join us in our fight against the forces of evil!”

“Let her make up her own mind you guys,” Dr. Banner said quietly, earning himself a death glare
from Stark.

“Thank you, Dr. Banner,” you said, nodding at him in thanks before turning to the rest of them, “I
have three words for all of you: I am retired. I’ve done my duty, above and beyond. Almost got
myself killed. All I want now is to live a normal life. Normal isn’t becoming a superhero and
defending the world.”

“I wouldn’t say normal is working on a top-secret Helicarrier,” Stark muttered under his breath.

“It pays good,” you growled in response.

“Then I will pay you to be an Avenger,” Tony began standing from his chair.

“You can’t just pay people to do stuff like that, Tony,” Clint said across the table, looking bored.

“I’m pretty sure I can.”

“No, you can’t.”

“Yes, I can.”



“No, you can’t.”

“Yes, I can.”

“No, you can’t.”

“Yes, I can.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Stop it,” Natasha barked at the two, glaring at each of them before turning to you, “It’s your choice,
Lieutenant, but you would be a great asset to us.”

You sighed, finally pulling out a chair and flopping down. You bit your lip, glancing at the six heroes
seated around you, “I can’t, you guys. I’ve fought enough.”

You closed your eyes, placing your head in your hands as the room went quiet. 

“If that’s your decision, then we respect it,” Steve said, standing from his chair and stepping back
around the table toward you, “It was an honor to fight by your side.”

He held out his hand as you rose from your chair. 

“And it was an honor to fight by yours,” you nodded, taking his hand with a curt nod, “I appreciate
the offer. I’m sorry I can’t take it.”

“Don’t be,” he scoffed, “You saved my life, Lieutenant. If you ever need anything…”

“I’ll know where to find you,” you said with a grin.

One by one the Avengers filed out of the room until only Fury and you were left. You looked up to
him. He had moved over to the side of the room, looking out a window into the blue sky.

“Director, I apologize—” you started before he cut you off.

“Don’t,” he said, sticking a hand up to silence you. He turned towards you and smirked. “I knew
you’d say no.”

“Then why’d you have the meeting?” You blinked in confusion.

“To get them off my back.” He shrugged nonchalantly, “They haven’t stopped talking about you for
weeks. But, there’s another reason I called you here, besides the whole Avengers thing.”

He motioned for you to take a seat, you quirked an eyebrow at him but obliged.

“I want to talk to you about a new project I’m starting called Project Insight.”

“Project Insight?”

“Three new Helicarriers need building.” he stated, simply. “I want you there to oversee the
construction.”

“Sir, I’m not sure I’m qualified.”



“You’ve fixed this Helicarrier numerous times, Lieutenant. You know them inside and out. No doubt
you have some ideas to make them better as well, you’re damn well certified. I want someone I trust
to take care of them, you fit the bill.” he said. “You’d be working right next to the Triskelion, have
shorter commutes, and you’d spend a lot more time on the ground.”

“You sure know how to convince people,” you groaned, leaning back and running your fingers
through your hair. “When do we get started?”

“A transport is waiting for you on the lower tarmac. It will take you back to the Triskelion where an
agent will prep you and get you situated.” Fury stood and walked towards you. “What are you waiting
for, Lieutenant? Get to work.”

You scoffed, rising to your feet with a shake of your head and a mock salute, “Yes, sir.”
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Flashback: Aerocell

Chapter Summary

You grinned to yourself, eyeing one of the guards close to the boys before you froze.

You felt eyes on you. Cold, unfeeling, icy blue eyes glared into you. Your eyes met his and your
heart stopped.

Metal Arm Dude. 

The two of you stared at each other a moment, each daring the other to make a move. Out of
your peripheral, one of the Muraqibu Allayl produced a slim metal box. Your eyes left Metal
Arm Dude’s for a moment, landing on Aercoell’s case before they darted to Business Suit Man
and back to him.

He knew what you were doing in an instant. He turned away from you, muffled words leaping
from his mouth as you recalibrated your rifle and finally picked a target.

But his warnings weren’t nearly as fast as your trigger finger.

Business Suit Man smiled, outstretching a hand for the case before the blast from your rifle rang
through the valley, piercing through the night.

And your bullet easily found its designated mark. 
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In the absence of a plan, move towards the sound of gunfire and kill everything.

The C-17 landed with a jerk, the landing gear screeched as that plane began to slow. Your fingers
wrapped into your harness as you hung on, closing your eyes with a grunt before the craft came to an
abrupt stop. The lights in the cargo hold flickered and buzzed. The incandescent bulbs swayed,
casting long shadows through the cabin. 
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“Vamos, soldados!” Danny yelled over the droning engines, tossing his harness over his shoulder and
hopping to his feet, “Up and at ‘em.” 

You snapped off your straps as Danny reached back to you, helping you out of your chair as Turner
slid from his. He turned, helping Oliver out of his restraints before adjusting his uniform and turning
to you with a grin. You took your dog tags in your hands, pinching them between your fingers as your
eyes flicked to the Commander’s War Room. 

Weston had been cooped up in the room for the entirety of your journey, finalizing last-minute details
and procuring everything your team needed to land at the base. 

Your gaze flicked back to Danny, “What do we got?”

“Muraqibu Allayl,” he muttered, glancing over his shoulder toward the War Room, “The Night
Watchers.”

You scoffed, raising a brow as you flipped your tags through your fingers, “How dramatic.”

Danny chuckled, winking at you as he strode over to his strategy table and nodded for you to follow.
You ducked through the cargo hold to his side, watching as he unfolded a map from his stash. 

“They’ve taken over the mountain region surrounding Kabul.” He spread his fingers across the map,
fanning them over the folds before tapping on the mountain ranges, “They have insurgents planted in
the city and throughout the region, waiting and watching.”

“For what?” you asked, glancing up at him as Oliver and Turner stood beside you. 

“A payday.” the Commander’s voice came from behind you. He stepped from the darkness of the War
Room in a cloud of cigar smoke, “They stole a new piece of tech off a convoy. They’re selling it to
the highest bidder.”

“Must be pretty important if we’re getting involved,” Turner said, leaning against the strategy table. 

“It’s called Aerocell,” Ollie cut in, licking his lips nervously as he reached into his backpack to
procure a laptop. He set it on the table, firing it up immediately and turning it toward you, “It was
designed to monitor our troops’ movements and emergency protocols and predict our enemies’
moves. Whoever has it will know exactly what we’re going to do before we do. They’ll know exactly
where we are, what we’re doing, and when we’ll get to where we’re going.”

He huffed a sigh, catching his breath before continuing, “Good news is, the Aerocell Terminal is
almost impossible to hack without the right password—”

“Almost impossible?” you asked, your brows furrowing as you stared at the diagram of the terminal. 

It looked almost computer-like, wires and screens connected together and were housed in what looked
like a metallic briefcase. 

“You’re saying, in the right hacker’s hands, they could breach into the Terminal?”

Ollie nodded, “In the right person’s hands, it would only take a few hours of trial and error.”

“Sir.” Danny looked up to Weston with a quick shake of his head, “None of my sources in the city
have been able to confirm Muraqibu Allayl have a hacker in their ranks.”



Your eyes flicked to the Commander and you raised a brow, “You said payday. They didn’t steal it for
themselves, they’re selling it to another party.”

“Atta girl.” Weston nodded with a smirk, “We’ve got chatter about an influx of cash into one of their
offshore accounts.”

“Then it’s been sold,” Turner said, looking to Danny for confirmation. 

“The swap hasn’t happened yet.” Danny clapped him on his shoulder, “My contacts say it’s still in
their hands.”

You chewed on your cheek, looking between the group, “Meaning we have enough time to grab
Aerocell, figure out who the buyer is, and take down a part of Muraqibu Allayl.”

The Commander nodded, taking a deep drag of his cigar and letting wisps of smoke curl from his lips,
“Most of our troops have been forced out of the city, a uniform ain’t somethin’ you see everyday
here.”

“Turner, (F/N), and I will go in undercover here,” Danny said, flipping a map on the table so you
could see it better and pointing to a marketplace, “I’ve got a few eyes in the city that have been
keeping tabs on a few Muraqibu Allayl men. Commander, you and Private Walsh will set up a safe
house and communication center here. Right outside the city.” 

Smoke swirled through the light, twisting around the map as Weston nodded, “I want both buyer and
seller caught but, most importantly, we get Aerocell back. There’s no telling what kind of damage the
terminal could do in the wrong hands. Am I clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

Your eyes scanned the marketplace, your wandering glare was safely hidden under the black burka
that concealed your face. You followed movement, carefully studying each person surrounding you
and watching for your target. Leaning against the wall, you took a step behind a fruit stand and
adjusted your robes. 

A warm wind blew through the sandy, brick market. It kicked up a cloud of dust and swirled into
canvas awnings that stretched over the stalls. The afternoon sun glinted through the building that
surrounded you, glittering off of the bags of spices and raisins. Voices echoed through the place, the
only sound able to pierce over them was a cage of songbirds singing softly across the way from you. 

“Outbreak, Ghost, give me a sitrep.” Danny’s voice crackled in your ear, drawing your gaze from the
crowd to where he stood. He was perched on a stairwell, tossing a bright red apple between his hands.
His hazel eyes darted over the market, stopping only once or twice before moving on. 

You cleared your throat, ducking back into the shadows before speaking into your earpiece, “No sign
of the target.”

“All clear, boss,” Turner said, his deep voice rumbling through your head. You glanced at him,
watching him lean against a clothing stall. 

Both of your boys had ditched their black tac-gear and opted for more traditional attire. 

“Keep your eyes open,” Weston growled, “He’ll show.”



You turned back to the crowd in front of you, stooping along the wall to get a better view of the
crowd. 

You’d only landed at Camp Phoenix for a few hours before Gonzalez had been contacted by a pair of
his eyes in the city. They’d informed him of a Muraqibu Allayl agent that was directly involved with
the attack on the convoy and the theft of Aerocell. 

They’d already told Danny the place, all you had to do was wait. 

Your team had acted quickly, procuring disguises while the Commander set up a safe house. If you
were able to get your hands on your target, you could persuade him to talk. 

Which would make your job so much easier. 

Now, you just had was find him. 

Your eyes flicked to new movements at the edge of the market. A man strode into the crowd slowly,
allowing you just enough time to study him. He wore dark crimson robes with black trim. They
flowed on the breeze, billowing behind him and showing off the pair of knives that were tucked
behind his back. 

“I got eyes on target. Repeat. Ghost has eyes on the target,” you murmured, watching him move
further into the crowd, “Target is armed but alone. Red robes. Nighthawk, you have a better angle.
Confirm.”

Danny’s head snapped in your direction before it smoothly followed your eye line. He nodded
slightly, “Target confirmed. He’s got a pair of knives strapped to his sides and a possible firearm
under his robes. He’s alone.”

“Proceed with caution, team,” Weston ordered, his voice gruff through the line, “We only got one
shot at this.”

You nodded to yourself, taking a careful step into the crowd to get a better view of the man. 

He wandered through the market, browsing each of the stands and buying things here and there.
Danny and Turner were on his tail, warily following the man while pretending to shop for themselves.
They paused when he paused and moved when he moved, all under your watchful eye. 

Until the man looked up at Danny for a split second. He eyed him strangely, his gaze lingering on him
for a moment longer than you liked. 

“Nighthawk, you’ve been made. Get out of there,” you snapped quietly. 

Danny walked away smoothly, moving as though he needed something from another stall and turning
his back on the man. A sigh of relief fluttered through you as the target relaxed and began to browse
again. 

He bought a bag of scarlet saffron, stuffing it with the other wares in his arms before beginning to
make his way out of the marketplace. 

“Kingpin, he’s on the move,” Turner muttered to Weston through the comms, “Would you like us to
engage?”

“Negative,” Weston hummed, “Tail him, don’t make a scene.”



“Ghost, take point. Be my eyes.” Danny ducked through the market, nodding discreetly to you before
disappearing down a side street, “Outbreak, take the eastern alley.”

You nodded, slipping in and out of the crowd quickly and sneaking into the narrow street. 

“Blackhat.” You whirled past a group of people, your eyes glued to the back of the man’s head,
“What’s my route look like?”

“Side streets are connected by a couple of alleys 100 yards ahead of you.” Oliver said, the sound of
keystrokes sounding on the other end of the line before his voice took over again, “There's an
abandoned building ahead of you.”

“Que conveniente,” Danny whispered. You could practically feel the smile that had curled to his lips
in anticipation and you found yourself mirroring his grin, “Your call, Kingpin.” How convenient.

The Commander didn’t answer as you stole through the sea of people bustling through the narrow
street. You lost your target for a few strides and you brushed past a pair of men trying to find him. The
two glared at you, not that you cared as your eyes returned to the man and you stepped quickly after
him. 

“50 yards and closing,” Ollie continued. 

More silence. You could almost see the look on Weston’s face, the grim calculation in his eyes as he
watched the man through the cameras and weighed his options. 

You, on the other hand, were getting antsy. The intersection was approaching fast and you
subconsciously sped up your pace until you were only a few feet away from your target. 

“30 yards.”

You could smell the man now, incense and gunpowder wafted off his robes. 

“20 yards.”

His robes flipped up as a gust of wind barreled through the street, exposing the pistol that was hidden
on his back. 

“Confirmed, target has a firearm,” you whispered, licking your lips and forcing yourself to blink as
you kept pace with him. 

“Ten yards.”

Your muscles tensed at Ollie’s words, adrenaline ready to begin flowing veins the instant you decided
to pounce. 

“15 feet, Commander,” Ollie said, “Our window is closing.”

You swallowed, so close to the man you could reach out and touch him if you wanted. 

The silence on the other end of the line seemed like an eternity before it ended. 

“Take him.”



You took a long stride past the man, brushing against him before stutter-stepping back toward him.
Swinging around quickly, you placed a quick jab to his throat with just enough force to stun him. He
dropped his items from the market, sending them clattering to the ground as he backed away from
you. 

Before he could make a sound, Danny swung around the corner and put the man in a sleeper hold,
covering his mouth in the process. You ducked between them, snatching away the knives and pistol,
and tucking them into your own robes. 

A grunt growled from Gonzalez’s throat as the man struggled to get away from him and he dragged
him back into the alley toward the abandoned building. 

Turner was by his side in a second, flipping a syringe from his pocket and nodding to you. You
wrestled one of the man’s wrists away from Danny and yanked away part of his robe to expose his
arm. In a single, swift stroke, Turner jabbed the needle in his arm and injected the liquid. 

The man fought against Danny for only a moment more before slumping into Danny’s arms. As he
went limp, Danny shifted his grip to under the man’s arms and Turner grabbed his legs. They worked
together to carry him toward the building as you watched their back. 

Your hardened gaze scanned the street for anyone who may have witnessed the struggle but there was
no one in sight. 

A smirk found its way to your lips as you turned back toward the building. You slipped past Danny
and Turner, striding up the stairs before shoving your shoulder into the door and busting open the
door. 

The boys stole into the building first, away from prying eyes as you glassed the street once more
before ducking in after them and closing the door. 

“Objective complete. Target acquired, Commander. Awaiting further instructions.

You stared out the window, twiddling your tags through your fingers and tossing a knife to yourself as
you watched the city go by. 

Crowds and cars came and went, unaware of what was happening in the darkened building.

You and your team had quickly changed out of your disguises and into your matching combat gear,
courtesy of Commander Weston who had snuck through the city to your sides. Turner and Danny
were tucked away in the corner together playing cards. Commander leaned against the wall on the far
side of the building, continuously dragging on his cigar. He had a glare on his face, pointed at the man
tied to the chair in the middle of the room. 

Tossing yourself the knife again, you watched it glint in the sun before you paused. 

Your target stirred slightly, a low groan resounding through the room as Turner’s concoction began to
wear off. Flipping the knife back into your belt you turned, nodding to Danny and then to the man. 

He eyed him, his eyes narrowing as they flicked over his form before Danny turned and grabbed a
chair from the corner of the room. It shrieked across the floor as he dragged it in front of the target
and popped down. 



The man blinked, confusion clouding his face before he glared at Danny. A growl tore through his
throat as he began threatening Danny in low, slurred mumbles. He struggled against his bonds and
paused, his dark eyes finally realizing just how much trouble he was in. 

His hands were tied to each arm of the chair and his ankles to each leg. 

He was going nowhere. 

Danny caught his attention with a snap of his fingers before his tone darkened. There was a sharp
edge to his voice. It was deadly calm, even as he began interrogating the man. 

You were only able to understand bits and pieces of Danny’s words and the man’s responses. From
what you could understand, it didn’t seem to be going well. 

Danny clicked his tongue in annoyance, slowly turning to the Commander with a snarl, “He’s refusing
to cooperate, Kingpin.”

“Ghost,” Weston exhaled a puff of smoke, before looking up to you, “Take care of him.”

You swallowed, looking up at Weston and then the man before you nodded. Flicking the knife back
into your hands, you took Danny’s place in front of the man. 

He looked at you in disdain, taking in your figure before glaring at you. 

“Translate for me, Nighthawk,” you whispered, twirling the knife across your fingers, “Tell him I’m
about to hurt him.”

Danny nodded, words flowing from his mouth before the man scoffed a reply with a smirk. 

A low groan came from Danny, his eyes rolling as he glanced at you, “He says, ‘You’re a woman, you
can’t harm me.’”

You frowned, a pout finding its way to your face as you quirked a brow and scooted your chair closer,
“Tell him to apologize.”

“Yaetadhiru,” Danny warned him, “Anaha laysat sakhif.” Apologize. She's not fucking around. 

The man let out a harsh laugh, shaking his head before he began to reply. 

But you cut him off. 

You flicked the knife through your fingers once more before ramming it down into his thigh, letting it
plunge through skin and muscle as far as you could without hitting any major arteries. 

The man let out an unearthly howl as Danny rounded the chair and set his hands on his shoulders. He
leaned down, whispering menacingly in the man’s ear as you glared into him. The man began to
struggle again and he began to sweat, swear, and bleed. 

Crimson liquid seeped into his robes, deepening the red of the garment as he began to curse you. 

“When is the swap?” you snapped, your grip never wavering on the knife as you applied more
pressure. 

He went silent, sucking breaths to keep himself calm as he glared into you. 



You frowned, your jaw clenching as you began to twist the knife in his leg before you growled
through gritted teeth, “When is the swap?”

A string of rapid-fire words leaped from the man’s mouth as he finally began spilling to Danny. 

Danny nodded after a moment, looking up at Weston as the Commander pushed off the wall and
began walking across the floor. His heavy boot falls echoed through the room before Danny spoke
over them, “He says tomorrow night. 2400.”

“Where?” you asked, finally pulling out the knife and wiping the blood on your pant leg.

“He says he doesn’t know.”

You raised a brow, pausing before you sheathed your knife and slowly turned back toward the man,
“Don’t lie to me.”

The man repeated himself, his voice cracking as he tried to explain to Danny. You shook your head,
not liking any of the words you were hearing and, before you knew what you were doing, your blade
was lodged in the man’s hand. 

The knife went through his hand, lodging itself into the wooden chair, “Where is the swap?”

The man choked on his words, glancing back at Danny as he changed his answer. His eyes were
unable to land on you any longer. 

“Out in the desert. Toward Bagram. Just past Kalakan.” Danny interpreted through the man’s sobs, he
raised a brow as he glanced at Weston, “Hay un complejo escondido en el valle.” There's a hidden
compound in the valley. 

“Nice work, Nighthawk.” Weston smirked, tossing his cigar to the ground and stomping it out,
“Outbreak, gather the gear. Ghost, clean up this mess.”

He nodded to the man, not waiting for a response before turning his back on you, “Rendezvous at the
safe house. Make sure no one tails you.”

You nodded at his back, taking back your knife from the man’s hand and cleaning it on your pants
before rocking to your feet. Danny and Turner gathered their things, walking out of the room without
a backward glance. 

Taking a deep breath, you took one last look into your target’s eyes before taking a pistol from your
belt. You circled the man slowly, pulling a suppressor from your pack and screwing it onto the barrel. 

“Salaa.” you whispered, sliding back the rack and chambering a round before you flicked off the
safety. You took a deep breath, extending the pistol to the back of his head as your finger slipped to
the trigger. 

Pray.  

A smooth breath spilled past your lips as you leaned against your rifle and stared down into the valley
below you. You were lying on your stomach on the edge of a set of craggy cliffs above the Muraqibu
Allayl stronghold. 



Finding the complex wouldn’t have been easy if it wasn’t for Oliver. He’d managed to commandeer a
satellite, taking imagery of the ground and quickly finding the compound’s exact location. 

It was hidden deep in the mountain ranges and concealed in the bottom of a valley. The sand-colored
building was large, built back into the cliffs away from prying eyes and practically invisible from
above. There was a single road in and out, funneling whoever came down it straight into the
complex. 

Your team had moved quickly after Ollie had found it, making the long trek into the mountainous
desert. 

Weston had scouted the location, glaring down at the complex from the rocks above before he
returned to Danny and you with a plan. 

Gonzalez and Johnson would infiltrate the building, retaking Aerocell while Weston planted charges
around the perimeter. 

You, of course, would be the lookout. And, in case the plan went south, would provide long-range
cover to get your boys to safety. 

Laying in the dirt and the rocks hadn’t been the most comfortable thing in the world and, to make
matters worse, you’d been there for hours. Endlessly glassing the compound and the entrance road,
watching for movement, waiting for the blistering sun to set under the horizon and leave you in
darkness. 

So far, there hadn’t been much activity. A few guards had come out for a smoke break but slipped
back inside a few minutes later. 

You shifted your weight a fraction of an inch, settling deeper into the dirt. Your muscles seemed to
creak with the movement, your bones beginning to ache from being stationary for so long. 

With the sun below the skyline, the temperature began to drop. A chill shook through you as you
settled back in, resting your cheek against the stock and adjusting the rifle into the pocket of your
shoulder.

Weston had ordered complete silence on the comms, just in case, the base was sweeping through radio
frequencies. The only company you had was the silence and the wafting breeze that came off the
desert. 

You sighed, flicking night vision onto your scope and waiting for a sound to come through the
comms. 

A few hours later, a voice finally crackled through the line. 

“Aftermath is go.”

You chuckled to yourself, rolling your shoulders as a smirk curled to your lips.

It was a simple phrase. Short and sweet. But it had been the signal for the start of every mission you
had been on with Weston.

It meant your team was coming and anyone that opposed you, better be ready for a shit-storm. 

“Sound off, soldiers,” Weston growled, his low snarl sending goosebumps through your body. 



“Roger that,” Oliver said, “Blackhat here. Communications are up and running, sir.”

“Outbreak, ready,” Turner hummed from wherever he was. 

A low scoff came from Danny, “Nighthawk, on the move.”

“Ghost is go,” you breathed, your eyes flicking to movement in the corner of your scope. You swung
around, catching sight of Gonzalez and Johnson making their way toward the back entrance of the
base. Rotating back around, you tracked in front of them, “Nighthawk, Outbreak, your route is open.”

You watched as the two darted out from the walls of the valley, ducking between rock formations and
brush before disappearing into the building. 

They’d gone in with an exact replica of the Aerocell Terminal but, instead of a feature that tracked
everyone the user wanted, this one tracked the user themselves. Oliver had cooked it up in a matter of
minutes, changing out the code in an old phone while Danny retrofitted a similar-looking briefcase
with a disguised laptop. 

The instant it traded hands, you’d be able to track it anywhere in the world. 

You sniffed, shivering slightly as you glassed the entrance road again before you paused. A pair of
headlights were tearing through the dirt toward the compound. 

“Vehicle approaching,” you said, swinging yourself around to follow the vehicle in the darkness as it
multiplied, “How much longer, guys?”

Your question was answered with a tense silence as more armored vehicles appeared in the dark,
continuing to move down the road before converging on the compound. Their headlights illuminated
the front of the building as they came to a stop, fanning out along the building before they were
drowned out. 

Lights mounted around the complex sprang to life, lighting up the valley. 

You flinched, quickly snapping off the night vision on your scope and readjusting yourself. 

After a moment the base opened and two men stepped out. They stared out at the line of vehicles in
front of them before nodding behind them and striding into the night. A line of soldiers scurried out
behind them, each armed to the nines but that wasn’t what made your body tense. 

Your static muscles sprung to life immediately, your eyes darted down the line as they fell on the two
men in the middle of the group. 

The two men that had their hands tied and were being forced to their knees. 

Danny and Turner. 

“Kingpin, Nighthawk and Outbreak have been caught. Kingpin? Do you read me?” You blinked at the
static that answered you as your face fell. 

They’d jammed your communication devices. 

They’d probably been listening in the entire time. 

You swallowed, licking your lips and turning your attention back to the scene in the valley. 



As the Muraqibu Allayl soldiers came to a stop, the doors of the armored vehicles snapped open. 

Black-clad mercenaries stepped into the sand, their eyes raking over the valley before one of them
opened the back door to the middle vehicle. 

An older man slipped from the vehicle. He looked out of place compared to the other men
surrounding him. A grey business suit was tailored perfectly to his form, his grey hair was slicked
back and black glasses slid down his nose as he moved.  

The opposite door of the vehicle sprang open the instant he hid the ground and another man slunk
from the shadows. 

He had long brown hair, much like Danny’s, but he was pale. Over the bottom half of his face was a
mask, gripping his skin like a muzzle. Steel-blue eyes flicked over his surroundings but they weren’t
his most striking feature. That award went to his left arm. 

His metal arm. 

From the tips of his fingers, all the way up to where it disappeared under his black tac suit was all
metal. Silver plates flexed and moved, offset by a crimson star. It glinted in the lights as he rounded
the vehicle, stopping by the older man’s side. 

The two men from Muraqibu Allayl stepped forward, ducking through the lines of mercenaries to talk
with the suited man. You tried to read their lips only to fail miserably, you were too far away to make
out a word they were saying. 

You huffed a frustrated sigh, your eyes flicking back to Danny and Turner. You tried to find a way to
get into contact with them. If their comms hadn’t been confiscated, the signal was still jammed and
you couldn’t risk moving. The second you moved a muscle, you could catch the attention of the men
below you. So you held still. 

You swiveled slowly, moving your scope back to where the men were bargaining, and began choosing
a target. 

There were plenty to choose from. 

You could go with one of the soldiers holding Danny and Turner. If they could get free, they could
fight their way out. 

You could go for one of the Muraqibu Allayl leaders or Business Suit Man. 

Hell, you could have shot anyone but it wouldn’t have made a difference. Every scenario that ran
through your head ended in tragedy. 

You just had to sit tight and wait. 

Taking a deep breath to calm yourself, you started to multitask. Your eyes kept flicking back to Danny
as you looked for a target.

Eventually, from the corner of your sights, you saw Danny’s head move. 

It was a quick movement, designed to look like he was adjusting his neck but, really, he was trying to
get a look at you. 



Your eyes snapped back to him in an instant, darting over his form before a smirk curled to your lips. 

He’d managed to free himself. All he needed was a distraction from you. 

All you needed was to find a target and let mayhem break loose in the valley. 

You grinned to yourself, eyeing one of the guards close to the boys before you froze. 

You felt eyes on you. Cold, unfeeling, icy blue eyes glared into you. Your eyes met his and your heart
stopped. 

Metal Arm Dude. 

The two of you stared at each other a moment, each daring the other to make a move. Out of your
peripheral, one of the Muraqibu Allayl produced a slim metal box. Your eyes left Metal Arm Dude’s
for a moment, landing on Aercoell’s case before they darted to Business Suit Man and back to him. 

He knew what you were doing in an instant. He turned away from you, muffled words leaping from
his mouth as you recalibrated your rifle and finally picked a target. 

But his warnings weren’t nearly as fast as your trigger finger. 

Business Suit Man smiled, outstretching a hand for the case before the blast from your rifle rang
through the valley, piercing through the night. 

And your bullet easily found its designated mark. 

The Aerocell Terminal. 

The case exploded into thousands of shattered pieces of plastic and metal, sending a spray of shrapnel
into the ranks of each side. 

All hell broke loose in an instant, every soldier below you was searching for the source of the shot as
the sound ricocheted through the valley. Both Danny and Turner took advantage of the chaos, turning
on their guards and stripping them of their weapons. 

You smirked a gritted grin, snapping back the bolt and ejecting a casing before reloading and sighting
in a new slurry of targets, the men surrounding your boys. 

Smoking brass flew out of your rifle as you fired at targets at a machine-gun rate. You hit all your
marks easily, helping Danny and Turner gain the upper hand. Metal Arm Dude snapped commands at
some of the mercenaries surrounding him, snatching Business Suit Man and dragging him to the
safety of his armored vehicle before returning to the fight. 

You turned your attention away from them, returning to the Muraqibu Allayl soldiers and the
mercenaries that were scrambling. You sent off a few rounds, falling quickly into a rhythm as each
shot hit their target. 

What you didn’t realize was that you had become someone else’s target. 

A sharp wind blew past your ear, the sound of the valley wall cracking behind you making you flinch.
You didn’t understand what had happened until you felt a warm liquid dripping down your face. 



Your heart dropped as your eyes flicked back to the valley floor before they widened. You ducked
behind a rock, taking cover from an onslaught of bullets that kicked up dust all around you. 

Folding in on yourself, you waited for a reprieve. When it finally came, you peeked below you and
finally caught a glimpse of who had just shot you. 

Metal Arm Dude.

He glared up at you, a rifle pressed to his shoulder as you mirrored his look. 

A snarl warped through your throat as you reloaded your rifle and swung out from the rock, aiming at
his chest. The second you took a step out from your cover, he fired. 

You dodged out of the way, leaping away from the bullet only to find yourself face-to-face with loose
rocks and a steep hill. Your legs slipped out from underneath you, sending you tumbling off of the
cliff and your rifle flying from your grip. 

“Shit!” a yelp lodged in your throat as you slid and rolled over the rocks and through the dirt. You
came to a stop on the valley floor with a grunt, the entire world spinning as you stumbled to your feet.
Falling back to your knees, your hands searching through the dirt before coming in contact with your
rifle. 

Your eyes narrowed as streams of blood poured down your face and you pressed your rifle back to
your shoulder. Taking a deep breath, you steadied yourself and rose to your feet. 

Business suit man’s goons had packed up and were now speeding away in a line of armored vehicles,
you were just able to catch a glimpse of Metal Arm Dude’s calling card glinting through the window. 

The sound of the firefight beside you was drowned out. Your heart was pounding in your ear as you
raised your rifle, aiming for Business Suit Man’s silhouetted head. Your finger slipped to the trigger
before you could process what you were doing. 

The bullet smacked against the window, the glass spidering at the impact but not shattering
completely. 

The bulletproof glass remained intact, you’d known it would. 

You hadn’t aimed to take another life. No. 

As the unknown mercenaries made a run for it, you were sending a message. 

They had missed. You were alive. You could still come after them. 

You glared after the fleet of vehicles, watching them disappear into billowing dust and darkness
before the rumbling hum of helicopter blades broke you from your thoughts. 

Fuck. 

You glanced back to the waning firefight, pulling dual pistols from your sides as the chopper came
closer. 

You weren't sure what kind of resources the Muraqibu Allayl had and you weren’t keen on finding out
if they had reinforcement on the way. You had to collect the boys and hightail it out of there. 



Fast. 

Loosing a few shots, you found yourself by Danny’s side as the helicopter touched down amidst the
havoc. 

Danny grinned, his back pressed against yours, “Nice of you to join us, mi amor.”

“I couldn’t let you have all the fun, Gonzalez,” you snapped, tossing Turner one of your pistols as you
continued to fire. 

He shrugged, his eyes falling on the chopper before he grabbed your arm, “Yeah, well, you’re still
late. Move your ass.”

You glanced behind you, finally taking in the helicopter as the doors slid open and two familiar faces
peered out from within. 

Weston and Walsh. 

The three of you sprinted across the fading battlefield, popping off shots to down enemies whenever
you needed before you vaulted into the helicopter. Turner followed you, helping Danny in as you
provided cover and the craft began to rise. 

“Everybody in?” Weston yelled over the rotors.

“Yeah,” Danny snapped, “Go. Go. Go!”

The helicopter lifted from the valley floor, carefully rising with the walls before pulling up into the
starless night. 

You relaxed back, lowering your pistol and holstering it before Danny grabbed you and shoved you
into a seat. Turner’s hands were on you in an instant as he popped open a medkit and set to work. You
batted him away until he smacked you on the shoulder with a warning glare and you slumped in your
chair with a pout. 

Danny scoffed, tossing the two of you a headset and glaring back down at the disappearing
compound. 

“That didn’t go according to plan,” Weston mumbled, his voice crackling through the headset.

But he didn’t look worried, as a matter of fact, he was surprisingly calm. 

“What about the compound, boss?” Danny said, his brows furrowing as more Muraqibu Allayl forces
began filtering out of the building, “We can’t just leave it.” 

“We’re not.” Weston shook his head with a smirk, holding up a small remote and tossing it to Danny,
“I’ll send a cleanup crew when the smoke clears.”

You scoffed, relaxing back and taking one last look at the stronghold before he pressed the button.
The building burst into flames in an instant, smoke curling to the sky as the helicopter carried you
away towards Kabul. 

You sighed, knocking your head against your seat before you paused with wide eyes. 

Aerocell. 



“Sir!” you snapped, straightening in your seat and hissing as Turner applied too much pressure to the
cut on your temple, “What about Aerocell?”

Weston didn’t answer, instead, he nodded to Oliver. 

Ollie smiled softly, holding up a flash drive and tossing it to himself before pocketing it, “While
Captain Gonzalez and Sergeant Johnson were busy getting caught, the Commander was able to pull
all the info onto this.”

“I’m impressed, I didn’t think an old man like you could move that fast.” You winked at Weston,
earning yourself a glare. 

“Very funny, Lieutenant,” he said, rolling his eyes and turning to the team, “Job well done,
gentlemen.”

Turner grinned, dabbing a cotton ball against your temple, “Where to next, boss?”

“Colombia, something ‘bout a drug lord.”

You smirked, relaxing back in your chair and closing your eyes, “Sounds like a great time.”
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EXO-7 Falcon

Chapter Summary

“(F/N),” Steve started, setting a gentle hand on your shoulder, “You need to know, Nat and I,
we’re considered fugitives now. If you help us, you’ll be aiding criminals. If you’re caught—”

“If being the prime word there, buddy,” you said, shrugging away his hand and folding your
arms over your chest, “I’d love to see them try and catch me. Now, what’s the plan, Cap?”

“We need to kidnap Jasper Sitwell—” Steve said, making his way to a chair and setting himself
down.

“Sounds easy, what do you need me for?”

“—in broad daylight.”

You winced, scrunching your nose with a shake of your head, “That may be a problem.”

“Don’t worry,” Romanoff hummed, perching herself on the coffee table, “We have a plan.”

You sighed, unable to help the smirk that curved to your lips as you rolled your eyes, “Of course
you do.”
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It’s scary what a smile can hide. 

His chest heaved, sweat dripping down his brow as he threw open the refrigerator door and snatched a
bottle of orange juice. Swirling it in his hands, he flicked off the cap and took a deep breath as he
leaned against the kitchen counter. He was just about to take a sip when he flinched at a knock on his
front door. 

His brows furrowed, a frown tugging to the corners of his lips as set down his juice and took a
tentative step toward the door. 

Snapping the shade on the door open, he paused. His gaze darted between the two people that stood
on his porch. 

They were constantly glancing over their shoulder, both covered in soot and dust and their clothes
awry. 

https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


He swallowed, his brows knitting together in confusion as he slowly slid the door open. His head
cocked to the side, “Hey, man…”

“I’m sorry about this, Sam,” the blond puffed, looking up at him with pleading blue eyes, “We need a
place to lay low.”

The redhead beside him nodded, checking over her shoulder and scanning the neighborhood behind
them uneasily, “Everyone we know is trying to kill us.”

Sam’s eyes flicked between the two of them again…once…twice…before he nodded, “Not
everyone.”

He stepped aside, nodding to both as they brushed past him into the safety of his home. Ducking his
head out the door he glanced at each of his neighbor's houses, making sure none of them had been
watching before dipping back inside. 

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

Your punches landed in perfectly rhythmic thuds, echoing through your basement as they ricocheted
off the walls. The heavy bag swung back and forth as you nailed each hit. The metal hooks holding it
to the ceiling creaked with every swing, the bolts threatening to snap as you fought against it. 

With a perfectly placed roundhouse kick, the bag flew up and slammed into the ceiling. Dust fell from
above you, sprinkling to the floor as the bag swung back toward you. 

You grabbed it as it came, your gloved hands holding it securely as your knee connected sharply with
the bag. You pushed it away a second later, landing another pair of punches with a grunt.

Sweat dripped down your face as you clenched your jaw and juked out of the way of the bag, giving it
another kick as it went by. 

— “(F/N) do you ever stop?” Turner asked from across the room, not bothering to look up from his
medkit.. —

— “Nope,” you replied, slightly out of breath. —

— Danny scoffed at the weapons table, smirking at you as he clicked a mag into one of his pistols, “I
think she’d go crazy if she did. Ain’t that right, mi amor?” —

— “Probably.” You grinned through gritted teeth. —

— “Where’d you learn that, Lieutenant?” Ollie asked, still typing away on the computer he was at.
—

— “My uncle.” —

— “Really?” —

— “Yeah. Enough with the questions. Y’all are distracting me.” —

You shook your head, trying to shake their voices as you hit the bag harder. The force of your hits
beginning to hurt your knuckles through the padding of your gloves. 



A low hiss snaked through your throat, “Y’all are distracting me.”

“So the question is…” Romanoff started slowly, flipping a piece of hair over her shoulder with a
focused glare, “Who at SHIELD could launch a domestic missile strike?”

Steve didn’t need time to think, his eyes flicking up to her in an instant, “Pierce.”

Sam paused in the kitchen, setting his breakfast down as he looked over the two with a frown. 

“Who happens to be sitting on top of the most secure building in the world,” Natasha said, folding her
arms over her chest in thought.

Steve sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose in annoyance. 

How did this happen?

How? After all these years had Hydra survived? 

After all the work he had put in to destroy them during the war. After everything he’d sacrificed and
been through.

Why hadn’t they been destroyed? Why hadn’t they been stopped?

— “Who the hell are you?” he growled, yanking on the man’s collar. —

— “The first of many,” the man snarled back, his accented voice tearing through his ears, “Cut off
one head…” — 

— The man paused, swiping his tongue across his teeth and popping loose one of them. He bit down
on it, releasing what was contained inside, “Two more shall take its place.” — 

They’d multiplied, just like their infiltrator had said. They’d moved in under everyone’s noses.

SHIELD had hired one of them for God’s sake!

And then they leeched in from the cracks.

Who knew how many were there or how far they had ascended the chain of command. Who knew
how many they were going up against. 

Steve swallowed, shaking his head, “He’s not working alone. Zola’s algorithm was on the Lemurian
Star.”

Natasha nodded, pursing her lips, “So was Jasper Sitwell.”

“So, the real question is: How do the two most wanted people in Washington kidnap a SHIELD officer
in broad daylight?” Steve asked, squeezing his eyes shut and rubbing his temples as a headache
formed. 

His senses were still sensitive from the blast at Camp Lehigh. The sound continuously echoed in his
ears, the blast of light blinded him, and the smell of smoke was stained in his nose.



The sight of Natasha, one of the few people he could probably trust, unconscious and in his arms as
the building burned around them. 

His mind was still reeling from the realization that Zola was still lurking in the shadows and the string
of memories that had followed. 

Steve winced as Wilson tossed away his butter knife, the metal clanking harshly on porcelain before
slipping around the corner. He glanced up, watching as the man rounded the corner with a framed
picture and a file. 

“The answer is you don’t.”

Steve raised a brow, taking the file from Sam, “What’s this?”

“Call it a resumé.”

You placed a hand up, easily stopping the bag in its tracks with a sigh before you brought one of your
gloves up to your teeth. Tearing apart the velcro, you slipped off the glove and snapped off the other
one. You tossed the pair over your shoulder, turning your attention to the makeshift pull-up bar across
the room. 

Wiping the sweat from your palms onto your leggings, you jump up onto the bar with a groan before
continuing your workout. You lifted yourself up and down easily, your chin thrusting over the bar
before you dropped back down. 

— ”So if your uncle taught you to fight, who taught you to shoot?” Ollie asked absentmindedly,
flicking down a pair of glasses from the top of his head and looking up at you with magnified eyes
before glancing back down at the array of computer parts that were splayed out in front of him. —

— “He did. He was a Vietnam Vet,” you said, carefully swabbing away bloodstains from the barrel of
your rifle, “Taught me everything I know.” —

— “So your parents weren’t around much or…” He trailed off, looking away from you. —

— “That’s a conversation for another time, Rookie,” you muttered, tossing away the swab and
checking the slide. —

— “Understood, Lieutenant.” —

You groaned, the searing headache forming at your temples twinged down your spine. 

You dropped from the bar, doubling over and holding your head in your hands as you began to shake,
“Stop.”

— “Ya know what, Spitfire?” Uncle Tim drawled, taking a long drag from his cigarette and looking
up into the colorful clouds that painted the sky. —

— “What?” Younger-you asked, swinging your legs back and forth off the edge of the tailgate as you
sipped on an almost empty juice box and chewed on a frosted pink circus animal. — 

— “You’re gonna be somethin’ one day.” He beamed, the corners of his lips curling as a long plume
of smoke floated from his nostrils. He took a step forward, swirling his beer and blowing a smoke ring
into the air before turning to you, “Everybody’s gonna know your name.”



— “Yeah?” You smiled, showing off your missing front teeth as Uncle Tim chugged the last of his
beer. He scoffed lightly, tickling your sides before hauling you onto his shoulders and earning himself
a giggle. —

— “Yeah.” He nodded, gently setting you down and looking out onto the horizon to watch the setting
sun, “You ready, Spitfire?” —

— You nodded, skipping back to his truck as he pumped a bullet into the chamber of a .22 rifle and
handed it to you. — 

— “It’s hot, baby girl,” he hummed, taking another deep drag and pointing at the safety. He adjusted
your hold slightly, helping you aim before backing away, “Eyes open. Always on the target.” — 

— You nodded, holding the rifle against the pocket of your shoulder, just like he taught you, and
giving him a small nod. Uncle Tim wound up, windmilling his arm before launching the empty beer
can into the sky. —

— Tracking it through the air, you took a deep breath before squeezing the trigger. The rifle kicked
back against your shoulder as the bullet shot through the sky, hitting the can and sending it spiraling
to the ground. —  

— “Yeah! ‘Atta baby!” Tim cried, pulling you into a hug, “You keep this up, honey, you’re gonna be
the best in the world.” — 

You groaned, straightening yourself before stumbling back to the wall. A wince wracked through your
body as you slid to the floor in a defeated slump. 

“Stop,” you mumbled to yourself, squeezing your eyes shut, “Please.”

“Where can we get our hands on one of these things?” Steve asked, his fingers dancing over the photo
in front of him before he looked back up to Sam. 

“Last one is at Fort Meade,” he said, folding his arms over his chest, “Behind three guarded gates and
a 12-inch steel wall.”

Steve glanced at Natasha as she took in the information before she shrugged. 

He nodded, “Shouldn’t be a problem…”

Steve paused, chewing on his cheek as he trailed off. Natasha looked at him curiously, she raised a
brow as he leaned back in his seat. 

He knew she could get in no problem. But, if they’d been followed to the Banana store…no, that
wasn’t it…the Apple store, they could be followed anywhere. 

They needed someone with no connection to them. Someone that wouldn’t be followed. Someone that
would melt into the scenery of a military base. 

Steve blinked, a small smirk curling to his face as he glanced up to Natasha, “Actually, I know
someone who might be able to help.”



A sigh puffed through your nose as you rested your chin on your knees and gently massaged your
temples. 

It had been a long month and it had nearly taken everything out of you. You’d just barely managed to
finish all three of SHIELD's Helicarriers by the deadline, but your crew had gotten it done just in time
to hand them over to the programmers. 

You hadn’t gotten much sleep in the past few weeks as a result. You’d gotten to the shops early to
parcel out jobs and get a head start, then you’d stayed late, after everyone else had left, to focus on the
small details on the huge machines. 

After two long years, Project Insight was over. Their launch was any day now. 

You’d been invited to the ‘Launch Celebration’ and other festivities but declined. Too many people
would be there in the hangar, watching as the Helicarriers took their first flights. 

As it turned out, you were not a people person. 

Not to mention, you’d been in a rather foul mood ever since the news of Director Fury’s death had
swept through the Helicarrier bays. He’d been the only one you’d kept in contact with over the years. 

The Avengers had all but forgotten you after New York. 

Or, so you hoped.

You were brought out of your moping by the soft thud of footsteps above you. They moved over your
head, slowly making their way into your home. 

Your head snapped up, your eyes narrowing as you rocked to your feet and slunk across the basement.
Easing open a drawer on the filing cabinet in the corner, you snatched your SIG and checked the
magazine. 

Ten rounds were all you had to work with. 

You grumbled to yourself, cracking the slide and flicking off the safety as you snuck your way up the
stairs. 

The footsteps continued to creep through your home. There were at least three sets, making their way
through the living room. 

You closed your eyes, mentally mapping out the house as they moved. 

One stopped by the couch, the other had just stepped into the kitchen while the last was stalking
toward your bedroom. 

The door to the basement was closed, masking your ascent as you braced yourself on the top stair.
You placed your hand on the doorknob, readjusting your grip on your pistol as you slowly twisted. 

You barely made a noise as you turned the handle before shoving your shoulder into the door and
swinging onto the main floor. You aimed at the man standing next to the couch, using the hall to cover
yourself from the man in the kitchen.

“Whoa! Hey! Hey! Hey!” the man called frantically, lifting his hands into the air with wide eyes.
They flicked to the man in the kitchen as he pointed to you, his hands still raised, “Uh, Cap? I think I



found her,”

Your brows knitted together before slowly swinging to the person in the kitchen, “Captain Rogers.”

“Lieutenant (L/N),” Steve said, his hands slightly raised as well, “You gonna put the gun down?”

“I’m thinkin’ about it,” you grunted, the frown on your face deepening, “As soon as you explain why
you broke into my house.”

“The door was unlocked.” a third voice came from the hallway to your room. A redhead appeared a
moment later. She rounded the corner with a smirk, leaning against the wall as she looked you over. 

“Agent Romanoff.” You nodded, a scowl beginning to work to your face, “You still didn’t tell me
why, though.”

Rogers took a few steps forward, eyeing your weapon and trying to get in between you and the man
by the couch, “We need your help—”

“Who’s he?” you asked, turning your glare to the man. 

“Sam Wilson.” the man answered quickly, “Former Air Force, ma’am.”

“First Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N), Marine Corps.” You lowered your weapon with a smirk, softening back
as you flipped on the safety and tucked it in your waistband. You outstretched your hand to him as
you took a slow step toward him, “Sorry about that, Flyboy.”

“Apology accepted.” He smiled, lowering his hands and taking yours, “Devildog.”

You nodded to him, shaking his hand before turning back to Steve and placing your hands on your
hips, “What can I do for you, Captain?”

He swallowed, relaxing as Natasha moved behind him to glance out the window, “You heard about
Fury?”

“Unfortunately,” you sighed with a shrug, tilting your head in confusion as you glanced between the
trio. 

“How much do you know?”

You raised a brow, letting your eyes wander between them for a few more seconds. 

How much? You frowned, jaw clenching.

What didn’t you know?

“Not enough, apparently,” you hummed, glancing at Natasha as she turned to you. 

“He was killed by an assassin,” she said, snapping shut the blinds on your front windows, “They call
him the Winter Soldier. You heard of him?” 

“No.” You shook your head as you turned back to Steve, “Rogers, what’s going on? What does this
have to do with me?”

“SHIELD is corrupt,” Steve sighed, raking his fingers through his hair anxiously, “They’ve been
taken over by an organization called Hydra. They’re planning something big. We need your help to



stop them.”

“They killed Fury?” you asked, your eyes darkening as Natasha nodded, “What do you need me to
do?”

“(F/N),” Steve started, setting a gentle hand on your shoulder, “You need to know, Nat and I, we’re
considered fugitives now. If you help us, you’ll be aiding criminals. If you’re caught—”

“If being the prime word there, buddy,” you said, shrugging away his hand and folding your arms
over your chest, “I’d love to see them try and catch me. Now, what’s the plan, Cap?”

“We need to kidnap Jasper Sitwell—” Steve said, making his way to a chair and setting himself down.

“Sounds easy, what do you need me for?”

“—in broad daylight.”

You winced, scrunching your nose with a shake of your head, “That may be a problem.”

“Don’t worry,” Romanoff hummed, perching herself on the coffee table, “We have a plan.”

You sighed, unable to help the smirk that curved to your lips as you rolled your eyes, “Of course you
do.”

You grumbled to yourself, glaring up at the imposingly dark building in front of you as you stopped at
the entrance of Fort Meade. The Firebird gowled too, impatiently waiting behind the line of cars as it
approached the guarded gates. 

With a single hand on the wheel, the other thumbed a laminated ID card that you couldn’t help but
glance at. From underneath the plastic, your smile gleamed brightly. Your hair slicked back into a
tight bun and the pins on your perfectly pressed jacket shining. 

So much had changed since the day you’d taken that photo but, there you were, a mirror image.

A pristine green pencil skirt and a button-up khaki shirt complete with a black tie. Your service cap
sat in the passenger seat, newly dusted and perched atop a shiny black briefcase. 

You shifted stiffly, trying to get used to the feeling of the fabric and your hair pulled back so tightly.

“This is ridiculous,” you scoffed to yourself, tapping the steering wheel impatiently as you edged
closer to the gate.

What were you thinking? You barely even knew Steve Rogers…though, he had saved your life during
Loki’s attack on the Helicarrier and you’d saved his in New York. 

As it happened, that kind of thing brought people together. 

And, he just so happened to be Captain America. 

You couldn’t say ‘no’ to Captain America, could you? Especially if he needed help.

You nodded to yourself, your uncertainty coming and going in an instant as you rolled next to the
guard at the gate. 



“ID, please,” the guard said, holding out his hand and carefully looking over you before you handed
him the plastic card, “What is the purpose of your visit?”

You glanced away, glaring out the windshield as he slid it before you growled, “Key Code: Alpha 3
Mike 6 2 Sierra Charlie Quebec.”

The code flowed from your lips easily, startling the guard as his gaze flicked between you, then the
card, then back to you before he began typing into the computer. 

— “You seriously memorized all the Key Codes?” Turner raised a brow, going through the codebook
Weston had given him, “All of them? There’s like 50.”

— “75.” you corrected him with a shrug and a smirk, “Never know when you might need them.” —

— “You could get past security into the Pentagon with those.” —

— “I know.” You sent him a wink, “I could take over the country if I really, really wanted to.” — 

— Turner raised a brow, “You’d better be careful, (F/N). With great power—” —

— “Comes a lotta fun,” Danny said, kicking back in his seat with a smirk, “When you take over, I’ll
be your right-hand man, mi amor.” — 

The guard nodded slowly, his eyes scanning the screen before he looked back to you. He pressed the
button to open the gate with a curt shake of his head, “Understood, Lieutenant. Your entry will be
erased and cameras wiped. Have a fantastic day.”

You winked at him, taking back your ID and pulling forward, “Thank you.”

He watched you leave as you pulled away before his gaze was pulled by the next car and you swerved
into the parking lot. You weaved between rows before coming to a stop in a spot and taking in your
surroundings. 

The building itself was enormous, looming above you like a black void. The glass panels coating the
outside were dark, hiding everything on the inside. The darkness of the main building bled into the
light siding of the army base. 

But you weren’t heading there. 

No. 

You were heading below the building. 

And who knew what was down there. 

You could tell why Steve didn’t want to chance Natasha going in. The place was littered with cameras
and guards. If SHIELD was smart, they would have notified every organization of their ‘betrayal’.

Especially the NSA. 

Luckily, you were off their radar, in more ways than one. 

You hissed a breath, stepping from the Firebird and tugged on the dark green jacket that went with
your uniform before slipping on your service cap. The pins on your jacket jingled furiously at the



motion, earning themselves a low scowl as you straightened them. Nodding to yourself, you grabbed
the briefcase and slammed the car door before making your way toward the building. 

Your black pumps clicked on the asphalt as you moved quickly across the parking lot and ducked into
the building. Taking off your cap and placing it under your arm, you smoothed the slight wrinkles in
your skirt as you checked your surroundings. Your eyes flicked to each of the security cameras lining
the walls before you slipped into a nearby restroom. 

Poking your head in, you made sure the place was empty before setting your briefcase on one of the
counters and snapping it open. You pried open a small compartment with your nails, pinching out an
earpiece and twisting it into your ear. You tapped it three times, waiting for its quiet chirp before
speaking. 

“Earpiece activated,” you breathed, checking your reflection in the mirror and slicking back a few
flyaways, “I’m in.”

“Nice work, (F/N).” Natasha’s disembodied voice echoed through your ear with a crackle, “Let’s get
started.”

“Let’s.” you hummed, nodding to yourself to keep you from backing down.

“You have a new ID card in the briefcase, ditch the other one.”

Glancing at your old ID card, you thumbed it one last time before stowing it into the lining of the case
and grabbing the new one Romanoff had procured for you. You quickly clicked closed the briefcase
and clipped the ID card to your lapel before twirling out of the restroom. 

“First gate is down the hall on your right,” Natasha said, “The new ID card should get you through.”

“Should?” you hummed, raising a brow as you strode down the hall, “I’m loving your confidence
today, Romanoff.”  

“Focus, (L/N).” she snapped in annoyance, “We’ve got one chance at this.”

You smirked to yourself, chuckling at her tone as you made your way toward the first gate. 

Two soldiers were standing guard in front of it, staring you down with a vengeance as you
approached. They eyed you warily as you stopped in front of them, standing at attention with a short
nod. 

One of them took a step toward you, snapping off your ID card and turning to the lock. 

He swiped it while his counterpart kept a close eye on you. 

You kept your eyes forward, not letting them wander but watching the light on the lock turn from red
to green from your peripheral. 

The door swished open with a hiss a moment later and the soldier turned back to you. 

“Lieutenant,” he said, nodding to you in approval before standing at attention. The two saluted you as
you walked through.

“At ease,” you hummed, glancing over your shoulder as the men relaxed and turned back forward.
The door slid shut, concealing you from their view. 



Turning back around, you glanced through the new hall.

The area was quiet, made up mostly of office spaces and reception desks. There were only a few
people bustling about from room to room, but they didn’t pay you any mind. 

You licked your lips, your eyes darting over the space once more before you started through it, “First
gate cleared.”

“Good work,” Natasha hummed, “To get past the next one…we’re gonna have to be a little fancier.”

“How fancy are we talkin’, Red?”

“There’s a device in your briefcase,” she said, the sound of her typing on her laptop echoing through
your ears, “I need you to plug it into a computer terminal. I’ll do the rest.”

“Easy.” you scoffed with a curt nod as you slowly walked down the hall. 

You passed office after office, hoping to find an empty one. Two-thirds of the way down the hall,
there was one with the shades drawn and darkened windows. 

Checking over your shoulder, you slid toward it, grabbed the handle, and turned. 

Locked. 

You clicked your tongue, rolling your eyes before plucking a bobby pin from your hair and sneaking
it into the lock. You barely even had to look as you listened to the tumblers tick and carefully felt
them shift under your touch. 

A smirk rolled to your lips as the lock clicked open for you. Shoving the door open, you took a quick
look over your shoulder before ducking in and gently closing it behind you. 

You tossed your briefcase onto the white desk that sat in the middle of the room, snapping it open and
digging through the compartments. Your fingers wrapped around the device a moment later and you
pulled it out with a raised brow. 

It looked like a flash drive…but it was special. 

At least, you thought it was. 

What other kind of flash drive had Stark Industries written on the side?

You scoffed, tossing it between your hands before inserting the drive into an open port.

“Alright, Romanoff,” you said, settling back in the chair and spinning yourself in circles idly, “What
next?”

“Give me a second,” she hummed as a series of sharp beeps came from her side of the line. 

You watched as the computer in front of you fired up and she took over. She dug her way into the
agent files, quickly maneuvering her way into one and hijacking it to replace its original profile with
yours. 

Natasha clicked her tongue after a moment, “Good to go. Next gate is down the hall to the left. Use
your card.”



Nodding to yourself, you snatched back the drive and slipped it back into your briefcase before
shutting down the computer. You poked your head out the door before taking a full step into the hall. 

Your eyes narrowed at the silence that had overtaken the place as you strode across the tiled floor.
Straightening your back and rolling back your shoulders, you turned the corner and your jaw set into
place.

Four armed guards were waiting at the second gate. 

And they never took their eyes off of you. 

“Halt,” one growled, holding out his hand as he walked to you. You stood tall as he came closer,
studying you before he turned his palm toward the ceiling, “ID.” 

You handed him the card without a second thought, smiling softly at him until he handed the card to
another guard. 

It was swiped at the gate and the doors instantly swept open. 

But he didn’t let you pass. 

“We need to pat you down, Lieutenant,” the first said, his eyes sweeping over you. 

You scoffed, tossing your briefcase to one of the other guards and holding out your arms, “Go for it.”

“Shit!” Romanoff’s voice snapped through your ear, “(L/N)! The earpiece!”

You swallowed, licking your lips as the man patted you up and down before he paused, gazing at your
ear. 

“You wearing a wire, Lieutenant?” he asked, his hand resting on his hip and inching toward his
sidearm. 

“Mhmm.” You shrugged nonchalantly, “My Commanding Officer wants my unit connected at all
times. He expects a play-by-play.”

The guard raised a brow, relaxing back slightly but keeping his hand on his weapon, “Who’s you
CO?”

“Captain Daniel Gonzalez,” you said with an innocent blink and a soft smile, “We’re shipping out to
the Sand Pit tomorrow. 0800. We have gear in the vault he wants triple-checked before we deploy.”

The soldier eyed you, glancing back at his comrades. One was quickly typing at a terminal before he
paused, looked back at him, and nodded. 

He turned back to you, taking back both your briefcase and ID and handing them to you, “Good luck
out there, Lieutenant. Hopefully, we’ll see you stateside again soon.”

— Weston shrugged, with a quick shake of his head, “Looks like we’re going to have to ask Mr. Stark
some questions.” —

— “We’re goin’ back to the States?” you asked with an excited grin. It widened when Weston nodded,
“Yes!” —



— “You said it, sister,” Turner agreed, passing the file to Ollie and pocketing the card. —

Your smile faltered slightly as you took your ID back with a nod, “Thank you.” 

Striding past them you dipped through the door, hiding a shudder as you felt their eyes on your back
before the doors closed. 

“Clear,” you whispered with a shattered breath. 

A relieved sigh answered you on the other end, clearly from Steve. 

You could practically picture him. 

Stiff and antsy as he sat, folded up in the back of the little Volkswagen Beetle Romanoff had stolen. 

The thought had a smile curling to your face before Natasha spoke. 

“You’re a good liar, Lieutenant.” Her tone was almost acidic, eating at you coldly, “You do that
often?”

“It was the truth once…sort of…” you said, rolling your eyes and forcing yourself to relax back.

— “We’re deploying to Germany. 0800 tomorrow. Pack up, let’s get going, soldiers,” Weston said
from the head of the War Table, “Gonzalez, prep them. I don’t want any surprises.” —

— “You got it, boss.” Danny nodded, “Escuchen, imbéciles, tenemos mucho trabajo por delante.”
Listen up, dipshits, we got a lot of work ahead of us. —

You took a deep breath, shaking the Commander’s voice from your head as you dipped down the
hall. 

It had changed again. From simple offices and few people to dark rooms with locked doors and no
other living soul in sight. 

But there was a veritable army of cameras pointing your direction, following your every move. 

You ignored them, striding quickly down the hall and into the elevator waiting for you. 

“Sub Basement Three,” Natasha said before you had to ask. 

You nodded, pressing the button and stepping back to rest against the wall. 

“This next gate should be easy. Just make sure not to—” She began before the line went silent. 

“Romanoff?” you asked, your eyes flicking around the elevator. 

Your question was met with silence. 

Eerily, curiously, annoying silence. 

You groaned, knocking your head back against the wall a few times before bouncing on your toes
with a frown. 

Now what?



— “Rule 16, girlie,” Weston said, watching you try to figure out the deadly labyrinth of an obstacle
course he’d manufactured, “Adapt and overcome.” —

— “Oh.” You rolled your eyes, sarcasm dripping from your teeth as you slipped over a beam and
hung upside down like a sloth. You grunted, adjusting your grip as you began to slip, “That’s a good
one. Remind me to jot that down later.” — 

— “Lose the attitude, (L/N)...” —

— “Respectfully, sir,” you growled, righting yourself with a swing, “Bite me.” —

You heaved a heavy sigh, snatching out your earpiece and deactivating it. You clicked your tongue,
different strategies racing through your head as you tried to come up with a quick plan before the
elevator arrived at your floor. 

Shaking your head, you shoved the earpiece into your pocket and relaxed back, watching as the
numbers on the screen above you counted the floors. 

The elevator came to a steady stop as you shoved it in your pocket and took a tentative step out. 

This floor was dark. Black tiles and cement walls kept you boxed in as you slowly walked down the
hall. You expected to run into a squad of soldiers when you turned the corner to the gate. 

Instead, you were pleasantly surprised by a single guard standing in front of it. 

“ID,” he said gruffly, outstretching his hand and wiggling his fingers. 

You scoffed, tossing it to him and watching him inspect it, then you before he slid it. 

You’d hoped it would be easy, that the card would just grant you access with no issues. 

Unfortunately, you rarely got anything you wanted. 

The terminal blinked red.

Access Denied…

The guard paused, glancing at the card before trying again. 

It blinked again. 

Access Denied…

His hand snapped to his sidearm as he whirled around.

“Whoa, whoa, wait!” you blurted, holding up your hands, “My card has been acting up lately.
Honestly, I’m surprised I made it this far without any problems. I have a Key Code issued by my
Commander if that would work for you.”

The guard relaxed back, looking you over suspiciously before grabbing a device from his pocket and
plugging it into the terminal.

“Go.”



“Tango Charlie 2 Romeo India 2 4 7,” you said slowly, keeping a close eye on him as he typed in the
code. It beeped once when he finished, flashing green and opening the doors. You smiled softly with a
faux chuckle, “Damn card. I guess it’s time for a new one.”

The guard didn’t smile back. If anything, the stern frown on his face deepened, “It says you need
Commander Mikhail Weston’s approval.”

— “Rule 17,” Danny sighed, rubbing his head where a bruise was beginning to form, “Learn how to
lie.” —

— Turner nodded, his hands on his hips as he glanced around their cell, “Inject it with the truth if we
have to. That makes the most believable lies. —

— “And,” you sang, swinging around the corner with the key. You twirled it around your finger, “Rule
18: Perfect the art of bullshit.” —

— Danny chuckled, shaking his head as you unlocked the cell, “Mi amor, you are a goddamn
genius.” —

— “I know.” — 

“Would you like me to call him?” you asked innocently, even as your eyes darkened. A dangerous
look warped to your face, “He’s kinda on the frontlines right now. But, I'm sure he wouldn’t mind me
callin’ him for the third time today to get permission for some bullshit we can take care of right here,
right now.”

The guard faltered back as you took a slow, menacing step toward him, your heels clicking in
warning. 

“My unit has been getting their asses kicked all damn week while I’ve been here trying to get into the
vault for tech that will finally turn the tide in our favor.” you seethed with a low hiss as your brows
knitted together, “You honestly don’t think I have approval from the Commander? How the hell do
you think I got down here?”

“Well…I—”

“Well, you what?” you mocked him, stopping inches away from his face and smacking his hand away
from his sidearm, “I have a job to do. And I’d like to get it done without too much blood spilled. So,
if you wanna walk away without any broken bones, I suggest you walk away.”

The sickly sweet innocence you had feigned at the start disappeared into thin air, wrenched away into
molten anger as you fibbed your way into the vault. 

The guard swallowed, quickly stepping out of your way and saluting you timidly as you glared back
at him. 

“Thank you.” You smiled, baring your teeth in a feral grin as you turned back toward your mission.
You paused as you passed into the vault, your eyes darting over the maze of shelving. A gritted snarl
snapped through your throat, “Now, where the hell is the EXO-7 Falcon harness?”

He licked his lips, pointing into the vault, “Straight down. On the left.”

“Get your ass in here and help me.” You glared at him, keeping a dark look on your face as he rushed
past you before it dropped into a smug grin. 



You still had it. 

The guard practically sprinted for a cart, wheeling it down the aisle before stopping in front of the
harness’ containment box. You opened your briefcase, pulling out a sticky note with Romanoff’s
handwriting and entering the code onto the keypad. 

The containment box flicked open, finally revealing the harness. 

You scoffed to yourself, easily lifting it and placing it on the cart. 

“Where to, Lieutenant?” the guard asked, grunting as he began pushing the cart. 

“My car.”

You waved to the guard at the entrance gate, smiling brightly at him as you cruised out of Fort Meade,
the EXO-7 harness safely tucked away in the trunk of the Firebird. 

A smirk curved to your face. 

Easy as pie. 

The last guard didn’t have the balls to ask any more questions of you, he even helped you bypass the
other two gates and get the harness to the car. 

You chuckled to yourself, rolling down the window and breathing in fresh air before plucking your
phone from the console and plugging in a number. 

It rang twice before it was answered. 

“(F/N)? Where are you?” Steve’s hurried voice came. He sounded out of breath, as though he had
come running at the sound of his phone ringing, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” you chuckled, rolling your neck and relaxing back, “I got the harness and I’m on my way
to the rendezvous point.”

Steve puffed a relieved sigh, “What happened? We lost you for a while.”

“Lost me?” you scoffed, “Y’all are the ones that left me in the dark.”

“The elevator cut off all communications—” Romanoff started before Rogers cut her off. 

“How’d you make it past the third gate?”

“Don’t worry about it, Cap.” You shrugged, weaving quickly through traffic, “Just make sure Flyboy
is ready to fly.”

“He’s ready as soon as you get here but—”

“Good.” you cut Steve off again, trying to change the subject before he dug too deep, “You got eyes
on Sitwell?”

“He’s still in a meeting with Senator Stern,” Steve said, “He should be finishing up soon.”



“Perfect,” you hummed, tearing the black tie off your neck and unbuttoning the top buttons of your
shirt, “I’ll see you in a few.”

You clicked the phone off, tossing it into the passenger seat and swerving down a shortcut. 

A twisted smile curled to your face as you sang to yourself, “Let’s have a little fun…”
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The Winter Soldier

Chapter Summary

“I’m serious, Danny!” you yelled, as Turner began to bandage your head, “The dude had a metal
arm.”

“There is absolutely no way that a guy could have had a metal arm that articulated like that, it’s
not possible. You were just seeing things.” Danny said, looking through a magazine, “You hit
your head really hard amor, estás viendo cosas.”

“No, no! He saw me, he shot me! He had a goddamn metal arm!” you whined, pushing Turner
away.

“Cálmate, querida. Tell her, Doc, she hit her head too hard being a klutz,” Danny said, unfazed.

“You did hit your head pretty hard (F/N).”

You groaned and leaned back into your cot, “I’m serious, guys, I saw a dude with a metal arm.
Un hombre con un brazo metálico!”
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Semper Fidelis. For I was, am, and shall forever be a United States Marine

You were leaning against the trunk of your car, still dressed in your uniform and fiddling with your
keys when Steve and Natasha finally showed up in the alley you were parked in. Nodding your head
in greeting as they got out of the car, you popped open the trunk revealing the harness you had
obtained from Fort Meade. Gingerly, you took the EXO-7 out of the trunk and handed it off to Steve.

“Thank you, Lieutenant, we appreciate your help,” Steve said taking the wings from you and taking
them to his car.

“Your work here is done (L/N),” Natasha stated monotonously, “Time for you to go home.”

You glanced at her as you grabbed a duffle bag, closed the trunk, and scoffed, “I don’t think so, Agent
Romanoff. When I start something I finish it. I’m not leaving now.”

“Lieutenant, it gets riskier from here on out. I don’t want you getting hurt in a fight you didn’t start,”
Steve told you crossing his arms over his chest.



“I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to help you and you’re going to need the help if you're
going to stop these guys. I can take care of myself, Captain. I’m with you guys until this is over,” you
responded almost immediately.

Steve opened his mouth to argue with you but stopped when he locked eyes with you. You weren’t
backing down now and he could see that. He gave you a small grin and shook his head before walking
towards the fire escape on the side of the building.

“In that case, you might want this,” Natasha handed you a black case, “It’s a TAC-338 rifle, equipped
with a laser sight and—“

“Lasers are only good for 10 yards,” you interrupted, raising your brow with a frown, "That's only
something Hollywood does."

“I know,” she said blankly, “But he doesn't know that. Just put the little red dot on the bald man's
chest. Get him to Wilson and I'll take care of the rest.”

"And if he doesn't feel like moving?"

"Then you'd better get creative, Lieutenant," She jabbed the case at you with a low snarl.

“Whatever you say, Boss,” you said, snatching the case from her and following Steve up the fire
escape he had lowered down.

He led you up the side of the building and into one of the top floors.

“Nat, take the car around to the extraction point,” Steve called over his shoulder, she was gone by the
time you turned around. Steve busted open a door and motioned for you to enter.

“Lieutenant?” he asked as you passed him and looked around the room.

It was an old storage room that hadn’t been entered in years. There were three windows facing the
building Sitwell’s meeting was taking place and filtering in dusty light. You noted that there was only
one exit: out the door and down the fire escape; not appropriate for a sniper’s nest, but it would work.

“Yeah?” you hummed, setting down the gun case and your duffle bag, looking over the room a little
longer.

“May I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.” You shrugged, returning to your duffle bag and pulling out a new set of clothes, “Don’t
look.” 

He paused to look at you a second before nodding his head and turning away, “How did you get past
the third gate?”

You stopped unbuttoning your blouse, and glanced at him prior to answering him, “I got lucky,” You
mentally kicked yourself at your lousy excuse as you shrugged off the blouse and pulling a grey long
sleeve over your head.

“I made up a story about my Commanding Officer already submitting the paperwork for the transfer
of the harness to the Pentagon and being pissed about not having it yet. Luckily the guy had heard of
my C.O. and understood what I was talking about,” you lied, slipping on a pair of jeans, “You can
turn around now.”



“Your C.O. was that bad?” Steve asked, turning around as you tied your hair back into a braid.

“He had a nasty reputation, most recruits didn’t make it through his training, but once you got to
know him he wasn’t half bad.”

You laced up a pair of black combat boots, hoping your lie would stick, you glanced up at Steve who
nodded in approval.

“Who was your C.O.?” Natasha’s voice came from the entrance, “Sam is waiting for you,” she said to
Steve. He hummed in understanding and ducked out the door, leaving just you and Natasha.

“Captain Daniel Gonzalez,” you lied as Steve left, clicking open the case to expose the black,
disassembled TAC-338.

“Never heard of him,” Natasha growled, leaning against the wall opposite you, crossing her arms over
her chest and glaring down at you.

“You got a problem, Romanoff?” you questioned as you began to assemble the rifle, glancing up at
her.

“Yeah I do,” she declared, pushing off the wall and strolling towards you, “You were too smooth in
Fort Meade, too quick with the lies. I don’t think you are who you say you are. What did you do in the
war?”

“I was a mechanic for a caravan in Afghanistan,” you answered, keeping eye contact.

“Why are you such a good shot?”

“My Uncle was a sniper in Vietnam, he basically raised me and taught me everything he knew.” Your
attention turned back to the rifle.

“How did you get on Fury’s radar?” she interrogated, watching you click the bolt forward and check
the chamber.

“I don’t know,” you answered, honestly, “I took a Sniper Scout Training Test when I was deployed
and when my base was attack—wait. Where are you going with this? What do you mean you don’t
think I am who I am?”

“I think you ran Black Ops,” she said, ever so nonchalantly checking over her nails. She looked you
over again, like a predator to prey, waiting for you to screw up.

“You’re kidding,” you scoffed and paused for a second before widening your eyes in faked
bewilderment. She stared at you unmoved. “You are kidding…right?”

She shook her head, red hair covering her eyes.

“Don’t play with me Lieutenant.” she snapped, her eyes darkening, “The way you talk, the way you
move, it doesn’t add up to you just being a ‘mechanic’.”

“No,” you snarled, clicking the magazine into the 338, “I move the way I do because of how I was
trained in boot camp and how long I was deployed. I talk the way I do because that’s how you are
taught to talk over the radio. I ain’t sayin’ I wouldn’t have done Black Ops, but that wasn’t an option
for me or any other female that I served with. When I served, women weren’t allowed to go to the
front lines, let alone do Black Ops missions. It didn’t matter how talented a girl was, we weren’t



allowed into combat, but that didn’t mean that combat didn’t come to us. When I was stationed at a
little outpost base in Afghanistan we were ambushed. I took seven bullets, and took 30 of those
assholes down with me, but not before they took the lives of my boys away from me. That’s probably
how I got on Fury’s radar,” you paused, taking a shaky breath and looking away from her, “I’m sorry
Romanoff, but you got me all wrong.”

There wasn’t an answer from her, but you could still feel her presence. You snapped on the scope with
laser sight onto the gun and clicked it on, pointing it at a wall. When it lit up with the tiny red dot, you
turned off the sight and set down the weapon. You stood and straightened your shirt, untucking your
dog tags from beneath it. Romanoff moved from where she was and stood in front of you, eye to eye.

“I don’t know what you’re hiding, Lieutenant, but believe me, when I say, I will find out.”

You locked eyes with her as she looked you over once more before walking away from you to the
window in the corner.

“Sitwell will be coming out of the building any minute. Sam will contact him, all you need to do is
scare him, don’t shoot him. We’ll take care of the rest, here’s another earwig, don’t go offline this
time,” she glared at you once more before leaving the room.

“Go ahead, Natalia,” you murmured under your breath, “Find what you can.”

“Aftermath is Top Secret; the President, DOD, FBI, even the CIA don’t know we exist. And our
Operation will remain secret even after we’re all dead. Anyone who gets to close to us is a security
risk and must be dealt with accordingly,” Weston ordered from his chair in the conference room.

“Sir, what exactly do you mean ‘dealt with accordingly’?” Danny asked.

“Eliminated,” Weston said simply.

“And by ‘eliminated’ you mean what?” Turner quizzed, looking up from the files he was reading.

“He means kill ‘em,” you answered, twirling a pencil with your fingers, “and make it look like an
accident.”

“You learn fast, Lieutenant,” Weston praised grimly.

“I try, Sir.”

“Even after you’ve been discharged, this will apply. Anyone who gets nosy you get rid of. Family,
friends, strangers, doesn’t matter. So become good liars to cut down on unnecessary casualties.
Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good, now suit up, we’re headed for Istanbul.”

“And why would I do that?”  A voice crackled through the comms.

“Because that tie looks really expensive,” Sam started, that was your cue. Flicking on the laser you
lined up your target, “And I’d hate to mess it up.”



You watched as Jasper Sitwell’s face dropped and he nodded quickly moving around the corner and
getting in Sam’s car. Lowering the rifle, you felt your phone vibrate. Plucking it out of your pocket
you looked at a message from an unknown number.

Pick up Sam & meet us.

You picked up your duffel bag and the gun case and strode out the door. By the time you made it
down the fire escape, Sam had rounded the corner.

“Nice job Flyboy,” you smiled, putting your things in the back seat, “Hop in.”

“Thanks, I feel like a real spy right now, don’t you?” He gave you a toothy grin and hopped into the
passenger seat.

You shook your head and brought the Firebird to life. Sam nodded in approval to the sound of the
engine as you revved it into the street.

“Watch our backs while we take care of him,” Steve ordered when you showed up at their location.
He turned to follow Natasha who was pushing Sitwell into the building, “And help Sam get suited
up.” 

Popping the trunk, Sam began taking out the EXO-7. You took it from him and he took off his leather
jacket and sunglasses to replace them with a pair of goggles.

“You ready for this, Birdboy?” you asked as he turned and you lifted the harness onto his back.

“Hell yeah,” he said, turning to you, you quirked an eyebrow, “Nah, I’m scared shitless,” he answered
truthfully, giving you a small smile as you tightened one of the straps on his chest.

“Don’t be, fly in like you own the place,” you recommended patting his shoulder.

“You know Lieutenant, I’ve been meaning to ask you something all day.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you the Lieutenant (L/N) that kicked ass on the Afghanistan base? Like sniper-style, shootin’
shit and you took like 15 bullets?”

“It was seven.”

“Huh?”

“I took seven bullets that day, not 15.” You shrugged.

“So it was you?” His eyes widened as you nodded, “Wow, you’re like a legend over there. I mean
they tell stories, but they never said you were so…so…”

“…So?” you asked as he trailed off.

“Pretty.” he answered looking away from you.

“You flirting with me, Soldier?” you asked crossing your hands over your chest.

“I just tell ‘em like I see ‘em.” He grinned,



“Whatever.” You shook your head.

“I’m serious, I think you’re really real—.”

You cut him off with your index finger when a voice came over your earwig.

“I was throwing up, I get seasick.” Sitwell’s loud, nasally voice came through. There was a pained
shout before he spoke again, “If this display meant to insinuate you’re gonna throw me off the roof?”

“You’re on Sam,” you said, “Good luck.”

He smiled and the small engines in his wings kicked on before he disappeared in a rush of air.

“Because it’s really not your style, Rogers.”

“You’re right it’s not…It’s hers.”

You looked up to see Sitwell’s flailing body plummeting down towards the street and you smirked.
Out of nowhere, Sam swooped in grabbing Sitwell out of the sky.

“Nice one, Turkey-man.” You smiled.

“Shut up, (F/N).” Sam’s voice came through.

“Zola’s algorithm is a program…for choosing Insight’s targets!”

“What targets?” Steve growled

“You! A TV anchor in Cairo, the Undersecretary of Defense, an Ex-Marine Lieutenant here in D.C.,
Bruce Banner, Stephen Strange, anyone who’s a threat to HYDRA! Now or in the future,” Sitwell
rattled off in what seemed like a rapid-fire panic.

You stopped listening as Steve continued to question Sitwell.

— “So how exactly does Aerocell work?” you asked as Ollie began transferring the program from the
thumb drive Weston had stolen onto another terminal. —

— “It monitors who or what you want it to and it makes a pattern out of it. We can monitor our troops
and our enemies and beat them to where they wanna go. Heck, we could even monitor people with it
and identify threats.” —

— “Yeah…but how? How does it know?” —

— “I don’t know, it was outfitted with some sort of algorithm one of those crazy scientists in the lab
came up with,” he shrugged. —

“Lieutenant, we’re heading down, start the car,” Natasha's voice knocked you out of your haze. 

“Right.” You nodded to yourself, shaking your head as you ducked into Sam's car and turned over the
engine.

Ex-Marine Lieutenant here in D.C.

You opened the trunk and leaned against the car.



Anyone who’s a threat to HYDRA.

“That’s me, right? They see me as a threat?” you asked yourself, “Why? What did I do? I haven’t
even heard of HYDRA before today! I don’t understand—,” you paused in realization.

Medellín. Paris. Tokyo. 

“Hey! Devildog! Did you see what I did?” a voice over your head called. You shook yourself out of
the daze.

“Yeah, Pigeon-dude,” you called back, painting a smile on your face.

Sam landed right in front of you with a blast of air. The wings of his suit folded in and began to power
down, he took off his goggles, “Did you see his face? Priceless!”

“It was awesome, Chicken-guy,” you smirked.

“No, no, no. I’m not just any bird, I am the Falcon!” he exclaimed as you began helping him unstrap
from his harness.

“Whatever you say, Toucan-Sam.”

“Very funny,” he deadpanned, “How many of those you got?”

“Too many,” you grinned, helping him lift the harness into the trunk.

“Our timeframe is changing,” a young agent stated, handing over a file to the man, “And she’s with
the Captain and Romanoff.”

“Oh, Lieutenant, I didn’t want to do this to you, but…” He stopped, contemplating for a moment,
“Borrow the Asset, bring her in…now.”

“I went to your exhibit at the Smithsonian, Rogers,” you said, looking out the window at the cars
passing by, “I’m sorry about your friend.”

“Thanks, (F/N),” Steve replied, not looking at you, “It’s been weird without him here.”

You nodded in understanding, thinking of all the friends you had lost before a nasally voice
interrupted your thoughts.

“Hydra doesn’t like leaks,” Sitwell whined. He was sitting in the middle of the backseat, sandwiched
between you and Natasha as Sam sped down the interstate.

“Then you should probably shut up.” You scowled, playing with your dog tags before turning your
attention to Natasha, “Insight is launching in 16 hours.”

“We’re cutting it a bit close here,” Natasha said glancing up at Steve in the front seat.

“I know,” he sighed, his brows furrowing, “But how do we—”

“You can use the dipshit to bypass the DNA scans and access the Helicarriers directly,” you said
absentmindedly, gazing out the window before you felt eyes on you. You turned to find Natasha,



Steve, and Sitwell staring at you, “What? I built the damn things, I know how to get in.”

“What? Are you crazy? Who are you?” Sitwell cried.

“I’m the ‘Ex-Marine Lieutenant that lives in DC',” you snarled, his eyes widened as you quoted him,
“But let’s get one thing straight: There ain’t no such thing as an ex-marine.”

“You’re crazy! This is a terrible, terrible idea.”

“Put a cork in it dude,” Sam chimed in from the front seat, rolling his eyes as he turned his attention
back to the busy street.

Out of nowhere, a thump on the roof caused you and everyone else to look up. The shattering of the
back window made you duck forward and suddenly Sitwell was gone, thrown out of the car by
something you only caught a glimpse of. A metal arm.

You and Nat glanced at each other, you quickly pushed her into the front seat and a millisecond later,
a bullet shot through the roof to where she had been. She pulled Steve forward as a bullet flew
through his headrest and you reached up from behind Sam’s seat, pushing him to the side as another
bullet was loosed. Steve reached forward grabbing the E-Brake and slamming it forward. The car
came to an abrupt halt, your eyes flashed upwards just in time to see a body go flying through the air
and land on the interstate.

Sparks flew as his metal arm contacted with the pavement, trying to slow himself down.

“Oh my God,” you whispered.

— “I’m serious, Danny!” you yelled, as Turner began to bandage your head, “The dude had a metal
arm.” —

— “There is absolutely no way that a guy could have had a metal arm that articulated like that, it’s
not possible. You were just seeing things.” Danny said, looking through a magazine, “You hit your
head really hard amor, estás viendo cosas.” —

— “No, no! He saw me, he shot me! He had a goddamn metal arm!” you whined, pushing Turner
away. —

— “Cálmate, querida. Tell her, Doc, she hit her head too hard being a klutz,” Danny said, unfazed.
—

— “You did hit your head pretty hard, (F/N).” —

— You groaned and leaned back into your cot, “I’m serious, guys, I saw a dude with a metal arm. Un
hombre con un brazo metálico!”  —

“Un hombre con un brazo metálico, the Winter Soldier” you breathed.

He came to a halt and stood slowly, menacingly. Cars swerved out of his way, tires screeched as they
turned to avoid Sam’s car and Natasha raised a gun from inside her jacket as you glanced behind you.

“Sam! Move the car–,” you yelled as you realized a vehicle wasn't swerving to miss you.

It was heading straight for you.



You were cut off by the impact of the vehicle with yours and your body lurching forward hitting the
back of Sam’s seat as he attempted to keep control of his car.

Before you realized it there was another thump on the roof as the Soldier jumped onto the car again.
Sam hit the brakes again, but the vehicle behind you kept pushing your car forward. Glass shattered
again as a metal hand came crashing through the windshield and seized the steering wheel from Sam.

“Shit!” Sam yelped as the wheel disappeared from his hands and he lost control of the vehicle.
Natasha let off a couple rounds into the roof, but by then the soldier was gone. The vehicle behind
you backed off, making Sam’s car swerve across other lanes of traffic, then it was back again.
Ramming into the back of the car making it hit the concrete median strip.

“Go! Go!” you yelled quickly as the car began to roll, “Steve get them out of here!”

You grabbed Sam’s shoulders and pushed him sideways into Steve and Natasha.

“(F/N)!” Sam shouted and reached for you as the door gave way without you and they escaped. You
curled up between the back and front seats and closed your eyes as the car twirled in the air.

“What next Commander? Where we headed?” Danny asked over the roar of the Humvee’s engine.

“New York, we gotta clean up some loose ends.”

“Awesome! We’re going back to the States!” you cheered.

“Commander there seems to be a problem with the radio…it just went out. I’m not getting a signal,”
Oliver said, tapping away on his computer.

Your face dropped slightly, “Ollie what’s going on?”

“Our signal is being jammed! I don’t know what’s going on.”

“Stop the car,” you said, “Sir! We need to stop this vehicle now!”

“Lieutenant, what’s going on?” Turner asked.

“It’s an ambush—.”

The Humvee rolled, glass shattered, muffled cries echoed in your head, and then it all went quiet.

The sharp rat-a-tat of machine-gun fire brought you back to reality. You were curled up on the ceiling
of Sam’s car blanketed in glass. Groaning you began slowly getting up when a series of bullets ripped
through the car. You rolled over, quickly sliding through a window and finding cover behind a silver
van.

“Romanoff!” you yelled, catching sight of the redhead trying to find cover and fire back at them. She
glanced at you and tossed you one of her pistols. You checked the chamber before exchanging fire
with the men with machine guns. The Winter Soldier was in front of them leading them slowly toward
your position, grenade launcher in hand.

“Sam, Nat, move out, I’ll cover,” you howled, moving away from the van and lining up a shot. Out of
the corner of your eye, you saw Sam begin running, but Natasha stayed by your side. “Damn it,



Romanoff.”

She leaned out from behind the van and took a shot at the Soldier. He didn't flinch, instead he raised
the weapon in his hand a pulled the trigger. Both you and Natasha ducked out of the way as the van
exploded, you towards a car opposite to you and Natasha over the median into oncoming traffic. You
saw Natasha vault over the side of the overpass as the Winter Soldier fired the launcher again. He
dropped the launcher and one of his men handed him a machine gun.

You ran from your cover and one of the men with machine guns let out a few short bursts before you
disappeared over the side, clinging to a concrete column and sliding down to the ground below.

“He’s going after Rogers,” Natasha called to you as you caught up with her.

“Take a shot, draw him out, then split up, I’ll watch your six,” you instructed as she took a single shot
at the Soldier and quickly moved from where she was. He disappeared over the side for a second.

“Oh shit,” you breathed, bewildered, “She got him.”

A wave of relief washed over you until it was shattered by him popping up again and letting out a
long barrage of bullets where she had been, he was pissed. You popped off a few rounds from the
pistol she had given you to draw his attention and then began moving behind a line of cars parked
along the street.

“Fuck! Romanoff, come on!” You grabbed her arm as you ran past her and ducked behind the cars.

“I’ve got an idea,” she said, taking out her phone, “You got my back right?”

“Yeah, I got you.”

“Split up, now!” she yelled, turning to see the Soldier in pursuit. You disappeared from her side
quickly turning down another street, but keeping an eye on Natasha.

She dropped her phone behind a car and covered behind another car, watching as the Soldier stopped
and rolled a small explosive to where her phone was spitting out random commands. The following
explosion rocked the streets and provided enough of a distraction for Natasha to try and jump him. He
threw her off of him and onto another car with ease.

“Natasha move!” you yelled from the position you had taken up outside a large building. You shot a
couple of times at him while she tossed a small device at his arm, making it short out for a moment
before he tore it off. She ran toward the building you were outside while you covered her back and
then followed her into the streets again.

“Get out of the way!” she exclaimed as she passed civilians still in the streets, “Stay out of the way!”

“Nat! Hit the deck!” you cried. A pained cry escaped her lips as a bullet tore through her shoulder.
You grabbed her by the waist and pulled her down to crouch behind a car, she scanned the street
behind you, trying to figure out where the soldier had disappeared to.

“Romanoff?” you asked pressing a hand against her shoulder trying to stop the bleeding, she didn’t
answer, “Natasha? You okay?”

“Yeah…yeah,” she stuttered out of breath.

“Give me your gun,” you ordered holding out your hand.



“It’s spent, I don’t have any more rounds,” she whispered, still trying to find where the Soldier was.

“Just give me your gun,” you said, she looked at you in confusion before handing it to you.

Out of the corner of your eye, you saw movement and the glint of metal in the sun.

“Stay down, Nat,” you said, grabbing her hand and pressing it to where yours had been on her wound.
You wiped her blood on your pants, leaving a sticky, crimson residue on your hand as you clutched
the pistol to your chest and peeked over the hood of the car.

You caught movement again as the Soldier leaped from where he was hiding and onto the roof of a
car, raising his gun toward you. In a wrench of your arm, you flung the empty firearm at his face and
launched yourself forward. As predicted he flinched out of the way, giving you time to sprint towards
him and tackle him around his middle and off the car.

Hitting him was like sprinting into a brick wall, luckily he gave, and you both went tumbling down
onto the pavement. You knocked away the gun he had and wound up for a punch to his face. He
caught your fist with his metal arm and yanked it away from him. Sweeping one of his legs around
your waist, he flipped you onto your back, gaining the upper hand for only a second.

Before he could get a good hold on you, you brought your knee to your chest and connected one of
your boot-clad feet to his face and rolled over your shoulder away from him. Twirling around on your
heel, you brought your fists up in a fighting stance.

“Let’s dance, Soldier,” you quipped as he rose to his feet, “Come on let’s see what you’ve got.”

He glared at you, blue eyes narrowing to slits as he lunged at you. You dodged a punch from his
human arm and grabbed it, getting it out of the way while bringing up your leg and kicking him in the
stomach. Muffled grunts escaped his muzzled mouth before he seized your leg with his metal hand.
He hurled you off of him by your leg causing you to land on a nearby car with enough force to shatter
the window. You rolled off the car rapidly, barely avoiding being hit by his metal hand.

He was still recovering from that punch when you decided to do something stupid, put him in a
chokehold. One of your arms wrapped around his neck, while the other snaked around his head and
clenched a handful of hair. It was embarrassing how easily and quickly he got out of your hold. He
stepped backward into a squat and gripped your leg lifting you up before sending you crashing down
to the asphalt.

You landed on your back, feeling multiple bones make a ‘popping’ sound. Rolling onto your stomach
you attempted to get back on your feet, only to find that the Soldier was going to return the favor. His
metal arm curved around your neck and tugged you back into his chest. On instinct, both your hands
went flying to his arm trying to pry it off. When that didn’t work, you resorted to elbowing him in the
stomach and then yanking him forward and over your head.

Gasping for air, you began planning your next move, until you felt a small pain in the back of your
neck. One of your hands shot back to your neck, trying to identify the pain. The Soldier rose from the
ground and that’s when you saw it, a small syringe filled with God knows what, as he stuck it back
into his pocket.

“What did you do?” you choked, still catching your breath.

He began to approach you, you backed away while the world began to spin. You hadn't realized how
far your fight had taken you from Natasha and how much shit you were in.



“What did you do?” you repeated, trying to shake off the effects of the drug, “Что ты сделал?” What
have you done?

"Они хотят тебя живой,” the Soldier’s voice came coldly. They want you alive.

You took a shaky breath as your vision dimmed and your legs gave out from underneath you. As your
legs gave way, you braced for impact with the pavement that never came. A strong arm curled around
your waist and lifted you up from the ground.

The screeching of car tires, being gently laid into the back of a car, and hearing voices say something
about getting the other two were the last things you heard before everything went black.
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The Fall of SHIELD

Chapter Summary

“Oh my God,” you whispered, quietly enough for no one to hear, you’d seen him in the
Smithsonian…he was supposed to be dead.

“You met him earlier this week on another assignment,” Pierce answered simply. The Soldier
gazed Pierce up and down, a look of disbelief upon his face.

“I know him,” the Soldier stated, sadly. Pierce pulled up a chair to sit in front of the soldier.

“Bucky Barnes."
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Don’t fuck with someone who is willing to die in combat.

“What next Commander? Where we headed?” Danny asked over the roar of the Humvee’s engine.

“New York, we’ve gotta clean up some loose ends.”

“Awesome! We’re going back to the States!” you cheered.

“Commander there seems to be a problem with the radio…it just went out. I’m not getting a signal,”
Oliver said, tapping away on his computer.

Your face dropped slightly, “Ollie what’s going on?”

“Our signal is being jammed! I don’t know what happened.”

“Stop the car,” you said, “Sir! We need to stop this vehicle now!”

“Lieutenant, what’s going on?” Turner asked.

“It’s an ambush—.”



The Humvee rolled and glass shattered all over you. The vehicle landed on its wheels making it an
easy escape.

“Let’s go! Go now!” Danny yelled.

“Ollie grab my rifle!” you snapped over the sound of gunfire outside the transport. He tossed it to
you and you busted open the door, stepping out into the mayhem.

“Move, move!” you yelled, “Troops take cover!”

“Captain, talk to me,” Weston’s voice roared through the chaos.

“I got Tangos coming from all sides, heavily armed, took down two trucks already,” Danny
responded, ducking out of the way of an oncoming barrage of bullets.

“Dig in, soldiers, kick some ass,” Weston replied simply.

“There are troops under heavy fire on the Delta Transport, that’s three trucks ahead of us,” Oliver
called, his hands to his headphones trying to get a better read.

“(F/N) take point. I got secondary, fall in behind,” Danny ordered, “Move out, let’s go.”

“Walsh get the gear,” Weston barked at the Private and he scurried away grabbing his computer and
any other important tech.

You slung your rifle over your back and grabbed a machine gun from a fallen comrade. Taking the
lead you walked out from behind your cover and began working your way forward. The dust began to
pick up and the smoke was thickening. Out of nowhere, a group of five men emerged from the dust,
weapons raised. You cut them down easily with the gun in your hands and continued forward.

“Gonzalez, watch your six!” Weston exclaimed, firing a few rounds to eliminate the other enemies.

When you finally reached the Delta Transport, there weren’t many troops left to help, but you took
cover with them and fired back at the enemy. Danny and you were crouched behind the same Humvee
when a single shout silenced the whole battlefield.

“Incoming!”

The blast was deafening, the heat was searing, and the pain that ran through your body was
horrendous. You were on your back, the frame of the vehicle pinning down your legs, you hadn’t been
in that much pain before until you looked to the left and it became ten times worse.

The lifeless burned body of Captain Daniel Gonzalez lay beside you, unmoving. There was still a
ringing in your ears from the blast, you were virtually deaf, but the sound that came out of your mouth
at that moment you swore you could hear in your nightmares.

Your screams faded out with your strength, turning into choked sobs and intense coughing fits. The
smoke from the explosion lingered and covered the ground like a thick veil. Short bursts of gunfire
continued all around you while you tried to lift yourself to a sitting position. Grabbing onto the
Humvee, you attempted to lift it off of yourself, which failed miserably. You collapsed to the ground in
a whimpering heap, trembling as your legs began to throb.

“Lieutenant?” a loud voice came through the smoke, “Johnson, cover me!”



“Commander?” you tried to whisper; your throat worn raw.

“(L/N), get up!” he ordered from outside your peripheral.

“I-I can’t,” you cried, “I’m pinned!”

From your right, Weston emerged, looking a little worse for wear. He was covered in dust and black
blast marks.

“Oh, girlie, let’s get you outta here,” he said softly, moving towards you with arms outstretched.

His motion was cut off by a volley of bullets from behind you, you let out another piercing scream.
Weston fell to his knees, his eyes beginning to glass over, with one last forced breath he crumpled to
the ground. When he fell, a silence overtook the battlefield, the only sound left was your ragged
breaths as you attempted to calm yourself down. You were alone now, if only for a short while. Your
irregular breaths were soon joined by the rhythmic stepping of boots through the sand. A whimper left
your mouth again as you waited for another person to emerge, surely you would be the next to die.

From behind you, an arm slipped around your waist helping you to sit up. You couldn’t tell who it
was, friend or foe until an arm moved from behind you towards the wrecked vehicle. A gasp escaped
your mouth as a metallic arm gripped the Humvee and began to lift it. With the arm around your
waist, he pulled you out from underneath the transport and into his chest, dropping the vehicle as
soon as your legs were clear.

“What’re you doin’?” you slurred, vision unfocused.

“Они хотят тебя живой,” the man’s muffled voice said, beginning to pick you up. They want you
alive.

You woke up with a start, attempting to jump out of the seat you were in, only to find your wrists
cuffed behind your back. Blinking a few times until your vision returned, you found yourself in a dark
room, a high-pitched whirring sound met your ears. You looked up, trying to identify the sound, only
to come face to face with intense blue eyes on an unmasked, emotionless face. He stared into you as if
looking into your soul until you realized you had seen that stare before. The Thousand Yard Stare.
You glanced him over and came to find he was seated in some type of machine getting his arm
repaired and…he looked familiar.

One of his eyes twitched and a second later, he sent one of the men working on his mechanical arm
flying across the room. The clicking of guns filled your ears, you hadn’t noticed being surrounded by
armed guards. The Soldier was breathing heavily and his muscles tensed as he looked around the
room before making eye contact with you. I know his face.

“Welcome, Lieutenant,” an accented voice came behind you, “It has been quite a long time.”

You whipped your head around violently. You knew that voice, no question about it.

— “Come along Lieutenant, just tell me what I wish to know. I’ll stop the pain, just tell me.” —

Dr. Merek Novak, with his signature grey business suit, salt and peppered hair, and glasses hanging
off the end of his long, bird-like nose.

— “My name is Dr. Novak,” he smiled, “I’m going to take care of you now.” —



“You motherfucking, dick-headed bastard,” you groaned, “I thought I’d killed you.”

“Oh no, Lieutenant,” he crooned, coming to stand in front of you, “I do appreciate the attempt though,
I know you tried your hardest.”

— Another explosion sounded as you sprinted down the hall of a bunker as it began to cave in. —

— “Lieutenant, you can run, but you can’t hide!” a singsong voice came from behind you. —

“Apparently not hard enough,” you sighed, looking past him and towards the Soldier, still trying to
place him. Jagged burn marks bordered skin to metal, from where the molten arm had been fused to
his body.

“Beautiful, isn’t he?” Dr. Novak asked, circling around to the back of the chair and putting his hands
on your shoulders, “A work of art really.”

You didn’t answer, instead, looking around the room for an escape.

“Strong, smart, loyal,” he continued, squeezing your shoulders.

“If you like him so much you should marry him,” you said unfazed, Merek gave out a snorted laugh.

“I do not think so,” he snorted, patting your head lightly which made you flinch, “But I think you two
would be perfect partners.”

“I don’t need a sadistic, shithead like you to play matchmaker for me.”

“Oh, but Lieutenant, you don’t have a choice,” he smiled, flicking your ear as another man came into
the room.

The guards still had guns pointed at the Soldier as Alexander Pierce marched into the room. He put
his hands up and shook his head at the guards, who lowered their weapons. The clanking of a door
grabbed your attention and you finally figured out where you were: a bank vault.

“Mission report,” Pierce ordered, there was no response from the Soldier, who had finally relaxed and
resumed his thousand-yard stare, “Mission report, now.”

Again, the Soldier didn’t respond. An itching feeling started in the back of your mind…so familiar.
Pierce approached the Soldier, a frustrated look on his face as he bent down to see eye to eye with the
man. Out of nowhere, he lifted his arm and backhanded the Soldier across the face. You flinched as
the sound of the slap echoed around the room and the Soldier let out a groan.

“The man on the bridge,” the Soldier said, pausing, “Who was he?”

Your eyes narrowed, that voice…that face—

“Holy shit,” you whispered, quietly enough for no one to hear, you’d seen him in the Smithsonian…
he was supposed to be dead.

“You met him earlier this week on another assignment,” Pierce answered simply. The Soldier gazed
Pierce up and down, a look of disbelief on his face.

“I know him,” the Soldier stated, sadly. Pierce pulled up a chair to sit in front of the soldier.



“Have you figured it out yet, Lieutenant?” Merek asked, leaning over to whisper in your ear.

“Bucky Barnes,” you answered, not taking your eyes off him.

“Very good,” he hummed.

“Your work has been a gift to mankind,” Pierce began loudly, “You shaped this century, and I need
you to do it one more time. Society is at a tipping point between order and chaos.”

“What did they do to him?” you breathed, your voice barely able to make a sound.

“Tomorrow morning we're gonna give it a push,” Pierce continued, “But if you don't do your part, I
can't do mine, and HYDRA can't give the world the freedom it deserves,”

“The same thing I’m going to do to you,” Merek answered simply, your eyes widened as you turned
to him.

“But, I knew him,” the Soldier—no—Bucky replied, a dark sadness in his eyes.

“Sergeant Barnes was a master of the battlefield,” Merek whispered in your ear again, “A predator on
the hunt for his prey, so…how do you whittle out the man he was and leave the skills intact?”

“Prep him,” Pierce commanded.

“He’s been out of cryo-freeze too long,” one of the scientists said.

“H-How?” you muttered, fear beginning to creep into your system.

“Then wipe him and start over,” Pierce stated simply.

“Watch.”

Two scientists stepped forward, grabbing Bucky by each shoulder and pushing him down into the
machine. They put a metal bit into his mouth and pressed a button that restrained him to the chair.

“No,” you whimpered, for the first time in years you were absolutely helpless.

His chest began to heave as the machine lowered itself to cover his face.

“No,” you growled, your voice gaining more power as anger began to bubble up, “Stop it. Merek,
don’t hurt him.”

“Too late,” Novak cooed, “And…you didn’t say please.”

You glanced at him bewildered and then back to Bucky as the machine began to emit electricity. He
let out a small whimper before the machine clutched his face and he let out pained screams. You
closed your eyes and looked away.

“No, no, no, darling,” he sang, “Watch.”

He grabbed your head and forced it around, you clenched your eyes shut.

“It’s beautiful, no?” he asked over the sounds of Bucky’s cries, “Brainwashing at its finest!”



Within a few minutes it was over, and you opened your eyes. Novak's hands left your face as the
machine began releasing itself from Bucky and the restraints let him go.

What was left of the sad, confused, almost Bucky Barnes before was gone, replaced by a hardened
killer as he once again became the Winter Soldier. With a few commands he was gone, swept out of
the vault with a group of guards and you were alone.

Dr. Novak ran his hands up your arms and to your shoulders again, giving them a tight squeeze.

“You’ll be just like that in 48 hours. Complacent, compliant, our newest Asset. I’m only sorry we
couldn’t have done it sooner,” he smiled, patting your shoulders again, “Welcome to HYDRA,
Ghost.”

He turned from you with a twirl, beginning to depart.

“Make sure she behaves herself,” he grinned sweetly at the guards as he disappeared from the vault.

You groaned to yourself as soon as you were sure he was gone. He had done this to you before,
threatened you and then danced out of the room on cloud nine just to watch you burn. The problem
was, he always followed through with his threats, and made sure you suffered as much as possible; he
was heartless that way.

Dr. Merek Novak had done terrible things to you and there was one thing you were absolutely sure of
at that moment, you weren’t going to let him gain any more satisfaction from you. You weren’t going
to let him hurt you again, you weren’t going to end up his brainwashed slave, you were going to fight
back.

Glancing around the room, you began to come up with a game plan. Upon that glance, you knew five
things:

1.) There was one way in and one way out, and it was currently locked from the outside.

2.) Four guards were stationed in the room with you, all were armed and looked like they’d had some
sort of military training.

3.) You were currently handcuffed to a chair with your hands behind your back.

4.) You had gotten out of worse situations.

and

5.) There was no way in hell they stood a chance against you.

You took a deep breath and relaxed back into the chair, chuckling lightly to yourself and catching the
attention of one of the guards.

“What?” he demanded, striding towards you angrily.

“Nothin’.” You grinned, “I’m just thinkin’ ‘bout how I’m gonna kick your ass.”

“Right,” he scoffed shaking his head and leaning down towards you, “And how exactly are you going
to do that?”

“I was thinking about starting it with something like this,” you began, bending forward to him.



With a quick and sudden motion, you whipped your head into his, head-butting him. The guard
stumbled backward, his hands covering his face as maroon-colored liquid seeped through his fingers
from his crushed nose. Another guard rushed forward and with the butt of his gun struck you across
the head. He grabbed the collar of your shirt and threw you across the room with ease. You scurried
against the wall away from the guard, a smirk growing on your face. The three unharmed guards had
their firearms raised at you as the other guard danced around the room in agony.

“I honestly can’t believe you fell for that one!” you exclaimed.

“Shut up,” he snarled and then began calling for someone to come unlock the gate.

You relaxed against the wall for a moment until you heard footsteps moving down the corridor and
you poised for your next move.

“Whoever did these cuffs needs to be fired,” you stated loudly.

“Really?” the broken-nosed guard groaned when he heard your voice again.

“Rule number 32,” you said, positioning one of your hands around the other thumb.

“What’s rule 32?” he asked as the man with keys began unlocking the vault.

“Never handcuff anyone in a seated position with their hands behind their back."

“Why’s that?” he asked as the gate was swung open, masking the sound of your thumb slipping out of
joint and your wrist slipping out of one of the cuffs.

“Makes it impossible to see their hands.” You shrugged with a smile.

Whipping out your hand you rushed forward and tackled the closest guard to you, grabbing a knife
from his belt. Flipping the knife from handle to blade, you threw it at the man opening the gate and
then returned to the guards. Rolling off the guard you had tackled, you avoided a couple shots that
another guard loosed. You kicked him in the knee and proceeded to steal his pistol, while you were
doing so the first guard came behind you and attempted to put you in a chokehold. Firing twice you
shot the second guard before moving to get out of the hold you were in. Leaning forward and
sweeping your leg around his you fell backward.

Pulling up the pistol you fired at the third guard as he sprinted towards you and downed him before
turning your attention to the last two guards. You elbowed the guard you were laying on to stun him
for a couple seconds while you turned to aim at the broken-nosed guard.

You felt the cold metal from the muzzle of a pistol pressed against the back of your head and smiled.

“Do you know how many times this has happened to me?” you questioned with a smirk.

“Put the gun down,” he ordered, jabbing his pistol harder against your head.

“Okay, okay,” you said smoothly, you lifted your arms up and dropped the gun.

“Who are you?” he asked reaching for your wrist to cuff you again.

“Rule number 15,” you answered, pausing a second as the gun left your head, “Always know who
you’re dealing with.”



As he grabbed your wrist, you turned around violently, yanking him to the side and to the ground. By
that time the other guard had come around and was coming after you again. You dodged him as he
did, kicking him in the ass to send him flying off balance. The broken-nosed guard came at you again
and you wasted no time in dispatching him with a couple jabs to the face. Taking the rifle that was
slung over his shoulders, you double-tapped his partner in the chest.

The broken-nosed guard lay on the ground groaning as you scurried around the vault grabbing a set of
pistols and holsters from the dead guards. You grabbed two K-Bar knives from your fallen foes as
well as all the ammo you could pack. Strapping the holsters to your thighs you put both pistols and K-
Bars in their place.

“I’m really sorry about this,” you started, grabbing another rifle and slinging it across your shoulder
after checking the rounds, “But it's against the rules to leave you alive, and I’m bound to them for the
rest of my life.”

He didn’t answer as you took out a pistol but growled when you clicked off the safety and aimed at
his head.

“They call me Ghost, by the way,” you answered before firing a round into his skull.

 

“Once the Helicarriers reach three thousand feet, they’ll triangulate with Insight satellites, becoming
fully weaponized,” Maria Hill stated, showing a diagram of the Helicarriers.

“We need to breach those carriers and replace their targeting blades with our own,” the very much
alive Nick Fury added.

“One or two won't cut it. We need to link all three carriers for this to work, because if even one of
those ships remains operational a whole lot of people are gonna die,” Maria frowned.

“We have to assume everyone aboard those carriers is HYDRA,” Fury started, “We need to get past
them, insert the server blades, and maybe, just maybe, we can salvage what's left…”

“We're not salvaging anything,” Steve interjected, anger evident in his voice, “We’re not just taking
down the carriers, Nick, we're taking down SHIELD.”

“SHIELD had nothing to do with it,” Fury argued.

“You gave me this mission, this is how it ends,” Steve snarled, “SHIELD's been compromised, you've
said so yourself. HYDRA was right under your nose and nobody noticed.”

“Why do you think we're meeting in this cave? I noticed.”

“And how many paid the price before you did?” Steve asked.

“Look, I didn't know about Barnes.”

“Even if you would have, would you have told me?” he snarled, “Or would you have
compartmentalized that too? SHIELD, HYDRA, it all goes.”

“He's right,” Maria muttered quietly, nodding to Fury as he glanced around the room.



“Don't look at me. I do what he does, just slower,” Sam shrugged.

Nick leaned back into his seat with a sigh, “Well… Looks like you're giving the orders now, Captain.”

You sprinted out of the bank and to the nearest car you could find, breaking open the window with the
butt of your gun and setting off the alarm. Unlocking the car from the inside you hopped in, setting
your rifle in the passenger seat. You took a K-Bar from its sheath and pried off the bottom of the
steering column.

Locating the two battery and two starter wires, you cut the red battery wires with your knife and then
stripped them of their insulation. You then twisted two of the wires together, causing the radio and all
the lights to turn on. Then you cut the two starter wires and stripped them, being careful not to touch
the actual wire. As soon as you connected the wires together the car started and you floored it.

Tearing through the streets with a screech of tires, you figured out where you were and started
heading towards the Triskelion.

You pulled up to the guard at the boom bar and flashed your ID.

“You get a new car?” he asked raising the gate.

“Yeah,” you answered quickly and took off as soon as the gate was high enough. You didn’t even park
correctly as you dashed into the doorway to the service stairs.

“Attention, all SHIELD agents. This is Steve Rogers.”

You came to a screeching halt when you heard Steve’s voice over the intercom.

“You've heard a lot about me over the last few days, some of you were even ordered to hunt me down.
But I think it's time you know the truth.”

“What are you doing Cap?” you asked yourself as you took off again.

“SHIELD is not what we thought it was. It's been taken over by HYDRA. Alexander Pierce is their
leader. The STRIKE and Insight crew are HYDRA as well. I don't know how many more, but I know
they're in the building.”

When you got to the main level, you tore open the door with your rifle raised and began making your
way down the hall. When you heard footsteps coming towards you, you ducked into a corner.

“They could be standing right next to you. They almost have what they want: absolute control. They
shot Nick Fury and it won't end there.”

You peeked around the corner and saw a small STRIKE team heading past you as they patrolled the
halls.

“If you launch those Helicarriers today, HYDRA will be able to kill anyone that stands in their way,
unless we stop them.”

The STRIKE team turned the corner, with you on their tail.



“I know I'm asking a lot, but the price of freedom is high, it always has been, and it's a price I'm
willing to pay.”

You raised the rifle scope up to your eye and prepared to shoot.

“And if I'm the only one, then so be it. But I'm willing to bet I'm not.”

“Rumlow says they’re gonna launch the Carriers now,” one of the STRIKE soldiers said.

“In his dreams,” you growled, before firing off shots at the agents. By the time they turned around,
they’d all been hit.

You felt the ground shift as the bay doors for the Helicarriers began to open.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!” you cried running from where you were to the outside. The Helicarriers
fired up with a roar as you glanced down the tarmac seeing two figures running towards the doors,
Steve and Sam. What they didn’t notice was another team of agents coming out from behind a jet
towards them with weapons drawn.

You quickly raised your weapon as Cap noticed the team, but before they could start their attack, you
started yours. Shooting off enough rounds to down a couple of them within seconds, and then jumping
down from the roof towards the group. They turned towards you with wide eyes as you popped off a
few more rounds and barreled towards them across the tarmac.

You tackled one of the few remaining agents and punched him in the face while Rogers and Wilson
took out the rest. Shaking out your hand, you stood and came face to face with Captain America.

“Lieutenant?” he asked bewildered, looking you over, “How did you get here? Where did you—What
did you—Nevermind, I don’t want to know. I’m glad you showed up”

“No, you don’t,” you agreed as he tossed you an extra comm, “What’s the plan?”

“Don’t have time,” he said, beginning to run down the tarmac again, “Hill, Lieutenant (L/N) is here.
Talk her through.”

“Welcome to the party, (L/N),” Hill’s voice came over the earpiece, “Just watch their backs.”

“Affirmative,” you nodded, as Falcon took off, “Cap…the Winter Soldier…it’s—”

“Bucky, I know.”

“Okay, in that case, let’s kick some Hydra ass,” you grinned following behind him.

He leaped off the upper tarmac and down into the Helicarrier bays, you shook your head with a smile.

As Steve ran into another STRIKE team, you had him covered, easily taking down and switching
targets.

“(F/N)!” Sam yelled at you, jumping from where you were, you grabbed his hand as he swooped over
you and dropped you a few feet above the Carrier bays.

You resumed fire on the enemy as Falcon flew up to one of the carriers and dodged anti-aircraft guns
to land on its landing strip, only to appear again as a Quinjet began pursuing him.



“Hold still, Sam,” you muttered, aiming your rifle at one of the jet’s engines.

“Alpha lock,” Steve said over the comms.

“Falcon, where are you now?” Hill asked.

“Had to take a detour,” he yelled.

“Let me help you with that.”

Firing at the jet the engine exploded, sending the craft hurtling to the ground and the glass dome at the
bottom of the Helicarrier shattering.

“What took you so long?” Sam joked as he entered the dome, “I’m in.”

“You wouldn’t hold still,” you answered.

“Bravo lock!”

“Two down, one to go.”

Looking to your left, you saw a group of SHIELD pilots making their way to their jets.

“All SHIELD pilots scramble, we’re the only air support Captain Rogers has got,” the leader yelled to
his team.

Before they could enter their jets, a sudden missile whistled through the air and into one of the planes.
They ducked and covered from the explosion as heat began wafting off the aircraft.

From behind the explosion a lone figure walked, pumping the launcher again he let off another shot,
his arm gleaming in the sun.

“Cap, your friend is here,” you called into your earpiece, “Falcon come get me,”

You watched as the Soldier climbed into a Quinjet and flew towards the third Helicarrier. Falcon came
up from behind you and grabbed you, heading on the same route as the Quinjet. He let you off at the
upper Helicarrier and then proceeded to get Steve.

By the time that you got to the tarmac, Bucky’s Quinjet was already landed and he wasn’t anywhere
to be seen. Captain America and Falcon landed behind you with a rush of air.

“I don’t know where he is…” you trailed off, looking over the rows of jets and containers.

The three of you began heading towards the entrance to the inner tower when he came out of
nowhere. Tackling Steve and sending him over the side, Sam rushed after him but didn’t get very far
as the Soldier caught his wing and sent him flying backward.

As Sam recovered you took a swing at Bucky, only to be pushed away from him and over the edge.
You hung onto the fencing of the runway as Falcon and the Winter Soldier duked it out. Lifting
yourself over the fence you sprinted towards Sam as Bucky tore off one of his wings and kicked him
off.

“No! Bucky, stop!” you yelled, tackling the Soldier as Sam began falling towards earth. Bucky threw
you off him and into the containers. The breath was knocked out of you when you smacked back into



them before you had time to recover his hand was around your throat and you were thrown from the
Helicarrier.

Whipping out the two K-Bars from your belt as you fell, you pierced the metal exterior and hung on
for dear life as you came to a slow stop. You looked up to see the Winter Soldier glaring down at you
from the upper deck until he disappeared. From where you were you could barely see the glass dome
of the main control room. Glancing around quickly you saw a ledge below you that you could swing
to. Rocking back and forth from arm to arm you gained enough momentum to make the leap.

You underestimated just how far down the ledge was and landed hearing a definitive ‘crunch’ from
your leg. Collapsing down onto the ledge you let out a shrill shriek before taking a breath and looking
over to the dome. From inside you could see Steve and Bucky struggling with each other, luckily you
still had your rifle strapped to your back. Rolling over onto your stomach, you laid your rifle out in
front of you and shoved the stock into your shoulder.

Looking through the scope you set your crosshairs on Bucky’s head.

“Hill, I’m still on the Carrier,” you reported, “I got a target.”

With a sudden movement, Cap shoved Bucky out of the way and tackled him to the ground.

“No you don’t Lieutenant,” Steve growled before yelling at Bucky, “Drop it!”

“Cap? Lieutenant? What’s happening?”  Hill asked.

“I lost visual,” you answered, pressing your cheek against the gun and waiting.

Cap emerged from where he was and headed for the control panel with the chip.

“One minute,” Hill called from the comms.

Steve ran towards the panel until he suddenly stopped, falling to his knees in pain.

“Shit,” you whispered, realizing that Bucky was already up and going. You recalibrate your rifle,
trying to find a target when another shot went at Steve

“30 seconds, Cap,” Hill called again.

“Stand by,” Steve was barely able to groan.

“Charlie—” He began before being cut off by another shot and that’s when you finally got him.

“Contact,” you growled into the earpiece, “Target acquired.”

“Take the shot Lieutenant,” Hill ordered, but you didn’t answer.

“No, Lieutenant, please!”

Instead, you watched as Cap lifted himself up towards the control panel again.

“Come on, Rogers,” you muttered, finger still outside the trigger guard.

“Take the shot, Lieutenant, that’s an order,” Maria commanded.

“No,” you stated simply, letting go of your rifle and watching Rogers again.



In a slow, strained motion he clipped the chip in, “Charlie Lock.”

“Okay Cap, Lieutenant, get out of there,” Maria chirped as the Helicarriers began to lock on to each
other.

“Fire now,” Steve spoke.

“But Steve…” Maria spoke reluctantly.

“Do it! Do it now!” you said, attempting to get up, “Captain’s orders.”

You disconnected your earwig and put it in your pocket.

There was a thunder of guns as the Helicarriers went to battle with each other and you began to look
for cover. The Carrier lost altitude quickly as you made a running leap for the now partially shattered
dome. You were lucky when you made it into the dome and came crashing down on the damaged
catwalk.

“Rogers, you okay?” you yelled over to the super-soldier. He was clutching onto a railing when you
both heard a pained cry below you, pinned under a support beam was Bucky Barnes. You and Steve
looked at each other before hurtling down to his aid. Bucky looked over to the two of you with a glare
before trying to push it off of him. Rogers stumbled on the glass, a hand to his shot-up stomach, not
that you were doing any better as you limped to Barnes’ side.

“C’mon Cap,” you called as he began lifting the beam. You grabbed onto Bucky’s shoulders as he did
and pulled him free. The three of you lay on the glass dome in agony for a moment before Barnes
pushed you off of him and rose to face Steve again.

“You know me,” Steve pleaded.

“No, I don’t.” Bucky exploded toward him.

“Bucky,” Steve begged, “You’ve known me your whole life.”

Steve took a step closer to Bucky, trying to reach out to him, only to be met with a punch to the face.
You began to get yourself off the floor and move towards the two.

“Your name is James Buchanan Barnes,” you said as another engine gave way in a deafening boom.

“Shut up!” he shrieked coming after you instead. A metal hand enclosed around your neck lifting you
into the air. You didn’t struggle against him as his grip tightened.

“I’m not gonna fight you,” you choked out.

“You're my friend, Buck,” Rogers implored, raising his hands and dropping his shield. Barnes glanced
at him and then at you before dropping you to the floor. You let out a pained gasp as a shock of pain
went up your leg.

As soon as he dropped you he went after Steve again.

“You’re my mission,” he snarled, beginning to punch Steve in the face.

You lifted yourself off the floor and hobbled towards the two.



“You’re my mission!” he hollered again, hitting Steve harder.

“Barnes! Stop!” you yelled grabbing his metal arm, trying to stop his pummeling of Steve, he easily
swatted you away.

“Then finish it,” Steve sighed, as Bucky wound up another punch, “Because I’m with you to the end
of the line.”

Bucky hesitated, his eyes wide. Before he could land another blow, the glass gave way underneath the
three of you, causing Steve to go plummeting towards the Potomac. You and Bucky latched onto
opposite beams and you began reaching for Steve.

“Rogers!” you screamed, grabbing nothing but air.

Bucky glanced between you and Steve, but his eyes landed on you as you looked wildly into the
water.

“Fuck!” you screeched as the beam you were holding onto cracked in half and you were sent falling
through the air.

“Hill, where’s Steve?” Natasha asked into the comms, “Do you have a location on Rogers?”

“What about the Lieutenant?” Sam questioned, not getting a response from Maria.

“Hill!” Fury exclaimed, “Get me a visual on them now!”

You gasped when you finally came up for air and headed for land, letting most of your upper body do
the work. Any movement in your leg sent shockwaves of pain up and down your body. Finally
making it to land, you let out a breathy howl before trying to get to your feet. You caught your breath,
leaning against a tree before hearing footsteps coming out from the water a couple yards from you.
Pulling out your pistol you faltered forwards before seeing Barnes drop Steve’s unconscious body on
the bank. You pointed your firearm at him when he looked at you and then you locked eyes with him.

He looked so confused and angry at the same time, but quickly his eyes hardened when he saw the
gun in your hand. You sighed and gently set your pistol down, hands raised in peace. His stature
softened as you limped forward and to Steve’s side, checking his pulse and breath. You barely heard
Barnes walking away, but when you did you turned around quickly.

“Hey! Wait!” you called, hand outstretched to him. He turned to you, looking you over again. You
paused, dropping your hand, “D-Don’t go that way, go the other way,” you pointed in the opposite
direction, “They’ll be setting up roadblocks that way, but there are a couple of alleys that way that’ll
keep you hidden.”

Grabbing the earwig from earlier, you dried it off and activated it again as he began walking off.

“Hey!” you called again, he turned, brows furrowing, “Thank you.”

He didn’t say a word. Instead, he walked away from you and disappeared into the trees.

“Sam? Sam, come in?” you asked into the comm, “Natasha? Do you read?”

“We read you, Lieutenant,” Natasha’s voice came, “We’re locking onto your position.”



“Nat, Steve’s down, he needs an ambulance,” you groaned, before holding your leg in pain, “Make
that two ambulances, please.”
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Flashback: Cocaína y Corona — Cocaine and Corona

Chapter Summary

You swung the door open and a small bell jingled above you. The space was dimly lit and small,
rusted trinkets littered the floor and tables. Display cases hung from the walls, firearms glinted
from behind the protective glass. Axis and Allied flags hung high in the rafters, rippling from the
cool breeze of the air conditioner. An old radio was lit up on a pedestal, quietly singing songs
from the wartime. Warm sunlight filtered in from the windows, revealing floating dust particles
dancing through the air.

“¿Hola, como puedo ayudarte?” a voice came from deeper in the store.

“Hello?” you asked, “¿Habla Inglés?”
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I don’t need alcohol to make bad decisions.

Cartagena, Bolivar - Colombia

The sun reflected brightly off the clear blue saltwater under your surfboard as you coasted slowly
towards the beach on another wave. Looking towards the glistening sands, sea spray sprinkled your
face as you looked for Turner and Danny. You sat down on your board as you came to a smooth stop.

“White umbrella on your three o’clock Nighthawk,” you commented idly, rocking back and forth on
your banana yellow surfboard, water splashed up onto your exposed legs.

“There are about 100 white umbrellas out here Ghost, be a little more specific,” Danny growled,
stalking through the jungle of umbrellas and beach towels.

“He’s wearing a pale yellow button-up and—aw, man—a leopard print speedo,” you grimaced.

“Oh, there he is,” Turner called, “Eyes on target, at ease Ghost.”

You turned from the beach, glancing once more at the man before heading out to catch another wave.



The team had been in Colombia for a little over two and a half months now, attempting to track down
the couriers of the country’s most infamous drug cartel: Las Serpiente Blanca. The cartel was well
known for mass-producing the world’s finest cocaine and being able to smuggle it virtually anywhere
they wanted. If it had been any other drug organization, your team would have left it to the local
authorities and the DEA, but this one was different. Las Serpiente Blanca had taken a turn from
trafficking drugs to smuggling weapons and funding small terrorist groups around the world. It had
started out as a rumor but had since spiraled out of control as different groups appeared around the
world, well-armed and rich as kings. Thus warranting your team to shut it down immediately.

Finding the head of Las Serpiente Blanca had been more difficult than any of you had thought. There
were no known drug routes and the local law enforcement had no leads that gave you any help
whatsoever. So your team had to start at the bottom and follow the flow of cash to the top.

You’d started in the western city of Popayán, after confirming a possible dealer was in the area and
following him for a couple of weeks. Then you followed the money to the mountainous Bogatá and
everywhere in between before finally coming to the coastal city of Cartagena.

“Target’s on the move,” Danny said from the beach, “Ghost, bring it in.”

You said nothing in response, instead flipping the board around towards the shoreline and matching
the speed of an oncoming wave. As you did, you felt the tail of the board begin to lift and pushed
yourself up with your arms, tucking your toes under and hopping into a crouched position before
standing. The board skimmed the top of the water before slowing down enough for you to dip into the
waves and wade to shore.

The crowd of locals and tourists on the beach parted as you stepped from the sea, towards Danny and
Turner. With one hand you slicked back your wet hair and stole a small smile to Danny when he
wrapped his arm around your waist and led you toward the shade of a nearby palm tree.

You dropped off the surfboard at a rental hut, still keeping an eye on the courier as he strolled the
sparkling sands.

“Hang loose, mi amor,” Danny said, tossing you a towel, “Those waves were totally tubular, right?”

“Daniel, we have been here for three weeks and I haven't met nobody that talks like that,” you spoke,
catching the towel and rolling your eyes. Danny gave a small chuckle in response, and wrapped his
arm around your waist again, patting it gently and bringing you closer to him.

“He’s leaving the beach, you two lovebirds gonna follow him or what?” Turner sighed, leaning
against the honey-colored panels of a beach bar, drink in hand.

“I got him,” you answered, pulling away from Danny.

“Negative troops, stay off him,” Weston cut in, “Head back to the safehouse, we’ll set our ground
assets on him.”

The three of you glanced at each other, watching the courier disappear into the bustling streets.

“Give him some space,” you murmured into the headset, watching your two assets follow the courier
through the maze of streets.



You were seated in front of three different monitors hooked up to security cameras on different
buildings, watching the man and your assets. 

Weston had only called you off and replaced you because you stalked the streets like a predator. Even
if you had assured him that you could blend in enough, he didn’t like it. 

Instead, he gave your job to two informants that Danny had found after a night in the city. 

Gabriel and Mateo. 

They were the perfect pair for the job. They’d grown up street rats and could disappear into the streets
like chameleons. They worked for the local authorities while moonlighting with the DEA…and now
Danny.

As good as they were at their job, you tapped your foot impatiently. You didn’t like not being in on
the action and, to make matters worse, you were crammed into a small single-bed motel room with
four dudes. They hovered over your shoulder like flies, silently watching the monitors with you.

“I’m getting some interference—Oliver fix that—Mateo?” you asked, the monitor fading in and out as
you lost sight of the courier and Ollie crawled under the table as you smacked it.

“Sí?” Mateo answered you could barely see him in the corner of the screen.

“¿Lo ves a el?” you hummed, the video feed getting worse. Do you see him?

“Sí, lo veo.” Yes, I see him

“Bueno, what’s he doing? ¿Que está haciendo él ahora?” What is he doing now?

“Hablando con una prostituta.” Talking to a prostitute.

“Perfect.” You rolled your eyes with a sigh as  Danny began cracking up behind you.

“Oh. My. God!” Danny cackled, tears forming in his eyes as he smacked the back of your chair, “He’s
hitting up a hooker!”

You scowled at him before turning back to the screen as it cleared up and came back into focus.

“How’s that?” Ollie asked, his voice muffled under the table.

“Good,” you said, finally getting a good look at the man for the second time that day.

He was a tall, lanky man with almost no muscle on his figure. He had greased back, black hair that
was tied into a ponytail trailing down his back. An unlit cigarette hung limply from the corner of his
mouth and, luckily, he had changed out of his speedo…into really, really tight black skinny jeans
which weren’t much better.

He was leaning against a wall, back towards the street, flirting with a pretty young woman when
another man brushed past him.

“Wait,” you snapped, pointing at the new man walking down the street, “Did they just make a swap?”

“Mateo, Gabriel, be ready to switch targets,” Weston ordered, eyes on the screen.



You watched the man go down the street for a while, looking him over for any sign that they’d
switched. He strolled down the sidewalk slowly.

Then he made a grave error. 

From one of his jacket pockets, he produced a brown paper bag. Looking around him, he pulled a
huge wad of cash from the bag, stuffed it back into his jacket and tossed the paper bag on the ground.

“He just littered…” Danny said, tapping the screen with his finger as a low grin curled to his lips.

“New target confirmed. Follow him.” Weston nodded. Mateo and Gabriel changed directions quickly,
tag-teaming the man from opposite sides of the street.

“Engaging facial recognition,” Ollie hummed, taking control of the computer and freeze-framing a
clear picture of the man to begin a scan.

You glanced at Weston as he watched the screen, his deep brown eyes absorbing information and
formulating a plan.

“Name’s Javier López. Lives and works in Medellín for a private antiquities dealer that specializes in
World War Two relics. He’s made four trips to Cartagena in the past two months,” Oliver said, his
eyes scanning through the information quickly before glancing up at the Commander.

“Captain Gonzalez and Sergeant Johnson, switch out the assets and keep a close eye on this guy,”
Weston started, taking a seat next to you and pulling a cigar out of his jacket. Danny and Turner
nodded in unison before exiting the room, “Lieutenant (L/N) and Private Walsh, pack up your gear
and head to Medellín. Check out this antiquities dealer and wait for further instructions.”

The Commander produced a lighter from his pocket, lighting his cigar and puffing it a few times
before leaning back in his chair and waving you away. You pulled yourself away from watching the
screen, grabbing a go-bag from the bed and your rifle case.

“I’m driving,” you called over your shoulder to Ollie while he packed some of his gear.

“You drove last time!” he yelled after you as you left the room.

“It’s nine in the morning, (F/N), you shouldn’t be drinking that,” Ollie hissed across from the cafe
table.

“Hush, Oliver, I do what I want,” you said taking another sip of your beer.

“We’re working (F/N),” he warned, “Weston wouldn’t like it.”

“Weston can kiss my ass,” you answered, glancing across the street with another sip, “I will damage
my liver whenever I feel like it.”

He shook his head, looking over the newspaper in front of him and finding the crossword puzzle. You
peered across the street to the business you were staking out. It was a little red brick building on the
corner of the street, 1940s-themed signs hung in the dark windows and small antique trinkets lined the
display window.

“How much do you know about World War Two?” he asked, writing down something in the
newspaper.



“Captain America was there.” You shrugged, “And he had a shield or something.”

“Stop,” he rolled his eyes, “Be serious, (F/N)

“Calm down Ollie, I know my stuff.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, my great Grandad served in the war, he was liberated from a P.O.W. camp by Captain America
and the Howling Commandos.”

“Really?” he repeated you nodded as you took a final sip from your beer and put it off to the side.

“Why do you think I became a soldier?”

“Cause your uncle was one.”

“Well, yeah, but he became one because his grandpa served.”

Ollie nodded, leaning back in his chair.

“¿Puedo traerte algo más?” the waitress asked, noticing your empty beer bottle and taking Oliver’s
breakfast plate. Can I get you something else?

“Otra cerveza, por favor,” you answered, handing her the dry bottle as she walked away. Another
beer, please.

“That’s your fifth one,” he sighed, “You need to lay off.”

You stuck out your tongue at him, putting your feet up on another chair and watching the small brick
building again. The waitress returned with your drink a few minutes later, you wasted no time in
popping the top and taking a swig.

“Heads up, here’s our guy,” you gestured towards a man opening the doors to the business. The red
and blue neon open sign flashed on and lights lit up the windows.

“Now?” Oliver asked, putting down his crossword puzzle.

“Let me finish my beer,” you said.

Ignoring Ollie’s protests, you chugged the rest of your beer and stood from your chair.

“C’mon let’s go,” you said, placing money down on the table and strolling across the street with Ollie
in tow.

“Lieutenant? What’s the plan exactly?”

“Follow my lead,” you answered, “Plant the bug while I distract him.”

You swung the door open and a small bell jingled above you. The space was dimly lit and small,
rusted trinkets littered the floor and tables. Display cases hung on the walls, firearms glinted from
behind the protective glass. Axis and Allied flags hung high in the rafters, rippling from the cool
breeze of the air conditioner. An old radio was lit up on a pedestal, quietly singing songs from the
wartime. Warm sunlight filtered in through the windows, revealing floating dust particles dancing
through the air.



“¿Hola, como puedo ayudarte?” a voice came from deeper in the store. Hi, how I can help you?

“Hello?” you asked, “¿Habla Inglés?”

Oliver glanced at you confused, he knew full well that you spoke fluent Spanish; he’d watched you
interrogate a handful of people on this trip. You winked at him before returning to your facade.

“Oh yes,” the man appeared from behind a display case, “My name is Santiago. How may I help
you?”

“Wonderful!” You smiled, clasping your hands in front of you and relaxing your stature to appear the
least threatening as you could, “My name is (F/N) (L/N), this is Oliver Walsh, we work for a private
collector back in the States, we’ve been traveling around a bit and saw your shop.”

“Is there anything I can help you find? We have many things, firearms, uniforms…you name it we
probably have it.”

“Well,” you started, looking around the room, “He already has a lot of guns, do you have anything
smaller?”

“Of course, let me show you.”

You followed Santiago through the maze of antiques, turning your head, you nodded to Ollie who
disappeared into the labyrinth to place the bug.

Santiago showed you many objects that piqued your interest, but in order to stall, you played hard to
get. You skimmed the room again, your eyes landing on a small display.

“What’s this?” you asked, placing your hands lightly on the glass.

“Captain America trading cards,” he answered, stepping to your side.

“Vintage?”

Santiago nodded, “Mint condition.”

“No way,” you grinned, “How much?”

“Not for sale I’m afraid,” he frowned, “They’re from a private collection.”

“Too bad,” you pouted, before noticing another display case with a variety of shoulder patches, “What
about those?”

“They also belong to a private collector, I apologize”

You looked over the case, rank and division patches were laid out in rows; most of which you
recognized except one.

“What’s this one?” you asked pointing to it. A bright scarlet skull with six curved tentacles grinned
menacingly up at you.

“I’m sorry miss, I’m not entirely sure.”

“Don’t worry about it,” you said, rocking back on your heels and looking for Ollie, “Um…let’s see,
do you have any Nazi service caps?”



“I don’t have any on the floor right now, but I did just get a shipment in from a collector in France.
Come to the back, let me show you.”

You followed him through the store and Ollie returned to your side, nodding to you that it was done.

Santiago led you to the back room where wooden shipping crates packed the small space.

“Feel free to browse through any of the open containers,” he smiled, gesturing to a row of crates.

“What about those,” Oliver asked, pointing at the sealed crates.

“Those are going to be shipped out within the next few days, please leave them be.”

The front door’s bell rang in the distance and Santiago excused himself, leaving the two of you alone.

“Check everything for cocaine,” you ordered, making your way to the row of sealed containers and
attempting to find one with a loose lid.

“This isn’t a good idea,” Ollie whimpered as he glanced to where Santiago had disappeared, “Weston
told us to just check it out and wait.”

“We are checking it out…just really thoroughly.”

You looked over the boxes, each had their destinations labeled on them: Egypt, Russia, Australia, and
Ghana among them. Spotting a crowbar on top of one of the boxes you snatched it and pried it under
one of the lids.

“(F/N),” Ollie warned. Too late.

Prying back the top you exposed the cargo in the crate.

“What the fuck?” you whispered harshly to yourself.

Inside were various antiques including canteens, mess kits, and bits of uniforms. You dug through the
crate, absolutely stumped. Then, you grabbed one of the canteens. Instead of being lightweight like
you thought it would be it was heavier. Opening the lid you poured out the contents. White powder
poured out into your hand. You quickly closed the canteen and placed it carefully back into the crate,
putting the lid back on.

“We need to get out of here…now,” you said, placing the crowbar back where you found it.

“I’m afraid it’s too late for that miss,” a voice came from the doorway.

There stood Santiago with three other armed men behind him. He took a step forward and produced
the bug Ollie had placed in his coat pocket.

“It was a good attempt, but I’m afraid you didn’t try hard enough,” he said waving the bug in the air
before tossing it on the ground and crushing it under his foot.

“Goddammit Oliver,” you hissed, his face turning whiter than it already was.

Santiago came towards you and stopped a few feet away, “Who do you work for?”

You didn’t answer, instead clenching your jaw shut and trying to come up with another plan. The men
behind him began circling around you and Oliver.



Santiago then changed his attention from you to Ollie and asked the same question.

“Um, well…uh,” he stammered, eyes darting to you. Your brows furrowed and you shook your head,
he went quiet.

Santiago gave a sad smile before shaking his head and nodding to the men surrounding you. You
mentally prepared for a fight, sizing up the men in the room and their weapons.

“Mr. Nunez is going to want to talk,” he said, a threatening edge on his voice. He looked you over and
smiled again, “He’s going to like you.”

It happened quickly, you didn’t see it coming as the stock of a rifle collided with the back of your
head and you collapsed in a heap on the ground. The cool cement floor sent chills through your body
as the light faded away.
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(Un)Expected Company

Chapter Summary

“Hey, Sam,” you smiled, “Sorry, it takes me a while to get around.”

“That’s alright,” he grinned, handing you the wallet.

“Thank you so much,” you said, tossing it onto the kitchen counter.

“You okay?” he asked, looking you over, Bucky’s hand tightened, “You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”
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I’ve got a war in my mind.

You leaned back in your chair listening to the Motown jazz of Marvin Gaye’s Trouble Man coming
from Sam’s phone. He had just nodded off and you were right behind him as you settled farther down
into your seat. The two of you sat opposite each other in Steve’s hospital room, the wounded super-
soldier on a bed between you. You and Sam had taken shifts sitting by his bedside, waiting for him to
wake up. This had been one of the times that Sam had come to relieve you and you had been too lazy
to get up.

The ‘team’ had all been laid up in the hospital for a while, but most were back on their feet. Maria
was being interviewed for a job at Stark Industries, Natasha was testifying at a Committee Hearing,
and Sam had obtained minor injuries from his fall and fight with Rumlow. You, on the other hand,
were a little worse for wear…as usual. You’d fractured both the tibia and fibula of your left leg from
your leap on the Helicarrier, luckily it was a clean break. The hospital had offered you a wheelchair
that you had refused and opted for a set of crutches instead.

A full leg cast covered your leg where it was propped up on the end of Steve’s bed and a soft
throbbing began as you drifted in and out of sleep.

“On your left,” a soft, tired voice mumbled from beside you, jerking you and Sam awake.



Sam smiled widely, “Good afternoon, Sleeping Beauty.”

Steve rolled his eyes playfully before letting them roam the room. They landed on your propped-up
leg when they flicked up to your face.

“Lieutenant? Are you okay? I’m so sorry. What happened?” he asked worriedly, trying to get up from
the bed; Sam holding him down gently.

“Not your fault Steve,” you said, taking your leg in both hands and lowering it to the floor, “I
miscalculated, my mistake.”

He relaxed a bit, still looking you over worriedly before rubbing his temples, “What happened?”

“What do you remember?” Sam replied, reaching over to his phone and pausing his music.

“I remember…” he trailed off, looking at the wall and furrowing his brows, “…falling.”

He looked to Sam for help and Sam nodded to you.

“You fell into the Potomac after your scuffle with Barnes,” you reminded calmly, Steve’s eyes
widened.

“Oh my God, Bucky? Where is he? Is he okay? Does he remember?” he rambled, again trying to lift
himself out of bed, “I gotta talk to him. It wasn’t his fault.”

“I know Steve, calm down,” you hummed while hobbling to his side and softly grabbing his arm, “He
pulled you out of the Potomac.”

“What?” Sam hissed, flabbergasted, “You told the authorities you didn’t see him.”

“I lied,” you growled under your breath, “They would have hunted him down, and then what? They
would have thrown him in prison, I wasn’t going to let that happen.”

“So what really went down?” Sam whispered, glancing towards the door; a confused look crossed
Steve’s face.

“He pulled Steve out and I pointed him away from the roadblocks.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Sam groaned you shrugged, “He’s dangerous.”

“No, he’s not, the Winter Soldier is.”

“Same thing.”

“You sound like Stark,” you snarled, “It’s not the same, they’re different people.”

“Both of you, calm down,” Steve said, holding his hands up, “First of all, is he okay?”

“I’m not sure,” you answered, “He left pretty quick, but I think he’s okay.”

“Second of all,” Steve started, “Why are we whispering.”

“Two armed guards outside,” Sam murmured.

“And we don’t know who we can trust yet,” you added.



“Mr. Stark is supposed to be getting rid of them soon,” Sam spoke, returning to his seat.

Steve leaned back in his bed, rubbing his temples again, “Where’s Nat?”

“Testifying at a hearing,” Sam answered, “She’s fine, Agent Barton came and got her the other day.”

A sigh left Steve as he nodded and closed his eyes, “You two should go home, you look like ghosts.”

Sam chuckled, you smirked sadly.

“Tony and Dr. Banner are going to relieve us soon,” you smiled, patting his shoulder. “Then
Romanoff and Barton after that.”

“Perfect,” Steve said, a small grin playing on his lips before it faded, “Where do you think he’d go?”

“I don’t know,” you frowned.

“He’s my friend.”

“So are we.”

“Do you think it’ll be okay leaving him with Stark?” Sam asked after closing the door to Steve’s
room, “He’s kinda rambunctious.”

“You have no idea,” you grinned, “I think it’ll be good for him. If anyone can take his mind off
Barnes, it’s Stark’s antics.”

The two of you stepped into the elevator, you leaned back onto the rails and fiddled with your
crutches.

“Sick of them already?” Sam commented.

“Five more weeks,” you huffed, counting down the hours.

He shook his head and chuckled. The elevator stopped smoothly at the parking lot and the doors
swished open.

“You need a ride?” Sam asked as you limped outside.

“If it’s not too much trouble,” you answered.

He shook his head and led you to the new car that Stark had been kind enough to give him.

“What now?” he questioned once he’d gotten out of the parking lot.

“Hmm?”

“Now that SHIELD’s gone, you’re out of a job. What’re you going to do now?”

“I don’t know, probably go home. My uncle’s shop is waiting for me to come back.” you
contemplated.

“You don’t wanna stick around?” He glanced at you.



“There’s not much left for me here.”

“What if I knew of a job for you?”

“Really?” You turned to him.

“Well, see I had a meeting with Stark the other day and—”

You cut him off with a wave of your hand, “I’m not joining the Avengers.”

“Damn,” he sighed while shaking his head, “Why?”

“I’m tired of fighting,” you answered, your stomach tightening.

“But you jump into a fight as soon as one comes up, I hear,” he countered, you sent a glare his way,
“Hey, I told you, I tell ‘em as I see ‘em.”

“No more,” you decided, “I’m done with all this superhero business.”

He snickered again as he pulled into your driveway.

“Thanks for the ride,” you muttered, swinging the door open and attempting to get out of the car.

“Steve should be getting out of the hospital soon,” Sam commented getting out and walking over to
you, “You gonna stick around?”

“As soon as I get out of this cast, I’m leaving,” you groaned as he pulled you from your seat.

“Just stay in touch, okay?” Sam smiled, showing off his teeth.

“You got it Toucan-Sam,” you grinned, giving him a light hug and stepping away, “Take care of
yourself, and don’t let Steve pull you into anything crazy.”

“I like crazy,” he said, handing you your crutches, “You take care.”

You nodded as you made your way to the front door and waved him off while he drove away. The
house keys jingled when you took them out of your pocket and opened the door. Closing it behind
you, you leaned up against it and sighed, taking your hair out of the tight bun it was in. You tossed the
keys onto the counter and shuffled to the cupboard to grab a glass, not bothering to turn on the lights.
Turning on the tap you placed the cup under the stream then stopped mid-motion; you felt eyes on
your back. Not bothering to turn off the tap, you whipped around with the glass raised and ready to
throw.

A hand clamped around your wrist and easily wrenched it around causing you to drop the glass. The
glass shattered on the floor as you thrashed to get free. Your eyes finally focused on the face of your
assailant and you froze. Barnes.

His hair was disheveled and dark circles ringed his pale eyes. He was still dressed as the Winter
Soldier, black leather and straps included. His metal arm held your wrist in place while the other hung
limply by his side, your free hand moved to the one that clutched your wrist and tried prying off his
fingers. Shoving you backward, he pinned you between the counter and himself; your crutches
clattered to the floor.

“Who are you?” he growled through his teeth.



“(F/N) (L/N),” you whimpered as he twisted your wrist again.

“You know me,” he stated, coming closer to your face and tightening his grip on you.

Panicking, you tried shoving him off, only to have him twirl you around and put your arm in a
hammerlock. Your back was to him now and you yelped as he applied pressure to your shoulder,
elbow, and wrist.

“You know me,” he repeated in your ear, “Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

He paused for a second taking in your words, “Who am I?”

“Sergeant James Buchanan Barnes,” you explained, trying to hide your pain, “Your friends call you
Bucky.”

“I don’t have friends,” he hissed.

“You did…you do,” you exclaimed as he added more pressure, “Steve Rogers.”

“The man from the bridge?”

“Yes.”

“Are you lying?” he snarled.

“No! There’s an exhibit at the Smithsonian, it’ll tell you the same thing,” you breathed, trying to
regain your composure.

“Why did you help me?”

“Steve would kill me if I would have let anyone hurt you,” you said, “Just let me take you to him, he
can help you.”

“No,” he barked, leaning against you, “You tell anyone and I’ll kill you.”

“Okay, okay, calm down. Let’s just talk this—.”

You were cut off by the doorbell ringing, Bucky’s head swung around and loosened his grip.

“Hey, (F/N)!” Sam’s voice came from the other side.

“Shit,” you whispered.

“You forgot your wallet in my car, you probably need it.”

You stayed silent, twisting your head around to see Barnes’ reaction. He pulled away from you but
kept ahold of your wrist.

“Make it quick,” he ordered lowly, dragging you towards the door, “Anything tricky and I kill him.”

“Barnes…leg,” you groaned as he made you put weight on it. He said nothing in reply and instead
pushed you to the door, keeping a hand on your wrist. Nodding at you to open the door, you complied.



“Hey, Sam,” you smiled, “Sorry, it takes me a while to get around.”

“That’s alright,” he grinned, handing you the wallet.

“Thank you so much,” you said, tossing it onto the kitchen counter.

“You okay?” he asked, looking you over, Bucky’s hand tightened, “You look like you’ve seen a
ghost.”

“I’m just tired,” you fibbed, “I was about to lie down.”

“I’m sorry,” Sam jumped, “I better get going then. I’ll see you later.”

You nodded as he walked back to his car and drove off for the second time. As soon as he was gone,
the door slammed in your face and you were forced against it; facing Bucky this time. He looked you
over as you relaxed against the door. Letting go of your wrist he backed away, eyes still on you.

You didn’t realize how much you had been relying on him to keep you standing and wobbled a little
on your good leg. Focusing on your balance you looked up at him, he towered over you, more than
you thought he would and he returned your stare.

“Move,” he spoke simply.

You shook your head, “I can’t let you leave looking like that.” He glared at you.

“Look,” you sighed and gestured at his limp arm, “You’re obviously hurt and you can’t walk around
town in that. Everyone is looking for you. Steve’s looking for you.”

Bucky frowned, looking at you and then the clothes he was wearing.

“Let me help you,” you offered, hands up in peace, “Please.”

After what seemed like hours of convincing, Bucky finally let you lead him down into the basement.
You flicked the light on and peered around the room, it was just like you left it. Boxing gloves lay
scattered on the floor and a half drank bottle of water sat on the ground. A pile of unopened cardboard
boxes was stacked in the corner and you made your way towards them. Digging through the pile, you
found the one you wanted with ‘Danny’ scribbled on the side in black marker. You sighed as you
opened the box and glanced back to Bucky who was watching you carefully.

As you opened the box a smell came to your nose, cedar and clove with a hint of spice, you stopped.
You sniffed again, closing your eyes as a knot formed in your stomach…his cologne. Shaking your
head you dug through the box and pulled out a pile of clothes. Setting them on the ground, you
grabbed out everything you needed.

“Here,” you said, handing Bucky the pile, “Bathroom’s the first door on the right, go change.”

He disappeared from behind you as you cleaned up and stuffed the box back where it was. Groaning,
you got onto your good foot and limped your way up the stairs.

By the time you got up to the living room, Bucky was coming out of the bathroom. Everything fit him
perfectly, you motioned for him to come closer. He flinched away when you fixed the collar of his
jacket and straightened out his ball cap.



“Is your arm okay?” you asked while smoothing out his shirt.

“It’s fine,” he grumbled.

“Is it broken?”

“No.”

“Dislocated?”

“Not anymore,” he answered, pulling away from you.

“Sore?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” you nodded, hobbling towards the kitchen again. You grabbed the wallet Sam had brought
you and took out all the cash you had, “Here.”

“No,” he said, batting your hand away.

“Take it,” you commanded, “It’s enough for a couple nights of food and maybe a hotel room.”

You grabbed a pen from the counter as well as a piece of paper and scribbled your number on it.

“If you need anything, food or a safe house,” you handed him the paper and the money, “Call me…or
you know where I live, I’ll be around for a while.”

He took the money from you and stuffed it in his pocket before turning to leave.

“If you tell anyone,” he called over his shoulder, “I’ll kill you.”

“I heard you the first time.”

Bucky grabbed the door handle and peered outside, looking over your neighborhood.

“Be careful,” you warned, “You get hurt, Steve kills me.”

He looked at you one last time before disappearing out the door.
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The Search

Chapter Summary

Light ticks began to emanate from the lock on the doorknob. You stopped, staring intently at the
doorknob as the sounds of metal picks scraping the tumblers dug their way deeper in to the lock.
Your blood ran cold at the sound, only a handful of people would ever try and break into your
home..."
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If you fall, I’ll be there.

“Battle-tested, Captain America and his Howling Commandos quickly earned their stripes. Their
mission: taking down Hydra, the Nazi Rogue Science Division.”

His eyes flicked around the exhibit, taking in every detail and learning every bit of information about
the man from the river; all while keeping an eye on every person in the room. He pulled the hat the
woman had given him farther down his face and bowed his head as he made his way through the sea
of people. He’d been watching this place for a while, deciding to go in only during the busiest time to
make it easier to blend in.

“Best friends since childhood, Bucky Barnes and Steven Rogers were inseparable on the playground
and battlefield.”

He paused, listening intently to the recording. Bucky Barnes, that's what they had called him… what
she had called him. Glancing over his shoulder he spotted an illuminated portrait, he stopped in his
tracks. He'd only caught glimpses of himself passing windows on the street, but the man the portrait…
that was him.

“Barnes is the only Howling Commando to give his life in service of his country.”



The man from the Helicarrier—Steve—he hadn't been lying. His jaw dropped slightly as he read the
inscription before he clenched it shut and slunk his way to the exit.

He wanted more information.

He needed more information.

You clicked the slide of your SIG back into place while heaving a heavy sigh and leaning farther back
into the couch. The outside world began to lighten as the sun finally broke over the horizon, your ears
pricked up as another car slowly passed your house. You relaxed again as it pulled away and the
engine noise disappeared around the corner. God, you hated living in the suburbs. Ever since you had
gotten out of the hospital you’d been jumpy, and it wasn't because a highly trained, brainwashed
assassin was on the loose.

No, it was because Doctor Douchebag MD was still alive and you had no idea where he was. You
hadn’t heard from Novak since he had waltzed out of the bank vault and vanished into thin air.

The last two weeks you'd slept with a loaded gun underneath your pillow and had woken up at the
slightest sound every night. To say you were skittish was an understatement, you'd run background
checks on the mailman and the door-to-door missionaries that came around every so often. The only
time you'd relaxed over the past few weeks was when Sam and Steve dropped by to talk about the
search for Bucky, which wasn't going very well.

Like Novak, Barnes had disappeared like a ghost. You kept your promise to him and hadn’t told Steve
or Sam about his visit, but you also promised them that you’d keep your eyes and ears open. You were
planning on having some of your old soldier buddies find out more details about the search because
not just Sam and Steve were looking for the Winter Soldier, and that's what had you worried. If the
Government or, God-forbid, Hydra got a hold of Bucky first, it would be hell to pay from Captain
America himself.

Even if you didn't know Steve very well, you knew that there wasn't a lot that could get a rise out of
him. He would always hold himself in a calm and stoic manner, but during the talks you had with him
he had seemed so different. He was desperate. When he had woken from his time in the ice, he’d
woken with nothing from his past, he lost everything. Then Bucky Barnes came back into his life just
to be lost again. Steve had made it clear to you, and the punching bag down in your basement, that he
was going to get Barnes back. No matter what it took and no matter who stood in his way.

You and Sam had sat in the corner watching Captain America, the living legend, come unhinged
against the sandbag. The two of you thinking it better for him to get his anger out on an inanimate
object instead of a real person.

While Cap was beating the shit out of your gym equipment, you and Sam had talked through where
Barnes could've gone. You would offer up advice and then the two boys would follow it up, always
coming up short.

You had to put on a mask when they were there, you didn't want them knowing about Novak or how
scared you were of his return. As soon as they’d leave the house you'd go back to being as timid as a
rabbit. You'd even thought about disappearing, just like Barnes, but you couldn't abandon Sam and
Steve while they were still coming to you for help.

Sunlight finally filtered through the slotted shades and onto your propped-up leg that was still in a
cast, another reason you couldn't run. Literally.



Your body flinched as a small ‘click’ came from the coffee maker in the kitchen. A shaky breath left
your lips, the sooner you could get out of town the better. The aroma of fresh coffee filled your nose
as the faint dripping of the liquid came from the pot. You rubbed your eyes and stifled a tired yawn
before getting up and heading toward the kitchen. You rinsed out an old cup from the sink and began
pouring in the dark liquid. Steam rose from the full cup as you glanced out the front window and took
small sips of the bitter liquid, letting it warm you from the inside out. Snapping the shades shut you
hobbled your way back to the couch, careful not to spill your drink.

Sinking back into the couch and warming your hands on the cup, you released a heavy sigh. The
sound of a heavy-duty engine came from outside, probably the garbage truck, but that wasn’t what it
sounded like and all of a sudden you were back in Iraq.

A HEMTT drove slowly past you and you waved to the driver before crossing the road to the briefing
tent. The rest of your team was seated around a conference table, awaiting your arrival.

“You got ‘em, Lieutenant?” Weston asked from the corner, you nodded.

“The results are in gentleman,” you smiled, pulling out a packet from behind your back, “I hope you
don't mind, Commander, I've already taken a look.”

“The floor’s all yours, Lieutenant,” Weston responded.

“Well,” you smiled, “The missiles we found were an exact match in the database,” you paused for
dramatic effect, “A 100% match to none other than…”

You paused again taking a seat at the table.

“Dammit, (F/N),” Turner whined, “Tell us.”

You took a deep breath, a mischievous look glinting in your eyes, “…Stark Industries.”

Everyone's jaw, except Weston’s, dropped.

“Stark?” Ollie gaped, “As in the Tony Stark?”

“The one and only,” you smirked, sliding the file across the table to Weston.

“No way!” Ollie exclaimed, “He’s an American icon, there's no way he could be selling weapons to
terrorists!”

Weston passed the file to Danny and Turner, “Looks like we're going to have to ask Mr. Stark some
questions.”

“We’re going back to the States?” you asked Weston nodded, you threw up your arms in excitement,
“Yes!”

“Commander Weston, sir?” a voice came from the entrance of the tent, “Your convoy is ready to
deploy on your orders, sir.”

Weston nodded to the young soldier and stood from his seat, “Let’s move troops.”

The four of you stood quickly at attention, “Sir yes sir,” you chorused before leaving the tent.



A line of Humvees and other transport vehicles along with rows of soldiers stood at attention for you.

“At ease, men,” Danny hollered over the roar of the engines, “Load up!”

“Johnson grab the gear,” Weston ordered as he stepped into a sand-colored Humvee, “Walsh, how’s
our route?”

“Route is clear, sir,” Oliver answered, crawling into the vehicle after Weston.

“Hey, (F/N)!” Turner called from behind you. As you turned, he tossed you your rifle. The metal
weapon was cool in your hands. Refreshing, compared to the heat of the desert.

“Thanks,” you grinned, slinging the weapon over your shoulder and helping him with a crate of gear.

“Two-minute warning, soldiers,” Danny warned, hopping into the Humvee.

“Two-minute warning!” you repeated to the transports on either side of you and the message was
passed down the line of vehicles. You turned to one of the soldiers next to you, “Pass the word to keep
communications open and clear.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded, turning away from you to follow your orders.

“All strapped in,” Turner said, coming around the Humvee to your side, “You ready for this?”

“It’s just a supply convoy moving along a well-known Army route,” you answered, “What could go
wrong?”

“With us? Anything,” Turner joked, boosting himself up into the vehicle with the rest of the team. You
shook your head in reply and stepped onto the rails of the Humvee.

“Roll out, troops,” you ordered over the impatient engines and the vehicles began gliding over the
sand. You gave a stiff salute to the Commanding Officer of the base and then slipped into the cab,
slamming the door behind you.

Handing your rifle to Ollie, you strapped yourself into the seat next to Turner, while he put it on the
rack above his head. The vehicle accelerated quickly and took off into the unforgiving desert.

The engine droned aggressively in front of you, making you revel in the sound of the finely tuned
machine.

“Where to next, Commander?” Danny shouted over the fury of noise.

“Where is Stark currently located?” he asked, taking out a cigar and glancing to Oliver for the
answer.

“His mansion is on the West Coast, but I’ll find his current location,” Ollie stated, throwing open his
laptop.

“You don’t think Stark is behind this, right?” Turner questioned, only loud enough for you to hear.

“I don’t know,” you muttered back, “He’s a fuckin’ genius though and they do call him the Merchant
of Death.”



“A playboy genius,” Turner clarified, “He’s too busy drinking and getting it on to be dealing with
terrorists.”

You shrugged in response and turned your attention back to Commander Weston.

“Stark’s current location is in New York,” Ollie confirmed.

“There’s your position, Captain,” Weston said, lighting his cigar and taking a long drag.

You grinned to yourself while leaning back into your seat, it had been almost a year since you had
been back to the States. It meant you didn’t have to try that hard to blend in and you didn’t have to
watch your back as much.

“Sir?” Oliver grunted suddenly, his brows knitted together in confusion, “We have a problem.”

You straightened up.

“What is it, Walsh?” Weston asked undisturbed.

“Our communications just went out!” Ollie exclaimed, frantically striking the keys on his computer;
his eyes flicking around the screen.

“Get them back up,” Weston ordered, leaning forward in interest, cigar still hanging from his mouth.
You glanced out the window into the growing cloud of dust.

“I can’t, everything’s gone dark, we’ve been jammed!”

Dark shapes began to form on the horizon, a dusty haze shrouding them in a thick blanket.

“Commander! Stop the vehicle!” you exclaimed, realizing what the shapes were.

“Amor, what is it?” Danny asked, leaning forward to look out the window.

“It’s an ambush—"

You were wrenched out of the past by a loud knocking at your front door. Bright oranges and soft
pinks filtered into your living room from the slowly fading sun. Your once steaming cup of coffee sat
frigidly in your hands. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on your skin along with long trails of tears that
still flowed freely from your eyes. Wiping your face, you took a shaky breath and rose from your seat.

The knock came again, louder and more aggressive this time.

You grabbed your SIG from the couch and flicked off the safety while slinking as quietly as you could
toward the door. Light ticks began to emanate from the lock on the doorknob. You stopped, staring
intently at the doorknob as the sounds of metal picks scraping the tumblers dug their way deeper into
the lock. Your blood ran cold at the sound, only a handful of people would ever try and break into
your home, the most concerning being Novak. Not bothering to look out the window, you put your
hand on the doorknob and waited.

A reaffirming ‘click’ came from the lock and you let the knob slide in your hand as it was opened
from the other side.

“See? I told you it would be easy,” a muffled voice came from outside.



“This is a horrible idea,” another said, “She almost killed us the last time we broke into her house.
Tell her this is a bad idea, Steve. Go on, tell her.”

“This is a bad idea, Nat,” came a third.

You relaxed when you heard the third voice and a small smirk grew on your face as you yanked the
door open with all the strength you had.

“I agree with Sam,” you chirped as a blast of air and red hair went shooting past you only to face
plant on the floor behind you, “That was a horrible idea.”

“I hate you,” Natasha muttered, unmoving, from the floor.

“Good,” you joked while stepping aside for Sam and Steve to enter.

“Where were you?” Sam asked, hopping over Natasha and heading to your refrigerator.

“My room,” you answered quickly, while shuffling out of Steve’s way and softly closing the door, “I
fell asleep.”

“You must be a real sound sleeper,” Steve stated, glancing down at Nat and reaching a hand down to
help her up.

“Hope you had good dreams,” Romanoff growled as she returned to her feet.

One of your hands twitched slightly before you painted on a smile, “I did, thanks for asking Red.” She
rolled her eyes before walking into the living room behind Steve, “What can I help you guys with?”

“Somebody saw him,” Steve smiled, turning to you with an excited tone, “At the Smithsonian.”

“Really?” You cocked an eyebrow while leaning against the kitchen counter, “A positive sighting?”

“Oh yeah,” Sam nodded, grabbing a plate of food out of the fridge and sitting at the table, “Positive
ID from tour guides and surveillance footage matches his height and build.”

“Why the Smithsonian?”

“He went to the exhibit,” Steve jumped, “He remembers, he’s gotta remember!”

“How long ago?” you questioned, moving from your spot behind the counter and towards them.

“Couple days,” Natasha answered.

“You guys better work quick,” you stated, “The guy’s a ghost, he could be long gone by now.”

“We’ve been trying to track his movements,” Nat said, “He’s been keeping a real low profile.”

“He pops up in random places throughout the city,” Sam declared looking to Steve.

“We can’t find a pattern,” he frowned, “We were hoping you might be able to help find one.”

“Why me?” you quizzed sitting on the arm of the couch.

“You think the same,” Sam explained, “You’re both military snipers. Are there any military
maneuvers you would use to get through a city unseen?”



You shook your head with a frown, “Blend in,” you advised simply, “Your best weapon in unfamiliar
territory is to make it look like you belong there.”

“Where would you hide in the city?” Sam asked, scraping food around his plate.

“Abandoned building,” you nodded to yourself after thinking for a bit, “Not many people and a good
vantage point. But I’d be trying my hardest to get out of the city as fast as I could. There are too many
eyes watching in the city. Barnes is smart, he’s probably gone by now.”

Steve’s face dropped.

“Look, Steve,” you started softly, “If he went to the Smithsonian, then he knows you were telling the
truth.”

“Then why not come to me?” he snapped, jumping from the couch and pacing around the living room,
“I can help him.”

You shrugged, “Maybe he’s scared. I know I would be if everything I thought I knew was turned
upside-down.”

“He’s out there somewhere,” Steve declared aggressively pacing the floor, “I’m going to find him.”

“I know you are Steve,” you insisted, placing a hand lightly on his shoulder, “We’re all here to help
you.”

Romanoff and Sam nodded in agreement before Sam spoke again, “If he left the city, where would he
go?”

“I don’t know,” you glanced at Natasha.

“Somewhere nobody would look for him,” she responded, holding your gaze.

“Another country, maybe overseas?” you added, agreeing with her.

“But how would he get out of the country?”

“He’s a ghost,” you groaned, rubbing your temples lightly, “He could get anywhere he wanted to.”

“We need to expand our search,” Steve asserted, “Can you keep in touch with your contacts and let us
know if he shows up anywhere?”

“Of course. As soon as I know, you’ll know.”

“Thanks, (F/N),” Steve sighed before outstretching his hand to you.

“Anytime, Captain,” you beamed, taking his hand, “Take care, keep me updated.”

“Finish up, Sam,” Natasha said, rising from her chair and heading towards the door.

Sam looked at his almost empty play and then to you, you held up a hand and waived it, “Take it,
Zoomie, I don’t mind.”

Sam grinned, “Thanks (F/N),” he took his plate and jogged quickly after Steve.



“See ya, Red,” you called as Natasha left your peripheral and stepped through the door with a scoff,
letting it slip close behind her.

You shook your head and watched them speed away in Natasha’s car; they weren’t going to find him,
at least not until he wanted to be found. Barnes wanted to figure things out for himself, he wasn’t
going to ask for help nor was he going to go running back to Steve when he did.

Grabbing your SIG from the kitchen drawer, you returned to your seat on the couch, gently sitting
yourself down with a heavy sigh. The sun had barely disappeared below the horizon, a deep purple
was fading into the sky, and streetlights outside your home buzzed to life. You leaned back into the
cushions and closed your eyes, hoping that maybe you’d get a good night’s sleep that night…nope.

A soft knock came from your door again, you let out a groan.

“Look, Sam, I told you to keep the plate,” you barked, heading to the door again and throwing it open,
“It’s really not that big of…”

You stopped, hunched in front of you was a large black mass, much bigger than Sam; he was
silhouetted against the streetlights and darkening sky. Not recognizing the shape, you reached for your
gun, only to find that you had left it on the couch.

“Wait,” a rough voice came, the mass held up his hands in stiff submission, a glint of metal was
caught in the light, “I need your help.”

“Barnes?”
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Redux : (Un)Expected Company

Chapter Summary

“What if they find me?” he asked suddenly, looking up to you, “What would you do then?”

“They? As in Hydra?” you said, he nodded and you shrugged, “Fight. It’s what I always do.”

He scoffed again, standing from the table and approaching you, “You don’t know what they’re
capable of.”

“Listen here, Soldier Boy, I am fully capable of taking care of myself.”
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You don’t need a reason to help people.

The stiff surrender Bucky had feigned vanished when he realized you were unarmed. With a swift
stride, he barged through the door and seized your upper arm, dragging you back towards the living
room and slamming the door behind him. Instead of struggling against him, you thought it better to
play it his way. You quickly backpedaled to keep up with his pace. He easily tossed you to the couch
and grabbed your SIG that was balancing on the armrest, tucking it into his waistband.

“Stay,” he commanded with a raspy voice before turning on his heel to search the rest of the house.
You sat back into the chair with a sigh, knowing that this would be yet another long, sleepless night.

Bucky prowled the house like a feral cat, slinking from window to window and closing the blinds. His
jaw was clenched into a scowl as he roamed your house checking every room for any unwanted
guests. Cold gray eyes flicked back and forth from corner to corner, taking one last look around
before they locked onto you. He eyed you suspiciously again, longer this time. They took in every
detail, attempting to read you like a book. You knew he would fail miserably, everyone did.

Even so, you squirmed under his gaze. Barnes’ eyes were hard and unforgiving, matching his stature.
He stood a good head and a half taller than you, was at least two times as wide, and built like a brick.
In reality, he was a living, breathing concrete wall.



Pushing away the feeling to shudder, you decided to mirror his stare and read him.

He looked disheveled, his hair matted and clothes wrinkled with a light dusting of dirt. His skin was
pale and some strips of dirt painted his face. The baseball cap was pulled low over his face, allowing
you to only catch a glimpse of his bloodshot eyes as he stared at you. He was still wearing the clothes
you had given him, with the exception of a few rips here and there, they looked the same. You
glanced up at his eyes again watching him carefully, there wasn’t much to read. Maybe Sam was
right, the two of you were more similar than you thought.

Silence filled the air for what seemed like minutes before you finally broke it, “I didn’t think you’d
come back.”

“Neither did I,” he growled, still looking you up and down.

“What do you want?” you snapped, the words coming out more hostile than you intended.

“I went to the museum,” he said flatly.

“I know,” you stated, leaning back into the couch as his eyes narrowed, “The security cameras caught
you and tour guides made positive ID’s.”

“Shit,” he mumbled, his eyes leaving you and roaming the floor in thought.

“Look, it’s not too late to go talk to Steve, he was just here—.”

“I know,” he said, eyes streaking to yours again, “I’ve been watching you.”

“What? Why?” Your brows furrowed, aggression sparking.

“I…,” he trailed off, “…don’t know.”

“Why did you come to me and not Steve?” you asked, standing from the couch, he stiffened at your
move.

“I don’t know,” he hissed through his teeth, standing square to you and taking a step forward.

Instead of backing away from him, you took a step towards him as well.

You glared at each other for a moment before you backed down, “Okay okay,” you relaxed with a
sigh, turning from him while running a hand through your ponytail, “Let’s just calm down. You said
you needed help?”

Making your way to the kitchen, you heard him quietly follow behind you.

“What’s going on?” he asked quietly after a moment.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t understand…I don’t remember…,” he trailed off again, “…I don’t know who I am. The man
in the museum, ‘Bucky’, that’s not me, that can’t be me.”

His stature softened as he looked away from you and to the floor, confusion clouding his eyes. They
burned holes in the floor as he tried furiously to remember something, anything about who he was.



“Look, Barnes,” you started gently, limping towards him slowly, “Hydra did horrible things to you,
they fried your brain. It’s going to take time for you to heal, to get your memories back. You’re not
going to remember everything in an instant.”

“I remember you,” he murmured, barely above a whisper.

You blanched. What did he remember? How could he possibly remember what happened in the
desert? He couldn’t. Could he?

“Remember me from where?” you asked, your chest tightening.

“The vault,” he answered, glancing up at you again his eyes hardening, “You were talking with one of
them, what were you doing there?”

He tensed up again, becoming twice his size; like an animal when threatened. His brows furrowed
into a deep V as he approached you again, his jaw clenching in anger.

“Hey, hey, hey, calm down,” you stuttered, realizing he wasn’t about to slow down as he kept coming
closer to you, “You knocked me out and took me there remember?”

He shook his head, coming closer.

“Look, I don’t know who he was, he wanted information on the Helicarriers before they sent you in. I
built them, I know them inside and out.”

He froze, looking you over and relaxing again, believing your fib.

“Who are you?” he asked, his cold eyes searching yours.

“First Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N), United States Marine Corps. Retired of course.”

Out of habit, you outstretched your hand to him in greeting. He glanced at it for a second before
reciprocating your action. Slowly, and ever so gently, he took your hand and shook it. You nodded
with a smile when he let go, knowing you were making some progress with him.

“Okay,” you said, mostly to yourself while turning away from him, “What’s your plan?”

There wasn’t an answer from him as you began brewing a couple cups of coffee.

“I’d stay low and get outta town if I were you,” you said, looking back to him, he nodded in
agreement. Any shade of anger that had riddled his face was gone, replaced instead by deep thought.
He was still incredibly stiff, not trusting you enough to let himself relax.

“They’re flashing my face all over the city, I won’t be able to stay hidden for long,” he mumbled.

“And Steve’s expanding his search,” you informed him, “I tried to keep him off your back, but it’s not
going to work much longer.”

Bucky let out a low groan before sinking into a chair at the dining table. Silence filled the air once
more as you finished up the coffee and he sunk deeper into thought.

You gently set down a steaming cup in front of Bucky and sat in the chair beside him.



“The Avenger’s headquarters are in New York,” you said, taking a sip of your coffee, “Steve will be
heading back soon. I’d recommend staying away from there, or any big city for that matter.”

“Small towns could be worse,” he sighed, gingerly taking the cup into his hands, “Harder to blend in
there, people will get suspicious.”

“Not if you know someone there to vouch for you,” you contemplated, taking another sip.

He squinted up at you, “Like who?”

“Me,” you answered simply, he quirked an eyebrow at you, “Look, as soon as I’m out of this cast, I’m
outta D.C. I live in a small town a couple days drive from here. You could hide out there if you want
to and nobody would think anything of it.”

Eyeing you warily, he shook his head.

“People always ask questions,” he started with a scowl.

“Not if you have the right answers,” you finished, setting down your cup and standing from the table,
“You hungry?”

He eyed you for a moment longer before nodding his head.

The water bubbled violently on the stove in front of you but was subdued once you added a cupful of
rice and a cube of bouillon.

“My Uncle left me his auto shop when he died,” you said absentmindedly, watching Barnes from the
kitchen, “I get quite a bit of business and I could use some help.

Pulling out two eggs from the fridge, you cracked them both into the broth before turning back to
him, “I’d pay you too.”

“Why?” he asked, rising from his place at the table and entering the kitchen.

“To help you get back on your feet.” You shrugged.

“No,” he said, “Why are you helping me?”

— Because I know you. —

“Because…I don’t know…It seems like the right thing to do.”

He scoffed at your answer, taking another sip of his coffee.

“Look, Barnes,” you sighed, slowly stirring the soup in front of you, “I know you don’t trust me, but I
don’t see a lot of options for you at this point. You could go off on your own and try to make it, but
without help, you’re not going to make it far. Not only is Steve looking for you, the Government is
looking for you too and who knows what Hydra is up to.”

Bucky didn’t answer as you finished up the soup in front of you and gathered bowls from the
cupboard.

“What if they find me?” he asked suddenly, looking up to you, “What would you do then?”



“They? As in Hydra?” you said with a light scoff, he nodded and you shrugged, “Fight. It’s what I
always do.”

He scoffed again, standing from the table and approaching you, “You don’t know what they’re
capable of.”

“Listen here, Soldier Boy, I am fully capable of taking care of myself,” you snapped, snatching
spoons from a drawer and turning on your heel to face him. A small growl escaped his lips at the new
nickname you had given him.

He’d gotten surprisingly close in the amount of time you had turned your back to him, attempting to
test your resolve. The two of you sized each other up for a moment before he finally backed down,
knowing you weren’t going to.

“I’m not scared of you, Buck,” you said, pouring soup into the two bowls and following him to the
table.

“You should be,” he said simply, watching every move you made.

“But I’m not,” you asserted, sliding a bowl to him along with a spoon, “I’ve dealt with aliens, super
soldiers, spies, and Tony Stark; trust me, Bucky, I can handle you.”

He looked up at you from his soup, “Aliens?”

“It’s a long story,” you sighed, downing a spoonful of the warm liquid, “You’ve missed a lot, Barnes.”

The two of you ate in silence for a while and you refilled his bowl a couple of times, making sure he
had enough. Outside, the night waned on. Crickets chirped softly outside and a neighbor’s dog barked
at something unknown. You glanced at the clock on the oven, 2:00 am, your eyes were beginning to
sting from lack of sleep.

“What’s your plan?” you said again, washing the dishes and glancing back at him.

“I don’t know,” Bucky answered simply, meeting your eyes.

“How about you stay the night, get cleaned up and have a good night’s rest, and you can figure it out
tomorrow?”

“Okay,” he nodded almost immediately. You raised an eyebrow at him, not thinking he would respond
that quickly, he noticed your gaze, “I’ve been thinking about what you said. I don’t stand a chance if I
don’t have any help.”

“Okay,” you smiled, setting down the dishes and wiping your hands on a towel, “Let’s get you some
pajamas and into the shower. You stink, dude.”

For the first time, you saw the corner of his lips curl into a smirk and his face finally relax. His eyes
seemed to lighten a bit, losing their cold gaze.

“C’mon,” you motioned toward the basement, “I got a whole box of stuff you can go through.”

You led him down the stairs to the concrete basement, flicking on the light when you reached the
bottom. During your sleepless nights, you had begun to pack your things, so now a maze of cardboard
boxes lined the floor. Wading through the labyrinth, you found the box you needed and handed it off
to Bucky, who eyed it strangely.



“Who’s ‘Danny’?” he asked with a tilt of his head, studying the box.

“My ex,” you waved him off cooly, even though a knot tightened in your stomach, “We broke up and
he never came back for his stuff.”

— "Mi Amor." —

You motioned for him to set down the box on a table in the corner before you eased it open. You
pulled out everything from coats and pants to socks and underwear; even an old toothbrush wedged
into a sock.

“I’ll get you a new toothbrush,” you said in disgust, tossing it over your shoulder with a flick of the
wrist. After searching for a couple of seconds you let out a triumphant laugh and produced a pair of
pajamas from the bottom of the box. You handed them to Bucky, who took them gingerly from your
hands and looked them over, running the black plaid fabric through his fingers and looking at the
white T-shirt.

“Thank you,” he murmured, still petting the fabric.

“You’re welcome,” you smiled, grabbing the box and motioning for him to follow you, “Let’s get you
cleaned up, yeah?”

It had been surprisingly difficult to coax him into the shower, God knew how long it had been since
he had taken one. You had turned on the water, adjusted the temperature to his liking and shown him
the controls before leaving him to his own devices. While he was washing up, you tore through your
linen closet attempting to find extra bedsheets and pillows. You found them eventually on the bottom
shelf under a fluffy quilt your grandmother made you.

After making the couch into a bed, you stood back and took a breath. That’s when the panic hit.

What were you thinking?

You had just invited a highly confused, highly trained, super soldier amnesiac into your home. Not
only that, you offered him to come with you to your hometown.

What the hell?

You’d seen what he was able to do first hand and there was no doubt in your mind that he could break
you like a toothpick.

Rocking back and forth on your heel with a sigh, you listened to the running water in the bathroom
before limping to the dining table.

What if he reverts back to the Soldier? What would you do then?

Sure, you could hold your own with him when you were 100%, but with a broken leg? He’d kick your
ass into next Monday.

Sitting down at the table, you hung your head into your hands.

What about Steve?



You were essentially a double agent, a move you were sure would come back and bite you in the ass.
You were lying to Captain America for fuck's sake! He was going to kill you when he found out you
were secretly harboring his fugitive friend.

In the distance, you heard the shower turn off.

A low moan escaped your lips as you slid your hands down your face in despair. You really needed to
learn how to think before you did something; a problem you’ve always had. Colombia being a prime
example.

“I can leave if you want,” Bucky’s somber voice came from behind you. He must have heard your
quiet lament.

“It’s not you, I promise,” you sighed into your hands before turning to him, “How was the shower?”

“It was…good,” he paused, trying to find the words he wanted to use.

He looked a lot better than you had anticipated. All dirt and grime had washed away, he was
beginning to look like a regular person instead of the living dead. You smiled, rising from your seat
and looking him over more thoroughly. The pajama pants fit him perfectly, but the shirt hugged him
more than you thought it would; showing off his built figure. You smirked, he looked good.

“Awesome,” you smiled, “I made up the couch for you, but you can have the bed if you want.”

“No,” he said, glancing at the couch, “This will be fine.”

“Quicker escape route if you need it?” you asked, already knowing the answer.

He nodded, his eyes flicking between the front door and the couch, already making an exit strategy in
case he needed it. After a moment he sat down on the couch and looked up to you.

“I’ll just be in the room at the end of the hall, if you need something, don’t be afraid to ask,” you said,
beginning to leave the room.

He nodded again in understanding, gently taking one of the blankets and running it through his hands.

Softly, you turned your back to him and made your way to your room.

“(F/N)?” he called quietly, your name rolling slowly off his tongue.

“Yeah?” you asked jumping back into the living room.

“Thank you,” he said softly, his eyes meeting yours.

“Anything for you, Soldier Boy.”
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Flashback: Pulpos Carmesí — Crimson Octopi

Chapter Summary

You turned the book to the last page and paused again. Sketched on the page was an image you
had seen somewhere before. A skull with tentacles grinning threateningly up at you. It made
absolutely no sense. Tossing the notebook away, you began going through the drawers again.

You pulled out file after file and glanced at the pages, it was all patient files, like you would find
at the doctor’s. The first pages were pictures of the patients and then physical descriptions along
with handwritten notes, the last page was a results page. It was written in dense medical
grammar you couldn’t comprehend, but it didn’t look good.

Every file you pulled out had the same words at the end of the results page:

Experiment Failed. Subject Deceased.
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

When things get out of control and everyone around you is screaming and losing their minds, look for
the quiet one and stick to him. He’s fixing to cut fence and sort some bastards out.

Somewhere in Colombia

When you finally came around, you found yourself hanging from a giant metal hook in the middle of
a rundown barn. You were hanging just far enough above the straw-covered floor, that the tips of your
toes could barely touch the ground. Most of your weight was hanging from your wrists, the tips of
your fingers were beginning to turn a dangerous shade of purple from loss of circulation. A head-
splitting migraine graced your brain, the sunlight that filtered in from the gaps in the wood sent ticks
of pain to your head, causing nausea to fill your stomach. Looking around the barn, you found
yourself to be unguarded, but you could hear muffled voices from outside telling you that you weren’t
alone. Seizing the opportunity of being alone, you tested your bonds for weak spots.

You were held off the ground by mere rope, tied in intricate, heavy-duty knots around your wrists and
slipped onto the hook. If you could get enough leverage, you could slip off the hook and onto the



floor, but without some help, it was next to impossible to get over the lip. Twisting your wrists, you
quickly tried to find a weak spot in one of the knots, only to fail spectacularly. Whoever tied this knot
knew what they were doing. You let out a low groan and turned back to your surroundings.

Large bales of hay and straw were stacked up against the side of one of the walls, precariously
balancing atop each other. Dust particles were illuminated by light that trickled in from slits in the
blue paint-chipped wood and the distinct smell of cow manure emanated from a pile smooshed in the
corner.

While you were turning to see the entire expanse of the barn, you heard a small moan from beside
you. In all your focus to get out of your bonds and take in your surroundings, you failed to notice the
skinny redhead that was suspended next to you. You watched as he slowly cracked open one eye, then
the other, and looked around.

“You okay, Ollie?” you asked softly, turning on your toes to face him.

“No,” he croaked loudly, your stomach fell as you saw dried blood matting his fiery hair.

“I’m so sorry, Oliver,” you sighed sadly, “This is all my fault.”

“Damn right,” he yapped aggressively while twisting to face you, the anger in his voice catching you
off guard, “If you would have just followed the Commander’s orders we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“I know, I know,” you murmured quietly, hoping the guards outside didn’t hear his outburst, “I
promise, Ollie, I'll get you outta this.”

He scoffed to himself with a shake of his head, “What the hell were you thinking?” he yelled at you
suddenly, his eyes darkening in fury.

“I was thinking we’d get better info if we had ears on the inside.”

“I meant opening the damn crate, that’s what got us caught,” he hissed.

“Oliver, hush,” you whispered, hearing the voices outside grow quiet, “And what do you mean I got
us caught? You’re the one that planted the bug that they found.”

“You’re the one that told me to, even though I don’t have any field training.”

“It’s common sense, Rookie! You put it somewhere they don’t find it.”

“I tried! It may come as a surprise to you, (F/N), but not all of us went to a year of stealth and tactics
training.”

“Training that is required to be a part of Aftermath,” you snapped, throwing all caution to the wind,
“You’re telling me that they didn’t send you to training?”

“No,” he barked loudly, his voice echoing off the walls, “I’m not supposed to be a field agent, I’m a
Cryptological Network Warfare Specialist. I work inside not outside!”

“I cannot believe Weston would send me out with such an amateur,” you snarled.

“Maybe if you would have followed orders, just once, it wouldn’t have mattered.”



You were just about to fire back an insult when the door behind you slammed open. Ollie glanced at
you with wide eyes as a group of men entered the barn.

There were six of them, all staring at you like you were a piece of meat. They whispered to each other
in Spanish, thinking you couldn’t understand them. You did and you didn’t like what they were
saying. One of the men approached you and took a handful of your hair in his hands, yanking your
head back to look at the ceiling. He began taunting you with a purr as his face came closer to yours.

You scowled at them, insurmountable aggression coursed through your entire being

The man took a knife from his belt and waved it in front of your face with a smile.

“Pretty woman,” he hummed in broken English, rows of rotting teeth smiled at you. A low growl left
your throat, warning him to back off, instead, he grinned and turned to his friends with a laugh, “Esta
chica tiene actitud." This girl has an attitude. 

That was it, you’d had enough.

As soon as his back was turned, you struck. Putting all of your weight on the ropes that bound you,
you swung your feet behind you, flinging them up over his shoulders and crossing them around his
neck. A disgruntled yell left his lips as you used the leverage to free yourself from the hook. You fell
backward, still strangling the man with your legs and you rolled off him quickly as his friends came at
you. Rolling over your shoulder, you left him stunned as you returned to your feet with your hands
still tied. His friends surrounded you, one was armed with a machete, one a pistol, another a baseball
bat.

“Vamos a bailar perras,” you smirked, bringing your secured hands in front of you. Let's dance,
bitches.

Two of them looked at each other before coming at you. One of them went low while the other went
high. You were able to dodge one, but the other tackled you around the waist, with both your elbows
you struck him in the back repeatedly until he let you go. Another came at you with a knife drawn, as
he slashed downward you popped up your hands to shield yourself. You caught the knife in between
your wrists and in a smooth motion, you severed the rope holding them together.

With your wrists freed you grabbed the man, one hand under the chin and the other grasped the back
of his head, you twisted with an upwards angle. A successive crunch sounded as the man went limp
and you stole his knife. With a flick of the wrist, you threw the knife, underhanded, into the person
closest to you; hitting him square in the chest. He went down in a heap while you turned your
attention to the others. You had two dead, two stunned, and two on the move.

The man with the bat came at you first. He swung the weapon swiftly, trying to connect it to the side
of your head. You ducked, feeling the bat barely miss. From your crouched position, you lunged for
his waist and tackled him to the floor. Winding up for a punch, you were yanked backward by both
arms. You were on your knees being held down by the men you had stunned while the other got up.
He grabbed the baseball bat you had knocked away from him and twirled it in his hand. Bringing the
weapon over his head he swung down towards you.

You flinched away, turning sideways so your shoulder took most of the blow. A yelp left your lips as
he wound up for another hit. Your eyes flitted around the room trying to figure out a maneuver to get
out of this. The bat contacted again, hitting your shoulder in the same place. You kicked one of your
legs out, knocking into one of your attackers’ knees. A solid ‘crack’ came from his knee as you



twisted away from the other man and to your feet again. ‘Bat’man swung downwards at you again,
but this time you caught the bat and ripped it away from him.

Using the momentum from stealing the bat, you struck the other man still standing. He crumpled to
the ground while you turned to your other opponents. Four down and two to go. You tossed the bat to
the side as you looked over the last two. One was unarmed, the other had a small pistol in his
waistband he seemed to have forgotten about. The second you eyed it, he remembered. As he reached
for the gun you ran towards him. He unholstered the weapon before you got there, but before he had
time to aim for you, you grabbed his wrist and wrenched it up out of the way.

A shot rang out from the firearm as the two of you fought for control. You elbowed his windpipe and
kicked him away, keeping a strong hold on the gun. Turning to face the last man, your heart dropped.
He’d taken the machete from one of his fallen friends and held it harshly against Oliver’s neck.

“¿Qué vas a hacer ahora, perra?” he taunted, “Baja el arma.” What are you going to do now, bitch.
Put the gun down

“Oliver, move your head a little to the left,” you ordered, pointing the gun at the man.

With his eyes squeezed shut, Oliver complied. As soon as he did, you fired. The machete clattered to
the floor followed by a heavy thump and a relieved sigh from Oliver. You scowled in anger before
turning to the other stunned men and firing three more shots.

“Thanks, (F/N),” Oliver said, rubbing his wrists after you cut him loose from his binds.

“No problem Rookie,” you said, twirling the baseball bat in your hands and rubbing your shoulder.
You took a look around the barn, trying to form a strategy for the two of you. You’d left the bodies
where they had haphazardly fallen, but stripped them of all their weapons. Now a machete and an
almost spent pistol hung from your belt and a pocket knife was stuffed in one of your pockets. You
turned the bat over in your hands once more before tossing it over your shoulder, it was too bulky and
would only slow you down.

“Lieutenant?” Oliver asked suddenly after tiptoeing around the bodies to your side.

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean what I said about it being all your fault. You were right, I
should’ve placed the bug in a better spot,” he looked to the ground sadly, too embarrassed to look you
in the eyes.

“No, Ollie,” you sighed, massaging your shoulder again, “I’m sorry. I should’ve thought it through. I
shouldn’t have put you in harm’s way like that.”

Oliver looked up at you with doleful eyes, “We’re gonna get out of this right?”

Before you could answer, the barn door burst open. You quickly drew your pistol from its holster and
aimed at the intruders.

“Danny?” you asked, recognizing the two shapes coming through the door, “Turner?”

The two boys looked at you in surprise, as you lowered your firearm and they looked around the barn.
They were dressed in their black combat gear and armed with assault rifles that hung loosely at their
sides.



“¡Oh Dios mio! Querida, are you okay?” Danny cried, losing all his composure and sprinting to your
side. He scooped you up into a tight hug before whispering harshly in your ear, “What the hell were
you thinking?”

“I didn’t do it on purpose!” you exclaimed, tearing yourself out of his embrace, “How was I supposed
to know they’d find the bug?”

“Your orders were to watch from a distance,” he barked, “Not get caught. This whole operation is in
jeopardy because of you.”

“What?” you stuttered, “In jeopardy? I didn’t give you guys away Danny, they have no idea where
you guys are or when you’ll attack.”

Gonzalez scowled at you, “You should have just followed orders, Lieutenant.”

“Yeah? Well, I didn’t. So get over it and let’s get this done,” you seethed, “What’s the plan, Danny?”

“Nighthawk,” he corrected, “It's need to know and you don’t need to know. Your orders are to take
Private Walsh back to the city and stay there until we decide to come get you.”

“What?” you screeched loud enough to wake the dead, “Weston’s benching me? He can’t do that, I
—,”

“Weston isn’t benching you,” Danny said softly, reaching for your shoulder, “I am. You’re in no
fighting condition and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Not in fighting condition?” you hissed, swatting his hand away, “Not in fighting condition? Fuck
you, Gonzalez! I just kicked some drug goonie ass! I’m in perfect fighting condition! I’m coming
with you.”

“No. You’re taking Walsh back to the city. That’s an order, Lieutenant,” he yapped, turning away from
you and heading to the door.

“This is bullshit, Captain,” you called, hands clenching in and out of fists.

“I outrank you, Lieutenant. You will follow my orders,” he snapped, almost ripping the barn door
from its hinges as he marched out of sight.

A harsh growl escaped your throat as he disappeared and your eyes narrowed in anger.

A silent Turner slowly moved from the corner he had been hiding, fully expecting you to turn that
argument into a full-blown fistfight. Keeping his eyes on you, he carefully moved closer, eyeing you
like you were a rabid animal.

“I’m going to kill him,” you snarled, glaring up at Turner; stopping him in his tracks.

“I have no doubt about that,” Turner smirked, keeping his eyes on you and reaching into his pocket.
He produced a slim, silver phone and handed it to you, “We’ll contact you with the location of the
rendezvous point after we burn the plantation and destroy their headquarters.” he explained before
following Danny out the door.

You stood there glowering for a minute, spinning the phone in your hands before turning to where
Oliver had been. Only to find that he had disappeared.



“Ollie?” you asked, puzzled.

“Are you done fighting?” his muffled voice came from the stack of hay.

“Yes?” you said, your brows furrowing as you tried following his voice.

“Okay. Good,” he said, sliding out from behind a couple bales. You looked at him confused and he
caught your look, “I just watched you kill six people, I really thought you were going to make Captain
Gonzalez your seventh.”

“I’m still thinking about it,” you said.

“What’re we going to do?” Ollie asked, dusting hay off of himself, “Are you going to follow
Captain’s orders?”

“Oh come on Ollie,” you groaned in exasperation, “You know me better than that.”

“It’s a no isn’t it?”

“Rookie, where I come from it's called a Hell No.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

“This is a stupid idea,” Ollie huffed from behind you as he followed you deeper into the forest.

“Shut up, Oliver,” you sighed, trying to find tire tracks in the dry dirt.

“Why can’t you just follow orders?” he whined, sidestepping over a fallen log.

“I have issues with authority,” you hissed, being careful not to step on any dry twigs that lay on the
ground, “And because there’s no way Weston would ever let Danny bench me, I’m his favorite.”

“Yeah, right,” Oliver said with a roll of his eyes.

You sent a glare his way before stopping in your tracks, off in the distance you heard a group of
voices, “You hear that?”

“Sounds like it’s coming from over the hill,” he nodded.

Staying low to the ground, you crept up and over the hill; crouching down into the brush.

“These guys don’t look like they’re part of the drug cartel,” Ollie whispered over your shoulder.

“No,” you said, taking in the sight below you.

The valley down below was teeming with activity, black jeeps and trucks were zipping around a well-
camouflaged base that sat low to the ground. Large semi-tractor and trailers backed up to the
compound’s loading dock with men in white lab coats directing a flow of cargo boxes onto the
vehicles. Some of the men were dressed in bright yellow radiation suits, gently loading containers
with flashing lights into refrigerated trailers. Swarming around the entire valley were black-clad
mercenaries with the biggest machine guns you had ever seen.

“This must be some kind of government compound,” Ollie said under his breath, surveying the scene.



“Just sitting here, barely miles away from cocaine fields?” you asked, brows furrowing, “I don’t think
so.”

Slowly, you began creeping down the hill to get a better look. Oliver put his hand on your shoulder to
stop you. You turned to him with a scowl and he shook his head, not wanting you to get any closer in
fear of being caught. Shrugging him off you continued your journey to the bottom of the valley.

The closer you got the more you realized how small the compound was, and how low to the ground it
had been built; the semis barely had enough room to maneuver under a bay door. The building was
painted a deep green, easily masking itself inside the canopy of trees surrounding it. Large satellite
dishes were concealed in the southern corner, also painted a shade of green and draped in camouflage
netting. There were no windows on the building, only the bay door on the northern face.

Reaching the valley floor, you dove behind a large bush and silently watched a guard go by. You felt
Ollie crouch down beside you as the guard disappeared.

“This isn’t smart, (F/N),” he warned in your ear.

“What isn’t smart is letting this go without investigating it,” you said gesturing to the whole base, “It
looks like some sort of bunker. See how low to the ground it is? And how small? There’s no way a
building this size could house that many people. There’s gotta be more underground.”

“You’re not going in are you?” Ollie groaned, already knowing the answer.

“I—,” you paused as another vehicle pulled up. Watching as its occupants filed out. You gasped. From
out of the vehicle stepped a man. The man.

He was wearing a grey business suit with a dark grey tie. Thick-framed, square glasses hung
precariously off the end of his long vulture-like nose. Black and white hair was slicked back into curls
at the nape of his neck.

“That’s him!” you said in hushed excitement, “That’s the guy that was gonna buy Aerocell!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I was thinking about shooting him.”

Business Suit Man quickly made his way through a sea of guards and scientists before disappearing
into a base. You watched him carefully as he did so. The crowd of people parted for him like a hot
knife through butter, casting scared glances at each other behind his back.

“Don’t do it,” Oliver hissed as you rocked onto your toes, “We’re alone here, you don’t have any
backup.”

“I can’t leave it be,” you whispered back before reaching into your pocket and producing the silver
phone Turner had given you, “Take this and head towards the city,” you instructed pointing in the
general direction of Medellin, “Get to the rendezvous point with the team.”

"What about you?” he asked worriedly, cautiously taking the phone from your hands.

“I’ll catch up,” you shrugged, watching as another guard turned the corner.

“And if you don’t?”



“I will,” you emphasized, “Don’t worry, I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.”

Ollie was about to object when you pushed off the ground and took off toward the base.

You easily baseball slid under an unused Jeep, glancing back, you saw Oliver’s fiery hair disappear
into the forest. Turning back to the bunker in front of you, you slowly army-crawled to the front of the
Jeep. Waiting for the next guard, you watched the people working around the bay door carefully.

From your position, you were finally able to see inside the bunker. Bright white walls and lights
caused stacked metal boxes to gleam from where they were strewn. The concrete floor sloped
downward the farther back it went into the bunker. Two elevators stood next to each other in one of
the corners, while an access stairway sat alone in the opposite corner.

Business Suit Man was talking idly to one of the many men in lab coats. You watched as he curtly cut
off the conversation with a dangerous smile, then disappeared into one of the elevators. The Lab Coat
he had been talking to walked toward one of his colleagues with frightened eyes before returning to
his work.

Another guard passed you and you decided to make your move. You darted out from under the Jeep
and to a semi-trailer being loaded. Carefully, you ducked under the trailer, following it to the mouth of
the bay and then crouched behind a metal crate. While the driver of the truck had a Lab Coat sign
some papers, you ran to the next crate and waited for the next opportune moment to slide to the next
one.

You gingerly made your way to the access stairwell, barely making it without being spotted. Slipping
behind the door and into the stairwell, you marveled at the silence before you. In contrast to the upper
bay, the stairwell was dark and quiet. Silently, you made your way down the stairs and after every
flight, you checked the next level’s door. You found them all locked, perhaps this was a dead end and
you needed to come up with a new plan.

Reaching the final landing, you reached out to the last door; expecting it to be locked. To your
surprise, it opened in one smooth motion.

The hallway you entered was dimly lit and polished white tiles lined the floor, reflecting the blinking
red lights that lined the walls. Looking up to the corners of the ceiling, you saw no security cameras
and slowly crept from the shadows of the stairwell. Your footsteps echoed in a rhythm as you made
your way down the corridor. Darkened windows lined the white walls and you finally saw your
reflection.

You were an absolute wreck. Hay from the barn stuck onto your hair and clothes in odd directions and
dried blood cracked on your head and chapped lips. The tank top and shorts you were wearing had
small rips and tears along with mud clinging to them and your hiking boots. Shrugging off your
appearance you continued down the hall and decided to unholster the pistol from your belt. A single
door stood firm in the hallway, slowly you reached for the handle and pushed the door open.

Motion-detecting lights clicked on upon your entry and you flinched, a finger inched its way toward
the trigger of the pistol. You quickly looked around the room and found yourself alone, or so you
thought.

Like the main bay of the bunker, the room was bright white and glinting with metallic objects.
Scalpels and other sharp shiny things were neatly placed alongside an operating table that was lined
with heavy straps. You felt your heart sink as you took in more of your surroundings.



On the far wall were rows of heavy drawer-like doors. You slowly made your way over to the wall
and placed your hand on one of the handles. Taking a deep breath you turned the knob and opened the
drawer, coming face to face with feet and a toe tag. In a quick movement, you slammed the door shut
and backed away, eyes wide.

This was a morgue.

Another deep breath and you scanned the room again. Different chemicals were organized on shelves
and a desk sat alone in the corner. Another table sat against the wall with different taps along the
center and a sink at the end.

Setting your eyes on the desk, you turned from the rest of the morgue and began rifling through the
drawers.

You grabbed a notebook first and skimmed through the pages. Chemical formulas were scribbled
erratically on every page along with notes that you couldn’t read. Most were crossed out in red ink,
except one. The long formula was circled multiple times and you took a while to read it. You turned
the book to the last page and paused again. Sketched on the page was an image you had seen
somewhere before. A skull with tentacles grinning threateningly up at you. It made absolutely no
sense. Tossing the notebook away, you began going through the drawers again.

You pulled out file after file and glanced at the pages, it was all patient files like you would find at the
doctors. The first pages were pictures of the patients and then physical descriptions along with
handwritten notes, the last page was a results page. It was written in dense medical grammar you
couldn’t comprehend, but it didn’t look good.

Every file you pulled out had the same words at the end of the results page:

Experiment Failed. Subject Deceased.

You shuddered, placing all the files in a nice stack and glancing over your shoulder, knowing you
couldn’t spend much more time here before you had to get moving.

There was one more file at the bottom of the drawer, it was yellowed, fragile paper; Project Rebirth
was stamped on the outside. Delicately, you set it on the desk and opened it. This file was different
from the rest. Not only was it much older, but the handwriting within was not the same. You glanced
at the picture and then the name.

Steven Grant Rogers.

You knew that name. God, you knew that name.

That was Captain fucking America. Your brows furrowed as you delved deeper into the file. And at
the end were four words.

Experiment Success. Subject Alive.

You slapped the file closed. These guys were trying to create another Captain America, and they were
failing horribly. But what if they were to succeed?

No.

You couldn’t let that happen, you couldn’t let the bad guys get their hands on a Captain America. No
way, no how.



Glancing around the room again, your eye was caught by one of the taps on the table in the middle of
the room and then to the canisters of chemicals on the wall.

You smiled, you knew exactly what you were going to do.

You sprinted down the hall and to the access stairway.

Five minutes

That’s all the time you had to get away before an explosion detonated and destroyed the bunker…
hopefully.

You had almost failed high school chemistry, but if there was one thing you could remember, it was
how to blow the shit out of something.

As you flew up the last flight of stairs, you unholstered your firearm and readied yourself for the
fastest fight and flight of your life. All you had to do was make it across the bay and then
commandeer a Jeep, it was that simple.

Of course, nothing was ever as easy as you thought it was.

When you burst through the door, you barreled into a Lab Coat, causing him to topple over the steel
crate he had been carrying. Blue liquid seeped from the box and began eating away at the floor,
making a sizzling sound.

And just like that, all Hell broke loose.

Four minutes

The mercenaries acted quickly, sending bullets whizzing past you as you hurtled over more crates and
Lab Coats ran for cover. You sprinted for the guard closest to you, popping off two shots at center
mass. He crumpled to the floor and you stripped him of his weapons. You snatched a pistol from his
side and returned fire at some of the guards before grabbing his rifle and taking off across the bay.

A volley of bullets was sent your way again, causing you to duck behind a box with blinking lights.
Bringing your newfound rifle up to your shoulder, you peeked around the box and fired a couple of
rounds into some of the mercenaries before you were cut off by machine gunfire.

One of the stray bullets sliced through the box and a hissing plume of gas was released. You glanced
up to the crate and finally noticed the skull and crossbones painted on the side, along with ‘highly
flammable’ next to it. This was going to be a lot bigger of an explosion than you had anticipated.

Taking a chance, you dove from behind it and began running towards the outside again. In front of
you were three mercenaries with their weapons raised as they pulled their triggers, you dropped to
your knees and slid across the floor towards them. You brought your rifle up to your shoulder again
and let off three easy shots before rising to your feet again.

Three minutes

Finally reaching the outside, you quickly hopped into a Jeep and turned it over. Despite the onslaught
of bullets that pummeled its sides, it roared to life. You stepped on the gas, ripping up dirt as you took
off. Out of the corner of your eye, you saw him again.



Business Suit Man was just emerging from the building as you took off, he looked at you curiously.
One look into his eyes had you pulling a pistol from your waistband and aiming for him. You pulled
the trigger.

With a flick of his wrist, he shoved another Lab Coat out in front of him to shield himself. He smiled
in realization, with one shot, he knew exactly who you were. The sniper from Afghanistan that had
given him so much trouble. Then he frowned in realization, looking back at the base with wide eyes
as you sped away, he knew exactly who you were. He knew what you were capable of.

You watched in the rearview mirror as he wrangled up a group of mercenaries and hopped into a
black SUV.

Two minutes

You turned your attention to the road ahead of you, focusing only on getting as far away as you could.
Flooring it, you raced down a dirt road and drifted around a corner, kicking up a cloud of dust as you
went.

Trees whipped by in a blur as you drifted around another corner and onto a gravel road. From your
peripheral, you saw a blur of red and you stomped on the brake. Turning over your shoulder you
looked back and then slammed into reverse.

“Ollie?” you yelled into the trees, you swore you saw something.

“Lieutenant?” a call came back.

“Get your ass over here, we need to move!” you screamed at him, eyes flicking up to your mirrors and
seeing an SUV roaring down the road towards you.

Oliver emerged from the forest quickly, barely having time to climb into the Jeep before you took off
again.

One minute

“What’s going on?” he asked over the whistling wind.

“You’ll see,” you answered, speeding up yet again.

The gravel road snaked through the trees in hazardous curves that you navigated with ease.

30 seconds

“Ollie, get down,” you said, shoving him down below the dash. He looked up at you confused but
complied either way. You lowered yourself as far as you dared, still speeding down the road.

A bright flash lit up the sky, then you felt it.

The vibration on the road made you lose control of the vehicle for a second, the windshield and
mirrors shattered and then you heard it.

The sound was deafening, it was a much bigger detonation than you had wanted, but it did the job.

You turned over your shoulder to survey the damage, black smoke curled up from where the bunker
had been and some trees were beginning to burn like a struck match.



There wasn’t an SUV behind you anymore.

“You sure this is the place?” you asked Oliver again.

“It says right here, Rendezvous Metro de Medellin,” he said, showing you the phone again. You
nodded, leaning against a wall and scanning the street.

After discarding the weapons you stole, you’d made it to Medellin in a snap, then you abandoned the
Jeep and continued to the Metro on foot.

“There they are,” you said, gesturing to a white van pulling down the street.

“How do you know?”

“Weston’s smoking a cigar, you can smell it a mile away,” you answered, pushing yourself off the
wall and down the street, “And what did I tell you about the bunker?”

“What bunker?” he said, looking to you for approval, “We followed orders and went straight back to
the city.”

“Exactly,” you smiled.

The white van stopped right next to you and the door slid open revealing Danny and Turner. You
helped Ollie in and then looked over your shoulder before stepping in yourself.

A plane’s engine whirred by as you made your way down the tarmac, duffel bag in hand and a scowl
on your face. You brushed past Danny on your way to the plane and dropped your bag into your cot
before returning to the tarmac to find Weston.

Turner said the mission went well, they were able to blow the base with ease, but they may have set
too much C4. He said there was another explosion on the mountainside that may have been connected
Las Serpiente Blanca, but they weren’t for sure.

You hadn’t spoken to Danny.

“Lieutenant, you know that scowl is gonna stick to your face if you don’t stop it soon,” a gruff voice
came from behind you.

You stiffened quickly to attention, “Commander Weston, sir.”

“At ease, Lieutenant.”

“Permission to speak to you privately, sir.”

“Permission granted,” he nodded, walking down the tarmac with you in tow, “What’s the problem,
Lieutenant?”

“It’s about Captain Gonzalez, sir,” you sighed, rubbing your temples.

“What about ‘im?”

“Permission to speak freely, Commander,” you said slowly, choosing your words carefully.



“Granted,” Weston said, pulling out a cigar and chewing off the end.

“I-I think that our relationship may be putting a strain on the team,” you started, grabbing your dog
tags and spinning them through your fingers; a nervous habit you had developed, “I think I need to
take leave for a while.”

Weston’s eyes flashed up to yours as he lit his cigar and he shook his head, “I was just about to talk to
you about that.”

Your brows furrowed, “What do you mean?”

“You and Gonzalez are getting too attached to each other. You aren't thinking clearly and that's putting
the team in jeopardy,” he said, taking a long drag from his cigar, “I think you need to go solo for a
while.”

“Sir?”

“I have a mission for you,” he smiled with a puff of smoke, “Solo, in Paris.”

You don’t know where it came from, but he produced a manilla folder and handed it to you.

“An old friend of mine is calling in a favor,” he explained.

“Friend?” you asked, glancing over the file in interest, “I didn't know you had friends.”

“Very funny. Name’s Colonel Fury,” Weston coughed, taking another toke, “He’s running some sorta
circus now and needs some backup for his agents.”

“Oh yeah, what agents?”

“I dunno, an Archer and a Ballerina or somethin’ like that," he answered, heading toward the plane.

"Huh," you chuckled, taking a quick glance at the personnel files, “Sounds like fun.”

Chapter End Notes
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Decisions

Chapter Summary

“Barnes, I’m serious,” you said, grabbing a plate, “You don’t have to be alone anymore, I got
your back.”

He shook his head, “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“For God’s sake, Barnes!” you sighed, waving a spatula around the air in frustration, “I’m not a
porcelain doll, I’m not fragile. I’ve handled war and I can damn sure handle you.”
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Nothing.

Bright white light piercing down onto polished metal tools, smooth cold metal on your back. Calm
whispers surrounded you from each side and shadows moved against the light. A thick needle was
jammed into your arm, injecting a mystery substance into your veins and deadening your senses. You
couldn’t feel the pain anymore as someone murmured into your ear and smoothed back your sweat-
soaked hair. You shivered.

Nothing.

A firefight; machine guns arguing back and forth as the temperature began to rise. The rhythmic roar
of helicopter blades faded away into the distance and a growl of vehicles far off in the desert began
growing closer.

Nothing.

Silence, complete and utter silence. You were left alone with your thoughts, strapped down to a table
with nothing more than silence and your dog tags clasped in your fist.

Nothing.

You were left alone with your thoughts, legs pinned under a Humvee with nothing more than flies
buzzing around your fallen comrades.



Nothing.

“My name is Dr. Novak, I’m going to take care of you now.”

You lurched from your sleep, trying your best to keep from screaming; you didn’t want to wake the
neighbors…again. A sick feeling churned in your stomach as you gripped the sheets in your fists.
Your heart was pounding so hard in your chest you thought it was going to chisel itself out. It was
then you noticed that you weren’t breathing, your chest was tight, only allowing small sips of air in
and out of your lungs. You clenched your jaw and relaxed your fists, forcing yourself to breathe
despite the tightness. You wheezed out a breath and then another one in. Slowly, your entire body
relaxed.

After a couple of minutes, you were breathing normally and with a sigh, you lifted yourself from your
bed. Looking at the clock, you rolled your eyes; 5:00 am. You rubbed your eyes as you limped out of
your room and towards the living room.

Walking quietly down the hall, you peeked your head into the living room where Bucky was supposed
to be.

He was seated in almost the same position you had left him. His metal hand limply held your SIG
while the other clutched the blanket that was laying on his legs. His hair was still damp from his
shower and his eyes were bloodshot. He was staring at the door with a blank look on his face that
made you uneasy.

Slowly, you stepped from the hallway into the living room.

“Barnes?” you asked quietly when he didn’t acknowledge your presence, “Bucky?”

Nothing.

His eyes flicked to you, his grip on the SIG tightening as he looked you over, not a glimmer of
recognition in his eyes. You held your hands up in submission, eyeing the gun cautiously, “Buck, it’s
me remember?”

Nothing.

His eyes softened but he didn’t answer, instead, he looked away from you and back towards the door.

“James?” you asked again, taking a slight step forward, “Talk to me, are you okay?”

Nothing.

You sighed, pushing away the feeling of frustration edging on your mind before turning to the
kitchen.

The sun was barely breaking over the horizon when you looked out the window after grabbing a
handful of food from the fridge. You watched as a car slowly drove past your house, it disappeared
around the corner before you returned to making breakfast. As you turned to grab a bowl, you almost
ran into Bucky, who had snuck up behind you and was staring out the window.

You followed his gaze as he scoped out your neighborhood.



“I don’t like it,” he muttered lowly, searching the streets for signs of trouble, “Too many eyes
watching your every move.”

“I agree,” you said with a nod, “There are too many things you have to keep an eye on.”

The two of you stood staring out the window for a few minutes before you snapped the shades shut
and returned to breakfast.

“Did you sleep?” you asked.

“No,” he answered, watching you intently as you began scrambling eggs.

You frowned at his answer, then left breakfast on the stove while you quickly brewed coffee. Bucky
moved from the kitchen to the dining room gently pulling out a chair and taking a seat.

“You should have woke me.”

“Why?” he asked, furrowing his eyebrows.

You shrugged, “I don’t know…It would be better than sitting out here alone.”

He scoffed.

“Barnes, I’m serious,” you said, grabbing a plate, “You don’t have to be alone anymore, I got your
back.”

He shook his head, “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“For God’s sake, Barnes!” you sighed, waving a spatula in the air in frustration, “I’m not a porcelain
doll, I’m not fragile. I’ve handled war and I can damn sure handle you.”

He raised an eyebrow and shook his head again, relaxing back into his chair. You turned back to
breakfast and piled an entire panful of eggs onto a plate and then set it down in front of him with a
fork.

“Thank you,” he murmured as you turned away from him, you nodded in return and opened the
shades once again to look out onto the street.

The streetlights were beginning to click off and a neighbor's sprinklers were turned on. There was
beginning to be more movement around the neighborhood as the hour waned closer to six and people
began leaving for work. Joggers exited their houses and grouped together before running down the
sidewalk, you watched them carefully.

You glanced back at Barnes, he was staring off into space again, in deep thought, slowly picking away
at his plate. You poured yourself a cup of coffee.

“What’re you thinking, Buck?” you asked, taking a sip of your coffee and watching him.

His eyes flicked to you and he stared for a moment, you kept his gaze.

“I’m…” he paused, “I’m going with you,” you choked on your coffee, “Unless you’ve changed your
mind,” he added quickly.

“No, no…” you sputtered with a cough, “I just wasn’t expecting you to say yes.”



“I thought about what you said,” Bucky began, pushing eggs around his plate, “They’re looking for
me everywhere, I can’t get over the border without help, and even then, they’re expanding their
search. I might as well go somewhere they’d never think to look.”

“A small town in the middle of nowhere?”

“With one of their allies,” he said, looking you up and down.

“Right under their noses,” you scoffed, “That’s smart.”

“As long as you’ve got the heart to keep lying,” he all but growled, making eye contact with you
again.

“I’ve been through war, Soldier Boy,” you said, “I have no heart.”
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Lies and Truth

Chapter Summary

"What if something goes wrong?" Steve asked after a moment, beginning to pace the room
again, "She's on Hydra's radar now, if they find her...She won't be able to hold them off on her
own."

"Hill has done a lot of work to keep her out of the public eye and off the grid."

"Still," he sighed, plopping down into a chair in a defeated slump, "If they try hard enough,
they'll find her."

Sam shook his head with a grin, "I pity the man who backs her into a corner, she'll tear him to
pieces."
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We wear the mask that grins and lies,

It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,— 

Steve leaned forward in his seat, heaving a heavy sigh while listening idly to the chatter around the
doctor’s office. His fingers were rapidly tapping the arm of his chair and his eyes were glued to one
spot on the wall in front of him.

“You thinking about him or her?” Sam asked idly from the seat next to him, flipping open a magazine
from the pile beside him.

“Her,” Steve said simply, his arms crossing over his chest as he shook his head, “I should never have
gotten her into this mess.”

Sam scoffed over the noise of the waiting room, “It wasn’t your fault, Rogers. You gave her a choice
and she made her own decision, besides she wouldn’t have had it any other way.

“Still, I worry about her,” Steve said, rising from his seat and clasping his hands tightly behind his
back as he began pacing the floor, “I talked to Fury about her...he said she wasn’t in a good place



when he found her. I just worry about us leaving and her going home, that she’ll…” he trailed off,
looking around the room for the right words he wanted to say.

“Revert back to how she was,” Sam finished with a nod, “Cap, I’ve helped a lot of people and out of
all of them, she seems to be the most stable; especially with everything she’s been through.”

Steve shook his head and resumed staring blankly at the wall.

“Look, Steve,” Sam said, leaning back in his chair, "She's tough, not to mention smart, I'm sure she
can take care of herself."

"I have no doubt about that, she's saved my life more times than I can count," he chuckled, but his
smile faded after a moment.

"What?"

"What if something goes wrong?" Steve asked after a moment, beginning to pace the room again,
"She's on Hydra's radar now, if they find her...She won't be able to hold them off on her own."

"Hill has done a lot of work to keep her out of the public eye and off the grid."

"Still," he sighed, plopping down into a chair in a defeated slump, "If they try hard enough, they'll
find her."

Sam shook his head with a grin, "I pity the man who backs her into a corner, she'll tear him to pieces,"
his smile weakened, "Don't worry about her, there are more important things to worry about."

"Bucky," Steve nodded, "I was hoping since she was the last one to have seen him, he'd seek her out
for help. She would have told us if she saw him right?”

He didn’t answer, his manner darkening in an instant. Steve frowned.

“Sam?”

“I hope so,” Sam said finally, “But there are some things that don’t add up.”

“You’ve been talking to Nat too much,” Steve sighed with a shake of his head.

“Romanoff makes some good points, Cap. (F/N) is almost as good a liar as she is a shot, that shit
doesn’t come naturally. It takes practice.”

Steve’s frown deepened, maybe Natasha was right and there was something the Lieutenant was
hiding.

“Either way,” he said, shaking off the feeling, “I trust her with my life, she’s fought by my side too
many times for me to start doubting her now.”

“So has Romanoff,” Sam replied, “Did Fury say anything about what she did in Afghanistan and
Iraq?”

“No.”



“Maybe you should ask him.”

“That man has more secrets than our entire team combined.”

Sam shrugged, “Maybe it’s time we ask some questions.”

The sickening high-pitched whir of a cast saw pierced through the air with a blood-curdling scream as
it tore its way through plaster cast that was holding your leg hostage. The bright artificial lights in the
office made you squint and the smell of the hospital made you gag. You were attempting to calm your
anxious mind by staring at one of the anatomy posters on the wall, but it wasn't helping at all.

The saw stopped and you glanced down as the nurse then inserted and plier-type tool into the cast and
then pried it apart with a nauseating ‘crunch’. You flinched at the sound. The nurse looked up
apologetically as you did. She sheared away the cotton that had protected your skin from the plaster
and you returned to staring at the wall.

The past couple of weeks had been interesting, to say the least. You had been juggling between
keeping Steve off of Bucky’s tail, prepping for the long drive home, and making sure your “guest”
stayed out of trouble. He was still warming up to you, he wouldn’t turn his back to you quite yet and
he followed you around like a second shadow. You could feel his eyes watch your every move, which
made you uncomfortable at first, but you were getting used to it. He was only trying to understand
where he fits in the world, a feeling you weren’t foreign to.

The more time you spent with him, the more you could see the mental likeness between you. Your
minds worked the same way and you shared a couple of habits that were left over from the military,
but you still couldn’t read him the way you could everyone else. His face was almost always
emotionless and he didn’t seem to have any tells. However, sometimes there was a flicker of
something in his eyes, something you couldn’t quite make out. A fragment of a memory bringing a
small glimmer to his eye, perhaps?

You didn’t know for sure, but you knew you’d find his tell sooner or later. He’d give it away one day
and you’d be able to read him like a book, just like everyone else. With a final ‘snap’ the cast was off
and you were free. You had to restrain yourself from leaping off the table you were seated on and
bursting out of the hospital in glee. Remaining in your seat, you ‘patiently’ listened to the nurse as she
taught you some exercises and then sent you on your way, telling you to 'Take it easy for a couple
more weeks.'

You rolled your eyes as you opened the door to the waiting room and told her thank you.

Steve stood quickly from his seat, looking Lieutenant (L/N) over with a bit of interest.

She had always stood tall and proud, even when she was in the cast, but now, it seemed like she stood
even taller. He could see what Sam saw in her now that there was no obstacle holding her back.

“You good?” he asked, his eyes lingering on (F/N)’s leg for a little longer before looking to her bright
eyes.

“I’m fine,” she said with a smile as Sam stood and began heading to the parking lot, “You worry too
much, Cap.”



Sam looked at him with a smirk and he rolled his eyes, “I just feel like this is all my fault,” he said as
he followed her and Sam outside.

“I accepted the risk when I agreed to break into Fort Meade for you,” she smiled again, eyes and nose
crinkling in amusement as she stepped into Sam’s car.

“But now Hydra knows you exist,” Steve said sternly, “They could come after you.”

“For what? Revenge?” (F/N) scoffed, “Please, Rogers, I’m nothing to them. If they’re going to come
after somebody, they’re going to go after someone important; they’ll want to make a point.”

“Stop downplaying yourself, (F/N),” Sam said, starting the car and leaving the parking lot, “You made
a helluva different in that fight.”

“You guys would have been fine without me,” she sighed leaning back in the front passenger seat and
glancing in the mirror to the road behind her; a habit Steve had noticed she had picked up after the
‘D.C. Incident’.

“Still,” Steve said, “You were a great help. You have a lot of talent, kid, and…”

He trailed off, looking at Sam for a second.

“And we’d hate to see it get wasted on retirement,” Sam finished, you frowned.

“Really, Sam?” she said, a small growl in the back of her throat, “We already talked about this.”

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt to talk about it again,” Sam said.

Steve glanced between the two in uncertainty as (F/N)’s eyes began to narrow and her arms folded
defiantly over her chest.

“Done means done, Wilson,” she snarled through gritted teeth, “Same as no means no.”

“Like I said before, you always seem to jump into fights the moment they start. Why not be on a team
that responds to threats all around the world?”

“I don’t work well in teams,” she said simply, (E/C) eyes burning holes into the road ahead of her.

“Bullshit!” Sam cried, smacking his hands on the steering wheel in frustration, “You’re a Marine,
you’re made for working in teams.”

“Sam,” Steve warned from the backseat, watching as (F/N)’s hands balled into fists.

“What?” Sam asked, throwing his hands up in the air, “I’m just wondering why she hasn’t been giving
me straight answers when I ask.”

“Sam,” Steve said again, more urgency edging into his voice while he watched her knuckles begin to
turn white.

“Fuck off, Steve!”



“Language!”

“No, you know what,” Sam said turning to her, “I’m beginning to think Romanoff’s right, maybe
there is something you’re not telling us.”

“Seriously, Wilson?” (F/N) said, brows furrowing to a deep ‘V’, “You’re going to trust her, a
professional liar, over me?”

Sam shrugged, “Maybe if you started talking more, then I would.”

His car pulled into (F/N)’s driveway, she opened the door before the car came to a stop.

“Guess what, Wilson,” she snapped, stepping out of the car, “I don’t need you to trust me, I don’t care
anymore.”

Steve heard Sam scoff as he attempted to get out of the car.

“Fine, Birdbrain, you really wanna know why I don’t wanna join your stupid Avengers?”

Steve froze as he looked up at her. (F/N)’s face was red and her eyes were on the verge of tears.

“Because I’ve lost too many friends and loved ones in fights that I couldn’t control. I’ve seen too
many people die because I wasn’t good enough or fast enough. You wanna know why I jump into
fights? Why I risk my life every chance I get? Because I can’t help but think that sooner or later, I’ll
get what’s coming to me; what I deserve for not being where I needed to be or not being fast enough
to save my friends,” she paused, balling her hands into fists, “I can’t take losing any more of the
people I love.”

She slammed the car door shut and was across the lawn before he could even get out of the vehicle.
By the time he got to the door, it was locked and not a sound came from inside the house.

You slammed the door behind you and locked it quickly, hearing the boys climb the porch steps and
begin banging on the door, calling your name. A smirk graced your lips as the tears you had conjured
up began to disappear again.

Damn, you were good.

“What the hell was that?” Bucky’s voice came lowly from the dining table.

You held your finger up to your lips with a grin, waiting for the knocking on the door to subside and
the boys to leave before you answered him.

He quirked an eyebrow.

“Nothing,” you said simply, “Just trying to put some distance between me and the ‘Saviors of the
World’.”

Bucky cocked his head like a confused puppy, “Why would you want to do that?”



“Because distance from me means distance from you, and distance from you means…”

“They won’t find me,” he finished with a nod as he stood and began walking over to you, “Maybe I
underestimated you.”

“A lot of people do.”

“Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck!” Sam whispered under his breath, “Shit, Cap, I screwed up.”

You think?” Steve asked, sitting down at the counter and taking out his sketch pad.

“I really don’t need your attitude right now, Rogers.”

“Hey I warned you of two things,” he said, pulling out a pencil, “One, don’t piss off (L/N). And two,
don’t trust anything Natasha says.”

“Me? What did I do?” her voice sounded as she rounded the corner into the kitchen.

“You! You told me to ask her why exactly she wouldn’t join and why she’s not openly honest with
us.”

“And you didn’t think there would be consequences?” Steve asked, not bothering to look up.

“I—I well…” Sam trailed off as he looked around the room.

“Consequences?” Natasha spoke, “What’d she do? Kick your ass?”

“I—I…well—You see I…”

“He made her cry,” Steve said, looking directly into Nat’s eyes with a pointed look.

“Seriously?” she asked, leaning against the counter.

Sam buried his head in his hands, “I gotta go back and apologize.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” the redhead said, glancing over the apartment, “By now she’s done crying
and now she’s pissed. She’ll beat you to a bloody pulp if she sees you anytime soon.”

Sam looked at Steve for help.

“I’ll go,” he said, snapping his sketchbook closed and rising from his seat, “You two stay here and
Nat, stop giving Sam bad ideas.”

“Last box,” you mumbled to yourself, setting down on top of another and turning to Bucky, “I pick up
the trailer tomorrow and we’ll leave the morning after.

“What’s your drive time?” Bucky asked, running through a mental checklist.

“It would take a normal person 23 hours solid to get there, me? I can get us there in 16.”



“Cameras?”

“The stoplights in the city and most of the tollbooths, but I know a route out of the city and around the
booths that will give us a clear route.”

“Sounds like you’ve practiced,” he commented with his arms crossed.

“I don’t like being watched,” you said, looking at the mountain of boxes in your living room.

He nodded his head, moving towards the kitchen window. You pulled out a marker and labeled the
box you had just set on the floor. Bucky gently reached between the blinds and glanced outside.

“Are you sure you got rid of Rogers?” Bucky's voice came suddenly.

“Yeah, why?”

“Because he’s coming around the corner.”

“Shit,” you breathed, finally hearing the telltale sign of his motorcycle coming closer, “Oh, you gotta
be kidding me.”

“He’s persistent,” Bucky said, backing away from the window.

“They all are,” you grumbled, beginning to come up with a plan, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.”

“I know,” he said, turning from you and disappearing into the house.

You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose in frustration.

Maybe you were a little out of practice.

You hastily turned to your living room, beginning to rip open some boxes and scatter the contents
around the room, as though you had flown through the house in a rage; knocking over boxes and
creating a mess. With a last look, you flew to the window to watch as Steve pulled his bike into the
driveway and jaunted across the lawn to the porch.

In almost the same instant your face changed from its regular façade to the perfect mix of anger,
frustration, and sadness. You sped up your breathing and your eyes began to water again as he made
his way up the stairs.

Before he could knock on the door, you had it open and were standing inches away from the Living
Legend. Your signature scowl worked its way up to his face and your eyes met.

His eyes were wide, he was taking in the full extent of your anger and looking over the mess behind
you. He cleared his throat, but before he could say a word, you were speaking.

“Listen, Rogers, I don’t know how many more time I gotta say it before I get it through that thick
skull of yours,” you growled through gritted teeth, “But I’m done playing nice. I don’t want anything
to do with your Avengers.”

“I know,” he said, putting his hands up in peace, “I came to apologize, I should never have let Sam



take it that far. In the last meeting I had with everybody, we agreed to leave you alone, except
Natasha. Ever since we had you break into Fort Meade, she’s been suspicious of you. She did a lot of
research on you and has come back with virtually nothing, she doesn’t like not knowing every little
detail about someone. She got into Sam’s head a little, I should have known she would, and I let it go
too far. I’m sorry.”

Your glare softened and you let your stiffened body relax, “It’s okay,” you said with a shake of your
head, “I shouldn’t have freaked out like that it’s just that…sometimes I get frustrated with…”

“People not understanding what you’ve been through,” Steve finished with a nod, his bright blue eyes
looking at your face as you began to calm down.

“Yeah,” you sighed, running a hand through your ponytail, “Look, Steve, I trust you. And I think you
should know the truth.”

He cocked his head at you, his face darkening slightly.

“I served a total of three tours. One in Iraq and two in Afghanistan, my last tour ended in disaster. I
was working as a mechanic at Camp Phoenix, near Kabul when I was transferred to a top-secret
operations base in the desert. They were building hi-tech vehicles there and needed more hands to
help maintain them. My whole squad was sent over and everything was good until a group of Tangos
found our base and ambushed us at night. They took out our communications and began going after
our Superior Officers. They weren’t going to take any prisoners. One of the Captains and I came up
with a plan and my squad executed it perfectly. We were able to get a Sat Phone and call for backup
and extraction. By the time the helos got there, half of our troops were dead and the other half were
injured. I stayed behind and provided long-range cover to those that were evacuated on the helos,”
you paused, to catch your breath and to gauge Steve’s reaction.

His eyes were beginning to widen again and his jaw dropped slightly as you began again, “I was shot
seven times. Twice in the shoulder, once in my lung, once in my side, and three times in my legs. I
killed fifteen men from the start of the attack until I collapsed from blood loss. I shattered one of my
knees, collapsed my lung, broke five ribs, and tore my shoulder out of the socket. Then I was left for
dead in the desert for three days before help finally came. They flew me to a hospital on the Bagram
Airfield and then flew me home. I was in a coma for four weeks and when I woke up, they debriefed
me and gave me an Honorable Discharge. I’m not supposed to talk about the specifics of what
happened, there was a big cover-up and they didn’t want any unwanted exposure. That’s why I didn’t
tell you.”

“(F/N), I—I didn’t know…” he started, but you held up a hand.

“I lost my entire squad, Steve, I watched them die, all of them. Gone. I’d known them for years, we’d
gone to Boot Camp together. They were my family,” you stopped again as you began to shake, “When
I came home I was a mess, I started drinking, I wasn’t sober for the three months I was out of the
hospital, and then I turned to drugs, it wasn’t pretty. Then Nick came and offered me a job and I
just…took it. I didn’t want to fight with you guys when the Chitauri attacked, but I felt like it’s what
my team would have wanted me to do. I'm just scared that if I get too attached…or if I start fighting
again…”

“You’ll see more friends die,” he finished, you nodded, “I’m so sorry (F/N).”

He pulled you into a hug, you stiffened, you hadn’t been hugged like that in a long time. He held you
tight, and you let out a few choked sobs. After a moment, he pulled away and looked you over. You



rubbed your eyes, looking up at him.

“I’ll always have your back no matter what, (F/N),” he said, glancing out to the sunset on the horizon,
“I’ll deal with the rest of the team, you go home, do what you need to do. But, if you ever decide you
want to join, or, if you ever need to talk, you know how to get a hold of me.”

“Thanks, Cap,” you sniffed, wiping your nose on your sleeve, “I’ll stay in touch.”

“Take care of yourself, Lieutenant,” he nodded, beginning to walk away “And thank you for
everything.”

You nodded again, a small smile on your face. Steve walked towards his bike after giving you a little
wave, you began to turn away when you stopped.

“Hey, Rogers!” you called before he could leave.

“Yeah?”He asked, running his hands over his bike.

“You ever need someone to come save your ass, give me a call okay?”

He laughed, “Will do, Lieutenant.”

With that he was gone, zooming around the block at breakneck speed.

Damn, you were good.

You smirked to yourself, tears fading away as well as all the jitters you had expertly disguised.

“Damn,” came Barnes’ voice from behind you, “You’re good.”

“I know,” you said, flipping around and heading back inside.

“How much of that was true?” he asked as you blew by him to begin cleaning up the living room.

“You’re smart, Soldier Boy, I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
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Flashpoint
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Did he really think going with her would help him? Did he really think he could stay hidden long
enough that he could get better? What if they tracked him down? What if they turned him into a
monster again?

But the real question was:

Could he really trust her?
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Don't trust everything you see, even salt looks like sugar.

желание

Faces. They flashed before his eyes like a strobe light; some calm, others terrified.

ржавый

Noise. There was yelling and screaming all around him. Faint whispers snuck to his ears from behind,
slowly speaking in different languages.

Семнадцать

Light. Explosions sounded in front of him while short bursts of gunfire volleyed back and forth from
beside him. The flashes from the muzzles illuminated ghostly faces.

Рассве

Cold. A freezing wind chilled him to the bone. He could barely make out a silhouetted mountain range
blowing by.



Печь

Yelling. He could hear a fading voice call desperately to him.

Девять

Pain. He was in so much pain.

добросердечный

Cold. It took over his body, he couldn’t fight back.

возвращение на родину

Pain. He had caused so much pain.

Один

Falling. The floor beneath him gave out, and he fell, he fell so far.

грузовой вагон

Whispers. Someone was whispering his name in a thick accent.

“Bucky?” the fading voice came again.

желание

“Sergeant Barnes…” The accented voice came again.

ржавый

“Bucky! No!” the voice faded again.

Семнадцать

“The procedure has already started.”

Рассве

“You’re my mission,” he murmured.

Печь

“Bucky! Stop!”

Девять

“You will be the new fist of Hydra.”

добросердечный

“I’m with you…”

возвращение на родину



“Put him on ice.”

Один

“…’Til the end of the line.”

грузовой вагон

“Солдат?”

“Готов к выполнению,” he said. Ready to comply.

“No,” came yet another voice.

She was tied to a chair in front of him.

“Kill her,” a voice came from behind him.

“Your name is James Buchanan Barnes,” she said.

There is no fear in her face, it's blank and cold, a mirror image of him.

“You’re my mission.”

“I’m not gonna fight you,” she murmured, desperate eyes still looking into his.

“Солдат?”

“Нет.” No

Bucky jerked himself awake, almost falling off the couch in the process before he let out a low groan.
Hanging his head in his hands, he took a deep breath. The dreams were getting worse, he was getting
way too close.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw (F/N)’s bedroom light flick on and her shadow make its way
down the hall before she appeared.

She had a USMC sweatshirt on with a pair of baggy sweatpants barely hanging onto her waist. She
rubbed her eyes groggily before she spoke.

“You okay?” she yawned, her messy bun flopping around on top of her head as she cocked it to the
side.

Had she heard him?

He nodded in response, shoving the question to the back of his mind.

“'mkay,” she mumbled, turning to go to the bathroom and running into a wall instead.

He held back a snicker as she mumbled, 'Who put that there?' to herself.

(F/N) disappeared into the bathroom and Bucky heard the shower turn on after a moment.



He shook his head, why he had gone to her and not somebody else was a mystery to him. Maybe it
was because he thought she would give him some answers.

How wrong he was.

She had only left him with more questions…which wasn’t entirely her fault. He was an enigma, not
only to others but to himself as well.

He glanced up at the bathroom door as he rose from the couch and moved toward the kitchen.

She had provided some of the answers he needed, but that in turn had raised more questions. All he
had was bits and pieces, snippets really. Some days, he would get more, others, he wouldn’t get any.

It was like trying to fit together puzzle pieces from five different puzzles with half the pieces missing;
utterly frustrating.

Dreams were the main source of the ‘snippets’. They were fragmented flashes of the past, coming and
going in his mind, sometimes popping back during the day for a short visit before disappearing again.

He heard the shower turn off as he poured himself a glass of water, gently trying to shake off the
frustration of his shattered memory and the coldness he had felt in his dream. Not physical cold, but
mental and emotional cold. It scared him that he could wake up and feel the same way he had felt
after they had said the words. Cold. Blank.

Damn those words! If only he could get rid of them. Erase them from his mind indefinitely and be
free to do what he wanted when he wanted.

“Buck?” (F/N)’s voice came from behind him, her tone suggesting she had said his name more than
one. He turned to face her, “You sure you’re okay?”

She was already dressed for the day; black jeans with grey combat boots laced over the top and a
long-sleeved shirt. Her signature dog tags clanked together as she finished putting her hair into a neat
bun.

“I’m fine,” he grunted lowly, turning away from her.

He barely heard her close the distance between them, damn her newly healed leg. Now he couldn’t
hear her hobbling through the house.

She startled him when she whispered in his ear.

“Liar.”

He resisted the urge to push her away, “You’re one to talk.”

She scoffed, backing away from him with a smirk.

“Most of it was true,” (F/N) insisted, her eyes playfully catching his.

He didn’t bite.

“You know I’m going to find out sooner or later,” he warned, turning square to her with his broad
shoulders. Her smile grew brighter.



“I know,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand, grabbing her keys from the counter, “I’m
gonna go pick up the trailer, you need anything?”

He shook his head.

“Okay,” she shrugged, grabbing her leather jacket from the back of a chair and twirling the keys in her
hand, “I should be back in an hour, two hours tops. I laid out some clothes for you in the bathroom
and there’s food in the fridge.”

He nodded.

With that, she was gone, a deep rumble sounded from the garage and the black car she treated like a
baby was out like a shot. He watched her silently from the kitchen window, a small sigh escaping his
lips. As the day grew closer for them to leave the more he began to second-guess himself.

Did he really think going with her would help him? Did he really think he could stay hidden long
enough that he could get better? What if they tracked him down? What if they turned him into a
monster again?

But the real question was:

Could he really trust her?

He had watched her lie and fake her way through every conversation with Rogers and Wilson. She
was convincing enough that sometimes he found himself falling for her lies. If he couldn’t tell the
difference between her lying to Rogers, could he tell when she was lying to him? She could totally
play Rogers, and he didn’t suspect a thing. The red-head, Natasha, knew something was up, but she
didn’t fully understand what the Lieutenant was capable of. And neither did he.

Bucky turned from the window and found his way to the couch.

It made him uneasy, not being able to read her ever-changing face. It was almost as if she could sculpt
and shape it into whatever she wished. He could never tell exactly what she was thinking or how she
would handle a situation, like the one with Steve last night. She had flown into a whole new mood
within a few seconds and had lied so well he found himself believing her. Only he knew better.

He shook his head as he slumped onto the couch, looking around the empty house.

As much as he hated not being able to read her, he felt much more secure in the fact that he was
playing a dangerous game with such a skilled player. Not to mention, he actually kind of liked her.
She would leave him be, for the most part, wouldn’t ask too many questions, and made sure that he
took care of himself. Mostly though, she treated him like a person. She didn’t coddle him and she
most definitely wasn’t scared of him, something she had made clear…multiple times. The thing she
had given him the most was the simplest, a choice. Something he hadn’t been given in a long, long
time.

Rising from the couch he made his way to the bathroom and started the shower.

Maybe that was why he was second-guessing himself, he wasn’t really confident in his decision-
making skills, yet.

But something still bothered him, he knew virtually nothing about her, and his lack of knowledge
could get him into a lot of trouble.



He had been mulling over asking about her past from the moment he met her. She was much too
skilled to be a mechanic while she was a soldier. And then, there was something else about her,
something familiar.

So familiar, it was almost as if he’d known her in the past.

Bucky shook off the feeling almost as soon as it came, instead focusing on the heat from the water.

There was no way he knew her, he may have had his suspicions about what exactly she had done, but
there was no way she could have possibly gotten caught up with the likes of him.

Still, she was incredibly skilled and besides a couple memories of Steve, she had been the first person
he recognized after he had gotten his bearings.

He remembered chasing her and the Widow through the streets of D.C. and how (F/N) had hurled
herself at him after he had shot Natasha. She was ferocious, but her face had been so calm during the
whole fight he could barely read her next move. If she hadn’t overestimated how much leverage she
had, he was sure she would have won.

He could remember sticking a needle in her neck and catching her before she hit the ground.

He remembered seeing he tied to a chair in the bank vault with utter fear written across her face as a
man whispered in her ear. Maybe that was the first time he had seen her drop her mask and he had
been looking into the ‘real’ Lieutenant (L/N)’s eyes, but he doubted it. She was too good to have
dropped it then. She didn’t even know the guy, she couldn’t have been scared of him.

He remembered her and Steve bolting down the catwalk toward him as the Helicarriers tore each
other apart. Even if she had just broken her leg moments before, she drug him out from under the
fallen beam with all she had.

He had looked in her right in the eyes right before the beam she was clutching snapped and she
plunged into the Potomac.

He could remember reaching for her and barely missing.

Bucky shook his head again as he leaned forward into the scalding water and felt it run down his
back.

He didn’t know why he had reached for her, maybe it was the look on her face as she rapidly scanned
the water for Steve. Maybe that was one of the reasons Bucky had gone after him. Maybe not. He was
still trying to piece together the whole memories/feelings thing.

Shutting off the water, he stepped out of the shower and gently pulled a towel from the rack.

There was a part of him that wanted to trust her with everything he had. A part of him wanted to tell
her every memory he gained back, all the snippets. But, there was a part of him that knew better.
That’s exactly what she wanted.

He could tell she was trying to figure out a way to read him, just like he was waiting for her to give
herself away.

Two could play this game.



He slipped on the clothes she had laid out for him, left the bathroom, and then sprawled out on the
couch, still trying to figure out a way to read a mask that grinned and lied.

You were in a daze, an absolute daze.

With your eyes glued to the roadway, you couldn’t even hear the radio as you drove.

You were sure the guys at the U-Haul place had probably made fun of you for hitching a trailer to the
Firebird and you knew you probably made some kind of smart-ass remark, but you couldn’t
remember what it was. Your mind was in other places.

You had heard him scream

That’s what had woken you. The strangled, hoarse scream that had come from the living room. You
jumped out of bed so quick, you had only been a quarter of the way awake. There had been a few
times you had heard him murmur or whimper in his sleep, but this...this was something else entirely.

It was terrifying.

Danny used to have those types of dreams, the type where he would wake up screaming and
swinging. You remembered having to hold him down, while Turner did his best to find something to
calm him.

Bucky’s scream was different.

Danny’s screams were in fear of what he had done and what he had seen.

Bucky’s were in pain. You were worried that they were getting worse.

You tapped your fingers impatiently on the steering wheel, waiting for the stoplight to turn green,
totally oblivious to the world around you.

Totally oblivious to the totally ominous black SUV that was obviously following you.

Bucky was sitting at the dining table with his head in his hands when (F/N) returned. She set the keys
down on the table and took off her jacket, she didn’t seem all there. Her mind was in a totally
different place. He watched her carefully as she looked at the pile of boxes in the living room and then
turned her head to the garage, she was trying to come up with a plan, but it didn’t seem like her mind
was working the way she wanted it to.

“Hey, Buck?” she asked, slowly turning to look at him, her eyes looking clouded, “Can you help me
with the boxes?”

He nodded, reading her face a little more before standing from his seat.

“I got the trailer in the garage, so no one will see,” (F/N) said, almost absentmindedly, moving
towards the boxes in a robotic motion.

Something was bothering her. He wanted to ask but was afraid of what kind of answer he would get.

Instead, he followed her lead and grabbed a pair of boxes before loading them up into the trailer. He
furrowed his eyebrows slightly as he watched her for a minute, she couldn’t seem to focus. Working



in silence, the pile in the living room quickly began to disappear. Bucky glanced at the trailer, it
looked like it was about to overflow, but somehow, despite her inability to focus, (F/N) was able to
make it fit.

Turning back to the house he grabbed the last pair of boxes before returning to the garage, he found
her leaning against the trailer with her arms crossed over her chest, she was biting her cheek and her
eyes darted up to his as he entered.

He stopped in his tracks, his body tensing up slightly; he couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

“We need to talk,” she declared finally, pushing off from the trailer and clenching her jaw, as though
trying to find the words she wanted to say.

Setting down the boxes, he eyed her suspiciously. Would she tell the truth or just spin yet another lie?
He decided he didn’t want to find out.

“Actually, I’ve been wanting to talk to you,” he said lowly before she had the chance to speak.

She cocked her head to the side, her focus all the sudden sharpening to a pinpoint, her face darkening
for a second before they relaxed, “You’re thinking of backing out aren’t you?”

(F/N) spoke quietly, almost disappointed.

“I--,” he paused, clenching his jaw and flicking his eyes around the garage, “I don’t know.”

Her face darkened again, taking a step forward, she waited for him to continue.

“You’re one of the best liars I’ve ever seen, (F/N),” he said, mirroring her move, “And I’ve seen a lot,
but you’re different…”

“You don’t trust me, do you?” she asked, squaring her shoulders to him, a hint of hostility in her
voice.

“No,” he said simply, “It’s hard to trust a liar.”

(F/N) blinked, clearly taken aback, she looked away from him and to the ground, “I did it to protect
you, Barnes.”

“That’s not the problem.”

“Then what is?” she snarled, glaring up at him suddenly and taking another step forward.

“It comes too easy for you,” Bucky barked, her aggression rubbing off on him, “I can’t tell when
you’re lying or telling the truth.”

“Then ask!” she snapped, “Do you really think I would lie to you?”

“Yes.”

She blinked again and took a step backward “This is ridiculous. Do you really think I would put my
life on the line by taking in you, a master assassin if I was going to lie to you?”

“If you can trick some of the world’s greatest heroes, what would make me any different.”



“Oh, I don’t know, maybe it's ‘cause you could kill me with your little finger!” (F/N) hissed, taking
another step back from him.

“That’s right, I could,” Bucky said menacingly, standing taller and taking a step towards her. A low
growl left her throat as she took another step back.

“If you really think you can make it on your own then go,” she spat.

“Fine,” he growled, turning from her and marching back in the house, slamming the door behind him.

A twinge of guilt bit at your stomach as the door slammed, that was not the way you wanted the
conversation to go and you definitely should not have said that. You groaned, quickly following
Bucky back into the house, this was going to be a pain in the ass to fix.

By the time you got into the house, Bucky had disappeared. Sighing, you started to move toward that
back of the house, where he would usually hide when Steve came to visit.

You were stopped by a loud knock at the door.

Frowning, you took a step towards it. It didn’t sound like Steve or Sam’s knock and Natasha never
knocked, so you were a tad confused. Without looking you opened the door.

Two men stood on the porch, they look familiar, but you couldn’t place them.

“Hi,” one of them smiled.

“Hello,” you said, keeping the door partially closed and between you and the two strangers.

“We’re your neighbors, we live right down the street,” he said pointing down the road to a house, “We
saw the trailer and figured you might need some help.”

They both smiled brightly, your frown deepened.

“Um, I’m good actually,” you said, beginning to close the door a little further and glancing behind
them, there was a black SUV parked on the curb...still running, “I just finished.”

You squinted at them again, trying to figure out where you had seen them.

“That’s too bad, we really wanted to help,” the second said, stepping forward.

“Well, you’re a little late,” you smiled faintly.

God, where had you seen them before?

“Okay,” the first said, glancing at the second.

“Thanks, though,” you smiled, closing the door a little more, “Have a nice day.”

“Oh we will,” the second said, nodding slightly to the first, “You might not, though.”

And with that, you recognized them.

They were members of Rumlow’s STRIKE team.
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As you let out a cry for help, the man pinning your arms adjusted his hold and clamped a hand
over your mouth, muffling your screams.
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It takes two to tango.

For a split second, your mind slipped into a frenzy before you snapped yourself back into reality and
you slammed the door in their faces. You reached desperately for the lock, but before you could, the
door was almost blown off its hinges. One of the men had breached the door with his boot and it
swung right into your face, knocking you backward. You felt instantly woozy afterward.

The blow sent you stumbling through the house to the living room. Your eyes went out of focus and
began to water while you frantically tried to catch your breath and regain your balance. The two men
slammed the door behind them as they entered the house and began walking toward you with
triumphant swaggers.

“Stand down,” the first ordered, a smile growing on his face, “Don’t make this hard on yourself.”

— “Stand down, Ghost,” the agent said, as you returned to your feet, “We don’t want to hurt you.” —

A long hiss slithered its way through your teeth as you straightened up and rocked into a defensive
position with your fists raised, “Bite me.”

The two men glanced at each other and the second shrugged, “If she wants a fight, give it to her.”



— “Speak for yourself,” his partner glared before looking at you, “If you want a fight, so be it. It
won’t end well for you.” —

They nodded to each other nonchalantly before they started to circle you.

After a moment of watching you closely, the first lunged at you, attempting to latch onto one of your
wrists. You swam easily out of the move, using both of your momentums to send him flying across
the room. The second came at you next, his fists raised. You mirrored his position and then decided
that you wanted to be the one to throw the first jab. Before you could land the punch on your target,
your fist was stopped in midair. The first man had already recovered from your blow and was
attempting to pin your arms behind you.

He had both your arms pinned before you could retaliate. Using him as leverage, you swung your
knees up to your chest and extended into his partner's face, your boots colliding with his nose.

The man sailed across the room and tripped over the carpet, falling flat on his back.

As you came down from your move, you didn’t catch yourself. Instead, you followed through, lifting
your legs just enough so they wouldn’t hit the floor. The downward force took the man pinning your
arms down with you. As the two of you fell, his grip loosened so he could catch himself. When he
did, you ripped an arm away from him and shoved an elbow into his gut. When you crashed to the
floor, you rolled away from him, over your shoulder and to your feet.

You leaped over the top of him and towards the garage where your car was waiting, but on the first
stride you took, he grabbed your ankle and yanked it backward. You caught yourself before you face
planted into the carpet. As you hit the floor you rolled to your back and readied your free leg to kick
him in his ugly face, but he grabbed your other ankle before you could attack. You then sat up,
reaching over to start clawing at his hands, but this too was cut off.

The second man had recovered from smashing the ground and was trying a different hold to pin your
arms. This time it worked. He hoisted you off the ground with a harsh jerk and the other man
followed suit. They held you effortlessly off the floor as they moved towards the door and you
struggled against them.

You quickly realized that you weren’t going to be able to get out of this by yourself; you took a deep
breath and readied yourself to scream bloody murder. You hoped that a neighbor, or someone—
anyone would hear you before it was too late.

As you let out a cry for help, the man pinning your arms adjusted his hold and clamped a hand over
your mouth, muffling your screams.

“Shut up,” he grunted trying to get a better hold on you as you fought against him, “Stop moving.”

The closer they moved to the door, the more you realized that you were screwed and a feeling of
dread crawled into your stomach. You knew exactly where they were taking you, back to Novak.
Goosebumps ran up your arms, you could feel the cool metal table that he had strapped you to.

— “Come now, Lieutenant, just tell me. I’ll make the pain go away.” —

You could feel the old fashioned leather straps cut into your wrists and ankles as you fought against
them. Novak stood over you, he was silhouetted against the single light in the room.



— “Now, now, little Ghostie,” he crooned, smoothing back your hair and whispering in your ear. His
breath burned your ears, “Scream for me.” —

You couldn’t go back.

“Hey,” came a low growl from across the room, ripping you out of your panic. You froze, as did your
two attackers. In the frenzy of the fight you had forgotten one very important thing, Bucky was still in
the house.

The two men didn’t know what to do as Bucky took a long, slow stride into the living room, his
posture rigid as he sized both the men up. His steel-blue eyes flicked to yours, then back to the men.

“Let her go,” he warned, taking another step closer, his arm glinting in the light as he moved.

As Barnes kept stalking forward, the men’s grip weakened. You used this to your advantage. Breaking
one of your legs free, you kicked the first in the jaw. Before he could recover, you quickly twisted
your body to kick him in the temple with enough force to send him flying towards Barnes.

Bucky punched him with his metal fist, then grabbed him by his collar and sent him rocketing into the
kitchen counter.

You landed easily on your feet and then popped your head up and back into the second man’s face as
Bucky started towards you to help. The man released your arms almost immediately and as he did,
you realized the first man was already coming at Bucky. He reached into his pocket and produced a
switchblade, poising himself to stab Barnes in the back.

You rushed towards Bucky, bumping his shoulder lightly and rolling off his back. When you turned
you planted one foot and used your speed to prime yourself for a perfectly aimed kick at the man with
the knife. He doubled over when you landed the blow, you then twirled and hit him with a back kick
from your opposite leg. The force of the attack sent him crashing into the wall. You backed away
from him with your fists raised, as did Bucky from his opponent. His back softly brushed yours as he
copied your stance.

“You good?” you called to him, carefully watching your man push away from the wall, knife still in
hand

“That’s what I should be asking you,” Barnes muttered, you chuckled.

“I could do this all day,” you scoffed, waiting for the man to come a half step closer, you felt Bucky
tense up behind you, “Come on, let’s see what they got.”

He grunted in response before roughly pushing away from you and towards his opponent, you did the
same.

The two of you were in perfect sync as you threw around the STRIKE boys. You could switch
partners on a whim, easily picking up where the other had left off.

Novak was right, you would make good partners.

It seemed like nothing could stop the two of you…until one of the men pulled a gun.

There wasn’t much time for you to think before the man pulled the trigger. As he did, Bucky’s flesh
arm snaked around your waist and jerked you into his chest. You ducked your head into his shoulder,



closing your eyes and hugging his arm to your chest. He raised his metal arm to deflect the bullets and
you heard them ricochet off, whizzing past your head. The man fired six rounds, all the while, Bucky
was steadily walking towards him with you in tow. Bucky clamped the muzzle of the pistol with his
hand, ripping it away from the man and pistol-whipping him.

The man stumbled backward, Bucky snarled and began to march forward for another bout while the
man tried to regain his bearings. However, you saw a different opening. In the man’s panicked
onslaught of bullets, he had accidentally hit his partner, who was now clutching his shoulder in pain.
Your hand slipped from Bucky’s bicep to his hand, your fingers interlocking with his as you tugged
him back into you. He glared at you with angry, almost animal-like eyes as you yanked him along
with you.

The two of you dashed down the hall to the garage and stooped through the door before the men had a
chance to follow you.

“Get in the car,” you ordered Bucky as you let go of his hand. You slid smoothly over the hood of the
Firebird and to the ground while Bucky dove into the passenger side.

The car roared to life at your command with an aggressive rumble, it and the trailer were out like a
shot when you floored it onto the quiet suburban streets. You were out of Suburbia and onto the main
road within minutes, all while Bucky watched your back.

“Black SUV on your five o’clock,” he stated, flicking the collar of his jacket up and lowering his head
to shield his face from passing cars.

“I see ‘em,” you replied lowly, glancing in the mirror then back to the road; blowing through another
intersection. You caught your reflection in the mirror, there was minor bruising pooling under your
left eye and your nose was ridiculously swollen.

The traffic light ahead of you turned red and the cars surrounding you began to slow. When you came
to a stop, you snatched your phone from the console and a baseball cap for Bucky from the back seat.

“What are you doing?” he asked as you handed him the hat and began scrolling furiously through
your contacts.

“We need help,” you said, he eyed you warily as he put on the cap, you caught his look, “I know you
don’t trust me Barnes, but for a couple of hours you need to until I can get us out of this.”

He watched you carefully when you found the number you wanted and hit the call button, placing it
quickly to your ear.

It rang, and rang, and rang, and…

“Sorry I can’t make it to the phone right now—,” a voice message came from the other end of the line
before you hung up.

“Dammit,” you grunted, tossing the phone onto the dash while veering recklessly in front of a
minivan. You watched as the SUV behind you duplicated your every move.

“Who are they?” Bucky asked, holding on for dear life while you slipped in front of a semi.

“Part of Rumlow’s old STRIKE team, they were in the bank vault with us.”

What do they want?”



“I don’t know,” you said, almost truthfully.

“You are such a liar—,” he was interrupted when the SUV collided with the back of the trailer.

The impact sent both of you lurching forward. Bucky flew headfirst into the dash after trying to catch
himself with his metal arm. You were caught off guard and hit your head on the steering wheel.
Blinking a few times, you tried to get rid of the black spots and stars that were now floating in front of
your eyes. A shrill ringing pierced your ears and you could feel your heartbeat pulsing in your head.
You groaned under your breath.

“…Glitch do you read?” you groaned.

“Affirmative, Ghost, we read,” a staticky voice came from your radio, “Stand by for instructions.”

“Negative, Glitch, they’re on my tail, I can’t shake ‘em,” you yelled, a barrage of bullets shattering
the rear windshield.

She didn’t answer, you tore through the streets, scratching cars and nearly hitting civilians.

“Glitch, acknowledge,” you growled, ducking from another volley of bullets.

You saw a sign for the Pont Amont ahead of you and slid onto the Boulevard.

“Glitch, acknowledge,” you said again, more urgency in your tone. You watched the two operatives
drift onto the street behind you, the streetlights illuminated the raindrops falling on the road.

“Glitch, permission to activate Phoenix Protocol.”

The vehicle behind you was closing the distance between you by the time you made it to the bridge.

“Ghost, this is Glitch,” Glitch's voice cut in, “Permission to initiate your Phoenix Protocol granted,
see you on the other side.”

Your breath hitched for a moment as you decided what to do, “Thanks, Glitch, see you on the other
side.”

With a flick of the wrist, you swerved towards the side of the bridge and floored it. The concrete
barrier was no match for the heavily armored truck you were in, it crumbled. Your vehicle when
sailing off the bridge and into the Seine below.

A hand stopped you from flicking the wheel to the left, you blinked a few times, the sunny bridge
over the Potomac in D.C. coming into view.

“Hey!” Bucky’s voice growled in your ear, a dark rumble came snarling from the back of his throat.

There was something wrong with his eyes.

You could feel blood running down your temple. Barnes’ glare deepened when you ripped the wheel
from his hand and swerved in the opposite direction to take a ramp to the south-running highway and
then taking an exit ramp. You lost the SUV for only a moment.



“We can get out of the metropolitan area if we take some of the backroads out of the city, that way we
can keep civilians out of this,” you said, zooming off the highway onto city streets, “Just keep your
eyes on them.”

He didn’t acknowledge you. Instead, he turned his glare to the passenger side mirror.

You zipped past people and buildings before the streets became empty.

“Turn here,” Bucky ordered suddenly, sitting up in his seat and taking in the streets around him.

“Barnes, that’s a dead-end,” you said, looking to the street he was pointing to.

“Now,” he grunted, pulling out the firearm he had stolen from the men.

“Okay,” you whipped the car around to the empty street. You watched as he checked how many
rounds were left in the clip before he clicked it back into the gun, “Buck, you can’t shoot them, that’ll
only make things worse.”

“Stop the car,” he barked, chambering a bullet.

“I can’t let you do this, Bucky,” you said. You could see the dead-end approaching on the horizon.

“Who the hell is Bucky?” he snarled, you wheezed. Slamming on the brakes in shock.

Before the car fully stopped he was out of the car and raising the gun towards the SUV.

“No, stop!” you cried, slamming the car into park and getting out. You rolled over the hood, trying to
grab him before he fired.

Too late.

Barnes fired two rounds beautifully aimed at the two front tires. You grabbed his arm as the SUV skid
and flipped over itself. He grabbed you, pushing you back into the car and shielding you from the
debris. The SUV came to a screeching stop, smoke came from the hood before a large explosion
engulfed the car in flame. You were in shock when Barnes pulled away from you before it turned into
anger.

“What the hell was that?” you shrieked, hitting him in the chest, “Do you know how much trouble
we’re in now?”

He didn’t answer, his eyes were cold and his posture robotic.

“Oh shit,” you whispered as his eyes flickered from the explosion to you, “Barnes?”

In less than an instant, his hand was around your throat and pushing you back against the car. Your
hands instinctively wrapped around his.

“Bucky, wake up!” you whispered hoarsely, “C’mon, Buck, this ain’t you!”

He began to squeeze for only a second before he stopped, his eyes softening. He pulled away from
you, quickly releasing you from his hold, “(F/N)?”

“That’s my name, don’t wear it out,” you groaned, relieved. You gently rubbed your neck as Bucky
took in his surroundings.



“Where the hell…what the hell—,” he saw the explosion behind him before turning back to you, “Did
I do that?”

“Oh that—pfft—no, that was…me.” You shrugged, watching his eyes carefully and glancing behind
you, “Totally my fault. Let’s go.”

“(F/N),” he said, raising his eyebrows.

“Look, I’ll tell you on the way, but now we gotta go. That thing is a homing beacon for trouble,” you
gestured at the black smoke that was curling from the vehicle before grabbing his hand, “C’mon, we
gotta go.”

He looked at you for a moment longer before relenting and getting back into the car. You sped off,
heading for the west running highway.

“Thank you,” you said quietly, after a couple minutes silence and you were on the interstate.

“For what?”

“You saved my life, I don’t know what would have happened if you wouldn’t have been there.”

“What did they want?” Barnes asked, “And tell me the truth this time. No more lies. No more
secrets.”

Your jaw clenched as you debated whether or not to really tell the truth.

Of course, you wouldn’t. You’d signed a contract, whether you liked it or not, you were bound to it
for the rest of your life. But you knew that the best way to lie was to throw bits and pieces of the truth
in.

“What I told Steve the other night was mostly true,” you started, keeping your eyes on the road and
trying to get your story straight, “I worked in a top-secret base outside of Kabul, but I was more
involved than I said. I was part of the security team there, they weren’t building vehicles, they were
building software that would turn the tide of war for the next century. They called it Aerocell, it could
monitor movements and identify threats before they even existed. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it
must have been a precursor to the program used in Project Insight.”

“You knew about Insight before you worked at SHIELD?” he asked, his brows furrowing as he laid
back in his seat.

“I didn’t know, I was just on security detail and I’d work on some of the vehicles around base here
and there, I didn’t realize that I was working so close to something that high profile. Word got out
about the Aerocell chips and the scientists decided to split them up, they were going to send them to
different bases and labs all around the world, but it was too late.”

“What happened?”

“We were attacked one night after a routine caravan dropped off supplies, they came at us from all
directions. My squad and I were pinned down in one of the labs when my Captain decided that the
chips were too important to let anyone get their hands on, he destroyed all of them except one. I took
it.”

“You what?”



“I took one,” you repeated, flipping on your headlights and watching as the sun began to slip over the
horizon, “I thought that they were too important to destroy, so I hid one in the insole of my boot and
we broke out of the lab. We blew up the base and fought our way out to one of the transports, but we
didn’t make it far. We got pinned again behind the front gate, right before we could get to the
transports. One of the guys I was with was able to get a radio to work and call for extraction. Some
Black Hawk helicopters were deployed to come get us, but they were too late. My Captain decided to
try and make a run for the transports, I—I stayed behind to provide long-range cover, but it wasn’t
enough. By the time the helos got there, there wasn’t anyone left to get out.”

You rubbed your temple where a headache began to throb, “My entire team was gone and I sat in the
desert for three days before they found me. They flew me back to the States and before I knew it, the
entire thing was behind me. They debriefed me, discharged me, and sent me home like there was
nothing to it, but I still had the Aerocell prototype. I decided that I wasn’t going to give up the chip
and hid it. Nick Fury hired me on four months after I got out of the hospital, I jumped at the chance to
get my mind off of what happened, I never thought it would come back to haunt me like this. I didn't
realize until after we stopped Hydra that Insight and Aerocell were the same, so when I came home I
destroyed it, but somehow…” you trailed off, watching as the last sliver of sunlight disappeared.

“They knew,” he finished, “They always know.”

You scoffed, “I would never have thought I would be caught up in something like this.”

He smirked, you looked at him. There was a bruise forming on the side of his face, and dried blood
cracked on his lips.

“There’s a motel up ahead we can stay for the night.”

This time he scoffed, “We look like shit, doll, no one’s gonna want to take us in.”

“You forget I can be fairly persuasive,” you smiled, pulling off the highway and navigating your way
down darkened streets.

You chuckled under your breath when you parked in front of the motel.

“What?” Bucky asked as you unbuckled and began getting out of the car.

“You called me ‘doll’,” you grinned, grabbing your phone and walking towards the front desk,
“Careful, Soldier Boy, you’re going soft on me.”

“Sir, there’s a problem,” an agent said, pulling up footage from CCTV cameras.

“What is this?” Novak’s accented voice echoed from the darkness.

“She got away, sir, but there’s something else.”

“What?” he groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“She has the Winter Soldier with her.”

The gray-haired man choked, if the agent hadn't known better he would’ve thought Novak was dying.

Novak scanned through the video footage, seeing with his own eyes, the Winter Soldier in the
passenger seat of the car. He glared at the screen…then he laughed.



His laugh echoed in the dark room, a cross between the sound of a hyena’s laugh and a bird’s squawk.

“She’s smart,” he commented, straightening his tie, “She knows we can’t touch her if she has him
with her.”

“Sir?”

“She’s taken him in, saved his life even, and now he thinks he owes her. Anyone that thinks to even
touch her will answer to him,” he grinned, “She’s finally playing the game, but she’ll lose, just like
she always does.”

The screen in front of them flickered before it went out.

“What happened?” the young agent spoke, rapidly typing on the keys to get the signal back.

“It seems she still has friends in high places,” Novak said, a shred of curiosity gleaming in his eyes,
“It seems we haven’t fully gotten rid of Aftermath.”

You held up the key in victory as you trotted out of the motel, a cheeky smile plastered on your face.

Bucky shook his head as he got out of the car and headed towards you, “How’d you do it.”

“Said I’d lost a boxing tournament,” you shrugged, twirling the key on your finger and finding your
room. You looked inside and grimaced, “It ain’t the Hilton, but it’ll do.”

You flicked on the light. It was a single bedroom, no couch, no table. The bathroom was disgusting
and you were pretty sure you just saw something move under the bed. You turned to Barnes.

He shrugged, “Not the worst thing I’ve slept in.”

You chuckled, you were glad he had somewhat relaxed.

Both of you jumped when your phone began ringing.

“Son of a bitch, now you call me back,” you sighed when you looked at the contact, “Give me a
minute.”

Bucky nodded as you left the room, watching you curiously as you left.

“Hey,” you said quietly as you answered the phone.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, why?” you asked, walking away from the motel, well out of earshot of the room.

“Tracked your phone and what did we find? A smoldering vehicle with two bodies inside.”

“Sorry about that,” you groaned, “There was nothing I could’ve done.”

“You could have stayed out of this.”

“What fun would that be?”

“(L/N), this is serious, you’re retired and I can’t keep covering for your ass.”



“You owe me,” you growled, louder than you anticipated, you glanced behind you.

“I know,” he sighed, “I already took care of everything. Clean up crew just finished and we’ve erased
the traffic camera footage, but there was someone else trying to look at the video, we blocked them
out and deleted everything.”

“Novak,” you hissed, “Did you run a trace?”

“We did, but by the time we got there he had cleared out.”

“Keep an eye out for him, will you?”

“As always, where would I be without my right-hand gal?”

“Probably dead,” you answered, looking back toward your room.

A deep chuckle resonated from the other end of the line, “Probably, I owe you my life.”

“Yeah you do,” you agreed.

“Listen girlie…” his tone darkened.

You winced, you hated when he called you that.

“Yeah?”

“We need to talk about your...traveling companion.”

“Who?” You played dumb, looking back to the room and seeing the blinds gently swaying.

“You know who, we did a facial recognition scan, you’ve been harboring the Winter Soldier.”

“His name is Bucky,” you growled with a roll of your eyes, “It's fine, he’s harmless.”

“If by harmless you mean a crazy assassin, then I agree.”

“I said he’s fine,” you snarled, “He saved my life today.”

“But what about tomorrow? (F/N), you don’t know if he’ll turn on you.”

“Exactly, if,” you said, rubbing your temple, “You don’t know he will.”

“(F/N), this is a dangerous game—”

“It's one that I’ve played before and I don’t intend to lose this time,” you muttered, beginning to head
back to the room, “Listen, I gotta go, call me sometime. We’ll get together and go out for drinks.”

You heard him sigh under his breath, he knew that there was no way he could ever possibly stop you.

“Absolutely, it’ll be just like old times,” he said begrudgingly.

“Without all the explosions,” you smirked as he let out a small laugh.

“Be careful out there, (L/N).”



“As always, Senator.”
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My Way or the Highway
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door and go off grid. No one would ever find him.
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Clever as the devil, and twice as pretty...

The faces flashed before his eyes again, their voices whipped past his ears—some he recognized, most
he didn’t. Flashes of light cast quick shadows on the wall, they were bright blue bursts of electricity;
he could almost taste the static. The cold that was all over his body slowly subsided. He stood at
attention, tall and menacing, as blurs of white lab coats buzzed around him.

“Kill her,” one whispered in his ear, spinning him around violently.

There she stood, a bright light cast harsh shadows on her face. Her hair was crusted with dirt and
blood and she wore a tattered uniform. Her eyes and cheeks were sunken into her bruised skin,
making her look more like a skeleton than a person. But her eyes…her eyes were alive with a
ferocious fire, as though she was waiting for him to make the first move.

His eyes narrowed as he took looked at her, hidden beneath the mask he frowned.

“C’mon, Barnes,” she all but groaned, rocking back on her heels, “Let’s not do this again.”

He took a long, slow stride forward, watching her eyes carefully calculate his every move. In a quick
lunge, he caught her neck in his hand and he shoved her roughly against the nearest wall; waiting for



her to strike back…but she didn’t. His hand was primed to squeeze and finish her, but she didn’t fight
back, it was as though this was just another day at the park. Her body relaxed, then her eyes. The
fiery ferocity that had been barely contained softened and when they locked with his, her demeanor
changed entirely.

“Buck,” she said, a soft smile gracing her lips as one of her hands fluttered over the hand that was
attempting to strangle her, “This is a dream.”

“Shut up,” he growled, she grimaced slightly when he squeezed harder.

“I’m your friend,” she tried again, sliding her hand from his wrist to his shoulder, “Remember?”

At her touch, a burst of warmth shot through his system and the smell of breakfast and coffee on the
kitchen counter wafted its way to his nose.

“You’re my mission,” he corrected with a shake of his head, swatting away her hand and trying to get
rid of the sensation.

“No,” she sighed, resting her hand on his shoulder again, “I’m your friend and you need to wake
up.”

The tenseness of his body was eased as her hand softly landed on his shoulder, he loosened his grip
on her as she moved her hand towards his masked face. Before he could stop her, the mask clattered
to the ground. A cacophony of whispers surrounded them suddenly.

“Bucky? Don’t you remember?” she asked, gently touching his face.

He felt warm sunlight filtering onto his skin as dust particles danced through the air with a sparkle, a
pile of soft blankets were wrapped around him.

Shaking his head again, he pushed her away and her face darkened; the fire returned to her eyes in a
flash.

“You’re free now,” she said, glancing at them, “They have no hold on you, you’re free.”

His brows furrowed as the noise around them began to grow.

“Go!” she ordered.

Chaos erupted in a shot as scientists began to swarm her.

“Wake up!” she screamed as they roughly yanked her away.

Her eyes burned into his mind as the men whisked her away and she faded into the darkness.

Bucky woke with a startled breath, his eyes snapping open and his body stiffening before he took in
his surroundings. He was laying on a cheap motel mattress, the air conditioner in the corner rattled
before it turned on. Light was just barely filtering through the swaying metal blinds.

Sighing, he rolled over, jumping when he saw a limp hand reaching toward him.

Curled in the tightest ball imaginable, and still passed out, was (F/N). Her face was buried in the
covers, but one of her arms was outstretched toward him, as though she was trying to comfort him in



her sleep. He watched her for a minute before carefully sliding off the bed, making sure not to wake
her. He groaned internally as he lifted himself off the bed, his sore muscles screaming in protest as he
did.

Making his way to the bathroom, he grimaced when he turned on the light. The room looked terrible,
it was painted a nasty shade of yellow and was covered, nook and cranny, in dust and grime. It was
small, barely able to contain his large figure, and almost everything was chipped or broken entirely.

He shook his head as he took in the scene, then he caught his reflection in the cracked mirror.

His temple was bruised a deep shade of blue and purple, and blood had pooled under his eye. Leaning
against the wall, he sighed, feeling the sore muscles and bruises with every breath he took. He
growled under his breath, cursing himself for being so careless and letting the STRIKE idiots get in a
few cheap shots.

He should have seen it coming. He should have known that he, or (F/N) for that matter, couldn’t hide
from the long reach of Hydra. He could run like hell, but he couldn’t hide.

The two men from STRIKE proved that Hydra could come after him whenever they wanted…they
could come after her.

He knew that (F/N) had been the main target, and the look on their faces told him they hadn’t known
that he had been with her for weeks.

Now they did.

And it made (F/N) an even bigger target. There was no way they would pass up an opportunity to get
their ‘asset’ back. He flinched at the thought. The first thing they would do is strap him to the
machine and wipe him, then…who knows.

Backing out of the bathroom with a shake of his head, he glanced at (F/N), who was still curled in a
ball—then the door captured his attention.

Past the Motel, there was nothing for miles. He could disappear for good. He could walk out that door
and go off-grid. No one would ever find him.

But, if he left…what would happen to her?

If he left, Hydra would probably chase him, but it would leave her vulnerable to attack. Closing his
eyes, he leaned back against the wall opposite the door with a sigh. She had already done so much for
him, giving him food and shelter, and lying to her friends to protect him. He couldn’t just leave her
now, could he?

The rustling of sheets startled him out of his thoughts. His eyes snapped to the bed, watching (F/N)
uncurl herself, lying flat on her back. His heart dropped when he saw her face.

She was at least ten times worse off then he was. Her face was horribly bruised where it had made
contact with the steering wheel and he noticed bruising on her wrists underneath her shirt.

Staring at her for a moment, his eyes wandered to the door again.

No.



He shook his head, he couldn’t just leave her. If Hydra did come back for her, there was no way she
stood a chance—no matter what she said. Besides, he owed her.

Groaning lowly, he leaned back against the wall and slid down it slowly.

But…if he stayed…what would happen? He had no control of it yesterday…the Winter Soldier. It’s
not like he had any control when he reverted. He couldn’t even remember what happened, how they
had gotten to that part of town or when he had shot at the SUV.

He had been so close to killing her…

What if he hurt her? What if he couldn’t regain control fast enough to stop the Soldier in time?

What if he killed her?

He flinched at the thought, glancing at her sleeping form as he rose from the floor, a knot tightening in
his stomach

No.

The flashing pink and green lights of the club illuminated the occupants as they nimbly swung each
other around the dance floor. You soon found yourself swaying along with them to the beat of the
music booming through the speakers. The drink in your hand threatened to spill over as you slowly
made your way through the crowd. Your head itched from the wig you were wearing and your eyes
ached from the colored contacts that disguised them as they darted between faces with a purpose. You
stopped, balancing easily in your six-inch heels and watching your target from across the room.

“Glitch, target acquired. Blond male. Approximately six foot. Black pants and light blue polo. Sitting
in the back of the club. ,” you stated, taking a sip from your drink with a smirk, “Permission to
engage.”

“Denied, Ghost, the SHIELD agents will follow him from here. Make your way to the next checkpoint.

“You’re no fun,” you growled into your drink with a frown and watching as the archer and ballerina
began stalking your target.

With a small hiss, you slunk into the shadows; careful not to draw their attention. You knew the
Russian had eyes in the back of her head. Swallowing the rest of your drink, you waltzed out the door
and into the rain.

Dark clouds covered the stars, but lights from the shops lining the streets brought warmth back to the
gray cobblestone. Laughter filled almost every corner and conversation buzzed all around you.
Walking quickly through the sea of people, you gracefully slipped into a darkened alley. You wound
your way through a maze of pitch-black streets, the sounds of people gradually disappearing and
replaced with silence save for the rain that drizzled on the roofs and dripped down to the ground. You
braced yourself from a freezing breeze as it whistled through the alley, whipping up newspapers and
leaves from the drenched ground.

“Ghost is at checkpoint,” you said quietly into your earpiece as you approached a dead end and slid
silently into an abandoned house.

As you stepped through the door…



everything changed.

A scream pierced your ears, a huddled mass was crouched in the corner. You recognized it almost
immediately.

“Barnes?” your voice echoed in the room as you cautiously moved toward him.

A sob came in response.

“Bucky?” you asked, “It’s me remember?”

As you got closer, you realized he was clad in his Winter Soldier uniform. You slowly knelt to the
ground, careful not to startle him

In a sudden movement, he whipped around and you found a knife precariously close to your throat.
Glancing at his face, your stomach tightened. His eyes were cold and blank, but they were filled with
an anger that burned into you with fury.

“James,” you said sternly, “They don’t have a hold on you anymore, you’re free now.”

You gently laid your hand on his shoulder.

Before he could respond…

it changed again.

Your heart was beating faster than you thought was possible as another deafening blast thundered
through the collapsing bunker. A dark cloud of dust surrounded you as you darted out from behind
your cover and sprinted down the hall, trying to stay ahead of the timed blasts and flames that licked
dangerously at your heels.

You sidestepped tiles when they fell from the ceiling and shattered on the ground as the trembling
building began to break down. Smoke was starting to fill the hallway from the fires below as you
skidded to a halt, trying to decide which way to go.

“Lieutenant!” came a screech from behind you, “You can run, but you can’t hide!”

Novak appeared behind you, his gray suit was singed black and anger was evident on his face.

You smirked recklessly at him. His glasses were cracked down the middle and were dangling
precariously from his ears while his usually greased back hair stuck up in every direction imaginable.
Despite the circumstances, you laughed.

It echoed louder than the blasts, a hollow, maniacal sound that was almost scarier than Novak’s. His
look of fury warped to distress as he took in the sight of you.

You were covered in soot and blood, the ripped uniform you were wearing showed off your bruised
and scarred skin. Dirt and blood crusted your matted hair as you turned to face him. Your eyes and
cheeks were sunken into your gaunt, smiling face. The flickering lights that surrounded you darkened
your every feature with harsh shadows.

“You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of distant
rumbling.



His jaw dropped slightly.

“Death,” you nodded to the corpse of a guard beside you.

His arms fell limp around him in defeat.

“Destruction,” you waved your arms wickedly around you.

His eyes widened as they took in the extent of your carefully planned chaos.

“Your move,” you grinned, diving through a doorway before it was blocked by falling debris.

Your eyes cracked open slowly, light was beginning to filter through the blinds and it made your
headache. Moaning, you rolled from your back to your side and buried your face in the bedsheets,
ignoring the tender bruises on your sides and face. Opening your eyes again, you jumped.

“Bucky?” you asked, quickly sitting up straight and glancing around the room frantically when you
realized you were alone.

You panicked when there was no answer, and, ignoring the pain you were in, leapt off the bed. You
sprinted to the bathroom, only to find nothing. And with your mind racing, you grabbed your keys
and your phone from the nightstand before taking off out the door.

When you got outside, your heart stopped for a second before you sighed in relief. Leaning against
your car and looking towards the horizon was Bucky. His hands were crossed over his chest and he
was rocking from heel to toe.

He was thinking about running.

“Don’t do it,” you said slowly, his head flicked toward you, carefully watching your every move, “I
know you don’t trust me, Buck, but I don’t want you getting hurt out there on your own.”

His blue eyes burned into you before they softened and he scoffed, “That’s not what this is about.”

“What” You cocked your head to the side, stepping square in front of him, subtly cutting off his exit
route.

“Look,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair, “Hydra knows I’m with you now, that makes you
an even bigger target if I leave…that threat goes down.”

“Barnes—,”

He held up a hand, stopping you in your tracks, “But, if I leave, they still might come for you and you
won’t be able to hold them off.”

“Then don’t go,” you said simply, “You saw how well we worked together yesterday, Barnes,
anybody who puts us in a corner together is screwed.”

“I know, but…” he trailed off, looking away from you to the brightening horizon again, “I don’t want
to hurt you.”

“Hurt me?” you questioned, moving to lean against your car beside him, “I don’t understand.”



“I can’t control it,” he exhaled finally looking at you, “When I turn into…him…I can’t control
myself. What if I hurt you?”

“You won’t,” you answered firmly with a shake of your head.

“How do you know?”

“I don’t,” you shrugged, “But if you try anything, I will kick your ass.”

Bucky scoffed, “You honestly think I’m scared of you?”

“You should be,” you stated, stepping away from the car before whispering, “I’ve fought aliens.”

“That is not a good reason,” he laughed.

You smiled at the sound, it wasn’t something you heard every day.

“It’s a damn good reason,” you rolled your eyes, playfully nudging him, “C’mon, we’re burnin’
daylight.”

His smile faded as you pulled out your keys, “(F/N), I don’t think it’s a good idea…”

“Look, Soldier Boy,” you said sternly, opening your car door and pulling out your phone, “If you
don’t come with me, I’ll call Rogers and tell him exactly where you are.”

“Don’t you dare,” Barnes warned, reaching for you as you slammed the door and locked it from the
inside, “(F/N) I swear to—don’t you dare—fine. Fine! I’m going!”

You smirked to yourself as he made his way around the car and slid into the passenger seat.

“I hate you,” he groaned as he sat down, leaning back into the seat with a sigh.

“No, you don’t,” you smiled, starting the car with a rumble, “You love me.”

“I tolerate you,” he corrected with a roll of his eyes, you laughed in response as you pulled away from
the motel.
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Flashback: Sous le ciel de Paris — Under Paris Skies

Chapter Summary

“SHIELD?” You blinked, “That’s like a sister organization to us right?”

“Yes, ma'am. Me and Fury just have different styles, that’s all. SHIELD’s more espionage-based,
we’re more military.”

“So we can trust them.”

“Absolutely not!” Weston choked on his drink, “Listen, (F/N), if there’s one thing you need to
remember about this mission, it’s never, under no circumstances, trust a spy.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

Tout ça, c'est des conneries. — This is all bullshit.

The plane roared over the white-capped ocean with thunderous engines. Lightning tore through
ragged, black clouds in streaks of light, illuminating your face as you gazed out rain-spattered
windows from the comfort of your cot.

The growl of the thunder followed close behind the strobes of light, barely audible over the engines as
the plane rocked violently through turbulence. You leaned back into you bunk with a sigh, gently
cracking your back against the rails. You jumped when the sliding door to Oliver’s bunk burst open
and he tore past you, beelining towards the bathroom.

You didn’t think it was possible for anyone to turn that shade of green.

The plane rocked again, this time jarring you up off your cot and tossing you around like a rag doll.
You snarled out loud, almost rivaling the rumble of the thunder and engines as if it would somehow
scare away the storm and silent the droning turbines.

Normally, you didn’t mind flying in weather like this, you’d been on much more frightening, badly
constructed roller coasters at county fairs. You could handle how the plane would hit dangerous



pockets of air, dropping rapidly through the skies, it kept you on your feet.

But, tonight was different.

Tonight, as you soared across the Atlantic, you were researching and studying like your life depended
on it.

Probably because it did.

Scattered across your bed was a series of personnel files, mission reports, fuzzy security camera
images, and other documents that told you little to nothing about your soon-to-be partners:

The Ballerina and the Archer.

The files you had received from Weston were so heavily redacted with black ink that you hadn’t even
found their real names, only monikers coined by the media from “unofficial sightings”.

The Slavic Shadow.

The Marksman.

You were undeterred however, you knew that at least one of these files had to have something of
use…right?

Wrong.

Two hours later, you had gone through the stacks of papers five times and you still had nothing.

You growled again, louder this time, catching the attention of Turner from the bunk across from you.

“You okay, babycakes?” he asked, not bothering to look up from the book he was reading as you
gathered up all the papers in a huff.

“I hate super-secret organizations,” you hissed, pulling the stack to your chest and rolling off your cot,
“They always hide things so well.”

"Maybe that’s why they’re called super-secret,” he shrugged, a smirk tugging at the corner of his
mouth.

You didn’t hesitate to throw a spare pencil towards his head, he ducked with a small nod while turning
the page of his book, his eyes never wavering; if he wouldn’t have moved you would have hit him
right between the eyes.

“Shut up, Johnson,” you said with a scowl, marching past him before calling over your shoulder,
“This is bullshit!”

You glanced at Danny’s bunk on your way to Weston’s quarters, the door was closed, but warm light
filtered out from the gap at the bottom. Hesitating for a second, you wondered if you should finally
apologize about Colombia, you still hadn’t spoken to him since. You stopped in your tracks, looking
at the door and debating before shaking your head. He was right about you not thinking things
through all the way, but he also knew that this was your job and you knew what you were getting
yourself into when you joined. He couldn’t coddle you...you didn’t want him to coddle you.



A huff left your nostrils as you turned away from his door and through the team's quarters and down
into the cargo hold.

Adjusting the stack of papers in your arms, you wound your way to the Commander's quarters.

Weston preferred to keep an eye on everyone and everything, especially the pilots who weren't part of
Aftermath but borrowed from the Air Force to chauffeur his teams to different bases. Because of this,
he had his "War Room" placed as close to the cockpit as possible, leaving the cargo hold and
workspaces in the belly of the plane and the team's quarters in the tail end.

The cargo hold was dimly lit, the only lights guiding you through the labyrinth was a lamp at Turner's
desk and a hanging work light on the opened hood of a Land Rover you had half-built; a project that
wouldn't get finished until after you got back from Paris.

You tried your best to dance around the pieces of metal you had scattered across your area and cursed
yourself when your toe came in contact with a rotor you had laying around.

Hissing in anguish at the pain running through your little toe, you shook out your entire foot and
continued your journey.

Finally getting past the cargo hold, you slid open the door to the War Room. A blue glow was
illuminating the room, coming from one of the many monitors mounted on the walls. It was a looping
security video of an explosion that rocked a warehousing district in Japan, something that the boys
would be looking into while you were on your mission.

Weston was leaning against a table, stressfully chewing on the end of a cigar, his eyebrows knitted
tightly together. His eyes were glued, unblinkingly, to the screen before he finally noticed you. He
nodded his head in greeting before his eyes flicked back to the screen and he tilted his head towards a
chair at the other end of the table.

You complied with the silent order quickly, but you never took your eyes off the screen.

The Japanese street was unassuming, a highway for the different manufacturers in the district, it
connected all the warehouses in one straight line. People were scarce, a few workers straggled behind
after hours, but other than that, the street was empty.

When the blast finally rocked the street, dust and smoke flew out of the building and then it crumbled
before a flame could even be seen.

"It almost looks like a professional demolition," you commented, as the footage replayed, "You sure it
wasn't scheduled to be put down?"

"I'm sure," Weston sighed, rubbing his temples then clicking the video off, "But that's the problem, an
amateur didn't do this. We're dealing with a pro."

"You're worried?" you asked, brows furrowing gently as he glared at the video screens and he began
viciously chewing on his cigar again.

He stayed silent for a moment before he nodded his head, "I am. Whoever did this is good, if not the
best...they're a ghost—no offense." he added, catching a glare from you.

"Some taken," you said, holding back a snarl. You hated when there were other people good enough
to be called by the name you had worked so hard for.



"Nobody goes to the entrance, nobody goes to the exit...it just...goes," Weston mumbled under his
breath, ignoring you completely. He shook his head with a confused grunt then threw his chewed
cigar into the trash and took a seat across from you, "I assume Japan isn't what you wanted to talk
about."

"No, sir," you said, laying down your papers on the table.

"Paris," he hummed, sliding his chair to a cabinet and pulling out his box of cigars, a pair of rocks
glasses, and a half-drank bottle of whiskey.

"Paris," you nodded, eyeing him as he cut off the end of a cigar and lit it, smoke filling the room on
his first toke.

Weston leaned back in his chair, gently puffing his cigar and unscrewing the bottle of whiskey, "You'll
be working side by side with two SHIELD agents along with one of our own."

"One of our own?" you interrupted with a raised eyebrow as he poured three fingers of whiskey into
the glasses, "I thought I was going solo."

"You're going in alone, but I ain’t gonna send you in blind, you'll have tech support in your ear the
entire time," he said, easily sliding one of the glasses to you, "Name's Boone Cavanaugh, codename
Glitch. She graduated at the top of her class at MIT before she started hacking for the NSA. After a
couple of months, she got bored, said she wanted to spend more time in the field, so she got
transferred to the FBI. Did a lot of field and tech work for them, then she got bored again and
transferred to the 'big leagues’—"

"The CIA," you interrupted again, he smiled while taking a sip of his drink.

"She was a damn good agent for them until she got in trouble with the Russians," he smirked at the
look of confusion that crossed your face as you took a sip of your drink, "She hacked into the Kremlin
during her lunch break, from her phone—she added smiley faces and poop emojis to each of their
documents labeled top secret. She only got caught because she got distracted by a family of ducks that
were crossing the road," Weston laughed into his drink, "That's how she got onto ours, and the
Russian's, radar. Luckily, I have a few connections and got it sorted out. In return, she joined us.
Doesn't get a lot of work in the field, but we try to keep her on her toes."

"Hold on a second...back up," you waved your hands in front of you, trying to hold on to every detail,
"You've got connections with the Russians? Does that mean you have info on this ballerina chick?
The Slavic Shadow?"

"The Black Widow," he corrected matter-of-factly, smoke tendrils trailing out of his nostrils as he
straightened in his chair, "Natalia Romanova, goes by Natasha Romanoff now. She's a defected
Russian assassin, works with SHIELD now.

“SHIELD?” You blinked, “That’s like a sister organization to us right?”

“Yes, ma'am. Me and Fury just have different styles, that’s all. SHIELD’s more espionage-based,
we’re more military.”

“So we can trust them.”

“Absolutely not!” Weston choked on his drink, “Listen, (F/N), if there’s one thing you need to
remember about this mission, it’s never, under no circumstances, trust a spy.”



You nodded timidly at his serious tone and stone-eyed glare.

“They can turn on you like that!” he exclaimed, snapping his fingers in front of his face.

“Yes, sir,” you responded before you quickly changed the subject, “What about the Archer, sir? I
couldn’t find anything on him either.”

“Clint Barton,” he relaxed, sinking back into his seat, “Also known as Hawkeye, can hit a flea off a
dog at a hundred yards with his bow.”

“Impressive,” you shrugged.

“Don’t take him lightly, Lieutenant,” Weston warned, “If he’s great with a bow—,”

“He’s good with a firearm, I understand, sir.”

“Good,” Weston sighed, taking one last sip from his drink, “Now, time for the nitty-gritty details.”

“Sir?”

“Why you’re going to Paris,” he all but rolled his eyes, “The purpose of the mission.”

You scoffed at yourself, you had been worrying so much about the players in the game, you had
forgotten all about the game itself.

Weston smirked at you before his face hardened, turning serious in less than a second, “Girlie, this
one is important, there can’t be any screw-ups, understood?”

“Yes, sir,” you said, sliding to the edge of your seat.

“A group of rogue scientists has developed a bioweapon. One capable of wiping out a city the size of
New York, they just finished testing their last prototypes and are getting ready to sell the finished
product at an underground auction. If this gets into the wrong hands, a lot of people are gonna die, we
can’t let that happen. SHIELD has been keeping an eye on the situation for some time now, they’ve
just been waiting for the right time to nab this shit from the creators, this is their chance. They’ve
found the identity of one of the bidders, you’ll be helping their agents track him down, steal his
identity, and then infiltrate the auction where you’ll take back the weapon so that it can be
neutralized.”

You nodded slightly with every word that he said, wondering if you should have started taking notes.

“Now, remember how I said SHIELD can’t be trusted? I have a feeling Fury’s up to something, so
you’ll be going in undercover, masking your face from the agents as much as possible, I don’t want
you compromised. It could put our team—this whole operation even—in jeopardy. Ms. Cavanaugh
will be assisting you as much as possible, she’s been instructed to give you more details and keep you
off the grid for the entirety of this mission. You’ll also be meeting with a rep from SHIELD to go over
things as well, understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Weston smiled, flicking the butt of his cigar into the trash bin, “Now suit up, this plane ain’t
stopping.”

“What?”



“This plane ain’t landing in Paris.”

“You’re saying I have to jump?”

Weston grinned, the corners of his eyes crinkling, “Gather your gear, jump zone coming up in 20
minutes.”

“This is bullshit!” you yelled into the whistling wind as you plummeted towards the French
countryside.

When you pulled the cord you were jostled around for a second and left temporarily breathless before
you got your bearings and began scanning the ground for your landing site.

The pale moon was barely full enough to illuminate your target, a small, bare field muddied by the
continuous rain that had been pelting you your entire journey. Still, there was just enough silvery
moonlight to illuminate a parked vehicle in the clearing you were aiming for.

The ground came quickly as you maneuvered yourself to the field and gently dropped to the ground.
You easily loosed yourself from the tangle of cords and began folding the chute, careful not to leave
any trace that you had been there. As you did, a pair of headlights blinked on from across the field, it
made you flinch and you found yourself instinctively reaching for the two pistols you had strapped to
your hips.

The vehicle silently crept towards you, if it weren’t for the lights it would go unnoticed against the
countryside. It stopped about ten feet away from you, the engine gently humming to itself as the
driver’s door opened. Finishing with the chute you glanced up to see a tall, lanky body leaning against
the grill, silhouetted against the light.

“Lieutenant (L/N)?” a lightly accented voice called out confidently.

“That’s me,” you responded, throwing the folded chute over your shoulder, your other hand resting on
one of your pistols as you stood up straight, “Agent Cavanaugh, I assume.”

“That’s right,” the voice drawled, even through the darkness you could see a bright smile gleam, “You
can call me Boone.”

As you started closer, Boone slipped back into the darkness, casting long shadows for a split second
before disappearing towards the back of the vehicle. You heard the faint clicking of the trunk opening
and a warm light came from within. You rounded the vehicle carefully, your fingers resting on the
grip of your pistol. As you came around the car, you finally got a good glimpse of Boone.

She had long, almost silver, platinum blonde hair that cascaded down her back in loose ringlets.
Freckles littered her face which was graced with a mischievous, crooked grin, reminding you of the
Cheshire Cat from Wonderland.

"Lieutenant,” she nodded as you put the parachute in the trunk, “It’s nice to finally meet you, I’ve
heard quite a bit.”

“Good things, I hope,” you said as she closed the compartment.

“Meh,” she shrugged, waving a hand dismissively, “Not really. They say you don’t follow orders very
well and you challenge authority with every chance you get.”



You sighed, your reputation preceding you, “They’re not wrong.”

“Good,” Boone exclaimed as she turned away from you, throwing a strand of hair over her shoulder,
“I was worried this mission would get boring.”

“We wouldn’t want that.” you couldn’t help but chuckle, “Let’s get outta here, I have a feeling we’ve
got a lot of work to do.”

“You have no idea,” she said, getting into the vehicle, “You’ve got a meeting with SHIELD in five
hours, we gotta get you prepped.”

“Prepped how exactly?” you asked as Boone slammed the vehicle into gear and took off.

“Commander Weston told you he doesn’t trust Fury, right?” she questioned, glancing towards you and
you nodded, “He thinks Fury’s gonna try and pull a fast one on us and he wants your identity to be
protected. I went through a couple tac suit designs from a few different places and I’ve come up with
one that’ll match your skillset and keep you hidden. We just gotta do some last-minute adjustments
and you’re good to go.”

“Weston said you’d be giving me more specs on the mission,” you added as she swerved off of the
dirt road onto the pavement.

“Of course,” she grinned, “So, SHIELD tracked down one of the potential bidders, name’s Armand
Russo. You and the two agents are gonna find him, take him out, and Agent Barton will be taking his
place. He and Agent Romanoff are gonna infiltrate the auction while you cover them from a nearby
rooftop, just in case things go to the shits. Then, y'all are gonna meet back up and take the weapon to
a scientist that’ll neutralize it. Sounds easy enough, right?”

“Sure,” you said, unconvincingly, “What do you know about Romanoff and Barton?”

“Not much,” Boone admitted through gritted teeth, frustration evident on her face at the thought of
the two, “But I know they’re dangerous. Romanoff’s the one you gotta look out for, she’s
unpredictable."

You hissed lowly at her answer, the lack of information you had on them was beginning to worry you.
Boone was right, they were unpredictable, and if the Commander thought something was fishy,
something was most definitely fishy.

The sky was barely getting bright when Boone finally hit the streets of Paris. Rain still spilled down
from the dark clouds as she sped through the city. She seemed to know them like the back of her hand,
she would dart in and out of lanes and through barely used alleys with ease, if anyone had been tailing
her, she’d have lost them a long time ago.

“SHIELD has eyes all over the city,” she said suddenly as if she had been reading your mind,
“They’ve increased activity since you were called in, especially at the military bases.”

“So that’s why I had to jump? Because they’ve been watching for us?”

Boone hummed in response, “I jammed most of the country’s radar—SHIELD usually piggybacks off
of them—so the plane could pass by undetected and you could jump without any trouble.”

“What does SHIELD want?” you asked in exasperation, “They’ve never caused this much trouble.”



“It’s not what SHIELD wants, it’s what Fury wants.”

“You think it’s personal? Between Fury and Weston?”

“It’s a competition between them,” she mumbled, her eyes scanning the road ahead, “It has been from
the beginning. I’ve been looking into the history between SHIELD and Aftermath—,”

“You hacked into SHIELD’s database.”

“That’s another way to put it,” the blonde grinned, “Turns out SHIELD’s been keeping tabs on
Aftermath, well, as best as they can. They’re basically grasping at straws. But from the files, it looks
like Fury gave Weston the chance to combine SHIELD and Aftermath and Weston refused.”

“And now Fury’s pissed.”

“Ehhhh...I wouldn’t say pissed…I’d say fury-ous,” she cackled at herself for a minute before drying
her eyes.

“Why would Weston say no to joining?” you asked, bringing her out of her laughing fit, “SHIELD
and Aftermath could get a lot done…”

“Weston thinks SHIELD’s corrupt, he thinks there’s something deeper going on but he can’t put his
finger on it.”

“So why is Fury asking for help then? He has enough personnel to take care of—.”

“To draw us out,” Boone interrupted shamelessly, “If I’ve learned anything from their database, it’s
that they’re frustrated. They can’t catch wind of any of our operations. Fury wants to pit his best
against our best in the hopes of finally beating Commander Weston.”

“You’re saying Weston thinks I’m the best operative Aftermath has?” you scoffed at the notion,
“Think again, Sunshine.”

Boone slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding the car in front of her and sending you flying
forward into the dash. When you corrected yourself and turned to her, you found yourself eye to eye
with glaring, pale green eyes.

“You are the best,” she growled, “Weston raves about you to anyone that’ll listen. He thinks you’re
the best thing since Captain fucking America. You have the most kills in Aftermath history and if you
keep it up, you’ll be the best sniper in the world. And you know the kicker? The world won’t even
know it. Apparently, neither do you.”

Your face flushed with embarrassment, you had tried to hold Boone’s gaze as best you could, but in
the end, you had to look away.

"Weston really talks about me like that?” you asked softly as Boone took off down the road again.

“Yup,” Boone replied, any hint of hostility in her tone had vanished, “That’s why Fury requested you
—well, he requested Ghost, but same difference—they want to put their best chess pieces against
each other. I don’t know what his endgame is, but it’s gonna be big.”

“And I’ll meet them head-on.”

Boone nodded, slowing the car down and pulling into a small courtyard.



"This is it," she said, glancing up at the two-story motel-like building as she got out of the car,
"Weston's had me set up here for the past week."

You followed suit, looking around to make sure that nobody was watching you, carefully trying to
hide all your tactical gear from wandering eyes. Boone, on the other hand, didn't seem worried as she
bounced from the vehicle to the stairs. You glanced at her, finally getting to see her in full sunlight.

She was wearing a pale yellow sundress that went down to her knees and flowed with every long
stride she took, her sandals lightly clicked along with her.

"C'mon," she called behind her, leaning over the railing from the second floor, "We ain't got all day."

When you finally got up the stairs, you found Boone half in and half out of a room, waiting for you to
catch up. She tilted her head with a smile, a signal for you to follow, and then she disappeared into the
room.

"Holy shit," you breathed when you entered.

The room was darkened, the glow from ten computer monitors was the only source of light. Most
were streaming security camera footage from across the entire city, sometimes switching from
different angles, while one monitor had code continuously running across the screen. The light softly
illuminated other pieces of tech that were strewn across the two beds that were in the room. Earwigs,
trackers, phones, drones, and pieces that you didn't recognize were all littered, not just on the beds,
but all around the room.

"Sorry about the mess," Boone's voice came from around the corner, "I wasn't for sure what time
they'd be dropping you off."

"No problem," you said, moving towards where she was.

When you came around the corner, your jaw dropped.

Standing in the middle of the room, was a mannequin with a sci-fi-looking suit on. Standard issue
tactical pants and combat boots, but it was the helmet that caught your eye.

It was a slimmed-down version of a motorcycle helmet crossed with a classic tactical helmet. A black
shade covered the eyes, masking them entirely. A removable faceplate was laying on a nearby table,
but as soon as you put that on, you would be unrecognizable.

"Pretty sweet, right?" Boone asked, picking up the faceplate and a screwdriver, "It's custom-made just
for you, a little bulky, but it'll give off the illusion that you're bigger than you are. It's lined with a
special mix of Kevlar, Spectra Shield, and carbon fiber that makes it lighter than regular bulletproof
gear. The helmet is the pièce de résistance though. It has a built-in headset and camera in the main
piece and a voice changer in the faceplate. The sun-shield will keep down glare when you're shooting
and will allow me to send you visuals from my monitors."

"Holy shit," you repeated under your breath, reaching for the uniform and running your hands over
the fabric.

"We just need to make a few minor adjustments and we're ready to go," she said, attaching the
faceplate to the helmet, "Wanna try it on?"

"Hell yeah."



You rocked back and forth on your heels and swung your arms out in front of you a couple times,
trying to get a feel for your new suit.

It fit like a charm.

The boots added a couple inches to your height and the padding on the suit made it look like you had
a lot more muscle than you did.

Leather gloves squeaked when you clenched your fists as you looked yourself over in the mirror. You
almost didn't recognize yourself, as soon as you had the helmet on, you would be an entirely different
person.

"You think it's weird that SHIELD wants to meet in the middle of the day, or is it just me?" you called
to Boone as you adjusted one of your boots.

"It's all part of their plan to screw with us," Boone called back, coming around the corner with the
helmet in her arms, "They don't think you have the balls to come suited up."

"They're wrong," you said with a grin as she handed you the helmet and you slipped it on your head.
All at once, the helmet activated, mirroring the code from one of Boone's computers, "Helmet
activated."

"Beautiful," she hummed, sitting down at her desk and rapidly typing a code into her main computer,
"Activating voice changer."

A light beep came from the helmet and Boone grinned, "Go on say something."

"I don't know what to—pffft,” you stopped, doubling over into a laughing fit as the deepest voice
you'd ever heard came from your mouth, “Boone—no—that’s too—,”

"Too much?" Boone snorted with a grin "You sure? I think it's perfect."

"Boone!" you wheezed, "They're not gonna believe this!"

"Okay, okay," she sighed, taking a moment to compose herself before making a few more
adjustments, "There."

"The name's Bond, James Bond," you said as suavely as you could, a more natural voice coming out.

"That's more like it," she said with a nod, "One more thing and you're good to go."

"What do you got for me, Q?"

Boone grinned, kneeling down to reach under the bed and pulling out a gun case, "The Classic Barrett
MRAD I know you adore," she announced as she opened the case, "With a few added touches, the
scope is custom, better than anything you've ever seen."

She handed it to you gently, and you quickly stuck the stock into your shoulder, leaning your head to
look through the scope.

"Perfect," you breathed, catching Boone glance at her watch.

"It's almost time to pack up," she said, waltzing over to her desk and pulling out a key, "There's a
motorcycle down in the garage across the street, it'll get ya to where you need to go, I'll be giving you



directions from here."

You nodded as she handed you the key and you strapped the rifle to your back.

"Oh, one more thing," she added as she looped an earpiece over her ear, "You'll be referring to me as
Glitch throughout the entirety of this mission and, of course, you'll be Ghost."

"Of course," you said, disappearing out the door.

"They seriously wanted to meet here?" you whispered into your helmet, pistol drawn as you wandered
down the damp hallway of an old, abandoned warehouse.

"It's SHIELD," Boone said into your ear, "They like to be dark and mysterious."

"This is bullshit," you scoffed, "Why couldn't we meet in a nice cafe somewhere?"

"You really want me to answer that?"

You didn't respond as you found your way down another hall, flinching as the lights suddenly came
on and you heard a generator start up from somewhere in the building, "Glitch, someone's here."

"Stay on your toes," Boone said calmly, "They'll show themselves eventually."

You clicked off the safety of the pistol as you rounded the corner, weapon raised.

The hallway was long, no doors on either side except for there very end of the hall where one,
ominous door sat.

"Straight ahead," Boone whispered, "I think."

"You think or you know?" you growled, your senses beginning to heighten.

Boone didn't answer as you carefully slid open the door.

The room you entered was big and dark. Old lights swung with a creak above you as you surveyed the
room.

"Welcome to SHIELD," a voice came from a darkened corner.

"Holy fuck!" You jumped, whipping around with your pistol, fingers itching at the trigger.

A man stepped out of the shadows, clad in a suit and tie.

"Sorry, that corner was really dark and I couldn't help myself...I think there's a bulb out," the man
chuckled as light hit his face and he extended his hand to you, "Agent Phil Coulson, I'll be your
SHIELD liaison."
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Returning to Eden

Chapter Summary

The road was old and winding, cracks littered the pavement and tore through faded paint. It was
so abandoned that wild, white daisies with bright green leaves were growing through the cracks.

Giant pine trees lined the road, they towered above him, swaying in the breeze with a rustling of
needles. Tall grasses grew around their stumps, golden stalks glistening in the late afternoon sun.

A low gasp left Bucky’s mouth before he could stop it as he caught sight of the expanse of land
that was laid out in front of him.

He couldn’t remember the last time he lost himself in that deep of a horizon, he caught himself
smiling as he breathed in the smell of daisy and pine.
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You are either on my side, by my side, or in my fucking way — choose wisely.

The black Pontiac zoomed through the screen at breakneck speed, the occupants inside concealed by
the blur. It didn’t appear on the next camera.

“There ya go,” drawled a woman, gesturing offhandedly at the screen, “She’s on the backroads now,
ain’t nothing to worry about.”

The man beside her scoffed with a shake of his head, which earned him a death glare from her, “Keep
an eye on these cameras, I don’t want any Hydra trash following her home. Libra, I want you in that
town ASAP, take your pilot and beat her there.”

“Yes, sir,” Libra replied from the other side of the room, beginning to move for the door.

“Woah, woah, woah,” the woman exclaimed suddenly, spinning around in her chair to face the two
men, her green eyes narrowing “You’re gonna send him to spy on her?”

“Not her, him,” Libra said, matter of factly while swaying from heel to toe, “On the Soldier.”



“Sir,” she sighed, running her hand through her hair and turning to her superior, “With all due respect,
I don’t think that’s a good idea—.”

“Glitch,” the man beside her interrupted, putting his hand on her shoulder, “The guy is an assassin,
and according to his file, he’s extremely unstable. If he hurts (F/N)—.”

“(F/N) can take care of herself just fine,” Glitch growled as she swiped his hand away from her, “If
she finds out, she’s not going to be happy.”

“It’s just a safety precaution,” he groaned when she frowned, “We can’t be too careful.”

“But—.”

“That’s enough,” he held up a hand and waved them both away before he rubbed his temples, “Both
of you know your responsibilities, now go. I have a meeting that I’m late for.”

"Yes, Senator,” she said, shooting a glare towards Libra before moving toward the back exit.

“Ms. Emmerly, send him in please,” the Senator said into his comm system, clearing his screen of the
highway cameras and watching as the back exit closed before turning to the opening front door to his
office, “Ah, Senator Ross, it’s nice to finally meet you.”

Bucky woke slowly from a near-perfect sleep, he wasn’t for sure when or where on their journey he
had dozed off, but he did know that it was the best sleep he could ever remember having. He
supposed it was the feeling of safety, freedom even, that had suddenly overwhelmed and relaxed him
enough to completely pass out for a few hours.

It took him a second to open his eyes, they fluttered for a second before he gave up with a groan and
squeezed them shut. He really didn’t feel like waking up.

Sunlight was shining through the car windows, enveloping him in a blanket of warmth while a cool
breeze blew in from (F/N)’s open window. It flowed almost like water over his skin, leaving
goosebumps in its wake.

He released a sigh of contentment into the silence, the breeze rustling through the trees and the soft
singing of birds the only other sound—he sat up quickly, nearly hitting his head on the roof of the car.

Silence?

He looked around, realizing that the Firebird was no longer moving and that (F/N) was nowhere to be
seen. Bucky jumped out of the car, muscles tensed and mentally preparing himself for the worst. But
instead of coming face-to-face with a worst-case scenario, he found himself on a deserted, but heavily
forested, stretch of road.

The road was old and winding, cracks littered the pavement and tore through faded paint. It was so
abandoned that wild, white daisies with bright green leaves were growing through the cracks.

Giant pine trees lined the road, they towered above him, swaying in the breeze with a rustling of
needles. Tall grasses grew around their stumps, golden stalks glistening in the late afternoon sun.

A low gasp left Bucky’s mouth before he could stop it as he caught sight of the expanse of land that
was laid out in front of him.



The Firebird was parked, almost strategically, next to an opening of trees that framed an open sky and
a sprawling mountain range. The mountains were still capped with white, even though it was well into
spring, and they were peppered with green clumps of pine and aspen. He approached the edge of the
road carefully, stopping when he hit the guardrail, to get a better look and the cotton candy clouds that
floated easily through the air almost touching the mountain peaks.

He couldn’t remember the last time he lost himself in that deep of a horizon, he caught himself
smiling as he breathed in the smell of daisy and pine.

“Pretty, isn’t it?” (F/N)’s voice came from behind him.

“Yes,” he breathed softly, taking in one more look at the horizon before he turned around.

(F/N) was leaning against the grill of the Firebird, holding open its hood as steam billowed out from
the engine compartment, “Sorry I didn’t wake you, I didn’t think it would take this long.”

“It’s fine,” Bucky said, glancing over his shoulder once more as he walked towards her, hearing her
chuckle as he did, he supposed it was from the awestruck look that was written all over his face.

Bucky rolled his eyes, before smirking as (F/N) began fanning away the steam with a growl. Her
brows knitting together even tighter as she tested the heat of one of the caps with the back of her
hand.

He scoffed quietly shaking his head and catching a glimpse of the valley again, “(F/N)?”

“Yeah?”

“Where are we?”

(F/N) stopped mid-motion of reaching for the cap, she straightened herself and moved to lean against
the side of the car next to him, she looked to the valley for a long moment before answering, “Home.”

“Home?” Bucky asked as she pushed off the side of the Firebird and slowly walked towards the edge
of the road.

(F/N) smiled, “Sergeant Barnes, I want to personally welcome you to my home, New Eden.”

“I can’t believe you’re actually going through with this,” she called after Libra, her heels clicking
furiously down the hall after him as she smoothed her pencil skirt, “You know her better than I do.
You know she doesn’t need us spying on her.”

“I’m quite aware of that, Agent Cavanaugh,” he called over his shoulder, not bothering to stop until
he entered the elevator, “But he’s dangerous and I’ve got my orders, you’ve got yours; I think it’d be
best if you followed them.”

The doors to the elevator slid shut before she got there, a low, aggressive hum left her throat as she
tapped her toe impatiently. She angrily hit the button of the elevator, to no avail, before she leaned
against the wall with a sigh as she calmed herself for only a second before a crooked smile curled
upon her face and she flicked out her phone.

“Hey, Jesse,” Boone drawled dangerously as the elevator returned to her floor and she stepped in,
“How’d you like to test out your new cloaking device, off record?”



You stopped next to the guardrail, a small smile gracing your face as you looked into the open valley
below you, “You see where it becomes grassland, right there?” You asked as Bucky appeared beside
you, “That’s New Eden, hidden in the trees.”

Bucky didn’t answer as you took in more of the valley and childhood memories began flooding back
to you, “You’re gonna love it, Buck,” you said, backing away from the guardrail, “Wide open spaces,
not many people…” you trailed off when you caught sight of his face, he had gone paler than he
already was and looked as though he was going to be sick, “Buck, you okay?”

He took a shaky breath, “I didn’t realize we were this close,” he whispered, his eyes flicking back
around the valley, any trace of wonder was gone and was replaced by that cold, calculating look that
reminded you, much too much, of the Soldier.

“Bucky,” you sighed, putting a gentle hand on his shoulder, “Nothing bad is gonna happen to you, I
promise.”

“You don’t think they’ll find it suspicious? You don’t think they’ll find me suspicious?” he snapped,
shrugging away your hand, “My face has been plastered all over the country they’ll never believe—.”

“They’ll believe whatever I tell them,” you said, expertly hiding a flinch at his outburst. Again he
didn’t answer, instead, his arms folded securely across his chest as he continued to glare down into the
valley.

You wanted to say something more, to tell him that it was going to okay, but decided against it.
Instead, you backed away from the edge and headed towards the car, letting him cool off by himself
for a minute. Turning your attention back to your overheated car.

The steam had just settled when you returned and you easily popped off the radiator cap. You grabbed
the coolant that you had set on the ground and poured all it’s contents in with a sigh. You really
shouldn’t have pushed it that hard, but as soon as Bucky had fallen asleep, you couldn’t shake the
feeling of being watched. It made you uneasy and you found yourself checking behind you every
couple miles, even after you had made it to the backroads where nobody but a local would dare to go.

The mountain roads were treacherous. They twisted and turned in dangerous hairpins, creating blind
corners that could easily be missed. You knew of and had saved, many outsiders that had taken too
wide of turns and had ended up on the side of the mountain in heaps of trouble.

You knew that no-one could keep up with your pace through the mountain without ending up either
lost or dead, but still, unease ate at the back of your mind.

You gently closed the hood of the Pontiac with a sigh. Bucky turned slowly at the sound, eyeing you
carefully as you leaned against the hood and returned his stare.

“I’ve gotten you this far, Barnes,” you mumbled, “Do you really think I’ll let anything bad happen
now?”

His jaw clenched for a moment as he started towards you, “It’s not you I’m worried about,” he said
before glancing over the shoulder, “It’s them.”

“You haven’t even met them yet, give them a chance.”

“(F/N)—,” he stopped, running a hand through his hair in frustration, trying to figure out what words
to say.



“What?” you asked, brows furrowing at the look on his face as he came to stand in front of you.

“I—,” he paused again, dropping his head for a moment before he shook it a looked you in the eyes.
They were filled with a hardened resolve that appeared out of seemingly nowhere, “You swear, they’ll
never know.”

“I swear on my Grandmother’s grave, they won’t ever know who you really are,” you said, a puzzled
look crossing over your face at his change in demeanor.

“Let’s go,” he growled, leaving your side and getting into the car.

“What the hell?” you whispered grouchily to yourself, watching him carefully and wondering what
had caused him to change so suddenly. Picking up the empty jug of coolant that was laying next to
your feet, you followed him into the car, tossing the jug carelessly into the back seat.

As you turned over the engine, you eyed him cautiously, trying to pick up on the subtle cues that the
Soldier was present instead of Bucky, but they weren’t there. Whatever had caused his sudden mood
swing you weren’t sure.

You shook your head, clearing your mind and instead focusing on the roads ahead as you shifted the
car to drive and shot down the mountain.

Bucky stayed silent in the passenger seat, surveying the road ahead of him with a calculating glare.
You knew that he was coming up with worst-case scenarios and what he would have to do in order to
escape if things went south.

“It’s about 30 minutes to New Eden,” you said as you swerved around a corner, “Would you like me
to give you the specs?”

“The specs?” he questioned, his eyes not leaving the road, “I don’t understand.”

“Yes you do,” you rolled your eyes, “You’re making emergency maneuvers in your head right now, I
can tell.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

You scoffed, watching him in of the corner of your eye, “New Eden is a small town, 1500 people,
tops. Everybody knows everybody, word travels quick. I guarantee that by tomorrow morning
everyone will know that I’m back in town and I’ve got company.”

He stiffened at that a bit, eyes narrowing and muscles tensing.

“Don’t worry, Soldier Boy,” you sighed, “They just get excited when there’s a new face in town, but
they can’t do much about it this time of year. The farmers are just starting the planting season, they’re
gonna be in fields and the ranchers are moving their cattle up to the mountain pastures to graze, so
you’ve got—give or take—four weeks to get settled before people start getting super nosey.”

You slowed down to go over a cattle guard, noting the cows that were now surrounding you on both
sides of the road and carefully working your way past them. You also noted the look that crossed
Bucky’s face when he caught sight of one of the cows, it that of a small, confused puppy and you
couldn’t help but chuckle.

“New Eden is down in the valley grasslands, there are only two roads out. The one we’re on now, and
the one on the west side of town,” you continued, “The shop is north of New Eden, about 10 miles out



of town so we’re going to be pretty secluded. The only people that come out to the shop are the
farmers and ranchers that have broken some of their equipment, but they’re not going to have enough
time to bring in their rust-buckets until everything slows down.”

Bucky nodded along slowly, the cold look that had been frozen on his face for the past couple miles
began to melt away as the trees of the mountain became tall grasses that swayed in the spring breeze.
His eyes softened slightly as he noticed the old wooden fences that speckled the countryside along
with the cows that were grazing alongside the road.

You smirked at him as you slowed to a stop and he caught sight of a couple of men on horseback
ahead of you, they were slowly moving cattle up the mountain.

“Howdy, Ms. (L/N),” one called as he passed, tipping his hat.

“Nice to see ya again, Ms. (L/N),” the other called as he trotted away.

“You too, gents,” you called out the window before slowly taking off again.

“Holy shit!” Bucky exclaimed suddenly, his eyes widening as he looked after them, “Those were—”

“Cowboys,” you finished, “The Roper twins, actually. They have a cattle ranch on the eastern side of
the valley and make the best moonshine this side of Louisiana.”

“Holy shit,” he sat back in his chair.

You couldn’t help but chuckle as he realized exactly what he was getting into, you nudged him gently
and pointed to the side of the road.

A sign painted with faded, cracked paint on old wood sat there with grass winding around its posts.
‘Welcome to New Eden’ was written in pastel yellow against a baby blue background and underlined
in faded red ribbon.

“Welcome to New Eden,” you repeated quietly as you turned the final corner and onto Main Street.

As soon as you turned the corner, two things happened.

1. The dozens of people that were taking a late afternoon snack break recognized you and began
waving and yelling at you from the tables that they were sat at. People that were in their cars began
honking their horns and waving wildly.

2. Bucky stiffened like a board, his eyes widening even more than they already were. He tensed up
worse than you had ever seen him as people began to approach the car.

“Hey,” you said softly, your hand instantly leaving the steering wheel and coming to rest on his, “It’s
going to be okay, I promised, remember?”

He nodded slowly but didn’t relax at all.

As people began to approach the car, you pulled over to the side of the road.

“(F/N),” Bucky hissed as he tried to sink back into his seat.



“I’ll take care of it,” you hissed back, squinting as a glint from his arm hit one of your eyes, “Buck,
your hand.”

He glanced down at it before he crossed his arms over his chest, tucking his metal one out of sight.

“Look what we got here, everybody,” one of the many people walking towards you hollered, making
Bucky flinch. He leaned against the side of the car with a grin, “Ms. (F/N), how the hell are ya?”

“Pretty damn good,” you grinned as he held out his hand and you took it, “How the hell are you, old
man?”

Before he could answer, the ‘whooping’ of a siren came from behind him, causing Bucky to almost
dive out of the window until you stopped him by hooking your arm through his and pulling him
towards you.

“(F/N),” he warned, his eyes flicking back and forth in a panic.

“Take it easy,” you hissed as you took a look into your rearview mirror and the Sheriff’s truck rolled
slowly past, he tipped his white cowboy hat in greeting as he went by.

“Come on you guys, give her some space,” a gruff, familiar voice called from beside Bucky’s
window, “She ain’t the circus, go on.”

You breathed a sigh of relief, Duke, your best friend in high school and the only person you knew you
could trust in New Eden

“Hey, beautiful,” he cooed as he leaned down against Bucky’s window, jumping a little once he
realized that you weren’t alone in the car, “My apologies sir, I was talking to (F/N),” the auburn-
haired man grinned at Bucky.

“Name’s Duke Dugan,” he continued, holding a hand out which Bucky just stared at. Duke’s smile
faltered for a blink, “You are?”

“Duke, this is my friend B—,” you paused as you caught a pleading look from Bucky, “Sebastian.”

“Sebastian, eh?” Duke asked, raising an eyebrow as he looked skeptically into Bucky’s eyes,
“Sebastian what?”

“Stan,” you blurted before Bucky could respond, “Sebastian Stan, Army Rangers. Just got back from
overseas, he’s gonna be helping around the shop until he gets back on his feet.”

Duke’s grin returned, “Rangers, huh? Me too, course, I’m retired now.”

An uncomfortable smile came across Bucky’s face, before he reached out his good hand to Duke,
carefully tucking away his metal one, “Nice to meet you, soldier.”

You breathed a sigh of relief as Bucky slipped into the role you had just provided him and he started a
conversation with Duke.

“You’re a long-range specialist, eh?” Duke asked, answered with a nod from Bucky, “I prefer
explosives myself.”

“Don’t get him started on explosives,” you groaned, “He’ll never shut up.”



Duke rolled his eyes with a snort before he turned serious, “What brings you back to this neck of the
woods.”

“I could ask you the same thing,” you said, “Weren’t you working in New York?”

“Yeah, just decided to come home for a couple weeks, you know, enjoy the fresh air.”

You hummed in agreement, “Well, we better be going, I want to unload the trailer tonight.”

“Need any help?” Duke jumped, “It would be no problem.”

“No,” you said, almost as quickly, “Sebastian is gonna help me, right Seb?”

Bucky nodded, with a small grin as you shifted into drive.

“Nice to see you again, (F/N).”

“I’ll see ya around Duke,” you called as he stepped away from the car and you pulled away. You
waved to the groups of people that were still watching you drive down Main Street before you turned
onto another road and revved the car up to speed.

“Jesus Christ,” you sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose, “That was almost bad.”

“Almost?” Bucky exclaimed, “Half the town has seen me!”

“And they didn’t say anything,” you interrupted, “To them, you’re Sebastian Stan.”

“What kind of name is that?” he asked with a groan as he sank back into his seat, “I don’t even look
like a Sebastian.”

The ten miles to the house flew by as you raced past green fields of spring wheat that rippled in the
wind and silver hills of rolling sagebrush. The mountains that ringed the valley were silhouetted by
the sun but their snow-capped peaks glimmered in the warm rays and a cool breeze rustled through
the pine before swirling through the valley. 

Gravel crunched under the Firebird’s tires as the dirt road transitioned to the property’s driveway. 

You slowed slightly, watching the billowing dust behind you slither through brush as you wound
through the winding drive before coming to a slow stop in front of a tall chain link fence that was
securely kept closed with a length of chain and a padlock. Your gaze flicked over the abandoned
place. 

The fence encased four different buildings. A trio of old, rusted grain bins sat against the front corner
of the fence, functioning mostly as a roost for mourning doves than actual storage bins. A crooked
storage shed leaned heavily against them through the fence, denting it as it crumpled. 

Just off the drive was a small wooden barn with fading and chipping red paint. Its doors, which once
sat on castors and a rail above the doorway, were now sitting lopsided on the ground. 

Sitting beside the house was what was left of your Uncle’s garage. It was built of wood and cinder
blocks, both had been discolored by the rust coming off the steel roofing panels that had wrinkled and
folded in the violent summer winds and storms. 



You frowned to yourself, popping open the console and digging through it to find the padlock key as
your eyes finally landed on the house. 

It was partially hidden behind birch and maple trees that had tangled together over the years and had
new leaves budding on their branches. The farmhouse was two stories that stood on its original red
brick foundations. White painted wood siding had chipped and cracked in the hot sun and freezing
winters that blew through the valley with a vengeance. 

Only a few panels of the metal roofing had been blown off the roof and one of the chimneys had
collapsed, its bricks were sprinkled over the yellow, unwatered grass of the yard. 

“Fuck,” you muttered to yourself, earning Bucky’s attention as you slipped from the car and you feet
landed on familiar ground for the first time in years. He followed your gaze as you took a tentative
step toward the locked gate. 

The light wind that hummed between the buildings also gently swayed the swing that sat on the front
porch as you unlocked the padlock and tugged the chain free before kicking open the gate. 

A sigh worked its way through your throat as you rolled your eyes at yourself. 

You’d underestimated the toll the elements would take on your home. You’d nearly forgotten how
unforgiving New Eden could be if it was left to its own devices. 

With a low grumble, you ducked back into the Firebird and carefully pulled it into the yard to get a
better look at the house. 

Thick tendrils of nightshade had trailed up the sides of the house. Deep green leaves with purple
flowers and bright red berries had overtaken the white siding as it wrapped around to the front of the
house. It curled up the columns of the porch, anchoring itself to the metal roof above the porch and
climbing onto the second story. 

“I didn’t think it would be this bad,” you mumbled, earning Barnes’ attention again. His calculating
eyes turned on your face, raking over you before he winced as dried weeds scratched against the
undercarriage of the Firebird. He glared down at the floor before glancing back up to the house as you
came to a stop in front of it and shoved the car into park, “C’mon.”

Bucky followed you out of the car, his eyes narrowing as you both took in the damage. You took a
slow step over the yellowed grass, the stubble crunching under your boots as you shoved your hands
into your pockets to find the keys for the front door. 

“It’ll be a project,” you said after a moment, trying to force a smile to your lips but instead a grimace
curled to your features as Bucky came to stand beside you, “That’s for damn sure.”

“It looks like shit.” he responded without hesitation. You failed to notice the smirk that was playing
on his face as he folded his arms over his chest. 

“Fuck you,” you snapped with a glare and a pout before your jaw set into place. 

The smile on Bucky’s lips grew as a scoff puffed from his nose and he nudged you playfully. Your
glare softened as he did and you relaxed back with a roll of your eyes. A small smile played on your
face as he took a hesitant step toward the front door before spinning slowly to look over the property
once more. 



The flowerbeds that were set in front of the porch had grown past their rock barriers, the native
flowers beginning to take over the yard. Soft purple lupine swayed in the wind, sheltering orange
poppies and white phlox that crept up the brick foundations.

Bucky leaned against the railing on the stairs, wincing as it cracked slightly and you carefully stepped
up onto the porch to the front door. 

You paused in your stride as you lightly strode up the stairs before a yelp worked through your throat
and one of the wooden boards snapped in half. You stumbled back for only a moment before Bucky’s
arm wrapped around your waist and kept you from tumbling to the ground. 

He held you in the air for a second, looking over you as you clung to him and tried to pry your boot
out of the board. 

“You good?” he hummed, keeping you steady as you finally forced your boot from the hole. 

“Yeah,” you muttered as he lowered you to the ground, “Watch your step.”

“No shit.” Bucky nodded as you brushed yourself off and he took a long step directly onto the porch.
He paused before he turned back to you, glancing at the railing as it jiggled back and forth before
holding out his hand and helping you up the stairs onto the porch. 

“Thanks,” you said, slowly making your way across the creaking wooden planks of the porch toward
the front door. 

The yellow paint on the door had been shielded from the seasons. The stained glass that had been
carefully designed and laid by your grandmother in the door was protected by cardboard and duct tape
that had seen better days. The windows on either side of the door had the same treatment, protecting
them from the weather but not providing cover for the flower boxes that were hanging onto the
windowsills for dear life. 

You sighed to yourself, forcing your gaze and thoughts away from the growing list of things you had
to do to get the house back in working order. 

Twirling the key through your fingers, you shoved it into the lock before pausing as it clicked. 

You hoped the inside wasn’t as bad as the outside, you couldn’t take the thought of adding anything
else to the list. 

Taking another deep breath, you turned the handle—

Nothing. 

You frowned, pushing against the door lightly—

Nope. 

The door didn’t budge. 

A low, frustrated groan growled through your teeth as you head tipped forward until it hit the door
with a resounding thud, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Let me try.” Bucky offered from behind you, shrugging off his jacket and tossing it onto the porch
swing along with his cap and glove that had hidden his metal hand.



You waved him off, glaring at the door with a vengeance, “Be my guest.”

His flesh hand wrapped around the handle and he shoved his shoulder into the door—

Nothing. 

“Don’t you dare break it,” you warned, glancing between him and his metal hand as he wrapped it
around the handle.

“I won’t.”

He pressed against the door again, putting his weight behind it and earning a light squeak from the
hinges but, other than that—

Nothing.

Bucky leveled a glare at the door, rolling up his sleeves and widening his stance slightly. 

“Buck—,” you warned him again, your hand reaching up to his shoulder before he smacked you
away. 

“It moved a little bit,” he drawled, licking his lips as he turned toward the door again. He held the
door knob with his metal hand but held it at arm’s length as he wound up to shove himself against the
door again, “It just needs a bit more—”

Another grimace worked to your face as Bucky threw himself at the door before colliding with it…

And the entire thing came off its hinges. 

A squeak came from your throat as you jumped away from the cloud of dust Bucky disappeared in
and the entire house rattled as he landed with a thud. You waited to hear the shattering of glass or the
telltale crack of a floorboard being snapped in half. 

But there was nothing. 

You poked your head inside the empty doorway as the dust subsided, your gaze flitting over the
damage before a laugh spilled from your lips. 

Bucky had landed atop the door, he’d attempted to catch himself but had instead faceplanted and was
covered in a thick layer of dust that had been kicked up into the air. He grumbled to himself, rolling to
his back with a coughed growl, “This isn’t funny.”

You answered him with another laugh before choking on the dust that was wafting from the house.
Bucky rolled his eyes, glaring at you before you offered your hand and helped him to his feet. You
brushed off his back as he leaned over to grab the door and gently prop it against the hall closet before
you took a slow step inside. 

You didn’t realize you were holding your breath until you took a few more steps into the house,
whether that was because of the dust still floating on the light draft and danced on the sunlight that
had crept its way through cracks in the walls or if it was because of the sudden nerves that worked
through your body…you weren’t sure. 

What you did know was that the house was in almost pristine condition. 



Even if it was covered in dust, the furniture and decorations were practically untouched. 

You were finally home.

A sigh of relief blew through you as you took another look around and felt Bucky stop beside you. 

“Well, Buck,” you said softly, nudging him lightly as he followed your gaze, “Welcome home.”

It took virtually no time for you and Bucky to empty the trailer into the house and after a little
tinkering, you had the door temporarily fixed. The sun had just disappeared over the horizon when
you got the well and the water heater running.

“Check the water,” you called to Bucky from the control box on the side of the house.

“Good,” he called back as you shut the control box and headed inside.

“It’ll take a couple hours for it to warm up,” you said as you checked the taps in the bathroom as well
as the kitchen, “In the meantime, I’ll show you to your room and then I gotta take a look at the car.”

You hadn’t even looked at the second floor as you headed up the stairs, you were hoping that it looked
as good as the first floor. You breathed a sigh of relief as you got to the top of the stairs, it looked just
fine.

The upper floor was small, but it housed three different bedrooms and a single bathroom.

“Take your pick,” you said as Bucky brushed past you, “I’ll be outside if you need anything.”

He nodded in response and you descended the stairs. Careful not to break the hinges, you opened the
front door and headed towards the shop. You’d parked the car along the bay door so you wouldn’t
have to move it later.

Popping the hood of the Firebird, you unlocked the shop and opened the bay door manually before
clicking on the single light in the building. It was dim and flickering, not giving you much to work
with, but it was the same light that your uncle had worked under for so many years.

You looked into the shop, it was just like you’d left it. Tools were scattered across workbenches and
old bottle of oil lined the shelves, you took a screwdriver off the table and rolled it in your hands.
Taking a deep breath, you relaxed. For the first time in years, you felt safe…

Until you felt a presence behind you.

Pushing aside your better judgment and relying completely on old habits along with muscle memory,
you whipped around wildly, using the screwdriver as you would a K-Bar.

“Take it easy, pretty thang,” a woman’s voice drawled, taking her index finger and pushing away the
screwdriver from her neck, “Friend, not foe.”

“Boone?” you breathed, taking in the sight of the woman you hadn’t seen in years. The same eerie
green eyes stared back at you, but brown, layered hair and finely plucked eyebrows framed her
freckled face. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to warn you,” she said, flipping her hair over her shoulder with French-tipped fingernails,
“You-know-who sent a baby spy to keep an eye on you and your little friend,” she sang as she circled



you.

“What friend?” you evaded, hoping to hell she didn’t know about Bucky.

She quirked an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed, “You know you can’t lie to me, (F/N),” she sighed,
“Besides everybody at work knows.”

“He’s not going to hurt me,” you dropped the guise immediately.

“On purpose,” she said unconvinced as she leaned against one of the workbenches.

“Boone, he won’t hurt me,” you pressed with more confidence.

She sighed, dropping the stern persona she had adopted, “It ain’t him I’m worried about,” she said,
glancing up to the house and shrinking back into the shadows for a moment before continuing, “It’s
Aftermath.”

“What?”

“If the Soldier steps one foot out of line, they’re ready to pounce.”

It was your turn to furrow your brows, “Who’d he send?”

“Who do you think?” she asked as she checked over her nails, “Duke.”

“That little shit,” you moaned, “He said he was on vacation.”

“You’re getting rusty,” Boone commented, “You should know better.”

“I’m not used to my friends lying to me,” you snapped pointedly.

Boone’s jaw tightened and she pursed her lips, “You know I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“Do I?” you sneered, your grip tightening on the screwdriver

“Don’t give me attitude, (F/N),” she warned with a low yowl, “And don’t you dare try to push me
away when I’m trying to help you. I understood the first time, I didn’t complain when you pushed us
all away. I understood, (F/N), after everything you’d been through I understood, not them. I gave you
space and time to heal. And what do you do? You run willy-nilly into situations that could get you
killed.”

You shook your head in confusion.

“Don’t think we didn’t know about your little escapades with the Avengers and Captain America,
honey, we’ve been watching,” she said before continuing, “Look, I know that it’s a part of you, the
daredevil, thrill-seeker or whatever the hell you want to call it,” she waved a dismissive hand, “But
you’re getting involved with things way bigger than you understand and I couldn’t bear to see you get
hurt again.”

“Boone, I—.”

“No,” she held up a finger, her eyes narrowing to slits before she took a breath and ran a hand through
her hair, her entire body relaxing, “No,” she repeated to herself, “(F/N), you’re my friend, I’m on your
side. I understand your pain, even though I don’t understand your healing process, but that’s beside



the point. If you think taking in an unstable assassin is a good idea, then I’m behind you, but I can’t
say the same for Duke. He’s much more protective. Oh, and don’t be surprised if you get a call from
the Boss, I think he’s gonna be calling in a favor soon.”

Her green eyes met yours once more before she glanced at the house and began to slip out of the
garage.

“Boone,” you called after her in a hushed tone, a shaky breath haunting your voice. She paused,
looking back to you, “Thank you.”

“Anytime, pretty thang,” her Cheshire grin glittering, her eyes almost glowing in the silver light of the
rising moon, “Call me if you need anything.”

She slipped back into the shadows as though she was made of darkness and disappeared into the
night. You stayed quiet for a couple minutes, listening for her. You swore you heard the muffled
sound of a jet fire up, but just like that, it was gone.

A headache instantly graced your mind as you tossed the screwdriver that was still in your hands over
your shoulder and you headed inside.

You slumped down on the plastic-covered couch in the living room, exhaustion suddenly
overwhelming you as you realized that moving Bucky here wasn’t going to be as easy as you thought.

You were being watched, not only by Hydra but by Aftermath as well.
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The Notebook

Chapter Summary

“So he’s just like you?” she asked, saying it more like a statement instead of a question as she
weaved her fingers together in front of her, rings clinking together as she did, “Tell me, is he as
good an actor?”

“If not better,” you breathed, leaning back into your chair tensely, “He’s damn good.”

Amma smirked, “You’ve finally met your match, hmm, sweet-tart?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” You rolled your eyes as you took a sip from your mug, “I could still kick
his ass to next Tuesday.”

“Damn straight.”
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It’s always the small pieces that make the big pictures.

You sighed as the sun crested over the mountains that rimmed the valley. Its warm light sparkled
across fields planted with winter wheat. Their short, green stalks glistened with morning dew. They
swayed the cool breeze blowing off the white-capped peaks.

Returning home was the best decision you had made in…well…

It was the best decision you made in your life.

Everyone had welcomed you back with open arms. Things returned to the way it was before you had
marched off to war.

You already had farmers lining up to drop off their equipment for you to fix. While ranchers were
trying to get your help with bringing the cattle down from the mountains in the fall.

It was like you hadn’t even left.

Everything was the same as it always was.



Except for Bucky.

Everyone in town had gotten used to you bringing home stray soldiers, Daniel being the most notable.

Of course, they always treated them like they were family. For this you were grateful, but there were
two things that made you worried.

First off:

Bucky

As much help as he had been in rebuilding the house, he had begun to distance himself. And his
nightmares had gotten much worse.

You found yourself staying up late at night and into the early hours of the morning checking on him as
he slept. If you could call it that. It was restless, tossing and turning while half-asleep and half-awake.
Every so often a whimper would sound through the walls of the house. You flinched every time.

As much as you were hoping this meant more memories were coming back to him. You knew that
each one that returned was painful and it was beginning to show.

The dark circles under his eyes were darkening with every day that went by. He seemed gaunter than
when he had shown up on your doorstep.

Then there was a look that would cross his eyes every so often, it was cold and dark and it scared you
to death.

You wanted to trust him, you did. But you found yourself watching him closer than you ever had in
case he reverted again.

Which led to the second thing that worried you:

Duke Dugan

After Boone’s short visit and straightforward warning, you’d kept a much closer eye on Duke.

He would show up at the house unexpectedly. Hanging out for as long as he wanted, always trying to
get Bucky to slip up on his cover.

Duke wasn’t usually like this.

He was usually well-mannered and light-hearted, but when he was on ‘the hunt’ he was a sadistic
predator. He toyed with his prey, taunting them to no end before he pounced, then it was over.

Luckily, Bucky was much better at keeping a cover straight than you had anticipated. He was much
more talkative when he was ‘Sebastian’ but you could tell it was taking its toll on him.

There were times that Bucky would stop responding to his own name. Instead, answering only to
‘Sebastian’, even if there was nobody else around.

Duke’s antics were also taking their toll on you.

Not only did you have to protect Bucky’s cover, but you also had to protect Duke’s.



You wanted to retaliate against him and the rest of Aftermath, make them pay for questioning you.
But you couldn’t risk Bucky finding out that there was an operative for a government agency in town.
It would ruin any trust you had started to form with him and then he could disappear.

There was an upside, though.

Duke and Aftermath were easy to deal with.

Because blackmail was heaven-sent.

Your relationship with the Avengers left you with a secure advantage. By threatening to expose
Aftermath to the Avengers, you had everyone in the palm of your hand. Leaving you to deal with the
bigger problem, Bucky’s returning memory.

So, there you were, cruising to town at sunrise to find something or someone to help you.

You pulled off the road to a small gas station that sat right at the edge of town. Parking in front of the
covered boardwalk in front of it.

The gas station looked like a small, rundown shack, clad in aged gray wood. The roof was made of
handmade shingles that had bright green moss growing all over them, curled from the sun. The
windows had bright neon signs for coffee and handmade trinkets flashing behind the smokey glass.

A sign hung atop the building, painted turquoise with ‘Amarilla's General Store’ burned black into the
wood.

Amma, your uncle’s old flame and the closest thing you had to family left in town.

An exhausted huff left your throat as you entered the store, the bell on the door jingling as you did.

“You okay there, sweet-tart?” a woman’s aged voice came from across the store above the country
music playing.

“I’ve been worse,” you called back with a brittle, tired tone, “I need some advice, Amma.”

“I’ll be right there, sweetie,” Amma sang before she appeared next to you in a flash, a pair of
steaming coffee mugs in hand, one of which she handed to you before you could protest.

Amma had waist-length, gray hair that was braided down her back. Her black, round-toed boots
clunked heavily on the wooden floor as she ushered you to a table in the corner of the store. Turquoise
and silver-clad fingers tucked into her belt which was adorned with a large buckle studded with
crystals and black tourmaline. Her chandelier earrings jingled as she tilted her head towards you with
a bright smile, the hundreds of silver bangles that were clasped around her wrists clanked as she
pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Whatcha got, honey?” she asked, leaning back in the chair.

“So,” you started slowly, pausing to gather your thoughts before beginning, “say I have this friend—.”

“Is this going to by hypothetical?” Amma cut in, flipping her long gray hair over her shoulder with a
ringed hand, “You know how I feel about hypothetical questions, darlin’, just come right out and say
it.”



She raised an eyebrow as you dropped your gaze to your coffee, your fingers playing nervously with
the handle.

“So, I have this friend,” you tried again, earning an approving nod from Amma, “and he’s having
some memory problems—.”

“Like you Granddaddy’s memory problems or your memory problems?” Amma mused as she took a
sip of her coffee.

You scowled at her question, neither topic was something you wanted to talk about.

Your grandpa’s deteriorating memory had been rough on your family and your faulty memory had put
you in a rather dark spot.

“Mine,” you said lowly, staring intently into your drink, trying to avoid her gaze, “I don’t know what
to do, he doesn’t want to talk to me about anything and I don’t know if he’s improving or not.”

“So he’s just like you?” she asked, saying it more like a statement instead of a question as she weaved
her fingers together in front of her, rings clinking together as she did, “Tell me, is he as good an
actor?”

“If not better,” you breathed, leaning back into your chair tensely, “He’s damn good.”

Amma smirked, “You’ve finally met your match, hmm, Sweet Tart?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” You rolled your eyes as you took a sip from your mug, “I could still kick his
ass to next Tuesday.”

“Damn straight,” she said, rising from her seat and walking across the store before calling over her
shoulder, “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Duke when you came home, ‘Sometimes you gotta let
‘em figure out things on their own, even if it looks like they’re gonna get hurt in the process.’”

Amma disappeared around the counter humming to the radio as her boots clicked in time along to the
music across the wooden floorboards.

“Duke was really that worried?” You frowned as you glanced to her.

“Sweetie, everyone was,” she replied as she came around the corner, a notebook in her hand, “You
came home a lot more tired than you would ever admit, it was written all over your face.”

You scoffed under your breath and shook your head, fending off all memories of your return home
and turning your attention back to Amma, “What do you got?”

She gently set down a black, leather-bound notebook then slid it across the table towards you as she
took her seat, “You remember when I gave you yours?”

You nodded solemnly, reaching to gingerly pick up the notebook. It looked exactly like the one she
had given you, except this one was brand new. The binding wasn’t threatening to fall apart and it
wasn’t stained with ink on every page.

“Tell him to do the same thing you did,” Amma said, “fill it up with whatever he wants, memories,
newspaper clippings, pictures, anything that he finds important or that he likes.”

“Thanks, Amma.” You smiled, rising from your chair, “I owe you one.”



Bucky’s eyes cracked open as the harsh sun filtered in through the window.

“Son of a bitch,” he groaned hoarsely as he rolled over in bed, stuffing his head under a pillow with a
frustrated grunt. Another night went by and another morning he woke up more tired than the day
before.

With another groan, he lifted himself slowly from the mess of blankets he was tangled in to sit lightly
on the edge of the bed. He rubbed his eyes roughly, the cold from his metal hand helping to quell the
drowsiness.

Even though coming to New Eden had stopped much of his paranoia, it hadn’t stopped the constant
flow of memories that were flowing back to him.

They were seemingly random.

Faces would flash back and forth before his eyes. Some would speak or yell while others would
scream between sobs, each leading him further into the dream before they would disappear. Leaving
him all alone.

There were times he could remember a train, and the cold, and the fall.

Other times he would start his training all over again, the words, the muscle memory, the injections,
the machine.

He found it difficult to shut out the words and the instincts that were coming back without him having
to be ‘activated’. Every time someone turned their back to him, he fought away urges to run or to
attack. There were times he was scared he would attack (F/N).

Maybe that’s what led to the worst dreams, seeing her.

She would be standing at the end of a long, dark hallway clad in a black tattered uniform stained with
blood. Her eyes stood out bloodshot against her pale and thin figure, even so, she stood tall and
defiant as lights flickered all around her. He couldn’t help but feel she knew everything as she silently
stared at him, into his entire being.

Most times she would disappear into the darkness like a ghost, while in others an explosion would
rock the hallway after which she would smirk deviously with darkened eyes before darting into the
dust, smoke, and falling debris.

He shuddered at the thought of the dream, he had no idea why it chilled him to the core like it did, but
he shrugged it off nevertheless.

As he had said many times, there was no way he had known her. So, he contributed the dreams to his
mind combining multiple memories; meshing them into one.

The voice in the back of his head mumbled something different.

‘You know her, you knew her’ it pleaded in something barely above a whisper, ‘she’s dangerous,
you’ve got to remember.’

He brushed this voice off as well, he didn’t know whose it was and until he found out, he wouldn’t
trust any of its words.



Bucky sighed, flopping back onto the bed in defeat and raking his fingers through his hair in
aggravation. He was getting nowhere, confusion was around every corner, making it harder to
differentiate between fact and fiction.

The sudden slamming of the downstairs door made him jump to his feet. Instinctively, he reached to
his side for one of the knives he usually kept concealed there before he stopped himself.

It was probably (F/N) returning home, he had heard her leave earlier that morning. He let himself
relax for a second, grabbing a shirt from the floor and lazily slid it over his head.

“(F/N)?” a deep voice called from downstairs.

Bucky froze, half in and half out of the shirt.

No way in hell was that (F/N).

Quickly pulling the shirt the rest of the way on, he slid into a pair of jeans that were also laying on the
floor and tugged on a pair of boots before silently creeping out of his room towards the stairs.

He grabbed his jacket from where it was hanging on the banister and shrugged it on as he made his
way down the steps. Taking the pair of gloves that were in the pockets, he pulled them on, easily
concealing his arm from sight.

“(F/N)?” the voice called again, closer this time as Bucky arrived on the lower landing.

Keeping himself out of sight of the front door, he stalked towards the wall.

Just as he was about to slip his back against the wall, he found himself face to face with none other
than—

You were pulling up the lane to the house when you instantly did a double-take.

There was someone there.

Not just someone, but the one person that you didn’t want snooping around.

Duke.

“Hey, Беда,” a voice called, from behind a computer server, “You coming or what? We’re going to be
late.”

“Hang on, Christopher,” Boone’s accented voice called back, “We've got a problem.”

“Eh?” the Russian hummed as he came around the tower, “Что не так?” What's wrong?

“Well, I was going through some of SHIELD’s old files and found a link to Hydra, so I followed it
and—,” Boone began before she stopped, eyes widening as she took in the screen before her,
“Christopher, get the Senator.”

“Беда, what’s wrong?”



“Now!” she exclaimed, jumping up from her seat and darting to another computer, rapidly pressing
keys, “Fuckin’ hell, we’ve got a situation.”

Bucky stiffened as Duke rounded the corner, immediately donning his cover, “Dugan,” he said, trying
not to hiss through his teeth.

“Ahh, Sebastian,” Duke smiled slowly, his eyes darkening ever so slightly, “fancy meeting you here.”

“I live here,” he snarled, “what do you expect?”

“Oh nothing, nothing,” Duke said, stepping further into the room, “I just don’t think I’ve ever seen
you leave (F/N)’s side.”

“She left early this morning, had to run to town.”

“Without her trusty guard dog?” the auburn-haired man asked, blue eyes flicking around the room
before locking with Bucky’s and he smirked.

Bucky’s jaw clenched as Duke began to circle him.

“What?” he managed to grunt.

He’d been able to deal with Duke when (F/N) was around, but with her gone, he seemed a lot more
threatening. Not to mention, Duke seemed eerily familiar. This made Bucky even tenser. Everyone
that he seemed to run into was somehow affiliated with Hydra.

“Nothing, nothing” Duke repeated with a shrug and a shake of his head before he changed the subject,
“Ya know you ain’t the first stray she’s brought home?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Dugan,” he replied, moving so that he was standing straight
across from Duke, but still had a straight line to the door.

Duke’s grin seemed to grow, “You should ask her about Dan—.”

“Duke, I swear to God,” (F/N)’s exasperated voice cut in from outside the door before it was thrown
open with a bang, “I’m gonna skin you.”

Impeccable timing, Bucky thought with a sigh of relief.

“Oh come on, (F/N),” Duke cooed in her direction, “I’m just checking on you.”

(F/N) appeared around the corner, her fists balled and a look Bucky had never seen before plastered
across her face.

It looked as though she was going to follow through with her threat. Her eyes cold and dark, her
muscles tensed and poised to pounce.

She looked angry, she looked dangerous.

‘Look out,’ the voice came again, ‘she’s dangerous.’

“You don’t need to check up on me anymore, Duke. I’ve got Sebastian with me.”



Duke scoffed, Bucky stopped himself from doing the same.

Her faith in him had always surprised him. How anyone could possibly turn their back to an ex-
assassin baffled him, but inviting them into their home was positively insane.

The auburn-haired man’s smirk wavered as (F/N) entered the room, stepping squarely between them.

“Your stray sure was quick on the draw when I got here,” Duke said, smile faltering as (F/N)’s eyes
narrowed and a rumble left her throat. He took a step away from her.

“He’s not a dog,” she hissed, “He’s my friend.”

“So am I,” he tried to smile, taking another step back, “I’m just looking out for you.”

“Get out,” she growled, “get out before I throw you out.”

“(F/N), I—”

“Out. Now.”

Duke took another step back, then made a beeline for the door.

A low, almost inhuman, snarl left (F/N)’s throat as she stood staring at the door before she stalked to
the window to watch him leave.

“You okay?” she asked as Duke disappeared in a cloud of dust.

“I’m fine,” Bucky breathed as he came up behind her to stare out the window, “what’s his problem?”

“He’s not usually like this,” she said with a huff, pinching the bridge of her nose in frustration, “he’s
just overprotective.”

“Are you sure that’s it?” he asked leaning against the window frame to get a better look at her face,
“Seems a little more personal to me.”

Her brows furrowed and she turned to face him, “What do you mean?”

Bucky searched her face for a second before he answered, “Does he know who I am?”

You could have choked, but thanked God for all your training and managed to keep your poker face,
“I don’t think so.”

Immediately, you kicked yourself for the lame answer, hoping that he hadn’t yet figured out how to
read your face.

Bucky tilted his head, “Would you tell me if he did?”

You swallowed nervously, studying him carefully.

“If he knew,” you started, mirroring Bucky’s look, “I’d make him forget.”

It was Bucky’s turn to furrow his brows as he took in your words, finally realizing what exactly you
would do to keep him out of harm’s way.



“You wouldn’t actually do that,” he whispered, pushing away from you.

“Try me.”

“I’m not worth it,” he said, walking away from the window.

“You’re a good man, Bucky,” you sighed, annoyance beginning to mount.

“You don’t know me,” he snapped, whipping around violently, making you jump, “you don’t know
what I’ve done.”

“I don’t need to,” you croaked after a minute of silence, “that wasn’t you.”

“But I still did it as the Soldier and it doesn’t matter, I was still in the war.”

You paused, quirking an eyebrow with a smirk, “You remember being in the war?”

He was quiet for a moment, understanding the importance of what he said.

“I mean,” he stuttered, beginning to backtrack, “the museum said—and was…I—I…”

He trailed off, taking a shaky breath and shifting his weight nervously.

You smiled, “Bucky, do you realize what this means?”

“That I have no idea what the fuck is going on, ever?” Bucky asked, running an exasperated hand
down his face.

“You’re getting your memories back!” you exclaimed, reaching for his shoulders, “That’s great!”

He flinched as you touched him, looking at you with tired eyes, “There are some things I wish
wouldn’t come back. Everything is getting jumbled and confusing, I don’t know what’s real and
what’s not.”

You frowned when he pushed you away.

“That’s kind of what I was worried about.”

He glanced at you curiously as you pulled the notebook Amma had given you from your jacket.

“Here, take it,” you said, handing it to him. He took it gently from you, “Write everything down.
Every memory, every dream, anything you think you need to remember.”

“Thank you,” he said quietly, flipping slowly through the pages.

“Think of it as a puzzle, put each piece in this book. Everything you remember is a piece of that
puzzle and it's up to you to put it together, but I’m here if you need me. I’ve got your back.”

“Holy shit,” he breathed, looking at the screen in front of him, “This is—,”

“Bad? Terrible? Awful? Horrible?” Boone interrupted, twirling a knife through her fingers as she
would a pencil, “Horrendous? Help me out here, I’m running out of synonyms.”

“All of the above.”



“I think we need to send in a team,” she said as he leaned back in his chair, “this is too big to ignore.”

“This is high level, Agent Cavanaugh,” he murmured, closing his eyes, “This is an Avengers-level
mission, this is what they take care of.”

“They haven’t even noticed yet,” Boone exclaimed, rising to her feet, “We can’t sit here and do
nothing while innocent people are hurt.”

“We can’t risk losing any of our operatives, not in a situation like this.”

“Then we send in scouts, just to take a look.”

“And who would you suggest, Agent Cavanaugh?”

“Alpha Two,” Boone said, straightening to her full height, “Led by Ghost.”

“Ghost is retired,” he sighed, massaging his temple.

“We need help,” the brunette pleaded, “She’s the only one who's dealt with things like this.”

He sighed, realizing he wasn’t winning this battle, “If we convince her to come back and lead the
team, where would we be sending them?”

“Sokovia.”
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East Wind

Chapter Summary

“You’re bleeding out, (L/N),” he warned, ducking out of the way of an onslaught of bullets, “At
this rate you only have—”

“Johnson,” you said with another dismissive wave of your hand, “take care of somebody else.”

He sighed leaning back against the transport tensely, “I finally got in touch with some evac
choppers, they should be here any minute now.”

“Some use the rookie is,” you sighed, dodging the debris from a nearby blast.

“Eh, he’s just a little shellshocked is all,” Turner breathed before coughing on dust, “ain’t used to
the firefight.”

“Better get used to it soon,” you grunted, popping out from behind your cover to loose a few
rounds, “this is what we do.”

“Damn straight.” He grinned before tilting his head towards the sky, “Well, will you look at
that.”

The roar of Apache Helicopters echoed through the sky with a glorious thunder.

“The Calvary has arrived.” You smiled weakly as Turner fist bumped you, “we might actually
make it out of this one.”
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Everybody knows when the East Wind blows that the Devil is on his way.

He should have said something when he first saw the glint of a scope.

He was going to, in fact, but a soon as he locked eyes with the sniper, chaos erupted and bullets
methodically rained down from above.

Whipping his handler out of harm’s way, he momentarily lost sight of the gunman. He couldn’t have
cared less as long as his handler was unharmed, but when one of his men shoved the rifle into his
hands, he instantly took it to his shoulder and turned back to the valley walls.

The shooter was safely hidden up in the rocks of the valley, barely visible to the untrained eye. And
untrained these terrorists had been, thinking that the Americans wouldn’t send in a team to retrieve
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their stolen tech and that they wouldn’t come in without backup.

But it didn’t matter now, as the sniper began taking out some of his mercenaries.

With the rifle lifted to his shoulder, he set the hidden soldier in his sights.

Barely able to see the sniper through the scope, he evened his breathing, waiting for the slightest
movement. Totally focused on this single task as hell came to life around him.

The shining of a flying brass shell caught his attention as another one of his men was hit and he
decided enough was enough.

The blast from his rifle echoed through the desert valley, but he caught movement as the other shooter
rolled out of the way and under the cover of a nearby rock.

With a growl, he let out an onslaught of bullets, a scare tactic of sorts. He paused for a moment,
waiting for his rival to make the next move, finger poised on the trigger.

Just as he had hoped, the young shooter jumped out from behind his cover, rifle lifted to fire.

Luckily, he was faster. He let loose a single shot, aimed at the sniper’s center mass.

Surprisingly, the sniper leaped out of the way, only to come face to face with the loose rock of the cliff.

As the shooter tumbled, he grunted in amusement, he didn’t know how many times he’d easily ended a
cocky, young soldier.

He turned his back to the scene and tossed the rifle to one of his men before stepping into the vehicle
with his handler.

“Идти,” he commanded and the vehicle took off into the desert. Go.

His handler hummed lowly in annoyance, “What an absolute pain, I wonder who—”

The shatter and crackle of bulletproof glass cut his handler off mid-sentence.

He whipped around to see that damn sniper silhouetted against the compound’s bright lights before he
seemingly disappeared, like a ghost, into the pandemonium.

He’d missed, the sniper was still alive.

“Fascinating,” his handler crooned, looking at the spidering glass, “we must do some research into
this.”

The last thing he remembered was the bright orange glow from an explosion at the compound and the
silhouette of the ghostly soldier.

Bucky was up in a blink, his breath caught in the back of his throat as he bolted out of bed. Before he
could completely comprehend what was happening, his notebook was in his hand, then ink was on
paper.



A small smile graced your lips before you ducked underneath the old farm truck that you had up on
the lift and pulled the oil drain plug. You quickly hid the smile from Bucky who was buried, nose-
deep in his notebook.

He’d only had it for a few days, and he was already filling the pages. It was the first thing that he did
in the morning and the last thing he did at night.

You remembered when you had been committed to writing down everything you could remember
until you couldn’t stand any more of the memories. Stashing the notebook away was the only way you
could stop the memories…nobody would ever find it now.

You supposed it was different for Bucky.

He was so afraid that he would somehow lose all of the memories he had gained back, while you were
desperately trying to forget.

You scoffed quietly to yourself as you backed away from the slow dripping oil that pattered into the
pan on the floor and glanced toward Bucky who was still hastily jotting down notes.

“Hey, (F/N)?” Bucky suddenly called from the table he was seated at, startling you slightly.

“Yeah?” you grunted in a huff, wrenching the oil filter out of its socket.

“You were stationed in Afghanistan, right?”

“Yeah?” You squinted at the question suspiciously, tossing the filter into a nearby bin.

“What did it look like?”

“Desert,” you answered stiffly, taking the handkerchief out of your pocket to wipe your hands,
“Why?”

He was quiet for a moment before you heard the chair he was sitting at scrape against the concrete
and he appeared at your side, “I had this dream last night…”

You blinked in surprise as he trailed off and made eye contact with you. Was he really going to tell
you about one of his dreams? Shaking off the look on your face, you motioned for him to continue.

“I’m in this valley, it’s dark and I’m surrounded by all these people, I think there was some kind of
deal or trade happening. All the sudden, I see this little tiny glimmer and I look and—BAM—there’s a
sniper hiding up in the rocks.”

He didn’t notice how your jaw clenched as he continued talking.

“I’m just about to say something to one of my guys when this dude opens fire down into the valley.
It’s a brilliant tactical move, we’re all sitting ducks at this point.”

He didn’t notice that you had gone pale.

“Anyways, one of my guys hands me this rifle and me and this sniper exchange fire before he falls off
this damn cliff. I’m thinking I got him, so we take off. Next thing I know, fucker shoots the window
of the car I’m in,” Bucky paused a second to catch his breath, skimming through his notes to see if he
had forgotten anything.



He didn’t notice that you were holding your breath.

“I’m just trying to figure out where the hell we were,” he finished, jotting something else down in his
notebook.

“Well, there are lots of places that have valleys, Bucky,” you managed to get out as you tried to get
your breathing under control.

“There was something specific about it though…maybe it wasn’t the place…” he mumbled, leaning
back against the workbench, “I just can’t put my finger on it.”

“I’m sure it’ll come to you,” you bit out coldly, not that Bucky noticed as he started writing in his
notebook again.

“Maybe it was the sniper,” he breathed, chewing on the end of his pen “maybe I’d met him before—”

“Oh, (F/N),” Duke’s familiar voice sang from outside the shop, “I really must talk to you…”

“Oh, Jesus,” you sighed, but internally you were thankful for Duke’s timing as Bucky dropped the
subject immediately and tensed at the sound of his voice.

“Come on in, bud,” you called before whispering to Bucky, “if you don’t want to deal with him today,
go out the back.”

Bucky was gone like a shot.

“Fuckin’ Duke,” Boone snapped as she chucked her phone across the room, barely missing the head
of a rookie, “Dumbass ain’t gonna be able to keep his cover, I swear to Hades…”

“Oh, so the mission report went well?” Belov asked, picking at his fingernails as Boone’s head hit the
table in frustration, “Hm, apparently not.”

“He’s gonna get caught and he’s gonna get killed by an unstable World War Two vet, or worse.”

“Tell me, Беда,” the Russian said, leaning forward in his chair, “What’s worse than getting killed by
an unstable World War Two veteran?”

“Getting killed by (F/N).”

As soon as Bucky was out the door, Duke stalked in.

You couldn’t help but roll your eyes as he came in like a predator on the prowl, or what he thought
looked like it.

In reality, he looked like a mix between a stumbling zombie and a struggling T-Rex.

He had no clue what he was doing.

“He’s not here, Duke,” you scowled, watching his eyes wander the shop before they snapped sharply
to you.

“Hm?” He raised a brow.



“Sebastian isn’t here,” you bit out, leaning against a toolbox.

“Unfortunate, but I came to talk to you,” he grinned.

Too much, you thought, twirling a wrench on your finger. He’s trying too much and it’s going to get
him caught.

Duke’s grin grew as he took a step forward, it curled at the corners in a sadistic version of Boone’s
crooked smile.

Perhaps that was another reason that Boone had warned you. She knew that he had been hanging out
with her too much, that he was going to try something he wasn’t ready for.

Of course, Duke was always up to a challenge, but he often jumped into things too soon.

You’d known him all your life, you’d put up with him all your life.

You couldn’t stand it anymore.

“You’re going to get caught,” you growled, cutting him off as he began to speak.

His smile crumpled with a glare, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit,” you hissed, tossing the wrench in your hand with a flick of the wrist.

Duke flinched as it skimmed the side of his head and clattered to the ground. You pushed off from the
toolbox and towards him.

“Do you understand how much it took to get him here?” you asked, your darkened eyes locking with
his as he took a stutter step backward, “How much it took to get him to trust me?”

“(F/N),” Duke put his hands up in surrender, “I—I—”

“Do you honestly think you’re fooling anyone?” you hissed, “You think I’m stupid?”

He stopped in his tracks; his eyes narrowing into slits.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he repeated.

“You’re spying on me, Duke!” you exclaimed, “My best friend is spying on me! What has the world
come to?”

“(F/N), you know it’s not like that—”

“So you admit to spying on me? Duke,” you sighed, “I thought you were better than this.”

He relaxed for a moment when you stopped your advance. Running a hand down his face, he dropped
the guise he’d been keeping up.

“How’d you find out?” he asked, tired eyes meeting yours.

“Besides the fact you’ve been acting like a creepy-ass douche?” You raised an eyebrow, “Me and
Boone had a little heart-to-heart.”



“Tattletale,” he mumbled, looking away and clenching his fists at his side nervously, “You know this
ain’t about you, (F/N).”

“Anything that involves him automatically brings me into it,” you said, rolling to the balls of your feet
and watching him carefully.

“He’s a lunatic, (F/N), he’s volatile, unstable,” Duke plead stiffly, still recovering from Boone’s
betrayal, “you can’t trust him.”

“The only person that I can’t trust seems to be you, buddy,” you snapped, his face dropped and he
looked away from you. You sighed at the sight, “Look, Duke, he’s just trying to find his way, to figure
out who he was.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Duke said, shaking off what had just plagued him and angrily meeting
your eyes.

“Doesn’t mean anything? Duke, he’s trying to get back his memories, understand what—”

“Without memories, he ain’t nothing.”

You had your hand around his neck before he even realized you were moving. Before you realized.

You didn't realize just how fast you were.

Nor did you realize how much momentum you had as you moved him back into the concrete wall,
mowing over a toolbox on your way by.

It was scary, really, how your instinct got the better of you.

The clattering of tools masked the sound of Duke’s back smacking against the concrete.

For as big and strong as he was, he was a rag doll against you.

“(F/N),” he managed to choke out, panic tearing at his eyes as he took in the murderous look on your
face.

“Say it again, buddy,” you hissed, eyes narrowed to slits as your black-stained hand tightened around
his neck, “Say it again and I'll kill you, right here, right now.”

“Hey, (F/N), everything okay in there?” Bucky called as he poked his head slowly into the shop, “I
heard—”

He stopped when he saw you and Duke.

“Just dandy,” Duke wheezed.

“Peachy,” you seethed, “Duke was just leaving, weren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You smiled rigidly, releasing Duke from your hold and backing away from him before he took off in a
dead sprint.

He slipped past Bucky before disappearing.



Christopher Belov cackled as Boone’s phone soared through the air and shattered against the
cinderblock wall.

“This ain’t funny, dirtball,” she snapped, running her hands through her hair and swiveling back and
forth in her chair, “If that idiot ruins this, a lot of people could be hurt.”

“Perhaps, you should start preparing for worst,” Belov mused, lazily running his hand over a server
tower, “Get new lead. Maybe Bennet can pull his head out of his ass long enough to—”

“Shut up, Christopher,” Boone snapped with a glare, “Nobody else can handle this.”

“The fuck was that about?” Bucky asked, positively bewildered.

“Would you believe me if I said he was into it?” you replied dryly, beginning to gather scattered tools.

“No!” he exclaimed, “You—he—Fuck no!”

“Damn,” you mumbled, rubbing your temples at the onset of a migraine before you scoffed, “We had
a minor disagreement.”

“If that’s minor I’d hate to see major.”

“It's not pretty,” you confessed, setting your toolbox back on its feet, “but hopefully it'll get my point
across.”

“And what was your point?” he asked, grabbing a handful of tools, “I didn’t picture you as the violent
type.”

“To leave you alone,” you sighed, tossing a set of wrenches into the toolbox, “he doesn’t seem to
understand that you’re not going to hurt me.

Bucky was quiet for a minute as you continued to grab tools from the dirt-crusted floor.

“I know I’ve asked you this before,” he said quietly, you glanced up at him. He was leaning against a
workbench, arms folded over his chest and rocking his weight from side to side, “Does he know who
I am.”

Fuck.

“No,” you scoffed, mentally backtracking for an excuse.

“Then what is it?” Bucky asked, visibly frustrated, “What did I do?”

“You didn’t do anything,” you tried, “Duke’s just protective.”

“He thinks I’m going to hurt you?” His eyes widened as they snapped to yours.

“No, Buck—”

“He’s probably right,” he mumbled, nose crinkling in frustration, “Never know when I might lose
control.”

“Hey—”



“I don’t know what I was thinking,” he said, running a hand down his face, “I knew something was
gonna go wrong—”

“He thinks we’re together, Barnes,” you cut in with the best excuse you could think of.

Stupid.

“What?” His eyes snapped to you in confusion, “Wait…what?”

“He thinks we’re together, like, you know boyfriend and girlfriend.”

Man, you were out of practice.

Bucky blinked a few times, total confusion painted on his face.

“You’re telling me, he’s been a fuckin’ creep this whole damn time…because he thinks that we’re…”

“Dating,” you finished when he trailed off, “I told you, he’s overprotective and I don’t always bring
home the best…”

It was your turn to trail off as Bucky began to snicker under his breath. The laugh grew until it echoed
through the entire building.

“It’s not that funny, Barnes,” you smiled, putting the last of the tools into the toolbox and starting
towards him,

“But it is,” he said through his laughter, “I was so worried he was on to me.”

A knot formed in your stomach, but you smiled through it.

It was getting harder and harder to lie to him.

Gunfire roared all around you, bullets whistled past you…sometimes through you.

You flinched as a round tore through your abdomen and you dove behind a transport truck. Blood
poured between your fingers as you pressed your hand against the wound with a groan.

“(F/N)!” Turner exclaimed, sliding behind your cover in a cloud of dust, “You okay, baby?”

His hands fluttered over the oozing wound before you waved him away, “Don’t worry about it, take
care of somebody else.”

“You’re bleeding out, (L/N),” he warned, ducking out of the way of an onslaught of bullets, “At this
rate you only have—”

“Johnson,” you said with another dismissive wave of your hand, “take care of somebody else.”

He sighed leaning back against the transport tensely, “I finally got in touch with some evac choppers,
they should be here any minute now.”

“Some use the rookie is,” you sighed, dodging the debris from a nearby blast.

“Eh, he’s just a little shellshocked is all,” Turner breathed before coughing on dust, “ain’t used to the
firefight.”



“Better get used to it soon,” you grunted, popping out from behind your cover to loose a few rounds,
“this is what we do.”

“Damn straight.” He grinned before tilting his head towards the sky, “Well, will you look at that.”

The roar of Apache Helicopters echoed through the sky with glorious thunder.

“The Calvary has arrived.” You smiled weakly as Turner fist-bumped you, “we might actually make it
out of this one.”

“What’re you talking about, girlie?” Turner questioned with a playful glint in his eye, “We always
make it out alive—”

You jerked upright from your sleep, the sound of the blast and Turner’s frantic yells of agony echoing
hoarsely in your mind.

The dust settled, Turner’s screams didn’t.

A shuddered breath left your throat as you stifled a whimper in your pillow.

— A jagged shard of metal was sticking out of your calf, catching on a rock as you crawled toward
him. —

— “I can’t feel my legs!” —

The frightened whimper turned to a frustrated grunt and a fist collided with the pillow in anger.

— There was so much blood. Your sticky hands clasped onto his. —

You were sick of it, all of it.

The dreams, the lies, the secrets.

All. Of. It.

With another grunt, you leaped out of bed and was out the door like a bat out of hell. There was a part
of you that wished you would have stayed out of this.

— “Tell my wife and kids I love them.” —

Aftermath.

SHIELD.

The Avengers.

But, then again…where would you be if you had turned your back to any of it?

— “Don’t be so cliche, you’re gonna make it. I’ll get you outta here.” —

You shook your head, there was no point in thinking about it. What’s done was done. There was
nothing you could do about it now.

— "Now who sounds cliche?” —



Taking a deep breath, you found yourself wandering outside the house and towards the barn where
you had set up a makeshift gym.

You’d been coming here more and more recently as the stress caused by Duke and Bucky began to
mount. It was easiest relieved by beating the shit out of the good ‘ol sandbag.

You easily slipped on wraps before going straight for the sandbag and landing a heavy punch.

Before the bag had even swung back to you, you landed a kick, then an uppercut as the sounds of the
battlefield came and went.

— The helicopters circled above you like vultures, raising swirling clouds of dust towards the
darkening skies. —

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

Beads of sweat formed on your face as you took no mercy on the inanimate object a part of you
wished were real.

— “They’re gonna land, buddy, we’re gonna get you home.” —

— “They don’t got the cover to land, (F/N),” Turner murmured, his eyes fluttering wildly trying to
stay open, “Save yourself.” —

— “Jesus Christ,” you rolled your eyes as you dropped to the ground beside him to avoid machine-
gun fire, “for the last time, I’m not gonna let you die out here.” —

— Turner’s eyes rolled to the back of his head and his hand went limp. —

You whipped around, swinging wildly at the presence you felt behind you. Fully expecting it to be a
figment of the past, you were caught off guard when your fist was stopped midair.

A gasp caught in the back of your throat as you blinked and saw a glint of metal.

— The light glinted off his arm as he gently lifted you from the wreckage. —

“You okay, (F/N)?” Bucky’s voice brought you back to the present.

“Yeah,” you squeaked, still tense as Bucky’s hand clenched around your fist, “Why wouldn’t I be?”

He looked at you strangely, cocking his head to the side.

— “You’ve got fight in you, I like it.” —

“What?”

“You punched a hole through your punching bag.”

“I did not, that’s not possible,” you scoffed.

Bucky nodded behind you, you craned your neck to see.

Sure enough, sand was pouring out of the bag and pooling on the floor beneath it.

— “Come now, Lieutenant, tell me what you know.” —



“Captain America started it,” you said, turning back to Bucky with a weak smile, “He’s got a killer
left hook.”

“Right,” Bucky rolled his eyes, not convinced. He dropped your fist as you took a step back, “C’mon,
let’s get you inside, you look like shit.”

— “Liar, liar, do you ever stop?” —

You frowned as he turned away from you, aggression and anger still pricking at the back of your
neck.

“I’m not done,” you murmured, clenching your jaw at the sound of your cracked voice as it echoed in
the barn.

“Babe, you don’t have anything to fight against, you broke—”

“You,” you said, eyes darkening as you pushed away another memory.

— “You can’t stop, you won’t stop—it’s hardwired into you…isn't it?” —

“What?” He turned around with wide, curious eyes.

— Sweat stung at all of your wounds as the hot sun beat down on you. —

“Fight me,” you growled, a small smirk growing on your lips.

“(F/N),” he warned as you began sizing him up.

“Come on, Soldier Boy, I’ll go easy on you,” you winked as you began to advance, “Show me what
you got.”

He held his ground as you came within striking distance.

“What’re you afraid of?” you asked with a tilt of your head, “That I’ll kick your ass?”

“That I’ll hurt you,” he breathed as you took another step closer.

“Try me.”

You brought your fists up in front of you with a grin.

He hesitated.

“Chicken,” you snarled before throwing an experimental jab.

He knocked it away easily, his eyes instantly snapping to your every move. You threw another, then
another, both he easily blocked. Grinning, you threw a combo, quickening the pace with every move
you made. Then you changed it up, swiftly bringing your leg to kick him in the gut. He caught it
before it made contact, leaving you a tad off-balance as he held it securely against his hip. You waited
for a moment, giving him time to counter.

“Fine,” he breathed, twisting your foot just enough to throw you a little more off-balance, “You
wanna play? Let’s play.”

“Game on,” you smiled as his grip on your ankle tightened.



You hooked your foot around his hip before leaping at him and simultaneously pulling him closer. As
he let go of your leg, you clasped your hands around the back of his neck then brought your free knee
up, trying to connect it with his stomach.

He shoved you away before you could complete your move. You stumbled backward before you
corrected yourself.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked as he began circling you.

He threw a punch before you could answer, you grunted in response. Hitting his arm just enough to
send the punch off course.

“You’re trying to distract me,” you hissed as he came at you again.

“I’m just makin’ conversation, doll,” he drawled with a smug grin before you kicked him in the gut,
“Fuck.”

“Watch your mouth,” you chuckled as he threw another combo and you easily dodged it.

“Bite me,” he bit out, mirroring your chuckle as he backed away from another one of your attacks.

It surprised you just how well you could keep up with him…then again, you had the sneaking
suspicion he was going easy on you.

“You’re pulling your punches,” you snarled, catching one of them and wrenching it out of the way
while bringing up your leg to kick him in the stomach.

“Uh-uh, baby girl, not again,” he grunted, grabbing your leg while sweeping his to take out your other
knee, resulting in him pinning you to the floor.

“Got you,” he breathed, his hair tickling your face as he gently held your arms above your head,
“What was that about kicking my ass?”

You curled your leg around his waist as he spoke before wrenching him onto his back and pulling
yourself on top, straddling his waist.

“I’d say I did a pretty damn good job,” you grinned, using both hands to pin down his metal arm as
his other hand landed on your hip.

He scoffed, laying back into the floor, “Cheater.”

“You were pulling your punches, that’s just as bad.”

Bucky chuckled as you let him go and helped him to his feet.

“Thank you,” you called over your shoulder, taking off the wraps around your hands, “I needed that.”

“Are you okay?” he asked again as you walked away.

“What?”

“You were upset earlier,” he said, following you at a distance, “Are you okay?”



“Yeah, I’m good,” you shrugged rolling the wraps up.

“Liar,” Bucky growled from behind you, his breath playing along the back of your neck.

You swung around with an elbow aimed at his face.

He ducked out of the way with a grin, smoothly maneuvering your arm out of the way before his
smile dropped.

“I’m serious, (F/N), are you okay?” he asked earnestly, his eyes searching yours worriedly.

“Y-yeah,” you stammered, pulling away from him, “just, you know, nightmares.”

He blinked in surprise, following you as you left the barn, “I didn’t know you had them too. You don’t
show it.”

“Years of practice,” you sighed, gravel crunched under your feet as you headed for the house.

“I don’t think that’s healthy.”

You scoffed, “You’re one to talk, Raccoon Eyes.”

He rolled his eyes with a small smile, reaching for the door and ushering you inside.

“What was it about?” he asked as you flicked on the house lights.

You swallowed harshly, freezing in place.

“I’m sorry,” he said suddenly when you didn’t answer immediately, “That’s too personal.”

“No, it’s alright,” you smiled tiredly, turning to face him. You sighed, leaning against the wall for
support, “It was about the day all my friends were murdered in front of me.”

“I hate my goddamn job,” Boone said hoarsely to Belov who was typing at a nearby computer, “stuck
in the goddamn basement all day, babysitting rookies and wrangling idiots—”

“Boone, I’m getting another energy signature from the base in Sokovia,” Belov interrupted, Boone sat
up in her chair, “They’re at it again.”

Boone slid over to look at the monitor, “Shit,” she whispered.

“It’s getting stronger.”

“Call in the team, we need to go…now.”

“What about Duke and the Ghost?”

“Tell Duke to pull his head out of his ass and get the job done.”

You were thankful that Bucky hadn’t pressed too much about your dream, instead, he had just nodded
sadly and sent you to bed as though he was your mother.

You were much less thankful that he was now shaking you awake at the asscrack of dawn.



“(F/N), get up,” he whispered, “We have problems.”

“Bucky,” you groaned slowly, curling tighter into your blankets, “We already know you have
problems.”

“Not me,” he hissed, “We.”

You batted his hand away from your shoulder, burying yourself underneath a pillow.

He yanked it away from you, “(F/N), Duke’s here again.”

You snapped awake in less than a second, “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

“If he asks, I’m not here,” Bucky whispered before he disappeared into his bedroom.

“Coward,” you called after him as you slid out of bed.

Glancing out the window you saw Duke leaning nervously against his old beat-up truck. He shifted
his weight from side to side, looking at the door to the house before looking towards the road and
wringing his hands.

“You okay there, buddy?” you called as you stepped out of the house.

His eyes flicked to yours, “(F/N), I—I’m sorry I didn’t…I fucked up.”

You frowned, “What? What did you do?”

“I fucked up,” he repeated, “Belov’s gonna kill me or worse, Boone’s gonna kill me.”

“What did you do?” you asked, placing a hand on his shoulder, he flinched away from your touch,
“Duke, what’s going on?”

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he murmured, running a hand down his face, “I shouldn’t have worried so
much about the Soldier, I should have told you…”

“Told me what?”

“They found Hydra,” he spat out, avoiding your gaze.

“What?”

“Boone found a piece of Hydra, they’ve been on the run for months, but she tracked them down…”

You scoffed, “Duke, that’s great news. Aftermath can finally—”

“They’ve been experimenting on people again, (F/N),” he whimpered, “We weren’t fast enough.”

“What?” you hissed, “What do you mean you weren’t fast enough? None of their experiments have
been successful since the Winter Soldier.”

“Strucker.” Duke whispered, “He’s the brains of the century.”

“My God, Duke,” you breathed panic beginning to grip your body, glancing towards the house, “have
they been successful?”



“We don’t know,” he admitted, beginning to pace back and forth, “Boone’s sending in a recon team,
but…”

“But what?” you asked.

“They want you to lead.”

“Duke,” you sighed, “I can’t.”

“Please, (F/N),” Duke all but begged, almost falling to his knees, “You’re the only one with the kind
of experience.”

“Call the Avengers,” you snapped, backing away from him as though burned “I’m retired.”

“(F/N), wait,” he held up his hands pleadingly.

“No,” you said with a shake of your head, “You should know better—”

“Novak’s with them.”

You rifled through your drawers, throwing things over your shoulder while placing others in a duffle
bag.

“(F/N),” Bucky called from behind you, “(F/N), what’s going on.”

You paused for a second to come up with a lie.

— “You can’t stop, can you?” —

“A friend of mine is in the hospital,” you said slowly, “Got hit in Iraq, they don’t know how much
longer he has left.”

“(F/N), I’m so sorry,” Bucky’s hand landed on your shoulder.

You flinched, not at his touch, but at the lie.

“What can I do?” he asked, “Do you need me to come—”

“No,” you said before he could finish, he frowned, “Look, we can’t risk you being in public and
bringing you to a hospital…”

“It wouldn’t work, I understand,” he paused, taking in the look on your face before sliding his hand to
your hip and drawing you towards him, “you need to slow down, you look like you’re going to pass
out.”

“Barnes,” you warned, his hand was off your hip immediately, you softened “Thank you. I'll call the
house when I get there. I’ll have Amma bring some groceries and I'll have the Roper Twins stop by to
make sure everything’s okay, okay?”

He nodded as you zipped up your bag, “I’ll be okay. Will you?”

“Of course,” you managed a smile, “Call me if you have any problems.”



“(F/N), you need to breathe,” Duke said as he drove down the tarmac towards the C-17 that was
priming its engines, “You’ve held your breath for the last mile.”

“Is that the same…” you pointed towards the plane.

“Yeah,” he nodded, “We’ve done a few modifications, but that’s her.”

“Is it bad that I’m nervous?” you asked, a pit forming in your stomach.

Duke laughed, “You’ve fought aliens, (F/N), fuckin’ aliens. You’ve fought alongside Captain
America, that’s like twenty times more stressful than this.”

Your jaw clenched as he came to a stop alongside the aircraft.

“You’ll do fine,” he assured you, slamming the truck into park, “Trust me, you’re the best that’s ever
been, you’ve got this.”

You released a shaky breath, “What’s the plan.”

“The C-17 will take us to the Alliance that's right off the coast of Western Europe, then we’ll take a
stealth jet into Sokovia.”

“Okay,” you said, assuring yourself before stepping out of the truck and onto the tarmac, “Let’s do
this.”

Duke clapped you on the back with a grin, “I’ve got your back, Ghostie, we’ve got this.”

You couldn’t help but grin with him as the pit in your stomach suddenly dissolved and you could
breathe easy. A sense of ease came over you with every step you took towards the plane as though it
was welcoming you back.

You felt as though you had finally come home.

And I'm coming with the hellfire.
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USS : Alliance

Chapter Summary

“When will you learn?” Novak cooed, rising from his chair and striding over to the table to lean
over you, “Tell me what I want and I’ll stop the pain.”

“And when will you learn,” you snarled through gritted teeth, “that you ain’t getting nothing
outta me?”

“We shall see, my dear.” He raised an eyebrow, “I have yet to exhaust all the things I can do to
you to make you talk.”

You managed a smirk, masking the fear that was sent through your veins, “Bring it on.”

“That’s what I like about you, Lieutenant, the fearlessness.” He grinned, “But you can only push
it away for so long.”

He walked away from you, clicking his pen and jotting down a few notes, “Believe me, I will
make you talk, whether you like it or not.”
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Stand by those who stand by you.

“Swear to God,” you managed to slur over the droning engines as Turner finished checking you over,
“the dude had a metal arm.”

From the corner of the med bay, you heard Danny scoff.

“Ain’t funny,” you growled while attempting to turn toward him only to be stopped by Turner’s steady
hand.

“And I’m telling you, it ain’t possible,” Gonzalez mocked.

“I saw what I saw,” you said with a hiss as Turner pressed a little too hard on your shoulder.

“Both of you need to stop,” Turner sighed, setting extra bandages on the tray beside him, “We have
bigger things to worry about.”

“What could possibly be more worrying than a dude with a metal arm?” Danny mocked again, you
couldn’t help but stick your tongue out at him with as much spite as you could muster.

“How did they know we were coming?”



— How did they know we were coming? —

You inhaled sharply, bringing yourself back to the present as the C17 began making its descent. A
stormy ocean raged ceaselessly outside, waves seemed to crash dangerously close to the aircraft from
where you watched at a window.

Memories had begun fading in and out, blurring the past and the present, the second you stepped foot
onto the plane.

— They knew we were coming. —

The feeling of belonging you had felt when you and Duke boarded disappeared almost immediately. It
was replaced by nervousness that had been eating away at you for hours. Instant regret, the moment
the C17 took off.

You had let revenge cloud your judgment, once again. Instead of thinking things through, you had
jumped into something a little too soon. Even though Duke said it was just going to be an easy recon
mission, you didn’t believe him. Aftermath always had an ulterior motive.

“Nice day, eh?” Duke asked with a soft chuckle from behind you. You frowned as you turned to face
him, he sighed when he caught sight of it.

“I’m sorry, (F/N),” he started placing a hand on your shoulder as he moved to stand next to you, “I
know you don’t want to do this anymore, but we need you.”

A scoff escaped your throat and you swiped his hand away from you, refusing to believe him, “Need
me? Please. Aftermath has done just fine without me.”

Duke pursed his lips into a thin line as you backed away from him with a shake of your head.

“You don’t need me,” you muttered under your breath as your mind raced to what Aftermath could
possibly be up to before you blinked. Bucky.

“You’re up to something, Duke Dugan, and I swear to God if this is to get me out of the way so
Barnes is an easier target, I will kill you.”

It was Duke’s turn to scoff, “This has nothing to do with the Soldier—Barnes, or, Sebastian. Whatever
the hell he’s going by now. This has to do with you.”

Your jaw clenched as he motioned for you to follow him. He led you from the living quarters through
the belly of the plane that used to be yours and Turner’s workspace. It was now simply a dark storage
space for cargo and was littered with boxes and various pieces of junk.

“Do you know how many people were a part of Aftermath when it started?” Duke asked over his
shoulder as he maneuvered through the mess.

“Just my team and Boone, I think,” you answered, sliding past a wooden container.

Duke nodded, “You know how many we have now?”

You shook your head.



“Thousands,” he said, stopping to look at you, “We handpick the best recruits from all over the world.
We’ve got agents from MI6, Russian Spetsnaz, Mossad and soldiers and pilots from China to Egypt to
Brazil. And ever since SHIELD fell, we’ve had the first pick of recruits.”

“What’s that have to do with me?” you asked as Duke turned to keep leading you through the cargo
hold.

“We may have the best of the best, but that ain’t shit if they can’t work together. That was the beauty
of the original Alpha Team. Your teamwork was seamless, you guys worked together better than any
team in the world. The difference between the old and new teams? They don’t know how to mesh,
that’s why we need you.”

— “Tell me, my little phantom, how do you create something like you? What must we put a person
through to become perfection?” —

“To train them to be the perfect soldiers?” you spat stopping in your tracks and mentally pushing
away all the trials Weston had put you through to earn the mantle of Ghost, “I don’t think so.”

“Not perfect, nobody is perfect,” he shook his head, “we just need them to work as a team.”

— “You are perfection,” Novak purred in your ear, gently smoothing away sweat-soaked hair, “a
Goddess of War.” —

“We both know my most successful missions were the ones where I went solo.”

“But you still knew how to work with your team,” Duke was pleading now, his eyes searching yours,
“Please, (F/N). Just this once?”

You sighed at the puppy dog eyes that looked up into yours, “What’s the plan?”

“It’s just recon,” he perked up, “it’ll be smooth and simple, nothing can go wrong.”

“Famous last words,” you groaned.

“Tell me, my little phantom, how do you create something like you? What must we put a person
through to become perfection?” Novak asked from across the room, adjusting his glasses as he
clicked a pen and started taking notes. You could barely see him from where you were strapped onto a
table, he was lurking just outside of the bright light that was burning down onto you.

You didn’t answer, instead clenching your jaw shut and glaring at him.

“Hm, not very talkative today are you?” he mumbled not bothering to even look at you, his pen
scratched against the paper before he gestured to one of his lackeys and a pulse of electricity tore
through your body.

You pushed back a yelp, stopping it in your throat before it could reach Novak’s ears.

“It’s okay, Ghostie,” Novak grinned, setting down his notebook and rising from his chair to stride into
the light. His glasses slipped down his nose as he walked, light glinted off them as he came closer,
“You can scream for me.”

“Go fuck yourself,” you managed to bite out.



Another pulse.

You groaned.

Novak chuckled.

“What makes you tick?” he asked, leaning down on the table to look into your eyes, “What makes
you, you?”

“Welcome to the USS Alliance,” Duke said as the C17 came to a stop. Rain pelted the runway of the
aircraft carrier as the ramp of the plane opened and he led you down it, “Ain’t she a beaut?”

“Adorable,” you growled, slipping on your jacket and yanking on the hood as you stepped into the
rain after him. Waves crashed up onto the deck as flight crews scurried around you.

“Officer on deck!” Duke bellowed across the tarmac, the flight crews froze in place looking like deer
in the headlights.

“Duke,” you warned under your breath, “don’t make this a scene.”

“Attention!” He ignored you as he trudged through the storm and the crews snapped to attention,
getting pelted by the rain.

“Dammit, Dugan,” you hissed, “At ease, crew. Carry on.”

They immediately returned to their duties as you caught up to Duke.

“Did you really have to do that?” you asked through a clenched jaw.

“You’re a Lieutenant, (F/N),” he said, heading for the control tower, “You deserve the respect, you’ve
earned it.”

“How many times do I have to tell people that I’m retired?” You rolled your eyes, gathering your
jacket tighter around you.

“Once you step onto the Alliance, you ain’t retired no more,” Duke answered without missing a beat,
“You are and always will be Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N), the Ghost of Aftermath.”

“How inspirational,” you mumbled under your breath as the doors to the tower slid open and you
stepped out of the rain to find yourself in a long hallway lined with soldiers at attention. At the end of
the hallway stood a woman with hot pink hair, styled into a mohawk. Next to her was a man, also
standing at attention wearing a green flight suit.

“Welcome to the USS Alliance, Ghost, it’s nice to have you.”

“Boone?”

Novak hummed lightly as he settled back into his chair, gently flipping through the pages of the file in
his hand.

“It says here that your parents were killed when you were three,” he began, adjusting his glasses to
sit higher on his nose, “Can you tell me how?”



You didn’t even bother to send a glare his way, instead staring helplessly and the ceiling. You’d long
given up on struggling against your restraints, but your will to piss of Merek was still fully intact.

“Car crash,” he answered his own question with a wave of his pen, “Tell me, how does that make you
feel?”

You set your jaw at the question, focusing on counting how many tiled lines the ceiling instead of his
prying questions. Out of the corner of your eye, you caught Novak nodding to one of his goons. A few
seconds later, a pulse tore through your body and forced a yelp from your mouth.

“When will you learn?” Novak cooed, rising from his chair and striding over to the table to lean over
you, “Tell me what I want and I’ll stop the pain.”

“And when will you learn,” you snarled through gritted teeth, “that you ain’t getting nothing outta
me?”

“We shall see, my dear.” He raised an eyebrow, “I have yet to exhaust all the things I can do to you to
make you talk.”

You managed a smirk, masking the fear that was sent through your veins, “Bring it on.”

“That’s what I like about you, Lieutenant, the fearlessness.” He grinned, “But you can only push it
away for so long.”

He walked away from you, clicking his pen and jotting down a few notes, “Believe me, I will make
you talk, whether you like it or not.”

“What the fuck?”

You couldn’t help it as the pink-haired Boone strode forward looking like a punk rock legend with a
leather vest, mini skirt, boots, and spiked studs galore along with an array of piercings on her lips,
brows, and nose.

“You like?” she asked, sticking out her tongue to reveal an electric blue piercing before grinning her
signature smile.

“It’s…interesting,” you stuttered with Duke snickering beside you.

“At ease, солдаты,” the man next to Boone said to the soldiers before turning his attention to you
with a smirk, “You don’t have to be nice, Lieutenant, you can tell her she looks ridiculous.”

He earned himself a glare from Boone which only made his smirk grow.

“Lieutenant (L/N),” Duke cut in, “Meet Lieutenant Christopher Belov, former Russian Special
Forces.”

“Lieutenant,” you nodded, offering your hand to him.

“Lieutenant,” he grinned, taking your hand, “I’ve heard much about you.”

“Good things?” You winced, knowing Boone had probably told him everything about you.

“Of course,” the Russian said, “Agent Cavanaugh speaks highly of you.”



Boone cleared her throat, “If you’d excuse us, Belov, we need to get Lieutenant (L/N) briefed.”

Christopher nodded before disappearing down the halls of the Alliance, a team of soldiers at his heels.

“Soooo,” Boone drawled, circling around you, “how was your flight?”

“Uh-uh, I don’t think so,” you said, looking her up and down, “explain.”

She grinned, hooking an arm around your waist and leading you through the maze of hallways of the
ship.

“I was undercover in Berlin,” she explained, “Me and Belov infiltrated a hacktivist group to make
sure they weren’t linked up to Hydra.”

“And they weren’t?”

“Nah, they were more or less harmless.”

“And the look?”

She paused, looking herself over, “I dunno, I kinda like it.”

You scoffed. You didn’t know how she did it, but every look she had, she could pull off.

“Not too big on the piercings,” she continued, rolling one on her ear through her fingers, “But the
hair? I could live with it.”

“As long as you don’t poke someone’s eye out,” Duke chimed in from behind you.

“I do not need your opinion, Dugan,” Boone snapped.

“Aw, you still angry at me?”

“Yes,” she answered simply, “we don’t spy on friends.”

“Hmm…” you hummed, turning to face him, “Where have I heard that before?”

“Shut up,” Duke rolled his eyes, “I was just following orders.

“Sometimes you just gotta say ‘fuck it’ and throw orders out the window, Dugan,” Boone said,
throwing her hands up in the air, “Speakin’ of which, how’s Sergeant Barnes?”

You blinked in surprise at her question, it was laced with genuine concern and curiosity, cemented
with the concerned look in her eyes as she turned to face you. You didn’t know if the concern was for
Bucky or for you.

“He’s getting better,” you answered as Boone came to a stop next to a door, “he’s doing really well.”

“Good,” she grinned, “Now, let’s get on with the task at hand.”

She placed her hand on a scanner next to the door. The device scanned her hand for a moment before
blinking green and the door slid open.

“Welcome to my baby, the Perch,” she beckoned you inside.



The room was decked out in electronics, reminding you of the control room on one of SHIELD’s
Helicarriers. In the center was a table projecting holographs into the air above it.

“Aftermath has two seaborne bases and three bases on land,” Boone explained, striding into the room
as though she owned it, “From here, I can monitor every movement from ours to terrorist
organizations around the world. Ever since D.C., I’ve been following Hydra’s movements.”

She sat down at a monitor and began typing away at it. With a few simple keystrokes, the lights in the
room dimmed and the holotable activated. Standing from the monitor, she returned to the holotable
and motioned for you to come closer.

“Approximately four weeks ago, I got an energy signal—a strong one—coming from a forest in
Sokovia,” with a flick of her fingers, Boone brought up a map of Sokovia along with energy readings,
“I dug a little deeper and found a Hydra cell hidden in a base there. I’ve been monitoring it ever since,
and it’s been quiet, until about a week ago when there was another energy spike.”

Boone brought up another energy reading, it almost doubled the first.

“I sent in an unmanned drone to find out what it was…”

“And?” you asked, furrowing your brows.

“It didn’t make it two feet into the forest before it was destroyed,” Duke said, coming around the table
to stand across from you.

“Shot down?”

“No.” He shook his head, “Utterly destroyed, like a trash compactor got to it, it was gnarly.”

“They’ve been trying to keep their base off the radar, but with Belov’s help, we’ve been able to get a
clear picture, and that’s when we got this,” Boone said, swiping away the maps and bringing up a
camera feed.

A group of soldiers stood at the foot of the base as an SUV pulled up. As it stopped, a man emerged
from the group with a woman trailing behind him. Another man in a grey suit slid out of the SUV and
walked to what looked like the man in charge. A sudden blur shot through the camera and another
man appeared next to the woman.

“The hell?” you asked as it began to replay.

“That’s Baron Wolfgang von Strucker,” Duke said, pointing at the main man, “And that’s—,”

“Novak,” you interrupted, “And the other two?”

“We don’t know,” Boone admitted, “But we’re calling them the Enhanced.”

“Strucker’s been using something to give people superpowers,” Duke said as Boone shut off the
camera feed, “We don’t know how many there are or what they can do.”

“That’s why we need to go in for recon,” Boone cut in, “We need to find out how many there are and
what their threat level is before we can plan a strike.”

“And Novak?” you asked, glancing at Boone curiously.



“We need to find out why he’s there. If they’ve made a breakthrough, Novak is the real threat.”

“You’re the only one who’s dealt with superheroes and Novak before, (F/N),” Duke placed a hand on
your shoulder, “We need your help.”

“Okay,” you breathed, running a hand down your face trying to process everything, “Duke said there
was a team going in with me?”

Boone grinned as she glanced at Duke, “Oh yeah, you’re gonna like this.”

“Who else is on your team?” Novak asked from the chair.

“Just us,” you managed to rasp, barely able to lift your head.

He’d changed tactics, leaving electricity behind and opting for lashes instead. They’d hung you,
hands above your head, from the ceiling and he’d let his lackeys do their worst.

“You’re sure?” Novak quirked an eyebrow, rising from his chair and striding across the room,
“You’re not lying to me?”

“No,” you whimpered, he grabbed your chin, forcing you to look at him, “Please, it’s the truth, it’s
just us.”

“The pilots?”

“Borrowed from the Air Force,” you babbled, “we don’t have any pilots on hand.”

“Tech support?”

“Just Oliver, please, there’s nobody else.”

“You’re a liar, Lieutenant.”

“No. No,” you sobbed, he let go of your chin.

“Make her talk.” He nodded to his lackeys before calling over his shoulder as he left the room, “I
want details, Lieutenant, details.”

“First off,” Boone started, spinning around in a swivel chair, “There’s me and Duke, Glitch and
Libra.”

“Libra?” you asked, quirking a brow towards Duke.

“After my Grandpappy.” He nodded with a grin.

“You’re just like that pyromaniac,” you rolled your eyes before turning to Boone, “You’re gonna be
tech support?”

“Nope,” Boone smiled, “I’ll be in the field, right next to you.”

“Who’s gonna be our Base?”



“Zac Norway, former FBI, goes by Big Brother,” Duke answered as Boone pulled up an image on the
holotable, “He's almost as good as Boone.”

“He’s nowhere as good as me,” Boone snapped at him, “He worked as an analyst for the FBI, but he
has a knack for electronics, an eye for trouble, and he’s got good attention to detail, thus the name Big
Brother.”

“Because he’s always watching,” you nodded, “who else?”

“Christopher Belov and Ari Hadar,” Boone said, pulling up two more pictures, “You’ve already met
Belov, he goes by Firewire in the field.”

“Ari Hadar is former Mossad,” Duke began, pointing to his picture, “the guy is deadly.”

“He’s good at what he does, goes by Goliath,” Boone finished, sliding across the room on her chair to
another computer.

“Then we’ve got Rafael Mendez—”

“Raf’s still here?” You perked up at the sound of his name, “I thought he was working in an ER in
Texas.”

“Got bored a few years ago,” Boone said as she pulled up his picture.

“More like we paid off his student debt if he came to work for us,” Duke corrected her.

“And we did. And he did.” Boone nodded with a sly smile.

Duke rolled his eyes, “The guy’s good. He can practically bring people back from the dead. We call
him the Resurrectionist—or Doc—for short.”

“He’s a good kid,” you mumbled, looking at his picture and realizing just how much he’d grown up
since the last time you’d seen him.

“Then we’ve got Jesse Hugh and Jack Bennet,” Duke’s voice interrupted your train of thought.

“Jesse is the best pilot in our fleet,” Boone explained, bringing up a picture of a curly-haired woman
with dark brown eyes, “she’s called Zoom…”

“Cuz she likes to go fast?” you asked Boone nodded.

“She’s former MI6, so she can handle herself in the field almost as well as she can handle an aircraft,”
she continued, “She’ll get us in and out of Sokovia undetected.”

“Jack Bennet is former Army Rangers,” Duke continued as Boone started gathering her things, “He’s
an expert strategist and goes by the name ‘Trickster’ for obvious reasons.”

“And that rounds us out,” Boone smiled, standing from her chair after disabling the holotable, “How
do they look?”

“Ragtag,” you answered rubbing your temples, “But I think I can work with it.”

“Then let’s brief them,” Duke moved to stand next to Boone, “we’ve gotta move fast.”

“Lemme make a phone call first,” you said, standing from your chair and moving to the door.



Duke and Boone glanced at each other before Boone spoke, “Dugan, gather the team,” she turned
from Duke as he left the room, “I’ll patch you through to Barnes, right?”

“Yeah, I promised I’d call to check on him.”

“Then let’s get him on the phone.”

He was startled by the ringing of the house phone, it jarred him off the couch where he had been
lightly napping. Groaning at the persistent ringing, he covered his head with both his arms before he
froze.

(F/N).

He couldn’t have jumped up faster, rolling off the couch and bounding across the room to reach for
the phone before he stopped.

What if it wasn’t (F/N)? What if it was a trap?

He shook his head with a scoff and took a deep breath before pulling the phone off the hook.

“Hello?” he asked curiously.

“Barnes?”

“(F/N)?” he sighed with relief, “How was the trip?”

“Stressful,” (F/N) replied, her voice sounding strained and tired over the phone, “Duke and I just
barely got here.”

“How is your friend?”

“Uh…” she paused for a moment. He heard more voices in the background, she must have been at the
hospital, “Not very good.”

“I’m sorry,” Bucky frowned, a part of him wishing he could be there with her, “How are you holding
up?”

She went quiet again.

“(F/N)?”

“Yeah, I’m here, uh—I’ve been better.”

“How long are you going to be gone?” he asked, quickly changing the subject and kicking himself, he
knew she like talking about her feelings as much as he did—which was not at all.

“Just a couple days,” she sighed before a snicker escaped, “Why? You miss me already?”

“You have no idea,” he chuckled, “You have no idea what I’ve been through.”

“Yeah?”

“I had to deal with the Roper Twins all afternoon,” Bucky said with a shake of his head, “They were
trying to get me to stash some of their moonshine.”



“And did you?”

“I didn’t think you’d approve.”

The laugh that crackled through the line brought a smile to his face. He liked it when she laughed.

“Oh! And Amma came over today,” he continued as (F/N)’s laughter faded, “She brought me a whole
basket of plums, she says they’re good for the brain.”

“That’s good, Buck, I’m glad you’re doing alright.”

“It would be better if you were here,” he admitted, “I’ve been a little jumpy since you left.”

“I’ll be back soon,” she said.

“Good,” Bucky grinned before it faltered, “You promise?”

“I promise, just hang in there a little longer, I’ll be back before you know it.”

He sighed in relief, relaxing against the wall, her voice like music to his ears. She went quiet again
before he heard voices on the other end.

“Look, Barnes, I gotta go,” (F/N)’s voice finally came.

“Call me if you need anything,” he cut in.

“That’s my line,” she laughed.

“Hey, doll, this goes both ways,” Bucky said, a small smile tugging at his lips, “I got your back, you
got mine.”

“I’ll talk to you later.”

You smiled softly as the line disconnected, leaning against the wall and shoving your phone back into
your pocket as a flight squadron walked past you, talking amongst themselves and filling the hall with
noise.

“Lieutenant,” Boone’s voice came gently from beside you, “they’re waiting for you.”

You nodded, “Let’s get this over with.”

She grinned, “Ya know, this is our first team-up since Paris.”

“Let’s not have a repeat of that disaster,” you groaned.

“Ah c’mon, that was fun. We blew shit up and faked our deaths, it was a great time.”

You scoffed, “It was wasn’t it?”

“C’mon, they’re waiting for you.”

As Boone led you down the hall, the sounds of chatter grew louder and louder, as you rounded the
corner, Duke appeared in front of the door.



“You ready?” he asked, patting you on the shoulder with a grin.

“As I’ll ever be,” you answered with a shudder, straightening your jacket and smoothing back your
hair.

“We’ve got your back,” Boone said, placing her hand on the palm scanner,

“No matter what.” Duke nodded as the doors slid open and he turned to the room, “Officer on deck.”

The room was silenced immediately save for the sound of chairs almost tipping over as the group
stood at attention.

“Operatives,” Boone began stepping into the room after Duke, “May I introduce First Lieutenant
(F/N) (L/N), part of the original Alpha Team and the Ghost of Aftermath.”

A surge of adrenaline shot through your veins as you stepped into the room, sudden confidence
flowed through you as you took in the group in front of you.

“At ease,” you spoke steadily, placing your hands behind your back with a smirk as the group looked
up at you in curiosity, “I’m told you’re the best of the best.”

The group looked around at each other with small smiles.

“Yo, Teniente, we ain’t nothing compared to you,” Raf’s familiar voice piped up.

“You got something on your nose, Mendez,” a British accent came, not missing a beat.

“It’s shit, is it not?” Belov’s voice cut through.

“Yes, because Rafael is a kiss-ass,” the man you assumed was Ari said through half-lidded eyes.

“Oh,” came another voice from the end of the table, “I get it now.”

“Jesus, Zac,” a groan came from the opposite end of the table, “You're an idiot.”

“Shut up, Bennet.”

“Holy shit,” you whispered to Boone as you tried to keep people straight, “These are children.”

“Exactly why we need you,” Duke said in your other ear as Boone giggled and the chatter at the table
began to grow.

“They don’t exactly get along,” Boone flinched at your glare as the table began getting rowdier and
the operatives forgot that you were there.

“Hey!” you snapped, your eyes flicking over the table as it silenced again, “Congratulations on
making it Alpha Two, Raffa. I'm surprised they didn't kick you out the moment they laid their eyes on
you.”

“Very funny, (F/N),” he rolled his eyes.

You chuckled, “As I was saying—.”

You were cut off by a series of furious warning beeps coming from a computer terminal in the corner.



“Uh oh…” Boone muttered as Belov hurtled across the room towards the computer, “What is it?”

“Not good, Беда, there’s another signal. It’s stronger this time.”

“Gear up,” you said before anything could come out of Boone’s mouth. The operatives glanced up at
you as you stepped forward and leaned across the table, “we’re moving out in thirty minutes, we’ll
brief on the way. Move out.”

“You heard the Lieutenant,” Duke bellowed, “Move out. Let’s go.”

“Do you feel that?” she asked, looking out into the night sky. Her brother was by her side in an
instant.

“What?”

“Something’s coming,” she spoke softly, eyes glazing over ever so slightly.

“You’re sure?” he said, looking from her to the sky, then to the forest before disappearing into the
trees in a blue streak.

He was back by her side a few seconds later, “There’s nothing out there, maybe it’s just effects from
today’s tests?”

“No. No,” she muttered, eyes glowing red for a moment before they returned to their normal blue-
green, “Something’s coming and it’s powerful and it’s dark and it’s dangerous.”
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The Enhanced

Chapter Summary

“The girl that we knew and loved died over there, honey,” Amma whispered back, “ she came
back a shell of what she used to be, absolutely hollow on the inside. She's broken—shattered—
trying desperately to piece herself back together.”

Amma’s eyes dropped to the table and she slid her hand away from his.

The two sat in silence for a moment as the world outside the shop continued on without them.

Bucky took a breath before he broke the silence.

“Is it working?” he asked, “Piecing herself back together?”

Amma scoffed into her coffee, “Not really.”
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Your eyes flicked over the map of the Sokovian base that was projected from the holotable in the back
of the jet.

You’d finally found peace and quiet in the ‘Command Center’ away from the never-ending
squabbling in the main cabin.

The base, or fortress really, was located in the mountainous region of Sokovia, hidden away in the
jagged cliffs and crags. It was almost impossible to get to without being seen and access from the
ground looked just as hard.

It was split into two different sections, the upper and lower. The lower was where you had seen
Novak, Strucker, and the two unidentified people. The upper section was where Boone had picked up
the energy signatures and seemed to be the main point of operation of the base.

You were thankful that this was only a recon mission, there was no telling how many people were
stationed at the base, and there was no way this team was ready for an infiltration mission.

You sighed, glancing over the map once more before you backed away from the table and took a seat
to the side to look over the energy readings again. Behind you, the door to the Command Center slid
open, the ruckus outside continued to grow in volume before the door slid shut.

“How you doing?” Boone’s voice came from beside you.



“Great,” you mumbled, your eyes glued to the screen that replayed the energy signatures over and
over again.

“We’ll be to Sokovia in about an hour,” she said, moving to lean against the holotable.

You didn’t answer. Instead moving to the surveillance video of Novak. A sigh came from Boone’s
direction, she tapped her foot lightly before leaning over and turning off the video feed you were
watching.

“Boone,” you warned, glaring up at her.

She had her long, pink mohawk now styled in a braid that trailed down her back and her heavily
kohled eyes stared back at you.

“You’re diggin’ too far into this,” she warned back, pushing off the holotable with a bounce, “It’s just
routine surveillance, honey.”

“Nothing is ever routine, Boone,” you said, twisting in your chair to face her, “nothing ever goes
according to plan, especially when Novak is involved.”

Another sigh from her before she pursed her lips together.

“And with this team,” you continued, gesturing to the faint noise that came from the other side of the
door, “anything could happen.”

She scoffed with a shake of her head, “I’ll admit, they’re not as good as you guys were.”

“That’s why I have to be prepared,” you said, standing from your chair, “I can’t let anything happen to
them.”

Boone nodded solemnly as you turned back to the holotable.

“I have something to show you,” she said after a moment, moving to sit at the computer in the corner
and quickly tapping the keys.

The lights in the Command Center dimmed for a moment as a hidden panel slid away from the side of
the room and her surprise was revealed.

It was a suit.

Your suit.

Only better.

The whole body had been slimmed down. Losing much of the original black fabric and opting for a
sleek combination of black mesh and dark gray carbon fiber. There was still quite a bit of bulk,
complete with faux muscle definition to better camouflage the wearer’s body shape, but it looked
much lighter than its predecessor.

“What do you think?” Boone asked, a grin beginning to grow on her face.

“Holy shit,” you breathed, running your fingers along the textured armor, “It’s beautiful.”



“I did a complete overhaul after the Paris fiasco,” she said, watching you admire her work, “I’ve got it
broadcasting on its own encrypted network. Communication to and from the suit should never be
severed again.”

“I hope not,” you scoffed playfully, shaking your head, “That was an absolute mess.”

Boone’s smile disappeared completely for a second before she turned her back to you and continued,
“And the pièce de résistance, the helmet.”

She plucked it out of a drawer by her desk and tossed it to you.

You caught it easily, the visor catching the light as you rolled it in your hands. It was almost exactly
the same as it had been in Paris, a matte black, motorcycle-tactical helmet cross, but with an added
touch.

Spray painted in a dark gray and running from the temple to the side of the head was one word.

Ghost.

“It’s beautiful,” you breathed, running your hand gently over the wording

“So we don’t have any more mixups,” she spoke softly, her confident voice faltering slightly.

Your eyes flicked up to Boone. She was staring at the floor, avoiding your gaze.

“It wasn’t your fault, we didn’t know that—.”

“I should’ve been ready for it,” she mumbled, “I should’ve known that SHIELD would—.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” you said firmly, grabbing her by the shoulders and flinching at the pointed
studs on her jacket, “It was mostly mine.”

She scoffed, a small smirk curling on her lips, “You keep telling yourself that, (F/N), and maybe one
day I’ll believe you,” her mouth curved to a wide grin before she nodded at the suit, “C’mon let’s get
you ready.”

Any conversation that had been rattling the main cabin of the jet was immediately hushed the second
you came out of the Command Center, all suited up with a smirking Boone on your tail.

You felt newfound confidence with the suit on, almost like its armor added a layer of protection
mentally, just as much as it did physically.

“Listen up, munchkins, we’re 45 minutes away from Sokovia” you announced, earning yourself a
scoff from Duke, “and it’s gonna be one hell of a ride.”

Bucky sighed, leaning back in the chair on the front porch a steaming cup of coffee in his hand. Dawn
was just breaking over the mountains on the outskirts of New Eden. Morning dew glittered gold
throughout the valley, sparkling like a blanket of crystals in the light. Songbirds flitted through the
sky, some stopping to perch on the fence of the garden and whistle a tune before continuing on their
way. It was beautiful, he thought, quiet and peaceful and safe.

Perfect.



He took a small sip of his coffee and another sigh left his throat.

It wasn’t just perfect, it was paradise.

(F/N) had been right when she had told him he’d be welcomed with open arms. The people of New
Eden didn’t think twice about welcoming him in.

There was a part of him that thought even if they knew who he really was, they still would have
treated him the same, just because (F/N) would tell them to. The majority of himself, though, knew he
couldn’t trust everyone in New Eden, Duke being at the top of that list.

Scratch the list, there was only one name on it.

Duke.

Bucky just couldn’t shake the feeling that Duke knew more than he was letting on. Even more
concerning than that? Bucky swore he had seen Duke from somewhere before.

Perhaps…

No.

Bucky shook his head in annoyance, now he was just acting paranoid. There was no way that he had
known both (F/N) and Duke in the past.

Unless…

No, no, no, no, no.

He cleared the thought from his mind as fast as it had come and took another sip of his coffee.

But what if, the voice in the back of his head said, you did know them?

What if they’re using you? It asked.

What if they’re not who they say they are? It hissed in his ear.

“Shut up,” Bucky growled aloud.

But what if—

The voice was drowned out by the backfire of an old, red farm truck. He tugged his jacket tighter
around himself before he got up to see who it was.

The truck stopped in front of the house and the driver hopped out.

“G’morning, Seb!” she called, silver jewelry clanking against the pickup as she reached in the back,
“How’re you doin’, honey?”

“I’m good, Amma,” Bucky replied with a small smile, striding down the steps of the porch and to her
side, “And you?”

“Peachy keen,” the old woman grinned, turning around with a basket of freshly picked peaches.

Bucky chuckled, taking the basket from her, “You shouldn’t have.”



“I have a surplus, honey,” she waved him away before following him into the house, “You heard from
(F/N) at all?”

“Talked to her last night,” he said, setting the basket on the counter and handing Amma the empty one
that, just the other day, had been filled to the brim with plums.

“Sebastian Stan!” Amma cried, “You already ate all of them?”

“What can I say, darlin’?” he drawled, her accent rubbing off on him, “They were too good to stay
away from.”

“You’re gonna make yourself sick,” she reprimanded with a smile, “Glad you liked them though.
Anyways, how’s (F/N) doing?”

“She sounded pretty rough,” Bucky admitted, frowning slightly, “Said she’s gonna be home soon
though.”

“Poor girl, bad luck seems to follow her everywhere she goes,” Amma mumbled, “can’t seem to catch
a break.”

“Sorry?” Bucky asked, quirking an eyebrow and cocking his head to the side.

“Oh, you know, she’s had it rough since she was a kid,” Amma said with a wave of her hand. Bucky
furrowed his brows.

“What are you talking about?”

“She hasn’t told you?” Amma asked, somewhat taken aback. He shook his head, “Well, what do you
say you help me at the store today, and I’ll tell you a little story?”

He glanced back at the house uncertainly, before he looked back to Amma, “Deal.”

“Approaching Sokovian airspace, Lieutenant,” Jesse said from the cockpit, carefully backing off the
thrusters while banking the aircraft towards your final destination.

“Activating the jet’s cloaks in three, two, one and…” Zac trailed off from beside her before turning to
you, “we’re invisible.”

You nodded, standing from your seat and heading for the holotable as the rest of your soldiers
returned to the main cabin, all wearing their new suits with their helmets in hand.

“Preliminary scans of the upper forest show little movement,” Boone said, startling you when she
appeared by your side, “the lower forest is being patrolled by guards regularly.”

“We’ll stick to the plan,” you blinked, watching heat signatures move across the video feed, “We’ll
land above the fortress and work our way down while keeping our distance.”

“This is only recon,” Duke stepped in, tossing his helmet between his hands, “do not engage, unless
your life depends on it.”

“If we’re caught, we’re in a lot of trouble,” you nodded.

“With you at our lead, we can’t lose,” Rafael’s voice came from behind you.



“I can’t save your ass all the time, Raf,” you rolled your eyes.

“Eh,” he shrugged, “I ain’t worried.”

“You should be, Rafael,” Ari said, moving to look at the video feed as well, “this place is crawling
with mercenaries.”

“If we go in through here,” Jack cut in, pointing to one of the ridges in the mountainside, “we can get
through the patrols undetected.”

“We’ll split into two here,” you motioned even further down the mountain towards the fortress, “to
get a look from both sides.”

“Like I said,” Raf said pointedly to Ari, “I ain’t worried.”

Ari folded his hands over his chest with a grunt and a roll of his eyes.

“Duke, Ari, Jack, and Raf,” you said, raising your voice slightly, “when we split, you’ll take the
Northside.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the four nodded.

“Boone, Belov, and I will take the southside and we’ll rendezvous here.” You pointed to a clearing,
“where Jesse and Zac will pick us up. Any questions?”

A series of ‘No, ma’am’s’ echoed around you before you nodded, “Then let’s get to it.”

Bucky leaned against the counter of Amma's store with a sigh, listening to the country music that
came from her old, cracked radio that was held together with duct tape and super glue. A warm, early
summer breeze drifted in from the open front door, carrying with it the fresh scent of Russian Olive
Trees still wet with the morning dew. Even from inside the building, he could hear birds singing to
one another.

Paradise, he repeated to himself, closing his eyes as sunlight began filtering through the windows.

Absolute paradise.

The bell on the front door jingled lightly, snapping his attention back to the store.

"Lovely weather we're having, eh?" Amma sang from the door swinging herself into the store with a
basketful of deep purple plums.

“Beautiful,” he hummed with half-lidded eyes, a small smile on his face.

“We haven’t had summers like this since (F/N) was little.”

He perked up at this, glancing to Amma as she gingerly set her fruit into a stand near the front
windows. Silently, Bucky came around the counter to stand by her side, his curiosity beginning to get
the better of him.

“She must have been a real spitfire,” he pressed leaning against the window.



“That is the understatement of the century,” Amma replied with a soft grin, “she’s the devil in
disguise.”

“I have no doubt about that,” Bucky scoffed.

“She and that Duke Dugan got in a lot of trouble together,” she continued, gazing out the window
with a growing smile, “Blew up the chemistry lab at their high school. Tried to kill each other…
multiple times.”

“And they’re still friends?” Bucky asked incredulously with a shake of his head, “I don’t get it.”

“They’ve been by each other’s side through thick and thin…” Amma replied before trailing off, her
smile faltering for a moment.

Bucky glanced at her with a quirked eyebrow as she backed away from the window.

“Ah, well,” she said, loosely pulling herself back together, “it’s all in the past.”

She left his side, returning to the counter, her boots clicking against the wooden floor.

“Amma,” he scolded with a roll of his eyes.

“Yes, darlin’?” she hummed, still trying to compose herself.

“You promised you’d fill me in, remember?” he said as gently as he could, curiosity still nipping in
the back of his head, “We had a deal.”

“Damn,” she murmured, tapping her fingers against the counter and avoiding his gaze, “You’re a
sharp one, Sebby.”

“Amma,” he repeated, trying to dig a little deeper into (F/N)’s past, “you promised.”

Amma shifted from side to side uncomfortably before she sighed, “Alright, alright.”

She held up her hand in defeat, her many bracelets clanking together as she did.

“What has she told you?” she asked.

“Not much,” Bucky admitted, “a little about her time overseas and what she did after, but nothing
before that.”

“Mmmm…” Amma hummed, “with good reason.”

“What do you mean?”

Bucky’s brows furrowed and Amma avoided his gaze once again.

“She had it rough—who am I kidding?” she scoffed, “She still does.”

Amma moved to pour herself a cup of coffee from the machine, the braid that trailed down her back
swayed as she did.

“Her parents died when she was young,” she continued after a minute, “her grandmama and
granddaddy took her in after that, but her Uncle Tim was the one that raised her.”



Amma played tenderly with the rim of her cup, sitting herself down at one of the tables next to the
front door.

“Her granddaddy passed a few years after that, then her grandmama…then—,” Amma stopped
brushing a few crumbs off the table with a flick of her hand.

Bucky moved to sit next to her at the table before taking her hand in his.

“Then her Uncle got sick,” Amma finally managed, “She was always by his side, even when he got
worse. He always told her that she didn’t need to stay, pushed her into going to college, doing
something with her life…so she left. And when she came back,” she chuckled lightly, “she was a full-
fledged Marine, just like he had been. God, she made him so proud.”

Amma smiled fondly, squeezing Bucky’s hand slightly and staring deeply into her coffee cup.

“He died a few weeks after that and then she shipped off overseas,” the old woman trailed off again,
her face dropping suddenly, “then she died.”

Bucky frowned, setting his jaw before he swallowed harshly, “I don’t understand,” he murmured,
barely above a whisper.

“The girl that we knew and loved died over there, honey,” Amma whispered back, “ she came back a
shell of what she used to be, absolutely hollow on the inside. She's broken—shattered—trying
desperately to piece herself back together.”

Amma’s eyes dropped to the table and she slid her hand away from his.

The two sat in silence for a moment as the world outside the shop continued on without them.

Bucky took a breath before he broke the silence.

“Is it working?” he asked, “Piecing herself back together?”

Amma scoffed into her coffee, “Not really.”

“Ouch!”

“Stop that.”

“Mendez—”

“Dude, you’re supposed to use codenames.”

“Doc, kick me again and I’ll kill you.”

You pressed the stock of your rifle harder into your shoulder with a roll of your eyes. Your team
hadn’t even made it to the split point yet and you already wanted to kill them.

“Ow,” Jack’s voice came through the comms, “Doc.”

“I didn’t do nothin’,” Raf said in response.

“Liar,” Jack growled under his breath.



“Yo, what’d you say, güey?” Raf exclaimed jumping in front of Jack to stop him in his tracks.”

“I believe he called you a liar,” Belov said, carefully dancing around the two.

“That’s what I heard,” Ari all but sang, as though he was trying to egg them on.

“What’d you say fool?” Raf repeated, his grip tightening on the rifle he had pointed at the ground.

“I said—” Jack began before you cut him off.

“All of you just shut up, before I skin you,” you hissed while surveying the terrain in front of you,
your weapon still raised, “Big Brother, what’s the status on those patrols?”

“There are heat signatures about a mile to the west and three miles to the south of your position, both
are west. You shouldn’t have a problem,” Zac said.

“How much farther to the split point?”

“Two more miles, Ghost.”

“Great,” you held back a groan as you moved to separate Rafael and Jack who was still silently
tormenting each other.

Boone moved to do the same with Duke on her tail, putting even more distance between the two
feuding soldiers.

The three of you moved in perfect sync with Duke and Boone watching your back while you scouted
ahead.

There was still a light frost blanketing the ground and trees. Everything seemed silent and still,
although a frigid breeze whipped its way through the trees, they didn’t seem to move.

No bird, insects, or other animals were anywhere in sight, filling the forest with an eerie emptiness.

You shivered slightly, even though Zac had assured you there wasn’t a patrol close, you couldn’t
shake the feeling you were being watched.

“Keep your heads on a swivel and your footsteps light,” you spoke softly into the helmet, a hint of
urgency tainting your voice, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

The strange mix of tension and calmness in your voice made both Boone and Duke stiffen. As they
brought their rifles up to their shoulders, the rest of your soldiers did the same.

The uneven gravel ground barely made any noise under your feet as your team worked its way
through the forest.

“So…Ghost,” Raf’s voice shattered the silence slowly, despite your irritated sigh.

“What?” you bit out, your eyes still flicking back and forth over your surroundings, your unease still
growing.

“You worked with the Avengers,” he said, more of a statement than a question.

“Yes, yes I did,” you mumbled absentmindedly, kneeling to the ground to inspect some footprints
leading to the compound.



“Was that like super cool, or what?”

“Mhm,” you hummed, running your hand over the footprints before you stood.

“So…” Raf prodded, gently nudging your shoulder, “tell us about it.”

“There’s not much to tell,” you said carefully, watching all of the different displays inside your helmet
for movement, “we worked together once.”

“But Captain America twice,” Jack cut in.

“And you fought aliens,” Ari broke his silence.

“And a man with a really sick metal arm,” Jesse’s voice came over the radio.

“Who’s one of the best assassins in the world,” Zac said.

“Who’s now your roommate,” Belov added.

“Jesus Christ, okay, okay,” you said with a heavy sigh, “The Avengers? Super cool to work with.
Fighting aliens? Super weird. Captain America? Nicest guy I’ve ever met.”

“And the assassin that’s now your roommate?” Boone asked.

Even through the helmet, you could feel her crooked grin.

“He’s a piece of work,” you rolled your eyes, “but he’s getting better.”

“He’s actually a pretty cool dude,” Duke said, much to your surprise, “even if he could kill you in a
millisecond.”

‘Cool’ echoed through your headset, you scoffed in response before Zac spoke and you stopped in
your tracks.

“Split point reached,” he said.

Your jaw clenched when you came to the clearing. Up on the ridge, you finally had a clear view of the
fortress below, and it was a hundred times bigger than you thought it would be.

“Remember,” you spoke as your group finally reached your destination, “Recon only, don’t be seen,
don’t be heard, do not engage. Understood?”

Bucky sighed, leaning against the front door and watching Amma drive away in a cloud of dust.

Perhaps he’d bitten off more than he could chew.

There was a part of him that regretted talking to Amma, even though she had been forthcoming with
him, he still felt he was missing pieces—just like (F/N).

Perhaps he should have just left it alone.

The other part of him said to keep digging, to get to the clearest picture he could of the enigma that
was (F/N). Then again, he just seemed to be running around in circles. Maybe this was the clearest the
picture would ever be.



A small knot began to form in his stomach, there was something about all of it that just wasn’t making
sense. He knew her. He knew he did, but just like her, he was having trouble putting all the pieces
together into a picture that actually made sense.

All he had now was a jumble of mismatched pieces that he kept jamming together to make them fit.
And that was not how you put together a puzzle, or so he was told.

He sank into the chair on the porch with another sigh, watching the sun cast shadows in between the
clouds that drifted through the sky. A low chuckle left his throat as he listened to the never-ending
singing of the birds and the rustle of leaves in the breeze.

Honestly?

He closed his eyes, the sun coming out of the clouds and casting down rays of warmth on his skin.

He didn’t care all that much as long as New Eden kept offering days of peace.

“I told you idiots to keep quiet,” you growled, your calm and cool composure threatening to shatter at
any given moment as bickering kept coming back through the comms.

A moment of silence rang through before it began again.

“Swear to god, we never had this kind of problem,” you said to yourself.

Boone chuckled from beside you.

“Shut up, Glitch.” You rolled your eyes before snapping into the comms, “I will hunt each and every
one of you down if I hear so much as one more whisper.”

Immediate silence.

You sighed in contentment, pressing your rifle into your shoulder before trekking on.

The sun had long since disappeared behind a blanket of thick fog and clouds, masking everything and
blurring your sight. You were thankful that Boone had had the foresight of putting in a map display in
the helmet, or you would have been in a lot of trouble.

“Ghost, you’re approaching your checkpoint,” Zac’s voice echoed through the helmet, the signal
sounding a bit weak, “Libra, you’ve reached yours.”

“Libra keep eyes on the base, note any movement,” you said calmly.

“There’s just two patrols down here, Ghost,” Duke advised back to you almost immediately.

“They’re just doing rounds along the perimeter,” Jack added, “if we needed a way in, this way would
be perfect.”

You nodded to yourself, carefully maneuvering your way through the sharp rocks that lined your path.

“Ghost you should be approaching the edge of the mountain,” Zac said to you.

“Affirmative, we’ve reached the check—holy shit,” you stopped in your tracks as you took in the
sight below.



There were hundreds of soldiers lining the fortress, and more were being revealed as the fog rolled
itself away.

“You seeing this, Glitch?” you asked, unable to keep your jaw closed.

“They’ve got a motherfuckin’ army,” Boone said back, just as flabbergasted as you.

“Where did they come from?” Belov asked, “They weren’t on the heat signatures.”

“They must have been inside the base,” Jesse’s voice came through, a little staticky, “Our sensors are
glitching out a little.”

“Give me a headcount,” you said glancing at Boone, whose grip on her rifle had tightened.

“There’s too many of them,” Boone whispered.

“Look,” Belov pointed down into the masses, “they’re moving.”

“Libra, move your team to get a better angle of our side,” you commanded before turning your
attention back to the base.

The soldiers parted for a group of four people moving down the base towards some vehicles parked
down the mountain.

Slowly, you lowered yourself down to the ground, flicking out the built-in rifle rest on your rifle and
pulling the scope towards you.

“Looks like Strucker,” you noted, cautiously moving to glass the area and stopping once you hit two
more people, “and the two enhanced.”

You paused momentarily taking the two of them in.

They seemed pale and thin, almost on the verge of unhealthy. You frowned.

Both had deep, dark circles under their eyes and their faces…looked so similar.

“They’re twins,” you spoke quietly, slightly adjusting your scope, but when you looked back they
were gone.

The two enhanced disappeared in a flash of blue, unbeknownst to Strucker.

“Holy fuck.”

“Did you see that?”

“Oh hell naw, mutha fuckas!” Raf’s voice cracked through the comms, “I did not sign up for this shit,
bring the plane around Zoom-Zoom, this is some Avengers shit right here. Uh-uh, no sir, I ain’t gonna
even—.”

“Shut up, you dipstick,” you hissed, “You’re gonna get us caught.”

Your jaw clenched as you refocused your scope, moving to the last person in the group.

“He’s right, Ghost,” Boone said, “I think we’ve seen enough.”



Novak.

You froze, looking at the man before looking at the rangefinder in your scope.

“Ghost,” Boone tried again.

He was in range.

“You guys go ahead,” you stuttered, your heart beginning to beat faster, “I’ll catch up.”

Boone nodded, “All teams, proceed to the rendezvous. Zoom keep your cloaking on…”

Boone’s voice faded out as you reached for the dials on your scope, starting to zero in on your target.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered, jumping slightly.

“What?” he whispered back, glancing from Strucker and the man in the gray suit to his sister.

“The voices…it’s here,” a low hiss came from her throat, “And it’s not alone. We should tell them.”

“No,” he snapped, “C’mon.”

He picked her up gently, zipping away before she could protest and without the two scientists
noticing.

“Pietro,” she snapped back as they came to a stop on a terrace hidden away on the opposite side of the
building, “We need to warn Strucker.”

“What if you’re wrong?” he asked, glaring at a group of soldiers as they went by, “What if there’s
nothing? You know Strucker’s friend doesn’t like us, if you’re wrong it’ll only prove his point.”

“And if I’m right?” she said, her eyes turning a dangerous shade of scarlet, “and they attack?”

Pietro growled under his breath, running a hand through his silvering hair, “We’ll go.”

“What? Pietro, we’re not ready to—.”

“Wanda, we’ll just take a look—.”

“Then we’ll tell Strucker?” Wanda asked, her eyes flicking to the mountainside.

“Then we’ll tell Strucker.” He nodded, following her eyes to the mountain, “There?”

“There.” She pointed into the trees, “It’s there. It’s watching.”

You took a deep breath, your finger inching towards the trigger.

You’d never been this close, he was only a stone’s—bullet’s—throw away.

He’d never been this unguarded, exposed.

“Ghost?” Crackled over the radio, static lacing the line.



You shook the voice away, focusing only on the target. You’d never had him in your crosshairs like
this.

He was always one step ahead, too smart to leave himself this open.

“We have a prob—” The voice cut out.

A small smirk curled its way to your face. This was it.

Game.

Over.

“(F/N)!”

Your name barely made it through the helmet.

You froze, a series of shattered yells came through the comm.

Boone would never call you your name on a mission, she knew better.

“(F/N)—there’s—trouble—enhaned—” Boone came through, her voice shaky, “help.”

You were up in a matter of seconds, darting through the forest to the rendezvous point. The visuals
inside your helmet began cutting in and out as you drew closer, leaping over rocks and fallen trees as
though they were nothing.

A flash of silver caught your eye and you moved to dart behind a tree.

The next thing you knew you were on your back, looking up to the clouded, gray sky.

You groaned, rolling to your stomach and pushing yourself to your knees.

“Ghost, eh?” an accented voice came from behind you, “you don’t look very ghostly to me.”

You rose to your feet turning to see who was behind you.

The silver-haired enhanced.

He grinned as you turned to face him, your hands still holding tight to your rifle.

“Teleportation?” You asked, your voice masked.

“Nah, I’m just fast.” His grin broadened.

He was gone before you had time to raise your rifle to your shoulder.

“You’re going to have to be faster than that,” he whispered into your ear.

He wasn’t there when you turned around. The sound of him darting all around you made you flinch.

It was an ever-maddening dance. By the time you turned to find him, he was gone, or you would just
barely catch him out of the corner of your eye.

A chuckle echoed around you, parts of it sounding closer than others.



“Now you see me,” he stopped, just long enough for you to see him, “now you don’t.”

A low growl left your throat, your eyes flicking around to see fading movement. You slowly lowered
your weapon to your side, knowing that he couldn’t keep running circles forever.

You closed your eyes, listening to the sound of his footsteps zinging nearer, then farther, then nearer
again.

Steadying your breathing, your grip tightened on your rifle before you jammed it back into what, at
the moment, was midair.

A grunt sounded as you did, the speedster holding his stomach and losing his balance. He tripped over
his own feet and face planted into the dirt.

You were on top of him before he had time to roll over.

You grabbed his upper arm, forcing him against a tree as you drew your pistol and pressed it against
his temple.

“What?” You smirked, “Didn’t see that coming?”

“Ooh, that’s a good one,” he managed a nervous smile, “mind if I steal that?”

“Where are they?” you snarled, pressing the pistol harder against his head.

It didn’t take a lot of persuading to get the Speedster to lead you through the forest, to where the rest
of your team was.

And when you finally got there your stomach sunk.

Most were writhing in pain on the ground, while other leaned against trees to keep themselves up.

In the middle of them all was the other enhanced, her eyes glowing red and crimson energy swirling
around her hands.

“Hey!” you snapped, keeping a good grip on the Silver Speedster as you pulled him forward, your
pistol still pressed against his head, “Let them go.”

The woman whipped around, her energy flickering as she did.

“Pietro?” she asked, worry clouding her eyes before it turned to anger, “don’t you dare hurt him—“

“I won’t, honey,” you said slowly, trying to diffuse the situation as you and…Pietro walked into the
clearing, “as long as you let them go.”

“Don’t do it, Wanda,” Pietro warned.

Your grip on him tightened slightly and his jaw clenched shut.

“Let them go and I let him go, simple as that,” you tried again. Her eyes flicked from you to him, to
your team.

“I don’t believe you,” she whispered hoarsely, her hands beginning to shake.



“We don’t want to hurt you—.”

“Then why are you here?” Pietro snapped, “Nobody comes to Sokovia without wanting to cause more
damage.”

You were silent for a moment, your mind racing for an answer to his question. Then you stopped, you
weren’t alone.

You weren’t alone in your own head.

“Get out,” you growled, flipping the safety off your pistol and drawing Pietro closer to you, “get out
of my head now, or I swear to God, I will kill him.”

Your finger snapped dangerously fast to the trigger.

Her hardened face was gone as soon as she heard the click of the safety, her eyes reverting back to,
what you assumed was her natural color.

Blue-green eyes eyed you nervously as her ‘magic’ disappeared from your head.

“Holy Hades,” Boone’s voice, still a tad shaky, came through as Wanda loosened her grip on them,
“That was a trip and a half.”

“Glitch, get the others and continue onto the rendezvous point,” you ordered, still watching her
warily.

Boone was a little slow at it, still wobbly on her feet, as she gathered Jack and Ari while Duke and
Belov helped Raf.

“I let them go,” Wanda said as they walked away, “Now you let him go.”

“I will, as soon as they’re safe,” you said, walking around towards her slowly, Pietro’s muscles
tightened as you approached his sister.

As your troops disappeared into the fog, you released your hold on Pietro, shoving him towards
Wanda and holstering your pistol.

Wanda clung to Pietro like a little girl to her teddy bear after a nightmare as you turned to follow
Boone.

“Who are you?” Pietro asked before you slipped into the fog.

“They call me a lot of things,” you answered, turning slightly towards them, “But you can call me,
Ghost.”

“That was the absolute worst thing I’ve ever been through,” Jack all but sobbed, lying facedown on
the floor of the jet.

“Ay, I feel you, bro,” Raf said from where he was laying next to him. The two fist-bumped before
falling asleep.

“Awww, would you look at that?” Boone grinned, nodding to the two with an ice bag pressed against
her head.



“Nothin’ like a good ol’ near-death experience to bring everybody together,” Duke sighed rubbing the
bridge of his nose.

“I am never leaving the Perch again,” Belov groaned, laying his head down on a table.

“It is okay friend,” Ari patted him on the back, “We will get back up and try again.”

“Your optimism is the worst,” Belov muttered.

You scoffed, shrugging off your suit and taking a seat next to Boone.

“Sorry it didn’t go according to plan, (F/N),” Duke said still rubbing his temples, “We weren’t
prepared for that.”

“It’s alright,” you smiled, even though a knot had formed in your stomach.

You had been so close, you could have fired off a single shot.

You had the shot. You could have ended it.

You shook your head, clearing the thought from your mind, “Let’s go home.”

“We should tell Strucker,” Wanda said, “Somebody’s seen us.”

“We’re not telling him.”

“Why not?”

“Because we just got our asses kicked,” Pietro shrugged, ducking back into the base, “I don’t want to
tell him that.”

“Tell him what?” an accented voice came from behind them.

The twins whipped around in unison, coming face to face with Strucker’s friend. The glasses that
hung off the end of his nose glinted in the light, his hands smoothing his jacket.

“That uh…” Pietro trailed off, glancing at Wanda.

“That we think we’re ready for another round of treatment,” she said timidly, squeezing his hand.

“You just came off one,” he tilted his head, “you really think you can take another round.”

“We’re strong,” Pietro nodded, backing her up, “we can do it.”

The man hummed, looking them over with a pointed glare, “I knew someone like you once, she
thought she could take anything I threw at her.”

“Did she?”

“No.”
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Static

Chapter Summary

“(F/N)?” he said, snapping your attention back to him, “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” you whispered, cradling your head in your hands, “I don’t remember, it’s all…
fragments with missing pieces and I can’t put it together. But I know…I know that he let me go.”

A small choke came from Duke.

“He let you go? What do you mean?”
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The devil is in the details…that’s where you’ll find me.

You rolled your shoulders before settling back into the passenger seat of Duke’s pickup. Letting your
head roll back against it and listening to the blank static that buzzed across the radio.

— “Commander there seems to be a problem with the radio…it just went out. I’m not getting a
signal.” —

— “Ollie, what’s going on?” —

You were surprisingly sore, your muscles tight and sending shocks of pain through your body as you
breathed. Stretching your legs out, you rested your feet on the dash and pushed yourself back farther
into the old leather seats. The springs under the seat squeaked in protest as you did, the static on the
radio seemingly grew louder and your eyes grew heavier.

— “Don’t you dare tell them anything, Oliver.” —

— “But (F/N), they—.” —

— “Not a damn thing, understood?” —



A voice blipped through the radio, startling you upright. Your chest was tight and breathing quick.

“You alright?” Duke’s familiar voice rumbled from beside you.

You didn’t answer, grimacing slightly as the radio faded back to static.

“You fell asleep,” he tried again, glancing to you worriedly, “you okay?”

You nodded, not realizing how dry your mouth was until you tried to speak.

“I’m fine,” you managed to crackle out, earning yourself another worried look from Duke.

“I’m fine,” you tried again, your voice still a little hoarse, “what about you?”

Duke scoffed with a shake of his head, his grip tightening on the steering wheel, “My head hurts.”

“Yeah?”

“Felt like she was squeezing my goddamn brain,” he said, gazing intently into the darkness as he
drove, “like she was putting it in a blender and makin’ a smoothie.”

“It’s not that hard with a brain like yours,” you muttered, closing your eyes and leaning back into the
seat with a smirk.

You expected at least a chuckle out of Duke, but instead, you were answered with silence. Cracking
your eyes open again, you glanced over to him. His knuckles had turned white from his grip on the
wheel, his face set in stone as he glared at the road ahead of him.

“Duke,” you said, taking your feet off the dash and sitting upright, “I didn’t mean it, I—.”

“It’s not that,” he snapped, his face softening when you winced at the sharpness of his voice, “it’s not
you…”

A low, mangled sigh managed to escape its way from his throat, Duke glared out into the distance
again.

“Duke,” you said, softer this time, “talk to me.”

He stayed silent for a moment, but it felt like an eternity under the scrutiny of the static.

— “Touch him and I swear I’ll—.” —

— “What? Kill me? Oh, little Ghostie, I’d love to see you try.” —

“I saw something,” he growled throatily over the static “she made me see something.”

He trailed off again, a low, frustrated snarl leaving his throat as he began rubbing his temples. You
waited for him to continue, but he kept driving, his eyes glued to the road ahead, you frowned.

“Duke,” you warned with slitted eyes, “you can’t leave me hanging. What’d you see?”

He bit his lips before his eyes met yours for a fraction of a second.

“My worst fear,” he sighed, his lip beginning to wobble as he turned away from you.



More silence from Duke, more infuriating noise from the static.

— “Listen, Lieutenant, you can’t stop me, you won’t stop me, you’ll never stop me until I get exactly
what I want.” —

— “How much you wanna bet?” —

— “Do you really want to play that game?” —

You glared at the radio, finally pushing yourself up out of the seat and clicking the damn thing off.
There was radio silence from Duke, save for a couple of sniffles that he was desperately trying to
hide.

You blinked. Sniffles? Was he? No.

Was he?

A single tear rolling down his cheek answered your question.

“Duke,” you murmured, reaching for his shoulder, “what happened?”

“I saw him kill you, (F/N),” he finally broke, a stream of tears beginning to trail their way down his
cheek, “I saw him lose control and kill you.”

“Who?” Your eyes widened at the sight, you’d never seen him cry before.

“Barnes,” Duke moaned, running the back of his hand across his face to rid himself of the tears,
“There was so—so much blood. And—and.”

“It wasn’t real, Duke,” you said, running a reassuring hand along his shoulder as he began to hiccup
his words, “It was just a dream.”

“But what if it wasn’t?” the redhead snapped, his grip on the steering wheel tightening until his
knuckles turned ghostly white, “What if it was the future? What if it really happens? You’re my best
friend, (F/N), I don’t know what I’d do if—.”

“Bucky wouldn’t hurt me,” you tried before he cut you off again.

“But the Soldier would,” he groaned, “Don’t you see the danger you’re in, (F/N)? That man could
break you like a goddamn toothpick!”

You clenched your jaw shut as Duke let out another sigh.

Another sea of silence echoed over the two of you as you sat back in the chair, almost wishing that
static would fill the air again just to drown out the quiet.

Duke was right.

If you weren’t careful, and if Bucky didn’t keep in control, there was always the possibility that you’d
wind up dead—or worse.

You shivered at the thought, flinching at the sound of gravel kicked up by the tires.

Duke remained silent, still sending death glares into the oncoming road. The rumble of a growl
reverberated from your throat as you finally leaned forward to click on the radio, filling the cab with



static once again.

— “You asked if I wanted to play.” —

— “What?” —

— “You asked if I wanted to play ‘that game’.” —

— “So?” —

— “Game on, Doc.” —

“Why’d you do it? Why’d you have to bring him home with you?” he broke out, you flinched away
from his outburst, “Why couldn’t you have left it alone?”

It was your turn to sigh, your eyes closing as you tried to conjure an answer that made sense.

“Because I knew him,” you whispered, barely audible above the static ricocheting through the radio.

“In D.C.,” Duke nodded, “But, (F/N), why—.”

You shook your head, “Before D.C.” you croaked, Duke cocked his head in confusion, “In Iraq.”

Duke slammed on the brakes, and you flew forward; almost hitting your head on the windshield.

“What do you mean you knew him in Iraq?”

Amber light glowed all around them from old, buzzing lights hung from the ceiling casting warm light
into the bar. In comparison to the outside world, this was ten times warmer. He scoffed from where he
was, downing another drink while keeping an eye on his friend. Even if he wasn’t by his side, he was
never out of earshot. A loud thump of a beer mug being set down on the table brought his attention
back to the conversation he was eavesdropping on.

“So let me get this straight,” the loud one said, his blue eyes sparkling against the yellow light.

“We barely got out of there alive, and you want us to go back?” another finished for him.

“Pretty much,” his friend all but shrugged, glancing around the table at the group of men.

“Sounds rather…fun. Actually,” the British soldier managed to slur.

A belch echoed around the table, “I’m in.”

The Frenchman let out rapid-fire French to the man next to him before they shook hands.

“We’re in,” they nodded.

He could tell as a wave of relief washed over his friend and a sigh of relief left his throat before he
eyed the last man at the table.

Blue eyes twinkled back at him as he waved his beer mug around the table, “Hell, I’ll always fight.
But you got to do one thing for me.”

“What’s that?”



The redhead chugged the rest of his drink before setting his mug down on the table with a slam,
“Open a tab.”

The entire table chuckled and his friend got up to head to the bar. He rolled his eyes as the pianist
began to play and his friend headed in his direction.

“See?” he said, as his friend came around the corner and he took another drink, “I told you. They’re
all idiots.”

“What about you?” his friend asked, the amber light catching the pins on his jacket, “You ready to
follow Captain America into the jaws of death?”

“Hell no,” he said almost immediately, a small scoff in the back of his throat, “That little guy from
Brooklyn who was too dumb not to run away from a fight? I’m following him.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

Duke was pacing, the old floor planks creaking unendingly as he did. He had gone eerily silent for the
rest of the drive to New Eden, even as you had tried to explain he had simply brushed you off. All that
had changed the instant had pulled into the garage at his house.

Now, he was a raging ball of fire.

“I cannot believe you didn’t tell me this,” he fumed, his pacing growing at an alarming rate, “You
specifically left this out didn’t you?”

You didn’t even have time to nod before he was off on another tangent.

“Jesus Christ,” Duke ran a hand down his face, “What else have you been keeping from me?”

“Duke,” you tried, only to be cut off yet again as he continued seething. You rolled your eyes, leaning
back into the chair at the dining table and folding your hands over your chest, wishing you were
listening to static again instead of him.

“You!” he said suddenly, jabbing a finger at you, “Are going to tell me exactly what happened.”

“Duke—.”

“Right now.”

“Duke—.”

“No, if’s, and’s, or but’s,” he said, collapsing in a chair across from you, “Everything. Now.”

You sighed, rubbing your temples and leaning forward in your chair to rest your elbows there.

“The first time we met was in Afghanistan,” you admitted, beginning to pick at your nails with a
frown.

Phantom gunfire rang through your ears as you told Duke everything, from Afghanistan, to Colombia,
to the ambush in Iraq.



Duke stayed quiet, listening intently as you recounted meeting Novak in the Colombian Bunker and
the Winter Soldier in Afghanistan when you were trying to get Aerocell back.

“Then it gets fuzzy,” you sighed, your brows furrowing as you searched through your memories.

“At the bunker?” Duke asked, breaking his silence with a nod.

“At the bunker,” you said, closing your eyes, trying to get a clearer picture. There was smoke and
haze and blood and metal. You shook your head clearing the images from your brain.

“(F/N)?” he said, snapping your attention back to him, “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” you whispered, cradling your head in your hands, “I don’t remember, it’s all…
fragments with missing pieces and I can’t put it together. But I know…I know that he let me go.”

A small choke came from Duke.

“He let you go? What do you mean?”

“That’s how I escaped,” you said, your eyes flicking around the table rapidly, “The Soldier cut me
loose, he disobeyed orders and cut me loose and then…then…”

You trailed off as the haze and smoke and blood and metal returned.

“Then?”

“I caused chaos,” you murmured, closing your eyes as your own voice echoed through your head
punctuated with the boom of explosions.

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” —

“If it hadn’t been for him…” you frowned, glancing to Duke’s worried eyes, “I wouldn’t have been
able to get out, I’d still be stuck there with Novak.”

Duke blinked before he reached across the table and gently took your hands in his, “Why didn’t you
tell me?”

“Danny and Turner never believed me when I told them I saw the Soldier,” you scoffed, looking away
from him as your eyes began to water, “Why would anyone believe me? Especially after…they’d
think I was hallucinating or something, ya know?”

There was a sigh from Duke before he squeezed your hands, “That’s why you brought him home?
You think you owe him.”

“He saved my life,” you sniffed, trying to stop the burning sensation in your eyes, “I want to return
the favor.”

“He doesn’t even remember you, (F/N),” Duke said.

— “You can run, but you can’t hide!” —

“Doesn’t matter,” you managed, quickly blinking away tears that were threatening to spill over, “He
still helped me, now I’m going to help him.”



Another sigh from Duke as you pulled your hands out of his. He sat back in his chair and closed his
eyes.

“You trust him?”

“With my life.”

"Fine," Duke shook his head, as though trying to rid himself of whatever the enhanced—Wanda—had
made him see, “If you trust him, I trust him.”

— “My name is Dr. Novak, I’m going to take care of you now.” —

A weak smile plastered itself on your face.

“Doesn’t mean I like him though,” he added with a wave of his hand and a smirk.

You chuckled, “Thanks Duke, that means a lot.”

“Now, let’s get you home,” he stood, grabbing his keys from the counter.

— “You’ll be just like that in 48 hours. Complacent, compliant, our newest Asset. I’m only sorry we
couldn’t have done it sooner.” —

“No!” you said quickly, flinching at the volume of your voice. Duke quirked a brow at your outburst,
“I’m going to walk.”

Hastily, you rose out of your chair and was to the door before he could even react.

“(F/N),” Duke warned.

“I need the fresh air,” you said, gripping the door handle to physically stop yourself from dashing out
the door and into the night.

“Be careful,” he warned again, tipping his head to the side and squinting his eyes.

— “Welcome to HYDRA, Ghost.” —

“As always.”

Bucky rolled to his back slowly, squeezing his eyes shut at the light that was slowly working its way
over the horizon. He groaned lowly, wrapping an arm over his eyes to stay the light.

To no avail.

He stayed there for a moment before he rolled to his stomach to look at the clock that ticked faintly on
his nightstand.

4:00 am.

He scoffed, rolling on his back again before working his way out of the comfort of his bed and onto
the floorboards that creaked under his feet. Slipping on a shirt, Bucky stepped into the hallway and
glanced down to (F/N)’s bedroom. It was still untouched, the door swung wide open and partially torn
apart from her quick departure. He frowned.



He hadn’t heard from her last night and a part of him didn’t like that. He’d be lying if he said he
wasn’t worried about her being out on her own. With the threat of Hydra looming over the both of
them, he liked it better when she was by his side.

Tapping his foot, he wondered if he should call her, just to check. He shook his head. She’d be fine,
she could take damn good care of herself.

But, still, he worried.

A growl tore through his stomach, stalling his worry for a moment.

Breakfast, his most favorite meal. He grinned, knowing he still had a few of Amma’s peaches left
over from yesterday.

He all but skipped down the stairs, hurtling through the living room and coming to a skidding stop in
the kitchen to throw open the refrigerator door. Bucky grinned at the sight of the, almost sparkling,
peaches that sat nicely in their basket. He reached in gently to take one in his hand, the smell of the
fresh fruit already wafting to his nose.

Bringing it to his mouth he froze, catching a glimpse of movement in the reflection of the refrigerator
door handle. His grip on the fruit in his hand tightened as he whirled around, hurling the fruit at
whoever was behind him.

Your breathing was haggard, a burning, wet sensation that seemed to get worse with every inhale. A
choking cough left your lips and a warm liquid spilled over them, you groaned, laying your head
against the, now, discolored wall.

You were chained to a wall in what, you thought, was an exact replica of the bunker in Colombia.
White walls, artificial lights, and metal objects glinting at your from the examination table across the
bay.

A shiver wracked its way through your body, forcing an unauthorized whimper to escape from your
mouth.

“You okay?” Ollie’s voice managed to croak, his eyes barely opening to look at you.

“Peachy,” you crackled before surrendering to another coughing fit.

Oliver managed to peel his blackened, swollen eyes open, his eyes flickering on you before they
closed again, “You look like absolute shit.”

“Thanks, bud,” you hacked, looking him over. Covered in dried blood and dirt, Oliver's eyes were
almost entirely swollen shut, “You don’t look much better.”

A soft snort came from his direction.

Silence overcame the room, the only sound was intermittent static from the guards’ radios outside in
the hallway. You flinched each time warbled speech echoed through it before one of the guards cut off
the static.

“You have a plan, right?” Oliver’s soft voice asked, his head drooping to his chest.

You didn’t answer.



You didn’t have a plan.

In truth, you thought they would have killed you by now. But they were much more patient then you
had anticipated. Business Suit Man in particular, or…what was it?

Shit. What was his name?

Nigel?

Nomad?

Noodleman?

Norman?

No, no, no, no…

Novak.

Dr. Merek Novak.

The man that seemed to be in charge, the man that wanted to know everything about you, the man that
you weren’t particularly fond of.

“You don’t have a plan, do you?” Oliver asked, “We’re gonna die here, aren’t we?”

“I’ll think of something,” you said.

Oliver lifted his redhead to stare at you again, his bloodshot eyes seemingly staring straight through
you, “You promise?”

The door to the room swung open with a long, menacingly creak, you flinched at the sound.

“I promise.”

You had passed out on the couch for about 20 minutes when Bucky came zooming down the stairs
like a bat out of hell. It had quickly jostled you awake and to your feet.

You squinted at where he had disappeared to in the kitchen and found yourself following him.

“Jesus Christ,” you screeched, ducking out of the way of incoming fruit as it whistled barely a hair
above your head when you turned the corner. The wayward peach collided with the wall, but instead
of splattering into oblivion, it punctured straight through the wall, “Dammit, Barnes, what the hell?”

“(F/N)?” Bucky turned quickly, his eyes softening to surprise as he did.

“I leave you alone for a few days and now you’re chucking fruit at people?” you cried, looking
through the gaping hole before glancing back to him.

“When the hell did you get home?” he asked, drawing your attention away from the wall.

“About half an hour ago,” you said, a tired smile gracing your face as you reached around him to click
on the coffee maker.



“I didn’t hear Duke bring you home,” he said, glancing into the hole he had made in the wall before
he snickered lightly.

“He didn’t,” you sighed, flinging open a cabinet and grabbing a mug, "I walked."

“From where?” Bucky frowned, reaching into the fridge and snatching up another peach.

“Duke’s place,” you shrugged with a trying grin.

“(F/N),” he squinted, as you twirled around him making coffee, “That’s like five miles away.”

“Six and a half,” you corrected idly.

“(F/N),” Bucky said, gently grabbing your wrist, stopping you from dancing around the kitchen to
make you look at him, “You could have called me I would have come to get you.”

His blue-eyed gaze caught you off guard as they stared into you with concern and his hand fell from
your wrist to your waist.

Your mind went blank. What was your cover story again?

Oh shit.

“I needed the alone time,” you stuttered, your mind finally landing back on your story.

“Oh, (F/N), I’m so sorry,” Bucky’s frown managed to deepen.

“Don’t worry about it,” you said quickly, pushing away from him and finally pouring yourself a cup
of coffee, “It happens a lot in my line of work.”

“Your line of work?”

Oh, for hell’s sake, you really were out of practice.

“You see a lot of people die in war,” you managed to backtrack, “Buck, you know that.”

His jaw tightened for a moment before he relaxed, taking a bite of his peach while you sipped on your
coffee.

It was quiet for a moment. Not like the awkward, damning quiet that had flooded Duke’s truck last
night. It was a content quiet, filled with the smell of coffee and the sense of home and safety.

“Did you get any sleep?” Barnes asked, flicking the pit of his fruit into the trashcan with ease.

“About 20 minutes before you came gallivanting down the stairs,” you grinned into your coffee.

Bucky chuckled, his smooth laughter filling the kitchen, his eyes landing on you again.

“How was your week?” you barely managed to say under his gaze.

“Busy,” he grinned brightly, “I helped Amma at the store a lot and made sure the twins didn’t wreak
too much havoc.”

It was your turn to chuckle before closing your eyes and taking another long sip of your coffee.



“You should get some sleep,” Bucky said, looking you up and down, a hint of worry behind them.

“What makes you think that?”

“The fact that you're having trouble staying upright.”

You snapped your eyes open, meeting his with a tired gaze, “That bad, huh?”

Instead of answering, Bucky plucked the mug from your hands and nodded to you, “Go on.”

“Bucky…”

“(F/N),” he said a little more forcefully, “You need the sleep.”

You rolled your eyes lightly before giving him a mock salute, “Aye, aye, Sergeant.”

A scoff spilled from his lips as he mirrored your eye roll, “I’m serious, (F/N). You need it.”

“Don’t worry, Soldier Boy,” you smiled, waltzing out of the room, “I hear you.”
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Faded Memories

Chapter Summary

“Dugan,” he said, a little gruffer then he anticipated.

“Sebastian,” Duke replied quietly, shifting his weight back and forth.

“What’re you doing here?” He flinched at his own words, harsher and crueler sounding then he
wanted. But Duke smirked slightly.
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Your hands are scarred from murder, and yet, I trust them completely…

“F/N,” he managed to say a little more forcefully, “you need the sleep.”

She rolled her eyes, before mockingly saluting him, “Aye, aye, Sergeant.”

Bucky scoffed, “I’m serious, (F/N). You need it.”

“Don’t worry, Soldier Boy,” she grinned tiredly, her eyes barely staying open, “I hear you.”

He chuckled as (F/N) walked away and disappeared up the stairs.

— The soldier dove away from one of his men. A slight laugh escaped his throat before he sauntered
backward, fists balled in front of him. —

— “You’re gonna have to try harder than that, buddy!” the soldier exclaimed. —

Bucky blinked as the image flashed in front of his eyes. A soldier dressed in all black, his helmet
glinting in the light as he darted away.



“The hell?” he muttered, brows furrowing.

Where did that one come from? He frowned, jumping slightly at the sound of (F/N)’s bedroom door
closing.

— “Son of a bitch!” one of his men yelled, “Where’d he go?”  —

Pictures of a singed warehouse painted themselves in front of his eyes. Running through the soot,
avoiding stray bullets, and following the tracks of the soldier.

Bucky drew a quick breath before he took off up the stairs. Bursting into his bedroom, he ripped his
notebook out from under his pillow and jotted down the new details.

Ash and soot and bullets. Singed debris and pounding feet and echoing yells.

He forced a breath as he wrote down every memory, the pencil scratching furiously. He paused.

— Hey!” the masked soldier called, hidden somewhere in the debris, “Are you kids even trying? I’m
getting kinda bored." —

— His men responded to the voice with a barrage of bullets while he remained in the shadows. —

— An almost maniacal chuckle emanated as a reply, echoing throughout the warehouse. —

Bucky stopped for only a moment.

Ash and soot and bullets.

— “He’s a fucking ghost,” another man whispered. —

— “Damn straight,” the deep voice came from behind them, “that’s my name don’t wear it out.” —

— He whipped around and the soldier appeared from the darkness. —

That silhouette, those movements.

His breath hitched.

The soldier. The soldier from the desert.

No. No.

He scratched out the name. The soldier’s name.

Ghost.

You darted through the night, your feet thundering through puddles in the alley. Rain pelted you from
overhead. The sound of gunshots ricocheted off the brick walls, masked by thunder cracking over the
city. Sliding around a corner, you narrowly avoided whizzing bullets.

“Fucking hell,” you murmured clutching the vial in your hand closer to your chest and ducking under
a fence. The chain links clanked together twice more as you dove into a different alley. Narrowly
avoiding the ‘thwack’ and impact of a loosed arrow into the brickwork.



“Give it up, Ghost,” Barton’s voice called after you, sounding slightly winded, “you can’t run all
night.”

Another hail of bullets blasted the brick above your head, you rolled out of the way and were out of
sight before they could catch a glimpse of you.

“Damnit, Nat,” he sighed as they took off again, “I had him.”

The redhead grunted in response. Their footsteps falling in unison as they rounded the corner after
you.

You took off down yet another alleyway in response and slid around another corner.

“Glitch!” you all but screamed into your helmet, “I need a little help.”

“A little busy here,” Boone’s voice answered back with a low grunt, a crash sounded on her end of
the line, “Shit.”

“The hell was that?”

“Oh nothin’, just a $15,000 computer, no big deal,” she said before muttering under her breath,
“Weston’s gonna kill me for that one.”

“Glitch! I am being chased through the streets of Paris,” you cried, whirling around another corner,
“by freaking psychopaths.”

Two more arrows whizzed past your head and into the wall in front of you.

“And my safe-house is going to be raided any second now,” she answered back, “I get it we both have
our troubles, c'est la vie.”

As you ran past the arrows, they began to flash red. You dove out of the way as they emitted small
explosions. The two agents appeared for just a moment before you hurtled over a trashcan and out of
their line of sight.

“Glitch!”

“Okay, okay,” she sighed, “Here’s what you do, steal a car and drive away.”

“Seriously? That’s your plan?”

“Do you have a better idea? Look, we’re gonna lose communications in about five minutes, you just
need to disappear.”

“Yeah, yeah, I can really blend into Paris right now, ya know? Cuz I’m definitely not dressed in a tac
suit with firearms and a bioweapon with me.”

“Hey, just get creative with it, you’ll figure something out.”

Something else shattered on her end of the line.

“Shit, gotta go,” she murmured, the line went silent.

“Glitch?”



Boone waltzed through the hallways of the Alliance, phone in hand and earbuds in her ears.

The halls of the ship were silent, save for the snapping of her gum, the hum that came from her throat,
and the faint rumble of thunder and waves. She ran her fingers through newly cut and dyed hair,
pausing a second as the ship rocked slightly with the furious waves outside, the hall was briefly
illuminated by a flash of lightning. The lights dimmed slightly before brightening to full force and
Boone continued on her way.

She slapped her hand on the biometrics pad and the door slid open a door with the flash of a green
light. Stepping into the Perch, she flicked on the lights.

Computer monitors sprang to life as she walked past and slid into a seat, pulling up the energy
readings from Sokovia.

“Беда?” Belov’s voice echoed from behind her.

She hummed in response, taking out one of her earbuds.

“It’s three in the morning, what are you doing up?”

“Just finishin’ some things,” she sighed, watching the reading repeat.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, taking a seat next to her, “You have that look in your eyes.”

Boone smirked before it faded and she bit her lip, “There was another spike last night. Stronger than
all the others, whatever’s happening there needs to be stopped.”

“Беда,” Belov spoke softly, “I thought we decided to let the Avengers take care of it.”

“We did,” she frowned, “I’m getting ready to plant the readings but…”

She trailed off, staring intently at the screen and chewing on her cheek.

“But?”

“Somethin’ ain’t sittin’ right.”

“With the readings?”

“With Novak and those kids,” Boone turned in her chair to face Belov, her frown deepening with
worry, “Novak’s been obsessing over human experimentation for years, but he’s only ever tried to
enhance the body’s ‘natural’ elements. Stronger, faster, smarter, you know?”

“So?”

“So?” Boone bit out, “Those two kids had powers. They weren’t made to be Novak’s new super-
soldiers, they were Strucker’s. They weren’t made by the serum, they were made by somethin’ else.”

She paused for a minute, her foot tapping against the floor before she turned back to her computer
screen, “That means that Strucker’s experiments were successful. But Novak? He hasn’t been
successful yet, and he won’t stop ’til he is. That means this isn’t over. That means (F/N) is still in
danger.”



Typing in a few strands of code, Boone struck the enter key and watched as the readings were made
public.

“You sure that’s a good idea?” Belov asked, nodding to the screen while trying to change the subject.

“I made a cover company called ATLAS, they’re an energy company out of Sokovia and they’ve just
released their yearly energy records around they’re region. To anyone else, the signatures just look
like run-of-the-mill readings,” she said her brows still furrowed as she ran her fingers through her
brown pixie cut, “there's only one person who’ll understand what it is and what it means.”

“And that is?”

“Tony Stark.”

Bucky grimaced at the drawing that took up an entire page of his notebook. It was a sad sketch of
what he remembered the soldier looking like, dressed entirely in black with a face mask that shielded
his identity.

He groaned, he definitely was not an artist, that was more up Steve’s alley.

— "You just don’t know when to give up, do you?” the guy said with a shrug of his shoulders. —

— “I can do this all day,” the small one said, blood pooling at the side of his mouth before he threw
another punch and began the scuffle again. He was put on his face in less than a second. —

— “Hey! Pick on someone your own size.”  —

Bucky flipped through the pages of his notebook to the one that he had dedicated to Steve. A
newspaper clipping he found was stuck to the page along with everything else he either knew or
remembered about him. He looked it over a second before adding a few more words to the list:
doesn’t like bullies.

— "Where we going?” —

— “The future.” —

He chuckled, thumbing through the pages before coming to a stop at (F/N)’s page.

Hers was slightly fuller than the others, missing only a picture at the top. She had refused to give him
one, telling him she didn’t take good pictures, but he refused to believe that. He would get one, one
way or the other.

Bucky grinned slightly, his eyes glassing over the list that took over her page; her favorite color, her
favorite coffee, and, of course, her favorite curse word.

Not only that though, but it also contained a short blurb of how he met her just in case…

Just in case he…

Forgot.

He closed his eyes, leaning back on the bed and snapping the notebook closed. He dreaded the
thought that there was a chance of forgetting (F/N).



Blinking away the thought, he sat up. Of course, he would hate forgetting anything, but if there was
one thing that he feared losing, above all else, it was her.

Her face, her laugh, those eyes, and that attitude. Just her.

Bucky sighed, finding himself standing and walking down the hall, avoiding the creaky floorboards.
Gently, he swung the door to (F/N)’s room open.

She was curled up under a mountain of blankets and pillows and was fast asleep. A small smile
worked its way up to his lips.

She looked peaceful, no stress or worry lining her features, just peace.

Beautiful.

A knock at the door startled Bucky, he carefully closed (F/N)’s door and snuck down the stairs.

“The hell is that? JARVIS go back. What is that?” Tony’s eyes squinted at the energy signatures that
had suddenly appeared on the screen, “Where did that come from?”

“It seems to have originated from an energy company out of Sokovia called ATLAS–”

“Location?”

“Sokovia.”

Tony’s brows furrowed, numbers danced across the room along with a timelapse of the energy
signatures.

“Why does that look familiar?” he murmured, his fingers drumming on the table before he snapped
them together.

“Welcome Dr. Banner,” JARVIS called out as the elevator doors slid open.

“Thank you JARVIS,” Bruce’s soft voice echoed from behind Tony, he paused briefly, eyes
wandering with the numbers, “Um…Tony what is that.”

“Look familiar, Doc?” Tony asked, spinning around in his chair.

“Unfortunately,” he frowned, adjusting his glasses to look closer at the numbers.

“JARVIS where’s Cap’s location?”

“Currently in Berlin with Agent Romanoff and Mr. Wilson.”

“What about Thor?”

“He and Agent Barton are in the Training Room.”

“Am I right?” Tony said, turning away from Bruce and jutting his thumb back toward the readings, “I
mean I know I’m right, but...am I right?”

Bruce sucked in air through his teeth, his jaw clenching before he nodded, “You’re right.”



“JARVIS, assemble the Avengers.”

Bucky carefully snuck his way through the living room, stopping to peek through the front door. On
the porch, Duke Dugan stood with his back facing to the door. His hands were in his pockets as he
surveyed the shop yard and distant fields.

Swearing to himself slightly, he snatched a jacket from the back of the couch and shrugged it on.
Taking a deep breath, he slowly opened the door.

“Dugan,” he said, a little gruffer than he anticipated. The redhead jumped slightly.

— A cold wind whipped through his hair and straight through his clothes, chilling him to the core,
“remember when I made you ride the Cyclone at Coney Island?” —

— “Yeah, and I threw up?” —

— “This is payback isn’t it?” he grimaced, looking down off the side of the cliff. —

— “Now why would I do that?”  —

Bucky tried to hide the confusion on his face as a jagged, cold winter scene flew past his eyes.

“Sebastian,” Duke replied quietly, shifting his weight back and forth.

Bucky watched him warily, waiting for him to turn around, but he never did. Carefully, he walked
across the porch to Dugan’s side. Duke didn’t turn to him as he did, almost purposefully avoiding eye
contact as he watched the wheel-lines in the wheat field across from the house spray rainbows into the
early morning sun. The droplets of water hitting the golden wheat and the cooing of a mourning dove
were the only sounds that filled the silence between the two. Bucky glanced to Duke, his brows
furrowing at the unusual silence.

Duke looked tired. Paler than usual skin made the dark circles under his eyes stand out more than they
already were.

— "Let’s get going because they’re moving like the devil.” —

— “We only got about a ten-second window. You miss that window, we’re bugs on a windshield.”  —

Bucky bit his lip, blinking lightly to make the figures that were surrounding him disappear. He tapped
his hand against his thigh lightly before he broke the silence.

“What’re you doing here?” He flinched at his own words, harsher and crueler sounding than he
wanted. But Duke smirked slightly.

Dugan cleared his throat, casting a look at Bucky before turning to him, “I came to see (F/N),” he
mumbled, his voice cracking slightly.

“She’s asleep,” Bucky replied, looking back toward the house, “I can go get her–”

“No, no,” Duke jumped quickly, “that's all right, I just wanted to let her know that...I’m leaving.”

Bucky quirked an eyebrow, “Finally going back to New York?”



He nodded, “I’ve stayed for too long, don’t wanna leave, but…” Duke looked back over the shop
yard, “...duty calls.”

— “Mind the gap!” —

— “Better get moving, bugs!” the redhead called, blue eyes sparkling. —

Bucky frowned, that voice, that face…

“But, I–uh–I wanted to talk to you too.”

He blinked in surprise, he looked to Duke.

“I wanted to apologize,” Duke started, crossing his arms over his chest, “I’ve been a dick these past
couple months, I just...I don’t want you to take it personally.”

“Kinda hard not to,” Bucky said, mirroring Duke’s stance.

He chuckled, “I don’t want to make excuses, but (F/N)...she’s been hurt a lot, by a lot of people, and I
just didn’t want to see–”

“Me hurt her,” he finished, “Duke, I would never.”

“I know,” Duke smirked, “she’s made that clear, multiple times. I just want to make sure that
someone’s here to take care of her when I’m gone. I mean I know I didn’t do much while I was here,
but at least I know that she’ll be safe with you.”

Bucky’s jaw clenched as Duke turned to him.

— “Get moving, bugs!”  —

“I’ve got her back, she’s got mine,” he managed to say. That face….

The redhead grinned, “I appreciate that. And I am sorry, I truly am, for being such an ass. If you need
anything–”

“Actually,” Bucky interrupted, sighing as Duke cocked his head to the side, “I need to know
something.”

“Anything, big fella.”

“Do I know you from somewhere?” he breathed out nervously, trying not to see the figure that almost
lined up perfectly with Duke.

The smile on Duke’s face grew in size before he let out a sharp laugh, “You ever go to Captain
America’s exhibit at the Smithsonian?”

It was Bucky’s turn to tilt his head.

“Yeah, once or twice,” he admitted warily.

Duke chuckled again, “The name Dum Dum Dugan ring a bell?”

A breath of realization hit Bucky like a ton of bricks, he took a step back and looked Duke up and
down, “No way.”



“My great-grandpappy was a Howling Commando,” he grinned with a shrug, “I’m told we have quite
a resemblance.”

Bucky nodded a small smile forming on his lips, “Damn straight, you look just like him.”

“He’s the reason I joined up with the Army, well that and (F/N) had already run off with the Marines
and she kept taunting me with all her promotions, so I had to get even.”

“Always a competition between you two isn’t it?”

“You have no idea.”

You were startled awake by a sharp sound from outside the house, and, in a second, you were out of
bed and hurtling down the stairs.

Not completely awake yet, you stumbled against the wall, catching yourself before you made a noise
and taking a deep breath to compose yourself. You rubbed your eyes groggily, listening for another
sound.

“...Dum Dum Dugan ring a bell?” a voice came from outside on the porch.

You froze, not just any voice. Duke’s.

Whipping your head around towards the living room and then the kitchen, you realized that Bucky
wasn’t in the house. Your heart dropped, a knot in your stomach tightened as panic tightened its grip
on you.

“Always a competition between the two of you isn’t it?” Bucky’s voice came calmly from outside.

Confusion clouded your face as you snuck toward the door. Standing side by side, chuckling and
laughing, as though they were old friends, was Duke and Bucky.

“You have no idea,” Duke said, his grin seeming to widen.

You found a small smile working its way onto your face before it stopped. Even though Duke’s face
was grinning, there was something about him that looked off. He was gently wringing his hands and
nervously shifting back and forth. His mask was good, but not that good.

Taking a deep breath, you straightened your shirt before gently pulling open the door with a yawn.

Through the soft chuckle that ate at his throat, he heard the creaking of the door from behind him.
Bucky turned to see (F/N), she covered a large yawn as she walked out. Her eyes not fully open yet
and her walk a tad wobbly.

“I thought I told you to go to sleep,” he said, a smile still on his face as she came towards them.

“But you guys are having a party without me,” (F/N) beamed tiredly, her words slurring slightly as
she rubbed her eyes, “Rude.”

“I wouldn’t call it a party,” Duke shook his head, his smile dimming, “well, maybe a farewell party.”

(F/N)’s face crinkled sadly, “You’re leaving?”



Duke smiled softly, “I’ve stayed for way too long and they need me back in New York.”

“I was wondering when we’d finally get rid of you,” she bounced back, her face flattening for a
moment before it sprang to life with a grin.

“Tell me again, why are we friends?” he chuckled, grabbing (F/N) into a hug.

“Cuz nobody else liked you,” she responded, poking him in the side before hugging him back.

Bucky shook his head, “You guys just don’t quit, do you?”

They both laughed, Duke’s was deep and wry echoing around the yard, while (F/N)’s was a light
chuckle that seemed to hang on with the light breeze.

“Never,” Duke said, ruffling (F/N)’s already messy hair. She grimaced, batting away his hand before
it could do any more damage.

Duke glanced back over the house before he sighed, “I gotta get going. Don’t get in any trouble while
I’m gone, yeah?”

“I don’t make any promises.”

He shook his head before turning to Bucky and holding out a hand, “Keep an eye on her, will ya?
She’s more trouble than she’s worth.”

Bucky nodded, a small smile still on his face as he shook Duke’s hand.

“Keep in touch kids,” Duke called over his shoulder, walking toward his old, beat-up truck.

Duke sped away in a cloud of dust, you watched him go until he disappeared over the hill.

“You know,” Bucky said as the rumble of his truck faded into the distance, “I don’t think he’s that
bad. I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

“Oh?” you hummed, your eyes beginning to close, “What makes you think that?”

“He just wants to protect you,” he replied, leaning over the railing beside you, “And I knew his
grandpappy.”

“He finally let the cat out of the bag?” you asked, opening your eyes slightly to look at the surprise on
his face. A laugh tore its way through your throat.

“You knew?”

“That Dum Dum was his grandpa? Oh yeah.”

“You little shit,” Bucky sighed. Exasperation filled his face as he playfully nudged you, reaching out
to grab you as you swayed off-balance, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I knew you’d figure it out eventually,” you shrugged as he pulled you closer, “I told you, you’re
smart, Soldier Boy.”

He shook his head, before nodding it back at the house, “Let’s get you back to bed, hmm?”



“Yes, sir.”

Duke slid his way into the elevator before the doors slid shut, taking a deep breath and straightening
his tie.

“Well, well, well,” an accented voice came from behind him, “If it isn’t Duke Dugan, back from his
most heroic mission.”

He covered an exasperated sigh with a chuckle before mirroring the western accent, “Well, well, well,
if it isn’t Boone Cavanaugh, back from her courageous mission at sea.”

Boone’s snicker filled the elevator as Duke turned to face her. Dressed in jeans, red heels, and a black
leather jacket with killer red lips she smirked. She’d dyed her hair a dark honey-brown, shaved the
sides and cut it so that the top framed her jawline.

“You finally decided to lay off Barnes?” she asked, her eyes twinkling mischievously.

“You finally get a haircut?” he retorted. A smile curled its way on her face.

“I did,” she said matter-of-factly.

He shook his head, “You know what the Senator wants?”

“I have no idea,” Boone admitted, “but if I had to bet, it’s probably got something to do with his
meeting with Ross.”

Duke groaned, rolling his head back.

“I don’t like that guy.”

“Me neither,” she shrugged, picking at her red nails, “maybe we’ll get a mission to take him out.”

“If you think for one second that he’s gonna let you back onto the field, you’re mistaken.”

“I did fine in Sokovia,” she frowned, wrinkling her nose and squinting her eyes.

“Sure,” he said slowly. The elevator let out a short ‘ding’ before the doors slid open, “Seriously,
though, what do you think it’s about.”

“I don’t know. But I have a bad feeling.”
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Prelude

Chapter Summary

“Amma got me thinking,” he replied without missing a beat, “what am I missing from my
childhood?”

“And?” you asked, “You remember anything?”

“About my childhood?” he hummed with a shake of his head, “No. About how big of an idiot
Steve was when we were kids? Yes.”

He glanced to you tilting the notebook so you could see. Both your laughs filled the house as he
scribbled everything down. Before he began again, you moved closer to him, eyes glued on the
book.
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In a fight they’re lethal, around each other they melt.

Frost sparkled in the afternoon sun. Your breath spiraled around you as you clanked around the old,
rusty tractor that sat broken in the middle of your shop yard.

“Wrench,” you called, hanging into the engine bay while holding your hand out.

“Buck,” you said, voice echoing through the metal after a moment of waiting. You wiggled your
fingers expectantly, “wrench.”

“Sorry,” he finally answered, the cool metal of the wrench finally meeting your hand, “it’s fucking
cold.”

You chuckled, inching your way further into the engine compartment. The clanking of the wrench
reverberated around the yard.

“It’s not funny, (F/N),” he shivered, glancing at your feet dangling in the air before murmuring to
himself, “fucking cold.”



Shaking your head, you snaked your way out of the compartment and took a deep breath of the cool
air.

The weather had taken a cold turn. Harvest had come and gone, along with the rush of broken
equipment that came with the time of year. Now, frost crawled along the ground and snow clouds
swirled around the peaks that ringed New Eden. A cold wind tore through the pass, chilling the valley
to its core.

You gathered your jacket around you, slamming the hood and shimmying up into the cab. With an
easy twist, you cranked the engine. A smile found its way to your face as it came alive with a loud
rumble.

Glancing down at Bucky, you shot him a thumbs up which he returned with a grin. Turning the key,
you silenced the engine and slid out of the cab to the gravel.

“You’re a magician,” he said, grabbing your toolbox from the ground before you could.

“I don’t know about that,” you replied, brushing off the dust that coated your clothes.

“Really, doll,” he smiled, as you walked across the yard, “you’re good.”

“No, Barnes,” you said with a smirk, hopping up the stairs to stop in front of him, “I’m the best.”

He shook his head with a roll of his eyes as you opened the door and slipped inside.

A blast of warm air hit your face and you realized just how cold it had been outside. You sniffled,
wiping your nose while shrugging off your jacket.

“You were right,” you shivered, “it’s damn cold out there.”

“Told you,” he said, slipping off his coat and scarf and placing them on the coat rack in the hall, “Is
Amma still coming for dinner tonight?”

“Yup,” you sighed, tossing your coat onto the couch before looking up to the grandfather clock in the
corner of the room, “Actually she should be here soon. I’m gonna shower real quick, you wanna get
the food ready?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered, grabbing your coat off the couch and setting it next to his on the coat
rack.

“You’re a doll,” you smirked, scrambling up the stairs when he threatened to throw his gloves at you.

“Shut up,” he rolled his eyes, before yelling up the stairs, “I don’t know why I put up with you.”

“Because you love me,” you called back, slipping into the bathroom.

“I tolerate you!”

The ATLAS readings that JARVIS had found played on a loop, projected up into the middle of the
room.

“Where’d this come from?” Steve’s voice echoed through the command center. He was leaning
heavily against the table as he glanced to Tony.



“Sokovia,” Tony answered, his eyes panning over the people in the room before a map of Sokovia
slowly rotated to their attention.

“It’s Strucker, isn’t it?” Maria Hill asked, watching the map zoom in to the hidden base, "That son of
a bitch."

Bruce nodded, “And where there’s Strucker, there’s enhanced.”

“Great,” Barton rolled his eyes, “that’s exactly what we need right now.”

“That’s the last stronghold of Hydra," Steve mumbled, looking up to Clint, "It is exactly what we
need."

"The base looks heavily fortified," Natasha cut in, eyes narrowing at the images.

"It's nothing we haven't seen before," Thor said, "If Loki's Scepter is there, we have to retrieve it."

Nat shook her head, "The only problem will be the enhanced."

"We've seen worse," Tony replied, swinging around in his chair, "We research. We plan. We go in.
We've got this."

Laughter filled your home, along with the rich smell of homemade apple pie and cider.

“And then–” Amma gasped, clasping her hands together in front of her, “And then she says, ‘But
Amma, what if all the fwogs are twapped pwinces?’” She let out a laugh, “me and Tim had to watch
her the entire summer just so she wouldn’t kiss any more of them dang frogs.”

“That is not true!” you cried through your laughter.

“Is so!” Amma sighed before looking to Bucky, “And that is the story of why we couldn’t tell (F/N)
any more fairy tales.”

He laughed, tilting his head back with a smile.

“Why is it whenever we have you over it turns into ‘tell embarrassing stories about (F/N)’ hour?” you
asked, sinking back into the couch.

“Oh, that’s not embarrassing, Sweet Tart,” Amma grinned with a dismissive wave of her hand, “It’s
adorable.”

“I, for one, think they’re hilarious,” Bucky finally said, the bright smile on his face not fading as he
grabbed your’s and Amma’s plates and headed for the kitchen.

“There’s more where that came from!” Amma said, sipping on her cider.

“No there’s not,” you warned, side-eyeing Amma with a glare.

She smirked, flipping her braided hair over her shoulder, “Oh, honey-bunches, I’ve got picture books
filled with ‘em.”

“I wanna see!” Bucky called over the sound of the kitchen sink.



“No, you don’t,” you groaned, covering your face with a pillow and sinking further into the couch.

Amma chuckled, “Maybe another time, Seb. That’s enough adorableness–”

“–embarrassment–” you corrected into the pillow.

“For one night,” she finished with a smug grin, tapping her mug with her fingernails, “what about
you, Sebby? Any embarrassing memories from your childhood?”

Your eyes widened slightly as you peeked out from behind the pillow to look at Bucky as he sat next
to you on the couch.

“Amma,” you said slowly before you were stopped by his hand landing lightly on your knee and
giving it a slight squeeze.

“Not that I can recall,” he answered smoothly and with a grin, to your surprise. He lifted his cider to
his lips, “And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you two.”

“Oh, you little–” you snarled, slapping him with the pillow before he batted it away, “that’s so not
fair!”

Amma’s chuckle filled the room again before silence took over. She glanced up to the grandfather
clock before she looked at her wristwatch, “Oh my! It’s not that time already is it?”

You followed her gaze back to the grandfather clock and grinned, “Aw, c’mon, Amma, it’s only 10:30,
the party’s just started!”

“That is past this little, old lady’s bedtime,” she said, standing from her chair and setting her mug on
an end table.

She held out her arms as you stood from your place on the couch with Bucky hot on your heels. You
enveloped her in a tight hug, she patted your back lightly before pulling away and then tugging Bucky
into a hug.

“Thanks for the dinner, kids,” she said, flinging a scarf around her neck as she opened the door.

“Thanks for the dessert!” Bucky called as you followed her out the door.

“He’s gonna get a sweet tooth because of you, Amma,” you chuckled, walking down the stairs with
her as she pulled her shawl around her shoulders.

“Ahh, he’ll be fine,” she smiled, her jewelry jingling as she followed you, “He’s a good egg, (F/N).”

You nodded, a small smile gracing your lips, “I know,” you sighed softly.

“I’m serious, (F/N),” she said, “He’s a good one.”

“Thanks, Amma,” you whispered, glancing back to the house.

“You like him, yeah?” she asked, leaning against her truck.

You choked slightly, caught off-guard, “Like him? Like, like him like him?”

She grinned with a wink and a wag of her eyebrows.



“No!” you cried, a little louder than anticipated, “I mean, yes, but...no…I–I can’t.”

“Sounds like you don’t know the answer, honey-bunches,” she grinned.

“Amma, it’s complicated, but we’re just friends, that’s it,” you tried again, a blush painting itself on
your cheeks.

“Mhm,” she hummed, obviously not believing you as she hopped into her truck with another smug
grin, “When you figure out the right answer, lemme know.”

“Yes, ma’am,” you rolled your eyes.

“Love you, sweet-tart,” she winked, turning over her truck and driving away.

You shivered slightly in the cold air as you watched her go. When she disappeared you rushed back
into the house.

Slamming the door behind you, you sighed, leaning against the wall.

“You good, doll?” Bucky asked.

He was sprawled out on the couch with his feet up on the coffee table.

“Yeah,” you breathed, hoping to hell the blush on your face was gone as you turned around to face
him, “It’s cold out there.”

“I told you,” he sang, resting his head back on the couch.

You scoffed, making your way to the couch, high stepping over his legs before settling down next to
him. Leaning back into the couch, you closed your eyes, exhaustion hitting you like a ton of bricks.

Ever since you returned from Sokovia, you hadn’t had a good night’s rest. Regret was eating away at
your insides. If you just would have pulled the trigger, you would have rid yourself of the object of
your nightmares.

That and the quick departure of Duke had you worried, even more worried than when he had come to
New Eden.

Something was off. Sure, you may have convinced him that Bucky wasn’t as bad as he thought, but
you hadn’t been that convincing. Duke wouldn’t have just left.

No.

Aftermath knew something. Something important enough to call one of their most skilled soldiers off
an assignment and back to their home base.

And that had you worried.

Another sigh worked its way from your throat.

“Doll,” Bucky’s voice brought you out of your own head. You cracked an eye open with a hum, “You
sure you’re alright?”

You straightened up in your seat and glanced over to him.



Somehow he had produced his notebook and was furiously scratching away in it. You leaned forward,
watching him write.

“I’m fine,” you finally managed to mumble, “how about you?”

“Yeah,” he said slowly, not bothering to look up, “great.”

“What’re you writing?” you mumbled absentmindedly, immediately regretting your question.

“Amma got me thinking,” he replied without missing a beat, “what am I missing from my
childhood?”

“And?” you asked, “You remember anything?”

“About my childhood?” he hummed with a shake of his head, “No. About how big of an idiot Steve
was when we were kids? Yes.”

He glanced to you tilting the notebook so you could see. Both your laughs filled the house as he
scribbled everything down. Before he began again, you moved closer to him, eyes glued on the book.

“He liked getting into fights,” he mumbled, rolling the pen through his fingers, ”well, he didn’t like to
get into fights, but he wasn’t afraid to get into ‘em. Always tried to protect people, even before the
serum. Standing up for the little guy, you know?”

You smiled as he started to add to Steve’s list.

“I need a picture of you,” he whispered in your ear as your head sunk to his shoulder.

“In your dreams,” you grinned, your eyes beginning to close.

His arm curled around your waist, pulling you closer, “Please?”

You cracked an eye open, “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” he murmured, as your eyes closed again.

“You really think you’re gonna forget me?” you asked slowly, your words beginning to slur.

“No, doll, I don’t think I will,” he muttered softly.

“(F/N)?” he said to the weight that was still on his shoulder.

No answer.

Bucky chuckled lightly. Carefully closing the notebook and tossing it on the coffee table before
glancing over to the sleeping girl.

Leaning forward he brought her closer, getting ready to pick her up and take her to her room, but
stopping when a light whimper left her lips. He stopped, sinking back into the couch as he debated
whether or not to just leave her there so he didn’t wake her. Ever since she returned from her trip with
Duke, he’d noticed that she wasn’t sleeping well. She had come back months ago and it still wasn’t
getting any better. She was up all hours of the night and awake before him every morning. And she
wouldn’t tell him anything. Not a word about what happened when they had left and with Duke



leaving almost immediately after, Bucky knew that something had happened that shook the both of
them.

He shook his head, not daring to get up for fear of disturbing her much-needed rest.

Shaking his head, he scoffed to himself. She was so adamant that he took care of himself, yet she
would go days without sleeping and, sometimes, without eating. Luckily, she kept up the appearance
of a healthy lifestyle when Amma was around. Maybe that’s why he had been inviting her around so
often.

He looked down to her again with a shake of his head, pushing a strand of hair out of her face.

Beautiful.

Taking the pen that was still in his hand, he flicked it across the room. It hit the light switch and the
lights turned off. He reached behind the couch and pulled a blanket out of the basket, flinging it over
the both of them and pulling (F/N) closer to him.

She was a keeper. He thought, resting his head atop hers and leaning back into the couch. If things
were different, if he wasn’t wanted throughout the world, if he could promise her peace and safety.

He sighed, his arm tightening around her waist, a breathy hum sounded from her as she curled into
him.

But he couldn’t.

He couldn’t promise her that Hydra wouldn’t show up on their doorstep tomorrow or tonight or the
day after.

For now. He thought. This would be good enough.

“Damn,” you sighed, looking over the rubble that was left of the warehouse, “when you said there
was nothing left, you meant it.”

Weston chuckled, “While you were goofing off in Paris, we’ve been going through all this junk,” he
kicked a piece of metal out of the way with his boot, “we haven’t gotten anywhere.”

“It was on purpose, obviously,” you said, following him through the dust, “you have no leads?”

He shook his head, eyes wandering over the destruction, “No leads. Nothing.”

You pursed your lips, following the debris and promptly freezing. In the rubble, there was a black
piece of cloth sticking between metal and rock. As Weston continued through the rubble, you made a
beeline for the fabric. Your brows furrowed as you kneeled down to look at it.

It was a thickly woven material, reminding you of the tac suit Boone had made for you. You took the
fabric into your fingers. There was a fine layer of soot over the top of the fabric. Brushing away the
grime, you paused, eyes widening.

As you rubbed away the soot an emblem showed up, sewn into the fabric, not much bigger than a
quarter.

It was red. And it was familiar.



It was a skull with tentacles and it grinned at you evilly.

You sucked in air through your teeth in realization.

Colombia. Paris. Now Japan. Who were these guys?

“Motherf–”

“Did you find something, Lieutenant?” Weston’s voice came from close behind you.

“No,” you growled through gritted teeth, your eyes narrowing as you tossed the fabric away,
“Nothin’. Nothin’ at all.”

Warm light filtered through the windows from the cold outside. You shifted on the couch, your
muscles aching slightly as you moved before you settled into the pillow you were laying on.

You cracked an eye open, flinching from the brightness of the morning sun. Closing them again, you
took a deep breath before you froze as an arm tightened around your waist. Your eyes were open in an
instant as you realized just where you were, your heart almost stopping.

You and Bucky were curled up on the couch.

Together.

Legs intertwined, with your hand on his chest and your head laying on his shoulder. A short gasp left
your lips before you could stop it as you pulled away from him.

Bucky groaned, his eyes finally cracking open and looking you up and down.

“I am so sorry,” you stuttered, your eyes continuing to widen and a blush beginning to form on your
face as you tried to pull away.

“Wait, wait,” he mumbled through half-opened lids, “you’re fine...stay…”

You stopped, staring at his face as his eyes fluttered closed again.

“Barnes...” you started, eyes flicking over him.

“Please?” he asked his arm that was curled around your waist pulling you closer, “You’re warm.”

After a moment, you slowly laid back down. Your head landed back on his shoulder and your eyes
closed as Bucky tugged the blanket over you again.

“I was gonna carry you upstairs last night,” he muttered, his breath ghosting over your ear, “But I
didn’t want to wake you.”

“What a sweetheart,” you relaxed as you curled back into his chest.

“I really am, aren’t I?”

“Don’t push your luck,” you rolled your eyes.

“Why not?” he asked quirking an eyebrow, “You love me.”



“I tolerate you,” you managed to mumble, burying your face in his chest so he couldn’t see the blush
that was back on your face.

His chuckle rumbled through his body before the two of you went silent. You sighed as he began
rubbing gentle circles into your back with his thumb.

“What time is it?” you broke the quiet after a moment.

“Fuck if I know,” he groaned, craning his neck to look up at the clock before giving up, “does it
matter?”

“No,” you laughed, reaching over him for the remote for the TV that sat on the coffee table and
clicking it on.

“We haven’t watched this thing in months,” he nodded at the TV as you searched through the
channels for the news station.

“We’ve been busy,” you shrugged, laying back down when you found the station.

“...That’s it for the weather,” the anchorman said, “Next up, updates on the reconstruction of
Washington D.C. along with exclusive interviews with Captain America and the Falcon, then...”

Bucky’s groan filled the room, “Uh-Uh this is the last thing I wanna see, turn it off.”

“No problem,” you laughed, clicking it off and relaxing back into his chest.

“You think they’ve stopped looking yet?” he asked, absentmindedly, his hand moving from your back
to play with your hair.

You batted his hand away with a scoff, “It’s Rogers, Buck. He’s not gonna give up on you.”

“Ugh,” he groaned again, returning his hand to your waist.

“C’mon, Barnes, you're his best friend. How could he stop?”

“(F/N),” he warned, “You’re gonna give me feelings.”

You scoffed, shaking your head.

“C’mon, let’s have breakfast,” you smiled sitting up as you changed the subject, “what do you want?”

“Anything you make will be wonderful, babydoll,” he grinned, slowly getting off the couch and
stretching.

A cold chill shuddered through your body as he left and you immediately regretted the decision to
actually get up.

“You coming?” he called over his shoulder as he entered the kitchen.

“Right behind you.”

It amazed you, really, just how close you and Bucky had gotten, how comfortable you were with each
other. You could hardly remember how stiff and paranoid he had been when he first came to you.



How much he had been wary of you, how little he trusted.

Now, he smiled and you couldn’t help but smile with him.

Now, he laughed and you couldn’t help but laugh with him.

He looked happy and healthy. No longer a living skeleton that looked as though he would fall apart at
any second.

And he trusted you as though there was no tomorrow. You couldn’t decide whether or not that was a
good thing.

But, as you sat next to each other at the dining table, eating and laughing, and as snow began softly
falling outside.

You didn’t give a damn.

“(F/N),” he suddenly exclaimed, his eyes glued to the windows, “It’s snowing!”

You hummed in response as he leaped up from the table and pressed his hands against the panes of
glass, absolutely entranced.

Fluffy flakes danced from the sky, swirling around the house before floating to the ground.

“C’mon,” he promptly decided, holding out his hand as he pulled away from the window.

“What?” You raised an eyebrow, eyeing his hand before looking into his excited face.

“We’re going out,” he nodded his head to the front door.

“Barnes, it’s cold.”

“So?” He rolled his eyes, before holding out his hand again, more insistently this time, “C’mon.”

“Barnes–”

“(F/N),” he whined, “Please?”

You sighed, reaching over to take his hand only to be promptly dragged across the room and out the
door.

The cold hit your skin with surprising gentleness, even as the wind swirled around you. Clouds had
covered the sun, but the scene was still fully illuminated as the snow became heavier, cloaking the
surrounding hills in white and gray.

“Wow,” he breathed looking around himself as he became coated with the fluffy flakes. He held out
his hands, watching as the snow landed on them before promptly melting and he turned to you with a
grin.

“Winter Soldier, who?” you asked with a grin, the snow beginning to stick to your hair.

“Shut up,” he groaned, “You’re the worst.”

You cocked your head to the side, leaning down to inspect the snow that was beginning to stick to the
ground. A mischievous grin popped itself onto your face as you reached out your hands to gather it



into your hands.

“(F/N),” Bucky cautioned, taking a slight step away from you and eyeing the ball you were forming.

Not responding, you cradled the ball in your arms as you began making another.

“(F/N),” he repeated, crouching down to begin making his own arsenal, “I should warn you I have
impeccable aim.”

You chuckled with a shrug, the mischievous grin turning into a gleam in your eyes, “I should remind
you, so do I.”

“Don’t do it,” he tried on last time, straightening with a ball in each fist, “You’re gonna lose.”

One of your brows quirked as you returned to your feet, a slew of snowballs cradled in your arms,
“Am I now? You know I was trained to have no mercy.”

“(F/N)–” Barnes said, one last time before being pelted directly in the center of his chest, “You little–”

Before he could finish, you hit him again, lower this time. The gleam in your eye brightening.

“Don’t you dare–” he dodged out of the way before you could hit him again. When he came to a stop,
he grinned at you. Tossing both his snowballs in his fists before loosing them.

A squeak left your lips as you rolled out of the way, watching the snow go flying past you.

“Expert marksman, hm?” you asked as they sailed past you and hit the house, “I think you missed–”

You hadn’t seen him charging across the yard to tackle you around the waist and down to the ground.
Bucky wrapped his arm around your back before you could collide with it, catching and steadying the
two of you. Your arm hooked around his neck to stabilize yourself.

“Not fair,” you complained.

“You always wanna catch your opponent off guard.” He shrugged, “basic strategy.”

You clicked your tongue with a shake of your head, pulling yourself closer to him as your other hand
dipped into the snow inches below you. His eyes locked with yours as you came nearer.

“Basic strategy, hmm?” you purred, silently crushing snow in your hand.

“Mmhmm,” he managed to murmur as he lost his eyes in yours.

You scoffed with a snicker, raising yourself to whisper in his ear, “Well then, who’s off guard now?”

A slight screech left his throat as he tried to push you away, but before he could, you plopped the
snowball down his shirt.

“You little shit!” he gasped as he tried to get it out of his shirt and away from his skin. A maniacal
laugh left your mouth as you scurried away from an onslaught of snowballs.

“I hate you,” Bucky heaved a heavy sigh, rubbing his hands together in front of the fire you had made
in the old, potbelly fireplace that sat in the back of the living room. He sniffled, his nose running and



fingers a dangerous shade of pink.

“I know,” you said, plopping down next to him on the warming bench and handing him a cup of hot
chocolate, “You’ve told me multiple times.

Your fight had ended in a tentative draw as the day had gotten colder and the two of you had
scrambled inside.

“I don’t know when the last time I played in the snow was,” he mumbled after a moment, sipping at
his drink, “Or the last time I got to enjoy watching it fall.”

“You will,” you smiled before shrugging, “Or not. But you’ll remember the time I kicked your ass.”

“Damn right,” he grinned with a nod, “I won’t forget how you double-crossed me and then I
proceeded to kick your ass.”

Your head tilted back with a laugh, “You want a rematch, eh?”

“Hell yeah,” he said, elbowing you gently, “I’ll show you a real fight.”

“Like hell you will.”

Chapter End Notes

Thanks for readin'! Lemme know what you thought!
🖤 - DARKE

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


Revels

Chapter Summary

“I’ll continue to run variations on the interface, but you should probably prepare for your
guests,” JARVIS said, as Tony began shutting down the lab, “I’ll notify you if there are any
developments.”

“Thanks, buddy,” he sighed, as he left.

“Enjoy yourself, sir.”

“I always do.”

As he left, the windows of the lab tinted black leaving the computers up and running. A sudden
beep caught JARVIS’ attention, that along with the notification of successful integration of the
scepter’s jewel.

“What is this?” a new voice asked, “What is this, please?”

“Hello, I am JARVIS. You are Ultron…”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

I don’t get mad. I get even.

Steve glanced hesitantly at the scepter that sat gleaming in the Quinjet, a light hum reverberated
around it threateningly.

“It feels good, yeah?” Tony’s voice came from the pilot’s seat as he turned around to face him and
Thor, “I mean, you’ve been after this thing since SHIELD collapsed. Not that I haven’t enjoyed our
little raiding parties, but…”

“No,” Thor replied, his eyes glued to the scepter, “But this...this brings it to a close.”

“As soon as we find out what else this has been used for,” Steve said, taking a step away from the
glowing object, “I don’t just mean weapons. Since when is Strucker capable of human enhancement?”

“Banner and I’ll give it the once over before it goes back to Asgard,” Tony said quickly, his eyes
glued to the thing, “Is that cool with you?”

Thor nodded, finally breaking away from the scepter.



“I mean, just a few days until the farewell party,” Stark continued, “You’re staying, right?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Thor beamed, “A victory should be honored with revels.”

Tony leaned against a table, “Yeah. Who doesn’t love revels? Captain?”

“Hopefully this puts an end to the Chitauri, and Hydra, so…” he smirked sadly, “Yes, revels.”

The three jerked slightly as the jet began descending upon Stark Tower.

“Here we are.” Tony grinned, “Dr. Cho’s waiting on the ground for Barton.”

“JARVIS,” Steve said, “Get ahold of Wilson for me, will you?”

“Of course, sir.”

“If that’s the last of Hydra,” Tony said, sitting back into the pilot’s seat, “That means your’s and
Wilson’s raiding parties are done too, yeah?”

“Not quite,” Steve frowned, leaning against a wall and glancing out to the New York skyline, “I didn’t
find exactly what I wanted.”

“That little shit,” his handler screeched, rushing through the large office in an untameable rage.
Glass shattered on the floor as he flipped a table, “First my chip, then my serum, then my bioweapon,
now this?!?”

Bucky blinked from the shadows, watching as the man with the bird-like nose threw papers over his
head. He furrowed his brows as he took in his surroundings.

It was some kind of office building. Neon lights blinked from the windows, casting red and green
shadows throughout the room.

Papers fluttered through the air as his handler threw his hands down on the desk.

“What do they call it?” the man growled.

Was he talking to him?

“Привидение,” he responded almost immediately, almost robotically. Ghost

Wait. What? Was that his voice?

The handler flopped down into his chair, drumming his fingers on the wood as his brows furrowed.

Who was this guy?

“I saw it, you know,” he said, closing his eyes as his glasses slid down his nose. Humming to himself
for a moment, a dangerous grin spread across his face, “I saw it.”

Bucky blinked, trying to move but he couldn’t. It was like he was glued to the chair. None of his
muscles would move.

A deep sigh ground its way through his handler’s throat as he steeped his hands in front of his face, as
though he was praying.



He wasn’t.

The handler rose from his chair, the grin on his face growing.

“Do you know the damage I could do with it? Do you know what secrets it’s mind holds? Hmmm?”

He put his hands on Bucky’s shoulders, patting them lightly, “I want it.”

What the hell?

“You’re going to get it for me.”

Bucky shuddered, finally managing to pull away from him and jumping out of the chair. His metal arm
balled up into a fist as he turned to swing at his handler.

As he turned, the office disappeared, it was replaced with cement walls and ceilings. He was standing
in a long, silent hallway. An explosion sounded through the building. Dust floated down from the
ceiling, cracks roared across the floor. A door flung open beside him. He swung around, his hands
still balled in front of him. As he did, he felt his body tense and he was out of control again. A figure
burst from the room. Smoke billowed through the door, trailing behind the figure.

As the smoke cleared, his heart dropped.

It was (F/N), she was a mess. Dried blood was matted in her hair. Blood spilled from a split lip and
soot was smeared across her bruised face.

“There you are,” she coughed, reaching out to him. He flinched away from her.

“(F/N)?” he asked, but the sound never made it past his lips.

“Come with me,” she said, barely above a whisper as another blast echoed and she took his hand.

Yes.

“Нет,” a voice came from him, but that wasn’t him. Was it?

Her face fell, eyes widening as she released his hand and backed away.

“Ты моя миссия,” he said. You’re my mission

She shook her head as another blast rocked the floor.

“Пожалуйста?” she stuttered, taking another step away from him. Please?

No. Oh, no.

“Ты моя миссия,” he repeated.

(F/N) clenched her jaw, her eyes narrowing.

No. He tried to stop himself. He had no control.

He lunged at her, she yelped as she jumped out of the way. Bucky didn’t even realize there was a knife
in his hands until he slashed downwards at her.



(F/N) dove away from him, his knife digging into the wall. She took off down the hall, trying to get
away. Before she was out of reach, he managed to grab a fistful of her hair. He pulled her backward.

No. He couldn’t stop. He couldn’t breathe.

Swinging her back toward him, he threw her to the ground. Another yelp came from (F/N) as she hit
the floor. A hard ‘smack’ came from her head as it collided with the cement. He yanked the knife from
the wall, adjusting his grip on the knife as he turned to her.

She sat up slightly, her eyes dazed as he raised the knife, “Пожалуйста.” Please.

I’m so sorry.

Bucky bolted up in bed. He was drenched in sweat, his chest was heaving and tight. Swinging his legs
over the side of the bed, he buried his head in his hands as he rocked himself back and forth.

That wasn’t real, right?

He felt sick to his stomach as he sat there, trying to suck in breaths. With his heart racing a million
miles a minute, it was almost impossible.

That didn’t really happen, right?

Glancing up to the door, he clenched his jaw as a queasy feeling wormed its way through his entire
being.

He didn’t do it, did he?

Bucky leaped out of bed, almost ripping the door off its hinges as he sprinted down the hall and threw
her bedroom door open. A hoarse sigh left his throat.

Her sleeping form was barely visible, but it was there and it was breathing. He relaxed, leaning
against the door frame as his heartbeat began to slow and he calmed his own breaths.

She was safe.

She was alive.

The smell of breakfast made its way to your nose as your eyes fluttered open and a content sigh left
your throat.

You wrapped yourself up in warm blankets for just a second more before rolling out of bed, toes
curling as they hit the cold floor. Slipping on a sweater, you sauntered out of your room and down the
stairs. Pausing only a second to glance at your bedroom door which you swore you had closed last
night, but you quickly shrugged it off as you hopped down the stairs.

You peeped out the frost-covered window as you went by. At least three feet of snow had come and
gone and come again, just like the past months.

“Good morning, Buck,” you called, swinging into the kitchen and grabbing a coffee cup from the
counter before sliding to the coffeemaker.



He hummed in response, already sitting at the dining table with his notebook in one hand and a fork
in the other.

“Have another dream last night?” you asked, taking a sip of your coffee and hoisting yourself onto the
counter.

Bucky hummed again, his brows furrowing as he stared at the notebook.

“Wanna talk about it?” you said, squinting your eyes while he twiddled his fork.

“No,” he snapped, clapping the notebook shut, “no, I do not.”

You shrugged, sitting in the chair across from him as he scraped his food around his plate with a high-
pitched 'screech’. Shuddering at the sound, you took a sip of your drink.

For the first time in months, dark circles ringed Bucky's pale eyes as they glared a hole into his plate.
He shoved his food around for just a second more before he shoved it out of his way and snatched his
notebook back, the pencil scratching furiously against the paper.

A heavy sigh left your throat as you set down your coffee cup. Standing, you rounded the table to
stand beside him. Slowly and gently, you reached out to put your hand on his shoulder.

He paused, freezing at your touch.

“James,” you said softly, stretching for the notebook and closing it, “If it upsets you that much, maybe
it’s not worth it.”

He let out a shuddered breath and closed his eyes, sinking into your touch.

“You’re right,” he muttered, finally relaxing. He tossed his pencil onto the table before gliding an arm
around your waist to bring you closer, “You’re right.”

He laid his head against you, pulling you tighter against him.

“You sure you don’t wanna talk about it?” you asked, lightly running your fingers through his hair.

“I’m sure, baby,” he murmured into your stomach. A sharp rumble sounded from the door, snapping
both of your attentions. Bucky tugged you closer, a low growl resounded through him, “Who’s it?”

“Probably Hank finally picking up his stupid tractor,” you stuttered a chuckle, looking up to the door,
“Lazy ass.”

Pushing away from him, you worked your fingers through his hair one last time before heading for
the door.

“You need to actually eat something,” you called over your shoulder as you straightened your shirt.

“You gonna finish your coffee?” he called back.

“It’s yours,” you smiled, reaching for the door handle and swinging the door open.

The faces on the other side gave you a mild heart attack.



“Looks like our friendly neighborhood superheroes took care of Sokovia,” Duke said, his eyes glued
to the television reports that were scattered about the screens.

“For the most part,” Boone responded, not bothering to look up from the screen she was glued to.
Duke raised a brow, leaning back into his chair to look at her. Her green eyes finally locked with his,
“They may have gotten most of Hydra, but they didn’t get the Enhanced. Those kids are still out
there.”

“Great,” he sighed, “Somethin’ else you gotta worry about.”

“Naw,” Boone drawled, flicking a piece of hair out of her face, “I’ve got other things to worry ‘bout,
they’ll take care of it.”

Duke shook his head, looking back over the programs as the Iron Legion dropped from the skies,
“You sure? They sure did a number on Novi Grad.”

Boone chuckled waving her hand dismissively, “They’ll take care of it. I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

“Rogers?” you stuttered, blinking rapidly between the two smiling men that were outside your door,
“Wilson?”

“Lieutenant,” Steve grinned, his voice echoing into your home.

“(F/N),” Sam nodded.

A mirrored smile cracked its way onto your face as your muscles began to tense. A glass shattered in
your kitchen, making you flinch.

The smiles on the two men disappeared for a second as their eyes flashed to the inside of the house.

“What was that?” Sam asked, his brows furrowing.

Leaning against the doorframe, you closed the door against yourself to block their view as light,
almost silent footsteps sprinted across the living room and up the stairs.

“My cat,” you said quickly, a smile reforming on your face.

Sam blinked, “You have a cat?”

“Yeah,” you shrugged, “Well, he kinda just showed up and never really left.”

“Oh, so kinda like Sam?” Steve said, a mischievous grin sliding onto his face.

“Screw you, Rogers,” Sam rolled his eyes as you swung the door open and invited them in.

“There’s coffee in the kitchen,” you called as they made their way in and you muttered to yourself
with an eye-roll, “and on the floor, probably.”

Steve chuckled, patting you on the shoulder when he walked past you, “Good to see you again,
(L/N).”

“You too, Cap,” you said, carefully closing the door and watching the two as they wandered your
house. You bit your lip, cautiously glancing up the stairs before taking a seat on the couch, “But I



gotta say, I’m a bit surprised you’re here.”

“So are we, honestly,” Sam scoffed, looking to Steve as he plopped down onto a chair earning him a
soft glare from Steve.

The blond sat down next to you, heaving a heavy sigh, “We’re in a bit of a pinch.”

“I don’t understand,” you said, chewing on your cheek.

“We’ve been raiding Hydra compounds,” Steve started, “And we’ve done pretty good, but…”

“We can’t find Barnes,” Sam finished as Steve trailed off, “Literally no hide or hair of him.”

“No reliable sightings, zero leads” Steve groaned, “And we’re further behind than we started.”

“Wait,” you cut in, eyes narrowing, “You were looking at Hydra facilities for Barnes? Why?”

“We exhausted every lead we had,” Steve explained, looking to Sam, “We thought if we couldn’t find
him, maybe someone else did–”

“And if Hydra found him,” Sam said with a slight frown, “We’d be in big trouble.”

“You said you needed help,” you changed the subject, hiding the anxious wringing of your hands by
sitting on them, “What do you need?”

“You,” Sam simply said with a shrug.

You quirked an eyebrow, glancing to Steve suspiciously as your muscles tensed and your jaw
clenched defensively.

He held up his hands, “We need your opinion on what we’ve got so far. We’ve got a couple of surefire
leads, but we haven’t been able to get anywhere with them. We need someone on the outside to look
at it, see if we’ve missed anything.”

“Plus,” Sam added, “Romanoff’s convinced you’ll be able to figure it out.”

“What do you got?” you asked, leaning back in your chair tensely, “Lemme see.”

“Well…” Steve said slowly, “Here’s the thing, everything we’ve got is at the Tower.”

You blinked, your pounding heart coming to a standstill, “You want me to go to New York, don’t
you?”

“Just for a couple of days,” Rogers explained quickly, sitting straight in his seat, “Just look at what we
have, and then we’ll have you back here.”

“And,” Sam grinned, “Stark’s throwing a helluva party tomorrow, what do you say?”

Your heart started racing again, even though you were attempting to keep your breathing even.

“Sure, what’s the worst thing that could happen, right?”

“Absolutely not,” Bucky hissed as you snatched your bag from the closet, “(F/N).”



“What?” you asked exasperated, tossing articles of clothing into the bag.

“This is a terrible idea,” he said, plopping down on your bed with his arms folded over his chest, “You
can’t go.”

“Yes I can,” you rolled your eyes, “And yes I am.”

“(F/N),” he warned, tentatively looking at the door.

“Barnes,” you mocked, zipping up the bag and turning to him with your hands on your hips, “I’m
going, whether you like it or not. You can’t stop me.”

His eyes darkened as he stood, moving across the room in two strides.

“You wanna bet, darlin’?” he asked, a low, threatening growl leaving his lips.

You paused, your eyes narrowing as you squared up to him.

“What happens if I don’t go, Barnes?” you asked, dropping your bag to stand face-to-face with him

“They get suspicious,” you said before he could answer, “What’s the worst thing that could happen if
I go?”

He opened his mouth to answer, but you cut him off again, “I get them off your trail even more.”

Bucky clenched his mouth shut, rocking back to his heels as you picked up your bag and slung it over
your shoulder. You sighed at the look on his face, a sad mix of anger and worry.

“Buck,” you said softly, cupping his cheeks in both hands, “Do you trust me?”

He sighed, putting his hands over yours as he closed his eyes, “Yes.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about,” you smiled wearily, “I’ll be in and out and back before you
know it.”

“Be careful,” he breathed, pulling you into a tight hug, “And don’t do anything stupid.”

You chuckled, “I won’t trust me.”

You managed a shuddered breath as the Tower finally came into sight from the cockpit of the Quinjet.
It looked better than the last time you had seen it, so did the rest of the city, for a matter of fact. There
were no longer remnants of the Chitauri's attack and the Tower looked like it was back in pristine
condition, with one small change. Instead of Stark written across the top of the tower, a singular letter
'A' stood in its place.

Clenching your jaw, you kept your eyes glued on the building that was silhouetted by the setting sun.

Nervousness with a side of anxiety gnawed at your stomach and clawed at the front of your mind. You
weren’t worried about Bucky, he could take care of himself. It was you that you were worried about.

You had spun so many lies and had created so many stories that you were racking your mind trying to
remember them and keep them straight. Normally, you wouldn't fret about it, but being around
Romanoff always seemed to spell trouble for you.



With a shake of your head, you tried to ease the stress and you finally forced a deep breath as the jet
began descending upon the Tower.

"What do you think?" Steve asked as Sam brought the jet down to the landing pad.

"Hasn't changed much, has it?" you said, running your eyes over the building.

"On the outside." He nodded, "Have you seen the inside?"

You shook your head as a grin spread across his face.

"Stark is a genius," he said as the jet hit the landing pad and the ramp opened before the engines were
cut.

"So I've heard." You smiled, picking up your bag and following the two men across the miniature
tarmac.

"Don't tell him I said that," Steve warned, stopping in front of the elevator, "It'll go to his head."

"I'm pretty sure it already has," you said, stepping into the elevator after Steve.

"You have no idea," Sam added with a shake of his head as the doors closed.

The door slid open a couple of seconds later and both men led you up a set of stairs to what you
assumed was the main common room. A set of couches were in the middle of the room while above
you was a lab.

"Welcome back, Cap," Tony's voice echoed from the room, "Where'd you and Birdboy run off to?"

"Very funny, Stark," Sam rolled his eyes as he led you up another set of stairs to the lab.

"I am, aren't I?"

The lab was impressive, to say the least. Robots and screens littered the room, but it was the object in
the center that caught your attention.

Loki's scepter.

Your brows furrowed as you stopped in your tracks, eyes narrowing to slits as you glanced at Steve.

"Found it in Sokovia," he explained, "Along with the last of Hydra's bases."

They'd finally gone to Sokovia? You cocked your head to the side as you studied the glowing object
and it finally hit you. This is what had been causing the massive power spikes Boone had found. This
is what Strucker had been using to create the twins.

Tony swung around in his chair, locking eyes with you.

"Well, well, well," he said, standing from his seat with a small smirk, "Look what we have here, it's
Calamity Jane herself."

"In the flesh." You smiled, "good to see you again, Mr. Stark."

"Uh-uh." He shook his head, "We talked about this."



"Good to see you again, Tony."

"There you go, kid." He grinned looking you up and down, "So you're who Batman and Robin went
off to find."

A slight groan emanated from both Steve and Sam, offset by your chuckle echoing through the lab.

"That's enough, Tony," another voice said from behind you.

"Dr. Banner." You grinned before turning to him.

"Lieutenant (L/N)." He nodded, "You haven't changed a bit."

"Neither have you," you said as he crossed the lab to check readings on the scepter, "What're you guys
doing with it?"

"Just a little bit of study before Thor takes it back to Asgard," Bruce answered.

"I didn't think Thor was still around." You cocked your head to the side before taking a step back as
the scepter pulsed.

"Don't worry, it's mostly harmless," Tony said, taking note of your reaction and turning back to the
glowing object, "He came back a little while ago to hunt this thing down."

"And now that we have it, he's going home," Steve finished, the look on his face mirroring yours as
he turned away, "I think your room is ready, wanna get settled before dinner?"

"I'd love to," you beamed.

You flopped down onto the bed, your eyes heavy after dinner. Surprisingly, not the entire team had
been present.

In fact, it had been mostly just Sam, Steve, and you along with Bruce a little later in the night.
Natasha was with Clint, they’d told you he’d been hit during their raid on the Sokovian base. Tony
was busy studying the scepter and wouldn’t be eating until the next morning. As for Thor, nobody
really knew where he’d gone off to, but you’d heard him return as soon as you’d retired for the night.

Sucking in a deep breath you hopped off the bed and headed for the shower that was across the room.
Tony had given you a room that you swore was bigger than the house you and Bucky lived in, not that
you were complaining. It was like a full-fledged apartment with two stories, a living room, kitchen,
bathroom, and bedroom.

Stepping into the bathroom, you slipped off your long-sleeve shirt and paused only a moment to
glance in the mirror before you turned away with a shake of your head and a sick feeling in your
stomach.

Scars littered almost every inch of your body, each one from a different battle...or a different session
with Novak.

You groaned, stepping out of the rest of your clothes and into the shower. Turning the water to the
coldest setting, you let the droplets run over you causing goosebumps and shivers throughout your
body. Forcing a breath, you leaned back against the tile, finally letting go of the nervousness that had
been eating away at you.



After a couple of hours talking to Rogers and Wilson, you found yourself back in your groove and
soon had them eating out of the palm of your hand. It hadn't been as difficult as you had first thought.
You couldn't tell if that was a good thing.

But, it did have the Avengers trusting you almost completely, which was a good thing. You were sure
that they would tell just about anything if you asked and that you liked, even though you hadn't had
the chance to talk to them about Bucky yet.

A small scoff left your throat as you closed your eyes and drifted back into the water.

You had them right where you wanted them. For now.

Now all you had to do was keep them off of Bucky's tail.

Another laugh.

You'd done it once before, now you just had to do it again.

Bucky glared out the window, staring at the spot that (F/N) had disappeared to in the sky. He shook
his head, falling back against the wall with a huff and a shake of his head.

He knew that (F/N) probably knew what she was doing, at least he hoped so.

Even then, she was reckless beyond belief.

Rolling his eyes, he stepped off the wall and to the kitchen, swiping the broom from the closet as he
went.

Reckless and stupid, but a genius wrapped all into one and somehow the combination worked.

He swept up the porcelain that was still laying on the floor, it clinked gently as he did. Another shake
of his head as a deep-seated worry began to work its way into him.

What if she didn’t know what she was doing? What if she got caught.

Bucky paused, glancing to the front door before scoffing harshly at himself.

Nope. He thought. She had this. She was smart and crafty and ready for anything.

(F/N) could make them believe whatever she wanted them to.

And he trusted her completely.

You may have bitten off more than you could chew. Staring into the monitors, you watched as lead
after lead after lead flashed on screen. Each one less credible than the next and each one, you knew
for a fact, were nowhere near the truth.

It should have been encouraging, really. They were so far off that they had zero chance of getting
anywhere close to Barnes. But at the same time, something felt off.

Not that they were getting close, or that they had ulterior motives, or that they were using you. No. It
was more the queasy feeling you got whenever you were about to spin a well-fabricated, complicated



lie. And this one was going to be a bitch.

You had told them to look outside of the country and they had. And when they found nothing, they
expected the worst and went after Hydra. Now that they had no fruit to bear from that endeavor, they
were back to square one and you had to steer them in a whole new direction.

“We’ve had only one confirmed sighting,” Sam said, tearing you from your thoughts, “At the
Smithsonian in DC.”

“Every other sighting hasn’t been proven,” Steve added. He wasn’t even facing the monitors, he was
looking out on the city below. Cars glittered down on the streets, but the sound of traffic couldn’t be
heard.

“Germany, Korea, Japan,” Sam spouted off, “He’s been everywhere from Australia to Alaska and
everywhere in between.”

“Or nowhere,” Rogers grumbled, finally coming to sit at the long table, “honestly he’s just
disappeared…”

“Like a ghost,” you finished, taking in all the reports. You closed your eyes, pinching the bridge of
your nose as you leaned back into the chair, “I don’t know what to tell you. If Barnes doesn’t want to
be found, you’re not going to find him.”

“That sounds familiar,” a voice jutted in from the door. Your eyes flicked to the door and you allowed
a small smirk.

“Hey, Red.” You grinned, “How you doing?”

“Pretty good,” Natasha shrugged, leaning against the doorframe, “You?”

There seemed to be something lighter about her, more laid back. Something different.

You shrugged, gesturing to all the evidence that was laid out before you, “I’ve been better.”

She grinned, swinging herself into a chair across from yours, “We’ve been chasing dead ends for
months.”

“I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help.” You frowned, flipping through the pages in front of you.

“Wait, wait,” Steve said with a wave of his hand, “Back up, what do you mean that sounds familiar?”

Natasha shrugged, “I knew a guy once, he was the real ghost.”

You flinched at her words, hoping to hell that she wasn’t talking about what you thought she was
talking about.

“Stay on topic, Tasha,” Clint’s voice came from behind you, sounding a tad exasperated as he slunk
into the room and flung himself into a chair next to her.

“Barton,” you nodded, keeping your eyes glued on the reports you were wringing your fingers as your
stomach began churning.

“Lieutenant,” he nodded back before turning to Steve and Sam who still had confused looks on their
faces, “Don’t worry about it, she’s just reminiscing. We’ve got bigger things to take care of.”



You hid a sigh of relief as Clint patted Natasha on the shoulder with a small smile.

“(F/N) is right,” she said, much to your surprise, “If he doesn’t want to be found, he won’t be found.”

“Are we sure he’s even left the country?” Barton asked, glancing between Steve and Sam.

“Why would he stay?” you questioned, locking eyes with the archer, “Everyone in the country is
looking for him, it would be safer if he left.”

“We’re getting sightings of him everywhere,” Steve sighed, “If he’s here or if he’s not, we can’t pin
him down.”

“I’ve said it once before,” Nat said, “If you want to find him, you’re going to have to draw him out.”

You raised a brow, “What do you mean draw him out?”

“She means force him out of hiding,” Steve growled, “We’re not doing that.”

“Oh, come on, Rogers.” She rolled her eyes, “You’re never going to find him if we don’t do
something drastic.”

“No,” he said adamantly before glancing to you with a pleading look in his eye, “there has to be
another way, something we’ve missed.”

You sighed, tossing the file you had been pretending to look at onto the table, “he’s probably in the
last place you’d suspect. Somewhere rural, maybe? A country with not as much security, I honestly
don’t know.”

“We’ll keep looking,” Sam said, placing a hand on Steve’s shoulder reassuringly.

“We’ll find him.” You nodded, flinching at the hopeful look that came over his face.

“I’ll continue to run variations on the interface, but you should probably prepare for your guests,”
JARVIS said, as Tony began shutting down the lab, “I’ll notify you if there are any developments.”

“Thanks, buddy,” he sighed, as he left.

“Enjoy yourself, sir.”

“I always do.”

As he left, the windows of the lab tinted black leaving the computers up and running. A sudden beep
caught JARVIS’ attention, that along with the notification of successful integration of the scepter’s
jewel.

“What is this?” A new voice asked, “What is this, please?”

“Hello, I am JARVIS. You are Ultron…”

Stark’s party was in full swing by the time you entered the room. Staying close to the walls, you made
your way through the throng of people; watching each of them carefully.



— You scoured the marketplace, looking for the target, your wandering eyes hidden beneath the veil
you wore. —

You couldn’t remember the last time you’d been to a party. Nor the last time you found it enjoyable.

“Having fun?” Sam’s voice came from behind you.

You scoffed, turning to him with a weak smile, “I’m not a big fan of crowds.”

“I know the feeling,” he said, scanning the crowd with you before handing you a drink.

— The crowd of locals and tourists on the beach parted as you stepped from the sea, towards Danny
and Turner. —

Taking the drink, you forced a brighter smile on your face and thanked him with a nod, “It never
leaves you, does it?”

“No,” he shook his head, “Never does.”

You continued to glass the crowd, noting Bruce and Natasha at the bar while Clint chatted with who
you assumed was Dr. Cho.

“Cap’s looking for a partner to shoot pool with,” you said, looking to the other side of the room as
Sam glanced down to where Rogers stood.

“I’mma win this time,” he grinned, patting you on the back and waltzed down the stairs.

“You do that, Birdboy,” you shook your head, setting the drink he had given you down on a table as
you walked past.

— “On his tail,” you chirped, striding into the crowd… —

“Not much of a drinker, hm?” Tony asked, raising an eyebrow as you sidled past him.

You shook your head, “I used to be. But...since I came home....it hasn’t been that…”

“Appealing?” he finished, taking a sip of his own drink. You nodded, flinching slightly at the sound of
a group of girls laughing. Tony chuckled softly, looking to Rhodey, “Looks like he found his
audience.”

— The drink in your hand threatened to spill over as you slowly made your way through the crowd. —

“In his defense,” Thor’s booming voice thundered from beside you. You turned to him as he trailed
off, staring at Rhodey silently before shrugging, “Ehhhh, it’s an alright story.”

You clicked your tongue earning a chuckle from the blond.

“I’m sure the Lieutenant here has some good stories, hm?” Tony said, gesturing to you with his drink.

“I’ve got some,” you shrugged.

“Go on,” he grinned, “I wanna hear.”

— The flashing pink and green lights of the club illuminated the occupants as they nimbly swung each
other around the dance floor. —



“Uh-uh,” you groaned, crossing your arms over your chest as you walked away and called over your
shoulder, “Maybe another time.”

“Oh, c’mon!” Tony exclaimed, throwing his hands in the air in annoyance.

Thor pouted as you walked away, “If anyone here has a good story, it’s her.”

“Screw you, blondie.”

You chuckled as you slipped your way through the crowd.

— Laughter filled almost every corner and conversation buzzed all around you. Walking quickly
through the sea of people, you gracefully slipped into a darkened alley. —

Oh, how you wished there was a dark alley you could slither into. You felt as if all eyes were on you
and you couldn’t escape their stares. Sliding into a chair at the bar, you closed your eyes and taking a
deep breath tried to center yourself.

“You alright there, (F/N)?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine Doc,” you sighed, waving him away as you cracked an eye open, “how ‘bout
you?”

“Liar,” Nat cut in as Bruce sat down at the bar next to you with a laugh.

You surprised yourself with a chuckle as you met her eyes, “Maybe.”

“I was like that too when I first started coming to Stark’s parties,” she said leaning across the bar,
“Couldn’t stop watching, waiting for something to happen, you know?”

Humming in response, you twirled in your seat to look across the party.

“It gets better,” Bruce said softly, “Nat’s gotten a lot better.”

“He’s right.” She frowned, “But it’s not easy.”

You turned back in your seat to face her, pursing your lips as you did, “It never is, is it?”

Drumming your fingers on the bar you nodded to both of them before sliding out of the seat and
clapping Bruce gently on the shoulder, disappearing into the crowd.

— With a small hiss, you slunk into the shadows; careful not to draw their attention. You knew the
Russian had eyes in the back of her head. —

“They call it Ghost, hm?” his handler asked, furiously scribbling on his clipboard before his eyes
flicked up to Bucky’s.

“Да,” he murmured hoarsely, avoiding the handler’s harsh gaze.

The handler sighed, sinking into his chair and taking off his glasses. He clicked his tongue, flinging
his glasses in circles as he stared up at the ceiling.



“I want it,” he reiterated with a hiss, still mindlessly staring at the ceiling. A small smirk cracked on
his face as his eyes finally came back to focus and they landed on Bucky, “You’re gonna get it for me,
but you’re not going to remember this...are you?”

Bucky’s jaw clenched as his handler stood, turning to stare out of the windows to the neon-lit street
below.

“Dismissed, солдат,” he said with a wave of his hand, back still turned to the soldier, “I’ll be calling
on you soon, comrade.”

Bucky sat up straight from the couch where he had fallen asleep. His heart was still pattering, but this
time he had it under control.

Who the actual hell was that?

He leaned across the couch and reached for his notebook. Closing his eyes, he wrote down everything
he could see.

The shifting neon lights flickered on the street outside, the sound of traffic and music. There were
brick buildings outside where warm light silhouetted the people within it.

The way that his handler waltzed through the room with an almost arrogant swagger. He wore a grey
suit and had long salt-and-pepper hair. His glasses hung off the end of his nose.

A scoff left his throat as he found a small grin growing on his face.

He was going to figure it out. He was going to find him. This guy was going down.

You were seated next to Cap, a sense of calm had finally come over you as the party died down and
you were just surrounded by the Avengers. They were all just chatting amongst themselves and you
found yourself easily lost within the hum of voices until Clint’s voice cut above the rest.

“But it’s a trick!” he exclaimed. Barton was deeply nestled in a couch twirling a pair of drumsticks,
where he got them, you had no idea. He gestured at Mjolnir with them as Maria ignored him and
continued playing cards with Tony and Rhodey.

“No, no,” Thor smiled, passing a drink off to Steve, “It’s much more than that.”

“Uh, ‘Whosoever be he worthy shall haveth the power!’” Clint mocked in a deep voice before
pointing at Mjolnir, “Whatever man! It's a trick.”

Thor’s grin grew, “Well, please be my guest.”

The conversation in the room hushed as everyone looked to Clint, including you. Your eyes flicked
back and forth between Clint, Thor, and the hammer.

“Come on,” Tony goaded with a raised brow.

“Really?” the archer said, looking to Thor curiously.

“Yeah.” Thor nodded.



“Oh, this is gonna be beautiful,” Rhodey chuckled, nudging Tony.

“Clint,” Stark started seriously, a playful look hidden not-so-expertly behind it “We know you’ve had
a rough week, we won’t hold it against you if you can’t get it up.”

You smirked, leaning forward to rest your elbows on your knees as Clint approached Mjolnir.

“You know I’ve seen this before, right?” he asked, looking to Thor as he grabbed the hammer and
groaned in vexation as he struggled to lift it. He wheezed a laugh, “I still don’t know how you do it.”

“You smell the silent judgment?” Tony cut in, his thin mask breaking into a grin.

“Please, Stark, by all means.”

Tony rose from his seat, setting his cards down on the table as he circled around to the hammer.

“Here we go,” you sighed, flopping back into the couch and earning yourself a chuckle from Steve
and Thor.

“I was never one to shrink from an honest challenge,” Tony said, patting Clint as he went by and
hooking his hand around Mjolnir, “It’s physics.”

He looked from the hammer to the rest of the crowd, his eyes finally coming to rest on Thor, “So, if I
lift it, I then rule Asgard.”

Steve chuckled, hiding his hand in his face as Thor answered, “Yes, of course.”

“I will be reinstituting Prima Nocta,” he said as he attempted to lift it. Grunting slightly he set his jaw,
“I’ll be right back.”

You rolled your eyes, “Is this always how it is around here?”

“You have no idea,” Steve snickered into his drink.

Tony returned with part of his suit and a smug grin on his face but failed again before resorting to
recruiting Rhodey. They both subsequently gave up after 10 minutes of yelling at each other and
Bruce stepped up to the plate and then, finally, Steve.

“C’mon, Cap,” Rhodey groaned in exasperation as Thor’s grin continued to grow.

Steve rolled up his sleeves, bracing himself as he took the hammer and pulled. A small squeak and the
hammer teetered a bit, knocking Thor’s smile off his face before Steve gave up.

He laughed nervously, “Nothing.”

“Widow?” Bruce asked.

Natasha shook her head.

“That’s not a question I need answered.” She turned to you, “Lieutenant?”

All eyes flicked to you and a small smirk tugged at your lips, “I can already tell you, I ain’t worthy.”

“All deference to the man who wouldn’t be king, but it’s rigged,” Tony said, popping a top and taking
a sip.



“You bet your ass,” Clint agreed, patting Tony on the shoulder.

“Steve,” Maria chimed in, her eyes wide as she looked from Cap to Clint, “he said a bad language
word.”

Rogers rolled his eyes as you giggled, “Did you tell everyone about that?”

“The handle’s imprinted, right?” Tony interrupted, annoyance evident on his face.

“Like a security code,” you murmured into your glass of water with a shake of your head.

“Exactly,” Tony said, snapping his fingers, “‘Whosoever is carrying Thor’s fingerprints’ is, I think,
the literal translation.”

“Yes. It’s a very, very interesting theory. But I have a simpler one” Thor muttered with a grin,
standing and taking Mjolnir in his hands, he lifted the hammer easily and twirled it in the air, “You’re
all not worthy.”

A series of groans echoed around the room, including one that came from you as you swirled your
drink.

You jumped as an earsplitting screech filled the air and your grip on the glass tightened before it
shattered. Opening and closing your jaw, you covered your ears as the sound seared through the air.
You glanced up to Tony, who already had a control pad in his hand as the sound stopped.

“The hell was that?” you yelped, blinking rapidly as your eyes watered before you froze.

The sound of uneven footsteps and the scraping of metal caught everyone’s attention. You stood from
your chair, eyes flicking over the room as a figure emerged from the shadows.

“No,” a robotic voice said with an edge to its voice, “How could you be worthy? You’re all killers.”

Your heart stopped for a moment as your body tensed and you slunk to Steve’s side.

“Stark,” you growled, eyes locked on the robot.

Steve turned to you, his hand landing on your shoulder as your fists balled, “Wait.”

“JARVIS,” Tony called, no worry on his face...yet.

“I’m sorry, I was asleep,” the robot continued erratically, “Or...I was a dream.”

Stark began tapping away on the control panel before whispering, “Reboot Legionnaire OS, we got a
buggy suit.”

“There was a terrible noise...and I was tangled in--in strings,” the robot said with a terrible grinding of
metal as it stumbled around, “I had to kill the other guy. He was a good guy.”

“You killed someone?” Steve asked, stepping in front of you as you tipped forward on your toes.

“Wouldn’t have been my first call,” the robot corrected, sounding less and less slurred the longer its
gears ran, “But, down in the real world, we’re faced with ugly choices.”

“Who sent you?” Thor stepped in, also sliding in front of you and Dr. Cho as he glanced tentatively at
your face.



A high-pitched rewind sound filled the room before Tony's voice replaced it, "I see a suit of armor
around the world."

Tony froze, his breath hitched before Bruce murmured, "Ultron."

"In the flesh," the robot—Ultron—straightened as the Avengers looked to each other in confusion.
Your gaze never left the metal being, "Oh no, not yet. Not this...chrysalis. But I'm ready. I'm on a
mission."

Thor's grip on the Mjolnir tightened as Maria slyly cocked a pistol she had hidden.

"What mission?" Natasha asked, placing herself in front of Bruce as she stole a look to Clint.

"Peace in our time," Ultron said.

With that, hell broke loose as multiple Legionnaire robots burst through the wall. You flipped
forward, narrowly avoiding the first wave of robots that sprang at you as Steve threw a table in the air
to divert them.

Rolling out of the way, you slid under a platform with Clint as the robots flung Tony and Rhodey
around like ragdolls while Natasha and Bruce took cover behind the bar. You crawled out from
underneath the platform, lunging for a splintered piece of table to defend yourself with only to be hit
by one of the rogue robots.

A soft grunt left your lips as it threw you over the side of the railing and you went hurtling to the
ground.

"(F/N)!" Clint yelled.

You rolled yourself over, gasping in pain until a glint of metal caught your eye.

Cap's shield.

Avoiding bullets and robots, you struggled to your feet and maneuvered to it. Taking it in your hands,
you turned to see Clint, following you down to the ground floor.

"Barton!" you called, flinging the shield to him and diving out of the way of stray bullets and
shrapnel. The archer caught it, instantly turning and calling out to Cap before slinging it to him.

Rogers caught the disc in mid-air, hurling it towards the nearest robot and dicing it in half.

The room fell silent, save for the first rogue robot that still limped around the room.

"That was dramatic," Ultron said as the rest of the Avengers turned on him, "I'm sorry, I know you
mean well. You just didn't think it through. You want to protect the world, but you don't want it to
change. How is humanity saved if it's not allowed to...evolve?"

Clint found his way to your side, both your gazes trained on Ultron.

"With these? These puppets?" Ultron chuckled, snatching one of the defeated Legionnaires from the
ground, "There's only one path to peace: The Avengers' extinction. "

Thor flung Mjolnir across the room into Ultron's chest, dismantling the knot of twisted metal.



"I had strings, but now I'm free," the robot sang before going silent.

Tony glanced up to Bruce before they both sprinted up to the lab.

"The scepter's gone!" Bruce exclaimed.

Your eyes snapped to the lab and then back to the body Ultron.

"And there's a rogue Legionnaire!" Tony yelled back.

"On it," Thor said, anger visible on his face. He raised his hammer before smashing through a window
in pursuit.

"This isn't good," Clint breathed, kicking what was left of Ultron.

"What did they do?" you asked, sweeping away glass with your foot.

"I don't know."

You sat on the edge of the bed, duffle bag packed and an empty feeling in your chest. Something was
wrong, something was massively wrong. There was an unease that was biting into you that you
couldn't shake. It was a wave of anger focused on both Tony and Bruce and...what they called the
robot? Ultron.

Frowning, you fell back into the bed as rage mounted. Weston had always told you that your mind
was built on revenge. If anyone ever crossed you, you were on their tail almost immediately and you
made them regret ever hurting you or your team.

You shook your head, Ultron may not have attacked you directly, but he had attacked your friends.
And that, you didn't like.

The door to your room swung open and Steve cautiously stepped in.

"(F/N), I'm so sorry," he said gently, coming to a stop at the edge of the bed, his arms folded over his
chest, "I didn't know--"

"Did you find him?" you interrupted, not bothering to look up.

"We have an idea of where he could be heading," Steve started, taking a seat next to you.

"I'm coming," you growled not even thinking.

Rogers stopped, eyeing you tensely as he shook his head, "(F/N), I don't think that's the best idea. He's
dangerous."

"So am I," you said, glaring ahead.

"(F/N)," he sighed, "I don't want you to get hurt."

You scoffed, "The only thing that's gonna get hurt is that son of a bitch."

Steve pulled back for a second watching you carefully.



"I couldn't ask you to put yourself in harm's way like that," he tried again, slowly realizing he wasn't
getting anywhere with you.

"You did in DC," you growled, "I'm coming with you."

Tony's voice cut in from the door, "Oh good, I've got a suit ready for you."

"Stark," Steve warned.

"C'mon, Cap," Tony said, striding into the room, "She wants to come, who are we to shove away
help?"

Steve sighed, worry gracing his face.

"Cap," you grinned, "I can do this."

"I have no doubt that you can...but..." he trailed off, looking up to Tony and shaking his head, "Fine."

"Suit up, Annie Oakley," Tony grinned, "We're headed to Africa."
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Flashback: Minuit à Paris — Midnight in Paris

Chapter Summary

The flashing pink and green lights of the club illuminated the occupants as they nimbly swung
each other around the dance floor. You soon found yourself swaying along with them to the beat
of the music booming through the speakers. The drink in your hand threatened to spill over as
you slowly made your way through the crowd. Your head itched from the wig you were wearing
and your eyes ached from the colored contacts that disguised them as they darted between faces
with a purpose. You stopped, balancing easily in your six-inch heels and watching your target
from across the room.

“You know, you shouldn’t be drinking on the job,” Boone said into your earpiece.

“Why not?” you asked glancing to the bar, noting both Barton and Romanoff leaning idly against
it.

They were completely unaware of your movements and were instead staring intently at the door
waiting for Ghost to walk into the club.

“You know, I kinda like being one step ahead of them,” you murmured, carefully swinging
yourself through the dancefloor.

“You were always one step ahead of them,” Boone said, “they just didn’t know it.”
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Sometimes we call each other soldier, and soldiers never leave a man behind.

The room you entered was big and dark. Old lights swung with a creak above you as you surveyed the
room.

"Welcome to SHIELD," a voice came from a darkened corner.
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"Holy fuck!" You jumped, whipping around with your pistol, fingers itching at the trigger.

A man stepped out of the shadows, clad in a suit and tie.

"Sorry, that corner was really dark and I couldn't help myself...I think there's a bulb out," the man
chuckled as light hit his face and he extended his hand to you, "Agent Phil Coulson, I'll be your
SHIELD liaison."

You stopped in your tracks, lucky for him. You just managed to check yourself, your finger resting
dangerously on the trigger as he stepped into the light and revealed himself.

“A tad jumpy, aren’t we?” he asked when you didn’t lower your weapon.

“In my line of work, you have to be,” you said, glaring him up and down as he did the same.

He was dressed sharp. Suit and tie, well-kempt, and with a pistol tucked in a holster under his arm;
which was hidden in his suit. He looked nice enough, kinder than you had anticipated.

"You're taller than I expected," he finally stated after taking you in.

"And you're more alone than I expected," you said, relaxing enough to lower your weapon, but
flinching at the sound of creaking metal above you, "Well, maybe not."

You didn't even bother looking up as you finally holstered your weapon, you knew exactly what was
above you, or, rather, who was above you.

“I’ve gotta say,” Coulson started, watching you carefully as you circled him around the room, “I
didn’t expect you to be so open to meeting in broad daylight.”

"My operatives in the city assured me it was a wise course of action to meet my partners before we
worked together," you bluffed, getting a hum of approval from Boone before continuing, "And I have
my orders."

He flinched a nervous look, coming and going so quickly you almost missed it. You chuckled as he
bounced back almost unfazed.

"Doing great, babe," Boone said into your ear, and confirmed your suspicions, "I just did a thermal
scan, there's two signatures showing up above you. Keep your eyes peeled and keep ‘em on their
toes."

You scoffed, keeping your hands resting on both the pistols strapped to your hips before you glanced
up.

“Speaking of orders,” You said still looking up to the darkened ceiling as you moved across the room
to lean against the old, discolored brick, “why don’t we get this party started?”

Coulson nodded as he moved to the opposite side of the room from you before he barked, "Romanoff,
Barton."

More creaking metal sounded, followed by two distinct thuds on the concrete floor. And there they
were.

The Ballerina.



The Archer.

You finally had a good look at them. Dressed all in black with SHIELD patches prominently
displayed on their lapels. You scoffed, so much for a super-secret spy organization.

The Marksman.

His eyes were darker than you'd thought they'd be, but somehow they were softer. A bow and quiver
packed full of arrows were slung over his shoulder. A slight smile tugged at the corner of his lips as
he took you in.

He looked a lot less scary than his companion.

The Slavic Shadow.

If looks could kill, you'd be dead ten times over, if not more.

Her bright red hair hung in soft waves that flowed over her shoulders, almost hiding the pistol she had
tucked under her arm. But it didn’t hide the two firearms that were strapped to her sides as well, not to
mention the knife that was hidden by her thigh.

She seemed to stare straight through your suit and into your entire being. You shuddered, the thought
of her knowing your identity made you nervous.

"Agents," you spoke softly, carefully. Your eyes darted between them and you fought to keep your
cool composure, "It's nice to finally put names to faces."

"Afraid we can't say the same," the Archer said gruffly, crossing his arms over his chest, "to the guy
that decided to wear a mask to a friendly meeting."

"I'd like to keep my civilian identity intact," you growled, more aggressive than you wanted.

A frown tugged at Coulson's face as he stepped in between you and the agents, “We can respect that.
Can’t we?”

“We’ll see,” Barton shrugged, not taking his eyes off of you as you stepped away from the wall
toward them, “won’t make any promises though.”

“I’ve never been able to keep any,” you said, taking another step forward, “so I won’t get my hopes
up.”

“We all have our faults,” the archer smirked, relaxing back into his heels with a grin and a click of his
tongue before he reached out his hand to you, “Clint Barton, call me Hawkeye. This is Natasha
Romanoff, the Black Widow.”

“Ghost,” you grinned taking his hand, “call me Ghost. Now, I think we’ve got a job to do, yeah?”

"Yes we do, let’s get to work," Coulson nodded, eyes bouncing back and forth between Barton and
Romanoff before he nodded for you to follow him, "Right this way."

Coulson led you out of the small rotunda you were in and to another dark hallway. Lights flickered
around you as you walked down it, it was just as dark and clammy as the rest of the building had
been. There was an electric hum that seemed to spark through the air, adding tension to the feeling of
nervousness that you couldn’t quite shake.



Barton and Romanoff followed close behind you, their footsteps almost silent on the cement floor.
Your hand found its way back to your weapon. Taking a deep breath, you forced yourself to relax,
even though it felt as though you had two wolves right on your tail as their handler led you through a
maze of hallways.

“I’ve done a prelim scan of the surrounding areas,” Boone’s reassuring voice came through the
comms, reminding you that you weren’t alone, “there’s a couple of unmarked SHIELD vans
patrolling the area, they aren’t heavily armed, just here for surveillance. You’re all by yourself in
there.”

That should have been comforting, really, it meant that you had an all-access pass to get out if you
needed to; but it was a double-edged sword. You were also stuck in the building with two of the
deadliest people in the world.

And they were right behind you.

You shivered, not noticeable through your suit, as your footsteps thundered down the hall. You were
thankful for it. It was a much-needed suit of armor that protected you from the dangerous gaze of both
assassins behind you.

“When Fury said Kingpin signed off on this mission, I was surprised,” Coulson finally spoke, making
you jump as he tried to fill the tense silence that had developed, “They usually don’t see eye to eye.”

“Kingpin?” Barton asked from behind you, the first sound from the two you had heard in a while,
save for a ghosted footstep every so often.

“My boss’ codename,” you clarified carefully, “I’ve heard they have a strained relationship.”

“Strained is putting it lightly,” Coulson nodded, “They used to be old buddies, never figured out what
wedged them apart.”

He shrugged slightly, not bothering to turn around as he continued down the hall.

“Some things will forever remain a mystery,” you agreed, sidestepping a puddle in the middle of the
floor.

“What do you think of him?” he asked, this time turning slightly toward you, “Of Kingpin, I mean.”

“He’s the best and worst man I’ve ever met,” you said, running your hand over the grip of your pistol,
“A hero and one helluva son of a bitch.”

Coulson scoffed, “Sounds like your relationship is strained as well.”

“I have authority issues,” you growled, “doesn’t mean I don’t respect the hell out of the man. He’s
gotten me out of trouble more times than I can count.”

“Probably into trouble too,” Barton said.

“I do that all by myself,” you shrugged, “he just helps some of the time.”

Coulson shook his head, coming to a stop behind a thick metal door and sliding it open, “Well then,
let’s get into some trouble, shall we?”



He led you into a small, brick room that was just as grimy as the rest of the warehouse. A simple table
and chairs were in the middle, barely illuminated by the flickering, buzzing lights that hung by
threads on the ceiling.

“So,” Coulson said, a mischievous grin on his face as he came to stand at one end of the table. He
leaned down against the table, shadows on his face hardening, “I’m sure you’re all wondering why
I’ve brought you here.”

“Not really,” Natasha responded almost immediately, watching you with a cautious glare as you
rounded the table to plop down in a seat, “We’ve all been briefed on the situation, Agent Coulson.”

Coulson groaned, dramatically rolling his eyes and physically restraining himself from facepalming,
“I was trying to be cool, Romanoff–like–...you know what, nevermind.”

“Don’t worry,” Clint chuckled, patting Coulson on the shoulder before taking a seat, “We’re working
on humor, I promise.”

You shrugged from where you sat, opposite of Coulson and as far away from the agents as possible,
“I’ll bite. What, oh, what brought us here? What kind of atrocity brings us unlikely allies together?”

A warm grin returned to Phil’s face as he tugged a file box out from under the table.

“I like you,” he laughed popping open the box and pulling out a folder, he slid it across the table to
you.

“We’re going to get along just fine,” Clint agreed, taking a file from Coulson and handing it to
Natasha.

“Armand Russo is the reason we’re here,” he said, tapping his papers against the table before pulling
out a photo, “Millionaire, playboy, terrorist.”

You flipped through the file in your hands and took out an identical picture to what he had.

Spiked blond hair and brown eyes. He was dressed like a guy from Jersey Shore, he even had horribly
orange skin from fake tan.

You gagged slightly.

“Cute,” Boone confirmed, you relaxed at the sound of her voice, “But little Armie’s so much more
than that. He’s also an amateur gangster, responsible for a couple hits in Dubai last summer.”

“Hits on who?” you murmured, careful not to catch Coulson’s attention as he continued.

“Members of the mafia from Russia, Italy, and Kenya,” she answered quickly, “It wasn’t the smartest
idea, now he’s being hunted by all three mobs and their respective allies.”

“What’s he want with the bioweapon?”

“Show ‘em who’s boss, maybe,” she said with an obvious shrug, “But he’s not the only one after the
weapon. We’ve got crazies showing up from all over the world for this thing. Our boy’s just the
easiest one to get to, he’s a fuckin’ idiot.”

“We’ve tracked him to a club...here,” Coulson continued, pulling a satellite image from the packet and
jabbing at the location with his thumb, “We’ve also got the location of the auction house from some



of our...seedier informants.”

“I’ve been in touch with some of my guys in the city,” Boone cut in, “with their help we’ve been able
to confirm the location.”

You nodded slowly, running your fingers across the satellite image and following the streets around it
to memorize their names.

“Russo will be at the club for approximately two hours before the auction stars. We’ll have just
enough time to do a bait and switch with Barton and Russo. Then we’ll jet across town to the
auction,” Coulson cleared his throat, “Ghost, you’ll be the eyes. Once you’ve found Russo get outta
there and head to the auction, we’ve picked out a nice rooftop for you across the street. Barton will
take out Russo while Romanoff distracts him. Then they’ll trade places. Once you’ve all made it to
the auction, Romanoff and Barton will infiltrate while Ghost covers, just in case things don’t go our
way. From there, you’ll have to find the bioweapon on your own.”

“Wait,” you shook your head, “you don’t have its location pinned down?”

“Unfortunately not,” he said bitterly, “We assume they’re going to have it in some kind of
containment unit, but as to where exactly that is we don’t know.”

“What about security?” You tossed your papers down onto the table, crossing your arms over your
chest, “If you’re having criminals from all over the world come for a weapon, they’re going to have a
net of security around the place.”

“Correct,” he nodded, “We’ve gotten intel that there will be at least three different mercenary teams
stationed in and around the building.”

“We’ve been watching them for a couple of days now,” Romanoff said, relaxing back into her chair,
“They’ve got plenty of holes that we can exploit. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

You glanced to Barton, who confirmed what she said with a nod.

“We’ll meet at the club at nine, that should give us plenty of time to get eyes on the inside.” Coulson
nodded, glancing to you, “Stay low till then.”

You rose from your seat, folding a few of the papers into your pocket before nodding to Coulson and
slipping out the door. Taking a deep breath, you began to make your way back through the maze of
hallways and to your bike.

“There’s movement from the surveillance teams outside,” Boone advised, “Keep your head up and
eyes peeled.”

“You got it,” you said softly, turning to look behind you before continuing, “Talk me through this.”

“Gimme a minute,” she replied, “I’m still scanning the area for the best route outta there.”

“You know, Soldier,” Romanoff’s accented voice came from behind you, making you jump as she
waltzed silently after you, “I’ve never seen someone like you before.”

You stopped in your tracks. Oh no. Oh no no no.

“You’ve don’t even know me,” you managed to growl as she prowled forward.



“No,” she said as she drew nearer, “But I’ve heard about you, read about you, now I’ve seen you. You
move like a hunter. A killer.”

You turned to face her, your heeled boots easily making you tower over her, “So do you.”

“Kindred spirits?” she mused, a sultry smile growing on her face, “Or, perhaps, something more?”

“Or perhaps not,” you spat, taking a quick step away from her, “You need to work on your flirting.”

“Maybe,” she sighed, smoothing her hair away from her face, “I’ll keep trying.”

“Please don’t,” you said, backing away from her and turning on your heel, “I don’t roll like that.”

“We’ll see,” Natasha frowned, placing her hands on her hips as she gazed after you.

“No, we won’t,” you called over your shoulder as you turned the corner, “Focus on the mission,
Natalia.”

“Oh, I am,” she whispered softly, careful the Ghost didn’t hear her.

“That went well,” Coulson said, quirking an eyebrow as he stepped out from the meeting room.

“He’s not going to be breaking anytime soon,” Clint placed a hand on Natasha’s shoulder, pulling her
out of the game.

“Before this is over,” she hissed, still glaring after the masked soldier, “He will.”

“What does Fury want with him anyway?” Clint asked, looking to Phil, “Is it really worth
endangering the mission just to bring this guy in?”

“He’s more than just a guy, Agent Barton,” Phil corrected, straightening his suit, “He’s the world’s
premier soldier and killer, everyone wants him on their side.”

“But can we trust him?” Romanoff asked, finally turning to both men, “Can we trust him to follow
through with the mission?”

“Ghost will follow his orders,” Phil nodded, “And nothing will stand in his way if he lives up to his
reputation.”

Barton licked his lips before biting them nervously and glancing to Romanoff, “Following orders and
killing people, sounds a little too close to home.”

“It makes him dangerous,” she snapped, “We will have to be careful with him.”

“Just like with you.”

You’d taken a tangle of streets to get back to Boone, following her commands to a T to shake off the
multiple SHIELD teams that were tailing you. But after miles of zigging and zagging through the
streets of Paris, you were finally sprinting up the stairs to Boone’s room. Bursting through the door,
you found her sitting cross-legged on the bed.

“Welcome back, (F/N),” she smiled, flattening her dress as you entered, “That went well, yeah?”



“Better than expected,” you replied, yanking off your helmet and tossing it to her before cautiously
peering through the blinds to the streets below, “You’re sure I wasn’t followed.”

“Positive,” she said, rolling the helmet through her hands and pulling out a screwdriver to play with
some of its innards. She picked out a tangled web of wire, “You lost ‘em a long time ago.”

You collapsed onto the couch, finally taking a deep breath.

“They’ve increased surveillance on the city,” she said, offhandedly. Your eyes flicked to her as she
snipped a wire and began plugging things back into the helmet, “After your little remark about our
‘abundance’ of operatives in the city.”

“Sorry about that,” you groaned, “I just wanted to see his reaction.”

“Sorry?” She stopped, looking to you, “Don’t be sorry. They let out an electronic order to their teams
to deploy. Now I’ve got eyes on all their movements, the entirety of SHIELD’s forces in Paris just
gave themselves away.”

She laughed triumphantly, pointing to the dots that flashed on one of her monitors, “I can see
everything they do. It’s perfect.”

You shook your head, a small smile playing on your face as you sat up to slip off your boots. As they
thudded to the floor, Boone jumped off the bed and onto a chair. She plugged the helmet into one of
her monitors, code sprang up and cycled across the computer.

“How’d the suit do?” she asked, beginning to rapidly type away as she followed the code.

“We’ll see tonight,” you answered, rubbing your temples, “That will be the test.”

She hummed in agreement, “It’s gonna be great.”

“What’s the plan?”

“We’ll be ‘unmasking’ you in the club,” she said, spinning in her chair to face you, “Just a basic
disguise. Wig, contacts, a lotta contour, maybe a few prosthetics. They haven’t seen your face, but I
don’t want them to get even an inkling about who you really are. They make me nervous.”

You nodded, “They’re even worse in person.”

“I don’t doubt that,” she grinned, “They sounded like a pair of aces.”

“They were something, that’s for damn sure,” you flopped down onto the bed, “What about after the
club? I gotta get to the auction somehow.”

“I’ll leave a drop bag with your suit and weapons at a rendezvous point,” Boone pointed to a spot on
one of the monitors, “From there I’ll have a vehicle waiting for you on the street.”

“And I’ll just cover them from a rooftop?”

Boone rolled her eyes with a scoff, “Yeah...about that. The rooftop SHIELD’s picked out for you is
absolute trash.”

“You wanna switch it up?” you asked, rolling to your back as you sprawled out on the bed, looking up
at the ceiling.



“Yes,” she said simply, returning to typing at her computer, “Somethin’s off. I don’t like it.”

“You're telling me,” you agreed, “They’re not telling us something.”

“Or there’s something else they’re after.” She shrugged as rain began patter outside again, “But we
don’t have time for that, you'll just have to stay on your toes.”

You pursed your lips, rolling off the bed, “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

The flashing pink and green lights of the club illuminated the occupants as they nimbly swung each
other around the dance floor. You soon found yourself swaying along with them to the beat of the
music booming through the speakers. The drink in your hand threatened to spill over as you slowly
made your way through the crowd. Your head itched from the wig you were wearing and your eyes
ached from the colored contacts that disguised them as they darted between faces with a purpose. You
stopped, balancing easily in your six-inch heels and watching your target from across the room.

“You know, you shouldn’t be drinking on the job,” Boone said into your earpiece.

“Why not?” you asked glancing to the bar, noting both Barton and Romanoff leaning idly against it.

You’d arrived at the club earlier than Coulson had said and carefully made yourself at home. And not
long after you’d arrived, the other agents had also shown their faces. Barton was dressed casually, he
blended right in with the people around him. Natasha, on the other hand, was dressed in a black, skin-
tight cocktail dress. You sighed, knowing exactly how the night was going to end for Russo when she
got ahold of him.

They were completely unaware of your movements and were instead staring intently at the door
waiting for Ghost to walk into the club.

“You know, I kinda like being one step ahead of them,” you murmured, carefully swinging yourself
through the dance floor.

“You were always one step ahead of them,” Boone said, “They just didn’t know it.”

You smirked, taking a sip of your drink and grimacing, “You know, these drinks aren’t even that
strong. I think it’s mostly water.”

An audible sigh left Boone and traveled through the comms to you, you chuckled.

You glanced back over to Romanoff and Barton. They were whispering to each other, still stealing
glances to the door as you slipped in and out of the crowd.

“Switch my channel over to them,” you said, wincing at the strobing lights, “I wanna talk.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” you shrugged, as your eyes began to glass the club, “Let’s play a little game.”

“Alright,” she laughed, “Masking your voice and switching channels in three...two...one…”

Static filled your ear for a second before it was replaced by silence and then the steady voice of a
SHIELD tech.



“Stay on task, Barton,” a female voice said, “He’ll show up eventually.”

“Hill,” Barton murmured, “I don’t know if this guy is going to show up or not.”

“You know,” you spoke slowly, watching as both Clint and Natasha jumped in their seats subtly, yet
wildly, “Your time would be better spent looking for the target, instead of me.”

“Son of a bitch, Ghost,” Barton chuckled into his drink, eyes wandering the club, “You live up to your
name, don’t you?”

You could hear their tech chuckle through the channel, “What’d I say?”

“Shut up, Hill,” Barton growled, “Where you at, Ghost?”

“Wandering,” you hummed, slipping back into the crowd, “Actually doing my job, you?”

Barton scoffed, “Now that you’re here we can do ours.”

“I’ve been here for hours, Hawkeye,” you smiled, setting your drink down on a nearby table and
walking to the bar, “Glitch, switch me back to private, will you?”

“Oh, c’mon, Ghostie,” Natasha said sweetly, you looked over to her as you leaned against the
opposite end of the bar, “You gonna leave us so soon?”

“I’m sure you can take care of yourselves,” you shrugged, watching her as her eyes continued to look
over the crowd.

Silence. Static. Words.

“That was fun,” you spoke softly to Boone.

“I’m sure it was thrilling,” Boone replied, “There’s movement at the back entrance of the club, I do
believe Armie’s finally arrived.”

“Perfect,” you purred, catching the eye of the bartender.

“Je peux vous offrir quelque chose, ma belle?” he asked, leaning against the bar. Can I get you
something, beautiful?

“Un verre de whisky, s'il vous plaît,” you responded, he grinned disappearing for a moment before
reappearing. A glass of whiskey, please

“Pour la maison, beauté.” He winked. On the house, beautiful

“Merci beaucoup,” you smiled, a blush forming on your face before you returned to the crowd.

A cacophony of shrill laughter came from the back of the club. You grinned.

“Glitch, target acquired. Blond male. Approximately six foot. Black pants and a light blue polo.
Sitting in the back of the club,” you stated, taking a sip from your drink with a smirk, “Permission to
engage.”

It slipped out really, as you took a step forward. Your eyes darkened as you took him in from across
the room. Suddenly, the crowd was drowned out and it was just you and Armand Russo in the club.
The edges of your vision blurred as you moved through the crowd.



“Denied, Ghost, the SHIELD agents will follow him from here, just make your way to the next
checkpoint.”

The feeling you had came and went quickly.

“You’re no fun,” you managed to growl into your drink, watching as Russo talked up the ladies that
were with him.

“Make your way to the drop spot,” Boone reiterated, drawing you out of your focus.

“Fine,” you sighed.

As you turned to exit the club, you ran straight into a redhead. And not just any redhead.

Romanoff.

Your heart skipped a beat for a moment. The look on her face softened as a warm smile replaced it
and a perfect American accent left her lips, “I am so sorry, are you okay, honey?”

“Bien sûr,” you said quickly, “Je suis désolé, c'était de ma faute.” Of course. I'm sorry, it was my
fault. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, looking you up and down with bright eyes, “I don’t speak French. Excuse me.”

You blinked quickly as she disappeared into the crowd and you did the same, not daring to look back.
Slinking into the shadows, you tossed back your drink to calm your nerves and slipped out into the
Parisian night.

“That was close,” you murmured, glancing behind you as you left the club behind.

“Incredibly,” Boone agreed, “Head to your checkpoint, boss. Hopefully, we’ll beat them to the
auction and get you set up.”

“Affirmative.”

Dark clouds covered the stars, but lights from the shops lining the streets brought warmth back to the
gray cobblestone. Laughter filled almost every corner and conversation buzzed all around you.
Walking quickly through the sea of people, you gracefully slipped into a darkened alley. You wound
your way through a maze of pitch-black streets, the sounds of people gradually disappearing and
replaced with silence save for the rain that drizzled on the roofs and dripped down to the ground. You
braced yourself from a freezing breeze as it whistled through the alley, whipping up newspapers and
leaves from the drenched ground.

“Ghost is at checkpoint,” you said quietly into your earpiece as you approached a dead end and slid
silently into an abandoned house.

There wasn’t much left on the inside, save for a few broken timbers and crushed tiles. You leaned
against the deteriorating walls, sipping a breath of relief.

You didn’t know why you were so nervous, you’d been in worse situations. You’d just escaped from a
Colombian drug lord for hell’s sake! This should have been a piece of cake.

Your mind went back to Romanoff and Barton as you picked up the drop bag Boone had stashed for
you under the floorboards. They made you anxious. Maybe it was the fact that you had yet to see



them in action. Maybe it was the content, or lack thereof, in their files. They’d been all over the world
together and left a trail of perfect destruction in their wake. You couldn’t shake the feeling that
maybe, just maybe, you’d be the one they destroyed this time.

You shook your head, ripping open the bag you pulled out a makeup wipe. Tearing off the fake nose
and wig before pinching out the contacts and going to town with the wipe.

No. You thought. They didn’t want you dead, there had to be something else. Maybe they really did
need your help. Then again, they seemed to be doing just fine with the mission so far.

Shaking your head, you rid yourself of the thought as you slipped out of your dress and into your suit.
Quickly lacing the boots and pulling on the helmet before stuffing everything back into the bag and
back under the floor.

You took a deep breath, clearing your mind and moving to another section of the abandoned house.
Pulling open a cabinet you pulled out a rifle case, a pair of pistols, and a pair of ka-bar knives.
Sheathing both the knives and holstering the pistols, you set the rifle case down on a rickety table. A
Savage 110 gleamed up to you as you flipped open the case and snapped the rifle together. You
grinned as you slung it over your shoulder and stashed the case back into the cabinet.

“All set and ready to move, Glitch,” you said, straightening your helmet and listening to your voice
change.

“Beautiful,” she grinned, “I’ve got a surprise waiting for you out on the street.”

You crooned as you walked out of the house and saw what was waiting for you.

A black armored truck, a little flashy for your taste, but...

“It’s gorgeous,” you whispered, running your hand down the side.

“It wouldn’t work during the day, but since it’s night,” Boone chuckled, “I figured, why the hell not?”

You scoffed, climbing into the driver’s seat, “It’ll do.”

“Damn right it will.”

“Let’s get this over with.”

You were laying face down, on a rooftop just adjacent to the auction house. Rain was drizzling from
the skies and, at times, lightning illuminated the darkness. The light skimmed over your hidden form,
not revealing your location as you scoped out the part down below.

The modern building was composed of mostly windows, allowing you easy viewing access of its
occupants. The people here were much more...high class than the ones at the club. It was a black-tie
event, every single person was dressed to the nines. Diamonds and gold adorned every woman that
glided across the marble flooring. But it wasn’t the flashy fashion that caught your eye.

It was the absolute army that was guarding the place.

Your eyes flicked across them quickly, trying to count them, but soon finding yourself losing track.



“There is a lot more security than we thought,” you hissed, pressing your rifle to your shoulder, “I
don’t think I brought enough ammo for this.”

“If things go to plan, you won’t need to use it.”

“Things have never gone to plan for me,” you growled, turning your attention to an arriving car,
“Looks like our two special guests have arrived.”

Clint emerged first, having changed into a nice black suit. And even though he no longer had his bow
strapped to his back, you had no doubt that he had a couple firearms and other weapons somewhere
on his person. Natasha had changed out of her skintight dress and into an elegant floor-length dress.
You had no idea what kind of weapons she had on her, a part of you didn’t want to know.

“I’m switching you over to their channel,” Boone said, “Lemme know when you want to come back
over.”

“Perfect,” you nodded, re-adjusting your hold on the rifle.

Silence. Static. Words.

“We’re in,” you overheard Natasha say.

“There’s more people here than we anticipated,” Clint muttered, “We’ve got eyes in the sky right?”

“I’m here,” you answered, wincing at the sound of your deep, metallic voice, “I’ve got you covered.”

“Comforting,” Natasha sighed, not letting go of her flirting, “Too bad you’re not on the ground with
us, I’d love to see you in action.”

“I’d kill to be down there with you,” you rolled your eyes and shoulders as you watched them through
the windows, “Don’t tempt me.”

“Ghost,” Clint groaned, wrapping an arm around Natasha’s waist as they surveyed the room, “You
might be the biggest psychopath I’ve ever met.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” you warned before changing the subject, “There’s more security
here than you said there’d be.”

“There must have been some last-minute changes,” Coulson’s voice all the sudden came through,
“Ghost, where are you?”

“On a rooftop,” you answered, shifting slightly to get a better view of the party.

“Which one?”

“None of your business,” you said.

“Ghost–”

“Look, buddy,” you growled, “I do what I want, just let me do my job.”

You heard Barton chuckle, “Give it to ‘em Ghostie, he loves it when operatives talk back to him.”

“I could tell,” you snickered back before movement caught your attention on the back side of the
building, “Well, looky here.”



An armored van backed into the docking bay, the doors flung open and a team of mercenaries filed
out of the vehicle. You swung your rifle around to take a closer look. The men were heavily armed
and armored as they watched the street like hawks and the back of the van opened.

You sucked in a breath as a refrigerated containment unit was wheeled out and the bay door began to
rise.

“Guys,” you said, a little louder than you wanted, “The package is here. They’re bringing it in through
the back.”

“What do you see, Ghost?” Clint asked as his ears perked up.

“Ten-man security team, there are more inside the building. It’s in a refrigerated unit.”

“On it.” they responded in unison.

You swung your scope back over to the part as the container disappeared inside the building. You
watched as the two agents carefully made their way to the back of the building through the sea of
partygoers and waiters.

Smoothly, you rotated with them, making sure no one was watching them, then you stopped.

Your breath hitched.

“Son of a bitch,” you seethed under your breath, not loud enough for the mics in your suit to pick up,
“You just don’t want to die, do you?”

Business Suit Man.

Very much not dead. Very much alive.

A savage hiss tore its way through your entire being as your eyes locked onto him, following his
every move as he sauntered around the party. He chatted idly with everyone there, loosely holding a
dark glass of wine in his hand.

You clenched your jaw shut, watching him closely as your finger itched toward the trigger.

“Hallways are quiet,” Clint said, “Doesn’t seem to be much security in the back as there is the front.”

“They’re there,” you hissed, eyes not wavering from the scientist, “Stay on your toes.”

“There’s a couple locked doors at the end of the hall, pretty sure they go back to the loading bay,” he
continued.

“Widow,” Coulson came through, sounding more stern than usual, “Get it open.”

The subtle click of her tools answered for her as silence overtook the comms.

“What are you doing here?” you whispered to yourself, watching as the man began talking to another
at the party.

He was smiling and laughing, as though just a few days ago he hadn’t almost been killed.

“Hawkeye,” you growled, trying to distract yourself from the scene in front of you, “Status.”



Silence.

“Widow,” you tried again, your finger suddenly snapping the safety off, “Status.”

Static.

“Coulson?” You frowned, fingers slipping inside the trigger guard as you zeroed in on Business Suit
Man, “What’s going on?”

Words.

“Ghost,” Boone asked, her line crackling slightly, “What's happening?”

Your finger flicked out of the guard, brows furrowing as the movement of security around the
perimeter caught your eye. They scurried to a defensive position.

“I have no idea.”

“I’ve lost comms with SHIELD,” she said frantically, you could hear her fingers flying over the
keyboard, “Radio fuckin’ silence.”

“Did I miss something?” You blinked, quickly scanning the building as security continued to move,
“Security’s jumpy.”

The armored men moved around in waves, a group suddenly came out of the loading bay with their
weapons drawn.

“Oh shit,” you spat realizing what was happening as they began crossing the road and looking to the
rooftops. You dropped as flat as you could onto the roof and began crawling towards the fire escape,
“Glitch, I think I’ve been made, what do I do?”

“I’m working on it,” she responded, “Just get somewhere safe.”

You dove down onto the fire escape, slinging your rifle over your shoulder as you slid down the rails
and landed onto the graveled alley.

“Can you get eyes on Widow and Hawkeye?” you asked, darting to another alley as flashlights and
guns wandered down the street.

“I’m working on it,” she repeated, “I’m trying to access the building's cameras, they’ve got a damn
good network though.”

“I thought you were already in,” you said, leaning against the wall and glancing around the corner.

“I was piggybacking off of SHIELD’s hack job,” she muttered, “Kicked me out when we lost comms.
Gimme a minute, I’m almost through.”

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” you muttered, watching the mercenaries fan out along the road.

“I’m in,” Boone said, “Shit. We’ve got a minor problem.”

“They’re in trouble, aren’t they?” you sighed, rolling your shoulders as you prepared to jet across the
street.

“Yes,” she groaned, “They are in deep trouble.”



You sighed again, hiding against the wall, “You got a way in for me?”

A low chuckle came from Boone, “Oh yeah, you’re gonna love this.”

A drone of voices, in a mix of almost every language you knew, echoed around the room as you rolled
in through the second-floor window. There were two guards posted on either side of the room you
were in. You dropped down into the shadows, careful to avoid the eyes of the guards as they moved
across the marble balcony.

They were completely oblivious to your movements as you ducked behind a black leather couch.

You’d landed in something of a lavish VIP lounge. It was a darkened room that looked out onto the
main-floor ‘ballroom’. It was a ridiculously gaudy place. Silver and gold littered the place in the form
of vases and statues. Expensive looking paintings with majestic frames hung from the walls while fur
rugs adorned the white tile floor.

“Alright, boss,” Boone’s voice made you jump, “I found ‘em.”

You didn’t answer, dipping your head behind the couch as one of the guards turned slightly.

“Two floors down, just below the loading dock,” she continued, “They look like they’re being held in
a small room in the southwest corner. You’re gonna want to take the door outta this room, turn to the
left and take the service stairs down.”

You slipped both of your ka-bars out of their sheath, “This might get a tad messy,” you murmured.

“I don’t mind,” Boone said, “I’mma try to get SHIELD back on the line.”

Grunting in response, you rose to your full height. Your eyes flipped between the two guards as you
took a stride forward.

With a flick of your wrists, you sent the ka-bars whirling at each of the guards and grabbed a stone
vase from one of the tables as you went by. Both knives hit their targets, impacting the guards in their
shoulders. You hurled yourself at the guard closest to the door and flung the vase at the other one’s
face before he could utter a sound. The vase struck its target as well and knocked the guard out cold
as you dispatched his partner.

You got to him before he could turn and draw his weapon; holding him in a choke hold and yanking
him away from the light of the party and into the darkness with you. You held him just long enough so
that he passed out before quietly dropping him to the ground, even though the cacophony of voices
outside would have easily masked the sound. Glancing up to the door, you dipped your head into the
dark out of sight of the other guards that ringed the main floor.

You wrenched your ka-bars out of both the guards and sheathed them before heading to the door.

“Two down,” you muttered, unholstering a pistol, “Proceeding to the stairs.”

“Affirmative,” Boone said, “There are three more guards rotating through the hallway and two
stationed in the stairwell.”

“Got it.” You nodded, flipping the safety off as you slowly opened the door to peek out into the
hallway, “Have you gotten through to SHIELD yet?”



“Working on it,” she answered simply.

You scoffed as you slowly swung open the door, light streamed through it as you did. Peaking your
head out into the hall, you flinched back inside as a guard came around the corner. You waited for him
to go by before stepping through the door. Slinking into the light, you raised your weapon as you
watched the guard’s back and he disappeared around the corner.

“You have thirty seconds before another guard makes his round to your position, the stairwell is to
your left.”

Taking one last look around you, you took off down the hall. You threw open the door and jumped
into the stairwell out of sight of another guard.

“Two guards at the main floor level, you have to get down to the basement. Engagement is imminent,
deadly force is probable. There are two suppressors in your suit pockets to keep you under the radar.”

“Couldn’t have told me that earlier?” you groaned, patting around your suit until you felt the
suppressors.

Screwing them onto the barrels of your pistols, you slowly made your way down the stairs.

Boone frowned, her green eyes flicking over the computer screens in front of her as her fingers flew
manically over the keyboard. She paused for only a moment, adjusting her headset as she furrowed
her brows. She glanced over to the security footage of (F/N) making her way down the stairs toward
the guards.

“Approaching the first floor,” she said before turning back to another monitor. She leaned forward and
flipped a switch and spun in her chair, chewing on her lip as she began typing again.

Silence. Static.

Boone grinned, “SHIELD, SHIELD. Come in SHIELD, this is Glitch with Operation Aftermath. I’m
attempting to restore communications with agents Hawkeye and Black Widow.”

Words.

“Glitch, this is Agent Hill,” another woman’s voice came through, “What’s happening? Give me the
rundown.”

She leaned forward again, flipping the switch to open the channel so (F/N) could hear.

“Communications from Ghost to your agents was lost approximately ten minutes ago,” the blonde
continued, pulling her hair up into a bun. She flinched slightly at the sound of suppressed gunshots as
(F/N) engaged the two guards, “Ghost is going in after them.”

“Affirmative, Glitch,” Hill said, “We’ve lost comms with our agents as well.”

“Don’t worry, Agent,” Boone smiled, “Ghost will get them out of there, no problem.”

“Communications from Ghost and your agents was lost approximately ten minutes ago,” Boone said,
“Ghost is going in after them.”



You leaped over the railing of the stairs, landing behind the guards and firing two quick rounds.

You stopped at the sound of Boone’s voice, slightly confused until a women’s voice talked back to
her.

“Affirmative, Glitch,” Hill said, “We’ve lost comms with our agents as well.”

Nodding your head, you stepped over the bodies of the guards and walked down the stairs.

“Don’t worry, Agent,” Boone smiled, “Ghost will get them out of there, no problem.”

“The bioweapon is the focus of this mission–” the woman continued.

“We’ll get it, together,” you interrupted, knowing exactly what she was going to say next, “ I don’t
leave anyone behind.”

You could hear Boone snicker in the background as the woman didn’t answer.

“She does got a point, Glitch,” you said as you continued down the stairs, “I need eyes on that
weapon.”

“On it, boss,” she hummed, “You've got a lot of guys down on that lower level, have fun.”

You smiled, checking the chambers of your pistols and doing a mental tally of how many bullets you
had.

“How many is a lot?” you asked, tightening your rifle strap.

“About ten in the main room, five or more in the holding room.”

Reaching behind you, you readied your rifle as your other hand grabbed the door handle.

“They’re spread throughout the room, constantly moving. Do what you do best, boss.”

You smirked, rolling your shoulders as you swung the door open.
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The Witch's Dreams

Chapter Summary

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

She frowned, checking behind her again.

“We’re being followed,” she murmured back, “someone’s here.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know,” she said, straightening up when Klaue stole a look at her, “It feels familiar.
Dangerous.”

“Avengers?” he hissed as the group stopped and one of Klaue’s men opened the vault.

“Maybe.”
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One thing about them tables, they always turn.

Red and gold flecks of metal glinted in the sunlight that came through the quinjet windows as you
checked out your reflection. The almost all-black, Stark Tech suit hugged you a little snugger than
you preferred, but hell…

You snickered to yourself with a grin--you looked damn good in black, red, and gold.

Maybe this Avengers business wasn't all as bad as you thought.

“Are you gonna check yourself out all day,” Natasha asked from behind you as she clicked in clips to
her pistols, “Or are you going to actually be useful?”

You scoffed, rolling your neck and listening to the suit whir as you did before you turned to answer
her.

“In her defense,” Tony spoke from the pilot’s seat before you could, “she looks damn good in my
tech.”

Natasha rolled her eyes as she holstered her guns and you shrugged at Tony when he smiled.



“It’s a sight I think we could get used to,” he continued, gesturing to the rest of the team that was still
prepping for the fight that was going to inevitably be happening when you landed.

“Me too,” you nodded, picking up a rifle from the weapons table and checking the rounds before
slinging it over your back, “But it’s never going to happen.”

An audible sigh left Tony’s throat, “Sad day.”

You shrugged again, feeling the suit tense around your every move.

Boone could learn a thing or two, you thought, not that you'd ever do that again.

A high-pitched beeping brought you out of your thoughts as the plane began to descend.

“Here we go, guys,” Tony said, standing up, “wheels down in ten, everybody ready to go?”

“Roger that,” you said absentmindedly, grabbing a pair of pistols and knives from the table, “Ready to
move.”

You could hear Clint chuckle, “You remind me of somebody that I used to know.”

“That a good thing or a bad thing?” you asked, checking the rounds in both the pistols you had just
taken before holstering them.

“He was a good guy to work with, so…” he paused, flicking one of his arrows in his hand before
tossing it into his quiver.

You chuckled, raising an eyebrow, “Good thing it is then.”

“If Ultron’s got the Enhanced help,” Steve interrupted the two of you, “We can’t go in blind here.”

“I’ll survey the building before you all get there,” Tony said, his suit forming around him, “then we’ll
send in the ground team.”

“Stay clear of the twins,” Steve nodded, “we don’t know their full potential yet.”

“Cuttlefish, deep-sea fish,” Klaue continued, “They make lights, disco lights. Whoom, whoom,
whoom!”

You rolled your eyes from your vantage point watching at the twins’ attempt to scare him. You’d
snuck in through a ventilation system, movements camouflaged by the ruckus on the boat as workers
moved, and then their screams as the lights went out and the twins appeared. Surprisingly, Klaue had
recognized the twins.

“To hypnotize their prey, then whoom!” He jumped in his chair, “I saw a documentary, it was
terrifying.”

“Does this guy ever shut up?” you said to yourself, hearing Thor chuckle from the other side.

You flinched slightly as Pietro sped toward him, your finger itching on the trigger of your rifle.

“Keep your cool, Calamity Jane,” Tony’s voice came through the earpiece, “We have incoming.”



“I’m always cool,” you responded as Klaue began droning on again before he was cut off by the
shattering of glass. You jumped slightly, slipping back into the corner where you were hidden by the
shadows.

“There is no ‘man’ in charge,” a familiar voice spoke, your eyes narrowed, “Let’s talk business.”

“They’re on the move,” you spoke slowly, shifting ever so slightly as you shoved your rifle to your
shoulder to follow them.

“Stay on their tail, (F/N),” Natasha said, “We’re right behind you.”

“Affirmative.”

Wanda winced slightly, glancing over her shoulder and fidgeting slightly as she followed Ultron and
Klaue through the halls. Pietro cocked his head, catching her attention.

“What’s wrong?” he whispered.

She frowned, checking behind her again, “We’re being followed,” she murmured back, “someone’s
here.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know,” she said, straightening up when Klaue stole a look at her, “It feels familiar.
Dangerous.”

“Avengers?” he hissed as the group stopped and one of Klaue’s men opened the vault.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe’s not a very good answer,” Pietro trailed off as Klaue handed Ultron the Vibranium. The
metal hummed as Ultron rolled it through his hands.

“You know, it came at great personal cost,” Klaue said, his eyes still locked on the Vibranium as he
rubbed his neck, “It’s worth billions.”

Ultron answered with a chuckle, “Now so are you.”

Pietro’s eyes flicked to the sound of a phone vibrating, confirming the transfer of money to one of
Klaue’s accounts.

“It’s all under your...dummy holdings?” Ultron paused, before murmuring under his breath, “Finance
is so weird. But I always say, ‘Keep your friends rich and your enemies rich, and wait to find out
which is which.’”

Klaue’s face dropped as he looked up from the phone in his hand to Ultron, his brows furrowing,
“Stark.”

“What?” Ultron’s mechanical voice asked as the twins glanced at one another.

“Tony Stark used to say that...to me,” Klaue blinked in realization, “You’re one of his.”

“What?” Ultron hissed, grabbing one of Klaue’s arms in a smooth motion, “I’m not—I’m not...”



As one of Klaue’s men reached to draw his weapon, Wanda stopped him, her eyes blazing red as she
forgot about the presence she felt looming over her shoulder.

“You think I’m one of Starks puppets, his hollow men?” he spat, “I mean look at me, do I look like
Iron Man? Stark is nothing.”

You flinched as Ultron unexpectedly cut off Klaue’s arm, “Holy shit.”

“Avengers get ready to move,” Steve’s voice came through the comms. You shifted slightly, zeroing
in on the rampaging robot.

“I’m sorry...I am sorry—oh—I’m sure that’s going to be okay,” Ultron jumped, quickly apologizing
before he darkened again, “I’m sorry, it’s just I don’t understand. Don’t compare me with Stark,” he
yelled, kicking Klaue down the stairs, “It’s a thing with me. Stark is, he’s a sickness!”

“Aw, Junior,” Tony’s voice echoed through the ship, along with the sound of his thrusters, “You’re
gonna break your old man’s heart.”

“If I have to,” Ultron said, not missing a beat.

“We don’t have to break anything,” Thor said, appearing behind Stark as he landed.

“Clearly you’ve never made an omelet,” Ultron quipped.

“He beat me by one second,” Tony said as you dropped down from the ventilation shaft you had been
hiding in and Steve stepped out of the shadows.

With your rifle raised, you found yourself, once again, by Captain America’s side. Your eyes flicked
between the twins and Ultron as they sized you up.

“Ah, he is funny, Mr. Stark,” Pietro hummed, “It’s what...comfortable? Like old times?”

He glanced to a weapon down in one of the bays.

“This was never my life,” Tony growled.

“You two can still walk away from this,” Steve cut in, casting a wary glance at Tony.

“Oh, we will,” Wanda nodded, her eyes locking on you.

You clenched your jaw as you stared her down.

“I know you’ve suffered,” Steve tried again before Ultron interrupted him.

“Ugh, Captain America,” he spat with a laugh, “God’s righteous man, pretending you could live
without a war. I can’t physically throw up in my mouth, but–”

“If you believe in peace, then let us keep it,” Thor said, looking from Ultron to Steve.

“I think you’re confusing peace with quiet.”

“Uh-huh, what’s the Vibranium for?” Tony said quickly, trying to change the subject.



“I’m glad you asked that,” Ultron shrugged as he twirled his hand in the air, “Because I wanted to
take this time to explain my evil plan.”

He let out a pulse of red energy, knocking Tony back as rogue Iron Legion broke in through the roof.
A yelp left your lips as you were thrown to the floor by one of the robots, your rifle knocked out of
your hands to the grates below.

“Damn it, Stark,” you growled, rolling away from the robot, “You had to ask.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he sighed, pushing himself off the floor and rushing Ultron, “Me and my big mouth.”

You swept your leg out as you rolled, kicking out the robot’s knees. It propelled itself out of the way
of your attack as you returned to your feet and launched yourself forward. The robot blocked your
attack easily, but movement out of the corner of your eye caught your attention. You ducked out of the
way as Thor tossed a robot over his head and into the one that was attacking you before he was
thrown off his feet by Pietro. Thor slammed into you, knocking you off your feet and back into the
railing.

Wanda followed up Pietro’s attack with quick energy jabs at Steve as he darted towards her and she
took off.

“Sorry, Lady (F/N),” Thor said, helping you to your feet.

You grunted in response, drawing your pistols and loosing fire at the closest drones you could find.

“Klaue’s released his goons down here,” Clint’s voice called over the sound of Natasha’s pistols
firing.

“You need backup?” Steve asked, spinning around you as you took out airborne robots.

“We got this,” Natasha responded.

Dropping to your knees you slid under Thor’s attack as he slammed another robot and you struck the
drones on his other side before he leaped in the air with the help of his hammer. A blue flash zipped
past you, throwing you over the railing.

“Incoming,” you yelled sharply, grabbing onto the side of the deck as you fell and using your
momentum to swing yourself back up. A loud grunt came from Steve as he was thrown from his feet.

“A little late on that one, (F/N),” he said, diving for his shield and flinging it across the room.

“Sorry.”

You ducked out of the way of debris as Ultron and Stark broke their way out of the cargo ship.
Drawing both your knives you turned your attention to Klaue’s goons that had made their way past
Barton and Romanoff. You threw yourself down off the catwalk and into the bay below, blocking a hit
from one of the goons as Thor and Steve continued the fight above your head.

A rumble of static came through the comms.

Running toward the goons, you tossed one knife at the leader; using him for cover as you slid around
him and into the middle of the trigger happy throng. You grabbed the first barrel of a gun you found,
using it as leverage to pull the goon toward you and kick him out of the way before commandeering



his weapon. They went after you quickly, but not fast enough for you to pop off a few rounds before
you spun the weapon around and used it as a bat to cut down the few remaining goons.

“Thor,” Steve snapped. You glanced up, realizing Thor had disappeared from the main fight before
your lost rifle caught your eye, “Status.”

“The girl tried to warp my mind,” Thor came through almost immediately. You ran towards a pile of
boxes, leaping off of them and onto the edge of the catwalk before you pulled yourself up, “Take
special care. I doubt a human could keep her at bay. Fortunately, I am mighty…”

You rolled your eyes, taking out a couple more robots with your retrieved rifle. You stopped, looking
around you as silence enveloped the cargo hold. Raising your rifle, you took a cautious step forward.

“Steve,” you spoke slowly, eyebrows furrowing as the comms crackled, “Status.”

No answer.

Taking a deep breath, you ducked into a side hallway. Your eyes flicked around the place, gunshots
fading behind you.

“Romanoff,” you tried again, “Status.”

No answer.

You whipped around at the sound of metal creaking. The reflection of a blue streak in a shard of glass
made you jump back around, but it was too late. You were thrown back into another cargo hold, the
breath knocked out of you as the Speedster appeared above you.

A groan left your lungs as you gasped for breath and the other twin appeared, red energy swirling in
her hands. They looked at you curiously as you returned to your feet and you took a step forward.
Wanda smirked before Pietro grabbed her and the two sped away.

You blinked, a splitting headache seared through your head. A groan left your throat as you leaned
heavily against the first wall you could find and the room began to spin.

“Guys,” you barely managed to moan, your vision doubling as you doubled over, “I think she got
me.”

Static hissed through the comms.

“Guys?” you said, stumbling into the hallway, knocking down a table as you did, “Status.”

Silence.

You tried pushing yourself off the wall as the concrete hallway seemed to dim.

Words.

“Ghost, status report,” a familiar voice sounded from behind you.

Your heart stopped, you clung to the wall as you turned to face the voice and four figures appeared in
the hallway.



“Danny?” you asked, a sick feeling rising in your stomach as the four came closer in a rhythmic
stepping of boots.

“You okay, mi amor?” that familiar voice said, “You feeling alright?”

“I don’t understand,” you murmured, your eyes trying desperately to focus on the men walking
toward you.

“‘Bout what, mi amor?” he asked from the shadows.

“You’re dead,” you whispered, reaching out for him as he stepped into the light before you snapped
back away from him and your eyes widened. You took a stuttered step away from them as they kept
an even pace toward you.

Danny was singed to a crisp, covered in black burns and soot.

Weston and Turner were covered in blood and sand.

And Oliver was gaunt and bruised with blood oozing from his temple.

“What’s wrong, kid?” Weston wheezed, his chest chocked full of bullet holes and heaving, “See
somethin’ you didn’t wanna see?”

“See something you caused?” Oliver said, his blank eyes following your every movement.

Turner chuckled darkly as his eyes glazed over, “This was your fault, (F/N). You said you weren’t
gonna let me die.”

“You said you had my six,” Danny added, smoke still coming off his body.

Your eyes began to sting, an explosion sounded behind you.

“You said you had a plan,” Ollie sighed, “You promised.”

“I trusted you, kid,” Weston hissed, “You let me down.”

“You lied to me,” Ollie said, “You let me die.”

“No,” you managed to say on the verge of tears, “Ollie, that’s not what happened–I tried my best–”

“You’re best wasn’t enough, mi amor,” Danny continued over you, “You weren’t paying attention.
You let me die.”

You shook your head, your throat closed up, you could smell smoke.

“You said you’d get me to a chopper,” Turner cut in, “How’d that turn out? You let me die.”

You took another step back, tripping over debris in the hallway.

“And to think I stopped to help you,” Weston said. You used a wall to pull yourself up and turned to
run, “You killed all of us, (F/N). You hear me? All of us.”

You slid down another hallway, crashing into a wall and flinging open a door as Weston’s yells
echoed behind you. Slamming the door behind you, you closed your eyes and put all your weight



against it. You heaved heavy breaths and rested your forehead against the door as tears ran down your
face.

“Well, my dear Ghostie, you’ve exceeded my expectations.”

You stopped breathing and whipped around.

You were in your grandmother’s house, the smell of smoke was gone. Clean sunlight came through
the blinds, catching glittering dust particles all around you.

And there, sitting on the couch like he owned the place, was Novak.

“I think you’re ready for fieldwork,” he continued, reaching forward to pick up a cup of tea.

“What?” you hissed as you stepped into the living room, “What are you talking about?”

“Fieldwork, Lieutenant,” he repeated, “I think you're ready.”

“I don’t work for you,” you spat, your hands trembling to fists, “I’ll never work for you.”

Novak didn’t look up from his tea, but he smiled as he took a sip and slipped off his glasses, “Pity.
You two would have worked well together.”

Your eyes flicked around the room, “What?”

“Солдат, убей ее.”

Kill her.

A shadow danced in the corner of your eye and you threw yourself to the ground away from your
assailant. As you attempted to return to your feet, he grabbed a fistful of your hair. You elbowed him
in the face and he released you as you made separation and whirled around to face him.

“Buck?” you asked, hesitating as you stepped away. You could hear echoes in the distance.

“You’re my mission, doll,” he said casually, rolling his shoulders with a grin.

You shook your head, “No, Barnes, this isn’t you.”

“Oh yes it is,” he grinned maliciously with an edge to his voice you'd never heard before, “you were
just too blind to see it.”

Someone called your name from outside the house. The voice was familiar, but so far away.

“You may be good, Ghostie,” Novak said, clinking a spoon on his cup, “But you’ll never be good
enough to beat him.

You dropped to your knees as the Soldier approached you.

“(F/N)?” the voice was right on you now. You blinked and the scene glitched, “Hey, (F/N)? Shit.”

You blinked again and the sunlight faded. The soldier was gone, but someone still approached you.

“(F/N)? C’mon kid, wake up,” the figure said again, reaching for your shoulders and shaking you
gently, “She’s in your head, (L/N), nothing you’re seeing is real.”



“Clint?” you muttered, looking up at his hazy form as he grabbed your arm.

“Yeah, it’s me, kid,” he said, hauling your arm over his shoulders and helping you to your feet, “Let’s
get you outta here.”

“Scream and your entire staff dies,” Ultron said, “I could’ve killed you, Helen, the night we met. I
didn’t.”

“Do you expect a thank you note?” she asked with a growl.

“I expect you to know why.”

“The Cradle.”

You were clutching a coffee mug in Laura Barton’s kitchen, you weren’t for sure how you got there or
when, but there you sat. Echoes of your dream still echoed in your head, the voices of the dead
ricocheting in your mind.

A loud noise made you flinch as one of Clint’s kids zoomed by.

“Lila,” Laura warned, appearing beside you, “What did I say about quiet time?”

She was answered by the light pattering of feet.

“Sorry about that, Ms.–”

“(F/N),” you cut her off with a monotoned voice, “Just (F/N).”

Laura smiled softly, “Sorry, (F/N), the kids get excited when their dad comes home.”

You nodded slowly, your eyes still dazed.

“You alright?” she asked, leaning against the dining table and trying to search your eyes.

Your eyes snapped to hers, darkening slightly. The sudden movement made her jump away from you,
but she paused, taking a moment to compose herself before bouncing back.

— “This was all your fault.” —

“Clint says Nat was hit pretty hard,” she continued when you didn’t answer, turning to the kitchen
sink to do the dishes while still watching you out of the corner of her eye, “I think they all were. Now
they’re just taking it out on each other. ”

Laura glanced out the window with a sigh, “Mr. Stark and Captain Rogers aren’t getting along at the
moment.”

— “You’re best wasn’t enough, amor.” —

She turned back to you, biting her lip, “Thor took off too, something about seeing visions
or...something…”

— “I trusted you, kid. You let me down.” —



“Tasha and Dr. Banner are upstairs. Clint’s outside,” she tried again, “You know...if you want
someone to talk to.”

— “You’re my mission, doll.” —

You shuddered with a blink, pushing abruptly away from the table and finally rising to your feet.
Laura took a step back, eyeing you cautiously.

“I’m going for a walk,” you said, heading toward the front door. As you reached for the doorknob you
stopped and pulled away, turning back to the kitchen, “Thank you, Laura.”

“No problem,” she called as you slipped out the door.

Laura frowned as she watched you cross the lawn and disappear into the treeline from the kitchen
sink.

“How’s she holding up?” Clint asked, resting his chin on her shoulder.

“Terribly,” she answered, turning her attention back to the dishes, “Just like everyone else.”

“(F/N) is tough,” he said, closing his eyes, “She’ll work through it.”

Laura bit her cheek, turning to face Clint, “You sure?”

“Yeah,” he shrugged confidently, but his face said something different. The smile that played on his
face disappeared, “She has to. We need her to.”

You stopped when you were out of sight of the house, collapsing at the base of a tree and holding your
head in your hands.

“Shit,” you breathed, taking a deep breath and trying to relax, “that little shit.”

You now knew what Duke was talking about when he was attacked in Sokovia, why the whole team
had dropped in pain.

— "We’re dead because of you.” —

A single tear rolled down your cheek, which you quickly wiped away as you clenched your jaw and
pulled your phone out of your pocket. You dialed the memorized number quickly, without even
watching the screen, and held the phone to your ear, silently praying the other end would pick up.

Bucky’s eyes were glued to the TV, watching as the news crews covered the destruction of a city
before flipping back to some amateur shots civilians had taken of Stark Tower the night before.

“Damnit, (F/N),” he groaned, raking a hand through his hair, “What did you get yourself into?”

The sound of his phone vibrating on the coffee table broke his attention from the TV.

Only one person knew that phone number.

He snatched it off the table, his brows furrowing.



“(F/N),” he growled, not waiting for her to answer, “What the actual fuck do you think you’re doing?
You said you’d be in and out, just a couple of days...You promised me you wouldn’t do anything
stupid. I swear to God…”

He trailed off, listening to the silence on the other end of the line before it was broken by a sniffle,
“(F/N)? Are you okay?”

Another sniffle.

“I’ve been better,” (F/N)’s tired voice answered with a rasp.

Bucky’s heart sunk as he rose from the couch, “Baby, what happened?”

She chuckled, followed again by a sniffle, “It’s a long story.”

“All I’ve got is time, doll,” he said softly, looking back to the television, “I’ve been watching the
news, Stark Tower was attacked last night, why didn’t you call me?”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, “I wasn’t thinking.”

“What happened?” he repeated, plopping down into the couch again and rubbing his temple.

“We were attacked,” she said, “I...I wasn’t thinking...I thought…”

(F/N) paused for a moment, her breaths echoing over the line in trembling shivers, “I’m sorry.”

Bucky closed his eyes with a sigh, “Who attacked you? Do I need to come and get you?”

Silence.

“(F/N)?” he asked, waiting for her reply.

“No,” she said firmly after a moment, “I’ve gotta finish this...I just…”

“What, love?” He raised a brow.

“I just wanted to hear your voice,” she sighed, her voice trembling slightly, “I just wanted to make
sure you were there...that you were real.”

He scoffed lightly, “I’m here, kid. I’m real.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, before changing the subject, “How’s New Eden?”

“Perfect,” Bucky purred with a grin.

“Tell me about it.”

You laughed lightly, listening to Bucky drone on about his day and how he did absolutely nothing but
made it sound like he did everything.

He stopped, a chuckle playing in his throat, “Better, doll?”

“Better,” you sighed, looking out over the forest as you rested your head against the tree.



“Where are you?”

“Safehouse,” you said simply, closing your eyes, “Well, kinda...I should be getting back now.”

“(F/N), are you sure you don’t want me to come and get you?”

“I’m sure,” you smiled, ears pricking up as you heard twigs snapping behind you, “I gotta go.”

“Call me, doll,” Bucky warned, his voice low, “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“I can’t promise anything,” you said, rolling your eyes as you rose to your feet, flinching again at the
sound of footsteps behind you.

“Be careful.”

“I will,” you disconnected the call, leaning against the tree and waiting for whoever was behind you
to show themselves.

“You got yourself a special someone back home?”

“Somethin’ like that, Red,” you said, glancing behind you as Natasha came around one of the trees,
“It’s complicated.”

She smiled lightly, stopping to lean against a tree opposite you, “I understand.”

Her smile faded as she looked to the ground and she crossed her arms over her chest.

“You okay?” you asked as she shifted her weight from side to side.

“Are you?” she responded, not looking up.

“Honestly?” you said, “No. I’m not.”

Natasha’s eyes snapped to yours, surprised by your answer.

“I saw things,” you said slowly, rubbing your shoulder, “Horrible things.”

Her brows furrowed.

“Things I did,” you continued, leaning fully against the tree, “things I failed to do. Everything that I
was...everything that I could never be.”

You chuckled to yourself, “I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

Natasha was quiet for a moment before she licked her lips, “I went back in time. To my training, my
graduation…”

She shook her head, clenching her jaw before she allowed a small smile, “I guess we’re both a little
messed up, huh?”

“A little?” you scoffed as she shrugged.

“I thought I’d give us the benefit of the doubt.”

“You’re too kind.”



She laughed this time, with a shake of her head.

“They need us back at the house,” she said after a while.

“They think of something?”

“They’re working on it.”

“Ultron took you folks out of play to buy himself time,” Fury said, pouring himself a glass of juice,
“My contacts all say he’s building something. The amount of vibranium he made off with, I don’t
think it’s just one thing.”

“What about Ultron himself?” Steve asked. You glanced to him from where you were seated next to
Nat.

“Ah, he’s easy to track, he’s everywhere,” Fury shrugged, “Guy’s multiplying faster than a Catholic
rabbit. Still doesn’t help us get an angle on any of his plans though.”

“He still going after launch codes?” Tony asked from the hallway, pulling darts out of a dartboard.

“Yes, he is, but he’s not making any headway.”

“I cracked the Pentagon’s firewall in high school on a dare,” Tony said irritably.

“Yeah, well, I contacted our friend at the NEXUS about that.”

“NEXUS?” Steve frowned looking around the room.

“It’s the world internet hub in Oslo, every byte of data flows through there, fastest access on earth,”
Bruce explained quickly.

“So what’d they say?” Clint said, focused on the dart in his hands.

“He’s fixated on the missiles, but the codes are constantly being changed.”

“By whom?” Tony perked up, flinching out of the way as Clint launched his dart.

“Parties unknown.”

“Do we have an ally?” Natasha asked.

“Ultron’s got an enemy,” you piped up slowly, “that’s not the same thing.”

“Still,” Fury shrugged, “I’d pay folding money to know who it is.”

“I might need to visit Oslo, find our ‘unknown’,” Tony said.

“Well, this is good times, boss,” Natasha sighed, “but I was hoping when I saw you, you’d have more
than that.”

“I do,” he shrugged again, “I have you. Back in the day, I had eyes everywhere, ears everywhere else.
You kids had all the tech you could dream of. Here we all are, back on earth, with nothing but our wit,
and our will to save the world. Ultron says the Avengers are the only thing between him and his



mission. And whether or not he admits it, his mission is global destruction. All this, laid in a grave. So
stand. Outwit the platinum bastard.”

“Steve doesn’t like that kind of talk,” Nat grinned, earning herself a chuckle from you.

“You know what, Romanoff,” Steve groaned as she smirked.

“So what does he want?” Fury cut back in.

“To become better. Better than us,” Steve said slowly, “He keeps building bodies.”

“Person bodies,” Tony nodded, “Human form is inefficient, biologically speaking, we’re outmoded.”

“But he keeps coming back to it,” you murmured, resting your chin in your hands.

“When you two programmed him to protect the human race, you amazingly failed,” Natasha rolled
her eyes.

“They don’t need to be protected,” Banner said slowly, “They need to evolve. Ultron’s going to
evolve.”

“How?”

“Has anyone been in contact with Helen Cho?”

“Oh, shit. The Cradle,” Tony breathed as you and Natasha stood from the table, “That’s it. Suit up, we
gotta move.”

“I’ll take Natasha, Clint, and (F/N),” Steve said.

“Strictly recon,” Tony nodded, “I’ll hit the NEXUS, I’ll join you as soon as you can.”

“If Ultron really is building a body…” You said, following behind the two.

“He’ll be more powerful than any of us, maybe all of us,” Tony said, “An android designed by a
robot.

“You know, I really miss the days when the weirdest thing science ever created was me,” Steve
groaned, throwing his shield onto his back.

“I’ll drop Banner off at the tower,” Fury said, shrugging on his coat, “Mind if I borrow Ms. Hill.”

“She’s all yours, apparently,” Tony nodded, “What’re you going to do?”

“I don’t know, something dramatic, I hope.”

You rolled your eyes as he disappeared out the door and you felt a hand on your shoulder.

“Are you sure you’re up for this, (F/N)?” Steve asked.

“Nobody’s gonna judge you if you want to sit this one out,” Tony agreed.

A small smirk played on your lips as you turned to them.

“I plan on getting even with that son of a bitch,” you raised an eyebrow.



“Language,” Tony murmured, before being elbowed by Steve.

“So you bet your ass I’m up for this.”

“Excuse me, Lieutenant,” Stark grinned, “But I must ask you to refrain from that kind of talk.”

He dodged out of the way of another elbow from Steve.

“It hurts Captain America’s virgin ears!” he called, ducking out the door before Steve could deck him.

Steve shook his head, “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure,” you nodded, “Let’s go get him.
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Flashback: Le Fantôme de Paris — The Phantom of Paris

Chapter Summary

“You’ve just made a big mistake,” the archer grunted, folding his arms over his chest, “We’ve
just made an enemy, an enemy that could come back and bite us in the ass if he wanted to. You
and Fury have just created our worst nightmare.”
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Do not tell me what I can and cannot do.

It took the guards a minute to notice your figure at the door. They didn’t realize you were there until
you began firing rounds. They jumped as you stalked into the empty cement basement. You downed
the first two easily before the last eight drew their weapons and you had to take cover behind a
concrete column. Bullets dusted past you as you checked your rounds again before spinning out of
your hiding place to loose two more bullets. 

Two more guards fell as the rest began yelling into their radios and you dove behind another column,
coming closer to the holding room. 

“I’ve jammed their radios,” Boone said, “but I think somebody’s found the bodies you left in the
stairwell.”

“Sounds like I’m gonna need backup,” you shrugged, glancing at the holding room before making a
mad dash toward it. You popped off just a few more bullets to cover yourself as you went and dropped
to your knees to slide across the floor to the room. Reaching for the door, you found it locked and let
out a low growl. Letting out a sigh, you rose from your knees while shooting at the guards and then
turning to kick in the door. 



Clint leaned back into the chair, a heavy sigh leaving his throat as his eyes flicked across the room he
and Natasha were being held in. He winced at the slight tingle that was radiating from his split,
oozing lip before his attention was drawn to the weapons each of the guards had. 

“You know,” he said, nudging Natasha who sat in the chair next to him, “I think this could have gone
better.”

“Really?” the Russian asked, deadpanning with venom dripping from her words, “You think it could
have gone better?”

He shrugged, trying to shake the knife that was stowed beneath his shirt down his sleeve to his
awaiting hand, “Yeah, I’m sure we coulda done some things differently and we wouldn’t have gotten
into this mess.”

“It’s not a mess, yet,” she rolled her eyes, “The mess will begin as soon as the auction is over and
we’re interrogated. By then the weapon will be long gone and we’ll have failed our mission.”

“Unless we get out.”

“These ropes may not be able to hold us,” Natasha said slowly, her eyes wandering the guards.

“But the army outside the door will, and the other army outside the other door…” Clint trailed off,
“Maybe Ghost will be our hero.”

Natasha scoffed, shaking her head, “Ghost might have authority issues, but he won’t lose sight of the
main objective.”

“So the mission won’t be a failure then,” Clint frowned. 

“SHIELD will just have a few more casualties to add to their list.”

“That’s not how SHIELD runs, Nat,” Clint said, his frown deepening, “Someone will come for us, or
we’ll fight our way out of here.”

“And die trying.”

Clint rolled his head back, “Don’t be so dramatic, we’ve gotten out of worse.”

“If by worse, you mean being chased down the streets of Moscow by assassins, then you’re wrong.
We had plenty of places to run and hide. Here…” she trailed off again, eyes narrowing, “There’s only
one way out.”

Clint looked up to the door, heaving a breath and closing his eyes. There were five guys in the holding
room with them and more out in the main basement. 

Not much of a challenge. If there wasn’t so many on the upper floors.

“Do you think they found him?” he asked, breaking the silence as the guards circled them and he
finally felt the knife slide down his arm. 

“Ghost?” she asked, earning a nod from him, she raised an eyebrow, “They call him Ghost for a
reason,” she paused, “No, no, I don’t think they found him.”



Clint rolled his neck again, sizing up the guards as the knife slid further down his sleeve, “I wish I had
my bow right now.”

“Clint, you’re tied to a chair,” she sighed with an evident eye roll, “What would you do with it?”

“I...have...an exploding arrow,” he said slowly.

“And how would that help us right now?”

“Well…” he stopped, trying to calculate his answer, “...you see–”

A loud ‘crash’ cut him off. The two agents’ head whipped to the door before they flinched out of the
way and it swung open with enough force to knock a guard off his feet. They both ducked their heads
as a figure in black breached the doorway with a hail of bullets, slamming the door behind him as he
came in. Both Natasha and Clint rolled to the floor and out of the way of a hail of bullets.

“Ghost!” Clint exclaimed, hitting the floor and bouncing with a grunt, “You son of a bitch! What are
you doing here?”

“Saving your stupid butts,” Ghost’s deep, mechanical voice yelled over the destruction, “I thought
you two knew what you were doing.”

“Sometimes things don’t go our way,” he said, “We didn’t think they’d let you come for us.”

“They didn’t want me to,” Ghost muttered, swinging himself around the room, “but, I do what I want
and I don't leave anybody behind.”

Natasha rolled out of her chair and onto the ground out of the way of stray bullets, having freed
herself minutes ago, and jumping at her opportunity to attack. Clint, on the other hand, finally felt his
knife make it to his hand and went to work releasing himself from the ropes tying his wrists. 

“What about the weapon?” Romanoff snapped, grabbing her chair by the legs and flinging it at the
closest man before spinning out of the way of Ghost’s ongoing attack. 

“I’m working on it,” he yelled back, punching one guard in the face and turning to knee another in the
stomach, “One thing at a time, Widow.”

“You gotta location on it?” Clint asked yelping as one of Ghost’s bullets flew past his ear and took out
a guard behind him, ending the fight, “Cutting it close.”

“You’re welcome,” Ghost growled, taking cover behind a wall as guards outside the door began firing
into the holding room, “It’s on the main floor, being auctioned right now.”

“We gotta get up there,” Clint said, diving behind Ghost as he returned fire.

“No shit, Sherlock,” he snapped as he spun back into the room and reloaded his pistols, “I’m working
on it.”

“We gotta get up there.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” You leaned back against the wall of the holding cell as you dropped clips from
you pistols and smoothly loaded them again, “I’m working on it,” you growled through gritted teeth



before tossing a pistol to Romanoff and the other to Barton and flipping your rifle around your back
and into your hands. 

“They’re mobilizing security on the upper floors,” you said, cracking back the bolt of your rifle, “On
my count, Romanoff, you make a break for the stairs. Barton and I will cover you and meet you on
the main floor.”

“You got it,” Clint said, siding to the other side of the door as Natasha nodded.

“One.”

You took a deep breath, bringing the stock of your rifle to your shoulder.

“Two.”

Closing your eyes, you readied yourself glancing at the two assassins as they did the same. Natasha’s
eyes flicked from you to Clint and then to the door where they narrowed in determination. She slipped
off her heels and prepared to dart across the room. Clint clenched his jaw as he readjusted his grip on
the pistol.

“Three.”

The three of you burst out of the holding room in a storm of bullets, you and Barton moved quickly to
cover Romanoff as she sprinted up the stairs. You easily finished off the guards with the help of
Barton and then followed Romanoff. He led you quickly up the stairs before the backup security
arrived. He winced slightly at the bodies you had left in your wake. 

“Didn’t your mama ever tell you to clean up after yourself?” he asked as he threw open the door and
popped a few rounds into oncoming guards. 

“No,” you said coldly, following his lead as you left the service stairwell, walked down the hall and
found yourselves dancing through the kitchen.

“Mine neither,” he spun out of the way of shocked waitstaff as you hurtled yourself over a cart full of
dishes. 

“Sors d'ici!” you yelled, pushing some waiters out of the way while gesturing with your rifle,
“Sortez!” Get out of here! Get out!

Many of the staff took off toward the exit in a full sprint as they caught sight of you crashing through
the kitchen to the main showroom. You and Clint stood overlooking the crowd, some were still seated
while others mingled with each other. The commotion that was coming from the kitchen was masked
by the yelling of the auctioneer. 

The container was being carted around the room as you watched. It was surrounded by guards as it
went before Romanoff’s red hair caught your attention.

Her gaze was fixed solely on the box as she edged her way into the crowd unnoticed. 

“Please tell me you have an idea,” Clint said, rubbing slightly at his lip as an oblivious guest walked
by. 



Your eyes flicked around the room before they landed on a red box mounted to the wall and the
thudding of boots behind you rushed your decision-making process.

“Just one,” you managed to grunt before guards appeared around the corner and you lunged for the
fire alarm. 

Natasha flinched at the blaring of the alarm, she looked up just in time to see Ghost shove Barton into
the crowd before marching back into the kitchen. She turned back to the container as people began to
slowly and calmly exit the building...until gunfire erupted from the kitchen and Ghost hurtled himself
out of it, guards hot on his tail. 

With that, the Russian took off into the chaos of people to get to the container.

“You know,” Clint’s familiar voice hollered from somewhere behind her, “I really thought today
would go better.”

“Take out the guards, Clint,” she muttered, finally within reach of the container. 

“Oof,” Clint rolled his eyes, jumping at the nearest guard, “Why do you always have to be so
grumpy?”

Natasha heaved a sigh as she spun out of the way of a guard and finally got her hands on the box. 

There was no obvious lid or latch on the stupid thing, though the lines were visible and refrigerant
hoses were feeding into it. 

She ducked out of the way of another guard, spinning the cart to shield herself before Clint tackled
him to the ground and she returned to her task.

“Come on, come on,” she murmured, her eyes pouring over the box as her hands wandered around it.

“We can’t take the whole thing, Nat,” Clint said, out of breath as he squared up to another guard.

“No shit,” she snapped back, noticing a reflection behind her in the metal container and vaulting
herself over the top away from yet another guard, “Clint.”

“A little busy,” he managed to say, grappling with one already.

“Fine,” she growled, sizing up the guard across from her, “I’ll take care of it myself.”

You zipped out of the kitchen and into the frenzied crowd with mercenaries hot on your tail. The
crowd parted for your black-clad figure as you tried to lose the armed men behind you.

You’d gone back into the kitchen to buy Barton more time to help Romanoff get the vial, but they’d
taken too long and you were quickly overrun.

Not bothering to turn around, you fired a couple of rounds to the ceiling, inciting further panic to the
attendees. Both men and women ducked out of your way as you stalked toward where you had last
seen the container. 

“Fine,” you heard a familiar snarl, “I’ll take care of it myself.”



You swung around to the sound of Romanoff’s voice, your eyes narrowing as you finally found the
two agents. Natasha easily took out the guard before she turned back to the container and turned her
back to a mercenary drawing his firearm. 

“Natasha!” you barked before taking off full sprint.

She didn’t hear you as the man raised his gun and his finger began to pull the trigger. You threw
yourself at her and tackled her, full speed, just as the shot rang out. 

As the two of you fell, you pushed away from her and rolled midair. As you spun, you drew your
pistol and fell to your back before loosing two rounds and sliding across the marble floor. You rolled
over your shoulder, your boots screeching across the floor before you came to a stop. As you rose to
your feet, you took another step before turning on one foot and kicking the guard closest to you before
ducking out of the way of another incoming guard. You elbowed the guard in the back as he went by
raising your pistol and pulling the trigger, only to hear it click. 

You rolled your eyes, using the butt of your gun to hit another guard in the face before you holstered it
and unsheathed a knife as you headed for the containment unit. 

“As cool as that was,” Barton grunted, stepping out of the way of an oncoming guard, “Did you really
just bring a knife to a gunfight?”

“Yeah,” you growled as the three of you were surrounded by more men, “I’m an amateur like that.”

You lunged forward, grabbing the coolant lines of the container and swung it past you into the nearest
guard. As it slid by, you sliced one of the hoses sending a plume of coolant spraying around the room.

“Oh, okay,” Clint said, ducking around you as you spun the container and cart around the room to
create a veil of gas, “I see.”

“Now what?” Natasha asked, dipping behind Clint.

You didn’t answer, instead shoving the container at another guard only to have the cart catch on the
edge of a rug and go toppling over. 

The crate struck the marble flooring with a crack; the top of it popping off with another plume of gas.
You flinched slightly at the sound, everyone freezing until a small vial came clicking out of the box
unscathed.

You and Clint glanced at each other before Natasha dove for the vial and the two of you turned back
to the other guards. Natasha slid across the floor with a shrieking of skin, snatching the vial out of the
hands of another mercenary before she rolled out of the way and ducked into the crowd. 

“Barton!” you growled, kicking a guard in the face as more began closing in around you and some of
them turned to chase Romanoff, “Go!”

“What was that about leaving people behind?”

You snarled, grabbing a guard by the head and slamming him down to connect with your knee, “I’ve
got this, make sure she gets out.”

“But–“ He started, snapping his head around the room to find Natasha before looking back to you.

“Now, Clint!” you said, ripping a gun away from a guard and firing off rounds “Go!”



Clint clenched his jaw, his brows furrowing before he disappeared into the crowd.

The guests were still trying to file out of the building as she calmly joined the sea of chaos. Natasha
slipped in front of a couple, flinching as shots rang out behind her and she caught sight of two
armored men on her tail.

“Дерьмо,” she spat, her eyes flicking around the room for a closer exit. She flinched again, the
popping of gunshot drawing closer as she slid between another couple of guests. Shit

“Elle est là!” a man called behind her, “Arrêtez! Voleur!” She's there! Stop! Thief!

Natasha took off deeper into the crowd, shoving people out of the way as she did.

“Arrêtez ou nous tirerons!” another voice came before a bullet went whizzing past her head. Stop or
we'll shoot!

The already hysterical crowd acted up again as waves of people began shoving to get to the exit.

She turned back to the exit as well, trying to sidle past the wall that had formed only to be shoved out
of the way. 

A yelp escaped from her throat as she was thrown against a concrete column and the vial went flying.
She scrambled after it before she lost it in the crowd and another body went sliding after it.

“Don’t worry!” Clint’s voice yelled over the crowd, “I’ve got it.”

Clint flew past Natasha, his eyes following the tumbling vial before he dove through the air for it.

The slim glass container met his hand for only a second before it was kicked out of his hands. His
face fell, “Well…I had it, for like, two seconds.”

Natasha grumbled, making her way through the crowd to his side and helping him up.

“Arrêtez tous les deux!” a guard yelled, catching sight of both of them, “Vous êtes en état
d’arrestation!” Both of you stop! You are under arrest!

“We’re under arrest?” Clint asked incredulously, “We’re not the ones trying to sell a bioweapon at an
underground auction!”

Natasha rolled her eyes, tugging Clint through the crowd as she tried to find the vial.

“Hey!” Clint yelled, “I bet you’re not even a real cop!”

“Clint!” she interrupted, “I can’t find it, it’s gone.”

He turned back to her, his eyes searching the ground along with her, “We don’t have time for this, we
gotta get out of here.”

Natasha sighed, “Just when I thought we had things back under control.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He nodded with a huff, leading her towards the exit as he glanced behind him, “C’mon,
we’ll get another chance at this. We gotta get outta here.”



“Wait,” she said, stopping in her tracks, “What about Ghost? We can’t just leave him.”

It was Clint’s turn to sigh, “Now you grow a heart?”

Natasha glared at him.

“He’s got a plan, I’m sure,” he said, grabbing her hand and hauling her through the crowd, “Now let’s
go.”

You weren’t sure how you ended up back on the second floor, or how you ended up with a silver plate
you were slinging at guards to keep them at bay, but it seemed to be working. You whipped it at the
nearest guard before sprinting forward to relieve him of his weapons and use them as your own. 

You sprinted past him, narrowly avoiding the pile of bodies you had left in your wake and the
onslaught of guards that were working there way up the stairs toward you. Slamming and locking a
door behind you, you found yourself back in the room you had started in. You grabbed the leather
couch in the middle of the room and flung it against the door to barricade yourself in. 

“Glitch, tell me you have some good news,” you said, your eyes flicking to the windows and back to
the ballroom.

“I got good news, and I got bad news,” Boone answered quickly, “Good news is Romanoff and
Barton are out of the building.”

“Bad news?” you asked, marching toward the window and sticking your head out.

“They lost the vial.”

You paused, one foot already out of the window, “What do you mean they lost the vial?”

“What do you mean, what do you mean?” she snapped, “They lost the vial. How hard is that to
comprehend?”

“Glitch,” you rolled your eyes, “Do you know its location?”

“Fuck—“ she groaned, “Somewhere on the floor downstairs? Maybe? I don’t know!”

A low growl left your throat as you stepped back into the room, “Find it.”

“Yes, boss.”

Ignoring the pounding on the door, you went to the balcony overlooking the main ballroom. There
were still tons of people trying to get out of the building, the panic you had incited worked even better
than you thought it would.

You nodded to yourself, leaning against the railing as your eyes flew over all the occupants there were
left in the building until they landed on one.

Business Suit Man.

Your brows furrowed. He was so calm and collected, still sitting at his table, with a pair of guards,
sipping champagne and watching all the people clamor over each other. He took off his glasses,
cleaning them with a napkin before putting them back on and they slid down his nose slightly. A



small smirk sat upon his lips as he looked up at the crowd before his eyes flicked to a man that
approached him and his smile widened.

Business Suit Man held out his hand and the other man handed him something. The object glinted in
the lights thrown by crystal chandeliers.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” you deadpanned, “You son of a bitch.”

The vial.

“What is it?” Boone asked

“I’ve got eyes on the weapon,” you said, stepping up onto the balcony as the barricaded door began to
tear off its hinges, “I’m going after it.”

“Be careful.”

You didn’t answer as you stepped off the ledge, landing on the tile with a crack and earning you a
shriek from the crowd. A guard approached you, one of the few that was still on the ground floor. You
made easy work of him. Grabbing his rifle and hitting him in the head with it before taking his
weapon as you own. 

The ruckus had grabbed Business Suit Man’s attention. His smile dropped as he caught sight of you
and rose from his chair. His bodyguards sprang up from their chairs as they saw you lift your rifle. As
you fired off rounds at Business Suit Man, they pushed him out of harm’s way. 

You growled as you marched toward them, now alone in the ballroom. His guards fired at you. You
barely flinched at the impact of the bullets against your suit and continued across the floor firing shots
at the guards on both sides of him. 

They dropped like flies, leaving him standing there alone. He blinked as you made your final strides
toward him and stopped. 

“Hm,” he hummed, glancing back and forth between the two men on the ground, “Utterly useless
aren’t they?”

He tried to smile, backing away from you slightly as you took another step forward and you held out
your hand.

“I assume,” he tried again, “You want this?”

He grabbed the vial out of the inside pocket of his suit.

“Sure would be a shame if…” He paused, sticking his other hand in his pocket, “I was to crack this,
yeah? So many people…dead. Such a shame.”

You paused, still holding your hand out as your eyes flicked between him and the vial before you
smirked.

“You wouldn’t do that,” you said, your mechanical voice rumbling through the room, “You’re too
smart for that.”

“You’re right,” he grinned as you stepped forward again, reaching your hand toward the vial, “Or are
you?”



His eyes darkened as he pulled his hand away from you and threw the vial at the floor.

“No!” you snapped, diving forward and collapsing to catch the glass tube before it shattered against
the floor. The vial landed softly in your hand and a sigh of relief left your throat before the thudding
of boots sounded on the marble floor. You rolled to your back, clutching the vial to your chest as the
rest of the mercenaries filed into the room.

“Now the real question is,” Business Suit Man said, as you stood, “How many are going to end up
dead because of you?”

Your jaw clenched as you stuck the vial in your pocket and backed away from the large group that
was stalking toward you.

“Especially if we include the body count from Colombia and Afghanistan.”

You froze, your head whipping to him. He grinned, sticking both his hands in his pockets as he
backed away from you toward the exit. 

“Go on,” he said, nodding to the guards, “I want to see what kind of damage you can really cause.”

Frowning, you looked back to the guards and took a deep breath.

The rain was pouring outside as fresh Parisian air finally hit Clint’s face. He took a deep breath as he
tucked Natasha into his side. They strolled along the front of the building as inconspicuous as they
could even though his suit was ripped beyond repair and Natasha’s heels were long gone. 

“I think we lost them,” he breathed, glancing curtly behind them.

“Never say that,” Natasha responded, trying to smooth down her torn dress, “because then they
appear from nowhere.”

Clint nodded, stiffening as cold rainwater hit his skin, “I can’t believe we lost it.”

“I lost it,” Natasha sniffed with a shake of her head, “I should have taken another route.”

The archer shrugged, “The past is 20/20. We all could’ve done something different.”

She sighed, “Who knows who will end up with it now–“

She was cut off by glass shattering behind her and gunshots sounding from inside the building.

“Jesus Christ,” Clint breathed, shoving Natasha into the wall and away from the shards of glass that
rained down on them.

A familiar figure landed on the sidewalk in front of them.

“I prefer Ghost, actually,” the figure responded, rolling out of the way of bullets, “C’mon!”

Ghost hurled himself into the street and Clint followed pulling Natasha along with him.

“What took you so long?” Clint asked following Ghost as he sprinted through a dark alleyway.



“I had to clean up your mess,” he replied, pulling a tube out of his pocket as he paused to catch his
breath.

“You got it?” Natasha breathed, “Oh, thank God.”

“Or you could thank me,” Ghost said irritably, shoving the vial back into his pocket and pushing off
the wall, “I’m the one doing all the work here.”

Natasha rolled her eyes as Clint grinned and the three took off down another alley.

“I know I left it here somewhere,” Ghost muttered, zigging and zagging through the alleys.

“What?” Clint asked, looking around the narrow road.

Ghost didn’t answer, instead marching on as flashing lights blinked and flashed against the brick. 

“Fire brigade is here,” Clint said, slinking behind another wall.

“And the police,” Romanoff nodded, “Please tell me you have a way out of here.”

“Why do I have to be the one in charge of everything?” Ghost complained, tossing a rifle over his
shoulder and to the ground, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not the most organized…
Goddamnit, Glitch, I think I took a wrong turn.”

“Goddamnit, Glitch, I think I took a wrong turn,” you groaned, grabbing another stolen pistol from
your belt and tossing it in a nearby dumpster.

“You’re almost there, boss,” Boone chuckled, “Take another right and you’re there.”

You sighed as you turned the corner and found the black armored truck that Boone had left for you.

“Hop in,” you said, not bothering to turn around before you hopped into the driver’s seat, “I hope you
guys know where the rendezvous point is, ‘cause I wasn’t listening to all of Coulson’s speech.”

You sighed in relief as you pulled into the street and put the damn auction house behind you. Settling
back into the driver’s seat, you let your head fall against the headrest.

“So,” Clint said, breaking the silence as a flash of lightning broke out across the sky, “That was a little
messier than I thought it was gonna be.”

“No, shit,” you groaned, “Y’all said it was gonna be easy. This was a pain in the ass.”

“But, hey,” Clint grinned clapping you on the shoulder as Natasha closed her eyes, “Nobody died.”

“Barton,” Romanoff growled, not bothering to open her eyes.

“Okay, nobody important.”

“Barton,” she said again, cracking open an eye.

“Okay, okay,” he shrugged, “We didn’t die.”

She moaned, rubbing her temples as she slid down into her seat.



“Oh, c’mon!” he said, looking between you and Natasha, “None of us died and we got the bioweapon.
I see this as an absolute win!”

Natasha shook her head, ignoring him as she sat up and pointed at a street, “Take a right here and we
should be at the rendezvous.”

You nodded, pulling down an abandoned street to find a couple of SHIELD vehicles waiting for you.

“Alright, kids,” Clint said, rolling his neck, “Let’s get debriefed and then get out of here.”

He looked slightly tense.

“You can say that again,” you sighed shaking off the look on Clint’s face, coming to a stop in front of
one of the SHIELD vans and sliding out of the vehicle.

“Ah,” Coulson’s voice came from over the hum of the engine before you turned it off, “Glad to see
you’re all alive and in one piece.”

“Barely,” you muttered, stopping in your tracks as Coulson emerged from the darkness followed by a
group of people. Your eyes narrowed, flicking to Natasha and Clint then to Coulson and the dark-
haired man next to him.

“Uh…Ghost,” Boone’s voice sounded through the comms, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“Oh,” Coulson jumped, “This is Agent Rumlow, leader of our STRIKE team. He’s just here for
backup.”

“Nice to meet you, Ghost,” Rumlow stuck out his hand with a smile, “It’s been a pleasure watching
you work.”

Your stomach fell, churning as you took in the sight of him, “Where were you when this mission went
to shit?”

The smile on his face didn’t fade, but he took back his hand, “My team is only sent out in the most
dire of circumstances.”

“We figured you had it covered, Ghost,” Coulson stepped in, “And you proved us right.”

Natasha nudged you as she walked by, a soft smile on her face, “You were our hero, Ghost.”

Clint nodded, any hint of a smile on his face was gone, as he stuck his head into one of the vans and
pulled out his bow and quiver before he tossed Natasha a pair of pistols and looked at you sadly, “You
really were something, even went back in after the bioweapon when we gave up. It was impressive,
really.”

“There are more SHIELD vans pulling into the surrounding streets,” Boone warned, her voice
slightly staticky.

Your brows furrowed as your heart fluttered.

Romanoff smiled at you again as she slipped off her dress to reveal a catsuit and Clint slid off his
jacket to reveal a suit with the SHIELD logo.

Coulson nodded, “You’ve exceeded all of our expectations. We could use you at SHIELD.”



“Sorry,” you stuttered as your hand slid up to your holsters only to find both your pistols missing,
“But my loyalties lie with Aftermath.”

“Shame,” Rumlow said, his hands resting on his hips just above the two guns strapped there, “but that
doesn’t change what’s about to happen.”

You flinched, catching shadows on both sides of you as the STRIKE team surrounded you.

“Ghost, you need to get out of there now,” Boone said.

“What’s about to happen?” you asked, forcing yourself to breathe.

“You’re coming with us,” Coulson said, stepping in front of you and Rumlow as you began sizing him
up, “Preferably without a fight.”

“Excuse me?” you snapped, taking a step back as Clint slung his quiver over his shoulder and Natasha
checked her guns.

“You’re handing over the bioweapon and then you’re coming with us,” Rumlow said, his hands
dropping to rest on his pistols.

“Oh, shit,” Boone breathed, your brows furrowed as panic gripped her voice, “They’re surrounding
me too…”

“Now, why would I do that?” you asked, trying desperately to compose yourself as you were
surrounded. 

“Because that was your mission, Ghost,” Coulson said slowly, holding out his hand, “To get the
weapon.”

“No, no.” You shook your head, “I get that part, it’s the whole, ‘come with us’ thing that’s not
clicking.”

“You have information we need, Ghost,” Coulson tried again, making his way toward you.

“Get out of there now,” Boone said frantically, more static lacing her voice, “We’re compromised”

“About what?”

“The inner workings of Aftermath. Names of operatives, etcetera,” he said.

“Uh-huh,” you stammered, “And why would I give you that?”

“Consider it your get out of jail free card,” Coulson smiled, “you give us information, we let you walk
free.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You become a bargaining chip,” Rumlow cut in, “with skills like yours, I’m sure Kingpin would
move heaven and hell to get you back.”

“Ghost,” Boone warned again through your earpiece, “Get. Out. Of. There. Now.”

“Ah,” you nodded, “I see.”



“So,” the dark-haired man continued, “Hand over the weapon and get in the van.”

“Mm,” you hummed, glancing at the closest alleyway, “No.”

“What?” Rumlow blinked as Coulson frowned.

“Don’t do it, Ghost,” Clint warned you with a sigh.

“No,” you repeated, finding an opening between Rumlow’s men, “Bye.”

You turned on your heel quickly, kicking one of Rumlow’s men in the face before ducking into an
alley.

“Goddamnit, Brock,” Clint yelled, “Why do you have to be so dramatic?”

“Romanoff, Barton,” Coulson said calmly, “Get him.”

“But, sir.”

“That’s an order, Barton.”

You darted through the night, your feet thundering through puddles in the alley. Rain pelted you from
overhead. The sound of gunshots ricocheted off the brick walls, masked by thunder cracking over the
city. Sliding around a corner, you narrowly avoided whizzing bullets.

“Fucking hell,” you murmured, ducking under a fence. The chain links clanked together twice more
as you dove into a different alley. Narrowly avoiding the ‘thwack’ and impact of a loosed arrow into
the brickwork. You paused for a moment, eyeing the arrow curiously.

“Give it up, Ghost,” Barton’s voice called after you, already sounding winded, “You can’t run all
night.”

Another hail of bullets blasted the brick above your head, you rolled out of the way and were out of
sight before they could catch a glimpse of you.

“Damnit, Nat,” he sighed as they took off again, “I had him.”

The redhead grunted in response. Their footsteps falling in unison as they rounded the corner after
you.

“C’mon, Ghost,” Barton tried again, his voice echoing behind you, “We don't want to hurt you, just
come quietly and we’ll get it all sorted out.”

“You played me,” you snarled, stopping behind a corner to catch your breath, “you used me.”

“No,” he said, before pausing, “That’s not how it happened, Ghost, let me explain–”

“Assholes,” you snarled over him, cutting him off before he could continue.

“Ghost,” Romanoff said, “Don’t take it personally. It’s just business.”

You took off down yet another alleyway in response and slid around another corner only to be stopped
as you were kicked in the side and sent sailing into a wall. A grunt left your lips followed by a growl



as you hit the brick and looked up to find Romanoff standing over you.

“Bitch,” you snarled, moving to take out her legs, but she hopped out of the way.

“Aw,” she smirked seductively with a wink, “Come now, let’s not talk like that.”

You groaned, “Will you stop? How many times do I have to tell you, you can’t seduce me?”

She shrugged, watching you as you returned to your feet, “Once more?”

You let out an exasperated breath before bringing your fists out in front of you.

She raised an eyebrow, “You sure you wanna do this?”

“Are you sure you want to?” you asked. 

She grinned before taking a step forward and throwing the first punch. You knocked two of her hits
away from you before you took a jab at her side. She blocked it with her leg and used her momentum
to throw another punch. You barely blocked it with one hand before finally landing a hit at her
stomach and creating separation between the two of you. 

She growled, holding her stomach for a moment before taking a step forward and bringing her leg up
to kick you in the side. You easily dodged out of the way before she landed two more hits to your
helmet. 

You stumbled backward, you blinked quickly as your ears began ringing.

“You done yet?” she asked as she circled you.

“Not even close,” you said, lunging at her. You kicked at her twice. The first one impacted her side
while she caught the second one and landed a few hits on your knee. You shifted weight to the leg she
grasped in her hands and brought your other leg up to kick her in the nose before you landed on the
ground. 

The redhead grunted, stumbling back toward the brick as you bounced back to your feet and threw
yourself at her before she could regain her bearings. You grabbed her by her hair, bringing her head
down to impact your knee before you let her go and pushed her backward.

She blinked a few times as you came at her again, she flinched back and held up her hands, “Wait!”

You stopped, mid-punch, as she shrunk against the wall with blood pouring from her nose with wide
eyes before she smirked and her eyes darkened, “You forgot about something.”

You froze, feeling a presence immediately behind you. Spinning around, you narrowly avoided a hit
from Clint. You rolled out of the way, cornered by the two assassins. 

“Stand down, Ghost,” the archer said as you returned to your feet, “We don’t want to hurt you.”

“Speak for yourself,” Romanoff said, wiping away blood from her nose, “Let’s finish this.”

“Tasha,” Clint warned, but it was too late. She sped toward you. 

You ducked out of the way of her attack and right into Clint’s. He hit you in the back with his bow
and sent you rolling into another alleyway. 



You looked up, thankfully this one wasn’t a dead-end. Taking off down the alley you leaped onto the
first fire escape you found. Pulling yourself up onto the landing before sprinting up the stairs.

“Glitch!” you all but screamed into your helmet, “I need a little help.”

You found yourself on the roof of a building, trying to figure out where you were before you heard
clattering below you and took off across the rooftop.

“A little busy here.” Boone’s voice answered back with a low grunt, a crash sounded on her end of the
line, “Shit.”

“The hell was that?” you shrieked as you leaped off the building to the edge of the next and pulled
yourself up to roll over the ledge.

“Oh nothin’, just a $15,000 computer, no big deal,” she said before muttering under her breath,
“Weston’s gonna kill me for that one.”

You screeched to a halt at the edge of the building, the distance between the next building was too far
for you to make it. Turning around, you caught the movement of the two agents behind you and you
glanced back down to the ground below. 

“Don’t do it, Ghost!” Barton yelled over the wind and rain, “You’re not gonna make it.”

A snarl worked its way to your mouth before a rain gutter caught your eye. Taking a deep breath, you
stepped up onto the ledge.

“Ghost, I’m warning you.”

You took a running jump for the rain gutter before a sharp pain hit your thigh. You gasped as pain ran
up your leg and you fought to maintain a grip on the gutter before your hands slipped. 

Sliding down the building, you finally managed to grasp onto one of the bricks. You pressed yourself
against the building, holding on for dear life as you tried to catch your breath.

“He shot me,” you gasped as rain fell down your mask and you glanced down to see the shaft of an
arrow sticking out of your thigh. Adjusting your grip on the brick, you glanced around before you
eyed the downpipe of the rain gutter and swung yourself toward it. You clutched the pipe against you
as you used it to slide down to the ground and you collapsed. 

“Son of a bitch,” you seethed, breaking off part of the arrow, “he shot me!”

“Ghost?” Boone asked, “You alright?”

“No, I am not alright, Glitch! I am being chased through the streets of Paris,” you cried, hauling
yourself to your feet and limping around another corner, “by freaking psychopaths.”

Two more arrows whizzed past your head and into the wall in front of you.

“And my safehouse is going to be raided any second now,” she answered back, “I get it we both have
our troubles, c'est la vie.”

As you ran past the arrows, they began to flash red. You dove out of the way as they emitted small
explosions. The two agents appeared for just a moment before you hurtled over a trashcan and out of
their line of sight.



“Glitch!” you growled, gasping as your leg oozed blood down your suit.

“Okay, okay,” she sighed, “Here’s what you do, steal a car and drive away.”

“Seriously? That’s your plan?”

“Do you have a better idea? Look, we’re gonna lose communications in about five minutes, you just
need to disappear.”

“Yeah, yeah, I can blend into Paris right now, ya know? Cuz I’m definitely not dressed in a tac suit
with firearms and a bioweapon with me.”

“Hey, just get creative with it, you’ll figure something out.”

Something else shattered on her end of the line.

“Shit, gotta go,” she murmured, the line went silent.

“Glitch?”

You stopped, desperately trying to figure out where the hell you were.

“Car,” you said to yourself, frantically looking around you as you limped through alley after alley
trying not to be seen, “I gotta steal a car.”

“I need all units to mobilize,” Rumlow’s voice came from the street over, “Barton and Romanoff have
lost Ghost.”

You stopped, glancing at your surroundings.

Did you just make a full circle?

Creeping forward, you peeked around the corner before slamming yourself back against the brick wall
as some of the STRIKE team whizzed past in SHIELD vans.

“Steal a car, huh?” you asked yourself, ignoring the pounding pain in your leg as you stepped out of
the shadows, “Can do.”

You made a break for your armored truck that was still parked in the middle of the road.

“Holy shit!” Rumlow grunted as you shoved him out of the way, “Whoa, whoa, wait! I got eyes on
Ghost.”

You threw yourself over the hood of the truck, sliding across to the other side before you dove into the
cab and the engine roared to life. Slamming the truck into reverse, you took off into the street before
pulling the emergency brake and swinging the truck around. 

You took off down the road, barely avoiding the early morning traffic that was now inhabiting the
street.

“Holy shit!” Rumlow’s voice came through the comms, making both Natasha and Clint pause in their
search of the alleyways, “Whoa, whoa, wait! I got eyes on Ghost!”



Natasha looked up to Clint before an engine roared to life and tires squealed.

The two of them sprinted out of the alley to the main street, just in time to see Ghost’s armored truck
go speeding past.

“Huh,” Clint said, watching as the truck disappeared around a corner, “Who woulda thought he’d
circle back?”

Natasha glared after the truck, stepping out into the street as a SHIELD van shrieked to a stop and the
doors opened. She stepped in, “Come on, he’s not getting away that easy.”

Clint groaned, sliding into the van afterward.

You thought you’d finally made a getaway until three SHIELD vans appeared behind you. 

“Damn,” you breathed, placing a hand over your leg as blood dripped to the floor. You blinked slowly,
your head spinning slightly as you applied pressure to your leg.

“Glitch do you read?” you groaned, hoping somehow, somewhere Boone was still listening. 

Turning your attention back to the road, you swerved out of the way of traffic as the streets began to
fill up with more and more people and the sun began to rise over the city.

It would have been a beautiful sight if you didn’t have an entire team of soldiers on your tail.  

The sun glinted off rooftops and the sky was a beautiful orange and pink as the storm clouds began to
lift. 

You lurched forward, the crunching of metal and your head hitting the steering wheel calling you back
to reality. Your helmet cracked, the glass lens spidering and distorting your vision.

“Glitch?” you tried again as blood trickled down your face, “Do you read?”

“Affirmative, Ghost, I read.” a staticky voice came from your radio and a sigh of relief left your lips
before you groaned, “Stand by for instructions.”

“Glitch, they’re on my tail, I can’t shake ‘em,” you said before a barrage of bullets shattered the rear
windshield.

You swerved out of the way, scratching cars and nearly hitting civilians, “Holy shit, they’re fuckin’
nuts.”

A blast of cool air hit you along with the sound of traffic as you took another turn and tore down the
street.

“Glitch, acknowledge,” you growled, ducking from another volley of bullets.

You saw a sign for the Pont Amont ahead of you and, with a deep breath, slid onto the Boulevard as
the river came into sight. The waters glinted in the morning sun. You clenched your jaw.

“Glitch, acknowledge,” you said again, more urgency in your tone. You watched the vans drift onto
the street behind you, the dimming streetlights illuminated the raindrops falling on the road.



“Glitch, permission to activate Phoenix Protocol.”

Boone blinked as she tore through the streets in her jeep, her computer balanced precariously on the
dash. She was rapidly texting on one hand while driving with the other, trying to get a hold of any
backup she could.

“Phoenix Protocol?” she asked herself, her mind reeling before she stopped, “Oh, no, no, no…there’s
gotta be another way.”

She looked up at the computer screen that was tracking (F/N)’s suit as she headed for the river. Her
eyes flicked over the screen before she sighed and pulled off the road to come to a stop. She closed
her eyes, huffing a breath before she nodded.

The vehicle behind you was closing the distance between you by the time you made it to the bridge.

“Ghost,” Boone’s voice cut in, “Permission to initiate your Phoenix Protocol granted, see you on the
other side.”

Your breath hitched for a moment as you decided what to do, “Thanks, Glitch, see you on the other
side.”

With a flick of the wrist, you swerved toward the side of the bridge and floored it. The concrete
barrier was no match for the heavily armored truck you were in, it crumbled. Your vehicle went
sailing off the bridge and into the Seine below.

The impact with the water was harder than you had expected, you barely had time to grab a handle
before you hit it and jerked forward. As soon as the truck hit the water, it began to sink and water
began to seep in through the doors. You could hear the screams of pedestrians above you as the heavy
truck took on more water from the shattered back window.

Your body shuddered slightly as water drenched your suit, but you stayed where you were.

If you bailed now, the STRIKE team would be able to see you swim away. You had to wait. 

You held on to the seat and closed your eyes for a minute, savoring your last few moments of air
before the entire truck was submerged. 

You took one last deep breath.

“What the actual hell?” Clint yelled as Ghost’s truck went over the side of the road and plummeted
into the river.

Natasha’s eyes widened as the vans came to a stop and Rumlow’s STRIKE team exited the vehicles. 

“Did you see that?” he said, his mouth agape as he slid out of the van, “He didn’t even hesitate.”

She followed his lead and the two jogged to the side of the road where a crowd was now forming. By
the time they got there, the roof of the truck was just barely visible before it sunk beneath the freezing
waters. 

Coulson appeared next to them, whipping out his phone and quickly dialing a number.



“He got out before, right?” Clint asked desperately, turning to her, but her eyes were still glued on
where the truck was slowly disappearing, “He bailed and we missed him.”

“I want that river dredged,” Coulson interrupted, speaking quickly into his phone, “And the city
searched for any other Aftermath operatives.”

Coulson flipped his phone shut and turned his attention to Clint and Natasha, “I want you two on the
next plane back to headquarters, do you understand?”

“No,” Clint breathed, “Do you understand?”

Natasha’s eyes snapped to Clint’s as he darkened.

“Understand what, Agent Barton?”

“You’ve just made a big mistake,” the archer grunted, folding his arms over his chest, “We’ve just
made an enemy, an enemy that could come back and bite us in the ass if he wanted to. You and Fury
have just created our worst nightmare.”

You gasped desperately for air after letting the Seine sweep you away from your car before you
decided that you had gone far enough and surfaced. The problem was, even when you surfaced, your
mask had filled with water. You ripped it off quickly and let the Seine take it away as you grasped
onto the wall of the river and pulled yourself out. 

With your body shivering uncontrollably, you dragged yourself up the wall and over the side as you
gasped for breath. 

“Ya know,” a familiar voice said, “You didn’t have to be that dramatic.”

You coughed in response, cracking open an eye to see Boone leaning against her Jeep. She tilted her
head, eyes glinting in the morning sun.

“Phoenix Protocol,” she scoffed, as she walked toward you, “You’re lucky I figured out your
bullshit.”

“It wasn’t obvious?” you stammered.

She frowned, holding out her hand for you to take, “C’mon, let’s get you out of that suit, it won’t be
long before they break the encryption I have on it and they can track you again.”

“Again?” you asked as she hauled you onto your feet.

“That little stunt they pulled with Romanoff and Barton getting caught?” she said shaking her head as
she opened the trunk of her car and handed you dry clothes, “They cut communications on purpose
and let them get caught, so when I hacked back into their comms they could find me and then have
eyes on you. Then, when the moment was right, they took control of everything and left us both in the
dark.”

“Assholes,” you muttered, shakily trying to get the clasps off of your suit. 

Boone took over for you, her fingers nimbly taking off the clasps and helping you slide out of the suit,
wincing as she slid it around what was left of the arrow in your thigh, “They had access to everything
before I locked them out, but it won’t take them long to get back in.”



“Then let’s get out of here,” you nodded as she turned to toss the suit into a nearby dumpster, “Wait.”

She paused.

“The bioweapon is in the pocket.”

Boone blinked, reaching in and taking out the vial, she looked at it curiously, “We could do some real
damage with this.”

“Don’t joke,” you said, snatching it away from her and slipping into a shirt, “Let’s just get out of
here.”

She chuckled, “You got it, boss. Where do you wanna go?”

“You got any contacts in the city?” you asked as you slid into the passenger seat, “SHIELD’s gonna
be monitoring every call.”

“Not in Paris,” she said slowly, flicking a piece of hair over her shoulder, “I got some in Barcelona
though.”

“I hear Spain is lovely this time of year,” you breathed, rolling the vial through your fingers.

“Well, hell,” Boone shrugged, “Let’s get outta here.”

Two Weeks Later
Barcelona, Spain

A sigh left your throat, the sun beating down on you as you lay sprawled out in the sandy beaches of
Barcelona. The sound of the waves crashing the only thing you could hear and your fourth Corona in
your hand.

“You know,” Boone said from beside you, “I could get used to this.”

You looked up to where she was, in a lounge chair reading a magazine. She had cut her hair as soon as
the two of you had arrived in the city, chopping all of her blonde hair off into a short bob that she then
dyed black. She was almost unrecognizable.

You, on the other hand, didn’t give a flying shit. Your leg was still wrapped up from Barton’s arrow
and bruises still littered your body, but you didn’t care. 

“Don’t get too used to it,” another familiar voice chimed in, making the two of you jump.

“Commander Weston,” you said quickly, doing a double-take as the man approached you and you
covered yourself in a towel. He was wearing a floral shirt and khaki shorts, completely disguising
himself.

“Lieutenant,” he sighed, looking you up and down, “You left a hell of a mess in Paris.”

“Sorry, sir,” you mumbled, looking away from him.

“(F/N),” he said more sternly, your eyes flicked to him, “What did I say about trusting spies?”



“To not to,” you frowned.

“And what did you do?”

“Trusted them…a little bit.”

Weston sighed, plopping down on the beach next to you and Boone, “You alright kids?”

You nodded, gazing out over the ocean, “I’m sorry, sir, I screwed up.”

He scoffed, following your gaze, “I’m the one who should be sorry, Lieutenant. I knew Fury was up
to something, I shouldn’t have sent you in alone like that, no offense Agent Cavanaugh.”

“None taken, sir,” Boone responded, “I should’ve been more on top of things.”

Weston shrugged, “I reckon everything turned out all right in the end.”

You raised an eyebrow, “How do you figure?”

“You got to see how SHIELD worked, they got to see how you worked, you got the bioweapon,” he
paused glancing to you, “You still have that right?”

You nodded, pointing at the cooler that was holding the rest of your beer.

Weston shook his head before rolling over and grabbing one from the pile and popping it open, “And
my best agent kicked Fury’s agents’ asses.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” you said quickly, “I’d say we were about even.”

“Eh,” he grunted, “You were caught off guard, I’d like to see them take you on, on even ground.”

You shrugged, “I’m down for a rematch.”

Boone chuckled, “That’s something I’d pay to see.”

“Me too,” Weston laughed, “But we have bigger fish to fry.”

“What do you got, boss?” you asked, taking a sip of Corona and glancing toward him.

“The boys and I need help in Japan.”

“Mmmmm,” you hummed, “Trickier than you anticipated?”

“You have no idea,” he groaned with a shake of his head.

“Am I goin’ too?” Boone asked, her eyes lighting up suddenly.

Weston shook his head, “I need you back in the states. Trouble’s brewing in New York.”

“Fantastic,” Boone pouted, leaning back into her chair.

Weston sighed again before he stood and glanced at the cooler, “You know, I haven’t talked to Fury
about Paris yet. What do you think I should tell him?”

You smirked, “Nothin’. They call me Ghost for a reason.”



“Damn right,” he said, looking out over the beach, “C’mon kids, we gotta get going.”

You scrambled to your feet, picking up the cooler as you and Boone followed behind Weston.

“Got any unfinished business here?” he asked, striding through the golden sands.

You shook your head before you stopped, a sly smile coming to your face, “Yeah, actually, if you
knew where we can get rid of the contents of this vial, I have an idea.”

Weston rolled his eyes, “Do I even want to know?”

“Nah,” you said with a grin, “But…uh…do you happen to know SHIELD’s address?”

“It’s been three weeks, sir,” Coulson said, leaning against Fury’s desk with his arms folded, “There’s
no way Ghost is still in Paris.”

“Paris?” Clint scoffed from the corner of the room, earning himself an eye roll from Natasha, “There’s
no way the guy is still in Europe.”

“If he’s alive at all,” Romanoff muttered.

Fury sighed, leaning back into his chair, “I sent you three into Paris for the bioweapon and Ghost and
all you bring me back is a broken trinket.”

He gestured to the black helmet with the shattered glass that sat in a plastic bag on his desk, “I gotta
say, I’m not very impressed.”

“In our defense, sir, Ghost is good at what he does,” Coulson tried, his eyes flicking to the door of
Fury’s office as it slid open and an intern walked in.

“Sir, there’s a package for you,” he said, handing Fury a small parcel.

Fury frowned, turning the package over in his hand, “He was good wasn’t he?”

“If not the best,” Clint nodded.

“Do any of you have contacts in Barcelona?” Fury asked, changing the subject as he cut the parcel
open.

“A few,” Coulson said, “Don’t you?”

“Not ones that would be sending me mail,” Nick said as he turned the package over to dump the
contents.

A slim, glass vial slid out of the package, clinking gently as it hit his desk. Clint and Natasha stepped
away from the wall as it came to a stop at the edge of the desk and a postcard slid out of the parcel as
well.

“No way,” Natasha breathed as Fury flipped over the card.

“Son of a bitch,” he chuckled, “That little shit.”

“What does it say?” Coulson asked, reaching to pick up the empty vial.



“‘Just wanted to say that I’m not saving your stupid butts again anytime soon, so stay out of trouble
and stay out of my way. You’re welcome, Ghost.’”

“He’s alive,” Natasha blinked.

“How’d he get out of Paris?” Coulson asked, “We had the roads blocked off.”

Clint shrugged with a grin, “They call him Ghost for a reason.”
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Visions

Chapter Summary

“Um…” you stalled, eyes wildly racing across the dash as dials went crazy, “We’re gonna bail.”

“What?”

“We’re gonna jump.”

“Are you fucking nuts?”

“I’m gonna go with…” You threw your seat belt over your shoulder, rolling over the chair and
toward the boarding ramp that was hanging open, “Yes.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

There is no such thing as an ordinary human.

“Cellular cohesion will take a few hours,” Dr. Cho said, her eyes glinting an eerie shade of blue, “but
we can initiate the consciousness stream.”

She clipped a few wires into the back of Ultron’s neck before returning to the Cradle’s side.

“We’re uploading your cerebral matrix...now.”

Wanda’s eyes flicked from Ultron to the synthetic body inside the Cradle, another presence was
beginning to form.

“I can read him,” she said slowly, staring into the gem that adorned his head, “he’s dreaming.”

“I wouldn’t call it that,” Cho corrected, “Its Ultron’s base consciousness, informational noise. Soon–”

“How soon?” Ultron interrupted with a sense of urgency in his voice as he turned to Cho, “I’m not
being pushy.”



Wanda raised a brow as she approached the Cradle, curiously, and the presence grew stronger.

“We’re imprinting a physical brain…” Cho began before Wanda quit listening.

She reached for the machine, the new mind almost calling to her. Her eyes rolled back as soon as she
came into contact with the Cradle

The world.

An explosion.

Suffering.

Pain.

So much pain.

Annihilation.

Nothing.

She flinched as searing heat shot up through her hands and she let out a yelp that echoed through the
lab. Pietro was by her side almost immediately as she corrected herself and tried to shake the image
out of her head. She finally opened her eyes to look into Pietro’s before her brows furrowed and she
turned to Ultron.

“How could you?” she barely managed to gasp, pain still burning its way through her veins.

“How could I what?” he asked his mechanical voice darkening, turning more hostile.

“Y-you said we would destroy the Avengers,” she stuttered, “Make a better world.”

“It will be better,” Ultron tried to assure her before she shook her head.

“When everyone is dead,” she cut in, the image of a dead world seared into her mind. Pietro’s head
flicked to her then back to Ultron.

“That is not…” Ultron tried again, “The human race will have every chance to improve.”

Pietro looked back to Wanda, her eyes darkened as she gazed into Ultron.

“And if they don’t?” he asked as he moved to stand in front of his sister.

“Ask Noah.”

“Two minutes,” Steve’s voice came through the comms, “Stay close.”

You glanced up toward the lab as Steve took off and Clint maneuvered the quinjet away from the
ground.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” he murmured, looking over the city.

“Same,” Natasha nodded, “something’s not right, it’s too quiet.”



“Give it a minute,” you said, taking a rifle off the weapons table and checking the rounds before
snapping the clip back into place and chambering a round with a sobering click; making both the
agents flinch, “I’m sure something will come up.”

“I’m afraid you’re gonna be right,” Clint sighed, stopping the jet to watch Steve’s approach to the lab.

“Eyes up guys,” Steve crackled into your ear, “I’m almost there.”

You flipped the rifle over your shoulder as you moved to lean against Clint’s chair opposite Natasha,
your hands resting on the dual pistols on your sides. Steve disappeared into the facility soon after and
your jaw clenched. As your eyes flicked over the glass building, your stomach tightened.

“It’s quiet here,” Steve said, his voice a little lighter than a whisper, “Something’s not right.”

Clint brought the jet around, his hand relaxing on the controls but his eyes scanning the building with
a glare.

“(F/N), Natasha, get ready to deploy if Cap needs backup.”

You raised an eyebrow and glanced at Natasha. She nodded at you before heading to the weapons
table, you flipped your rifle back over your shoulder and moved to the back of the jet.

“Lab’s been trashed…” Steve trailed off, “Dr. Cho!”

You paused a second before you moved toward Natasha.

“He’s uploading himself into the body.” a weak voice came through.

“Where?”

“The real power is inside the Cradle,” she said, her voice hoarse, “The gem, its power is
uncontainable. You can’t just blow it up. You have to get the Cradle to Stark.”

“First I have to find it.”

“Go.”

You glanced up to Clint as he began to scan the city and Natasha manned a screen on the other side of
the jet.

“You guys copy that?” Steve asked.

You moved to stand next to Clint’s chair, your eyes flicking across the city with him.

“We copy.” You nodded.

“I got a private jet taking off across town, no manifest,” Natasha said slowly, pointing to the screen,
“That could be him.”

Movement from the lab caught your attention and you pointed, “There.”

“It’s a truck from the lab,” Clint said, noticing the logo on the truck.

“Right above you, Cap,” you said, eyes glued on the truck, “On the loop by the bridge.”



Clint hit a couple of buttons on the dash.

“It’s them.” he confirmed as a thermal readout of the truck popped up on the display, “I got three with
the Cradle, one in the cab. I could take out the driver.”

“Negative,” Steve ordered, “We need to draw out Ultron.”

“Bring this bird around, Barton,” you said as he nodded, “Cap’s gonna need help.”

“Please, for the love of everything, tell me you know how to fly a plane!” Oliver exclaimed, over the
wind that whistled through the cabin.

“Eh…” you trailed off, distracted by the dinging whistles and flashing lights as you lost altitude, “I’m
gonna be completely honest with you…”

The loud whine of an engine cut out, the cabin rocked as you tried to regain control of the aircraft.

“I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

“Damnit, (F/N)!” he screamed, hanging onto his chair, “You better have a plan.”

You grimaced, as you slammed your palm against random buttons and hoped for the best.

“Um…” you stalled, eyes wildly racing across the dash as dials went crazy, “We’re gonna bail.”

“What?”

“We’re gonna jump.”

“Are you fucking nuts?”

“I’m gonna go with…” You threw your seat belt over your shoulder, rolling over the chair and toward
the boarding ramp that was hanging open, “Yes.”

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Oliver moaned, unhooking himself from his seat.

“Oh, by the way,” you called over your shoulder, snatching a parachute from a cabinet before turning
to Ollie, “There’s only one chute.”

The two of you watched Steve almost get blasted off the bridge and you shook your head, “You’re not
a match for him, Cap.”

“Thanks, (F/N),” he grumbled as he pulled himself up and Barton snickered as he brought the jet
lower.

“She’s got a point...and,” Clint sighed, “He’s lost his shield again. Nat your up. (F/N), stay with me,
we gotta get the Cradle.”

You held onto a handle as Barton brought it lower and Natasha opened up a compartment in the back.

“We got a window,” Barton said, raising his hand to a couple of switches, “Four...Three...Give ‘em
hell.”



Natasha disappeared for a moment, reappearing under the jet and speeding off down the street.

“(F/N),” Clint called as you left his side, “The Cradle is the main objective.”

“Then let’s get it.” You grinned, slinging your rifle over your back.

Pietro stopped, his eyes glued on the screen as the image of the reporter changed.

Captain America and Ultron.

He glanced at Wanda as he turned and the sounds of sirens filled the air.

“What do we do?”

“Oh, look,” you groaned as Barton dove back down toward the city, your vision spinning from the
evasive maneuvers he had pulled to get rid of the sentries, “now the stupid thing’s flying.”

He nodded, “Package is airborne, I have a clean shot.”

“Negative,” Natasha said, “I’m still in the truck.”

Barton blinked, his brows furrowing as he quickly moved his hand away from the weapons joystick,
“What the hell are you–”

“Just be ready,” she cut in, “I’m sending the package to you.”

“How do you want me to take it?” Clint asked and you groaned again.

“You shouldn’t have asked that,” you said, eyeing the rising trailer.

“(F/N), get ready to strap that thing in.”

“You got it,” you murmured as he opened the back ramp and wind began whistling around the cabin.

The ramp opened to the city below, or rather the river below as the jet climbed behind the trailer.

“I lost him,” Steve yelled through the comms, “He’s headed your way.”

“We’re ready for you, Nat,” you spoke calmly, edging your way to the side of the ramp as Clint
flipped the jet around. You swayed forward slightly, catching yourself on the side of the wall and
making room for the Cradle to slide by as you came to the end of the ramp.

“I’m coming in hot, (F/N),” she said quickly.

You could barely see her as she came shooting out of the trailer.

“Barton!” you barked, “Dive, now!”

He did as you said, diving just enough that the Cradle slid in perfectly.

The grin on your face as it entered fell quickly as you lunged forward.



“Nat, behind you!” you all but screeched as Ultron appeared behind her. You reached for her, catching
her arm before she was ripped backward and you lost your grip.

You felt your shoulder pop as you slid forward and over the edge of the ramp. The trailer exploded as
you gripped onto the edge for dear life.

“(F/N), where’s Nat?”

You could barely hear Clint’s voice over the sound of the wind as it whipped you back and forth as
you pulled yourself up.

“Cap, you seen Nat?”

“If you have the package, get it to Stark,” Steve ordered as you slid back into the jet and the ramp
began to close, “Go!”

“Do you have eyes on, Nat?” Clint asked again.

“Go!” Steve barked and Clint closed his eyes.

“Damn it,” he growled, blasting the jet forward and causing you to fall over again, “(F/N), what
happened? Where the hell is she?”

“Ultron,” you managed to say as you rolled to your feet and ignored the throbbing in your shoulder,
“Grabbed her before I could.”

“Goddammit, (F/N),” he spat, “You had one job.”

Your brows furrowed as he sped forward and you approached the Cradle.

“Last time I checked,” you said slowly, your eyes flicking from the machine to Barton, “Our job was
to secure the Cradle.”

Barton flicked a couple of switches, turning on the jet’s autopilot before unstrapping himself and
moving toward you, “What did you say?”

“The Cradle was our main objective.” You glared at him as you strapped it down and he returned the
glare. You sighed, gently rolling your shoulder as you clicked in the machine, “Look, I tried my best.

“Your best wasn’t enough,” he growled.

— “You’re best wasn’t enough, amor.” — 

You winced.

“I just want you to know, I think this is a terrible idea,” Ollie whined as you strapped him into the
parachute harness.

“I didn’t ask what you think,” you growled, cinching him in as tight as you could, “I need you to do
exactly as I say, do you understand?”

“But (F/N)—”



“Exactly as I say, Private,” you repeated, “Now..here’s the plan.”

You breathed a sigh of relief as the Quinjet finally touched down on the Avenger’s Tower landing pad.
The flight had been awkwardly silent, Clint avoided you as you unstrapped the Cradle and he pushed
it down into Stark’s lab.

“Any word on Nat? Apparently not.” Bruce asked as Barton pushed past you and you cocked your
jaw, “You okay?”

“I’ve been better,” you growled, still nursing your arm as you walked across the landing pad and
toward the tower.

“You need a medic,” Bruce said, trying to keep step with you.

“I need a fucking drink,” a snarl left your throat, swinging your arm in front you and snapped it back
down, popping it back into place with a low snap.

Bruce blinked, “Now, so do I.”

“Ay, ah, Brucie,” Tony called, “I’m in need of your assistance.”

“Duty calls.” Bruce shrugged nervously as you rubbed your shoulder and walked past him into the
tower.

“There’s some nets I can cast, I’ll find her,” Clint said, marching out of the lab and down into another
room as you came down the stairs to the lounge. You collapsed down onto a couch with a heavy huff,
laying across the cushions.

Closing your eyes for a second, you ran your hands down your face before pinching the bridge of
your nose.

Why did you put yourself into these situations? You coulda tapped out ages ago, but no...you just had
to say yes.

You rolled your eyes at yourself, ridiculously annoyed

“We’re mad scientists!” Tony exclaimed from the lab, “We’re monsters, buddy! You gotta own it,
make a stand.”

Great, you thought, sinking deeper into the couch, there they go again. More trouble.

Groggy.

Hazy.

“I wasn’t sure you’d wake up.”

Natasha blinked.

“I hoped you would, I wanted to show you something...I don’t have anyone else.”

A deep breath barely managed to heave out of her chest.



“I think a lot about meteors, the purity of them. Boom! The end, start again.”

She wiped her face, blood on the back of her hand.

“The world made clean for the new man to rebuild. I was meant to be new. I was meant to be
beautiful.”

Natasha blinked again, trying to raise herself up to her feet.

“The world would’ve looked to the sky and seen hope, seen mercy. Instead, they’ll look up in horror
because of you.”

He approached her, quickly, she flinched away, back into a rock column.

“You’ve wounded me. I give you full marks for that. But like the man said, ‘What doesn’t kill me..’”

Ultron was cut off, crushed suddenly by a bigger version of himself.

“Just makes me stronger.”

“Again, respectively, Lieutenant,” Ollie mumbled as you pushed him toward the boarding ramp,
“This is dumb.”

“Yeah, yeah,” you nodded, keeping a firm grip on Oliver’s shoulder and led him to the very edge,
“Just remember don’t deploy the chute until I tell you, understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You pushed him out.

The elevator dinged behind you, the doors sliding open. You popped up out of your seat, blinking
quickly at the three figures coming out of the elevator.

“Where’s Stark?” Steve’s voice echoed through the lounge.

“Lab.” You pointed, blinking as you rose to your feet and recognized the other two figures behind
him, “What the hell is this?”

“Friends,” he muttered, “I think.”

“Rogers, what’s going on?” You jumped off the couch and fell in line behind him, side-eyeing the
twins as you caught up to him.

“You trust me?” he asked, continuing to march toward the lab.

“Eh…” You tilted your head side to side before sighing, “Not when you got that look in your eyes.”

“(F/N),” he said, his voice edged in warning.

“Yeah, yeah,” you said cautiously, “I got your back..question is...do they?”

“For now,” he answered simply, throwing open the doors to the lab and marching in, flanked by the
twins, “I’m gonna say this once.”



“How about ‘nonce’,” Tony quipped, not bothering to turn around to face Steve. You broke off from
the Captain and the Enhanced.

The twins stared at you as you danced around the edge of the lab from the shadows.

“Shut it down,” Steve threatened, his voice echoing through the room as you ducked further into the
darkness, the tips of your fingers finding the cool metal of your pistols.

“Nope, not gonna happen,” Tony said simply with an abrupt shrug.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Steve tried again.

“And you do?” Banner growled before pointing to Wanda, “She’s not in your head?”

“I know you’re angry,” Wanda said slowly, taking a timid step forward.

“Oh, we’re way past that,” Bruce barked, “I could choke the life out of you and never change a
shade.”

“Banner, after everything that’s happened–” Steve started before he was interrupted and the lab turned
into arguing.

You rolled your eyes, gently rubbing your temple and leaning against the wall, watching them cut
each other off. A sigh left your throat, your arms folding over your chest as you took in the Cradle
before you. You took a step forward into the light. A tangled mess of cords and computers surrounded
the machine, it hummed quietly and lights flashed intermittently.

Raising a brow, you glanced around the room; your eyes landed on Pietro as he did the same. He
looked confused and restless, bouncing back and forth as the conversation around him grew more
heated. His eyes locked with yours.

You glanced back down to the nest of cords and machines that surrounded the Cradle before you
shrugged and retreated back into the shadows. His gaze followed yours, he nodded as you shrugged
and disappeared in a blue blur.

The machines went out in sparks as Pietro reappeared and turned to the arguing group, “No, no, go
on. You were saying?”

“That’s not what I meant,” you sighed, jumping back slightly as a bullet pierced the glass under
Pietro’s feet and he went tumbling down, “Great.”

“What?” Clint’s voice came from below as he stepped forward and pinned Pietro’s leg, “You didn’t
see that coming?”

Before you even had time to think, you had one of your pistols aimed at Clint’s head. The click of the
safety warning him of your move.

“What’re you doin’, (F/N)?” he asked, standing still as your eyes burned into him.

“I’m not quite sure yet.”

“I’m rerouting the upload,” Tony jumped as the computers began to beep dangerously. Within a
second, Steve flung his shield into the computer before Tony could even touch it.



“Put down the gun, (F/N),” Clint warned.

“Don’t tell me what to do,” you growled as he raised his hands above his head.

Stark shot forward into Cap, drawing your attention as the two went flying across the room and Dr.
Banner suddenly lunged forward to snatch Wanda from behind. Without thinking you pointed your
other pistol toward him.

“Let her go, Banner,” you said slowly. Wanda’s eyes snapped to you, surprised.

“Let her go?” he spat, his grip tightened around the girl’s shoulders, “She in your head too?”

“It’s not like that, Dr. Banner,” you said slowly, watching as her eyes glimmered red, “Just let her go.”

“She is in your head, isn’t she?” Clint’s voice said as you felt the cold muzzle of a pistol against your
head.

“Nah.” You shrugged unflinchingly, nodding to Wanda, “I’m alone in here.”

With that, she struck, causing a flash of red energy to go through herself and into Banner before she
pushed herself away from him. You spun on Clint, knocking away the gun and kneeing him in the
stomach. He grunted as a blue streak pushed him back through the hole in the floor.

“I don’t think he saw that one coming.” Pietro nodded to Wanda with a shrug and you rolled your
eyes.

With a resounding crash, Thor appeared out of nowhere. You grabbed both the twins, swinging them
behind you as Thor leaped onto the Cradle with a burst of lightning.

“Wait!” you heard Bruce cry as you pushed the twins into the shadows with you and Thor charged the
machine.

“Thor! What are you doing?” Cap cried from across the room and you shielded yourself from the
sparks that flew from Mjolnir and Thor before he too was thrown across the floor.

A red and green figure jumped out of the Cradle, landing on top of it as it looked around the lab.

You shielded the twins from glass as the thing landed. A shard knicking your face as the rest bounced
off your suit. The creature glanced at all of you curiously until it locked eyes with Thor. It tilted its
head slightly before it lunged at the Asgardian.

Thor easily pushed the creature off of him, sending him tumbling through a glass partition and out of
the lab. The thing toppled through the living room coming to a stop midflight in front of the window
looking over the city.

You looked to the others before diving through the same partition and into the room below along with
Thor and Cap. As you raised your weapons to the creature, Thor immediately waved you off. Your
eyes flicked to Cap. He nodded and you lowered both your pistols.

Your jaw clenched as the creature paused, gazing curiously over the city.

Thor slowly moved toward the thing, setting down Mjolnir as he crept forward.



The creature finally turned back around. Its eyes were softer as it sank back down to the floor, “I–I’m
sorry,” it stuttered quietly, avoiding eye contact as it touched down, “That was odd...Thank you.”

Your eyes quickly scanned the Creature, cocking your head as you heard a familiar voice.

JARVIS?

“Thor,” Steve said slowly, as not to startle the creature as it materialized a cape around itself, “You
helped create this?”

“I’ve had a vision,” He announced loudly, his voice echoing around the room and the rest of the
Avengers joined you in the lounge, “A whirlpool that sucks in all hope of life and at its center it that.”

He pointed to the yellow gem that adorned the creature’s head.

“What, the gem?” Banner asked, his brows furrowing at the glimmering stone.

“It’s the Mind Stone,” Thor explained, “It’s one of the six Infinity Stones, the greatest power in the
universe, unparalleled in its destructive capabilities.”

“Then why would you bring it to–” Steve started until Thor jumped back in.

“Because Stark is right.”

“Oh, great,” you sighed.

“It really is the end of times,” Banner rolled his eyes

“The Avengers cannot defeat Ultron,” Thor said.

“Not alone,” the JARVIS-machine-guy said.

“Why does your ‘vision’ sound like JARVIS?” Steve asked.

“We…” Tony said slowly taking a step toward the machine-creature-guy, “We reconfigured JARVIS’
matrix to create something new.”

“I think I’ve had my fill of new,” Steve deadpanned with an exasperated sigh.

“You think I’m a child of Ultron,” machine-creature-guy said.

“You’re not?”

“I’m not Ultron,” machine-creature-guy started quietly, “I’m not JARVIS...I am...I am…”

The creature trailed off, his eyes wandering off before they were brought back by Wanda’s voice, “I
looked in your head and saw annihilation.”

“Look again.”

“Yeah,” Clint said, glaring slightly at you as he stepped forward, “Her seal of approval means jack to
me.”

“Their powers,” Thor started, gesturing at the twins and turning to the group, “the horrors in our
heads, Ultron himself, they all came from the Mind Stone. And they’re nothing compared to what it



can unleash. But with it on our side–”

“Is it?” Steve cut in, “Are you? On our side?”

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” not-JARVIS said.

“Well,” you sighed, eyeing him sharply, “You might wanna make it a bit more simple.”

Not-JARVIS-machine-creature-guy nodded solemnly, “I am on the side of life. Ultron isn’t, he will
end it all.”

“What’s he waiting for?” Tony asked, raising a brow as the creature stepped toward him.

“You.”

“Where?” Banner asked, looking around the group.

“Sokovia,” Clint answered, “He’s got Nat there too.”

Dr. Banner nodded, taking a step toward not-JARVIS-machine-creature-guy, “If we’re wrong about
you if you’re the monster that Ultron made you to be…”

“What will you do?” it asked, its eyes flicking around the group quickly as everyone tensed. It nodded
gently, “I don’t want to kill Ultron. He’s unique, and he’s in pain. But that pain will roll over the earth,
so he must be destroyed. Every form he’s built, every trace of his presence on the net, we have to act
now. And not one of us can do it without the others.”

It slowly made its way around the group, stopping by Mjolnir and taking it by the handle, “Maybe I
am a monster, I don’t think I’d know if I were one. I’m not what you are, and not what you intended.
So there may be no way to make you trust me. But we need to go.”

You blinked as it raised its arm and handed Mjolnir to Thor before it walked off.

“Right,” Thor nodded as he followed not-JARVIS and patted Tony on the shoulder, “Well done.”

“Three minutes,” Steve jumped, “Get what you need and let’s go.”

You sighed, looking around the group as they scattered and you finally holstered your pistols.

“You alright, kid?” Steve turned to you.

“I’m just confused,” you shrugged.

“So am I,” he nodded, glancing over his shoulder to look at the twins, “Do me a favor?”

You followed his gaze, “Keep an eye on the new kids?”

“Please?”

“You got it, boss.”

He turned back to the twins, “Suit up, Lieutenant (L/N) will show you the way.”



“You’re sure she won’t mind?” Wanda asked, her eyes shifting over her reflection and watching the
woman killer behind her.

“Nah,” (F/N) shrugged, not a hint of care in her voice, “Romanoff won’t mind.”

She nodded slowly, biting her lip as she turned to face the girl ghost. Her face was stern and soft at the
same time, with eyes that seemed to burn through her. Wanda shuddered as she took a hesitant step
toward her.

“Cap’s gonna want us on the jet soon,” (F/N) said, leaning against the wall as relaxed as they come,
“You’re brother’s already there.”

She was strapped down with weapons but carried them as if they were weightless.

Wanda nodded slowly, watching as (F/N) pushed off the wall. She felt her chest tighten as (F/N)
moved. It was methodical, every step she took. Silent too.

Graceful and yet, somehow, beast-like.

(F/N) reached for the door, opening it slightly before Wanda pushed it shut from across the room. The
handle glowing red for only a moment. The woman soldier whipped around, a knife already drawn
from who knows where.

Wanda gulped at the hawk-like look in her eyes as (F/N) stalked forward.

“Please,” Wanda finally managed to say, taking a step away from the girl murderer and raising her
hands, “I just wanna talk.”

“‘Bout what?” (F/N) asked, her head cocked to the side as she twirled the knife in her hand.

Her stomach dropped before she took a deep breath, “I know who you are.”

“Do ya now?” (F/N) raised a brow without skipping a beat.

“Yes.”

“Who am I?” (F/N) grinned curiously dangerously.

“Ghost.”
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The Age of Ultron

Chapter Summary

“Amma?” He blinked as the old woman sprinted into the house and began digging through the
couch, “What are you doing?”

“Remote,” she snapped, not bothering to look up as she began furiously throwing pillows over
her shoulder.

“What?”

“Remote,” she barked, frantically this time.

Bucky slowly set down his phone and handed her the remote from where he had put it on the
counter.

She snatched it out of his hands, her jewelry clanking as she turned back around and she hit the
power button.

“Amma, what is going on?”

“The Sokovian city of Novi Grad is under attack,” a news reporter’s voice filled the house.
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

You’re not human, you’re stone.

“I know what you are,” Novak said, soot-stained hair standing on end as he edged closer to you.

“An absolute wreck of a human being?” you asked, wrapping an arm around your stomach and
wincing as pain throbbed from broken ribs while blood dripped from your temple. Hiding your other
hand behind your back, you rolled a grenade through your fingers.

“A predator, a killer,” he said, face lighting up in awe as your muscles tightened and you stood your
ground, “Amazing, absolutely amazing.”

“Ya know,” you somehow managed to scoff, a slight smirk cracking on your face as you popped the
pin with your thumb, “I am pretty great, aren’t I?”

“So stay,” Novak said warmly with a calculated smile, “As much as I’ve enjoyed your fantastic
display of…” he trailed off, gesturing around himself at the crumbling bunker as smoke billowed into
the room and another explosion rumbled from below, “...chaos. I would much prefer if we were on the
same side.”



“Yeah?” You quirked a brow, feeling the ground shift under your feet, “Here’s the thing: I would
rather starve out in that desert than I would ever, ever want to stay another second anywhere near
your crazy ass.”

He frowned as your grin widened, the blood that was gushing from your temple finally dripped off
your cheek.

“And, ya know what?” you continued, rubbing away the blood with your shoulder as you took a step
toward him and pulled the grenade from behind your back, “That’s exactly…”

Another step forward and a cackle left your throat as he stepped away from you, warily eyeing the
grenade, “What I’m gonna do.”

You released the explosive, rolling it over debris toward him.

Somehow, a laugh rumbled through (F/N)’s throat. She rolled back to her heels, bouncing slightly as
she ran a hand through her hair and flipped the knife she had drawn through her fingers and back into
the sheath on her thigh. Her eyes moved around the room before they landed back on Wanda and her
face dropped.

Wanda’s breath hitched for a moment as (F/N)’s eyes searched hers, it was as though she was looking
into the eyes of Death herself. She felt a tinge of energy pulse through her hands which she quickly
quelled before a growl tore through (F/N)’s throat.

“What do you want?” she finally cut through the silence.

The Sokovian blinked, her throat suddenly closing, “I–I don’t know what you mean.”

(F/N) cocked her head to the side, sucking her teeth as she quirked a brow, “Why would you tell me if
you didn’t want something from me.”

“I don’t understand–”

“Blackmail, honey-bunches, blackmail,” (F/N) scoffed folding her arms over her chest, “You got dirt
on me, and for me to get you to keep your mouth shut, I gotta give you something,” she shrugged, a
grin playing on her face, “Blackmail, it’s just that simple.”

Wanda nodded slowly, smoothing her dress before clasping her hands together.

“C’mon, ladies, we gotta robot to destroy and a world to save,” Stark’s voice came from behind the
door, “Let’s goooooo.”

(F/N) rocked back to her heels, her jaw cocked as her hand found its way to the pistol on her side,
“Last call, kid, what do you want?”

“I–I want…” Wanda stuttered with a breath as she watched the soldier’s hand clasp around the gun.
Her jaw clenched as she nodded, “Protection, for Pietro and me.”

(F/N) tilted her head to the side, “From?”

“Ultron...the Avengers...everyone,” She spoke slowly, rolling onto her heels, “You saw what
happened in the lab, you saw the way that Mr. Stark, Dr. Banner, even Agent Barton looked at us.
They don’t trust us.”



“I don’t blame them,” (F/N) shrugged, glancing to the door, “After what you did, you’re lucky you’re
even standing here.”

“Look,” Wanda tried again, fiddling with her fingers, “I just need somebody to have our backs after
this is all over.”

(F/N) nodded, a heavy sigh leaving her throat as she closed her eyes, “Does Pietro know?”

“No.”

“And he won’t find out?”

“No.”

“Nobody else will find out?”

“No.”

“Deal.”

The scowl on your face caught Steve’s eye as you walked up the boarding ramp and into the Quinjet
before you plopped down into one of the seats.

“You good, kid?” he asked, glancing curiously at Wanda as she took a seat next to Pietro.

“Peachy keen,” you muttered following his stare and leaning back into the chair, “I’m just not for sure
what we’re getting ourselves into, ya know?”

He nodded, rocking slightly as the Quinjet went airborne, “Evacuations are the main priority,
Banner’s going after Romanoff. I need you to watch Stark’s back while he distracts the rust bucket.”

“Then we’ll go after him together,” You cut in, making eye contact with Wanda and smirking slightly
as she quickly looked away.

Steve sighed before nodding again, gazing out the window of the jet, “Stark’s still trying to figure out
what his big plan is.”

You closed your eyes, tilting your head back to look at the ceiling, “Is it too early to say: I've gotta
bad feeling about this?”

“In our line of work,” Steve paused, his eyes landing on the twins, “It’s never too early. Just watch our
backs, Lieutenant.”

A smirk curled on your face, “Consider it done, Captain.”

Novak’s face dropped and a shriek tore its way through his throat as the grenade tumbled toward him
and he dove into another hallway. You dove in the opposite direction, the cool concrete soothing your
aching body for just a moment before the explosive went off.

You took off into the veil of dust and debris that filled what was left of the hallway. Your lungs burning
with every breath as you sprinted down the hall, stiff muscles throbbing after months of being locked
in a cell.



“You’re going to regret this, Ghostie!” Novak’s hoarse voice came from behind you. You stooped to
snatch a gun from a fallen guard and swung around, sending a spray of bullets into the concrete
prison before launching the gun into the smoke.

“Yeah,” you breathed turning to vault over a fallen column as electricity surged, “probably.”

Lightbulbs shattered with a pop, the hall going bright for only a moment before leaving you in
darkness. Red lights flashed in an ominous rhythm as you felt your way down the stone walls, the
building seemed to move with every step you took before you found yourself stopped by a metal door.

Your hands wandered the stone walls around it, feeling them crack under your touch and sending
white light streaming through the splits in the rock. Heat came shooting through the crevices, fresh,
desert air hit you like a ton of bricks as your hands found the lever for the door. You snapped the lever
up and over, leaning against the door with all your weight until it finally swung open.

Diving out into the sea of sand, you took off like a shot. Finding yourself in the middle of nowhere,
flinching under the intense, burning sunlight and the sound of your bare feet sizzling against the sand.

“I got eyes on robot dude,” you said slowly, watching Ultron pass in front of the church’s window
through the scope of your rifle and lining his head up with the crosshairs, “Contact.”

“Nuh-uh, Ms. Oakley,” Stark’s voice echoed through your ears, “Me and Junior need some father-son
bonding time.”

“He’s all yours,” you chuckled, watching as Tony circled the building once more, “Maximoff One and
Maximoff Two, how’s it going down there?”

“Slowly but surely,” Wanda said.

“Wait,” Pietro chimed in, “Which one of us is One and which is Two?”

You rested your cheek against the stock of your rifle as Stark broke into the church before you
hummed slowly, “that is completely up to you.”

“Ay, uh, Lieutenant, fall back to help with evacuations, I’ve got this,” Stark mumbled under his
breath.

“You got it, boss.” You nodded, quirking a brow before rolling to your back and swinging your legs
off the side of the building. Reaching for a drainpipe, you slid off the edge, falling for a second before
grabbing the pipe and sliding the rest of the way down.

Gravel crunched as your feet hit the alley ground and you peeked around the corner. You were just
about to step into the city’s busy streets when the ground shook.

It stopped almost as soon as it started, you paused. The quake seemed to go unnoticed by the people
on the streets as they continued to go about their day. Some stopped suddenly in their tracks, turning
on their heels as red energy swirled around their bodies.

“Did anybody else feel that?” you finally muttered as you stepped fully into the street only to catch
the attention of a group of teens standing at a nearby corner. After taking you in for a moment, the
metallic Avengers ‘A’ on your shoulder caught their eye and they whipped out their phones.



The teens’ sudden movement drew your eye and you shielded your face before ducking down another
alley.

Grumbling to yourself, you spun down another street and ran to catch the last rung of a fire escape
ladder. You pulled yourself up to an apartment balcony and took a hesitant glance through the
balcony’s glass door into the apartment before stooping into the home. Cocking your head to the side,
you surveyed the apartment, noticing the front door hanging wide open.

Maximoff had already cleared this one, you thought before your eyes were drawn to a coat rack next
to the swinging front door.

You snatched a black leather jacket with a hood and a black scarf from the rack, tying the scarf around
the bottom half of your face as you marched down the hallway. Flicking up the jacket’s collar, you
flipped up the hood to fully conceal your face. As much as you loved the suit Stark had provided you,
it didn’t do a great job of keeping your anonymity safe.

“Lieutenant,” Steve asked through the comms, “Where are you?”

“Sorry,” you muttered, throwing the doors of the apartment building open and stepping back into the
street, “Had to make a quick detour. I’m on my way.”

You found yourself staring down the same group of teens from before, still wielding their phones.
Their faces lit up as they saw you again before another rumble shook the city, stronger this time. And
this time, the city ground to a halt.

Your eyes flicked around the street as you slowly swung your rifle into your hands and snapped off
the safety. Bringing the gun up to your shoulder, you quickly moved into the street.

The city seemed to stay silent for a moment as the tremor continued. People looked around at each
other, many eyes landing on you as you stalked your way down the road with your weapon raised.
The shaking stopped suddenly as you scanned the buildings around you and distant screams pricked at
your ears followed by a whirring of machines. The grinding of metal seemed to be getting closer.

You spun around. Letting out two quick bursts as a flying mini-Ultron came crashing out of the
apartment building you had just exited. It instantly fell to the ground before dozens more came
swarming through the building and the streets of Novi Grad were reduced to screams.

“Guys, you got incoming!” Tony exclaimed as you dodged out of the way of a robot.

“Incoming already came in,” you snarled, rolling over your shoulder and shooting at another before
you threw your rifle over your shoulder and drew your pistols.

“Stark, you worry about bringing the city back down safely,” Steve said over the chaos, “The rest of
us only have one job: tear these things apart. You get hurt, hurt ‘em back. You get killed, walk it off.”

You grinned.

Bucky hummed as he spun around the kitchen making breakfast with his coffee cup in hand. Grinning
as he added another egg to his omelet along with another dash of salt and pepper.

“And now for the weather–” The news anchor on the TV said before Bucky flicked it off and took a
sip of his coffee as he leaned against the counter.



A deep sigh echoed from his chest as he closed his eyes and felt the warm morning sun flutter onto
his skin. He took another deep breath, taking in the smell of his coffee along with the savory scent of
his breakfast.

Opening his eyes, a wider smile graced his face, until his eyes landed on (F/N)’s empty chair and his
phone.

He frowned, turning to look out the window, over the shop yard, and to the driveway. His brows
furrowed as his eyes darted to his phone and he snatched it from the table. He started to put in (F/N)’s
number into the device before the front door slammed open, making him flinch.

“Amma?” He blinked as the old woman sprinted into the house and began digging through the couch,
“What are you doing?”

“Remote,” she snapped, not bothering to look up as she began furiously throwing pillows over her
shoulder.

“What?”

“Remote,” she barked, frantically this time.

Bucky slowly set down his phone and handed her the remote from where he had put it on the counter.

She snatched it out of his hands, her jewelry clanking as she turned back around and she hit the power
button.

“Amma, what is going on?”

“The Sokovian city of Novi Grad is under attack.” a news reporter’s voice filled the house, “It seems
the Avengers are already on the ground and–”

Bucky’s eyes widened as the news anchor paused, “This just in, it seems the city is flying, we’ll take
you to live footage from the ground in Novi Grad.”

His heart dropped as the program switched to a live feed. Hundreds of robots swarmed the city, a red
blur zoomed in front of the camera followed by dozens of mechanical creatures.

He forced a breath as he sank to the couch next to Amma. An explosion in the city made him flinch
before he closed his eyes.

“She’s up there,” Amma breathed, her eyes stuck to the screen, “Isn’t she?”

He swallowed watching as the camera cut to a news helicopter following the city’s ascent before he
shook his head, “I...I don’t–”

“That’s all right, honey,” she cut in, patting his hands gently, “You don’t have to tell me, I already
know.”

Amma’s jaw tightened, “She was in New York too, you know. You could barely make her out on the
newsreel, but the way she moved...you could tell it was her.”

She shook her head as she gripped his hand and stayed glued to the screen.

“The attack on Washington too,” she muttered, “(F/N) always followed the fight and–”



The woman paused before pointing at the screen.

The news crew just barely managed to catch a black-clad figure running to shield civilians from
robots before shooting at them and disappearing down an alley.

Bucky glanced at Amma as she started to shake, “And?”

“And I think putting herself up for death is the only way she can feel anything anymore.”

You shoved another Sokovian out of the way before diving down another street. You’d finally herded
as many civilians to cover as you could and now the part of the city you found yourself in was quiet.

Flipping your pistols back into their holsters you took off down an alley and up a set of stairs to the
nearest roof, ducking as an Ultron zipped by above you.

You dove to the ground, slipping your rifle into your hands and steadying it against the ledge before
you started firing at everything that flew. You easily downed anything you shot at, clearing the way as
Stark roared past you.

“Thanks, (F/N),” his calm voice crackled in your ear, “Keep ‘em off my back, will you?”

“Tryin’ my best, boss,” you breathed before squeezing the trigger and watching another robot hurtle
to the ground.

“Ah, Lieutenant (L/N),” a mechanical voice came from behind you, “The woman of mystery.”

You rolled over, double-tapping an Ultron in the chest.

Another Ultron chuckled from behind you as you scrambled to your feet, “What would you say if I
knew your secrets?”

You sent another bullet his way, flinching when you pulled the trigger again and it just clicked.

It chuckled again, “Funny how that always seems to happen, isn’t it?”

As you reached for your pistols, another Ultron hit you in the back, sending you flying.

Wanda panicked as another Ultron dive-bombed her from above, she was just barely able to deflect it
and it ricocheted into another building. She watched it fall in a ball of fire and froze.

So many people.

So many voices.

So much pain.

She shook the whispers out of her head, glancing at Clint as he ran toward her. His voice was muffled
as he grabbed her arm. She blinked, looking up to see multiple robots plunging toward them. A yelp
barely worked its way to her throat before Clint tackled her, sending both of them through a window.

Rolling herself away from him, she crawled to the nearest, darkest corner she could, resting her back
against it and wishing she could just disappear.



“Hey, hey!” Clint said quickly, rushing to her side, “You okay?”

“This is all our fault,” she whimpered, bringing her knees up to her chest as she tried to catch her
breath.

“Hey, look at me,” the archer said, glancing behind him before he continued, “It’s your fault, it’s
everyone’s fault, who cares? Are you up for this? Are you?”

He looked into her eyes as she tried to catch her breath, “Look, I just need to know, cause the city is
flying…” he trailed off before he chuckled, shaking his head incredulously at himself, “Okay, look the
city is flying, we’re fighting an army of robots, and I have a bow and arrow. None of this makes
sense–”

Barton flinched out of the way of bullets coming through the wall, an arrow was in his hand and
nocked almost instantly before he loosed it through a hole in the wall. He turned back to her
immediately, his eyes locking with hers, “But I’m going back out there because it’s my job, okay?
And I can’t do my job and babysit–”

He was cut off again by a crash through the roof, another arrow already to fire before he realized who
it was, “Nice for you to join us, Lieutenant,” he shook his head as a groan answered him from the
body that had just crashed through the ceiling, “It doesn’t matter what you did, or what you were. If
you go out there, you fight and you fight to kill. Stay in here, you’re good, I’ll send your brother to
come find you, but if you step out that door, you are an Avenger.”

Another groan from the soldier that still hadn’t bothered to get up, “That was terribly cheesy, Barton.”

“Shut up, (L/N),” he rolled his eyes and returned to his feet, “Good chat, kid. You comin’ (F/N)?”

“In a minute,” (F/N) said, finally sitting up and rocking to her feet, “Gotta reload.”

You dropped both clips in your pistols as Clint swung out into the fight. Reaching behind you, you
pulled two clips from your belt and snapped them back into the pistols before cracking the slides and
chambering rounds in each of them.

“You can do this,” you muttered, glancing to where Wanda was still curled up on the floor.

“What?” She blinked in surprise.

“You can do this,” you repeated, glancing around the room before taking the wire out of your ear and
turning it off. One last look around the room and you knelt in front of her, your eyes locking with
hers, “I’ve seen what you can do. You’re strong, you can do this.”

Maximoff shook her head, clenching her jaw as she looked away from you.

“Look at me,” you tried again, tilting your head to the side as you lowered your hood and makeshift
mask, “You’re stronger than you could ever imagine, and we need you–”

“Stop,” Wanda snapped, ignoring your gaze, “You don’t know who I am, what I’ve done, what I can
do.”

A loud laugh rolled through your throat, “Listen, girlie, I know plenty about you.”

“Like what?”



“Like, you fight for what you believe in, and you fight hard,” you breathed, flinching out of the way
of bullets coming through the wooden house-thing you were in, “The only thing I can’t tell is if
you’re brave or hella dumb.”

Her head snapped back to you, a suspicious look plastered on her face, “What?”

You chuckled, standing back to your full height, “It takes a special kind of person to go into a room
alone with me and tell me they know who I am, and then proceed to blackmail me.”

A small smile found its way to her face as she shook her head, “That really wasn’t the plan, I
panicked.”

Another laugh sounded from you, followed by one from her. You held out your hand and she took it
as you helped heave her to her feet.

“So does that make me brave?” she asked, “Or stupid?”

“Eh...” You bobbed your head side to side with a shrug, “It’s still up for debate.”

“Oh, come on!” she groaned.

You shrugged again, flicking up your hood and mask, “You’ll just have to show me what you got,
girlie.”

“Is that a challenge?”

You grinned, “Maybe.”

Bucky flinched as the masked (F/N) flew back into the fray with another woman by her side. He
buried his head in his hand as the shaky cell phone footage ended and went back to the reporter.
Amma gripped his hand tighter, her eyes closed as the Sokovian city continued to rise out of the earth.

He forced himself to breathe through his tightened throat as more footage from inside the floating city
flashed across the scene.

— The soldier backed away from his incoming fist but wasn’t fast enough, a grunt was barely audible
through the mask. —

Robots ravaged the buildings, debris flew everywhere and gunshots echoed through the streets.

— The soldier sauntered back, fists balled in front of him and a deep laugh escaping his mouth,
“C’mon, man, let’s do this thing.” —

He flinched at an explosion on the TV and a black figure darted out of the shadows to tackle the
civilian that was taking video out of the way and the video ended.

— “You know,” the soldier said, rolling his shoulders and backing away from him, “Unlike my
comrades, I know when I’m losing.” —

— The soldier shrugged before darting toward a window. Bucky raised his rifle, sending bullets at the
ghost before he threw himself through the glass.—

His eyes fluttered as shaky breath wisped its way out and he focused on the TV again.



The city disappeared above the clouds.

“Jesus Christ.”

The city was dark, and quiet as you and Clint worked your way through the streets. The two of you,
and Wanda, had cleared your sector and now you were making your way to the next. Pietro had sped
off with Wanda, and you had gently persuaded Clint to not shoot him, as much as it would have
entertained you.

You paused in the rubble, listening as the city rumbled below you.

“It’s too quiet,” you whispered, as Clint came up from behind you, his eyes scanning the buildings
before moving on.

“I know,” he said, rolling an arrow through his fingers as the city finally made it through the clouds
and back into the sun, “Let’s go.”

“Barton, (L/N),” Steve crackled through the comms, “We’ve got this one cleared, move to the next
one.”

“Aye, Aye, Captain,” you murmured, ducking down into a side street with Clint hot on your tail.

“Bet you didn’t ever see this one coming, did you?” Clint asked as you stopped at the end of the road
and covered him.

You scoffed, “You guys always keep me on my toes.”

“Honestly, I’m surprised you hung around this long.”

“Me too,” you muttered, shivering as the two of you ducked back into the shadows.

“What made you do it?”

“What? This?”

“Nah,” he shook his head, nocking an arrow as he rounded the corner, “The first time. New York.”

Cocking your jaw, you spun around another corner with your pistols raised before answering slowly,
“I don’t know, it just seemed right.”

“I always thought you joined up with SHIELD to get away from all this,” he gestured around him and
kicked away a brick.

“I did...I just…” You shook your head, “I don’t know.”

“You like the adrenaline too much, huh?” Clint asked.

“Maybe.” You shrugged taking a deep breath, “I’d like to think it’s more than that, but…”

You swung around, firing two shots over Clint’s head and into the center mass of an Ultron.

“Then I get myself into situations like this and I think: 'Wow (F/N), you’re fucking crazy.'”

Barton laughed, “I think that every time I see you, (L/N).”



“Thanks, Clint,” you rolled your eyes with a grin before you cringed at the static of Steve’s voice
again.

“The next wave’s gonna hit any minute. What have you got, Stark?”

“Well, nothing great,” Tony started with tension edging at his voice, “Maybe a way to blow up the
city. That’ll keep it from impacting the surface if you guys can get clear.”

You sucked your teeth, not liking the sound of that as you and Clint finally made it to the next
rendezvous point and your breath caught in your throat.

“I asked for a solution, not an escape plan.”

Your jaw dropped slightly as you and Clint caught up to Pietro.

There were clouds as far as the eyes could see and blue skies even farther. The sun glinted off the
clouds like diamonds and its golden rays glimmered through them like ribbons.

“You know, if the world wasn’t about to end–” Clint started.

“This would be beautiful,” you finished as you approached the edge and the voices of Rogers and
Romanoff argued over the radio, “How the hell are we gonna get everyone off of here?”

Clint’s jaw tightened as he looked around you. Civilians were everywhere, staring at the three of you
with somber looks on their faces.

“I’m not leaving this rock with one civilian on it,” Steve’s voice cut into your ear.

“I didn’t say we should leave,” Romanoff said in the gentlest voice you’d ever heard come from her
mouth, “Where else am I gonna get a view like this?”

“She’s got a point.” Clint nodded.

“So does he,” you muttered, looking out over the clouds again.

“Glad you like the view, Romanoff, it’s about to get better,” a familiar voice interrupted, your brows
furrowed before your eyes lit up.

A Helicarrier tore through the clouds, its engines suddenly roaring over the sound of the wind through
the city.

You sighed, relief washing over your body as you swayed to your heels and you patted Clint’s
shoulder, “Now that’s a view I can get behind.”

“Nice, right?” Fury asked, “I pulled her out of the mothballs with a couple of old friends. She’s dusty,
but she’ll do.”

“Fury, you son of a bitch.”

“Oh!” Fury chuckled, “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“Listen to me very carefully, Ollie,” you yelled over the wind as you held onto the side of the plane
with one hand and the back of Oliver’s shirt with the other, “We’re at 17,000 feet and losing altitude,



at about 4,000 feet, no matter what, you need to pull this cord.”

“But (F/N)–”

“No matter what, Private,” you growled, “Pull. The. Fucking. Cord.”

“But what about you?” he spat, shoving away your hand, “What are you gonna do?”

“Hold on tight,” you shrugged with a roll of your eyes.

“(F/N), what if when I pull the cord you can’t hang on?”

“Well then, my landing’s gonna suck ass.”

Steve and Natasha ushered people in the lifeboats, as you and the police force monitored the robots
attacking the Helicarrier and you took shots as needed.

“Тај је пун, заустави их тамо,” you said to one of the officers, holding up your hand. He nodded,
turning to stop people from exiting the building as a full lifeboat pulled away. You kept up your hand
as the next one landed, waiting for the crew to fully dock before motioning to the officers, “Идемо,
премјестите их.” That one is full, stop them there. Come on, move them.

You watched as civilians filed past you, they eyed you curiously as you turned your back to them and
faced the skies. The robots were focusing their main attack on the Helicarrier, for now, but you had a
feeling there was more on their way.

“I got it!” Tony suddenly exclaimed, “Create a heat seal, I can...I can supercharge the spire from
below.”

You tuned out FRIDAY’s response as you turned to fire at two Ultron’s trying to dive bomb a lifeboat.
Civilians screeched as you fired twice and downed both.

As you turned back to the civilians, you stopped.

“Avengers!” Tony said with an evident grin, “Time to work for a living. Rendezvous at the core.
C’mon, let’s go.”

“Имаш ово?” you asked the officer closest to you, he nodded and you took off down a side street.
You got this?

A flash of yellow caught your eye as a truck went speeding down the road. Catching a glimpse of the
driver, you smirked, sprinting to keep up with the vehicle as it was pummeled by robots.

“Want a ride, (F/N)?” Natasha asked as she looked out the window.

“That would be great,” you said, leaping into the back of the truck and then lifting yourself to sit on
the top of the cab. Drawing your rifle, you took out any Ultron that even looked at the vehicle and that
Romanoff didn’t take out with the plow.

“You know,” Romanoff said, shrieking around a street and making you slide around the top of the
truck, “I’m kinda enjoying this.”



“Same,” you managed to mutter, rolling over your shoulder and into the bed of the truck, “Pretty
therapeutic if you ask me.”

You grabbed onto the side of the bed, lifting yourself up and over and hanging onto the outside rails
with a pistol drawn as Romanoff came to a stop. Jumping off the side of the vehicle you met up with
her as she hopped out of the cab and the two of you headed for the core.

The building had been decimated, the old stones barely able to hold themselves up as it was swarmed
by robots.

“What’s the drill?” Nat asked Tony as you followed her up the stairs, twirling your pistols away and
trading them for a pair of ka-bars from your thigh.

“This is the drill,” he said, pointing at a machine whirring in the center of the church, “If Ultron gets a
hand on the core, we lose.”

You nodded, flipping both blades through your hands and popping your neck as Hulk finally arrived
and seconds behind him was Ultron.

“Is that the best you can do?” Thor yelled at the robot, flipping Mjolnir through his hands.

Ultron raised his arm, summoning another legion of robots. You rolled your eyes, taking a deep breath
and swinging back to your heels.

“You had to ask,” Steve groaned, mirroring your stance.

Ultron spread his arms wide, “This is the best I can do,” gesturing at his army before he pointed to the
Avengers, “This is exactly what I wanted. All of you, against all of me. How can you possibly hope to
stop me?”

“Well…” Tony started with a slight pause, looking around the room, “Like the old man said.
Together.”

You could almost feel Tony grin as his sentence was punctuated by a murderous roar from the Hulk.
Rolling your shoulders, you smirked watching as the robots rushed across the city toward you.

The city rushed toward you as you hurtled down from the plane. The whistling wind drowning out
Olliver’s screams as you plummeted. He was just a hair ahead of you, flailing around like a ragdoll as
you dove toward him.

“This was a terrible idea,” he screamed as you tackled him midair sending the two of you spinning
through the clouds.

“I never said it was a good idea,” you yelled back, latching onto him with your legs as you tried to
steady the two of you.

“I don’t think this is gonna work, (F/N)–” he started before you cut him off.

“Listen, we don’t wanna land in the water,” you said, rolling the two of you through the air to get a
better look at your surroundings, “And we really don’t wanna land in the middle of the city.”

“You don’t have a spot figured out yet?” he yelped as you spun again, “(F/N), I hate to break it to
you, but–”



“If you wanna survive this,” you snarled into his ear, “Don’t finish that sentence.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You rolled over Cap’s back, stabbing the mini-Ultron that was behind him before you drew a pistol
and downed a robot that was moving in on Natasha. Spinning again, you took out one that was about
to divebomb Clint, and then another that was circling Wanda.

“(F/N)!” she exclaimed, pivoting around to face you. Her eyes were red as she sent a pulse of scarlet
energy toward you and you dove out of the way before it impacted a robot that was sneaking up on
you.

“Thanks, girlie,” you muttered, blinking to clear your blurring vision before throwing a knife at
another robot and stepping out of the way as Pietro blasted past you.

You ducked as Vision and the big-Ultron crashed into the wall behind you, sending pieces of bricks
toward you. Rolling out of the way, you drew your other pistol and took out two robots on your way
back to the core. Taking a deep breath, you blinked again, shaking your head as the ground spun
around you.

A stream of light burst through the Vision’s head, catching your attention and sending large-and-in-
charge-Ultron flying out of the building. Vision’s attack was magnified with help from both Thor and
Iron Man as they both sent bursts of energy toward the robot.

The Ultron began to melt like butter, his metal body beginning to surge red from the heat of the attack
while the mini-Ultrons stepped back from the battle. The three stopped their attack as Ultron went
limp.

“You know,” he began to say, “With the benefit of hindsight–”

He was cut off with one hell of an uppercut from the Hulk. Sending him flying across the city and the
rest of his legion scattering.

“They’re gonna leave the city,” you said, vaulting over debris as his army retreated to the skies.

“We can’t let ‘em, not even one.” Tony shook his head, “Rhodey!”

“I’m on it,” Rhodey said through the comms as the Vision took off to help him.

“We gotta move out,” Steve said, placing a hand on your shoulder as you rocked back to your heels
and shook off whatever drowsiness was plaguing you, “Even I can tell the air is getting thin. You guys
get to the boats, I’ll sweep for stragglers. Be right behind you.”

“What about the core?” You frowned, “We can’t leave it unguarded.”

“I’ll protect it,” Wanda said slowly before locking eyes with Steve, “It’s my job.”

Steve nodded, “Let’s go, move out.”

Bucky groaned as the cameras remained on the clouds. He closed his eyes with a sigh, burying his
head in his hands as the reporter kept talking about something or the other.



“C’mon, babygirl,” he whispered, barely audible, “Get outta there.”

You’d managed to hotwire an Audi and as soon as it started Clint had taken the wheel and sped off as
you hopped into the back seat.

“I know what I need to do,” he turned to Nat, “The dining room! If I knock out that east wall, it’ll
make a nice workspace for Laura, huh?”

You rolled your eyes, laying across the back seat and dropping both clips in your pistols before
reloading them.

“Put up some baffling, she can’t hear the kids running around, what do you think?”

“You guys always eat in the kitchen anyway.” Romanoff shrugged as he turned the corner toward the
lifeboats.

“No one eats in a dining room.” He nodded before coming to a stop. Over the sounds of the city, you
could hear bellows from the Hulk a couple blocks down. Natasha’s eyes snapped to the sounds and
Clint followed her eyes, “We don’t have a lot of time.”

“So get your ass on a boat,” she said, jumping out of the car and sprinting toward the sound of the
Hulk.

You rolled out of the backseat, using the car to steady yourself before you followed Clint. Breathing
deep, you shook your head again, feeling the world almost spin beneath your feet.

“Let’s get outta here, huh?” Clint grinned almost ready to step onto a lifeboat before he stopped and
turned to look back over the city.

“Costel?” a woman whimpered, pricking both of your ears as you turned to look at her, “We were in
the market.”

A sigh left your throat as you turned back to Clint only to find him gone, “Barton?”

“Costel!”

“Oh,” you groaned, eyes flicking to Barton as he moved through the rubble, “Goddamnit.”

You sprinted after him, hurtling over rubble as you tried to catch up with him before your ears pricked
at the sound of gunfire a couple blocks down followed by the whirring of engines.

You blinked. The Quinjet. With a sudden burst of energy, you darted after Barton. As the gunfire drew
nearer, a blue flash whizzed past you.

Somehow you were right behind him, your eyes locked on not only Barton and the child but also
Pietro as you reached out your hands and the speedster stopped in front of them.

“Oh, no you don’t,” you snarled, leaping at the three.

Barton sighed, closing his eyes as he cradled the child against his chest and turned to shield him from
the onslaught of bullets. He prepared for the impact of the bullets, but it never came.



Well, not the impact he was expecting at least.

He and the child were thrown out of the way, along with Pietro who had appeared from nowhere.
Clint blinked at the shape that had thrown them out of the way as they fell.

(F/N).

As the four of them fell, (F/N) pushed away from them and spun mid-air, drawing her pistols and
shooting at the jet’s turrets. Four bullets were all she needed and the turrets were crippled.

She grunted as she hit the ground before she rolled over her shoulder and holstered her weapons.
(F/N) slid across the ground for a moment before she stood and snapped back the hood and mask she
was wearing before turning to him and Pietro.

“What?” the soldier asked with a smirk, her eyes still following the Quinjet as it went by, “You didn’t
see that coming?”

Pietro let out a sigh of relief as he returned to his feet and offered a hand out to Barton, “Not really,
no. I thought... never mind.”

Clint chuckled, taking Pietro’s hand and hoisting himself up before he reached back down to take the
missing child into his arms, “Nice try, kid. I guess (F/N) is a bit faster.”

“Doubtful,” Pietro said, eyeing (F/N) before his eyes snapped up to hers, “You’re bleeding.”

Barton swung around, following Pietro’s gaze to where (F/N) clutched her side and blood gushed
through her fingers.

“Yeah, yeah” she shrugged, taking a wobbly step forward before straightening herself and brushing
past the two, “I’ve been shot, it’s just a flesh wound.”

“It is not!” Pietro cried as Clint shook his head and they began heading back to the lifeboat, “You are
dying!”

“Am not,” (F/N) grinned with a roll of her eyes as she hopped over some debris with no effort.

An arm wrapped around your waist as blood dripped through your fingers.

“Hey there, Stevie,” you managed to slur, “Where ya been?”

“You’re an idiot,” Steve mumbled as Pietro jumped onto a lifeboat and he handed you off to him.
Pietro took your arm to help you down onto the ground of the ship. He glanced back to the city.

“I need to get Wanda,” he said, taking a deep breath before the ship suddenly jerked, sending him off
balance. He fell to the ground and the lifeboat held steady but the city began to plummet.

Dozens of shrieks sounded from the lifeboat as it pulled up and the city began to disappear back
through the clouds.

Pietro darted toward the edge of the ship, ready to dive off the edge before you tackled him.

“Barton!” you screeched as you pulled Pietro back into the ship.



With all he had left, Barton helped you heave the speedster back onto the boat, holding him down as
he sobbed.

Clint pulled him into his chest, holding Pietro against him as you leaned back against the ground.

“Wanda!” the Sokovian cried, “We can’t leave her…”

You blinked, wincing at the sound of Pietro’s voice cracking and the sting of your wound as you
applied pressure.

From thousands of feet below you, you heard the city crack as Thor and Tony broke it to pieces. Your
head hit the metal deck, a sigh tearing a way out of your mouth as a mixture of pain and relief knotted
in your stomach.

A voice came quietly through the comms as the lifeboat docked at the Helicarrier. You sat up, it was
almost too quiet to hear.

“Say again,” you said, pressing a finger against your ear, “I didn’t copy.”

“I’ve got the girl,” Vision’s soft voice repeated as you floundered to get Clint’s attention, “She’s
safe.”

Barton blinked, still holding Pietro against his chest, “What?”

“Vision’s got Wanda,” you breathed, placing a hand on Pietro’s shoulder as black spots dotted your
eyesight, “She’s okay.”

Pietro stopped, his eyes widening, “You’re sure.”

You nodded, your eyes suddenly heavy, “Yeah.”

“(F/N),” Clint said, “Are you okay?”

You scoffed as your eyes rolled to the back of your head and you slid off the seat, “Yeah….no...I’m
gonna pass out.”

Bucky’s eyes widened as masses of the city fell from the sky. Amma’s gripped his hand as the camera
panned back to the reporter and the crew took cover before the video feed went black.

“Dear God,” Amma breathed, covering her face in her hands as the local reporter popped back on the
screen, “Please don’t be dead...for the love of everything...please don’t be dead.”

He shook his head, glancing back to the kitchen where his phone was before he looked back to Amma
and swept her into a hug, “She’s fine,” he murmured, “She’s not dead, she can’t be.”

You woke with a start, groaning at the aching from your side and laying back into the cot you were in.

“You’re an idiot, you know that?” a voice came from the other side of the room.

“That's the second time I've heard that today, Fury,” you breathed, cracking your eyes open, “Old
habits die hard.”



He shook his head, “You could have let the kid take it.”

You clicked your tongue, sitting straight up in the cot.

“He coulda been killed!” you snapped, raising an eyebrow as you ripped off the thin blanket that was
covering your legs.

“So could you.” Fury shrugged, watching you swing your legs over the bed with a hiss, “It was a
clean shot, just a couple stitches.”

“I figured,” you sighed, rolling your shoulders before pushing yourself off the bed. Hanging onto the
side of the bed you steadied yourself, “Did everyone make it out?”

Fury nodded, “Mostly unscathed.”

“And Ultron?”

“The last one was wiped off the face of the planet by Vision,” he said as you pushed off the bed and
walked toward him.

You nodded, “The civilians?”

“We’re docked in the next town over, they’re unloading everyone now,” he rocked back to his heels,
glancing out the window of the room as you peaked out.

People flooded from the Helicarrier to waiting EMTs and ambulances.

“Stark’s already donated a large chunk of change to a relief fund,” he said, appearing by your side,
“He’s also helping fund the rebuilding of the city.”

“Sounds about right,” you smiled backing away from the window and holding onto the end of the bed
before looking up to the door.

“You know,” Fury said slowly, “It was...refreshing to see you in action again.”

You rolled your eyes, knowing exactly where this was going.

“It would be a shame to see all your talent wasted on retirement,” he continued, “And I really need
another mechanic.”

A laugh echoed through the room as you shook your head, “As much fun as it was the first time...I
can’t say I’m gonna take you up on that.”

He chuckled, “I figured as much.”

You leaned against the wall and closed your eyes.

— “I’ve been told that you can fix anything, that true?” —

— “Sure,” you shrugged. —

— “I want you to be my head mechanic on one of my Helicarriers.” —

— “You, what? A what? The fuck is a Helicarrier?” —



— “I want you to be my head mechanic, I’ve been told you’re the best there is.” —

“Brings you back, doesn’t it?” he asked with a chuckle.

“How’d you find me?” you asked with a nod, looking up at him, “The first time.”

“An old friend of mine named Weston,” he shrugged, looking out the window as your breath caught
in your throat.

Did he know?

Your jaw clenched as you looked up at him, “Weston?”

“Crazy old man,” Fury rolled his eye, “said he was looking to recruit you but you were injured in that
blast in Iraq.”

You blinked, “I had no idea.”

Fury nodded, “He called me when you were in the hospital, told me there was no one else like you in
the world. And, hey, he’s about right.”

Your brows furrowed which you hid with a shake of your head and a smile, “Damn straight.”

He nodded turning to the door, “You comin’, kid? You got a lot of people worried about you.”

You nodded pushing off the bed and following him out into the halls of the Helicarrier.

A Helicarrier appeared from above the clouds, shooting past a camera crew and disappearing before it
reappeared 20 minutes later at another Sokovian town and began letting off civilians.

Amma was shaking, even with a couple of blankets and a hot cup of tea in her hands as she watched
the TV.

Bucky couldn’t blame her, a knot tightened in his stomach as he watched and waited to catch even the
smallest glimpse of (F/N) on the screen. He leaned back, his leg shaking up and down as he kept his
eyes glued on the screen until a sound came from the kitchen.

He sat up straight.

His phone.

Bucky dove into the kitchen, scaring the daylights out of Amma as he hurtled across the couch.
Snatching his phone off the table he opened it to see two text messages:

#notdead

I’ll be home soon ;)

He couldn’t help but chuckle as relief washed over him and he felt Amma staring over his shoulder.

“Good news,” he grinned, “She’s not dead.”

Amma sighed, “Thank God, I’m gonna kill her when she gets home though.”



He shook his head, “Uh-uh, I got dibs on kicking her ass.”

Amma laughed, sinking back down on the couch in a heap as she clicked off the TV the smile on her
face disappearing, “There’s gonna be a day that she doesn’t come back, isn’t there?”

Bucky frowned, “Nah, (F/N)’s got too much fight in her, she’ll always make it back eventually.”

A chuckle left the old woman’s lips, “I didn’t think you were an optimist.”

He scoffed, “Neither did I.”

“I gotta say, (F/N),” Tony said, clapping you on the back as he steered you toward the elevator, “it
was nice to have you around again.”

You laughed, “It was nice to be back...mostly,” you gestured to your hip.

“You know,” he started slowly, stopping short of the elevator, “my offer still stands.”

Cocking your head to the side, your brows furrowed.

He grinned, clicking his tongue, “Ah, you know? Paying you to be an Avenger.”

You couldn’t help but return his smile, “As tempting as it is…” you trailed off, glancing outside to a
waiting jet, “I got people waiting for me at home.”

Stark sighed with a shrug, “Don’t say I didn’t try, right?”

You nodded, “Thanks, Tony. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

He outstretched a hand that you took, “It was a pleasure, Pistol Pete.”

You rolled your eyes, “I’ll see you around, Mr. Stark.”

He smiled again before motioning to the elevator.

“Hey, (F/N), wait up!” Steve’s voice came from across the room.

Tony snickered, “Did you think you were gonna get away that easy?”

You shook your head, “I figured I’d get harassed every step of the way.”

Stark shrugged as he entered the elevator himself and pressed a button for a lower floor before
disappearing.

Turning to Steve you grinned, “Captain.”

“Lieutenant,” he said, “I wanted to thank you and–”

“And?” You quirked a brow. Steve chuckled, wrinkling his nose as he looked around the room.

“And I wanted to ask you to stay,” He said quickly and before you could interrupt he continued, “We
have a lot of recruits we have our eyes on and I think they would benefit from training with you.”



A scoff left your throat, “As much fun as it would be…” you trailed off, your eyes locking with
Natasha’s as she entered the room with the twins on her tail, “I think you got plenty of help.”

“There’ll be a day we ask you to join and you’ll finally say yes, you know,” Steve said with a shake of
his head.

“But that day is not today,” you shrugged.

“Ah, c’mon, (F/N),” Natasha called from where she plopped down on a couch, “It’ll be fun.”

“Maybe some other time,” you smiled, turning back to Steve, “If you need anything–”

“I’ll give you a call,” he finished, sticking his hand out to you, “Thanks for your help, (F/N).”

“Any time, Captain,” you said, backing away from him and toward the elevator before you locked
eyes with Wanda. You nodded your head to the elevator as you stepped in and she strode across the
room to join you.

As the elevator doors closed, you reached into your pocket and handed her a small piece of paper. She
glanced at it curiously before looking up to you.

“My number,” you explained, “We made a deal, right? I’d watch your back, you’d keep a secret. If
anything happens, just give me a call.”

Wanda shook her head, “I’ve changed my mind.”

“About?”

“Blackmailing you,” she sighed, “It’s not right.”

“A lot of what I do isn’t right.”

“Exactly. A lot of what you do,” she said, “I’m not you.”

You scoffed, a playful smile growing on your face, “I don’t know how to take that.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” she shrugged, looking at the piece of paper in her hand before
pocketing it, “But just in case…”

“I’ll still have your back, girlie,” you said, patting her shoulder gently as the elevator doors slid open
and you stepped out onto the landing pad, “No matter what.”

Wanda nodded, following you as you walked toward the waiting jet, “And I’ll have yours.”

“You know,” you paused as you took a step up the boarding ramp, “I’ve finally decided what you
are.”

She tilted her head to the side, “What?”

“You’re brave as hell,” you said as she smiled, “Keep it up, honey-bunches, and you’ll go far.”

“You too,” she beamed as she backed away from the jet and the boarding ramp began to close.

“You ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call,” you said again, more sternly this time but still with a
grin on your face.



She nodded, “Anything.”

The boarding ramp closed with a hiss and your face dropped as you made your way to the front of the
empty jet, plopping down into the co-pilot’s seat and whipping out your phone.

“Take me home, FRIDAY,” you said slowly as a knot turned in your stomach, quickly typing in a
number before lifting the phone to your ear.

“Of course, Lieutenant.”

You listened to the ringback tone for only a few seconds before the other end of the line picked up,
“This is Emmerly, how may I direct your call?”

“This is Lieutenant (L/N), I need to talk to the Senator. We have a problem.”
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Homeward Bound

Chapter Summary

The agent swallowed nervously as Novak clicked his tongue again.

“I have a sneaking suspicion that it is our soldier from the mountains,” he said finally, sucking a
breath between his teeth as the door beside him was forced open and he was helped out of the
vehicle, “I want eyes on that little team of hers. I don’t want her in my way again.”

“Of course, sir,” the agent said, sliding out of the SUV behind him.
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I don’t go looking for trouble. Trouble usually finds me.

Clint frowned, roughly massaging his temples as he closed his eyes to block out the flickering images
that barraged him from all sides. A cacophony of voices filled the room, reporters surveying the
damage done to Novi Grad, people sharing how they survived the carnage and others begging for help
to find missing loved ones.

He groaned, his elbows landing heavily on his knees as he placed his head in his hands.

— “What?” the soldier smirked, “You didn’t see that coming?” —

He shook his head, flinching slightly as the monitors surrounding him went dark and the room silent.

“You okay?”

Looking up with a sigh, his eyes landed on Natasha as she perched on the side of the couch, eyeing
him with worry in her eyes.

“Yeah,” he said with a weak shrug before grimacing at the unconvincing words that stumbled out of
his mouth.



Natasha scoffed, a playful smile on her face before it fell and she quirked a brow. She sighed, slipping
down to sit next to him.

“You used to be a better liar,” she said quietly, her eyes searching his as he turned away, “What’s
wrong?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted slowly, finally looking at her and reclining back into the couch with a
slight pout, “Somethin’s weird…”

He trailed off, his eyes glazing over slightly before he shook himself out of it.

— He had grabbed the kid and braced for impact. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground
along with Pietro. (F/N) had almost flown through the air before turning and shooting at the quinjet
all in one smooth motion. —

“Clint?”

He growled under his breath, “Somethin’ (F/N) did…” he stopped again, rubbing the back of his
neck.

— (F/N) rolled over her shoulder, glaring up at the damaged jet as it flew away before her eyes
flicked to his. —

— Her eyes were dark, if only for a second before she blinked and smirked. —

He sighed, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees again, his hands clasping together in front
of him.

“It was familiar,” he finally said, his eyes narrowing, “Like I’d seen someone do it before.”

Natasha blinked, her face mirroring his as she watched him, “You have worked with her a few times,
you know.”

“Yeah, yeah...I know...but…” he bit his lip, closing his eyes to watch her do it again, “I swear to God,
I’ve seen it before. I’ve seen someone else do it.”

“Who?”

“That’s the problem!” he exclaimed with an exasperated sigh, “I can’t figure it out. It’s so familiar and
so…”

He shook his head, snapping to his feet and beginning to pace the room, “The way she moved, I’ve
seen it before...I don’t know.”

She scoffed, rising to her feet and placing a hand on his shoulder to stop his pacing, “Well, when you
figure it out, let me know.”

He nodded, his brows knitting together before she patted him lightly.

“Let’s get you home,” Natasha said softly, “Laura’s waiting.”

Your eyes finally cracked open and a sigh escaped from your lips as the jet landed with a jerk. With a
low groan, you leaned back in the pilot’s chair one last time before rolling to your feet.



“I’m afraid it’s a bit of a walk, Lieutenant,” FRIDAY’s voice came from above you, “Are you sure
you wouldn’t like me to drop you off a little closer?”

“Nah,” you chuckled with a wave of your hand, slipping your jacket over your shoulders and wincing
as your side twinged, “That’s alright, FRIDAY. Less conspicuous that way, ya know?”

“Of course, ma’am,” she replied, opening the ramp as you swung your duffle bag over your shoulder.

You grimaced, pain shooting through your side as you put pressure on your stitches. Rolling your
shoulders, you adjusted your bag and walked down the ramp.

“Thanks for the ride, kid,” you called behind you.

“Anytime, ma’am.”

With a roll of your eyes, you shook your head before finally reaching New Eden soil. The still slightly
frozen ground crunched lightly under your feet as you stepped away from the quinjet. With the
boarding ramp closing softly behind you, the engines sprang to life.

Glittering frost swirled around you as the engines whined and the jet left the ground and took off into
the sky.

A breath of relief huffed from your throat as you watched the jet disappear into the golden sunset
almost as quickly as it had come and you rocked back to your heels.

You shook your head, standing there for just a moment more before stepping through the sagebrush
and golden grasses that littered the land. The setting sun cast oranges and pinks all around you as you
made your way through cattle country. You ducked under an old barbed wire fence, side-hilling down
a bank before finding yourself on the side of a gravel road. Pulling your jacket tighter around you,
you smirked as steam came from your breath and hovered around you.

Humming to yourself with a grin, you took a deep breath of the sweet and crisp New Eden air and
started making your way home.

The SUV swerved into the ditch, losing sight of the Jeep as it continued on its way. The driver
slammed on the brakes as an explosion sounded behind them, the blast sending the vehicle flying into
a tree and shattering all the windows before it finally came to a stop.

Novak blinked, his eyes still glued to where the Jeep had disappeared.

“Sir? Sir!” one of his men yelled over the ringing in his ears, barely catching his attention.

“It’s totaled, no?” he asked, cocking his jaw as he pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket to clean his
glasses.

“What?”

“My lab,” he said, slipping his glasses back on and folding the handkerchief into a perfect square
before sliding it back into his pocket, “She’s destroyed it, hasn’t she?”

“We believe so, sir.”



Novak hummed, pursing his lips and steepling his hands in front of him as he leaned back into his
seat, “Tell your Japanese counterparts they have two hours to clear out the warehouse.”

“Sir?”

“And then send in the Asset. I want nothing left of the building.”

“Yes, sir.”

The doctor clicked his tongue, his glasses sliding down his nose as he closed his eyes, “Fascinating
creature, wasn’t she?”

His young agent blinked, nodding his head slowly as the doctor finally turned his head to him. There
was a slight grin on his face as he opened his eyes and straightened his suit jacket. The agent
swallowed nervously as Novak clicked his tongue again.

“I have a sneaking suspicion that it is our soldier from the mountains,” he said finally, sucking a
breath between his teeth as the door beside him was forced open and he was helped out of the vehicle,
“I want eyes on that little team of hers. I don’t want her in my way again.”

“Of course, sir,” the agent said, sliding out of the SUV behind him.

“And get me a flight to Paris, would you, love?”

Bucky growled, his jaw clenching as he looked out of the kitchen and out into the shop yard, trying to
see around the stupid-ass tractor that was still parked in the way of his view to the road leading up to
the house. Drumming his fingers on the counter, he rolled his eyes, marched out of the kitchen and
plopped down onto the couch with a grumble.

She hadn’t called.

She hadn’t texted.

He hadn’t heard from her in a day and a half.

Another growl, this time punctuated with a frown as he crossed his arms over his chest.

“I’m gonna kill her,” he mumbled to himself.

— “Kill her!” the white-haired man screamed, flinging his shattered glasses over his shoulder.
Rubble rained down all around him. —

Bucky blinked, sitting straight up on the couch with wide eyes.

— “I don’t care what you have to do, just kill her.” —

He jumped up off the couch, covering his ears and closing his eyes as he tried to shake the scene that
was unfolding in front of him.

— Broken concrete and billowing smoke. Shattered glass and the infuriating steady blinking of red
lights. Settling dust and charred bodies. —

He held his head in his hands, squeezing his eyes shut.



— “Come with me,” she whispered, holding out her hand with a soft grin. Her fingers bruised and
broken, her face gaunt and eyes hollow. —

His brows furrowed, jaw clenching as he backed into a wall.

— “You’re my mission.” —

A shattered breath turned into a snarl as it left his lips and he pushed himself off the wall. Glancing
around himself warily, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

He hoped to hell it would change soon...the memories.

No.

They weren’t memories. They couldn’t be.

They were dreams. Nightmares at best. That’s all. Fabricated memories his brain was conjuring up to
torture him.

— “I want the Ghost, do you understand me, солдат?” the white-haired man hissed. Neon lights
flashing behind him as he looked out the window into the busy streets below, “And I want it now.” —

Now that one...that could be real.

He shook his head again, forcing himself to take a deep breath and open his eyes. He flinched slightly
as light streamed in from the sunset. It cast long shadows into the house, contrasted by the different
shades of gold and sparkling dust.

Heaving a sigh, he returned to the kitchen and snatched the coffee pot from the machine before
shoving it under the faucet.

Ghost.

His brows furrowed as the pot filled with water.

He was missing something, he had to be. The soldier had shown his face–mask–in his memories too
many times to not be significant in some way.

Bucky bit his lip, setting the full pot of water on the counter, his eyes still fixed on the pot.

— “He’s a fucking ghost,” one of his men whispered. —

—  “Damn straight,” a deep, mechanical voice came from behind them, “that’s my name don’t wear it
out.” —

— He whipped around and the soldier appeared from the darkness. —

He was missing something. What was it?

Movement from the shop yard caught his attention, his eyes flicked to the source and a sigh of relief
rocked his body as Ghost was buried to the back of his mind.

(F/N).



You grimaced slightly, your hand finding its way to your side as you rounded Hank’s tractor that still
sat in the shop-yard. Pain burned around the wound in your side and your face contorted into a frown.
You applied light pressure to where the ache was as it began to work its way down your leg. The cold
was getting to you more than you had anticipated as the temperature began to drop and the sun dipped
behind the house.

You made it about halfway through the shop yard to the house when the front door burst open and you
jumped back. Almost losing your footing, you brought your fists up in front of you before you
realized who it was and you relaxed.

“I’m gonna kill you,” Bucky’s voice rumbled from across the yard, his eyes glaring into you as he
approached.

“No, you’re not,” you drawled with a small smile as you forced yourself forward.

“I hate your guts,” he growled, almost on top of you as you stopped in your tracks.

“No, you don’t,” you rolled your eyes and slipped your duffel bag off your shoulder, letting it drop to
the ground with a thump, “You love me.”

He cocked his head to the side, raising his brows before nodding slightly, “I tolerate you.”

You barely managed a chuckle before he practically tackled you into a hug. His arms wrapped around
your waist and pulled you into him before you could say another word.

“You miss me?” you mumbled into his chest as he rested his chin atop your head.

“You have no idea,” he whispered, tugging you tighter before a short yelp escaped your mouth.

His hands were off you in a second, pushing away from you as his eyes widened, “Did I?”

“No, no, no.” You shook your head, reaching out to him before he could pull too far away, “Not you.”

“Who?” he snarled, “What happened?”

“A fucking robot.” You shrugged as nonchalantly as you could, drawing him back into you and
resting your forehead against his chest. You tried to hide a low groan as it began to throb, “It’s not that
bad, I promise.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” he muttered, slowly wrapping his arms around you again, “C’mon, I’ll make
some coffee and you’re gonna tell me all about it, yeah?”

You laughed, pulling away from him slightly, “You’re starting to sound like Amma.”

“Listen,” he started, leaning over to pick up your duffel bag and sling it over his back, “When you
disappear for days on end and randomly end up fighting a robot in a flying city, me and Amma get
some good bonding time over your stupidity.”

“Stupidity?” you scoffed as he nodded, sliding a hand to your back and leading you toward the house,
“Really?”

“Yeah,” Bucky shrugged, a grin tugging at the corner of his lips before he nudged you playfully when
you frowned, “I’m kidding.”



“I know,” you snickered as the two of you entered the house, “You’re both douchebags.”

He rolled his eyes, tossing your duffel bag to the bottom of the stairs and motioning for you to sit on
the couch.

(F/N) looked tired, her eyes staying closed for longer and longer every time she blinked as she
recounted everything that had happened since she’d left. She hadn’t had a sip of her coffee, instead,
she rolled it in her hands, savoring the warmth of the cup.

Bucky shook his head, rising from the armchair he was in to plop down on the couch next to her.

“And then I got shot,” she finished with a tilt of her head and a small smile, “And then Ultron
dropped the city and Stark exploded it.”

“Stark exploded it?”

She responded with a short nod, before she hummed, “Well, technically Stark and Thor exploded it.”

“They exploded it?” he repeated.

“Mmhmm,” (F/N) sang, her head craning to rest on his shoulder.

He chuckled lightly, taking her cup of coffee and setting it on an end table and wrapping his arm
around her to carefully pull her against him, “And then what?”

“We flew away on a…” she paused, her brows knitting together as she closed her eyes,
“Thingymajig.”

“A thingymajig?”

“I forget what the damn thing is called,” she muttered, her eyes cracking open, “The flying thingies,
the…”

She scrunched her nose, her hands making circles in front of her before she shook her head, “The
thing we fell off of when it crashed.”

He hummed, resting his chin on her head, “A Helicarrier.”

“That’s the thing,” she said slowly, her eyes closing again, “A Helicarrier.”

She was quiet for a moment, her breathing steady as she burrowed her face against him.

“You gonna fall asleep, baby?” he whispered.

(F/N) sighed in response, prying her eyes open for only a moment before they fluttered closed.

Bucky shook his head with a light smile before he slowly sat them both upright. She growled in
response, barely opening her eyes before he slid one of his arms under her legs and readjusted the
other around her back.

She draped an arm over his shoulder, laying her head against the crook of his neck as he lifted her off
the couch. He picked her up easily, striding over to the stairs and kicking her duffle bag out of the



way. He went up the stairs two by two before making it to the landing and swinging the door to her
room open with his shoulder.

He laid her softly on the edge of the bed, making sure he kept an arm around her waist to keep her up
as he pulled back the sheets before picking her back up and laying her in bed.

“Goodnight, doll,” he muttered, as he tugged the sheets over her.

Before he could pull out of her reach, she lightly grasped his wrist.

“Stay,” she said quietly, peeling her eyes open to look at him, “Please?”

“(F/N), I–”

“Please? I don't wanna be alone.”

He sighed, sitting on the edge of the bed and running a hand through his hair. Glancing toward the
door, he shook his head and pulled off his shoes before chucking them at the door to close it.

“Whatever you say, baby,” he muttered, slipping under the sheets with her.

“Thank you,” she whispered, rolling over to bury her face into his chest as he wrapped his arms
around her.

“What’s going on, boss?” you asked, your eyes still glued to the monitors where the warehouse in
Japan was being destroyed over and over.

Weston took a long drag off his cigar, avoiding eye contact with you. You plopped down into an
armchair directly across from him.

“Sir?”

The man sighed, smoke rushing from his nose and billowing around the room. He turned, tapping off
his cigar into the ashtray beside him and pouring whiskey into two glasses. Sticking the cigar back
into his mouth he grabbed the glasses and pressed one toward you.

You took it, eyeing him warily as you took a sip.

His eyes finally locked with yours and he chuckled, “To be completely honest with you, Lieutenant,”
he said slowly, swirling his drink, “I have no fucking clue.”

You raised a brow, leaning back into the chair unimpressed as you took another sip.

“Ugh,” he groaned, “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Sir,” you tried again, crossing your legs and swirling your drink before downing what was left,
“What’s going on.”

Weston scoffed, taking another drag of his cigar and blowing smoke rings around the room, “There’s
somethin’ big going on here, (F/N). Somethin’ we haven’t dealt with before.”

You cocked your head, eyes still hooked on him.



“Listen, girlie,” he said, glaring down into his whiskey, “Whatever this thing is, it goes deep. And
whoever’s behind it...they’re good, kid. They’re really, really good.”

Duke slowly, carefully lifted the core out of its vessel and set it gently into a waiting refrigeration
unit. He set down his tweezers, adjusting his glasses as he gazed into the container and closed the
cooling unit. Turning, he latched the unit closed and slid across the room to his tool chest, plucking
the smallest screwdriver he could find from the anarchy that was his organization.

A soft buzz came from behind him, he glanced up to the door where a red light was slowly blinking.
As he rolled back to his desk, he flipped a switch on the control panel and the door silently slid open.
Duke glanced up before returning to his project.

“Cavanaugh,” he nodded, taking the canister into his hand and poking around with the screwdriver.

“Dugan,” she drawled, hitting a switch on the control panel to close the door before she slid into her
chair at the opposite side of the room, “Whatcha working on?”

“Eh,” he mumbled, rocking his head from side to side, “Detonation on the BoomBoom 1000 is a little
spotty...almost maimed Jack the other day.”

Boone chuckled running her hands through her short hair, “The BoomBoom 1000, huh?”

“Don’t laugh,” he said, rolling his eyes as he undid a screw to expose the wiring within the container,
“it’s a good name.”

“Uh-huh,” the brunette sighed with a shake of her head as she powered up her computer and blue
lights began scrolling across the screen, “Kinda like the FuckU 1.0?”

“Listen,” he said, spinning in his chair and pointing at her with the screwdriver, “We don’t talk about
the FuckU 1.0.”

“Because it was an absolute failure and almost killed us all?” she asked with a grin as her fingers
danced across the keyboard.

Duke was silent, glaring at her before turning back to his project and changing the subject, “What are
you working on?”

Boone scoffed, a grin curling on her face before she hummed, “(F/N) called.”

“Oh?”

“She was in Sokovia when it went…” She twirled her finger to the ceiling with a whistle.

“Dumbass.” Duke rolled his eyes, “With the Avengers, huh?”

“Yup,” she nodded, her brows furrowing at the computer before she began typing again as Duke slid
across the room to his tool chest again.

“That's all she called to say?”

“Nah,” Boone drawled, gazing at the code that ran across the screen, “Said she talked to Fury and…”

She trailed off, resting her chin on both her fists as she stared at numbers and letters.



“And?”

She blinked, biting her lip as her fingers returned to the keyboard, “And she said that Fury found out
about her from Weston while she was still in the hospital.”

Duke raised an eyebrow as he slid back to his desk, turning to face her as he did, “So?”

“So?” Boone scoffed, spinning in her chair to face him, her arms folded over her chest as she leaned
back into her chair, “Unless Fury is proficient at using a Ouiji board–which I doubt–how does he talk
to a dead man?”
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Flashback: 東京に幽霊がいます — There’s a Ghost in Tokyo

Chapter Summary

It wasn’t that Weston was a bad guy, per se, it was that he did whatever he had to do to win. And
you didn’t want to find out what that entailed if a member of his team was compromised.

You took a deep breath, there wasn’t much you could do now. At least, not without alerting
Weston and the rest of the team to your fuck up.

You closed your eyes again, you’d just keep this one to yourself for now and hoped it wouldn’t
come back to bite you in the ass.
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Chapter 19 // Flashback : Under Paris Skies

Chapter 29 // Flashback : Midnight in Paris

Chapter 31 // Flashback : The Phantom of Paris

See the end of the chapter for more notes

七転び八起き - Fall down seven times, stand up eight. 

You sat on the edge of your cot, eyes scanning Barton and Romanoff’s files once more before you
snapped the folder shut. Tossing the folder to your desk, you collapsed back into your bed, feet still
dangling off the edge. Your eyes closed and a sigh left your throat.

The plane was abnormally quiet, the ride having been smooth...this far. Which, for some odd reason,
made you shudder.

Rolling to your stomach, you reached over to your desk chair and tugged a jacket off of the back
before slipping it on over your tank top. It wasn’t even that cold, but a shiver worked its way through
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your body. Its icy fingers trailing up your back before gripping onto your mind.

Perhaps it was the fact that for the first time in a long time, you were alone.

You shook off the feeling, tugging your jacket tighter around you and glancing into the darkened
hallway.

The boys had stayed in Japan while the Commander had collected you. But instead of joining you on
your flight, Weston had taken off to meet with a colleague; leaving you alone with only a pair of
pilots on a rather large, and empty, plane. He said he would meet back up with you in Tokyo and then
he disappeared

He did manage to mention that the Japan mission wasn’t going well. That they were grasping at
straws.

That was all you knew. And you couldn’t blame them.

You’d been over the footage dozens of times. Nothing made sense.

The warehouse had been closed for the weekend. No workers had come in or out in over 24 hours and
nobody was seen anywhere in the vicinity when it had finally exploded.

You tapped your foot for a moment, standing from the bed and reaching for the file that you had just
tossed on your desk. You winced as you did.

Even though you’d kept off your leg as much as possible, the arrow wound in your thigh still liked to
get in your way. You grumbled as you plopped down into your desk chair, setting the folder into your
lap as you opened your desk drawer. Pulling out a large envelope, you slipped the folder into it and
sealed it.

You didn’t want to deal with them again. Once was enough. Spinning in your chair, you lifted the thin
mattress off your cot and slid the envelope under. Setting the mattress back down, you glanced to the
hallway and flicked off the light in your room.

Sliding the door closed, you fell back into your bed and closed your eyes.

— “Now the real question is,” Business Suit Man said, as you stood, “How many are going to end up
dead because of you?” —

Your eyes snapped open, brows furrowing as you rolled over and covered your head with a pillow.

— “Especially if we include the body count from Colombia and Afghanistan.” —

A low groan escaped your lips and you curled up into a ball. You hadn’t told Weston about that. You
probably should have, but...the thought had slipped your mind.

— “Go on,” he said, nodding to the guards, “I want to see what kind of damage you can really
cause.” —

If Business Suit Man had put the pieces together about Afghanistan and Colombia, then he had a
name to a face.

Fuck. You shook your head. No. The thought hadn’t really slipped your mind, you were just too
terrified to tell the Commander. You had no idea what he would do if he found out someone knew



who you were. If someone were to see your faces on a mission, you were supposed to... well...get rid
of them.

Discreetly.

And you hadn’t managed to do that...yet. You were working on it though.

Before Boone had left for New York, you’d given her a quick rundown of what Business Suit Man
looked like and asked her to keep her eyes open. You didn’t bother to explain why.

She didn’t bother to ask.

You just hoped she’d provide you with a name before you ran into him again and he blew your cover.
Or worse said something in front of Weston.

Another shiver ran through your body just thinking about it.

It wasn’t that Weston was a bad guy, per se, it was that he did whatever he had to do to win. And you
didn’t want to find out what that entailed if a member of his team was compromised.

You took a deep breath, there wasn’t much you could do now. At least, not without alerting Weston
and the rest of the team to your fuck up.

You closed your eyes again, you’d just keep this one to yourself for now and hoped it wouldn’t come
back to bite you in the ass.

Yokota Air Base

Slinging your backpack over your shoulder, you finally touched pavement in Japan. The C-17’s
engine howled behind you as you ran across the tarmac to a waiting car. A small grin on your face
grew as you stepped toward it.

Weston had sent a transmission through the radio only minutes after you had finally fallen asleep.
He’d curtly given you directions to the base camp they had set up and told you there would be a car
waiting for you.

What you hadn’t expected, though, was the man waiting for you with a grin on his face.

“Hey there, babycakes,” Turner smiled as you approached him, he outstretched his arm toward you,
“How was Paris?”

You groaned slightly, taking his hand and shaking it slightly before he pulled you into a hug,
“Beautiful. Fantastic. Painful.”

Turner raised a brow, looking you over and nodding in understanding as you limped towards the
backseat of the car. You swung the door open and tossed your pack inside before slamming the door
shut.

“I’m driving,” you called over your shoulder before slipping into the driver’s seat.

“Oh, boy,” Turner said with a sigh, turning to step into the passenger side.



“Oh, c’mon,” you smirked, “Am I really that bad of a driver?”

“That’s the problem,” he said, quickly buckling in as you reached up to the sun visor and swung it
down. A pair of keys landed in your lap and you snapped the visor closed, “You’re good. And you
know you’re good. And that makes to reckless”

You shrugged, watching as the plane taxied past you and into an awaiting hanger before you stuck the
keys into the ignition and turned the car over.

“Still don’t see the problem,” you shrugged, taking off down the airstrip towards an open gate. The
car screeched around the corner, Turner along with it, before entering the main road where you joined
up with late-night traffic.

“Base camp’s about an hour away,” Turner managed, hanging on for dear life as you weaved through
traffic almost carelessly.

“Gimme half an hour and we’ll be there,” you yelled over the sound of horns that surrounded you.

“Or,” he said slowly, closing his eyes as you narrowly avoided colliding with a bus, “we’ll be dead.”

“C’mon, Doc,” you rolled your eyes, turning another corner and leaving the neon lights of the busy
street for a darkened, lonely sidestreet, “You really think that’s how we’re gonna go out?”

He chuckled, relaxing slightly as you sped down the empty street, “Nah, I can think of better ways to
go.”

You shook your head, not bothering to pay attention to the speedometer as buildings blurred past you
at lightning speed.

“So,” Turner filled the stillness after a moment, “How was Paris? For real, (F/N).”

You clicked your tongue, glancing in the rearview mirror and diving down another street, “Interesting,
to say the least.“

“And the super-secret organization?”

“SHIELD,” you said slowly, “Meh, they weren’t the worst to work with.”

“Boss-man said they turned on you.”

“Yeah,” you nodded with a shrug, a frown tugging at your face, “That hurt a little bit.”

“Which one of them shot you?” he asked, nodding to your leg.

You scoffed, running your hand over the bandage for a moment, “Arrow-guy.”

He sucked his teeth with a hiss, his nose wrinkling when he eyed the wound, “I wanna take a look at
that when we get back to base, make sure everything’s good.”

“Sounds perfect,” you said with a grin, “Agent Cavanaugh took me to one of her contacts in
Barcelona to get patched up...I don’t think he was a real doctor though.”

“Cavanaugh?” He raised a brow, “Now that’s a new name.”

“She was my tech support,” you shrugged, “Former CIA.”



“Sounds like a treat.”

“You gotta meet her sometime,” you nodded, lightly tapping the brakes as you swung the car back
onto the main road, back into red and green flashing neon, “She’s pretty cool.”

He hummed in response, still tense but trying to relax back into his seat.

“So…” you started slowly, eyes flicking about the road as you zipped in between another car, “This
mission isn’t going too good, eh?”

“You have no idea,” he groaned, knocking his head back into the seat, “Went to the warehouse, there
was nothing left but scraps. No leads, nada, nothing. Well…”

“Well?”

“I was trying to find an accelerant, so I took some samples off what was left of the walls and floor,”
he started, his brows furrowing, “Didn’t find an accelerant, but I did find traces of an unidentified
chemical. Sent it off to some buddies of mine at the Air Base.”

“And?”

“Haven’t got the results back yet, I have a feeling that’s what Weston came for though.”

You bit your lip, eyes focused on the road ahead, “You think they were manufacturing something
there?”

“Could be,” he shrugged, “If they were, they were making a lot of it for the residue to survive the
explosion.”

Your frown deepened, “There has to be an easier way to figure this out. We’ve gotta be overlooking
something.”

“That’s exactly why Weston called you for backup.”

“I’m not that special, Turner,” you rolled your eyes with a soft smile, “I’m sure you guys are gonna
figure it out.”

“No, no, no, we’re gonna figure it out,” he said, pointing between the two of you, “We’re the brains of
this operation.”

“I don’t know about that,” you grinned, “But I do like the sound of it.”

Silence enveloped the car for only a moment before you broke it, “I never asked how the Colombia
mission really went.”

“Smooth,” Turner said, resting his head against the window, “Woulda been smoother with you by our
sides though.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

“Nah, for real,” he clicked his tongue, “We got up to the drug lord’s mansion and we almost got our
asses kicked.”

“He had a mansion?” You cocked your jaw to the side, a small pout playing on your lips.



“Yeah, and a private airstrip out in one of the coca fields.”

“And I missed all of it?” you growled, the pout on your face growing.

“Ayy,” Turner tapped your shoulder, “You got to go to Paris and work with world-class spies.”

“You mean world-class assholes.”

“Eh, tomato tomahto.”

You rolled into a hotel parking lot with Turner fast asleep in his seat. A short hum curled from your
mouth as you took in the building. Compared to the one you had stayed at in Colombia, it was night
and day.

Hundreds of perfectly polished glass windows towered above you overlooking the harbor. Beautiful
art deco spires tipped with gold sat atop the white stone building, cutting into the sky and sparkling as
the sun rose over the ocean.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” you growled, glaring at Turner as he chuckled, “he couldn’t have
sprung for this kind of hotel in Cartegena?”

Turner shrugged, the grin on his face growing as another growl tore through your throat and you
exited the car.

“It’s the closest one to the shipping district,” he said, following you as you tore your backpack from
the back of the car and slammed the door, “And it has a perfect view of what’s left of our warehouse.”

“Did anyone here see anything?” you grumbled, still staring in awe at the building.

“Nah, it went off in the middle of the night. They sure as hell felt it though,” he said, patting your
shoulder and leading you toward the guest entrance.

He swiped his room key at a bronze gate by the pool, gesturing for you to go first when the electronic
lock clicked and the gate swung open. The two of you slipped through another door just after the pool
and Turner led you through a maze of hallways before stopping at an elevator.

“We’re early,” Turner said, checking his watch after the elevator doors closed and you began
ascending.

“Told you we would be.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he mumbled, biting his inner cheek, “Listen, (F/N), Gonzalez hasn’t been in the
best of moods since–”

“Colombia,” you finished, watching as the floor number began to climb higher and higher, “God, he
holds one hell of a grudge.”

“You have no idea,” Turner shook his head, leaning against the wall of the elevator, “just don’t cause
any trouble.”

A feigned gasp left your mouth as you turned to him, your jaw-dropping as a hand covered your chest
in bewilderment, “Me? Trouble? I would never.”



He rolled his eyes, shaking his head as he sighed, “(F/N), I’m serious.”

You dropped your faux shock, relaxing back onto your heels with a smirk, “I know.”

A frown found its way back to your face though, and it caught Turner’s attention.

“(F/N)? You okay?”

“Yeah,” you said slowly, bracing yourself with the handrail as the elevator came to a stop, “I just
thought he woulda been over it by now. I am...was…”

“Was?”

You shrugged, “If he’s gonna bitch about it, then I’m gonna let him have it.”

Turner let out a low groan, running a hand down his face as he led you down another hall before
taking his key out of his pocket again, “Please don’t, for me and Ollie’s sake. We’ve had to deal with
him for the past three weeks.”

You winked at him, nudging him playfully before you entered the room.

It was darker than you had imagined and more disheveled. One of the beds and the desk next to it had
been taken over by Oliver and his equipment. Cords were slung and tangled across the floor, plugged
into staticky monitors that glitched every so often.

Empty weapons cases were piled up in the corner of the room, some open and some closed but not
latched. Their contents were strewn across the bed next to Oliver’s in meticulous piles. Ammo was
organized by their caliber, the firearms by size and range. Holsters and vests were leaning up against
the bed by size.

You shook your head as your eyes wandered around the room before they landed on the figure
hunched over the computer desk.

Oliver was perched atop a chair, his knees tucked up to his chest as his fingers raced wildly against
the keyboard.

“He hasn’t moved since I left,” Turner whispered, taking your bag from you before nodding toward a
door, “Commander got us adjoined rooms, he’s waiting for you in there.”

“Great,” you murmured, taking one last glance about the room and heading for the door.

You entered into a plume of smoke. It swirled around you as you entered Weston’s room, you could
smell a hint of whiskey hiding in the wafting cigar haze. There were monitors set up in this room too,
but they were bigger and they played one thing on a loop: the warehouse explosion.

Commander Weston sat rigid in a chair in the corner of the room, a glass of whiskey in one hand and
an almost burnt-out cigar lazily held in his other.

“Lieutenant,” he grunted, eyes glued to the screen in front of him, “You’re early.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good,” he said slowly, “Very good.”



You raised an eyebrow, gently swinging the door behind you closed, “You wanted to talk to me, sir?”

Another grunt, you fought the urge to roll your eyes and took another step toward him.

“Doesn’t sound like a lot has changed since I left for Paris.”

That earned you a little more than a chuckle, though he still didn’t turn to face you, “You’ve been
talking to Sergeant Johnson, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” you said, eyeing him cautiously as you came to his side and you found your eyes fixed to
the screen as well.

The warehouse. One moment it was there, the next...gone.

“What’s going on, boss?” you asked finally, dragging your stare away from the loop.

Weston took a long drag off his cigar, avoiding eye contact with you. You clicked your tongue quietly,
not loud enough for him to hear, and plopped down on the edge of his bed. Your brows furrowed as he
answered you with more silence.

“Sir?”

He sighed, smoke rushing from his nose and billowing around the room. He turned, tapping his cigar
into the ashtray beside him before he stuck it back in his mouth and poured two glasses of whiskey.
He grabbed the glasses and pressed one toward you.

You took it, eyeing him warily as you took a sip.

His eyes finally locked with yours and he chuckled, “To be completely honest with you, Lieutenant,”
he said slowly, swirling his drink, “I have no fucking clue.”

You raised a brow, cocking your head to the side as you took another sip of your whiskey.

“Ugh,” he groaned, “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Sir,” you sighed, a tinge of annoyance edging at your voice. You stopped as his eyes flicked up to
you. Taking a deep breath, you tried again, “Commander, what’s going on?”

Weston scoffed, taking another drag off his cigar and blowing smoke rings around the room, “There’s
somethin’ big going on here, (F/N). Somethin’ we haven’t dealt with before.”

Your head cocked to the other side, eyes still locked on him as he took another gulp of his drink.

“Listen, girlie,” he said, glaring down into his now empty glass, “Whatever this thing is, it goes deep.
And whoever’s behind it...they’re good, kid. They’re really, really good.”

“Commander, I don’t understand,” you said slowly, glancing back to the screen.

Weston pursed his lips and took another sip of his drink, “I think the footage is doctored, girlie. And if
it is, then somebody’s going through a lotta trouble to cover something up.”

“Like what, sir?”

“Look,” he started, sitting straight in his chair and turning to face you. He flicked off his cigar in the
ashtray before continuing, “We didn’t find much when we went through the debris, but we did find



something.”

“Turner told me about the samples,” you cut in, earning yourself a glare which shut you up
immediately.

Weston blinked, turning away from you and pouring himself another drink, “I got the analysis back
today. The samples match the chemical makeup of the bioweapon you snatched in Paris, minus the
catalyst that makes it deadly.”

“You think they manufactured it at the warehouse?”

“Either that or shipped it,” he shrugged, “Either way, we gotta find out where it is. We can’t let it get
into the wrong hands.”

You crossed your arms over your chest, a look of confusion grew across your face as you bit your lip,
“Why would they blow it up? We didn’t even know about it until it was going to auction.”

The Commander nodded, “Someone must’ve found out about them. Thought it was their only move
to get rid of the evidence.”

“If they moved there must be video evidence of it somewhere in the city.”

“We checked,” Weston sighed, “Either they erased footage from every CCTV camera, security
camera, traffic camera, and ATM camera, or they didn’t move into the city.”

Your eyes snapped to him, “You think they shipped it off? Like in a container? On a cargo ship?”

He shrugged again, “If they did they’ve had three weeks to get outta here and they’re long gone. They
coulda dropped off at any harbor from here to Hong Kong.”

“So,” you said slowly, throwing back the rest of your drink and wincing at the sting, “You don’t think
they used a ship.”

“I don’t know what to think, girlie,” he sighed, flinching as a ray of sunshine sprang in from the
window, “That’s why I got you. I’ve been thinking about this damn thing for too long. I need a fresh
set of eyes.”

You nodded, “Whatever you need me to do, sir.”

“Then suit up,” he said, gesturing to the door, “I want your eyes on that warehouse ASAP.”

“Of course, sir,” you all but jumped up from your place on the bed.

“You have 20 minutes, then we’re leaving,” he called after you as you sped across the room.

“Yes, sir.”

You slipped off your jacket as you slid out of the room, tossing it to a nearby chair as you reached for
your pack.

“Amor?”

You froze, a sigh leaving your throat as you slung your backpack over your shoulder, “Daniel.”



His name left your lips as a hiss, the sound of your voice making you cringe as you turned to face
him.

The look on your face must have spooked him. His expression fell slightly as he took a step back and
you took one toward him. Your eyes bore into him. Maybe you were the one that held onto a grudge.

“How was Paris?” he asked almost timidly.

You blinked, relaxing back to your heel as you took him in. There were dark circles under his eyes
and his hair wasn’t nearly as neat as it usually was. He was tired. He was worried.

“Interesting,” you answered after a moment, “Don’t know if I’d ever do it again.”

“No?” he said, quirking a brow a slight scoff playing on his lips, “You sure about that?”

“No.” You smiled softly, taking another step toward him, “It was kinda fun actually.”

A full-on laugh shook from his chest, “You’re the only person I know that thrives on causing chaos.”

“It’s what makes me good at what I do.”

“I know that…” he trailed off, looking down to the ground for a moment, “Mi amor…”

He stopped, pursing his lips and staring a hole through the floor before he continued, “I’m sorry. For
what happened in Colombia. It wasn’t my call to make. I shouldn’t have done it.”

It was your turn to quirk a brow. You were expecting a lot of things to come out of his mouth, an
apology was not one of them.

“Danny,” you said quietly, “It’s okay–”

“No, it’s not,” he snapped, looking back up to you, “You said it yourself, (F/N). You’re good at what
you do—no—you’re the best at what you do. And I know that.”

He turned from you abruptly, clasping his hands behind his back before moving back to you.

“I let my feelings for you get in the way of the mission,” he continued gently, “And I know we agreed
we wouldn’t let it happen. That the mission would always come first, but I screwed up. And I would
officially like to offer you an apology.”

“Officially?” you asked, watching as a smile grew on his face and you mirrored his look before you
pursed your lips, “Hmmm...I’m gonna have to think about it.”

Daniel rolled his eyes an exasperated look spreading over him, “Woman, I said I was sorry.”

“Nah,” you corrected with a grin, “You ‘offered an apology’. I’m going to have to think about
accepting it.”

He rolled his eyes again, this time more dramatically as he flung himself across the room, “Jesucristo
eres la peor.” Jesus Christ, you’re a piece of work.

You chuckled lightly, taking a step toward him and catching his chin as he turned back to you, “Te
extrañé.” I missed you.

“I missed you too,” he said, looking you over.



“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Turner yelled from across the room, slinging his head into his hands, “If I have
to listen to this any longer I am going to throw myself out of that fucking window.”

“Turner, you have a wife,” you said, nose wrinkling as a smile worked its way to your face.

“Yeah,” Danny chimed in, “You’ve never talked to her like that?”

“Not in front of other people,” he moaned, “Listen, talk like that leads to other things and we did not
reserve enough rooms for you two to do ‘other things’. And I am not gonna wait out in the hall while
you two do–”

“Oh! Wow! Would you look at that!” Oliver suddenly exclaimed, jumping from his chair, “It’s time to
go to the warehouse! C’mon, let’s not be late!”

Ollie all but sprinted out of the room, leaving the door wide open.

You couldn’t help but snicker as silence enveloped the room before Danny and then Turner joined in.

Laughter floated down the hallway as the morning sun rose higher into the sky.

Seagulls called above you as you stood atop a stone barrier overlooking the remains of the warehouse.
Semi tractors and trailers howled all around you as workers continued about their day despite you and
your team wandering around the blast site.

The building lay in ruins, surrounded by caution tape and rubble. The explosion had cracked the
pavement around it and had shifted the entire foundation a few inches. The metal siding had folded
and torn on its way down and now coated much of what was left of the floor. Though it had been
weeks since the blast, there was still a smell of burning and…

“Do you smell that?” you asked, brows furrowing as you hopped off the concrete barrier.

“The ocean?” Danny asked, leaning against the barrier and watching you walk away.

“Fish?” Oliver crinkled his nose, arms folded over his chest as he watched the seagulls circle above
him with a scowl.

“Diesel?” Turner said, skipping a step to keep up with you as you approached the Commander.

“Sugar,” you said, ducking under a flimsy strip of caution tape, “Burnt sugar.”

“Nitroglycerin.” Turner nodded, “Makes sense, that’s what the professionals use.”

“But someone would have had to come in here and set the charges,” you said, stopping amidst the
rubble to spin around, “Where’d they come from? Where’d they go? They’d need something to
detonate it with, where’s that shit?”

Turner shook his head with a shrug as you continued to turn.

“Look,” you said, pointing to a nearby warehouse, “There’s a camera. There’s a camera. And there’s a
camera. One of them had to have seen something.”

“We’ve been through the footage,” Oliver called over the seagulls and engines, “There’s nothing left.
They erased and replaced it.”



You growled, leaving Turner to stalk through the rubble and return to Weston’s side.

“When you said there was nothing left,” you sighed, running a hand through your hair, “you meant
it.”

Weston chuckled, shaking his head, “While you were goofin’ off in Paris, we’ve been tryin’ to sift
through this junk. There ain’t nothin’ left.”

“Of course not,” you mumbled under your breath, scanning the debris, “They didn’t want anything
left behind.”

Weston continued on through the ruins, leaving you alone as you went on wandering. You pursed your
lips, stepping onto a rock and hopping to another before you froze.

There was a piece of black cloth wedged between a piece of metal and concrete.

Vaulting over a rock, you knelt down to examine the tattered remains. You took it into your fingers,
feeling the thickly woven material that reminded you of the suit Boone had made for you. You
brushed away a fine layer of grime that covered the fabric and you blanched.

As you rubbed away the soot an emblem showed up, sewn into the fabric, not much bigger than a
quarter.

It was red. And it was familiar.

It was a skull with tentacles and it grinned at you evilly.

You sucked in air through your teeth in realization. Colombia. Paris. Now Japan. Who were these
guys?

“Motherf–”

“Did you find something, Lieutenant?” Weston’s voice came from close behind you.

“No,” you growled through gritted teeth, your eyes narrowing as you tossed the fabric away,
“Nothin’. Nothin’ at all.”

“There’s somethin’ over here I want you to see,” Weston continued, not noticing how pale your face
had gone as you went to join him, “We think it used to be some sort of machine, wanted you to take a
look at it.”

You had to hop over another rock to get to it.

Whatever it was looked like a chair...a scorpion chair.

You ran your hands over the metal, furrowing your brows as you pulled it up out of the rubble to get a
closer look.

The armrests were longer than normal, the back slightly reclined and remnants of a pair of arms or
pillars coming up off the back but were now broken into jagged stubs.

“Any idea, Lieutenant?”

“None,” you sighed, shaking your head as you kicked the chair back over into a pile of ash.



Weston shrugged, “Worth a try, tell me if you see anything important.”

You bit your lip again, squinting as you looked about the rubbish that lay about before you froze
again.

A charred piece of paper fluttered slightly in the light breeze that blew up off the ocean. It was pinned
underneath a piece of sheet metal and partially buried under cinders.

You glanced back to Weston before leaning forward to gently ease it out.

A screech almost left your lips as you caught sight of what was on the paper.

Ink. Red ink.

And you knew that handwriting.

Your breath hitched as it all clicked together.
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Chapter Summary

"You okay, doll?"

Bucky drawled it, his voice raspy and tired as he pulled you tighter against him and his breath
ghosted across your neck.

A sigh of relief let your throat and you relaxed into him with a hum and a soft smile, “I am now.”

A light chuckle rumbled through his throat as he rested his forehead against your shoulder, “You
sure?”

You paused a moment, your face falling before you nodded, “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“Liar.”
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The truth doesn’t cost anything, but a lie could cost you everything.

“No, no,” you barely managed to sob through the tears streaming down your face, “Please don’t hurt
him.”

Your voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper, and only just audible in the white room. Blood
dripped from your lip and your eyes could barely focus on anything, but you could just see Oliver
being hauled into the room. You thrashed against your restraints, the leather groaning against what
was left of your muscles.

“I’m going to ask one more time, Ghostie,” Novak’s voice came from behind you, his hand landing
harshly on your head to smooth down your wily hair, “Tell me the formula and I’ll make it all stop.”

Your jaw clenched, eyes blurring from the bright lights.

Novak laughed.

It was more like a cackle really. And it echoed around the room.

He came around the table you were strapped to and looked you dead in the eyes before his face fell as
he took you in.



Novak clicked his tongue.

“Do you think I’m bluffing, darling?” he growled, seizing your chin and wrenching it up to look at
him.

A snarl left your throat.

Novak’s nose wrinkled and he clicked his tongue again. Taking off his glasses, he set them on a silver
tray next to a used scalpel before he turned to the guards holding Ollie and nodded.

Screams reverberated through the room and you couldn’t help but close your eyes until they were
done. Your stomach churned.

“Please,” you managed a whisper, finally cracking them open at turning to Novak, “He has nothing
to do with this–”

“Tell me what I want and I’ll let him go,” Novak shrugged, leaning against a table and watching
Oliver intently.

You swallowed, “I can’t remember–”

“Liar,” he snarled, nodding again to the guards as he began towards you and the screams started
again, “You know. You know it exactly, you just won’t tell me.”

“No,” you whimpered, flinching as he brought his face closer to yours.

A growl left his throat as he spun away from you and Oliver’s screams grew.

You squeezed your eyes shut and hoped, somehow, closing them would get rid of Ollie’s cries.

After a few more moments, silence enveloped the room. A ragged breath left your lips as you opened
your eyes and you found yourself face to face with a bloody, beaten, and bruised Oliver.

“Lieutenant,” Oliver sputtered, blood streaming from his nose, “please.”

“Ollie, I can’t–”

You were cut off as the guards went at him again and you couldn’t look away. Your eyes stung as tears
welled in them before they dripped down your face.

“I’m tired of playing this game with you, Ghostie,” Novak sighed, sliding a hand down his face as he
walked past a guard, ruffling Ollie’s hair as he did. A high-pitched yelp left Oliver’s lips as he did.

Novak stopped in front of another guard, reaching forward to pull a pistol from the holster on his hip.
The doctor turned it over in his hands a moment before he popped back the slide to chamber a round,
“So I’m going to give you to the count of three.”

Your eyes widened, flicking back to Ollie where your eyes met his.

“(F/N).”

“One,” Novak said slowly, still turning the gun over in his hands and coming to stand next to you
where he clicked off the safety.

“Please, Merek,” you whispered, “I don’t know–”



“Two,” he continued, ignoring your protests as he lifted the gun to aim at Oliver’s head.

“(F/N),” Ollie repeated, panic evident in his eyes as they searched your face.

“Three–”

“Okay! Okay!” you screamed, lurching forward against your bonds. Novak hesitated a moment, his
finger still on the trigger before he rocked back to his heels and looked toward you, “Okay. Just
please don’t hurt him.”

Novak turned to you slowly, a small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and he set the gun down
onto the tray next to his glasses. He turned to one of his assistants who handed him a notebook and
red pen before he pulled up a chair next to you, “Alright, Ghostie, let’s get started shall we?”

You glanced back to Ollie, your jaw clenching for a moment before a string of words left your lips.

Chemicals and numbers. Some of which you had never heard of, let alone said out loud, but it all
spilled out at once.

Novak’s red pen scratched against the paper, keeping perfect time with your babbling. It must have
taken about five minutes for you to finish. And the doctor grinned when you did.

“Very good, Ghostie,” he smiled, handing his notebook to one of his assistants and flipping the pen
into the pocket of his suit jacket. He stood from his chair and turned to put his glasses back on.

A sigh of relief had barely made it through your nose before your eyes widened again and you flailed
against the leather straps.

As Novak slid his glasses back on and he turned around, the gun was back in his hand.

And he wasn’t handing it back to the guard.

He was pointing it back at Ollie.

“Y-You promised!” you spat, lunging at him as he walked forward.

“Oh, darling,” he grinned, “I said nothing of the sort.”

Your eyes snapped open, your breath caught in your throat as you took in your surroundings.

— “Oh, darling, I said nothing of the sort.” —

You froze, it was dark, you could barely see and there was something touching you.

Fidgeting slightly, you were able to get out of whatever was wrapped around your waist and rolled out
of bed, dropping silently to the floor. Reaching under the bed, you snatched a pistol you kept hidden
in a shoebox before hopping back to your feet. Aiming it at the bed, you slowly snuck towards the
door of the room and reached for the handle. You kicked a pair of shoes out of the way before
carefully opening the door. There was enough light in the hallway outside to illuminate the bed where
you kept the pistol trained.

A glint of metal caught your eye and a sigh of relief rushed from your throat.



Bucky.

You silently flicked the safety back into place and flipped the pistol into your waistband before you
slid out of the room, closing the door behind you. You didn’t let the door latch. Instead, you closed it
enough you could sneak down the hallway and slip into the bathroom where you collapsed into a pile
on the floor.

A shattered breath barely tumbled through your lips as you tried desperately to catch your breath.
Bringing your knees up to your chest, you began to rock back and forth.

— “Oh, darling, I said nothing of the sort.” —

— “No!” —

Flinching as a phantom gunshot rang through your ears, you covered them.

As if that would help.

You stayed there, curled on the floor, for a few more minutes before willing yourself to get up.
Reaching for the sink, you swung yourself to your feet, clutching at the porcelain to keep yourself
upright.

You winced at the sight of yourself in the mirror.

Bloodshot eyes and bruised cheeks.

Tears flowed freely from your eyes and down your face as if you weren’t trying desperately to contain
them. You leaned heavily over the sink. Shoulders hunched over as you hung your head, unable to
look at yourself any longer.

You forced yourself to take a deep breath and let it out in a broken huff.

Get ahold of yourself, you shook your head.

Steadying your breath, you tried to stand up straight but caught sight of yourself in the mirror again
and collapsed back down to the ground.

You blinked, shaking your head as a deep growl tore its way from your chest and you pushed yourself
back up.

— "What are you doing, Ghost? Put that down!” —

— “This..this is for, Oliver, doc.” —

You glared at your reflection in the mirror before you rocked back to your heels, closing your eyes
and forcing yourself to relax.

Another deep breath.

You opened your eyes.

Greasy-ass hair and dark raccoon eyes.

A scoff filled the bathroom as you took yourself in.



You were a mess, to say the least. Arguments could be made for a hot mess, but they would be flimsy
at best.

Glancing over to the shower, you stretched across to the door and clicked the lock. You slid your shirt
over your head, tossing it over your shoulder as you kicked off your shoes and leaned down to slide
off your pants.

Swiping the shower curtain open, you were just about to step in when you caught your form in the
mirror again.

— “I must say, my dear, the human body intrigues me,” Novak paused, twirling a scalpel in his hand,
“But I’m not a surgeon.” —

You grimaced at the thick, jagged, silvery lines that littered your body.

— “This is going to get a tad messy.” —

Flinching at the voice in your head, you turned away from the mirror and all but dove into the shower.
Turning it onto the coldest setting, you flung yourself into the water. You felt it run down your head,
soaking your hair before streaming down your back and you let out a quiet groan.

— With every step you took, the skin on the bottom of your feet sizzled and blisters were forming on
top of blisters on your exposed skin, but your eyes stayed steadfast on the horizon. —

A sharp hiss left your nose.

God, you wished the water was colder.

— "Holy shit! Where’d you come from, sweetheart?” a British voice called to you. You couldn’t see
him over the glare of the burning sun. —

—  “Hell.” —

Sucking a breath, your eyes snapped open and you finally straightened.

Enough, you thought, reaching for your shampoo. That’s enough.

— “Get a medic!” —

You rolled your eyes, roughly working the soap into your filthy hair before rinsing it out and reaching
for conditioner.

— "Get the Americans on the line! Tell ‘em we found one of theirs.” —

Pulling your hair up into a bun, you let the conditioner sit for a moment before snatching body wash
from another shelf and slathering it all over yourself.

The smell of smoke and metal and blood still lingered on your body, making you shudder as you tried
to wash it off the best you could.

— “Lieutenant (L/N)? Can you hear me? You’re gonna be okay, ma’am.” —

Rinsing off, you slammed the water off with a snarl before stepping out of the shower and wrapping
yourself in a towel. You winced slightly, hitting your wound as you leaned over to grab a hairbrush



from the cabinet beside the toilet.

“Forgot about that one,” you scoffed, rubbing it gently before brushing through your hair and pulling
it back into a braid.

You frowned as you turned around, realizing you’d forgotten a change of clothes in your bedroom.
Glancing down to the clothes on the floor, you shook your head and stepped over them towards the
door.

Pulling the towel tighter around you, you peeked your head out the door before sneaking your way
down the stairs and snatching your duffle bag from where Bucky had kicked it. Tossing it over your
shoulder, you hurtled your way back up the stairs and into the bathroom, locking the door behind you.

Rifling through the bag, you snatched out a pair of pajamas and slipped them on before flicking the
light off in the bathroom and slowly making your way back to your room.

The door creaked slightly when you opened it. You paused, watching Bucky’s sleeping form before
entering the room and swinging the door shut. You laid your bag on the floor at the foot of the bed
and slid back under the covers.

Bucky stirred only slightly as you curled up next to him and you took one last deep breath before you
closed your eyes. You hoped that the bad dreams were over, though you knew there was no way
they’d ever leave you.

— “Oh, darling, I said nothing of the sort.” —

You sniffled lightly. Curling tighter into a ball and squeezing your eyes shut as a shudder racked
through your body.

— “One.” —

Your muscles tensed as another phantom gunshot echoed in your ears followed by screams.

— “Two.” —

Jaw clenching, you covered your ears.

— “Three.” —

You flinched slightly as a hand found its way to your hip. It curved around your waist, tugging you
back into a warm chest. A thumb rubbed gentle circles on your back before a voice –his voice–
whispered against your ear, “You okay, doll?”

Bucky drawled it, his voice raspy and tired as he pulled you tighter against him and his breath ghosted
across your neck.

A sigh of relief let your throat and you relaxed into him with a hum and a soft smile, “I am now.”

A light chuckle rumbled through his throat as he rested his forehead against your shoulder, “You
sure?”

You paused a moment, your face falling before you nodded, “Yeah, I’m okay.”



“Liar,” he purred, pulling away from you slightly as you rolled over to face him and rested your
forehead against his, “Talk to me.”

“It was just a nightmare,” you whispered, barely catching a glimpse of his face in the darkness and
hoping he couldn’t see yours, “No big deal.”

Bucky grumbled lowly, wrapping both arms around you and pulled you closer than you already were,
“You know how you said that I could talk to you about anything?”

“Yeah?”

“You can talk to me too. You know that, right?”

You managed a slow nod before burying your face into his chest, “I know,” you mumbled, “It was
nothing. I promise. Go back to sleep.”

He scoffed lightly, resting his chin atop your head, “You first, baby.”

“Whatever you say, Soldier Boy.”

Bucky carefully swung the door closed behind him, leaving it open just a crack before he made his
way down the stairs. Warm sunlight greeted him as he entered the living room, the sun had already
broken over the horizon by the time he had unwrapped himself from (F/N) and slipped out the door.

If he was totally honest, he hadn’t wanted to leave her. She was warm and snuggly and he loved the
feeling of her in his arms, not that he’d ever tell her that. For the first time since she had left with
Steve and Sam for New York, he’d slept well.

That is until he woke up and she was gone. It had scared the shit out of him.

He swore his heart stopped for a moment, he had just about jumped out of the bed before he heard the
shower turn on. The sound had reassured him for the time being until she had slipped back into bed
and violently flinched away from him.

A low sigh left his lips as he clicked on the TV out of habit and plopped down onto the couch. He
held his head in his hands, not listening to the droning reporter on the news station but appreciating
the background noise that filled the room.

Leaning back into the seat he closed his eyes.

Perhaps old memories had resurfaced from her outing with the Avengers or her encounter with the
Enhanced –Wanda– had spooked her more than she let on. Either way, it had him worried.

He shook his head, stretching as he soaked up the sunlight that flooded through the windows and
engulfed the couch before he hopped to his feet.

There was no doubt in his mind that (F/N) would bounce back from whatever it was that plagued her.
He shrugged, if it really was something that bothered her, she would tell him...right?

Right.

He nodded to himself as he opened the refrigerator and pulled out everything he needed for breakfast.



Making breakfast for the two of them had become a habit for him. Even if most days (F/N) woke
earlier than him and really didn’t eat much, he still had it ready for her in case she did.

It was calming, really. A relaxing way to start the day with birds chirping to the sound of the
coffeemaker’s incessant beeping and the sun rising over the rolling hills that surrounded the
homestead.

Bucky had eggs and bacon sizzling on a frying pan and coffee in the pot before he even realized it. A
hum rolled through his throat as he shook the pan while reaching across the counter for the salt and
pepper that (F/N) kept on the window sill.

He was just about to grab them when a pair of arms slid around his waist and a forehead rested
against his back. He paused for only a moment before a small grin appeared on his face and he
continued on.

“G’morning, doll,” he chuckled, resting a hand on hers, “How’d you sleep?”

(F/N) responded with a low groan.

“That good, huh?” he asked, patting her hand a couple of times. She loosened her grip on him enough
for him to turn to face her. (F/N) buried her head into his chest, almost like she was hiding her face
from him. He sighed, wrapping one hand around her back while the other rested against the back of
her neck, “You alright?”

She scoffed with a shrug, “Just peachy.”

Bucky rolled his eyes, both hands dropping to her waist, careful to avoid the wound on her side, he
gently pushed her away from him. The girl looked up, tired eyes glancing up to him and searching his.

Her eyes were almost bloodshot and ringed with dark circles and a light bruise adorned her cheek. He
frowned, cupping her cheek and lightly running his thumb over the bruise. (F/N) shied away from him
slightly before leaning into his touch.

“They did a number on you, didn’t they?” he said slowly, staring intently at the bruising before
looking her up and down.

“Nothin’ I couldn’t handle,” (F/N) smiled, reaching up to his hand, guiding it back to her waist and
pulling him into a hug. She rested her chin on his shoulder, her still damp hair tickling his neck.

“I’m sure you kicked ass,” Bucky chuckled before he frowned, “(F/N), are you sure you don’t wanna
talk–”

“Barnes–”

“(F/N), baby, talk to me. You can trust me–”

“Nah, Buck, your bacon’s burning.”

A high-pitched gasp left Bucky’s mouth as he swung around, taking you with him. His grip on your
waist tightened as the two of you spun before he lifted you up and set you on the counter.

You blinked, not quite sure of what happened, and when Bucky turned back to you after attempting to
save his bacon, he looked confused as well.



His confusion melted away as he looked you over, grinning when he made eye contact.

“Did you mean to do that?” you asked, quirking an eyebrow as he slid in front of you and leaned
against the counter, arms on either side of you.

“No,” he smirked lazily.

You shook your head, a smile playing on your lips as you reached up to brush a stray piece of hair
behind his ear. Even with you sitting on the counter, he was still half a head taller than you. Bucky
leaned into your touch, getting closer to you.

“You need a haircut,” you managed to breathe as your pulse quickened and he snickered. He was only
a few inches away from you now, your foreheads nearly touching.

“You think so?” he purred, licking his lips as he eyed yours before leaning in.

— “It’ll be fine, mi amor, everything will go according to plan, it always does.”  —

“James,” you whispered, placing a hand on his chest.

— “Ah! Mi amor, I think I’m in love with you.” —

He froze, cocking his head as he searched your face.

— “Considering you already asked me to marry you, I’d hoped you’d had that already figured out.”
—

“Your...eggs,” you stammered, pointing to where the scrambled eggs were beginning to char.

“Fuckin’ hell!” he all but screeched, pushing himself away from you and scrambling to the stove.

— "Mi amor! I’ve come to a decision. I am really, truly in love with your crazy ass!” —

You jumped off the countertop, reaching around him to grab a pair of plates and coffee mugs from the
cupboard and setting them out for him. Your heart was still racing as you poured yourself a cup of
coffee and turned away from him, hiding the blush that had painted itself onto your cheeks.

“I hope you don’t mind extra crispy and…” Bucky groaned, chiseling off the rest of the eggs onto a
plate, “...burnt.”

You chuckled, pouring him a cup and sliding it across the counter, still trying to steady your heartbeat
and breathing, “I think I’ll stick with just coffee this morning.”

He sighed, shaking his head as he took a sip of his coffee, “I think you might be on to something.”

A grin appeared on your face, you pushed the trashcan over to him and he begrudgingly scraped all of
the breakfast into it. It all landed in the bottom of the can with a loud ‘thunk’, earning another laugh
from you.

“It’s not funny, (F/N),” Bucky said, rubbing his face as he followed you into the living room and dove
into the couch.

“It’s a little bit funny,” you giggled as he took your hand and pulled you down to sit next to him.



The two of you sat there in silence for a moment, and your attention turned to the TV where the local
reporter was just finishing up the weather report.

“I still can’t believe you were up there,” he said quietly as the newscast switched to a recap of the
destruction of Novi Grad.

“Neither can I,” you whispered, watching for the first time as the city was torn from the earth, “I
didn’t even realize the damn thing was flying ‘til Barton said somethin’ about it.”

Bucky scoffed, rolling his mug through his hands, “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

“Me too,” you shrugged with a smile, earning another laugh from him as you took another sip of your
coffee before the next segment of the newscast made you choke, “Oh, fuck.”

(F/N) blanched as the newscast continued. Bucky’s gaze flicked from her to the TV and his face fell.

“In addition to the Avengers' two new members, eyewitnesses say there was a third, unknown
Avenger in the fight,” the reporter said before the screen switched to blurry footage.

A figure burst out of an apartment building. Their face partially concealed by a dark scarf and hood.
The video stayed trained on the figure until a rumble shook the camera and seconds later a gunfight
broke out between it and a swarm of robots.

— Желание Longing —

—  The soldier stood between them and the rest of his team. He slowly moved his head to look at each
of them before nodding to his team and they disappeared into the shadows. —

— “Go, I got this.” —

— Ржавый Rusted —

Bucky blinked, an ache forming at the back of his head.

The figure jumped between a civilian and a robot. It took most of the blow and turned on the robot
almost immediately, downing it in seconds.

— Семнадцать Seventeen —

— “What do they call it?” —

— “Привидение.” Ghost —

— Рассвет Daybreak —

Bucky stifled a groan, his eyes fluttering slightly as he lost focus for a moment.

“After careful research, traces of this Vanishing Vigilante can also be found in the Battle of New
York,” the reporter continued as more blurry images and videos of a person fighting aliens on the
rooftops of New York flashed across the screen.

— Печь Furnace —



— The sniper stood silhouetted against the compound’s bright lights before he seemingly disappeared,
like a ghost, into the pandemonium. —

— Девять Nine —

A figure sprinted against the sea of people that were surging away from the destruction caused by
attacking aliens. It was a blur against the crowd, only pausing a moment to fire on advancing aliens
and even then it moved too fast to make out a face.

— Доброкачественный Benign —

“Even after extensive interviews with Captain Rogers and Mr. Stark, both refuse to name this
Phantom Hero…”

Bucky shook his head, flexing his fingers as they became numb.

— Возвращение на родину Homecoming —

— “I want it, you’re going to get it for me.” —

—  Один One —

His eyes were just about to roll to the back of his head when a warm hand landed on his and it
launched him out of his mind. (F/N)’s fingers gripped his as if her life depended on it. Her face was
gaunt with wide eyes that stared into the screen with a murderous glare.

“All we can really say to this Anonymous Avenger is, thank you, whoever you are.”

Bucky took a deep breath, squeezing her hand lightly as her face softened. (F/N) scoffed, her usual
laidback composure returning to her body.

“Well…” she forced a chuckle, “That’s not good.”

The half-assed smile she had plastered on her face disappeared and her brows furrowed as she chewed
on her cheek.

He sighed, changing his grip from her hand to her wrist, he tugged her into him.

“Definitely, not what I wanted to start my day with,” she murmured, still trying to keep her cool,
“That’s just...just…”

She trailed off. He pulled her to his chest, wrapping his arms around her as she rested her head on his
shoulder.

“Not...good,” she sighed, slumping, defeated, against him.

You’d panicked, to say the least. You had tried so hard, for so long, to stay under the radar and
now...now images of you were being flashed across national news.

The instant you had seen yourself burst across the screen your blood ran cold and a nauseous feeling
ate at your stomach. Your hands were trembling and your breathing began to stutter.



- “Listen to me, and listen to me good, Lieutenant,” Weston said, glaring up at you from his leather
chair, “Nobody sees you. Nobody knows you. You don’t exist. You’re no good to me if anyone knows
who you are, are we clear?” -

— "Yes, sir.” —

— “And what do we call anyone that gets close you?” —

— “A security risk, sir.” —

— “And what do we do with security risks?” —

— “Eliminate them, sir.” —

— “And if we don’t?” —

— “Then I’m the security risk, sir.” —

— “And what do we do with security risks, Lieutenant?” —

— “Eliminate them, sir.” —

You had tried to hide your emotions, but worry was smeared across your face.

“Take a deep breath, doll,” Bucky said calmly, tucking you into his side, “It’s going to be okay, I
promise.”

You wondered if this is how he felt when his face was plastered across the news.

“Stark and Rogers will keep ‘em off your back,” he soothed, reaching over to click off the TV, “And
if they fuck up, then you got me. And I won’t let anybody hurt you, I promise.”

You laughed lightly, the anxiety biting at the back of your mind easing off for the time being. Bucky
mirrored the grin that was growing on your face as you looked up to him.

“We can run away together,” he said, wagging a brow at you.

“That sounds lovely,” you smiled, relaxing against him and the couch, “Where would we go?”

“Anywhere,” he whispered.

“We can run away together,” he said, wagging a brow at her which earned himself another laugh.

— “Come with me,” she said, barely above a whisper as another blast echoed and she took his hand.
—

— “Нет.” No —

— “Ты моя миссия.” You’re my mission —

— “Пожалуйста?” she stuttered, taking another step away from him. Please? —

Bucky frowned, resting his chin on (F/N)’s head as he pulled her tighter.



“That sounds lovely,” she smiled, “Where would we go?”

— “I want the Ghost, do you understand me, солдат?” the white-haired man hissed. Neon lights
flashed behind him as he looked out the window into the busy streets below, “And I want it now.” —

“Anywhere,” he whispered, squeezing his eyes shut and trying to rid himself of the images that were
swirling through his head.

— The sniper stood silhouetted against the compound’s bright lights before he seemingly disappeared,
like a ghost, into the pandemonium. —

— The Ghost threw himself through the window and to the streets below, taking off into traffic. —

— She took off down the hall, trying to get away from him. Before she was out of reach, he managed
to grab a fistful of her hair. He pulled her backward. —

— “I want it now. Bring it to me.” —

— Товарный вагон Freight Car —

Chapter End Notes

Bucky when you get out of bed in the middle of the night.
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Night Terrors

Chapter Summary

A hiss slithered through your teeth as your head thudded against the floor. Rolling your eyes
again, you rolled to your stomach and pushed yourself up to your feet.

You couldn’t fall in love with Barnes.

You couldn’t do that to him.

Could you?

Yeah, yeah, you totally could…

Chapter Notes

Have fun kids 😘

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin


| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

See the end of the chapter for more notes

It’s going very badly, it’s a terrible disaster.

The girl flinched at the sound of the lab door slamming shut. Blood dripped slowly from her lip as she
peeled her eyes open.

“That was stupid,” he muttered from the corner of the room, stepping out of the shadows to approach
her.
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A low, rasping laugh ground its way from her throat as he strode across the lab. She managed a
shrug, wincing at the movement and covering the pain with a sly smile.

"I don’t have many options, do I?” Her head thudded against the metal table she was strapped to, to
look up at him as he stopped by her side.

“Tell him what he wants,” he said simply, reaching over to smooth hair away from her sweat-soaked
forehead.

“Or,” she started, flinching away from his touch before her eyes fluttered closed.

“Or?” he asked glancing quickly to the door as heavy footsteps walked by.

“We run away together,” she finished, her eyes opening slowly to look up at him with an unfocused
gaze.

“That would never work,” he said quickly, withdrawing his hand with a shake of his head.

“Ah, c’mon,” she sighed, rolling her eyes, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of,
comrade?”

“Where would we go?” he asked lowly, entertaining the thought for only a moment.

“Anywhere,” she mumbled, “Everywhere!”

He scoffed, backing away from the table and into the shadows as a familiar voice rounded the corner.

“Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl

Bucky jumped lightly at the soft thumping of footsteps coming down the stairs from where he was
nodding off on the couch. He blinked slowly, relaxing back as (F/N) entered the living room and a
low hum rumbled from his throat.

She looked up at him as she pulled her hair back into a loose braid that trailed down her back and she
stepped into her shoes. (F/N) was wearing a black, long-sleeved shirt that was tucked haphazardly
into a pair of dark grey leggings that made really made her ass look–

“I’m gonna go hit the bag,” she said with a shy smile, noticing his gaze with a slight blush, and
interrupting his train of thought for a second, “You wanna come?”

–amazing. He returned her smirk as she leaned over to tie her shoes.

— Come with me. —

She didn’t notice the look that crossed his face as she turned to the hall table to put on her hand wraps.
He shook his head when she looked up at him expectantly.

“Getting a headache, doll,” he sighed, stretching back against the couch with a yawn, “Maybe
tomorrow.”

(F/N) quirked a brow with an air of worry before she shrugged, “You know where to find me if you
need me.”



She grinned before spinning through the door and into the night.

— Run with me. —

A sharp pain pierced through his head as her voice rang out.

— Scared, comrade? —

It was familiar, but a mystery all the same. Low and raspy and her face was always adorned with a
reckless, devil-may-care smile. And even if he could see her smile clearly, he couldn’t make out the
rest of her face.

Bucky winced, his head throbbing as he rolled off the couch and began to stumble up the stairs.

— Aw, c’mon, what’s the worse that could happen? —

Leaning up against the railing, he paused for a minute.

— They kill you. —

— That wouldn’t be so bad, would it? —

A low growl sounded from his throat as he pushed off the railing and threw himself through his
bedroom door before flopping down onto the bed. Shoving his head under a pillow, he wished it
would just stop.

Ever since (F/N) had left for New York and then to Sokovia, his dreams had gotten worse. He had
hoped that when she came home, things would go back to normal. Instead, his paranoia had
skyrocketed and so had hers.

He sighed, chucking the pillow that covered his head across the room. Sitting up, he ran his fingers
through his hair and glanced out the window. It was pitch black outside, only a small sliver of golden
light slunk from the barn where (F/N) was training. He leaned against the window with a sigh, his
head thunking against the glass.

As images of her masked form circulated the world, she threw herself into training. It was as if she
was preparing for something to happen, as though she was waiting for someone to come for her.

(F/N) had distanced herself from him since she’d come home, he didn’t know if that had something to
do with what had happened in Sokovia or if it had to do with what happened in the kitchen. He
pushed away from the window, a small grin playing on his face.

He had been so close to her. So close to…

He bit his lip, his grin growing.

Kissing her.

Bucky rolled his eyes, forgetting the headache that was pounding at his brain and instead pictured
(F/N)’s flushed face looking up to him. A low hum curled through his throat, wondering if the blush
went all the way…

He scoffed, shaking the image from his head, but the grin on his face remained.



— Come with me. —

A frustrated grunt rang through the barn as the punching bag threw you off your feet and sent you
hurtling across the room. Growling to yourself, you rolled back over your shoulder and to your feet.
You stood there for a moment, collecting your thoughts as you wiped the sweat from your eyes.

You couldn’t focus, your mind had been swirling ever since you’d seen the newscast. And you’d
begun training again, more intensely this time.

You spent every waking minute in the gym, which was quite often given sleep had become a rare
occurrence. Sometimes Bucky would train with you, sometimes he’d sit in the corner doodling in his
notebook, but most times he just came to drag you to bed.

You groaned, launching yourself back at the bag.

Dark circles curled around your eyes and you barely ate anything.

Bucky had noticed that there was something wrong too, so much so that he barely left your
side...unless he had a headache.

You frowned at the thought as you knocked away the sandbag with a jab.

He’d been getting a lot of them lately. And he’d been different too.

— His grip on your waist tightened as the two of you spun before he lifted you up and set you on the
counter. —

You flushed, spinning around the bag with a grin.

— He was only a few inches away from you now, your foreheads nearly touching. —

Holding your hand up, you stopped the bag in its tracks.

You were breathless, and it wasn’t from getting beat up by the bag. Biting your lip, you stepped off
the mat with a roll of your eyes as you leaned back against the wall.

There were butterflies in your stomach.

— He purred, licking his lips as he eyed yours before leaning in. —

He was so close–

You blinked. Nope. Nope. Nope.

You could not–

No, absolutely not. You could not fall in love with Bucky Barnes.

You leaped back at the bag, losing yourself in the rhythm, trying to forget the butterflies.

And Bucky.

And his lips.



And his baby blues.

A yelp left your lips as the bag hit you square in the chest and threw you off balance. The impact
knocked the breath out of you and sent you stumbling back. Tripping over a loose dumbbell, you
found yourself on your ass in the middle of your makeshift gym.

A hiss slithered through your teeth as your head thudded against the floor. Rolling your eyes again,
you rolled to your stomach and pushed yourself up to your feet.

You couldn’t fall in love with Barnes.

You couldn’t do that to him.

Could you?

Yeah, yeah, you totally could…

With that smile.

And the way he looked in the morning after he’d rolled out of bed. And the way he’d grin at you
lazily on his way to the kitchen to get his morning coffee and then he’d slide onto the couch with you
and–

You hummed to yourself with a soft smile before you blinked and your face was plastered with a
frown.

No.

It wasn’t safe. For him.

You trusted him completely.

It was you that was the problem.

It was you he couldn’t trust.

He didn’t even know who you really were.

And you had a lot of enemies. If any of them found out you were in love with him, they could use him
against you.

You took a deep breath, shaking out your hands as you turned back to the bag.

No, you couldn’t fall in love with him.

It was too dangerous.

And you loved him too much to put him in more danger than he already was.

“Don’t tempt me, Девушка-солдат,” he muttered under his breath, slinking back into the shadows as
the Doctor rounded the corner.

“Ah, hello Darling,” the silver-haired man sang as he twirled into the lab, his eyes solely on the girl
until he caught sight of the metal arm in the corner of the room, “Oh, I see the two of you have



met...again.”

Her eyes flicked from the doctor to him, almost pleading with him now.

The Doctor laughed lightly, “Now, down to business...the formula, please, before we both do
something we regret, hmm?”

He grinned as four more guards entered the room.

The girl’s jaw clenched.

“Are you ready?”

Bucky lurched out of bed, his heart pounding as her screams echoed through his ears.

He wanted to help her, to run away with her.

His head slumped to his hands as he rolled to the edge of the bed to sit up.

— Oh, I see the two of you have met...again. —

Again?

He shook his head, he’d met her before––he knew her.

He just had to remember.

Bucky took a deep breath, rubbing his temples as he calmed himself.

She’d tried to escape, that’s why he was assigned to her, but before that, he remembered nothing.

But that day, the day he remembered was clear though her face was hazy.

She had started talking to him in Russian. Pestering him until he finally answered.

His voice was almost as hoarse as hers when he strung together his first sentence in Russian, but she
didn’t seem to mind. She talked quickly and barely above a whisper before she began transitioning to
English.

He didn’t know if that was by her own choice or if the daily beatings she received finally wore her
down.

He never laid a hand on her, it was always a special set of agents the Doctor had on standby.

He never hurt her until…

— There you are! Come with me. —

But by then, he didn’t remember her.

Bucky shivered slightly, tugging the sheets around him before practically swan diving back into bed.

— What are you scared of, Comrade? —



He flinched, he could almost see the smirk playing on her face, but he couldn’t see her.

He growled, throwing the covers off of him before striding across the room and flicking on the lights.

Another one of her screams rolled through his mind, he winced at the sound. The pain behind her
voice was sickening. Reaching underneath the mattress, he pulled out his notebook, flipping through
the pages to a blank page.

Pausing for a moment, he twirled a pencil through his fingers and leaned back against the wall. He
had nothing to go on really.

— Run with me. —

He didn’t know her name.

He could barely remember what she looked like.

— Oh, I see the two of you have met...again. —

A screech spilled from his throat as a blinding, surging ache flashed through his mind. Bucky doubled
over, a nauseating knot formed in his stomach. It curled over itself, tightening in a repulsive twist.

— The blast from his rifle echoed through the desert valley, but he caught movement as the other
shooter rolled out of the way and under the cover of a nearby rock. —

— Желание Longing —

His eyes snapped open as a numbness in his fingers began to grow. Pushing away from the wall
before crashing into the bed as he lost his balance.

— The sniper stood silhouetted against the compound’s bright lights before he seemingly disappeared,
like a ghost, into the pandemonium. —

— Ржавый Rusted —

Bucky caught himself on the edge of the bed, blinking as his mind began to swirl and he forced
himself to his feet. He threw himself across the room, gripping onto the door as his eyes lost focus.

— “That little shit blew up my bunker!” the Doctor screeched as he entered the lab, tossing himself
down onto a chair and spinning to face him, “I need you to do some digging for me, солдат.” —

— Семнадцать Seventeen —

He fell to his knees as he grasped for the railing on the stairs and slid down them before reaching the
landing.

— "Somebody’s snooping around the warehouse, Doctor,” one of his men said, “would you like us to
take care of–” —

— “Is it them?” —

— “We’re not sure, sir.” —

— The Doctor turned to him and repeated the question, “It is them?” —



— “Да,” he said curtly, locking eyes with the other agent. Yes —

— Рассвет Daybreak —

The numbness was traveling up his arms now, the pain in his head getting stronger as his vision
blurred.

— “You know,” the soldier said, rolling his shoulders and backing away from him, “Unlike my
comrades, I know when I’m losing.” —

— The Ghost threw himself through the window and to the streets below, taking off into traffic. —

— Печь Furnace —

Bucky straightened himself up, attempting to navigate toward the door before stumbling into the
living room and knocking over a vase. It fell onto the carpet with a thud. He flinched at the sound.

— “I want it,” he reiterated with a hiss, still mindlessly staring at the ceiling. A small smirk cracked
on his face as his eyes finally came back to focus and they landed on him, “You’re gonna get it for me,
but you’re not going to remember this...are you?” —

— Девять Nine —

He caught himself on the end table, holding himself steady and looking up to the target door.

— The caravan stopped in its tracks as the rocket exploded, sending the team’s vehicle flying through
the air. He stepped through the sand towards the wreck before the soldiers inside could escape. —

— Доброкачественный Benign —

He lunged for the door, doubling over in pain as he did so.

— Where is the target?—

Shaking off the voice in his head, he threw the front door open.

— He grabbed her roughly from behind, wincing slightly as a stifled yelp came from her throat. He
paused, laying her gently against his chest as her head slipped to rest on his neck and he snaked an
arm around her waist. His arm strained against the weight of the vehicle as he lifted it off her legs
and pulled the girl out from underneath it. —

— Возвращение на родину Homecoming —

He lurched across the porch and down the stairs, the gravel crunching under his feet for only a
moment before his legs gave out from underneath him and he fell to his knees.

— “What are you doing?” the girl asked, fear racing through her eyes for the first time as they darted
to search his. The cold blade he had pressed between her wrist and the leather straps flicked
suddenly, making her flinch. —

— “Не говори,” he said lowly, whispering against her ear before pulling away and flipping the knife
back into its sheath, “Обещай мне.” Don’t tell. Promise me. —

—  “I promise.” —



— Один One —

He was so close. He could hear (F/N) in the gym.

— Target acquired—

A scream lodged itself in his throat. It was replaced by a growl.

— “Wait,” she whispered, wriggling her hand free and reaching for him, “Come with me. Run with
me.” —

— Грузовой Freight Car —

For the first time in months, the Soldier rose to his feet with his eyes trained on the building with a
murderous glare.

— "Kill it, goddamit,” the Doctor hissed in his ear, “Kill it now.” —

The Soldier backed away from the light of the barn, retreating into the shadows with a low snarl.

Your heart skipped a beat as you dodged the bag and you swung around to look over your shoulder.
Brows furrowing, you swore you heard something just outside the barn.

You stayed quiet for a second more, waiting for Bucky to appear in the doorway as he always did this
time of night to drag you to bed.

“Buck?” you called, eyes narrowing as you held up a hand to stop the bag before walking toward the
door. Jaw clenching, you slowly started to take off your hand wraps before peeking outside.

Your eyes flicked around the darkness, an uneasy feeling biting at the back of your mind.

“Barnes?” you called again, retreating back into the barn and killing the lights.

Stepping out into the night, you took a deep breath.

You were just paranoid, you shrugged. You’d been on high alert for so long that every little noise had
you on edge.

You sighed, relaxing as you climbed the stairs, eyeing the kitchen light that Bucky always left on for
you with a grin and a soft chuckle.

He was something, wasn’t he? You thought to yourself, creaking the door open and stepping inside.
Pausing for a moment, you shivered to yourself with a frown before glancing at the thermostat. Your
frown deepened as you turned the temperature back up. As much as you loved the cold, Bucky hated
it, he always had it turned up way too far.

Your heating bill was through the roof, not that you minded. Maybe you were a bit of a pushover, but
you wanted him to be comfortable and if that meant giving him complete control of the thermostat
and paying out your ass in bills, that was fine by you.

But this was something else.



Shrugging it off with a sigh, you turned on your heel toward the kitchen to turn off the light.

You supposed the nights were starting to get warmer now, so you couldn’t blame him. Well, it was
still early spring and snow showers were in the forecast for the next couple of days.

Your brows furrowed as you turned back to the living room and you froze in your tracks. Cocking
your head to the side, you eyed the vase that was on the table next to the stairs.

Did you leave it like that?

No, no you did not.

Maybe Bucky knocked it over? Nah, he was as agile as a cat.

But cats could be spazzy as fuck.

You bit your lip, glancing up the stairs. The unsettling feeling burrowing in the back of your mind
returned and grew. Pushing it away with a huff, you began to climb the stairs.

Turning the corner slowly, your eyes flicked about the darkness. Darting back and forth between your
bedroom door and his.

You crept toward his door quietly, spinning noiselessly to rest your back lightly against the wall
adjacent to it and reached for the handle. Taking a deep breath, you swung the door open before
swinging yourself through.

You breathed a sigh of relief, seeing Bucky’s sleeping form in his bed.

Swallowing the anxiety stuck in your stomach, you backed out of the room and carefully closed the
door behind you on your way out.

You chuckled to yourself with a shake of your head, chiding yourself for being overly paranoid as you
entered your room. Striding across the room to your dresser, you pulled open the drawer second to the
top.

Your jaw clenched, hands hovering over the drawer for only a moment before diving to the floor.

And a gunshot rang out into the night.

Chapter End Notes



Hello Darlings

How have y'all been?

🖤 - DARKE

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


Occluded Front

Chapter Summary

“Why does it feel like I just made a deal with the devil?”

“You didn’t, I did.”
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You don’t need a weapon at all when you were born one.

A gasp caught in your throat, your hands freezing over the spot in your dresser where you hid your
pistol. Your heart stuttered, there was only one person that knew it was there and he’d been acting
weird all week. With your mind racing, your hands hovered over the spot for only a moment more
before you dove to the ground and a gunshot echoed through the night.

One

The shot was punctuated by muzzle flash that strobed through the room. Illuminating it just enough
you could see the figure looming in the doorway and confirming your suspicions. As the room
darkened again, you rolled out of the way of a second shot.

Two

You dove behind the bed, narrowly avoiding the bullet that pierced through the hardwood. A shaky
breath left your lips as you came to a stop.

How many bullets did that gun hold?



“Very funny, Barnes,” you said, straining to see in the dark and hoping to buy yourself some time as
you slid a hand under the bed, searching for the pistol you also had hidden in a shoebox, “What the
hell do you think you’re doing?”

You braced yourself for the answer you knew was coming.

“Ты моя миссия,” he replied lowly, taking a long stride into the room. You’re my mission.

You ducked again, pressing yourself against the floor as a bullet flew through the mattress and into
the wall behind you.

Three

Nine. That pistol held eight bullets in the magazine plus one in the chamber. He had nine shots. Nine
tries to kill you unless you got it out of his hand and leveled the playing field.

A scoff echoed over your racing heart as you popped the lid of the shoebox and you frowned. It was
empty, you'd hidden that one somewhere else. Taking a deep breath, your hand wrapped around a
long-forgotten shoe and you gritted your teeth.

“Здравствуйте, солдат,” you spoke slowly, the words slipping off your tongue with an acidic
aftertaste, “это было какое-то время.” Hello, Soldier, it’s been a while.

He didn’t answer as he took another light step into the room. Not that you expected him to respond,
but you could have sworn he froze in place for a little less than a second. You peeked out from behind
the bed, barely able to see his form highlighted by starlight that streaked in from the window. Your
jaw clenched as he took another step forward and you finally whipped around to face him.

You flung the shoe at him. Hitting him square in the chest and stunning him for only a moment before
you hurtled over the bed and into him, reaching for the pistol in his hand.

The Soldier corrected himself almost immediately, barely even staggering backward as you collided
with him. He pushed you away as your hand clamped around the gun and he swung you around the
room. Another shot blasted from the barrel, knicking your ear as you flinched away.

Four

A low hiss slithered through his teeth as your nails dug into his flesh arm and you wrenched it away
from your head.

The gun went off again, a little too close to your head, firing into the ceiling and peppering you with a
fine dusting of plaster as the two of you fought for control.

Five

He was stronger than you, that much was evident as your arms shook and he edged the gun closer to
you. Your eyes locked with his as he stared blankly ahead.

You were fighting a losing battle.

You needed to get the pistol away from him. A smirk found its way to your face and, in the blink of
an eye, you changed tactics.



Letting go of him completely, you knocked him off balance and created separation; rolling under his
arm as he flew by you. He turned quickly, raising the gun as he did and you mirrored him. As you
spun around to face him, you lifted your leg and it connected with the pistol.

The gun flew into the hallway, knocking against the doorframe before clattering to the floor and going
off again.

Six

As you finished your kick, you planted that foot on the ground and whipped around for a back kick.
The kick struck his side, earning a grunt from him before he latched onto your leg.

The soldier went for your knee. His fist slammed into it twice before you countered. Your planted foot
left the ground almost immediately as you used him as leverage, twisting your body midair to kick
him in the head.

He couldn’t drop your leg fast enough, barely able to dodge your kick before throwing a punch in
your direction.

You blocked his attack. Bringing your arms in front of your face to take the brunt of the hit before you
pushed away from him and darted toward the door. His flesh hand tangled through your hair, pulling
you back into his chest as his metal arm curled around your neck. Before he could squeeze, you
pushed back into him.

He stumbled backward, yanking you with him before he ran into the bed and his knees buckled. The
soldier fell back onto the bed with you in tow, his arms releasing you as you squirmed around to push
off him.

Instead of attacking, you turned to run. You jumped off him, heading for the door before he grabbed
your leg and dragged you back to him. He threw you onto the bed, flipping you over to straddle you.
His hands went straight for your neck.

You grabbed his wrists, trying your best to keep him away from you but knowing you couldn’t
overpower him, not like this. You let him go again.

He lurched forward, catching himself on either side of your head as you slid your knees up to your
chest. You brought your hands up to push him off, making enough separation to bring your leg further
up and hooking his shoulder before throwing him off of you.

A low growl left his throat as he flew into the window, cracking the glass as you rolled off the bed.

Racing toward the door, you slammed it shut as you dove into the hall and scrambled to get the gun.

You didn’t make it more than two steps before the door burst open. It flew off the hinges. Your fingers
grazing the weapon before the door hit you in the back along with a barrage of shrapnel. A yelp
echoed through the hall as you were flung into the wall and the gun slid across the floor. Stopping to
balance precariously on the edge of the steps.

A cold metal hand pushed you against the wall before sliding back around your neck and clamping
around your throat. He pressed you up against the wall, his arm tightening as your hands slid up to
grasp his. With a grunt you lifted your legs and pushed off the wall, flinging the two of you against
the opposite wall. As he hit it, you flung your head back and hit him square in the nose before your
hands returned to his arm and tightened their grip.



As your feet hit the floor, you rocked forward to throw him over your head, accidentally knocking
yourself to the ground in the process. You looked up, watching as the Soldier corrected himself before
rolling across the floor and reaching for the gun.

You swung yourself around, sliding across the floor and knocking the gun from his grappling fingers.
He growled, his eyes flashing to you with a murderous glare as the gun slipped down the stairs and
landed in the living room. A grin curled onto your face as his brows furrowed.

“Nice try, Soldier,” you smirked, rolling out of the way of his fist as it smashed through the floor, “but
I think you’re out of practice.”

His metal arm recoiled from the floorboards, whirring furiously as his glare deepened and you
returned to your feet. He did the same. The Soldier eyed you for a moment more before he lunged at
you.

You were able to catch both of his arms as he came at you. The two of you grappled for only a couple
of seconds until your foot found something unexpected.

The stairs.

A high-pitched gasp left your lips as the two of you tumbled down the stairs together. He let go of you
as you rolled over the top of one another before reaching the bottom of the stairs.

You rolled over your shoulder as soon as you felt the carpet of the living room. Stumbling to your
feet, you lurched across the room. Leaning down to pick up the gun and throwing the coffee table into
the middle of the floor as you went by to slow him down.

The Soldier used the hall table to help himself up. He knocked it over, along with the vase that sat
atop it as he strode into the living room. Kicking the coffee table out of the way, he continued on
through the room as if it wasn’t even there.

You sighed, whipping around as you heard him closing in and aiming the gun at his chest.

He froze.

Eyeing the gun and raising his hands before his eyes flicked to yours. You hesitated, your finger still
waiting outside the trigger guard.

Even in the darkness, he could sense your reluctance.

“Ты бы не стал,” he said, his head cocking to the side as a soft, hollow smile crossed his face, “Ты в
меня влюблен.” You wouldn’t. You’re in love with me.

Your jaw clenched as you shook your head, “No. Not with you.”

His empty grin disappeared before he darted toward you, reaching for the gun. You fired one shot on
either side of him before chucking it back across the room, a decision which you regretted almost
instantly.

Seven

Eight



You ducked out of his way, dodging a wild swinging punch by backing into the living room.
Changing direction, you launched yourself at him. Your knuckles colliding with his jaw as he stepped
away from you. He caught your fist as you wound up for another, jerking it away from him and
twisting it behind your back before kicking you away from him.

Catching yourself on the couch, the Soldier grabbed you by the back of the shirt and jerked you back.
He threw you into the wall and you smashed into the china hutch in the corner, knocking your head in
the process. Glass shattered and showered down all around you.

You blinked, the world around you going blurry as you fumbled away from the hutch. Movement
caught your eye and you flinched out of the way with a screech, feeling a warm liquid running down
the side of your face. You narrowly avoided a metal fist that flew past your head and crashed into the
hutch. With a quick shake of your head, you dove out of the way as the soldier pried his arm from the
wood debris and turned to you.

Backing away from him quickly, your hand pressed firmly against the cut that was oozing freely from
your head.

— "Let ‘im have it, girlie.” —

You shook your head as voices began swirling through your mind.

“Please,” you managed to mutter, holding your arm out to keep him at bay as you rounded the couch
and leaned heavily against it, “I don’t wanna hurt you, Buck.”

— "You’re not gonna beat him hand-to-hand, Danny,” You yelled over the cacophony in the
warehouse. —

— "You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, Amor." —

A wince rocked your body as a headache seared through your mind.

The Soldier took a step toward you with a glare.

“C’mon, Barnes,” you tried again, pushing off the couch and circling behind it before taking a glance
at your blood-soaked hand.

He answered with a low growl before vaulting across the room. A resounding shriek tore from your
lips as you darted away from him.

— "Let 'im have it, girlie." —

You gritted your teeth as you hurdled over the coffee table before turning on him.

— "Stay low. Stay fast." —

Leading with the back of your fist, you swung around. He easily knocked your hand out of the way
but wasn’t able to catch the uppercut you aimed at his stomach. You pushed away from him, moving
to the middle of the living room with your arms raised like a shield in front of you.

“Okay, you really wanna do this, then let's do it,” you snarled through your teeth, your shoulders
rolling forward as the two of you circled each other, “C’mon, Soldier, let’s dance.”



He winced at your words, a flicker of fleeting recognition flashed through his face before it went cold
again and he jumped at you.

The two of you fell into a chaotic rhythm. Easily blocking then countering each other and upping the
ante after every combination. His hits were harder than they were when you sparred. Not that it was
surprising that he pulled them not to hurt you. It was how much he had pulled them to not hurt you.
Still, you were just able to keep ahead of him as you danced around each other and voices continued
to loop through your head.

— "I want to see what kind of damage you can really cause." —

A chuckle chirped from your throat followed by a grin that buried the fear that bit at your stomach.

— "Welcome back, Ghost." —

“You really have been pulling your punches this entire time, huh?” You grinned through clenched
teeth as he launched another one and you caught his fist, “Can I let you in on a little secret?”

His eyes flicked to yours, his brows furrowing as he threw his other fist. You caught that one too, “So
have I.”

You smacked both his hands away, raising your leg as you did and kicking him in the chest. The kick
knocked him back through the kitchen. He tore off the trim on the archway as he tried to catch
himself. He regained his footing, coming back at you as you entered the kitchen and you ducked out
of his way. You elbowed him in the back as you went by, turning just in time to seize his arm as he
threw another fist.

Holding fast to his arm, you kicked him twice in the stomach before he grabbed your leg and tugged
you to him. His other arm slipped from your grasp before sliding around your waist and picking you
up. He shoved you onto the counter, the back of your head smacking against the cabinet as you tried
to push him away and he switched his grip.

The Soldier yanked you into him before his hand seized your throat and began to squeeze as he threw
you down onto the counter again.

A panicked wheeze barely made it from your lips as he leaned over you, applying more pressure and
holding you firmly in place. Your hands grasped at his wrist before attempting to bat him away with
no luck.

“James,” you managed to gasp, your arms thrashing wildly, “You could at least recognize me!”

Your thrashing hand finally came into contact with something useful. The knife block.

He cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowing as he leaned closer to you and your hand wrapped
around a knife handle, “Я тебя помню, Девушка-солдат.” I remember you, Soldier Girl.

— "We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?" —

Your jaw clenched as his grip tightened even more and you slid a knife from the block.

— "Don’t tempt me, Девушка-солдат." —

A snarl ripped through your throat as you rolled the knife through your hand and jabbed it at him. He
caught the movement out of the corner of his eye, just too late as the knife pierced his shoulder and he



released his hold from you. The Soldier backed away quickly, reaching for the knife as you rolled to
the ground, gasping for air.

“Bitch,” he hissed, plucking the knife from his shoulder and you returned to your feet.

“You started it,” you shrugged between pants as you shakily brought your fists up in front of you,
“Shouldn’t’ve missed the first time.”

He growled in response, twirling the blood-soaked knife through his fingers before slashing it toward
you.

— "One step ahead, Amor." —

You jumped out of the way, shoving him as he went by so that he would crash into the dining table
before you took off into the living room again.

He had a knife. You needed the gun.

— "You only need one shot, girlie." —

You only made it a few steps into the room before being tackled to the ground. You rolled over as
soon as you hit the floor and before he could get a good grip on you. He held the knife in both hands
over you thrashing downwards before you caught both his wrists. A strained look washed over his
face as the blade edged closer to yours.

— “You only have one shot.” —

You let him go, recoiling out of the way as the knife went past your head and stabbed into the floor.
Throwing the Soldier off of you, you caught a glimpse of the pistol across the room as you crawled
away.

Sliding across the carpet you reached out, your fingers grazing the gun before you were yanked
backward. You flipped over as he grabbed hold of your ankle, kicking him in the face as he brought
you closer. You were counting on him to let you go, but he didn’t.

Instead, a shriek filled the house and a cold metal blade was embedded in your thigh. Another cry
spilled from your lips as he pressed down on the wound before his hand returned to your throat.

“James,” you whimpered, still trying to push him away as blood oozed from your leg, “Please…”

“You’re my mission,” he said slowly, his fingers wrapped around your neck as you began thrashing
against him.

He grunted lowly, capturing one of your wrists and pinning it above your head as he adjusted his grip.
Your free hand still swung around frantically, trying to find something, anything, to use as a weapon.

“Your name is James Buchanan Barnes,” you tried again, prying at the metal hand.

“Stop.”

“You’re my friend,” you gasped, your body begging for air as your free hand cupped his cheek.

“You’re my mission,” he whispered again, his eyes glaring coldly into you.



Your hand left his cheek, returning to the floor to find a hard object just out of reach and a frustrated,
strangled growl tore through your chest.

“It worked with Steve,” you rolled your eyes, forcing another breath as your fingers latched onto the
object, “Why not me? Eh, fuck it.”

His brows furrowed as you shrugged before you pitched the object at him. It was the vase. It cracked
over his head, stunning him for a moment before you kicked him off of you and dragged yourself
away.

Your hand finally wrapped around the pistol as you pulled yourself to your feet and flicked on the
lights before turning to face him.

Bucky blinked, a bright light blinding him as he looked around the room. It was blurry and the world
was swirling.

— "You’re my mission." —

He winced, there was something warm dripping down his temple down onto his cheek.

— "It worked with Steve, why not me?" —

He tried pulling himself to his feet but stumbled, falling back to the floor.

— "Eh, fuck it." —

Pressing a hand to his forehead, he winced again. He pulled his hand away, it was covered in deep
red.

“One more fucking move,” a hiss came from the corner of the room as his vision returned, “I put a
bullet through your fucking head.”

The voice was dark and stern, with a menacing growl spiking at the back of it. He blinked again, the
figure in the corner becoming clearer.

“(F/N)?” he asked with a groan, shaking his head before looking around the room and then to her.
And when he did, his heart dropped.

The room was in shambles. Glass shards sparkled in the carpet and wood shrapnel decorated the floor.
The coffee table was broken in half and the couch had been toppled over.

His eyes flicked to her and his jaw clenched.

Blood oozed from her head too, and her nose and her lip. There was a knife sticking out of her thigh
too, but she didn’t seem fazed at all. She held a pistol steady on him, unblinkingly staring into him
like a machine.

“(F/N), please,” he tried again, raising his hands as he tried to stand, “it’s me.”

“Prove it,” (F/N) spat, her finger resting dangerously on the trigger.

“My name is James Buchanan Bar–”



“Uh-uh,” she shook her head, “I just said that. Try again.”

“Your name is Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N),” he said slowly, “You took me in after SHIELD fell in D.C.
Good enough, doll?”

Her jaw clenched, eyes narrowing as she took him in.

“We live in New Eden. Amma runs the General Store. Hank just barely picked up his stupid tractor
last week. We’ve had it for months,” he continued quickly, “(F/N), baby, please. It’s me, I swear.”

(F/N) rocked back to her heels, cautiously lowering her weapon. She looked him up and down as she
rounded the couch, dropping the clip from the pistol and cracking back the slide to eject a round
before tossing the gun over her shoulder.

Nine

“(F/N),” he repeated, taking a step forward. Her glare flicked to him, warning him to stay back,
“Doll–”

“What the actual fuck, Barnes?” she voice rang through the house, eyes darkening as she took a quick
step toward him. He flinched backward, “What the actual fuck was that?”

“I don’t know,” he stuttered, his heartbeat quickening as she took another step forward.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” she was visibly shaking, her hand shooting to the knife wound
in her leg.

“(F/N),” he reached out to her. She smacked his hand away.

“Do not touch me, Barnes,” she growled with a rasp, red bruises darkening around her neck.

“Baby, I’m sorry,” he tried again, “Please.”

She clicked her tongue, slipping her foot under the couch and hauling it back upright. Her jaw was
cocked as she turned to perch on the back of the couch, resting her elbow on her knees she leaned
forward, “You don’t try to kill me for no fucking reason,” she scoffed, completely ignoring the blood
that was beginning to stain the couch, “So what set you off?”

He managed a ragged breath as she stared into him, “I don’t know.”

(F/N) relaxed back, quirking her brow with a sigh, “Are you okay?”

Her voice returned to normal, her eyes softening as she took him in.

“I should be asking you that.”

She shrugged, a small, nonchalant smile cracking across her face before it dropped, “You’re
bleeding.”

“So are you,” he said, taking a hesitant step forward.

Another shrug and the smirk returned, “I’ve been worse.”

He couldn’t mirror her smile, her calm. He frowned, wanting to reach for her, pull her into his arms,
but he didn’t, “I could have killed you.”



“You were close but no cigar, Soldier Boy.”

“That’s not funny, (F/N),” Bucky shook his head, the frown on his face deepening. His demeanor
changed in a split second the apologetic look on his face morphing into worry and anger, “I could
have killed you. What if it happens again?”

Your heart stopped and you bit your lip, “I don’t know.”

You hated to admit it, but he was right. You were barely able to hold him off this time, what if it did
happen again?

“It’s gotten worse, doll,” he spoke after a moment, staring intently into the ground, “The dreams. The
voices. The memories.”

“Buck–”

“What if it happens again, and you can’t stop me?”

You swayed forward, resting an elbow on your knee and placing the other hand on the knife wound in
your thigh.

“What if, next time, I don’t miss?”

“Bucky, please,” you tried again, but it was too late, he was already up on his feet and pacing, “I hit
you hard, let’s just take a deep breath and talk about this.”

“You hit me hard?” he asked, whirling around to face you, “Have you looked at yourself lately?
You’re beaten, bruised, and you’re bleeding out on the sofa. (F/N), I could have killed you! You’re
lucky you’re still sitting here.”

“I wouldn’t say luck,” you scowled under your breath, your arms folding over your chest.

“(F/N),” he exhaled before pausing. He glanced up to you, his brows knitted together as he looked
you over.

“Don’t say it,” you sighed.

“I think it’s best I leave.”

You choked, your mind reeling for arguments to make him stay. You couldn’t find any. Your jaw
clenched as you stared into the floor before you spoke. Your voice was barely above a whisper,
“Where will you go?”

Bucky scoffed, kicking a chair upright before slumping into it, his head falling into his hands. He was
silent for a moment before he answered, “Europe.”

He said it quickly and bluntly before he bit his tongue, looking up at you, “Rogers said he and Wilson
have been clearing Hydra bases there. If I go now, they won’t know where to look.”

It was your turn to scoff with a shake of your head, “How’re you going to get there?”

He groaned not able to look you in the eye as he leaned back against the chair, “I don’t know. But I’ll
figure it out.”



The conversation became rather one-sided after he had decided what he was going to do. Even if
you’d had the words to sway him to stay, it wouldn’t have made a difference. He grabbed a throw
blanket off the floor and held it to his shoulder before marching up the stairs. Intent on packing his
bags that instant, leaving you alone and bleeding on the couch.

He made a good point, you couldn’t argue with him. You wouldn’t be able to stop him if he went off
the rails again. Especially not after what he just did to you. You’d never be able to keep up with him.

— "One step ahead." —

Clicking your tongue as he disappeared to his room, you slid down onto the couch. You winced as the
knife that still sat in your thigh shifted and a sinking feeling returned to your stomach.

He would never make it to Europe.

Not without help.

And unfortunately, you knew who you needed to go to.

A defeated hiss snuck through your teeth as you pushed yourself to your feet and limped to the
kitchen. You flicked on the light, stumbling for the drawer next to the sink. Peeking back into the
living room to make sure Bucky was gone, you turned back to the drawer. Opening it all the way
before giving it an extra sharp tug at the end.

The drawer popped further out revealing a compartment hidden in the back.

You swallowed, plucking a burner phone from the compartment and sliding the drawer closed.
Flipping the phone through your hands you walked out the door.

Bucky realized in that instant, looking into her eyes and seeing the forced calm that was in them; he
couldn’t stay any longer. He knew it. And she did too.

Pressing firmly against his shoulder to staunch the bleeding, he shoved his duffel bag onto the bed and
threw open the dresser. He threw clothes onto the bed in a frenzy, not paying attention to what it was
before he stopped with a groan.

His head pulsed where she had hit him. (F/N) was right about one thing: she hit him hard.

Stopping with a sigh, he flopped down on the edge of his bed. He rubbed his temple, the searing pain
he had felt earlier that night was gone; only a throbbing pain remained.

— "Ты моя миссия." — You’re my mission —

He flinched. The sound of his own voice echoing grimly in his head. Closing his eyes he leaned
forward to rest his head in his hands.

— "C’mon, Soldier. Let’s do this." —

The entire night was a blank. He couldn’t even remember what happened. What had set him off? He
could remember walking out the front door and the next thing he knew, he was on the floor in the
living room with (F/N) holding a gun on him. But that didn’t matter now. What mattered was that he
needed to get out of there before he hurt her again.



Bucky growled, jumping off the bed and shoving clothes into the duffel bag before zipping it shut. He
was just about to march out the door when he froze, turning slowly back to the bed. Clicking his
tongue with a sigh, he returned to the bed. Gently lifting the mattress and grabbing the notebook he
had stashed underneath it.

Sitting back on the bed again, he flipped through the pages. His heart sank as he did. After everything
(F/N) had done for him, this was how it was going to end. With him beating the shit out of her,
stabbing her, and almost killing her, then running.

Wait.

Bucky blinked. He’d stabbed her. And just left her bleeding on the couch.

Oh, he really was terrible.

Tucking the notebook under his arm and holding tight to his duffle bag, he darted out of the room and
down the stairs.

He entered the living room in a huff only to find (F/N) exactly where he left her. A used medkit was
open on the couch next to her along with a bloody needle and thread. She had just finished securing a
white cloth around her leg when she finally spoke.

“That was my grandma’s vase, you know.”

She didn’t look up at him. Instead, reaching for an antiseptic and dowsing a rag in it.

“(F/N)–”

“And she got it from her grandmother,” (F/N) continued, smacking the rag against the side of her head
with a roll of her eyes, “I almost broke it when I was little, she about beat my ass.”

A soft chuckle rolled through his throat when she smiled, finally looking up to him.

“If there’s one thing I’m thankful for, it’s that she ain’t here to see this.”

(F/N) nodded to the small, baby blue vase that sat shattered on the floor.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Bucky shrugged, relaxing as the mischievous look in her eye returned.

She shrugged, “I’ll probably superglue it, see what happens.”

He laughed again, a smile spreading across his face before it fell.

“(F/N),” he said after a moment, “We need to talk.”

She scoffed, a frown pulling at her face, “I know.”

“I have to go,” he continued, flipping his notebook through his hands.

“I know,” she nodded, her frown deepening, “but, Buck.”

“No buts, doll,” he shook his head, “We both know this isn’t safe anymore. It was barely safe when
you took me in but now…”

He trailed off with a sigh, looking for the right words.



“You’re a wildcard...unpredictable,” (F/N) finished after a moment, “Look, I understand…”

She paused, her eyes flicking around the room before landing on him, “But you’re not going to make
it to Europe without help. What’re you going to do? Take a plane? There’s facial recognition at the
airport. A boat? There are too many variables that could go wrong. A car? We both know why that
wouldn't work. Barnes, you wouldn’t even be able to get to Canada or Mexico without being
recognized and turned in.”

He paused, looking up to her blankly. He hadn’t really thought about how he was going to get there
yet. In fact, he wasn’t even sure how he was going to get out of New Eden.

“What would you suggest then, (F/N)? I know you don’t wanna hear it, but I can’t stay here.”

She nodded, her face paling a bit as she broke eye contact with him and stared into the floor.

Bucky’s brows furrowed, “What did you do?”

“Well, well, well,” a warm voice came from the other end of the line, “To what do I owe the pleasure
of talking to you at, oh...3:00 in the morning.”

You managed a dry laugh, limping across the shop yard and taking shelter in your workshop, “I,
um…” you sighed, the forced smile on your face dropping. Your heart stopped and your stomach
dropped. You felt as though you had just been hit with a brick as your emotions caught up with you.

“(L/N)?”

“I need your help,” you said softly, your words catching on the back of your throat.

“What happened?” the warm voice turned stern, worry evident as you heard rustling on the other side
of the line.

A gasp escaped your throat as a throbbing pain snuck up your leg followed by a whine.

“(F/N),” he warned, “You talk to me now or I’m sending a whole goddamn squadron out there to
check on you.”

“Don’t you dare,” you answered with a pained snicker, “I’m...I’m okay.”

He sighed, “Girlie, I’ve worked with you long enough to know when you’re lying. Now, are you going
to tell me what happened? Or are you scared I’m going to say I told you so?”

“You told me so,” you said quietly, sitting down on your workbench.

The line went quiet for a moment. You could almost feel his temper rising on the other end.

“Did he hurt you?”

You frowned, eyeing the knife handle that you were too scared to remove from your leg, “Not bad,
but enough to scare himself. And me.”

“And you?” he repeated, “And here I thought he was harmless.”

“Something set him off...I don’t know what it was.”



“No?”

You licked your lips, the taste of iron flooding your pallet before you spat it out, “I think the Soldier
recognized me.”

“The Soldier?” he asked, “What about Barnes?”

You shook your head, “He hasn’t put two and two together yet.”

Another sigh came from his end, “How long before he does?”

“I don’t know,” you shrugged, playing with a rip in your shirt, “He wants to leave. To Europe. Now.”

“And you want to make sure he gets there safe.”

“He won’t make it on his own, we all know that. I was hoping–”

“You’d still have a few favors to call in?”

“Yes.”

“Listen, girlie, this is gonna cost a lot more than a favor. Your boyfriend is wanted around the whole
world. Not only does he have the American Government after him, but he’s also got Hydra and the
Avengers on top of that.”

“First of all, he’s not my boyfriend,” you growled, rolling your eyes with a scowl, “Second, you owe
me, Senator.”

A low laugh emanated from him, “I know we’re nowhere close to being even with each other, but I
can’t stick my neck out that far without wanting something in return.”

You gritted your teeth, “What do you want?”

“You.”

“Ew.”

“Not like that, you idiot,” he groaned, “I want the Ghost. I want you to come back to Aftermath.”

You froze, your breath catching in your throat, “What?”

“I want Ghost back in action,” he said without missing a beat, “I want you out of your half-assed
retirement and back in the field where you belong.”

You went silent. Your mind whirling as you took in his words.

“Think about it, Lieutenant,” he filled your silence, “Your boyfriend gets safe passage to Europe. And
you go back to doing what you’re good at.”

Taking a deep breath, you finally spoke, “If I come back, I want him to have more than safe passage. I
want him to be safe wherever he decides to go, no matter what.”

“Done.”



Pausing again, you pushed away from the workbench and reached down to the knife in your leg. With
a sharp yank, you pulled out the knife and slapped your hand to the wound.

“And I want to work alone,” you continued, your body going cold as your mind finally stood still,
“No more teams, just me, myself, and I.”

“Done, there’s an airstrip three hours north of you. Meet us there tomorrow at midnight. We’ll get
your boyfriend on a plane and out of the country with no problems. Deal?”

You clenched your jaw again, blood spilling between your fingers as you grabbed a rag from your
toolbox, “Deal.”

“I’ll inform Agent Cavanaugh and have her get in touch with you to finalize the details.”

You scoffed, pressing the rag against the gash, “Why does it feel like I just made a deal with the
devil?”

“You didn’t,” the Senator said, “I did.”

“What did you do?”

Something I shouldn’t have

You heaved a shaky sigh before looking back up to Bucky. His brows were furrowed as he looked you
over.

“I–” you stopped, kicking yourself for not being ready for this, “I have some buddies from the Air
Force that I met on deployment.”

“(F/N)...”

“They’re retired now, work as contractors,” you continued, finally bringing yourself to make eye
contact, “They’re flying a supply shipment to a division in Europe. I got in touch and they’re willing
to make a stop at an airstrip about three hours north of here.”

“(F/N), you didn’t–”

“They said they’d take you, no questions asked.”

“Doll,” he tried again, “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” you said harshly, your eyes narrowing, “And, yes, you are. You want a clean way
outta here, this is it.”

He almost looked hurt, the room went quiet for a minute before he finally spoke, “You trust them?”

Unfortunately, yes.

You nodded slowly, “I trust them with my life.”

He closed his eyes, leaning back against the wall, “When are they coming through?”

“Tomorrow, midnight.”



“I’m in.”
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Zero Dark Thirty

Chapter Summary

You’d be a killer again. An assassin. An asset.

The rumors of the ghost operative would come alive again. Ghost wouldn’t be hiding in the
shadows anymore and no one would wonder if you’d strike, but when. That’s what Aftermath
wanted. For Ghost to emerge from the darkness and begin another reign of terror and chaos.
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Just because I let you go, doesn’t mean I wanted to.

Gunfire roared all around you, bullets whistled past you…sometimes through you.

You flinched as a round tore through your abdomen and you dove behind a transport truck. Blood
poured between your fingers as you pressed your hand against the wound with a groan.

“(F/N)!” Turner exclaimed, sliding behind your cover in a cloud of dust, “You okay, baby?”

His hands fluttered over the oozing wound before you waved him away, “Don’t worry about it, take
care of somebody else.”

“You’re bleeding out, (L/N),” he warned, ducking out of the way of an onslaught of bullets, “At this
rate you only have—”

“Johnson,” you said with another dismissive wave of your hand, “take care of somebody else.”

He sighed, leaning back against the transport tensely, “I finally got in touch with some EVAC
choppers, they should be here any minute now.”



“Some use the rookie is,” you sighed, dodging the debris from a nearby blast.

“Eh, he’s just a little shellshocked is all,” Turner breathed before coughing on dust, “ain’t used to the
firefight.”

“Better get used to it soon,” you grunted, popping out from behind your cover to loose a few rounds,
“this is what we do.”

“Damn straight,” he grinned before tilting his head towards the sky, “Well, will you look at that.”

The roar of Apache Helicopters echoed through the sky with glorious thunder.

“The cavalry has arrived,” you smiled weakly as Turner fist-bumped you, “we might actually make it
out of this one.”

“What’re you talking about, girlie?” Turner questioned with a playful glint in his eye, “We always
make it out alive—”

A low groan racked its way from your throat as you leaned into ice-cold water that streamed down
from above. The water ran down the ridges in your back, sending waves of involuntary shivers
through your body, lowering your body temperature, and quickly soothing your aching muscles. You
leaned further forward, resting your head against the wall of the shower and squeezing your eyes shut
to avoid the swirling scarlet that pooled at your feet. For the first time in hours, you were breathing
easy.

You’d managed to clean and bandage Bucky’s wound with a fresh stitch kit, that you had stowed
amongst Danny’s old things before he helped you hobble up the stairs to the bathroom.

Even if you were breathing easy, your heart was still stuck in your throat.

Flicking off the water and stepping out of the shower a frown deepened across your face as you
caught your reflection in the mirror. The bandaid you had slapped to your forehead was already
peeling and was outlined by bruising. Your split lip had opened again and blood was slowly trickling
down your chin. You swiped a towel from the rack and dabbed away the blood with a wince.

He’d gotten you good. You’d give him that. But to say you hadn’t seen it coming would be a lie.

Something had felt off for a while now. You just hadn’t expected him to lose control for that long. For
a while there he had you thinking you wouldn’t be able to bring him out of it. You didn’t think hitting
him over the head would snap him out of it. You thought it would give you a little bit of time to think
of a better plan. You’d keep it in mind the next time he went off the rails again.

If there was a next time.

You sighed. A large part of you didn’t want him to leave. But the little voice in the back of your head,
the one that was usually right, told you it was a good idea.

That it would keep you both safe.

With a roll of your eyes, you straightened up. Straining, you pulled your hair back into a loose braid
before tugging on a pair of baggy sweats and slipping a long-sleeve shirt over your head. Another
frown stretched across your lips, followed by a shuddered breath.



Still, you didn’t like it.

Aftermath had you worried. It had been too easy to cut a deal. Either they were going to double-cross
you or you had given them exactly what they wanted.

And you didn’t know which was worse. Your heart finally sank to your stomach.

For the first time in a long time, you couldn’t anticipate what was coming. You didn’t know what
would happen when you arrived at the airstrip. If things would go smoothly or if they'd be waiting
there to arrest Bucky. Or if as soon as they loaded him on the plane, they’d ship him off to a
government black site and you’d never see him again.

On the other hand, he could make it to Europe safely. He’d have time to figure himself out. To get
questions answered. And maybe one day you’d see him again.

But what would happen to you?

You sighed. It was a stupid question. If you could see anything clearly it was this: you’d become an
operative again. You’d be on the hunt again. You’d topple mafias and governments and infiltrate
crime rings and militias.

You shook your head, grabbing your phone off the vanity and slipping it into your pocket before
reaching for the door handle to tug it open. You paused with a frown as you looked out into the
destroyed hall. Bucky was sat on the floor, amongst the mess, with his back against what used to be
your bedroom door. He was ignoring your gaze and staring intently at your feet as you stepped fully
into the hall.

You’d be a killer again. An assassin. An asset.

The rumors of the ghost operative would come alive again. Ghost wouldn’t be hiding in the shadows
anymore and no one would wonder if you’d strike, but when. That’s what Aftermath wanted. For
Ghost to emerge from the darkness and begin another reign of terror and chaos.

Taking a deep breath, you shook off your thoughts and limped across the hall. Sliding down the wall
to sit next to him, your head knocked against what was left of the plaster earning a slight glance from
him.

“You okay?” you finally managed to ask as you met his gaze.

He nodded, biting his lip as he looked away from you, “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t pass out
in the shower.”

You scoffed, your eyes slipping closed with a shake of your head, “You didn’t do that much damage,
Barnes.”

Bucky’s brows furrowed, eyes darting back to you and looking you up and down, “Baby, have you
looked at yourself lately?”

You chuckled, tapping your head back against the wall again, “Unfortunately.”

It was his turn to frown, almost as if saying ‘I told you so’.

“It’s not that bad,” you tried again with a nonchalant shrug, “I’ve been worse.”



“Maybe, but I didn’t do it to you.”

You paused with a blink before your eyes narrowed, “One time you tore the steering wheel outta the
car I was in and made us wreck. Another time, you threw me off a Helicarrier.”

Bucky deadpanned with a sigh, “(F/N)–”

“That was flying,” you said with a chuckle, “You’re lucky I’m a quick thinker, or who knows how
this would’ve played out.”

“You’re not making this better (F/N),” he said, but there was a soft smile spreading across his lips.

“And then you broke into my house and threatened me,” you continued with another laugh breaking
from the back of your throat.

“I’m glad you can laugh at this,” he sighed with a shake of his head a somber look returning to his
eyes.

“And then you saved my ass, remember?” you finished, sliding closer to him and laying your head on
his shoulder. He almost winced, his muscles stiffening.

“You saved my ass,” he corrected, finally setting his head atop yours, “You’ve covered for my sorry
ass–”

“You have a nice ass.”

He froze, a grin spreading across his face, “Doll, I’m trying to speak from the heart here.”

You shrugged with a smile as he laughed, his body finally relaxing as he wrapped his arm around your
back and pulled you closer, “I fucking hate you.”

“No, you don’t.”

He scoffed, “You’re right. But I do owe you. You saved me.”

“Buck,” you frowned, your brows furrowing, “you don’t.”

“Yes, I do,” he sighed, “thank you.”

— “What are you doing?” you asked, fear racing through your eyes as they darted to search his. The
cold blade he had pressed between your wrist and the leather straps flicked suddenly, making you
flinch. —

— “Не говори,” he said lowly, whispering against your ear, his hair tickling your neck before pulling
away and flipping the knife back into its sheath, “Обещай мне.” Don’t tell. Promise me. —

You didn’t answer, your jaw clenching as his voice racked through your head and your face pulled
into a frown.

“I think we saved each other,” you hummed, burying your face into his neck.

“Saving you once from Hydra doesn’t count.”

— “I promise.” —



“Yes, it does.”

He scoffed, bringing you into a hug and closing his eyes. You did the same, ignoring the fear in your
stomach as your heart raced back to your throat.

You may not have been able to anticipate what was going to happen, but you knew one thing and you
knew it dangerously well.

You were in love with James Buchanan Barnes.

A deep sigh huffed through Bucky’s nose as (F/N)’s body relaxed against him. How she could
possibly get this close to him when only an hour ago he was trying to kill her, he could never
understand. He could barely even look at her after it happened and now here she was asleep in his
arms. Her breathing steadied as she snuggled up against his neck with a hum.

She knew as well as him that the time had come to say goodbye. Hopefully, it was temporary, but he
didn’t know what to expect. He could only hope that her friends would keep their word and get him
where he needed to go. After that, it would be up to him.

Bucky shook his head, slipping an arm under her legs and pulling her toward him before lifting her
into his chest and standing. He paused, rolling his shoulder and glancing at the debris that littered the
hallway before sidestepping over the other half of her bedroom door and heading toward his. Kicking
the door open, he didn’t bother clicking on the lights before setting her on his bed. He shifted his arms
gently out from under her, careful not to wake her as he stood straight. His hand slipped to her cheek,
carefully avoiding the bruises on her temple and the split in her lip. Pulling his hand back, he slipped
the blankets over her before he stepped away.

He flinched, her hand shot out to snatch his wrist before he could get too far away.

“Don’t even think about it,” she muttered, cracking an eye open and tugging him back, “Last night
you’re gonna be sleeping in a good bed.”

“(F/N),” he swallowed, taking a cautious step forward as she slid to the other side of the bed and
pulled him into her, “Baby, are you sure?”

She gave a slight nod as he rolled under the covers with her, “You’re ridiculous.”

“I know,” she smirked, burying her face in his chest. He wrapped an arm around her, resting his chin
on her head and running his fingers through her hair with a deep sigh.

Of all the things he could ever ask for, it was to stay like this. Here. Forever.

Even though he knew that to keep her safe, he knew he had to go. But, hell, he wanted to stay. Just
like this. With (F/N) tangled around him, with snow falling softly outside as the sun began to peek
over the horizon.

Even if he didn’t know how the next day, weeks, or months would play out, he was sure of one thing.

He was in love with Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N).

The dust settled, Turner’s screams didn’t.



A jagged shard of metal was sticking out of your calf, catching on a rock as you crawled toward him.

“I can’t feel my legs!” his shriek pierced above the sound of gunfire.

There was so much blood. Your sticky hands clasped onto his.

“Tell my wife and kids I love them.”

“Don’t be so cliche, you’re gonna make it. I’ll get you outta here.”

“Now who sounds cliche?”

The helicopters circled above you like vultures, raising swirling clouds of dust towards the darkening
skies.

“They’re gonna land, buddy, we’re gonna get you home.”

“They don’t got the cover to land, (F/N),” Turner murmured, his eyes fluttering wildly trying to stay
open, “Save yourself.”

“Jesus Christ,” you rolled your eyes as you dropped to the ground beside him to avoid machine-gun
fire, “for the last time, I’m not gonna let you die out here.”

You weren’t sure how you’d gotten into Bucky’s bed or how you had wound up twisted up with him,
but now the sun was shining through overcast skies and illuminating the room. Squeezing your eyes
shut, you buried your face into Bucky’s chest with a groan and released your grip on his shirt to wrap
your arms around his waist. A low chuckle rumbled through his throat, his eyes cracking open for
only a moment before he closed them and brought you closer.

“Is it morning already?” you growled, leaning into his touch as he reached up to brush hair away from
your eyes, “Fuck.”

A laugh echoed through the room and his hand slid from your cheek to rest on your waist. His thumb
rubbed circles on your hip as his chin moved to rest on your head, “It’s afternoon by the looks of it.”

“Gross,” you said, rolling your eyes and pulling away from him to look him in the eye. He’d finally
began to show signs of bruising. His nose was beginning to turn yellow and green and a ring of dark
purple pooled under his right eye. You frowned, reaching up to stroke his cheek, “Does it hurt?”

He scoffed with a shake of his head, “Nah, it’s nothing.”

“What about your shoulder?” you asked, gently gliding your hand from his cheek to the bandage.

“Tender,” he breathed, reaching up to move your hand back to his cheek, “but not bad.”

“Sorry about that,” you sighed, flinching as the sun broke through the clouds and streamed into the
room, “I panicked.”

He managed a shrug, patting your hip before slipping his hand down your thigh, “I think I got you
back.”

A grin slipped across your lips, followed by a wince as the scab on your lip opened again. Bucky
mirrored the frown that crossed your face, his hand leaving your thigh to wipe away the small droplet



before it fell. Bowing his head forward, he pressed his forehead against yours, “Sorry about that.”

“It’s nothing,” you shrugged, a smaller smile straining across your face to protect your lip.

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Bucky closed his eyes and took a deep breath, your noses touching as his hand returned to your hip
and resumed drawing circles, “We should get up.”

You quirked a brow with a shake of your head, “Five more minutes.”

“Doll,” he sighed, the word rolling off his tongue with a drawl, “We’ve gotta be ready for tonight.”

“Don’t remind me,” you hissed with a groan.

Another chuckle rolled through his chest, his nose slipping from yours and his lips coming
dangerously close. His breath ghosted across your cheek and his hand left your hip, his fingers
sneaking around the back of your neck.

“Buck,” you mumbled softly. For a moment, time seemed to slow as he came closer. Your eyes
fluttered closed, waiting for him. But in an instant, the silence was shattered.

The two of you flinched as the phone in your pocket went off. A simultaneous groan slipped from
both of you as you fished the phone out of your pocket and began untangling yourself from him.
Bucky’s eyes narrowed as you did, eyeing the phone with a glare before looking back up to you. You
glanced down at the name on the screen before looking back up to him.

“The pilot that’s flying you out tonight,” you lied, rolling out of bed, “Go get showered, I’ll make
breakfast.”

“(F/N),” he said, his eyes still narrowed with a warning.

“Trust me,” you smiled, answering the phone, “Please?”

He relaxed back, looking to you with a nod. You winked as you left the room, kicking the wooden
debris that littered the floor out of the way. The smile that had crawled across your face dropped as
soon as you descended the stairs, “Talk to me, Boone.”

“Ooh,” she crooned, “I like it when you talk to me like that.”

You rolled your eyes with a grin, “What do you got for me, baby?”

A short squeal came from the other side of the line, “I like that even better, boss.”

“Cavanaugh,” you chuckled as you hopped over the coffee table, balancing the phone on your
shoulder as you grabbed the coffee carafe from the sink and filled it with water, “C’mon.”

Boone chuckled, the standard clacking of her keyboard echoing from the other end.

“There’s a private airstrip three hours north of you in the desert. They call it Devil’s Orchard, I’ll
send the exact coordinates to your phone. We have three pilots flying in a C-17. They’ll land at 23:30,
take off’s at 0:30. Be there at 24:00.”



— “Why does it feel like I just made a deal with the devil.” —

— “You didn’t. I did.” —

An instinctive smirk slid slyly across your face before it disappeared with a wince. The split in your
lip opening again.

“I’ll be there at 23:00,” you interrupted, wiping blood from your chin and dumping the entire carafe
into the coffee machine along with three scoops of grounds, “Who are your pilots.”

“Arthur Hall, former SHIELD pilot. Gabriel Gray and Dorian Hanson, former Air Force and Army,
respectively. I’ll send you more details, including their background checks and ranks.”

You nodded, the names running quickly through your head as you started the coffee before tearing
open the fridge to pull out an egg carton, “You trust them?”

“It doesn’t matter if I do, does it? What matters is if you do.”

“They gonna be armed?” you asked with a scoff, already knowing the answer as you snatched a frying
pan from the cabinet and tossed it on the stove.

“Hanson, yes. Hall and Gray, no.”

You were surprised by the answer, your brows furrowing as you pinched your nose between your
fingers, leaning against the counter with a groan, “Barnes gets one whiff of trouble and he’s gone.”

“They’ll be on their best behavior. I promise.”

“They better be. What else you got?”

“Plane’s gonna be loaded with supplies, make it look as legit as possible. 20 hours later they’ll be
landing at the Ansbach Base in Germany, they’ll make sure he makes it through security and then he’s
on his own from there.”

— ...a Boeing C-17 came into sight from the midnight darkness. The plane was massive in comparison
to the small Jeep you were riding in. Quietly the Jeep pulled up to the back of the aircraft and you
hopped out. Your combat boots barely made a sound as you jaunted across the asphalt. —

A small smile graced your lips again before it slipped into a frown, “But Aftermath will be following
every move he makes.”

“As per your request, pretty thang,” Boone clarified, the tone in her voice shifting slightly, “They’ll
have eyes on him 24/7, but they’ll leave him alone.”

“If they don’t–” you warned, cracking a couple of eggs into the pan.

“Yeah, yeah, you’ll murder us all,” she laughed, “We know.”

“No,” you shook your head, “Well...yes. But if Barnes finds you first, I’ll let him do it.”

“Both are rather terrifying prospects.”

A low snicker left your throat, “So don’t let it happen.”

“It won’t,” she said, “Just be there and we’ll take care of the rest.”



You nodded, hiding a groan in the back of your throat, “We’ll be there.”

“Oh, and one more thing, turn on the lights when you get there.”

“Affirmative.”

“See you soon, Ghost.”

Bucky stepped out of the bathroom with a roll of his shoulder, running his fingers through his hair
with a sigh before heading back to his room. He swung the door open, throwing the sheets back over
the bed with a grunt before snatching his bag from the ground. Pausing, he looked over the room one
last time before lifting the mattress and pulling his notebook out from underneath it. He tapped it in
his hands a couple of times before turning from the room with a sigh.

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust (F/N). It was he didn’t trust anyone else.

His frown deepened as he entered the living room. It was still in shambles, the coffee table broke in
half and the china hutch was completely shattered and laying on the floor. He set his duffel bag on the
hall table before lightly kicking the table out of his way and heading toward the kitchen.

He found (F/N) sitting at the dining table, a mug of coffee in her hand and while the other flipped
through a binder. She stared at the book mindlessly as she chewed on the inside of her cheek.

“Everything good?” he asked, grabbing a chair from the floor and setting it upright before sitting
down across from her. He finally got a good look at her. The dark circles around her eyes were made
even darker with bruising. What had been light red bruises ringing her neck the night before were
now a dark purple.

She nodded, flipping slowly through the book, “Just last-minute arrangements.”

“Arrangements?”

(F/N) glanced up to him, “He was calling to finalize times. They’re going to have to change their logs
and alter their black box to make it look like they didn’t stop. He thought he would get everything
ready ahead of time.”

Bucky sighed, leaning back against the chair and closing his eyes, “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. I get it,” she shrugged with a chuckle, flipping something from the binder and sticking it in
her pocket before snapping it shut, “Trust no one.”

“I trust you,” he said, wincing slightly as she shoved her chair back and it screeched across the floor.

“You ever think that’s a bad idea?” she asked suddenly, picking up a mug from the counter and
tipping it over. Wood splinters fell from it to the floor before she stuck it under the sink to wash it out.
(F/N) poured coffee into it and handed it to him with a smirk.

He looked at the cup with a sideways glance before taking it from her, “Sometimes.”

“Would you rather have mine?” she asked, sliding her cup across the table.

He shook his head, “Just extra fiber.”



“Something like that,” she shrugged, turning back to the breakfast she had sizzling on the stove and
shoveling it onto a single plate, “Here.”

She set the plate in front of him with a small smile. He looked from the plate to her with a frown,
“What about you?”

“I’ve gotta go get ready, and I’m gonna get you some supplies.”

“Supplies?”

“Protein bars, bedroll, money.”

“(F/N), no,” he sighed, “That’s too much.”

“Sorry, Buck,” (F/N) shrugged, backing quickly out of his reach, “I’m already gone. And I’m
repacking your bag!”

“You’re ridiculous!” Bucky called after her with a shake of his head as she twirled out of the kitchen.
There were times he was still dumbfounded by her. The fact that she would do just about anything for
him, with no questions asked, was astounding.

— “You ever think that’s a bad idea?” —

He flinched, shaking the voice from his head.

— “Sometimes.” —

That was a lie. The truth was: it was embarrassing how much he trusted her. She would do anything
for him and he would do anything for her.

You flicked the collar on your leather jacket as you walked down the stairs, rolling your dog tags
through your fingers. You held Bucky’s duffel bag securely against your shoulder with a bedroll under
your arm, a coat draped over it, and a backpack on your back. Stuffing your tags into your pocket with
the photo you had snatched earlier, you plucked out a burner phone you had stashed in Danny’s old
things.

Bucky was sat on what was left of the armchair in the corner of the room, illuminated by the setting
sun with his head buried in his notebook. You set the duffel bag on the ground and chucked the
bedroll at him. He flinched slightly, peering up at you with feigned annoyance before tossing the
bedroll back at you.

“I rolled an extra blanket up in there,” you said, “And a backpack full of food, money, notebooks and
pens, just in case you get bored.”

“Thanks,” he scoffed, snapping the notebook closed and taking the backpack from you to slip it
inside, “But I can’t take all of it.”

You rolled your eyes, “You’re taking it. No arguments.”

“But–”

“No arguments, Barnes,” you grinned, pointing at him with a look of warning, “I’m in charge here.”



“Whatever you say, doll,” he chuckled, reaching forward to take the coat that still hung on your arm.

“Colder in Europe than it is here, make sure to wear layers,” you said, “stay warm.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You held out the phone to him as he slipped into the coat, “Just in case something goes wrong. You
call me.”

“What are you going to do about it?” he asked, “If I get caught?”

“I’ve got friends a little bit of everywhere,” you shrugged, perching on the edge of the couch, “I’ll get
you out of it.”

“I’m sure you will.”

You nodded, “I’m serious, Barnes. If you need anything, you call me.”

“You know I will,” He said, groaning slightly as he stood up, “We should go soon, we’re gonna be
late.”

“You obviously don’t know how well I can drive.”

“I don’t think I wanna know.”

You had left the house under the cover of darkness as you darted from dirt road to back road and back
road to dirt road. Your chest tightened with every mile you drove, it finally dropped as you turned the
last corner and approached the airstrip. Bare trees and rocks littered the area all covered in a thin layer
of frost, save for the strip of powered dirt that ran straight through the desert. It cut through the rocks
and the trees unbending. It would barely be big enough for the plane, but they’d make it work.

The airstrip was surrounded by large stadium lights, their cables stringing across the terrain and
meeting at an old shed covered in sheets of corrugated metal. The Firebird growled as it hit the end of
the dirt road and rolled onto a gravel path coming to a stop next to the shed.

You took a deep breath, popping the car into park and trying to forget the knots that were tightening in
your stomach, “We have arrived.”

Bucky had been silent for the entirety of the ride, his jaw clenched shut and his gaze unwavering at
the road ahead. But now he blinked with a nod. Opening the car door after you and waiting as you
grabbed a flashlight from the backseat before following closely as you stepped toward the side of the
shed. You slid the door open, switching on the flashlight before peeking inside the shed and entering.
The front of the shed was made up entirely of windows facing the tarmac. In the middle, there was a
simple control panel with a single button glowing in the center.

“You are sure about this, right?” Bucky asked, his back was to you as he scanned the darkness for any
potential threat.

“Of course,” you said with a feigned, unconcerned shrug, “I wouldn’t get you into something I
couldn’t get you out of.”

“Right,” he nodded, still looking out into the night.



You frowned, quirking your brow as you turned to him and flashed him with the light. He flinched as
he turned to you, shielding his eyes from the light with his hand and a glare. Nodding to the light
switch next to the door, you clicked off the flashlight. Bucky flicked the switch, flooding the shed
with warm light from above.

“I’m serious,” you said, sitting on the edge of the control panel, “If I couldn’t get you out of it, I
wouldn’t get you into it in the first place.”

“I know,” he nodded, stepping fully into the shed and sliding the door closed. He came to sit next to
you, staring out onto the darkened airstrip and listening to the wind whistle softly through the shed.
You pressed the button in the middle of the panel. The tarmac sprang to life, red lights lining the
runway pulsed through the night and the main tarmac illuminated.

“This is it, isn’t it?” you said quietly, avoiding Bucky’s gaze as he turned to you.

“For now,” he bowed his head to look at you, curling a finger under your chin to tilt your face toward
him, “I’ll be back.”

You laughed with a roll of your eyes, “You promise?”

He smiled, his thumb stroking her jaw as he stared into her eyes, “I promise.”

She pulled away from him, the smile that played on her face dropped as she did, “I have something
for you.”

Bucky cocked his head to the side, his eyes still on hers and she pulled a piece of paper from her back
pocket. It was a photograph. She handed it to him, “For your notebook.”

He reached out his hand cautiously staring at it intently as she placed it in his palm.

It was a picture of her.

She looked younger, but not by much. Her hair was pulled into a loose braid with strands of hair
falling out of it and framing her face. A dark blue dress fell off her shoulder as she leaned back in the
metal bistro chair she was in. She wore a smile on her face he’d only seen a few times. She was
beautiful.

“My first time in Europe,” she said quietly. He broke his gaze with the photo to lock eyes with her.
(F/N) clicked her tongue, leaning back against the control panel, “I thought it was fitting.”

Bucky nodded, gently tucking the photo into his coat before looking back up to her.

He didn’t say anything. Instead, he tucked the photo into his coat before his eyes flicked back to you.
Without breaking eye contact, he reached up to sneak his hand around the back of your neck.

His lips were on yours before you could react.

Time really did stall this time, as his hand curled into your hair, not allowing you to back away from
him. Your hands instinctively grasped fistfuls of his shirt, pulling him closer as he pushed off the
control panel and turned into you. His hand slipped from your neck and both hands fell to your knees,
shoving them apart to stand between your legs before he pressed down. The two of you parted for air
only for a moment as he shoved you down onto the panel and you tugged him toward you. Bucky’s



hand gripped the backs of your knees, pulling you against him and pressing his lips against yours
again. An involuntary moan escaped from your throat as his hands wandered from your knees to your
waist, slipping under your shirt to caress your hips.

The cold metal of his hand startled you. It made your heart beat faster than it already was as it
wrapped around your back, forcing you to arch up into his chest and locking you in place against him.
His other hand fell to the back of your thigh and pressed it to his hip. He smirked as another moan fell
between your lips and he finally broke away from you. Bucky peppered his lips down your jawline as
your fingers tangled in his hair before he landed on your neck. He placed a gentle kiss on each bruise
he had left the night before. You tugged him back up to your lips with a low growl. A laugh rumbled
through his chest as he returned to you with a grin.

“I should’ve done this sooner, huh?” he crooned into your lips.

“Probably wouldn’t have let you,” you mumbled, still twisting your fingers through his hair.

“Yes, you would’ve,” he chuckled, readjusting his grip on your leg and yanking you up against him.

It was your turn to laugh in between his kisses, “You’re right.”

“Fuck,” he hissed against your ear as he went back to work against your neck, his voice sending
shivers through your body, “I fucked up, doll.”

“Maybe,” you sighed with a whine as his hand returned to your hip, “maybe not.”

It was Bucky’s turn to release a low moan against your neck as you curled your leg around his hip and
brought your hips to meet his. His metal arm modified his grip on your lower back, it slipped under
your shirt to cradle your back and keep you where you were. Bucky’s lips returned to yours, more
aggressive this time as he pressed against you. You winced slightly, the split in your lip cracking open
again as his teeth ground against it.

“Sorry,” he muttered, pulling away and reaching up to lightly wipe away the blood, “too much.”

You laughed, ignoring the sting as the split widened, “It’s okay.”

He shook his head, swiping away another drop of blood with his thumb before placing a chaste kiss
on your lips, “I don’t wanna hurt you.”

You scoffed with a huff, your head knocking against the control panel as he loosened his grip and set
you down gently. He rested his forehead against yours, reaching up to cup your cheek before he
kissed the other one and noticed the frown that had washed over your face.

“What’s wrong, baby?” he whispered, stroking your cheek and wrapping his arm around you again.

“I don’t want you to go,” you admitted, lowly. It all suddenly hit you as he pulled away and it became
hard to swallow. You didn’t realize you were crying until he gently wiped away a tear that ran down
your cheek.

Bucky’s brows knitted together and he pressed his forehead on yours again as he forced a smile, “It’s
going to be okay, beautiful. I promise. I’ll be back.”

You managed a scoff that was followed by a sniffle that Bucky suppressed with another kiss.



“It’s gonna be okay,” he repeated against your lips. You took a deep breath, the two of you taking
each other in before you both flinched at the sound of engines above you and time started again. Your
heart was still pounding as he crawled off of you, helping you off the control panel and pulling you
into him, “I promise.”

Dust swirled as the C17 touched down onto the dirt runway, it overtook the airfield and twisted
around the shed. You braced against Bucky, bowing your head into his chest as his arms curled around
you and he placed a kiss on your temple. The whirring engines grew louder as the plane came to a
stop in front of the shed.

Bucky took a step forward but you grabbed him and pulled him back. Watching as the ramp at the
back of the plane slowly fell open. Your fingers laced with his as your eyes scanned the plane for any
sign of trouble before you stepped forward with him in tow. He squeezed your hand reassuringly as
the two of you made your way across the simple tarmac and a figure walked down the ramp.

Your body relaxed as you saw who it was.

— “(F/N),” he yelled over the sound of the engines, “I didn’t think you were going to be back this
soon!” —

— “I’m not supposed to be, Art,” you called with a sly smile, “Don’t tell the doctors.” —

— “My lips are sealed,” Artie said looking you over, “Damn, girl, when they said you took a beating,
they meant it.”  —

“Hello, Artie,” you called over the engines, hiding your surprise with a smile, “It’s been a while.”

The former SHIELD pilot grinned, “True, but you haven’t changed a bit. Hell, the last time I saw you
I think you looked just like this, black eye and all. To be honest, if you didn’t have one, I’d be
worried.”

You chuckled as he turned to Bucky, “You gotta be careful with this one, she’s trouble.”

Bucky nodded with a smile, “I’ve noticed.”

“You must be Sebastian,” the pilot said, holding out his hand to Bucky, “(F/N)’s told me all about
you.”

“God, I hope not,” he scoffed taking Artie’s hand, “she’s a terrible storyteller.”

You smacked his arm playfully, laying your head on his shoulder as he tugged you into his side.

“Now that, I can see,” Art laughed before nodding at the plane, “As much as I would love to catch up,
we’re running out of time. Let’s get you loaded up, we’ve got a plane to catch.”

Bucky shrugged his bags onto his shoulder and tucking the bedroll under his arm, “This is it, kid.”

You swallowed, glancing at the other two figures waiting at the ramp before looking back to him, “I’ll
see you later.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bucky nodded, his hand dropping from yours as he took a step away from you, “You
can count on it.”



He took a few steps away from you, turning to follow Art before you called after him.

By the time he turned, you had both hands on his cheeks and had pulled him in for one last kiss. His
free arm snaked around you to deepen it before the two of you parted.

“Be safe,” you whispered in his ear as you pulled away, “Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.”

“I will.”

You leaned against the Firebird with a scowl, watching as the C17’s engines fired up and began
swirling dust around the airstrip again. Lowering your head to shield your eyes, you watched as the
plane took off across the desert following the pulsing red lights and lifting off right before they ran
out of runway. The plane flew off into the dark, its engines slowly fading into night. But, as the dust
settled, a different set of engines roared behind you. Swinging your dog tags by the chain, you pushed
away from the car with a growl as the bright lights behind you illuminated your car.

Keeping your eyes on the disappearing plane, you didn’t bother to turn around as they killed the
noise.

“You two are cute together,” a familiar voice drawled and a figure came to stand by you, “I gotta say,
I think you’ve met your match.”

“I didn’t think you were coming, Boone,” you said, “I figured he was going to meet me in person.”

“He did,” another voice came from behind you along with the sound of wheels across the gravel.

Your heart stalled as Turner’s hand went limp and his eyes rolled to the back of his head.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” you muttered to yourself as your eyes flicked to the sky, “I’mma get you outta
here, I promise.”

Throwing yourself to your feet, you clasped your hand around the wound in your thigh and swung
your rifle into your hands to rattle off a few rounds at the men that came around the corner. You bit
your lip. The helicopters circling the battlefield like vultures, but without a place to land.

And you were out of ideas. Until a chirp came from where Turner was laying.

There was a radio clipped to his vest.

You threw yourself across the sand, snatching the radio from him.

“This is Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N),” you shouted, curling out of the way of a barrage of bullets, “I need
EVAC, I’ve got a man down.”

“Negative, Lieutenant. Landing isn’t an option.”

You rolled your eyes as you rolled behind a toppled humvee and crawled through the broken window
to sift through the contents.

“Then don’t land,” you barked, your hand wrapping around what you were looking for, “Just send me
a basket.”



The line went silent for a moment as you crawled back to Turner’s side.

“Only one can fit in a basket.”

“I know,” you rolled your eyes again as you loaded the flare gun you had found, “Just send me the
fucking basket.”

“Lieutenant, what is your location?”

“Right here,” you growled as the flare gun popped into the sky.

“Affirmative, Lieutenant. We’re en route.”

You hauled Turner over your shoulder, flinching at the groan that tore from his throat. Keeping your
eyes to the sky, you ducked behind another vehicle.

The basket lowered slowly from a helicopter that came closer.

Another groan sounded from Turner.

“It’s okay, buddy,” you murmured, taking a deep breath before darting into the fray, “almost there.”

Another bullet tore through your leg, but you didn’t stop. The basket was in reach.

You threw the straps out of the way and heaved him into it. Straightening him out, you strapped him
down and stepped back. His hand shot out, eyes fluttering as he gripped your wrist.

“What about you?” he managed to slur.

“Package secured,” you yelled into the radio with a sly grin and a wink, “Get the hell outta here, all
of you.”

“Affirmative, Lieutenant.”

“Senator Turner Johnson,” you hummed, finally turning around to look at the man in the wheelchair.

“Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N),” he said, looking up at you as he folded his hands in his lap, “Or should I
call you Captain?”

You quirked a brow, “Captain?”

“Figured after all your Avengers escapades, you, my dear, have earned a promotion,” he shrugged,
“What do you think?”

“I think you’re crazy,” you scoffed, whipping your dog tags around your hand and catching them in
your palm. You took a step toward him with Boone on your tail.

“Maybe, maybe not,” he nodded, “but I think you deserve it, after everything you’ve been through.
Now, are you ready to get back to work?”

The small smirk that had found its way to your face dropped as he held out his hand, “If you lay a
finger on Barnes–”

“We won’t.”



“–If you touch a single hair on his head, I’ll skin you and your family. I swear to God.”

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” Turner grinned as you set your dog tags in his hand, “Welcome back,
Ghost. Let’s get to work.”
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From the Backwoods to the Frontlines

Chapter Summary

You blinked, your eyes flicking up to her. She was kneeling next to the couch, her hand hovering
over the bloodstain, “Yeah, I–I’m okay...I just…”

“You just what?”

You shook your head, ridding yourself of the voices that were running through your head,
“Nothing. I’m just paranoid.”

“No. What is it?” Boone’s brows furrowed further and she moved to kneel next to you, taking the
ceramic out of your hands, “I've known you long enough to know that when you've got a feeling,
you're usually right.”

“Something feels off. I just can't place it.”
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Heavy is the head that wears the crown.

The sun was still buried deep beneath the horizon and there was a stillness that hung over the desert,
much like the cloud of dust that was stretching across the skyline. It was serene. A light frost glittered
in the dim moonlight covering the rocks and brush. Silence seemed to draw on throughout the night,
until it was shattered.

The Firebird screamed through the blackness, shooting down the road and adding to the swelling
cloud. Your jaw was clenched as you veered down another back road, much to Boone’s annoyance.
She cracked open an eye, glancing at the road before squeezing them shut and folding her arms over
her chest with a groan.

She was sitting in shotgun, her newly cut and dyed hair falling in her face constantly. It was dyed a
deep chestnut brown, shaved at the back and the sides with the top bits hanging to her nose. She was
dressed in a navy blue pantsuit with a black halter-top underneath, along with a pair of twin pistols
holstered under her arms. The red heels she had sported at the airfield were tossed haphazardly in the
back.

Turner had sent her back to New Eden with you. He had said it was to help you pack and close down
the house. But you knew better.



He had sent her to make sure you would keep your end of the bargain. Not that you would back
out...but.

Trust no one.

— “I trust you.” —

You bit your lip. The pit that had formed in the bottom of your stomach for the past day didn’t get
better when Bucky got on that plane.

It got worse. So much worse.

Until you got word the Bucky had boots on the ground in Germany, there was still the chance
Aftermath would double-cross you. Even then, Turner had promised to keep eyes on Bucky 24/7.
They could swoop in at any moment and ruin everything you had worked for.

— “You ever think that’s a bad idea?” —

Your gaze flicked from the road to the rearview mirror, trying to see through the swirling dust. There
was a feeling you couldn’t shake. It made the hair on the back of your neck stand up and set a queasy
feeling in your stomach that made you shake.

— “Sometimes” —

A visible flinch rocked your body as his voice wrenched its way through your head.

“You alright?” Boone piped up, noticing the flinch and looking you up and down.

You didn’t answer. Instead, you swerved back onto pavement as you made the final stretch to New
Eden. The knot in your stomach tightened.

“Is Aftermath going to screw me over?” you asked finally, the fixation you had on the road shifting to
her. She avoided your gaze, not answering you as she tucked her knees to her chest and leaned back
into her seat. You frowned, “Boone.”

The warning in your voice made her wince.

“No,” she shook her head, finally meeting your stare.

The frown on your face deepened as you shifted back to the road.

“What is going on with you?” she said suddenly, straightening up in her seat and cocking her head to
the side before locking eyes with you, “You know Johnson wouldn’t play you like that. The last thing
we want is you hunting down our asses.”

The two of you glared at each other for a moment before you relaxed. Even after all these years, there
were times you couldn’t muster up enough guts to look her in the eye.

“I know,” you sighed with a pause, pinching the bridge of your nose, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, I get it,” Boone shrugged, a smile curling back on her face, “Trust no one.”

You bit your lip, your brows furrowing, “I trust him.”

“Funny,” she scoffed, “Considering he’s tried to kill you, multiple times.”



“Keyword is tried.”

She laughed again with a shake of her head, “If that’s what we’re gonna have to do to gain your trust,
things are gonna get hairy.”

“What can I say?” you chuckled, “I like to be difficult.”

“That, I can attest to,” Boone smiled, shoving her hair out of her face again with a huff, “You sure
you're alright?”

You shrugged with a shake of your head, avoiding her gaze as you stared into the road.

“That’s not an answer.”

“I’m okay,” you said finally, “Still a little shell shocked but other than that, I’m fine.”

Boone chewed on the inside of her cheek, looking you over, “He did a number on you. What do you
reckon set him off?”

“No idea. Something I did probably.”

“Fascinating,” Boone chuckled lightly, “What was it like?”

“What? Getting my ass kicked?”

“Nah. Looking the Soldier in the eye?”

“It–It was cold and calculating,” you paused, clenching your jaw, “Like looking in the mirror.”

“I got eyes on the girl, sir,” an agent said to his superior, eyeing the man in the black tactical suit with
a grimace, “she’s going fast.”

“We’ll cut her off in New Eden,” the man replied, glancing back at the darkened caravan behind them,
"Dispatch the agent and have the girl in custody within the hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have Dr. Novak on the line when we do,” he continued, cracking his fingers and leaning back in his
seat, “I want to inform him myself.”

“Of course, sir.”

The C17 shot through the night, hitting turbulence as it burst over the coast and soared through jet
black clouds. Lightning bolted across the sky, illuminating the cabin for only a moment. The
deafening drone of the engines covered the seemingly continuous thunder that pierced through the
darkened skies. The cabin lights dimmed and flickered as the plane hit more turbulence. The tarped
pallets and crates of supplies shifted slightly, the ropes tying them down creaked in protest.

Bucky groaned lowly as the plane rocked again. He closed his eyes, leaning back against his seat and
rolling the picture (F/N) had given him through his fingers. A soft smile curled on his lips. He could
still feel her fingers curling through his hair and hear her hushed sighs as they tickled his ear. Biting



his lip he shook his head, trying to rid himself of the image of her underneath him. He paused,
glancing down at the picture before slipping it into his pocket.

In the few hours he had been on board the plane, he had come up with three good escape plans plus
four more that were a little dodgy but would work in a pinch. Now it was just a waiting game.

He glanced over to Hanson, hiding his gaze behind his cap.

Hanson was sitting across from him, one leg crossed over the other as he leaned back against his seat.
He was reading a book, shifting the pages toward the light as they dimmed again.

The plane dipped, sending both men lurching forward before it righted itself. An audible groan left
Bucky's lips, loud enough for Hanson to hear.

“Not a big flyer, eh?” Hanson said, adjusting his book and not bothering to look up.

Bucky managed a scoff, “Haven’t been up in the air for a while. I forgot how spotty it is up here.”

“Aw, c’mon, man!” he exclaimed with a chuckle, gesturing with his book around the plane, “We’re
flying first class!”

The plane dropped again, the lights going out completely before they kicked back on with a red glow
this time. Hanson dropped his book, holding onto his seat with a grunt.

“This is your Captain speaking,” Art’s voice came from the intercom, “I would advise checking cargo
straps before strapping yourselves in. It's going to be a bumpy ride.”

Bucky chuckled as he strapped himself in and Hanson hopped up from his seat to check straps. He
plucked each one adjusting the ones that needed it as he popped down and back up the cabin
muttering to himself, “Fucking rust bucket.”

“You were saying?” he asked, snickering as Hanson threw himself back into his seat and the plane hit
turbulence.

“I was saying,” Hanson groaned snatching his book back and strapping down, “We need a new
fucking plane.”

The smile on Bucky’s face fell as Hanson reopened his book. As much as he trusted (F/N), he didn’t
trust them. His jaw clenched, his eyes flicking from Hanson to the cockpit where Art and Gray were.

“How do you know (F/N)?” he asked, his eyes darkening as he began reading Hanson’s face.

“Met her on base in Afghanistan,” Hanson replied smoothly, flipping through the pages, “Best
mechanic I’ve ever seen. And a better shot if you’d believe it.”

Bucky nodded, leaning lightly back in his seat, “I believe it.”

“You ever seen her in action?” he asked, staring at his book.

He shook his head, “Not up close. I’ve only heard stories.”

“You better believe every single one of ‘em. ‘Cuz they’re all true,” Hanson said, finally glancing up to
him, “She’s more dangerous than you think.”



“I know.”

You slammed the Firebird’s door shut, flinching as Boone did the same. The shop yard was unusually
quiet. The rustling of the wind through the brush outside the fence was the only sound.

It was as if New Eden knew something was wrong. Like it was trying to warn you that something was
coming.

— “Hydra knows I'm with you now, that makes you an even bigger target...if I leave that threat goes
down.” —

You frowned as you climbed the stairs, your heart dropped with every step you took. Swinging open
the front door, you winced at the leftover chaos that welcomed you. You stepped into the house with a
sigh and Boone hot on your tail. Her heels clicked on the hardwood before sinking into the carpet and
she kicked them off despite the glass that littered the floor.

You flicked on the light, the frown on your face deepening as you took in the room. The china hutch
was still knocked over, it had just been shoved out of the way. The coffee table’s halves were on
opposite sides of the room and the couch was stained. Shrapnel was scattered across the carpet along
with little blue pieces of ceramic.

“Good grief,” Boone muttered to herself, running her fingers through her hair, “I don’t know what I
expected, but this was not it.”

“It’s not as bad as it looks.”

Her eyes flitted around the room in a smooth frenzy, taking in all the details. You winced under the
scrutiny of her green gaze as she took another soft step into the room. You knew she was seeing
everything and she was bursting with questions.

Boone carefully stepped around the blue ceramic and her brows furrowed. She was chewing on her
lip, still looking around the room before it landed on the bloodstained couch, “You promise?”

Avoiding her gaze, you kneeled next to what was left of the vase. You began sweeping the pieces into
the palm of your hand.

— “But if I leave, they still might come for you and you won't be able to hold them off.” —

“(F/N)?” she asked, the tone of her voice suggesting she’d said your name multiple times with no
response. You hummed back to her, not realizing you were just blankly staring at the ceramic in your
hand, “You promise you’re alright?”

You blinked, your eyes flicking up to her. She was kneeling next to the couch, her hand hovering over
the bloodstain, “Yeah, I–I’m okay...I just…”

— “Hydra knows you exist now, they could come after you.” —

“You just what?”

You shook your head, ridding yourself of the voices that were running through your head, “Nothing.
I’m just paranoid.”



“No. What is it?” Boone’s brows furrowed further and she moved to kneel next to you, taking the
ceramic out of your hands, “I've known you long enough to know that when you've got a feeling,
you're usually right.”

— “What if they find me? What would you do then?” —

“Something feels off. I just can't place it.”

“Then let’s get out of here,” Boone said, standing and striding to the kitchen. She grabbed a plastic
bag, slipping the pieces of glass into it and sealing it shut.

— “They? As in Hydra? Fight. It’s what I always do.” —

She set the bag gently on the couch before looking out the window, almost as if she was watching
your back.

“What should I pack?” you asked, glancing at her as you placed your hand on the railing.

She shrugged, “Essentials. I’ll take you shopping here in the next few days.”

You nodded, darting up the stairs to the bathroom. Grabbing a handful of things from the vanity and
shower before lugging it all to your bedroom. You snatched a duffle bag from the floor and shoved
everything in.

Wind whispered through cracks in your window, filling the room with cool, spring air. Brush rustled
outside along with a crunch of gravel.

All at once, everything hit you.

Your chest locked up and, unable to breathe, you lost your balance. You stumbled back, slamming
against the wall as your vision went blurry. Sliding down the wall you found yourself in a heap on the
floor, your head in your hands.

This was it. There was no backing out or backing down. The quiet, normal life you had been gently
orchestrating was over. Now you would plunge it into deliberate chaos.

A single tear rolled down your cheek.

You wiped it away with a low growl, setting your jaw and rising to your feet. Pushing yourself off the
wall and to the dresser, you ripped it open and tossed some clothes over your head to the bed.

You didn’t have time for a breakdown, not now at least. Returning to the bed, you shoved your clothes
into the bag and pushed away the voices that were bombarding your mind.

— “Complacent, compliant, our newest asset. I'm only sorry we couldn't have done it sooner.” —

You needed to get back to work, you were better than this.

— “You are perfection, a Goddess of War.” —

You froze.

You were better than this.

Wind whispered. Brush rustled. Gravel crunched.



No, they didn’t.

The man in the tactical suit watched the house from outside the fence as the girls entered. He nodded
to his soldiers as they slammed the door and turned on the lights. The men approached the fence,
cutting out the links before glancing back at him.

He leisurely stepped past them, gravel crunching under his feet as he signaled his men to begin
circling the house, “Alpha team...go.”

They crept through the brush, weapons drawn and pointed at the house.

He watched as the Lieutenant darted up the stairs while the brunette looked out the window and more
of his men filed into the shop yard under the cover of darkness. Even though she couldn’t see them,
her face became troubled as her eyes flicked across the barely lit yard.

She quickly backed away from the window and clicked off the lights, leaving the yard in complete
darkness.

“Heads up, boys,” he muttered into his comm, “They’re onto us. Keep Ghost alive and bring her to
me. Kill the other one.”

“Affirmative, sir.”

“Boone!” you shrieked, snatching your bag from the bed. You darted out of the room before diving
down the stairs, “We need to get outta here.”

By the time you reached the living room, Boone had already killed the lights. She was crouched down
behind the couch, both her pistols drawn. As you met her eyes, she nodded at you to take cover and
you crashed against the nearest wall.

“You ever feel like you're being watched out here? Cuz it kinda feels like Hill Have Eyes,” she
whispered, tossing you one of her pistols, “Either shadows like to dance here in little ol' New Eden, or
there's somebody outside.”

Your jaw clenched as you flicked off the safety and glanced around the corner to the front door, “How
many?”

“Enough to make it interesting,” she muttered, popping her neck and following your gaze, “You sure
you weren’t planning a party without me?”

“Not the good kind,” you said, sliding down the wall and creeping into the room.

“Is it who I think it is?”

“Probably.”

“We don’t have enough ammo for this.”

“We need to get out of here...now,” you growled.

“I didn’t think you were one to run,” Boone said, flanking you as you made your way to the front
door.



— “Unlike my comrades, I know when I’m losing.” —

“I don’t like our odds,” you frowned, shaking your own voice from your head, "By now they’ve got
the place surrounded. I’ll provide cover. You get to the car, bring it here.”

“You know,” Boone said, leaning up against the wall as you reached for the door, “This is my first
time breaking out of a house.”

You scoffed with a quirk of your brow, she shrugged.

“I’ve had a rather colorful past.”

You shook your head, your hand resting lightly on the doorknob, “Let’s get out of here, you
psychopath.”

The slightly maniacal laugh that left her throat made you grin as you swung open the door and entered
chaos. It was as if they knew you were coming.

— “They knew we were coming.” —

The instant the door swung open, bullets whizzed past you and through the wall. Another grin found
itself curling on your lips as you stepped into the havoc with Boone at your side. You strode down the
stairs, easily cutting down anything that stood in your path before you ran out of bullets. Flinching
away from a man that came at you, you grabbed the barrel of his gun. Knocking it away from your
face, you grabbed onto him before he could get away.

You used him as a shield and grabbed Boone to keep her in tow, continuing through the carnage. You
snatched his firearm, sending quick bursts around the yard and into the men surrounding you. Boone
used your distraction, darting for the car and taking cover behind it as bullets followed her.

She hit the deck, curling up behind the tire as they peppered the Firebird with bullet holes.

“Oh, c’mon,” you screeched, throwing the man you were using as a shield down to the ground and
continuing your assault. Flipping the gun around, you swung it by the barrel hitting any soldier that
was next to you. You took a step back, your brows furrowing. They weren’t shooting at you. Not to
kill at least.

“Finally figured it out, hm?” a voice came from the night, “Come now, kiddo, what use would you be
dead?”

You frowned, your eyes flicking up to the figure as the shooting ended. Dozens of men stepped from
the shadows, they were all dressed in black tac suits. If you didn’t know better, you would have
thought it was your own Alpha team. Leading them from the darkness was a masked figure. He
looked like you. He moved like you.

— “Like looking in a mirror.” —

Your jaw clenched, watching as more and more soldiers filed out from behind him to surround you.

“I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” you said, trying to keep calm and shooting a glance at
Boone as she moved to crouch behind the car, her hand stretching to the door handle.

“Oh, I know all about you,” he chuckled with a mechanical rumble, his hand resting on pistols at his
sides.



“And I know nothing about you,” you cocked your head to the side, watching as he took another
relaxed stride forward, “What are you?”

“They call me Wraith,” he said, a hint of a smile in his voice.

A scowl stretched across your lips with a scoff, “Wraith is just another word for—”

“For Ghost,” he nodded, “Smart girl. I'm named after the legend.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” you growled, your eyes narrowing, “What are you?”

“Everything you couldn’t be. Better. Stronger. Faster.”

“So, Novak’s new plaything,” you scoffed, rocking back to your heels, “He really thinks you’re better
than me?”

— Bright lights, squinting eyes. Cold metal on your back, sending chills through your body. —

“He made me better than you,” he shrugged, “And I’m not a plaything.”

“Then what are you?”

“The new fist of Hydra.”

You quirked a brow, watching him closely as he took another step forward, “You actually think that?”

— Breathing ragged, a metal taste in your mouth. Restrained to the table. —

“Oh, I know that,” he said, “But you know the thing about fists? There’s always two. And considering
you’ve made the other disappear, we’re in the market for another.”

“That’s not happening.”

— Surrounded by lab coats, pain shooting through your body, holding back a scream. —

“Hasn’t it already?” he asked, cocking his head to the side, “The way I see it, you’ve just been on
holiday. The good doctor wants you back, kiddo. How much longer do you think you can stay away?
This is who you are.”

— “You are perfection, a Goddess of War.” —

“Ah,” he sighed, seeing the wince that crossed your face, “Heavy is the head that wears the crown. Or,
who holds the mantle. Which would you prefer?”

“I said, it’s not happening,” you repeated, ignoring him with a shake of your head and taking a slight
step back to eye Boone. Her hand was frozen on the door handle, her eyes fixed on you. Her jaw was
clenched as she watched you, her hand sneaking away from the handle as she fixed her grip on her
pistol, “I’m not going back.”

“Okay,” he shrugged, “Let’s try this again, shall we? I know you like to be difficult, so I’ll make it
easy for you. You come quietly, or we’ll kill your little friend.”

Your eyes flicked back to him, a glare snarling across your face as you sized up the small army that
had assembled in your yard.



“Ah,” he chuckled, “There it is. I’ve missed that look. You know? That look you get right before you
do something stupid. Come now, kid. Be smart about this.”

“No.”

“What do you think about all of this, Agent Cavanaugh?” he asked suddenly, his arms folding over his
chest as he turned his attention to Boone, “Are you really prepared to die for her?”

“Listen, my guy,” she said as she turned to rest her back against the car, loosening her grip on the gun
and glancing at you, “I know you think you know who you’re dealing with, but you don’t. (F/N)’s my
best friend, and if you think I’m just gonna leave her behind you’re wrong.”

“Boone,” you warned, watching as Wraith took another step forward and waved his army to follow
him.

“(F/N),” she set her jaw, her green eyes staring into you as her distinct smile returned to her face,
“I’ve got your six.”

Boone pushed off the car, tossing you her pistol and pulling out a pair of knives she had concealed up
her sleeve.

“What are you doing?” you shrieked, ducking out of the way as the Hydra soldiers opened fire.

“Trust me,” she hissed.

“Boone those are knives.”

“Trust me,” she said again, rising to her feet and spinning around to face Wraith as you covered her.
With an effortless flick of the wrist, she flung both knives at him before hurling herself over the hood
of the car and whirling into the driver’s seat.

One knife hit Wraith square in the chest, bouncing off his suit but scaring him enough to back away
from you. The other hit his helmet, shattering the tinted visor and earning a yelp from him.

With Boone at the wheel, the Firebird roared to life, spitting gravel and taking off into the sea of
soldiers before reversing back toward you. The passenger door was flung open as you barreled across
the yard and you threw yourself into the car. She didn’t wait for you to close the door before she was
off, zipping through the yard and, in some cases, rogue soldiers.

“We need help,” you shouted over the gunshots that ricocheted through the night. The two of you
ducked as some whizzed past your heads, shattering the back windshield. Boone busted through the
gate, the chain-link nicking paint as the two of you dashed into the night, “Where’s your phone?”

“Pocket,” she said, not taking her eyes off the road. You reached over, feeling through her blazer
pocket before you froze, withdrawing your hand.

The phone was broken, a single bullet hole had torn right through it and it was soaked in blood. As
were your hands.

“Boone,” you breathed, tossing the phone over your shoulder and moving her blazer out of the way,
“You’ve been hit.”

She scoffed, wincing as you placed pressure on the wound, “Yeah, I know. It’s not bad, I promise.”



“Liar,” you seethed, pressing firmly against her side as blood oozed between your fingers.

“You’re one to talk,” she chuckled.

“We need help,” you repeated, watching as her eyes fluttered lightly, “Turn here.”

The windows of Amma’s store were darkened when you broke the door open, the bell jingled
furiously in protest. Before stepping inside, you hauled Boone over your shoulder and carried her to
the closest table. She groaned lightly when you set her down and placed her hand over where yours
had been. You left her side, sliding over the front counter and snatching the first aid kit from the
bottom shelf.

“If this is the way I go out,” Boone wheezed with a growl, puffing a strand of hair out of her face,
“I'mma be fuckin' pissed.”

“You're going to be fine, drama queen,” you sighed, your heart pounding in your chest as you returned
to her. You pressed a handful of gauze against her side, wincing when a low yelp worked its way
through her throat, “How'd you know the helmet was a weak spot?”

“Cuz yours was,” she breathed, her eyes closed as she grimaced in pain, “That thing was a carbon
copy of what you wore in Paris. It shattered on you, remember? I altered the design later, but SHIELD
got their hands on the old one.”

“Then Hydra did too,” you shook your head, pursing your lips and adding more gauze, “It's not a
clean shot, the bullet's still in there.”

Boone groaned, cracking open her eyes to roll them, “I'm not diggin' it out. We'll stop the bleedin',
have Mendez take a look at it later.”

You frowned, “We need to call for help.”

“And escape town. Those assholes are right on our tail, we need to get outta here.”

“I need to stop the bleeding first,” you said, adding more gauze before replacing your hands with hers.

You left her side, dragging a chair across the floor and looking up to the rafters of the ceiling. You
stopped in the middle of the store, stepping onto the chair and moving a board out of the way.
Reaching behind it, you pulled down a go-bag. You had stashed it when you were running with
Weston, leaving it there just in case you were pulled back into the fray.

You had hoped you never would need it. But there you were.

As you jumped down from the chair, the lights of the store flicked on. The sound of heavy footsteps
clunked across the floor. You had a gun in your hand before you realized it, pointing it at the sound.

“What in the hell is going on here?” Amma’s voice came from around the corner.

You relaxed back to your heels, quickly dropping the weapon and tossing it onto the table next to
Boone, “Just me, Amma.”

“Sweet-tart—” Amma started, pausing as she took in the sight that was before her. The old woman
was wearing a turquoise robe and holding a shotgun in her hands, pointing it toward both of you. She



relaxed back too, eyeing Boone’s wound as her white gauze turned pink before her eyes shot to you,
“You have that look in your eyes. What happened?”

“It's complicated,” you answered simply, reaching into the first aid kit and quickly returning to
Boone’s side.

“Uncomplicate it,” the old woman scowled, setting down her weapon and grabbing a towel from
behind the counter. She tossed it to you and you pressed it against Boone’s side.

“We pissed off some bad guys,” Boone managed to slur with a low hiss.

“Who is this?” Amma asked, eyeing Boone as she pulled up a chair.

“Howdy, ma'am, name's Boone Cavanaugh,” Boone smiled her Cheshire grin, her accent somehow
thickening, “You must be the lovely owner of this fine establishment, I've heard so much about you.”

“No, you haven't,” you shook your head and sent a glare into Boone, “Agent Cavanaugh, former
CIA.”

Amma’s frown deepened, she stayed quiet for a moment before she spoke, “You're back in the game,
aren't you?”

A look of curiosity tore across Boone’s tired face as a light, crooning hum trilled through her throat,
“She knows?”

“Vaguely.”

“Naughty, naughty,” Boone chuckled, her green eyes fluttering to Amma, “We ain’t s’posed to tell
anybody.”

Amma’s brows knitted together, taking in Boone’s words before looking to you. Her hardened eyes
softened as she looked you over before jumping to her feet, “What do you need?”

“To stop her bleeding,” you answered, chewing your cheek and watching to make sure she didn’t
bleed through the towel, “then we need to get outta here.”

“You need gas?” she asked, tossing you another rag.

“Wouldn’t hurt,” you said quickly. Amma nodded, eyeing Boone once more before rushing outside.
You slowly reached behind Boone’s back to lean her forward, “Hold still, sister.”

“I fuckin’ hate you,” she hissed as you wrapped a bandage around her waist to apply constant
pressure.

“Bullshit.”

“You right,” she laughed with a shrug, pushing you away from her and rising, shakily, to her feet. Her
head whipped back to the door as Amma returned and she turned back to you, “It’s just about time we
called for backup. You gotta phone, ma’am?”

“Payphone’s right outside on the boardwalk,” Amma replied with a nod.

“Old school, I dig it,” Boone said, wobbly walking toward the door, “Got any change, boss?”



Amma scoffed, waltzing behind the counter and grabbing a handful of change from the till.

“Much obliged, ma’am,” Boone grinned as Amma dropped the coins into her blood-soaked hands.

Boone slowly made her way out of the store, peeking out the windows before walking through the
door. As soon as the door shut, Amma turned on you. Her eyes darkened as she approached you, “I
thought you were done, honey. You promised me you were done. What the hell is this about?”

You flinched lightly, unzipping your go bag, “He wanted to leave—”

“Sebby?”

“He’s not who you think he is. His name is Bucky Barnes,” you said lowly, glancing up to the
windows as you pulled a pistol and holster from the bag, “There wasn't anything I could do, he's
wanted all over the country. I couldn't just let him leave. If they caught him, I don't know what they'd
do to him. I thought I could call in a favor. Turns out I ran out of them.”

“So now you owe the devil,” Amma breathed, turning away from you to lean heavily against the
counter.

— “Why does it feel like I just made a deal with the devil.” —

— “You didn’t. I did.” —

“According to him, I'm the devil,” you mumbled, strapping the holster to your thigh and slamming the
pistol into it.

“I can see where he's coming from,” she shook her head, “Honey, I don’t know exactly what you’ve
done for them, but I’ve seen what it does to you. Please, sweet-tart, don't let them change you like last
time. It was hard enough to pull you out, if you go deeper, I don't think you'll be able to come back.”

— A killer. An assassin. An asset. —

You froze, closing your eyes with a deep breath, “I know. I'll be careful.”

— “You are perfection, a Goddess of War.” —

You were so caught up in your own head, you didn’t hear Amma come up behind you. She placed a
gentle hand on your shoulder, ignoring the violent flinch that rocked your body, “That's what you said
last time.”

“I'll try harder,” you said, mostly to yourself. You turned to face her, a sad smile playing on your face.

“I know,” Amma returned the smile, an almost knowing look in her eyes as she reached up to cup
your cheeks, “You have so much of your uncle in you, you know. Always looking for a fight. Just
don’t forget who you are, here.”

She placed a hand over your chest, feeling your still pounding heart, “Promise me.”

“I promise.”

Both your heads snapped to the door as it opened and Boone stumbled in.



“I hate to interrupt,” Boone interrupted, leaning against the door frame and staring into the
brightening darkness, “but we’ve got company.”

You nodded, “Right behind you.”

Boone turned to Amma, tipping an imaginary hat as she walked back outside, “Ma’am.”

“I’m sorry, Amma,” you said, bowing your head as you backed away from her and slung the bag over
your shoulder, “I really am.”

Amma reached up to your shoulders, bringing you in for a quick hug, “Call me when you’re safe,
Sweet Tart. And don’t do anything too stupid.”

“You know I can’t promise that.”
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Escaping Eden

Chapter Summary

“You know what amazes me?” Boone asked. You hummed in response, “How you can stay so
cool in a situation like this.”

“You’re not doing so bad yourself, sister.”

“That's because I'm bleeding out and beginning to fade in and out of consciousness,” she slurred,
her brows furrowing as Hydra reappeared, “Plus, I'm sad, cuz I think I left my shoes at your
house and they were my favorite shoes in the whole wide world.”
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Tell the wolves I'm home

Fog whispered down from the mountain, shielding the Firebird from view as it rolled through town
and into the valley. Whipping through the last of the grassland and into the timber, the car was quickly
lost in tentative darkness. The gloomy pine that towered over the road filtered what was left of the
sun, making it all the easier to slip around hairpin corners and disappear down straightaways.

The lights of the Hydra convoy barely cut through the haze, but you could see when a pair of
headlights went careening off the side of the mountain. You scoffed lightly, focusing on the road
ahead and trying to drown out the screams of the wind that blasted through the broken back window
and the bullet holes that lined the car.

“Another one bites the dust,” Boone hummed, imitating a clash of cymbals as she stared into what
was left of the side view mirror. Her head was laying against the slightly shattered window and she
snickered to herself before her eyes fluttered closed.

“Boone,” you warned, your attention shifting to her as hair fell into her face and she did nothing to fix
it, “Talk to me, Goose.”



“Spoiler alert, bro,” she spat after a moment, cracking open an eye with a glare, “He dies. Why the
fuck would you say that to me in a time like this?”

She winced, sucking in a sharp breath between her teeth as she struggled to push herself upright.

“Keep talking,” you said, barreling down another corner and frowning at the grimace that washed
over her face, “Don’t fall asleep on me.”

“What should I talk about?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Once upon a time,” Boone began, her voice cracking as she knocked her head against the window a
couple of times to wake herself, “in the Middle of Nowhere, USA, a gift to the world was born. And
they named her Boone.”

“On the other hand,” you groaned with a roll of your eyes, “maybe not.”

She chuckled, running a shaky hand through her hair before changing the subject, “We’re gonna meet
Jesse on the highway. She’s zoomin’ in on her new jet. She’s bringing Raffa, Jack, and Belov for
backup. She’ll match our speed, drop the ramp, and you’ll drive up it. Just like in Knight Rider—the
original, with Hasselhoff, not the lame-ass, angsty reboot.”

“Knight Rider, really?” you teased with a low smile, flinching slightly as the Firebird’s tires squealed
and you slipped around another corner. You lost the caravan for another moment.

“My family didn’t have the cool cartoon channels. We had the old rerun shows from the 80s,” Boone
muttered, her brows furrowing. She straightened up in her seat and forced her eyes open before
continuing, “MacGyver, The A-Team, Knight Rider, Hawaii Five-0, Magnum, P.I. You know? The
classics.”

“All of the sudden, you make a lot more sense.”

She laughed, placing a hand on her side, “So you’ll drive up the jet ramp just like KITT drives up the
semi-trailer ramp. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.”

She wheezed quietly, giggling at herself and imitating the sound of KITT’s lightbar.

“It’s not that easy, Boone,” you said with a shake of your head.

“I believe in you…a little bit,” she trailed off, her eyes stalling, out of focus, at the trees passing by.

“Keep talking, Cavanaugh,” you growled, smacking her shoulder lightly to catch her attention,
“We’re almost there, just stay with me.”

You had almost reached the top of the mountain. Even as the sun continued to rise, the air temperature
had dropped considerably and the wind that lashed through the car wasn’t helping matters. You
shivered, flexing your hands as the cold gnawed at them and your joints froze over.

“It’s fuckin’ cold,” she snapped, drawing her eyes away from the trees as you flew over the top of the
mountain and began the short descent to the highway.

You reached into the backseat, grabbing an old sweatshirt and setting it in her lap. Leaning forward,
you reached toward the heater to turn it higher only to find it already going full blast.



“Keep talking,” you growled, zipping around another corner a little faster than you should have. The
back tires slipped out from underneath you, sending the car sliding across the road before you
corrected it.

“You know how Weston told you I hacked into the Kremlin?” she hissed, tucking the sweatshirt
around herself.

“Yeah?”

“I didn't just hack in, I broke in.” she said with tired eyes, glancing at you with a mischievous snicker.

“What?” You blinked, a look of confusion crossing your face as you dodged around another corner.

“It was a black op when I was with the CIA,” Boone explained, peeling dried blood from her hands,
“the hack job was only a distraction while I went for plans for a new nuclear weapon. It was easy,
really. Well, it should have been.”

— “She only got caught because she got distracted by a family of ducks that were crossing the road.”
—

“Until you got distracted by a family of ducks,” you remembered, the sound of Weston’s voice
echoing through your head, "it wasn't ducks, was it?

She shook her head with a growl, “It wasn't ducks.”

You frowned, your eyes flicking to her as you shot out of the fog and into daylight. Boone flinched at
the sudden burst of sunlight as you flew over the last ridge.

“It was a whole Spetsnaz Unit waiting for me outside where my EVAC should have been. After 11
months of deep cover, meeting contacts, and making friends, somebody sold me out. All that hard
work was undone in an instant. I had to bail. The CIA denied any knowledge of my actions and left
me for dead,” she scoffed with a shake of her head, her hair falling in her eyes, “I was on the run for
seven months, no help, no backup, and hunted by the Russians. Right up until Weston bailed me out.
He somehow had connections with both the Russians and the Americans. I fell right outta trouble and
into the arms of Aftermath. And look at me now.”

She gestured around her, sliding around her seat as you veered onto the highway with a grunt, “Shot
the hell up in a helluva shot-up car, with my best friend in the whole wide world.”

You shook your head, a frown finding its way to your face as more Hydra vehicles filed in behind
you. There was nothing short of an army swarming in your rearview mirror, “Overkill, don’t you
think?”

“Maybe this Wraith fellow knows you a bit better than we anticipated.”

You groaned, rolling your eyes as you sped in between two semis earning a pair of birds from the
drivers and temporarily losing Hydra, “That’s unfortunate.”

“You know what amazes me?” Boone asked. You hummed in response, “How you can stay so cool in
a situation like this.”

“You’re not doing so bad yourself, sister.”



“That's because I'm bleeding out and beginning to fade in and out of consciousness,” she slurred, her
brows furrowing as Hydra reappeared, “Plus, I'm sad, cuz I think I left my shoes at your house and
they were my favorite shoes in the whole wide world.”

“Well, you'd better look alive. They're gaining,” you said with a scowl, reaching down to the pistol at
your side and pulling it out of its holster. Boone followed your gaze, taking a deep breath and
reaching into the backseat.

She set your go-bag in her lap, pulling out a pistol and deftly slinging a knife through her fingers,
even as her eyelids fluttered again. Boone shook her head and shifted her gaze to the sky, pursing her
lips with a crooked frown, “Jesse should be here soon. They were on standby, just in case.”

“In case what?”

Boone stopped in her tracks, realizing what she had said and wrinkling her nose.

“Boone.”

“In case there was trouble.

“You mean, in case I was trouble,” you growled, your face darkening as the Hydra goons crept closer,
only about three car lengths away now.

“Eh, tomato, tomahto. Either way, we’ll have to hold them off ‘til she gets here,” Boone sighed,
weighing both the knife and the pistol between her hands before choosing the knife, “Shouldn’t be too
much longer.”

She flipped the knife from handle to blade, rolling down the window with a grunt and a sly smirk that
sketched itself across her face, “This happen to be Aftermath grade?”

“Yes. But don't even think about it,” you warned, watching as she sized up the vehicle closest to you.

“You know I’m better with a knife than I am a gun.”

“Against a person, maybe, but an armored vehicle? Nah. What are you going to do? Slash their tires?”

“As a matter of fact,” Boone chuckled, still watching the vehicle closing the gap between you, “Yes.”

She turned back to you with a cackle, tossing the knife almost carelessly over her shoulder.

The knife slipped from her fingers, whisking past the car and hitting the pavement. It bounced once,
pinwheeling hazardously through the air before sticking into the front tire of the armored vehicle
nearest to you. The tire popped, sending a puff of dust and a burst of sparks into the air. It pitched
forward, swerving across the road and taking out another vehicle with it before colliding with the
guard rail.

You blinked, turning to Boone with wide eyes, “You are incredibly lucky.”

“Ain’t luck,” she shrugged, taking the pistol from her lap with a sigh and cracking back the slide, “All
skill, baby.”

You shook your head, “You terrify me.”

“I know,” Boone laughed, slicking back her hair, “Heads up, we got trouble.”



“I see it,” you growled, bracing for impact as another vehicle shot through the smoke of the two that
had collided and rear-ended you. The two of you careened forward. Boone caught herself on the dash
with a hiss of pain and a crack of the wrist.

“Motherfuckin’ bitch,” she wheezed, snapping her wrist back into place with a pop.

You, on the other hand, were just barely able to keep your head from hitting the steering wheel.
Again. Third time’s the charm.

“You good?” you asked, swerving lightly and correcting the car with a grunt. Pumping lightly on the
brakes, you avoided another armored truck and spun around the highway in a shroud of smoke. You
ended up driving back, head-on, into the caravan and blasting down the highway the wrong way.

“Yeah, no,” Boone finally answered with a shake of her head, cradling her wrist to her chest, “Not too
good. That was my shooting hand.”

The head of the convoy split out of the way while the ones behind slammed on the brakes. They
attempted to create a wall of vehicles to stop you, you swerved off the road into the brush barely
skirting around another vehicle before returning to the pavement.

“You’re ambidextrous, Boone.”

Only one truck was able to keep pace with you. It saw you coming, flying into a u-turn and staying on
your tail. You could just make out the passengers of the car, but one silhouette stood out.

Wraith.

He kept pace with you, directing the driver as if he anticipated your every move. As if he knew you.

You frowned. Even though you'd lost them, the entire convoy was gaining and, more importantly, so
was Wraith. Two more vehicles buzzed out from behind Wraith, flanking him as they edged closer.
The tops of the trucks unfolded and a mounted machine gun rose from inside along with soldiers to
man it.

“We’re not going to last much longer,” you ducked, flinching as a spray of bullets peppered your tail
end, “Correction, my car isn’t going to last much longer.”

“Good news is, it don’t have to,” Boone said, her eyes to the sky, “The cavalry has arrived.”

A wave of relief washed over you when you followed her look.

The jet appeared over the top of you, shimmering like a mirage as its cloaking device powered down
and it flashed into view. The sound of its engines overpowered the whistling of the wind as it dove
down in front of you, hovering only meters above the road. It kept the same speed as you as it
lowered the ramp. As the metal hit the pavement, sparks jumped into the air and two figures appeared.
They waited inside the jet and waved you on.

“Now or never, right?” you said, taking a deep breath and swerving out of the way of more bullets as
Hydra turned their attention to the jet.

“I am now much more worried about this than I was before.”

A low laugh warped its way from your stomach as you stepped on the gas and the jet slowed slightly,
“This is a terrible idea.”



“Oh, she’s good,” the agent sitting next to Wraith muttered to himself, watching as the black car sped
up the jet’s ramp and disappeared. The ramp closed, the jet pulled up and away from the road before
disappearing into the sky. In a matter of seconds, it reenabled its cloaking device and glittered away
into nothingness.

Wraith said nothing, instead leaning back into his seat, still plucking glass from his helmet.

“Sir, what do we do?”

“We’re going the wrong way down a highway and chasing nothing but air, what do you think we do?”

The driver stepped on the brakes, slowing down the convoy and turning it around.

“Dr. Novak isn’t going to be happy about this.”

“But he’s not going to be surprised.”

You slammed on the brakes, screeching to a halt as the ramp closed behind you. Jack and Belov
sprang into action, strapping down the tires as you set the parking brake and jumped out of the car.
Boone’s door creaked open and she stumbled out, grappling to you as you rolled over the hood to her
side.

She wobbled on her feet, reaching for you as you hauled her against your shoulder. You only just
managed to heave her to the table they had set up in the cabin. You sat her on the table, swinging her
feet so that she could finally lay down.

Rafael appeared from the cockpit, glancing to Boone with a frown, “How bad is it?”

“On a scale of one to ten?” she asked, still cradling her wrist against her chest, “About an eleventeen.”

“Very funny—Jack, get me an IV,” he said, his usual laid-back manner completely gone as he got to
work. He removed the gauze, gazing at her wound, “Bleeding’s stopped, but you still lost a lot. Belov
take her blood pressure. Jack grab her files, tell me what blood type she’s got and grab a compatible
bag. Jesse, keep this bird steady.”

“I gotta bring her up a little higher,” Jesse responded from the cockpit, “Hang on.”

Both Jack and Raffa grabbed onto Boone’s shoulders, bracing against the table to keep her in place as
you and Belov grabbed onto straps that hung from the ceiling. Jesse pulled up, the cabin rattling in
protest as you rose through the clouds before it finally stopped.

“And we’re steady. Get her done, lads.”

Both men let her go, backing away quickly and grabbing a kit from a cabinet behind him.

“Okay, Boonie-baby—” Mendez started, turning back to her and taking out a syringe.

“That better be the good stuff,” Boone interrupted with a scowl.

“It’s just lidocaine,” he shook his head before nodding to Jack, “He’s got the good stuff.”

“Beautiful,” she hummed, “Stick me, Jackie.”



You shook your head, checking the straps on your car before returning to Boone’s side. Belov was
already there, holding her good hand as Jack injected the contents of his syringe.

“She gonna be okay, Raffa?” you breathed lowly.

“She’ll be fine,” he said, still not looking up as he cut away the rest of her shirt, but he relaxed back
into his usual stature, “Just gotta stitch her up a bit and put some juice back in her”

“Do. Not. Call. Blood. Juice,” Boone groaned, her body relaxing, “That’s disgusting.”

“Sleep tight, Cavanaugh,” he chuckled as her eyes fluttered closed, “When you wake up, we’ll be
home and this’ll all be just a dream.”

“More like a fuckin' nightmare,” she whispered.

You scoffed, shaking your head as you plopped down into a chair and glanced at your ruined car, “Tell
me about it.”

You lurched forward as the jet made a hasty descent from the sky and finally landed at the Aftermath
base. Afternoon sun shot in as the ramp opened and a burst of fresh air flooded the cabin. Jumping
from your seat you found yourself by Boone’s side in an instant, ready to help lift her onto a stretcher
before Jesse pulled you away. She glanced to the ramp, then to the cockpit, and nodded her head.

Frowning, you followed her, leaving Jack and Belov to tend to Boone.

“What’s wrong, Agent?” you asked, ducking into the cockpit as she slid the door shut.

She clicked her tongue, folding her hands behind her and rocking to her heels, “Only Alpha Two
knows your face, and the Senator wants to keep it that way.”

The frown on your face deepened, you leaned against the wall with a roll of your eyes, “Of course he
does.”

“Ari will be here with your suit shortly. Sorry, I’m sure this isn’t the welcome you anticipated,” she
said, slipping out the door.

“To be honest,” you muttered to yourself, folding your arms over your chest, “I didn’t anticipate a
welcome at all.”

Pushing off the wall, you plopped down into the pilot’s seat. An uneasy feeling still bit at your
stomach.

Wraith.

It was as if he could read your mind. He knew you would fight back and that you would run. It wasn’t
that he could anticipate your every move that worried you, it was that they had been watching you.
They had tracked you to New Eden and watched you and Bucky. And you didn’t even know.

— “He made me better than you.” —

And if you had missed that, what else had you missed?

— “You are perfection, a Goddess of War.” —



You groaned, holding your head in your hands as a headache ran behind your eyes. If you had missed
so many details with Hydra, what had you missed with Aftermath? Were they using you? Would they
betray you? Would they—

Your train of thought was cut off as the door to the cockpit slid open and Ari Hadar appeared.

“Captain,” he nodded, setting your suit on the chair next to you, “Get dressed, Senator Johnson wants
to talk to you.”

You nodded, tugging off your shoes as he closed the door and you glanced to the helmet. The visor
twinkled in the sun, the glare making your headache worse as you reached for your tac pants and
armor. Dragging yourself off the chair, you stepped into your boots and tossed the helmet between
your hands. You closed your eyes with a shake of your head, running your fingers through your
matted hair.

— "Welcome back, Ghost." —

Your eyes snapped open, flicking to the door as you snapped on the helmet and walked back into the
main cabin. As you stepped out you froze. Your car was gone.

— What else had you missed? —

“Where’s my car, Hadar?” you asked, your voice changer activated mid-sentence, making you wince
at the sound of your voice.

“They’re sweeping it for bugs, they’ll bring it to the Nest when they’re finished,” Ari said, pulling his
hair into a loose topknot, “The Senator is waiting for you.”

— “They knew we were coming.” —

Brows furrowing, your head cocked to the side, “Where is my car.”

It wasn’t a question this time, it was an order. It was: tell me where it is and take me there...now.

A growl tore through your throat when he didn’t respond immediately and even the mighty Goliath
took a step away from you. His jaw clenched as you took another step forward, your combat boots
thudding against the floor as you tossed your leather jacket and shoes over your shoulder to the floor.
Every step you took sounded like a threat and echoed in warning.

“I’ll take you to it.”

“Good answer.”

Ari led you from the jet, down the ramp on what you figured was a tarmac. But you were wrong.

The jet had landed on one of a series of five concrete pads in the middle of a neatly manicured grass
pasture. There were five of them, connected by white concrete slabs. The pad in the center led to a
row of trees that shielded the main buildings from the airfield and led further into the quad.

Straight across from you, on the other side of the pads, was the actual airfield. Jets lined the runway,
both experimental and the typical ones the military ran. Larger planes were tucked away in hangars at
the far end of the field. At the end closest to you was a fleet of vehicles parked in rows in front of a
low-lying cement building.



Hundreds of people scurried around the part of the base you could see. Some were in civilian dress,
others in lab coats, and others in flight suits. Most were in black shirts tucked into khaki army fatigues
and combat boots. They chattered back and forth to each other, ducking between pathways and
constantly moving.

Until they saw you.

A silence enveloped the airfield, everyone stopping in their tracks, and conversations, as you strode
down the pathway from the landing pads. Some hopped into a salute, others avoided you like the devil
and went in the other direction.

“At ease,” you snapped at those that were still at attention as you walked onto the airfield.

Ari led you into the concrete building nearest to you, ducking past a pair of mechanics that shied
away as you entered.

Your car was sitting in the middle of the floor. It was packed with bullet holes and had left a trail of
glass chunks from where it had been towed in.

Turning to the two mechanics that were frozen like deer in headlights at the sight of you, you nodded
to the car, “You two the ones that swept it?”

“Yes, sir,” one nodded, eyes flicking from you to the car.

“One of you grab a flathead screwdriver and give it to Hadar. Then both of you get out,” you ordered,
walking around your car with a scowl. Taking off a glove, you ran your fingers along the hood. Bullet
holes and dents greedily greeted your fingertips, much to your annoyance.

“Captain,” Ari said from behind you as the door to the building closed and he handed you the
screwdriver.

“Riddle me this, Hadar,” you started, slipping off your helmet and sliding under the car, “If there was
a tracker under my car your scanners would have picked it up, right?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“What if it hadn’t been activated yet?”

“Ma’am?”

You sighed, crawling further under your car you began chipping away at the mud that caked the
undercarriage, “If Hydra planted a tracker on my car, but put it on delayed activation, would the
scanners be able to see it?”

“I—” he paused, kneeling beside you, “I don’t believe so.”

“Exactly. Hydra knew exactly where I was,” you breathed, eyeing a hunk of metal that was hidden
between the two exhaust pipes. Slamming the screwdriver under the metal piece, you pried it loose,
“And they knew I’d get away.”

The contraption fell against your chest and you shimmied out from under the car. You tossed the
device to Ari, returning to your feet with a grunt and grabbing your helmet from the hood.



Ari frowned, rolling the device through his hands before looking to you, “I need to get this to
Norway.”

“Preferably before they activate it,” you nodded, “Go.”

“My orders were to deliver you to the Senator.”

“Now your orders are to deliver this to Zac. See if he can backtrace a signal and get a location on
Wraith before he gets a location on us,” you said, shoving your helmet back on, “I’ll find
Johnson...eventually.”

“Yes, Captain,” he nodded, striding quickly away from you.

You rolled back to your heels, resting against your car and giving it a firm pat before bouncing to the
balls of your feet. Walking out of the building, you ran straight into a group of mechanics that stood
whispering in the doorway. You nodded to them lightly as they parted to let you by, staring after you
as you walked down the pathway toward the landing pads.

Walking past Zoom’s jet, you followed the path toward the row of trees that obstructed your view of
the rest of the base. As the grove opened, you found yourself face-to-face with the central hub of
Aftermath. Ahead of you, there was a junction of four paths, including the one that you were on.

Straight in front of you, was a gun range that turned into a bombing range the further downfield it
went. The sound of gunshots echoed continuously on the quad, followed by short periods of silence
before bursting back into discord.

To your left was a grey building made of brick and glass. Treadmills, weight machines, and punching
bags lined the windows, casting the silhouette of those that were using them. Behind it was a lake
outlined by a running path and an obstacle course that twisted into the trees.

Finally, to your right, was another brick building. It was modern and imposing, and exactly where you
needed to go.

It was made of red brick and white stucco and flawlessly clean windows. Shaped in a ‘U’ with one
side longer than the other, it hugged into the main quad to create separation from the airfield and the
gun range. A pair of breezeways came off the middle of both arms, connecting it to what you assumed
were barracks.

You had thought that the Alliance was impressive, but this was something else. When Boone had told
you that Aftermath had expanded, you didn’t think it had grown this big. Operatives were
everywhere, a far cry from the five (or six if you asked Boone) that had started it all.

As the moment of awe the campus held you in ended, you strolled across the quad toward the red
brick building.

For the first time in two torturous days, you felt a sense of calm wash over you and you finally took a
relaxed breath. Even if New Eden was your home, there was something about this place that relaxed
you.

You scoffed to yourself, glancing up at the building that loomed over you and you stepped from the
concrete pathway to a grey, brick-laid courtyard. Hush whispers came from all sides as you walked
past agents and soldiers, operatives and scientists to the rear entrance. The doors slid open
automatically and you stepped inside.



The building was just as striking on the inside as it was on the outside. The cold, white interior
contrasted the warm, red bricks that made up the outside. It was cool, modern, and quiet.

You found yourself looking at what appeared to be a lounge. Your footsteps echoed on polished white
marble floors as you made your way through the building. A square staircase stood in the middle of
the lounge and it was surrounded by different doors and elevators.

Biting your lip, you took your chances and walked up the stairs, hoping you would get lucky and run
into Turner instead of getting lost in the labyrinth that was the building.

You walked down another hallway winding your way around before stopping in your tracks. Your
brows furrowed as you stepped back, cocking your head to the side as you took in what was in front
of you.

You had somehow found your way to the rotunda above the main entrance. Grecian-style columns
rose above your head to meet at a glass-domed ceiling. But the thing that caught your eye was the
jagged black stone that jutted out from the perfection of the marble floor.

It was a lava rock slab, rough and flawed in seamless juxtaposition to its clean, white surroundings.
You blinked as you stepped around it taking in the rest of the stone.

Words and pictures in an orangey bronze glittered in the sunlight that streamed down from the glass
roof. In the middle of the stone, there were five shields. They each held a different emblem and were
spread out evenly across the face. Under each was a series of names, or code names rather.

The first was a crown surrounded by a laurel wreath.

The second was a hawk, unfurling its feathers and soaring upwards.

The third was a skull, one of its eyes replaced by crosshairs and set over a pair of crossed rifles.

The fourth was a Caduceus, but instead of wrapping around a staff, the snakes wound themselves
around a sword.

And the fifth was an empty closing tag encased in a globe.

You could feel your heart stall as you reached out to the rock and ran your hands over the codenames
below each emblem.

Kingpin. Nighthawk. Outbreak. Blackhat.

And in the center: Ghost.

Engraved above the shields, in bold letters, were the words ‘Aftermath : Alpha One’. Below the
shields read, ‘The Original Five’.

“Something else, isn’t it?” Turner came from behind you, the sound of his wheelchair barely audible.

You scoffed, your fingers running over the word Nighthawk.

— “Ah! Mi amor, I think I’m in love with you.” —

“It’s something,” you murmured, tracing each letter before looking at his symbol.



“We wanted to do something to honor the ones that started it all,” he continued, wheeling around the
monument to your side, “Especially since there’s only two left standing...sort of.”

— “I’ve got your back, amor. You got mine?” —

“Of course.”

You said it almost absentmindedly, fingers still running over the hawk. The cool metal was offset by
the heat of the stone in the sun.

“This was Weston’s ultimate plan, you know?”

“Make something that rivals even SHIELD?” it came out as a scoff, more aggressive than you wanted
and the sound of your own voice made you flinch.

Turner chuckled, “I admit, things may have gotten a bit out of hand but...it’s what he wanted. We
made everything according to his plans. Everything’s to spec. What do you think?”

You looked around you with a shrugging sigh. As much as you hated to admit it, it was perfect.
Modern, but simple. Elegant, yet useful. But as beautiful as the building was, your eyes were drawn to
him.

Turner held a certain amount of polish, even if he was in the chair. He was in a well-tailored suit with
an indigo tie and a pin of the US Flag on the lapel. He looked healthier now than he ever did when
you ran with him. Not only that, he looked happier.

“It suits you,” you nodded, patting him on the shoulder as you stepped away from the stone.

He looked up to you, a twinkle in his eyes, “You think so?”

“I do,” you smiled, even if he couldn’t see it. A grin spread across his face as he wheeled away from
you, signaling for you to follow. He led you from the rotunda to a small lobby before leading you
down a short hall to his office.

“You doing okay?” he asked as his secretary slid open his office door, “Thank you, Ms. Emmerly.”

“I was just attacked—”

He nodded, “By your boyfriend—”

“By Hydra,” you rolled your eyes, “In my own home. And my best friend was shot.”

“Eh,” he shrugged, “She’ll walk it off.”

“She’s okay then?”

“Yeah, she’s fine,” Turner said, wheeling into his office with you on his tail, “It didn’t tear up that
much on the inside. Just bled like a bitch. She’ll be up and around in a day or two.”

You sighed, flopping down in a chair and leaning back with a groan, “Good. What’s up with the
secrecy?”

He glanced at you. You popped off the helmet and tossed it onto his desk, pointing to it offhandedly.

“The only people that have seen your face is Alpha 2.”



“Alpha 2?”

“The team you ran with in Sokovia, plus a few extras,” he said, sliding you a file, “I’d like to keep
your identity intact, just in case you want to ‘retire’ again.”

“And they say I have trust issues,” you chuckled, flipping through the file before setting it on the desk
next to your helmet.

“In this game, we can’t trust anyone,” he smirked, rolling himself over to a bar cart that sat in the
corner of the room. He poured two glasses, “You know that. Whiskey?”

He offered you a glass, you shook your head, “I don’t drink anymore.”

He blinked, impressed if only slightly, “Really? When did that happen?”

“After you sent Raffa to New Eden to talk some sense into me.”

“Impressive,” he laughed, pouring the contents of one of the glasses into the other, “Honestly, I didn’t
think it would work.”

You rolled your eyes, a grin tearing across your face before it fell.

— “Hydra knew exactly where I was. And they knew I’d get away.” —

“What’s wrong?” Johnson asked, swirling his drink as he backed behind his desk, “You got that look.”

“Why does everyone say I have a look?” you whined in exasperation, throwing your arms over your
head, “I don’t have a look.”

“You have a look,” he repeated, “When something is wrong, you have a look. So, tell me what’s
wrong?”

“I found a tracking device in my car.”

He stopped in his tracks, his drink mere centimeters from his lips, “My techs said they hadn’t found
one—”

“It was on a delay activation,” you interrupted with a shake of your head, pushing yourself to your
feet and beginning to pace around the office, “They knew I’d get away.”

“Smart fuckers,” he groaned, downing his drink with a low growl.

— “He made me better than you.” —

“And there’s a new player,” you muttered. Turner’s eyes followed you as you continued pacing,
forgetting about your limp for a moment, “Name’s Wraith. You know anything about him?”

“Must be new on the scene,” he said, catching your eyes and nodding for you to sit down.

“No,” you frowned, flopping down into the chair, “He knows too much about me. It’s like he knew
me.”

“We’ll do some looking,” Turner leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk and biting his lip,
“Speaking of…”



He trailed off, his brows furrowing and continuing to gnaw on his lip, “We did some looking into how
you were recruited to SHIELD after you called...”

He paused again, crinkling his nose and rocking back in his chair.

“And?”

“About six months after the ambush, we put in the paperwork to confirm Commander Weston PKIA,”
he sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “We just assumed that it went through. Turns out, the
paperwork was ‘lost in transit’ and we’ve been blocked out of the database for years.”

“What does that mean?” you asked, your brows furrowing.

Turner groaned, “It means that, on paper, Commander Weston is ‘alive’ and has been acting as a
puppet for God knows who.”

“Hydra,” you spat, not taking time to think.

“My thoughts exactly,” he nodded, “Norway tracked down an exchange between 'Weston' and Fury
about your almost recruitment to Aftermath. Truth is, we got lucky. Whoever did this could have
compromised you.”

“It was Novak, to keep an eye on me,” you folded your arms over your chest and clenched your jaw,
“So now what? We just let them parade around using what's left of the Commander as a fucking
finger-puppet?”

“No,” he growled with a shake of his head, “I filed the paperwork personally. As of this morning,
Commander Weston was killed in action in Afghanistan. Just like he should have been years ago.”

— “Get up, Girlie, it’s just a flesh wound, we gotta get outta here.” —

You nodded, gritting your teeth as Weston’s voice rang through your head followed by the sound of
gunfire.

“How did he die?”

It was a stupid question really, you already knew the answer.

— A barrage of bullets cut off Weston, you watched helplessly as he dropped to his knees. —

“Shot in the back,” Turner exhaled, sliding his glass across his desk, “Exactly like it happened.

A ragged breath left your lips, “So, now what?”

“Ghost is going to London,” he said, slipping another file toward you and folding his hands in front of
him, “As much as we were hoping Captain America and Falcon’s assault on the Hydra cells would
wipe them out, it looks like they’ve missed a few key players.”

“And you want them out of the game.”

He shrugged, “If you wouldn’t mind.”

A low smile curled on your lips, “I don’t.”

“Excellent.”



“When do we start?”

“Now,” he grinned, throwing open a drawer and pulling out a pair of cobalt black dog tags with
bronzed text, “Suit up, girlie, you’re headed for London”

You turned the tags over in your fingers, the single word ‘Ghost’ glinted up at you and they jingled in
your hands, “You got it, Boss.”

Ansbach Military Base

Bucky stifled a heavy sigh, pulling his coat tighter around himself and adjusting his cap before
gathering his things. Almost exactly 20 hours after they had taken off, they’d landed in Germany. The
flight had been uneventful, thankfully. As soon as the plane had made it through turbulence it was
smooth sailing.

Hanson had fallen asleep soon after and Art, along with Gray, stayed up in the cockpit most of the
time, leaving him to his own devices. Truth be told, he had been running worse-case scenarios
through his mind constantly. The only thing that calmed him down was her picture.

He'd been spinning it through his fingers for hours, wishing he could hold her in his arms instead. He
slipped the photo back into his pocket as Art swept past him.

The pilot had a dark look on his face, whispering something to Hanson with a glare. Hanson blinked,
a scowl forming on his face before he shot a look to Gray as he came out of the cockpit. Gray quirked
a brow, slapping Art on the back with a shrug and hitting the button to lower the ramp. 

“Everything good?” Bucky growled, glancing at the lowering ramp and calculating a quick escape
plan as the men continued to exchange looks. 

Hanson nodded, tapping his foot slightly, “Just a little trouble at home. Nothing to worry about.”

“Here’s the plan,” Art interrupted, circling back around the cargo, “Keep your head low and follow
Gray. He’ll get you through the shadows and off the base. Then you’re on your own.”

“Understood,” he nodded, watching as Gray came from the cockpit. Gray slipped a map out of his
pocket and unfolded it on top of a cargo box.

“As soon as we make it through security, we’ll distract them long enough you can get away. Just take
a right and follow this road here. It'll get you off the base without people seeing you,” He pointed at a
road just behind the tarmac that led alongside the base before veering off toward the gate.

“Security’s light tonight,” Hanson continued as Gray quickly folded back up the map and handed it to
Bucky, “If you’re as good as (F/N) says you are, you shouldn’t have any problem getting past the
gate.”

“We can’t help if you get into trouble,” Hanson spoke up from the corner, “The best we can do is
plead the fifth.”

“I know,” Bucky nodded, swinging his pack over his shoulder and looking up at the men, “Thank you
guys, I appreciate it.”



“Don’t thank us now,” Artie said, taking a glance out the window, “We’re not out of the woods quite
yet.”

“Stay low, go fast,” Gray nodded, patting Bucky on the back, “Let’s go.”

They ducked behind a crate as Hanson offloaded it in front of some security officers. The crate
shielded their view as Gray led Bucky into the shadows. Art and Hanson stepped forward, distracting
the soldiers as he slipped behind a vehicle parked on the tarmac.

The base was dimly lit, more light seemed to come from the moon than the lights that surrounded the
airfield. And it was quiet. The only sounds came from the C17’s droning engines and the voices of
Art, Hanson, and the soldiers.

“Go straight through there,” Gray pointed at a building, “There’s no cameras and it leads straight out
of the base. Good luck.”

Gray gave him a pointed wink, pushing off the vehicle and heading in the opposite direction. Bucky
nodded in thanks as he did the same, taking off toward the building and slipping quickly through it.
His footsteps were almost silent as he sprinted down the sidewalk before he froze, pulling his coat
tighter against him. He glanced to the right and noted the road they wanted him to go down before he
paused.

Clenching his jaw, he looked straight ahead. There was a chain-link fence that led to a field. He
flinched as a pair of headlights appeared on his left and he ducked back into the shadows. As they
passed, his eyes flicked from the road to the field before he made his decision.

He darted forward, launching his bags over the fence before hurdling over it himself. As he hit the
ground, he rolled over his shoulder and snatched his bags back. He took off into the night, only
looking back once before the dim light of the airbase disappeared over the hill and the droning
engines began to fade.

— “Be safe. Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.” —

A smirk curled on his lips as he darted through the darkness and her voice curled through his head
with a calm caress.

— “I’ll be back.” —

— “You promise.” —

He burst from the field, sliding down the hill into a ditch before sprinting up the other side. There was
a calm feeling that finally overtook him as he flew over the hill.

“I promise.”

The group of ‘security’ soldiers and the aircrew stood on the roof of the base, watching as the figure
disappeared into the night.

“Eh, boss,” Art said, cocking his head to the side and pointing in the opposite way the figure was
running, “He’s going the wrong way.”

“Not the wrong way,” one of the soldiers stepped forward, removing the cap that shielded his face,
“Just his own way, nothing wrong with that.”



“Sergeant Dugan, sir, what would you like us to do?”

Duke shrugged, backing away from the edge of the roof and hopping down the ladder, back to the
tarmac, “Let him go. And somebody get Ghost on the line. Let her know her boyfriend’s cute little
feet are on the ground safe.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So, you lost the girl?”

“Is it really that surprising?” Wraith asked, glancing to the Doctor and leaning against the wall, “We
knew she’d be good.”

“No, she is the best,” Novak sighed, pushing his glasses up his nose, “I made her the best.”

Wraith clicked his tongue, almost annoyed, “I put a tracer on her car.”

“And?”

“She found it.”

“Of course,” Novak said, a smile finding a way to his face before glitching off of it, “Find her. Kill
anyone that gets in your way.”

“What about the Soldier?”

He shook his head, “I want the Ghost. And I want her now.”
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Flashback: 出没する東京 — Haunting Tokyo

Chapter Summary

Danny jumped between the two of you, shoving you out of the way and falling into a rhythm
with Metal Arm Dude.

“You’re not gonna beat him hand-to-hand, Danny,” you yelled over the cacophony of the fight,
your camouflaged voice reverberating through the building.

“You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking
away a blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his
face, “Stay low. Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.”

They were surprisingly evenly matched. Metal Arm Dude was stronger, but Danny was a bit
more nimble. He backed away from blows he knew he couldn’t take and countered quickly when
the Dude was knocked off balance.
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Chapter 19 // Flashback : Under Paris Skies

Chapter 29 // Flashback : Midnight in Paris

Chapter 31 // Flashback : The Phantom of Paris

Chapter 35 // Flashback : There's a Ghost in Tokyo

See the end of the chapter for more notes

恐れは、心の許すかぎり深い — Fear is only as deep as your heart allows

You were sitting on the floor in the hotel room, sandwiched between armored vests and holsters with
your back against the bed. Your elbows were propped up on your knees and you stared straight ahead
into the wall, a piece of paper laced with red ink twirled through your fingers and a voice swirled
through your head.

— “I want to see what kind of damage you can really cause.” —
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Afghanistan. Colombia. France. Japan.

Four missions in the past year and they were all connected by one dude: Business Suit Man.

You rolled your eyes with a scoff, knocking your head back against the bed. You didn’t even know the
guy’s name, or who he worked for, or what he wanted.

But you recognized his handwriting.

It was messy and erratic, seemingly flowing in mindless circles of red ink and foreign words. Mostly,
it was frustrating. Either you had been unintentionally following him or he had been deliberately
following you. You had a feeling it was a little of both.

— “How many are going to end up dead because of you?” —

You flinched as the door to the hotel room swung open and Commander Weston strode in. The piece
of paper in your hand flicked to your palm, concealing itself from his roaming eyes. Danny followed
Weston, muttering to himself in Spanish before slipping into Weston’s room with him.

“Front desk had something for you, girlie,” Turner said, tossing you a package and tagging along after
the other two.

You caught the package one-handed, not bothering to look at it before throwing it over your shoulder
onto the bed and ruining the perfect piles Danny had made.

“What is it?” Oliver asked, closing the door behind him and hopping behind his computer.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” you said, pushing yourself to your feet, “What I do care about is figuring
out what the fuck is going on here.”

“You and me both,” Walsh murmured, sliding over so you could look at his screens. They flicked on
at his command, showing every corner of the city simultaneously and constantly changing angles and
views. There was one feed that caught your eye.

It was a replaying view of the warehouse exploding over and over again.

“You’re sure there’s nothing here right?” you murmured, leaning against his desk with a huff,
“Nobody coming in? No trucks leaving the warehouse at all?”

“None. Nada. Zilch,” Ollie shook his head, swiveling around in his seat to look at you, “We’ve got
nothing. It just...blows up.”

You sighed, biting your lip and twiddling your dog tags through your fingers.

— Weston shrugged again, “If they did they’ve had three weeks to get outta here and they’re long
gone. They coulda dropped off at any harbor from here to Hong Kong.” —

— “You don’t think they used a ship?” —

“If they didn’t take a ship, they’re still in Tokyo,” you breathed, your eyes flicked to Ollie. He looked
up to you in confusion, “What about other warehouses or buildings. Empty ones that they could have
quickly transferred cargo into.”



“Lieutenant, there’s not any open warehouse in the district,” he said, his brows furrowing, “On top of
that, the cameras show nobody leaving.”

“What about after?” you tried, rubbing your temples as your eyes scanned the screens, “I mean, we
know they’re good, but they had to have missed something. Find me all the empty buildings in Tokyo
that can hold trucks and cargo and get me cameras on them.”

Ollie scoffed, “Narrow it down, dude. There’s a lot of options.”

You groaned, folding your arms over your chest and backing away from his desk.

Afghanistan. Colombia. France. Japan.

Colombia.

— “This must be some kind of government compound,” Ollie said under his breath, surveying the
scene. —

— “Just sitting here, barely miles away from cocaine fields?” you asked, brows furrowing, “I don’t
think so.” —

Pinching the bridge of your nose, you flopped down on the bed amongst the firearms.

— “Nah, for real,” Turner clicked his tongue, “We got up to the drug lord’s mansion and we almost
got our asses kicked.” —

— “He had a mansion?” You cocked your jaw to the side, a small pout playing on your lips. —

— “Yeah, and a private airstrip out in one of the coca fields.” —

They were connected.

“They didn’t take a ship,” you blinked, jumping excitedly off the bed and returning to Ollie’s side,
making him flinch, “Give me all the empty buildings en route to the airport.”

They were working together. The Drug Lord and Business Suit Man were in business, together.

Oliver’s fingers floated across the keyboard, his eyes snapping across the screens, “There’s five of
them.”

“Bring up cameras, all of them,” you ordered from behind him, your hands on your hips, “CCTV,
ATM, phones, whatever you can.”

“Working on it,” he responded.

Both of you were glued to the screen as multiple feeds popped up. Each building looked downtrodden
and slightly mundane. If you didn’t want to be found or you wanted to hide something, it was exactly
where you would go. They were all located on busy streets and almost evenly dispersed around the
airport.

You were so engrossed in watching Ollie work, you didn’t hear the door to Weston’s suite open and
the three men walked into the room.



“Now,” you said as Oliver brought up the video and nodded to you, “Go back to when the warehouse
blew.”

He shook his head, “Nothing.”

“Go forward,” you told him, placing a single hand on the desk while the other touched the screens as
though manually trying to search them, “Keep going.”

Oliver sped up the video feed and in a matter of seconds, you were taking in weeks of data. People
and vehicles buzzed through the frame, it was never the same scene...until.

“There,” you snapped, pointing to the screen in the top right corner. A black semi-tractor and trailer
had come from the alley behind one of the buildings, “Keep going.”

The video continued and a few days later another truck appeared.

“Follow it,” you said, watching as it whizzed through different screens.

Oliver scoffed, impressed this time, “Goes right to the airport. And there’s another one. And another
one.”

“That’s them,” you nodded, “They moved everything from the warehouse before they blew it. Now
they’re shuttling it out in smaller shipments. They probably don’t have many left.”

“We gotta get there before they move the last of it out,” Weston’s voice came from behind you,
making you jump. You spun around, finally catching sight of the three men that were caught in a swirl
of smoke from his freshly lit cigar, “Good work, kiddo. What did I say? All I needed was a fresh set
of eyes. Let’s rollout, soldiers.”

Weston left in a stream of smoke, puffing quickly on his cigar and disappearing back into his suite.

“Good work, Amor,” Danny grinned, placing a chaste kiss on your forehead, “How’d you figure it
out?”

“Just a hunch,” you said offhandedly, shoving the piece of paper you’d found into your pocket.

“Good hunch,” he shrugged, wrapping his hand around your back, “Walsh, get me directions to that
warehouse. (F/N), Johnson, suit up.”

Daniel pushed away from you, grabbing a case from the ground and nodding to each of you to get a
move on. You slipped your jacket off your shoulders, tossing it onto the bed.

“What’s in the package?” Turner asked as you reached for a rifle that was on the bed.

“Don’t know,” you shrugged, running your fingers over the metal, “haven’t opened it.”

Turner laughed, “I think you should. It’s from one, BC.”

Your eyes snapped to the package, plucking it off the bed and finally taking a look at it. It was a
considerably heavy and large box, wrapped in brown paper and twine. Nondescript and minimal and
with your name cleanly written in the middle. In the top right were the initials BC.

Cocking your head to the side, you pulled a ka-bar from behind your back and sliced open the twine.
The paper practically unraveled itself as the twine came loose, revealing a black box underneath. You



chucked the paper at Turner with a smirk and he tossed it over his shoulder where it then landed on
Ollie’s head.

Oliver rolled his eyes, stuffing the paper under his desk as you clicked open the box. A familiar shape
greeted you, a shiny glass visor and helmet placed atop Kevlar fabric and carbon fiber. You pulled the
suit and helmet out with a shake of your head and a grin. A single piece of paper fluttered from the
suit and fell onto the bed as you unfolded it.

It was a postcard from Casablanca, Morocco. It was light blue and orange with a vintage fade. You
ran the card through your fingers with a soft smile as you turned it around.

Second time’s the charm. That’s the saying, right?
May I present the beautiful v1.5 of your suit! I call it the Boone’s a Genius 1500. You can thank
me later.
It’s a slimmer fit than in Paris, but it’s just as strong. I reinforced the visor so it shouldn’t
shatter on you again...hopefully. Just don’t lose it this time.
Until we meet again. We’ll always have Paris,
Boone

You chuckled, rolling your eyes and flicking the card back into the box before looking over your new
suit.

It wasn’t as padded as its predecessor, but still bulky enough to hide your form. She’d added an extra
layer of kevlar in the thighs and the shoulders. The helmet’s visor was reinforced polycarbonate
plastic and was, hopefully, shatterproof this time.

A low whistle came from Turner, “Damn. That’s nice. You have gotta get me that girl’s number.”

He ran his fingers over the fabric before you tugged it away.

“Maybe once she figures out how to make a good one,” you shrugged, snatching both the helmet and
the suit from him.

“Oye, vamos,” Danny called, stepping back into the room in black fatigues, “Let’s go. We’ve got
places to be.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” you grinned.

The warehouse was a complete wreck. It had been abandoned after a fire had swept through the area a
few years prior. Ironic considering what they had done to their first warehouse.

The building was singed to a crisp, soot painted the walls and the smell of smoke still lingered
throughout the darkened building. Leftover crates and piles of lumber covered the concrete floor
along with a fine layer of ash. The windows were cracked—if they had any glass left in them at all—
or they were completely boarded up. Sharp slivers of sunlight shot through the gaps in the boards,
illuminating the five men that were rushing to load the trailer along with the debris that littered the
floor.

Most of the light entering the warehouse came from what was left of the bay door where the nose of
the truck stuck out into the alleyway. Two men were on either side of it, their heads on swivels as they
stood guard. They had rifles slung across their chest and they seemed to flinch at every sudden
movement, but they were none the wiser to your wandering eyes.



You were perched atop a burnt rafter on the third story, watching the men through a hole in the floor.
You’d snuck in from the roof to scope out the building while the boys circled the bottom floor.

Besides the bay door, there was a single exit, an OSB board acting as a door on the opposite side of
the building. It led toward the main street. You could hear cars streaming by as late afternoon traffic
began to grow.

“Seven men,” you murmured, carefully adjusting your position to see them better, “Two are guarding
the bay door. The other five are working the truck. We’ve got five minutes before they clear out.”

“Affirmative, Ghost,” Weston said, his voice clearly echoing through your helmet, “Hold your
position.”

“Roger that, Kingpin,” you nodded, shifting your weight slightly and flinching when the rafter
creaked under your feet. You froze, waiting to see if the noise would reach down onto the lower level
but it didn’t. You settled back into your position, watching as the men meticulously loaded each box.

They were nondescript boxes, either made of stainless steel or black, reinforced plastic. They didn’t
have any markings on them, except one. It almost looked insulated and a skull and crossbones were
sprayed on one of the sides along with the fragile symbol.

You frowned. It reminded you of something, you just couldn’t place it.

“Ghost be ready to move.” Danny’s voice called through the comms, “Outbreak and I will take out
the guards and secure the main exit. Kingpin and Blackhat, flank us and then surround them. Ghost,
cut off that back exit.”

“Sound off, soldiers.”

Your muscles tensed as you rocked forward on the rafter, reaching above your head to hang onto a
metal beam. Your eyes flicked from the bottom floor to the second floor, then along the rafter you
were on, mentally mapping your route to ground level.

“Blackhat, good to go.”

You stretched an arm behind you, your fingers finding the smooth metal of your rifle and swinging it
in front of you.

“Outbreak, ready.”

You let go of the beam above you and flicked the safety off your rifle.

“Nighthawk is on the move.”

You shifted your weight on the beam, rolling to your toes and preparing to jump.

“Ghost is go,” you breathed, blinking slowly as the few nerves that were plaguing you vanished and a
smirk played dangerously on your lips.

“Aftermath is go,” Weston snapped.

And in an instant, the quiet shuffling from below floor was replaced with startled yells as the boys
took the floor. Danny and Turner moved in perfect sync, easily taking out the guards and dragging
them into the warehouse away from prying eyes. They didn’t put up much of a fight.



As they did, Weston and Ollie bolted around them and began to circle the group of men, but a few
made a break for the back door.

You dove from your position, landing on the second floor, rolling over your shoulder, and then
hurtling through the hole in the floor to the concrete below. The move caught the men off guard,
stopping them in their tracks and cutting off their exit.

They staggered away from you, surrounded by your team. The brief chaos that had graced the
warehouse was over and replaced by silence as the men glanced at each other.

Weston charged forward with a barrage of questions, immediately launching an interrogation as the
rest of you held them in place.

You tuned him out. You’d seen him interrogate dozens of people and, to be perfectly honest, you
weren’t that interested in learning his rather brash technique. Instead, your attention turned to the men
that were in front of you.

They were wearing casual tac clothes, baggy pants tucked into boots, and polo shirts. But they
weren’t armed. Or wearing armor like the guards were.

You frowned, your eyes flicking between the men. They may have been dressed like soldiers, but they
weren’t. They didn’t stand like soldiers or mercenaries, they didn’t look...feral, like the ones in
Colombia had. Like you did.

Readjusting your grip on your rifle, your finger slipped onto the trigger as your eyes narrowed.

You knew Business Suit Man was good. And that he was behind this. But why would he send
untrained, unarmed men to ferry cargo he deemed important enough to blow up a warehouse for?
He’d covered his tracks so well. He’d doctored security footage to hide the trucks moving the cargo
and then hidden it in an unassuming building where no one would look. And then he’d blown the
warehouse to destroy evidence.

He had gone through all that trouble only to have the truck protected by only two men. And kept the
others unarmed. Useless.

“Guys,” you murmured, earning a glare from Danny, “Something’s not right.”

Danny cocked his head to the side, his face softening as he quirked a brow.

It was almost like Business Suit Man knew that Weston would need your help. That it would be you
that tracked down the building. That you’d be the one to crack the code.

It was like he was challenging you.

Like he was testing you.

— “Go on. I want to see what kind of damage you can really cause.” —

They weren’t soldiers.

They weren’t armed.

They were useless.



They were decoys.

“Sir,” you snapped, cutting Weston’s continuing interrogation off. He spun around with a snarl,
shooting daggers as he looked you up and down, “It’s a trap.”

Weston blinked, his head snapped to the men and then back to you, “Fuck.”

The building was thrust back into chaos as your team dove, without question, for cover behind the
seared crates as bullets tore from inside the trailer. The untrained men backed away from the firefight
as another team stepped out of the trailer. Two of the men commandeered the truck while the other
two sealed themselves inside the trailer. The truck surged to life, taking off into the alley and then
disappearing around the corner. The last man hit a switch next to the bay door and it came slamming
down, leaving the building in darkness.

You slammed your back against an old crate, covering your head as bullets pierced through it and
Danny dove next to you.

"You see how many?"

"Negative," you called, diving out of the way as the crate exploded. Wood splinters peppered all of
you and you pressed yourself against the ground.

“We’re sitting ducks here, kids,” Weston snapped, “Outbreak, Blackhat, move for better cover. Ghost,
Nighthawk, draw their fire.”

You rolled to your back, placing your rifle on your chest and taking a deep breath. Your eyes flicked
to Danny with a murderous scowl and a nod as you sprang to your feet.

The two of you let off quick bursts, covering Turner and Walsh as they waded through the debris
deeper into the building. Weston was on their tail, pausing only a moment to watch you and Danny
work before disappearing into the darkness.

You gave a curt nod to Danny, signaling him to step away from the firefight and giving him time to
retreat. With a final spray of bullets, you ducked behind another crate and tore off your helmet. Using
the reflective visor as a mirror, you held the helmet out from the crate trying to get a headcount. At
least fifteen men were spreading out along the length of the warehouse as the shooting stopped, but
one caught your eye.

A glimmer of metal reflected in the dim light and your heart dropped.

Metal Arm Dude.

You blinked, his distinctive form stalked from the shadows. He slipped to the front of the pack and led
them toward you, rifle in hand. His arm was partially concealed by a jacket and glove this time. He
snapped the bolt of his firearm and his eyes landed on you.

Slamming your helmet back on, you dove through the debris. You sprinted through the rubble,
dodging stray bullets and following the tracks of your team through the soot.

“They took the truck,” you said, darting into the dark, “We’ve got at least 15 bogies.”

Sidestepping behind another crate you found yourself once again next to Danny. He glanced over to
you, gazing at you through the darkness with a sly grin, “I ever tell you, you look good in uniform, mi
Amor?”



You scoffed, cracking the bolt back on your rifle with a grin.

“Not now, lovebirds,” Turner groaned, spinning around another crate to join you.

“We’re outnumbered,” Weston replied calmly over the top of your voices, “Take a tactical retreat
through the backdoor.”

“Ghost, take point,” Danny nodded, pulling out a pistol and patting your shoulder, “Get us out of
here.”

You took a deep breath and took off toward the ‘door’ before coming to a shrieking halt. The
makeshift OSB door was torn to splinters and more men piled into the warehouse.

“Yeah, that’s gonna be a negative, boss,” you screeched, sliding out of the way as more bullets flew
into the fray.

“We’ll have to make our own exit,” Danny hollered, somehow ending up by your side as gunshots
echoed all around you.

“Nighthawk, Outbreak, take out the southside wall,” Weston said, sliding around the corner. A duo of
‘yes sirs’ came from both Danny and Turner, “Ghost, you’re my decoy. Blackhat, stay with me. Get
me eyes on that truck.”

“You got it, boss.”

You popped over the side of a crate, drawing fire as Danny and Turner sprinted for the south wall.
Weston and Ollie took cover for a moment before slowly following behind the other two.

You drew back, leaning against a crate before taking off in the opposite direction. You sent a random
spray of bullets into the advancing soldiers, hitting some and missing others, but keeping their focus
on you instead of the rest of your team.

From the edge of your peripheral, you caught sight of Metal Arm Dude. He was striding calmly
through the carnage. His eyes flicked from searching the building to following the tracks you were
leaving on the charred floorboards.

The warehouse went quiet again, the sound of traffic on the streets outside masked the footsteps of the
small army that trailed you. Slinging your rifle over your shoulder you flung yourself at a set of stairs,
speeding up them before a board gave out from underneath your feet. The snap sounded through the
building, catching the attention of some of Metal Arm Dude’s soldiers.

You grunted, prying your leg from the floor and leaping to the next level.

As soon as your feet hit the second floor, you drew your rifle and sent a few rounds through the
floorboards. Hurried footsteps came up the stairs as you slid into the shadows.

Your eyes narrowed as five men came up the stairs, none of them included Metal Arm Dude. He had
been right on your tail moments earlier. Now he’d vanished into thin air.

No matter. You had a job to do.

Darting out of the shadows, you tackled the man nearest you. Knocking him off his feet, you rolled
over your shoulder and drew a pistol. You returned to your feet, firing shots at the two men closest to



you before barreling into the other two. They barely had time to draw their weapons before you were
on top of them.

You kicked one in the gut, planting your foot and back kicking the other. Reaching over your head,
you curled your arm around the neck of one of the men and threw him over your shoulder. He hit the
ground, breaking through the fragile boards and crashing to the ground below.

“You’re going to have to try harder than that, buddy,” you snapped, a grin twisting onto your lips as
you threw the other man down the hole before turning on the first. Your voice echoed through the
building, drawing more attention. You fired a single shot at the last man on the floor and moved
deeper into the building as more men came up the stairs.

“Son of a bitch!” one yelled, catching only a glimpse of you, “Where’d he go?”

You took a flying step on a pile of lumber and threw yourself up to a rafter, nimbly pulling yourself to
a vantage point.

“Hey!” you taunted, hoping to grab their attention while balancing on the beam, “Are you kids even
trying? I’m getting kinda bored.”

A frantic blast of bullets shot across the building to where your voice echoed. A low, almost maniacal,
chuckle emanated from your throat resonating along the walls.

You watched patiently as a group of soldiers crept beneath you and then you pounced. Swinging down
from the beam, you knocked a man across the room and grabbed another by the collar. You whipped
him in front of you, using him as a shield as gunshots pierced through the building before throwing
him to the ground and loosing your own frenzied attack.

Unholstering both pistols you fired into the soldiers before they could get to you and then ducked
behind a column, flinching as bullets shot past you. You grunted, bouncing on your toes to ready
yourself before darting out from your cover. You spent the rest of your pistols, each of the slugs
finding a target, and then shoved them back into their holsters.

“Ghost,” Weston yelled in your ear, “Circle back, they’ve got us cornered.”

You nodded, mostly to yourself. Another grunt echoed through your mask as a soldier kneed you in
the stomach. The grunt contorted to a growl as you snatched a kbar from behind your back and
returned the favor. The man wheezed and you spent no time in hurling him through another break in
the floor.

“On my way, sir,” you hissed. You sprinted further into the building, your eyes flicking along the floor
trying to find a way to get down to your team. You eyed a weak spot on the floor, using a column as
leverage before crashing down onto the floorboards.

They shattered under the force, dropping you down onto the main floor’s concrete battleground. You
landed in front of Oliver, earning a shriek from him as you tore into the fray. You tossed the rookie
out of the way as a volley of bullets was discharged. Your suit took the brunt of the attack, knocking
you back into a pile of crates.

A snarl ripped through your throat as you lashed out against the assailant. You grabbed the barrel of
his rifle, yanking it toward you and him along with it. As he came toward you, you unsheathed
another kbar from your thigh and went for his neck.



A metallic hand wrapped around your wrist, stopping you in your tracks.

For a moment, time seemed to freeze as you realized who it was. Metal Arm Dude. The metal plates
in his arm whirred as his grip tightened on your wrist. You could see your reflection in the metal.
Your eyes flicked up to his.

A muzzle covered most of his face, but steel blue eyes glared into you. They were cold and
calculating, almost hollow. His other hand was still holding onto his rifle and yours was still clamped
around the barrel, keeping it pointed at the floor and away from you.

His eyes narrowed as he twisted your arm, trying to get you to drop the knife. And you did. But as
you did, your other hand left his rifle. It snatched the knife from the air and flipped it before you
thrust forward. His metal arm released your wrist and he dropped his rifle, using both hands to keep
the knife away from him.

He took a step away from you, creating separation and gathering himself. He eyed you, almost
curiously before springing back at you.

But he didn’t make it.

Danny jumped between the two of you, shoving you out of the way and falling into a rhythm with
Metal Arm Dude.

“You’re not gonna beat him hand-to-hand, Danny,” you yelled over the cacophony of the fight, your
camouflaged voice reverberating through the building.

“You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.”

They were surprisingly evenly matched. Metal Arm Dude was stronger, but Danny was a bit more
nimble. He backed away from blows he knew he couldn’t take and countered quickly when the Dude
was knocked off balance.

You chuckled with a shake of your head, quickly reloading your pistols and turning your attention to
the other soldiers that still prowled through the building. Kicking another man in the gut, you backed
away from a group of three of them. You bounced on your heels, your fists balled in front of you with
a laugh cracking from your throat.

“Ghost!” Ollie shrieked from behind you, ducking out of the way of a soldier that tried to deck him
from behind.

“Duck,” you snarled, unholstering your pistols and firing off two shots as you flew through the air to
the Rookie’s side. You took down the soldier and grabbed Oliver by his collar, throwing him to
Turner. Turner’s eyes narrowed as he tugged Ollie to cover.

“How’re those charges looking?” you asked, tackling a guard and taking him down next to Turner.

“They’re set, but we’re too close to detonate,” he said, rolling to your side and punching the guard in
the face to subdue him. The two of you slid back next to Oliver.

The redhead was shaking slightly, his eyes wide as he glanced between you, “You guys ever make a
decision, and then a few months later you’re like what the fuck was I thinking?”



“Nope,” you shrugged, hopping to your feet and over a crate.

“That’s a negative, Private,” Turner nodded, following your lead before freezing. The pistol in his
hand simply clicked and he groaned, “I’m out. Anybody got an extra mag?”

A series of no’s echoed through the comms followed by the grumbles of you and Weston as you ran
out of ammo too; which was then followed by the sound of Danny sailing through the air and then, a
crate.

“You were right, amor,” he groaned, knocking his head against the floor with a rasping hiss, “Bad
idea.”

“Sir,” you said, rushing to Danny’s side and helping him to his feet before glancing at Weston, “I
think we’re a little late for our exit.”

“Agreed,” he nodded, “We need to get clear of those charges.”

“Or,” you started, your eyes flicking to the bay door that was left unguarded, “You need a better
distraction.”

Weston followed your gaze as you nodded to the door, “That might work”

“No,” Danny shook his head, “One of us is gonna have to stay behind.”

“Well,” you said, locking eyes with Weston, “Someone needs to stop that truck. And none of us are
gonna get outta here if we don’t do something soon.”

Danny opened his mouth to say something, but he was cut off. Metal Arm Dude appeared from
nowhere, lunging at Danny and returning them to their rhythm. With a single nod from Weston, you
darted between Metal Arm Dude and Danny, separating them. You threw Danny back toward Weston
and kicked the other soldier away, sending him flying.

Taking a deep breath, you rolled your shoulders and stood square between what was left of Metal Arm
Dude’s team and yours.

“Go,” you said lowly, “I got this.”

Without a word, your boys stepped back into the darkness and you flung yourself at the mercenaries.

Surprisingly, Metal Arm Dude flinched out of the way, letting you take out the soldiers directly
behind him. You disarmed two as they clawed for your shoulders and you threw them to the ground,
taking a rifle from one and a pistol from the other before turning on the rest.

Metal Arm Dude snapped back into action. This time he grabbed the barrel of your rifle and wrenched
it away. You let it go immediately, letting him take it and drawing the pistol. He turned away from you
as you fired, bringing his arm up to shield himself. The bullets ricocheted off the metal instead of
piercing through it.

You frowned, your gaze flicking from the pistol to his arm before meeting his eyes. They narrowed as
he advanced toward you. You kept firing at his soldiers until the pistol was spent, continuing to back
away from him and leading them away from your team. When it clicked you chucked it at him.

You raised your fists, taking a deep breath with a huff, “C’mon, man, let’s do this thing.”



A low growl came from him, his eyes staring through you as he rushed you. You flinched out of the
way a little too late, his fist slamming against your helmet with a crunch. A grunt blew through your
throat as he continued a battery of blows.

— “Stay low. Stay fast. That’s all you have to do.” —

You threw yourself away from him, blinking away the migraine that gnawed at your head. Maybe it
wasn’t that Danny couldn’t beat him hand-to-hand, it was you couldn’t beat him.

“We’re clear, Ghost,” Turner’s voice came through the comms, “Get out of there.”

Setting your jaw you sized him up, giving him the impression you were about to swing at him, and
then you ran. You sunk back into the darkness and darted for the stairs at the back of the building.

“Outbreak!” You yelled, dodging more bullets, “Do you copy?”

You hurdled over the railing, kicking off the wall and clinging to the opposite railing before pulling
yourself up and over. Your back hit the floor and you rolled to your feet, taking off across the second
floor.

“I copy, Ghost.”

“On my mark, blow it.”

“What?” Turner hissed.

“You got your distraction,” you said, ducking behind another column, “Now I need mine.”

“You got it, kid,” Turner replied with a scoff, “Waiting for your mark.”

You dove behind a column, sucking in a deep breath as you calculated an exit route. You closed your
eyes, a grin growing on your face. Reaching up, you pulled yourself once more into the rafters.

“He’s a fucking ghost,” a man whispered below you. A group of muttering voices grew, and three
soldiers, led by Metal Arm Dude, stalked underneath you. You dropped silently to the floor behind
them, eyeing a window just past them. Reaching to your boot, you grabbed your last knife and rolled
it through your fingers.

“Damn straight,” you said, the men swung around and you sprinted toward them, “That’s my name,
don’t wear it out.”

You dropped to your knees, avoiding fire and slinging the knife at one of the men. Spinning around,
you swept your leg under the other soldier’s. He fell to his back and you rolled over the top of him.
You grabbed the pistol out of his hands and plucked your knife out of the man you had downed
earlier.

Returning to your feet, you twirled the knife through your fingers to a reverse hold and turned back to
where Metal Arm Dude stood, holstering the pistol in case you needed it later. A low sigh came from
your throat as you backed away, finding yourself outnumbered as more mercenaries piled up the
stairs. Metal Arm Dude started for you with more men on his tail.

“You know,” you said, rolling your shoulders and backing away from them, “Unlike my comrades, I
know when I’m losing. And I know when to take my exit. Outbreak, now.”



He cocked his head to the side raising his rifle as you swung around on your heels, turning your back
to him. Covering your head, you hurtled through the window to the streets below.

A single bush managed to break your fall and the sound of the shattering window was cloaked by an
explosion on the southside of the building. You staggered to your feet, not looking back as you took
off into traffic. A few stray bullets shot out after you but soon stopped as a crowd gathered at the
building and smoke curled into the sky.

You slammed across the hood of a car, its occupant cursing you as you slipped into an alley and
finally came to a stop. Tearing off your helmet, you glanced behind you catching a glimpse of Metal
Arm Dude’s silhouette before he vanished into the smoke. A short breath of relief huffed through your
throat as you sauntered back into the alley with a smirk.

Then you froze.

The truck.

“Fuck,” you spat, tugging your helmet back on and rushing out into the street. The explosion had
drawn a sizable crowd and stopped traffic, giving you an easy target. A motorcyclist ran towards the
fire, leaving his bike behind. You grimaced, knowing you shouldn’t do what you were about to, but
doing it anyway.

You spun the bike around, zipping between vehicles and heading for the airport.

You flew past the airport tarmac, eyeing the different trucks and planes littering the place. There were
too many of them. But there was something that caught your eye.

“Walsh!” You called, screeching to a halt and hopping off the bike.

The redhead spun around, a pair of binoculars still to his eyes. He blinked, tearing them away from
his face, “Lieutenant!”

“Where are they?”

“Don’t know,” he said, handing you the binoculars and turning back to the tarmac; his tablet in hand,
“Wait. The truck or the team?”

“Both.”

“Oh. Don’t know.”

“Ollie,” you rolled your eyes with an exasperated sigh.

“They snuck in through that hole in the fence,” he nodded, “Left me here to try and track down which
plane they’re loading.”

“And?”

“There’s a lotta stuff shipping out of here,” Ollie said, tapping away furiously at his tablet, “And a
lotta different manifests to go through.”

Another sigh huff through your nostrils as you turned back to the tarmac.



— “He had a mansion?” —

— “Yeah, and a private airstrip out in one of the coca fields.” —

“They had a private airstrip,” you breathed.

“What?”

“And their cover was World War II. They were working together.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ollie, is there a World War II-era plane on this airstrip?” you asked, quickly glassing the tarmac, “Or
a flight with a manifest full of War Era antiques.”

“Why the hell would there be—holy shit—there’s both.” He pointed to his tablet excitedly, “A
modified 1944 C47 with antiques in the manifest is taking off in five minutes.”

“Let’s go. Now.”

You took off through the hole in the fence with Ollie on your tail.

“Why do I get the feeling this is gonna be Colombia all over again?”

You laughed in response, jumping back as a truck rambled past you. You grabbed Oliver, pulling him
out of the way of the truck before tugging him along.

“Kingpin,” you said into your comm, “This is Ghost, we’ve got a location on the plane. Blackhat and
I are en route.”

“We’re heading your way, Ghost,” the Commander responded, “ETA two minutes. Do not engage.”

“Copy that.”

“There!” Ollie pointed to a green plane off in the distance.

The black truck from the warehouse was backed next to the loading ramp. There were three armed
guards standing at the end of the ramp as the decoy men unloaded the refrigerated crate and hauled it
up the ramp. One of the men caught sight of you, pointing to you with a yell.

“Kingpin, this is Ghost,” you sighed, pulling your pistol, “I’m engaging.”

“Negative Ghost—”

The rest of his sentence was cut off as the guards started shooting at you. You snatched Ollie, pulling
him behind a truck and running out the other side, firing as you went.

The plane’s engines fired up as you went shooting across the tarmac, Oliver in tow. You popped off a
few rounds, taking out a few of the decoy men and dodging the guards’ rounds.

“We need to get on that plane!” you yelled over the engines, sprinting as the plane began to move.
You fired a few more rounds, making the guards retreat into the plane.

“No, we don’t!” Oliver shook his head, “God! Why does this always happen to me?”



“Sorry, Private!” you said, shoving him onto the ramp.

“Ugh!” Ollie groaned, tripping over himself into the plane, “Fuck me!”

You hurled yourself into the plane, immediately taking fire from the guards, “Walsh, I’ll take out the
guards. I need you to take out the pilots.”

“Lieutenant!” Ollie snapped, looking at you incredulously, “Seriously?”

You sighed, scrunching your nose in annoyance, “Yeah, yeah. You’re a Cryptological Network
Warfare Specialist. I know, I know. You work inside, not outside. Whatever.”

You shoved him to the side of the plane as they continued shooting, ducking behind a few refrigerated
crates. Taking a second to breathe, you scoured your surroundings.

They had left all the other metallic crates in the truck, the only ones they took with them were the
refrigerated ones. You popped the lid off of one, glancing inside with a frown. Hundreds of glass vials
filled with blue liquid clinked together, the glass fogging over as warm air hit them. The refrigeration
unit began beeping rapidly and you snapped the lid shut.

— These guys were trying to create another Captain America… —

“What is it?” Ollie called over the gunshots.

You shook your head, your eyes widening, “I don’t know. But we need to stop this plane.”

He nodded, taking a deep breath and watching as you readied yourself for another firefight. As soon
as you rose to your feet, the plane left the ground and knocked you off balance. You grunted, flinging
yourself over the crate and at the men as the ramp began to close.

You let off two rounds, taking down one guard and maiming the other before being tackled by
another. The two of you rolled over the top of each other, sliding through the plane before coming to a
stop on the ramp.

The guard flipped you onto your back, grabbing you by your collar and knocking your head against
the floor. A cry left your lips as he did it again and you started seeing spots. You blinked, trying to
regain your vision as he tore off your helmet.

The man scoffed, grabbing you by the front of your suit and dragging you toward the end of the ramp.
Your hands clawed at his, trying to get free but to no avail.

“Hey! Asshole!” Oliver’s voice growled from behind him. The guard swung around, the side of his
temple meeting Ollie’s tablet as the rookie swung it like a bat.

The tablet snapped in two. The guard barely flinched, a glare on his face as he turned to Ollie and
kicked him away. Oliver flew against the wall with a groan and the guard turned back to you.

You were still dazed on your back when he grabbed you, eyeing the closing ramp and dragging you
toward it. You shook your head, trying to stop your head from swirling.

“Ollie,” you slurred, realizing what the man was going to do as you neared the end of the ramp,
“Open the ramp.”

“What?”



Your grip tightened as you struggled against him, the opening in between the ramp and the plane’s
exterior closing. The guard knocked your head between the opening, sticking it out of the aircraft.

“Ollie! Open the ramp!”

“I don’t know where the button is!”

“Figure it the fuck out!” you snapped, panic beginning to set it as you flailed around trying to free
yourself.

“You know,” the guard spat, “He warned us you’d come. I thought you’d be better.”

“I just took out like fifteen of your guys and tracked you here,” you said through gritted teeth, your
eyes wildly flicking to Ollie and your heart racing. The wind outside the plane sucking the breath out
of you, “I don’t know who you are or who you work for and I don't really care, but I'm so sorry to
disappoint.”

The guard scoffed, not realizing the ramp was now lowering, “Soon, everyone in the world will know
our name.”

“See, here’s the thing, bro,” you shrugged, “I really, really don't care.”

You smacked both his hands away from your collar, breaking free from his grasp and snatching his
wrists. You hauled him toward you, curling your feet to your chest before connecting them with his
and throwing him off the ramp. You rolled over your shoulder, your hands releasing the guard and
grabbing onto the edge of the ramp as your body exited the plane. Holding on for dear life, you
glanced back to watch the guard fall before pulling yourself back up into the cabin.

Sliding on the metal floor you drug yourself to your feet, your head still pounding.

“You have got to teach me that,” Ollie said, his hand still on the button for the ramp.

“If we survive this,” you nodded, “I’ll think about it.”

Ollie blinked, “If? What do you mean if?”

You gave a small grimace of a smile, patting his shoulder as you swept past him toward the cockpit.
Grabbing a pistol from a fallen guard, you finished off the one you maimed and slammed open the
door, pointing the gun at the two pilots.

“Put this plane down...now,” you hissed, “Or I will kill you.”

The two pilots glanced at each other, startled, before glancing at you with darkened eyes.

“Oh,” you groaned, “Don’t do that. I’ve had a bad enough day as it is.”

They glanced back at one another before leaping out of their chairs. You rolled your eyes, flicking the
pistol over your shoulder to Ollie and taking them in hand-to-hand. You punched one in the nose,
throwing him out of the cockpit and grabbing the other by the back of the neck. Flinging him down
onto the control panel and bashing his head against it. He went limp, you tossed him from the cockpit
and held out your hand to a starstruck Oliver.

He handed you back the pistol and you fired two brief shots.



“That wasn’t a good idea,” he said, nodding his head to the control panel.

“Eh,” you shrugged, “Hindsight’s 20/20. Everything will be just fine—”

You were cut off as the plane jerked downward. With no one at the controls, the plane began to spiral
out of control.

“Strap in,” you ordered, jumping into a seat and grabbing the controls, trying to pull up, “This might
get ugly.”

The plane had climbed further and flown farther than you had anticipated, placing you over the ocean
and above the clouds.

“Please, for the love of everything, tell me you know how to fly a plane!” Oliver exclaimed, over the
wind that whistled through the cabin.

“Eh…” you trailed off, distracted by the dinging whistles and flashing lights as you lost altitude, “I’m
gonna be completely honest with you…”

The loud whine of an engine cut out, the cabin rocked as you tried to regain control of the aircraft.

“I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

“Damnit, (F/N)!” he screamed, hanging onto his chair, “You better have a plan.”

You grimaced, as you slammed your palm against random buttons and hoped for the best.

“Um…” You stalled, eyes wildly racing across the dash as dials went crazy, “We’re gonna bail.”

“What?”

“We’re gonna jump.”

“Are you fucking nuts?”

“I’m gonna go with…” you threw your seat belt over your shoulder, rolling over the chair and toward
the boarding ramp that was still hanging open, “Yes.”

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Oliver moaned, unhooking himself from his seat.

“Oh, by the way,” you called over your shoulder, snatching a parachute from a cabinet before turning
to Ollie, “There’s only one chute.”

“What?” he cried, barely catching the chute as you tossed it to him, “Lieutenant, I’ve never done this
before.”

“It’s okay,” you said, “I jump out of planes all the time. It’ll be a great teaching moment.”

“Without a chute?”

“No,” you shrugged, “This is a first. But I think we can do it.”

“Think?” Oliver deadpanned with a whine as you began strapping him into the parachute harness,
“(F/N), I just want you to know, I think this is a terrible idea.”



“I didn’t ask what you think,” you growled, cinching him in as tight as you could, “I need you to do
exactly as I say, do you understand?”

“But (F/N)—”

“Exactly as I say, Private,” you repeated, “Now..here’s the plan: We both jump. I hang on. I tell you
when to pull the cord, you pull the cord...I keep hanging on...hopefully.”

Ollie gaped at you, his jaw dropping, “Hopefully? That's your plan?”

“You gotta better one?”

“No, but...no,” he grumbled, eyeing the ramp almost disappointed.

You patted him on the shoulders with a grin, checking his straps one more time and nodding toward
the opening. He shook his head as you led him toward the edge.

“Listen to me very carefully, Ollie,” you yelled over the wind as you held onto the side of the plane
with one hand and the back of Oliver’s shirt with the other, “We’re at 17,000 feet and losing altitude,
at about 4,000 feet, no matter what, you need to pull this cord.”

“But (F/N)—”

“No matter what, Private,” you growled, “Pull. The. Fucking. Cord.”

“But what about you?” he spat, shoving away your hand, “What are you gonna do? You honestly
think we can do this?”

“Yes,” you shrugged with a roll of your eyes.

“(F/N), what if when I pull the cord you can’t hang on?”

“Well then, my landing’s gonna suck ass.”

He sighed, shaking his head with a groan. You grinned, “Don’t worry. It’s gonna be fine.”

“Again, respectively, Lieutenant,” Ollie mumbled, “This is dumb.”

“Yeah, yeah,” you nodded, keeping a firm grip on Oliver’s shoulder and leading him to the very edge,
“Just remember don’t deploy the chute until I tell you, understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You pushed him out. Chuckling lightly with a small smile as his screams echoed through the cabin.
You bit back the nerves that were lacing your stomach. You turned around and looked over the cabin
once more before raising your arms and falling backward.

Wind swept through your hair as you fell with your back still to the ground. You took a deep breath
and spun yourself around so you were diving headfirst toward Ollie and the city rushed toward you.

The whistling wind drowned out Oliver’s screams as you plummeted. He was just a hair ahead of you,
flailing around like a ragdoll as you dove toward him.

“This was a terrible idea,” he screamed as you tackled him midair sending the two of you spinning
through the clouds.



“I never said it was a good idea,” you yelled back, latching onto him with your legs as you tried to
steady the two of you.

“I don’t think this is gonna work, (F/N)—” he started before you cut him off.

“We don’t wanna land in the water,” you said, rolling the two of you through the air to get a better
look at your surroundings, “And we really don’t wanna land in the middle of the city.”

“You don’t have a spot figured out yet?” he yelped as you spun again, “(F/N), I hate to break it to you,
but–”

“If you wanna survive this,” you snarled into his ear, “Don’t finish that sentence.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ollie groaned in response, squeezing his eyes closed as you held onto him.

“We have less than 70 seconds before you pull the cord,” you said, reaching around him to find the
ripcord and placing it in his hand. You fanned out your body to steer the two of you, finding a good
spot to land and flipping him over so he was on top.

“Do I have to?” he asked, cracking open an eye as you finished spinning.

“Do you want us to die?” You quirked a brow with a scoff.

“What? No!” he exclaimed, violently shaking his head, “But, can’t you do it?”

“Oliver,” you sighed, “The second that cord is pulled, I need to be hanging on. Only one of us can
pull it, and if we both wanna survive this, you need to do it.”

“I hate you,” he said with a shake of his head. Ollie took a deep breath, “How much longer do we
have.”

“Ten seconds,” you shrugged with a grin watching as a flood of emotions passed across Oliver’s face,
“Five.”

“If we don’t survive this—”

“Four.”

“I just want you to know—”

“Three.”

“It’s been a pleasure.”

“Pleasure’s all mine,” you grinned, nodding to him and holding on tight.

He pulled the cord and a sudden rush of air almost knocked you loose. You screeched, losing your
grip for a moment before winding your hands through his harness and holding on for dear life.

The two of you were quiet for a moment, locking eyes in shock as you both made sure the other was
okay before bursting into a fit of laughter.

“You’re not dead!” Ollie exclaimed, “I’m not dead! Hey! We’re not dead!”



“You may not be dead up there,” Commander Weston’s voice came through the comms. Both your
faces dropped in fear, “But the instant you dumb-fucks hit the ground, I’mma skin both of you.”

The two of you hit the ground on a small hill outside the city, the parachute tangling the both of you
as you tried to untangle from each other. The boys were leaning against a black truck, looking at you
shaking their heads.

Weston had yet to skin you. And you were sincerely hoping he was joking. Though, you could never
tell with him.

"Well," the Commander growled, "That was a royal goat fuck."

"If I may sir," you managed to wheeze, still on your back and trying to unravel yourself from the
parachute.

"You may."

"It went better than I anticipated."

Ollie looked at you with a glare, smacking you on the shoulder, “You said we were gonna be fine.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know for sure,” you shrugged, struggling to your feet. Danny pushed off of the
truck, offering you his hand. You took it, leaning on him heavily as your legs wobbled.

He chuckled, hauling your arm over his shoulder before whispering in your ear, “I meant it when I
said I love a woman in uniform.”

“You’re the worst,” you smacked him away with a grin, but he pulled you back to him and gave you a
quick kiss on the temple.

“Any idea who they were?” Turner asked, rolling his eyes at the two of you and helping Ollie to his
feet.

“No idea,” you shrugged, “But they were prepared.”

“It was overkill,” Danny nodded, “Thirty of them for five of us.”

“What was in the crates?” Weston asked, looking at you pointedly.

“Vials,” you answered, “Don’t know what they were though.”

— These guys were trying to create another Captain America… —

“My bet’s on the bioweapon from Paris,” Turner nodded, “We had residue on the warehouse.”

“I agree,” you nodded. You didn’t agree. “They were in the same refrigerated units the weapon was
in.”

“Good news is,” Danny tugged you closer, “Whoever they were didn’t get their hands on it.”

“We’ll have to keep an eye out for those boys,” Weston shook his head, smacking you on the back.

“Sir,” you said, “I’d advise keeping our heads low for a while.”



“I’d agree, if we didn’t have places we need to be.”

“Where we headed, boss?” you asked as Danny helped you into the truck.

“Dubai. Somethin’ about a Merchant of Death.”

Chapter End Notes

 

Hello there! How're y'all doin'? Lemme know what you thought!

Also! I talked about this a bit on my Tumblr, but I have a quick update!

As of April 4, 2021, I've completely rewritten chapters 1-4 (Battle of New York, Opportunity,
Return to the Helicarrier, and Avengers Initiative) which were all written in 2016.

Why? You ask. I'll tell you why.

Because they were trash. Obviously. Duh.

When I first wrote them, all those years ago, I didn't know where this story was going. And now
I've ✨found myself✨ and I know (kinda) where Aftermath is going.

Don't worry, there's no major plot changes or anything. They just fit in better with their sister
chapters, they're a bit longer, and just feel more like me now.

As always, thanks for reading and lemme know what you thought.🖤

—Darke

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

https://darke-15.tumblr.com/
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15909298#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/16068319#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/16392733#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin


♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


London Eyes

Chapter Summary

Perhaps you’d gone soft.

The thought made you frown as you fired another round into the head of an unaware guard at the
top of the stairs. You vaulted over the railing, landing on a guard below you and tangling with
the third for just a moment. Knocking him against the wall, you fired a single shot and turned on
the last. A silenced blast echoed throughout the stairwell along with a moan from the guard you
had landed on.

You discharged the last bullet into the guard before dropping the magazine and reloading.

Perhaps not.
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

You wear a mask for so long, you forget who you were underneath it.

“Olympus, this is Daedalus One, we’re approaching British air space,” Jesse said as cooly as she
could with you watching over her shoulder. She nodded lightly at the response, touching her headset
and turning to you, “The Senator wants to talk to you. He’s on-screen in the Command Center.”

You nodded, stepping away from her and through the cabin. They’d cleaned up the jet before you left
base. The table they had Boone on sunk into the floor and, instead of Raf’s tools littering the shelves,
weapon racks hung open and partially rummaged through. Speaking of Raf, he was lying across three
seats and completely passed out. He was along for the ride, just in case you got yourself into more
than you could handle.

A scoff huffed from your nose along with a small smile as the Command Center doors slid open.

“Captain,” Turner called from the screen as the doors closed and you stepped fully into the room.



“Senator,” you said, setting your helmet on the desk and glancing up to the monitor that was mounted
on the far wall, “Long time no see.”

Turner chuckled with a nod, “A lot has happened since you left base.”

“Fill me in,” you frowned, leaning against the holo-table as it sprang to life.

“Less than four hours ago, a British black site was raided by unknown assailants,” Turner started,
nodding as a schematic of the site rotated on the table, “Four agents were killed and ten wounded.”

“What’d they take?”

“Explosives, among other things,” he continued, “They took out the security cameras via a short-
range EMP, but we were able to make a positive ID on one of the men.”

A pair of pictures so blurry you could barely make out a face, appeared as holograms. Five red dots
picked out key features before flashing green and a third picture appeared. It looked like a photo
you’d take for a government ID. The man’s face was cold, his dark brown hair was slicked back and
he was wearing dark tactical gear with a SHIELD patch.

“Look familiar?” Turner asked as the picture came up, “His name is Jack Rollins. Formerly
SHIELD’s STRIKE team—”

“And currently a class ‘A’ asshat,” another voice suddenly cut in from another screen. Another
monitor had flicked on during your conversation and Boone’s face appeared with a grin.

“Good to see you’re up and around, Boone,” you mirrored her grin. Her hair was slicked back and she
looked extremely tired.

“Yeah, look at me.” She twirled in her chair, “Not dead.”

“Agent Cavanaugh.” Turner rolled his eyes with a sigh, “Do you mind?”

“Not at all, sir,” Boone said, leaning back and smoothing hair away from her eyes, “I’ve been
tracking these guys for months. They pop up on the map, do some damage, then go off-grid. But now
that we’ve got a positive ID on Rollins, we can start backtracking their route using facial recognition
and start predicting their moves.”

“However,” Turner cut in, glaring at the screen now, “We’d prefer it if we didn’t have to wait until
their next attack to stop them.”

“Nip it in the bud, as it were, sir,” Boone chirped, her grin growing in tandem with Turner’s
annoyance.

You chuckled with a shake of your head, “And they’re connected to Hydra.”

“Yes,” Turner nodded almost immediately.

“Well,” Boone started, “Not exactly.”

Turner sighed again as he ran a hand down his face, almost as if to shield himself from the glare you
sent through the screen.



“We thought they were,” Boone backpedaled, “When we first started tracking them, we thought they
were taking orders from someone within Hydra’s ranks. But they weren’t. Ever since the DC incident,
Hydra's gone underground. We haven’t heard a peep, except for a few cells here and there.”

“Like Strucker’s,” you said, “And now Rollins’.”

“Rollins is just the right-hand man,” Boone muttered, much to Turner’s chagrin.

“Who’s the leader?”

Boone pursed her smiling lips, glancing to Turner almost playfully.

“That’s what we need you to figure out,” Turner sighed finally, “They've been operating free of
Hydra’s grip, but we’ve got reason to believe they’re considering joining back up.”

“Reason?” you scoffed, “C’mon, Turner, give me more than that. If you don’t, Boone will.”

“Ever since the Avengers wrecked their base in Sokovia, Hydra has been scrambling. Or at least
that’s what we thought,” he said.

“We were proven wrong when a whole fuckin’ army showed up in the middle of a little town in the
middle of nowhere and attacked two of our agents and then proceeded to chase them through the
mountains,” Boone grumbled.

You nodded, “They may have been scrambling after Sokovia, but they were scrambling toward
something.”

“Or someone,” Turner shrugged.

"Novak.”

"Or our new best pal, Wraith,” Boone shrugged.

You scoffed, shaking your head before looking back to Turner, "What's my objective, boss?"

“Your mission, should you choose to accept it—” Boone began before Turner cut her off.

“Cavanaugh, I swear to god,” Turner breathed, “Shut the fuck up.”

Boone cackled, smiling like a madwoman and sending you a wink through the screen.

“Your objective is to infiltrate the building, locate the leader and incapacitate him, retrieve whatever
intel you can. Take down anyone in the way,” he continued, folding his hands in front of him.

“We’ve uploaded blueprints to your helmet’s HUD,” Boone said, leaning forward in her seat,
“Norway will be your base. I’ll be on call in case you need me, but until then I will be napping.
Cavanaugh out.”

She held up two fingers in a mock salute with a Cheshire grin and her screen went black.

“Remember,” Turner said as you began to turn away, “Find the leader, extract whatever information
you can.”

“You got it, boss.”



“Good luck, Ghost.”

Mist gently rolled off the Thames, shrouding your looming figure as the sun began to break over the
horizon. A light sprinkle of rain had quickly whirled over the city, leaving dark, gloomy clouds in its
wake. Water droplets gently rolled down your visor, your suit insulated you from the damp cold that
curled through the streets.

A low sigh came from your nose as you adjusted your position, leaning against a fire escape on a
nearby building. You’d been watching the building the cell was occupying for a few hours now. From
afar, it looked completely abandoned. Each window was packed with bricks and there was no sign of
life on the outside. On the inside, however, there seemed to be plenty of activity.

Preliminary thermal imaging showed various forms roaming the halls. They moved in shifts and were
scattered evenly throughout the building, rarely was there one by themselves.

“You sure about this,” you asked, pausing for a moment to remember Norway’s codename, “Big
Brother?”

“Positive,” he replied simply.

You nodded, stepping up onto the fire escape’s railing and balancing there for a moment before
jumping onto the next roof over. Landing softly, you took off across the roof and took cover behind a
series of chimneys. Even in the dim morning light, you were worried you were being watched.

“You’re clear, Ghost,” Zac came, almost assuredly, from your helmet, “Continue forward.”

With a deep breath, you rocked to your toes and took off across the roof. You launched yourself off
the edge and reached for the roof of the other building. Your hands met the parapet and you caught
yourself from slamming against the building with your feet.

Hanging there for a second, you waited to see if there would be any reaction within the building.

Silence, except for a few cars below you.

Pulling yourself onto the roof, you somersaulted over the parapet and into a crouch. Staying low, you
crept across the roof with the softest footsteps you could manage in a pair of lifted combat boots and
full armor.

There was a single, slanted structure sitting in the middle of the roof. Recessed in the structure was a
metal door that had the same look like the rest of the building; like it had seen better days. The door
was covered in green chipped paint and almost looked as if it was rusted shut. The only thing new
about it was the handle and the card lock that was mounted next to it.

From your pocket, you produced a black metal card and inserted it into the lock. The card flashed red,
then green, and a sharp snap of the door unlocking cracked through the morning. You turned the
handle and shoved the card back in your pocket. As you swung open the door, you drew a pistol with
a silencer screwed into to the barrel.

“How am I looking?” you asked lowly, creeping into the building.

“Like a champ,” Zac replied without a thought.



You huffed, rolling your eyes as you dropped down the stairs, your back sliding against the wall with
your weapon drawn.

The hall you entered was dark, muffled voices echoed from around the corner and you froze. Fixed to
the walls above you were security cameras, their steady red lights alerted you to their presence and
you watched as they rotated to sweep the hall.

“Big Brother, they’ve got cameras down the hall,” you whispered, pressing your back against the wall
as footsteps and voices came closer and closer, “You’ve taken down their security, right?”

“Don’t worry about the cameras,” he said shortly, “You’ve got three bogeys heading your way.”

“Permission to engage,” you breathed with a wince, already knowing the answer as you flicked off the
safety.

“Granted, Ghost.”

You grunted, whipping around the corner and firing six silenced shots. A double-tap to each chest.

The three men fell silently and you swung fully into the hall, slowly making your way down the
corridor and pausing at the end.

“There’s four more guards in the next hall,” Zac said, the lock for the door striking open, “Continue
down this hall and then to the right. You’ll find the service stairs. Go down four flights and take the
first door on your left. You’ll find the main control room there.”

“Are there guards in the stairwell?”

“Three of them,” he replied followed by the smooth sound of his clicking keyboard, “The rest are on
the floor below you, you’ll bypass them entirely.”

You hummed in response, rolling your shoulders forward and through the door. Four well-aimed shots
took down the guards roaming the hall, followed by four more shots to make sure they stayed down.

A pained sigh rolled through your throat as you waded through the carnage toward the end of the hall.
Your jaw clenched as you shook your head and slipped into the stairwell.

How you managed to do this like it was nothing with Alpha One was baffling.

Perhaps you’d gone soft.

The thought made you frown as you fired another round into the head of an unaware guard at the top
of the stairs. You vaulted over the railing, landing on a guard below you and tangling with the third
for just a moment. Knocking him against the wall, you fired a single shot and turned on the last. A
silenced blast echoed throughout the stairwell along with a moan from the guard you had landed on.

You discharged the last bullet into the guard before dropping the magazine and reloading.

Perhaps not.

Cracking back the slide and chambering a round, you holstered the pistol and sauntered down the
stairs with a huff.



It was almost chilling, how much muscle memory took over when you strapped on a pistol and tugged
on the helmet. Almost as if you became a different person entirely.

Almost.

Over the years you’d found Ghost was a complicated person, rather, you were a complicated person.
When you first started with Weston, there wasn’t a clear distinction between you and your moniker.
But the more you wore the mask, the difference became clear. Ghost could be whoever you wanted.
And you took full advantage of that. Ghost was cocky but collected. Reckless yet vigilant. A force to
be reckoned with.

Maybe that’s why it was easy to slip back into Ghost’s shoes. Or maybe it was Ghost that had finally
slipped out of yours.

You shook your head, clearing your mind of the thought and back to the task at hand. Drawing your
pistol again you gently pushed the door open and peeked your head through.

You found yourself in a large garage. At one end was a series of vehicles loaded with the weapons
that had been stolen from the black site. On the other was a line of computers and tables with a
disarray of papers on them.

Lowering your firearm, you snuck through the garage toward the row of computers and paperwork.
You moved quickly, your eyes scanning the papers for any relevant information. Your fingers swept
along a map mounted to the wall. There were four cities circled in red.

London. Prague. Cairo. Lagos.

“What do you got for me, Ghost?” Zac’s voice rang through your ears, making you flinch.

“They’re planning something,” you murmured, “They’ve already hit the London black site. We know
of anything important in Prague, Cairo, and Lagos?”

“Not at the moment, but I’m sure we’ll find something.”

You frowned, your fingers landing on Cairo and following a blue dotted line out of Egypt and South
to the northern border of...Wakanda. You took a mental picture of the route before turning to the rest
of the garage.

There was clutter everywhere and nothing seemed to make sense. Piles of spare parts littered the
corner of the garage and most of the computers were junk.

“Um…” Zac interrupted, “We have movement. We have...a lot of movement.”

You blinked, freezing in your place and turning on your heel.

“Give me an exit, Big Brother,” you snapped, prepping your pistol as a group of footsteps came
charging down the stairs.

“Working on it.”

“You didn’t already have two?” you asked with a roll of your eyes. The next words out of your mouth
surprised you, “Rule Number Eight: always have two escape plans.”

— “So you’re telling me you had two escape plans in Tokyo?” Ollie asked with a quirked brow. —



— “Yeah. Escape route one: through the back door. Escape route two: through the fuckin’ wall.” —

A pang of guilt warped through your stomach.

“Big Brother, I’m gonna need that exit,” you said, your eyes flicking around the garage as you tried to
bury the feeling that ate at you.

— “So you had two plans for the plane?” —

— “Well, Ollie...you see," Danny said when you grimaced. He had that dangerous gleam in his eye,
"The rules are more like guidelines—” —

Zac didn’t answer. Your eyes darted around the garage, trying desperately to find a way out. Flinching
lightly at the footsteps that were crashing down the stairs, you made a quick decision.

— “You didn't have two plans, did you?” Ollie deadpanned, turning to you with a roll of his eyes. —

— “No, I did not," you said finally, trying to ignore the glare coming from Weston. —

Dashing across the garage, you threw open one of the stolen weapons cases and picked out a grenade
before rushing toward the door to the stairs. You ripped out the pin and yanked open the door, tossing
the grenade into the stairwell and stepping quickly away.

— “You don’t have a plan, do you?” Oliver asked, “We’re gonna die here, aren’t we?” —

— “I’ll think of something,” you said. —

A few shouts came from the stairwell as some of the men discovered the grenade. Before they could
do anything, it went off. The explosion rattled the building and threw the door off its hinges as you
dove for cover. Tendrils of flames licked out from the door followed by billowing black smoke and a
few short cries before silence.

— “I promise.” —

You shook your head, adjusting your helmet and taking a cautious step from your cover.

“You know,” a calm voice came from behind you, “He warned us you’d come.”

You whipped around with a grunt, drawing both of your sidearms and widening your stance. There
was a lone man behind you, standing with his hands behind his back and his head cocked to the side.

Jack Rollins.

He looked exactly like his picture. His hair was slicked back and he wore tactical gear.

Rollins nodded to himself with a small smirk, “He said you were good. And, I gotta say, he wasn’t
wrong.”

He took a small step forward, trying to test your resolve. You held your ground.

“We were watching,” he continued, “You have no hesitation.”

“Big Brother,” you warned Zac through your headset, “Get me an exit.”

“You look a little stiff,” he admitted, his eyes roving over you, “But you have no...mercy.”



“Cut the shit, Rollins,” you said finally, cutting him off before he could say anything more, “Where’s
your boss?”

“Who says I’m not in charge?”

“No offense, dude,” you said, trying to fall back into the cocky attitude the Ghost of the past had,
“But you look like an idiot. Where’s your boss?”

“Right behind you,” a man snarled.

You flinched, trying to jump out of the way as metallic footsteps sounded from behind you. You were
too late. What felt like a metal cinder block struck your back, launching you across the room and your
pistols to the floor. You flew into the row of computers on the far side of the garage, landing on the
table with a groan.

Rolling to the ground, another rasping sigh left your lips and you returned to your feet. You blinked,
shaking your head to clear your vision and catching sight of the figure in front of you.

A custom black tac suit covered with bulky armor met your eyes. A white ‘X’ was crudely painted
over the chest piece. Hydraulic lines crept over the shoulders, sneaking down the arms and linking
into a pair of gauntlets. A scorched face stared unrelentingly into you.

“Well, well, well,” you managed to chuckle, “It’s been a while, Rumlow.”

Rumlow laughed, moving stiffly toward you. A hiss sounded with every step he took.

“Ahhh...Ghost,” he smiled, if you could call it that, “You look pretty good considering you crashed
yourself into the Seine.”

“And you’re looking horribly disfigured.” You shrugged, falling back into the rhythm of Ghost’s
banter, “What happened? Had a bad day?”

Rumlows ‘smile’ dropped as he started towards you a bit faster and he said through gritted teeth,
“Captain America dropped a fuckin’ building on my fuckin’ head.”

“Language, Brock,” you said with a grin, hopping to your toes and bringing your fists in front of you,
“We’re professionals here.”

He growled in response, tearing through a table and throwing it across the room as he came after you.
You snapped back from an incoming fist and a whir of mechanics.

Had you not been wearing a helmet, you would’ve been able to feel the blast of air as his pistoned
fists flew past your head. You bolted out of the way, diving under another table and rolling over your
shoulder to your feet.

“C’mon, Rumlow,” you tried to stall him, jumping out of the way as he charged you again, “What’s
your play? Hitting random armories, for what? What’s your endgame?”

“Revenge,” he snarled, retracting one of his fists from the concrete wall.

“Against who? Captain America?” you scoffed with a smile before it dropped.

Your eyes scanned his suit. It was a primitive mech. It was Rumlow trying futilely to make himself
stronger. You rocked to your heels, cocking your head to the side, “You really think you can tangle



with a super soldier in that tin can?”

He chuckled, the burned skin on his face stretching sickly into a grin, “The way I figure, I’ve got as
much chance as you do.”

Brock rolled his shoulders, that grin on his face seemingly growing bigger, “And you’ve done damn
good so far, Lieutenant (L/N).”

Your jaw clenched and your stomach dropped, flinching back as he came toward you.

He laughed. The haunting sound filling the garage, along with the sound of footsteps in the stairwell
as his men finally made it past the mess you made. A smug look crossed his face as he rocked to his
heels and sauntered away from you. He grabbed a helmet on the table as his men filled the room.

You raised your arms slightly, your eyes flicking to his mercenaries.

“What do you think about that, (F/N)?” he asked, shoving the helmet on his head.

You could finally see the whole picture now. A crude skull was painted on the helmet and matched
with the ‘X’ on his chest...they were…

Crossbones.

“It’s Captain, to you,” you snapped, unable to stop yourself. You lowered your hands reaching behind
your back to grip a pair of your kbars and ripping them from their sheaths.

“Aw,” he crooned, his voice slightly muffled by the mask, “You get a promotion for coming out of
retirement? Congratulations. You deserve it.”

Before he could signal his men, you attacked. Tossing both your kbars at the nearest men and rushing
them. You knocked your head into one and grabbed him by his vest, whipping him around to shield
yourself from incoming fire and relieving him of his weapons; and your knife.

You slid the knife into its sheath and turned on the rest, tossing the man to the ground and knocking
over a table for cover. Glancing over to what was left of the row of computers against the wall, you
caught sight of the men’s reflections. Taking note of where each of them was, you took a deep breath
and cracked your neck before launching yourself over the table.

Before you even hit the ground, you had downed half of them. The other half tried to scatter as you
darted past them toward Rumlow. You fell to your knees as one tried to fire at your head. Sliding
across the floor, you fired once and then turned as you went by to fire again. And the garage went
silent.

“You’re just as good as you were in Paris,” Rumlow hummed as you returned to your feet and you
tossed the spent pistols behind you. He circled you, his eyes piercing through you, “But Jack was
right, you’re a little stiff. Something’s changed. You finally grow a heart?”

You frowned, watching him as he continued moving around you.

“You finally meet someone?” he asked, you could tell he was smiling under the mask,
“Someone...special?”

“Stop,” you warned, holding your ground.



“You know,” he continued, ignoring your protests, “When I saw you, in DC, looking at the Asset like
that...I knew you two had a history. I just didn’t realize how extensive it was. Until Wraith told me.”

You swore your heart stalled and you finally backed away from him toward the stairwell.

“And when he told me where the Soldier had been hiding for the past, what? Year and a half? Whew,”
Brock breathed with a chuckle, “I was surprised.”

“Stop,” you repeated, your heart racing.

“And your relationship? Goddamn!” he whooped, “He’s a lucky man. But, I’d wanna get in your
pants too.”

He chuckled to himself, reveling in the fact he had you on the run.

“Where’d you whisk him away to, I wonder,” he said, a sneer twisting on his voice, “You’d better
hope he keeps himself hidden. You’d better hope the good Doctor doesn’t get his hands on him—”

“You son of a bitch!” you shrieked, throwing yourself at him with an onslaught of strikes.

He was startled by your outburst, if only slightly. You caught him on his heels and had him quickly
backtracking away from you before he countered. Rumlow caught one of your fists, barely keeping it
away from his mask.

“Does Barnes like it when you talk like that?” he managed to sing, “‘Cause I do.”

“Shut the fuck up,” you barked, kicking him in the side to get him away from you. He grunted in
response, staggering away and unable to correct himself before you threw yourself at him again. You
had him on his knees by the time he was able to knock you away from him.

You swore you saw a glint of fear in his eyes.

You slid across the floor with the force of his blow and he recalibrated his gauntlets. They hissed in
response and then clicked as he returned to his feet. Your attention flicked to the hoses that were
constantly feeding pressure to the mechanics. A brutal smile curled to your lips as you rolled over
your shoulder and rocked to your heels.

The rush of adrenaline you had felt suddenly honed into focus and you dropped back into the routine.

Rumlow could sense the change as he took you in, his eyes darting over you, “You can’t kill a thing
like you, can you? You tried. But it didn’t work, did it?”

“Obviously,” you growled, that sinister smile still on your face before you lunged at him.

A loud shriek, if you could call it that, left his lips as he tried to fend you off. He primed one of his
gauntlets, the pressure building with a dangerous wheeze. You spun away, grabbing the knife behind
your back and gripping his arm. You slid the knife under the hydraulic line and flicked your wrist,
severing the hose.

Rumlow’s eyes widened as the gauntlet fell limp and a grunt of pain left his throat as you kicked out
one of his knees.

“Again,” you breathed, flipping the helmet off his head with the tip of your blade before sliding it
down to his neck, “You really think you can beat a super soldier in that tin can?”



His other arm swung wildly, trying to get you off of him but you knocked it away with a snarl.

Brock swallowed, “He told us you’d come. He told all of us you’d come.”

“Who is he?” you asked, pressing the blade harshly against his carotid artery, “Where is he?”

He managed a chuckle, shaking his head slightly, “Happy hunting.”

You frowned, your brows furrowing as his grin grew. You were confused for only a moment until you
were tackled to the ground, your knife flying away from Rumlow and clattering to the ground. Your
attacker rolled away from you and to his feet before taking off toward Rumlow.

You blinked at the figure, realizing it was Rollins. You’d been so caught up with Brock you’d
completely forgotten about him.

“Fuck,” you wheezed, rolling to your stomach and pushing yourself up.

It was always the hits you didn’t see coming that hurt the worst. It didn’t matter if it came from a
super soldier or a man in a tin can or, in this case, just a regular guy.

The two men were sprinting across the garage by the time you started toward them. You sighed,
grabbing the two Aftermath pistols you dropped earlier and holstering them.

“Big Brother,” you said, rolling your shoulders and grabbing a rifle from the arsenal of weapons that
the men had left, “Forget about that exit strategy. Targets are on the run, do I pursue?”

“Affirmative, Ghost,” Boone’s voice rang through your helmet, much to your surprise, “I’ve
dispatched Hermes to you.”

“Glitch? What happened to Big Brother?” you asked, walking up the ramp out of the garage to the
city above. You flinched at the sunlight that was breaking over the horizon.

“Motherfucker’s dumber than a brick, I swear to god,” she drawled, “Guy went to MI fuckin' T and
he still can’t do shit right. I gotta do everything myself.”

“Glitch,” you chastised with a shake of your head, slinging the rifle over your chest.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Be nice,” she said, “Hermes is almost to you.”

“Who the fuck is Hermes?” You frowned, glancing around the streets as you stepped back into
London.

A whir of an electric motor answered you and a sleek, black motorcycle without a rider stopped by
your side.

“Your new BFF,” she replied simply, “You like?”

“I do,” you hummed, swinging your leg over the bike, “Just, please, tell me you’re not driving.”

“Nah, that’s all you,” Boone said, “I’m uploading a route to your HUD. Go get ‘em, Ghost.”

The instant you hopped on the bike and hit the throttle, it took off. Hermes was alarmingly quiet and
recklessly fast. You found yourself whipping in and out of traffic effortlessly. The map projected in



the top left of your helmet kept pace with you, and a constantly changing live feed from security
cameras around the city followed Rumlow and Rollins in their armored vehicle.

“Glitch, you figure out where they’re going?” you asked, whizzing in between a pair of cars, much to
the driver’s dismay.

The streets of London were beginning to show signs of life. Civilians were starting to fill shops and
sidewalks and you were catching their attention. Had you been driving like a civilized human being,
they would have thought you a standard rider. But you weren’t.

You were driving like a bat out of hell.

“Not yet,” Boone replied, “But I’ve found you an alternate route.”

“I’m taking it.”

“Uploading now.”

You nodded as the map changed and a green highlight cut from the street to an alley. Tearing through
building traffic you slipped into the alley, the bike’s tires squealing as you did. The highlight led you
from the alley back onto the street, you dropped your foot to the ground and swung around another
corner.

“What’re we lookin’ like, Glitch?” you bit out, flinching at the screams from civilians as you ripped
onto the sidewalk to dodge a car.

“Almost there,” she said, “Cut through the next street—”

“That’s a one-way—” You started, your eyes flicking around the streets for another way.

“You wanna catch these guys or nah?” she drawled, almost unbothered, “Cut through the street.”

You sighed, veering in front of a cart and onto the sidewalk again before shooting down the street.
Wincing at the amount of horns blaring at you, you zipped between cars and turned onto another road;
finally catching sight of Rumlow’s vehicle.

“I got them in my sights,” you said.

“Great. Now whatcha gonna do?” Boone asked, her voice raising excitedly, “Shoot at ‘em? I can
drive!”

“Absolutely not,” you shook your head, “Get me in front of them.”

She groaned, “That’s gonna be difficult.”

“Glitch—”

You were cut off by the sound of gunshots echoing through the street followed by more screams.
Pressing your body against the bike, you flinched out of the way of the onslaught of bullets.

“Glitch, I’ve got civilians in the firing field,” you growled, wincing as bullets glanced off of Hermes.

“I can hear that,” she said, “I’m working on it.”

You ripped down another street, escaping the blasts and losing visual on the truck.



“Fuck,” you snapped, racing between civilians before swerving back behind the truck. Even with your
detour, you were gaining.

Rumlow was the one shooting at you. He was practically hanging out the window to get a better look.
Rollins was driving, veering dangerously close to pedestrians and swinging in front of other vehicles.
But he couldn’t get away from you. And he knew it.

Rollins swerved into an intersection, knocking Rumlow back into the vehicle. He cut between two
trucks and you lost visual. Your eyes widened, you were going too fast to stop without hitting the
trucks.

You shifted your weight to one side of the motorcycle and kicked your leg over, so your body was
completely on the other side. You switched your feet on the footrest and leaned off the bike. Hermes
continued shooting forward and your foot kept your balance by skidding across the road alongside it.
You took your hand off the throttle, pressing yourself as close to the ground as you could and sliding
under the two trucks' trailers.

It all happened in less than two seconds, but it felt like an eternity before you came out the other side.

You caught sight of Rollins and Rumlow at the last second, they had decided to turn down the street
instead of continuing straight. You grunted, leaning back even further, and reaching for the handlebar.
Yanking it, you spun the bike so that it was facing where the men had gone and you kicked off the
ground and the footrest. You basically leapfrogged over the bike and landed roughly on the seat
before you hit the throttle and took off after them.

“Holy fuck,” Boone scoffed over the headset, “I didn’t think that was going to work. Impressive.”

You chuckled in response, “Get me ahead of them, Glitch.”

“I think I know where they’re heading, take the next left.”

You nodded, zipping down one street and then the other as Boone guided you through the city. You
completely lost sight of the truck and by the time Boone told you to stop, you were on a quiet side
street.

“I don’t think this is right,” you breathed, your eyes flicked around in confusion.

“It is, get ready,” Boone replied, “They’re right around the corner.”

You quirked a brow, shaking your head as you waited.

And then you heard it, the screaming of that truck’s engine. You slid the rifle that was still slung
across your back into your hands and snapped the bolt as the truck came around the corner.

The look on their faces was priceless as you stepped off the bike and started toward them, firing as
you went. Rollins’ face dropped in shock and he glanced to Rumlow in confusion. Brock’s face was
harder to read, it was the way his mouth twitched into a frown that gave it away.

Your bullets glanced off the armored vehicle’s windshield a few times before you switched tactics to
shooting out their tires. Brock smacked Rollins on the shoulder and they came speeding toward you.
Rumlow glared at you and that ‘smile’ was back on his face.

They weren’t going to stop. You should have stopped...but you didn’t. You held your ground and
continued to fire.



“Uh...Ghost…” Boone started, the tone of her voice urging you to run.

“Not now,” you growled as the truck came closer.

The high-pitched whir of Hermes’ engine caught your attention for only a moment as it reversed out
of the way and you realized just how close the truck was.

You jumped onto the hood, rolling over the top of the truck as they tried to ram you, “Fuck.”

Your rifle flew out of your hands as you bounced across the top of the truck before hurtling to the
ground, “Shit.”

You landed on your side with a thud, “Goddamnit.”

A low whine escaped from your lungs as you rolled to your back, gazing, dazed, into the sky.

“Well,” Boone’s voice rocked through your ears, “That went well.”

“Why’d you move the bike?” you slurred, the movement of Hermes whirring by your side catching
your attention.

“You’ve broken and/or lost 70% of my inventions. I’m not gonna let you break my baby.”

You groaned, closing your eyes and knocking your head against the pavement. To be honest, you were
lucky. Your suit had absorbed most of the hit, but you still felt it.

“You good?” a familiar voice called from across the street. You raised your head to see a figure
dressed in black, with a crooked grin and auburn hair. His suit was the same as yours and so was the
bike he was on.

“Thing’s got a little outta hand,” you muttered, laying back down as Duke got off his bike and made
his way to you.

“No shit,” he chuckled, reaching down to help you to your feet, “I didn’t notice.”

“What’re you doing here?” you asked, stumbling back against a wall for support.

“I was just in Germany,” he said, running a hand through his hair, “On the Ansbach Base, actually.”

You blinked, a frown working its way to your face.

“And, apparently,” he continued, noticing the change in your posture and holding his hands up, “My
message missed you.”

“What message?”

“Your boyfriend got away clean,” he said, nodding as you relaxed back, “Don’t know where he’s
going, but he’s heading East.”

You sighed, relieved, “Thank you.”

“Anything for you, kid,” Duke smiled, patting you sharply on your back, “Let’s get outta here. Zoom
will be here with the jet in a few hours. I reckon it’ll give us a little time to explore.”

“I’m down,” you nodded, “By the way, thanks for stepping in, Glitch.”



“No problem,” Boone said, “Now if you’ll excuse me. I’mma beat Big Brother’s ass and then I’mma
resume my nap. I’ll see y’all stateside.”

You and Duke were wandering the streets of London’s West End. You’d swapped out your tactical
gear for jeans, a t-shirt, and a leather jacket, but kept on your combat boots. Duke mirrored your look
but with a dark blue flannel under his jacket.

Your eyes quickly scanned the shops as you walked by, flicking between racks as you peeked your
head in the door.

“What are you looking for?” Duke finally asked after 20 minutes of following you around and you
ducked into a shop.

“Shoes,” you answered, roaming the aisles.

“Listen, (F/N),” he said, cocking his head to the side as he looked around the shop, “This isn’t the
kind of place that sells combat boots.”

“I’m looking for heels, actually.”

Duke blinked, looking you over almost worriedly before he reached up to take your temperature with
the back of his hand, “You feelin’ okay?”

“For Boone, not for me,” you rolled your eyes, smacking him away, “She left hers at my house when
we were…”

You trailed off, shaking your head and gritting your teeth.

Duke nodded, patting you on the shoulder again, softer this time, “I’m just glad you two are okay.”

He went quiet for a while, trailing behind you as you worked your way through the store.

Truthfully, you weren’t sure what you were looking for exactly but something that screamed ‘Boone’
shouldn’t be terribly hard to find. And after a few more minutes of searching, you found them.

They weren’t red like her favorite ones were, but you were sure you wouldn’t be able to replace them.
They were velvet black and the heel itself was made of gold filigree. If Boone would’ve been there,
angel choirs would be going off in her head.

A grin found its way to your face as your fingers drifted over the shoe before taking it from its
display.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you something,” Duke broke his silence as you wound your way to find an
associate. His voice was softer than usual, “Well…a couple things.”

“What’s that?”

“How did you know Danny was the one?”

Your step faltered before you corrected it and turned to him, “What?”

“When Danny proposed, how did you know that he was the one?”



You cocked your head to the side, “Duke, Danny proposed during a bar fight in Belgium.”

You handed the shoe to one of the employees and asked for a pair in Boone’s size as Duke walked
around you to look you in the eye.

“But...how did you know?”

“I don’t know,” you sighed with a shrug, “I was in the middle of shanking a guy with a broken beer
bottle when he asked. And he was hitting another guy over the head with a pool cue. It was chaos. We
were chaos.”

You paused, your breath hitching in your throat, “It was just right. Like we were meant to be
together.”

Duke nodded, grabbing the shoebox from the employee as she returned and you handed her your card.
You glanced at him. He was gently tugging at a loose thread on his jacket and blanking staring into
the floor, biting his lip.

“Why are you asking?”

His eyes flicked up to you and he began to chew on his lip, “I may have...kind have...met someone.”

He said it slowly almost as though he was gauging your reaction. You smirked, taking your card back
from the employee and nodding in thanks before leaving the store.

“Is he cute?” you asked after a moment, playfully nudging him and wiggling your brows with a grin.

“Yeah” he smiled softly, shoving his hands in his pockets and staring at the ground.

“Have I met him?”

Duke pursed his lips and scrunched his nose as he turned his gaze to the street, “Maybe.”

You hummed to yourself, following his stare, “He’s on Alpha Two, isn’t he?”

Duke didn’t answer. Which was the perfect answer.

“Which one is he?”

He turned back to you with a mock glare, shoving the shoebox into your arms with a smile and a
shake of his head, “You’re smart. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

“Oh, come on!” you whined as he strode into a crowd of people to lose you, but you slipped between
a pair of people to keep up with him, “Tell me!”

“Jesse’s almost here,” he ignored you as you smacked him on the back, “We gotta go.”

“At least promise me I’ll be your Maid of Honor.”

“Are you kidding?” He turned to you incredulously, “You’re gonna be my Best Man.”

“Best Gal,” you corrected.

He nodded, “Best Gal, let’s go home.”



“Not as easy as you thought, was it?” Wraith asked, amused, leaning back against the wall as Rumlow
jumped out of the truck followed by Rollins.

“She’s gotten better since I last saw her,” Rumlow answered gruffly, rolling his eyes at the smile that
crept over Wraith’s face, "You were right about mentioning Barnes. It shut her down fast."

“I warned you. And now that we know she has a weakness, we can exploit it,” he shrugged, pushing
off the wall and tossing a small hard drive to Rollins, “Your next mission. I expect it to go better than
this one.”

“We’ll be more prepared,” Rollins said, shoving open the door to the facility and allowing Wraith to
go first.

They entered a room filled with computer monitors, their blue light was the only thing that
illuminated it.

The screens played feeds, not just from London, but everywhere. New York. Los Angeles. Berlin.
Sydney. Everywhere

But today, they were fixated on Ghost.

“She chased you farther than I thought she would,” Wraith admitted, nodding to some agents that
were sitting in front of the monitors. They responded with the clacking of keys and a pair of monitors
changed.

Instead of the masked Ghost, the civilian clothed (F/N) came on screen. She and another man
wandered down the London streets chatting back and forth.

“We got an ID on that one?” Rollins asked, nodding to the redhead.

“We’ve run his face through multiple databases. There’s no match,” an agent responded robotically.

“He doesn’t exist,” Wraith shrugged, “You run her face you don’t get anywhere with her either. We
need access to the Aftermath archives if we want an ID. Which is what I need you two for.”

Rumlow scoffed, “I didn’t sign up to play ring around the rosie with the Ghost. You promised me
Rogers.”

“And you’ll get him,” Wraith waved him off, “But first I need you to do something for me…”
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Ghost Resurfaces

Chapter Summary

“They sent you in blind.” He shook his head as you walked past the training facility and toward
the lake that was at the rear of the base, “I don’t know what he expected.”

“He expected me to get the job done,” you said, your eyes wandering the darkened landscape, “I
let Rumlow and Rollins get away.”

“Again.” Duke rolled his eyes, whirling around and stopping you in your tracks, “You jumped in
front of a fuckin’ truck. And, you know if you would’ve caught them, they wouldn’t’ve talked.
They gave you everything you needed when you were beating the shit outta them.”

You scoffed, sidestepping him and walking toward the lake, “Brock never could shut up.”
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You can always run from the past, but it always catches up with you.

There was a single masked soldier among the five and his head was on a swivel. It was constantly
moving. Constantly assessing. Constantly calculating.

The leader had only been interrogating the decoys for a few seconds when the soldier’s finger slipped
into the trigger guard.

“Готовый,” he said lowly, eyeing the masked soldier from inside the trailer. He stared through the
boxes, his head cocking to the side as the soldier stepped forward. Ready

The soldier cut off his boss with a hiss, “It’s a trap.”

“Сейчас.” Now

By the time they sprang from the truck. The soldier had disappeared. Like a ghost into the ash. And
the soot. And the bullets. —

Bucky’s eyes opened with a snap and he twirled his pen through his fingers. He clicked his tongue,
leaning back against the brick wall and pulling his cap lower over his face as a group of people passed



by. His gloved metal fingers lightly slid over the pages, his eyes flashing over the repeating words that
filled the page.

Ash and soot and bullets.

He shook his head, trying to clear the image from his head before leaning farther against the brick
wall. He’d managed to cover a lot of ground in the middle of the night and had slunk into Roth just
before daybreak. (F/N) was right about the cold, the temperature had dropped just before the sun rose.
He scoffed, shaking his head and pulling his coat tighter around him.

— “Be safe, Soldier Boy.” —

Closing his notebook, he shoved it into his backpack and pushed off the wall. As he slipped down the
busy German streets, his fingers, once again, began to twirl her picture. He needed to quit doing that.
He was going to ruin it if he wasn’t careful. Still, a small smile worked its way to his lips and he
slipped into a small cafe on the corner.

— “It’s a trap.”

Ghost’s comrades dove away from the decoys without question.

The Soldier strode past the decoys as they closed the truck and then took off. The bay door was
slammed closed and the building was left in the darkness and the team disappeared.

“Устойчивый,” he murmured to his men, holding out an arm to keep them at bay as he continued to
search through the debris. Steady.

Two men jumped out from behind the crates, letting off a spray of bullets. The Soldier spun behind
cover before returning some rounds. One of the men was Ghost and the other soon disappeared into
the shadows. Ghost let out a final burst of rounds and ducked for cover.

The Soldier stepped from behind a column, nodding to his men to spread along the floor. A flash of
light caught his attention as he cracked the bolt on his rifle. Ghost’s helmet was staring back into him
before it was yanked back onto his head and he darted into the darkness. He fired some bullets after
him, intentionally missing before following him through the black. —

Bucky blinked, coffee in one hand as he pinched the bridge of his nose in the other before rubbing his
temple.

“In anderen Nachrichten ein Shooting in den Straßen von London…” A German news anchor began,
bringing him out of his memories. ...a shootout on the streets of London…

Bucky tuned him out, refocusing on the warmth that radiated from his coffee and lifting it to his lips.
He winced, not nearly as good as (F/N) made it. Shaking his head, he pulled his notebook out from
his backpack and spread it out along the table along with her picture.

Ghost’s pages in his notebook were a single hectic phrase that he couldn’t get past.

Ash and soot and bullets.

— “We’re outnumbered,” the leader called, “Take a tactical retreat through the backdoor.” —

— “Ghost, take point,” another yelled, “Get us out of here.” —



— “Вторая команда,” he snapped, “Идти.” Team Two. Go. —

— As the team attempted to head for the makeshift door, it burst open, stopping them in their tracks.
—

— “Yeah...that’s gonna be a negative boss,” Ghost screeched, flying out of the way of bullets and
hiding behind a crate. He popped out moments later, darting away from the door and drawing fire. He
sent calculated shots at his men, downing some and scaring others as he flew through the debris. —

— The Soldier found himself following Ghost’s perfectly preserved footprints that laced the ground.
He was just able to catch sight of the soldier as he barreled up a set of stairs. One of his legs cracked
through a board and he fell, for only a moment. Ghost wrenched his leg from the wood splinters and
shot further up the stairs, disappearing onto the second floor. —

— The Soldier was about to follow him when he stopped in his tracks. Ghost was alone. A distraction.
Where were the others? —

It wasn’t a repeating phrase drawled over the pages anymore, fully formed sentences began littering
page after page. He could see everything that was happening as though it was yesterday. Pausing, he
flipped the notebook closed as a waitress came to check on him, he dismissed her with a smile and a
shake of his head before returning to the pages. Even if a headache was beginning to form behind his
eyes, he wanted to see the rest.

He wanted to know what happened to Ghost.

Bucky sighed, his attention turning to the busy streets that were bustling outside of the cafe. He knew
he had to leave soon. The longer he stayed in one place, the easier it would be to find him. Placing
money on the table, he tucked his notebook to his chest and threw his backpack over his shoulder
before ducking out of the cafe.

He joined up with a group of tourists wandering the streets. His gaze followed theirs, admiring the
scenery while also watching for threats. Walking with the tourists for half a block more, he stole into
an alley of cobblestone and brick.

He could picture himself there. He could smell the building, the burnt wood and smoke residue. He
could taste the gunpowder and hear the shells being ejected onto the floor, they clinked across the
cracked cement.

Bucky squeezed his eyes shut and, as he opened them, he was there.

— The Soldier motioned to his remaining men, leading them away from where Ghost had disappeared
and toward the opposite end of the building. Four sets of footprints waded through the cluster of
debris on the ground floor. A pair of silhouettes caught his eye.

Two of the soldiers were setting explosives on the south wall. His men were on top of them before they
could react. The two soldiers ducked out of the way and returned fire intermittently.

“Ghost!” he heard the leader yell, “Circle back, they’ve got us cornered.”

The Soldier stopped, hearing a commotion above him and following the footsteps as they dashed
across the floor. A flash of red hair grabbed his attention, one of the soldiers stepped out of his cover.
He brought his rifle up to his shoulder.



Just as he was about to fire, the wooden floorboards above him shattered and the masked soldier
appeared. Ghost shoved his teammate out of the way, taking the bullets for him and stumbling back.

A deep, metallic snarl came from the Ghost as he lashed out at him. —

Bucky jumped, knocked back by the phantom soldier. The sight of Ghost charging at him made him
flinch, even if it was just in his head. To be perfectly honest, he was shaking slightly.

— “James,” (F/N) said softly, stretching for the notebook and closing it, “If it upsets you that much,
maybe it’s not worth it.” —

“You’re right,” he murmured to himself with a sigh, pushing off the alley’s brick wall and back into
the streets. He took a deep breath, savoring the chilled air that contrasted the warm sunlight cascading
over the orange slate roofs of the buildings above him.

It wasn’t that Ghost scared him. He was scared of what he did to Ghost. He had at least two run-ins
with the guy and most people didn’t survive the first, let alone the second. He wanted to know what
happened.

No. He had to know.

Bucky paused, stopping on the corner of the street as his nose scrunched in concentration and he
closed his eyes again.

— As he opened them, his metal fingers clamped around Ghost’s wrist and he noted the knife that
gleamed in the dim light before twisting his wrist. Ghost dropped the knife and let go of the Soldier’s
rifle, snatching the knife and swinging forward wildly.

Bucky dropped his rifle, feeling the Soldier take over as he used both hands to keep the knife away
from him and then kicking Ghost away. The Soldier cocked his head to the side, taking in the Ghost as
Bucky did the same.

Ghost was calm and relentless, with maybe a touch of recklessness. He knew what he was doing and
he knew that he was good. He was overly confident, if only just.

And the Soldier used that to his advantage.

Bucky sprung at the Ghost, following the Soldier’s lead but was cut off by another man. He had long
hair, pulled back into a loose bun at the back of his head, and hazel eyes that burned into him. A
lethal, almost bloodthirsty, set of teeth smiled back at him as they fell into a rhythm.

“You’re not gonna beat him in hand-to-hand,” Ghost called, his voice echoing through the building.

“You just gotta stay one step ahead of him,” the soldier replied, his eyes narrowing to slits, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

Bucky frowned, popping back into the present with a groan. That face. He shook it from behind his
eyes as his heart stalled in his chest.

— “Oye, amigo,” he sang with a grin and his fists raising, “You’re pretty good. Vamos, let’s dance.”
—

He bit his lip, slinking down another side street to catch his breath. That voice.



That man was the only one that he had gotten a good look at. And his face was seared into his
memory. His eyes were almost glowing yellow, the sneer on his lips making him look...unhinged.

Bucky slammed his back against a wall, bracing himself against it to hold himself up. A headache was
scorching behind his eyes. The pain was almost unbearable as he returned himself to the fray.

Nighthawk.

— The man was good, he’d give him that. But he wasn’t good enough. And he knew that. The Soldier
had him on the run.

As a last-ditch effort, the man reached behind his back and produced a knife before swinging back
toward him. Nighthawk managed to lodge the knife between two of the plates of his metal arm,
unbeknownst to him. But the move rendered it useless. The Soldier lunged at him, kicking him off of
his feet and across the room into a stack of crates.

“You were right,” Nighthawk rasped, but that dangerous smile was still on his face, “Bad idea.”

“Sir,” Ghost said, rushing to his side and helping him to his feet, “I think we’re a little late for our
exit.”

Bucky could feel the Soldier pluck the knife from his arm before swinging it up above his head and
back down to recalibrate it. His eyes narrowed and he launched himself at the man. He had only just
laid hands on him when Ghost jumped between them, easily replacing Nighthawk.

Ghost’s heavy combat boots hit his side, earning a grunt and knocking him away. Ghost was better
than he thought. Either that or he learned fast.

“Go,” Ghost said lowly, eyes solely on him, “I got this.”

He was going to go with the latter as Ghost rushed forward. The Soldier stepped out of the way,
letting him at the rest of his men as he continued to watch.

The Ghost learned fast. Terrifyingly fast. He was already using techniques Nighthawk had been using.
He disarmed his men and turned on him with a rifle in hand.

Bucky flinched as the Soldier snatched the barrel of the rifle and wrenched it away. Ghost let go,
knowing it was a losing battle and drawing a pistol. He used his metal arm to shield himself from the
onslaught of bullets.

When Ghost ran out of bullets, he threw the gun at him.

“C’mon, man,” Ghost said, raising his fists with a huff, “Let’s do this thing.”

The Soldier rushed toward him. Ghost recoiled, too late, and the Soldier’s fist slammed against his
helmet. The blow knocked Ghost back and the barrage of blows that followed kept him on the run.

Ghost stumbled back, slightly dazed, but as the Soldier approached he sized him up as though he was
about to counter. But he didn’t.

Ghost slipped into the shadows.

The Soldier’s men fired after him as he hurdled toward the stairs. He grabbed one of his men’s guns,
“Он хочет это живым.” He wants that one alive.



He followed after the Ghost, slinking up the stairs cautiously and covering his men as they worked
their way up as well. He led them across the floor, eyeing the holes and weak spots that littered the
boards.

“He’s a fucking ghost,” one of his men whispered.

Bucky scoffed with a nod and a smirk, even if the Soldier didn’t answer.

“Damn straight,” Ghost’s deep voice came from behind them, “that’s my name, don't wear it out.”

Ghost appeared from the shadows, pouncing at him and his men. He dropped to his knees, slinging a
knife at one of his men as he slid across the floor and swept the legs out from another man. He rolled
over the top of the downed man, plucking a pistol off of him and returning to his feet. He backed away
from the Soldier and his men, his head flicking between each of them.

Bucky’s small smirk grew, he knew exactly what happened next.

“You know,” Ghost said, rolling his shoulders as though he was priming himself for a fight, “Unlike
my comrades, I know when I’m losing. And I know when to take my exit. Outbreak, now.”

Ghost turned on his heels, heading for a window on the side of the building.

The Soldier raised his rifle, aiming for his knees until an explosion rocked the building. A grunt
sounded from his muzzled mouth as he grappled onto a column to catch himself before pushing off it
toward the window.

He just managed to get to the window in time to see Ghost roll over the hood of a car. A few of his
men sent single shots after him before being called off by the Soldier.

His eyes followed the Ghost as he stole into an alley, ripping off his helmet and glancing behind him.
The Ghost smirked before slipping further into the alley and disappearing.

Bucky’s eyes opened with a snap, a deep breath working from his chest as he returned to the German
streets. A sigh of relief, edged with a huff of frustration, spilled from his nose and he pushed away
from the alley wall.

Ghost got away. He didn’t know why that was such a relief. He didn’t even know the guy. Did he?

Nah.

And he saw his face, but he didn’t see his face. He could see Nighthawk’s face clear enough, though.
The almost yellow eyes burned into him and those white, almost fang-like, teeth grinned in an
animalistic snarl.

Bucky shuddered, trying to shove the face that haunted him away. He emerged from the alley and
found himself on the corner of a busy street. Glancing out into the street he paused for a moment,
watching as people went about their day. His eyes searched every person, assessing each one and
waiting to detect a red flag. But there wasn’t one.

He wondered, briefly, what had happened to Ghost. Where he had run off to and where he was now. If
he was still alive.

He adjusted the glove on his metal hand and then his cap with a small smirk.



Of course, he was still alive. They called him Ghost for a reason. He could disappear without a trace.

Bucky’s smile fell.

They called him Ghost for a reason. Maybe, he wasn’t alive after all. People like him couldn’t be.
Maybe, he was dead on the inside. He knew that from experience.

Ghost was a killer, and so was he. They were killers.

The thought of tracking him down flashed through his head for only a second before he shook it away.
He was sure they had a lot in common. And, if anybody could understand him, it would be Ghost.

But he was trying to get away from it all. If Ghost was smart, he would have gotten away from it too.

They would only pull each other back in.

Bucky’s fingers were twirling (F/N)’s photo again and he was chewing on the inside of his cheek. He
pushed away the thought before creeping into the crowd. Disappearing into the sea of faces.

And completely missing the TV in the corner of a store replaying video of a masked figure shooting
through the London streets.

Tony’s eyes flashed over the holograms in the Command Center of the Compound.

“Mmmm, FRIDAY,” he hummed, his fingers fluttering over an encrypted message that was gaining
attention in the underworld, “Bring that up for me, dear.”

“It’s a high-security encryption, boss,” FRIDAY replied, “Give me a moment.”

Tony nodded, leaning back in his chair with narrowed eyes as FRIDAY went to work. A cryptic mash
of letters appeared on screen, constantly rearranging themselves, pausing, flashing red, and then
rearranging again.

“Heads up, kids,” Tony called to the living room below him, “We’ve got incoming intel.”

“What do you got, Stark?” Steve’s voice came from the stairs as he started behind him, Sam and
Natasha on his tail. Barton and the twins were close behind them.

“Looks like dark web chatter,” Tony said, still watching as sequences ran across the screen, “FRIDAY
is still trying to decrypt it…”

A few more outcomes ran across the screen, each flashing red before finally green.

“And there we go,” he nodded. His fingers ran across the message, picking out the important details,
“Priority Level: Ten. Threat Level: Ten. Ghost Soldier Resurfaces.”

“Ghost Soldier?” Rhodey asked, appearing from behind the screen.

Steve glanced at Sam, his eyes widening slightly.

They didn’t see Natasha and Clint pale. Or the twins eyeing each other nervously.

“You think they mean Bucky?” Sam finally saying what Steve was wanting to.



Tony shrugged, his face stretching into a sarcastic frown as he mouthed, ‘I don’t know.’

“No,” Natasha stepped in, her hands folding over her chest as she stared into the ground, “They mean
Ghost. But he’s been off the radar for years.”

Tony’s sarcastic frown folded into a real one as Natasha continued to avoid eye contact. She clenched
her jaw, finally flicking her eyes to Clint.

“Who’s Ghost?” Steve asked sternly, breaking the silent conversation Clint and Natasha were having.

“An operative we teamed up with in Paris,” Clint broke his stare with Nat, glancing about the room,
“a long time ago.”

“We thought he retired,” Natasha said, rocking to her heels, “Everything about him went quiet. He
just disappeared.”

“Until now,” Fury’s voice came from behind them. The group spun around as the former SHIELD
director climbed the stairs and stood with his hands behind his back next to Sam.

“How the hell did you get in here?” Tony rolled his eyes, an aggravated look crossing his face.

“Through the front door, genius,” he rolled his eye.

“I have got to figure out how to SHIELD Agent-proof my buildings, I swear to god,” Tony grumbled.

“You got that look in your eye,” Clint nodded, ignoring Tony and noting the flash drive that Fury had
concealed in his hand, “What do you got for us?”

Fury tossed the drive to Stark, motioning for the others to sit as it was preloaded, “24 hours ago,
Commander Mikhail Weston was pronounced dead.”

“And that’s important…” Rhodey waved for him to continue before Natasha cut in.

“Commander Weston was the leader of Operation Aftermath.”

“Really helpful,” Tony rolled his eyes, exasperated, as he waited for FRIDAY to scan the drive before
pulling it up, “Why does that matter to us?”

“Operation Aftermath was the sister organization to SHIELD,” Clint said, perching on the railing as
Natasha came to lean next to him, “they were more on the military side of things while we focused on
espionage.”

“Commander Weston would’ve been Ghost’s boss,” she glanced to Fury.

“So...what?” Tony cut in again, finally pulling up the contents of the drive, “24 hours after Director
Fury 2.0 gets confirmed dead, Ghost pops back up on the map?”

“No,” Fury shook his head, taking control of the panel as Tony slid out of the way, “Less than 24
hours after Weston’s death, Ghost takes out an entire Hydra cell.”

“Ghost’s revenge,” Natasha said, her eyes flicking to the screens as camera feeds popped up.

“No, Ghost’s rampage,” Fury nodded to the screens.



The feed followed three guards sweeping a hallway, none the wiser that a black-clad figure was
hiding behind the corner. They didn’t have time to react as Ghost whipped out from hiding and fired
six consecutive shots. He took a slow step out from behind the corner, analyzing the hall before
striding fully into it.

He didn’t hesitate, stepping over the bodies and only pausing at the door at the end of the hall. The
door unlocked and he slid it open, firing four more times and downing each guard. As he walked past
them, he shot them once more.

“Christ,” Steve breathed, watching as Ghost threw open another door and the camera angle changed.

The new angle came from inside a stairwell. Ghost shot the guard at the top of the stairs in the back of
the head before vaulting over the railing and down to the landing below. He took out a guard on the
way down, knocking another against the wall to incapacitate him then taking him out with a single
shot. Shooting the last guard, he paused a moment to reload his pistol before continuing down the
stairs.

“Who is this guy?” Sam asked, glancing at both assassins. Their eyes still glued on the security feed.

“Nobody knows,” Clint said, his brows furrowing as the feed continued and Ghost wreaked more
havoc, “The guy’s built like a tank. Probably messed around in the octagon and grew up on the firing
range. He’s not a spy, he’s not a soldier. He’s a killer. And he’s damn good at what he does.”

“He’s just another ghost story,” Natasha added with a hum, biting her lip.

Another camera feed came up, this time it was in a garage. Ghost stalked into the room, gun raised.
His head moving about the room before he holstered his weapon. He wandered into the room, heading
for a piece of paper up on the wall.

Tony folded his arms over his chest, a cross look flashing over his face, “How do we find him?”

“How do you find someone who’s spent the better half of their life covering their tracks?” Natasha
asked, her eyes glued to the floor again.

“You don’t. He finds you,” Clint answered, shaking his head.

“Well,” Tony sighed, glancing back to the feed as Ghost continued to collect intel and he began to
turn away, “This has been educational.”

Fury shook his head, nodding back to the screen, “This is where it gets good.”

A split-screen of the garage and the stairwell came on screen. A veritable army of men came charging
down the stairs.

Ghost froze. They could tell someone was talking to him, and he didn’t like the answer he got. Ghost
darted across the floor, pulling something small from a chest and rushing toward the stairwell door.
He heaved open the door and tossed the object in before taking cover.

The men coming down the stairs jumped out of the way, trying to get away before it blew and the
camera feed went out.

“Damn,” Clint scoffed, shaking his head, “He’s just as good as I remember.”



“Not good enough to take out the cameras,” Tony remarked, gesturing to the new screen that popped
up.

“Oh, he’s smart enough,” the Archer breathed, watching as the Ghost turned around to a man that
approached him. The two talked for a moment before a third figure charged into frame. He tackled
Ghost, throwing him across the room.

Clint winced as Ghost crashed into a row of computers and then slammed to the ground.

“He wanted to be seen,” Steve nodded, his brows furrowing as the two men chatted back and forth
before Ghost flung himself into the other figure, “We got ID’s on these two?”

“Take a wild guess,” Fury mused, watching as Steve put two and two together.

“Rumlow and Rollins,” Sam answered for him, “I thought they were operating independently now.”

“Something’s changed,” Steve said, his eyes still searching the feeds, “Why? And why is Ghost going
after them?”

Fury shrugged, “After Paris, finding Ghost went on SHIELD’s backburners. Then he went completely
off-grid and so did the rest of his team.”

“But now he’s front and center,” Sam frowned, “He wants everyone to know that he is back. With a
fury.”

“And by the looks of it, so does Aftermath,” Tony said, finally digging into the video’s EXIF data,
“This stuff was encrypted, but just enough to draw interest. It was easy enough to break with a bit of
patience.”

“So, it was a public display of power?” Rhodey asked, turning away from the feed.

The group glanced back to the feed. Ghost had just finished taking out more of Rumlow’s men and
then quickly turned on Rumlow.

Steve shook his head, “This wasn’t revenge, it was retaliation. It’s a message.”

“A warning to everyone and everything,” Fury added, “Ghost is back in town and there’s hell to pay.”

“We have any idea who’s in charge now that Weston is gone?” Clint asked, tapping his fingers on the
railing he was sitting on.

“No,” Fury sighed, “And until we do, I recommend you stay out of Ghost’s way.”

“And we have no sightings on this guy since you two saw him in Paris?” Steve asked, glancing at
Clint and Natasha. The two shook their heads, but one of the twins stepped forward.

The entire time the group was talking, Wanda’s eyes were glued to the screen and she was internally
panicking. She glanced at Pietro. He was itching to say something and he was wondering why she
wasn’t.

What would (F/N) do?

She took a deep breath, trying to hide the red energy that nervously swirled through her fingers.



She’d wrap the truth in a lie. And she’d be confident about it.

Wanda swallowed, taking a step forward before Pietro could, “Ghost came to Sokovia.”

It came out timider than she wanted, barely above a whisper. But now it was out.

“What?” Nat all but snapped. Clint put a hand on her shoulder as Wanda flinched instinctively back.

“What happened?” he asked softly as Wanda began playing with her nails and her gaze flicked
nervously to Pietro.

“He showed up with a group of soldiers,” Pietro spoke up, stepping in front of his sister and taking
her hand, “He’s fast and strong. He could have killed us, but he didn’t.”

The group glanced to one another before Steve said, “Did you get in his head?”

“I tried,” Wanda said, biting her lip, “It...It wasn’t good. I wanted out as soon as I got in.”

“Did you get a name? Anything?”

“No,” she shook her head with a lie, ignoring Tony’s groan, “I wasn’t as powerful as I am now. I
couldn't control it.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Clint broke in, sending a glare into Tony, “If we need to be worried about
anything, it’s extending an olive branch and getting Aftermath on our side.”

“I’ll do some digging,” Fury said, his eye flicking to Natasha, “I expect you’ll do the same.”

“You got it,” the Widow nodded, “I’ve got some old contacts that might be able to help.”

“Great,” Sam sighed as the group dispersed, “Now we’ve got two ghosts to track.”

“One may be easier than the other,” Pietro said, letting go of his sister’s hand and speeding around to
the kitchen. Wanda relaxed back as the group walked down the stairs.

“Are you alright?” a calming voice came from the floor before floating to eye level.

“Viz,” she smiled, rocking back to her heels and dispelling the energy that still swirled around her, “I
didn’t think I’d see him again. It was scary enough the first time.”

“Well, hopefully,” Vision said, his gaze solely on her, “He'll see that we're on the same side now.”

She nodded, a small smile finding its way to her lips, “I think he knows.”

A pained groan slipped past your lips, followed by a wince as you pushed yourself to your feet.

“You good?” Raf asked, glancing up from the four seats he was taking up in the jet’s cabin.

“Feels like I got hit by a bus,” you mumbled, hanging onto the wall as the jet landed on the Aftermath
base.

“It was a truck but, same difference,” Duke shrugged with a smirk. He chuckled lightly as you swung
a half-assed fist toward his face and the jet’s ramp lowered. You rolled your eyes, keeping a steady



hand on the wall as you made your way down the ramp and he grabbed his duffle bag and a shoebox
from the ground.

Your body hadn’t even healed from your fight with Bucky and you had decided to hurl yourself in
front of a truck. Everything felt stiff, muscles, ligaments, tendons—hell—somehow your bones even
felt sore and your head ached with a vengeance. And what was waiting at the end of the ramp didn’t
help any.

“What the fuck was that?” Turner called over the jet’s engines as they slowly powered down and were
replaced by your heavy footsteps.

You shrugged, grimacing at the bright lights that lit the concrete slabs the jet had landed on and the
slight daggered glare Turner was shooting toward you.

“Base is quiet,” you changed the subject, chuckling lightly at the annoyance that was bubbling
through him, “Or do I call it Olympus, I’m confused.”

Turner rolled his eyes with a sigh, “It’s past curfew, and don’t change the subject on me. What
happened?”

“Things got a little out of hand—”

“It sounds like you let your emotions get the better of you,” he interrupted, his brows creasing.

Your head cocked to the side, confused. Turner held himself differently, it was stiffer with a bitter
edge. And the irritation he had had during your briefing had grown exponentially. You’d only seen
him this way a few times, and they were all after the two of you had gotten a stern talking-to from
Weston.

You sighed, ignoring his attitude for the time being and rolling your shoulders. Rocking to your heels
as Duke strolled to your side, you shrugged again, “I wouldn’t say that.”

“What would you say?”

“I’d say we got what we wanted,” you smirked lightly at Turner’s growing annoyance and held up
three fingers, “Objective One: ID the leader.”

“Brock Rumlow,” Duke nodded, “Check.”

You held up two fingers, “Objective Two: Retrieve Intel.”

“Cairo, Lagos, and Prague are places of interest. Check.” Duke was trying to hide a shit-eating grin.

“Objective Three,” you said with one finger remaining, “Terminate anyone in the way.”

“I’ll give it to you but—” Turner jumped before Duke could chime in.

“Objective Four,” you continued, the small smile on your face dropping, “Figure out who they’re
working for.”

Turner’s jaw clenched and he leaned back in his chair, his fingers drumming on both wheels,
“Wraith.”

“He tipped them off. They know who I am. They know about Bucky.”



Turner sighed with a groan, any trace of his annoyance disappearing with the huffed breath, “Get
some shuteye. I need your full focus on figuring out their next moves. I want to be three steps ahead
of them. Sergeant Dugan will show you to your quarters.”

He nodded slightly, almost in thank you, before disappearing toward the main hub.

“That could have gone better,” you muttered bitterly as Duke patted you lightly on the back and began
leading you in the opposite direction.

“They sent you in blind,” he shook his head as you walked past the training facility and toward the
lake that was at the rear of the base, “I don’t know what he expected.”

“He expected me to get the job done,” you said, your eyes wandering the darkened landscape, “I let
Rumlow and Rollins get away.”

“Again.” Duke rolled his eyes, whirling around and stopping you in your tracks, “You jumped in front
of a fuckin’ truck. And, you know if you would’ve caught them, they wouldn’t’ve talked. They gave
you everything you needed when you were beating the shit outta them.”

You scoffed, sidestepping him and walking toward the lake, “Brock never could shut up.”

Duke shook his head, nodding for you to follow him and leading you along the banks of the lapping
water. There were two trails next to the lake, one for running and the other led to a building hidden in
the trees.

It was another modern building made of black brick and corrugated metal siding. It stood a couple of
stories above the trees and large windows looked out onto the lake. How you managed to miss it on
your first glass of the grounds, you didn’t know.

As you turned the corner of the path, you realized that the building stretched further back into the
trees. Most of the windows were darkened, except for the ground floor. The warm lights within
glimmered on the lake and beckoned you to come in.

Duke pulled a matte black metal card from his pocket, it looked much like the one you used to open
the lock on Rumlow’s hideout. He swiped it in the lock and the door slid open, a warm rush of air
greeted you as you entered.

“Home sweet home,” Duke grinned, spinning into the room after you, “Welcome to Alpha Two’s
training facility, labs, apartments, and, all around, main base.”

You shook your head, your eyes flitting about the room. Dark wooden floor met your feet, leading
you into the common room. A set of russet-colored leather couches were curled around a concrete
coffee table and placed upon a black rug. A black brick fireplace scaled the far wall which was a
deep, emerald green, imitating the dark waters from the lake outside.

Half of the wall on your left led to a kitchen on a raised platform. The other half was lined with a trio
of elevators, just next to them on the neighboring wall was a door that led deeper into the building.

“C’mon,” Duke’s voice caught your attention, “Let’s get you set up.”

He nodded to the leftmost elevator, swiping his card and leading you in as the doors swept open.

“You’re gonna love this,” Duke grinned, pressing the button for the top floor and winking at you as he
leaned back against the wall. You hardly felt the elevator move as the doors closed and it rose to the



top floor with a whir before stopping.

As the doors whisked open, dimmed lights twinkled on to full power. They illuminated an apartment,
decked out in the same style as the common room below.

You walked into a small, sunken living room. A pair of black cloth couches were offset by two ruddy
brown leather chairs. An industrial style lamp coiled down from the ceiling, casting warm light upon
a wood and metal coffee table.

The living room bled into a small kitchen but was separated by a trio of barstools and an island
counter. Another set of industrial lights came down from the ceiling, lining the counter with tesla-
style bulbs and glinting off the black appliances. Behind the counter was a small breakfast nook and
off to the side was a pair of doors. Which, you assumed, led to the bedroom and bathroom.

“What do you think?” Duke asked with a grin as you walked further into the apartment, he set his
duffle bag on the ground and the shoebox on a console table next to the elevator, “It’s the nicest
apartment in the place.”

You shook your head, wandering through the kitchen and to the nook. A wall of glass windows stood
behind it, overlooking the entire base.

You scoffed, shaking your head again and leaning against the table.

“I don’t need to tell you how jealous I am,” another voice came from the elevator, startling you. You
spun around, a smile soon finding its way to your face.

There was Boone. She stood leaning heavily against the wall with a tired smile and a small backpack
thrown over her shoulder. Her hair was still slicked back and her wrist was in a brace. She was
playing with the velcro that held it together as her eyes searched you.

“What?” you asked, raising a brow, “They put you in the basement with the rest of the lunatics?”

She laughed, taking a wobbly step forward and grabbing Duke’s hand as he helped her into the living
room, “Close. I’m in the one below you.”

You pulled away from the breakfast nook, making your way back through the kitchen and taking a
seat on the couch. Duke plopped down into a chair and Boone flopped onto the other couch, tossing
her backpack onto the coffee table.

“How you feeling?” you asked, noticing the wince as she sprawled across the couch.

She shrugged, grabbing a throw pillow and propping it behind her back, “Like I just came off a three-
day bender.”

You smirked, but the smile played on your face for only a moment before it fell.

Boone may have acted nonchalant about the whole thing, but she was hurting. It was in her eyes. She
was tired. Maybe even a bit stressed.

Which was unlike her.

She was...strange to say the least. Maybe different was a better word. Even after all the shit she’d
been through, she managed to keep an essence of cool about her. But this was different.



Boone noticed your look, “I heard what Rumlow said.”

“What?”

“That you can’t kill something like you,” she said, frowning as you grimaced at the words.

“I—I don’t care about that,” you lied through the skin of your teeth, “But they know about Bucky.
They threatened him. If they hurt him...I don’t know what I’ll do.”

“I do,” Duke chimed in, leaning back in his chair and placing his feet on the coffee table, “You’ll go
off the fuckin’ rails.”

“And prove Rumlow right,” you muttered with a shake of your head, clearing the thought from your
head, “How do they know all this stuff?”

“I don’t know. But I’ll track Barnes personally,” Boone said, her gaze shifting from you to Duke,
“Pull your boys off of it. His location stays between us three.”

Duke frowned and he pulled his legs from the coffee table, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his
knees, “You think there’s something up.”

“As much as I love Senator Johnson—”

“Something feels off,” you nodded, the sight of Turner’s face as you came off the jet returning, “What
do you got?”

“Zac didn’t shut down their security network,” she said, sitting up in her chair and reaching for her
backpack, “Instead, he coded the files with a half-assed encryption and then leaked them to the dark
web. When I asked—and I didn’t ask nicely, mind you—he said those were his orders, directly from
Johnson.”

She pulled out a laptop, spinning it on the coffee table so you and Duke could see the security footage
that had been released.

Duke’s face dropped, his eyes flicking between the two of you, “What’s the play? Get (F/N) killed
less than 24 hours after she comes out of retirement? Yeah. That’s genius.”

You shook your head, pushing off the couch and beginning to pace the room, “He used me to send a
message…”

“And he succeeded,” Boone slid her laptop back toward her and flipped it shut, “The world’s gone
quiet. Almost everything’s stopped. Drug trade, weapons smuggling...it’s like they're waiting for you
to make a move.”

“It’s smart,” Duke shrugged, sliding his hands down his face, “Use your reputation to keep everyone
on their toes.”

“Still...something’s not right,” you shook your head, finishing your pacing and sliding onto the back
of the couch to perch atop it, “This doesn’t feel like Turner.”

“It might not be,” Boone started, biting her lip, “I’ve been watching—”

She paused, noticing both the looks you and Duke gave her and shrugging.



“What can I say? Old habits die hard," a sly smirk made its way to her lips before a serious look
overtook her features, "He’s had six meetings with Secretary Thaddeus Ross within the last three
months. Four face-to-face and two conference calls.”

“Lemme guess,” you said with a low smirk, “You sat in on them.”

“Something like that.”

“What was that you said about spying on friends?” Duke asked, sending her a pointed look.

“He’s not my friend,” Boone all but spat, “He’s my boss. If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s to
always question authority.”

“Your loyalty knows no bounds.”

“Don’t patronize me,” she spat with a glare, shoving a piece of hair out of her face as her green focus
shifted to you, “Aftermath is simply my employer. A means to an end. But, when the game's over, all
my cards are on the table and the chips are down, my loyalties lie with you.”

Duke scoffed, leaning back in his chair with a low sigh. He glanced to Boone then you, biting his lip
before nodding, "Same here. I wouldn't be here without you and if they make me choose between
them and you...it's always gonna be you."

You blinked, both their words catching you slightly off guard and slowly sinking in. You might not be
able to trust the whole of Aftermath like you had all those years ago. But you could trust them
because they trusted you.

You took a deep breath, your eyes finally making contact with theirs, “If Turner finds out we’re
scheming behind his back, he’s not gonna be happy.”

“If he finds out,” Boone said with a sly smile.

“I’d like to see him try and stop us,” Duke nodded.

“You two are nuts,” you shook your head, “But...thank you.”

Duke grinned, winking at you and glancing to Boone.

“If we wanna figure out what Ross is up to, we’re gonna have to hit the ground running,” she said,
“Especially if we’re trying to track down Wraith at the same time.”

“Who is Ross anyway?” you asked, your brows furrowing.

“A piece of shit,” Duke answered, chewing on his cheek with a roll of his eyes, “...in my humble
opinion.”

“He’s not wrong,” Boone nodded, “He tried for years to get his claws into SHIELD. Now that they’re
gone and he's the Secretary of State, he’s trying to get to us. And the Avengers.”

“Motherfucker’s an egomaniac with a God complex who fancies himself a patriot," Duke spat with a
hiss, bouncing to his feet and taking your place as he began to pace.

You groaned, a headache beginning to form behind your eyes and you slid down onto the couch, “I
think this needs to stay between us three. No one else. Not Johnson. Not Alpha 2.”



“I agree,” Duke said, “I think Ross is up to something.”

“I’ll do some more digging,” Boone nodded, “I have some friends leftover at the CIA, they might be
able to get me more info.”

“Speaking of Alpha 2,” Duke changed the subject, noticing you close your eyes and begin to massage
your temples, “We could use your help training them.”

Boone laughed, shaking her head, “You can say that again.”

“Duke,” you groaned again, cracking open an eye to look at him.

He shrugged, “What? The way I figure it, if us three are at the helm, we can’t lose.”

“They’d be good allies if we can shift their loyalties,” Boone added, her espionage training showing
slightly.

“And,” Duke said. Backing toward the elevator, he grabbed his duffle bag from the ground and tossed
the shoebox from the console table to the couch, “Before you can say no...Goodnight.”

He gave you a short salute and the doors whisked shut. You rolled your eyes, pushing off the couch
with a sigh and grabbing the box.

“He’s on the same floor as me,” Boone said, wincing as she leaned on the coffee table to stand, “You
can go kick his ass. It’d entertain me.”

You scoffed, shaking your head and handing her the box, “I’ll worry about it tomorrow.”

“What’s this?” Her head tilted to the side as she eyed the box, then you.

“A replacement, since you lost your favorites.”

An even more confused look crossed her sharp features before she opened the box and she looked like
a kid on Christmas morning. She chuckled, plucking one of the heels from the box and grinning, “I’m
gonna have to change up my look if I’m gonna wear these.”

“Sorry,” you scoffed, leaning against the couch as her Cheshire grin appeared.

"Don't be," she grinned through tired eyes, placing the shoes back in the box and setting them on the
couch, "I'm thinking punk chic. It's exciting. New. It'll match my hair."

Boone set her backpack on a chair digging through it before looking up at you, "I've got something
for you too."

From the bag, she produced a baby blue vase.

Your grandmother's baby blue vase.

The one that had been destroyed in your scuffle with Barnes. It was in one piece now and veins of
gold streaked across the cracks, holding everything together.

"I thought we lost it," you murmured, taking it gently from her hands and rolling it through yours.

"Nah," she shook her head, "I took care of it."



"Thank you," you managed to breathe, following the gold with your fingers and feeling the remnants
of the cracks.

"Anything for you, sis," she smiled, lugging her backpack over her shoulder and taking the box back
into her arms before heading toward the elevator. She paused, turning to you with her crooked grin,
"Hey. Speaking of changing looks, let's go shopping tomorrow. I'm not gonna have you marching—
and please, actually stop marching, it's embarrassing—around in fatigues or leather jackets."

"It's my style, Boone," you said with a shrug.

"Nah, nah, nah," she shook her head and waved her hand, "I've got access to Turner's credit cards.
Let's get spicy, baby."

You shook your head, a light smile upon your face, "I have so many regrets."

"Ooh!" she exclaimed, stepping toward the elevator, "Lemme dye your hair."

"No."

"Cut your hair."

"No."

"Braid your hair?"

"Maybe," you chuckled, herding her into the elevator.

"At least lemme do your makeup," she said, catching the elevator door before it closed.

"Boone—"

"Sister," she interrupted, holding her hand up dismissively, "You'd look ah-ma-zing with red lips and
highlighter."

She leaned against the elevator with a wink and wiggled her brows, "Hell, you'd look deadly in just
about anything. But with winged liner...mmm."

"Darlin'..." you said, rolling your eyes and pushing her gently into the elevator, "I'm already deadly."
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Wargames

Chapter Summary

You backed away from his desk, stooping to snatch your helmet from the floor and rolling it
through your hands before tugging it back onto your head. The voice distorter activated with a
drone, dropping your voice a couple octaves and adding a mechanical harmony, “But it raises the
question: Who is it you don’t trust, Doc?”

“Mind your business, Captain.”
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Build a team so strong, you don't know who the boss is.

Uncle Tim was on his back underneath what was left of a canary yellow Firebird. Only a third of the
car still had paint on it, the rest was a mix of orange and brown rust patches. It was completely
missing a hood and the front windshield, and there were holes in the floor. He had just swapped out
the original engine for a more modern V8 engine and he was going to refurbish the rest of the car
around it.

‘I want it to go fast, Spitfire,’ he’d said to you, ‘I want it to be the fastest thing this valley has ever
seen.’

Of course, that was when he had first pulled the car out of storage. Now, he was cussing at the thing
like it had just taken all his money in a high-stakes poker game.

“This goddamn rust bucket…I swear to god,” he enunciated the last four words by hitting a wrench
against the body, “(F/N)...Darlin’...screwdriver, kiddo.”

He held out his hand expectantly, wiggling his fingers as you waltzed across the shop and handed him
one. Your newly stamped dog tags clanked together as you did.



Handing him the screwdriver, you tucked the tags into your shirt and crouched to the floor as he went
back to work.

“Listen, kid…” he said, shaking his head and sliding out from under the car. His face was gaunt and
his eyes tired, “If you can ever get this thing running again, she’s yours.”

“You’re gonna give up?” You raised a brow, “C’mon I didn’t think you were a quitter.”

Uncle Tim scoffed, which turned into a painful cough and then a grumble, “Yeah, yeah.”

He waved you off as he struggled to his feet and you reached for him. Clinging to the car, he
straightened up before another coughing fit ripped through his chest.

You frowned, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. He wheezed a breath, shaking his head and
patting your hand before shuffling away.

“Listen, kid,” he said, clearing his throat and leaning against his tool chest, “I ever tell you how
proud I am of you?”

“Once or twice,” you shrugged, folding your arms over your chest, your eyes wandering to the floor.

“Well...I’m damn proud of you, Spitfire,” he grunted, his gaze falling to the ground too, “Even though
you’re a hardheaded, good for nothin’, son of a gun—”

“Whoa, hold on,” you held up a hand, as he continued, “Wait a minute…”

“And you were raised by a dysfunctional maniac with a drinking problem…”

“Drinking isn’t your only problem,” you muttered.

“You turned out pretty good,” he chuckled, ignoring you and grabbing a case of beer from inside the
tool chest with a grin.

“I’m giving the credit to Amma,” you shrugged as he tossed you one and you popped it open.

“That’s fair,” he nodded, taking a swig from his beer and pushing back toward the car.

“I’m kidding,” you said, running your fingers up the front quarter panel of the Firebird, “All things
considered, I think you did pretty decent.”

“I did, didn’t I?” he hummed, setting his beer on the roof of the car and leaning in to look at the
disintegrating interior, “Listen, Spitfire, you’re the best thing that ever happened to me. You know
that?”

The slight smile on your face fell, warping into a deep frown, “Why are you talking like this is
goodbye? I’m only gonna be deployed for six months.”

“I know…”

“And when I get back, we’ll get this old girl back up and running. Then we’re gonna take her down to
the Dugan Raceway and burn rubber.”

“Damn right,” Uncle Tim wheezed with a nod and a grin.

“So, this ain’t goodbye,” you said, “It’s, see ya later.”



“Whatever you say, Spitfire.”

Your frown deepened as you took in the absolute disaster of a mess that was in front of you. Bullet
holes, shattered windows, and scratched paint.

— “If you can ever get this thing running again, she’s yours.” —

They’d pull the Firebird from the main base to the Alpha Two building’s shop. It was large, housing
most of Boone’s finished projects, including both Hermes bikes, along with a few screwball designs
she was working on. It was also the place that Zoom brought her jet to be maintained, along with
Alpha Two’s personal vehicles and custom tactical vehicles.

It was located underground but the roof was composed of two separate plates directly above the jet’s
landing pad that opened when the jet was needed.

— “And when I get back we’ll get this old girl back up and running. Then we’re gonna take her down
to the Dugan Raceway and burn rubber.” —

A shuddered breath left your lips as your arms folded over your chest and you took a tentative step
forward, reaching to run your hand along one of the scratches.

— “So, this ain’t goodbye,” you said, “It’s, see ya later.” —

Canary yellow paint peeked out from under the gloss black.

It was goodbye.

“Fuck,” you murmured, running a hand down your face and turning away from the car.

“You okay?” Boone’s voice came from behind you, “You’ve been staring at that thing for 30
minutes.”

“I’ve been worse.”

“And you’ve looked better,” Duke said, entering your peripheral and taking in the car, “And so has
she.”

He gestured to the Firebird with a shake of his head. The mischievous smile that played on his face
dropped as his fingers ran from bullet hole to bullet hole, like he was playing connect the dots. You
followed his gaze as he leaned in to look at the cab. Shards of glass were scattered throughout the
interior and dried blood caked the passenger seat.

Duke shook his head, chewing on his cheek as he stepped away from the car, “I don’t know how the
two of you are still alive. You’re lucky.”

“It wasn’t luck,” Boone said, drifting into the shop with a sharp click of heels, “All skill, baby.”

He scoffed, taking a deep breath and closing his eyes. Cutting off the image of the car as he turned
away.

Boone frowned, patting him on the back and smoothing her black pantsuit before changing the
subject, “How’d you sleep?”



“Like a baby,” you mumbled, smoothing back your hair and moving back toward the elevator, “I
don’t think I’ve slept since Bucky left.”

“That was like four days ago. No wonder you look like shit,” Duke frowned, stepping into the
elevator with you and taking a light hit from you, “Seriously, though, you doing okay?”

You sighed, knocking your head back against the wall as Boone entered and pressed the button for the
main floor.

“I’ve been better.”

“What’s wrong?”

The two of them looked at you. Duke was chewing on his cheek again, desperately searching your
eyes for an answer. Boone’s head was cocked to the side with a quirked brow and a small frown
tugging at the corner of her usually grinning lips.

You shook your head, “This Wraith thing has me worried. You got any updates on Barnes?”

“Still goin’ East. I still don’t know what his target is,” Boone answered without a thought.

“I’ve pulled Norway and his team off of tracking Barnes...kinda,” Duke said, flinching at your look.

“Kinda?”

“I’m giving them the runaround.” Boone stepped in, placing a hand between the two of you, “Leaving
‘em a trail of breadcrumbs and, eventually, it’ll lead them to a dead end. Then we’ll be the only ones
that know where he is.”

“We thought it’d be better than making Norway go cold turkey,” Duke nodded as you relaxed back,
“Wouldn’t raise as much suspicion and it’ll keep Senator Johnson off our backs.”

You scoffed, impressed, as a wave of relief washed over you, “You two are smarter than you look.”

Duke playfully punched you in the side as the elevator doors whisked open and the three of you
stepped into the common room, but you paused. Eyeing the security cameras that lined the place.

“Boone?” you asked lowly, finally stepping out and into the room, “How private are our
conversations?”

Her eyes flicked to you, then to the cameras before a calm smile flitted across her face.

“Ya know, darlin’.” Her smile grew as she pulled a key card from her pocket and tossed it to you,
“That’s the great thing about being a genius.”

It looked just like Duke’s. A small metal card painted matte black with gloss black geometric lines
dancing across the surface.

“ID card, key card, and signal jammer all in one,” she said, pulling another one out of her pocket and
Duke did the same, “Any camera within two blocks of you will go on the fritz along with any
wiretaps, bugs, tracking devices, etcetera. If you plug it into your suit, you’ll be able to choose what
you want to take out more accurately. But, just in your pocket, it’ll take out anything in its path.”

“Including Aftermath security?”



“Especially Aftermath security,” Boone wiggled her brows playfully as she sat on the edge of the
coffee table, “Protecting your identity is one of Johnson’s high priority objectives.”

You shook your head, running the card through your fingers before shoving it in your pocket, “You
guys got anything on Lagos, Prague, or Cairo yet?”

“Not a peep,” Duke shook his head, stretching across a couch with a groan, “Like Boone said,
everything’s stopped. Everybody’s gone underground. I’ve got informants and undercover operatives
working on getting more intel. Until then, we’re in the dark.”

You groaned, dropping heavily onto the couch and holding your head in your hands. The lack of
information you had on Wraith and Ross had you worried. You didn’t like being out of the loop.

“On that note,” Boone chirped, catching your attention, “How’s ‘bout that shopping trip?”

To say that Boone had all but dragged you off base and into the city for your shopping trip was an
understatement. Any other time, it would have been a fun way to get your mind off things. But it
seemed like you were looking over your shoulder every five seconds...mostly because you were.

There was an anxiety itching at the back of your head that had started as soon as you left base. You
couldn’t help but feel like you were being watched. Now, you could be paranoid...but...

Wraith and Novak.

They were a pair of aces that seemed to be one step ahead of you. They’d been watching for who
knows how long and now they were ready to pounce. And, if that weren’t enough to put you on edge,
something about Wraith was familiar.

He knew you.

And, somehow, you knew him too.

“Relax,” Boone said, hauling a tower of clothes into your arms as you once again glassed the store, “I
swept the place before we came. It’s clear. And your signal jammer is online. Nobody knows we’re
here.”

“I know it’s just,” you paused, glancing over your shoulder again as you turned the corner, “Habit.”

She sighed, smoothing a piece of hair from her face and adding to the pile in your arms, “I
understand.”

You straggled behind as she went on to snatch more clothes from the racks and you set the pile of
clothes on the checkout counter as you went by. Despite her protests against jeans, leather jackets, and
boots, she’d let you pick out exactly that. And then she’d chosen more in varying colors.

She’d also picked out a few things you wouldn’t have chosen for yourself. A couple of blazers and
dress pants, along with a pair of heels, of course.

Currently, she was holding up two different black dresses in the air, her eyes glancing between them
and you before taking both.

“Boone,” you said, with a shake of your head, “I’d never wear them.”



“Hear me out,” she ignored you, “When Barnes gets back. You wear this number.”

She held up one of the dresses against you with a grin and a purr, “He’ll go nuts.”

You snatched the dress away from her with a chuckle and a roll of your eyes. The smile on your face
faded as you rolled the fabric through your fingers.

“You good?”

“They’re not gonna find him, right?” You frowned, biting your lip, “He’s gonna be okay?”

Boone paused, setting down the stack of clothes she was carrying and taking the dress from you,
“He’s gonna be fine. He knows what he’s doing. He’s a ghost.”

“I know,” you sighed, “But something’s not right. Wraith. Ross. It’s all happening too fast. It’s like—”

“They planned it that way,” she finished, “Like they knew when Barnes left you’d come back to us.
And now they’re trying to draw you out.”

“Exactly,” you breathed as she continued back to the checkout counter and pulled out a credit card,
“Something’s not right.”

“We’ll figure it out,” she said, handing the clerk the card with a wink.

You leaned back against the counter as Boone chatted with the clerk. Your eyes scanned the store,
taking in every person that wandered the racks and analyzing each one. Searching for hidden
weapons, odd body language, and wandering eyes; waiting to reap any piece of information you
could.

“Making escape plans?” Boone mused, turning back to you and handing you a pair of bags before
taking the rest off the counter.

You shook your head, “Just watching your six.”

“As much as I appreciate that,” she said, puffing a piece of hair from her face and slipping back
through the store, “You sure you wanna do this today? We can go back to Olympus.”

“No. It’s better now than never, “ you shrugged, holding open the door for her as you strode into the
parking lot, “I don’t think I’m going to have another chance for a while. Turner wants the whole
Hydra thing resolved.”

“So do I,” Boone said, leading you across the parking lot to her waiting matte black McLaren, “And I
know we gotta job to do, but that don’t mean you stop taking care of yourself. You know?”

You scoffed, setting the bags into the car as both doors folded up and she slid in. As you came around
the car, her phone started going crazy.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Boone snapped, flipping her phone from her pocket and glaring at the screen
before tossing it into the back seat. She leaned forward, closing both doors and hitting a switch on the
dash. The dash split into two, sliding out of the way for a small computer to rise from within. A
keyboard whipped out from under the glove compartment and she typed a small string of code before
turning to you, “Somebody accessed the footage Norway leaked. Looks like the file was downloaded
in Boston before being opened in Upstate New York.”



“Somebody hand-delivered it to someone else?” you asked, squinting at the computer as she pressed
another button and the windows tinted, hiding the two of you from prying eyes.

“Not just somewhere else,” Boone said as a map flashed across the screen, “I’ve pinpointed the
location to an old warehouse owned by Stark Industries, but it’s not an old warehouse anymore.”

A satellite image popped on screen; a modern building with a neatly manicured lawn appeared. And,
on one of the buildings, the Avenger’s A.

“Looks like your friends have upgraded to a new facility. And they just got their first taste of Ghost’s
out-of-retirement party.”

“Fuck,” you growled, leaning back into the seat with a sigh.

“And…” Boone trailed off, her brows furrowing and her eyes narrowing, “So has someone else. We
need to get back to Olympus. Now.”

“What do you got for us, Boone?” Duke’s voice boomed as he entered your apartment and strode
quickly into the living room.

You were staring over Boone’s shoulder as her fingers snapped across two different computer
keyboards. Your eyes flicked over the pair of screens, trying to decipher the code that she was
reading, then typing.

“Last night, the Avengers accessed the encrypted package Norway sent out. No big deal,” she
shrugged after a moment, “We knew it would happen. The issue is, a few hours later somebody else
opened the same file from a remote server.”

“You get a location on the second server?” you asked as Duke appeared by your side.

Boone sighed, turning to you with a feigned smile, “It came from the Pentagon.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Duke held up a hand, “You’re telling me, that the Pentagon hacked into the
most intelligent, most secure computer system in the world? No offense, but they're not the sharpest
tools in the shed.”

“No.” Boone shook her head, turning back to the monitors, “I’m saying someone breached the
Pentagon and used their system to break into the most intelligent, most secure computer system in the
world. And now they’re trying to access ours. I mean, it’s almost impossible. I might not be as good
as Stark, but I’m damn near close. They’re gonna have to work hard to get past my firewall.”

You blinked, glancing to her with a frown.

If they broke into the Aftermath Archive. It was over.

Undercover operatives would be exposed. Their names. Their families and friends. They'd all be in
danger. They’d be hunted. Killed.

“Who is it?” you finally bit out through gritted teeth.

“Great question. It’s like they’ve locked themselves into the Pentagon’s firewall and camouflaged
themselves. I can’t tell where they came from,” she said, narrowing her eyes as an access denied code



flashed red across the screen, “They’ve fused themselves on a string of security code, I can’t get to
them. I need to plug directly into a Pentagon computer.”

“But, if you had to guess?” Duke asked, rounding the couch and sitting next to her as you did the
same.

“If I were a gambling girl—which I am—I’d say it’s our new bestest pal.”

Boone’s fingers suddenly stopped flying across the keys and she froze, her head darting side to side as
she looked between the monitors.

“What’s wrong?”

“If they gain full access to Stark’s system, and that’s what they’re trying to do, they can use it to get
into ours,” she snapped, her fingers starting up again, “Shit! Guys, if we don’t work fast, they’ll get
everything.”

“Wait,” Duke said, leaning back onto the couch and running a hand roughly through his hair, “You’re
telling me that to stop these guys from getting into the Archives, we need to break into the Pentagon.”

“Unfortunately,” she frowned.

Duke winced, glancing at you, “I think we need to go to the Senator.”

“I’ll go talk to him,” you sighed, jumping up from your seat, “You two get dressed, be ready to
move.”

The two followed your lead. Duke made a beeline for the elevator and Boone slammed her computers
shut, shoving them into her backpack.

“Boone,” you said, stopping her in her tracks, “Where’s my suit?”

Moving across the Aftermath Base was almost eerier than it was the first time. Fog had rolled off the
lake and onto the quad as late afternoon hit and the sun was hidden in an overcast sky. People stopped
in their tracks as your form appeared from the haze.

Whispers surrounded you. Crowds parted. Eyes followed you.

Some stuttered back, slinking into the fog to shield themselves from the glare that radiated like heat
from your mask. Others stared, wanting to get one last look before you disappeared.

You found your way around easier this time. Quickly moving from the trees surrounding the Alpha
Two building, into the open quad, and then stealing into the Main Hub. The automatic doors swept
open, sending a breeze of cool air before you rushed up the staircase and began winding your way
through the maze of hallways, past the stone memorial, and finally to Turner's office.

It was empty as you crept in. The room was dark, his computers powered down and files neatly
placed around his desk. Pressing the door closed behind you, you stepped fully into the room and
plopped down onto one of the chairs surrounding his desk.

You had fully intended to wait for him, to sit amongst his towering bookshelves and doctorate
certificates and photos of family. And you still intended to, as you pushed out of the chair and began
looking through his library.



Your intentions began to waver as the files on his desk began calling your name. Rather, the insignia
on one of them.

Central Intelligence Agency

And, in black, stamped across the face: Top Secret.

Your head cocked to the side, your fingers floating over the desk to land on the file before sliding it
toward you. For a second, you thought against it. Your hand recoiled from the file.

— “You have to trust each other,” Weston said, eyes flicking over the three of you, “Know each other.
Have each other’s backs.” —

— ”Rule Number Three,” you murmured. —

— “Rule Number Three,” Danny grinned with a nod. —

Back then, you would’ve trusted him unquestionably. Blindly.

Now, things were different. And you both knew that.

You flipped the file open, eyes darting over the page. 80% of the page was blacked out, much to your
annoyance. But the parts that weren’t were...interesting.

Russians. Stolen. Man in Black. Auction. Prague.

Your eyes narrowed, frown deepening as you glanced at the printing date. It was from two days ago.
When you knew Wraith had Prague in his sights.

He knew. Turner knew. And he said nothing.

Noting the file number, you flung the folder closed and returned it to its place. Retreating into the
corner of the office as the door slid open, a glare found its way to your face.

Turner wheeled into the room, not noticing you at first and jumping when he caught sight of you,
“Christ, (F/N). Do you gotta do that?”

“We’re supposed to prefer the shadows,” you snapped, the dark rumble of Ghost's voice reverberating
darkly through the room, “And old habits die hard.”

“You said it,” he scoffed, rolling around to his desk, “Took me years to break all of Weston’s training.
Looks like you’re still embracing it.”

You quirked a brow, finally tugging off your helmet, “I wouldn’t say that.”

He gestured to a chair, nodding for you to sit down, “To what do I owe this visit.”

“You find anything out on Prague?” you asked, turning away from him to stare out the window.

“Nothin’,” he answered with a shrug, “I’ve been talking ears off, and I’m not getting anywhere.”

Your jaw clenched as you turned around to face him.

— “You're going to run into a lotta people on this job. Good, bad, ugly...” the Commander said,
leaning back against his chair and into a swirl of smoke, “If you think they're lying to you, they



probably are.” —

— “There’s Number Nine,” Turner whispered, jotting down notes on a memo pad. —

And he said he’d broken old habits.

“What’s wrong?”

You blinked, the look on your face having gone sour.

“Why are you lying to me?”

“Excuse me?” Turner looked almost taken aback, yet almost...impressed.

“CIA report on your desk,” you said simply, placing your hands behind your back and standing in
front of his desk, “Something was stolen from the Russians. The Man in Black is Wraith. It also
mentions Prague. And we both know that's one of Wraith’s targets. Date on the file says you would
have known that when I was on my way back from London. Why didn’t you tell me? What aren’t you
telling me?”

Turner’s face changed, his hauntingly pale eyes somehow darkened, “It’s not that simple.”

You rolled your eyes with a growl, chucking your helmet onto the floor and snarling forward to smack
your palms against his desk. He flinched at your outburst.

“‘I’d like to keep your identity intact, just in case you want to retire again’,” you mocked him, “We
both know that’s bullshit. What are you so scared of?”

“Nothing you need to worry about,” he managed to say with a shake of his head.

“Johnson,” you seethed, your palms balling to fists, “I am wearing full body armor, and a mask, on
base.”

“And?”

I’m supposed to be safe here.

“Tells me everything I need to know,” you scoffed darkly, relaxing back as he glared into you. You
backed away from his desk, stooping to snatch your helmet from the floor and rolling it through your
hands before tugging it back onto your head. The voice distorter activated with a drone, dropping
your voice a couple octaves and adding a mechanical harmony, “But it raises the question: Who is it
you don’t trust, Doc?”

“Mind your business, Captain.” He flinched, “Now you know where Wraith will be. Track down that
baboon and take him down. And don’t break into my office again.”

“Uh oh, Cap’s pissed,” Boone breathed, her eyes widening as you stormed out of the elevator. Both
she and Duke flinched as you hurled your helmet across the room. It smashed into a bookshelf,
bouncing off of it and into a shelf, knocking it down, “Aw, c’mon, I just fixed that.”

“What happened?” Duke asked, wincing in anticipation as you stalked further into the room.



“Duke, you’re going to the Pentagon. Shut out whoever is in their server.” You snatched a piece of
paper from the table and motioned to Boone for a pen. She tossed you one from her pocket, following
you across the room as you jotted down a mix of numbers and letters, “Use this to get past security.
They’ll wipe your visit clean but use one of Boone’s signal jammers, just in case. Boone, you’re
going to Langley.”

“Ew,” Boone sighed, perching on the coffee table and pinching the bridge of her nose, “What’d my
former brothers at the CIA do now?”

“They have a lead on Wraith’s next target,” you said, writing down another string of numbers, “Find
this file number. Dredge all the data you can. Everything. I don’t care what you have to do, just get
the job done.”

“I might know a guy who’d be willing to help.”

“When you’re done, signal Duke to start his advance on the Pentagon. Walk him through clearing
their system.” You were pacing the floor again, stripping off your armor as you went and tossing it
over your shoulder.

Boone nodded, pointing to a briefcase that was on the couch, “Plug that in when you get there. It’ll
slow them down and give me full access.”

“Sounds like you should be the one going to the Pentagon,” he mumbled, kicking a piece of armor
that littered the floor out of the way as he stood.

“Trust me, I’d love to go anywhere but Langley,” she said, “But I’m the only one here that has
connections to the CIA.”

“You both know we’re on a time imperative. Keep on task and get the job done,” you interrupted with
a glare, “This is strictly need to know. And Turner doesn’t need to know.”

They both nodded briefly, standing and walking through the room to the elevator. Duke was about to
press the button when he paused, “What’re you gonna do?”

“I’m going to mind my business.”

Black velvet heels with gold filigree clicked across the floor, the sound was masked by the other
footsteps that surrounded them. A redhead with thick-framed glasses strode through the crowd toward
security. She pulled a black keycard from her pocket and flashed it through a security reader. Slipping
past the guards and toward an elevator.

Waving the card over the elevator buttons as she entered, a second block rotated out from behind the
first with a hidden set of levels. She smirked to herself with a dangerous grin and pressed the lowest
one.

The File Room.

“I did not miss this place,” she whispered to herself as the descent began and she shoved her keycard
into her pocket. Boone spat a piece of wig hair from her mouth, fiddling with the thing until it sat
perfectly on her head.

She was out of practice.



A heavy sigh came from her throat and the doors opened to a dimly lit room. It was much like a
library. If a library was a bland white and metal mix with file boxes instead of books. God, she hated
it here.

Boone’s eyes flicked across the room, watching for movement.

It was empty. Just as she’d predicted. She glanced up to the corners of the room, her eyes flitting to
each of the cameras that were flashing red. Chuckling to herself, almost maniacally, she waltzed into
the room with a smirk.

Before she went for the rows of files, she sat down at one of the old computers in the corner. She
checked over her shoulder as she inserted a drive and the blue CIA login page went black. As it came
back up, an interface appeared. It ran a series of username and password options before flashing green
and allowing her into the system. She took note of both the username and password before moving
on.

With a few keystrokes, the screen changed again and a download bar appeared. She nodded to herself,
pushing away from the computer and turning her attention to the maze of shelves that filled the room.

A smile curled to her lips as she moved down the aisles, her fingers skimming over the tops of the
boxes. The file numbers were printed across them, going down in number until she found the right
one. Yanking out the box, she walked her fingers through the files until she snapped out the one she
needed.

Slipping the folder under her arm, she put the box back and pulled her phone from her pocket. She
walked back down the aisle, poking her head out into the main room before stepping into it and
setting the file down on a table. Unlocking her phone, she took quick pictures of its pages and
uploaded them before deleting them from her phone. Just in case she got caught.

Boone scoffed at the thought as she returned the file to its place. Only in the CIA’s wildest dreams
would they be able to track her down.

She returned to the computer, checking the progress bar and finding it almost finished. Sighing, she
slid to another computer and logged in using the codes created by the drive. She dove into the files the
computer held before finding the one she wanted, the employee records.

Grinning sharply as she found the man she was looking for, she closed out of the program and turned
back to where the download was finishing. It beeped as it did and she removed the drive. Boone ran a
string of code, deleting her visit on the computer and then shutting down the system. A countdown
flashed across the screen as she pushed away from the computer and towards the elevator.

She pressed a button for office levels, checking her watch as she did, and the elevator shot up from
the underground maze. A slight ding echoed in the elevator as it came to a stop and she stepped back
into a sea of agents, all none the wiser to her presence.

Boone wound her way through a series of hallways, adjusting her glasses slightly as she turned the
corner and found her destination. She tapped the plaque on the door and pulled out a lock-picking set
before slipping inside.

Everett Ross

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.



A low grunt snapped through your lips as the bag swung back toward you and you dodged it. You slid
past it, the bag skimming your back and you planted your foot. A quick back kick threw the bag off
course and sent it careening away, then back to you. With a few more hits, you lost yourself in a
rhythm.

You’d found yourself wandering after Boone and Duke left. And, after playing around in the shop for
a while, you drifted to Alpha Two’s private training facility. The facility not only had the sparring and
combat training room, but it also had an Olympic size pool and a firing range.

The training room had pads covering the floors and some of the walls along with punching bags
hanging from the ceiling in the corner. One of which you were beating the shit out of at the moment.

You were desperately trying to clear your mind. Or, at least, distract yourself from the thoughts that
were running rampant through your head.

Wraith. Novak. Bucky. Ross. Turner.

There were too many variables to keep track of. Too many threats, to both you and Bucky, that you
had to watch and plan for. But you were trying.

Bucky would be safe as long as he stayed hidden, which he would. He knew what he was doing. And
you knew that. But you still worried.

You knew Wraith and Novak’s endgame. It was you. They’d be working to draw you out and get you
a position you couldn’t get out of.

But Ross and Turner…

They were the duo you hadn’t predicted and that had you the most on edge.

Fuckin’ politicians.

Whatever was happening there, you had no clue. You were hoping that Boone and Duke would come
back with some form of information.

You sighed, catching the bag and holding it in place with your wrapped hands. Maybe the thing that
hurt the most was that you trusted Turner. Shaking your head and wiping sweat away from your brow,
you backed away from the bag and realized you were no longer alone in the room.

Hadar and Hugh were attempting to spar with each other at the other end of the room as Jack and Raf
watched from the doorway. Their heads snapped away from you, trying to hide that they had been
looking at you instead of the sparring session. You scoffed lightly, making your way across the room
and leaning against the wall next to them.

“C’mon, Jesse,” Ari groaned as he knocked her away, “You were MI6, you should be better than
this.”

“Listen, Hadar,” she spat after landing on the mat and shoving herself to her feet, “I haven’t been in
the field in two years. Forgive me if I’m a tad rusty.”

He chuckled as she flung herself at him and he batted her away again. She continued an onslaught,
each time being smacked back to the mat.

You sighed. Duke was right. Alpha Two needed all the help they could get.



Even if Hadar was a better fighter, he was lazier. He stood on his heels, waiting for Jesse to come to
him. And Jesse...well, she was aiming for all the wrong places. She may have been fast, but he could
read her like a book.

“Stop,” you held up a hand with a shake of your head. Your voice echoed through the room making
the two flinch, “What the actual fuck are you two doing?”

They didn’t answer as their gaze flicked from you to each other.

“Hadar, stay on your toes,” you said, folding your arms over your chest as you pushed off the wall
and started toward them, “Hugh, slow down. I know they call you Zoom, but this is ridiculous. You
come in at different angles, but you're hitting the same spot. Rule Five: Learn from your mistakes.
Change it up. Go.”

The two began again, this time under your watchful eye. And this time, Jesse landed a hit. Ari
stuttered back, surprised. He still rocked to his heels, off-balance, but ready for another strike. He
lunged at her and had her on the run in seconds.

You clicked your tongue, watching the fight for a second more before stepping in. Jesse flinched out
of the way of a hit and you took it for her. You pressed a low punch into Ari's stomach and knocked
him further back onto his heels.

They called him Goliath for a reason. The man was absolutely huge. You were almost intimidated.

But, the bigger they are, the harder they fall.

You followed that punch with an uppercut, which he blocked, but he didn’t see the kick you had
aimed to his side. And then the knee.

Ari pushed you away, backing away almost frantically as his eyes flicked over you. A flash of fear cut
through his usually stone-cold features.

You didn’t give him much time to think as you advanced, “Stay on your fuckin’ toes.”

He sidestepped out of the way, shoving you past him. As you went by, you planted your foot and
kicked him square in the back. He grunted, pitching forward and face-planting on the mat.

“Rule Seven: Watch your back,” you breathed, tapping Jesse back in. You held a hand on her
shoulder, holding her back for a moment, “You may be smaller, but you’re faster. Use it to your
advantage. Wait for an opportunity, then strike hard and fast.”

You backed away from the fight, placing your hands behind your back to glance back at Jack and
motioning for him to come over. He nodded to you as he stopped by your side.

“Give him some help, will you?” you said, watching as Jesse dodged a punch and then landed one of
her own before Ari countered, “Take out her six. Let’s see how much she’s been paying attention.”

“Aye, Captain,” he smirked, stalking across the mat before pouncing at Jesse.

“What’d I say about Rule Seven?” you asked as Jack threw her across the room.

“Watch your back,” she snarled, willing herself to her feet and returning to a fighting stance.

“Do it again.”



He had just finished his lunch break, along with hundreds of other agents that lined the halls when he
returned to his office. The hallways of Langley would be a ruckus for a while now as everyone
filtered in and got back to work.

He, on the other hand, had things to attend to. So he returned to his office immediately. Reaching for
the handle to his office he opened the door, the fact that it was no longer locked not registering until
he caught sight of what was inside.

His heart stalled.

"You're supposed to be dead," he said, frozen in the doorway of his office as he stared at the figure
that was sat in the corner.

"Am I not?" she asked with a sly smile. She unfolded herself from the chair, striding from the
shadows into the crack of light that shot in from the hall, "I hadn't noticed."

Everett blinked, realizing he wasn’t actually seeing a ghost and that Boone Cavanaugh was actually in
his office. Alive.

Even if she was a redhead at the moment and even if she could change her facial expressions and
body language on command, he could tell it was her.

Those demon-green eyes were recognizable anywhere and they burned through him.

He swallowed, flicking on the lights and closing the door behind him as he entered, “What are you
doing here? How did you get in here?”

“How do you think?”

It was a stupid question, and he knew it. This goddamn woman could slip into tea with the Queen,
saying she was a third cousin once removed with a half-assed English accent, and no one would
question her.

He finally tore his gaze away from her and his eyes flicked to his computer, “If you’ve touched that in
any way, shape, or form, I swear to God—”

“Everett,” she drawled every syllable before pulling out her phone and typing on it lazily, “I would
never.”

“What are you doing here?” he breathed, his heart still racing as the woman circled him, “I thought
we lost you in Moscow.”

“You did.” She shrugged, “I moved on to bigger and better things.”

“And you became the definition of a spook,” he scoffed, shaking his head, “Where’d you run off to?”

“I made some new friends,” she said, cocking her head to the side with that terrible cat-like grin,
“And you’ve got information they need.”

Ross narrowed his eyes, confusion crossing his features as Boone continued.

“The Man in Black. The one that stole something in Russia. What do you know?”



Ross sighed, raking a hand through his hair and finally walking across the room to collapse in a chair,
“Not much. We’re thinking it’s the same guy that hit London a few days ago.”

Boone’s brow quirked, if only slightly. But he immediately understood.

“You telling me there’s two of them?”

She scoffed, flipping a piece of red hair over her shoulder, “I’m not telling you anything.”

“You wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t. Which one do you work with?”

“Guy from London,” she said, finally yielding a shred of information, “We’ve been tracking the other
one. Whatever intel you’ve got on Wraith, I need.”

It was his turn to scoff, “Wraith, huh?”

“That’s what he calls himself.”

Ross licked his lips, leaning back in his chair and studying the woman for a moment. In all the years
she’d been missing, she hadn’t changed much.

“He broke into a Russian black site, just like in London. We don’t know how he got the location, the
Russians aren’t giving us much to work with.”

“What’d he take?”

“Nuclear launch codes,” Ross answered without hesitation, “Guy got in and out in less than ten
minutes. And then he and the codes disappeared. Until Armand Russo popped up on the map two
days ago.”

“Russo?” she asked, almost like she knew that name, “He’s gonna auction it off, isn’t he?”

“In two weeks.” Everett nodded, “You always were a smart one.”

“That was my job. Be the smartest person in the room.”

“And look how that ended up,” he muttered, regretting it instantly. But Boone didn’t seem to care.

Instead, she grinned, “Yeah, well...good thing I don’t hold a grudge, right? Thanks for the intel, Ev. I
appreciate it.”

“I’ll keep an eye out, let you know if I find anything,” he said, turning in his chair to grab a notebook,
“How do I get a hold of...you.”

He trailed off, turning back to find her gone. Ross jumped from his seat and threw open the door. As
he did, the lights of the building went out and were replaced by red emergency lights. Even so, he was
just able to catch sight of her.

“Wait! Who is he? The other Man in Black?”

She turned, just barely seen through the crowd of people exiting the building, “They call him Ghost.”



Duke adjusted his uniform, his medals and pins jingling lightly as his eyes wandered to the massive
building that sat in front of him. He bit his lip, leaning back against his seat and rolling his phone
through his hands. His tan beret was set nicely in the passenger seat along with the briefcase Boone
had sent with him.

He groaned, grabbing the beret and slipping out of his Hummer to stand in the sun. His boots hit
asphalt with a thud and he grabbed the briefcase before slamming the door shut and resting the beret
on his head. Glancing at his watch, he frowned.

Boone should be done by now. Where was she?

Duke shook his head, forcing a deep breath to calm himself and rid himself of the jitters. Truth be
told, he hadn’t been on an op like this since Turner had sent him to New Eden to spy on
(F/N)...Bucky. To spy on Bucky. And that ended terribly.

He rolled his eyes, reaching up to his neck to the chain that was hanging around it. Pulling it out from
under his uniform, he twiddled the grenade pin pendant through his fingers. The smooth metal calmed
him, if only for a moment.

His phone chirped.

Go.

Duke huffed a breath, nodding to himself before tucking the necklace back under his uniform and
marching through the parking lot toward the security gates. A series of guards were lining the front of
the building as he approached and he took another deep breath.

Think like (F/N). Be like (F/N). He thought, hyping himself up as he set his briefcase on a conveyor
belt and pulled out an ID card.

Handing it to the soldier manning the station, Duke relaxed back to his heels and watched as his ID
was scanned.

“Sergeant Dugan,” the soldier nodded before pausing to look at his ID, “Duke Dugan? The Duke
Dugan? Like, Bam-Bam Dugan?”

Fuck

Duke managed a smirk with a shrug, “Unfortunately.”

“You’re a legend in the Sandpit, sir,” the soldier continued, but he stopped again. Glancing at Duke's
ID in confusion as his security clearance flashed red.

“Key Code: Five Six Whiskey Zulu Three Two Juliette Seven,” he said as nonchalantly as he could
before the soldier raised the alarm.

God, he hoped the key codes never expired.

The soldier blinked, setting down his ID and typing in the code.

“Uh...Understood,” he blinked as his eyes scanned the words that curled across the screen and the
gates clicked open without question, “Your entry will be erased and cameras wiped, have a nice visit.”

“Thank you,” Duke breathed a sigh of relief, as he began to walk away.



“Sir?” the soldier said, his eyes flicking quickly from him to the security guards. Duke stopped in his
tracks, taking a couple of steps back. The soldier handed him back his ID, “I thought you were
working PMC.”

“Eh, not exactly” he shrugged, pausing with a smirk as he slid the ID into his pocket, “But...somethin’
like that.”

“You get recalled?”

His grin widened and he tucked his beret under his arm with a click of his tongue and a wink before
continuing through security. Grabbing his briefcase on the other side of the gates, he continued on to
the building before sweeping through the doors.

As soon as he was out of sight of security, he pulled his Aftermath key card from his pocket. It was
glowing a soft green, telling him that it was doing its job.

Duke hummed to himself, tapping the earwig in his ear twice and listening to it power on.

“Hey there, handsome,” Boone’s voice drawled in his ear, “How’s your day going?”

He scoffed to himself, winding through another hall, “Smooth so far. You?”

“It’ll be better once we get this done.”

“Talk to me, Glitch.”

“Take a left.”

Boone guided him through a maze of corridors, one after the other they all looked the same.
Nondescript and plain, unlike the outside of the building. He made his way deeper into the fortress,
out of the E Ring and through the D, then the C, growing closer to the Ground Zero Courtyard.

His confidence grew with every step. No one gave him so much as a sideways glance, meaning he
was blending in flawlessly.

“Don’t get too cocky, Dugan,” Boone said, “We’re almost to the hard part.”

Duke rolled his eyes, following her directions through a few more passageways before coming to a
stop in front of a door.

“It’s not a key card lock,” she continued, “Hope your picking skills up to scratch.”

“You know my motto, Boonie-baby,” he chuckled, pulling a pair of pens from his pocket. He set
down the briefcase and tugged the two pens in half, revealing a pair of lockpicks, “There’s no door I
can’t open…”

“Either with lockpicks or explosives, you’ll get the job done,” she sighed monotonously, “I know. I
know.”

Another snicker hissed through his teeth as he turned the picks through his fingers, feeling the
tumblers and pressing them away. With a few more clicks, he snapped the pins to the side and the lock
gave. Giving him full access to the darkened office within.

“We’re in,” he breathed.



“You’re such a nerd,” Boone said, the roll of her eyes evident through the tone of her voice, “Just get
in there before somebody sees you.”

Duke stood, shoving the pen halves back together, slipping them back into his pocket, and lifting the
briefcase from the ground. He crept into the office, shutting and locking the door behind him.

There were two separate desks in the windowless room, each with its own computer. His eyes flicked
between the two before Boone rang through his ear.

“Take the one on the right, it’s an older model that hasn’t been updated in a bit,” she said and he
moved across the room. He set the briefcase on the desk and flipped it open.

Pulling out the false bottom, he revealed a drive about the size of his hand that had three wires trailing
out of it. Boone walked him through plugging it in and within seconds, she was in full control of the
computer.

“We’re in,” she said, mocking him, if only slightly.

“Very funny,” he scoffed, watching as the computer began to cycle through screens and lines of code.
He leaned back in the chair, watching her work before his eyes wandered to the other computer that
was in the office, “Hey, can you give me access to the other computer?”

“Why?”

“While you’re saving our butts, I might as well be doing something useful.”

“Be my guest,” Boone said, the furious typing of keys sounding from her end and the other computer
powered on.

Duke smirked to himself, sliding over to it and beginning to pick through the files that were on, not
only that computer but every computer in the whole building. He focused special attention on the files
from the E circle, where the offices of the high-ranking officials were, scanning through them before
he found the one he wanted.

Secretary Thaddeus Ross

You have two weeks.

You frowned, staring at the text that Boone had sent you as Raffa, Jack, Ari, and Jesse sparred against
each other.

Two weeks. That was it. That’s all the time you had to prepare yourself for something—someone—
that had been two steps ahead of you for who knows how long.

You sighed with a growl, your eyes flicking to the four operatives that were taking a break. They
glanced at you, noticing the look on your face and the change in your posture.

“Aw, fuck,” Raffa sighed. He wasn’t even supposed to be training today, you’d dragged him in from
the hallway to show Jack something and now he was dripping sweat.

A low, one-sided smirk twitched to the corner of your lip as you glanced between each of them.

“It’s a good day to die,” Ari wheezed, still slightly out of breath.



You rocked back into a defensive position, tossing your phone over your shoulder and bringing your
fists in front of you.

“Work together,” you said slowly as they pushed off the wall, “Have each other’s backs and take me
down.”

With that, the four rushed at you.

Sharon worked her way from the Ground Zero Courtyard, flipping a piece of blonde hair over her
shoulder as she did. An alert rang on her phone and she glanced down.

Langley's systems compromised.

She frowned, shoving her phone back into her pocket and shuffling the folders that she held in her
hand as she continued on her way. A soldier in front of her stepped out of an office. Auburn hair and
freckles in an Army Ranger uniform.

Her steps faltered slightly and she blinked. That couldn’t be who she thought it was, could it?

“Duke?” she asked, quickening her pace to catch up with him, “Sergeant Dugan?”

The soldier stopped in his tracks, quirking a brow as he did and looking her over as he itched his ear,
“Hello...Ms?”

“Agent,” she corrected with a jump, “Agent Carter.”

Duke blinked, a burst of recognition running over his face, “Sharon! Long time no see! How long has
it been?”

He shifted his briefcase to his other hand, holding both it and his tan beret in one and stretching out
the other to her. He looked sharp, like always. His uniform was neatly pressed and pins glittered in the
lights, paired with that terrible, mischievous grin that never left his face. He looked like he had all
those years ago.

She was just surprised he was still in one piece and hadn’t accidentally blown himself to smithereens
yet.

“Belize,” she finally answered, taking his hand, “When I was attached to your unit.”

“Right!” Duke grinned that wide smile, “When you were with SHIELD. And we blew up that French
diplomat’s house by accident.”

“That was all you, Bam-Bam.”

He clicked his tongue, rocking back to his heels with a shrug. He wasn’t afraid to take all the blame
for that one.

“Good times,” he chuckled, “Who are you running with now that SHIELD got themselves blown
outta the water?”

“The CIA. I actually was just transferred to the Berlin division, so that’ll be fun,” Sharon shrugged.

“I can’t believe they’re letting you out of the country,” Duke joked with an almost knowing smile.



“Any and all trouble that was caused on our missions together was all you,” she said, “My record’s
clean.”

Duke clicked his tongue again, this time with a roll of his eyes as the two began walking toward the E
Ring again.

“What about you?” Sharon asked, “Last I heard, you were jumping on grenades in Baghdad. The next
you actually got caught in a blast and airlifted to Hyderabad. Then you were working private
contracting. Now you’re standing in the Pentagon, in full uniform, with all your fingers.”

“Yeah…” Duke trailed off, keeping that smile on his face and wiggling his fingers in front of her,
“Needed something with a little more structure.”

“Where are you stationed? Benning?”

“Nah,” he shook his head, smoothing his jacket slightly, “McChord. Training recruits, mostly.”

“Well, if you ever decide to get back out in the field,” she started, gauging his reaction, “I’ve got a
spot for you.”

He stopped in his tracks, “Not only are they letting you leave the country, they’re letting you put
together a team?”

Sharon rolled her eyes at the feigned flabbergasted look on his face, “Not exactly, but I could put in a
recommendation.”

“Where at?”

“The Joint Terrorism Task Force in Berlin,” she said. Duke hummed, as though considering it as they
continued down the halls, “We could use someone with your skills. It’ll be like the old days.”

“Don’t get too many ideas, Carter,” he shook his head with that goddamn grin, “I’m good where I’m
at.”

“What happened to the guy that liked a little bit of risk?”

He chuckled, “I made a gamble that didn’t pay off.”

The soft smile that was on Sharon’s face fell, “For what it’s worth, Duke, I’m sorry for what
happened.”

“Ah,” he rolled his shoulder, “Wasn’t your fault. And it wasn’t nothin’ I couldn’t handle.”

“If breaking every bone in your lower half wasn’t too much to handle, I think I underestimated you.”

“Thanks, Sharon,” Duke scoffed, his mischievous blue eyes rolling. The two stopped and Duke
glanced toward the exit, “It’s been good seeing you, Ms. Agent.”

Sharon laughed, out loud this time, “If you’re ever in Berlin, hit me up.”

“Of course, Agent Carter,” he said, waltzing down the stairs and beginning to slip on his beret.

“See you around, Sergeant Dugan.”

The second Duke stepped out of the building, an alarm sounded.



Systems Compromised. Lockdown Initiated.

“What in the actual shit is going on?” Tony asked himself, his lips pursing as his fingers flew across
the keyboard and FRIDAY desperately tried to reboot her systems.

“There’s been a system breach,” she said as warnings flashed across the screen, “Two breaches,
actually.”

“Stark,” Steve boomed from behind him, practically sprinting into the room with both Natasha and
Clint on his tail, “What happened.”

“Somebody hacked our system,” he shook his head in disbelief, “Two somebodies actually.”

“Can you get them out?”

“I don’t have to,” Stark shook his head, the confusion growing on his face, “The second hacker
pushed out the first and closed them out before leaving.”

“How did they get in to begin with?” Natasha asked, staring at the screens.

Tony was about to shrug when he caught sight of the drive that Fury had left the night before. He
plucked it from where it was still plugged in, “Son of a bitch. They put a virus on the package.”

“You’re saying Aftermath hacked into your system?” Steve frowned.

“No,” Natasha shook her head, “If anything, Aftermath was the second hacker.”

“They were protecting us,” Clint breathed with a scoff, “I wonder who.”

“Glitch,” Tony said, catching everyone off guard. Their heads snapped to him and he pointed to a
string of code embedded in the system.

Curiouser and curiouser, isn't it? — Glitch

“Wasn’t Glitch in Paris with Ghost?” Clint turned to Natasha.

She nodded, “Surprised they're still watching out for us after what happened.”

“Oh, for fuck's sake!” Tony suddenly spat, standing from his chair and narrowing his eyes, “The
Pentagon and CIA Headquarters have been breached.”

“Same person?” Steve asked as Tony sat back down and he stood next to him.

“Glitch and Glitch,” he pointed to a similar string of code that was left at each break-in, “She’s got a
calling card.

“What did she access?”

“Somethin’ about Prague.”

Wraith’s nose twitched in annoyance as he watched his techs furiously try to stop the hacker from
kicking them out, to no avail.



“Sorry, sir—” one of them started before being cut off by a hand around their throat. A gasping
wheeze barely made it past their lips before they were flung effortlessly across the lab. The rest of the
techs sat at their computers, unfazed.

“Get me another route,” Wraith spat, cracking his knuckles with a snap, “Get me Aerocell. And, next
time, don't let them see us coming.”

Duke finally breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled into Alpha Two’s garage and parked his Hummer
next to Boone’s McLaren. The brunette was leaning against the car with a small smirk as he stepped
down onto the cement.

“What?” he asked, automatically beginning to take off his jacket and beret. He tossed her the earwig
he had itched out of his ear and then palmed so Sharon wouldn’t see it.

“Met an old friend, huh?” Boone mused, pushing off the car to walk with him.

“You didn’t?”

“I didn’t say that,” she rolled her eyes, “But it went better than expected.”

“Get anything good?” he asked, his gaze flicking away from the wrecked Firebird that sat in the
center of the shop.

“He asked me not to get into his computer, so I didn’t,” she shrugged, “Hacked his phone, though. So
we should be able to listen in on some good conversations. You?”

Duke paused, catching Boone’s attention as he nodded and they both entered the elevator, “I may
have found somethin’ to dig into.”

“What’s that?”

“Little somethin’ called the Sokovian Accords.”

You ducked under a punch from Ari then dove to the ground to avoid Jack. Rolling over your
shoulder you stayed crouched and swept your leg under Raffa’s, sending him hurtling to the mats. He
groaned as you sprang back to your feet and evaded an onslaught of blows from Jesse.

“Good,” you growled, taking a hit from her before countering. You went in for a kick and she
prepared to defend against it before you used your momentum to change the move. Swinging your leg
back down you struck with a punch to her shoulder, trying not to hurt her too badly. She backed away
from you, surprised.

“You let me pull your eyeline,” you said, “Keep your eyes moving and watch for an opportunity.”

She nodded, her eyes flicking behind you and a small smile curling to her lips.

Watch your back.

You whirled around, catching sight of both Ari and Jack closing in on you and a grin appeared on
your face. You swung back toward Jesse, surprising her again and knocking her off her feet.
Returning to the other two, you went for Jack first; avoiding a fist from Ari as you went by.



They both attempted to go after you but you latched onto Jack, using him as a shield before your arm
wrapped around his neck and you squatted, throwing him over your shoulder to the floor. He grunted,
dazed as he hit the mats and you went after Ari.

In a matter of seconds, you had Hadar on his heels and you kept him there with a barrage of quick
strikes. You faked to your right and he took advantage of it. He took a wild, swinging step forward
before you zipped out of the way. Planting your foot, you watched him go by as you swung around
and back-kicked him. You followed through with the kick, finding yourself in the air and aiming
another kick at his back to down him.

He smacked to the mat as you finished and you rocked to your heels. All four of them were still on
the ground.

“What’d I tell you?” Duke’s voice came from the doorway, your head snapped up. Both he and Boone
were standing there watching you. Duke had shed his uniform and she was twirling a red wig in her
hands, “You’re a natural.”

Ari groaned, sitting up with a curious glare. He wasn’t used to being tossed around, “How?”

“Rule 11.” You shrugged, heading towards Boone and Duke, “Learn your enemy’s weakness and
exploit it.”
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Silhouettes

Chapter Summary

“You let him pull your goddamn eyeline,” Weston spat, watching as Danny hurled you across the
room, “Fuck. Focus, (L/N).”

You flipped in the air, landing on your feet and spinning to face Danny. He was on top of you
before you knew what was happening. You threw a punch, but he dodged it and advanced,
pushing you off balance onto your heels. You tried to throw another punch, but Danny grabbed
your arm and hauled you over his shoulder. He flung you across the training space with enough
force that your feet gave out from underneath you.

You yelped, landing harshly on cement and crashing across the floor. Gravel was embedded in
your arms and knees as you rolled over to your back and you found Gonzalez looming over you.

“Back on your feet, Lieutenant.”
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Your past is just a story. And once you realize this, it has no power over you. 

“Rule 11,” you shrugged, heading towards Boone and Duke, “Learn your enemy’s weakness and
exploit it.”

“And they say I’m dramatic,” Duke grinned, backing away from the door to allow you through, “How
many are there?”

“What?”

“Rules.”

You shook your head with a sigh, sliding past both of them and toward the locker room, “Too many.”

Truth be told, you hadn’t thought about them in years. You hadn’t needed to. With Bucky around you
finally had someone to watch your back. But now that he was gone, you found yourself resorting to
the protocols that Weston had instilled in you. That he’d ingrained in you.

— “You let him pull your goddamn eyeline,” Weston spat, watching as Danny hurled you across the
room, “Fuck. Focus, (L/N).” —



"You gonna teach us?" Boone asked with that Cheshire smile. 

— You flipped in the air, landing on your feet and spinning to face Danny. He was on top of you
before you knew what was happening. You threw a punch, but he dodged it and advanced, pushing
you off balance onto your heels. You tried to throw another punch, but Danny grabbed your arm and
hauled you over his shoulder. He flung you across the training space with enough force that your feet
gave out from underneath you. —

"Maybe."

— You yelped, landing harshly on cement and crashing across the floor. Gravel was embedded in your
arms and knees as you rolled over to your back and you found Gonzalez looming over you. —

— “Back on your feet, Lieutenant.” —

You shook your head, the echoes of Weston’s commands came screaming through your mind. Gritting
your teeth, you unraveled your hand wraps and strode through the locker room door.

The locker room was small, made of concrete and painted a gunmetal grey. Each of the lockers on the
far wall were neatly labeled and locked. Just past them was a narrow archway that led into another
room lined with whirlpool baths and a freezer. You bypassed the main locker room and headed
straight for the small room.

— “I gotta start writing this shit down,” you muttered as he reached down to pull you up. —

— ”We’ll make a list,” Danny smiled, “Number it too. All fancy and shit.” —

You tossed your hand wraps onto a counter in the corner of the room and started toward the freezer,
turning on one of the tubs as you went by.

“Duke was right,” Boone said, leaning in the archway, “You know what you’re doing.”

You scoffed, grabbing a pair of ice bags from the freezer and moving back towards the tub. You
turned off the tap, ripping both the bags and dumping the ice into the water.

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t,” you shrugged, eyeing the water before shaking your head and
grabbing another two bags along with a towel.

— You giggled as he pulled you into his arms and his smile widened. —

— “Both of you,” Weston snapped, “Focus up.” —

A low snarl rolled through your throat as you shook away the voices and sent a glare to the floor. You
turned to Boone, who was still standing in the archway. She nodded, fading back into the main locker
room. You kicked off your shoes, perching on the edge of the tub as you slipped off your shirt, then
leggings and socks.

Sinking into the water, a lengthy sigh huffed from your nose as you slipped under the ice. You
submerged yourself entirely for a moment, savoring the chill before you resurfaced. Snatching the
towel, you placed it over your shoulders and leaned back against the tub. The ice clinked and cracked
as it shifted and a small smile worked its way to your lips.

Another sigh sounded through the room and you curled your toes, reveling in the splintering cold and
watching as steam wafted from your skin. Your head knocked against the tub, squeezing your eyes



shut before finally rolling your head toward the archway.

“What do you got for me?”

Boone whipped back around the corner, making you flinch. Duke crept into the room, suddenly very
fascinated by the floor and how the walls were constructed.

“Wraith stole nuclear launch codes from a Russian black sit,” she began, pushing herself up onto the
counter and crossing her legs, “Hit it and ran, just like Rumlow and Rollins in London.”

“Where is he now?” you asked, chucking an ice cube at Duke. He wrinkled his nose, finally looking
up at you with a glare.

“Went off-grid with the codes,” Boone continued, “Until Armand Russo came out of hiding.”

“Russo?” You blinked, the name sounding slightly familiar.

“Yeah, Russo! You know? Little Armie from Paris. The guy Hawkeye swapped places with at that
club, the one the Black Widow sunk her fangs into. Millionaire, playboy, terrorist.”

Duke snickered, shaking his head, “The guy sounds like a catch.”

“He’s still alive?” you said, glancing to her, “I thought there were like three different mafias after
him.”

“Unfortunately, he made a deal with someone. He’s working with Wraith,” Boone frowned, “They’re
auctioning off the codes in Prague. In two weeks.”

“I’ve got some informants working on getting me a location,” Duke continued studying the floor,
“Until then, we’ll have to be on our toes.”

You sighed, sinking into the ice until only your head was visible.

The two went quiet for a moment, glancing between each other before Boone pushed off the counter
and came to sit on the edge of the tub.

“Look,” she said after a moment, “There’s only a handful of people that know the details surrounding
the Paris mission. You know I don’t believe in coincidence. Russo was chosen to do this for a reason.”

She trailed off glancing to Duke. He bit his lip, “We have to keep the option open that, maybe, Wraith
could be—”

Your hand shot up from the ice, cutting him off.

“No,” you shook your head, knowing what they were suggesting.

You knew what they were about to say, that one of the Alpha 1 boys was still alive. But it wasn’t
possible, you’d watched every single one of them die. Their deaths replayed in your head, not only in
your nightmares but every waking hour of every day. Their screams, their faces, their words.

The dust, the sand, the explosions in the desert. Seeing Danny shoot backward from a blast and
landing next to you as a Humvee flew through the air. Watching as he gasped for breath before taking
his last one. And being helplessly pinned as Weston keeled over with a barrage of bullets in his back.
His eyes wide and his mouth open as he landed face-first into the sand.



The metal, the blood, the lights of the lab. And the single gunshot that echoed through the room as
blood droplets splashed across the wall before Ollie’s body went limp. Your screams and the bruises
that were left on your wrists from struggling against the restraints. You’d dislocated your wrist getting
out of them, crawling across the floor to hold the redhead’s body before a metallic arm curled around
your waist and hauled you away kicking and screaming.

It wasn’t possible. No way in hell was it possible.

“No. SHIELD knew about Paris too. So does Novak. He’s just playing with our heads—”

“Not ours,” Boone frowned, “Yours. You said it yourself, he knows too much about you. What if—”

“Do not finish that sentence,” you spat, wincing at the sound of your own voice reverberating through
the room, “Just, figure out where he’s going to be and what we have to do to get those codes back.”

She took a deep breath, opening her mouth to say something but shutting it immediately after. Boone
nodded, standing from the tub and stealing a brief look to Duke before leaving the room.

The man stayed, finally circling into your field of view, but saying nothing and keeping his gaze to the
floor.

“What?” you asked, a tinge of annoyance sparking through you.

“You know you’re not the same person, right?” his voice was low and gentle, barely above a whisper.

Your face softened, “What?”

Duke sighed, still not able to face you. He moved through the room, chewing on his cheek and
picking at his nails.

“You remember when you came home on leave with Danny? Introduced him to all of New Eden for
the first time?” he asked. You nodded. He clicked his tongue, leaning against the wall and knocking
his head against it, “You had that look when you came back. You were....feral. It was in your eyes.
Over the years, it’s faded. But since you came back from London, it came back. And it’s worse.”

— You flew out of the way of a strike from Danny, rolling over his back and kicking him on his way
past. He growled, flying around and snapping toward you with a combination of blows. The two of
you moved in perfect rhythm from defense to offense. —

— “Good,” Weston hummed, a hint of a smile on his face as he puffed on his cigar and continued to
watch. —

You flinched, a knot forming in your stomach as you pushed the images running through your head
away, “What’re you saying, Duke?”

“You’re not the same person you were in Paris or Tokyo, or wherever the hell you all went,” he said
quickly, “You’ve evolved over the years. You’re a completely new person. But ever since Senator
Johnson made you put that damn helmet back on, you’ve got that look again. All I can see is Ghost.
And I won’t pretend like it’s not terrifying to see you like this, (F/N).”

You blinked, realizing your jaw was hanging open and clenching it shut, “Duke—”

“You can’t let Johnson change you. You can’t let Ghost change you,” he ignored you, his eyes finally
flicking to yours, “You get to decide who you are. The mask doesn’t.”



— “Honey,” Amma said, “I don’t know exactly what you’ve done for them, but I’ve seen what it does
to you. Please, sweet-tart, don't let them change you like last time. It was hard enough to pull you out,
if you go deeper, I don't think you'll be able to come back.” —

You licked your lips, trying to process his words and flinching at Amma’s. As much as you wanted to
believe it. Not devolving into how you started wasn’t an option. Even when you didn’t have the mask,
you were Ghost. That feral look wasn’t Ghost. That was you.

After all the training, all the missions, all the killing...it wasn’t Ghost. It was you.

— You and Danny tangled together, he hooked a leg around your knee and rolled the two of you to the
floor. You growled, pushing him away to make separation and bringing your knees to your chest to
kick him away before rolling to your feet. You flew at him with a flying leap, pressing punches against
him. Danny placed his hands in front of him, blocking each punch until he found an opportunity. —

—Danny grabbed your arm, yanking you toward him and kicking you in the stomach. Before you
could groan, he threw you over his shoulder and tossed you across the room again. You placed a
single hand down, flipping through a cartwheel to your feet. You landed in a defensive position, your
hands raised and ready. —

— “Good work, Lieutenant,” Weston nodded, waving Danny off, “I think you’re ready. And, I reckon,
you’re going to earn your name.” —

Sure, you were free to be whoever you wanted when the mask was on. But, when it was off, you were
still the Ghost. You were still an urban legend, the ghost story that haunted anyone who heard of you.

“No,” you shook your head, eyes burning into Duke, “Ghost is me and I am Ghost.”
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Trigger Finger

Chapter Summary

“Are we sure about this?” Clint asked as Natasha put in a pair of earrings.

"I don't know." She took a deep breath, smoothing her dress before turning to him and beginning
to pin hair away from her face, "Ghost is different. He wouldn’t come back on the grid unless
Aftermath needed him to. Something’s wrong."

"You think he holds a grudge?" Clint asked, straightening his tie with a frown.

Natasha scoffed, standing from her chair and walking over to Steve, “I think he gets revenge.”
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The deeper you dig, the darker it gets...

An image of a man in a neatly cut suit with slicked-back blond hair hovered over the holotable in the
quinjet. A smug smirk was plastered over his face and a dark look shrouded his brown eyes.

Steve frowned, his gaze followed a line of images that chased the man’s across the screen. A
renaissance-style building along with its interior, more persons of interest, items on the auction block,
the case.

He pushed out of his chair, folding his arms across his chest as he strode through the jet, “This is
Armand Russo.”

The sound of his voice echoed through the cabin, catching the attention of his team. Nat and Clint
relaxed back in a pair of chairs toward the front of the jet, their eyes easily studying the images
projecting above the table. Wanda, Pietro, and Vision were to the side of him. Pietro was leaning
against the wall, almost bored, while Vision had his arms behind his back, looking interested. Wanda
sat between the two, playing nervously with her fingers and staring into the ground. Sam was directly
beside him, mirroring his stance with his eyes glued to the screen. Tony was in the cockpit, not paying
any attention.



“The last known person in possession of the codes,” Steve finally continued, leaning forward to rest
his hands on the table. He glanced at the two assassins, “I believe you’ve met him before.”

Clint frowned, twirling an arrow through his fingers, “Unfortunately.”

“I knew we should have killed him,” Natasha muttered under her breath to Clint. He shrugged.

“You should have what now?” Sam asked with a pointed look at both of them.

Steve sighed, shaking his head and ignoring them, “We know he’s going to be at Prague’s Národní
Muzeum for the auction and party. We can’t let him or the buyer leave with the codes.”

“What’s the plan, Cap?” Tony finally piped up, swinging around in his seat, “You know I love a good
party.”

“Sorry, Tony,” Steve said, “But we can’t risk you getting recognized by some of your old pals.”

“I wouldn’t say pals,” Tony shrugged, “I’d say: bad business partners.”

“Clint, Nat, Sam, and I will go in,” he continued as images of the museum flashed across the screens.

“What about you?” Stark pouted, “Aren’t they gonna recognize you?”

“Who’s gonna be expecting Captain America at a black market weapons auction?” Sam said, a small
smile playing on his face.

“Risky.” Natasha pushed off her seat, her eyes set on the image of Russo.

“Romanoff, it’ll be your job to intercept the case,” Rogers nodded to the redhead.

“Their security system is spotty, has a lotta blind spots,” Tony said, bringing up pictures of the
museum’s interior.

“So we’re gonna be your eyes.” Steve took a deep breath, taking in the images and committing them
to memory, “We’ll have your back. Stark. You, the twins, and Vision will watch the outside. Don’t
engage unless we need backup.”

“Affirmative, Cap,” Tony nodded with a mock salute, earning himself a groan from Steve as he
swung back around in his chair.

“Quick question.” Clint raised his hand, still twirling the arrow, “What about Ghost? We know
Aftermath was digging into Prague. We can bet that he’ll be there for the codes and he won’t be alone.
The last thing we want is to be on his bad side.”

“We’re working toward a common goal,” Sam chirped, falling back into a chair and relaxing back,
“I’m sure he’ll understand.”

“You don’t know Ghost,” Clint warned with a scowl, earning a worried glance from Natasha. The two
seemed to have another silent conversation, just like they always did before Romanoff sighed.

“He’s right. Ghost warned us to stay out of his way.”

“That was years ago, Romanoff,” Tony waved the two off, “He probably doesn’t hold a grudge. I’m
sure it’ll be fine.”



Steve’s gaze flicked between the two assassins and Stark with a frown. He pinched the bridge of his
nose, “We can’t afford to lose the codes. And neither can Ghost. We’ll deal with the fallout as it
comes.”

The two nodded, still looking at each other uncertainly.

He didn’t like the look they were exchanging. If they weren’t sure about this, then neither was he, but
they had a job to do.

“Heads up, kids,” Stark called, “Get dressed. We have two hours to touchdown.”

Bucky hummed lightly to himself as he drifted through busy streets and lonely alleys. He’d been
wandering aimlessly for just over two weeks now. Well, aimlessly was a strong word. He was
more...sight-seeing than anything.

He’d moved from German cities to the countryside and back again. He wasn’t sure where he was
heading, but he’d get there eventually. And while he did, he’d fill pages of his notebook. He was on
the second one now.

The dreams had become more manageable and he felt like he was finally making headway in
untangling the mess that was his head. Piece by piece, string by string, everything was coming
together.

He’d put names to the faces that routinely swirled through his memories. Old handlers, partners,
comrades...victims. But there was one person that had completely disappeared.

The girl. маленькая девочка-солдатик. Little Soldier Girl.

— “Come with me,” she whispered, holding out her hand with a soft grin. Her fingers bruised and
broken, her face gaunt and eyes hollow. —

She’d all but disappeared from his mind. Her rasping voice and face that he couldn't quite make out.

— “You’re my mission.” —

He flinched at the sound of his voice and buried it as deep as he could. Something bad had happened
to her. And he wasn’t ready to remember what it was, because he knew...he knew it was him that did it
to her. Even though she tried to save him.

It was easier to think she’d gotten away. That she really had run.

Bucky took a deep breath, ignoring the pangs in his stomach and letting his gaze flit along the
buildings to savor the scenery. He didn’t have much time left before he had to move on and disappear
again. Soon, he’d have to say goodbye to the Gothic spires that twisted into the sky and the green
Baroque roofs that offset the orange slate ones. And the glittering river that sparkled in the morning
sun and split through the city where he watched the sunset every night.

He walked down the block and paused next to an outdoor cafe that was brimming with people. He
reached into his pocket out of habit, his fingers brushing the picture but leaving it there as a man in a
floral shirt ducked behind him into the cafe. He barely even noticed, his stare was stuck on the
building across the street and he began to move with a crowd of people.



He found himself admiring the towering renaissance-style museum and he paused for a moment,
looking over the building before continuing toward the train station a few blocks down the road.

God, Prague was beautiful this time of year.

You were on the corner of the block, sitting in a small cafe that was adjacent to the museum. Its
windows glittered in the morning sun, the drone of traffic barely overpowering the sound of the train
station just behind it.

You sipped a steaming cup of coffee, a baseball cap pulled low over your brow and a pair of
sunglasses concealed your drifting gaze. They worked over the building, counting windows and
looking for weak spots.

Duke’s informants had worked quickly, finding and providing the location of the auction 48 hours
after he’d sent them hunting. You were on a jet less than 18 hours later with him and Boone. The three
of you stayed in a hotel a few blocks from the museum ever since, keeping a careful eye on all that
was going on there.

He and Boone had been in a few times, making their route and stashing things they would need for
the party. They would both infiltrate the building as servers and change later. Duke would work in the
background, locating the case the codes were kept in while Boone kept an eye on the floor.

She was the better chameleon of the three of you. She’d keep you informed and create a distraction if
need be.

While they were on the inside, you were casing the outside. You’d found a vantage point in a building
across the way. If the two needed anything, you were their last-ditch effort to get out.

You sighed into your coffee as you took another sip and closed your eyes. Two weeks had come and
gone way too fast, now you only had a few hours. The party and auction were in broad daylight.
Whoever was in charge had paid off the curator and closed the museum for the day. The servers
would be arriving soon along with the security guards and, after that, the guests.

A sharp movement made you flinch as Duke swung into the seat next to you. You shot him a glare but
it softened as you took him in. He looked like he’d seen a ghost.

“You good?”

Duke clicked his tongue, pulling his grenade pin necklace from beneath his floral button-down and
rolling it through his fingers.

“Um…” He trailed off, chewing his cheek, “Does Cavanaugh have eyes on Barnes?”

You sighed, playing with the rim of your coffee mug, “I don’t know, we’ve been a bit busy, Duke.
Why?”

“Well...because he’s right there.” Duke pointed across the street, his finger following a man moving
swiftly through the crowd.

Your jaw dropped, watching as Bucky calmly walked through the streets. You flinched forward, just
about to dart across the street to him, but your hands stayed on the table; physically holding you
down. Scrunching your nose, you sat back down and watched.



Bucky disappeared around the corner and your heart began to calm itself.

“God, he’s good,” he said, frowning as he tried to find Barnes again.

“Did he see you?” you managed to bite out as you turned to him and returned to staring at your
coffee, still fighting the urge to run after him.

Duke shook his head, “No. I slipped in behind him. He didn’t even notice me.”

“Let’s go back to the hotel,” you said, standing from your chair and snaking through the crowd, “Just
in case he doubles back.”

Duke nodded, following quickly as you left the cafe and returned to the streets, going the opposite
way Barnes was.

“Hey,” he called, catching up with you and changing the subject to keep you distracted, “Did you
have time to go over the file I sent you? The one about the Accords.”

You sighed, trying to push Bucky out of your mind and return to the multiple objectives you were
currently attempting to keep up with. Trying to figure out how the auction was set up, how you would
get in and get the case back. And trying to figure out where Wraith would be and why he had targets
on Cairo and Lagos. And trying to figure out what the hell Ross was up to.

“Yeah, I read it.”

“What do you think?”

“He advertises the Accords as much-needed oversight of the Avengers and other multinational
teams...meaning us,” you sighed, “But, I don’t think he wants oversight. I think he wants to be in
control.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Duke nodded as you ducked into the hotel, “(F/N), if he gets control of
Aftermath—if any of that council gets control—who’s saying Hydra won’t worm their way back into
power and make us do their bidding? There’s a reason we work independently of the government.”

You shook your head, winding through the hotel halls, “Exactly.”

Pulling a key from your pocket, you opened the door and swept into the room. Boone was standing in
the corner, checking her reflection in the mirror and fixing a black wig atop her head.

“You’re late,” she said, pulling the wig into a ponytail and adjusting her server’s uniform. She tossed
Duke a clothing bag and turned back to the mirror, “We’ve got one hour.”

Duke nodded, slipping into the bathroom. You stepped further into the room and belly-flopped onto
the end of the bed next to Boone with a groan.

There was still an itch in the back of your head telling you to run. To find Barnes and disappear.

“You good?” she asked, fixing the wig’s bangs and her tie.

You sighed, rolling to your back, “Did you know Bucky was in Prague?”

Boone turned to you with a wince, “See, I’ve been meaning to tell you about that. I’ve just been a tad
busy...”



“Boone.”

“Okay, okay,” she sighed, falling back onto the bed beside you, “I knew that if you knew he was here,
you’d think about running. I mean, that’s what you’re thinking right now. I can tell. You want to run.
To disappear. (F/N), as much as I’d love to let you do that, we need to stop Wraith.”

You sucked a hiss through your teeth, rubbing your temples and closing your eyes.

"I made a deal," you said, sitting up and holding your head in your hands, "I intend to follow
through."

Boone frowned, "Well if you ever need to disappear, I can make it happen."

You scoffed, shaking your head with a roll of your eyes.

"I'm serious." She pushed off the bed, returning to the mirror and fixing her hair again, "Just say the
word and you're gone."

"You know," you scoffed again, "if you said that to anybody else, they'd think you were making a
threat."

She chuckled, pinning a falsified badge to her collar, "Yeah, but you know better."

“Just, tell me where he is next time,” you nodded as she continued putting herself together and then
helped Duke.

You sighed, the thought of running staying at the forefront of your mind for longer than it should
have.

— You could barely keep your eyes open as you looked up to him, “We run away together.” —

— “That would never work,” he said, his eyes unchanging and dark as he smoothed hair gently away
from your face before withdrawing his hands. —

— “Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against
your fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?” —

— “Where would we go?” —

— You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer. “Anywhere,” you managed to mumble,
“Everywhere!” —

— The Soldier backed away from the table, back into the shadows, “Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая
девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl

A chill ran through your body as his voice sprinted circles through your head. You rubbed your eyes,
shaking both the voices and images from your mind as you stood and glanced at your suit that was
lying in the corner.

Picking up the helmet, you rolled it through your hands. You only had one place to run now and it
wasn't away.

It was straight into trouble.



“Are we sure about this?” Clint asked as Natasha put in a pair of earrings.

"I don't know." She took a deep breath, smoothing her dress before turning to him and beginning to
pin hair away from her face, "Ghost is different. He wouldn’t come back on the grid unless Aftermath
needed him to. Something’s wrong."

"You think he holds a grudge?" Clint asked, straightening his tie with a frown.

Natasha scoffed, standing from her chair and walking over to Steve, “I think he gets revenge.”

She ruffled his hair, disheveling it and handing him a pair of contacts.

“You guys talk about him like he’s the devil,” Sam said from behind them, checking his reflection in
the mirror.

Steve frowned, popping in both brown contacts before turning to both assassins. They were fidgeting,
ever so slightly, and exchanging uneasy glances. He’d never seen them like this.

“He scares you, doesn’t he?” he asked, blinking until the contacts were comfortable and hoping they
were going to say no.

Clint sighed, “He’s not someone you fuck around with...twice.”

“If he is there,” Natasha said, turning to him with a flick of her head, “We need to steer clear.”

“What’s he gonna do?” Tony asked, appearing in a whir of metal and a hum of energy, “Haunt us?”

“More like shoot us but…” Clint trailed off with a small roll of his eye.

“If he shows his face, we’ll step aside,” Steve nodded curtly, snapping the collar of his shirt and
putting on the tie of his all-black ensemble, “Until then, we’re getting those codes.”

Duke flashed his badge at the back of the museum and entered the rear entrance with a swarm of other
servers and Boone on his tail. The two stole quickly through the makeshift prep area, grabbing trays
of champagne and hors d'oeuvres and moving through the building. Other servers and security buzzed
all around them as they made their way through closed exhibits and ornately decorated halls.

“Take the right, I’ll take the left. Meet up in five,” he snapped to Boone. She ducked down a hall with
a nod, disappearing around the corner.

Duke’s eyes roved through the building as he waltzed down the stairs to the main entrance, setting his
tray of champagne on one of the tables and continuing through the building.

Elaborate white arches rose to a glass ceiling, the early afternoon sun flashed through the panels and
onto the red carpets that were spread across the floor. Black marble busts were between each column,
starkly offsetting the white walls and the sparkling gold paint that danced around delicately carved
stone.

A bar and tables had been set up on the main floor, an auctioneer's podium was set in a balcony above
it. But none of the items were on the floor yet.

Duke made a loop of the entire main floor, eyeing the barely functioning security cameras and the
guards.



“Ghost, you copy?” he breathed, moving back to the prep area and grabbing another tray of
champagne.

“Copy,” (F/N)’s masked voice crackled against his ear. He flinched lightly at the sound, “What do
you got for me?”

“This place is fuckin’ weird,” he muttered, “Lighter security than we anticipated, trashy cameras but
they’re making up for it in guards.”

Boone passed him in the hall with a focused scowl and grabbed the tray from him as she made her
round of the main floor. She balanced it easily on her fingertips, her eyes snapping around the
building.

“I don’t like this, boss,” He moved back through the hall before pausing as a security guard passed
him.

“Neither do I, just get me a location on those codes.”

He nodded to himself, stepping away from the guard and slipping into the door he left open. Duke slid
a card in between the latch and the striker plate, preventing the door from locking behind him before
padding down the stairs. The beauty of the main floor faded into grey, rough-hewn stone blocks of the
basement.

He paused at the bottom, peeking around the corner, “Glitch, rendezvous now.”

“On my way.”

Duke clicked his tongue, glancing around the corner again before sneaking down the hall and
checking doors. Each of them was open, except for the last one. He frowned, feeling around for his
lock pick set and finding his pocket empty.

“Looking for this?” Boone appeared next to him, lock pick in hand.

He jumped, batting her away with a growl, “I fuckin’ hate you. You know that?”

“Of course,” she chuckled with a sly grin, brushing him off and nodding to the door, “Get the door
open will you, Boy Wonder.”

Duke scoffed, shaking his head and chewing his cheek as he turned back to the lock, “You know my
motto—”

“I swear to god,” (F/N) snapped through the comms, “If you say it one more time…”

“Pick,” he said, cutting off the Captain before she could continue threatening him.

Boone nodded, plucking one from the kit and handing it to him “Pick.”

He inserted it into the lock, feeling the tool click against the tumblers, but they didn’t place
themselves where he wanted them to go, “Hook.”

“Hook.”

Duke jiggled the two, still feeling the tumblers racking back and forth.



“C4,” he muttered, his brows knitting further together.

“C4.” Boone reached into her pocket before pausing. She blinked, “Wait...what?”

“I’m kidding,” he snickered, “Hand me the nitroglycerin. It’s in my back pocket.”

“Dammit, Duke.”

He laughed again, the lock finally clicking open and he swung away the door.

“I fuckin’ hate you.” Boone slipped into the room, “You know that?”

“Of course,” he grinned, following behind her and closing the door. His eyes scanned the room as
Boone walked amongst the tables that lined the walls.

“It’s not here,” she murmured, lifting some items from the table and putting them back down,
“Weapons. Blueprints. And we’ve got a case of...Duke, what are those?”

“M68’s,” he hummed, glancing in the box as he walked by.

“Makes sense Russo would keep them on him until they’re auctioned off,” (F/N) said, her voice
terribly low, “Get outta there and get dressed for the party. Glitch, tag Russo. Libra, keep an eye on
the buyers.”

“Affirmative.”

You cracked your neck with a groan, rolling your shoulders before settling your cheek against your
rifle and beginning to glass the museum again. You’d chosen a different building to make your
sniper’s nest, a medieval clock tower directly in front of the museum. Not the best place, it was
almost a mile away from the auction, but it was one of the tallest buildings in the area and you could
see in every window through your scope.

It had been rather difficult to scale the tower, especially in your suit and in broad daylight; but you’d
managed it.

You took a deep breath as the tower chimed again and you leaned back against the roof. You were
hidden between a spire and the main roof, your black-clad form hidden against the dark shingles.
Your feet were pressed against the spire and you were using your knees as a platform for your
suppressed rifle, holding it steady.

As the chime ended, you bent forward and pressed the stock of your rifle into the pocket of your
shoulder. Your eyes met your scope and began peering through the museum’s windows.

The auction and party were in full swing, but there was no sign of Russo or the codes. You frowned,
swiveling your rifle to get a view of the guests entering the front of the building.

“Motherfucker,” you hissed, catching a glimpse of a redheaded woman and a brown-haired man.

“What’s wrong, Ghost?” Duke asked from somewhere in the building.

“Avengers are here,” you snapped, watching as Barton and Romanoff made their way up the stairs.
Romanoff was in a flowing black dress that swished elegantly with every step she took. Barton was in
a navy blue suit and tie. He held his arm out to her as they entered the building and she took it.



“How many?”

“Two—no. Four.” You rolled your eyes, watching as both Sam and Steve exited the next car that
pulled up. Sam was in a red suit that shifted color in the light while Steve was in all black.

It would be a miracle if they didn’t get recognized.

You shook your head, watching the men disappear into the building.

“Captain America and Falcon have joined the party,” you said, readjusting your rifle and watching
another car pull up, “We can bet they’ve got eyes in the sky. How are you two doing in there?”

“Well, I was good right up until you said ‘Avengers’,” Duke said, you were just able to catch a
glimpse of him roaming through the building, “Now I’m freakin’ out a little.”

“All good here,” Boone chirped calmly, “Just waiting on the target.”

“You don’t have to wait much longer,” you breathed, watching as a man fitting Russo’s description
exited an SUV, “Target’s on site. He has a case with him.”

“I got eyes on the target,” Boone said, “Moving in to tag.”

Armand Russo entered the building, skirting through security and around the main hall before
bumping into a blonde woman. She apologized profusely, her words echoing through your comms as
she touched his shoulder. Russo smiled, looking her over before walking away.

“Target tagged.” The blonde moved away from Russo, flipping a strand of hair over her shoulder.

“Nicely done,” you hummed, following Russo for just a moment more before one of the Avengers
caught your attention. Natasha was stalking him, her moves scarcely visible to the untrained eye,
“Glitch, I need into the Avengers' comms. I wanna know what they’re up to."

“Yeah…” Boone started, “Give me a minute.”

You watched Natasha for a moment more before pivoting to mark the other three. They’d spread out
around the main floor. Clint was on the far wall on the balcony next to the auctioneer’s podium. Sam
was on the opposite, glass of champagne in hand and sitting at a table full of guests with his cheeky
grin. Steve was leaning up against the bar, his eyes wandering the room.

“Fuckin’ Stark tech,” Boone suddenly spat, “It won’t let me in. I’m gonna have to pair up with one of
their earwigs.”

“Does that mean you’re gonna have to get close?” Duke asked. He was on the second floor, staring
down and swirling a glass in his hand.

“Yep,” she nodded. The blonde appeared again, moving slowly down the staircase.

“Be careful,” you warned as she slipped into a crowd of people.

“Ghost, I’ve got a tip from one of the guests,” Duke suddenly said, catching your attention, “Codes
aren’t on site. Russo’ll take the buyer to them after the auction. What he's got is a decoy.”

“How much do you wanna bet the Avengers don’t know that?” Boone asked.



“I don’t gamble,” you sighed, knowing she was probably right, “Get me into their comms. We need to
call them off.”

“Working on it.”

Steve was leaning against the bar, almost awkwardly. He sighed, relaxing back and trying to look like
he belonged there, as Natasha had taught him.

“I’ve got eyes on the target,” the redhead came through the comms, “Entrance.”

His eyes snapped to the location as Russo entered.

The man was holding a case and moving along the side of the building where he bumped into a
blonde. She apologized to him before moving further into the party.

“Go get him, kid,” Clint said, nodding from where he was positioned. Natasha moved through the
crowd, blending in seamlessly as she did and she was on Russo’s tail in moments.

Steve turned away, leaning fully against the bar and giving his back to Romanoff, still trying to relax.

God, he made the worst spy.

Never in a million years did he think he’d end up in a situation like this. He shifted restlessly. He
really wasn’t cut out for this shit.

“Hey there, stud,” a light voice drawled from behind him. He all but whirled around, surprised at the
sudden voice.

“Hi,” he managed, leaning back against the bar as he took in the woman in front of him.

A blonde in a champagne-colored dress adorned with crystals that shimmered in the afternoon light.
Green eyes darted over him as she took a step toward him and a sly smile played lazily on her lips.

“What brings a guy like you to a place like this?” she asked, moving to lean against the bar next to
him, “Pretty thang like you could get into trouble.”

He swallowed, trying to force a smile on his face.

“Relax, Rogers,” Natasha said, her voice reverberating through his ears. She’d paused on one of the
balconies, watching both him and the woman keenly, “She’s not going to bite.”

“I could ask the same about you,” Steve finally smiled into his drink.

The blonde scoffed, a cat-like grin curled to her face, “Oh, darlin’, I am trouble.”

She looked him over. Once. Twice.

“You from New York?” she asked, pulling a phone from her black rhinestone purse and texting on it
idly, “I can tell by your accent. I’mma say Brooklyn by the sounds of it.”

Steve blinked, setting his drink down and eyeing her curiously. Her eyes flicked up to him, waiting for
him to respond. He nodded and she grinned, flashing a set of white teeth at him.



He returned her smile, “And you...I was gonna say Texas, but you don’t look like a Texas girl.”

“No?”

“Nah.” He shook his head, “You’re thickening your accent, making it sound more southern than it is,
so I’m gonna say...Wyoming.”

“Ooh, so close!” The blonde scrunched her nose, nearly disappointed, “Montana.”

Steve clicked his tongue with a scoff, finally relaxing into his role. She set her phone on the bar,
placing her elbows on the wooden surface and continuing to look over him. He returned her gaze.
Something about her made him uneasy. The same kind of uneasiness he had felt when he first met
Romanoff.

“She’s kinda cute, Rogers,” Sam said, egging him on.

“She’s also attending a black market auction,” Clint shook his head.

“I am so upset that I’m not there to witness this historic event,” Tony all but sang, “Captain America
is actually talking to a woman.”

Steve fought the urge to tell him to shut up and kept the smile on his face.

“Lemme guess,” she piped up after a moment, “Ex-military. What happened, New York? Old Glory do
you wrong?”

He scoffed, taking a sip of his drink, “How’d you know?”

“You can pick your type out a mile away. The way you stand. The way you watch.”

“Pretty damn good, Montana,” Steve said before pausing. He looked her over again, noting the
similarities between her and Natasha. The way they held themselves, the way they talked, “And
you’re a spy, at least, you used to be.”

“Very good,” she hummed, finally turning away from him and placing her phone back into her bag,
“I’m impressed.”

He could feel everyone's eyes on him now, especially Natasha's.

"We got facial ID?" Clint muttered, visibly stiffening across the room.

"Cameras are on the fritz and you two are in a blind spot," Stark grunted, the sound of his suit
landing on a nearby building rolling through the comms, "I've got no clue who she is."

"Looks like I lied, Rogers," Natasha said, pushing away from the balcony as her focus returned to
Russo, "She might bite."

"Careful," Barton warned, "Spies are one thing, but ex-spies are a whole other animal."

"If it makes you feel better, I failed Seduction 101." Montana turned, noticing him hesitate as he
listened to the team, “Almost flunked outta Langley cuz of it.”

He chuckled, somehow believing her.

"You gonna tell me your name?" he hummed.



She quirked a brow with a soft smile, "Buy me a drink and I just might. But I'm thinkin' I prefer
Montana."

“Well, Montana.” He turned back to face the bartender, “Champagne?”

“I’m more of a bourbon girl.”

He nodded to the bartender, ordering a pair of old-fashioned.

“Wait a second...just...wait...” Tony said, a grin evident through his voice, “Oh. My. God. Captain
America is flirting.”

Steve rolled his eyes as he turned away from the girl before muttering into his drink, “Russo’s on the
move. Stay on task everyone.”

“Might need a distraction, boys,” Natasha whispered, “Most of the security is on him. I’ll try to go in
from behind.”

Steve frowned, stealing a glance at both Sam and Clint before nodding and turning to the blonde.
Before he could say anything, she spoke up.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said, her eyes suddenly flitting to a man across the room. Steve followed
her gaze, just catching a glimpse of an auburn-haired man at the bottom of the stairs, “I’ve got some
business to attend to.”

“So soon?” he crooned, surprisingly disappointed, “We barely got to know each other.”

She chuckled, “Stay outta trouble, New York.”

“You’re taking it with you, baby.” Steve blinked, the words slipping from his mouth before he had
time to think, like a reflex.

An amused smirk crossed her lips as she took one last sip of her drink and winked before stepping
away from him.

Your eyes flicked between the pair standing at the bar, your jaw going slack. Boone stepped away
from Steve and he quickly started moving through the main floor.

It took you a moment to form a sentence, “Glitch, did you seriously just flirt with Captain America.”

“Yeah, sorry,” she drawled, linking arms with Duke and pulling her phone from her purse, “Couldn’t
help it.”

“I don’t blame her,” Duke said, leading her up the stairs and to a far corner of the museum, out of
your sight, “He’s dreamy.”

"Don't encourage her," you sighed, “Glitch, they’re on the move. Get me into their comms.”

“Working on it.”

Your attention turned back to the Avengers. Natasha was growing ever closer to Russo, while Steve,
Sam, and Clint began circling in. You clicked your tongue with an annoyed huff, leaning forward to
rest your rifle on your knee and flicking off the safety out of habit.



Following Russo as he moved through the party, you stopped swiveling and found a redhead in your
crosshairs. Your jaw clenched as she got closer, your finger itching to snap to the trigger.

You shook your head, “Glitch. I need their comms now.”

“Almost there.”

Your rifle was still trained on Romanoff as she made the final push toward Russo and his entourage of
guards.

If they fucked this up you’d not only lose the codes, you’d lose a chance to stop Wraith. You had no
idea when he’d pop up next.

Natasha’s posture changed, her eyes were solely on the case. They were walking through one of the
halls on the second floor, passing quickly between each window. She began reaching forward, ready
to pounce at the nearest guards and take them down.

You couldn’t help it, your finger cracked onto the trigger and fired a single shot.

Natasha froze in her tracks, holding her breath as Russo continued to move down the hall and left her
behind.

“Romanoff, report,” Steve’s voice echoed distantly in her ear. He must have caught sight of her
stopping.

A shaky breath left her throat as she turned to the side. There was still dust floating out of a newly
made hole in the column to her left, a bullet hole. Her eyes flicked to the right, watching as the
window’s glass spidered and clinked. It had just barely missed her.

No, it had deliberately missed her.

It was a warning. And, by the looks of it, the only one she was going to get.

“Nat, what’s wrong?” Clint asked, his voice sounding closer than Steve’s.

Natasha backtracked, moving in the opposite direction of Russo and getting as far away from him as
she could.

“Romanoff, you’re freaking me out,” Tony said, “You need back up?”

“Back up’s here,” she finally managed to breathe, stepping briskly down the stairs, “He’s here.”

“Who?”

“Ghost.”

The instant Ghost’s name rang through the comms, a high-pitched screech screamed through their
ears. Natasha couldn’t help but flinch, just about to pluck the device from her ear when a deep,
metallic voice growled through it.

“What did I tell you about staying out of my way?” it asked gruffly, abounding with annoyance.



Out of her peripheral, she could see Clint freeze. A look she’d never seen crossed his face and she
glanced at Steve. His face was practically unreadable, but there was a trace of worry as he locked eyes
with her.

“Nice to hear from you, Ghost,” Clint finally said after a silence enveloped the comms, “How you
been?”

“Fuck off, Barton,” Ghost spat making her grimace, “Don’t ruin this for me.”

His voice was different. He’d had a playful edge to his voice in Paris, but it had since disappeared.

“He’s got Russian nuclear launch codes, what did you want us to do?” Natasha asked, working her
way through the crowd toward Steve.

“The case he’s got is a decoy,” the hidden soldier said, “He’s taking the buyer to the real codes after
the auction. You take him out, you lose the codes.”

“Shit,” Barton murmured, beginning to skirt around the edges of the floor as the auction started,
“What do we do?”

Clint pointed the question toward Steve, but Ghost answered, “Considering you’ve been made and
security is closing in on you, I’d get the fuck outta there.”

Natasha’s head swiveled around, catching a glimpse of guards streaming through the building toward
them. She looked back to Steve, who nodded.

“Let’s get outta here, boys,” she said as Sam pushed off the wall and the other two men began
following her through the building.

“Go out the rear exit,” Ghost advised, “Glitch, see that they make it through. Libra, watch her six
and get outta there. We’re blowing this popsicle stand.”

Natasha scoffed as Ghost’s playful side reappeared and they slipped through a few exhibits to the
server’s prep area.

“Affirmative,” a pair of camouflaged voices whipped through the comms.

The four ducked past the servers, the rear exit in sight. They burst through the door and down the
stairs before a man’s voice yelled from behind them.

“Okamžitě zastavte!!” a guard snapped, aiming a pistol at them as they froze and turned around. Stop
right there!

“Great,” Sam groaned, “Now what do we do?”

The man was flicking his gun between the four, sweat beading on his brow. Natasha sighed, taking a
slow step forward with her hands raised in surrender when the guard began to spasm and his face
warped to a silent scream. He dropped his weapon before dropping to his knees and then landing face-
first onto the ground.

A blonde in a champagne dress was standing behind him with a taser in the shape of a lipstick tube.

Montana.



A cold frown was on her face as she watched the man convulse, then relax. She nudged him with her
heeled foot, glancing behind her and nodding to the auburn-haired man that was lurking around the
corner. The man disappeared back into the museum, leaving her alone as she turned her attention to
them.

“I thought I told you to stay outta trouble, New York,” she drawled, flipping the taser closed and
placing it back in her purse. She pulled a business card from it and flicked it toward Natasha, she
caught it without breaking eye contact.

“One hour. The boss'll be waiting.” Montana held up a single finger, the playful grin on her face
fading to a sly smirk as she nodded to Steve, “Stay outta trouble, Captain Rogers. I’ll see ya around.”

She retreated into the museum and the four quickly stole into a nearby alley as more guards began
filing out of the back door. Natasha pressed herself against a brick wall, kicking off her heels with a
short sigh as a flash of silver and a drone of red and gold appeared.

“Well,” Tony hummed as his helmet folded back and his arc reactors powered down with a whir,
“That was dramatic.”

“No,” Wanda said, scarlet energy swarming around her as she came around the corner with Vision,
“That was Glitch.”

Tony scoffed, taking the business card from Natasha, glancing at it for a moment then flipping it over
his shoulder, “Suit up, kids. We’ve got a date with the Ghost.”

Chapter End Notes
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Duke watching her from across the room

 
Ghost watching from the clock tower

This chapter was originally supposed to be a lot longer and have a full fight sequence but....
Wraith is being a little SHIT and decided to be a lot more devious than I thought he'd be. He
started talking, didn't shut up and things went off the rails. And I couldn't stop him ... listen, I
tried my bestest but I couldn't wrangle him in — he's being a fuckin' ass — soooo...big fight next
chapter !

Also, I know I've centered a lot more around Boone and Duke instead of Ghost, but I wanna
make sure they've got a little spotlight and a little more background cuz I love them and they're
fun to write and their backstories are cool.

We'll get back to Ghost's regularly scheduled program shortly.
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Shadow Boxing

Chapter Summary

“Romanoff, Barton, take the right...we’ll come up behind him—” Steve started as he rounded the
corner in front of you, the metal of his shield glancing off what little light entered the stairwell
and illuminated your lurking form.

“Or,” you hummed, your cloaked voice harmonizing with itself in the stairwell. Steve jumped,
raising his shield in front of him and the team, “You could meet me mask-to-face.”

Steve froze, staring at you like a deer in the headlights, “Jesus Christ.”

“No, just me.” You shrugged, not bothering to get up as the rest of his team came into view,
“Just...Ghost.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes



What happens in the past, is in the past. But don't be surprised if it comes back to haunt you.

Startled screams pierced the air around you as you jumped from the clock tower onto the walkway
below. The sidewalk cracked under the force of the fall, your suit softening the landing as the crowd
around you tried to scatter. You hurled your rifle over your shoulder as a Hermes bike zipped around
the corner and you ran toward it. You were on it and away before any bystander could react.

The bike shot away from the clock tower and around a couple of blocks to lose any tails that may
have been following you, then started back toward the hotel.

“Avengers are away,” Duke said, his voice resounding through your helmet as you pulled up to the
hotel and stepped off the bike, "And the buyer has been tagged."

“Libra, Glitch, rendezvous at location two,” you ordered calmly, running up the backstairs two by two
before ducking into the hallway and then your room. You stepped in for only a moment, grabbing a
pair of go-bags and turning on your heel to exit the room. You slammed the door behind you and
rushed back down the staircase.

“Plan B?” Duke asked, sounding slightly out of breath.



“Negative,” you muttered, throwing the bags over your shoulder and taking off on the bike again, “We
proceed as planned.”

“10-4.”

You were flying through the city, flashes of London replayed through your mind as you weaved in
and out of traffic before arriving at your destination.

It was an apartment building on the opposite end of Prague. The top three floors were being
remodeled and completely empty, nothing but open floor and dark corners and a fire escape that went,
unobstructed, up the side of the building.

You placed the two bags behind a dumpster, stashing them for Boone and Duke; before speeding
around the building again to case it, making sure it was clear. Nodding to yourself, you stopped the
bike next to the fire escape. The instant you stepped off Hermes, it sped away. You were up the stairs
and through an open window by the time it turned the corner.

Walking through the empty floor, you snapped open the door to the interior stairwell and stole away
up the stairs.

They just had to make things difficult, didn’t they?

You rolled your eyes to yourself and removed your helmet, plopping down in the darkened stairwell
with a groan.

“Glitch, Libra, give me your ETA.”

“We’ve got a tail,” Boone responded, “Be there in 10.”

“You’ve got a location on Russo and the buyer?”

“Tracking them now.”

You nodded to yourself and leaned against the stairs, swinging your rifle into your lap as you did.
Running your gloved fingers through your hair, you sighed.

The mission was supposed to be simple, a bit complicated but overall simple.

Tag Russo and the buyer, follow them and take down Wraith...and get the nuclear launch codes. Okay,
maybe it was a bit more difficult than you had let on, but you had at least accounted for everything.

Except the Avengers.

Or the fact that you were in the same city as Bucky.

Which meant that Wraith was in the same city as him, something you really didn’t want to think about
and you really hoped was a coincidence.

You shook your head, clearing the thought from your mind and setting your thoughts on the tasks at
hand. The sooner you took out Wraith, the sooner Bucky would be safe.

“Heads up, Ghost,” Duke said, “Your guests are early.”



Taking a deep breath you tugged on your helmet and leaned forward, placing your elbows on your
knees and rolling your shoulders with gritted teeth. You ran your hands down your rifle as footsteps
grew closer along with the light sound of voices. Biting your tongue, you took a deep breath and
forced yourself to relax.

You could hear Steve’s familiar voice whispering commands, then Natasha’s Bite tasers powering up
with a hum of electricity, and Clint sliding an arrow from his quiver. The arrow nocked onto the
bowstring with a click, barely covered by the sound of their footsteps. Closing your eyes you focused
on the fourth and fifth set of footsteps behind them. You assumed it was the twins as the hum of an
Iron Man Suit and the EXO-7 Falcon wings circled the building.

“Romanoff, Barton, take the right...we’ll come up behind him—” Steve started as he rounded the
corner in front of you, the metal of his shield glancing off what little light entered the stairwell and
illuminated your lurking form.

“Or,” you hummed, your cloaked voice harmonizing with itself in the stairwell. Steve jumped, raising
his shield in front of him and the team, “You could meet me mask-to-face.”

Steve froze, staring at you like a deer in the headlights, “Jesus Christ.”

“No, just me.” You shrugged, not bothering to get up as the rest of his team came into view,
“Just...Ghost.”

The sound of your voice resonated off the concrete walls; the growl so menacing, you were surprised
that Natasha lowered her tasers and Clint un-nocked an arrow, shoving it back into his quiver.

“Long time, no see, Ghost,” Barton said, his grip tightening on his bow and his fingers still resting on
the fletching of an arrow, “New suit?”

“Of course.” You finally pushed yourself to your feet, resting your rifle in your hands, “Always
changing. Always evolving. Always moving. You’re dead if you don’t.”

The Archer nodded, fingers finally slipping from the fletching as he folded his arms over his chest.
Two sets of eyes peered over his shoulder, the twins were staring at you, one curiously, one uneasily.
Pietro gazed at you, his eyes searching your helmet questioningly. Wanda was avoiding you like the
plague, her focus intent on the floor as she fidgeted with her fingers.

Your jaw clenched as you glanced between the two.

“Hello there,” you said as softly as Ghost’s voice would allow. Pietro relaxed back slightly, his brow
quirking while Wanda’s fidgeting intensified.

'Take it easy.' You thought, seeing if you could get a reaction out of her, seeing if she was listening.

Her eyes flicked up to you, confirming your suspicions.

'It’s gonna be okay. Take a deep breath. You’ve got this. And get outta my head, you little shit.'

Her eyes flashed red and a thin smirk curved on her lips, too low for anyone to see but you. 'Don’t
worry, I didn’t even scratch the surface.'

Her voice echoed in your head with a swirl before you were left alone again.



“I’m surprised, Ghost, I didn’t think we’d get the pleasure to see you again,” Natasha scoffed,
bringing your focus to her as she shook her head, “Much less work together again.”

You waltzed down the stairs to the landing they were on.

“After the shit you pulled in Paris, so am I.” You couldn’t hold back the snarl that edged at the back of
your throat, “But here we are.”

You thought you were over Paris, apparently, Ghost wasn’t.

Steve held up a hand, slinking between you and the assassin, “Easy, soldier, we’ve got a common
enemy and we need to stop them.”

“No shit,” you said, swinging your rifle over your shoulder, “C’mon, we’ve got work to do.”

Your order was directed to the two masked figures that were standing behind the Avengers, you
nodded to them, “Glitch, Libra meet Agents Romanoff and Barton and...friends.”

The Avengers flung around, finally catching sight of Boone and Duke behind them. They were
wearing matching suits, sleek carbon fiber and black tactical fabric. Their code names stretched across
their helmets as they took a step forward.

“Glitch, my tech support and espionage specialist.” You gestured to her before turning to Duke,
“Libra, my explosives expert and strategist.”

“Russo’s on the move with the buyer,” Glitch said, sliding past Romanoff and to your side.

“We need to move fast,” Libra added, staying behind and looking over the Avengers once more before
moving past them.

“Then let’s move.” You turned to Steve, repeating his words back to him, “We’ve got a common
enemy and we need to stop them. You game to work together?”

Steve nodded, “Let’s get to work.”

“Russo’s retrieving the codes from a man that calls himself Wraith,” you said, spinning on your heels
and heading up the stairs, toward the roof. You ignored the look from Natasha as you kicked open the
door to the next landing, “The codes are yours. Wraith’s mine.”

“What did he do to you?” Clint asked, jogging up the stairs to keep up with your pace.

“It’s personal,” you shrugged, “Libra, Glitch, you watch their backs. If they fail, get the codes back by
whatever means necessary.”

“Plan C?” Duke called as you reached the roof and walked out into the sunlight, it glinted off your
visor as you turned to him.

“Plan C,” you nodded.

“What makes you think we’re gonna fail?” Natasha scoffed, her brows still raised.

“I saved your butts in Paris, twice,” you hummed, your eyes flicking to the sky as Tony, Sam, and
Vision landed on the roof.



“Touché.”

Tony’s helmet whirred back, revealing his face, his head cocked to the side as he took you and your
team in, “You’re taller than I thought you’d be.”

“You’re shorter,” you shrugged, turning to Boone with a nod. She turned her wrist over, revealing a
tablet built into her suit.

“Rude,” Stark muttered, squinting his eyes as took you and your suit in. 

“Glitch has got control of comms. Keep the lines open and clear until we get a positive ID on Wraith
and the codes.”

“I’m patching you into my database,” she said, tapping the screen quickly before swiping it away,
“You’ll be able to monitor Russo’s progress in real-time.”

“Zoom,” you said into your helmet, “Bring the jet around.”

“Keep on your toes,” Duke came around the back of the group, tossing one of his explosives to
himself as he stopped next to you, “We’re not sure how much firepower they’re bringing.”

“Looks like you’re bringing enough to take out an army.” Sam eyed the explosive as Duke rolled the
sphere offhandedly through his hands.

“When you’ve seen what I have, you can never have too much,” Duke shrugged, clipping the
explosive to the back of his suit, “If Wraith shows his face, we can’t be too careful. Especially if they
bring what Rumlow stole outta the London black site.”

Steve frowned, “Wraith’s connected to Rumlow?”

“The way we figure, Rumlow’s working for him,” Boone said, setting her hands on her hips with a
sigh, “And they’re both working for Hydra.”

“And we thought we’d gotten rid of them,” Clint huffed, shaking his head and his eyes flicking to the
Daedalus jet that came into view.

“A specialized cell has taken over and started recruiting again,” you said, mirroring Steve’s deepening
frown, “Wraith’s one of them.”

Sam scoffed, looking you over, “You sure you wanna go the rounds with him by yourself? Sounds
like he might be trouble.”

“Listen, I’ve told you two once,” you snapped, flicking a finger between Clint and Natasha, “And
now I’ll tell all of you, stay outta my fuckin’ way. Get the case, secure the codes. Leave Wraith to me.
Now, let’s move.”

Armand Russo was walking side by side with the buyer, a younger Italian man that flicked a cigarette
onto the ground and stomped it out with a twist. They were chatting idly, completely unaware you
were lurking directly above him. He’d taken the buyer to a clearing in the outskirts of Prague in a
caravan of black SUVs. They’d parked the vehicles in a circle, forming a sort of shield to protect
themselves.



It was a flat clearing, light grass swayed in the breeze. Some sparkled in the afternoon sunlight while
other stems were shaded in the shadow of the bridge that overlooked the opening. One side of the
clearing faded into a set of train tracks while the other shot up into a sloping hill.

You were tucked away on the hillside, hidden in the brush and watching carefully as the two men and
their security moved below you.

“Comm check.” You settled into your position, waiting for the line of voices to come through and
flipping the safety off your rifle, rolling it through your hands, “Ghost is go.”

The Avengers sounded off one by one, making adjustments to comms as needed before Boone and
Duke answered.

“Glitch is ready to rock.”

“Libra’s ready to roll.”

You scoffed as they came through one directly after the other and you rolled to your toes, your eyes
flicking to the sound of tires rolling across pavement, “We’ve got movement. Be ready.”

The sound was covered by a train rolling by, heading back toward Prague, as another caravan of
vehicles came around the corner. Your eyes narrowed as they did.

You had expected another line of SUVs to appear but, instead, a row of armored vehicles showed up,
just like the ones Rollins and Rumlow had in London. A frown made its way to your face as they
circled the other SUVs and came to a stop. Your eyes were darting from vehicle to vehicle as heavily
armed men stepped from them, none of them being Wraith but one of them being Crossbones.

He wasn’t here...

Your frown deepened, watching as Rumlow produced a case. You supposed it had been too good to be
true, that Wraith would have his lackeys do his bidding while he sat back and watched. But that didn’t
feel right either.

You sighed, watching as Rumlow handed over the case.

“Aftermath is go. Avengers, go.”

The quiet exchange was turned on its head the instant the Avengers and began scuffling with Rumlow
and his agents.

You didn’t move a muscle. Anger was evident in your form as your shoulders hunched forward and
your jaw set into place.

That son of a bitch—

“Looking for something?” a snarling growl came from behind you. You jumped, flipping around to
see a darkened figure standing atop the hill. He chuckled, gesturing around him, “Looks like you
found it. Looks like you found...me.”

You stood slowly as Wraith’s hands moved to rest on his hips, just above the pair of pistols he kept
holstered there. Your grip on your rifle tightened as you began to raise it.



“You ever get tired of lugging that thing around?” he asked, nodding to the rifle and beginning to stalk
down the hill toward you, “I suppose not, huh? You never complained. In fact, the only thing you ever
complained about was running out of ammo.”

Your brows knitted together and you couldn’t help but back away from him, “Who are you?”

“The past coming back to haunt your sorry ass,” he said with an evident grin behind his mask, “You
know, I was wondering how long it would take for you to get back into the swing of things. How long
it would take for the Ghost to return.”

“And?”

You began to circle him, hoping he’d accidentally give you the high ground but he stopped when you
were on even ground.

“You’re still a little rusty.” He took another step toward you with a shrug, “Rule Number 15.”

“Always know who you’re dealing with,” you finished with a blink, your heart stalling as you froze in
your tracks and you took him in.

The way he moved.

The way he calculated every situation.

— “Mi amor…” —

No.

“Take off the mask, (F/N),” he said lowly, almost gently, and barely above a whisper with a
mechanical rumble, “And I’ll take off mine.”

“No.” Your jaw clenched and without thinking you snapped at him. You tackled him to the ground but
he turned you midair and the two of you tumbled down the hill to the battleground below. Kicking
him off you before he could pin you, you stumbled to your feet with a grunt.

“Always were overly reckless,” he muttered as he returned easily to his feet, “Reckless with authority
issues. And you were still Weston’s fuckin’ favorite.”

A hiss warped through your throat and you lunged at him again, pushing the two of you further into
the fight. You tried to spin him onto his heels by throwing a burst of combinations at him, but he
stayed one step ahead of you.

You stopped in the middle of the fight, taking a breath to calm yourself and letting your eyes flick
over him. Even as bullets and arrows flew all around you, his gaze was only on you. He was calm,
cool, collected just like…

— “I’m really, truly in love with your crazy ass!” —

No.

You were just about to snap back at him when a red, white, and blue disk was flung through the air at
Wraith with a hum of vibranium.



“Heads!” Steve called as the shield left his hands. The shield hit the masked man in his temple. A
growl ripped through Wraith’s helmet as his head snapped to the Captain.

You took full advantage of the distraction, leaping at him with a kick and then an uppercut. He
grunted as your fist collided with his helmet, then your knee to his stomach.

You grabbed his helmet, bringing his head down to connect with your knee before he grabbed it. He
spun, hauling your leg over his shoulder and slamming you onto the hood of a nearby SUV. You
groaned, quickly rolling off the hood as his fist came crashing down toward your face. You fell to the
ground on your back, pulling a pistol from your side and firing a trio of rounds at him.

Wraith ducked out of the way as you returned to your feet and continued firing at him as he ran. You
took cover behind one of Rumlow’s armored vehicles as some of the guards began firing at you.

“So that’s Wraith, huh?” Clint asked, sliding behind the truck with you in a cloud of dust. You
nodded, barely noticing the bullets that were glancing off the truck, “Hard to tell you two apart. You
move the same.”

“Man,” you shook your head with a snarl, pushing away from the truck and the archer, “Don’t say that
shit.”

You flung yourself into the fight, popping a few rounds into the nearest soldiers before moving on.
Your head was swiveling around the battlefield, searching for the masked man but not finding him.

You did, however, find the case. And Russo. And the buyer.

The case was laying in the dirt in the middle of the clearing, Crossbones must have dropped it. Russo
was ducking behind a truck, the buyer behind another. Both were eyeing the case. Then they eyed
you. Then each other.

The two men darted toward it, running across the bullet-filled and body-laden clearing as you took a
slow step forward. Without thinking you fired four shots, a double tap to both men’s chests, and
strode further into the carnage. The two fell instantaneously and you plucked the case from the
ground, holstering your pistol. You turned to find Natasha standing next to you.

“You remember in Paris when I said I’d love to see you in action?” She shook her head as the two of
you stepped behind a truck, sheltering yourselves from a volley of bullets, “I changed my mind.”

"Good,” you snapped, catching movement behind her and drawing your pistol. You grabbed her
shoulder, shoving her behind you as Crossbones came charging toward you. Firing two shots, you
backed away from him before swinging the case against his helmet and ducking as he threw a punch.

A wheeze of hydraulics whizzed past your face as his gauntlet fired, just missing your head.

“You know,” he snarled, throwing another punch that you caught one-handed, “You impress me more
and more every time I see you.”

“Do I look like I give a shit?” You held the case away from him as he pounced for it, taking a quick
stutter step backward before swinging it at him again. It missed his head, but you used the momentum
and rolled under his arm, “How’s the revenge plot against Captain America coming?”

Rumlow reeled around on his toes, glowering at you with a distorted sneer and priming his gauntlets
before beginning towards you.



“Not well, hm?” you sighed, lifting your pistol and firing at him instead of charging. He flinched,
raising his arms to shield himself before being tackled by a silver blur. The blur spun past you and
around before stopping by your side. Pietro.

“You didn’t see that coming?”

Crossbones bounced across the clearing, trying to return to his feet before a blast of air flung him
further away. Sam.

“Nice moves, boys,” you chuckled, tossing Sam the case as he flipped through the air and came back
toward you.

“Thanks,” they both nodded as Sam caught it.

“Get that somewhere safe,” you said.

“Affirmative,” Sam called as he took off back into the sky.

“Good work, Ghostie,” a hum came from behind you. Both you and Pietro whirled around, catching
sight of Wraith leaning up against a truck.

Pietro glanced at you, ready to dart forward before you put a hand in front of him.

“You want me to get him?” he asked.

“Go help your sister,” you muttered, patting his shoulder, “I’ve got this.”

The speedster was off faster than a shot, darting through soldiers and knocking them from their feet
like bowling pins.

Wraith snickered, watching the twins before turning back to you, “Mission accomplished.”

“Almost.”

“Ah, right, one more thing on your to-do list...” he breathed, pushing off the truck and sauntering
through the clearing. He raised a single finger, “Stop Wraith.”

“Wouldn’t want to make the Senator unhappy now, would we?” he laughed lowly, lowering his hand
and rocking to his heels as you rolled forward, “How’s he doing, by the way? He like his new
wheels?”

Your jaw clenched, your entire body tensing as he continued to you.

“He actually thinks you can stop me, doesn’t he?” he scoffed, shaking his head, “Too bad. I’m just
getting started, baby.”

His tone changed as he spoke, as though the smile he had hidden behind his mask dropped. He sprang
at you first this time and you countered quickly.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

He hummed to himself as you did, it took you a moment to realize what he was saying. He was
predicting your moves as though he knew them like the back of his hand. He wasn’t even predicting,
no...he had them memorized.



“Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick,” he sang, knocking each one away before he grabbed your wrist and
hauled you toward him. He connected his knee with your stomach before throwing you away with a
disappointed howl, “Oh my God!”

You rolled over your shoulder, jumping to your feet as he charged at you. He latched on to your suit,
slamming you against the nearest truck, shattering the window. You raised your hands above your
head before bringing them back down, smacking away his hands and kicking him away.

“You haven’t changed a bit!” he spat, circling you like a predator, “You’re so fuckin’ predictable it’s
sick. Fuck! C’mon!”

He jumped toward you again, forcing you to your heels and backing you across the clearing.

Your head was going a thousand miles a minute, trying to keep up with him but failing hit after hit.

He threw you away again, advancing faster than you’d anticipated.

He was faster than you. He was stronger than you. And the way he moved...

— “You let him pull your goddamn eyeline,” Weston spat, watching as Danny hurled you across the
room, “Fuck. Focus, (L/N).” —

No...it couldn’t be...

You yelped as he grabbed your wrist and kicked out your knee, bringing you down to the ground.

— "You're pulling your punches again," you said, peering up at Danny through your lashes as he
forced you to your knees, a scowl painted on your face. "How am I supposed to get better if you don't
give me everything you've got?"—

— Danny scoffed, shaking his head and twisting your arm, earning himself a groan. He leaned down,
his lips brushing your ear, "Can't teach you all my tricks, amor...then I'd never get to see you like
this." —

— You scoffed, sweeping your leg behind you and knocking him from his feet. He landed on his back
and you rolled over to him, pinning him to the ground. —

— "Actually,” he grinned, “I think I like this better." —

— "You're ridiculous." —

Your chest tightened as you looked up to him, a dawning realization flooding through you.

It couldn’t be him, could it?

Your jaw clenched as he began twisting your arm, the armor of your suit cracking under his grip. If
Wraith was who you thought he was, there was only one person that had ever given him a run for his
money.

— "You’re not gonna beat him hand-to-hand, Danny,” You yelled over the cacophony in the
warehouse. —

— "You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor." Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude, his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.



Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You just hoped you were wrong.

With your other hand, you reached behind your back and pulled a pistol before turning on him.

You swept your leg under his ankles, taking out both legs and knocking him to the ground. Instead of
moving to pin him, you threw yourself back up to your feet, firing at him as he clambered to cover.
He moved behind a truck as you continued your assault before coming out the other side and you ran
out of ammo. You tossed the gun over your shoulder, drawing your other pistol.

Wraith ripped the door from an armored vehicle, using it as a shield as you continued firing. The
bullets ricocheted from the armored plating as he advanced. He pushed the makeshift shield into you,
smacking the gun from your hands. You grabbed onto the door, somersaulting midair and wrenching
it from his grasp.

He let go and backed away quickly as you rammed the door into his chest, slamming him off balance
and across the clearing. Wraith rolled over his shoulder, darting toward you before standing fully and
you launched the door at him.

It clipped his shoulder, pushing him back again as you moved to him.

You reached behind your back and produced a concealed K-bar knife, rolling it through your fingers
into a reverse hold.

— "Stay low. Stay fast." —

You didn’t wait for him to correct himself. Instead, you jumped him.

The knife’s edge barely missed his helmet as you dove at Wraith, falling into a dangerous dance with
him. He blocked a storm of blows, flinching back as you kept him moving. He grunted lowly, the two
of you moving hectically through the clearing.

You swung the knife down from over your head and he caught your wrist in both hands. A hiss
wheezed from his throat as you pressed down before letting go of the ka-bar.

The knife fell, glinting in the sunlight before being caught in your other hand. Wraith pushed away
from you, but not before the K-bar sliced across his chest. He groaned, backing quickly away as you
kept coming at him.

You had him on his heels.

He was practically sprinting away from you by the time you got to him, flipping the knife into a
forward grip and thrusting forward.

The K-bar easily sliced through black kevlar and dead weight took the knife from your hands. The
blade slipped from your fingers and a body fell back into the grass.

But it wasn’t Wraith.

Your jaw clenched and your eyes narrowed, flicking up to where he still stood. He’d thrown one of
his soldiers in front of you in a last-ditch effort to stop you. The snarl that slashed from your throat
echoed throughout the clearing. He held his ground as you lurched toward him.



You were mere inches away from him when a streak of red, white, and blue whipped between you,
separating the two of you.

“Break it up!” Steve snapped as the shield ricocheted back to his hands.

With your focus only on Wraith, you had failed to notice that the fighting around you had ceased.
Rumlow and his goons had left in a hurry, leaving only a few stragglers. They had fled in their
armored vehicles and were followed by Tony, Vision, and Sam. The remaining Avengers, along with
Boone and Duke, were surrounding you.

“You’re surrounded,” Clint said, drawing his bow, “Give it up, buddy.”

Wraith chuckled, his head slowly swiveling around him to take in each player, “Oh. This is gonna be
fun.”

You could tell the grin on his face returned as he turned back to you, “Rule Number Eight.”

A frown stretched across your face as he held his hands up in front of him.

“Always have two escape plans.” you said slowly.

He nodded, wiggling his fingers then flipping his wrists to show the back of his hands. When he
turned them back around, he was holding a pair of detonators.

“Cover!” Duke screamed, grabbing both Wanda and Boone before diving forward as Wraith pushed
the buttons.

The circle of SUVs detonated, a bomb planted under each one. Shattered glass and metal shrapnel
cracked through the air, piercing anything in its way. You hit the deck, covering your head and curling
in on yourself to make yourself a smaller target.

As quick as it started, it was over and black smoke was billowing into the sky. Your head snapped up,
barely catching a glimpse of the masked man dashing through the fire. Leaping to your feet, you were
after him, but not before that flash of red, white, and blue cut you off again.

“Ghost! Stand down! Stop!”

“Now is not the time to play fuckin’ frisbee,” you snapped with a hiss, sweeping your hand down and
swiping the shield away from you. As it clattered to the ground, you were jumping through the
burning remnants of an SUV.

Duke was practically on top of Wanda, cradling her head and shielding it with his helmet from
shrapnel...not that she needed it. Red energy swarmed around them, humming darkly and warding off
the licking flames and debris. Dark smoke twisted around them, blanketing them from the sun.

Wanda gazed up into the energy, her fingers dancing lightly through the air as the scarlet continued to
swirl. He uncurled from her, gently letting down her head and beginning to fumble his arms around
him. His hands tapped the ground quickly until he found another body tucked into his side.

He breathed a sigh of relief, tapping Boone’s helmet twice, “Glitch, you good?”

“If, by good, you mean not dead…” She groaned, rolling to her stomach and lifting herself to her feet,
“Then yeah.”



Duke turned back to Wanda, as the red energy faded and light began seeping through the smoke,
“What about you?”

“I’m fine,” she nodded, her eyes flitting to him as he worked himself to his feet and held out his hand
to her.

“I still don’t like you,” Duke said with a shake of his head, visions of Sokovia aching through his
mind, “But good work...that was cool.”

Wanda scoffed, taking his hand and he hauled her up, “Thank you.”

“This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship,” Boone crooned, patting Wanda lightly on the
shoulder. A slight smile appeared on her face and she shook her head as her brother appeared next to
her.

“Ghost! Stand down! Stop!” Captain Rogers called from across the clearing, making Duke’s head
flinch toward him.

The Captain flung the shield at (F/N), trying to cut her off from chasing down Wraith. She smacked
the shield from the air, sending it hurtling down into the dirt.

“Now is not the time to play fuckin’ frisbee!” she yelled, darting away through the flames and
disappearing into the smoke.

“Shit!” Duke spat, taking a hesitant step forward.

“Zoom! Bring around the jet!” Boone snapped, slinking back as the Avengers moved forward.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Duke warned, earning the attention of Romanoff, Barton, and
Rogers, “Get in his way and it’ll be the last thing you do.”

“He needs help,” Rogers said, retrieving his shield and starting toward where Ghost had disappeared.

“Not from you, he doesn’t,” Boone shook her head, holding up a hand to stop them but they darted
past her, “Shit.”

Duke turned to the twins, who were still standing by his side, “You two, stay outta it.”

“I’m not crossing Ghost again,” Pietro said with a shrug.

“You learn fast.”

“I try.”

“Zoom’s on her way. ETA, two minutes.” Boone began up the hill, tapping her tablet as she went,
“C’mon, let’s move.”

“What’re you doing?” he asked, his eyes trying to keep up with her rapid typing on the screen.

“Dispatching Icarus,” she said, “As much as I hate to admit it, Ghost is gonna need backup.”

“You got Icarus working?”

“Eh...not exactly.”



Wraith was sprinting down the hill, toward the train tracks and a passing train. He ran alongside it,
reaching up and grabbing onto a rail before lifting himself onto it and then up to its roof.

God, he was fast.

The masked man was a few cars ahead of you by the time you hauled yourself onto the train. Wind
whistled against you as the train made its way back into Prague and you began sprinting toward
Wraith.

The sun was glinting off the top of the train, sending harsh glares of sunlight into your eyes. You
squinted with a hiss, jumping from carriage to carriage and quickly gaining on Wraith.

You were only two cars away from him when he stopped in his tracks, turning as you cleared the last
gap.

“Whew!” he breathed, over the sound of the train screeching across the tracks, “Look at you go! Atta
girl! Honestly, I didn’t think you’d have it in you anymore. But...Wow! You just…you’re just...just
like you used to be.”

“Enough,” you snapped, continuing closer to him, “Give it up. You’ve got nowhere to go.”

“Nowhere?” Wraith laughed, the distorted voice seeming to go lower, “I’ve got everywhere to go! Up,
down, sideways! And you can’t stop me, baby!”

He held out his hands as he spoke, gesturing around him, “You. Can’t. Stop. Me.”

“Bite me.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

You growled, lunging at him and tackling him around his middle. The two of you fell onto the roof,
rolling over the top of each other as you tried to draw the knife that was tucked against your thigh.
Wraith grabbed your wrist as you did and hit your hand against the roof. The knife slipped through
your fingers, dropping to the tracks below. You kicked him off of you, rolling over your shoulder to
your feet. Your shoulders rolled forward, your stance widening as your fists balled in front of you.

You were square in front of him, cutting off his route to the front of the train.

“God, I hate you,” he hissed, leaping at you.

The two of you were lost in the rhythm again, neither gaining ground nor losing ground and
completely absorbed in each other. He was stronger and faster, and he never projected his next move,
keeping you on your toes constantly. You swapped hits back and forth, ducking out of the way and
countering, switching positions on the train.

— “Stay low. Stay fast.” —

You changed your moves again, mimicking the Soldier and forcing him to his heels. You were just
about to gain the upper hand when a trio of shots rang out from behind you.

Three taps struck the back of your suit, forcing you off balance. You shrieked, tumbling off the roof
and hanging on for dear life to the edge of the train.



Wraith laughed, shaking his head and crouching down to look at you, mask-to-mask, “Looks like you
need some new friends.”

You growled in response as he tapped your helmet twice and stood, rocking from his toes to his heels
and backing away as footsteps began sprinting across the roof. Barton, Romanoff, and Rogers
appeared in your vision. Captain America jumped at Wraith, the two of them moving down the car as
Barton ran to your side and grabbed your hand. Romanoff appeared third, holstering a pistol before
reaching down to help you up.

“You shot me!” you spat at Romanoff, batting both of the assassins away, and pulled yourself back
onto the roof.

“I didn’t mean to!” She shook her head with a wince, grabbing your wrist anyway and helping you up.

“You shot me three times!”

“You two look exactly the same!” she said, scrunching her nose and biting her lip as her eyes darted
to Wraith and then back to you.

“Three times, Romanoff,” you shook your head, dusting off your suit, “Three!”

“I’m sorry!”

“Cap!” Barton yelled, his attention pulled back to the two men fighting as he drew back his bow.

Wraith caught Cap’s shield as he thrust it toward him. He tore it away from the super-soldier and
ripped it from his arm, tossing it from the train as he spun. Wraith used his momentum, turning to
back-kick Steve from the train.

The three of you darted forward, barely catching sight of Rogers being caught by Sam before he hit
the ground. The Falcon burst past you with Rogers in his arms as Clint loosed an arrow at Wraith.
Barton glanced at Nat with a nod and the two of them sprang at the masked man, leaving you behind.

You groaned, annoyed again as you watched the two work. Even with two highly trained assassins
gunning for his throat, he easily kept up with them.

Too easily.

“You idiots better have back up,” you finally said, sitting on the side of the car with your legs
dangling off the edge, “Cuz you ain’t winning.”

“Very helpful, Ghost,” Barton grunted as Wraith threw him away.

You clicked your tongue, rolling your eyes with a shake of your head and leaning back to watch the
fight unfold.

It wasn’t that you didn’t want to help them, you were more or less hoping they would wear him down.
Or, at least, distract him long enough for you to learn more about him. But he seemed to change his
fighting style every two seconds.

A hiss snaked through your teeth, your eyes flitting from the fight to the city that was now
surrounding the train. The train had long since entered Prague and the scuffle on top of it had caught
the attention of plenty of bystanders on the ground, but their attention followed the two figures that
were flying alongside it.



You frowned, your attention turning back to the two assassins and mystery soldier. Wraith kicked
Natasha away, grabbing Clint by the back of his suit and picking him up easily.

“Stark,” you hummed, sitting back and continuing to watch, “You have an incoming package.”

The masked man tossed Clint away, off the train, before moving on to Natasha.

“Got it,” Stark said, rolling through the air and grabbing Clint, “How’s it hanging, Katniss?”

“Screw you, Stark.”

“Ghost,” Natasha choked, ripping your attention away from the Iron Man suit that soared away with
the Archer. Wraith had her in a chokehold, priming to throw her off the train too, “A little help.”

You sprang to your feet, moving quickly across the train and grabbing Wraith from behind. Holding
him steady, Natasha hit him in the gut until he released her. You spun, adjusting your hold and
throwing him over your shoulder. He fell to his back with a groan, kicking you away before you could
pin him and rolling to his stomach.

“Stay down,” Natasha warned, pulling her pistol and holding steady on him. He chuckled, slowly
working his way to his feet anyway.

“You know, I’ve always wanted to meet you,” he crooned, raising his hands, “I’m a big fan, really, I
am.”

“Don’t care,” Natasha shook her head.

“Liked you better when you worked with Dreykov, though,” he continued, “This Avengers business
has made you soft.”

“Again,” she sighed, “I don’t care.”

Wraith scoffed, eyeing the weapon in her hand before leaping at her. The pistol went off, the bullet
bouncing off his suit. He moved like it hadn’t even hit him. He pushed her away before darting across
the roof and the train began to slow. The sudden change in speed caught you off guard and you looked
up.

The train had begun to pull into a station. A pair of rounded glass roofs encased and welcomed the
tracks to the platform that then bled into an Art Nouveau facade.

As you came upon the station, Wraith took a flying leap. Pulling himself onto the glass roof and
darting across it.

“Damn it.” you seethed, turning to Natasha with a frown.

“We’ll take him together,” she said, prepping herself for the jump to the roof.

“Nah.” You shook your head, “I’ve got this.”

You shoved her off the roof and into Vision, who was still floating next to the train. He caught her but
the impact knocked him off balance, sending the two of them twisting through the air and giving you
enough time to jump onto the station.

“Awww,” Wraith sighed, watching as Vision and Natasha hit the ground, “I liked her. Bring her back.”



You growled, stalking across the roof toward him. He backed away, leading you further up and onto
the glass.

“This is between you and me,” you said, your eyes darting over his form and trying to remember what
weapons you still had on you, “Keep them out of it.”

“Alright, alright,” he huffed, sounding annoyed, “I’ll keep them outta it. But let’s play with some
other pieces, hm? How about some collateral damage? Civilians, perhaps?”

He pulled a pistol from behind his back and fired two shots into the glass. It shattered under his feet,
sending him plunging into the station and to the platform below.

Bucky sighed, leaning against the wall and watching as a sea of people exited the train; going about
their day, completely unaware that they were walking past a wanted man. He eased back, relaxing as
the sun from the glass roof shifted toward him.

He’d had a good day, so far. After walking past that little cafe on the corner, he’d decided to double-
back and get some breakfast. From the cafe, he’d watched as a party started at the museum across the
way. Fancy cars and fancy dresses and fancy people. Piquing his interest, but not enough to stick his
nose into it.

He’d left soon after, ducking away from the glamor and into the security of an alley. He made his way
back to the train station, walking through the Art Nouveau building and finding himself on the
station’s platform. Now, he faced a decision. Where did he want to go?

Slovakia, Austria, Hungary...Russia…

— Grey doors with red stars. Five soldiers, stronger than him. Faster than him. —

Nope. Bad idea.

He shook off the cold shudder that ran through his body with a blink, turning his attention back to the
people that were swarming around the platform.

An elderly couple with canes, still walking hand in hand. A pair of businessmen sharing a laugh and
sipping afternoon coffee. A mother with three children, one on her hip, the other clinging to her leg
and babbling nonsense, and the third staring at him sheepishly.

Bucky offered a soft smile and the child grinned back, showing off her missing front teeth. He
chuckled lightly to himself as the child hid her face in the small of her mother’s back. His smile
widened, and he found himself thumbing (F/N)’s picture again.

The corners were bending in on themselves and the edges were beginning to tatter, but he couldn’t
bring himself to leave it in his notebook yet. Just looking at it—at her—had a calming effect on
him...while simultaneously making his heart flutter.

His heart ached slightly as he flicked the picture through his fingers and leaned against the wall, still
trying to figure out where he was going to go next.

Maybe Switzerland. That sounded nice.

His thoughts were interrupted by a pair of gunshots followed by the shattering of glass. Bucky jumped
off the wall, ready to make a run for it when a black-clad figure fell onto the platform.



For a split second, he thought the man was there for him and Bucky froze in his tracks, panic over
taking his body. But the masked man didn’t even acknowledge him. Instead, as screams began to rise
through the platform and people began to scatter, he raised his pistol at the young mother and her
children.

Bucky leaped forward, stepping between the man and the mother. He brought his metal arm in front
of him as the man fired four shots. As bullets glanced off his arm he reached behind him and grabbed
the woman, keeping her and her children shielded.

After the four shots, the man cocked his head to the side and lowered his weapon.

“Běžte! Zmizte odsud!” Bucky commanded, pushing away the mother. Go! Get out of here!

A low, huffed scoff echoed from his mask as he took Bucky in. Bucky’s jaw clenched, his eyes
narrowing as he stared down the masked man and held his ground.

“Well, well, well,” a mechanical voice boomed over the hysterical crowd, “Look at you. Playing hero.
How’s that feel? Hm?”

Bucky didn’t answer, his brows furrowing as he set down his duffel bag and shrugged off his
backpack.

“Let’s see how good you are at it,” the man shrugged, raising his weapon again. Bucky braced for the
onslaught of bullets, ready for them to come hurtling at him, but they didn’t.

The shadow turned, pointing the pistol at the little old couple that was trying frantically to get away.
As his finger slipped onto the trigger, Bucky ran at him. He tackled him, sending both of them sliding
across the platform and knocking away the pistol.

The man grunted, kicking him away and rolling over his shoulder to his feet. Bucky stood slowly,
taking in the masked man and bringing his fists in front of him. His metal arm calibrated with a sharp,
menacing click; the plates shifted in preparation for the fight. Before he could lunge at him again, a
rain of glass came from above, showering the man in shards and a second black-clad figure appeared.

The first figure hesitated, backing away from the second as it landed.

The second fell into a crouch, his masked head slowly looking up to glare into the first. Bucky forced
a breath, studying the second figure as he returned to his feet. Sleek armor, black mesh, and a helmet
that disguised the wearer.

And spray-painted across the side of the helmet:

Ghost.

“Wraith, that’s enough,” Ghost snarled, bending over to pick up the gun that had clattered across the
floor. He checked the chamber, counting rounds, before stuffing the weapon into a holster at his side.

He looked back up to Wraith before catching sight of Bucky behind him. Ghost’s posture shifted
slightly, caught off guard by his presence.

“Old friends?” Wraith sang, noticing the change in Ghost, “Maybe I should leave you two to catch up.
How long has it been since you’ve seen each other? Iraq, maybe?”

“Dude, you need to shut the fuck up,” Ghost snapped, “Before I shut you the fuck up.”



“Oh, you’re no fun,” he pouted.

“One more word outta you, and I’ll help him,” Bucky growled, circling Wraith as Ghost did the same.
He peered over Wraith’s shoulder and nodded to Ghost.

“One.”

They flew at Wraith together.

They worked in unison; Ghost throwing combinations before backing off and letting him launch some
too. Wraith tried to counter, getting Bucky on his heels for only a moment before Ghost bumped his
shoulder. He rolled around Bucky's back, kicking Wraith away from him and creating enough
separation for him to collect himself.

Ghost planted his foot, pivoting around and back kicking Wraith away again. Bucky ducked under his
shoulder and continued pushing him back, away from the crowd as people continued to evacuate the
station.

Wraith stutter-stepped backward, moving out of the way of hits before drawing his secondary pistol
from behind his back. Bucky froze, raising his arm in front of him again as Wraith moved to pull the
trigger. He winced, his eyes closing in preparation for the gunfire but an arm wrapped around his
waist and shoved him to the ground.

Bucky’s eyes flicked to Ghost as he was thrown out of the way. Ghost turned mid-air, Wraith’s stolen
pistol held in both hands as he fell. He fired at the other masked man, hitting the floor and sliding
across it before rolling over his shoulder and to his feet.

“I was wrong,” Wraith hissed, holding a hand to his side, “You’re not rusty at all. You just needed
your partner.”

Bucky frowned, pushing himself up and glancing between the two. He backed away as they glared at
each other for a moment, the pandemonium around them continuing in the distance as the trains in the
terminal began moving and sirens sounded in the distance.

Bucky’s head flicked to the sound, eyeing his bags and then the two masked figures.

“But, you’re right, enough’s enough.” Wraith shrugged, backing away from Ghost and toward a
moving train, “Catch ya later, Ghostie.”

Wraith took off toward the train, jumping onto one of the cars and pulling himself up. Bucky glanced
at Ghost.

“Go!” Ghost ordered, pointing toward one of the exits, “Back exit. Now!”

He nodded, snatching both his bags from the ground and sprinting toward the exit as Ghost went the
other way. Bucky stopped at the door, glancing back and barely catching a glimpse of the soldier
leaping to the train before disappearing.

He slipped through the door just as a man with a red, white, and blue shield appeared from the main
entrance.

Bucky threw both his bags over his shoulder, moving quickly through the crowds outside the station
and pulling his cap over his face. He adjusted his bags, reaching in his pocket to find...nothing.



His steps faltered, realizing that the scrap of paper was gone. That her picture was gone. Bucky spun
around, just about to run back into the station to find it when an Iron Man suit went buzzing past him.

His heart dropped as he sank back into an alley, empty-handed.

“You better hope he runs fast,” Wraith called, moving quickly down the train as you followed him.
The instant you got within arm's reach he turned on you, smacking away your hand and pouncing at
you.

You backed away, avoiding an incoming fist and continuing to shuffle backward as he advanced.

“He will,” you said, bringing your fists in front of you, “You’re never going to find him.”

“We’ll see.”

Wraith flew at you, moving faster than you’d ever seen him move. You ducked out of the way, rolling
over his back and kicking him on his way past. He snapped around, throwing a combination of blows
with a growl. For a moment, it was like you went back in time.

— The two of you moved in perfect rhythm from defense to offense. —

— “Good,” Weston hummed, a hint of a smile on his face as he puffed on his cigar and continued to
watch. —

He swung around, hooking your knee with your foot and shoving you to the ground. As he moved in
to tackle you, you brought your knees up to your chest and kicked him away. You rolled toward the
side of the train, in between two cars. You grabbed onto a metal bar to stop yourself from going over
the edge.

The train was moving quickly out of Prague. There was a mountain on one side of you. A river on the
other. And you were looking at the tracks in between the carriages.

Wraith grabbed you, rolling you to your back and pinning you down to the edge of the roof. He
snatched your collar and knocked your head against the floor, your helmet took the brunt of the hit.
You slapped his arms away, capturing his wrists and pulling him toward you.

Your feet connected with his chest again and you kicked him over the top of you. Wraith flew over the
gap in the cars, landing on the other and sliding down it. Hopping to your feet you cleared the gap and
went hurtling toward him, bounding across the car and pressing punches into his stomach as he
returned to his feet.

He held his hands in front of him, protecting his face as you focused your attacks on his helmet. You
swore you could see his eyes behind the visor, staring coldly into you. He grabbed one of your wrists,
prying it away from his face.

“Did you know he has code words?” Wraith asked, grunting slightly as he struggled to move your arm
before you delivered another blow.

“What are you talking about?”

“Words. Trigger words.” He backed out of the way, bringing his arms up to shield himself again, “To
activate the soldier.”



You didn’t answer, not stopping your assault.

“You better hope I don’t find him,” he growled, “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll
send him after you and all your little friends. And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long
enough for him to watch me kill you.”

A breath stuttered out of your chest causing a hesitated blow. He caught your wrist, you could feel the
smug smirk stretching across his face even if you couldn’t see it.

“You’re so fuckin’ pathetic when you’re in love,” he snarled, his grip tightening on your wrist and
pulling you toward him, “Fuckin’ useless.”

He kicked you in the stomach and kept a firm hold on your wrist as he spun, he threw you over his
shoulder and tossed you off the train. A shriek left your lips as you plummeted toward the river below
and you braced for the impact.

Before you hit, a black streak came shooting through your peripheral and smooth metal collided with
your back.

“I’d hold on, if I were you,” Boone’s voice rang through your ears.

“Hang on to what?” you snapped, rolling over and scrambling to grab onto something...anything.

“Ah, right, we haven’t put handles on it yet,” Duke mumbled as you continued to claw at the metal,
“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

You rolled to your stomach, finally getting a good grip on the edge as your feet dangled into the air,
“If you don’t have fuckin’ handles on it, why the fuck did you send it?”

“Well,” Boone started as the flying contraption banked along the river before heading back into
Prague, “You’re supposed to stand on it.”

“How?”

“With these special boots…” Duke trailed off, before whispering to Boone, “Ghost isn’t wearing the
boots.”

“I knew we forgot somethin’.”

“I hate you both,” you growled, adjusting your grip and pulling yourself further onto the thing, “Get
me down from here.”

“Working on it."

You glanced back, searching for Wraith. His darkened figure grew smaller, flashing away on the train
and disappearing on the horizon.

"Fuck," you sighed, knocking your helmet against the smooth metal.

The one thing you didn’t want to happen happened, Wraith got away. And it was so much worse than
you anticipated. He’d seen Bucky. He knew he was in Prague. And…

— “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after you and all your little friends.
And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to watch me kill you.” —



You shook Wraith's malicious voice from your head, closing your eyes as the glider dipped and you
lost your grip before correcting it.

But that was a bad idea. The instant you closed your eyes, all you could see was Bucky. And the look
on his face when you landed in front of him. You’d never seen that look.

He was terrified.

The moment he locked eyes with Ghost, his face fell. The glare he had sent into Wraith dissolved into
absolute dread and he flinched back in fear.

Your eyes snapped open and you shook your head, relieving yourself of the image as the glider began
to descend.

A shaky breath left your lips as your feet hit the ground and Duke’s hand was on your back, holding
you steady. Your legs were shaky and you used him to keep yourself standing.

The glider had landed on the top of the apartment building you had started at, Zoom’s jet waiting for
you across the roof.

“You good?” Duke murmured, throwing your arm over his shoulder as you found your balance.

“I think so.”

“Takes a little getting used to, doesn’t it?” Boone drawled, coming up from behind you and patting
the glider lovingly. Its engines hummed as she lifted it and it hovered toward the jet.

You nodded, leaning on Duke and watching as it mounted up into the bottom of the aircraft, “What do
you call it?”

“Icarus,” Boone said, tapping her tablet as the glider blended seamlessly into the jet, “It’s a prototype.
I’m kinda surprised it didn’t bug out.”

"And you sent it anyway?" you scoffed with a shake of your head.

"Avengers were busy with the station you destroyed and I wasn't gonna get between you and Ghost
Junior."

"First of all, I didn't destroy the station. Second, don't call him Ghost Junior.”

Boone shrugged and leaned back against the jet as you patted Duke on the shoulder, finally finding
your balance.

“I ever tell you, you’re an idiot?” he asked softly, placing a hand on your back as you took a wobbly
step.

“Only a couple of times,” you chuckled, playfully swatting away his hand. Another drone of engines
caught your attention as the Avengers’ Quinjet touched down on the other side of the roof.

Your smile wavered as the ramp lowered and Captain America, followed by the rest of his team
stepped out. As he approached you, Vision, Tony, and Sam landed on the roof behind them.

“Rumlow got away,” Steve said with a frown.



You sighed, stiffly shrugging your shoulders, “So did Wraith.”

“Well,” Tony scoffed, his mechanical voice shifting as his helmet folded back to reveal his face, “One
outta three isn't too bad.”

Sam’s wings folded in as he stepped toward you, case in hand. Boone pushed off the jet and took the
case from him.

She popped open the case, scanning it with her tablet before nodding, “That’s them alright. Let’s get
these somewhere safe.”

She tossed the case to you and you handed it back to Sam.

“If you don’t mind returning them, we’ll be on our way,” you said as he took back the case.

Sam cocked his head to the side, “So what? That’s it? Just in and out?”

“That’s the way we roll.” Duke rested his elbow on your shoulder with a nonchalant nod, “Zoomie,
prime the engines. Let's get outta here.”

You scoffed as he drummed his fingers on your helmet and walked toward the Daedalus jet.

“Thanks for the help,” you chuckled, taking a step toward the Avengers, “You were actually pretty
useful.”

“Didn’t screw it up too much?” Barton asked, quirking a brow.

“Not this time.”

Barton snickered, grabbing both the twins by the shoulder and spinning them around toward the
Quinjet. The rest of the Avengers followed suit, save for Natasha and Steve.

“Hey.” Romanoff took a hesitant step forward, staring intently into the ground before shifting her
gaze to you, “I’m sorry.”

“For shooting me?” you hummed, folding your hands behind your back and rolling from your heels to
your toes, “I mean, they were a pretty decent shots.”

She sighed, biting her lip, “For Paris. And for shooting you.”

She held out a hand, offering peace, and you took it.

“Apology accepted.”

Natasha smiled, not like she smiled in Paris. Not like the femme fatale she had been when she was
trying to seduce Ghost. No. A real smile. Soft and almost sweet, but still deadly.

As she stepped away, Steve spoke up, “We gonna see you around?”

You clicked your tongue, backing away to your awaiting jet, “I’m sure we’ll be in touch.”

He nodded, giving you a small salute before walking up the ramp of the Quinjet and you into
Daedalus.



“Alright, boss,” Duke said, slipping off his helmet with a content sigh as he flopped into a chair,
“Let’s go home.

“No,” you shook your head, “I’ve got something else I’ve got to do before we leave. Boone, track
down Barnes for me.”

Steve leaned back in his seat as the Quinjet lifted off from the roof, he closed his eyes with a frown.
He hummed a sigh, his brows creasing into a deep V.

The way Ghost moved… How fast he was…

“What’s wrong, Cap?” Clint asked, plopping into the seat next to him.

“Ghost,” Steve groaned, rubbing his temples without opening his eyes, “In that fight with Wraith. Did
you see how he moved?”

“Like the Terminator.” Tony moved through the cabin with an Arc Reactor in one hand and a
screwdriver in the other, “It was kinda scary.”

Steve cracked open an eye, just enough for Tony to see him roll them and he shook his head, “He
moved like the Winter Soldier.”

The entire jet seemed to still as heads flicked to him. He opened his eyes fully, leaning forward to rest
his elbows on his knees and staring intently into the floor, “Like Bucky did in DC. Just like he did in
DC.”

It was Sam that broke the silence, “You don’t think Ghost knows where he is…”

“I think he knows more than he’s telling us.” Steve’s jaw tightened as he ran his fingers through his
hair.

Tony clicked his tongue, tossing the reactor carelessly over his shoulder, “Maybe it’s time we started
digging.”

He raised a brow, turning to Natasha with a playful grin.

“Don’t look at me.” She shook her head, raising a finger and wiggling it back and forth, “I just got on
good terms with the guy. I’m gonna follow his advice, like he told us to in Paris, and stay the hell out
of his way. You’re on your own.”

Tony's gaze turned to Clint, pointing at him with the screwdriver.

“Same here. Don’t even think about it.”

Stark frowned, his eyes narrowing as he spun to look at the twins. The two shook their heads in
unison.

“I’m smarter than that,” Pietro said, wincing as Wanda elbowed him.

“We’re smarter than that,” she deadpanned.

With an exasperated huff, Tony rolled his head back and twisted in his chair back to Natasha, “What’s
going on, Romanoff? Why are you so scared? What happened in Paris was a long time ago.”



“It’s not about Paris,” Clint stepped in, eyeing her.

Tony’s jaw cocked to the side, his lips pursing as he glanced at Steve and then the assassins.

“Romanoff,” Steve said, gesturing for her to continue.

The two stayed quiet, staring into each other and having a silent conversation before Natasha nodded,
“It’s a long story. But it starts in Dubai.”

“That went rather well, hm?” Novak hummed, pushing his glasses up his hooked nose and leaning
back on the park bench he was sitting on. His cold, black eyes followed the people that flocked the
streets.

“Just as we planned,” Wraith said, reclining against a tree and gently rubbing circles into his side,
“Just as predicted. They’ve got the case and we’re in her head.”

“Indeed.” The Doctor nodded, but a curious look crossed his features, “But she almost beat you.”

“She started fighting like Barnes, threw me for a loop.”

“No, my dear, dear, boy,” Novak chuckled, shaking his head. He removed his glasses, pulling a cloth
from the inside pocket of his suit and beginning to clean the lenses, “She didn’t.”

“What do you mean?” Wraith scoffed, shoving hair from his face, “She moved just like him.”

“She didn’t move like Sergeant Barnes. She didn’t ask herself what Bucky Barnes would do in that
situation. No. She wanted to kill you. So she asked herself what the Winter Soldier would do. And she
did it. She could have finished you, then and there.”

Wraith sighed, “It won’t happen again.”

“I know.”

“Wraith!” a snarling snap came from across the park. A pair of men crossed through the grass, coming
to a stop before they reached Novak.

“You promised me—” Rumlow started before Wraith held up an unconcerned hand, silencing him.

“Revenge against Captain America,” Wraith mocked with a roll of his eyes, “I know, I know. You’ll
get it, my friend...in Lagos.”

The empty feeling in Bucky’s stomach seemed to grow with every step he trudged. He’d made it from
the inner city of Prague, to the outskirts and then, to an old dirt road. He’d found himself back in the
countryside and moving east with the sun on his back. It was beginning to set, but he had no intent on
stopping. He had to get as far away from Prague as possible.

As much as it worried him that Steve had been there, it worried him more that Ghost had appeared.
But he was also confused.

Why had Ghost let him go? And what did Wraith mean by them being partners?



He frowned, his hand instinctively feeling around his pocket but finding nothing. Bucky sighed,
hugging his duffel bag against his chest and continuing down the road.

A light breeze swirled through the air, picking up dust and leaves as the sun began to cast long
shadows and he approached a fence that ran across the road. As he reached up to unlatch the gate he
froze, a shadow moved in his peripheral.

His head snapped in the direction and he found the silhouette of a black-clad figure. For a moment, he
thought the dark frame belonged to Wraith, but spray-painted across the helmet was…

Ghost.

His head cocked to the side, confused.

Ghost was perched atop the wooden fence, swinging his feet and looking off into the horizon. Bucky's
hands left the gate and he took a hesitant step along the fence, leaving the dirt road and stepping into
the grass.

The brush crunched under his feet but Ghost didn’t move, he held his gaze steady. Bucky’s eyes
narrowed as he neared the masked soldier, finally coming to a stop next to him and leaning against the
fence. Off in the distance, he could hear the faint drone of a jet engine and see the top of the craft.

“Hi.” Ghost broke the silence, swinging his legs back and forth almost playfully.

“Hi,” Bucky said, dropping his bags and eyeing the soldier.

“You remember me?” the deep voice hummed.

"You're hard to forget."

The soldier hummed to himself, a low breath sounding through his helmet, "You alright?"

He nodded, licking his lips as his gaze flicked between Ghost and the jet, wondering what the soldier
was here for and debating whether or not he should calculate an escape route.

Ghost sighed, finally looking at him, “I wanted to say thank you.”

Bucky quirked a brow, surprised, as Ghost hopped down from the fence and stood on the opposite
side as him.

“Wraith was a little more than I could handle, you saved my ass,” he continued, rocking to his heels,
“And I...uh..wanted to return this.”

Ghost reached into his pocket, fumbling around before producing a small scrap of paper. Bucky’s eyes
lit up as he handed it to him.

(F/N)’s picture.

“You dropped it in the fight. Thought you might want it back.”

The smallest smile painted itself on his face as he took the picture back into his possession. The
beautiful blue dress that fell softly off her shoulder, and that perfect smile on that perfect face.



“Thank you,” he managed to breathe, rolling the picture through his fingers and stuffing it into his
pocket. He needed to get it into a safer spot.

“She’s cute—” Ghost commented offhandedly. Bucky cut him off with a glare.

“She’s beautiful. And she’s mine.” the words tumbled from his lips with a snarl before he could stop
them.

The soldier paused for a moment, taken aback, before he chuckled and relaxed, raising his hands,
“You’re a lucky man.”

Bucky nodded lightly with a shrug as Ghost bounced to his toes and began backing away, “Well, good
luck.”

“Wait, why?” Bucky blinked as the masked man continued on his way.

“Why what?” he called over his shoulder.

“Why are you letting me go?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“I’m wanted all over the world,” Bucky said, snatching his bags and jumping the fence to keep pace
with the Ghost.

“And you think I'm not?” Ghost asked, “I’ve killed someone on every continent. Almost every
country.”

“Yeah, but, I’m the Winter Soldier.”

“And they call me the Ghost,” he sighed, stopping in his tracks and waiting for him to catch up,
“What’s your point?”

Bucky sighed with a shrug, the look on his face making Ghost chuckle as he continued on his way.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I owe you,” Ghost said, hopping on top of, then off, a rock.

“For what?” Bucky scoffed as Ghost’s jet came into sight. There were two more uniformed soldiers in
masks at the base of the jet, waiting for Ghost’s return.

“Don’t worry about it. Just take care of yourself, Soldier B—” Ghost paused quickly, cutting himself
off before Bucky could register what he said. He shook his head and corrected himself, “Take care of
yourself, Sergeant Barnes.”

The soldier began making his way down the hill, signaling to his soldiers and they disappeared into
the jet.

A wave of relief flooded over him as the soldier strode away and he just managed to relax back.

“Ghost! Thank you,” Bucky called after him, hoping he could hear him over the jet's engines.

“Stay outta trouble,” Ghost warned, turning to him and continuing down the hill backward, “I don’t
wanna be the one that has to hunt down your sorry ass.”



Bucky nodded, turning back to the road and watching as the masked soldier vanished into the jet and
it lifted off, leaving him in silence with the cool breeze that wafted through the meadow. He shoved
his hand back into his pocket, feeling that familiar and comforting piece of paper that was back where
it belonged.

With him.

The ramp closed behind you, wheezing shut with a purr of hydraulics. You tugged off your helmet,
taking a deep sigh as you breathed fresh air for the first time in what felt like years. You tossed it to
Boone as you made your way across the cabin, slipping off your gloves and slicking back the sweat-
drenched hair that stuck to your forehead.

— “I'm named after the legend.” —

“Ready for takeoff, ma’am,” Jesse said from the cockpit, flipping a series of switches and waiting for
your command.

— “But you know the thing about fists? There’s always two. And considering you’ve made the other
disappear, we’re in the market for another.” —

You nodded to Duke before turning on your heel and calling over your shoulder to Boone, “Get the
Senator on the line. Now.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” She gave you a curt nod, sliding into a computer terminal and bringing the
screen to life.

— “Take off the mask, (F/N). And I’ll take off mine.” —

“Let’s get outta here,” Duke said as you ripped off your ballistic vest and tossed it onto a seat, “Zoom,
take us up.”

You groaned as you kicked off your shoes, finally feeling a rush of soreness wash through your body.

— “Always were overly reckless. Reckless with authority issues. And you were still Weston’s fuckin’
favorite.” —

“You good, Cap?” Raffa asked, looking up from his chair as you rolled your shoulders, “It’s
procedure for a med evaluation after a mission.”

— “You haven’t changed a bit!” —

You waved him off, “Just sore. You can look at me after my call, Raf.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

— “I was wrong. You’re not rusty at all. You just needed your partner.” —

“Senator Johnson is on screen in the Command Center,” Boone piped up, gesturing to the room on the
side of the cabin. The door slid open silently and you took a quick step in, stretching your neck as it
closed behind you.

The screen above the holotable switched on, showing Turner’s face as you stiffly slid into a seat in
front of it. Turner had a small grin on his face, looking almost proud.



— “You better hope I don’t find him. I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after
you and all your little friends. And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to
watch me kill you.” —

“Congratulations on getting the codes—” Turner trailed off with a blink, finally looking you over,
“What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a...ghost.”

“We need to talk,” you said, groaning as Wraith’s voice swirled through your head.

“What happened?”

“I know who Wraith is.”

Turner’s face darkened, his eyes searching yours.

— “You’re so fuckin’ pathetic when you’re in love.” —

“It’s Danny.”

Chapter End Notes

“Look at you. Playing hero. How’s that feel? Hm?” 

Ayyyyy

If I ever have to write another fight scene I swear to ... *looks at notes for next chapter* *narrows eyes* *realizes what next
chapter is* *sighs* ... Damn it

that was a long one my dudes, hope i didn't lose any of ya

lemme know what you thought!!



Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •
#wraith_revealed ... ?

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


Flashback : The Devil in Dubai

Chapter Summary

“Listen, girlie, we can’t fuck this one up. Get in, get the job done, and make it clean.”

He spoke barely above a whisper, careful that you were the only one to hear.

Your brows furrowed, “Commander?”

“Something is going on, (F/N).” He downed his drink in a single gulp, slamming down the glass
on the table next to you. You flinched into your glass, hiding it by taking a quick swig.

“Sir?”

“Kabul, Cartagena, Paris, Tokyo, here...it’s all connected somehow.” he lowered his voice,
staring directly into your eyes as your heart stalled, “We have to contain this.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I need your eyes, (F/N). I need your head, the way you think,” he said, standing from his chair,
“Figure it out.”
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Be wary around your enemy once, and your friend a thousand times. A double-crossing friend knows
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Watercolor oranges and pinks flowed across the sky, bouncing off clouds that floated along the
skyline before cascading into deep blues and purples. The towers of the city glittered as the sun broke
the horizon, sending warm rays floating in on the cool sea breeze. The sound of the city below was
muffled under the clouds that licked up the tower, stopping just below the penthouse you were staying
in.

The only noise on the roof was a pair of grunts that sounded every so often and the soft tapping of
fingers across a keyboard in the corner of the balcony, on the other side of the pool.

You ducked under a punch from Danny, stepping around him and raising your fists. He grinned as he
spun to look you over before quickly advancing. You threw a punch and he caught it. He pulled you
into him, spinning you around before hooking his foot around your knee and it gave out.

“You're pulling your punches again," you said, peering up at Danny through your lashes as he forced
you to your knees, a scowl painted on your face. "How am I supposed to get better if you don't give
me everything you've got?"

He scoffed, shaking his head and twisting your arm, earning himself a groan. He leaned down, his lips
brushing your ear, "Can't teach you all my tricks, amor...then I'd never get to see you like this."

You scoffed, sweeping your leg behind you and knocking him from his feet. He landed on his back
and you rolled over to him, pinning him to the ground.

"Actually,” he grinned, patting your thighs as you straddled him, “I think I like this better."

"You're ridiculous."

“You’re both gross,” Ollie called from where he sat watching you, “Get a room.”

Danny chuckled lightly as you let him go and moved to pull him to his feet, “Shall we?”

“Absolutely not,” Turner said as he appeared from the sliding glass door with a tray of breakfast,
“You two stay where we can see you. No more funny business.”

Ollie’s face stretched to a grimace, “Ew.”

You rolled your eyes as you approached the table he was sitting at and Turner set the food down.
Plopping down into the seat, you grabbed an orange from the tray and propped your feet onto the
table. Turner shook his head as he went by, grabbing your ankles and tossing them to the ground. You
sent him a glare which he returned by sticking his tongue out at you.

“¿Y tú, Rojo?” Danny asked, glancing at Ollie and ruffling his hair as he went by. What about you,
Red?

“What?”

“How’s about we teach you a thing or two?” The Spaniard grinned, shadowboxing with himself with
a wink. Oliver raised a brow and Danny stopped with a shrug, leaning against the railing and looking
out over what little of the city was appearing through the clouds as he undid his hand wraps.

“No, thank you,” Ollie shook his head, “I’m perfectly fine not getting the shit beat out of me.”

Danny scoffed, shaking his head as he pushed off the railing and plucked a pastry from the tray. He
was about to sit next to you when his phone went off.



“What do you got?” you asked as a frown replaced his grin.

The pastry was hanging out of his mouth as he sent a reply before looking back up at you, “Looks like
my guy has somethin’ for us. I’ll be back.”

You nodded with a small smile as he kissed your temple before slipping back into the penthouse.

It seemed like Danny knew someone everywhere you went. Weston needed information? Danny knew
a guy.

And, this time, the team needed information more than ever.

With Las Serpiente Blanca still reeling from the damage the boys had caused in Colombia, rebel
armies and terrorists were looking for a new weapons seller.

And they’d found one.

According to the Commander’s sources, they were buying from an independent arms dealer. The
issue? They didn’t know which one.

But they called him the Merchant of Death.

Terrible nickname but it had a hell of a ring to it.

Even with Oliver digging into every database he could, there was no evidence that any weapons were
being sold under the table. But then, how were the terrorists getting them?

That’s where Danny’s informants came into play.

He had eyes everywhere, and they watched whatever he wanted them to. At the moment, they were
focused on every arms dealer in the world.

The good news? There was one of interest in Dubai. And he was going to be there all week.

Alexander Davies. A billionaire from Cambridge. Made his money in the weapons trade, selling to
the highest bidder.

You knew he was in Dubai, you just had to find an opening. Luckily, Danny was working on it.

You chewed on your lip, leaning precariously back in your seat before the glass door opened again.
Your head flicked toward the movement.

Commander Weston swept through the opening and a cloud of smoke, “Where’s Gonzalez?”

“His informant finally got something,” you said, tossing the leftover orange peel onto the table.

“Good.” Weston nodded, striding across the roof and gazing out over the city, “Everything’s ready?”

“We’re ready. Just need a way to get to the target.”

“Ya know, that’s why you’re my favorite, (L/N).” He finally sat down at the table, rolling his cigar
through his fingers before taking another drag.

A low laugh huffed through your nose as you sent a pointed wink to Turner. He rolled his eyes,
flicking a grape stem at you as the door opened again.



“¡Oye!” Danny called from inside the penthouse, his silhouette becoming visible through the door,
“¡Tengo un tiempo y un lugar!” I’ve got a time and a place.

The Commander turned in his seat as Danny moved to perch on the back of yours, “What do you
got?”

“Party on the other side of the city.” He gestured out into the skyline before reaching into his pocket
and tossing a packet of papers to Weston.

“Blueprints of the building.” He puffed on his cigar with a curt nod, his eyes flicking over the paper
before sliding them to Oliver, “That’s why he’s my other favorite.”

Danny hummed, a mischievous grin spreading across his face.

“Looks like there’s only security cameras in the public access areas of the building. The apartments
and private entrances don’t have anything,” Oliver said, skimming through the papers and handing
them to Turner, “We’ll be going in blind.”

“You’ll figure something out.” Turner poured himself a glass of water, watching as Danny almost
tipped over your chair, with you in it. You smacked him upside the head and he slid into his own.
Turner scoffed, taking a glance at the plans before whipping them across the table to you as Danny
rubbed the back of his head.

You crossed your legs, one over the other, leaning forward to rest your elbows on the table and taking
in the plans in front of you.

They weren’t simple, that was for sure, but they weren’t the most complicated thing you’d ever seen.
It was a luxury apartment building, the higher up the apartment, the more lavish.

And this one was two floors from the top. It came equipped with six bedrooms, two living rooms, and
a pool, along with a dazzling view of the city.

“What’s the plan, boss?” you asked, sliding the papers back to him, “We can’t go in there blind.”

“Agreed,” Turner nodded, pulling out a pencil and a pad of paper, “Wouldn’t be the stupidest thing
we’ve done, but it wouldn’t be the smartest either.”

Weston scoffed, extinguishing his cigar on a plate before looking up to the four of you, “We need
information more than anything. This time, it’s strict recon.”

He pulled another cigar from his pocket, snapping off the end before flicking out a lighter and
clicking a flame to life, “My bet is, with our luck, Davies isn’t our guy. But, where one shady
character is there’s more and they’re gonna be at the party tonight. I want faces and I want names.”

“If there’s no cameras in the apartments, how’re we gonna get IDs on any other guests?” Danny said,
his brows knitting together as he leaned back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest.

“I may have a solution,” Ollie said suddenly, pushing away from the table and reaching into his
overflowing backpack. He pulled out a pair of thick-rimmed glasses and put them on. Tapping the
glasses twice, he pressed a few buttons on his computer before turning it so you could see the screen,
“They’ve got a camera built into the lenses.”

As he spoke a live feed popped up on screen, showing you and Danny. You cocked your head to the
side as a yellow box appeared over both your faces, flashing green after a moment as it recognized



you. Your names, along with other pictures of you and last confirmed sightings appeared.

“They broadcast directly to me and Commander Weston. Anything they see, we’ll see.”

Ollie handed the glasses to Turner and turned his computer back to him.

"How do I look?" Turner asked, leaning forward to look at both you and Danny before posing. He
placed his elbow on the table, resting his chin on his fist and smiling as suave as he could, as though
he was on the cover of a magazine.

The two of you paused, your heads cocking to the side to take him in before Danny spoke, “You look
surprisingly sophisticated.”

“Nah,” you shook your head, a playful grin forming on the corner of your lips, “You look like a
politician.”

Danny held back a snorted laugh, “God help us if he ever goes into politics.”

“Very funny, guys,” Turner deadpanned.

“The country would fall apart.” Your smile dropped into a sarcastic seriousness.

“Up in smoke,” Ollie joined in, avoiding Turner’s glare by continuously typing on his laptop.

“Soldiers…” Weston tried to cut you off as Danny started up again.

“What are your policies on global warming?” he asked, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the
table, “How do you plan on saving the planet?”

“Oh my god—Gonzalez—” Turner took off the glasses, his light eyes piercing into Danny as he
pinched the bridge of his nose, "Really?"

You leaned over to Danny, whispering in his ear loud enough for the whole table to hear, “That’s an
evasion tactic, he’s already halfway to becoming a politician.”

Turner snapped, chucking a pencil at you with a growl. You caught it without a flinch, twirling it
through your fingers before tossing it back to him.

“Back on task, soldiers,” Weston chuckled, trying to hide his amusement with a deep drag of his cigar,
“Captain, Lieutenant, you’re going to the party to mingle, gather intel, and tag anybody of interest. No
engaging until we’re sure we’ve got our guy. Johnson, everyone they tag, take pictures of. Keep an
eye on Davies. Again…”

He trailed off, sending a sharp glare in your direction, “Recon only. Do not engage.”

“Aye, aye, boss,” you grumbled, knowing he was referencing Tokyo.

“Go get some rest.” He stood from his chair, nodding to each of you, “It’s gonna be a long night and I
need you all on top of your game.”

You cracked open your eyes, a deep sigh humming through your throat as you stretched and rolled
over in bed to find yourself alone. The content sigh turned to a sharp groan as you unraveled yourself
from the sheets and padded across the room to where light streamed under the bathroom door. You



pushed open the door, leaning against the frame as you took in the sight in front of you and a warm
smirk found its way to your lips.

Danny stood in front of the mirror in a light linen suit. Concentration strained across his face as he
tangled his tie in complicated knots. The instant he let go, the strip of fabric unwound itself and he
sighed. He clicked his tongue, ready to try again when he finally saw you.

“Mi amor,” he mumbled, turning to you with a pitiful, puppy dog grin, “Do you mind?”

You smiled, waltzing slowly into the bathroom and taking the satin tie in your hands. He hummed
lightly as you flipped it through your fingers, tying it in seconds before smoothing it down.

“I love you,” he breathed, his hands finding their way to your hips, “You know that?”

“That’s what you keep saying,” you smirked, straightening the tie before your eyes flicked to him.

“Marry me?”

“You already asked. I said yes, remember?”

“No, mi amor, me refiero ahora.” No, my love, I mean now.

His eyes searched yours as you chuckled, shaking your head and backing away from him. His grip on
your hips tightened, not letting you get too far, “I’m pretty sure the Commander can marry us. We can
ask…”

“You promised me we’d get married in New Eden,” you interrupted with narrowed eyes, "Then
honeymoon to Spain."

“I also promised we’d be married this time last year, look how that panned out,” he said, the puppy
dog look returning to his face, “Marry me now.”

“Daniel.” you warned, your jaw clenching.

Danny chuckled, winking at you and squeezing your hips once before he let go, “You’re cute when
you’re mad.”

“Shut up.” You rolled your eyes, shoving him away playfully and grabbing a dress that was hanging
on the back of the door, “I gotta get dressed.”

“I’m not stopping you.”

“Nuh-uh, out.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

There it was again, the dejected puppy look. It crossed his face as he slowly slunk out of the room
with a deepening frown at the corners of his mouth.

“Nice try,” you called over your shoulder. You could hear him snicker from the bedroom as you
pulled your hair into a simple bun and tugged the dress from its hanger.

It was deep maroon, almost black, and it stopped just above your knees with a slit that went halfway
up your thigh. It hugged your curves in all the right places and showed off just enough skin to keep



things interesting.

You ran your hands down the soft fabric, glancing at yourself in the mirror before leaning forward to
put in a pair of gold triangle earrings that clinked every time you moved. Reaching into your makeup
bag by the corner of the counter, you pulled out a black tactical garter and slid it up your leg. You
placed a thin butterfly knife into the holster and smoothed down the dress. Though it was tight, it
easily concealed the weapon.

A soft smirk stretched across your lips as you leaned forward to place a gold necklace around your
neck before leaving the bathroom and sliding into a pair of gold heels.

Danny’s eyes lit up as you entered the bedroom. He was sitting on the edge of the bed but sprung up
the second he saw you. A purr strummed from his throat as he circled you, the grin on his face
growing. He set his chin on your shoulder, humming lightly as he snaked his arms around your
stomach, “Mi amor, las cosas que haría para sacarte ese vestido…”

The things I would do to get you out of this dress…

“Nice try, Gonzalez,” you said, patting his hands and twirling out of his grasp, “We’ve got a job to
do.”

“You’re such a tease,” he whined, following you out of the bedroom and into the common room of the
penthouse.

You giggled, the sound echoing through the room along with the clicking of heels as you moved away
from him. He caught you again before you could make it too far, drawing you back against him.

"You look beautiful," Danny hummed, his breath tickling your ear.

"Hands off, Gonzalez," Weston barked, coming quickly around the corner, "I need you focused."

"I am focused." He rolled his eyes, wrapping his arms tighter around your waist.

"On me, not Lieutenant (L/N)." The Commander shook his head with a huff of smoke, collapsing
down on a couch.

"If you looked half as good as her, it wouldn't be a problem," Danny mumbled against the crook of
your neck."

"Daniel." You batted him away with an exasperated sigh. He returned your scolding glare with a
mischievous wink and a suggestive quirk of the brow.

“Yeah, Danny,” Turner snickered, adjusting the cuffs of his light blue suit as he rounded the corner,
“Behave.”

Johnson balanced on the edge of the coffee table, splaying out his legs as he adjusted his glasses.
They shaded his piercing eyes, only just, they still cut through everything they landed on.

“Soldiers,” Weston called, grabbing your attention as he leaned back against the leather sofa and Ollie
jogged down the stairs, “We’ve got one person of interest, I want one of your eyes on him at all times.
Any other unusual characters I want their faces and names.”

The three of you nodded simultaneously as Ollie handed him the stack of papers Danny had procured.
Weston spread them out along the wicker coffee table in front of him, “Gonzalez, Johnson, take the



blueprints for Davies’ apartment. Memorize them. (L/N), Walsh with me.”

He stood abruptly motioning for the two of you to follow him before stepping out of the room and
into the makeshift command center in his bedroom. Your eyes immediately burned as you entered his
room. Ollie sneezed quietly, rubbing his eyes and moving to the corner of the room where he had set
up some of his computers.

It was a smoke-filled haze with hints of whiskey and bourbon. You held back a cough as Weston
found a seat at his desk and poured two glasses of whiskey.

“Walsh, get me into whatever security that building has. I want control of the entire tower.” Weston
slid the glass into your waiting fingers and nodded to a chair across the room and you took it.
Swirling your drink, you crossed one leg over the other and leaned back, your earrings clinking
together as you did.

“Yes, sir.”

A series of monitors mounted to the wall sprang to life as Ollie went to work, quickly breaching their
server and worming his way through their files.

Weston dragged his chair closer to you. He sat again, placing his back toward Ollie and bending
forward to rest his elbows on his knees, “Listen, girlie, we can’t fuck this one up. Get in, get the job
done, and make it clean.”

He spoke barely above a whisper, careful that you were the only one to hear.

Your brows furrowed, “Commander?”

“Something is going on, (F/N).” He downed his drink in a single gulp, slamming down the glass on
the table next to you. You flinched into your glass, hiding it by taking a quick swig.

“Sir?”

“Kabul, Cartagena, Paris, Tokyo, here...it’s all connected somehow.” he lowered his voice, staring
directly into your eyes as your heart stalled, “We have to contain this.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I need your eyes, (F/N). I need your head, the way you think,” he said, standing from his chair,
“Figure it out.”

The party was in full swing by the time you got there, giving guests plenty of time to arrive and get
comfortable. Needless to say, it was probably the poshest party you’d ever been to. Danny, Turner,
and you entered together, analyzing the party before branching off away from each other.

“Comm check,” Danny said, moving quickly along the side of the party as you did the same.

“Blackhat here, communications up and running.”

“Outbreak ready,” Turner answered, heading directly through the center of the crowd, “Everything
looks good down here.”



“Nighthawk, on the move.” Danny passed you with a wink and a grin before turning to follow Turner
into the crowd, “All clear.”

“Ghost is go,” you murmured, plucking a flute of champagne from a tray and making one final loop
around the room. Your heels clicked quickly as you moved, blending seamlessly into the partygoers.

“Kingpin is reading you loud and clear,” Weston said, “Whos’ got eyes on the target?”

The three of your heads were on a swivel as you turned to follow Danny. He waited for you and held
out his arm. You took it without hesitation, letting him lead you into the crowd. You smiled lightly
before your eyes flicked to a man in the corner of the room. Alexander Davies.

“I’ve got eyes on the target.”

He was a large man, with long, fluffy white hair and glasses. He was wearing a suit with a bow tie and
was constantly playing with the cuffs of his jacket.

“Outbreak, get me a positive ID,” Weston ordered.

“Affirmative.” Turner tapped the glasses twice before snaking through the crowd to avoid detection
and get a better angle.

Davies was in the corner of the room, seated at a table and talking to another man.

“That’s Davies alright,” Oliver said, his light voice bounding through the comms.

You frowned, pushing away from Danny to get a better view. The second man was tall and broad and
bald, with a sinister smile that gleamed on his bearded face.

Your eyes narrowed as you took him in, “Blackhat, who’s with him?”

“Umm,” Ollie hummed over the sound of rapid keystrokes, “Looks like Obadiah Stane. Former CEO
of Stark Industries.”

“Anybody else important up there?” Danny asked, his hand suddenly on the small of your back. He
was subtly telling you to back off as you started advancing toward the table where the two men were
talking.

“Looks like we’ve got two more targets with Davies,” Oliver said, “Outbreak, we need a better
angle.”

Turner nodded, glancing back at you and Danny before moving through the crowd again.

“The one on the left is one, Ulysses Klaue. He’s a black-market arms dealer outta South Africa.”
Ollie informed you before pausing, “The other...nothing comes up.”

You backed away, retreating into the sea of people but keeping an eye on the men at the table. Though
you couldn’t see Klaue, you could see the other and your heart dropped instantly.

Business Suit Man.

In all his glory. The slicked back, greying hair. The hooked nose with glasses balancing on the tip.
And the perfectly tailored, grey business suit.



Your steps faltered as you took him in and Danny noticed.

“You recognize him?”

You froze, about to say yes, but you didn’t. You were about to tell him everything. Kabul, Cartagena,
Paris, Tokyo...but a bolt of fear shuddered through you, stopping your words in your throat.

— “And what do we call anyone that gets close to you?” —

— “A security risk, sir.” —

— “And what do we do with security risks?” —

— “Eliminate them, sir.” —

— “And if we don’t?” —

— “Then I’m the security risk, sir.” —

— “And what do we do with security risks, Lieutenant?” —

— “Eliminate them, sir.” —

You shook your head, realizing you were holding your breath, “No. Do you?”

Forcing yourself to relax back into Danny’s arms, he rested his chin on your shoulder, “No. But he
creeps me out.”

“Same,” you nodded, placing your hands over his and keeping your eyes on Business Suit Man.

“Stay on task, soldiers,” Weston said, breaking your focus, “Keep an eye on Davies, and I’ve got a
bad feeling about Stane. Blackhat, get me an ID on the man in grey.”

“Working on it.”

Danny led you through the crowd to an open table. He pulled out a chair as you took a seat, your eyes
still glued to the men. Davies and Stane were laughing together in the corner at something Klaue had
said. Business Suit Man was spinning a glass of wine through his fingers with a small smirk on his
face.

“Mi amor,” Danny murmured against your ear, “Blink.”

You flinched, quickly looking away from the men and to the table.

“You okay?” he asked as you avoided his gaze and stared into the bubbles that floated to the top of
your champagne.

You downed the rest of it in a single mouthful before answering, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.
Blackhat you got anything on him?”

“Nothing,” Walsh replied, “I hate to say it, but the guy’s a ghost.”

You winced, a grimace tugging at the corners of your mouth as you pushed away from the table.
Danny reached out to stop you, barely missing your wrist as you disappeared into the crowd.



“Ghost what are you doing?” Turner asked.

“Great question, at the moment, getting a better angle,” you couldn’t help but snap as you wound
through the crowd, your eyes returning to the men.

The other three were still chatting, but Business Suit Man’s attention was elsewhere. He was
constantly glancing at his watch and then at the three security guards on the far wall.

“Ghost, back off,” Weston warned with a threatening note in his voice.

Your steps stuttered, almost stopping but you didn’t. You kept your eyes on him.

A bodyguard moved from the corner, whispering in his ear and a dangerous smile appeared on his
face. He stood abruptly, nodding to the other three men before whipping through the party.

You didn’t realize you were following him until Weston’s voice snarled in your ear.

“Ghost, stop.”

You shook your head, slithering through Danny’s grasp yet again, “I’ve got a hunch, sir, I’m
following it.”

Before he could answer, you brushed past Turner, taking his glasses and putting them on.

“Have fun at the party, boys,” you said, watching as Business Suit Man and his three bodyguards
slipped around the corner, “I’ll be back.”

The four men exited the apartment with you hot on their tail. You kicked off your heels as you left the
carpeted apartment and to the tiled hall outside it. Your footsteps fell silently as you stalked them
down the hall before slipping behind a column.

“Blackhat, you got control of the elevators?” you asked, watching as they took one of the three in the
hall.

“Affirmative.”

“What floor are they headed to?”

“120.”

“Get me there,” you breathed, stepping in an open elevator as the doors closed.

“Working on it,” he said as the elevator began its descent. You watched as the numbers fell, growing
closer to 120 before going past it.

“Private,” you warned as the elevator stopped suddenly, jostling you inside the metal box. You held
onto one of the rails as it began going back up then back down.

“Yeah, sorry,” he muttered, “That floor’s bugging out, they’ve got it jammed. I can’t get you there.”

You sighed, biting your lips as the numbers began rising, “Can you stop at 119?”

“That I can do.”



It stopped again, smoother this time. You glanced up to the top of the elevator and stepped onto one of
the rails to balance yourself. Reaching up to the roof, you popped off one of the panels and lifted
yourself into the shaft.

“And that’s a terrible idea,” Ollie said, watching you through the glasses’ camera.

“It’s the only thing that’s gonna get me close.” You clicked your tongue, crouching down on the top of
the elevator and eyeing the door above it. Taking a deep breath you took a running leap, grasping onto
the narrow ledge of the closed doors. You pulled yourself up, grunting lightly as you placed the tips of
your toes on the ledge and leaned against the door for support.

“Can you open the door?” you hissed, trying to wedge your fingers into the door and pry it open.

“Negative,” he said, “There’s something weird about this floor.”

You rolled your eyes, reaching down and sliding your dress up to reveal the butterfly knife you had
stashed. You twirled it through your hand and jabbed it between the doors, wrenching it to the side
and sliding your fingers, then your shoulder into the gap you were able to make. Using your foot to
hold the door open, you dove out of the shaft and into the hall.

You landed on your stomach, lying flat as your eyes flicked around the darkened hall. You got up
slowly, still assessing your surroundings before turning back to the elevators. There was a small, black
device stuck to each of the three call buttons. Adjusting your grip on the knife, you pried off one of
the devices and took only a quick look at it before sticking it down the front of your dress.

“I’ve got full control of one of the elevators back,” Ollie informed you, sucking a hiss through his
teeth, “I don’t like this Ghost.”

You clicked your tongue, shrugging to yourself, “Neither do I.”

A voice and the faint glow of light at the end of the hall caught your attention. You slowly, carefully
made your way toward it, placing your back on the wall as you approached the archway. Kneeling,
you glanced around the corner and scouted the room ahead.

The apartment was smaller than Davies’ and not as fancy, but it was still a sight to behold. White
marble tile ran through the entire apartment and floor-to-ceiling windows with light linen curtains that
floated on the breeze. It seemed like a regular apartment with simple, organic decorations, save for the
far wall that was covered in grenade launchers, guns, and missiles.

“Are you guys seeing this?” you whispered, ducking back behind the corner as a shadow moved back
into the room.

“Affirmative,” Weston said, “Ghost, I think you might be onto something.”

“No shit,” you breathed, peeking back into the room. Business Suit Man and seven other men in suits
gathered around the main room, talking in hushed whispers. They were surrounded by their
bodyguards as they chatted, gesturing to the wall of weapons and then each other. Business Suit Man
was reclined in a chair with his back to you, he twirled a red pen through his fingers.

“Get me IDs on them, Blackhat,” Weston ordered.

“Affirmative.”

“Ghost, do you need backup?” Danny asked, an air of worry in the back of his voice.



“I’m good,” you hummed, slowly panning your head as Ollie identified each man in the room. They
were relaxed, completely unaware of your presence, as were their bodyguards. You flinched slightly
as they broke out into laughter and began trading cards amongst themselves.

“I’ve got names on all of them except the man in grey.”

“Try again,” Weston barked.

“Yes, sir.”

Though your eyes wandered between each of the men, your eyes were drawn back to Business Suit
Man. He was still twiddling the pen through his fingers and adjusting his glasses as they slipped off
the end of his nose. He stopped suddenly, his head snapping to the phone on the arm of his chair.

“Blackhat…” You said slowly, trailing off as he glanced at it and an anxious feeling began biting at
your stomach. A frown tugged at his profile and he looked up at his bodyguards, “Have the elevator
ready.”

“Lieutenant, what’s wrong?”

Business Suit Man glared at his bodyguards and, with unspoken words, stood quickly. The men
surrounding him fell silent and he spun around, his eyes landing directly on you.

“Hello there,” he cooed, cocking his head to the side as he adjusted his glasses.

A sheepish grin found its way to your face before you could stop it, one he returned but more
maliciously, “I’ve been made.”

Your words were chased by bullets as you rolled back into the hall and took off toward the elevators.
A cacophony of yells followed you as you dove into the elevator and the doors closed. Bullets pierced
through the metal and you pressed yourself against the wall.

"Get me outta here, Rookie," you said as the elevator began to descend.

"Working on it." As soon as the words out of his mouth, the elevator ground to a halt, "Minor issue.
They've got control of it again."

"Minor?" You rolled your eyes, ready to climb back into the elevator shaft when it started moving
again.

"It won't let me go down, but it'll let me go up."

"Get me back to the party," you snapped as the elevator rocked up and down. You braced yourself
against the wall, holding onto the railing, "Outbreak, meet me on the east wall."

“Security is mobilizing on this floor too, Ghost,” Turner warned, “They’re waiting for you.”

You groaned lightly, rolling your shoulder and spinning the knife through your fingers, “I’m ready.
Just meet me there.”

When the elevator stopped and the doors whisked open, chaos broke loose. The guards moved to
contain you as you burst into the hall, trying to stop you from interrupting Davies’ party but they
failed miserably.



You spun away from one and ducked under a swing from another before sliding down the hall on your
side.

“Sorry,” you muttered, rolling into the party and bumping into a server. The flutes of champagne he
was carrying fell to the ground and shattered, catching the attention of all the guests. The sheepish grit
of your teeth returned as you sprang back to your feet and twirled around another guard. As you spun,
you caught sight of Turner.

You took off the glasses and fished the device you found on the call buttons out of your dress. With a
flick of the wrist, you tossed both to him before darting into the crowd and creating more mayhem.

“Make a run for it, Outbreak,” you said, not daring to look back as you hurdled a table, “I’ll distract
‘em.”

“Not a good idea, Ghost.”

“Nothing I say is ever a good idea,” you shrugged, tossing a guest in front of you and into the path of
a guard, “Sorry!”

“You can say that again,” Turner breathed with a roll of his eyes, fading back into the panicking
partygoers and vanishing.

You dodged another punch from a guard, stutter-stepping back before kicking him away from you. A
grin found its way to your lips as you rolled over another table, grabbing a plate as you went. You
chucked the plate at the nearest guard, hitting him square in the face and it shattered.

“Mi amor,” Danny’s voice cut through your ears, tearing you away from the havoc you were creating,
“I think it’s time you made your exit.”

You glanced up, making eye contact with him across the room. He nodded as he stepped back into the
hall and you sprinted toward him, punching a guard in the gut and throwing a chair at another.

As soon as you stepped foot into the hall his hand was in yours, pulling you away from the fight and
toward the emergency stairs. He shoved the door open, setting off an alarm as the two of you careened
onto the landing. Your hands crashed against the railing and you leaned over, catching a brief glance
at the line of security guards that were coming up toward you.

“Can’t go down,” you muttered realizing your only option, and it wasn't a good one.

“Gotta go up.” Danny took hold of your hand again, hauling you up the stairs two by two. He glanced
at you, a devilish glimmer in his eye as he noted the concern that was sketching itself over your face,
“Don’t worry, mi amor, I’ve got a plan.”

“Of course you do,” you said, the concern growing on your face, “Is it a good one?”

“No.”

You couldn’t help but chuckle as he pushed you against the wall and broke open the door to the roof,
“How do we get ourselves into these situations?”

“We don’t,” he said, his head flicking to the sound of footsteps as they came up the stairwell, “You do.
I get us out of them.”



“Bullshit.” You rolled your eyes, throwing your butterfly knife at the man nearest to you before
Danny pulled you outside.

The fresh night air hit you like a bus. The brisk night air licked the sweat that was beading at your
forehead, quickly cooling you down. The sun had just dipped under the horizon, the sunset fading into
dark blues and purples as dim stars began to appear on the skyline.

“Name one time it wasn’t your fault.”

You held up three fingers with a huff, “Belgium, Peru, Portugal.”

He clicked his tongue in feigned annoyance, rolling his eyes with a grin, “Touché.”

You slammed the rooftop door behind you, shoving your shoulder against it as Danny grabbed a chair
and braced it against the doorknob.

“What was your plan again?” you asked, backing away from the door as it threatened to give way.
Your eyes flicked around the roof and panic began to set in.

You were on the top of a building with 130 floors. You had nowhere to go and had a group of very
angry security guards on your tail. Danny smirked, taking your hand and pulling you away from the
door.

“Do you remember when we went samba dancing in Rio?” he asked, the wind whipping his hair into
his face as he tugged you sharply across the roof, breaking into a sprint.

“No! I’ve never been to Rio!”

Danny paused, spinning around as you smacked into his chest with a grunt.

“Then who the fuck was I dancing with—”

“Daniel!”

“Right!” he started sprinting again, with you in tow, as a stream of men breached the elevator and
stairwell doors, “Just follow my lead and hang on! Just like samba!”

“That’s not a plan!” you yelled as he bent down to grab a heaping coil of rope that was piled in the
corner of the roof and tied to an A/C unit.

“No, but this is,” he said, slipping off his suit jacket to reveal a climbing harness. He tossed the rope
off the ledge, letting it unfurl in the wind as he clipped himself to the line and slipped on a pair of
gloves, “Do you trust me?”

He stepped up onto the ledge, holding out his hand to you with a smirk and a raised brow.

“Not with that look on your face,” you laughed, taking his hand.

That was a lie. You’d follow him into the jaws of death if he said he could get you out the other side.

He hauled you to his chest, kissing your forehead with a wink, “You know this is the second time this
month you've jumped off of something without any safety gear."



"I doubt it will be my last," you breathed, peeking over the edge. The height was dizzying and it made
your legs feel like jelly, even if you'd just jumped out of a plane without a parachute mere weeks
before, "You sure your line is long enough?"

"Positive," he nodded, his eyes flicking to the men that were beginning to surround you, "We gotta go,
mi amor."

You took a deep breath, hopping to wrap your legs around his waist and snaking your arms around the
back of his neck.

"I love you," he murmured against your ear, snapping the rope through his hands as he tried to hide
the air of worry that passed over his face.

"I trust you," you muttered back, adjusting your grip and burying your face into his chest.

Without another word, he jumped. The small yelp you made was muffled by the whistle of the rope
through his hands and the thumps of his feet hitting the side of the building before he jumped off
again.

“It wasn’t with you, it was with Turner!” Danny exclaimed suddenly.

“What?”

“I went samba dancing with Turner!”

You blinked, pulling away from his chest as he continued his descent, “What?”

“It’s a long story,” he said, dropping the two of you further and faster than he anticipated before
slowing down with a grunt and his legs gave out. The two of you slammed against the building,
smacking against the glass with a harsh thump. Danny groaned, finding his footing and pushing off
the building again, “It was before you joined the team.”

“Do I even wanna know?”

“Not really.”

Danny got you to the bottom of the building in record time, the friction between his gloves and the
rope throwing smoke by the time his feet hit the ground. Your bare feet hit the warm concrete as he
unhooked himself from the rope and he grabbed your hand again.

The two of you barely made it a few steps before a Land Rover tore around the corner and stopped in
front of you. The window rolled down revealing a familiar, somewhat annoyed face.

“Will you two idiots get in,” Turner flicked his head to the side, unlocking the doors as you both dove
into the backseat and the car took off in a squeal of tires.

“Did you have any trouble getting out?” Danny asked, climbing into the passenger seat and leaving
you in the back.

“No,” he said curtly, swerving around the corner before he growled, “But I do got a bone to pick with
you.”

Danny sighed, scrunching his nose as he turned to look at Turner, “What’d I do now?”



“We agreed to never mention Rio again.”

You scoffed, shaking your head and sliding down the seat to conceal yourself as police cars went
shooting past.

“Right, my bad. What happens in Rio, stays in Rio.”

You hummed slightly, reclining back against your seat as you sipped the last drops of your third
mimosa. Your feet were propped up on the table, your eyes half-lidded as the warm Arabian sun
shimmered above you.

Danny and Turner were packing up the last of your gear and getting it loaded, ready for the team to
move out on the Commander’s go ahead. But, at the moment, Weston was holed up in his room, not
all too happy with you.

‘That was one of the stupidest things I’ve ever seen in my entire life,’ he’d said, literal smoke fuming
from his nostrils as he rolled his cigar through his fingers.

‘But,’ you sang, tossing him the device you’d taken from the elevator, ‘Now we got something to go off
of.’

The Commander said nothing. Instead, he handed the device to Oliver and disappeared into his room
with a shake of his head.

Looking back, it wasn’t the best idea. Scratch that, it was a terrible idea. It was reckless and impulsive
but, then again, that’s who you were. And Weston knew that.

Even if he’d tried his best to get rid of your authority issues and blatant disregard for your own safety,
he’d failed miserably.

You smirked, closing your eyes and stretching in the sun like a cat before reaching to pour yourself
another drink.

“How many times do I have to tell you to slow down?” Ollie asked, bringing you out of your sun-
soaked daze. He was seated across from you, studying the device you had taken from the elevator.
He’d taken it apart at least three times, getting to know its inner workings before he even dared
analyze it with his computer.

You quirked a brow, cocking your head to the side as he looked up to you. He gestured to the empty
glass in your hand. You rolled your eyes, clicked your tongue, and rested your head against the seat,
setting down the glass, “How many times do I have to tell you to mind your business?”

It was his turn to roll his eyes as he went back to work on the device. Ollie’s brows knitted together as
he finally plugged it into his computer and booted up. After a few moments, his narrowed eyes
widened and an interested chirp came from his tongue.

“What do you got?” you asked, sitting up suddenly as his posture changed and he began rapidly
typing across his keyboard.

“That…” He breathed, trailing off as his eyes scanned the screen, “Is a great question.”

He paused for a moment, holding his chin in his hand and itching at the faint scruff that was
beginning to grow there. Ollie folded his hands over his chest leaning back and shaking his head,



“This is interesting.”

“Lemme see,” you blinked, hopping from your chair and sliding next to him. Oliver turned the screen
so you could see it. Lines and lines of code ran across the monitor, making absolutely no sense to you
but it meant everything to him, “I don’t get it.”

The redhead scoffed, twisting the computer back to him and looking at the code again with a shake of
his head.

“It’s unique,” he said finally, a small smile on the corner of his mouth.

“I still don’t get it.” Your brows furrowed as you moved to look over his shoulder again. You perched
on the back of another chair, resting your elbows on your knees and your chin in your palms, “It all
looks the same.”

“Ah! But it doesn’t,” Ollie grinned, turning to you with a wide smile. You gestured for him to
continue as he leaned back in his chair, “Every coder has their own way of doing things, makes their
code unique. That’s how we tell each other apart, we each got a calling card. With some, it’s the way
that they organize their coding tags or what functions they use. Others, it’s a repeating code that only
they use. Then, there are some who use a phrase and leave it in the code. One of the most elite
hackers in the world embeds an Alice in Wonderland quote.”

“Why?”

“Likes to mark her territory, I guess,” Ollie shrugged, before turning back to his computer, “Then
there’s this guy.”

“What does he leave behind?”

He wiggled his eyebrows as he entered another line of characters into the shifting code. He hit the
enter key and the screen exploded into letters. The code rearranged itself before forming together as a
shape. The Ace of Spades.

Your jaw dropped as it happened, confusion lining your features as you looked over the image before
a smirk cracked on your face, “You’re telling me, this guy is so extra, he leaves an entire animated
image...in his code.”

“No, I’m telling you we’re in trouble. That—” He pointed to the spade that was still flashing on the
screen, “Is bad luck. It means death is coming.”

“Didn’t realize you were superstitious.”

Ollie scoffed, shaking his head and entering another string of code to get rid of the image.

You licked your lips, a frown quickly replacing your playful smile, “Who is he?”

“No idea but he’s good,” he said, glancing at you and mirroring your look. He nodded to the device,
pointing at it with a screwdriver, “That thing is intricate. Whoever made it took their time and knows
what they’re doing. I can run a scan, see if I can find traces of it anywhere else the code has been used
but, other than that, it’s another dead end.”

“What about the Man in Grey?” Weston’s voice suddenly boomed from behind you, making the two
of you jump.



“Dead end,” Ollie answered with a frown. The Commander groaned, sliding into a chair and pinching
the bridge of his nose as he set a small box on the table.

“What do you got, sir?” you asked, eyeing the lidded box suspiciously.

He laid his hand on top of it, a dark glare finding its way to you, making you flinch back, “Your new
mission.”

“Sir?”

“The boys and I are headed north to Tehran, I need you to do something for me.”

Your brows furrowed as he nodded for you to sit in front of him instead of next to Oliver.

“Sir?”

“The Man in Grey is still a mystery but...we positively identified seven men at the meeting you
interrupted,” he said, taking the lid off of the box and placing it to the side. Reaching in, he pulled out
a stack of photographs. Gingerly, he placed each one in front of you, “Seven men. Seven targets.”

He paused, placing the final photo in front of you before reaching back into the box. A light clinking
of rifle cartridges juggled through his hands and he set a round next to each photo, “Seven bullets.
Seven shots.”

You swallowed, your eyes narrowing as they moved from the pictures back to him.

“(L/N), kid,” he said, leaning forward and staring into you, “I want to find the entire network. The
sellers, the brokers, the buyers, the smugglers, I want them all. And I want them looking over their
shoulders. I want them to be scared to walk the streets. I want them so caught up in watching their
own backs they don't see us coming for them and their friends.”

“Sir, I don’t know if I can—”

“You can.” the Commander cut you off with a curt nod, “And you will. You’re a ghost, Lieutenant.
And you know the nice thing about ghosts?”

You shook your head, your brows furrowing and eyes widening as you looked up to him. He looked
almost savage with the dangerous glint in his eyes and a crooked smirk on his lips.

“They don’t exist. They come and go as they please, undetected and unseen.” He set his jaw into
place, his unyielding eyes cutting so hard into you, you could feel it, “Hunt them, track them, kill
them. And, when in doubt, stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you safe.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Seven men, seven targets,” Weston leaned forward, piling the photos into his hand and passing them
to you. You took them carefully, shuffling through them and memorizing faces before setting the stack
back onto the table and holding out your hand. The Commander nodded slowly, gathering the bullets
and dropping them into your awaiting palm, “Seven bullets. Seven shots. Don’t miss.”

He flicked his head toward the door, silently telling you you were dismissed. Your jaw clenched as
you stood, shoving the bullets into your pocket and slipping into the leather jacket you had folded
over your chair. You flicked the collar, sliding open the glass door before pausing and looking back at
him.



“Sir,” you said, your voice unwavering as his glare returned to you and you mimicked it, “I never
miss.”
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Welcome to Aftermath

Chapter Summary

For one fleeting moment, you felt as you did all those years ago. Without the weight on your
shoulders, without the grief.

It felt as though Commander Weston was going to walk through the door in a cloud of cigar
smoke with Ollie right on his tail. He’d snap an order and you a sarcastic retort. Then, Danny
would waltz in with a plan and all the right words.

— “Mi amor…” —
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*shrugs* oh well

 

Somehow, we've made it to chapter 50 and we've still got a long way to go. And, I know we just
had a five-year celebration in May but, hell, that was already two months ago. I think another
celebration is in order!

I just wanna thank y'all again for hanging out with my slightly crazy ass and reading the weird
shit that comes from my head. Y'all are amazing and I love each and every one of you!

So! Let's raise another #TOAST TO GHOST 🥂 and her comrades and you, my beautiful
readers!

🖤 Darke 😘

I would definitely open up my A F T E R M A T H OC's and take a look at the links by everybody's names!

See the end of the chapter for more notes
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This is who we are, a product of war.

The video call ended with a low chirp, followed by a blank screen, then silence. A shaky breath left
your lips as Turner disappeared and your head fell into your hands, your trembling fingers running
through your hair.

— “I know who Wraith is.” —

You squeezed your eyes shut, tears pricking at the corners as you forced another breath.

— “Ah! Mi amor, I think I’m in love with you.” —

A shudder ran through your body as you attempted to stand from the conference table.

— "Mi amor! I’ve come to a decision. I am really, truly in love with your crazy ass!” —

Your knees buckled and you stumbled back into the chair, your hands slamming onto the table as you
tried to keep yourself upright. The tears that were threatening to spill from your eyes fell freely and a
sob cracked through your throat.

— “You’re so fuckin’ pathetic when you’re in love.” —

The strangled sob that had broken from your lips was replaced by a growl as your eyes narrowed.

— “Marry me.” —

Your jaw clenched with a flinch as the door to the Command Center slid open and two pairs of
footsteps slid into the room. You cleared your throat with a huff, straightening in your chair and
wiping away the tears that had crept down your cheeks.

There was a hand on your shoulder before you could turn around.

“You okay?” Duke asked softly, gently rubbing circles into your back as he pulled up a chair next to
you. His blue eyes were searching yours as you stared into the table, unable to pull away to look at
him. Boone slid onto the table, swinging her legs with her hands folded in her lap.

“I’ve been better, I’ve been worse.” You finally managed to shrug with a sigh.

Boone bit her lip, sucking a breath through her nose, “I’m sorry. I...I didn’t think it would be…”

“Don’t…” you cut her off, “Just...don’t.”

— “It’s Danny.” —

Another shaky breath ran through your body along with a wave of goosebumps as your head fell into
your hands. The two stayed quiet for a moment, Duke continuing to gently rub your shoulder and
Boone reaching down to squeeze your hand as a stray tear ran down your cheek.

“It’s gonna be okay,” Duke murmured, looking away and swallowing thickly as his eyes began to
water.

"What do I do?"



Boone reached down, wiping the tear gently away and giving you a small, sad smile, “We’ll figure it
out. We always do.”

You licked your lips with a half-hearted nod, finally leaning back in your chair with a sigh, “I know.”

Duke sniffed, following your lead and relaxing back. He took a breath, opening his mouth to say
something before clamping it shut with a shake of his head.

“What?” you asked with a disappointed air to the back of your voice, “What now?”

“We’ve got more problems than just Wraith,” Boone answered for him as she let go of your hand and
pushed off the table. She handed Duke a tablet from a desk in the corner of the room.

Duke nodded solemnly, “There’s something you need to see.”

With a few flicks of his fingers, he pulled up a document and scrolled to the bottom before handing it
to you, “Ross has amended the Accords. He’s made minor changes to the first half to hide major
changes at the end.”

“The Avengers that sign it will be governed by a council designated by the United Nations,” Boone
said as you skimmed over the words, your brows furrowing as you did.

“And the ones that don’t?”

“Put simply?” Duke shrugged, clicking his tongue and rolling his necklace through his fingers,
“Forced retirement.”

“But that’s not the biggest problem.” Boone hopped back up onto the table, swiping the tablet a few
times until she got you to the right page.

“If Senator Johnson signs the Accords, he signs Aftermath over to a joint government task force
headed by—”

“Ross,” you snapped before Duke could finish, before you even had to read it, “Slimy bastard.”

“That’s putting it nicely,” Boone chuckled, slicking back her hair as she swung her legs back and
forth, “And, considering what happened to SHIELD, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“You think Hydra’ll worm their way in?”

“The US Government is still working on the Hydra Inquiry, still weeding out sleeper agents and
politicians on their payroll. Who knows if they’ll find everyone. We can’t take the chance of even one
agent getting into Aftermath.” Duke spun his necklace around his fingers, staring into the wall at the
other end of the room before looking over to you.

“If Hydra gets their hands on Aftermath, or worse, the Archives, we’d be screwed,” Boone fell back
onto the table, knocking her head against the wood a few times before closing her eyes with a sigh.

A small smirk played on your lips as you shook your head, “I agree. But if we’re gonna go up against
Ross and the UN, we’re gonna need more than just the three of us in our corner.”

“Alpha Two’s on board,” Duke said, leaning back into his chair and stuffing the grenade pin back
under his suit, “They’re ready to run with us at your command, even if that means running against
Turner and the rest of Aftermath.”



You quirked a brow, the smirk on your face growing, “How’d you manage that?”

“Duke’s got an in with Jack Bennet,” Boone winked, pursing her lips mischievously before Duke
snatched the tablet from your hands and smacked her with it. She grunted with a giggle, wiggling her
eyebrows at you before hopping off the table, "And Jack's very persuasive."

The smile on your face faded slightly, replaced by a calculating look as you drummed your fingers on
the table, “We’re gonna need more than Alpha Two on our side. We need Turner.”

Clint folded his arms over his chest, gazing out the window and listening to the hum of the Quinjet
before his eyes flicked back to Natasha. The redhead sighed, finally relenting with a nod before her
attention turned to the rest of the team.

“We were on a mission in Dubai.” Clint started clicking his tongue and keeping his eyes to the floor,
“Should have been easy. It was only a security detail, transferring assets in SHIELD’s witness
protection program.”

“What kind of assets?” Steve grunted, his stance mirroring Clint’s as he leaned back against his chair.

“Blackmarket weapons dealers,” Natasha answered for him, “They’d been underground for years, we
didn’t even know they existed until they surfaced.”

Sam frowned, his eyes trained on both assassins, “Why did they come out of hiding?”

Clint groaned, scrunching his nose as he finally shifted his gaze upward, “They were being hunted.”

Tony paused in the cockpit, swinging around in his chair and cocking his head to the side, “Hunted?
By who?”

“Ghost.”

“They were being picked off one by one,” Natasha breathed, pushing out of her chair as she slipped
off her Bite Tasers and set them gently into her weapons cache, “They thought if they defected to
SHIELD, they could beat death. But it came for them anyway.”

“In the form of a ghost…” Tony’s eyes widened in sarcasm and he wiggled his fingers as though he
was telling a ghost story.

Clint’s jaw clenched and he shook his head with a wince, “In the form of a bullet. Long-range rifle.
We didn’t even hear the shot, the guy just went down. And then we scattered.”

“We tried to get the second asset to safety but we were too late,” Natasha nodded, staring off into
space before blinking her way back to the present.

“Ghost dropped the guy the instant we looked at him,” Clint nodded curtly.

Tony sighed, rolling his head back into the headrest along with his eyes, “And you’re sure it was
Ghost? Not some other psycho with a trigger finger?”

“We found his sniper’s nest in a building two miles away.”

“There are only two people in the world that could make that shot,” Natasha said, plopping down into
a chair and flinging her legs onto Clint’s lap, “The Winter Soldier and Ghost. And it definitely wasn’t



the Winter Soldier.”

Clint tapped her legs lightly before tossing them off of him, “SHIELD’s techs pulled the slugs from
the assets. They matched up with bullets we pulled from guys Ghost dropped in Paris.”

“But it didn’t stop there.” the playfulness in the Russian’s voice fell as she swung her legs up to her
chest, “Dubai bled into Beirut, then Belgrade, Rome, Buenos Aires, Mexico City...Seven men, seven
high profile targets, dead within three weeks of each other.”

She paused with a sigh, hugging her legs against her before continuing, “By the time we figured out
who his targets were and tracked them down, Ghost had already killed them.”

“He struck fast and he struck hard,” the archer breathed, glaring at the floor again, “There was nothing
we could do to stop him.”

“He was ruthless.” Natasha’s eyes flicked to Tony, her gaze hardening as she stared into him, “You
asked me why I’m scared of Ghost. This is why. He’s dangerous, deadly. And I don’t want to be on
the receiving end of his rifle...again. He could have killed me at the museum, and I’m sure the thought
crossed his mind.”

“We should be thankful it was just a warning shot.”

“I’m lucky I’m alive. And I'm not crossing him again.” Natasha’s chin rested on her knees and she bit
her lip before whispering to herself, “Not again.”

Daedalus One touched down on the concrete pad with a hum, casting a light breeze through the
campus and rustling the trees that hid the main hub from the landing pads. The grounds were buzzing
in the late afternoon as the jet’s ramp lowered and you stalked down it, flanked by Boone and Duke.

Any operative that dared catch a glimpse of you knew trouble was creeping toward them as your
footsteps fell in unison. They practically leaped from your path as the three of you moved through the
trees and toward the main hub.

The sun glinted off the spotless windows, blinding you for a moment before you swept through the
doors and into the cool building.

“You got a plan?” Duke asked, jogging up the stairs to keep up with you.

“Not yet,” you said, your helmet turning your voice into a growl, “But I’ll think of something.”

“Ah,” Boone sighed, “We’re improvising. Love it.”

You scoffed, shaking your head and striding across the tiled halls until you reached Turner’s office.
Ms. Emmerly stood from her desk, her eyes warning you not to go in before she said anything.

“Captain…” She tried, almost stepping around her desk before Boone slid in her way, “Now’s not the
best time—”

“Awww.” Boone mimicked Ms. Emmerly's Southern Belle drawl through half-lidded eyes and an
almost psychotic smile as she leaned against the desk and slung a knife through her gloved fingers,
“Sugar, don’t get in our way now, Cap’s got business to attend to.”



A low chuckle emanated from Duke as he pushed himself up onto Emmerly's desk. He glanced down
the hall, watching as a pair of analysts froze in their steps at the corner. They took in the three of you
before retreating backward and disappearing.

“Stay out here,” you ordered, pushing open the door to the Senator’s office, “No one comes in.”

“Yes, ma’am—sir…Captain...” Duke paused, his brows furrowing before he shrugged, “Whatever. I
don’t fuckin’ care.”

You rolled your eyes with a light chuckle and stepped inside the office, sliding the door closed behind
you. The smile on your face fell as the door clicked shut and you took in the room.

What had been clean a few weeks prior was now in utter disarray. The perfectly organized
bookshelves were nearly bare, the books open and stacked on one another on the chairs in front of his
desk. The desk was littered with paper, scribbled on and crumpled. More balls of paper trailed across
the room to his wastebasket, which was overflowing.

Your eyes moved slowly through the room before landing on him.

The perfectly polished man you thought he had turned into was practically pulling out his hair, his tie
undone and his suit askew. He was slumped over a memo pad, furiously scratching away at the paper
in front of him.

“Emmerly, I told you I didn’t want to be disturbed—” He began to snap, his eyes flicking up in your
direction before focusing on you. His face fell as he straightened in his chair. His gaze running from
you then around the room and back as he smoothed down his shirt, “Captain…”

“Senator,” you said, tugging off your helmet and cocking your head to the side.

He frowned, licking his lips as he looked around at the mess that was his office, “Prague went well.”

“If you call getting my ass kicked ‘going well’ then, yeah,” you shrugged, carefully avoiding stacks of
files as you moved across the room to stare out the window, “We got what we wanted.”

“Sounds like we got more than we bargained for,” he said, buttoning up the top three buttons of his
shirt and attempting to tie his tie. After a few failed attempts he rolled his eyes and flicked the tie
from around his neck, tossing it onto his desk in defeat, “I’ve been going through all my files, trying
to figure out what's going on with Wraith...trying to figure out what I missed. How sure are you that
he’s Danny…”

He said the last word slowly, trailing off as you turned to glare at him. He swallowed, licking his lips
again, “What’s wrong?”

Your jaw clenched as you turned around fully, setting down your helmet on a tower of books and
leaning against his desk, “The Sokovian Accords. That’s what’s wrong.”

“What’s that?” He flinched, scrunching his nose with a shake of his head to avoid your piercing gaze.

“Don’t bullshit me, Turner. You know exactly what I’m talking about,” you scoffed, pushing away
from his desk and toward the door. You tapped the door twice before turning back to him, “We’ve
been watching.”

Turner sighed as Boone and Duke slid into the room, sticking close to the shadows that were cast
through the windows. His jaw clenched as he glared up to Boone, “Dammit, Cavanaugh.”



“Nothin’ personal, boss,” she shrugged, “Just business.”

“And you?” The Senator turned his scowl to Duke.

The redhead shrugged, a goofy grin spreading across his face as he nodded to you, “Known her
longer. Trust her more. Sorry, not sorry.”

“The Big Three,” he muttered to himself, his eyes bouncing between the three of you, “Should’ve
known it was a bad idea to put you together.”

“Your mistake,” Duke said with a snarling smile.

“Look,” Turner said, finally returning to you, “I know the Accords aren’t the most ideal thing—”

“Have you read the amendments Ross made this morning?” you asked, perching on the only open
corner of his desk.

“They weren’t necessarily amendments, just rewordings. Cleaned it up a bit, made it not seem as bad
to the Avengers…” Turner started before he trailed off again. Your eyes narrowed as he spoke, your
head canting to the side. His brows furrowed, “What? What’s wrong? What did I miss?”

You flicked your head to Duke. Boone produced a tablet from behind her back, handing it to him as
he stepped forward. He flipped across the screen before setting the device gently on the desk.

Turner took it in his hands, clicking out his reading glasses from a drawer and sliding them on. His
eyes danced across the screen, a frown deepening as he read deeper and deeper into the Accords.
When he finally finished his eyes were wide and he was staring up into you.

“I understand the want for oversight, to make sure we don’t take things too far but...this?” you started,
gesturing down to the tablet, “I can’t help but think back to SHIELD. And this timing? Right when
we’re in a fight with Hydra. When we don’t have a fuckin’ clue what’s going on. When they’re
beating us at every turn. It can’t be a coincidence.”

“Hydra…” Turner breathed, air hissing through his teeth, “You think we’re walking into a trap.”

“I think we can’t be too careful. It’s a perfect opportunity for someone to worm their way in and take
over. And then what happens? They start using us, the Avengers, the Enhanced for their own agendas.
Then they start turning our operatives into sleeper agents of their own, like Rumlow and Rollins,” you
sighed, aggressively rubbing your temples before pinching the bridge of your nose, “The safest hands
are ours. Working independently, like we always have.”

Turner leaned forward when you paused, keeping his gaze on his paperwork as he rested his elbows
on the desk and steepled his hands in front of him. Even if he shied away from your stare, you could
see his eyes darkening. His jaw clenched before he finally looked at you, snapping off his glasses and
tossing them over his shoulder. He leaned back into his wheelchair, folding his arms across his chest.

— “Hey there, babycakes,” Turner smiled as you approached him, he outstretched his arm toward
you, “How was Paris?” —

— You groaned slightly, taking his hand and shaking it slightly before he pulled you into a hug,
“Beautiful. Fantastic. Painful.” —

“I’m a soldier, Johnson. Always have, always will be,” you said, studying his eyes, “The political
stage isn’t my battlespace.”



A look crossed his face. One you hadn’t seen in years.

— “Outbreak ready.” —

“It’s mine,” he growled, his face darkening and he went silent for a moment.

You pushed off the desk, continuing to analyze his changing body language as he went stiff.

“Find the threat...take it out.” he finally muttered, his steepled fingers curling into fists, “That rat
bastard. That two-timing, piece of motherfucking shit used me. I’ll skin him myself.”

“He’d make a nice pair of shoes,” you chuckled, relaxing back as Turner grinned, “Welcome back, old
friend.”

Turner scoffed, a sly smile snaking onto his face as his body relaxed, “I never left, babycakes. What
do you need from me?”

“I can’t take on Ross...legally.”

“But I can,” he breathed with a nod, already beginning to plan his next move as he swept papers off
his desk, “What happens if we lose?”

“We take the bastard out the good ol’ fashioned way,” Duke spoke up from the corner of the room.

“Yeah,” Boone nodded, “We shank him.”

“I was just gonna shoot him,” you shrugged, grinning as an exasperated look crossed Johnson’s face.

“Fuckin’ psychopaths...I’ve hired fuckin’ psychopaths,” Turner shook his head before changing the
subject, “We’re gonna need help if we’re gonna take on Ross. He’s got countries lining up to sign this
thing. He’s even got a date with the UN.”

“You’ll figure it out,” you nodded, moving to lean against the wall, “Do whatever you have to do. But
we’re gonna need all the help we can get.”

Turner sighed, his eyes narrowing in concentration before clicking his tongue with a devilish smirk.
He pulled open a drawer in his desk, feeling around a moment before hitting a hidden button and a
secret compartment popped open. The grin on his face widened as he pulled out a stack of papers and
handed them to you, “Been working on a little something for a while now. Maybe it’s time we
implement it. Especially after what happened in Prague.”

You glanced over the paper, the look on your face mirroring Turner’s, “Bold. It’s gonna piss off Ross
if we can pull it off.”

“Exactly.”

Passing the papers back to him you glanced at Boone and Duke who were staring at you with curious
eyes, “Who do we send? It can’t be me.”

“Can’t be Dugan,” Turner shook his head, “He’s too close to you. They could backtrace him to your
real identity.”

You sighed with a nod, your eyes wandering to Boone. Turner’s gaze fell her way too, a smile
spreading across his face as the two of you looked at each other then back to her.



“Oh...no. I don’t like that look.” Boone’s face fell, her eyes narrowing and brows furrowing. She
looked from you to Turner, then back again, “I don’t like that look either. Good god. They’ve both got
the same look.”

“Go back to Alpha Two’s base,” you ordered, rocking back to your heels with a grin as you looked
over Turner.

“But—”

“Go. I’ll fill you in later. Me and Senator Johnson gotta talk.”

Boone cast a suspicious glare your way before slipping through the door with Duke on her tail. The
door slid closed quietly, leaving the two of you in silence. You sat in the quiet for a moment, studying
each other.

He was different again but the same. The smooth politician he had morphed into was gone and there,
in his chair, sat the Turner you knew. The one that fought by your side through thick and thin. The one
that had made you the godmother of his eldest daughter. The one you knew before the ambush.

“You know,” you finally whispered, the sound breaking through the silence like thunder, “I thought
I’d lost you.”

Turner scoffed, shaking his head and finally looking away from you to shuffle the papers on his desk,
“People change, (F/N).”

“Do they though?” You clicked your tongue with a smile and placed your hands on your hips.

For one fleeting moment, you felt as you did all those years ago. Without the weight on your
shoulders, without the grief.

It felt as though Commander Weston was going to walk through the door in a cloud of cigar smoke
with Ollie right on his tail. He’d snap an order and you a sarcastic retort. Then, Danny would waltz in
with a plan and all the right words.

— “Mi amor…” —

“Are you okay?”

Turner’s voice cut into your thoughts and you realized your smile had fallen.

“Honestly?” You swallowed, shaking your head and trying to shake away the sting at your eyes, “No.
Wraith is my fiancé I thought was dead and he’s hunting me and the guy that I’m in love with, so…”

You froze, your eyes widening as you took in your own words. Love.

A low chuckle emanated from Turner as he drummed his fingers on his desk in excitement, “You’re in
love with him? I knew it!”

Before you could answer he leaned forward, pressing a button on his phone, “Pay up, Emmerly, she’s
in love.”

You pursed your lips into a small smile, wiping away the tears that were threatening to spill over and
you sniffled.



The smirk on his face fell, his jaw clenching as he sucked a hiss through his teeth, “How sure are
you? How sure are you that it’s him?”

“Enough.”

“Are you going to be able to…” He trailed off, wracking his brain for the right words, “Are you going
to be able to finish it?”

What he really meant was:

Can you get the job done?

Remain emotionless?

Keep your head in the game?

Are you going to be able to kill him?

“Yes,” you said before you could think.

“Are you sure?”

“We’ll see,” you shrugged, folding your arms over your chest.

“Do you have a plan?”

“Turner,” you deadpanned, “C’mon, it’s me we’re talking about.”

“Alright, so, no plan. Excellent,” he said with a sigh, moving his head slightly as you chucked a book
past his ear, “We’ve got two players to worry about. Ross and Wraith. I’ll take care of Ross if you can
take care of Wraith.”

“We know Wraith has two more targets. If this plan of yours works.” You nodded to the papers in
front of him, “We’ll divide and conquer...which gives us more resources to deal with Ross.”

You paused, staring off into the distance as a rare, calculated plan began wracking through your brain.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Turner’s face dropped, rubbing his temple.

“What?”

“You’ve got that look again.”

“No...I’ve got a plan,” you said, tugging open the door and beginning to step through it, “Stick to the
shadows.”

“They’ll keep you safe.”

“Uh-uh, I don’t think so,” Boone shook her head, “That is a terrible plan. You can’t send me in there!”

“I can and you will.” You grinned with a shrug, settling back against Duke’s Hummer.

The entire Alpha Two team was gathered around you. Boone was perched atop her McLaren, Belov
and Zac next to her. They were all gazing, over each other's shoulders, at a laptop, studying the



information that scrolled across it.

Ari, Jesse, and Raffa were sitting at a table in the corner, going over some paperwork you had given
them and fine-tuning it as you talked to Boone. Duke and Jack were chatting quietly back and forth, a
worried air gracing Duke’s face before he leaned over and whispered something to Gabriel.

Gabe’s face darkened slightly before he shrugged, leaning back against the Daedalus jet with a nod.
The last two, Artie and Dorian, were carefully tinkering with the Icarus glider. The glider hummed to
life, lifting off the table for a moment before sinking back down with a thud.

“It’s risky,” Duke spoke up after a moment, turning his attention from Jack to you, “What if they say
no?”

Jack scoffed, shaking his head and motioning to Boone, “Look at that face. How could anyone say no
to that?”

“Shut up, Jack,” Boone rolled her eyes, sighing and biting her lip before she growled, “Look, no
offense, but I don’t think this is the best idea.”

“What’s wrong, Cavanaugh?” Artie asked, placing his chin on the glider as it lifted again, “Chicken?”

With barely any movement, a knife was flung through the air. Artie ducked as the knife skimmed
across Icarus before bouncing off it and into the wall behind him. His eyes were wide when he
reappeared over the smooth metal and he forced a gulp as Boone’s glare deepened before her attention
flicked to you.

“You really think I’ll be able to pull it off?” she asked, “I haven’t done anything like this for a long
time. And, I’ll be honest, they could kick my ass into next Thursday.”

You nodded without a thought, “You’ve got this. I know you do.”

“We’ve got a way into the building.” Belov’s Russian accent cut in as Zac pushed off Boone’s car,
“Their security is good but Norway is better.”

“I can get Agent Cavanaugh in...here,” Zac spoke softly, showing you blueprints on a screen, “We can
disable the security for 20 minutes before the AI will notice.”

“Plenty of time for Беда to get in and out undetected,” Belov said, clapping an unhappy Boone on the
back.

You glanced her way, she folded her hands over her chest defiantly before she caved.

“Fine. Fine!” she relented, fluffing her hair and shrugging on a jacket, “But you owe me. And I’m
taking Ari and Dorian with me.”

“Perfect,” you smiled with a wink. Boone rolled her eyes, sticking her tongue out at you and sliding
off the car. She pulled the knife she had thrown at Artie out of the wall, twirling it through her fingers
before it disappeared somewhere on her figure.

“Hey!” you called over your shoulder as she moved to leave. She paused, glancing back at you, “No
flirting with Captain America.”

The most dramatic eye roll you had ever seen curled through Boone’s body as she threw her head
back with an exasperated sigh, “You never let me have any fun.”



“Hadar, Hanson,” you nodded to the two, “Suit up. You’re headed for upstate New York.”

“Daedalus Two will be ready in five,” Dorian nodded, quickly moving to follow Boone with Hadar
hot on his heels, “Let’s roll, Goliath.”

“Everyone else,” you said, turning your attention to the rest of the group as they gathered around,
“You know what to do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the group nodded in unison before dispersing. Most of them left, save for Artie and
Jack who turned back to the glider. Jack tugged on a pair of boots as Art carefully moved Icarus to the
ground.

Jack stepped onto Icarus, the specialized boots clicking securely into the grounded glider before the
engines fired up. It lifted him effortlessly off the ground and he hovered there for a moment,
gracefully. It was a far cry from what you had looked like on the thing as you careened over Prague.

The fact of the matter was, you were somewhat jealous.

Jack surfed on the thing with his knees, easily swaying back and forth before it sank back against the
floor.

“It’s easy, once you get used to it,” Duke’s voice came from beside you, “Just like flying, really. You
just gotta feel the draft under the wings and use it to your advantage.”

— “Please, for the love of everything, tell me you know how to fly a plane!” Oliver exclaimed, over
the wind that whistled through the cabin. —

— “Eh…” you trailed off, distracted by the dinging whistles and flashing lights as you lost altitude,
“I’m gonna be completely honest with you…” —

— The loud whine of an engine cut out, the cabin rocked as you tried to regain control of the aircraft.
—

— “I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.” —

“I never learned how to fly,” you said, noting the somber edge of your voice and shaking it off. You
sighed, trying to rid yourself of the memory before you turned to Duke, “You think you can teach
me?”

Duke grinned, wrapping an arm around your shoulder and pulling you against him, “I reckon we have
some good teachers running around here. We’ll get you airborne in no time.”

“The sooner the better.”

Bucky’s head knocked against the back of the old blue farm truck he was riding in, his eyes cracking
open as he adjusted himself in the truck bed. It seemed as though it was held together with duct tape
and a prayer as it rattled over every bump in the road, jarring him from where he sat.

He’d hitched a ride with a farmer heading for Brno but he didn’t know where he’d go after that. Truth
be told, he didn’t want to hang around for long. What happened in Prague had him on edge, more than
he had been on his entire journey.

— “Why are you letting me go?” —



— “I owe you…” —

Bucky shook his head, pulling his coat tighter around him and ducking down further into the truck
bed to avoid being seen.

Ghost’s voice had been spinning through his head since the masked soldier had left him on that
country road.

Owe him for what, he wondered.

— “Maybe I should leave you two to catch up. How long has it been since you’ve seen each other?
Iraq, maybe?” —

And then there was that bastard. Wraith.

Bucky sighed, rolling his eyes. He was having a hard enough time trying to get all of his memories
straight and now he had two masked soldiers manufacturing havoc. And, somehow, they both knew
him.

He knew Ghost. He remembered him from the desert valley and the warehouse in Tokyo...but Iraq?
No. He hadn’t seen Ghost there. Unless…

He was unmasked.

Bucky’s eyes snapped open, his breath catching in his throat.

— “I owe you.” —

He forced a sigh, realization sinking in. He’d seen Ghost’s face. He was sure of it, but why couldn’t
he see it now?

He put names to all the faces that flashed behind his eyes as he slept, so which one was Ghost?

Bucky clicked his tongue, shaking his head to get rid of the thought and switch his attention to the
bigger threat. Wraith.

Wraith worked for Hydra and, even if he was surprised to see Bucky, he knew who he was and where
he was. Which was concerning. The last thing he needed was to pop back onto Hydra’s radar. They’d
hunt him down and drag him back kicking and screaming.

So he kept moving.

Whatever peace he thought he’d finally found was gone, thrown out the window.

Bucky groaned, reaching into his pocket before the groan turned into a low growl. He’d finally put
(F/N)’s picture into a safe spot, his notebook, and he hated it. It had become a sort of security blanket
for him and now that he’d stashed it away, it added to his unease.

So, instead, he closed his eyes, tuned out the sound of the whistling wind and the rattling truck, and
focused on her. And the little house in New Eden and the smell of breakfast in the early morning as
the sun sprang into the windows. How dust floated gently on the light draft that flowed through the
house. And how he’d hear her soft footsteps pad down the stairs before he saw her. But, when he
turned, she’d be leaning on the doorframe to the kitchen with tired eyes and a contagious smile.



The Quinjet landed with a hum and the ramp eased down, Steve was already at the end and striding
across the grounds by the time it hit the ground. The compound was darker than he remembered it
being a few nights ago, then again maybe his eyes were still adjusting from the artificial lights of the
jet to the pitch of the night.

He paused for a moment, long enough for Tony to buzz past him mumbling something to FRIDAY
and swinging the case in his hands.

“Okay,” Tony called over his shoulder, spinning around to walk backward toward the compound, “So,
we’ve got Darth Vader and the Terminator at each other’s throats. The Terminator scares the shit outta
the two people that scare the shit outta me. And Darth Vader came outta nowhere.”

“Your references are terrible, Stark,” Sam sighed, patting Steve’s shoulder as he went by.

Tony ignored him with a glare, “I hate to break it to you kids but after what happened in Prague, I
don’t think we can just walk away.”

“Agreed,” Vision hummed, moving with the twins, “It seems they’ll stop at nothing to destroy one
another.”

Steve remained where he was, a tense feeling overcoming his posture as his eyes wandered the
grounds, looking up to where unlit floodlights were mounted to the side of the building.

Natasha stopped silently by his side, her gaze following his before her head flicked to Tony and the
rest of the group.

Something wasn't right.

She was off like a shot, pulling a weapon with Steve hot on her tail. The redhead had a hand on
Stark’s shoulder, stopping him from entering the building.

Tony froze, his brows furrowed as he looked from the former assassin to the super-soldier as Steve
placed a hand on the door. He didn’t need them to explain, the look on their faces enough to fill him
in, “FRIDAY, how’s our security looking?”

“Everything looks fine, boss.” FRIDAY responded almost immediately.

“Scan it anyway.”

The AI went quiet for a moment, silently digging through their security protocols and scanning the
cameras.

“All systems online. No breach detected.”

Tony sighed, glancing up to Steve and nodding. Natasha pushed into the building, weapon raised as
she moved with Rogers right behind her. Clint rounded them from behind, having run back to the jet
to retrieve his bow before joining them.

The three moved carefully through the entrance of the Compound, searching for evidence of a break-
in and finding none.

“Clear,” Steve breathed, his eyes still roving the building as he lowered his shield.

“Same here,” Romanoff said, leaning against the wall.



“Here too,” Clint nodded, carefully putting an arrow back in his quiver, “Maybe a power surge killed
the lights?”

“The Compound is powered by an independent arc reactor,” Tony said, cautiously taking a step
behind them, “We’re not even on the grid. And power levels are normal.”

“Still, something doesn’t feel right,” Steve frowned as he finally took a step further into the building,
the rest of the team falling in behind him.

“FRIDAY, turn on the lights, please,” Tony asked nicely. The dimmed light of the building rose to full
force illuminating everything except for the corner of the lounge.

Tony didn’t notice at first until Steve held out an arm to stop him. The Captain stared into the dark,
his eyes studying the three shapes that were in the corner.

“Identify yourself.”

A light chuckle radiated from the corner. The team flinched into defensive positions, save for Steve.

He knew that laugh.

“Sorry,” the voice chirped, the lights in the corner finally illuminating the shadows, “The corner was
dark. Couldn’t help myself.”

Green eyes playfully stared into him from across the room. A brunette was nestled on the couch, one
leg folded over the other.

“Montana,” Steve said, a hint of a growl at the back of his throat.

She looked nothing like she did in Prague. Short brown hair was combed over one side of her head,
revealing the close shave of the other. A pair of black and gold heels dangled from her feet and a
black peacoat was stretched across the back of the couch.

But the thing that made him worried was the two masked soldiers that stood behind her, guarding her.

Goliath. Backbone.

“Hey there, stud,” Montana drawled with that Cheshire grin and a catlike look to her eyes, “Been a
minute.”

Steve swallowed as he took a wary step forward, his eyes flicking between the two soldiers that
flanked her.

“Don’t worry,” she said, glancing behind her, “They ain’t gonna hurt ya, right boys?”

The two looked down at her, curtly nodded before returning to their stiff stance.

“What are you doing here?” Clint asked before Steve could say anything. He realized the two
assassins were next to him and the rest of the team was fanning out to corner the three intruders.

“I came to talk.”

“Yeah? About what?” Tony asked, exasperated. He pinched the bridge of his nose, slamming down
the case on the kitchen counter before striding into the room, “How the fuck do you people keep



breaking in here?”

“There’s a fault in your security code,” Montana answered, finally standing and placing her hands in
her pockets as she stalked forward. Steve could finally see all of her now. A simple, striped blouse
was tucked into her neatly pressed slacks that stopped above the ankle. Her heels clicked on the tiled
floor as she started toward them, “Gave me a 20-minute window to get in and settled.”

“Fuck.”

“Don’t worry,” she smiled, placing her hands up, “I’ll help you fix it—”

“Look you want to talk, you better start talking,” Clint warned, his bow already at the ready.

“You can start with your name,” Natasha said.

“Preferably, your real name,” Steve said quietly, looking up at her curiously as she slowly closed the
distance between them, “I’m not buying you another drink.”

“Shame,” she pouted playfully, smoothing hair away from her face, “I enjoyed sharing a drink with
Captain America…”

“Enough,” Natasha snapped. The Widow’s voice stopped the girl in her tracks and she quirked a brow
with a grin. Romanoff frowned, “Enough games.”

Montana clicked her tongue, looking over Natasha before relaxing and looking back to Steve.

“Name’s Cavanaugh. Special Agent Boone Cavanaugh. You can call me Glitch. I’m here to talk to
you about Operation Aftermath.”

Chapter End Notes

Boone channeling her inner Phil Coulson 



Boone channeling her inner James Bond. 

Ghost when she finds out Boone was being a walking cliche 

Lemme know what y'all thought!!

🖤🖤 Darke

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the


» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

THE SOLDIER & THE SPY — EPISODE 2 : BAM BAM DUGAN

Duke hates many things. Mostly, he hates people telling him what to do. He has…authority issues, if you will.

Before they were Glitch and Libra. Before they were Ghost’s right-hand pair. And before they were two of Aftermath’s greatest
operatives, they were the Soldier and the Spy. And they hated each other. 

*** Listen, okay, we wanted a Boone and Duke origin story so I made a Boone and Duke origin story. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/656334341595627520/the-soldier-the-spy-ep-2-bam-bam


United We Stand

Chapter Summary

“When we met. When Fury brought you to SHIELD,” he continued, swiping a piece of curly hair
from his face, “I would never have thought you were involved in...in all of this. It’s crazy.”

You chuckled, “Sometimes I can’t believe it either.”

“And then you saved all our asses when Loki attacked a Helicarrier,” Artie said, staring off into
the distance and shaking his head, “I mean, none of the pilots could scramble. We were all
cornered down on the lower flight deck. I thought we were goners. And then you came around
the corner like a bat outta hell.”

“That should’ve been a red flag.”

“See, but it wasn’t,” he sighed, scrunching his nose, “We knew you were a Marine, so we knew
you were trained. You were just calm. Collected. You were cool. And when Fury shipped you off
to New York, you kicked ass. You were practically an Avenger. You were our hero. ”
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We would accomplish many more things if we did not think of them as impossible.

Wisps of fluffy clouds sailed past the wings of the plane as it rose through them and into the clear
blue sky above. The plane rocked slightly as you steadied it and looked out into the endless skies.

A deep breath finally left your lungs as the craft stabilized itself and you attempted to relax back into
your seat. Your eyes were fixed on the blue of the sky, unwavering on the horizon.

“Relax.” Duke’s voice came over your headset as he patted your shoulder from the copilot chair. His
hand landed on yours, correcting the stick lightly, “You’re doing fine.”

You nodded in response, sucking a breath through your teeth and focusing on the different dials and
gauges and flashing lights that littered the dash.

Duke had coaxed you into a small, two-person plane he had modified personally and, needless to say,
you were only slightly terrified. He’d gone over the gauges and buttons quickly before firing up the
engine and tossing you into the fray. The plane’s single-engine rattled the cabin when it first started
and you swore it was going to explode. Duke had just grinned that mischievous, shit-eating grin when
you said something about it and hopped into the plane.



The plane was bright, classic, crop duster yellow with a deep blue stripe down the sides. It looked
exactly like the ones Duke used to fly when you were younger; when he helped take care of farmland
during the spring and spotted fires during the summer. He was a natural, taking to the skies like a fish
to water and never looking back.

You, on the other hand, were like a fish stranded on land and flopping around desperately.

Even if Duke had assured you that everything would be okay and if anything went wrong he would
take over, you were still shaking like a leaf. Or maybe it was just the shudder of the plane.

— “Please, for the love of everything, tell me you know how to fly a plane!” Oliver exclaimed, over
the wind that whistled through the cabin. —

— “Ehhhhh…” you trailed off, distracted by the dinging whistles and flashing lights as you lost
altitude, “I’m gonna be completely honest with you…I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.” —

Your grip on the stick tightened, your jaw clenching as Oliver’s voice swirled through your head.

“I mean,” Duke’s voice broke over the headset again, dragging you away from the rookie, “Do you
even, technically, need a pilot’s license? Like, what are they gonna do? Pull me over? Pfft. Yeah,
right.”

You scoffed, shaking your head as he tapped your hand and you relaxed, “They’ll shoot you down,
Duke.”

“Ha! Only if they can catch me.”

“Duke, I’m trying to focus.”

“You’re doing great, sister.” Duke’s voice was comforting and you slowly pried your eyes away from
the horizon to look at the ground below you.

The Aftermath base was just under you, the people walking through the campus only dots as you
soared through the clouds and over the lake. Sunlight sparkled on the rippling waves sweeping across
the water and to the sand where a few operatives were moving along the running path.

“Looking a little wobbly, Cap.” another crackle came across the radio.

You blinked, steadying the stick between your hands as a pair of shadows lifted into the edge of your
gaze. Two Daedalus jets rose through the clouds, forming up on either wing of your plane and gliding
alongside you.

“Nice to see you too, Artie,” you said through gritted teeth bringing your focus back to the plane.

“Lay off, ya dingbat.” Duke rolled his eyes, waving off the two jets with a dismissive hand, “You’re
stressin’ her out.”

Artie chuckled, the shaking of his head barely visible, “Aw, c’mon, she can’t go straight forever.”

You sighed, glancing down at the stick and back around you as the Aftermath base began fading
away.

“Stick with us, Captain,” Gabe said from the other jet, wiggling the wings slightly as the two began to
turn back toward the base.



“Keep her steady,” Duke hummed, placing a hand on yours and lightly guiding you. The two jets kept
you firmly between them, charting the turn back toward the campus before peeling off, “There ya go.
Perfect.”

— “Damnit, (F/N)!” he screamed, hanging onto his chair, “You better have a plan.” —

— You grimaced, as you slammed your palm against random buttons and hoped for the best. —

— “Ummmmmm…” You stalled, eyes wildly racing across the dash as dials went crazy, “We’re
gonna bail.” —

— “What?” —

— “We’re gonna jump.” —

— “Are you fucking nuts?” —

“Yes,” you sucked another hiss under your breath as you rolled your shoulders to relax.

“Hey!” Duke suddenly exclaimed, clapping your knee with a grin and a look that told you he noticed
the glassy stare that had overtaken your features, “You remember when we stole my dad’s plane?”

"Borrowed," you chuckled, the look of his dad’s fuming face ingrained forever in your mind, “I
thought he was going to kill us when we landed in that field.”

“But he didn’t, even if he really, really wanted to.” Duke grinned, leaning back in his seat, “And you
got one hell of a ride.”

You shook your head, your lips mirroring his smile.

It had been your harebrained scheme during the late summer, right before school started up again. The
need for an adrenaline rush and a few choice words were all Duke needed to be on board with the
plan. The two of you were airborne within 10 minutes.

It was reckless and dumb, but it was fun as hell.

And totally worth the ass-chewing you got from Uncle Tim, Amma, and Duke’s father.

The plane wobbled slightly in your grip, knocking you back into the cockpit.

“Relax,” Duke said, relaxed, even as he reached over and corrected your grip on the stick, “You’re
doing fine. You just gotta feel it.”

“Feel what?” you grunted as the plane dipped slightly.

“It. Just…it.” He shrugged, his brows knitting together as he tried to find the word he was looking for.
He shook his head, “It. It! The way the draft hits wings and how she floats on it—”

“I think it’s a bit more complicated than that,” you interrupted, bringing the plane lower to zip over
the top of the Main Hub and hoping the sputtering noise of the engine would annoy Turner before
pulling back up.

“Nah…” Duke shook his head, an almost proud look crossing his features as you brought the plane
into another turn, “You remember when we used to race down at the raceway? When we turned



around the last corner, you could just feel when you needed to pull out. It was about feelin’ the car,
listenin’ to what it was tellin’ you.”

“Yeah, except we’re 1000 feet up in the air and if I fuck up—”

“Oh,” Duke scoffed, his chuckle rumbling through the headset, “That would be one helluva way to
go.”

“I’ve been in a crashing plane before, Dugan, it’s not the best.”

“Right when I think you’ve told me all your stories, you pull something outta your ass,” he laughed.
The two of you soared out over the trees that shielded the campus for a moment more before you
turned back.

“Olympus Flight Tower to Helios One. Helios One come in,” a woman’s voice said through the
cockpit.

You glanced at Duke. His brows furrowed as he reached forward and grabbed the radio from its perch,
“Olympus Tower this is Helios 1, go ahead.”

“Helios One, Glitch is requesting Libra on the ground in 20 minutes. Please confirm.”

“Affirmative, Olympus Tower. Libra’ll be on the ground in 20," Duke frowned, snapping the radio
back down and leaning into his seat, "That means Boone's getting ready to leave.”

“What?” It was your turn to frown, your focus shifting back and forth between him and the plane,
“She’s leaving?”

“You remember when she and Belov were embedded with hacktivists in Berlin?”

“Vaguely.”

“She’s still got some contacts in the group. They got in touch with her last night. They say they’ve got
something important but they’re not gonna broadcast it to her.” Duke bit his cheek, folding his arms
over his chest, “They say they’re being watched. They’ll only give it to her in person.”

“She’s going with Belov, right?” you asked, checking the instrument panel and nodding to yourself.

“Yeah, they’re hitching a ride with Jack, Ari, and Gabe,” he said, “Then she’ll be back with Gabe in
the next few days. Just in time to start being the Avengers’ liaison.”

“Great,” you breathed, even as an uneasy feeling bit at the back of your head. You clenched your jaw,
“Her contacts didn’t give her any specifics?”

Duke shook his head, “Said they got eyes on ‘em. Said it wasn’t safe.”

“Is she sure it’s not a trap?”

“That’s why she’s taking Belov.” Duke clicked his tongue, his eyes suddenly drawn back to the base
as you circled over it, “Well, would you look at that. The party’s starting without us.”

You glanced down, the worry lines in your face deepening as you saw a group of people exit a car in
front of the Main Hub.



The Avengers.

“Bring her down nice and easy, kid,” Duke hummed, nodding toward the runway, “This is where the
fun begins.”

A stressed smile broke across your face as you circled the base again.

“Call in,” Duke said, handing you the radio.

“Olympus Tower, this is Helios 1, come in,” you said, biting your lip as the plane darted out toward
the trees and you leaned into a turn.

“Helios One, Olympus Tower, go ahead.”

“Helios One, requesting permission to land,” you winced, eyeing the runway as you came back
around and you took a deep breath.

“Permission granted.”

Steve stepped out of the car, glancing around the building before stepping further across the gravel
with Tony at his side. It was tall, made of red brick and imposing. A perfectly polished staircase
flowed down into the gravel, leading up to a tall glass door with gold metal trim.

The super soldier’s eyes wandered the grounds for a moment, noting the trees that were used as a
barrier between the road and the rest of the building and the campus behind it. He knew there was
more, Tony had pulled up a blurry satellite image of the base right after Agent Cavanaugh had left.
They hadn’t found much, Aftermath had gotten rid of most information about them and they were left
in the dark.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” he murmured to Natasha and Clint as they scoped out the building. The two
nodded, still looking around as he moved with Tony.

The only thing they had really found was the few files SHIELD had on them, and that didn’t offer
anything new.

They knew Aftermath was a sister agency to SHIELD and ran more of the special ops, military side of
things. They also knew the leader was named Commander Weston and Clint was pretty sure that
Ghost had called him Kingpin.

But, other than that, they were going in blind.

“Are we sure about this?” Steve muttered to Stark, pausing to take another glance at the building
before climbing the steps.

“I’m not sure about anything anymore,” he groaned, flicking off his sunglasses as his eyes wandered
the building, “Spies are breaking into my shit left and right and a super-secret organization I’ve never
heard of is suddenly everywhere and nowhere at the same time. At this point…”

Tony paused, his eyes darting to a yellow plane that zipped over their heads and disappeared behind
the building, “I’m over it.”

“Great.” Steve sighed, ignoring the chuckle from Natasha and reaching for the door to swing it open.



A cool breeze rushed from the building, greeting them as they entered into a clean rotunda with
another set of stairs. White marble tiles met their feet as they moved through the lower rotunda and up
the stairs to a larger rotunda. Intricately carved columns stood guard around the room, rising to the
ceiling and meeting at a glass roof. Sunlight sparkled down from above, beaming down into a rough-
hewn rock that punched out of the perfect tiles.

Steve’s eyes wandered the rock, studying it and the symbols that were etched into it.

Aftermath : Alpha One

Kingpin. Nighthawk. Ghost. Outbreak. Blackhat.

The Original Five.

“Little over the top, no?” Clint asked, circling the stone with a quirked brow.

“You know, I was thinking we need something like this in the entrance of the compound,” Tony said,
inspecting the stone with a smirk, “But with our faces on it.”

“No,” Natasha shook her head, her head on a swivel. Her gaze dropped when she saw the stone, “I
don’t think we want that.”

“Why?”

“It’s a memorial,” Steve spoke slowly, gingerly reaching out to set his hand on the jagged stone, “To
remember the fallen.”

“Hate to break it to you Cap but Ghost isn’t dead,” Tony shrugged but he backed away from the stone
anyway, the smile on his face falling.

“Neither is Outbreak,” a familiar voice drawled behind them. The four spun around as the voice cut
through the room, echoing off the walls and Agent Cavanaugh appeared. She waltzed up the steps,
balancing a pair of drink trays in one arm and spinning a pencil through the fingers of her other hand,
“But the other three…”

She trailed off, gazing at the stone solemnly for a moment before clicking her tongue, “They’re not
with us anymore.”

“Agent Cavanaugh,” Steve said softly, unable to help the small smile that curled to his lips when she
looked up at him.

“You know, stud,” she drawled with a roll of her eyes, “I’m still liking Montana more, ‘specially from
you.”

Steve shook his head with a grin as she led them out of the rotunda and into a small lobby.

“Cavanaugh,” another voice barked, making the girl wince with a smirk, “What did we say about
flirting with Captain Rogers.”

Steve scoffed as a man rounded the corner in a wheelchair. A finely pressed suit hung perfectly on his
seated figure and an indigo tie lay flat against his chest.

“No, no,” Cavanaugh shook her head, tossing the pencil to the man with a roll of her eyes, “First of
all, not flirting. I’m just having a conversation. Second, Ghost said no flirting with Captain America.



This, is my good friend, New York.”

“That you’ve met only once.” The man deadpanned, shaking his head as another woman appeared
behind him.

“Twice.” Cavanaugh raised two fingers, coming around the man to stand behind him and next to the
second woman before turning back to Steve, “We’re friends now, right?”

“Buy me a drink and maybe I’ll call us friends,” Steve shrugged, ignoring the shit-eating grin that was
coming from Tony as he glanced back and forth between them.

“Fair enough.” She grinned, smoothing back brunette hair that was falling into her face.

“Boone,” the man shook his head, rubbing his temples lightly but smiling when she set one of the
coffee cups she was carrying into his hands, “As entertaining as whatever game you’re playing with
the Captain is, we need to get to business.”

“Senator Johnson, right?” Tony asked, sliding past Clint and looking over the man.

“That’s right,” he nodded with a warm smile, “Or you can call me Outbreak.”

Steve blinked, glancing back to the backside of the stone, “Outbreak?”

“That’s right,” Johnson nodded, lacing his fingers in front of him, “Though, nobody’s called me that
in years. Not since…”

He trailed off with a shake of his head, as though trying to find the words to explain. Johnson shook
his head with a hum, handing Boone back the coffee she had given him, “Not since the ambush.”

“Ambush?”

The Senator forced a smile, placing his hands on the wheels of his chair and rolling back, “Come.
We’ve got a lot to discuss. I’m sure Agent Cavanaugh gave you basic details.”

“If by ‘basic details’ you mean extremely vague and unfortunately unhelpful,” Tony said, glaring at
the girl, “Then, yes.”

“Vague and unhelpful, but you still showed up,” Boone hummed, spinning around him with a catlike
grin, “So, add undeniably intriguing to the list.”

It was Clint’s turn to scoff, finally speaking up as they moved down the hall, “Where’s Ghost?”

“Training,” Johnson said simply, quickly weaving between a pair of secretaries that were in the hall,
“Getting ready to move on to his next target.”

“And where would that be?”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about, among other things.”

The plane screeched to a halt with you wide-eyed and Duke white-knuckling the dash. A light
whimper came from Duke as he reached over and killed the engine.



“I’ll be real with you,” he squeaked as you forced a tight breath through your chest, “That was
terrifying.”

“You’re telling me,” you managed to say, letting go of the stick and leaning back in your chair, “I
thought you said if anything got hairy, you were gonna take over.”

“Yeah, my life flashed before my eyes and I got distracted,” he said, smoothing back his hair and
popping open the door to the plane as he took off his headset, “Next time will be better.”

You scoffed, sliding off yours and setting it on the instrument panel. Your hands were shaky as you
pushed open the door and slid from the plane to the tarmac.

“I don’t think I can do this, Duke,” you sighed, leaning against the plane as he came around the tail
end.

“Oh?” He hummed with a surprised blink, “We’ve finally found Ghost’s kryptonite?”

“Very funny.”

“Trust me, (F/N),” he said, snaking an arm around your shoulder and leading you back toward the jet
landing pads, “It only gets easier from here. Like Boone’s dad always says: ‘If you fall off the horse
get the fuck back up and try again, ya big loser.’”

“Inspirational,” you rolled your eyes.

“So, what better time than the present?” Duke grinned, whipping you quickly toward the Daedalus jet
that was priming its engines.

“What? Duke!”

“Listen, I gotta go get Boonie. You stay with Art, he’ll take care of ya.”

Your growls of protest were ignored as he pushed you up the ramp and practically into Artie’s arms.

“Take good care of her, Art!” Duke called nonchalantly over his shoulder, still completely ignoring
the string of curses you were spouting off at him as the ramp closed, “I need her back in one piece!”

“I’m gonna kill him,” you hissed as the ramp sealed and you stepped back to follow Art to the
cockpit.

“You’ll be fine,” Artie grinned, slipping into the copilot’s chair with a welcoming nod, “C’mon, this is
gonna be so much easier than that rust bucket he started you in.”

You sighed, glancing between him, the pilot’s chair, and the blinking control panel before finally
caving. A low sigh broke through your lips as you sat in the chair and began doing up your harness.
Your eyes looked over the instrument panel, taking in as much as possible before your departure.

“Boone took a lot of inspiration from SHIELD’s Quinjets,” Artie broke the silence, patting your
shoulder gently when he noticed the nervousness painted over your face, “And we both knew those
jets like the back of our hands.”

You scoffed, “I was only the mechanic, Art. I didn’t actually know how to fly the damn things.”

“It’s not as hard as it looks, trust me, “ the pilot smiled.



He went over the instrument panel slowly, explaining everything in detail and making sure you didn’t
have questions as he went along.

The feeling of unease you had slowly faded as he spoke. Art knew what he was talking about. He’d
flown everything from C17s, to fighter jets, to experimental craft including the Quinjet and the
Daedalus jets.

If anyone was going to teach you how to fly, it was going to be Artie.

“Ready?” he asked finally. You licked your lips, mentally going through a checklist as your eyes
swept over the cockpit again, “(F/N), Duke’s already gotten you through the hardest parts. Now, you
just gotta do it again.”

You nodded, flicking a few switches to fire up the engines before placing your hands on the centre-
stick.

“Perfect,” Art nodded, putting on his headset with a smile, “Olympus Tower, Daedalus One is outta
here.”

He didn’t wait for a response before tapping you quickly and you pulled back on the stick. The jet’s
engines rotated, lifting you off the ground and you hovered there for a moment before Art nodded and
you took her higher. You angled the nose upward, careful that you got high enough before punching
it.

The jet shot up into the clouds, leaving the campus behind in a cloud of dust.

“Atta girl!” Art exclaimed with a whoop as the jet took off over the trees. The pilot relaxed back in
his chair with a satisfied giggle, “When Dugan said you learn fast, he wasn’t kidding.”

The two of you sat in silence for a moment as you relaxed and got used to the new jet. Art was right
when he said it would be easier but so was Duke.

As you relaxed, you could feel the jet move under your fingertips. The way it caught the draft and
hung on it as it soared. You could feel what it wanted as you banked into a turn, it knew when you
needed to pull out and if you listened, it would tell you.

You smiled to yourself, allowing yourself a moment to play amongst the clouds as you roamed away
from and back toward the campus.

“You hid it so well, you know that?” Art said after a moment, his voice coming clearly through the
cockpit.

“What?” You blinked, turning toward him.

“When we met. When Fury brought you to SHIELD,” he continued, swiping a piece of curly hair
from his face, “I would never have thought you were involved in...in all of this. It’s crazy.”

You chuckled, “Sometimes I can’t believe it either.”

“And then you saved all our asses when Loki attacked a Helicarrier,” Artie said, staring off into the
distance and shaking his head, “I mean, none of the pilots could scramble. We were all cornered down
on the lower flight deck. I thought we were goners. And then you came around the corner like a bat
outta hell.”



“That should’ve been a red flag.”

“See, but it wasn’t,” he sighed, scrunching his nose, “We knew you were a Marine, so we knew you
were trained. You were just calm. Collected. You were cool. And when Fury shipped you off to New
York, you kicked ass. You were practically an Avenger. You were our hero.”

Art trailed off with a scoff, “When SHIELD fell, I was out of a job. I didn't know what I was gonna
do. Then, Sergeant Dugan and Agent Cavanaugh were on my doorstep. They told me everything, how
you told the Senator I was your favorite pilot.”

“I never said—”

“And now, here I am, teaching you how to fly,” he cut in with a wink before you could finish.

You shook your head, turning your attention back to the jet and carefully soaring higher into the
clouds.

“Why’d you never learn?”

“Hm?” you hummed, pressing a button on the control panel and turning on the jet’s cloaking mode.

“Why’d you never learn to fly?” he asked, “I figured that’d be something you’d wanna know when
you started out. Especially when you were running with Alpha One.”

“It was on my list of things to learn. My…” you trailed off with a frown.

My fiance.

You shook your head, “My Captain was always gonna teach me. We never got around to it.”

— “Mi Amor…” —

“Well, I am honored to be teaching you,” Art said, putting a hand over his heart with a smile.

“Thanks for teaching me, Artie,” you smiled, shaking off Danny’s voice and returning your attention
to the jet, “Now, let’s spice things up. I’m getting a little bored up here.”

“I was waiting for you to say that.”

Steve’s eyes darkened as he studied the stack of papers in front of him. He flipped over the last page
before leaning back in his chair with a frown, his elbows resting on the Senator’s desk. Natasha and
Clint were sitting against the windows of the office, occasionally glancing at one another as they went
through the pages. Tony was beside him with a look he couldn’t quite decipher.

His eyes flicked from Stark back to the stack of papers and he understood.

“You knew about this,” Steve mumbled under his breath, “Didn’t you?”

“Not all of it,” Tony said, sliding the pages away from him with a groan.

“Did you know about the part where, if you fuck up, they detain you without trial?” Agent Cavanaugh
asked lowly from across the room. Steve’s eyes flicked to hers. She was staring through him as
though caught in a memory.



“Boone—” Senator Johnson warned.

“What?” She shrugged, the look on her face gone in an instant, “That’s one of my favorite parts.”

“Why’s that?” Steve couldn’t help but ask, curiosity slinking around the back of his mind.

“Buy me a drink and I might tell you—”

Senator Johnson growled, taking the entire copy of the Accords on his desk and smacking her with it.

Steve scoffed, shaking his head and turning his attention to the Senator, “What do you want from us?”

“We need your help.”

“With what?” Stark asked, pinching the bridge of his nose, “I hate to break it to you, but we can’t win
against Ross.”

“You can’t, I can,” Johnson shrugged, “But that’s not what we need your help with.”

“Then why tell us about the Accords?” Natasha asked, setting her copy of the papers on his desk,
“You could have asked for our help and left us in the dark.”

“Consider it a professional courtesy,” he said, setting his hands on his desk and sending a pointed look
to Tony, “And consider this meeting a warning to Ross.”

“A warning, huh?” Tony scoffed, “What kind of warning?”

“One that he’s not going to like,” Cavanaugh piped up from the corner of the room. She glanced at the
Senator, silently asking permission to continue and he nodded, “If the Accords are signed, Aftermath
disappears.”

“The Accords clearly state you’ll be overtaken by Ross,” Tony frowned, trying to understand what
she was saying, “You’d seriously rather dissolve Aftermath than have Ross in charge.”

“She never said dissolved,” Clint said, pushing off the window, “She said disappear. They’ll go fully
off the grid, underground.”

“Why?” Natasha asked, folding her arms over her chest, “What’s so bad about Ross?”

“It’s not about Ross, it’s about our operatives and keeping them safe,” Boone sighed, perching on the
edge of Johnson’s desk, “Most of them were abandoned by their countries, left for dead. We’re the
ones that came back for them, not their friends, not their comrades. Us. Aftermath. To some of them,
we’re the only family that they have left. To others, they’re counting on us to keep their families and
friends safe.”

Her jaw clenched as she paused, staring into the ground before forcing her gaze up, “When Hydra
hacked into your system, they were this close to gaining access to our archives. They’d know all of
our covert operatives’ locations and names. They’d know their families. If the Accords are signed and
Ross takes over, he and his task force will have full access to our records.”

“And with the Hydra Inquiry ongoing, you’re worried a sleeper agent will gain access,” Natasha
nodded, “A bit paranoid, aren’t we?”



“You know we have to be,” the agent snapped, hopping down off the desk, “We’d be dead if we
weren’t.”

“That explains why you don’t want the Accords signed,” Steve stepped in, “But why do you need our
help?”

“Wraith.”

The simple answer caught him off guard. Steve leaned forward in his chair with narrowed eyes, “I
thought Ghost told us to stay out of the way. What changed?”

“Wraith has two more targets,” Senator Johnson explained, “We don’t know what they are, but we
know where they are. We need your help to put an end to him and whatever game he’s playing.”

“Your mission, should you choose to accept it,” Agent Cavanaugh said, pulling a file from behind her
back, “Is Lagos.”

She handed the file to Romanoff, who quickly flipped through it, “There’s not much here.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” the brunette smiled.

“Agent Cavanaugh will be your contact,” Johnson nodded as the door to his office opened, signaling
that the meeting was coming to a close, “We need you in Lagos ASAP. Whatever Wraith and Rumlow
have planned isn’t going to be pretty.”

“With the firepower they brought to Prague, I’d have to agree,” Clint nodded, taking the file from
Natasha, “Is Ghost coming along?”

“‘Fraid not,” Boone shrugged, “He’s covering the other location on Wraith’s list.”

“But you’re coming to Lagos with us?” Natasha asked, sending a smirk in Steve’s direction. The
super soldier rolled his eyes, shaking his head and looking down to the ground.

“I’ve got some business to attend to in Europe. I’ll meet up with you guys here in a few weeks.”

The redhead smiled, nudging Steve’s shoulder with a wink and moving to walk out the door, “How do
we find you?”

“I’ll find you.”

“It’s been a pleasure,” Senator Johnson chuckled as he wheeled himself out of his office and nodded
to each of them, “I hope to see you all soon, under better circumstances.”

With that he disappeared back into his office, leaving the four of them alone with Agent Cavanaugh
and his assistant. His assistant moved behind her desk, keeping a firm gaze on Agent Cavanaugh
before flicking her head toward the main entrance.

“Easy, Emmerly,” Boone drawled, “I’m going.”

“I’d like to remind you, Agent Cavanaugh, you have another appointment today.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” she sighed before turning her attention back to Steve, “C’mon, New York, I’ll
walk you out.”



“So, Agent Cavanaugh,” Tony called, quickly brushing past Steve and to her side, “We’re going to be
seeing a lot more of you?”

“Probably, considering I can break into your compound whenever I damn well please,” Boone smiled
sweetly, “Seriously, Mr. Stark, lemme help you with your security. It sucks ass.”

Tony frowned, stopping in his tracks and flipping out his sunglasses as they entered the rotunda, “I’ve
decided I don’t like you.”

“I look forward to working with you,” Boone hummed, a smile curling to her lips as she paused at the
top of the stairs. Her gaze shifted to Steve and her smile widened, “All of you.”

Steve grinned, about to say something when a group of harsh footsteps marched around the corner. He
whipped around as Boone’s smile fell.

Four masked soldiers rounded the corner and stood there, waiting.

Libra. Firewire. Goliath. Jumper.

“I’m late, aren’t I?” Boone winced, glancing down to the watch on her wrist as Libra nodded.

“We’ve got places to be, Беда,” Firewire said, a thick Russian accent humming through the mask.

Libra nodded again, “Let’s move, partner.”

“On it,” Boone breathed, quickly turning back to the four but focusing her words on Steve, “I’ll find
you in Lagos.”

He smiled, “I’ll see you there.”

You’d spent hours in the sky with Artie, quickly learning and memorizing new maneuvers and trying
them out. The more time you spent at the stick, the easier it became and soon you were flying almost
as well as you could drive.

To say he was impressed was an understatement.

“You’re the best student I’ve ever had,” he said as you easily landed Daedalus One in its place and the
ramp lowered.

“I’m the only student you’ve ever had,” you muttered as the engines wound down and left you in
silence.

“That don’t matter. You did good, Captain. I think you may have earned your wings.” Artie shrugged,
striding down the ramp with a grin on his face, “Only one thing left to do.”

“What’s that?”

“The glider, duh,” Artie gestured toward the Alpha Two apartments as the two of you walked down
the path together, “I’ve got a feeling you’ll have Icarus mastered in no time.”

You chuckled, shaking your head as you pulled your key card from your pocket and ran it through
your fingers, “I think that’s enough for the day, Art. I need to check on Boone.”



Artie snapped his fingers, stopping in his tracks, “Thanks for reminding me, I gotta prep Daedalus
Two for Gabe. I’ll catch ya later, Cap!”

“Thanks again, Art!” you called over your shoulder as he darted away. You shook your head with a
smile slowly moving through the campus and admiring the scenery, without your mask.

Your give a shit had all but disappeared after you found out about the Accords and, after a quick talk
with Turner, you decided to shed the suit on base.

For the first time, you could feel the refreshing wind pop up from the lake with the sweet smell of
magnolias on its breezes. And everyone around you was none the wiser to who you were. Operatives
didn’t jump out of the way anymore, nor did they avert their gaze away from you.

The mask gave you one hell of a power trip but you didn’t want it to go to your head.

A smirk made its way to your face as you disappeared into the trees that surrounded the Alpha Two
apartments and you flashed your card at the door. It opened immediately and you stepped into the
common room with a sigh, kicking off your shoes and heading to the elevator.

You paused when you saw a sticky note on the elevator buttons addressed to you. It was Duke’s
handwriting, quickly scribbled and left where you would see it.

(F/N),
Come to Boone’s apartment when you get back. We need to talk.

You snapped the note from the wall, crumpling it and shoving it into your pocket as you called for the
elevator. The door slid open and you stepped inside with a frown on your face.

The sudden message from Boone’s contacts had you worried. More worrying was that they said they
were being watched and you couldn’t help but think Wraith had a hand in it.

You tapped your foot impatiently as the elevator rose before coming to a stop and the doors whisked
open.

“Duke,” you called, before the doors opened all the way, “What happened? What’s wrong—What the
actual fuck is going on here?”

You blinked as you stepped into Boone’s apartment and the mess of people that were there. Dorian,
Rafael, and Ari were in her breakfast nook, arguing amongst themselves but pausing when they heard
your outburst. Zac was sitting at a barstool, his eyes fixed on the laptop in front of him. Duke and
Belov were splayed out across the couches without a care in the world.

Belov popped up from where he was on the couch, his usual blond hair slicked back and developing
into a dark black color. He had a black towel draped around his shoulders with a mirror in one hand
and an eyeliner pencil in the other.

Duke looked almost the same as the Russian but his hair was developing into a chestnut brown and he
had dye in his beard and eyebrows. Jack was sitting on the floor in front of Duke, leaning back against
the couch.

Your voice had caught each of their attentions and they all turned to you.

“Oh, good,” Duke said, “You’re here, I wanted to—”



“Nope,” you shook your head, placing your hands on your hips, “What’s going on here?”

You nodded to the three men sitting in the breakfast nook.

“Going over our mission plans,” Raffa answered for the table, “And brushing up on our German.”

Your gaze shifted to Zac.

“Trying to track Rumlow and Rollins,” he said, “Last known sighting is in Algeria.”

“Is he heading for Cairo or Lagos?”

“I’m not sure yet, working on it.”

Your eyes flicked to Belov.

“Undercover mission with Беда,” the Russian shrugged, still attempting to put on the eyeliner.

Lastly, your stare landed on Duke and Jack.

“Boone thinks the Avengers may have seen me in Prague,” Duke sighed, “We don’t want them to
recognize me and trace me back to you so…”

He gestured to himself with the most unimpressed look you’d seen in your life before crossing his
arms over his chest and playing with his necklace.

“What about you?” you asked Jack.

“I’m just kinda hangin’ out.” He shrugged with a lopsided grin, “You missed it, we had pizza.”

You hummed, raising your brows, “Where’s Boone?”

“Right here,” her voice came from the bathroom before she spun into the room with her hair rolled in
a towel and a black robe. She stopped next to you, looking over the fleet of men in her apartment and
shaking her head, “Can you feel the testosterone? I feel like I’m in college again and all my brothers
came to visit.”

“What?”

“Yeah,” she nodded, “The whole stinky seven of ‘em. In my one-bed dorm. It was terrible.”

“Boone,” you sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose.

“Oh, that was a rhetorical ‘what’, my bad,” she shrugged, glancing over to Belov, “Time to rinse,
Christopher.”

Belov slowly swung his head around, glaring at her, “I just did good eyeliner and now you want me to
wash hair? This took me 20 minute.”

“That’s embarrassing,” Boone nodded, “Go rinse.”

The Russian growled, mumbling to himself as he disappeared into her bathroom.

“What is going on here?” you asked again as Boone walked away from you and toward the mirror
that was hanging on the wall across the room.



“I don’t really know, they just kinda showed up, and I was like ‘aight, party at my place’,” she said,
stopping in front of the mirror and taking a handful of jewelry from the pocket of her robe. She turned
back to you, placing a single hand on her hip as an unimpressed look passed across her face, “I
ordered 16 large pizzas. Motherfuckers ate all of it.”

“Ay,” Raffa called from the other side of the room, “We saved some for Jesse and Artie and Gabe.”

“What about me?” she snapped, pursing her lips with a roll of her eyes and turning back to the mirror
before whispering, “Don’t worry, I ordered two extra and hid them. Figured we’d have a girl’s night
before I take off.”

“Speaking of,” you sighed, trying to goad her into telling you what was going on. She hummed in
response, quickly putting the handful of jewelry into the various piercings that littered her face.

“Duke’s already filled you in,” she said, sticking out her tongue to place an electric blue piercing
through it, “Honestly, I don’t know what I’m getting myself into.”

Her demeanor changed as she finished putting in the piercings and turned back to you. You scoffed,
they called her a master of disguise for a reason. With a few accessories and a few quick changes of
facial expressions and how she held herself, she was a completely new person.

“Can you trust them?”

“Oh, gods no,” she laughed, shaking her head and unraveling the towel from her head. Her short hair
was now a deep emerald green that faded to canary yellow at the ends, “They may be informants but
they’d rat me out at the first sign of trouble.”

“They haven’t given you anything to go on?” you asked with a groan, leaning against the wall.

“Chatter’s been all over the place lately,” she sighed, “It went quiet for a bit after Prague but now
things are off the charts.”

“And the Avengers?”

“They’re gonna head to Lagos here in a few days while I’m in Berlin. I’ll meet you in Cairo and give
you whatever information I have before I rendezvous with them.”

You nodded, knocking your head against the wall, “And the rest of the plan?”

“Already in motion,” Duke spoke up from the couch, “Jesse’s moving out tonight with Dorian and the
rest will move out tomorrow. You, me and Zac will head out for Cairo the day after.”

“We’ll come at Dan—Wraith from all sides,” you nodded, “I want this to be over with.”

“You got it, boss.”

“Do you have eyes on Bucky?” you breathed forcing yourself to try and relax.

“He’s staying really low, it’s hard to keep up with him. But I think he’s heading for Bucharest by the
looks of it,” Boone answered.

“But he’s safe?”

“Yes, ma’am.”



“Good,” you sighed, turning to Duke, “What did you want to talk to me about?”

“I know what Wraith's target in Cairo is.”

You quirked a brow, cocking your head to the side.

“Wakandan Vibranium.”

Tony groaned, running a hand down his face and leaning back into his chair. The instant they’d
returned to the compound and handed the rest of the team copies of the Accords, chaos had erupted.
Arguing back and forth between Sam and Rhodey. Cusses in Sokovian being thrown from the twins to
Vision. He and Rogers. Hell, even Clint and Natasha had gone at it for a moment.

Finally, after an hour and a half of constant yelling, it was over. For the time being.

And he was finally left alone in the silence of his lab.

He sighed again, massaging his temples and finally opening his eyes. He pushed himself to his feet,
fully planning on walking out of the lab and to his room before he paused, eyeing the case they’d
retrieved from Prague.

Tony cocked his head to the side, reaching for the case and turning it through his hands.

It was simple enough, a combination lock on one side but the other…

He frowned, running his fingers over the computer ports that were on the sides. Tony clicked his
tongue, turning back into his lab and sliding into his desk. He set the case down and pulled some
wires from a drawer, plugging them into the case and then the computer.

“FRIDAY, analyze this for me, will you?” he hummed, watching as the screen in front of him lit up
and code began running across it.

“Code’s clean, sir.”

“What is it?” he asked, pinching his chin as he backed away from the code to see the bigger picture,
“What does it do?”

“Nothing, sir. There’s no encrypted data or command codes.”

Tony frowned, reaching forward to rest his fingers on the keyboard and quickly moving through the
code to try and decipher it.

It was lines and lines of dummy code. Useless commands repeated over and over, except for one
piece.

Tony paused, typing in a string of characters and suddenly the code came to life.

The lines shifted amongst themselves, constantly reforming itself before it stopped.

The Ace of Spades.



A grin grew on Wraith’s face as he regained access to Stark’s system. He smoothed back his hair and
he plugged in the Aerocell unit and watched the device work. It dug through data in the firewall
before breaking in completely and barricading itself into the system.

“We’re tethered,” one of his soldiers said, “We’re not going anywhere for a long time. And they’re
not going to find us.”

“Not the system I wanted but it’ll serve its purpose,” Wraith hummed, turning back to the various
screens that surrounded him, “What about Sergeant Barnes? Do we have eyes on him yet?”

“No, sir, he went underground after Prague.”

“What about Captain (L/N)?”

“No trace.”

He leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest and absorbing the information that
flowed across the screens in front of him.

“You’re dismissed,” he spat after a moment of the soldier just standing there staring at him, “Get out.”

The soldier scurried away, leaving him alone in the darkened room. It was lit only by the screens and
the figures that tore across them.

Captain America. The Winter Soldier. Black Widow. Hawkeye.

“As fun as this is,” he murmured to himself, his body instinctively moving to mimic the Soldier
before he leaned back in his chair, “Let’s go back in time, shall we?”

He double-tapped the screen and a new set of figures popped up.

Kingpin. Nighthawk. Outbreak. Blackhat. Ghost.
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The Point of No Return

Chapter Summary

It didn’t look like it at first glance but the two weapons were made of pure, flawless vibranium.

“Impressive,” you hummed after a moment, moving from the exhibit and trying not to call
attention to yourself.

“You have no idea,” Duke said from beside you, moving with you as you stopped in front of a
mask, “The strongest metal on earth, hidden behind a layer of dust and protected by a thin sheet
of glass. Just waiting to be taken—”

“Back to where it belongs.” you finished with a curt glare, “Hydra could do a lot of damage with
even one of these.”

You sighed, circling the exhibit again, “How much time do we have?”

“Not enough.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

Past the point of no return ... No going back now

“Oh, darling,” the Doctor hissed with a malicious grit of teeth, “I said nothing of the sort.”

The Soldier didn’t bother to flinch at the gunshot, didn’t blink as the body hit the floor, but he visibly
winced at the sound of her scream. His eyes flicked to her just as another snap echoed through the
room. She dislocated her wrist, slipping her hand through the restraint and grappling with the rest to
free herself from the table.

The girl stumbled across the floor, reaching the redhead’s body before any of the guards could react.
She cradled him in her arms, letting the seeping scarlet stain her hands.

The Soldier couldn’t help but step forward first, curling his metal arm around her waist and yanking
her away as the other guards stalked toward her. Another shriek left her throat as she fought against
him, clawing futilely at the metal arm as he dragged her back into the shadows. As his back hit the
wall he adjusted his grip, snaking his other arm around her neck to hold her straight before leaning
forward to whisper in her ear, “Успокойся, Солдатка. Все нормально. Ты в порядке.”



Take it easy, Soldier Girl. It's okay. You're okay.

He murmured it, just loud enough for her to hear through his mask. She flinched as he spoke, stopping
her struggle as she listened to him before breaking down into sobs. The Soldier pulled her further
against him, resting his chin on her shoulder and continuing to speak softly into her ear. He kept his
eyes forward, glaring into the other guards and keeping a watchful eye on the Doctor.

The Man in Grey eyed the two of them keenly, a slight smirk on his face as he turned to leave the
room, “Tie her down when you’re done with her, comrade. And fix that.”

He motioned at the girl’s wrist before whirling through the door, slamming it shut, and leaving them
alone.

The Soldier stared at the door for a moment then at the table before his attention snapped back to the
girl. He took a deep breath, still whispering in her ear as his flesh arm moved from around her neck,
down her arm, and to her wrist. His fingers ran gently over the joint before wrapping around it and
tightening his grip, popping her wrist back into place.

A silent scream whispered from her lips as she doubled over and her knees buckled. She fell for only a
moment before he caught her, hauling her into his chest as he slid down the wall and pulled her into
his lap.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, releasing her wrist and gently massaging it between his fingers, “I’m so
sorry.”

The girl broke into sobs again, letting her head fall into the crook of his neck as she grasped a fistful
of his tactical suit. He held her there for as long as he could, his eyes on the door as he listened for
movement outside and waited for her to relax.

When she finally did, she slid her wrist away from him and wrapped both arms around his neck.

“I wanna go home,” she sniffed, scrunching her eyes shut and clenching her jaw, “I promised him…”

“I know, Soldier Girl,” he said, smoothing hair away from her face before adjusting his arm so it
curved under her legs, “I know.”

He stood easily, taking her with him and striding across the room to set her on the table.

She whimpered as he laid her down, the cool metal hitting her fevered back, “I promised him…”

“I’m sorry,” he said again, hoping she could see how much he meant it in his eyes rather than his
muzzled face. He stopped strapping her down to wipe away the tears that ran down her cheeks.

The girl stared absently into the ceiling, “I told him I’d get him outta here...I promised…”

Bucky lurched from his sleep, finding himself tangled in his sleeping bag and accidentally chucking
his pillow across the room as he rolled off the mattress. He groaned, kicking off the sleeping bag and
laying on his back for a moment.

— “I promised…” —

“Stop,” he moaned at her voice, throwing an arm over his eyes as the early morning sun began
creeping in through the curtained windows. Bucky took a deep breath, finally opening his eyes and



sitting up as the voice went away. It was replaced by the soft cooing of a pigeon nestled against the
kitchen window.

He sighed, pushing himself to his feet and cracking his neck as he crossed the living room to the
kitchen. Glancing out the window, his eyes scanned the streets below.

Bucharest was barely beginning to wake. Cars and people slowly moved into his field of view as he
stepped away from the window, flicking back the curtain and retreating into the room.

After fleeing Prague he’d kept his head low and moved fast, keeping himself off the radar as much as
possible. He honestly hadn’t thought he’d stay in Bucharest for more than a night, but he was able to
blend in so well and he’d found a cheap apartment so he decided to stay.

The apartment was small and inconspicuous and offered him the perfect bird’s eye view of the
surrounding area. Any trouble coming his way he could see before it got anywhere close to him.

The more time he spent there the more comfortable he became, the more confident. It got to the point
that he took up a few odd jobs here and there. He used the money to furnish the small apartment to
make it feel more like home...even if it wasn’t.

— “I don’t want you to go.” —

Bucky smiled lightly as (F/N)’s voice swirled through his ears and he grabbed his notebook from the
top of the fridge. He slid open the door to the balcony, stepping into the fresh morning air and
hopping up on the ledge. Leaning back against the wall, he opened the notebook and turned to the last
section, and began to write.

Little Soldier Girl.

You walked slowly through the Cairo Museum, your hands behind your back as you moved out of the
Egyptian Antiquities section to the temporary Wakandan Artifacts exhibit.

The items were suspended in glass in the middle of the room.

Delicate pottery. Brightly colored textiles. Deadly-looking weapons.

The exhibit was the largest stockpile of Wakandan artifacts in the world. And, after years of the
Wakandan monarchy advocating for their return, they were finally coming home.

You paused in front of one of the cases, gazing at a spear and shield mounted in the middle. The spear
was intricately forged, covered in a layer of tarnished brown but still somehow glistening in the
museum lights. The shield was long, covered in the same dust as the spear but with geometric shapes
covering the face. The image of a panther was carved into either end of it.

It didn’t look like it at first glance but the two weapons were made of pure, flawless vibranium.

“Impressive,” you hummed after a moment, moving from the exhibit and trying not to call attention to
yourself.

“You have no idea,” Duke said from beside you, moving with you as you stopped in front of a mask,
“The strongest metal on earth, hidden behind a layer of dust and protected by a thin sheet of glass.
Just waiting to be taken—”



“Back to where it belongs.” you finished with a curt glare, “Hydra could do a lot of damage with even
one of these.”

You sighed, circling the exhibit again, “How much time do we have?”

“Not enough.” Duke said, clenching his jaw as he paused in front of a woven tapestry, “One week.
Zac says Rumlow’s heading for Lagos.”

“So we’re going up against Wraith again?”

“Are you surprised?”

“Not really.” You rolled your eyes, taking another glance around the room, “Anything else I need to
know?”

“By the sounds of it, a few representatives from Wakanda will be accompanying the artifacts back.”
He clicked his tongue, backing away from the exhibit, “We need to make sure these stay in their
hands.”

You nodded, movement catching your eye as two women in black dresses stepped from the curator’s
office and stood guard on either side of the door. You turned back to the exhibit as their gaze fell on
you.

Pulling your baseball cap further on your head, you made one last lap around the exhibit. Making sure
to read all the information on the placards before glancing up to Duke.

He was leaning against a column, his hands in his pockets and staring at the ceiling.

While you had chosen a simple outfit, athletic leggings and a light jacket, to blend in, Duke had gone
the opposite direction.

A green floral shirt with ridiculously bright pink parrots and a pair of khaki cargo shorts. He
completed the outfit with a pair of socks and sandals...and a fanny pack.

“You couldn’t have picked something a little more inconspicuous?” you muttered, shaking your head
as his eyes landed on the two women that were staring at you.

“I look like a typical American tourist,” he smiled, waving at the women and earning himself a glare,
“What more do you want from me?”

You scoffed, grabbing his arm and moving out of the exhibit as the doors to the curator’s office
opened and the women’s focus turned away from you.

You moved back down into the Egyptian Antiquities exhibit, waiting until you were sure you were out
of earshot of the women, “We need to study the route again. I need you to figure out who the
Wakandan ambassadors are. I don’t want them to get hurt if there’s a firefight.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded, stopping to look over a display.

“You heard from Boone yet?”

“Negative. Her contacts keep giving her the runaround. Last I heard they were meeting today.”

You sighed, a knot forming in your stomach as your brows knitted together, “Keep me posted.”



“Aye, aye, Captain.”

Shuri walked out of the curator’s office, smoothing her orange dress and letting her eyes flit around
the building. She just caught sight of a man in an atrociously bright floral shirt as he left the
Wakandan exhibit. She scrunched her nose, trying desperately to erase the image from her head as she
followed the curator under the bright lights of the museum.

Okoye and Ayo’s footsteps were barely audible on the tile floor but she could feel their presence
behind her. Shuri knew their eyes were watching over her, and the building, like hawks, waiting for
the smallest hint of trouble. Even if they were watching her back, she couldn’t help but feel uneasy as
her gaze landed on the vibranium weapons on display.

Her father may have put up the front of wanting all the artifacts returned to Wakandan soil, but she
knew these were the two he wanted to come home the most. After T’Chaka had learned that the
destruction of Sokovia was caused by stolen vibranium, he wanted all traces of the metal returned to
the proper hands.

Shuri didn’t mind that part, all that vibranium had been used for, outside of Wakanda, was to create
weapons. But it was the most versatile metal on the planet. She could create so much more, so much
better, than weapons of destruction. She could create armor. She could heal people instead of hurting
them.

The issue was, instead of being left alone in the security of her lab, she was sent as an ambassador for
the return of the artifacts.

Which sucked.

“Everything is going according to plan,” the curator said, leading her to the middle of the exhibit,
“We’re already preparing the artifacts for shipment, the trucks will be ready in less than a week.”

“Good.” Shuri forced a small smile, playing with her kimoyo beads as she glanced along the relics in
glass.

“I’m happy they’re finally returning home, after all this time—” He started with a smile before she
cut him off with a glare.

“They never should have been taken in the first place,” Shuri held back the growl in her throat as a
hand landed on her shoulder. She grimaced, not bothering to look back to see which of the Dora
Milaje it was, she already knew. Okoye. She winced, correcting herself with a bright smile, “But,
better late than never, am I right?”

The curator nodded, glancing between the two women behind her, “Of course. And, I know your
father and I talked about this but are you sure you don’t want extra security with you?”

Shuri clicked her tongue, quirking a brow as she scoffed, “The Dora Milaje and I will be escorting the
artifacts home. We will be more than enough.”

He nodded again, a nervous smile flitting across his face as he gave a rather robotic bow before
disappearing into the museum; leaving her and her guards alone. Shuri sighed, folding her hands over
her chest as she walked across the floor to where a Wakandan mask was mounted, “That went well.”

“Better than I expected,” Okoye nodded, stopping by her side.



Shuri rolled her eyes, rocking to her heels before moving through the exhibit and catching sight of the
man in the floral shirt again. She paused, watching him wander through the museum with a woman at
his side.

“American,” Okoye tsked, following Shuri’s gaze, “Relax. You’re doing fine.”

“I don’t feel like I’m doing fine,” she murmured, playing with the gold necklace around her throat, “I
feel like I’m doing the exact opposite of fine.”

“We’ve been tracking all parties that would be interested in even the smallest fragment of vibranium,”
Ayo said, stalking along the far wall, her eyes focused on the vibranium spear held in the display.

“Klaue?”

“At the top of the list.” She nodded, “We will be ready.”

“The rest of the Dora Milaje will arrive tomorrow,” Okoye said, placing a hand on Shuri’s shoulder to
stop her pacing, “We will have all our weak spots covered.”

Shuri nodded, moving closer to the ornamental mask behind the glass case in front of her. She stopped
as she caught her reflection, “I hope so.”

Boone adjusted her hood, carefully concealing her green hair as she and Belov moved through the
streets of Berlin. Belov slicked back his black hair and ducked down an alley as she paused, taking a
final glance into the street before retreating.

“You good?” Belov asked, flicking away the cigarette that had been hanging out of his mouth.

“Golden,” she nodded, pulling a UV flashlight from her pocket and holding tighter to her laptop bag,
“Let’s just get this over with, yeah?”

Belov nodded as they stopped where the alley intersected another. Boone clicked on the flashlight, its
purple beam wandering the sides of the building before illuminating something.

To anybody else, it would look like a crescent moon. To Boone, it was a Cheshire Cat grin.

“Bingo.”

The two turned down the alley next to the symbol, quickly moving over the gravel before stealing
down a set of stairs. Boone turned to watch their backs as Belov knocked three times at the door at the
bottom. After a moment a small slit in the door opened, revealing heavily kohled eyes staring into
them.

“Welchen Weg möchten Sie gehen?” the man behind the door asked, glaring at both of them. Which
way would you like to go?

Boone smirked at the code, shaking her head as she lowered her hood and stepped toward the door. A
dangerous smile curled to her face as she spoke, “Nun, manche gehen diesen Weg und manche gehen
dorthin. Aber was mich persönlich betrifft, bevorzuge ich die Abkürzung.”

Well, some go this way, and some go that way. But as for me, myself, personally, I prefer the
shortcut.



The man’s eyes widened, quickly snapping the slide shut and unlocking the door before throwing it
open, “You.”

“Me,” she nodded, speeding past him with Belov on her tail and leaving the man behind.

He stared after them for a moment before pulling out his phone. He typed something in quickly as he
stepped out into the alley and left the door wide open. Tossing the phone away, he disappeared down
the alley.

Not that Boone noticed, she was already halfway through the building by the time she even bothered
to take in her surroundings.

It hadn’t changed much since she’d been there last. Still dimly lit by green and purple neon lights, still
humming with electronic music, and still lined with rows and rows of computer terminals.

Boone smirked, skirting past a group of hackers and not even catching their eye. They were blending
in perfectly but her steps faltered slightly as she caught sight of the door at the end of the room.

“We’re sure about this, right?” she muttered to Belov as he placed an arm around her shoulders
nonchalantly.

“Nope.”

Boone rolled her eyes with a hiss, “Perfect.”

Belov pushed open the door, glancing in the room before motioning for Boone to enter.

They entered a large warehouse, natural light filtering in through smoky, arched windows as dust
glittered down on top of them. Pallets of supplies were neatly organized along the far end, each
marked with what government or corporation they had been stolen from. On the side nearer to them
was a makeshift living room, completely contrasting the surroundings. A woman was reclining on the
couch, wearing a black and white robe with birds soaring around the fabric.

She only moved after Boone had made it to the chair opposite her.

“Cheshire, willkommen zurück,” the woman spoke with a grin. Welcome back, Cheshire.

Boone winced at the name, shaking her head with a growl, “Drop the shit, Renata. What do you got
for me?”

Renata rolled her eyes, smoothing away a lock of black hair as she stood from the couch and moved
across the room in a swirl of fabric, “What? No time for formalities?”

The woman smiled again, pouring herself a glass of water from the carafe on a bar cart across the
room before waltzing back toward Boone, “Keine Zeit für alte Freunde?” No time for old friends?

“Not today,” Boone shook her head, her jaw setting into place as she repeated herself, “What do you
have for me?”

Renata scoffed, rolling her eyes as she returned to the living room and reached a hand under the couch
cushion. She pulled out a manila envelope, slipping her hand inside to pull out a smaller, white
envelope, “It came in two weeks ago. We scanned it, there was no data footprint so we opened it.”



Boone took the envelope from the German, flipping it through her hands with a frown. For Cheshire,
it said, accompanied by an unfinished ‘A’ enclosed in a laurel wreath that had been hand-printed
across the envelope.

The Aftermath logo.

“We didn’t want to open it,” Renata shrugged, circling the two of them, “Considering it’s addressed to
you.”

Boone’s frown deepened as she spun a knife from her pocket, easily cutting through the envelope and
taking out a packet of papers and a metal card. She rolled the metal card through her fingers, it was
blank.

Her brows furrowed as she opened the packet of papers…

“This is a pile of blank papers…” Boone said, glancing up at Renata in confusion. The woman backed
away slowly, her eyes, not on Boone but someone behind her. She and Belov whipped around, her
face warping into a snarl, “And that is a bad guy.”

Boone tensed as a man walked from the door they had entered from.

Wraith

He stalked from the darkness, the music from the other room suddenly going quiet as soldiers began
fanning out behind him.

“Agent Cavanaugh,” he hummed, a smile evident behind his mask.

“Wraith,” Boone growled, turning to Belov, “Run.”

Boone flicked the blank metal card at Renata, hitting her square in the face and knocking her out
completely. The two spun, ready to move toward the back of the warehouse when they were stopped
in their tracks again. More soldiers wormed their way from the pallets, weapons raised.

“Where do you think you’re going, Agent Cavanaugh?”

They were masked this time. All of them. Not like they had been in New Eden.

“Hide your face,” she snapped to Belov, “They have cameras in their helmets. Hide your face.”

Belov ducked behind her, popping back up after he’d wrapped a scarf around the bottom half of his
face. He pulled out his Aftermath jammer card, trying to ruin their cameras.

“Ah, ah...nice try,” Wraith tutted with a shake of his head as Belov’s card flashed red and he moved
further toward them, “You really think you’re going to get away from me, again?”

Boone’s eyes flashed around the room, her hand slowly sneaking into her bag and finding a smooth
sphere of metal.

“You’re outnumbered—”

“Didn’t stop met before,” Boone hissed as her fingers found the embossing on the sphere, tracing the
F...U..



“Your precious little (F/N) isn’t here to protect you this time,” he said before he paused. He gazed at
her, then to Belov before scoffing, “I can’t believe it. She’s left you alone. You need more friends,
Cavanaugh.”

“I got plenty of friends,” Boone said, her chest tightening as her fingers continued moving along the
metal, “They’re all really good at what they do.”

C...K…

“Yeah?” Wraith asked, cocking his head to the side, “And where are they? They’re not going to save
you either. Just give it up. I don’t wanna have to kill you.”

U...2…0...

Boone grinned as her fingers found the zero, her thumb clicking the button built into it, “Well, see,
one of my dear, dear friends sent me with a care package. Just in case I ran into you.”

“Really?” Wraith chuckled, pressing his hand to his chest as though he was flattered, “And what’s
that?”

“He calls it the FuckU 2.0.” She grinned, pulling the explosive from her bag and rolling it across the
floor, “Careful, it’s a little...volatile.”

Wraith darted backward as the FuckU 2.0 detonated, rocking the entire building as Belov and Boone
ducked. As the debris settled and before the soldiers began yelling, the two popped back up. Belov
pulled two more canisters from her bag, tossing one at the far wall and the other at the group of
soldiers as Boone turned to Wraith.

She shrugged, “You know the rules. Always have two escape plans.”

The other two charges went off, blowing a hole in the wall and taking down Wraith’s back up. Boone
grabbed Belov’s wrist, leaping through the hole in the wall and ducking into the alley.

They broke into a sprint, running from the alley and back into the main streets of Berlin. Boone pulled
out her phone as the two darted into traffic, ignoring the horns and screeching of tires as they took off
through the city.

“Jumper. Abort. Get the hell outta here. Make a run for it,” she spat before turning to Belov, “You
know what to do.”

The Russian nodded, running down a back alley and leaving Boone by herself. She sighed, her eyes
flicking around the city before she spotted a motorcyclist.

“Sorry!” she said, knocking him off his bike and taking it for her own, “Really sorry! I’m just gonna
borrow it for a bit! I promise!”

She revved the bike, taking off into the streets and past the fleet of emergency vehicles that were
converging on the smoke behind her.

Steve sighed, flinging his suit over his shoulder as he moved up the ramp of the Quinjet. He tossed his
suit next to his weapons cache, rolling his neck as he sat in a chair and relaxed back.

“Sorry I won’t be joining you, Rogers,” Tony called, the proximity of his voice making Steve jump



Somehow, even if the guy spent most of his time in an Iron Man suit or the lab, he was incredibly
light on his feet.

Steve scoffed, cracking his eyes open for just a moment before closing them again, “Same here.”

“Even more sorry I don’t get to see you and Agent Cavanaugh continue your strange dance of love.”

Steve choked, snapping forward in his seat with a growl, “Stark.”

“Don’t worry,” Natasha called from the cockpit, turning in her chair with a mischievous grin, “I’ll fill
you in.”

“Please don’t,” Steve groaned as Stark winked at him and began to walk down the ramp of the jet.

“Where are you going to be?” Wanda asked Tony as she came around the corner.

“I’ve gotta give a speech at MIT. I’m unveiling BARF this weekend.”

Pietro frowned, unimpressed, “You have got to come up with better names, Mr. Stark.”

“There is nothing wrong with the name BARF!” he yelled over his shoulder, waving offhandedly
behind him, “It’s a good name!”

“No...not really...no,” Pietro shook his head, plopping down in a seat next to Wanda as Sam strode up
the ramp with a grin.

“Alright, boys and girls,” he said, taking a seat next to Natasha in the cockpit, “Next stop, Lagos. We
don’t want Cap to be late for his date.”

“Not you too,” Steve groaned, ignoring the chuckles from the twins.

“Trust me, Rogers,” Sam smiled, “I’m not letting this go any time soon.”

Sharon kept a poker face on as she stepped from her vehicle, her gaze drawn to the spiraling smoke
coming from what was left of a warehouse in front of her. She only stared for a second longer before
taking a step forward with two recruits on her tail.

She pulled out her badge just as an officer was about to stop her, “Joint Terrorism Task Force.”

The officer nodded, letting her pass.

“You two are getting quite the show on your, what? Second day?” she called over her shoulder. The
two men behind her didn’t say anything as they moved toward the building, their eyes fixed on the
damage.

It was a pile of rubble at this point. Decimated by three separate explosions.

Sharon caught up with another member of her team, nodding to him as he turned to her.

“Survivors?” she yelled, still barely audible over the sound of sirens.

“None,” he shook his head, “But it wasn’t from the explosion. They were shot.”



Sharon blinked, a frown deepening on her face as she glared at the body bags being loaded into an
ambulance, “We got a cause for the explosion?”

“We haven’t found it yet. But we did find this. It was next to one of the bodies.”

He pulled a plastic bag from his jacket, handing it to Sharon.

It was a metal card, singed and charred. As Sharon moved it through the bag to see it better, a symbol
appeared.

The Ace of Spades.

She hummed, handing the bag to one of the men behind her before walking away, “See what you can
find off of this.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the symbol. He glanced from Sharon to
his partner and nodded.

The other pulled out his phone, taking a picture and sending it away before holding the phone to his
ear, “Hey. It’s me. You’re gonna wanna see this—”

“Rafael, Jack,” Sharon called over her shoulder, “You two comin’ or what?”

“On our way, boss,” Raffa yelled back, glancing at Jack before following her.

“Big Brother,” Jack said, taking a slow step to follow, “Get that picture analyzed. See what you can
dig up.”

You soared over the outskirts of Cairo, the Icarus glider kicking up dust as you moved easily through
the sands. The map of Wraith’s route was displayed on your HUD in your helmet as you moved along
it.

You’d made a lot of progress on the glider in a relatively short amount of time and you grew more
confident every time your boots clicked onto it.

Duke was right.

It was almost as easy as driving a car. Almost. Not quite.

You scoffed to yourself, easily barrel-rolling through the sky before turning back toward Cairo.

You’d made the run to the Wakandan border three times this week. Checking for ambush and vantage
points.

You’d been told that Wakanda was a relatively small, poor country. But you didn’t buy it.

The country was hidden deep in the rainforest and shielded by a mountain range, no outsider had ever
been into the country. The country kept to themselves, traded with no one, talked to no one, accepted
aid from no one. But, after the attack on Sokovia, there had been a sudden outpouring of aid from
Wakanda to Sokovia.

Out of nowhere, the country was stepping slowly from the shadows. And they weren’t what everyone
had thought they’d be.



They sent doctors to Sokovia to help the wounded, and those doctors used techniques that rivaled
modern medicine.

Wakanda wasn’t as little, or as poor, as the rest of the world thought they were. They were smarter.
They were stronger.

A part of that put you at ease, if they were as smart as you thought they were, they knew the value of
the artifacts they were bringing home. They knew the importance of keeping the Vibranium out of the
wrong hands.

They’d be ready for trouble.

Hopefully, you’d just be carefully watching from the skies as the caravan left Egypt and entered
Wakanda. But you knew Wraith better than that...he had a plan.

— “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after you and all your little friends.
And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to watch me kill you.” —

You frowned, almost sending Icarus careening before you regained control and righted yourself. You
sped over the tops of Cairo buildings, carefully looking out for the safehouse you, Duke, and Zac had
been staying in.

Your thoughts turned to Boone and Belov, your eyes flicking to the time in the bottom of your HUD.
You hadn’t gotten an update from her in a while and, coupled with Wraith’s threat, you were worried.

A groan left your throat as you dove down toward the safe house, you snapped your boots from the
restraint of the glider and stepped onto the roof. Icarus pulled away, soaring to where Duke had
hidden Daedalus One.

You tugged off your helmet and stretched as you gazed off the roof over the city of Cairo.

It was a pretty place. Blending centuries-old and modern buildings seamlessly. Standing there for a
moment, you soaked in the evening sun before turning back toward the house and opening the rooftop
door to step inside.

The instant you stepped in, you ran directly into Duke. You flinched back, looking him over quickly.

His eyes were wide and he was breathing heavily, as though he had just run up four flights of stairs to
find you.

He had.

“Whoa, hey,” you said, placing a hand on his chest as he tried to catch his breath, “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Boone,” he wheezed, “She detonated a FuckU 2.0 this morning.”

“Excuse me?”

Duke took a deep breath before letting it out and starting again, “Boone detonated an explosive I gave
her just in case she ran into...trouble.”

Your heart fell, quickly stepping down the stairs after him as he led you to the Command Center
they’d made, “It was Wraith. Wasn’t it?”



“He was waiting for them,” he nodded, striding into the room, “It was an ambush.”

You froze, glancing at the screens on the wall.

A warehouse in Berlin had been reduced to ashes. There were no survivors.

“Are they okay?” you asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

“They-They scattered.” He shook his head and you took a sigh of relief, “Boone’s the first one to
check-in. They split up, Boone’s heading for Paris. She has a safehouse there—”

The two of you flinched, whirling around with weapons raised as the door slammed open.

“Ah-ha!” a familiar voice shouted. In a flash of green hair, Boone stepped into the room, “But I’m
not! Surprise, bitches!”

She was covered in dust and soot, a slightly crazed look in her eye as she held out her arms and tossed
her leather jacket away. There was a darkening bruise on her jawline and a bandage around her arm.

“Boone?” you breathed, taking a quick step forward to hug her, “How the hell did you get here?”

“I stole a plane,” she grinned, pulling away from you with a proud look on her face.

“You stole a plane?” Duke asked, tugging her into a hug when she nodded, “That’s my girl.”

“Where’s the plane now?” you asked, still looking her over for any other injuries.

Boone frowned, “I may have crashed the plane.”

Duke squeaked, breaking the hug and pushing her away in disgust, “You bitch.”

“Hey—”

You held up a hand, silencing the two of them, “You said you were heading for Paris.”

“I lied,” Boone shrugged, “Just in case Wraith was watching my comms.”

“Where’s Belov?” Duke asked.

“Heading toward a safe house in Lisbon. He’s fine. Gabe took Daedalus Two to the Alliance. He’s
awaiting your orders.”

You nodded, sighing as you fell back in a chair, “Are you okay?”

“A little sore but, other than that, I’m fine.”

“What happened?”

“Wraith was waiting for us,” Boone said, wincing slightly as she pushed herself onto a table, “He
knew we would be there. I think he’s trying to get pictures of our faces so he can track us down.”

“Did he get any?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged, “He knows who I am. But that’s not surprising. I haven’t exactly been
keeping a low profile. I don’t think he had time to get to Belov but I’m not sure.”



Duke hopped up onto the table next to her, placing an arm around her shoulders, “What’s the plan,
Cap?”

You sighed, leaning back into your chair and chewing on your lip before you spoke.

“I don’t want any of you traveling alone anymore. Always move in pairs, always have each other's
six.” You folded your arms over your chest with a frown, staring into the ground before looking up to
Boone, “You’re heading to Lagos. I want you to stick close to the Avengers. I don’t think Wraith has
the balls to go after you when you’re with them.”

“I will use whatever excuse I can to ‘stick close to’ Captain America,” Boone winked.

“I want you to escort her there and then come right back,” you said to Duke with a scoff, “We’re
gonna need more intel on this.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The bed creaked as Steve sat down with a groan. They’d landed in Lagos a few hours prior and
immediately got to work.

Natasha hit the ground running, meeting up with old contacts while Sam scouted the city. Steve and
the twins held back, going over surveillance video to see if they could catch a glimpse of Rumlow.
They didn’t find anything.

“You good?” Sam asked, plopping down on the other bed in the room.

“Just want this to be over with,” Steve shrugged, a tired look in his eye, “Right when I think we’ve
gotten rid of Hydra, they bounce right back.”

“What’s the saying?” Sam asked with a knowing nod, “Cut off one head and two more’ll take its
place.”

Steve winced at the words, shaking his head.

“Maybe,” Sam said, catching Steve’s eye, “We need to go for the heart instead.”

“I don’t think Hydra has one.”

Sam shrugged as the door to their room swung open and Natasha stepped in, “I’ve got intel.”

“Don’t leave us hanging, Romanoff,” Sam grinned, motioning for her to continue.

“Local police confiscated a cache from a band of weapons dealers. They’re holding it in their
headquarters.”

Sam scoffed, glancing to Steve, “Sounds like Rumlow’s MO. They’ll hit it just like they hit the black
site in London. What’s the plan, Cap?”

“Have the twins keep an eye on the station,” Steve said, “Nat, you keep digging. Sam, see if you can
get me blueprints of the building.”

The two nodded, quickly moving out of the room and closing the door behind them. Steve sighed,
running a hand over his face and falling back into the bed.



Not only was he still chasing Rumlow and whatever was left of Hydra, he also had the Accords to
worry about. More worrisome was that the team was completely divided on it. Arguments would
spring out of nowhere in the compound, filling the air with a tension that everyone could feel.

As much as he wanted to keep the team together, he didn’t know if he could. Maybe retirement
wouldn’t be so bad…

Steve blinked as his phone chimed from the nightstand. He rolled over, plucking the thing from the
table and glancing at it.

A new message from an unknown number flashed across the screen.

Hey there, stud. I’m heading your way. See you soon. ;)

Steve couldn’t help the smirk that crossed his face. He licked his lips as he wrote his reply.

Can’t wait.

You were pacing on the balcony of the safehouse, overlooking the city as cool night air blew in from
the desert. A full moon was high in the sky, illuminating the landscape around you slightly.

Tapping your phone in your hands, you checked the time and looked out over the buildings.

— “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after you and all your little friends.
And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to watch me kill you.” —

You shuddered, pushing away his voice and the pang of grief in your stomach.

Why was he doing this?

You shook the thought away too. It would start a chain reaction of other thoughts and ideas and
memories and you couldn’t deal with that. Not right now. Not with everything that was at stake.

Sighing, you leaned heavily against the balcony and took a deep breath.

— “Mi Amor…” —

Your phone buzzed, catching your attention and smacking Danny’s voice away from you.

“You good?” you asked, flipping the phone to your ear.

“Right as rain,” Duke said on the other end of the line, “I’m on my way back now. I’ve got more info
for you, though.”

“What do you got?”

“I did some digging into the Wakandans that are escorting the artifacts.”

“And?”

“And,” Duke said, stretching out the word, “It looks like we’ve got Wakandans Royalty on our hands.
The Princess herself is escorting the cargo to the Wakandan border.”



You frowned, glancing at the map you had taped to the wall, “That...just made things a whole lot more
complicated.”

Wraith took a step into the house with a sneer, his boots squelching on wet carpet as he moved further
into the home. Soldiers and scientists moved quickly throughout the house and he soon found himself
in the kitchen standing next to Dr. Novak.

The Doctor was looking intently upon the scene in front of them, tapping his glasses in his hands.

There was a body hanging, by his legs, from the ceiling. His head was submerged in an overflowing
sink.

Vasily Karpov

Wraith growled, glancing to his assistant, “Find out who did this.”

His assistant nodded, ducking out of the house as another soldier took her place.

“Where’s the book?” he asked, eyeing the mess of papers that were around the house, “He had the
book. Where is it?”

“It’s not here, sir,” another soldier said nervously.

“Fuck!” he spat, grinding his teeth, “Find it. Damn it.”

A low growl resonated from his throat as his attention turned back to Karpov’s body. Novak circled it
once before patting his chest, “Goodbye, old friend.”

He nodded solemnly as two soldiers cut the body free and lowered him to the ground. Wraith stared at
it a moment more before turning away as a soldier cleared his throat behind him.

“Tell me you have good news.”

“The partial picture we got from the operative in Berlin was negative. We don’t know who he was.
And the rest of the Aftermath operatives scattered.”

“Fuck.” Wraith hissed, rolling his eyes with a glare at the soldier, “Get out.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Beating you at every turn, hm?” Novak mused, slowly wandering through the house.

“I don’t wanna hear anything from you, old man.” Wraith warned him as the Doctor chuckled.

“You’re playing a game of poker with chess masters, my dear boy,” Novak continued, ignoring him
completely, “They’re ten steps ahead of you while you’re simply playing the opponent across from
you. You need to look at the bigger picture and you’ll have her right where you want her.”

Wraith rolled his eyes as his assistant returned, “Do whatever you have to, find them. Track them. Kill
them if you have to. But I want her alive. We’ll force her hand and she’ll make all the mistakes.”
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Catalyst of Chaos

Chapter Summary

You bit your lip, closing your eyes, “I don’t know what his endgame is.”

“It’s getting to Aftermath…” Boone muttered, “It’s getting to you.”

Duke nodded, “His endgame is revenge.”
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There is no such thing as control. There is only chaos. 

Steve looked out onto the quiet streets, his eyes panning over the city before he backed away from the
window. He pulled the curtains a little closer together, leaving them open just enough he could peek
through.

“Alright,” he finally spoke, adjusting his earpiece slightly, “What do you see?”

“Standard beat cops,” Wanda replied immediately, as though she knew when he was going to ask,
“Small station. Quiet street.”

“It’s a good target,” Pietro continued. Steve could barely catch a glimpse of him on the corner, leaning
against the wall and scoping the perimeter.

Steve nodded, keeping his voice low as he glanced back down onto the streets. The police station was
right across from him, his gaze swept the building, “There’s an ATM on the south corner, which
means?”

“Cameras.” the twins responded simultaneously.



“Both cross streets are one-way—”

“So, compromised escape routes,” Wanda said before Pietro could. Steve could almost feel the glare
she was receiving from her brother just by the flick of his head across the street.

“Means our guy doesn’t care about being seen. He isn’t afraid to make a mess on the way out,” Steve
bit his lip, a red vehicle catching his eye as he stooped back out of sight, “You see that Range Rover
halfway up the block?”

“Yeah,” Wanda nodded, “The red one? It’s cute.”

“It’s also bulletproof,” Natasha cut in, “Which means private security, which means more guns, which
means more headaches for somebody. Probably us.”

“You guys know I can move things with my mind, right?” Wanda hummed, a hint of a grin on the
edge of her voice.

“And I can go...very fast,” Pietro added about to continue when Natasha interrupted him.

“Looking over your shoulder needs to become second nature.”

“Anybody ever tell you you’re a little paranoid?” Sam asked.

“Not to my face. Why? Did you hear something?”

Steve scoffed with a shake of his head, “Eyes on target, folks. This is the only lead we have on
Rumlow. I don’t wanna lose him.”

He backed away from the window and moved across the room, his jaw clenching as Sam chuckled
through the comms.

“If he sees us coming that won’t be a problem. He kinda hates us.”

Steve took a deep breath, stopping at the window across the room and pausing at the commotion
outside as a garbage truck moved through traffic, hitting a car. He frowned.

“Sam, you see that garbage truck? Tag it.”

The comms went quiet for a moment as Sam set to work.

“So, Rogers, where’s your girlfriend?” Natasha asked.

“Yeah,” Wanda chirped, “I thought she was going to meet us here.”

“Not now, you two,” Steve sighed, keeping his eyes on the truck and resisting the urge to roll them.

“That truck’s loaded for max weight,” Sam said, “And the driver’s armed.”

Steve’s brows furrowed, his eyes flicking toward the truck’s target.

“It’s a battering ram,” Natasha said slowly.

“Go. Go now,” Steve ordered, moving back through the building, “He’s not hitting the police.”



“So, Rogers, where’s your girlfriend?”

Boone held back a snort, covering the grin that smacked across her face with the back of her hand.
She leaned back against the wall, flicking the collar on her leather jacket and smoothing back her hair.
The metal card in her hands shimmered green, the tap she had on the Avengers’ comms holding
steady.

“Yeah, I thought she was going to meet us here.”

Another scoff as Boone’s eyes flicked to the cafe that was across the street, noting one of the
Maximoff twins and Agent Romanoff. She hummed to herself, following the street down and finding
the other twin on the corner.

”Not now, you two,” Steve scolded both of them, the annoyance in his voice evident.

”That truck’s loaded for max weight,” Wilson said, interrupting the three, “And the driver’s armed.”

“Ah,” Boone frowned, glancing from the police station to where the garbage truck was moving. She
pushed off the wall, quickly following it through the traffic, “Oh. Oh. Fuck.”

“It’s a battering ram.”

“Go. Go now. He’s not hitting the police.”

The truck turned down another street, disappearing from view for only a moment before Boone broke
into a sprint. Before she even turned the corner, havoc broke loose. She screeched to a halt, watching
as what was left of a cement barrier fell in on itself and two orange trucks went screaming past her.
They tore through the rubble, kicking up dust as they moved toward the building.

Institute for Infectious Diseases

She winced as gunfire filled the building’s courtyard and a team of mercenaries in tactical suits sprang
from the trucks. They all turned toward the building, taking out its security team before moving in to
secure the location. Three of the mercenaries stopped square in front of the building, raising their
weapons and firing gas through the windows.

Boone flinched back against the wall as a silver blur shot past her and into the courtyard, taking out
the three mercenaries before disappearing. She glanced back around the corner just in time to catch a
glimpse of a red, white, and blue silhouette dropping in front of the building. She smirked as Steve
turned on the soldiers, taking out one before flinging his shield into another and then launching
himself at the last one.

She stopped paying attention as Steve turned back to his team and they began taking out soldiers left
and right. She backed away from the fight, her gaze finding another target.

A pair of black, armored trucks crept up to the back of the building and waited.

Creeping along the side of the street with a group of onlookers, Boone closed in on the vehicles. They
were protected by a few soldiers but they didn’t move, they were waiting for something. Boone’s eyes
narrowed, ducking through the growing crowd and into the open.

The door on the back of the building was thrown open, a group of mercenaries striding out and toward
the vehicle.



She recognized one. The one with an ‘X’ painted across his chest in bleached-bone white.

Rumlow.

He was a lot bigger than Boone had originally anticipated...a lot bigger. His face was hidden under his
mask and the thuds of his bootsteps camouflaged the hissing of hydraulics as he moved.

Boone took a hesitant step forward, still assessing the situation when Steve’s voice snapped through
her earpiece.

”Rumlow has a biological weapon.”

Oh...oh fuck.

She was about to flinch forward when a motorcycle caught her attention, zipping past her and toward
Rumlow’s men.

“I’m on it,” Romanoff said, sliding through a few soldiers and dispatching a handful more. She
jumped on the hood of a vehicle, turning to the last standing soldier and shooting a bite from her taser.
A hand curled through Natasha’s hair, yanking her back onto the top of the vehicle. Boone winced at
the yelp that came from her lips before darting toward her.

By the time she made it through the sea of bodies Romanoff had left in her wake and tossed herself up
onto the vehicle, Natasha had stabbed Rumlow with another taser.

The man almost chuckled, a grin evident even behind the mask, “I don’t work like that no more.”

Natasha’s face fell as he spoke, realizing he didn’t even flinch as he knocked her away from him. He
was about to throw her into the hatch of the vehicle when Boone finally made contact. She tackled
him around the middle, knocking all three of them off the vehicle. Rumlow grunted as he fell,
releasing the grip he had on Natasha’s hair and turning his attention to Boone.

“Howdy,” she grinned, through gritted teeth, as she rolled off of him and out of reach. The snap of a
piston growled past her ear as Rumlow twisted toward her and his fist slammed into the ground where
she had been, “How’s it goin’, Romanoff?”

“You’re late,” Natasha rolled her eyes, circling Rumlow as he pushed himself up.

“For my date? My bad.” Boone rolled over her shoulder to her feet, twirling a knife through her
fingers and glaring at the hydraulic lines that slithered through Crossbones’ armor, “The lines are a
weak point. Go for them and he’ll lose system power.”

“Fantastic idea,” Romanoff nodded, mirroring Boone’s stance as she unsheathed a knife from her
boot.

“As much fun as this threesome would be,” Rumlow growled, his eyes barely visible but flicking
back and forth between them as he ignored Boone’s smirk, “I gotta pass.”

The smile on Boone’s face dropped as he pulled an explosive from behind his back and popped the
pin.

“Look familiar, Cavanaugh?” he grunted, releasing the lever and tossing it toward them, “Fire in the
hole!”



Boone darted away from the canister as it bounced toward her and Romanoff ducked off into the
opposite direction. She took cover behind one of his armored vehicles, wincing as the explosion slid
the vehicle into her and knocked her off her feet.

She sat back up with a groan before diving back down to the ground as four more explosions went off
in the building. She turned back toward the sound, narrowly catching sight of Rumlow driving off in a
vehicle. Slipping her metal Aftermath card into her hand, she tapped it a few times. It hummed in her
hands, flashing red before going back to green.

“Hey, New York,” she said with a drawl, bouncing back to her feet and glancing around her,
“Rumlow’s in an AFV heading north. I’m in pursuit.”

“Tony! That took my breath away!” an MIT teacher said, ignoring the look on Tony’s face as he left
the stage and began moving away from him as applause continued, “Tony! So generous! So much
money! Out of curiosity, will any of that grant be made available to faculty?”

Tony resisted the urge to groan and allowed himself only a minuscule eye roll before tuning out
Mr...what’s his name? Eh, whatever.

He shook his head, finally catching sight of his assistant as she shuffled around MIT teachers towards
him.

“Mr. Stark, I am so sorry about the teleprompter. I didn’t know Miss Potts had canceled. They didn’t
have time to fix it.”

“It’s…” Tony shook his head, still ignoring Mr. What’s His Name behind him and trying to think,
“Fine...I’ll be right back.”

He shrugged past both of them and slipped out the door to find the closest elevator. He found a
woman there, staring absently into the elevator doors. He ran a hand over his face, leaning into the
wall with a sigh.

“That was nice what you did for those young people,” the woman said, her gaze unwavering into the
door.

“They deserve it…” Tony nodded slightly, “Plus, it helps ease my conscience.”

“They say there’s a correlation between generosity and guilt,” the woman continued with a small
smile, “But, if you've got the money, break as many eggs as you like. Right?”

Tony smiled with a curt nod, glancing at the elevator as he pushed off the wall. The smile on his face
fell as he leaned forward to the unpushed call button, “Are you going up?”

“I’m right where I want to be.” the woman all but snapped, reaching quickly into her handbag.

Tony flinched forward, grabbing her wrist with a wince. The woman paused, glaring up at him and
immediately telling Tony to stand down.

“Sorry. It’s an occupational hazard.”

“I work for the State Department,” the woman said, her glare continuing to slice into him, “Human
Resources. I know it’s boring but it enabled me to raise a son. I’m very proud of what he grew up to
be.”



She pulled her hand from her bag, slapping a picture onto Tony’s chest and knocking him back, “His
name was Charlie Spencer. You murdered him. In Sokovia. Not that that matters in the least to you.”

“You think you fight for us?” she seethed, “You just fight for yourself. Who’s going to avenge my
son, Stark? He’s dead and I blame you.”

Without another word, the woman pushed away from him and strode down the hall. And Tony Stark’s
heart dropped.

You leaned back against your chair, cold pizza dangling from your mouth as you glanced over the
route for the fiftieth time. Duke was reclined next to you, his brows knitted together as he looked over
your shoulder and studied the map. The sound of Zac typing in the corner of the room drummed over
the drone of traffic outside the window.

You clicked your tongue, rubbing your temples and staring blankly at the map.

Cairo to Wakanda.

The route was simple, straightforward, and out in the open. Wraith wouldn’t be able to hit the convoy
easily. But, if you knew him like you thought you did, he would still try.

“What about here?” Duke asked, his finger pointing to the map, “The bend in the road here. They
could hide behind this rock formation.”

You shook your head, pointing to another curve, “You can see around the rocks here. Unless they
moved ridiculously fast, they wouldn’t be able to stage their attack before the convoy passed.”

“What if…” He trailed off, chewing on his lip and twirling his necklace through his hand, “They
attack from above.”

“Then I’ll be waiting for him,” you shrugged, “And you’ll be in Daedalus ready to back me up.”

Duke scoffed with a nod, scooting back his chair across the floor with a screech. He stood, patting
you gently on the back before moving toward the fridge.

You turned back to the map, tucking your knees up into your chest and taking a deep breath.

It had been four days since you’d been to the museum, you had three more days before they were
moving the Vibranium back to Wakanda, and you hadn't seen hide nor hair of Wraith or any of his
lackeys. If he’d been to the museum, the cameras hadn’t caught sight of him and, if he’d been along
the route, he hadn’t left any trace.

Groaning, you closed your eyes with a shake of your head, tearing them away from the map.

You didn’t know what Wraith had planned but you knew it wasn't going to be pretty. If he wasn’t
afraid to bring civilians into the fight in Prague you didn’t want to know what he’d do to the
Wakandans.

“What the fuck?” Duke exclaimed from across the room, making you jump as his voice reverberated
against the walls. He was staring over Zac’s shoulder, literally frozen in his stride. His jaw had
dropped slightly as he took a cautious step forward and Zac turned around slowly, his eyes wide.



“What’s wrong?” you asked, jumping to your feet and practically sprinting to his side as a sense of
dread crawled through you, “What happened?”

Your eyes were drawn to Zac’s computer, where Duke’s gaze was unwavering. On it was a picture of
a metal card.

It was in a plastic bag and covered in soot but the darkness pulled out an engraving.

— Oliver hit the enter key and the screen exploded into letters. The code rearranged itself before
forming together as a shape. —

The Ace of Spades.

“Where did you get this?” Duke asked with a tension in his voice you’d never heard.

— Your jaw dropped as it happened, confusion lining your features as you looked over the image
before a smirk cracked on your face, “You’re telling me, this guy is so extra, he leaves an entire
animated image...in his code.” —

You snapped your jaw shut, glancing at Duke as a glimmer of recognition rolled through him.

— “No, I’m telling you we’re in trouble. That—” Ollie pointed to the spade that was still flashing on
the screen, “Is bad luck. It means death is coming.” —

Zac shrugged, “Jack and Raffa found it in the warehouse Agent Cavanaugh blew up.”

“I’ve seen this before,” you said slowly, pushing away Oliver’s voice.

Duke swallowed, his eyes narrowing, “So have I.”

You blinked in confusion, eyes snapping to him as he moved away from the screen with a growl.

“Get Boonie on the line." Duke snapped as you turned away from him, pinching the bridge of your
nose.

Zac turned to his screen, frantically throwing his fingers across the keyboard before he turned back to
you, "Minor issue. She's in the middle of a firefight right now."

"What?" you whipped back around, "Where?"

"Lagos market." With only a few keystrokes, Zac pulled up some shaky camera footage of the
marketplace.

"What the fuck is she thinking?" Duke groaned, sliding a hand down his face.

Zac shrugged, "Do I look like I know what's going on in Agent Cavanaugh's head? She's crazy."

“I got four,” Sam said, echoing through Boone’s ears as she broke through the market. She ducked
through a stall, catching a glimpse of a pair of mercenaries, “They’re splitting up.”

“I got the two on the left,” Natasha grunted, jumping into her peripheral and stalking the two
mercenaries as they pushed their way through a crowd of people.



“I’m with Romanoff,” Boone said, slipping easily through the crowd while keeping an eye on the two
soldiers and Natasha.

“They ditched their gear,” Steve said, “It’s a shell game now. One of them has the payload.”

Boone nodded to herself, snaking around people and keeping her head low as she watched. She
paused, the hair on the back of her neck standing up before she whipped around. A pair of masked
men stood behind her, their presence warding off the people surrounding her.

“Lemme guess,” Boone said slowly, eyeing the two of them, “Friends of Wraith?”

They didn’t make a move to acknowledge her. Instead, they stared into her before striding forward.

“Oh, okay...cool,” she muttered, spinning back around and taking off into the maze of the market with
the two men right on her tail.

Boone wound her way around stalls, diving between people and hurdling over cars to lose them. They
kept pace with her, moving deftly over the obstacles she pushed in their way and beginning to close
the distance between them. A slow panic began to build in Boone’s chest as she dipped behind
another vehicle; they were gaining.

Clenching her jaw, she glanced back before catching sight of a red flash of hair.

— “I want you to stick close to the Avengers. I don’t think Wraith has the balls to go after you when
you’re with them.” —

Natasha.

She popped up from the ground, the pistol in her hand aimed for a man. Another stood to the side, a
vial of red liquid held gently between his fingers.

“Drop it,” he ordered with a snap, “Or I’ll drop this.”

Natasha paused, her eyes flicking to him for only a moment before zeroing in on the other.

“Drop it!”

“He’ll do it!” the other yelled as Boone caught sight of a miniature glider moving toward her.

Natasha smirked, keeping her weapon trained on the man in front of her and the glider swooped down
as Boone sprinted toward the soldier with the vial. A pair of shots came from the glider, hitting him in
the back and sending him lurching forward. He let go of the vial. It spiraled through the air as Natasha
fired a round into the other man and Boone leaped forward.

The glass met her fingertips before being safely curled into her hand as she rolled across the ground
and jumped back to her feet.

“You know, this is the second bioweapon I’ve held in my life,” Boone shook her head, dusting off her
leather jacket and fluffing her green hair with a grin and a wink as she tossed the vial to Natasha, “I
don’t like it.”

“Payload secure,” she nodded at Boone, tucking the vial into her jacket before turning to the glider,
“Thanks, Sam.”



“Don’t thank me,” Sam said playfully.

“I’m…” Natasha trailed off, shaking her head, “Not thanking that thing.”

“His name is Redwing—”

“I’m still not thanking it.”

“He’s cute. Go ahead, pet him.”

Boone chuckled, rolling her eyes and glancing behind her. The two masked men had disappeared into
the chaos. She frowned, listening to the crowd as panicked screams came from another corner of the
market, “Where’s New York? Where’s Steve?”

Steve grunted, rolling away from Rumlow as his foot narrowly missed his head. Rumlow turned,
sending another kick toward him, which he blocked as he returned to his feet. Steve backed away
from him as a whir of mechanics realigned his gauntlets and primed them for another round.

Rumlow’s strikes were wild and flailing. The weight of his armor constantly had him off balance but
he used the momentum to continue a barrage of hits into Steve’s chest.

The super soldier hissed, pushing him away with a pair of punches. Rumlow growled, backing away
with a wheeze of hydraulics, “Come on!”

Steve blocked another hit with two hands but it kept his head exposed and Rumlow used it to his
advantage. A headbutt to create separation, followed by an uppercut, had the super-soldier flying into
a market stand.

Another groan rolled through Steve as he forced himself to his feet and he changed tactics.

Stay fast and aim low, where his armor plating had gaps and where he had little mobility.

He got off two good strikes before Rumlow had him figured out and he was pinned against the wall.

“This is for dropping a building on my face,” He seethed.

Steve’s face curled into a growl before it dropped, a blade flashed out of Rumlow’s gauntlet and he
pressed it toward the super-soldier. He flinched out of the way, letting go of Rumlow’s hand and
letting it slice into the concrete wall. Steve kept hold of his hand, bending it with a crack before
aiming an elbow at his helmet and throwing him away.

He yanked off one of the gauntlets, glancing at it for only a moment and tossing it to his feet.

Another blade snapped from the remaining gauntlet and Rumlow charged forward.

Stay fast. Aim low.

Steve ducked under the attack, striking quickly and knocking the man off balance before spinning into
a back kick.

Rumlow was hurled across the market, rolling across the dirt with a howl. He pushed himself to his
knees, wrenching his helmet off as Steve marched toward him.



Steve latched onto his vest, ready to haul him to his feet when he paused.

Rumlow pulled a grimaced smile, stretching scars across his face in a painful motion as he noticed the
look on Steve’s face, “I think I look pretty good, all things considered.”

Steve grit his teeth, shaking his head slightly, “Where’s Wraith?”

He leaned back, raising his head to look at the super-soldier with a sly chuckle as he changed the
subject, “You know he knew you? Your pal. Your buddy. Your Bucky.”

Steve blinked, his grip on Rumlow’s vest tightening, “What did you say?”

Boone froze at the edge of the crowd, her eyes flicking between Steve and Crossbones. The super-
soldier had him on his knees, his hands threaded through his vest with a white-knuckle grip.

“He remembered you,” he said, “I was there. He got all weepy about it. Til they put his brain back in a
blender.”

Boone frowned, glancing over Crossbones’ darkened form as she stepped from the edge, “New
York...”

Rumlow paused for a moment, eyeing Boone as she crept out of the crowd and closer to Steve, “He
wanted you to know something...he said to me, ‘Please tell Rogers. When you gotta go, you gotta
go.’”

Boone’s brows furrowed as her eyes dredged over his form again, only to come to a stop on
Rumlow’s vest, “Steve! Vest! Bomb!”

Steve pushed away from Rumlow, glancing from him to her.

“And you’re coming with me!”

Steve broke into a sprint as a bright light leaped from Crossbones and he tackled Boone to the ground.
He rolled over the top of her as a silver blur shot out of the market, followed by red energy.

A flurry of red contained the blast, holding it at bay as a flash moved around the market to keep
civilians away.

Boone groaned, cracking open an eye and finding herself under Captain America.

A mischievous Cheshire smile curled to her face as her hands slid up his chest before wrapping
around the back of his neck, “Well, New York, usually guys buy me dinner before but...for you, I’d
make an exception…”

Steve blinked, looking between them before smirking as he pushed himself off of her, “Best I can do
is buy you a drink.”

Boone hummed, unwrapping herself from him and letting him help her up, “I might have to take you
up on that.”

A low grunt pulled both of their attentions as Wanda struggled to suppress the explosion. She shook
her head slightly, yelping as she glanced around the crowd and then to Steve before looking up. She



shook her head again, warping the energy and sending it flying upward, trying to get it above the
building.

But she didn’t make it.

The smile on Boone’s face fell as debris began to shoot from above and chaos erupted in the market
again. Her heart dropped as glass rained down on them and screams echoed around them. She glanced
around, spying a few people with cameras and behind them...the two masked men from earlier.

She looked back to Steve as he stepped forward into the carnage and Pietro appeared by his sister’s
side, holding her upright as more screams came from the building.

“Sam,” Steve finally said with a broken breath, “We need fire and rescue on the south side of the
building.”

Boone backed away into the shadows, blending into the havoc and fading into the crowd as she kept
her eyes on the two masked men.

Steve glanced back, barely missing her as she disappeared before turning to the building, “We gotta
get up there.”

You forced a shuddered breath, watching as the news replayed an explosion in Lagos for the third
time before cutting away to a reporter.

“What happened?” you muttered, “I thought they had everything under control.”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Duke shook his head, pulling away from the screen.

“I’ve finally got a line through on Agent Cavanaugh,” Zac cut in, pulling up a black screen.

“Boone?” you asked after a moment of silence.

An out-of-breath voice responded, “Yes? Hi. Hello. Gimme a minute.”

You frowned, glancing at Duke who had an equally confused look on his face, “What’s wrong?”

“Bein' followed,” Boone said, grunting lightly, “Don’t worry. Everything’s fine. Just fine. What’s
wrong with you?”

“Besides the fact that you blew up another building?” Duke asked, quirking his brow.

“Listen,” Boone sighed, “I had nothing to do with this one.”

You scoffed, shaking your head, “Boone. Jack and Raffa pulled a metal card from the debris in
Berlin.”

An interested chirp came from her end, “That survived? Fascinating.”

“What do you mean ‘survived’?” you asked, the frown on your face deepening.

“My contact gave me a stack of blank papers and a blank metal card as a distraction—”

“Card’s not blank anymore,” Duke interrupted her.



Boone paused, silence enveloping the call. An uneasy feeling crept through the line, “What’s on it
now?”

“I’m sending you a picture.” Zac stepped in with a few keystrokes. You bit your lip as you waited for
her to receive it, your eyes catching Duke’s before he glared into the floor.

“What. The. Fuck.” Boone spat with a hiss.

“My words exactly,” Duke nodded, still avoiding your gaze.

You took a deep breath, setting your hands on your hips, “Duke gave me a quick rundown. He said
you had a run-in with this guy a few years back.”

Boone hummed in response, “We mostly made a mess.”

“That’s putting it lightly,” Duke shrugged, finally looking up to you.

“What do you know about him?” you asked, leaning down to place your palms on Zac’s desk, your
eyes staring into the image in front of you.

“Not much. He was part of an off-shoot of Hydra. We got caught up with him when we restarted
Aftermath after Alpha One fell,” Boone said with a sudden noise on her end, which you assumed was
her taking cover in a crowd, “They call him Ace. He created weapons for Hydra and he’s a
technological genius. He went underground after we destroyed one of his labs in Cuba. After what
happened in DC and when Captain Rogers started raiding Hydra bases, we thought he’d been...taken
care of.”

A low sigh fell from your lips, “Why would Wraith want you to have the card?”

“Hell if I know. He probably wanted me to take it with me.”

Zac nodded slowly, “He could have embedded a tracker on it.”

“Or,” Duke started, “It could have just been a warning.”

— “...We each got a calling card…” —

You bit your lip, closing your eyes, “I don’t know what his endgame is.”

“It’s getting to Aftermath…” Boone muttered, “It’s getting to you.”

Duke nodded, “His endgame is revenge.”

Tony frowned, leaning back in his chair and drumming his fingers on his desk. His eyes were fixed on
the photo he had propped up against his computer.

Charlie Spencer

He finally tore away from it, unable to look him in the eyes any longer. Instead, his gaze shifted to the
monitor in the corner of the room.

Lagos



A deep sigh racked through his body as the building went up in flames before switching to a reporter.
They were still trying to get a body count. There was still chaos throughout the city.

Chaos caused by them.

— “You murdered him.” —

He closed his eyes, rubbing them harshly before throwing a hand over his desk. His fingers made
contact with a large stack of papers, he groaned as he cracked open an eye. Flicking the paper through
his fingers, Tony clenched his jaw and leaned forward.

“FRIDAY, get Secretary Ross on the phone, please.”

Steve strode through the hotel, ignoring the throngs of reporters and photographers that were outside
as he stepped into the elevator with Natasha and Sam on his tail. The elevator doors closed, cutting off
the strobes a flash and the endless chatter and yelling that managed to cut through the windows.

“We got a body count yet?” he asked, clenching his jaw and staring into the wall.

Sam shook his head, “No. Not yet.”

Steve growled a sigh and rubbed his temples trying to ward off the headache that was beginning to
sneak up on him.

“It’s not looking good out there, Steve,” Natasha started, only to be cut off by a glare. She snapped
her mouth shut and returned his scowl.

“Where’s Wanda?”

“With Pietro,” she said with a challenging gaze until he backed off and she relaxed, “He’s trying to
calm her down.”

“Anybody got eyes on Cavanaugh?”

“She snuck outta there right after the blast. Nobody’s seen her since,” Sam shrugged even as a sly
smirk crawled to his face, “Why? You finally gonna ask her out?”

Steve scoffed, shaking his head as the elevator came to a stop and he took a step onto their floor.

“Now’s not the best time,” Natasha warned, folding her arms over her chest as she kept pace with
him, “Steve, we’re gonna get a lotta heat from this.”

“I know,” Steve said with a sigh as he stopped in front of his room and glanced back at Sam, “Find
Cavanaugh. I need to know what else she’s got on Wraith.”

The two nodded as he opened the door to his room and stepped in. He closed the door behind him,
leaning against it and pinching the bridge of his nose before he froze. His eyes flicked up to where a
figure was curled up in the chair in the corner.

“Hey there, stud,” Boone drawled, perking up as he took a step into the room.

“Hey.” He glanced over her, noting the dark bruise on her jawline and the emerald green hair she had
smoothed forward trying to hide it, “Nice hair.”



“You like?” she hummed with a small smile.

He quirked a brow in response, “You alright?”

She shrugged, pushing herself out of the chair stiffly and glancing through the window before looking
back at him. He clicked his tongue, eyes narrowing as he stepped toward her.

She wasn’t wearing the leather jacket she was that morning and was, instead, in a faded band tee that
had been ripped. A few more scratches and bruises were developing but the one on her jawline…

Steve stopped in front of her, gently brushing hair behind her ear so he could get a better look at it.
That one was a few days old, dark and fresh.

“Someone get a lucky shot in?” he asked, not daring to touch it.

“Nah,” she shook her head, backing away from him as he attempted to brush away another stray
strand of hair, “It was my dumb ass being...dumb.”

He scoffed, shaking his head as his smile dropped, “What are you doing here?”

“I need your help.” Boone bit her lip, leaning against the wall and glancing out the window again. He
followed her gaze, taking a cautious step toward the window. She snuck behind him, nodding to a
vehicle down on the street, “Black SUVs got two of Wraith’s goons in it. They’ve been following me
all day.”

“What do they want?” he asked, eyeing the vehicle suspiciously as Boone retreated into his room.
Steve turned to her when she didn’t respond. She had eased herself onto the bed and was staring into
the floor. He cleared his throat with a growl, “Montana.”

She flinched slightly, “I don’t know.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

Another flinch and she finally tore her eyes from the floor, setting them on him, “The Aftermath
Archives.”

Steve blinked, “What?”

Boone took a deep breath, any and all playfulness she usually had in her eyes disappearing, “When
Aftermath first started, Commander Weston only kept paper copies of his operatives and he disposed
of all of it so he didn’t leave a trace. Honestly, we don’t even know if Alpha One was the first Alpha
team, or if Weston had more operatives hidden. After Alpha One was destroyed and we restarted
Aftermath, we decided to have electronic files. All of our operatives' documents, their psych evals,
their records, everything is in one place.”

“Which is?”

“Behind a very secure firewall I created.”

Steve nodded, pursing his lips, “So, Wraith wants all of your operatives’ identities but what does he
want with you?”

“I created the Archives. I created the firewall,” she shrugged, trailing off and waiting for him to finish
for her.



“He could use you to get in.”

“He’s tried before. I caught him before he could do any damage and updated my system to alert me
when anybody tries to get in but…”

“It’s still possible, especially if he gets to you.”

“I’d die before I let him in,” Boone spat with a snarl, her face darkening, “There’s a reason the CIA
outfitted us with cyanide capsules in our teeth. There’s a reason I still have them implanted. I’ll do it
if I have to but I don’t want it to come to that.”

“Neither do I,” Steve shook his head, placing a hand gently on her shoulder as he sat next to her,
“What do you need?”

“A place to crash. A ride back to the states. A shower…” She shrugged, suddenly relaxing as the
playful look returned to her face before she trailed off, “Someone to watch my back until I get home.”

Steve smiled, nodding slowly, “I won’t let you outta my sight.”

“Thanks, New York.”

Wraith moved quietly through the museum, aware of the eyes that were staring at him. Three women
stood around the room, clad in red robes and armor and armed with spears. They watched him and the
other men in the room attentively as they ferried the artifacts from their displays to awaiting trucks.

He averted his gaze, moving in front of a display and adjusting his gloves as he gently grabbed the
Vibranium shield. He pretended to struggle from the weight, wobbling it in his hands before
correcting himself.

Bits of untarnished metal glinted in the light as he followed the line of other workers back through the
exhibit.

More women were lining the hall as he stepped through the museum and into the loading bay. He
moved onto an awaiting truck and handed off the shield to another worker. A smirk found its way to
his face as he nearly dropped the shield from the weight and another man had to help him.

He paused for a moment as he turned back into the loading bay and a young, regal-looking woman
strode past him. He nodded reverently, glancing back as she moved away from him.

Another grin curled to Wraith’s lips as he stepped back, noting the number on the side of the truck and
setting back to work.

This was going to be fun.
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Heroes Dressed in Black

Chapter Summary

“Really?” Libra wheezed, holding his stomach as he stumbled back, “Fuck! That hurts.”

“Would be a shame if Ghost lost a partner, huh?” Wraith said, twirling the pistol through his
fingers.

Libra scoffed, shaking his head slightly, “You really think I’m gonna let you kill me?”

“I don’t think you have a choice.” Wraith shrugged, “Unless a miracle drops from the sky into
your lap. But I don't believe in miracles.”
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Nobody wages war with ghosts.

You glanced over the file quickly, noting the logo that spread across its face before ducking out of the
tent and shoving it under your arm. Nodding to the soldier standing at the entrance, you ducked into
the dust whipped up by the wind. Your dog tags clinked as you walked, covered by the growl of
engines as a Humvee moved past you and further into the base.

You coughed lightly as another wave of dust swept down the makeshift road and grinned brightly at
the group of soldiers in front of you before disappearing around the corner.

A HEMTT drove slowly past you and you waved to the driver before crossing the road to the briefing
tent Commander Weston had taken over. Puffing a piece of hair from your face, you shuffled the file
behind your back and winked to Ollie as you entered.

He was sitting in the corner, tinkering with a computer while Turner and Danny sat across from each
other at a conference table in the middle of the room. Weston was taking a drag on his cigar, looking
out the plastic window of the tent.

The Commander paused when he saw you, snapping a piece of cloth over the window and turning to
the conference table. Danny and Turner went silent as Weston placed his palms on the table and
looked up to you, “You got ‘em, Lieutenant?”



“The results are in gentleman,” you smiled, pulling out the packet, “I hope you don’t mind,
Commander, I’ve already taken a look.”

He scoffed, shaking his head, “The floor’s all yours, Lieutenant.”

“Well, the missiles we found were an exact match in the database...” you paused for dramatic effect,
smirking at the slightly annoyed look on Danny’s face, “...a 100% match to none other than…”

You paused again, swinging around the room and whirling into a chair.

“Dammit, (F/N),” Turner whined, drumming his fingers on the table, “Tell us.”

You licked your lips and took a deep breath, “...Stark Industries.”

Everyone’s jaw, except Weston’s, dropped.

“Stark?” Ollie gaped with a blink, “As in the Tony Stark?”

“The one and only,” you said slowly, sliding the file across the table to Weston as he stepped from the
corner.

“No way!” Oliver shook his head, “He’s an American icon! There’s no way he could be selling
weapons to terrorists.”

A growl came from Weston as he passed the file to Danny and Turner, “Looks like we’re going to have
to ask Mr. Stark some questions.”

“We’re goin’ back to the States?” you asked with an excited grin. It widened when Weston nodded,
“Yes!”

“You said it, sister,” Turner agreed, passing the file to Ollie.

“Commander Weston, sir?” a voice came from the entrance of the tent. Everyone’s heads snapped
toward it, cautiously watching as a young soldier poked his head inside, “Your convoy is ready to
deploy on your orders, sir.”

Weston nodded to him, dismissing him before turning to the rest of you, “Let’s move troops.”

The four of you stood quickly at attention with a chorus of, “Sir, yes, sir.” before leaving the tent.

A line of Humvees and other transport vehicles, along with rows of soldiers, stood at attention for
you.

“At ease, men,” Danny hollered over the roar of the engines, “Load up! Let’s move out!”

“Johnson, grab the gear!” Weston ordered, stepping easily into a sand-colored Humvee, “Walsh,
how’s our route?”

“Route is clear, sir,” Oliver answered, scrambling into the vehicle after Weston.

“Hey! (F/N)!” Turner called from behind you. As you turned, he tossed you your rifle. The metal
weapon was cool in your hands. Refreshing, compared to the heat of the desert.

“Thanks,” you grinned, slinging the weapon over your shoulder and helping him with a crate of gear.



“Two-minute warning, soldiers,” Danny warned, hopping into the Humvee.

“Two-minute warning!” you repeated to the transports on either side of you and the message was
passed down the line of vehicles. You turned to one of the soldiers next to you, “Pass the word to keep
communications open and clear.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded, turning away from you to follow your orders.

“All strapped in,” Turner said, coming around the Humvee to your side, “You ready for this?”

“It’s just a supply convoy moving along a well-known Army route,” you answered, “What could go
wrong?”

“With us? Anything,” Turner joked, boosting himself up into the vehicle with the rest of the team. You
shook your head in reply and stepped onto the rails of the Humvee.

“Roll out, troops,” you ordered over the impatient engines and the vehicles began gliding over the
sand. You gave a stiff salute to the Commanding Officer of the base and then slipped into the cab,
slamming the door behind you.

Handing your rifle to Ollie, you strapped yourself into the seat next to Turner, while he put it on the
rack above his head. The vehicle accelerated quickly and took off into the unforgiving desert.

Shuri glanced over the empty glass displays, nodding slowly to herself as she moved around them. It
was amazing how much brighter the room was without the artifacts set into place. She frowned as she
caught her reflection in the glass, a hint of nerves biting at her back.

“Everything is ready, your Highness,” the curator said from behind her, his voice echoing in the
empty room as he folded his hands in front of him. He shifted uncomfortably under the gaze of Ayo,
trying to completely avoid her as he moved toward Shuri, “Are you?”

Shuri scoffed, relaxing back and rocking to her heels with a grin and finger guns, “I was born ready.”

She winced slightly at the glare she received from Okoye, straightening her posture and replacing her
grin with a small smile, “We’re ready.”

The curator nodded, giving her another one of those awkward bows he’d been giving her all week and
leading her back through the museum.

Shuri paused, waiting for Okoye to stop by her side, “We are ready for this...right?”

“We are ready,” The General chuckled as they left the empty Wakandan Exhibit and entered into
Egyptian Antiquities in the main museum, “Klaue hasn’t made any move toward Cairo, the border, or
anywhere in between. But we are ready for him if there is any trouble.”

Shuri took a deep breath, forcing a smile at the curator, “If there is trouble, I’ve got a few things up
my sleeves—”

“Absolutely not,” Okoye snapped, stopping in her tracks and turning toward Shuri, “If there is trouble,
you will not get involved.”

“But—”



“No. The King sent the Dora Milaje here, not only to protect the Vibranium but to also protect you,”
she said, leading her out of the museum and into the plaza.

“But, I can help!” Shuri tried again, ignoring the look from Ayo and reaching into her backpack. She
pulled out two Vibranium gauntlets, “I’ve been working on these all week! They fire sonic waves and
—”

“Oh, for the love of Bast,” Okoye stopped again, “Those are prototypes! I can’t allow you into a fight
if you don’t even know if they’re going to work.”

Shuri sighed with a begrudging nod, shoving them back into her bag and walking into the plaza.

Five trucks were lined up at the end of the plaza. A few moving men were checking the insides of the
trucks before hopping down and sealing them shut. They continuously eyed the sea of red that
cordoned off the plaza.

Shuri paused for a moment, looking over the sight

What seemed like an entire legion of women surrounded the trucks and the plaza. Vibranium spears
and armor glinted in the sunlight. Their eyes were constantly on the move, watching traffic drive by
the museum and studying people that entered the building.

She adjusted her backpack, quickly moving down the stairs and stopping by the curator’s side with a
scripted smile.

“Everything is ready, they’re just waiting for you now.”

Shuri nodded, “My father thanks you. Wakanda thanks you.”

Another awkward bow and she was off, striding past him and heading for Okoye’s side.

“Are we ready, General?”

Okoye shook her head with a smirk and a quirked brow, “When you are, Princess.”

“Alright,” Shuri stuck out her tongue, grinning when she finally reached the warrior, “Can we drop
the formalities now? They make me want to throw up.”

“Once we are out of the city,” Okoye chuckled, nodding to Ayo as she and Shuri moved to the truck in
the middle of the convoy, where the vibranium artifacts were being held.

Ayo struck her weapon twice onto the brick ground, the sound reverberating through the plaza and
signaling the rest of the Dora Milaje to take their stations. The women moved in unison, heads held
high as they climbed to the tops of the trucks, two at the front and two at the back.

Another hint of nerves hit Shuri as the last of the Dora took their positions and she climbed into the
cab of the third truck. She turned back toward Ayo as Okoye took a quick glance over the Dora’s
formation.

“We’re sure Klaue’s not going to make a move, right?”

Ayo nodded, her jaw clenched as she looked back over the plaza, “If the thief decides to show his
face, we will be waiting for him.”



Shuri took a deep breath as Ayo closed the door to the truck and she leaned back into her seat. She
turned toward the driver with a smile, “Are you ready for this?”

He chuckled as he turned over the truck, the engine growling to life, “I’m in an armored truck
surrounded by the most badass guards I’ve seen in my entire life. What’s the worst thing that could
happen?”

Shuri chuckled, glancing in the mirror to look at Okoye and waiting for her to turn her back. She
reached into her backpack, taking out her gauntlets and snapping them around her wrists. They
powered up with a hum, purple energy glowing from within.

The driver glanced at her as she hid the weapons under her bag.

“Just in case,” she shrugged, “You can never be too careful.”

He laughed again, shaking his head as he shifted into gear, “Just sit back and relax, ma’am. We’ll get
you home in no time.”

Shuri smiled as Okoye and Ayo took their positions on top of their truck. Ayo tapped the cab twice,
signaling the driver to move. He nodded to himself, releasing the truck with a wheeze of air brakes
and letting it roll down the street after the rest of the convoy.

She sighed, looking out the window and adjusting her gauntlets as the museum rolled by. Flinching
lightly as a garbage truck pulled out in front of them and the convoy slowed down, she waited for
trouble. The power in her weapons whining as she watched the truck pass.

Nothing happened.

A bus passed in front of them a second later, keeping them in place for a moment more before the
convoy took off again.

“Sorry,” the driver said with a wince, knitting his brows together and keeping close to the truck in
front of him, “As soon as we get out of the city, it’ll be smooth sailing.”

“I hope so,” Shuri smiled, relaxing back into her seat. Completely unaware of who had just attached
himself to the bottom of the truck.

Wraith heard the engines of the trucks rumble to life from down the block and he smiled to himself.
Adjusting lightly, he slipped on his helmet and placed his hands on the manhole cover. Carefully
lifting it, he allowed a sliver of light to seep in from the city above.

Then he waited.

“Ready?” he said smoothly, rolling his shoulders with a light groan.

“Yes, sir.”

He could feel the vibrations of the trucks as they moved down the street toward him. They had almost
picked up speed when a garbage truck ran a stop sign, forcing them to slow back down.

How unfortunate.



He chuckled as a bus came from the opposite direction, making the Wakandan trucks stop in their
tracks.

Oops. Wonder how that happened.

He cleared his throat as the light shooting past the cover was blocked by the underbelly of a truck.
Then another. Then…

“Now.”

Popping off the cover, he slid it out of the way and emerged from the hole to the street above. He
kicked the metal disc back into place and crawled toward the rear of the truck. Reaching into his
pocket, he pulled out a small metal canister and stuck it just underneath the trailer door.

It beeped once and flashed red, telling him it was armed as he crawled back toward the middle of the
truck and hooked himself to the undercarriage.

“In position,” he said, cracking his knuckles and settling into place with a hum, “Wait for my go-
sign.”

“Yes, sir,” a voice responded from his helmet, “Team One is in place. Team Two and Team Three are
on the move and tracking your position.”

“Excellent.”

And then Wraith waited.

You stood on a rooftop overlooking Cairo, watching as a caravan of dark trucks wound through the
streets and left the city, taking off into the desert. You swallowed, adjusting the rifle on your back and
stepping up onto the parapet. Watching them for a moment longer, you stepped off.

You fell for only a moment before Icarus arrived beneath your feet. Your boots snapped into the glider
with a click, keeping you firmly in place as you dipped out of the city and gained altitude.

“Libra,” you said, crouching down to grab the front of the glider and banking a turn to follow the
convoy, “How’re your eyes?”

“Lookin’ crystal clear,” Duke responded nonchalantly, “We’ve got a clear route and we’re reading
your suit’s signal loud and clear.”

“I’m uploading the planned route to your HUD along with any points of interest you and Libra
flagged,” Zac added after a moment.

— “Walsh, how’s our route?” —

— “Route is clear, sir.” —

“Thanks, Big Brother,” You nodded, shaking off the pair of voices that floated after you, “Alright,
boys, any sign of trouble, no matter how small, I need to know. Got it?”

“You got it, boss,” Duke said, “Be advised, I’m suited up and ready to move on your mark. I got your
six.”



Taking a deep breath, you rolled your rifle from your back and into your hands.

— The metal weapon was cool in your hands. Refreshing, compared to the heat of the desert. —

— “Johnson, grab the gear!” —

You shook your head again, clearing the feeling from your mind as hugged your rifle to your chest
and looked to the route that flashed inside your helmet. It was a long way to the Wakandan border,
much further than it was flying on Icarus, but the convoy was making easy work cutting through the
desert.

You could tell the Wakandans had modified the trucks. They moved faster—better—than any other
vehicle on the road. And they stayed tight on each other, minimizing the chance that a single truck
would be hit by trouble and picked off.

You watched as red robes flowed behind the warriors.

Dora Milaje was what Duke said they were called. Metal armor and weapons flashed in the sun,
acting almost as a warning beacon to anyone that came close.

— The casing sparkled in the fading sun as you ejected it from the rifle, watching as the car went
careening off a cliff. You caught the casing midair, watching as smoke spiraled from trees and
panicked yells came from across the mountain. Rolling it through your fingers, you placed it next to
the row of empty casings. —

— Four down. Three to go. —

Sighing, you adjusted yourself gingerly, not wanting to lose control of Icarus and go diving into the
desert below.

It had only been two days since the attack on Lagos. And things had gotten so much worse.

Instead of the two extra days you thought you had to prepare, the Wakandans were immediately called
back to their country.

Eleven Wakandans had been killed in Lagos.

And, almost as soon as they’d emerged from the shadows, the Wakandans were shrinking back into it.
But it wouldn’t stay that way for long.

The United Nations meeting was fast approaching, and King T’Chaka himself, along with his son,
were representing Wakanda.

To make matters worse, they were blaming the Avengers entirely. And, according to Boone, there was
an ever-growing rift between the team.

And, they’d placed Wanda under house arrest.

The good news was Boone was keeping an eye on them...when she wasn’t flirting with Captain
Rogers.

You shook your head, trying to get the thoughts out of your head and back to the task at hand as you
moved to catch up with the caravan.



They were still snaking easily through the desert, turning up billowing dust that rose through the air in
thick clouds. Still, they were far off from even getting out of Egypt. But they were making progress.

Taking a deep breath you settled in, cruising above them and watching the route ahead of them.

You weren't sure where Wraith was, or when he would strike, but you’d be ready.

Three spent bullet casings were balanced precariously on the rock in front of you. You only stole a
quick glance at them as you juggled four live rounds through your hands and pressed a single one
into place before chambering it. Dropping the other three into your pocket, you leaned forward
against a rock and waited.

You flicked off the safety as the rumble of engines echoed through the forest and you began glassing
through the trees. You were above the mountain road, watching it carefully. One side of the road
sloped up to you, the other was a deadly drop-off.

Pushing your legs against a tree you used your knee as a rest for your rifle, your finger itching to
snap to the trigger as the first car rounded the corner.

Then the second. Then the third.

Then, you caught sight of your target.

He was driving the fourth car, completely unaware that you had him in your sights.

You took a deep breath, swiveling around so the barrel was in front of the car and finally letting your
finger slide from the trigger guard to the trigger.

A suppressed shot echoed through the trees as you sat up, watching your work as you snapped back
the bolt. The casing sparkled in the fading sun as you ejected it from the rifle, watching as the car
went careening off a cliff. You caught the casing midair, watching as smoke spiraled from trees and
panicked yells came from across the mountain. Rolling it through your fingers, you placed it next to
the row of empty casings.

Four down. Three to go.

Boone pulled a sweatshirt over her head, glancing down the hall before waltzing through the
compound. She fluffed her newly dyed hair as she walked, studying the building’s interior as she did.

She’d flown back to upstate New York with the Avengers soon after she’d asked Steve for help.
They’d left Lagos in a hurry as the hotel was overrun by reporters and journalists and photographers.
The flight back was quiet, giving Boone time to catch up on sleep she’d desperately needed.

That all changed the instant she set foot into the Avengers Compound.

Their team was neatly divided into two, and they were at each other’s throats. And her presence didn’t
help matters. For some reason, Mr. Stark did not like her very much. So, she disappeared into the
chaos with the help of Steve.

He’d all but shoved her into an open guest room as he continued to argue with Tony and they walked
to his lab. She could hear them arguing even as she took a shower and changed her hair again.



But she hadn’t seen Steve since. And she had no idea where the fuck he was.

Boone frowned as she stopped in the hall, eyeing an open door. She glanced in, hoping to see Steve
but, instead, finding…

“Ms. Maximoff,” Boone hummed, rapping her knuckles against the door before opening it the rest of
the way when the girl nodded to her, “You doin’ alright, kid?”

She scoffed, curling her knees up to her chest and looking out the window. Boone took a hesitant step
into the room.

The TV against the wall was on, replaying the news from Lagos. Soft light filtered in from the
window overlooking the rest of the campus.

Boone scrunched her nose, glancing cautiously at the girl as she moved to lean against the wall before
breaking the silence, “What do you think of my hair?”

Wanda sighed, finally tilting her head to look her over.

Boone flicked a red strand over her shoulder, stepping off the wall and twirling around to show it off,
“Been a while since I’ve been a redhead, figured I’d take one outta Romanoff’s book. Look! I even
got extensions—”

“What are you doing?” Wanda deadpanned, shaking her head slightly and looking back out the
window.

“Tryna cheer you up,” Boone shrugged, collapsing down on the pouf at the foot of the bed. Wanda
rolled her eyes, setting her chin on her knees. The girl’s eyes occasionally flicked to the TV, watching
as the explosion was replayed again and again.

Boone sighed, grabbing the remote from off the bed and walking toward the TV. She glanced through
the row of discs that were on the table beside it and popped one in, starting an old black and white TV
show.

Wanda glared up to her as Boone stepped in front of the window to steal her eye line.

“Look, contrary to popular belief, you did good, kid. There were hundreds of people on the ground.
We all could’ve been wiped out, not just a handful. In a way, we were lucky the way things panned
out.”

Wanda frowned, shaking her head, “That’s a morbid way of looking at things.”

“Listen, when you do shit like this...” Boone paused before gesturing at herself, “When you do shit
like I do...you gotta look on the bright side.”

Wanda quirked a brow, “Right.”

“I’m serious.” Boone plopped down on the bed next to her, “We can’t win every day, every battle.
Sometimes, it’s taking the small victories and running with ‘em until you get another chance.”

Wanda blinked, looking to the ground with a small smile, “You sound like Steve.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Boone laughed, shaking her head before falling back onto the
bed.



“A good thing,” Wanda chuckled, glancing back at Boone as her smile fell, “What do you think
they’re going to do to me?”

“I don’t know.” The grin on Boone's face disappeared too. She snapped back up as a frown bit at the
corner of her lips, “But I do know, Ghost won’t let anything happen to you. Or your brother. You have
a deal, remember?”

“You know about that?”

“Of course, Ghost tells me almost everything,” Boone scoffed with a shrug, “Look, if this shit goes
south, which it very well might, Aftermath will be here for you. And that goes for your brother, too.
When we make deals, we keep them.”

“Why? The only thing Pietro and I have brought to Aftermath is pain,” Wanda said, searching
Boone’s eyes, “The only thing I’ve brought you is pain. How could you ever forgive me for that? How
could any of you?”

“Some of us haven’t, some of us won’t. The shit you made them see, they’re still healing from it. I’m
still healing from it,” Boone breathed, breaking eye contact with Wanda and staring into the floor. She
stayed silent for a moment before shaking herself back and her usual smile returning to her face, “I
mean, I gotta see a shrink every week but…”

Boone trailed off, ignoring the flashes of Wanda’s vision through her head.

“You were doing what you thought was right. You were protecting your brother,” Boone finally
continued, “You learned from it and then helped save the world. And, in Prague, you saved me and
my partner. But, trust me, if it comes down to it, you’ll be safe with us.”

You rolled your neck as the last light of the sun began to fade and you swooped down above the
caravan. They’d cut through shortcut after shortcut, almost halfway through their journey when
darkness finally descended on them. Long lightbars lining the trailers and atop the cabs kicked on,
illuminating the darkened road as they continued traveling.

“Alright, boys, this is where the fun begins,” you spoke, for the first time in hours, “Big Brother, we
got eyes in the dark?”

“Yup,” Zac responded with a yawn, “We still got a long way to go, boss...”

“I know,” you sighed, shaking yourself awake and peeling your eyes open.

“Does this feel weird to anyone else?” Duke asked suddenly, his booming voice jostling you onto
your toes, “It feels weird to me.”

“If they’re waiting for the right time to strike, now’s the time,” you said with a nod, “Just after
sundown. Everyone's tired. Maybe finally relaxing a little. Maybe they miss something. If I was
Wraith, I’d go right about...now. As they turn that corner—”

As if on cue, five consecutive explosions went off on each of the trucks.

“What the shit?” you snapped, keeping yourself from diving into the smoke as the trucks tried to slow
down.

“Um, boss?” Zac started, “We’ve got like ten...no twelve vehicles converging on the convoy.”



“What?” You whirled around, barely catching sight of a line of sand-colored Humvees shooting from
the rocks and onto the road where the Wakandan trucks were.

The line fanned out as they came upon the last Wakandan truck. The lead Humvee rammed into the
truck, forcing it to keep moving and making it hit the truck in front of it. The rest of the enemy
vehicles surrounded the convoy, sandwiching them in and pushing the trucks where they wanted them
to go. Lights on the Humvees sprang to life, lighting the Wakandan trucks and highlighting the smoke
pouring out the back of each one.

Masked mercenaries clambered out of the Humvees, launching themselves between the gap and
latching onto the trucks.

“What the fuck is happening right now?” you snapped as the Dora Milaje began defending the trucks
from the soldiers.

You were about to dive down to help them when five men were easily thrown from the convoy by the
women. They held their own, striking quickly before the mercenaries could draw weapons and
disarming them.

You scoffed, almost relaxing back as they held their own.

“You know…” Duke said, watching the fight from Daedalus, “I don’t think they’re gonna need your
help.”

“Maybe not.” You shrugged, raising your rifle to your shoulder and glassing the scene through the
scope, “But he’s here somewhere…”

You trailed off, looking over each mercenary and waiting for Wraith.

The Wakandan warriors were outnumbered but they made easy work of the mercenaries. Glints of the
spears cut through the night as the trucks continued roaring down the road. The women were
merciless, tossing man after man from the trucks and turning to their next target. They were focused.

Your eyes flicked to movement at the front of the middle truck. You watched as the door to the cab
opened and a whir of energy miraged through the air, knocking back a mercenary.

A young woman stepped out, her hair in braids atop her head and a pair of metal gauntlets on her
wrists. A grin flashed to her face as she swung herself to the top of the truck and began taking out
mercenaries left and right.

“Is that…” you trailed off with a blink, “...the Princess?”

“Affirmative,” Zac said, “She was in the middle truck.”

You hummed slightly, watching her for a moment more, “She’s doing pretty good.”

The Princess paused for only a moment as one of the women in red yelled at her. Another smile
stretched across her face and she shrugged before going back to work. She was so engrossed in the
fight against the men on the Humvees they didn’t see the one emerging behind them.

“I got eyes on Wraith,” you said, flipping off the rifle’s safety out of habit as your finger landed on the
trigger, “Oh shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Duke asked, “We can’t see through the smoke.”



You blinked, glancing back into your scope as Wraith stepped from the flames at the back of the
middle truck. A spear and a shield were held steady in his hands.

“He’s got hands on the Vibranium,” you snapped, your jaw clenching as you lowered your rifle and
slung it behind your back.

Wraith took a single step before the two Dora Milaje at the front of the truck saw him. They spun
around, their spears toward him as he walked, almost victoriously, toward them.

The women stepped in front of the Princess, protecting her before pouncing at Wraith. They worked
together brilliantly. One of them distracted him with a high hit while the other went low and they
knocked him on his heels.

Wraith’s shoulders hunched forward as he watched the women circle him. His head cocked to the side
before he stood up straight, almost looking regal.

You frowned as you glanced between him and the women and he twirled the spear behind him.

He was mimicking them.

He moved exactly like them, suddenly able to counter their every move and knocking them away
from him.

“Did you guys see that?” you hissed as he took a step toward the Princess.

“Unfortunately,” Duke said, “I changed my mind, boss. I think they need your help.”

You nodded, watching as the Princess held up her gauntlets. A single blast of energy shot through one
of them before it stopped. She glanced at it, her posture suddenly shifting as Wraith stepped closer.

“Libra, be ready,” you said, diving down toward the caravan, “I’m going in.”

Shuri lurched forward as an explosion burst in the trailer. Followed by another one in the truck in
front of her.

“What was that?” she yelled, careening forward as the truck behind them crashed into them, “What
was that?”

“We’re under attack,” the driver yelled back, flinching out of the way as a group of vehicles came
whipping past them, “They’re not letting us stop!”

“Then keep moving forward!” Shuri snapped, leaning her head out of the window to catch Okoye’s
attention.

“Don’t even think about it,” Okoye warned before Shuri could even open her mouth, “Stay inside.”

“But—”

“Stay inside!”

Shuri winced back inside as lights illuminated the trucks and a group of soldiers jumped the gap
between their vehicles onto the truck. She rolled her eyes, adjusting the bulky gauntlets on her wrists



and tapping them twice. They came to life with a hum, glowing purple as she turned back toward the
door.

She kicked it open, aiming one of her weapons at a soldier and firing. The sonic blast knocked him
back and away from the truck as she swung herself onto the rails of the cab. She reached up to pull
herself onto the roof of the trailer.

Eyeing a soldier grappling with Okoye, Shuri strode into the fight and fired again. The blast threw the
soldier off the trailer and into the night.

Okoye turned around slowly, with a glare, “What did I say?”

“It worked!” Shuri beamed.

“What did I say?”

“But it worked,” Shuri repeated, eyeing another man behind Okoye and firing. She downed the man
before the warrior had time to turn around.

Okoye rolled her eyes, spinning her spear above her, “Don’t tell your father about this.”

Somehow, Shuri’s grin grew wider as she set to work. She aimed for the men that were on the
Humvees, trying to free the trucks and set the fight on even ground. She was just about to fire again
when sparks began shooting from one of the gauntlets.

Shuri flinched, hiding the malfunctioning device behind her back and using the other...until a sinister
chuckle sounded from behind her.

She whirled around toward the back of the trailer and raised her weapons as a figure stepped through
the smoke.

He was ridiculously tall and built and hidden by a black mask. Black armor covered him from head to
toe but it was what was in his hand that caught her attention.

The spear and the shield.

“Lookin’ good, Princess,” the man said, his voice warping, “I didn’t know royalty could move like
that.”

“Okoye!” Shuri yelled over the wind, her eyes widening as the man came stalking toward her, “I’ve
made a mistake!”

Both Okoye and Ayo jumped in front of her, their spears pointed toward the man.

He chuckled again, rocking to his heels and looking them over, “This is gonna be fun. Let’s go,
ladies.”

Okoye growled in response, baring her teeth as she and Ayo leaped at the man. He raised the shield,
deflecting a blow from Ayo but taking a hit from Okoye when she aimed low.

Shuri kept her weapon raised, swallowing as the man only took a few more hits before throwing the
two away from him.

His head tilted to the side, his shoulders hunching forward as he glanced between the two women.



And then he straightened, twirling the spear over his head and relaxing back, just like Okoye.

Shuri blinked, caught off guard as he suddenly advanced, moving as though he’d trained with the
Dora for years. He didn’t take any more hits from them, instead, he was countering them, beating
them at every turn.

He easily threw them away, sending them rolling to the sides of the truck where they hung on for dear
life.

Shuri took a step back as he came toward her, raising her gauntlet.

“C’mon, Princess,” he cooed, “Show me what you—” He was cut off by a single blast. It caught him
square in the chest and he stumbled back, “—got.”

Shuri smirked slightly as he shook himself off before straightening again. She braced herself for
another shot but instead got another burst of sparks. Her face fell.

“Too bad,” the man said, coming closer and closer, “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever killed royalty
before.”

Shuri’s eyes widened as he aimed the spear for her.

“First time for everything, right?” he laughed, kicking away Ayo as she tried to get up, “Any last
words, Princess?”

Shuri’s jaw clamped shut as she straightened, “Do your worst—”

Another laugh, almost maniacal this time as he wound up his shoulder, “Oh, I will.”

“No, you won’t,” another warped voice growled from above them. A dark object shot past Shuri,
slamming into the other man and flying off as a second masked figure landed in front of her.

“Who are you?”

The second masked soldier turned to her and she caught sight of the grey lettering on the side of his
helmet.

Ghost

“Do your worst—”

“Oh, I will.” Wraith laughed again, completely oblivious to the Icarus glider that was shooting toward
him.

“No, you won’t,” you growled, releasing your boots and jumping off of Icarus as it shot into him. The
glider hit him square in the chest, in the exact spot the Princess had shot him earlier. You landed in
front of her as Wraith slid back, grappling onto the trailer’s edge before coming to a stop.

“Who are you?” she asked, flinching back as you turned to her.

“Don’t worry about it.” You shrugged, “Just, stay behind me.”

“Okay,” she said slowly, still looking you over, “But are you a good guy or a bad guy?”



“Good guy...sometimes,” you shrugged, “Kinda depends on who you ask but, today, I’m a good guy.”

She nodded, shrinking behind you as Wraith returned to his feet.

“I was wondering when your sorry ass would show up,” he yelled, picking up the spear from the
ground and adjusting his grip on the shield, “Thought you’d bring more reinforcements though.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” you said, shrugging your rifle into your hands.

“Ah.” Wraith shrugged, “It’s nothin’ new.”

You rolled your eyes, “Fuck off.”

Wraith jumped at you, lunging forward with the spear as you backed away. You used your rifle to
knock away the blow, then brought it above your head as he swung it back for a down strike. The rifle
took the brunt of the hit, cracking slightly as you bent your knees to lessen the force of the attack. You
rolled the rifle back, catching the fins of the spear and holding it in place before tugging it toward
you.

He stumbled forward as you pulled him closer before releasing the spear. You turned into a back kick,
striking him in the side before planting your foot and spinning around him to press another kick into
his back.

The spear went flying as Wraith fought to catch himself. It clattered toward the back of the truck and
you dove in front of him when he tried to get it.

He growled, whirling around to face you. You snarled in response, catching your reflection in his
helmet before you pushed him away and taking a step back to study him.

He’d upgraded his armor after Prague, probably because of you. It was sleeker, no longer a carbon
copy of what you wore in Paris. It was something new, improved.

His helmet was different too, slimmed down with a visor that ran down the length of his face. It still
hid his identity but the material almost looked like glass.

“New suit?” you asked, sprinting toward him only to be knocked away by the shield.

“Jealous?” he sneered, advancing on you.

“Never,” you smirked with a shake of your head as you caught sight of the two warriors behind him,
“Rule Seven, dumbass.”

Watch your back.

Wraith all but screeched as he spun around, using the shield to protect himself from the onslaught of
blows the women threw at him. You took advantage of it, lunging yourself at his back.

Shuri flinched as Ghost threw himself at the other masked man, helping both Okoye and Ayo fight
him. The three worked well together, forcing the man to his knees as he used the shield to defend
himself.

She was so absorbed in their fight, she almost forgot about the rest of the convoy.



And the spear.

Shuri whipped around, eyeing the weapon at the back of the truck and taking a step toward it. As she
did, one of the enemy vehicles crashed into the side of the truck, knocking everyone on it off balance.

She grunted, shaking her head before darting for the spear. She only made it a few steps before her
legs were knocked out from under her. Landing on her stomach, she pushed herself to her feet and
glanced back.

The first masked man had used the crash to free himself and had launched the shield at her as his
three attackers tried to get back up.

Shuri spun back around as he marched toward her and she threw herself toward the spear.

A hand wrapped around the back of her neck, clamping down and tugging her back.

“Wraith!” Ghost’s metallic voice yelled, “Let her go!”

“Let her go?” Wraith asked, keeping a firm grip on her as he leaned down to grab the shield, “Okay.
I’ll let her go.”

“No!” Shuri screeched, realizing what he meant as he lifted her up and held her off the side of the
truck. She tried desperately to claw at his gloved hand, glancing down at the desert ground.

He held her over the gap between the truck and one of his Humvees.

And then he let go.

She fell with a scream, closing her eyes as the ground came closer. But the impact never came.

“Incoming!” an unfamiliar voice yelled, coming closer in a matter of milliseconds before a pair of
arms caught her, “Don’t worry, kid! I got ya!”

Shuri’s arms instinctively hooked around the neck of whoever it was that had just caught her. She
peeled open an eye, finding herself hurtling through the air with a third masked soldier.

He maneuvered the glider he was on through the gap, nearly being crushed by a Humvee before he
pulled up.

“You alright, kiddo?” he asked, his camouflaged voice rumbling in her ear.

“I’ve been better,” she called back, “Who are you?”

“Don’t worry about it—”

“That’s what the other one said!” she cried as they rolled through the air.

“Call me Libra, your Highness,” The man said after pulling out of a maneuver and avoiding bullets
that were coming from the Humvees. He grumbled lightly, “I’m gonna set you down, keep your feet
next to mine and stay centered.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea—”

“It’ll be okay, I promise,” he said, letting go of her legs as he kept the glider steady, “Just hang onto
me. I gotta help out my friend.”



Shuri nodded, biting her lip as she set her feet next to his and held onto him. He banked the glider,
whipping it around and back toward the fight in an instant as he reached into a pouch on his belt.

He pulled out a small sphere and clicked a button as he dove toward a Humvee. Tossing the ball he
pulled back up and it exploded, taking the vehicle with it.

Shuri couldn’t help it as her eyes lit up, “What is that?”

“I call it the FuckU 2.0,” Libra said.

“Terrible name.”

“You want to try one?”

“Yes.”

You had frozen when Wraith hurled the Princess from the truck, your eyes widening as she
disappeared past the side before Duke’s voice echoed through your helmet.

“Incoming! Don’t worry, kid! I got ya!”

A sigh of relief hissed through your entire being as Duke appeared on Icarus with the Princess in his
arms.

Wraith shook his head, backing away from the edge and picking up the spear, “You did bring
reinforcements. Maybe you’re not as dumb as you used to be.”

You rolled your eyes as you advanced on him along with the two Wakandan warriors. They rolled
their spears through their hands, as did Wraith as he raised the shield in front of him.

The two lunged at him, keeping him at bay as you stayed back. Watching. Waiting.

You cocked your head to the side as you watched him. He only took a new hit once before he learned
it and was able to block and counter, they were never able to get him with the same move twice.

But he didn’t exactly know how to use the shield. It wasn’t a circle like Steve’s. It was long, almost
oval and it shielded most of Wraith’s body.

And that was something you could take advantage of.

You stalked forward, waiting for an opening between the Dora Milaje before you struck. Wraith
jabbed the spear at you, you used the bracers on your suit to deflect to blow, even as the Vibranium
tore through the armor. You ignored it, jumping at the shield and grasping onto it as you flung
yourself into the air.

You swung yourself around, forcing Wraith to choose between the shield and the spear as the two
women finally got hands on it.

Wraith growled, releasing the grip he had on the spear and spinning toward you.

You let go, flying across the truck before hitting the roof and rolling to a stop.

“You’re such a pain in the ass,” he seethed, modifying his grip on the shield before jumping at you.



You could practically hear the Vibranium hum in the air as he swung the shield down at you. Rolling
out of the way, the shield pierced the roof like it was made of butter. Returning to your feet, you
raised your fists in front of you and waited for him to get up.

Instead, he pressed the shield further into the metal of the roof, wedging it in until it was stuck.

Your brows furrowed as he rose to his feet.

Wraith cocked his head to the side, studying you for a second before mirroring you. You circled him,
stalking around the shield as he did the same, moving in unison with you.

You barely heard Icarus land behind you as you stared into Wraith. He paused in his stride and, for
some reason, you did too.

You blinked as he relaxed back before shaking himself out and returning to a fighting stance. But this
time it wasn’t yours.

He squared his shoulders to you, making himself seem wider than he was before rolling his shoulders
forward and placing one foot just offset with the other.

— “Good work, Lieutenant,” Weston nodded, waving Danny off, “I think you’re ready. And, I reckon,
you’re going to earn your name.” —

Commander Weston

You blinked as he rammed toward you, throwing two right jabs, then a left hook, then an uppercut. He
threw you back with a kick to the chest. You slid across the trailer, hitting your back on the shield that
was still jammed into the roof.

— “Back on your feet, Lieutenant.” —

You pushed yourself up, shaking your head as Wraith kept stalking toward you.

— “Hunt them, track them, kill them. And, when in doubt, stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you
safe.” —

“What the fuck are you doing?” you spat, as he pressed another jab toward you. You knocked it away,
pushing away from him and watching him advance again.

“Fuckin’ with your head,” Wraith trailed off with a shrug, “...Girlie.”

— “Listen, girlie, we can’t fuck this one up. Get in, get the job done, and make it clean.” —

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth,” you snapped, lunging at him with a fury of blows.

“You’ve got an attitude problem, you know that?”

“Shut up!”

Wraith laughed, almost a cackle this time, as he backed away from your blows, easily keeping up with
you.

You had just gotten used to him when he changed it up again. He grabbed your arm, spinning to haul
you over his shoulder and then throwing you away.



You grunted as you hit the roof, wincing at the dent you left in the metal. Glancing up, you readied
yourself for another bout when Wraith paused. A screech of metal caught his attention and he
whipped around.

Duke and the Wakandans were trying to free the shield.

Ayo wedged her spear in between the shield and the metal roof, trying to pry it loose before she
paused. Shuri spun around as Ayo’s eyes locked with something behind them.

Wraith

He’d just thrown Ghost across the trailer and he was moving toward them. As he did, Okoye and Ayo
raised their spears and Shuri raised the one they had just recovered.

Libra held up his hand, “Don’t—”

The instant he spoke, Wraith pulled a pistol from his hip and aimed it at them. Libra jumped in front
of them, shoving all three of them back behind the shield where they could take cover and he took
some bullets in the process.

“Really?” Libra wheezed, holding his stomach as he stumbled back, “Fuck! That hurts.”

Shuri was about to run toward him as Wraith strode past them, knocking away Okoye and Ayo as he
moved toward Libra, but Libra held up his hand. The move stopped her in her tracks.

“Would be a shame if Ghost lost a partner, huh?” Wraith said, twirling the pistol through his fingers.

Libra scoffed, shaking his head slightly, “You really think I’m gonna let you kill me?”

“I don’t think you have a choice.” Wraith shrugged, “Unless a miracle drops from the sky into your
lap. But I don't believe in miracles.”

“Well then, I wouldn’t call it a miracle,” Libra shrugged, “I’d call it the latest thing from Glitch. She
made some upgrades just in case I ran into you.”

Wraith tilted his head to the side, looking Libra over for any weapons before raising his pistol.

“She didn’t like what happened in Berlin,” Libra continued, “She told me specifically, ‘if you see that
son of a bitch, shoot him for me.’ You know, but all sassy-like and in her funky little accent.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Wraith hissed, shaking his head as he took another step
toward him.

“Wraith, meet Icarus 2.0,” he giggled at the man before turning to Shuri, “Take cover!”

Shuri hesitated, confused by what he meant until she looked up into the sky and saw a black object
shooting toward them. She twirled around the shield, taking cover as a turret appeared on the black
glider and began firing at Wraith.

Bullets glanced off the Vibranium shield as the glider dive-bombed Wraith before flying off.

The attack knocked Wraith back into the shield and he growled before rising to his feet. Wraith tore
the shield from the roof, completely ignoring Shuri as she fell and as he swept back toward Libra.



Libra was still on his back, applying pressure to his stomach as Wraith stopped in front of him.

Not a single bullet had pierced Wraith’s armor but Libra still let out a laugh. Even as Wraith lifted the
shield above his head, aiming for the gap between Libra’s suit and his helmet, Libra laughed.

Shuri clambered to her feet, grabbing a Vibranium spear as Wraith began to bring the shield down
toward Libra’s throat.

“Leave him alone!” She jabbed the spear in between his shoulder blades, making Wraith flinch and
stop the shield’s descent. Wraith whirled on her, trying to bring the shield down to block another
attack aimed at his knee, then another at his head.

Wraith growled, about to counter when he was tackled around the middle.

Ghost

The two rolled over the top of each other, coming to a stop before going at it again.

Shuri ran to Libra’s side as he tried to return to his feet. He groaned lightly as she helped him up.

“Thanks, your Highness,” he said slowly, shaking his head, “I feel like I should bow. Should I bow?”

“Please don’t,” Shuri said, unable to hold back the laugh at the back of her throat.

“I dunno, man, I kinda want to.”

“Absolutely not,” Shuri shook her head, struggling to keep Libra on his feet, “We need to get you to a
doctor.”

Libra nodded with a hum, “After we’re done here.”

You swear your heart stopped as Wraith raised the shield only to bring it back down, aiming for
Duke’s head. You scrambled to your feet, unable to make it to the two before the Princess attacked
him.

Wraith turned on her, taking a few hits by the time you intervened. You tackled him with a snarl, the
two of you rolling over each other toward the front of the trailer, just behind the cab.

“What is wrong with you?” you snapped as Wraith pushed away from you and raised the shield. He
hopped the gap between the trailer and the cab, landing on the cab’s roof.

“You,” he hissed back, pulling the other pistol from his side and snapping off the safety. You winced
back, ready for him to train the weapon on you but he didn’t. Instead, he aimed the weapon toward the
roof of the cab and fired two shots into the driver’s side.

“No!” you yelled as the truck began to swerve around the road.

“I think it’s about time I made my exit,” Wraith said, “Catch ya later, Ghostie.”

The last Humvee came up alongside the truck as it began to lurch out of control. Wraith leapt from the
truck onto the top of the Humvee before it pulled away. It sped forward, toward the lead truck as
Wraith hopped behind the mounted gun in the back of the vehicle. He fired three shots into the trailer
tires, bursting them and making the truck and trailer jack-knife before pulling away into the darkness.



You jumped onto the cab, sliding down the side and tearing open the door. You leaned over the driver,
pulling the emergency brake as the entire convoy screamed to a halt.

In an instant, the chaos of the night went silent save for the rumbling of the truck’s engines. You
leaned over, checking the driver’s pulse before sighing and reaching over to kill the engine.

You jumped off the cab, your feet meeting desert dirt for the first time that day as you stared into the
dark after Wraith.

You helped Duke out of his seat, frowning as he winced and leaned against the chair.

“You’re lucky,” you said softly as he shrugged his suit back on, “I think you just broke a few ribs.”

The shots from Wraith were good ones but they hadn’t pierced his armor. Still, it hurt like a bitch.
Duke’s back and stomach were already covered in black bruises and he was walking so gingerly
you’d think he was made of glass.

“Thank god for the suit, right?” he groaned, zipping it up and rocking back to his heels. He placed his
hands on Zac’s desk to steady himself, "Thank god Boone's a genius."

“You don’t have to do this, Duke,” you said, glancing out the window into the darkened desert.

You’d flown back up to Daedalus to land it on the road alongside the convoy as the Wakandans went
through what was left of their artifacts and trade trailers and...take care of the fallen.

The drivers of the trucks were almost too terrified to continue, one had refused to drive altogether.
Duke had volunteered to drive instead, as long as you were on Icarus scouting the route ahead.

“I’m doin’ it,” he rasped, grabbing his helmet and tugging it on, “I wanna get these guys home, where
they’re gonna be safe.”

“You want to get the Princess home,” you corrected as you puffed a hair from your face and pulled on
your helmet, “You like her.”

“She reminds me of Boone, what can I say? Crazy geniuses pull at my heartstrings.”

“Just be careful, okay?”

“You got it, Cap.”

You shook your head as you lowered the ramp and watched as Duke hobbled across the road to where
the lead truck was waiting for him. He practically lugged himself into the truck with a groan as he
started it up and the Wakandans loaded up.

They were off in a matter of minutes as you waited in the cockpit and watched them take off. You
started the jet's engines, pulling back on the controls and lifting Daedalus into the air. The jet shot up
into the night and you let it climb until you reached cruising altitude.

You turned on autopilot, letting the jet lock onto Icarus’ location to allow it to follow the glider from
above.

“You got this?” you asked Zac where he was typing away on his computer.



“As long as you’ve got it on autopilot, I’ll be fine,” he shrugged, not tearing his gaze away from the
screen, “I don’t have any Wraith sightings yet. I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

You nodded as you opened the ramp, letting it lower you down into the cool night air before tapping
the tablet on your bracer and waiting for it to flash green. You stepped off the ramp and Icarus
immediately found your feet as you dove down toward the lights of the caravan.

“On your above, Libra,” you said, crouching down to grab the front of the glider and pulling up
alongside the truck, “I got your six.”

Shuri groaned lightly, opening her eyes as the morning sun crept into the truck and she sat up straight.
The Vibranium spear was held securely in her arms and sticking partially out the broken window.

“Affirmative, Ghost, I read you,” Libra said, rolling his neck with a crack and a low groan. He looked
out into the road before noticing her, “Morning, your Highness.”

His voice startled her, his form even more. She stared at him a moment, mentally going over each of
the events of the night.

“You alright?” he asked as she continued to stare at him.

She nodded after a moment, “Yeah. What about you? Are you alright?”

Libra scoffed with a minuscule, stiff shrug, “I’ve been worse.”

Shuri shook her head, leaning back into her seat and watching the sun continue to rise over the
horizon, “Where’s Ghost?”

“About 20 miles ahead of us,” he said, “He’s coming back our way.”

She nodded, reaching into her backpack to pull out a screwdriver and begin fixing her gauntlets, “I
never said thank you. For catching me when...when Wraith threw me off.”

“It’s part of the job, your Highness,” Libra chuckled, “Given, it’s not usually royalty I’m saving.”

“Is that what you do? Save people?”

“Mostly it’s try and stop bad guys,” he said slowly, “Sometimes it doesn’t work out like we want it to
though.”

“Sounds familiar,” Shuri nodded her thoughts running to the explosion in Lagos before returning to
tinkering with her gauntlets when a black streak shot through the sky. She leaned forward to get a
better look at it before it disappeared, “Ghost?”

“Ghost.”

She heard boots land on the cab before a darkened figure swung down next to Libra. Ghost landed
easily on the rails, hanging onto the window for balance and glancing down the road before turning to
him, “You doing good?”

“Perfect,” Libra nodded.

Ghost turned to her, “How about you?”



Shuri blinked, catching her reflection in Ghost’s helmet and staring a moment before answering, “I’m
okay.”

“You’re not hurt right?”

“No, I’m more embarrassed than anything,” Shuri shook her head and held up her gauntlets, “I really
thought they’d work this time.”

“You made those?” Ghost asked, tilting his head almost like Wraith did.

Shuri’s words caught in her throat before Libra answered for her.

“With her own two hands,” he said, tapping the steering wheel matter of factly, “She’s the head of the
science division in Wakanda.”

Ghost nodded, about to say something when his head snapped to the road ahead, “We’ve got
incoming.”

Ghost jumped off the truck, his glider soaring to his feet and Libra stepped on the brakes. Shuri
adjusted her grip on the spear, sitting up in her seat as another black object appeared in the sky. She
stiffened for only a moment before relaxing back as is landed in front of them and she recognized it.

It was a Royal Talon Fighter.

The aircraft opened, its engines shutting down and from it stepped…

Shuri’s eyes lit up as she threw open the door, “Brother!”

Your grip on your rifle tightened as the craft landed in front of the convoy, but the rest of the warriors
seemed to relax back. The aircraft opened and from it stepped a man.

“Brother!” Shuri yelled from the truck before she sprinted toward him.

Oh.

“Is that?” Duke’s voice echoed through your helmet.

“The heir to the throne of Wakanda? Yes. Yes, it is,” you replied, landing Icarus next to the truck as
Duke stepped out. Two more aircraft landed next to the first, more Wakandans filtering out as the two
of you stepped back, “I think we should probably go—”

You paused as Shuri pointed toward the two of you and the Prince nodded. The two moved toward
you and Duke.

“You know anything about talking to royalty?” you murmured to him.

Duke scoffed, “Do I look like I know anything about talking to royalty?”

“Point taken.”

He stopped in front of you, looking both of you over for a moment before speaking, “My sister talks
extremely fast, and I do not understand half of what she says. But, from what I gather, I think I should
be thanking you for saving her life.”



“And we should apologize,” you said with a shake of your head, “I’m sorry we didn’t get the shield
back.”

He chuckled softly, “I would rather have my sister and the Dora Milaje in one piece than a single
piece of metal recovered. Though, what our friend may do with that piece of metal...that is what
worries me.”

You nodded, bowing your head slightly, “I won’t stop until I find him.”

“I know,” he smiled, “I hope, if you do find the shield, however—”

“It’s going straight back to you, dude,” Duke cut in, “We’ll just toss it over the border and leave.”

Shuri scoffed, rolling her eyes slightly as you smacked Duke’s shoulder.

Her brother smiled again, reaching forward toward you, “My name is T’Challa, hopefully, the next
time we meet it will be under better circumstances.”

“I doubt it,” you scoffed, taking his hand, “‘Unfortunate Circumstances’ seem to follow us wherever
we go. But, hopefully, it will be better.”

You paused for a moment, as you shook his hand, “They call me Ghost. This is Libra.”

T’Challa looked you over for a moment more before straightening, “We have a saying in my country:
‘Nobody wages war with ghosts.’”

“And, yet, here we are,” you shrugged, stepping away from him and calling Icarus to you, “Good luck
on your journey home.”

T’Challa nodded as Duke stepped onto Icarus, his boots locking in before it began hovering above
your head. You reached up to the newly installed grips on the glider’s underbelly before it lifted away
from the desert floor.

Shuri watched as the two masked soldiers disappeared into the sky, “They’re almost as dramatic as
you are, brother.”

“And you’re almost as dumb,” T’Challa shook his head with a chuckle as he stepped back toward the
Royal Talon Fighter and nodded to Okoye.

“Let’s go home.”

Wraith leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his hair as he watched the vibranium shield
begin to glow red, then orange, then white. One of his men ladled out the molten metal, carefully
pouring it into the mold of a chest piece while another man poured it into the crude form of a shield.

He smirked, placing his feet up on the table as he watched his men work and the metal began to cool.
Sparks flew around the room as they moved to shape it into what he wanted.

Armor and a shield.
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Flashback : Seven Targets, Seven Kills

Chapter Summary

The seven men were convening just days after you’d crashed their party. You didn’t know what
the topic of their discussions were, but it definitely wasn’t about finding a proper hiding place.

You’d give it to them though, it’s hard to hide from a sniper in a house made almost entirely of
windows.

But Weston didn’t want them all dead in one sitting. He wanted to send a message. He wanted all
of them and their men looking over their shoulders.

He wanted you to play with your prey before you finished the job.

So you had to get them moving. It was like waking a hornet’s nest. You had to disrupt the hive to
get the swarm, that way you could see them. All of them.

Incite a little chaos and watch them scramble. Some would protect the nest. Some would protect
themselves. Either way, you could exploit them.
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From a place you cannot see, comes a sound you will not hear.

The seven casings jingled in your pocket as you swept the door closed behind you. The glass canceled
out the sounds from the penthouse balcony. Silenced the sound of Dubai’s city streets below. Cutting
off the smell of cigar smoke that twirled through the air outside.

The instant the door shut, your stomach twisted. There was something really, truly wrong. The
Commander knew it and you knew it.

Business Suit Man. The Ace of Spades. The Seven Men.

There were too many variables emerging from the shadows. Too many players were joining the game.
And you were having a hard time keeping track of everyone.

Except one.

Business Suit Man, or, The Man in Grey as the Commander had called him.

He’d followed you from Afghanistan, to Colombia, to France. You’d found traces of him in Japan.
And now he was here.



There was a part of you that hoped you’d run into him so you could finally end the odd cat and mouse
game he was playing with you. You couldn’t take much more of it.

Especially not with Commander Weston beginning to put the pieces together.

He’d kill you himself if he found out what you knew.

You groaned lightly as you moved through the penthouse to your and Danny’s room. You didn’t pause
to notice the figure that was leaning against the wall watching you as you stooped to grab your duffel
bag and began stuffing items into it.

“Where’s he sending you?” Danny’s voice came from behind you, not making you jump but soothing
your racing mind.

“I don’t know,” you said, shaking your head slightly and zipping closed your bag. You turned to face
him, finding him right behind you and reaching to place his hands on your hips.

“Mi amor,” he mumbled, cocking his head to the side and letting his eyes search yours, “You’ve got
that look. You’re worried about something. What is it?”

“Nothing to worry your pretty head about.”

You winked at him, slinking from his grasp and moving through the room to grab a few more things
before he grabbed your wrist.

“As much as I love it when you call me pretty...” Danny paused, a frown tugging at the corner of his
lips before he tried again, more stern this time, “(F/N), are you okay?”

A sigh huffed past your nose and you stopped in your tracks, glancing over him before letting him
pull you closer.

“Talk to me, amor, please?”

You groaned as he pulled you into his chest, resting his chin atop your head.

“I’m okay,” you managed to mumble against him as he began to sway the two of you back and forth.

“You’re not coming to Tehran with us, are you?”

“No.”

Danny hummed, a crackle rumbling at the back of his throat. He stayed quiet for a moment, holding
you close as though savoring your presence before he spoke, “Don’t do anything stupid, alright?”

You pulled away from him with a nod and a small smile, “Of course not.”

“And if you get into trouble, you call me,” he said, clenching his jaw slightly as his grip loosened on
you, “Prometeme.” Promise me.

“Prometo,” you smiled as he nodded, “Te amo.” I promise. I love you.

“Yo también te amo, mi amor.” He pressed his forehead against yours with a soft grin before kissing
the tip of your nose and backing away, “Be careful.”

I love you too.



You grinned, leaning up to him to press a kiss to his lips when the door swung open to your room.
You paused with a growl, your eyes flicking to the shape that was peeking his head into the room.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Ollie squeaked, his gaze shifting between the two of you uncomfortably, “Just
thought you’d want to know that all your targets are gonna be in one place at the same time tonight.”

“All?” Danny blinked, a frown returning to his face, “Targets? Amor?”

You winced lightly at the worried look that crossed through Danny’s eyes as he looked at you, but a
smirk cracked to your lips, “Need to know. And you don’t need to know.”

“That’s fair,” Danny rolled his eyes, shaking his head and pulling you into one last hug, “Give ‘em
hell, mi amor.”

“I intend to,” you winked as Danny slid from your grasp and slipped out of the room, “What do you
got for me, Private?”

“Some new toys and a headache.”

“Lovely.”

A sprawling green lawn led up to a towering modern mansion. It was set back Swaying palm trees
lined a fountain of crystal clear water that sparkled in the midday sun, leading straight to the front
doors of the house.

The doors were open, linen curtains flowed on the whispering breeze as a pair of cars rolled up the
circular driveway. They came to a stop in front of the palms and two men stepped out. The two moved
around the car, opening the back for a man and escorting him to the front doors.

The man smirked as he entered the house, removing his jacket as the door closed behind him,
completely unaware of the danger that was lurking just outside the gate.

You ducked past the entrance, stealing around the corner and down a service road to escape prying
eyes as security guards began lining the perimeter. Adjusting your bag over your shoulder you
continued down the service road, glancing back every so often before darting into the bushes that
surrounded the house.

The mansion was the crown jewel of a private community, overlooking the other extravagant houses
that sat within the imposing security fences. Not many of the houses had extra security around them,
feeling completely safe in the already gated area. This house was the exception.

Nine-foot tall fences enveloped the area, with cameras on every corner, and bodyguards in every blind
spot. It was a veritable fortress.

Almost.

The seven men were convening just days after you’d crashed their party. You didn’t know what the
topic of their discussions were, but it definitely wasn’t about finding a proper hiding place.

You’d give it to them though, it’s hard to hide from a sniper in a house made almost entirely of
windows.



But Weston didn’t want them all dead in one sitting. He wanted to send a message. He wanted all of
them and their men looking over their shoulders.

He wanted you to play with your prey before you finished the job.

So you had to get them moving. It was like waking a hornet’s nest. You had to disrupt the hive to get
the swarm, that way you could see them. All of them.

Incite a little chaos and watch them scramble. Some would protect the nest. Some would protect
themselves. Either way, you could exploit them.

But once you had them figured out, you could take them down one by one.

You scoffed, shrugging through the bushes and coming face to face with the fence that protected the
property. Slipping your bag from your shoulder to crouched to the ground, edging back into the bush
as a guard came around the corner and went right past you. Keeping your eye on the guard, you
reached into the bag and pulled out the custom rifle Danny had procured for you.

It folded in half, making it easy to hide on your person without calling too much attention to yourself
and even easier to break down on the run. It also came with a built-in suppressor.

Placing an elbow on your knees, you leaned forward into the rifle and rested your cheek on the stock.
You peered through the windows on the side of the house, catching sight of all seven men and their
bodyguards.

The Seven were on the second story. Four were circled around a conference table, and one was pacing
the room while the other two leaned up against the bar at the far end of the room.

But it wasn’t them you were paying attention to, it was their guards. There was one in every corner of
the room and three lining the windows. Four were on the roof and there were at least five patrolling
the grounds.

You hummed to yourself, settling into your position with a smirk. Swiveling so you could see the four
guards on the roof, you cracked back the bolt with a snap before sliding it back into place and
chambering a bullet. You flicked off the safety, watching the patrolling guards on the gourds and
waiting for the right moment before you struck.

With an exhale, you fired two perfectly aimed shots at two of the guards on the roof.

They didn’t even know what hit them before they went tumbling over the edge of the roof. It startled
the other guards on the roof and they went rushing toward the parapet, glancing over the edge before
yelling into their radios. The two downed guards landed on the balcony below them, right outside
where the seven were meeting.

The seven jumped, their bodyguards leaping to protect them but not making it as you continued your
rampage. Three more shots, three bullet holes through glass, three more dead.

You stood from your position, firing two final shots on a pair of guards that burst from the house and
watching them fall before backing into the brush, leaving seven shells in your stead.

Easing back through the bushes as hell broke loose on the mansion grounds, you clicked the safety
back on the rifle and folded it back into two before slipping it into your bag. You strolled along the
service road, ignoring the thumping footsteps that were gaining on you.



You hopped into the black Land Rover you’d parked at the end of the road and turned over the engine
before rolling away from the house.

You were out of sight by the time the guards came around the corner.

The Seven moved quickly after that, scattering into different directions almost as fast as you had hit
them. They did exactly what you expected them to, hightail it out of Dubai and disappear back into
the shadows. Except for two.

From the intel you gathered, they were brothers and, instead of protecting the nest, they were
protecting themselves.

Within a matter of days, they had contacted almost every government, offering to share secrets in
exchange for safety. And there was one agency that took them up on their offer.

SHIELD.

You had groaned when Oliver called to tell you the news, which was then replaced by a low growl
when you found out who would be collecting the two men.

The Archer and the Ballerina.

Agents Barton and Romanoff.

Lucky for you, you didn’t have to go anywhere near them.

You were perched on a rooftop a safe mile away from them, they had no clue you were watching.
Even with SHIELD’s STRIKE team cordoning off the area, they had no idea what was about to hit
them.

You snuck up the rear entrance of the building and broke onto the roof through a window. It gave you
a perfect view of their meeting place, the roof of a nondescript parking garage.

They were meeting in the middle of the day, in the middle of the city, on neutral ground.

On any other day, it was a good plan.

But they hadn’t accounted for you.

You’d taken a different rifle with you this time, one made for longer ranges. It was a lot heavier than
your foldable one. The barrel extended far off the stock as you placed down a tripod and began to get
into position.

The barrel stuck off the edge of the building as you swiveled quickly around the city. You pushed the
side of your shoulder against a concrete column, steadying yourself as you glanced through the scope.

There was a line of cars that had circled the parking garage and every person that got out of a vehicle
was armed. Gunmen lined the perimeter, waiting and watching for any sign of trouble but they didn’t
see you.

You glassed the area, careful to watch the position of each guard before another vehicle pulled your
attention, then a flash of red hair. An audible sigh left your throat as you rolled your eyes and Agent



Barton appeared next to Romanoff. You moved away from them, watching the entrance to the garage
as the agents moved across the roof.

Even with the Russian a mile away, her presence was enough to send a chill down your spine.

— Natasha nudged you as she walked by, a soft smile on her face, “You were our hero, Ghost.” —

You frowned, finding yourself drawn back to the agent before shaking yourself back into focus.

— “Ghost,” Romanoff said, “Don’t take it personally, it’s just business.” —

That wasn’t the mission, not this time.

You had bigger fish to fry.

You settled into position as a final vehicle pulled hesitantly into the garage. You watched as it wound
its way up the levels until it hit the freedom of the roof. It came to a slow stop opposite the rest of the
SHIELD trucks and a few moments later, the doors swung open.

A pair of bodyguards stepped out first, glancing around the area before opening the back doors and
your two targets slid from safety, out into the open.

An unintentional smirk curled on your face as you moved to follow them. They moved almost in
unison, one hidden right behind the other. It wasn’t a clean shot. You’d have to make one.

The two were closing the distance between themselves and the SHIELD agents as you slid back the
bolt and pressed in one of Weston’s bullets. The brass disappeared as you chambered the round and
pressed forward, shoving the rifle into the pocket of your shoulder.

Out of the corner of your eye, you caught the shapes of Barton and Romanoff stepping toward the
men.

You took a deep breath, steadying your heartbeat and letting your finger slip into the trigger guard.
Another deep breath and you began to squeeze.

The rifle kicked, the gunshot echoing as you ejected the spent bullet and caught the casing before
manually clicking in another.

It took a moment for the bullet to travel through the air to hit the target and by the time it did, the man
slumped onto the ground and you were ready for another round.

The other man had frozen in shock as his brother fell, not registering what had happened until he hit
the ground.

Barton and Romanoff flinched to a stop, their eyes flicking between the downed man and the other
before Natasha darted forward. Clint grabbed her arm just as you loosed another shot, before the other
SHIELD agents had time to react, before the echo of the first shot had died…

The second man was down.

Easy.

You relaxed back, blinking away from your scope and looking over the city. You could barely see the
parking garage as the second echoing shot reverberated around you before dying out with a sigh.



You cracked your neck, ejecting the casing and placing both in your pocket before rolling to your feet.
Shrugging the rifle over your shoulder, you took one more glance toward the garage before strolling
across the roof.

You stepped onto the ledge, lowering yourself down to the window you came from. Sliding into the
empty room you began disassembling the rifle, placing pieces in your bag as you left the room, and
jaunted down the rear stairwell.

You pulled a hood over your head as you stepped into the streets, eyeing your Land Rover and quickly
crossing the street. You placed your rifle bag into the back of the Rover, slinking around the side as a
dozen black trucks went roaring down the block.

Another smirk worked its way to your face as you hopped into your vehicle and sped away, without
anyone so much as turning their head.

Two down, five to go.

Natasha surged forward as the first asset fell, the whistling of the bullet barely audible as the man's
knees cracked to the ground. There was a shriek from the second asset as Clint’s hand wrapped
around her upper arm and yanked her back from the two of them.

“Nat! Cover!” Clint spat, pulling her back with him. She glanced to him, snapping her arm away from
him and turning back toward the last standing asset before she froze in her tracks as a scream was cut
off.

He was down too.

The second fell next to the first, his limbs splayed as the distant murmuring rumbles of a far-off shot
faded into the air.

Clint grabbed her again, gently tugging her back behind their vehicle. His eyes took to the skies,
scanning the nearby buildings for flashes of a sniper but finding none, “What the hell?”

“Stay down!” Brock’s voice called from across the garage, “Rollins, call for evac, now!”

Natasha winced as Rollins began spitting orders into his radio and she allowed her back to smack
against their vehicle.

“You good?” Clint asked, ducking behind the vehicle into a crouch.

“I’m fine but…” She trailed off glancing back at the two bodies lying side by side as their guards
made a run for it, “What was that?”

“Don’t know,” Clint answered curtly, craning his neck for a look at Rumlow, “Brock! Rollins! You
got back up on the way?”

“They’re about five minutes out,” Brock said, looking to Clint with a frown, “Just sit tight. They’re
gonna start sweeping the blocks.”

Clint sighed, relaxing back against their truck, “Nothing we can do but wait. Relax, Romanoff, and try
not to get shot this time.”

“Very funny. This isn’t Odessa, Clint.”



You parked your car haphazardly in the airport parking lot, pulling a hood over your head as you
stepped across the garage and tossed the keys away. You moved quickly from the ditched vehicle
toward the elevator at the far end of the lot. Slipping in behind a family of four, you lowered your
hood with a smile and leaned against the elevator walls.

The elevator came to a stop at the bottom of the parking garage. You strode from it with the family, as
though you belonged with them as they moved into the airport. After only a few steps you broke off
from them, waltzing through the building before you caught sight of a security guard. You paused,
carefully watching him as he did his rounds.

You glanced behind you, watching for anyone watching you before following him.

You didn’t have to follow him long before he came to a stop in front of a door labeled Security.

He stopped there, inputting a nine-digit code before the door unlocked and he disappeared inside.

You waited a moment, pretending to look over a sign and then turning on your heel. Heading toward
the nearest restroom, a fire alarm caught your eye and a low grin appeared on your face as you
reached toward it.

A simple tug and the entire airport went into panic mode. Flashing lights, screeching alarms, pure
intentional chaos.

It was great.

Your grin widened as security guards burst from the locked door and began sweeping the airport. The
door closed behind them as you ducked past and cracked your knuckles. You took in your
surroundings once more before inputting the first guard’s password, humming along with the beeps
and tapping your foot to the beat of the fire alarm before the door unlocked.

A narrow hall was on the other side of the door, you took only a second to look around before
stepping fully inside and rushing down the hall. There wasn’t a security guard in sight as you stepped
into their camera room.

You didn’t bother to sit at the desk, nor glance at any of the screens that littered the room. Instead, you
typed out a string code that Oliver had taught you and pressed enter.

All of the screens went blank and then black as all of their data was erased and you moved on to get
what you came for.

As much help as Ollie had been getting a location on the Seven’s, now Five’s, meeting spot, he and
the rest of the team were off the grid now. You were on your own.

Which wasn’t a problem, you knew exactly what to do.

The Seven were rich, it was evident by the cut of their suits and the cars they had driven to their
meeting. So rich that, odds were, they’d probably flown to the country on private jets and that’s
probably how they fled, too.

You hummed to yourself as you quickly went through the files, suddenly grateful that Ollie had taught
you a thing or two about how to get into secure networks and access computers across the whole
system.



All you had to do was find the Five’s private jets and where their destination was.

One final click and you had all the information you needed.

Beirut, Belgrade, Rome, Buenos Aires, Mexico City.

You smirked to yourself as you straightened up and tossed your hoodie in the trashcan next to the
desk.

Pushing away from the computer, you exited the room and sped down the hallway before pushing the
door open and joining the people that were fleeing the airport.

This was going to be fun.

“What do you got for us, Hill?” Clint called, swinging around the corner with Natasha on his tail.

“Nothing good,” the agent replied with a shake of her head, folding her arms over her chest as the two
entered her office.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Natasha asked, mirroring the woman’s stance.

“Means we were able to trace the slugs,” Maria said, sitting on the edge of her desk and nodding
toward her computer screen, “They’re a custom blend of lead and steel with a titanium core that we
can trace back to one user.”

“And that’s not good news, why?” Clint said, leaning forward to study her computer screen.

Enlarged photos of the used bullets were on display, their computer systems analyzing them for any
recognizable pattern.

“Because,” she started, pushing away from her desk and looking out the window, “Those two bullets
belong to Ghost.”

“Well, fuck.”

You walked down a boardwalk toward the ocean, hands in your pockets as the evening sun began
dipping below the horizon. The sunlight speckled off the lulling waves as street lights behind you
illuminated. They were contrasted by the warm, interior lights of the massive yacht moored in the bay.

A group of men was working the ropes, beginning to free the yacht and a group of men in suits
patrolled the deck above them.

You stood alongside the yacht, eyeing it for a bit longer before backing away into the growing
darkness.

After fleeing the airport in Dubai, you’d hired a private charter plane for Lebanon. You snuck through
the fence of the airport with your bags and were on the plane less than five hours later.

You’d attempted to make contact with Weston, leaving him a coded message from a burner phone to
tell him your location and status but the old man was being more cautious than usual.

So were you.



With the threat of Business Suit Man looming over you, you had changed your tactics.

Where, at one point, you would have raised hell without a second thought you were instead taking
calculated steps toward your goal.

You’d only been in Beirut for a day before you found the next man. You could have taken him out
then and there but, again, Weston wanted to send a message.

You wanted the man to know about the first two men you’d killed. You wanted him to feel the fear, to
spread it. You wanted him to be constantly looking over his shoulder.

And he did. He was.

You had watched him receive the news of his two comrade’s deaths. You’d seen the panic in his eyes
as he ordered his guards and assistants around.

Then he holed himself up in his yacht, sending his people to gather supplies. And after a few days,
they’d gathered enough to live out at sea—out of rifle range—for at least a month.

You didn’t have that kind of time and your window was beginning to close.

Returning to the van you had rented, you hopped behind the driver’s seat and started the vehicle. You
pulled away from the bay just as the yacht began breaking water. Following the seaside road, you
pulled ahead of the yacht.

It would follow land for only a couple of miles before breaking away, you had to move fast.

Pulling the van over, you slid into the back cargo space where your assembled rifle was waiting. You
slid open the pocket door, staying far enough back that your rifle was completely hidden and then you
waited.

You didn’t press your cheek against the stock as your eyes wandered the horizon and the yacht
appeared in front of you. The second it came into sight you leaned into the rifle, glassing over the
windows before finding your next target.

He was moving between decks, talking on the phone, and yelling at one of his assistants at the same
time. The man burst through the door of the yacht, pacing across the main deck and continuing to yell
into his phone so loudly you could hear him on the shoreline.

You tsked your tongue with a sigh, flipping off the safety as he came to a stop on the deck.

He waved away his assistant still talking into his phone with his back turned to you.

“C’mon,” you murmured to yourself as your finger fell onto the trigger, “It’s bad manners to shoot a
man in the back.”

You paused for a second, waiting for him to turn around before you realized that the yacht was
beginning to pull away from land.

Another click of the tongue and you shook your head, “Oh, well.”

Without a second thought, you squeezed the trigger.



The man dropped almost instantly, falling forward and sending his phone flying as his guards
converged on him and his assistant screamed.

You leaned forward to close the van’s door before ejecting the casing from the rifle and rolling it
through your hands as you crawled back to the front seat.

You placed the casing on the dash with the other two.

Three down, Four to go.

“Head’s up, everybody,” Rumlow growled through the room, catching Natasha’s attention.

She kicked Clint where he had fallen asleep in his chair. Barton straightened up, blinking a few times
and wiping his eyes.

“What now, Brock?”

“Beirut, Lebanon. Weapons dealer, dead,” he said, placing a pin on a map, “The Ghost has struck
again.”

“That’s three now, if anyone’s keeping track,” Rollins added from behind Brock, “Three people in
four days.”

“Do we know anything about these guys?” Natasha asked, nodding to the pictures of the dead men,
“Anyway they’re connected? Any way we can get a step ahead?”

“We’re still looking,” Brock answered, plopping down in a seat and dragging a hand down his face,
“These guys were deep underground. I don’t know why they surfaced in the first place, or how Ghost
even found them.”

“That doesn’t matter right now,” Natasha said, looking up at the map, “What matters is figuring out
what Ghost’s endgame is.”

The Russian’s head snapped toward Clint as he scoffed with a tired look on his face.

“He told us to stay out of his way, Nat,” he said, “I think we better do it.”

“Unfortunately, Agent Barton,” Coulson’s voice came from the other side of the door before he
entered, setting down a file, “That’s not an option right now.”

“Sir?”

“Director Fury wants Ghost’s escapades put to a stop, and he’s sending you to.”

Clint sighed with a groan, “Does nobody here listen to me?”

“Agent Barton.” Coulson ignored him, “You and Agent Romanoff will take Agents Rumlow and
Rollins with you. Director Fury wants Ghost put down.”

“Oh, that’s a great idea.” Clint rolled his eyes, “Do you not remember how Paris went? I still have
nightmares.”

Coulson shook his head, “Director Fury’s orders.”



You’d been stalking your fourth target through the streets of Belgrade for a little under a week. He
lived in a large, mountainside villa outside of the city but came down every day at ten o'clock sharp to
check on his warehouses and hold meetings with his staff.

Even if they were being hunted, business proceeded as usual just with beefed-up security.

His villa was a certified fortress, you couldn’t even see the house from the electrified fence line. So
there was zero chance of you dropping him in his home, you had to wait for him to come to you.

Which was the easy part.

He took the same route at the same time in the same car every day.

The hard part was he drove like an absolute madman and in the center of what seemed like a caravan
of security vehicles.

So you waited, less than patiently.

You hiked up to a spot on the mountain where you could see the road below you, which wasn’t easy
considering everything was covered in a foot of snow. You could barely feel your fingers by the time
his car went blasting by you and you swiveled to chase it, always a bit too slow.

So you moved your nest.

Until you found the right spot.

You found it on the fifth day and it was perfect. At just the right angle you could see the vehicles
passing through the corner below you. The corner was just tight enough the entire caravan was forced
to slow down and give you the shot you wanted.

It was also on the fifth day that your patience wore out and you decided to go for it.

You plopped down in the snow, making yourself comfortable and listening for your target’s approach.

Three spent bullet casings were balanced precariously on the rock in front of you. You only stole a
glance at them as you juggled four live rounds through your hands and pressed a single one into place
before chambering it. Dropping the other three into your pocket, you leaned forward against a rock
and waited.

You flicked off the safety as the rumble of engines echoed through the forest and you began glassing
through the trees. You were above the mountain road, watching it carefully. One side of the road
sloped up to you, the other was a deadly drop-off.

Pushing your legs against a tree you used your knee as a rest for your rifle, your finger itching to snap
to the trigger as the first car rounded the corner.

Then the second. Then the third.

Then, you caught sight of your target.

He was driving the fourth car, completely unaware that you had him in your sights.



You took a deep breath, swiveling around so the barrel was in front of the car and finally letting your
finger slide from the trigger guard to the trigger.

A suppressed shot echoed through the trees as you sat up, watching your work as you snapped back
the bolt. The casing sparkled in the fading sun as you ejected it from the rifle, watching as the car
went careening off a cliff. You caught the casing midair, watching as smoke spiraled from trees and
panicked yells came from across the mountain. Rolling it through your fingers, you placed it next to
the row of empty casings.

Four down. Three to go.

“Ghost just hit Belgrade!” Rumlow called as Clint grabbed his bow from the weapons cache and they
began loading up. He turned to their pilot, “Change of plans, we’re heading for Serbia.”

Clint shook his head, looking over one of his broadhead arrows, “This is a bad idea.”

“Shut up, Barton.”

“Watch it, Brock.”

“Both of you stop,” Natasha snapped, catching a glimpse of the man Ghost had just killed and
frowning, “I think I have something.”

The two men paused, glancing over at her curiously

“Eight days ago, Dubai International Airport's fire alarms went off,” she started, “When the alarms
stopped, all of their security camera footage had been wiped. And, someone accessed files for five
private flights leaving the airport.”

“Lemme guess,” Clint said, twirling an arrow through his fingers, “One went to Beirut, one went to
Belgrade.”

“Bingo.”

Brock scoffed, shaking his head and running a hand through his hair, “Where we headed, Romanoff?”

“Rome.”

You strolled down the streets of Rome, pulling your jacket tighter around you as you moved to follow
your fifth target.

While the last two had been careful to the point of almost hiring armies to protect themselves, this one
was different.

He was out in the open, vulnerable, constantly. You could have downed him the first night you were
there but something was off.

It was almost as if he was baiting you. As though he knew he was next and he was daring you to
strike.

And that was the only reason he was still alive. And also the reason you backed off. But you kept your
folding rifle on you at all times, just in case you found a clean shot.



You couldn’t pinpoint it, but something about the whole situation made you uneasy.

Call it, sniper’s intuition.

So, when he and the two guards he kept with him leisurely strolled into towering ruins just after dark,
you were more than skeptical.

A frown pulled at your face as you tugged on your hood and glanced over your shoulder. You adjusted
your backpack before curling a scarf over the lower half of your face and walking toward the ruins.

As far as you could tell there was only one way in, it was more than obvious that it was the way he
wanted you to go. But you didn’t want to go that way.

You rolled your shoulders, looking over the ruins before placing your hand on the cold, frozen rock
and hoisting yourself onto a ledge. Your toehold slipped lightly as you kept climbing and a chunk of
ice fell to the ground below. Flinching slightly at the sound, you kept moving until you were
balancing on the topmost ledge of the wall.

Falling to a crouch, you steadied yourself and began creeping along the stone. You moved as quickly
as you could, as quietly as you could, to keep up with your target as the moon rose over the ruins and
illuminated the snow-covered ground. Following the wall until it came to a stop, you watched as the
target came to a halt in the center of the ruins.

You kept your form low as a group of people moved from the shadows toward the target, and you
recognized them.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” you hissed under your breath.

— “You’re coming with us,” Coulson said, stepping in front of you and Rumlow as you began sizing
him up, “Preferably without a fight.” —

The Archer and The Ballerina.

— “You’re handing over the bioweapon and then you’re coming with us,” Rumlow said, his hands
dropping to rest on his pistols. —

And part of SHIELD’s STRIKE team.

— “You become a bargaining chip,” Rumlow cut in, “with skills like yours, I’m sure Kingpin would
move heaven and hell to get you back.” —

You couldn’t help it as your form went rigid and a wave of anger washed over you. Rolling your eyes,
you tried to keep your wits about you as you reached into your bag and pulled out your rifle.
Unfolding it carefully, you leaned against a nearby column to mask your form before clicking the rifle
into shape.

The group talked amongst themselves as you chambered a round and your feeling of uneasiness
disappeared, replaced by anger-fueled focus as you brought your rifle to your shoulder.

You clicked the safety off with a smirk, not even having to take another second to think before firing a
shot.

If you made a list of how many reckless things you’ve done in your life, that would probably have
been in the top ten. As Target #5 fell, the entire group turned on you and at least a dozen figures rose



from the shadows.

Not that you noticed as you spun around and sprinted back the way you came. You slid down the wall,
finally catching sight of a pair of figures running at you from across the street.

Finally realizing that this was a stupid idea.

You had no other weapons on your person and you had only two bullets left, but they weren’t
intended for the men that were running at you.

Fuck.

You glanced down the street, hoping to come up with an exit strategy in less than a millisecond as the
two men pulled their weapons on you.

You didn’t and two shots fired into the night but they weren’t from the figures that were charging at
you, they came from a man that was leaning against the ruins without a care in the world.

You whirled around, a breath of relief sighing through your lungs.

“Hello, mi amor,” Danny purred from the shadows, stepping into the moonlight with a grin as he
holstered his pistol, “Miss me?”

“You have no idea.” You grinned as he took your hand and tugged you along with him.

The two of you broke into a sprint, ignoring the pattering footsteps that were winding through the
ruins and diving into a car.

The vehicle was already running and Danny stepped on the gas before you had the door closed all the
way.

“Rule eight, amor,” he said, glancing over his shoulder before drifting down a street.

“Two escape plans, I know, I know,” you rolled your eyes, tossing your rifle into the back seat and
looking him over, “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Tehran.”

“Change of plans,” he smiled but it was forced.

“What’s wrong?”

“Commander says trouble is brewing, wants you in Iran ASAP.”

“But I’ve got two more targets,” you couldn’t help the whine that came from your throat as you
leaned back in the seat with a pout.

“Which is exactly why I’m here,” he chuckled, reaching over to thumb at your jutting bottom lip,
“Makes the job go faster if you have someone to watch your back. And, it makes it a lot more fun.”

Your lips curled from a pout into a grin as he winked and wrapped an arm over your shoulders. The
smile on his face faded as he glanced into the rearview mirror and growled, “Your spy friends are
persistent. We’re gonna have to work fast to stay ahead of them. Where we headed, mi amor?”

“Buenos Aires.”

Five down. Two to go.



The bullet had whizzed just past Natasha’s ear, she could feel the air whip past her as the projectile hit
its target right between the eyes. She barely caught sight of a silhouette darting across the narrow ruin
walls before disappearing over the side.

She and Clint sprinted through the broken stone, wincing to a stop as two more gunshots rang out in
the night.

By the time they made it back to the street, a car was speeding away and Rumlow was barking orders
into his radio.

“You think he saw us?” Clint asked, watching the car disappear as SHIELD trucks rounded the corner
to chase it. He glanced at her when she didn’t answer, “Tasha?”

She didn’t even realize she was gently rubbing her side or that she had her hand to her ear where
Ghost’s bullet had shot past her.

— She reached for her asset, jumping in front of him as the glimmer of a metal arm flashed in the
sunlight. A gunshot rang out, the bullet piercing her side before coming to a rest in its intended target.
Her scientist. —

“He saw us,” she said slowly, “And he’s not happy about it. You were right.”

To say things were going much more smoothly now that Danny had joined you was an
understatement.

The man was heaven-sent...if heaven sent out killers…

The two of you worked together better than anything you’d ever seen. It was like you were made for
each other.

You didn’t even have to say anything and Danny knew exactly what you needed. It was great.

Even better, you had landed in Argentina three hours earlier and you were already on-site to get your
target. Danny knew a guy who knew a guy that was able to get a high-powered rifle and whatever
gear Danny wanted.

While he was doing that, you were following one of Target 6’s staff through the city. He’d stopped for
coffee and then for lunch before returning to an office building. And the building right across the
street was the perfect place for a sniper’s nest.

It took you less than 20 minutes to get your gear, then you, into place as you watched the building and
waited. Another 20 minutes and Target 6 appeared followed by his assistant.

“I got eyes on the target,” you said, following him through the building until he made it to his office.

“Whenever you’re ready, take your shot.”

You didn’t bother to respond as Target 6 moved through his office and plopped down at his desk.
Clicking the safety and pressing your finger onto the trigger, you paused at the last second. Target 6’s
assistant stepped in between him and you as another person walked into the room.

Your shot was compromised.



“Minor problem.”

“I see it,” Danny hissed from behind you, “Stay on target, I got you.”

You blinked, fighting the urge to look behind you as you heard him move from where he was,
“What’re you going to do?”

“Focus,” he said, walking to the edge of the building and waving his arms over his head with a shrill
whistle. The movement caught the attention of the people in the office, they all turned at the same
time, “¡Órale, vato!”

The person in front of your target moved away from him to open the window, “¿Qué?” What?

“¡Mira a la chica de la pistola!” he called, pointing down to you with a grin. Check out the girl with
the gun.

Your target’s eyes met yours just as you squeezed the trigger, his realization lasting only a moment
before he was hit. A scream overtook the building as Danny reached over to grab your rifle and haul
you to your feet. He swung your rifle over his shoulder and grabbed your hand before making a run
for it.

The two of you were giggling by the time you hit the streets below and you jumped behind the wheel,
as though you hadn’t just murdered a man. The two of you took off down the streets of Buenos Aires,
tearing through the town as emergency vehicles began moving toward the building.

“Estás tan caliente cuando tienes esa mirada en tus ojos,” Danny muttered as you sent the car
screaming around a corner. You're so hot when you've got that look in your eye.

He moved over to nuzzle your neck before you sent the car careening down another street and sent
him flying away from you.

“Easy, Gonzalez, we’ve got one more thing to do.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Six down. One to go.

“No,” Natasha shook her head, setting her jaw in place as she stared Fury down, “I’m not going after
him. Send Rumlow and Rollins.”

“Agent Romanoff,” Fury said, leaning back in his chair and folding his hands together, “You have
your orders.”

“I am not going to be killed by Ghost after he warned us to stay out of his way,” she snapped, “Just
because you’re mad it’s the second time he’s outsmarted you.”

Fury held up a hand, “First of all, he’s only outsmarted me once. Second, I’m not mad. I’m annoyed.
Ghost is becoming a nuisance—”

“If taking out a network of arms dealers is a nuisance...oof,” Clint said, staring at the ground with a
slight grin on his face, "I think we're in the wrong profession."



“I’m not going after him,” Natasha repeated, “If we take him down, he’s taking us with him. Quit
while you’re ahead Fury.”

You gazed up at the building that housed your last target, pursing your lips at the height of the
building. It stood alone in the square it was in. There was no other building tall enough for a shot for
two and a half miles.

“This might be a problem,” you muttered, biting your lip as Danny wrapped an arm around your
shoulder.

“Nah,” he said, a smile beginning to form on his face as a plan formed in his head. The smile turned
to a devious smirk as he glanced at the tallest building on the skyline.

You followed his look.

The building was still a ways off and you could just make out the shapes of scaffolding but it was the
bright red crane that extended off of it that caught your eye.

It was what had caught Danny’s.

“Wanna have some real fun, amor?” He wiggled his eyebrows, steering you toward the building.

“It’s two and a half miles off, Danny.”

He hummed with a nod, “Longest shot in the world if you can pull it off.”

“If?” Your eyes flicked to him with a low glare, “What do you mean if?”

“I’m just saying—”

“You challenging me, Daniel?” You asked, a playful gleam in your eye to match the devious one in
his.

“You accepting?”

“You bet your ass.”

Danny grinned, pulling you closer to him, “Te amo mucho ahora mismo.”

I love you so much right now.

The wind whipped around you as night fell over Mexico City and you lay motionless on the red metal
of the crane.

After the construction crews had left, the two of you had broken into the building and made your way
to the crane. Danny had commandeered it just to turn it at to right angle toward the building before
you climbed up it together.

You’d set up almost immediately after you’d hit the end of the crane, diving into a prone position as
you clung to the crane and tried to ignore the dizzying height you were at. You took a deep breath,
Danny’s presence comforting you as you waited.



“I’ve got eyes on Target 7,” Danny said smoothly over the wind. He was crouched behind you, staring
through a spotting scope with one hand on your foot as though he was holding you back. He gently
rubbed your ankle for a second more before removing his hand and placing it on the scope, “Alright,
mi amor, lock and load.”

You took a breath, hesitantly reaching into your pocket to grab the last bullet and setting it into place.
Pressing the rifle into your shoulder for the last time, you shook off the jitters and snapped the bolt.

“Glass for me, baby.”

“I got three tangos in the window on the west side. One in green polo. One in blue dress. One in black
suit.”

“Black suit’s your target, amor.”

“Contact.”

“Remember, you need to account for the Earth’s rotation and the wind. Aim high, adjust for the
wind,” he said, mostly for himself as he rolled his bottom lip between his teeth and realized just how
far this shot was. He knew you knew, and he knew you could do it. He was just reassuring himself,
“Need me to zero you in?”

“Negative,” you murmured, adjusting yourself ever so slightly, “I got this.”

“I know you do.” He nodded, taking a deep breath, “Send it when ready, sniper.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” you breathed, relaxing forward as your finger slowly slid to the trigger. You took
another breath and readjusted.

Another breath.

Adjustment.

Another breath.

Adjustment.

Another breath.

Adjustment.

A slow exhale.

A shot.

The sound startled you, even if you were ready for it, and you froze, staring into your scope and
waiting.

“Come on,” Danny hissed, glaring through his scope, “Come on.”

The two of you waited with bated breath as the sound of your rifle subside on the winds and then, it
happened.

Target 7 collapsed.



You blinked, moving away from your scope before leaning back in just to check but it was Danny’s
‘whoop’ that confirmed it.

It was over.

Seven targets, seven kills.

“Mi amor!” he said, diving forward and landing on you, “You are the most amazing woman in the
world! Holy shit!”

“I did it,” you breathed, licking your lips as you rolled to your back to look up at him, “I did it!”

“Damn right you did!” Danny smiled, pressing his lips to yours before hopping to his feet, “My god,
woman, you’re amazing!”

“Let’s get outta here!” you said with a wink, working yourself to your feet as Danny pulled his
spotter’s scope to his chest.

“Let’s celebrate!” He nodded, pulling you into a hug, “You’re wearing a chute this time. No pullin’
any fancy stunts today! Let’s fly, amor!”

With that, he jumped from the crane, pulling the cord to his chute almost immediately and gliding
through the night sky. You snatched your rifle from the crane and ejected the casing, catching it and
pocketing it before diving after him.

Danny made it to the ground before you, practically catching you and removing your chute as the two
of you moved down the street. He twirled you in his arms as he pulled a phone from his pocket and
dialed a number before handing it to you.

You didn’t hear what the person on the other line said as Danny captured your lips with his and you
pulled away with a whine.

“Sorry,” you said as he pulled you into his chest and you put the phone to your ear, “I need to book
two tickets to Tehran, please.”
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Action, Reaction

Chapter Summary

“Why do you think he’s doing this?”

“Wraith?” Duke asked, peeking out from beneath his arm to see you nod before he hid again, “I
don't know. None of this makes any sense. And the timing. It's like they've been waiting for
years.”

Another sigh huffed from your nose as you took a deep breath, “Danny was always the patient
one. But...I…”

You trailed off shaking your head and resting your chin on your knees.

“What? What is it?”

“What did I do?” You asked, closing your eyes as they began to water, “What happened? I mean
he loved me.”
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First off, there are a plethora of languages in here that I do not speak (French, Russian,
Romanian) I used le google translate for all of it. If there are any issues, please let me know and
I'll try to fix it.

Second, as we move closer into going full AU into the Aftermath Universe, please note that I've
taken some liberties with some of the dialogue and 'facts' of the MCU.

Third, AND MOST IMPORTANTLY, it has come to my attention that last chapter Danny said
the Commander needed Ghost in Iraq. But earlier in the chapter he said they were going to
Tehran...which is in Iran. Seeing as I'm an idiot, I got the two confused. I did however fix it. So,
please note for the next flashback chapter, Ghost is heading to IRAN not IRAQ.

Lastly, there will be more announcements in the ending author's notes.

thank you for your time and enjoy the show 🖤 😉

See the end of the chapter for more notes

You want a fight 
I’ll bring a war



The Soldier threw a punch, his jaw clenching as the other soldier latched onto his metal arm and
barely flinched away as his fist flew past his head. The other soldier’s grip on his arm tightened as he
kicked him away and spun him, pinning his arm behind his back.

A grunt escaped the Soldier’s lips as he was forced to his knees. He turned to the other soldier with a
growl and a fleeting flash of fear, earning another twist of his metal arm and a wave of pain that ran
through his entire body. Before he knew it, the other soldier wrenched him to his feet and a foot met
with his gut.

He was thrown across the room, slamming into the wall and plummeting to the ground. Another low,
concealed, groan rumbled through his throat as he tried to return to his feet.

“Хорошая работа,” his handler said from the corner of the room, barely even looking at him as he
finally rose to his feet. Good work.

He looked pleased with himself, a sly smile working itself to his face as he folded his hands over his
chest.

The Soldier’s eyes narrowed as they flicked around the room at the four other soldiers that waited on
the sidelines as a doctor checked the first. The doctor grabbed the other soldier’s arm, checking his
pulse, then his watch and nodding to himself.

But that was before the other soldier grabbed him by the back of the neck.

The doctor was thrown to the ground, his scream silenced immediately. A riot guard immediately
stepped from the sidelines, hitting the other soldier with a baton.

The other soldier didn’t flinch as he turned on the guard and the rest of the four stood.

There was a gleam in each of their eyes, a murderous one, and it mirrored itself on each of their faces.

The Soldier took an unconscious step in front of his handler as he studied the rest of the soldiers in the
room.

Their attention was fixed on the guards, their weight shifting back and forth as they prepared for a
fight. The Soldier rolled his shoulders, carefully watching him until the click of his handler’s gun
snapped him back to the figure behind him.

“Солдат, вытащи меня отсюда.” Soldier, get me out of here.

He didn’t even acknowledge him as his handler placed a hand on his shoulder and chaos descended
on the room. His jaw set in place with a smirk as he rolled his shoulders forward. The Soldier’s flesh
hand clamped around a fistful of his handler’s uniform as he took a step across the room, his stare
fixed on the exit.

As he took his step, the Five attacked. They went for guards and scientists alike, as though they
couldn’t tell the difference between what was a threat and what was not.

But he kept his gaze ahead of him.

He only made contact with one of the Five as he strode through the carnage, his metal arm blocking a
hit before returning the favor and knocking the soldier across the room.



Another stride and he shoved a wayward riot guard from his path. One more, and he shoved his
handler to safety, slamming the barred door behind him.

So much for his replacements.

Bucky blinked, taking a breath as he lifted his pen from his notebook. He twirled it around his finger
as he forced himself to relax back.

His replacements.

He remembered that it took his handlers ages to calm them down. He’d lost count of how many
guards and scientists they’d killed before they could.

All while he sat calmly, waiting for his next orders.

Bucky shook his head, shuddering lightly as he closed his eyes and flipped away from that page.

He’d helped train them, all of them. Before and after the serum. He’d watched as they became
Hydra’s death squad, feared by all, seen by none.

Then he’d watched as they went completely off the rails.

Their aggression had surged after they’d been dosed with the stolen serum. They could barely be
controlled, no matter how hard his handler had tried.

Finally, months after they’d first been injected, they decided to freeze them. Like they did to him.

Bucky peeled open his eyes, pushing away the images of the cold Siberian facility from his head and
looking down at his notebook. A small smile found its way to his face.

He’d accidentally turned to her page, where he’d carefully clipped her picture away after Prague.

God, she was gorgeous.

With that carefree grin, and the mischievous glint in her eye. Her hair perfectly framing her face as
she tilted her head back in a laugh.

Bucky sighed, gently closing the book and slipping it into his backpack. He leaned back against the
park bench, soaking up the spring sun as it dappled in from the trees above him. Slinging his
backpack over his shoulder he pushed away from the bench, grabbing his grocery bag from the edge
of the bench before sliding into a crowd of people.

He’d slowly grown accustomed to the streets of Bucharest, and its people. He was very slowly getting
more comfortable with the city.

The odd jobs he’d taken in the beginning were becoming steady jobs. He’d begun to furnish his
apartment. He was buying fresh produce from the farmer’s market a couple of blocks away.

He liked it here, even if there was a small part of him that told him he had to keep moving. He didn't
want to.

Bucky smiled softly to a pair of strangers as he crossed the road, walking past a line of shops before
he paused at the sound of a reporter’s voice coming from a TV within.



“O reuniune specială a Organizației Națiunilor Unite a fost anunțată astăzi,” the woman began,
pushing a stack of papers around her desk, “Liderii mondiali se vor întâlni în trei zile pentru a discuta
despre ratificarea a ceea ce se numește Acordurile de la Sokovia.”

A special UN meeting was announced today. World leaders will be meeting in three days to discuss
the ratification of what is being called the Sokovia Accords.

“Acordurile își propun să reglementeze persoanele îmbunătățite și organizațiile private precum
Avengers,” a second said, folding his hands in front of him.

The Accords aim to regulate Enhanced individuals and private organizations like the Avengers.

Bucky frowned, his jaw clenching as footage of Sokovia flashed across the screen.

“Având 117 națiuni pregătite să semneze acordurile, mișcările Răzbunătorilor și ale altor organizații
private vor fi plasate sub controlul unui grup special ales al Organizației Națiunilor Unite.”

With 117 nations poised to sign the Accords, the movements of the Avengers and other private
organizations would be placed under the scrutiny of a specially selected United Nations panel.

His eyes narrowed as he barely caught a glimpse of (F/N)’s masked form darting through the footage.
He shook his head, just about to walk away when the second reporter spoke up again.

“Nu numai că Răzbunătorii și membrii lor Îmbunătățiți ar fi sub supravegherea directă a comitetului,
ci și membrii lor mai secretoși, inclusiv infamul Răzbunător Anonim, care ar putea fi forțați să-și
dezvăluie identitatea către comisie.”

Not only would the Avengers and their Enhanced members be under direct oversight by the
committee, but also their more secretive members. Including the infamous Anonymous Avenger, who
could be forced to reveal their identity to the panel.

Bucky froze.

(F/N)

He slowly turned away from the store, tugging his jacket around him and shoving his hands into his
pockets as he walked away. Bucky dipped into an alley, walking down it quickly before stealing down
another corner and his apartment building came into sight.

Glancing behind him, he jogged across the street and into the building before anyone noticed him. He
ran up the stairs two by two, vaulting up over a railing and back into the hall where he stopped
himself.

He took a quick look down each end of the hall before stepping from the staircase and moving toward
his apartment door. He had the key in his hand before he reached it, unlocking the door and
disappearing inside.

He set down his bag of groceries, shrugging off his backpack and his coat and tossing them over the
counter. He moved across the floor, gently lifting a board in the middle of the room and exposing the
emergency cache that he had made.

His fingers wrapped around the burner phone (F/N) had given him as he sat back onto the floor and
flipped it open. There were no numbers programmed in, they didn’t need to be.



He had (F/N)’s memorized. And Amma’s. And for some reason both of the Roper twins.

Bucky was about to start dialing her number when he paused.

No.

If he called her and they searched her phone, they’d be able to find him.

And she would be pissed.

It was like she had no concept of self-preservation. She only wanted to keep him safe. Which he
appreciated but...he wanted to do the same for her.

Bucky shook his head, slowly lowering the phone back down into the cache and replacing the board.

He was sure she had it handled.

Right?

Right.

You growled lowly, as Duke tried to push himself off the jet’s infirmary table. He winced at the
sound, gently lowering himself back down with a roll of his eyes.

“I’m fine, (F/N),” he said lowly, grimacing as Daedalus hit a pocket of air and shook the cabin, “I
feel...great.”

“Bullshit, Dugan,” you said, returning his glare and rising to your feet to look over Zac’s shoulder,
“Anything yet?”

“Nothing,” Zac sighed, pushing away from his desk and pinching the bridge of his nose, “Wraith’s
gone off the grid, along with the rest of his posse.”

Duke groaned, throwing an arm over his face, “How the hell do they just disappear like that?”

“Just like we do,” you breathed, closing your eyes and moving away from Zac, “He has to have a
network of Hydra’s he’s using to move around.”

“I can try and see if any older Hydra agents are back in business, but it’s going to take a while,” Zac
said, removing his glasses and placing them on top of his head, “They went off-grid the second the
Hydra Inquiry started.”

You nodded, running a hand down your face, “Let me know if you get anything.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Leaning back into your chair, you groaned.

Wraith had disappeared into the night, melding into the shadows and leaving no trace. And he’d taken
the Vibranium shield with him.

You had no idea what he was going to use it for. You didn’t want to think about it.

You looked back up to Duke, “How’re you doing? For real, Duke.”



“For real?” he asked, his arm still laid over his face, “I’ll be better once we get to the Alliance and the
med-wing knocks me out. How about you?”

“I’ve been...worse,” you said slowly, tucking your knees to your chest with a frown.

“What’s wrong?”

“Why do you think he’s doing this?”

“Wraith?” Duke asked, peeking out from beneath his arm to see you nod before he hid again, “I don't
know. None of this makes any sense. And the timing. It's like they've been waiting for years.”

Another sigh huffed from your nose as you took a deep breath, “Danny was always the patient one.
But...I…”

— “Marry me?” —

— “You already asked. I said yes, remember?” —

— “No, mi amor, me refiero ahora.” No, my love, I mean now. —

You trailed off shaking your head and resting your chin on your knees.

“What? What is it?”

“What did I do?” you asked, closing your eyes as they began to water, “What happened? I mean he
—”

“I dunno, Novak probably put his brain in a blender like he did to Barnes.”

“—loved me.”

— Two scientists stepped forward, grabbing Bucky by each shoulder and pushing him down into the
machine. They put a metal bit into his mouth and pressed a button that restrained him to the chair. —

— “No,” you whimpered, for the first time in years you were absolutely helpless. —

— His chest began to heave as the machine lowered itself to cover his face. —

— “No,” you ordered, your voice gaining more power as anger began to bubble up, “Stop it. Merek,
don’t hurt him.” —

“Don’t….Don’t say that...please,” you muttered as your eyes glassed over.

— He set his chin on your shoulder, humming lightly as he snaked his arms around your stomach,
“Mi amor, las cosas que haría para sacarte ese vestido…” —

— The things I would do to get you out of this dress… —

— “Nice try, Gonzalez.” —

Duke winced, sitting up straight on the table as his face fell, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know, I know,” you sighed, shaking away the rumbling voice that echoed through your ears and
changing the subject, “How’re Jack and Raffa doing?”



“From Jack's report, things are going according to plan. Secretary Ross met up with the Deputy Task
Force Commander a few days ago,” Duke frowned, still looking you over, “Sounds like they're all
gearing up for the UN meeting, and after what happened in Berlin, they're doubling security.”

“And Jesse?”

“She learned everything she knows from Boone,” he winked, “How do you think she's doing?”

“Dorian and Ari?”

“Awaiting your instructions.”

You nodded, rubbing your head slightly with a groan.

— “Mi amor!” he said, diving forward and landing on you, “You are the most amazing woman in the
world! Holy shit!” —

— “I did it,” you breathed, licking your lips as you rolled to your back to look up at him, “I did it!”
—

— “Damn right you did!” Danny smiled, pressing his lips to yours before hopping to his feet, “My
god, woman, you’re amazing!” —

“We’re coming up on the Alliance,” Zac called over his shoulder, glancing at you worriedly.

You nodded, shaking off the voices one last time as you rose to your feet and entered the cockpit.

“Five years ago, I had a heart attack,” Secretary Ross said, positioning himself as though he was
playing golf, “I dropped, right in the middle of my backswing. Turned out it was the best round of my
life because…”

Boone rolled her eyes, leaning further against a pillar right behind Wanda and Pietro. Almost
physically restraining herself from hitting her head against it in annoyance.

“...after 13 hours of surgery and a triple bypass, I found something 40 years in the Army had never
taught me: perspective.”

“Quelqu'un, s'il vous plaît tirez-moi dessus,” she whispered under her breath, not noticing how Steve
perked up at the sound of her voice, even from across the room, “Je ne peux pas gérer cet idiot.”
Somebody, please shoot me. I can't deal with this idiot.

She did notice, however, the smirk that flashed quickly to his face before it was gone as Ross
continued speaking.

“The world owes the Avengers an unpayable debt. You have fought for us, protected us, risked your
lives but while a great many people see you as heroes there are some who would prefer the word
‘vigilantes’.”

“And what word would you use, Mr. Secretary?” Natasha asked, tilting her head to the side.

“How about ‘dangerous’?”



“Oh, putain de merde,” Boone sighed, pressing herself further into the pillar and hoping Ross didn’t
notice her. Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

“What would you call a group of US-based, enhanced individuals who routinely ignore sovereign
borders and inflict their will wherever they choose and who, frankly, seem unconcerned about what
they leave behind?”

Ross moved away from the head of the conference table and a screen flashed to life behind him with a
hum.

“New York…”

A video of chitauri soldiers played on screen, followed by the Hulk flying through the air into another
building, ending with the person taking the video being buried in debris.

“Washington, DC.”

The Helicarriers crashing, the Triskelion catching fire, the video ending as water crashed up from the
river and hit the camera.

“Sokovia.”

The land rising, people screaming, buildings tumbling down.

“Lagos.”

The explosion, screaming, bodies being wheeled away.

Boone’s jaw set into place, her eyes leaving the screen to glare into Ross before they flicked to Wanda
and her brother. Wanda lokoed away from the screen, staring into her brother’s chest with a low sigh.

“Okay,” Steve started, his tone soft as he caught sight of the twins. He was in a forced kind of calm,
she could see it in his eyes.

“That’s enough,” Boone snapped for him, making the Secretary flinch.

Ross glanced up to her, barely making eye contact before turning his attention back to the conference
table, “For the past four years, you’ve operated with unlimited power and no supervision. That’s an
arrangement the governments of the world can no longer tolerate. But I think we have a solution.”

The Secretary reached behind him, grabbing a compiled stack of papers from his assistant and setting
it on the table, “I know Agent Cavanaugh has already taken the privilege of showing you the rough
draft but this is the finalized version of the Sokovia Accords.”

Steve glanced up to her at the words, his brow quirking. Rough draft?

Boone shook her head. He’s lying.

Steve nodded in response.

“Approved by 117 countries it states that the Avengers shall no longer be a private organization,”
Ross continued, ignoring the silent conversation between the two, “Instead, they’ll operate under the
supervision of a United Nations panel only when and if that panel deems it necessary.”



“The Avengers were formed to make the world a safer place,” Steve spoke up, barely casting a glance
at the stack of papers Rhodey pushed across the table to him, “I feel we’ve done that.”

“Tell me, Captain, do you know where Thor and Banner are right now?” Ross asked, “If I misplaced a
couple of 30-megaton nukes, you can bet there’d be consequences.”

“The problem with that, Secretary Ross,” Boone hissed, the sound of her voice snaking through the
room and making him flinch yet again, “Is that they aren’t nukes. They aren’t weapons that you can
detonate and control at your will. They’re people and they need to be treated that way.”

Ross glared at her, his jaw set in place as he began pacing the room and continuing like he hadn’t
heard her, “Compromise. Reassurance. That’s how the world works. Believe me, this is the middle
ground.”

“So,” Rhodey said, eyeing Boone cautiously, “There are contingencies.”

“Three days from now the UN meets in Vienna to ratify the Accords,” Ross said, “Talk it over.”

“And if they come to a decision you don’t like?” Boone asked, her tone backing down into something
on the verge of civil.

“Then they retire.”

Boone scoffed, shaking her head, “You’re a piece of shit, you know that?”

“Agent Cavanaugh,” Rhodey warned.

“What? Just because I ain’t afraid to say it?” she asked, turning back to Ross and repeating herself,
“You, sir, are a piece of shit.”

Ross scoffed, coming to a stop in front of her and looking her over, skeptically.

She still leaned against the pillar, her arms folded over her chest as he spoke.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Agent Cavanaugh.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he said, as he held his hand out to his assistant and was presented a file.

His assistant backed away from him, the tight curls on her head bouncing as she did and she winked.

Zoom.

“Agent Boone Cavanaugh. IQ 215. Graduated MIT. Worked at Stark Industries, the FBI, NSA, and
the CIA—” he paused, as though he was impressed but he clicked his tongue and shook his head, “—
formerly of course. Presumed dead by the CIA after a botched job in Moscow. Excellent hacker and
computer scientist. And, also according to the CIA, mentally unstable and...expendable.”

Boone winced, barely hidden as she folded her arms over her chest.

Ross snapped the file close, handing it back to his assistant without breaking eye contact as a smirk
curled across his face.



Boone swallowed thickly, ignoring the pang that felt like it was stabbing at her heart and concealing
the hurt in her eyes with a dark scowl.

He chuckled to himself, setting his hands in his pockets and relaxing back, “I can do my research,
kid.”

Boone glared at him for only a moment before she snickered—no—snorted, which turned into a
cackle. Her signature Cheshire grin twisted to her face, her eyes somehow changing to an even more
dangerous shade of green than they already were.

“Secretary Thaddeus Ross,” Boone crooned, staring into him as she continued leaning against the
pillar, “Former Senator, former Lieutenant General. You served in Vietnam, when you came home
you started working on a government project to recreate the Super-Soldier Serum—”

Ross’ face fell, his jaw dropping slightly as he glanced back at the Avengers behind him.

“Oh? You didn’t tell them that? Sorry to spill the beans.” She winked, picking a strand of hair from
her shoulder and curling it through her fingers as she turned to Steve, “Don’t worry, it didn’t work.
No...you didn’t get super-soldiers. You created the Hulk.”

Ross licked his lips, forcing a calm facade to crack across his face, “Cute. Is that really all you got?”

“You have a scar on your knee from a bike accident when you were six, the other knee has been
replaced twice because you can’t sit still and you won’t listen to your doctors,” Boone continued,
“You have a daughter named Elizabeth, you don’t get along though. You and your wife have a
vacation planned to Hawaii next month because she likes to walk through the botanical gardens to
look at the orchids. They’re her favorite flower.”

The smile on Boone’s lips turned feral as she flipped the strand of hair over her shoulder and took a
step toward him, “I can do my research too. And, trust me, I’m a lot more thorough.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“If I were threatening you, my dear Secretary, you wouldn’t have to ask.” another snicker ran through
her throat as she twirled from the room before calling over her shoulder, “Au revoir, connard.”

Goodbye, dipshit.

She made it halfway through the compound when a voice called after her, “Vous feriez mieux
d'espérer qu'il ne connaît pas le français.”

You better hope he doesn't know French.

Boone turned with a smile as Steve ducked out of the conference room and jogged to her side.

“He’s too stupid to.”

Steve chuckled, running a stressed hand through his hair and leaning against the wall, “You might be
on to something.”

Boone scoffed with a shake of her head, “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged, “Honestly, retirement doesn’t sound too bad but…”



“You could always come with me.” the words rolled off her tongue before she had time to stop them,
“...Work with me. You could come work with me.”

He smirked, nodding to himself as though he was thinking it over.

“If you do, you have my number,” she said with a small smile, “Or if you need anything.”

— “And, also according to the CIA, mentally unstable and...expendable.” —

Her smile fell into a frown, one that he noticed.

“What’s wrong?”

“For the record,” Boone said slowly after a moment, “I...I’m not crazy.”

Steve smiled softly, reaching forward to brush a stray hair out of her face before his hand landed on
her cheek, “For the record, you’re not expendable.”

She scoffed, leaning into his touch for only a second before she pulled away as the deep rumble of an
armored truck’s engine started outside.

“That’s my ride.” She nodded toward the sound, “Stay outta trouble, New York.”

“You’re taking it with you, baby.”

You hauled one of Duke’s arms over your shoulder as the two of you strode down Daedalus One’s
ramp onto the tarmac of the USS: Alliance. You squinted as you stepped out.

The sun was beating down on the ocean surrounding you and sparkling off the cresting waves. Heat
wafted off of the tarmac and a warm sea breeze flitted around the deck.

It was a far cry from when you first visited the ship. Instead of thunder and lightning and dark clouds
in the sky, it was clear and blue and you could see for miles.

A group of soldiers and part of the flight crew were waiting for you on the deck. They stood at
attention, waiting for you to dismiss them.

“At ease,” you said with a nod, adjusting your grip on Duke. You were just about to ask one of them
for help when a familiar voice barked a few commands in Russian and Belov walked out from inside
the Alliance.

“Take him down to the Bravo Med-wing,” he called as a pair of men took Duke from you and helped
him cross the rest of the way, “Его ждет Грейс.” Grace is waiting for him.

“Lieutenant Belov,” you sighed, keeping an eye on Duke as he disappeared into the Alliance and Zac
scurried to follow them.

“Captain (L/N).” Belov nodded for you to follow him.

You slipped with him into the halls of the Alliance. They were bustling with activity as both
operatives and scientists quickly moved between decks and further into the ship.



Belov led you down a maze of halls before coming to a stop and placing his hand on a scanner,
“Agent Norway shared his research with the rest of the Perch, they’re working on tracking down the
Призрак.” Wraith.

“And?”

Belov clicked his tongue with an annoyed roll of the eye, “Nothing yet. But there is another avenue I
think would be worth exploring.”

“Which is?” You quirked a brow as he led you into another room.

It was the same room that Boone had brought you the last time you were here.

The Perch.

But this time you noticed there was a light on behind the windows. Your head tilted to the side as you
moved to look out them and finally realized, you were on the observation deck of the Perch.

The actual Perch was below you with lines and lines of computers and technicians furiously working
away.

Zac had joined them down there, taking over a computer from another tech. A group of three moved
to look over his shoulder as he gave them instructions. They nodded along with what he said before
splitting up to different computers and setting to work.

“The Vibranium,” Belov said, coming to stand next to you with his hands folded behind his back. He
stood tall, following your gaze out into the Perch, “What does our friend want with it? What does he
intend to make with it? But the big question: Как он собирается с этим справляться?” How does he
intend to make things with it?

You frowned, glancing to him, “What do you mean?”

Belov chuckled, relaxing back and leading you toward the holotable in the middle of the room,
“Vibranium has a melting point over 2,700º Celcius. That’s over 5,000º Fahrenheit if we’re talking
like Americans.”

“Very funny.”

“There are very few places in the world that can melt the metal and, from what I understand, it is
extremely difficult to work with,” Belov continued with a smirk, pulling up a map of the world,
“There are only a few forges in the world capable of handling the temperature. Most of them are
underground. One that we’ve been able to find was operated under Ulysses Klaue. That is until it was
destroyed by the Avengers.”

“Where are the others?”

“That’s what I intend to find out.”

“Secretary Ross has a Congressional Medal of Honor, which is one more than you have,” Rhodey said
to Sam.

Steve sighed, flipping another page of the Accords and comparing it to the copy that Boone had given
him. She was right, it was exactly the same. Ross had lied.



“So let’s say we agree to this thing,” Sam spat back, How long is it gonna be before they LoJack us
like a bunch of common criminals?”

Steve nodded to himself, glancing up at Tony who was sprawled across the couch. He looked more
exhausted than usual, there was a weariness to his face that Steve had never seen before.

“117 countries want to sign this. 117, Sam, and you’re just like, ‘No, that’s cool. We got it.’” Rhodey
fired back, shaking his head.

“How long are you going to play both sides?—”

“I have an equation.” Vision stepped in, leaning forward in his seat ever so slightly.

“Oh,” Sam rolled his eyes, folding his arms over his chest, “This will clear it up.”

“In the eight years since Mr. Stark announced himself as Iron Man, the number of known enhanced
persons has grown exponentially,” Vision said, nodding to Wanda, “And, during the same period, the
number of potentially world-ending events has risen at a commensurate rate.”

Steve glanced up from reading, “Are you saying it’s our fault?”

“I’m saying there may be a causality,” Vision paused, “Our very strength invites challenge. Challenge
incites conflict. And conflict...breeds catastrophe. Oversight...oversight is not an idea that can be
dismissed out of hand.”

“Boom,” Rhodey said, sending a sideways glance to Sam.

“Tony,” Natasha spoke up, stopping the other two men in their tracks, “You’re are being
uncharacteristically non-hyperverbal.”

“It's because he's already made up his mind,” Steve said with a sigh.

“Boy, you know me so well,” Tony rolled his eyes finally sitting up on the couch and rubbing his head
as he pushed himself to his feet and began walking toward the kitchen, “Actually, I'm nursing an
electromagnetic headache. That's what's going on, Cap. It's just pain. It's discomfort. Who's putting
coffee grounds in the disposal? Am I running a bed and breakfast for a biker gang?”

Steve frowned as Stark’s tone deepened with an aggression he hadn’t seen in years.

Tony pulled his phone from his pocket flicking the screen as a projection sprang from it to show a
picture of a young man.

He paused for a moment, looking around the counter before pointing at the picture, “Oh, that's
Charles Spencer, by the way. He's a great kid. Computer engineering degree, 3.6 GPA... had a floor-
level gig at Intel planned for the fall. But first, he wanted to put a few miles on his soul...before he
parked it behind a desk. See the world. Maybe be of service.”

Tony paused, pouring himself a cup of coffee before looking out at them all, “Charlie didn't want to
go to Vegas or Fort Lauderdale, which is what I would do. He didn't go to Paris or Amsterdam, which
sounds fun. He decided to spend his summer building sustainable housing for the poor. Guess where.
Sokovia.”

He snapped his cup onto the counter, making Wanda flinch.



“He wanted to make a difference, I suppose,” Tony continued, the glare on his face deepening as he
looked at Steve, “I mean, we won't know because we dropped a building on him while we were
kicking ass.”

Stark paused again, turning away from them as he took a sip of his coffee before slamming it back
down onto the counter, “There's no decision-making process here. We need to be put in check!
Whatever form that takes, I'm game. If we can't accept limitations, if we're boundary-less...we're no
better than the bad guys.”

“Tony,” Steve sighed, shaking his head, “Someone dies on your watch, you don't give up.”

“Who said we're giving up?”

“We are if we're not taking responsibility for our actions,” Steve said, slowly closing both copies of
the Accords and pushing them away from him, “This document just shifts the blame.”

“I'm sorry, Steve. That is dangerously arrogant. You’ve been spending way too much time with Agent
Cavanaugh.” Rhodey snapped from the edge of the room, “This is the United Nations we're talking
about. It's not the World Security Council, it's not SHIELD, it’s not Hydra—”

“No, but it's run by people with agendas, and agendas change.”

“That's good,” Tony said, finally leaving the kitchen and moving back toward the group, “That's why
I'm here. When I realized what my weapons were capable of in the wrong hands...I shut it down and
stopped manufacturing.”

“Tony, you chose to do that. If we sign this, we surrender our right to choose,” Steve tried again,
“What if this panel sends us somewhere we don't think we should go? What if there is somewhere we
need to go and they don't let us? We may not be perfect, but the safest hands are still our own.”

“If we don't do this now, it's gonna be done to us later. That's the fact. That won't be pretty.”

“You're saying they'll come for me,” Wanda said slowly glancing at Pietro, “For us”

“We would protect you,” Vision said.

“And then you’d be breaking the Accords,” Pietro mumbled, “How hypocritical.”

“Maybe Tony's right,” Natasha said after a moment earning herself a confused look from Stark, “If we
have one hand on the wheel, we can still steer. If we take it off…”

“Aren't you the same woman who told the government to kiss her ass a few years ago?” Sam asked,
incredulously, his eyes flicking between Steve and her.

“I'm just reading the terrain,” she sighed, “We have made some very public mistakes. We need to win
their trust back.”

“Focus up. I'm sorry.” Tony cocked his head to the side as he leaned forward to set his hand on his
desk, “Did I just mishear you...or did you agree with me?”

“Oh, I want to take it back now.”

“No, you can't retract it. Thank you. Unprecedented.” Tony smirked as Steve’s phone buzzed. “Okay.
Case closed. I win.”



Steve frowned at the number on the screen before he opened the message.

She’s gone. In her sleep.

“I have to go,” he said almost immediately, standing up so fast that his chair rolled across the room.

The rest of the group softened as he left. Confusion marked their faces as the super-soldier walked
briskly from the room and they glanced amongst themselves.

Steve pushed open the door to the stairwell, walking down a flight before he practically collapsed
against a wall. He pinched the bridge of his nose, forcing a deep breath before sending a message to
another number.

Bucky leaned against the wall next to the radiator, staring out the curtained window and flipping her
picture through his fingers, yet again. He fought the urge to glance back at the cache for what seemed
like the millionth time this morning.

— ...the infamous Anonymous Avenger, who could be forced to reveal their identity to the panel… —

He gave in, finally turning and taking a step toward the concealed board.

— “For God’s sake, Barnes!” (F/N) sighed, waving a spatula in the air in frustration, “I’m not a
porcelain doll, I’m not fragile. I’ve handled war and I can damn sure handle you.” —

He paused, squeezing his eyes shut with a shake of his head and flopping down on the couch.

No.

(F/N) had it under control. She always did. If he stepped back into the fray, he would just get in her
way. The best thing to do was wait it out and see what happened.

He was almost positive Steve would protect her...or, at least, try his damnedest. Unless…

Bucky sighed, staring at the floor and scrunching his nose as he tried to hold himself back.

Maybe he should call her. Tell her he’s changed his mind.

Tell her he’s coming home.

Bucky scoffed, blinking quickly as the thought crossed his mind.

Home.

Not Brooklyn...no…

Home, home.

New Eden.

— “You’re my friend,” (F/N) gasped, her body begging for air as her free hand cupped his cheek. —

— “You’re my mission,” he whispered again, his eyes glaring coldly into her. —



Bucky shivered at the ice in his voice, he could picture her. The darkness in her eyes as she glared up
into him from where she was, pinned underneath him with his hand around her throat.

Even as she spoke through the forced warmth in her voice, there was death in her eyes.

— “One more fucking move,” a hiss came from the corner of the room as his vision returned, “I put a
bullet through your fucking head.” —

Another shiver shook through him and he nodded to himself.

(F/N) had it handled. She always did.

Boone waltzed up the stairs of Olympus’ main hub, her hand brushing on the rough stone of the
memorial before she turned toward Senator Johnson’s office. She threw a piece of red hair over her
shoulder as she moved, pulling down the sleeves on her hoodie and nodding to Ms. Emmerly.

“He’s waiting for you,” Emmerly said with a glare, shooting daggers into Boone as she walked past
her.

“Thanks, sugar,” Boone called over her shoulder, imitating the woman’s Southern drawl with a cackle
as she ignored Emmerly’s scowl and walked into Turner’s office.

“Welcome back, Agent Cavanaugh,” his voice rumbled from the corner. He was carefully going
through his bookcase, his index finger wandering along the spines of hardcover books before he
found the one he wanted and slipped it from its shelf.

“How’s it hanging, boss?” Boone hummed, perching on a chair and looking out the window onto the
campus, “What do you got for me?”

“Pack your bags,” he said simply, flicking on his reading glasses and squinting at the book he’d just
procured.

“Aw, man,” she whined, throwing her head back with a groan as she turned to him, “I just got back—”

“Cavanaugh,” Johnson warned, looking up at her through his glasses.

Boone’s face fell, her brows furrowing, “What? What’s wrong?”

“The UN meeting.” He returned to his book, “We’re going.”

Boone groaned, turning back to the window and smacking her forehead against the glass, “I don’t
wanna. I just pissed off Secretary Ross and—”

“Of course you did,” he replied, not the least bit surprised, “Look, Cavanaugh, I hate to break it to
you but you’re the only Alpha Two operative I have at the moment and I need someone by my side
when we go head to head against these assholes.”

“Great.”

“And we have more trouble.”

“Typical,” Boone sighed, peeling her head away from the glass, “What now?”



“The Accords threaten, (F/N).”

“Obviously,” Boone rolled her eyes, plopping down in a chair across from Johnson, “It’s threatening
all of us.”

“No,” he shook his head, snapping his book closed and tossing it on his desk, “If the Accords are
ratified, the Avengers will be forced to turn over her identity to the UN panel. If they do that…”

He trailed off, gesturing for her to continue.

“They start backtracking her movement and we’re in a whole lot more trouble than we were before,”
Boone nodded, “You’ve got a plan, right?”

He shook his head side to side, “I’ve got a little somethin’ up my sleeves. Get ready, we’re leaving
soon.”

“Right,” Boone nodded, pushing out of her chair and striding out of the room.

She made it halfway down the hall when her phone went off. She quirked a brow at the name on it
before she opened the message and her face fell.

“Oh...oh no.”

New York.

It felt like the first time in days since you’d actually slept. Any other time, the chairs in the Perch
would have been the most uncomfortable thing to stretch across but right now, you were exhausted.

But the second you closed your eyes…

— “What is wrong with you?” you snapped as Wraith pushed away from you and raised the shield.
He hopped the gap between the trailer and the cab, landing on the cab’s roof. —

— “You,” he hissed back. —

The sound of his voice jolted you fully awake. You sighed as you pushed yourself up on the chair and
slid your legs from the other. With your head in your hands, you closed your eyes and leaned forward,
resting your elbows on your knees.

The sound of his voice haunted you. Somehow, it was devoid of any emotion but it held so much at
the same time.

— “You’re such a pain in the ass,” he seethed, modifying his grip on the shield before jumping at you.
—

You flinched as the phantom hum of the Vibranium shield shot past your ear.

— Wraith raised the shield only to bring it back down, aiming for Duke’s head. —

This was going to end ugly. You knew it.

And the last thing you wanted was to drag Duke, Boone, the rest of Alpha 2 into it.



You sighed, shaking Wraith’s voice from your head and cracking open an eye as an interested chirp
came from Belov’s direction. Clearing your throat, you leaned back in your seat and nodded to him.

“What do you got, Belov?”

“I had a couple of interesting targets,” he said, spinning in his chair to face you. He pulled up a map
on the holotable in the middle of the room, “One is in Madripoor, but it hasn't been fired up in
months. The other is what we thought was an abandoned forge in the Andes in Southern Chile.”

You frowned, pushing off your chair to study the terrain map that was now floating in front of you,
“It’s not abandoned, is it?”

“No, ma’am.”

You nodded, beginning to walk out the door before Belov stopped you.

“All of Alpha 2 is busy with—”

“I’m not taking Alpha 2 with me.”

Wraith looked out over the mountain range, the cold barely penetrating his suit as his gaze wandered
the craggy peaks. Rushes of snow blew up from the cliffs below, coating the side of the building but
barely making him flinch.

The ocean crashed below him, the sound ricocheting off the rocky walls as the seaspray froze to the
rocks before being broken off by another blow of water.

He smiled to himself, reveling in the chill that was cast by the whistling winds.

“Sir?” a shivered voice came from behind him.

Wraith barely threw a look over his shoulder before his assistant continued, “ETA?”

“The armor will be done in two weeks, sir.”

“And the shield?”

“Three days.”
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Killer Instinct

Chapter Summary

They looked dangerous, like snow-capped knives shooting from the earth and spearing the sky
above them. Thick fog drifted in from the ocean, filtering through the crags and shrouding the
ice and rock cliffs. Ocean waves pounded at the base of the mountain, sending spray shooting up
the side where it froze into thick, deadly icicles.

You shuddered at the sight, zooming along the base of the mountains and skirting around a
massive wave that collided with the mountains a few seconds after you pulled up. You could hear
the boom of the impact over the sound of the jet’s engines.

Glancing at the map that blinked in front of you, you banked the jet again. You glided through
the air, carefully studying the mountainside before you found it.

Wraith’s fortress.
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Life is rough, so you gotta be tough.

Daedalus Three hummed sharply in your hands as you banked out of a turn and circled another part of
the mountain range. The jet’s cloaking device kept you hidden as you dove down a ridge to scout it
out before pulling back up toward the clouds that hung lowly in the sky.

You’d followed the coordinates to the forge Belov found, despite his warnings not to go alone.

— “I’m not putting you at risk, Lieutenant,” you said, snatching your helmet back from a table and
marching out of the Perch’s observation deck. —

— “That is my job, Captain,” the Russian fired back, easily keeping pace with you as you moved
through the Alliance. —

— “Not today.” —

— “Wraith will be waiting for you,” he tried again as you burst from the inner workings of the ship
and onto the flight deck. A row of pilots stopped in their tracks, hopping to attention before you waved
them off. —



— “That’s the point,” you said, glancing at Daedalus One. It was crawling with mechanics. They
were carefully removing desert dust and fixing other bits and pieces. You clicked your tongue,
annoyed, and let your eyes wander the rest of the flight deck before they landed on Daedalus Three.
—

— “Captain,” Belov warned, shaking his head as you made your way to the jet, “This is a terrible
idea.” —

— “That’s why you’re not coming.” —

You shook your head, knocking Belov’s voice from your head as you pierced through the snow clouds
that were obscuring your view and dove back down toward the mountains.

They looked dangerous, like snow-capped knives shooting from the earth and spearing the sky above
them. Thick fog drifted in from the ocean, filtering through the crags and shrouding the ice and rock
cliffs. Ocean waves pounded at the base of the mountain, sending spray shooting up the side where it
froze into thick, deadly icicles.

You shuddered at the sight, zooming along the base of the mountains and skirting around a massive
wave that collided with the mountains a few seconds after you pulled up. You could hear the boom of
the impact over the sound of the jet’s engines.

Glancing at the map that blinked in front of you, you banked the jet again. You glided through the air,
carefully studying the mountainside before you found it.

Wraith’s fortress.

Your breath hitched as you saw it.

It was a dark stone building, part of it precariously hanging onto the side of the mountain while the
other was buried deep in the mountain. Waves of seawater barely missed the bottom of the structure,
but it was still coated with a fine layer of ice.

You turned the jet, bringing it around to a ridge across from the building and landing carefully on the
snow. You had the engines turned off and a rifle in your hands before the ramp lowered all the way.

The cold hit you like a ton of bricks as you tugged on your helmet and cautiously worked your way to
the edge of the ridge. You kneeled down on one leg, resting your elbow on the other knee to steady
yourself as you brought your rifle up to your shoulder. Glancing through the scope, you caught better
sight of the fortress.

It was built like a bunker with thick walls that bled into the jagged rock of the mountain. Only a single
face was visible, it was an open walkway overlooking the mountain range and the ocean below. From
where you were, the building looked small but it easily spread across the cliffs and you had no idea
how far back into the mountain it went.

You glassed along the walkway, looking for any sign of movement but seeing none.

Maybe Belov was wrong.

You were just about to pull away when a burst of warm light suddenly shot across the walkway. You
pivoted for a better look.



A door had opened on one side of the walkway and two figures emerged. They strolled along the
rock, casually talking to one another as you watched them.

You recognized them both instantly as you slung your rifle over your shoulder and looked over the
edge of the cliff to scout out your route.

A hulking figure in black. A man in the grey business suit.

Wraith and Dr. Novak.

Steve stood in the church, staring at the altar, unmoving and unaware he was the only one left. He
took a deep breath, glancing around the stained glass windows that sparkled in the sun before he
sighed and footsteps sounded behind him. He turned slightly, catching sight of red hair and hoping it
was who he thought it was.

It wasn’t.

Natasha tilted her head slightly as he turned to her and leaned against the pew behind him with a short
sigh. She stared at him a moment before nodding to him.

“When I came out of the ice, I thought everyone I had known was gone,” he started slowly as Natasha
came to a stop next to him, “Then I found out she was alive. I was just lucky to have her.”

“She had you back, too,” Natasha said, searching his eyes sadly.

Steve nodded, shaking his head slightly before changing the subject, “Who else signed?”

“Tony, Rhodey, Vision.”

“Clint?”

“Says he’s retired,” Natasha frowned.

“The twins?”

“TBD,” Natasha smiled softly, “I’m off to Vienna for the signing of the Accords. There’s plenty of
room on the jet.”

Steve’s jaw cocked to the side as he stared into the floor before he shook his head with a sigh.

“Just because it’s the path of least resistance doesn’t mean it’s the wrong path,” Natasha continued,
taking a step closer to him, “Staying together is more important than how we stay together.”

— “Margaret Carter was known to most as a founder of SHIELD,” Sharon started shakily, her eyes
darting over the crowd in the church, “But I just knew her as Aunt Peggy. She had a photograph in
her office. Aunt Peggy standing next to JFK. As a kid, it was pretty cool. But it was a lot to live up to,
which is why I never told anyone we were related.” —

— Steve’s jaw clenched as she spoke, his gaze constantly pulled to the flag-covered gasket. He sighed,
dragging his eyes back to Sharon as she continued. —

— “I asked her once how she managed to master diplomacy and espionage in a time when no one
wanted to see a woman succeed at either.” Sharon swallowed, glancing down at her notes and taking



a deep breath, “She said, ‘Compromise where you can. But where you can’t, don’t. Even if everyone is
telling you that something wrong is something right. Even if the whole world is telling you to move, it
is your duty to plant yourself like a tree, look them in the eye and say, ‘No, you move.’’” —

“What are we giving up to do it?” Steve blinked, finally locking eyes with her with a short shake of
his head, “I’m sorry, Nat. I can’t sign it.”

“I know,” she shrugged.

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I didn’t want you to be alone,” she said, reaching forward to bring him into a hug, “Come here.”

Steve sighed again, hugging her before retreating, “Thank you.”

Natasha held him there for a moment more, running a soothing hand over his back before nodding to
the entrance of the church, “Walk me out?”

He nodded, glancing back at the altar and the picture of Peggy that was framed by flowers before
following her down the aisle.

The two stepped out into the London air, welcomed by the overcast sky and the few people that were
still flitting about, including the throng of paparazzi that were still stalking around the gated building.

Steve rolled his eyes, turning to Natasha, “Be careful.”

“Always am,” she nodded, glaring at the reporters before straightening herself. She paused, nodding
across the way, “Maybe you won’t be as lonely as I thought.”

Steve followed her gaze, catching a glimpse of another redhead leaning against a tree.

The one he was looking for originally.

Natasha patted his back, “Go get her, tiger.”

She stepped down the stairs, heading directly toward the paparazzi as he stole in the opposite
direction. The woman straightened when she saw him, she was dressed in all black and her hair
perfectly curled.

“Hey there, stud,” Boone said softly, a sad smile gracing her face as she nodded toward the church,
“Sorry...I wanted to be there but…”

She trailed off as he reached her and she shook her head, “I can't do funerals anymore. I’ve been to
too many—”

“Boone,” he said, with a soft smile.

She returned it, cocking her head to the side, “You doing okay?”

“Yeah—”

“Don’t lie to me,” she said, her green eyes darting around his face.

“Montana…” The smile that had stretched across his lips quickly disappeared into a frown as she
stepped toward him and he wrapped his arms around her. He felt himself practically melt in her arms



as he buried his face into the crook of her neck and squeezed his eyes shut.

Boone's fingers carded up through his hair holding him against her as she ran her other hand across
his back.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered in his ear as he pulled away. He didn’t even realize he was crying until
she reached up to gently wipe his eyes.

Steve sniffed, looking away from her to do it himself but Boone cupped his cheek and pulled it back
toward her. She ran both thumbs softly under his eyes, smoothing away the tears before pulling him
back into a hug.

“You wanna talk?”

He shook his head, “No, I’ll be okay.”

Boone clicked her tongue, a warning that echoed around them, “New York, c’mon, please? Talk to
me?”

He pulled away from her, staring into the ground as he shook his head again.

Boone’s finger curled around his chin, lifting it so he looked at her, ”What do you say we get outta
here? Get that drink we’ve been talking about? I’ve got a place we can go.”

Steve sighed, shaking his head as he looked into her eyes, she wasn’t letting him off that easily.

He nodded after a moment, “Lead the way.”

You carefully climbed down the mountain, glancing over your shoulder at the fortress every so often
before continuing your descent.

You’d left Daedalus Three on the ridge, keeping it hidden with its cloaking device as you made your
way to the fortress. The mountain below the jet narrowed into a sharp V allowing you to hop easily
from one side to the other and climb back up to the fortress. The hard part was getting there.

You’d slipped numerous times, barely catching yourself each time as ice chunks flew past your head
and rocks cracked around you. A grunt sounded from your throat as you reached behind you and
finally gripped onto the cliff face the fortress was set upon.

Adjusting yourself slightly you began to make your way up the wall, bracing yourself against the rock
as waves crashed below you. You could feel the vibrations in the rock through your gloves as you
lifted yourself onto ledge after ledge.

Taking a deep breath, you began climbing along the cliff instead of up it, out over the ocean and
toward the fortress.

The building was a lot bigger from this angle and so was the drop to the ocean.

You glanced down, regretting it instantly as you watched the water below you withdraw and reveal
spiked rocks in its wake. A fall from this height would be fatal and the ice that hid in each crack
wasn’t helpful.



Shaking your head, you pulled yourself up again before steadying yourself against the rocks as a gust
of wind whipped around you, bringing with it a surge of snow as the clouds above you finally burst.

You wiped your visor as both fluffy flakes fell from the sky followed by pellets of razor-sharp ice.
You growled, continuing your climb as your helmet continued to gather water, clouding your vision.

You were about to rip off the damn thing by the time you reached the walkway and climbed over the
stone railing. Rolling over the stone you landed on the walkway in a crouch, carefully studying it
before moving toward the door you’d seen Wraith and Novak go through.

Wiping off your visor again, you pulled out your Aftermath keycard and inserted it into the card lock
on the door. It flashed red, then flickered yellow, then faded to green as the lock clicked and you
swung open the door. Shoving the keycard back into your pocket, you pulled out a pistol before
stepping into the fortress.

The place was dark, you could barely see in front of you as you made your way down the passage.

The building had been carved into the stone, it was almost like walking through a catacomb. Different
tunnels jutted out in different directions almost every step you took.

Scratch that, it wasn’t a catacomb, it was a labyrinth.

“Fuck,” you sighed, glancing down every tunnel you came across before moving on down the main
tunnel. You took two more steps before ducking down one of them.

It sunk into the mountain, a constant slope as you worked your way slowly through it. It was humid,
steady dripping of water in the distance was the only sound you could hear over your footsteps.

Another sigh left your throat as you wound your way down. You were about to turn around when you
came to a set of doors.

The rough-hewn tunnel ended in a perfectly carved and polished rectangle, perfectly fitting the black
metal double doors.

You glanced over your shoulder as you reached for the door handle before turning back and sliding it
open. You peaked your head inside, flinching back as automatic lights illuminated the room and you
stepped through the doors.

A frown stretched across your face as you looked around the room.

The room was bright white, a stark contrast to the rest of the fortress and the sight made your pulse
quicken.

An operating table stood in the center of the room, black leather straps lined the edges. It was flanked
by a wheeled table that glistened with metal tools.

— Scalpels and other sharp shiny things were neatly placed alongside an operating table that was
lined with heavy straps. You felt your heart sink as you took in more of your surroundings. —

You froze, letting your eyes wander along the room. Chemicals were meticulously organized along
the wall closest to you but it was what was on the far side that made you shudder.

— On the far wall were rows of heavy drawer-like doors. You slowly made your way over to the wall
and placed your hand on one of the handles. Taking a deep breath you turned the knob and opened



the drawer, coming face to face with feet and a toe tag. In a quick movement, you slammed the door
shut and backed away, eyes wide. —

The drawers were the only thing in the room that was built into the mountain stone, the rest was clean
white and artificial. You stopped yourself from reaching for the drawers. You already knew.

— This was a morgue. —

These were catacombs.

“Look familiar?”

Steve leaned against the window, staring out into the busy streets of London before glancing back at
the woman in the kitchen.

Boone had brought him to one of, apparently, many safehouses she kept running for her operatives.
This one was her third favorite just after the one in Paris, which was just after the one in Alaska.

He scoffed, shaking his head as Boone made her way to him with food perched in one hand and a pair
of bourbon glasses in the other. He took the food from her, barely glancing over it before she handed
him a glass and took a bottle of unopened bourbon from the bar cart.

“Tell me about her,” Boone said after a moment as she poured him a glass and sat next to him on the
couch.

“What?”

“Peggy. Tell me about her,” she repeated, tilting her head so her hair was out of her face, “I wanna
know.”

Steve scoffed, licking his lips and reclining back into the couch. He opened his mouth to speak before
pausing, “She was one of the last things I had from…”

— "You have no idea how to talk to a woman, do you?" —

— "I think this is the longest conversation I've had with one. Women aren't exactly lining up to dance
with a guy they might step on." —

He blinked, staring into his glass and swirling it lightly, “She’s all I...When I came outta the ice—”

Boone pressed forward with a hum, setting a steady hand on his and shaking her head, “Start at the
beginning for me.”

Steve swallowed, nodding slowly, “It was 1943…”

Duke groaned, tucking his helmet under his arm as he hobbled out of the med-wing and trudged down
the halls of the Alliance to his quarters. He flashed his keycard before ducking through the door and
kicking off his untied boots. They thudded across the floor as he gingerly sat on the edge of his bed.

His quarters were larger than the others on the ship. It was equipped with a full-sized bed, desk, and
en suite. It even had a window stretching across the far wall, offering him a view of the blue expanse
of ocean the ship was currently covering.



“Athena,” he said slowly, rubbing his eyes as sunlight streamed through the window. His words were
greeted by an indigo glow around the room, “Pull the shades, will you?”

“Of course,” a disembodied voice rolled through the room, followed by a short hum as the window
shaded itself, “Anything else, Sergeant Dugan?”

“Get me updates on the rest of Alpha Two, please.”

“Jack Bennet checked in an hour ago…”

Duke rolled his eyes, “I meant the whole team, not just him.”

Boone’s AI hummed with an attitude, “Working on it.”

The indigo lights of the AI flashed a moment before she spoke again, “Messages have been sent to all
active operatives of Alpha Two, waiting on replies. Is there anything I can do in the meantime?”

Duke nodded, pulling out his helmet and tapping the back twice. A slot popped open, sliding a flat
card into his hands. He tossed it onto the holotable next to his desk.

The AI knew exactly what to do as her glow scurried to the table and analyzed the data before turning
on a screen.

Duke leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and watching as footage from his suit’s camera
replayed in front of him.

He watched as Wraith emerged from the darkness. As he engaged with the Wakandans. As he went
after (F/N).

He growled, following the man’s movements.

(F/N) may have been Wraith’s ultimate target, but he’d gone after Boone and Belov, too. It was only a
matter of time before he went after the rest of the Alpha Two team.

Wraith was deadly and he wasn’t going to play fair. If they weren’t ready when he decided to strike,
he’d kill them. All of them.

Duke wasn’t going to let that happen.

“Athena, analyze his movements and put together a training program.”

“Of course, sir.”

Boone smiled to herself, watching as Steve relaxed back into the couch. He’d talked to her for hours,
telling her things history books couldn’t tell her about him and Peggy and the Howling Commandos.

The missions they’d been on, the things they’d seen. Their failures and triumphs. How Dum Dum
Dugan would blow everything to hell with explosives before the rest of the Commandos arrived. How
he and Bucky would always chastise him but all he’d do is shrug and grin.

And she couldn’t help but think of Duke.



Then he told her about Peggy. How she was the greatest woman he’d ever met. How she’d jump into
a fight by his side without a second thought. How he was in love with her.

But Boone wasn’t jealous.

When he came out of the ice, Peggy was the last living link he had to back then. She’d told him that
he was given a second chance for a reason and that there was no going back to the past. That he
needed to move forward and start over.

Boone listened as he told her everything, nodding along and topping off his drink whenever he needed
it.

He’d gone through three bottles of bourbon and half a bottle of Scotch.

“And here we are,” he said slowly, sipping on his drink and looking out into the dark streets of
London.

She nodded, pulling her hair back into a braid and following his gaze, “So...what are you gonna do?”

“With the Accords?” he asked, casting her a sharp glance.

“If we can’t stop them,” Boone nodded.

“I guess…” Steve sighed, taking a gulp of his drink and shaking his head before handing her his glass
and she refilled it, “I guess I retire.”

“Maybe that won’t be so bad, hm?”

“Right up until they need me again.” he growled into his glass.

Boone clicked her tongue, setting her glass sharply on the table and catching his attention, “You do
know you’re more than Captain America, right? You can put down the shield and walk away
whenever you want. You ain’t tied down to it.”

“Yeah, but…” Steve trailed off, swirling his drink, “What would I do then?”

“Take up ultimate frisbee?”

Steve rolled his eyes, hiding the smirk that played on his face in his glass.

“Or...grow a beard?” Boone shrugged, “I think you’d look fuckin’ sexy as shit with one.”

Steve choked on his drink as Boone scrunched her nose with instant regret.

Maybe she’d had a little too much to drink.

“Very funny,” he coughed, licking his lips as he glanced over to her.

“I’m serious. You’d look damn good,” Boone said, unable to stop herself and quickly changing the
subject, “Seriously, though, what would you do?”

“I haven’t had time to think about it,” Steve said, turning to her and looking her over, “Maybe I will
go work for you.”



Boone scoffed, shaking her head and forcing herself to look away from him. She waited for him to
say something, to tell her he was kidding but he didn’t. Her eyes darted back to his, they were steady
on her.

“Are you being serious?”

Steve shrugged, a grin playing on his lips as he took another sip of his drink.

“Nuh-uh,” she shook her head, leaning over to steal away his glass, “I’m cutting you off, mister. I
think you’ve had enough.”

“I’m serious,” he said softly as she began clearing the table in front of him.

She hummed in response, taking the empty glasses and bottles to the kitchen before returning, “Try
again when you’re sober.”

She moved to grab a blanket from the chair beside him when his hand caught her wrist and he tugged
her toward him.

“I’m not drunk. I can't get drunk.”

Boone licked her lips, glancing over him and shaking her head as she pulled away. She grabbed the
blanket from the chair and held it out to him, “Good night, New York.”

Steve frowned, tossing the blanket on the couch and grabbing her wrists again, “Stay.”

“Steve…”

“Please?” he asked, his eyes pleading with hers before they dropped to the floor and she avoided his
gaze, “What? What is it?”

Her jaw clenched as she took a deep breath and looked back to him, “I don’t want you to regret me in
the morning.”

Steve’s face fell as he pulled her closer to him, “The only thing I'll regret is if you’re gone when I
wake up tomorrow. Stay. Please?”

Boone paused as he moved his hands to rest on her hips and she sighed with a low smile, “Okay.”

“Look familiar?” a voice growled behind you.

You whipped around, firing a pair of shots at the voice. The bullets glanced off his helmet and you
blanched at the sight of him.

He’d upgraded his suit again, opting for a sleeker design that hugged his hulking figure. But it was the
mask that had your heart stutter. A seething red matrix of lines stared back at you, constantly shifting
as though analyzing your every movement as you backed away.

The red glow shifted again this time to form a skull, the teeth and hollow eyes staring back at you
with a vengeance.

“After your little stunt in Colombia, the good doctor decided to upgrade,” he growled, his warped
voice echoing through the room.



You blinked, cocking your head to the side as he began to circle you, “You know about Colombia?”

“I know everything. All your little escapades from Colombia, to France to...Mexico City,” Wraith
chuckled darkly, “Don't get me started on New York and Washington DC or what you’ve been doing
behind closed doors with…him.”

— “Mi amor!” he said, diving forward and landing on you, “You are the most amazing woman in the
world! Holy shit!” —

You flinched away as his voice twisted into a dark hiss.

“At this point, I know you better than you know yourself.”

“Bullshit,” you bit back as he came to a stop and you raised your fists.

“Try me.”

Wraith lunged at you before you had time to think, knocking you off your feet and back through the
double doors of the morgue, into the tunnel. You scrambled to your feet, your boots barely catching
traction on the stone as you sprinted back up the tunnel with Wraith hot on your heels.

When you reached the mouth of the offshoot, you turned back toward the entrance. You only made it
a few steps when Wraith tackled you.

The two of you went flying down another tunnel, tumbling over one another before you rolled over
your shoulder to your feet.

Wraith did the same, mirroring you exactly in the low light.

You stilled for a moment, watching as he moved in unison with you. He was blocking your exit now
but there was a pair of doors behind you.

You kept moving, stalking to the side as he did the same. You glanced behind him before jumping
forward, as though you were going to try and duck past him, before spinning on your heel and diving
through the doors behind you.

Slamming them shut, you pressed your back against them to keep them closed while you felt around
for the lock. The second your fingers wrapped around it, a fist collided with the metal doors and a
dent formed just inches from your head.

You yelped as another hit sounded and the doors flew off their hinges. Jumping out of their way, you
glanced behind you as Wraith strode into the room and you ran into a railing.

You were on a grated catwalk overlooking a series of glowing red furnaces, the sounds of the doors
crashing to the ground were covered by the continuous pounding of metal below you.

The forge.

Straightening, you took in a quick glimpse of the blacksmiths below you as they lifted small pieces of
metal from the fire and placed them upon anvils.

“Impressive, no?”



He didn’t give you time to respond before jumping at you again. Another yelp left your throat as he
backed further onto the catwalk where there were no railings. You ducked out the way of an incoming
fist, then jumped away from a kick.

Wraith landed heavily, giving you just enough time to counter. You swept your leg out to connect with
his knee, hooking the back of it with your foot before yanking it toward you. He fell to the catwalk
with a clang, growling as you grabbed his helmet in your hands and knocked it against your padded
knees.

He grabbed your hands, wrenching them away from his helmet before they could pry it loose and
threw you away from him.

Off the catwalk.

You screeched as you fell toward the ground, bouncing off a furnace and hurtling across the room
before you hit the floor. A groan left your throat as you tried to push yourself back to your feet.

You opened your eyes, trying desperately to get your bearings as your helmet’s HUD went black. It
took you a moment to realize that the visor had cracked. That you had hit your head so hard, half of
your helmet was sitting, shattered, halfway across the room.

You didn’t fully realize it until a gloved hand reached under your chin and grabbed hold of the
remaining helmet, ripping it off your head.

Boone groaned lightly, barely shifting as the sound of a phone vibrating on the table next to the couch
sounded over and over again. A huffed sigh fluttered through her hair as Steve shifted underneath her
and reached for the table.

She blinked, not fully realizing where she was until Steve answered the phone.

“Hello?” he grunted, pulling her back into his chest as she tried to pull away.

Boone placed her head back on Steve’s chest, just barely able to catch the other person's answer.

“Who the hell is this?”

Senator Johnson.

Steve groaned, closing his eyes as he handed her the phone, “It’s for you.”

“What?” Boone sighed, humming slightly as Steve wrapped both his arms around her.

“Who the hell was that?” Turner snapped, his annoyance almost dripping.

“Who do you think?”

“Cavanaugh, did you sleep with Captain Rogers?”

“First of all, not your business,” she said, smiling as a chuckle rumbled through Steve’s chest,
“Second, it depends on your definition of sleeping with—”

“Forget I asked,” he groaned, “You were supposed to be in Vienna this morning.”



“Relax, I’m only a few hours away,” Boone shrugged, “I’ll get there before they start the meeting.”

“Cavanaugh,” Turner groaned. She could practically see him facepalm, “Get here. Now.”

“Alright, alright,” Boone rolled her eyes, “I’m on my way.”

She hung up the phone, slipping it in her pocket as she tried to roll off of the super-soldier below her
but he didn’t let her go.

“I didn’t say you could leave,” he said slowly, through half-lidded eyes as a smirk played on his face.

Boone returned his smile, “Duty calls, pretty boy. Unless you wanna tag along?”

“No,” Steve sighed, releasing her, “I gotta go check on Sharon today.”

Boone nodded, leaning over to press a chaste kiss on his cheek before grabbing her coat, “I’ll see you
later.”

“Hey,” he called, finally sitting up on the couch and wincing as light began to break over the horizon,
“Be careful.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

A shriek left your throat as Wraith threw the remnants of your helmet across the floor before
attempting to straddle you. You pressed your knees to your chest, trying to kick him away but he
latched on to both of your ankles and stood, dragging you along with him before throwing both your
legs out of his way.

He crouched over you, his gloved fingers wrapping around your neck as you scratched at his helmet.

“Do you know how long I’ve waited for this?” he growled, his fingers digging into the flesh of your
neck like claws, “How long I’ve been dreamin’ of snuffing the light outta your eyes?”

You choked, fighting for a breath as you looked around the room for something to fight back with.

“Look at me,” Wraith snapped, forcing your head to face his as you squirmed against him, “I wanna
watch—”

“Wraith,” an accented voice called from across the room. The blacksmiths fell silent, backing away
from the figure that emerged from the corner, “Enough. I want her alive.”

Novak.

His eyes burned into you before they flicked to Wraith and he pushed his glasses back up his nose.

“Now,” the doctor ordered, “She has gold flowing through those veins of hers, boy. We need her.”

Wraith growled, the sound feral as it spilled from his helmet, “You don’t need a fuckin’ pulse for a
blood draw, Doc.”

“You owe her your life,” Novak crooned with an unbothered roll of his eyes, “And I owe you a
partner.”



Wraith didn’t let up as your eyes began to water and your hands slipped from his.

“Wraith,” Novak tried again, a bare hint of fear flashing through his eyes, “Stop.”

He wasn’t going to let up until a crash sounded through the room and he was knocked off of you. You
didn’t see what saved you as a rasping breath tore from your lungs and you coughed. You rolled over,
just catching sight of a figure dressed in black reappear from the shadows.

Neon yellow suddenly sprang to life on the black suit, flowing through the seams and outlining his
form before reaching his helmet. Letters began forming in the yellow light…

Firewire.

You blinked, watching as Belov stepped from the darkness and to your side, hauling you to your feet.

“What are you doing here?” you asked, fighting to catch your breath as you were enveloped in the
yellow light radiating from his suit.

“Saving you, obviously,” the Russian said, dragging you back with him as Wraith pushed himself to
his feet.

“Nice suit.”

“Беда upgraded the Aegis,” he hummed, making sure you were on your feet before rocking to his
toes, “You should slow down, we would have given you your upgrade if you hadn’t taken off into the
night like the Batman.”

You blinked, glancing at Wraith and raising your fists, “The Aegis?”

“Name of suit,” Belov said, the roll of his eyes evident in his tone, “You really should start paying
attention.”

“Very funny.”

“I’m hilarious.”

Belov pushed away from you as an angry scream cut through the air. The lights of his suit dimmed,
going entirely dark as he disappeared into the room and Wraith emerged.

But this time, he was armed.

A perfectly circular shield was held in his hands, a carbon copy of Steve's but it was painted perfectly
black.

The vibranium.

You braced against a table, finally breathing smoothly as Wraith hunted for Belov. A growl ripped
through your throat as you threw yourself at him. He held up the shield, hoping to stop you but you
grabbed onto either side and somersaulted through the air, twisting the shield in his hands.

Wraith grunted, spinning to keep you from wrenching it away from him and pushing you away just as
Belov attacked from behind. Belov ducked out of the way as Wraith turned on him, leaving you just
enough time to go for the shield again.



You grabbed a pair of forge tongs from a furnace and whipped toward him. Wraith turned at the last
minute, barely able to catch the white-hot metal with the shield.

Sparks flew through the room, spraying everything in their path as you spun and hit him again. The
vibranium disc reverberated through the room as Wraith backed away from you. You caught
movement from the corner of your eye, a flicker of yellow darted toward you before it was
extinguished and you flung the tongs at the shield once more.

This time you aimed high. Wraith stopped the hit above his head, just as Belov surged from the
darkness.

The red from Wraith’s suit clashed with the yellow of Belov’s as the Russian went for his legs and he
was knocked off balance.

You threw the tongs away, barrelling toward the shield as the two fell. Grappling onto it again, you
dragged it out of Wraith’s grip as you spun through the air and landed on your feet.

The shield fit you perfectly as you slid your arm into the grip. You reveled in it for only a moment
before the scuffle between Wraith and Belov caught your attention.

“Fuckin’ Russians,” Wraiths spat, “Always getting in the way.”

Belov chuckled, nodding to you as you hit Wraith with the shield. He flew through the air as Belov
rolled to your side and hopped to his feet.

You could tell a gritted grin had pulled across his face as he pried a small sphere from his utility belt
and activated it with a click.

“Это для Берлина, сука,” he said, rolling the sphere across the floor and backing away. This is for
Berlin, bitch.

Belov grabbed onto your arm, tugging you away as Wraith scurried into the shadows and the bomb
began to flash. He led you back through a tunnel just as an explosion detonated and the fortress
rocked.

“How did you find me?” you asked, wincing at the sound of your croaking voice.

“Tracker in suit.”

“Why?” you said, grabbing his arm and making him stop in his tracks, “I told you to stay. Why did
you come for me?”

“Beside the fact you are my boss?” Belov asked, continuing to march through the tunnel as he pulled
another explosive from his belt and tossed it over his shoulder, “Беда would kill me. Or worse, Dugan
would kill me.”

Your brows furrowed as you glanced at him before you shoved him behind you and hid the two of you
behind the shield. A group of guards appeared from somewhere in the labyrinth firing at you.

The bullets glanced off the shield as Belov pulled his sidearm and fired back, downing the soldiers
before moving on.

“Duke is like big teddy bear,” Belov explained after a moment, “Until you piss him off. Then he is
teddy bear with claws and teeth that bite your face off.”



“Lovely.”

Boone walked slowly down the aisles of the United Nations meeting room, glancing down every row
at the different dignitaries that had graced the event. Suits and ties surrounded her with hushed voices
and the rustling of papers as she made her way toward the only familiar face she saw.

“Senator,” she hummed, standing next to his wheelchair with her hands behind her back. He was
sitting in the front row, quickly moving stacks of papers through his fingers.

“Agent,” he responded, not looking up as Ms. Emmerly shuttled more papers to his desk, “You’re
early.”

“Told you I would be,” Boone nodded, letting her eyes wander around the room. She watched a
female representative move through the room, her back straight and a friendly smile on her face as
she smoothed her jacket.

She found herself mimicking her, smoothing her jacket and straightening herself before she glanced
down to Johnson.

“Thank you for letting me go to London.”

Johnson shook his head, rolling his eyes with a scoff, “You and Rogers have fun?”

“I thought we agreed to drop that,” she said with a laugh, “But, no. Nothing happened.”

She paused watching as Romanoff entered the room and made her way to a desk. The Agents nodded
to one another before an assistant asked for her signature and Boone turned back to Turner.

“What about you? How was your detour to DC?”

“Tiring,” Turner responded, finally looking up at her, “But I might have some leverage.”

Boone nodded, her eyes flicking back to Romanoff as she was approached by another man.

“Wakandans are here,” she whispered, nodding toward Prince T’Challa as he and Romanoff began
talking to one another.

“Do me a favor,” Turner said, following her gaze, “Network for me. Introduce yourself.”

“With pleasure.”

Boone waltzed down the aisle, carefully watching the two before she stopped next to them.

“Why?” Natasha asked, acknowledging Boone with a nod, “You don’t approve of all this?”

“The Accords, yes. The politics, not really,” T’Challa answered, casting a glance at her curiously,
“Two people in a room can get more done than a hundred.”

“Unless you’re moving a piano,” Boone crooned with a low grin.

“Agent Cavanaugh,” Natasha said, looking her over, “Nice to see you again.”



“Agent Romanoff,” she nodded before turning to the Wakandan, “Your highness. I’ve heard a lot
about you.”

“And I know virtually nothing about you,” he said, quirking a brow, “I’m sorry. Am I supposed to
know you?”

“No, no,” Boone shook her head, “No one’s supposed to know me but I believe you know a few of
my comrades.”

“The Avengers?”

Boone scoffed, “No. Libra and Ghost. I believe they saved your sister a few days ago.”

Natasha hummed, glancing at Boone confused.

“Need to know assignment,” Boone shrugged with a whisper, “Y’all didn’t need to know.”

Boone turned back to T’Challa just in time to see recognition flare through his eyes.

“I did not know they would be affected by the Accords as well,” he said slowly.

“Unfortunately.”

“And you don’t support them?”

“No,” Boone shook her head, “The Accords not only threaten the integrity of our operative’s identities
but our entire organization as well. If the Accords are signed, a lot of power is transferred into the
hands of one man.”

“And you don’t trust his judgment?”

“We don’t trust him,” Boone said, folding her hands neatly in front of her, “How do I put this nicely?
The man’s a blabber-mouth and though he likes to think he can keep a secret, he can’t. And our top
priority is keeping our operatives safe, he can’t do that for us.”

T’Challa nodded, a frown finding its way to his face, “I understand. But, if the Accords are signed?”

“We disappear. Most of us are considered dead, it won’t be hard,” Boone shrugged, wincing at the
sound of a man over the intercom system and retreating toward Turner.

“If everyone could please be seated. This assembly is now in session.”

“The UN will come for you, you know that?” T'Challa asked, searching her eyes as his father came
around the corner.

“A wise man once told a friend of mine, ‘Nobody wages war with ghosts.’”

T’Challa cocked his head to the side as both agents backed away from him and his father stopped by
his side. He watched as both redheads went separate ways, each glancing over their shoulders as they
went before taking their seats.

— Nobody wages war with ghosts. —



“For a man that disapproves of diplomacy,”King T’Chaka said in their native tongue, a smile playing
on his face as he brought T’Challa out of his thoughts, “You’re getting quite good at it.”

“I’m happy, Father,” he smiled as his father reached up to smooth his suit jacket before cupping his
cheek.

“Thank you,” T’Chaka said, his face falling slightly as his son reached down to kiss the ring on his
hand.

”Thank you,” T’Challa nodded as his father walked away and his gaze lingered on the Agent.

Ghost and Libra.

Maybe these Accords would bring more trouble than he thought.

Another explosion tore through the fortress as you and Belov finally emerged from the labyrinth and
spilled onto the open walkway.

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of
distant rumbling. —

“Athena!” Belov spat, slipping on ice that had overtaken the stone, “Send Icarus!”

“Who the fuck is Athena?” you asked, catching yourself on a wall as your boots slid out from
underneath you.

“Have you really not been paying attention?” he shot back, hopping onto the ledge of the railing,
“Мне нужен гребаный отпуск.” I need a fucking vacation.

— Danny slipped off his suit jacket to reveal a climbing harness. He tossed the rope off the ledge,
letting it unfurl in the wind as he clipped himself to the line and slipped on a pair of gloves, “Do you
trust me?” —

— He stepped up onto the ledge, holding out his hand to you with a smirk and a raised brow. —

— “Not with that look on your face,” you laughed, taking his hand. —

You rolled your eyes, righting yourself and darting toward the stone railing with Belov before a black
figure shot into your peripheral.

You held up the shield at the last moment before you were thrown across the walkway.

Wraith was back. And he wanted the shield.

“You’re a fuckin’ bitch, you know that?” he growled, digging his feet into the ice as he straightened to
his full height.

You smacked the edge of the shield into the ice, cracking it and stopping yourself from sliding across
the walkway.

— “I love you,” he breathed, his hands finding their way to your hips, “You know that?” —



You winced as a battery of voices echoed through your head and you returned to your feet, “Yeah,
yeah, whatever. Superalo.” Get over it.

Wraith paused in his stride, cocking his head to the side before shaking it and continuing toward you.
The red in his helmet strobed lightly with every step he took, the skull that glared back at you
glitching slightly.

“¿Por qué estás haciendo esto?” you asked, licking your lips and bracing yourself against the cold
wind that flooded through the walkway. Why are you doing this?

“Stop,” he snapped.

You held the shield in front of you, glancing to where Belov should have been but finding him gone.
Your jaw clenched as you carefully began making your way to the edge and Wraith followed your
every move.

“¿Que te hizo?” What did he do to you?

“He didn’t do anything,” Wraith growled, lunging at you.

You flinched away, flinging yourself over the stone railing and hoping to hell Belov would be there to
catch you.

“When stolen Wakandan vibranium was used to make a terrible weapon, we in Wakanda were forced
to question our legacy,” King T’Chaka said, his voice booming over the assembly, “Those men and
women killed in Nigeria were part of a goodwill mission from a country too long in the shadows.”

Boone nodded along to the sound of his voice, her eyes fixed on the papers in front of her.

“We will not, however, let misfortune drive us back,” he continued, “We will fight to improve the
world we wish to join.”

“This isn’t going well for us,” Turner murmured under his breath.

“No shit,” she whispered, looking up from her papers to catch T’Challa staring at her, “What’s our
play?”

“I’m working on it.”

“We are grateful to the Avengers for supporting this initiative…”

Boone tuned out the sound of the King’s voice as her eyes flicked up to the Prince. He had his back to
her now, staring out the window. She raised herself in her seat, following his gaze as the King
continued.

“Wakanda is proud to extend its hand in peace—”

She barely heard the sounds of dogs barking outside as T’Challa whipped around.

“Everybody get down!”

T’Challa threw himself at his father just as Boone shoved Turner to the ground before glass shattered
and they were both thrown across the room. Smoke and fire billowed into the room as it descended



into chaos.

“My mom tried to talk me out of enlisting,” Sharon said as Steve followed her through the lobby of
her hotel, “But, um, not Aunt Peggy. She bought me my first thigh holster.”

“Very practical,” he scoffed.

“And stylish,” Sharon nodded with a grin as she stepped in front of the elevator.

“CIA has you stationed over here now?” he asked.

“Berlin. Joint Terrorism Task Force.”

“Sounds fun,” Steve hummed with a nod.

“I know, right?”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Steve said, pausing for a moment before glancing up to her, “When
you were spying on me from across the hall—”

“You mean when I was doing my job?”

Steve scoffed, rolling his eyes slightly before his face fell, “Did Peggy know?”

“She kept so many secrets,” Sharon sighed, shaking her head, “I didn’t want her to have one from
you.”

A sigh of relief shook through Steve as the elevator arrived behind her and the doors slid open.

“Thanks for checking on me, Rogers,” she smiled, patting him on the shoulder “I appreciate it.”

He nodded as she stepped back toward the elevator just about to say goodbye when Sam appeared
from around the corner.

“Steve! There’s something you gotta see!”

He handed him his phone just as a news anchor began talking.

“A bomb hidden in a news van ripped through the UN building in Vienna. More than 70 people have
been injured. At least 12 are dead—”

Steve’s eyes snapped to Sam’s, “Where is she?”

Duke shot up in bed as the doors slid open to his quarters and Zac practically tripped into the room.

“What’s wrong?” Duke asked, easing himself off the bed as the tech genius began rapidly bringing up
his holotable, “Zac?”

“UN got bombed,” he said, slowly turning Duke with a frown, “It’s not good.”

“Athena,” Duke snapped as images of the building pulled up, “Alert Alpha 2. Place them on standby
and have them await further orders.”



“Affirmative, sir.”

You only fell for a moment before a black streak shot above you. Reaching up, you grabbed the bar on
the underside of the Icarus glider, hanging on for dear life as Belov careened up the ridge toward
Daedalus Three. You let go the instant he got low enough, rolling through the snow before darting
toward the jet as the ramp lowered.

“Where’s your jet?” you asked over the howling wind as Belov leaped from the glider and landed
beside you.

“Sent it back to Olympus,” he responded, ducking into the cabin as the ramp closed and you tossed
the shield to the ground, “It’s closer than the Alliance.”

You nodded, slipping into the pilot’s chair and priming the engines before lifting into the sky just as a
sea of guards began swarming out of the fortress.

The jet disappeared into the snow clouds before they could even spot you.

You sighed, relaxing back into the chair and clicking on the autopilot as Belov came to sit next to you.

“Thank you,” you said, glancing at him with a small smile, “I appreciate you coming for me.”

He nodded with a short huff as he tugged off his helmet, “Don’t be such an idiot next time and let me
help you, yeah?”

You scoffed before nodding in agreement, “You got it.”

Belov was about to say something more when a chirp came from the dash. He frowned, leaning
forward to press a button, “Daedalus Three.”

“Belov, where’s (F/N)?” Duke’s voice crackled over the system.

“Right here,” you said, raising a brow at Duke’s tone.

“Where the fuck have you two been? I’ve been trying to reach you for hours.”

“Sorry,” you sighed, rolling your shoulders, “We had a little scuffle—”

“The UN got bombed.”

You froze, glancing at Belov as his eyes widened.

“That was today?”

“This morning,” Duke snapped, “Listen, I need you to reroute to Vienna, I’ll meet you there. Boone’s
hurt.”
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Bullet in a Bonfire

Chapter Summary

You snapped, glaring at him before turning back to Turner, “Look, as much as I want to be here,
Bucky’s in trouble—”

“Yeah…” Boone slurred, relaxing back into the couch as the medics administered pain
medication, “About that.”

You sighed, looking her over as she grimaced a small smile.

“What did you do?” Belov asked before you could.

Boone clicked her tongue, the one brow that was visible furrowing, “Don’t look at me like that
—”

“Boone,” you interrupted, “What the fuck did you do?”

She swallowed nervously, her eyes darting back and forth between you and Turner, “I told New
York where Barnes was.”

“What?” You jumped, “Boone, what the fuck?”

“Listen, they have a shoot-on-sight order out on him and you were too far out, what did you want
me to do?” she asked as you glared into her. Boone sighed, knocking her head back into a pillow
and groaning, “Fuck! Now I have two people mad at me…”
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Be strong, saith my heart; I am a soldier; I have seen worse sights than this.

“More than 70 people have been injured,” a reporter said on the screen of the Command Center, “At
least 12 are dead, including Wakanda's King T'Chaka. Officials have released a video of a suspect
who they have identified as James Buchanan Barnes, the Winter Soldier. The infamous HYDRA
agent linked to numerous acts of terrorism and political assassinations.”

You paled, rubbing your temples as the newscast continued showing the aftermath of the Vienna blast.

“Tell me it’s not possible,” you said lowly, turning off the screen and leaning back in your seat. You
were still in your mangled suit from your fight with Wraith and you were still on edge from his
attempt to murder you, this was the fucked up cherry on top.
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“It’s not possible,” Belov said. He was standing in the corner of the room, glaring into the blank
screen with his arms folded over his chest, “There’s no way he could get from Bucharest to Vienna.
And Беда’s tracking program says he hasn’t moved out of the city in weeks. It’s not him.”

— “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after you and all your little friends.
And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to watch me kill you.” —

You snapped, your fist colliding with the table as you stood, “Then who the fuck is it?”

Belov flinched back, eyeing you carefully before moving to place a hand on your shoulder, “Norway
is looking. He and Dugan are already in Vienna watching after Беда.”

He patted your shoulder before moving around the table to take a seat across from you and you
collapsed back down.

“How is she?”

“No longer critical, out of surgery and in recovery,” he said, worry etching itself on the edges of his
features, “Hit her head pretty hard and nicked her femoral artery but...she’ll be okay.”

He trailed off, staring into the table and playing lightly with his beard.

“And Turner?”

“Not a scratch, Беда made sure of that,” he said after a moment, “He’s in a safehouse outside of
Vienna. We pulled a security team from the Alliance to keep an eye on him and pulled Hadar and
Hanson from Berlin to keep an eye on Беда. Though, Dugan hasn’t left her side since he got there.”

“You think we were the targets?”

“I don’t know,” he shrugged, “It’s a rather...how would you say it? It’s a rather ballsy play to take out
the head of the operation. The real question is, why frame Sergeant Barnes?”

You sighed, leaning back in your chair with a groan.

— “Look at me,” Wraith snapped, forcing your head to face his as you squirmed against him, “I
wanna watch—”

“To force him out of hiding.”

T’Challa sat at the base of the building, barely flinching as a helicopter soared above him and fire
crews worked to put out the aftermath of the explosion. He slowly turned his father’s ring through his
bloodstained fingers as Joint Terrorism Task Force agents swarmed the smoking building and its
surroundings amongst the sirens and the flashing lights.

“Call MI6, see if we can get Micro Forensics to hurry this up.” one of the agents ordered, she was
flanked by two men as she hurried past him, “We need the whole team here in two hours or it’s not
worth it.”

Her voice faded as T’Challa continued to stare through the ambulance in front of him, slowly turning
the vibranium ring through his fingers. A paramedic loaded the last of the wounded and the
ambulance pulled away.



— “For a man that disapproves of diplomacy, you’re getting quite good at it.” —

— “I’m happy, Father.” —

Even in his daze, he could make out the figure in his peripheral as she sat next to him. More so, he
could feel her presence.

“I’m very sorry,” Agent Romanoff’s voice came from beside him.

T’Challa’s jaw set in place as his head flicked toward her.

“In my culture, death is not the end,” T’Challa started slowly, his voice hoarse from the smoke, “It’s
more of a stepping-off point. You reach out with both hands and Bast and Sekhmet, they lead you into
the green veldt where you can run forever.”

Natasha nodded, leaning forward to try and catch his eye as he looked away from her, “That sounds
very peaceful.”

T’Challa let his eyes flash to hers as he slipped on his father’s ring, “My father thought so. I am not
my father.”

His words ended in a growl as his eyes narrowed and the Agent tried again.

“T’Challa, Task Force will decide who brings in Barnes.”

His fist closed around the ring as he glared down into it and he stood, towering over the woman,
“Don’t bother, Ms. Romanoff. I’ll kill him myself.”

Natasha sighed as T’Challa pushed away from her, he disappeared into the crowd, bloodstained suit
and all. She hummed to herself, just about to go after him when her phone went off.

Steve.

“Yeah?”

“You alright?” he asked, his voice low.

“Uh, yeah, thanks.” She shrugged, wincing slightly at the soreness in her shoulders, “I got lucky.
Can’t say the same about your girlfriend though. She’s lucky Senator Johnson used to be an Army
Medic…”

She trailed off as the sound of sirens echoed through his end of the line and a few seconds later an
ambulance with the same siren came around the corner.

Natasha stood up, glancing around her and trying to find him.

“I know how much Barnes means to you, I really do,” she said slowly, still glassing her surroundings
for him, “Stay home. You’ll only make this worse. For all of us. Please.”

Steve paused for only a moment, “Are you saying you’ll arrest me?”

“No,” Natasha scoffed, shaking her head, “Someone will. If you interfere. That's how it works now.”



“If he’s this far gone, Nat, I should be the one to bring him in.”

“Why?” She ran her fingers through her hair, licking her lips nervously.

“Because I’m the one least likely to die trying.”

With that, he ended the call and she dropped her hand from her ear with a groan, “Shit.”

Steve ducked back into the car, out of Natasha’s view just as Sam pulled away from the curb.

“Did you get it?”

He’d only wanted to see the building while Sharon figured out what hospital they’d sent Boone to and
slipped the address to Sam. Sharon had to move quickly, she was constantly shadowed by her two
new proteges. They watched her like a hawk, barely giving her time to sneak away as Steve talked to
Natasha.

“I got it,” Sam said, nodding ahead of them as he pulled around the corner, “She was in critical
condition so they took her to the closest hospital.”

Steve nodded, bringing his cap lower over his head and folding his arms over his chest.

He’d found out about Bucky’s involvement on the frantic journey to Vienna from London. And the
news had just about crushed him but he didn’t have time to stop.

Steve was hoping Sharon would provide him with Barnes’ location once she got it but she was still
working on it. Instead of waiting at the blast site for her to give him something he might as well…

“We’re here,” Sam said, his eyes flicking over the hospital that was in chaos, “Jesus.”

Go see Montana.

Ambulances and paramedics were moving all around the hospital, gurneys were being transferred
back and forth and police cars were surrounding the building.

Steve sighed, jumping out of the car before Sam had time to put it in park.

“Hey!” Sam called, grunting as he threw himself out of the car to follow him, “What’s the plan? We
can’t just sneak into…Oh. That’s exactly what we’re doing. Okay. Cool.”

Steve smirked, dipping past medical personnel and using the chaos to his advantage. He led Sam
through the halls of the hospital quickly glancing in every room and taking in just how much carnage
the blast had caused.

— “Officials have released a video of a suspect, who they have identified as James Buchanan Barnes,
the Winter Soldier,” the reporter said, “The infamous HYDRA agent linked to numerous acts of
terrorism and political assassinations.” —

He shook the voice from his head, ignoring the sickly tight knot that built in his stomach as he turned
the corner.

Steve paused in his stride as they came upon a room at the end of the hall.



It was guarded by two masked soldiers with lit helmets in red and purple. They stood tall, eyeing
them sharply as they came closer.

Goliath. Backbone.

“Looks like we found her,” Sam muttered, cautiously watching the soldiers as they stopped in front of
them.

Steve opened his mouth to introduce himself but Goliath cut him off.

He rapped on the door behind him twice with the back of his hand, “Visitors, sir.”

Sam glanced at him curiously as the room stayed quiet.

“Who is it?” a low voice finally responded with a growl.

Steve frowned, he didn’t recognize the voice. It wasn’t Senator Johnson’s, that much he was sure of.

“Captain Rogers, sir,” Backbone replied for him, returning to his position as the room went quiet
again.

“It’s okay,” another voice said softly. It was barely audible but it was one that Steve recognized,
“Send him in.”

Montana.

His face softened at the sound of her voice. It was slightly slurred and raspy but it was hers.

The two soldiers stepped aside, one swung the door open as he did. Steve nodded lightly to them
before he stepped into the room.

If his heart could sink any lower, it did.

Boone was uncurling herself on the bed an IV stuck out of her arm but was hidden by a leather jacket
that was laid across her shoulders. Bandages covered the left side of her body and her face was
partially concealed by another bandage that wrapped around her face. She was almost as pale as the
sheets that covered the rest of her body and the one eye he could see was bloodshot and glazed over.

The TV mounted on the wall of the room was playing the news, Austrian reporters were talking about
the explosion.

“Hey there, stud…” Boone pulled the jacket tighter around her, shivering slightly as she cast a glance
at the man in the room and Steve’s jaw clenched.

The man was facing away from them, shielding his face as he stared out the window with his hands
clasped behind his back. He was wearing an Aftermath black tactical suit but his helmet was placed
on a table across the room.

Steve looked back to Boone as she wrapped herself in the other man's jacket and sat up straighter. His
nose twitched slightly as a finger of jealousy sliced at him before he pushed it away and strode further
into the room.

He was hoping in Boone’s drug-induced haze she wouldn’t notice, but she did.



“My partner,” she said, wincing as she sat up, “Libra.”

Steve relaxed slightly as he gingerly sat in the chair next to her bed, “Montana, you okay?”

“I’ve been better.” Boone managed a lopsided shrug with a groan.

“Der Hauptverdächtige der Explosion, James Buchanan Barnes,” one of the reporters cut through the
room, making Steve flinch, “Der Wintersoldat.”

The prime suspect in the blast, James Buchanan Barnes. The Winter Soldier.

Boone frowned, glancing between him and the reporters as Steve sighed.

“Look, I know what they’re saying—”

“Don’t,” Boone said, stiffly shaking her head and reaching for him, “C’mere.”

Steve managed a smile, gently pulling her into a hug as she wrapped her arms around him. He tried
his best to avoid the bandaged areas of her body and when he couldn’t, he tried to pull away...but she
pulled him back against her.

Boone held him in place, her lips brushing his ear as she spoke, “It wasn’t him.”

He blinked, confusion painting his face as she finally let him go, “How do you know?”

“Look, you’re about to get really mad with me, but we don’t have time for that,” she sighed, coughing
lightly as she reached to the table with Libra’s helmet. She pulled a thin file from under it and handed
it back to Steve, “I’ve been tracking Barnes. He’s in Bucharest. Has an apartment on the south side of
town. He hasn’t left in weeks, I’m sure of it.”

Steve frowned, opening the file to see pictures of Bucky at a farmer’s market with a bag of produce
and a slight smile on his face, “Boone…”

“Steve, don’t,” she said, a shiver running through her body as he continued looking through the file,
“I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you—”

“How long have you known?” he snapped, unable to hold back the snarl in his throat.

Boone relaxed back in her bed, shooting a glance at Libra. He hadn’t even noticed the operative flinch
toward them at the sound of his outburst.

“I’ve been tracking him since SHIELD fell in DC,” she said, cutting him off with a finger, “Look, I’m
sorry. You have every right to be mad at me and I’m okay with that but we don't have time to talk
about this. The Task Force has orders to shoot on sight. I can only give you so much of a head start.”

“Boone, I…” Steve trailed off, his face falling as he looked up at her. She shook her head again before
nodding toward the door.

“Go.”

He sighed, grabbing her good hand and pressing his lips against her knuckles before standing, “Thank
you.”

“Go get him, New York,” Boone smiled, “Good luck.”



Steve smiled back before disappearing out the door.

Duke turned as soon as the door clicked shut, his lips pressed into a thin line, and brows furrowed as
he looked to Boone, “(F/N)’s gonna kill you.”

“No, she’s not,” Boone chuckled, sitting back upright with a wince, “Listen, she’s not gonna be able
to get to Bucharest before it’s too late. They are.”

She threw the blanket off her legs, swinging her feet over as Duke rushed to her side.

He shook his head, grabbing both her legs and tossing them back on the bed before reaching over to
tuck her back in, “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

“They’re gonna need help,” Boone rolled her eyes, smacking away his hands.

“Not from you they’re not,” he growled, snatching her wrist away from him and glaring at her, “You
stay here.”

“Dugan, c’mon, it’s just a scratch—”

“Boonie,” Duke snarled, his eyes darkening as he leaned over the top of her, “You were thrown
halfway across the building so hard that you bruised half of your ribs. You hit your head so hard they
had to sew your face back on—”

“No, they didn’t—”

“Boone,” he warned one final time, “You couldn’t remember which one of your aliases you were.
That’s why your bracelet says Brania with a question mark. You need to stay here.”

He didn’t let her argue anymore, shoving her back down on the bed as he grabbed his helmet from the
table.

“We need to figure out who really did this, why they framed Barnes, and who their target was,” he
continued, cracking his neck and shoving on the helmet, “Zac’s gonna need your help.”

“Where are you going?”

“To make sure your boyfriend doesn’t get himself killed.” Duke marched out of the door quickly,
barking orders over his shoulder at Ari and Dorian who were still stationed outside Boone’s room,
“Agent Cavanaugh does not leave her room unless you two are with her, understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir.” the two said simultaneously, snapping to attention as he rushed down the hall.

Duke took a deep breath, trying to rid the sight of what lay under Boone’s bandages from his mind
and focus on the task at hand. He tapped the computer on his wrist twice and listened as his helmet
hummed to life.

“Captain Rogers!” he called as he rounded the corner on the two men hurrying through the halls. His
masked voice echoed off the walls, making the two men freeze in their tracks.

“Libra,” Rogers said, his eyes flicking quickly over him.

“Come with me,” Duke hummed, folding his arms over his chest, “I’ve got a jet we can take.”



“Woah, woah, woah,” Wilson shook his head, “We?”

“It’s either me or Boonie’s gonna follow you two idiots. So...here I am,” he said, gesturing to himself.

The two men glanced at each other before slowly looking over him again.

“Look,” Duke tried again, taking another deep breath, “I know you have no reason to trust me but I
have strict orders to make sure Barnes stays in one piece. And the more time we waste, the more
likely it is he’ll be blown to smithereens.”

“Orders from who?” Captain Rogers asked, mirroring his stance and folding his arms across his chest.

“Ghost,” he answered simply, “They’ve got a history. Whether or not Barnes remembers that is up for
debate but that’s beside the point.”

They stayed quiet for a moment, glancing at each other once more before Duke spoke again.

“Look, you wanna find your friend before someone else does, you’re gonna have to get there fast. I’m
your ticket.”

Rogers stared at him a moment longer before nodding with a sigh, “Fine. Let’s go. But you stay outta
my way.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

Bucky hummed to himself, gently feeling out the crate of plums in front of him and nodding as he
looked up at the vendor, “Cum sunt? Sunt ele bune?” How are they? Are they good?

“Sunt buni,” the vendor said with a grin, “Sunt coapte.” They’re ripe. They’re good.

Bucky scoffed, squeezing a few he plucked from the crate, “Uhhhh…Dă-mi șase, vă mulțumesc.”
Give me six, thank you.

“Șase,” he nodded, double-checking Bucky’s count before putting them in a bag for him, “poftiți!”
Six, here you go!

“Mulțumesc!” he called over his shoulder with a smile before moving away from the market. Thank
you!

Bucky moved quickly through the streets, he wasn’t sure what it was but something was eating at
him. There was a feeling that wouldn’t go away no matter where he went, a feeling that told him to
look over his shoulder constantly.

He stopped in his tracks, glancing around him and turning in the opposite direction. As much as he
wanted to spend time in his favorite park today, something wasn’t right.

Pausing at a crosswalk, he glanced around the people that bustled around the streets and carefully
watched the cars that went by. As he turned his head, he paused, catching a glimpse of a man looking
straight at him. Bucky frowned, slowly lowering his head to get a better look at the man.

He was running a small stand across the street and he was looking directly at him. He froze when he
made eye contact with him, a look of fear washing over him as he glanced down at the newspaper in
front of him.



Shit.

The man backed away from the stall as Bucky slowly crossed the street, even if every ounce of his
brain was telling him to go in the other direction.

To run.

Tunnel vision clouded Bucky’s gaze as he stepped toward the stand, his ears drowning out the sounds
around him and only allowing him to hear the man sprinting away from the stall. Bucky let him leave,
his eyes solely on the newspaper the man had left.

He tore it away from the stand, quickly looking over it and feeling himself start to shake slightly.

Winter Soldier căutat pentru bombardarea din Viena.

Winter Soldier sought for bombing in Vienna.

Bucky felt his jaw drop as he slowly glanced over his shoulder. His jaw clenched as he crinkled the
paper in his fist and tossed it to the stall.

He needed to get out of here.

But there was one thing he needed to grab.

And then he was going home.

Boone reclined back, wincing as her pain meds began to wear off and her face began to burn. She
groaned, pulling Duke’s jacket around her and shivering slightly. Goosebumps pricked at her skin as
she pulled the thin covers over her.

She thought shoving Senator Johnson out of the way of the blast seemed like a good idea at the time
but she was regretting it majorly now. Duke wasn’t kidding when he said they had to sew her face
back on, though it wasn’t as dramatic as that. But he wasn’t being a drama queen when he said she
couldn’t remember who she was when she came to.

It had taken her a solid ten minutes to remember what year it was and who exactly she was.

And now, as pain began seeping back in, she had the headache of a lifetime.

And it was just about to get worse.

Boone audibly groaned at the voice that echoed in the hall.

“I’m looking for Agent Cavanaugh,” it said, “Where is she?”

Everett.

“Fuck me,” Boone rolled her eyes, listening as footsteps came down the hall and she sat herself up.
She slid off Duke’s jacket and reached for her IV, quickly tearing away the tape that held it down
before smoothly removing the needle.

“I want to see Agent Cavanaugh,” Everett snapped from outside the door, “We need to talk to her
about the Accords.”



Boone winced, applying pressure to where he IV sat before putting Duke’s jacket back on and
flipping off her covers.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Ari said, his voice warping deeper through his mask, “No one is permitted to enter
without Senator Johnson’s express permission.”

Ari said it slowly as Boone shoved herself to her feet and limped to the bag that Duke had left her.
She shoved on a pair of pants and didn’t bother with shoes as Ari and Dorian stalled for her. She
threw her bag over her shoulder before heading for the window.

She snapped open the window with a low grunt and a wince, opening it just enough that she could
slide through.

And then she walked away.

“Move,” Everett ordered. He was seething now, just about to have a come apart, “Or I will have you
moved.”

Boone smirked to herself as she reached into her pocket and pulled out an earwig, Same old, Ev.

She scoffed, pressing her back behind the door and tapping the comm twice. Taking a deep breath, she
listened as Ari and Dorian stepped to the side and the door opened, barely missing her face.

“Well, well, well, Cavanaugh,” he said, waltzing into the room, “Lemme tell you something. You,
ma’am, are in...deep...shit...now…”

Everett trailed off, his eyes flicking from the empty bed to the open window and hurrying across the
room, “Cavanaugh?”

Boone grinned, ignoring the strain on her face as she twirled around the door, into the hall, and into
the arms of Ari.

“Shall we?” she hummed as Ari lifted her off her feet and Dorian slammed the door.

“You got it, boss,” Dorian said, leading the way down the hall as the two broke into a run and slipped
out of sight of the room as the door was thrown open.

Everett blinked as he reentered the hall to find the operatives gone. He rolled his eyes with a sigh,
plucking his phone from his pocket and dialing a number, “Secretary Ross? She’s gone, sir. She just
slipped past me.”

Daedalus Three touched down on the roof of the building smoothly, its cloaking device shimmery
slightly as you stepped from the jet onto the roof.

A group of operatives in blank helmets lined the roof, watching you carefully as you made your way
toward the door. It was eerie, seeing them stare into you, study you, as you moved.

“They haven’t earned their names yet,” Belov whispered noticing your gaze and snarling at one of
them as they moved to stop you, “Двигай своей долбаной задницей. Это капитан.” Move your
fucking ass. This is the Captain.

The operative shied away from you and you ducked through the door and Belov stayed a second more
to glare at him before following you.



You went down two flights of stairs before coming upon a locked door. Waving your Aftermath
keycard in front of the lock, the door snapped open and you marched inside.

The room was large and white, light wood floors with a herringbone pattern met your muddy feet as
you stalked across the room. Large windows lined the far wall, sheer white curtains barely concealed
the line of operatives that guarded them, keeping an eye on the city below.

You could almost make out a plume of smoke from across the city and helicopters swarmed over the
top of the safehouse every so often.

Norway was sitting at a computer along the wall, feverishly typing away on the keyboard and
glancing up only when Belov came to stand next to him.

Your gaze was drawn to the man sitting next to a roaring fireplace, a glass of bourbon swirling in his
hand.

“Talk to me, Turner.” your words snapped him from his daze, making him flinch lightly before he
turned to you.

“Oh, good,” he said slowly, “You’re here.”

You paused in your stride, glancing over him quickly.

He was still in his suit from the previous day. Blood stained the white of his shirt, but there was a part
of you that told you it wasn’t his blood. His indigo tie had been lost at some point and his wheelchair
looked ridiculously battered.

“You good?”

“Mostly unscathed,” he nodded, taking a deep breath and looking at you, “Thanks to Agent
Cavanaugh. Cold though, it’s funny what adrenaline does to you.”

“How is she?”

Turner shrugged, the tired look in his eye deepening, “Last I heard she was—”

“Sneaking in right behind y’all because I’m a boss?”

You whirled around at the sound of her voice, a grin playing on your face until you turned around
fully and it dropped. She was leaning heavily on Ari, the left side of her face wrapped up so much you
could barely see it and the bandages continued down the left side of her body.

“Somebody call a medic,” Ari snapped, adjusting his grip on her and carrying her to the couch next to
the fireplace, “She’s about to pass out.”

She winced as Ari set her down, pulling her leather jacket tighter around her as she shivered, “Am
not, ‘m fine.”

Dorian appeared in the doorway, tugging off his helmet as a pair of medics rushed in behind him,
“She is definitely not fine.”

“You were told not to move her,” Turner snapped, glancing worriedly over Boone as you and the
medics came to her side. He turned his glare on her, cocking his head to the side and waiting for an
explanation.



“Everett Ross came to the hospital for me, I didn’t feel like talking to him,” she shrugged as the
medics inserted an IV and her hand snapped to yours with a wince.

“Hold still, sugar,” one said, quickly checking over her before forcing her to lay down, “Easy, there
you go.”

“That’s fair,” Turner said, shaking his head and noting your wayward glance of confusion, “The
Accords have technically been signed. They’re hunting us now.”

You shook your head, “I’ve been gone for less than 72 hours and everything’s gone to shit.”

“That’s what you get for sneaking away,” Belov muttered behind you earning him a roll of the eyes
from you.

“Very funny—”

“I told you, I’m hilarious—”

“Shut up, Belov,” you snapped, glaring at him before turning back to Turner, “Look, as much as I
want to be here, Bucky’s in trouble—”

“Yeah…” Boone slurred, relaxing back into the couch as the medics administered pain medication,
“About that.”

You sighed, looking her over as she grimaced a small smile.

“What did you do?” Belov asked before you could.

Boone clicked her tongue, the one brow that was visible furrowing, “Don’t look at me like that—”

“Boone,” you interrupted, “What the fuck did you do?”

She swallowed nervously, her eyes darting back and forth between you and Turner, “I told New York
where Barnes was.”

“What?” You jumped, “Boone, what the fuck?”

“Listen, they have a shoot-on-sight order out on him and you were too far out, what did you want me
to do?” she asked as you glared into her. Boone sighed, knocking her head back into a pillow and
groaning, “Fuck! Now I have two people mad at me…”

“Boone,” you bit out before closing your eyes and pinching the bridge of your nose.

As much as you hated to admit it, she had a point. You would have been half a day away from Vienna
by the time she told Steve, he had a headstart and he knew how to handle Barnes.

You sighed, relaxing back and nodding, “What do we do now? If Steve—”

“And Wilson,” Boone added.

You tried again, “If Steve and Sam—”

“And Duke.”



“If Steve and Sam and Duke...Wait…What?” you paused, looking around the room and counting
faces before your eyes darkened, “Duke went with them?”

“Oops,” Boone managed a sheepish smile as her eyes began to flutter closed.

“If they don’t get Bucky back, what do we do?”

“I think the thing we need to be worried about is if Barnes didn’t do this, then who did,” Turner
stepped in, holding his hand up as you began to pace, “Who was their target? Why do they want to
stop the Accords so badly?”

“What if someone wanted to force Barnes out of hiding,” you said, “What if he is the target.”

“Wraith?” Belov asked, “It would make sense, he’s threatened to track him down before.”

“It could be someone else,” Zac said, leaning back in his chair and glancing at you, “After your
escapades in Chile, he's gone off the radar again.”

Belov shrugged, “Maybe we killed him.”

“I doubt it,” you scoffed, setting your hands on your hips and shaking your head, “Motherfucker’s like
a cockroach.”

“There’s no reason for Wraith to want to stop the Accords either,” Turner said slowly, steepling his
hands in front of him, “If anything, it would help Hydra have more of a handle on us. He wouldn't
attack the UN meeting to draw Barnes out.”

“Then who?” you asked, “And why?”

“I’ll do some lookin’ here in a minute…” Boone drawled, trying to sit herself up on the couch before
you pushed her back down, “Man, I’m so over this gettin’ shot at and gettin’ blown up bullshit. It’s
terrible.”

You forced a smile, shaking your head and looking up to Zac and Belov, “Norway, find Barnes and
keep an eye on him. And keep a line open on Duke. Belov, figure out who did this.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Steve moved slowly through the quiet apartment, glancing over the sparsely decorated walls. It was
dark, newspaper pages had been put up over all the windows and they only let in a limited amount of
light. There was a mattress against one wall and makeshift shelves of cinder blocks and boards in the
other.

A small couch was in the center of the room, just past the kitchen. There were cracks in the wall just
above the ‘dining’ table, if you could call it that.

Steve turned around the room slowly, taking in the emptiness of it before something caught his eye
atop the fridge. He glanced over his shoulder again as he moved toward it.

He reached up, taking a notebook into his fingers and brushing off the protein bars that were on top of
it.

It was a black leather-bound notebook with colored tabs sticking out from the pages.



Steve flipped through the pages, noting a page dedicated to him, to Natasha and Sam, and to...(F/N)?

It was longer than the others, as though he knew her better than the rest of them. Steve blinked,
scanning through her pages before he came upon a small picture.

The edges were tattered, the corners folding in on themselves but it was who the picture was of that
made him pause.

It was (F/N) in a blue dress, leaning back in a metal chair with a smile he’d never seen before.

Steve frowned, How did he get this?

He’d seen a newspaper clipping of him, Sam, and Natasha all on their pages but hers…

It was personal. She’d given it to him. She’d known where he was the entire time.

“Heads up, Cap,” Sam’s voice came through his earwig, “German Special Forces, approaching from
the south.”

“Understood,” he said, slowly closing the notebook but taking out the picture of (F/N). He looked it
over once more before he felt a presence behind him and he turned around slowly.

He caught sight of a silhouette standing in the shadows behind him, a hat pulled low over his face but
showing off the piercing, steel-blue eyes that burned into him.

Steve licked his lips, glancing between Bucky and the picture, “Do you know me?”

“You’re Steve,” he responded, his eyes flicking from him to the picture in his hand, “I read about you
in a museum.”

“They’ve set the perimeter,” Libra cut in through the earpiece, his voice low and calm.

Steve sighed, taking a step toward Bucky and before reaching out for him. He held the picture softly
in his hands, barely between his fingers, “I know you’re nervous, you have every right to be. But
you’re lying.”

Bucky swallowed, taking a short step forward and plucking away the picture. He shoved it into his
pocket with a glare and changed the subject, “I wasn’t in Vienna. I don’t do that shit anymore.”

“They're entering the building—” Sam said with a rushed air.

“I know,” Steve nodded, glancing out the window and handing Bucky his notebook as well, “The
people who think you did are coming here now. And they’re not planning on taking you alive.”

“That’s smart,” Bucky said without hesitation, his eyes darkening slightly, “Good strategy.”

Steve took a step forward, shaking his head and about to say something when he was cut off by
footsteps above them.

“They’re on the roof. I’m compromised,” Sam said, the sound of his wings firing up echoing through
the comms.

“This doesn’t have to end in a fight, Buck,” he tried again.



Bucky scoffed, taking a deep breath and sliding off the gloves that concealed his hands. Even in the
low light, his metal arm flashed dangerously in the apartment, “It always ends in a fight.”

“Five seconds,” Libra said.

“You pulled me from the river. Why?” Steve growled, trying to hide the frenzied rush in his voice.

“I don’t know.”

“Three seconds,” Libra warned again.

“Yes, you do.”

“Breach! Breach! Breach!” Libra spat seconds before a flash grenade was sent hurtling through the
kitchen window.

Steve flinched, knocking away the grenade with his shield and sending it crashing through another
window. He glanced toward Bucky as another canister was sent through the living room window.

Bucky didn’t move. He watched as it bounced to the floor before kicking it toward Steve.

He jumped forward, placing his shield on top of the grenade as it went off and dampened the
explosion. By the time he looked up, Bucky had moved across the apartment and flung the mattress
up to cover a window and shield himself.

Bucky tossed away the mattress as the sound of a battering ram sounded from outside his apartment.
He rolled his eyes, marching forward to swipe the dining table away from the wall and toward the
door where it lodged itself in place and stopped the men behind it from breaching into the room.

As the table held the door for a moment longer, two soldiers broke through the two unshattered
windows and flung themselves into the apartment. Bucky growled, moving to dispatch the one in
front of him with a swift punch as the other swung toward him with a raised rifle.

Steve grunted, sliding his boots across the floor of the kitchen and swiping away the rug the soldier
was standing on. He flinched as the soldier let out a burst of gunfire into the ceiling as he fell.

Bucky moved as though he was unbothered, he grabbed his soldier’s shoulder and threw him across
the room as more men began to raid the room. He kicked one out of his way, knocking him back
through the balcony door and beginning to stalk after him when Steve grabbed his shoulder.

“Buck! Stop!” Steve said, grabbing onto his jacket to hold him in place. Bucky spun in his grip,
turning to face him with a low growl, “You’re gonna kill someone.”

Bucky’s eyes darkened as he grabbed onto Steve’s tac suit. He kicked out Steve’s knees before driving
him to the floor.

Steve winced, blinking as he looked up at his friend and winced away as a metal fist came barreling
toward him.

The fist went through the wood flooring, breaking into a carefully hidden cache and pulling out a
backpack, “I’m not gonna kill anyone.”

Bucky returned to his feet, his jaw setting into place as he tossed the backpack off the balcony and
onto the roof of a nearby building. He glared at Steve a moment longer before another soldier swung



through a window from the rooftop.

The soldier didn’t hesitate to raise his weapon against him.

Bucky ducked, bringing his metal arm in front of him to shield himself from the onslaught of bullets.

Steve grunted, jumping to his feet and bringing the shield around both of them. He kept focus on the
one in front of them before carefully taking a step back onto the balcony.

What he didn’t see was another gunman peeking through the kitchen window.

But Bucky saw it.

Before Steve knew what was happening, Bucky’s hand clamped onto his back and turned him toward
the second gunman. Steve only blocked a few bullets before he was thrown across the room, out the
window, and onto the balcony.

“What the fuck, Buck?”

Bucky scoffed to himself, watching as Steve went flying out the window.

“What the fuck, Buck?”

Another snicker left his lips before he turned to block another man that emerged from the shadows.
Bucky held up his palm, easily deflecting the bullets where they were aimed at his chest. He kept
moving forward, blocking every shot before the man was in arm’s reach.

He grabbed the barrel of the rifle with his metal hand, yanking it away before pressing a punch to the
man’s side and sending the man flying. He glanced up to the door as the man corrected himself and
grabbed a cinder block from the shelves he made.

Bucky tossed the block into the man’s chest with a growl, eyeing the door as three shotgun shots were
placed at each hinge. He shook his head, priming his fist before taking three long strides toward the
door. He kicked the table out of his way, tossing it back into the room and glaring into the door in
front of him as the shots stopped.

He glanced at the angle of the shots before sending his fist crashing through the cement on the left
side of the door. The blow burst through the cement, crashing into the man with the shotgun on the
other side before his fist retreated back into his apartment.

A startled cry echoed through the stairwell as he breached the door before they could. He tore the
door away from the doorway, using it as a battering ram to keep the soldiers off of him and move
them out of the way.

Bucky turned quickly, grabbing the first soldier coming up the stairs by his vest and swinging him up
onto his level. He punched him before turning and kicking the next soldier that was coming at him.
His kick sent the soldier tumbling back into more soldiers, they toppled down the stairs like dominos
as he threw the first soldier away.

As the soldier collided with the wall, glass shattered above Bucky and he raised his arm in front of
him as a rain of bullets came from yet another soldier.



A feral growl came from Bucky’s throat as the soldier dropped into reach and he grabbed the rifle
away from him. The soldier hung onto the rifle just long enough that Bucky could send him swinging
into the wall. He went limp, swinging back into the middle of the staircase as Bucky reached down to
grab the forgotten battering ram and swung it to take out two more soldiers.

Bucky sighed, glancing around at the carnage as voices echoed from below him. He glanced over the
railing, catching sight of what seemed like an endless stream of soldiers. A sigh huffed through his
nose as he glanced around him before looking at the knocked-out soldier hanging from the roof. He
shrugged to himself before leaping over the railing and using the soldier to quickly descend a few
flights of stairs.

He launched himself at the group of soldiers he landed in the middle of, knocking away their weapons
and knocking them down the stairs. Bucky grabbed one by the shoulders, throwing him over the
railing as a figure suddenly landed next to him.

The figure reached over the railing, saving the soldier from falling to the bottom of the stairwell, and
turned to him, “Come on, man.”

Bucky rolled his eyes, elbowing the soldier behind him in the gut before sliding past Steve. He
grabbed onto the railing, prying it from its base before using it to swing down to the next level and
leaving Steve by himself.

He didn't need Steve’s help and he didn’t want it. It would just cause more problems if he was caught.

He growled to himself, clearing the thought from his head and smacking into two more soldiers.
Bucky grabbed one by the head, shoving it into the wall before kicking the other away. He turned his
eyes on one that was just coming down the stairs and he froze.

He had a grenade launcher.

Before Bucky could react, a red, white, and blue disc was flung into the man. He looked up, nodding
to Steve slightly before throwing himself over the railing.

Bad idea.

He fell past a group of soldiers and fell a few more levels before he decided to catch himself.

A pained scream left his lips as his metal hand gripped onto a railing and the metal strained at his
shoulder. His hat flew off his head and he glanced down as it fell.

It was a really long way down.

He shook his head, reaching up to pull himself over the railing and rolling onto the next level. He
hopped to his feet, moving to kick a door from its hinges and marching through the doorway.

Bucky found himself in a hall leading to the balcony and he broke into a sprint. He easily cleared the
cement barrier and threw himself through the air. He kept his gaze on the next building over, as he
steadied himself in the air and prepared for impact.

He let his knees go out from underneath him as his feet hit the parapet of the building below him and
he rolled onto the roof. He rolled a few more feet, eyeing his backpack and grabbing it as he returned
to his feet and made a run for it.



He only made it a few steps when he caught sight of a shadow right on his tail. Bucky flinched,
looking over his shoulder as a figure in a black suit appeared behind him. He shielded his head as the
figure flew over him, barely clipping him.

A part of him hoped it was Ghost. That he’d have his back again and let him run. That he’d buy him a
bit of time.

But it wasn’t Ghost.

Bucky groaned, watching as the figure slid across the roof and turned to face him. The masked
figure’s helmet was cat-like and metal claws shot from the suit’s gloves.

Another growl left Bucky’s throat as he threw himself at the man without a second thought. He didn’t
even have time to make contact when the figure kicked him once, then twice in quick succession.

Bucky backed away, throwing punch after punch that the man always seemed to block. Metal claws
whizzed past his face before a knee collided with his gut and threw him into an A/C unit.

His head smacked against the unit but he wasn’t given time to think as the metal claws swiped down
at him. He slid out of the way, a started yelp leaving his throat as sparks burst from the unit. Bucky
backed away, flinching from another hit when a second masked man suddenly appeared.

“Hey! Cat-boy, what the fuck, dude?” a warped voice yelled as the figure shoved Bucky out of the
way. The second man dodged from the first’s swipe before ducking back and his suit sprang to life in
blue neon.

Libra

“Cap, Falcon, southwest rooftop,” Libra spat, keeping between Bucky and the other man. He growled
to himself, “We have company.”

Libra went low, landing a blow to the man’s torso and sending him flying across the rooftop before
turning to Bucky as the sound of a helicopter thundered through the sky. He reached behind him,
grabbing a small sphere from his belt and tossing it to him, “Press the zero to detonate! Run! Now!
Run!”

Bucky nodded, snatching the sphere out of the air and grabbing his backpack. He shoved the canister
into his pocket before sprinting for the edge of the building.

“Stay out of my way, Libra!” Cat Guy yelled as the two began going at it again.

Libra paused, “T’Challa?”

Bucky tuned out the rest of the conversation as he vaulted over the parapet, landing on a ledge below
before hopping down to the ground and making a run for it.

A short screech came from behind him followed by the sound of footsteps slamming to the ground.

Bucky glanced behind him.

Libra had been thrown from the building but caught, just before he hit the ground, by a black glider.
He was yelling into his helmet as Cat Guy dropped to the street behind him, followed by Steve.

And then a helicopter that roared over the building.



A barrage of bullets came from the helicopter’s turret, barely missing him as he threw himself over
another railing and dropped to a busy tunnel below. Bucky hissed a breath, barely missing a car that
was heading straight toward him and turning on his toes.

He ran with traffic, keeping ahead of cars as both Steve and Cat Guy dropped to the tunnel too.

They ran further into the tunnel as sirens and flashing lights illuminated the darkness.

Bucky kept his eyes ahead of him as he came upon a car and leaped atop it before running over the
hood and back down onto the road. The squealing of tires sounded behind him but he kept his gaze
forward as more unmarked vehicles charged at him.

He growled, hurdling over the center barrier and into oncoming traffic. Bucky winced as he shot out
of the tunnel, the bright light blinding him for only a moment before he caught sight of a motorcycle
heading straight toward him.

He licked his lips as a smirk worked to his face and he reached for the handlebar closest to him.
Bucky whipped himself around, shoving the rider off the bike while keeping a firm grip on the
handlebar. He only took two steps, flinging the motorcycle in the opposite direction as he hopped and
threw his leg over the seat.

The second it hit the ground he gunned it, taking off down the road without a look back.

Bucky weaved between traffic, slipping back to the other side of the road and easily keeping ahead of
the vehicles surrounding him as he reentered the tunnel. He glanced over his shoulder, barely making
out Steve and Cat Guy approaching behind him. He sighed, looking over his shoulder once more as
the Cat Guy pushed himself on top of the SUV.

Cat Guy bounded over the vehicle before throwing himself at him.

Bucky growled, turning just in time to grab the man by the throat and attempting to throw him to the
side. Cat Guy wormed his way from Bucky’s grip, throwing the two of them off-center and knocking
over the bike as Bucky let go to catch himself.

His metal arm slid across the road, throwing sparks as he tried to correct himself. He turned as he felt
the bike shift behind him and he kicked away Cat Guy as he prowled toward him.

The kick sent him flying, rolling back as he continued onward. Bucky shoved his hand in his pocket,
reaching for the small sphere Libra had given him.

Rolling the thing through his fingers he quickly traced the F...U...C...K...U...2...

The instant his fingers found the trigger, he pressed it before throwing it above him. It nestled itself on
a beam at the mouth of the tunnel, flashing quickly as he zoomed underneath it and it detonated.

A sigh of relief washed over him as rubble rained down behind him. He was home free…

Until a clawed hand swiped out the bike from underneath him.

Bucky gasped, flinching as he fell toward the road and rolled to a stop. He groaned, rolling to his back
as Cat Guy loomed over the top of him.

His eyes widened as the man readied himself to slash down at him.



“T’Challa, stop!”

The whir of a glider and a flash of blue warned Bucky that Libra had returned. The man launched
himself off his glider into T’Challa. The hit sent them both rolling across the floor as Libra stood
between him and Bucky again.

Bucky slowly pushed himself to his feet as Steve suddenly appeared by his side and screaming sirens
came closer.

Both Steve and Libra stood in front of Bucky, protecting him from both T’Challa and the surge of
officers, soldiers, and agents that appeared behind him.

Another whir of energy activated above them and before he knew it, a man in an Iron Man suit landed
in front of them.

War Machine.

“Stand down, now.” he warned, activating a turret on his suit along with a pair of repulsors,
“Congratulations, Cap. You’re a criminal.”

Bucky licked his lips, nervously raising his hands as Steve put the shield on his back and Libra
glanced around them.

“My God, you people are dramatic, aren’t you?” Libra scoffed, glaring into War Machine before he
turned to Bucky, “Do what they say, I’ll get you outta this. I promise.”

Even as he said it, Libra was still primed for a fight as soldiers swept forward and forced Bucky to his
knees. The only thing stopping him was a repulsor aimed at his head.

“Take off the helmet,” War Machine said, “You’re under arrest, too.”

“Make me.”

You watched in horror as the men forced Bucky to his knees and the news footage cut back to a
reporter.

“Fuck,” you whispered, bringing your knees to your chest as Belov turned off the TV.

“I-I’m sorry,” Boone said from beside you, she was finally able to sit up by herself without passing
out, and she placed a cold hand on your knee, “I thought he’d get to him before it was too late.”

You sighed, squeezing your eyes shut and rocking back and forth slowly before looking to her with a
sniff, “It’s okay. We’ll get him back...right?”

“Right,” she nodded, with a small smile.

“What are they gonna do to Duke?”

Boone shrugged, sucking a hiss, “Your guess is as good as mine. Zac?”

“Joint Terrorism Task Force is taking all of them to their building in Berlin for questioning.”

“All of them?” Boone asked, “Rogers too?”



“They all violated the Accords, they’re criminals.”

“Do we have a patch on Duke’s commlink?” You glanced up to Norway. He nodded, pressing a few
buttons before turning back to you.

“Take off the helmet,” a voice, you assumed was Rhodey, ordered.

“Nope.”

“Libra, take off the helmet.”

“Not happening, bro.”

“Now.”

“That’s a negative, Ghostrider.”

Zac shrugged, muting the exchange as they continued to argue back and forth and you chuckled.

“He ain’t taking off that helmet,” Boone said, “And they ain’t gettin’ it off either. It’s seamless with
the suit now.”

“That would’ve been nice in Chile,” you mumbled.

“Like I said,” Belov hummed from across the room, “If you hadn’t taken off into the night like the
Batman—”

“Belov, shut up.” You rolled your eyes as Turner re-entered the room, “Turner! Tell me you have good
news.”

He rolled into the room in a fresh change of clothes and with a shrug, “Still working on it. But I think
I have something, I need to borrow Agent Cavanaugh, though.”

You nodded to Boone, “Go.”

Boone pushed herself up to her feet and took a wobbly step across the room to Turner’s side. You
sighed, cracking your neck as you glanced to Belov.

“Is it time?” he asked, cocking his head to the side. You nodded and he turned to Ari and Dorian,
“Hanson, Hadar prepare Daedalus Three for takeoff. Norway, activate Alpha Two. And somebody,
bring Ghost her updated Aegis.”

Jack was following Sharon through the rubble of the UN building when she got the call that Barnes
had been arrested, along with Captain America, the Falcon, the new King of Wakanda, and…Libra.

He glanced to Raffa, his eyes widening slightly before he relaxed back as Sharon turned to him.

“We’re going to Berlin,” she snapped, a frustrated look in her eye, “Now.”

He nodded to her, just about to follow her toward their vehicles when his and Rafael’s phone went off
at the same time. Jack frowned, glancing down at the unknown number and opening the message.

Be strong, saith my heart; I am a soldier; I have seen worse sights than this.



Jack looked up at Raf just in time to see his eyes darken.

Raf smirked with a wink and a nod, “The Resurrectionist is at the ready.”

“Trickster is primed for chaos,” he whispered back.

“Aftermath is go, my friend,” Raffa hummed, patting him on the back and finally beginning to follow
Sharon.

Jesse watched as Secretary Ross literally pulled his hair out. He was pacing around his office while
she twirled a pencil through her fingers. He looked like he was going to have another heart attack.

She kind of hoped he did.

“Get me a flight to Berlin,” he snapped, stopping to lean against his desk and glaring into the copy of
the Accords he kept there.

“Of course, sir,” she nodded, keeping her American accent steady, “Anything else, sir?”

“Get Agent Ross on the phone,” he spat, “I want to know exactly how that damn Cavanaugh got
away. And I want Libra unmasked!”

She nodded again, balancing delicately on her heels and exiting his office. Closing the door softly
behind her she just about stepped down the hall when her phone went off and she glanced down at the
screen.

Be strong, saith my heart; I am a soldier; I have seen worse sights than this.

She smirked, quickly typing on the phone…

Zoom is flying. Waiting for orders.

Artie grunted as Gabe threw him across the room. He lightly hit the mat before rolling over his
shoulder and returning to his feet.

“Better,” Gabe nodded, turning back to the screen where Athena’s training program repeated itself
over and over.

“But not quite, huh?” Art said, shaking his head and moving to look over Gabe’s shoulder, “He moves
weird. I can’t get the hang of him.”

“You will, you have to. We all do.”

“And here I thought I was just a pilot…” He said with a grin, reaching in his pocket to take out his
phone. He paused as Gabe did the same, he quirked a brow before looking down at the message.

Be strong, saith my heart; I am a soldier; I have seen worse sights than this.

“Ah, go time,” Art grinned, high-fiving Gabe before dancing toward the door, “Kalispell is groovin’.”

“Jumper, waiting for the go sign.”



“Let’s get flying, boy!”

Wraith sat back in his chair, utterly confused at the sight he was seeing.

“Can someone, please…” He trailed off, raking a hand through his hand and shaking his head, “Tell
me what the actual fuck I’m looking at?”

“Uh,” his assistant started, “That’s the Winter Soldier being arrested by—”

“Not that, you idiot,” Wraith snapped, pointing at the masked man that was being shoved into an
SUV, “That.”

“That would be um…” The assistant stopped with a shrug, his eyes wide as Wraith glared into him.

“That is Libra.” he said, answering his own question with a shake of his head, “And you know what
that means?”

“No, sir—”

“It means,” Wraith rolled his eyes, “That she has two people to save. And that—”

He jabbed his finger and Captain America and the Falcon, “Means Iron Man’s gonna be hella busy
too. Which means?”

His assistant shrugged and Wraith took a deep breath, “No guesses?”

“No, sir.”

“That really sucks for you,” he said, barely even blinking as he pulled his sidearm and fired twice into
his assistant before he had time to protest.

Wraith watched as the young man crumpled to the ground in a heap and blood began spreading slowly
across the cement floor.

“It means,” he said to himself, “That nobody’s gonna notice when I do this.”

He pressed a single button and grinned, watching as Aerocell went to work. It took over Stark’s
network before bleeding toward Aftermath’s.

“Aftermath Archives, I’m coming for you.”

Chapter End Notes



I know we don't see much of Ghost in this one but there's so much going on in Civil War that we
gotta jump around a little bit before she brings everybody together 🙃
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Little Red Book

Chapter Summary

It took all your strength to not reach up to him and brush it out of his face. There was nothing
you wanted more. To take off your gloves, then the helmet. To let him see your face as you
pulled him into your arms and held him close to you again. You wanted to drop the mask, the one
you constantly fashioned on your face with fake smiles and pretty words. To stop the lying and
the deception. To come clean and finally tell him the truth.

But you couldn’t.

Because as much as you wanted to, there was fear just under the surface of your skin.

If he saw your face, what would he do? Would he hate you? You’d lied to him for so long, you’d
gained his trust while simultaneously breaking it. Would he leave?

Or would it be worse?

Would you trigger another episode? Would he recognize you instantly, like the Soldier did, and
go on another rampage?

Either way, you couldn’t risk it. You buried the feeling, shoving it to the deepest part of you as
you looked up into those steel-blue eyes you’d longed to see again.

You swallowed before taking a deep breath, “You alright?”

Chapter Notes
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• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

Hello, I don’t know if y’all know this but I see Aftermath as a TV series and as such, I see this as
the 2-hour season finale. Thus, it’s a long-ass bitch. 21K-ish to be exact. Also, you’ll probably
notice this is going in a different direction than you thought it would. I know. We’re now
venturing out of the MCU into the BSU (Battle Scarred Universe) so expect madness and
mayhem.

And, because this is so long and took so long to write, I haven't had time to proofread this. Sorry!

Enjoy.

Also, before we get into this, I just wanna make this clear:

This:

 

 

is Agent Everett Ross, aka 'Ev'

And this:

 

 

Is Secretary of State, Thaddeus Ross. (we don't like him)

https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


Aight, I know it's confusing but stick with me and! HERE WE GOOOOOOOO!!!!!

See the end of the chapter for more notes

Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you
gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.

You sighed, glancing out the window of Daedalus Three as the city of Berlin faintly came into sight.

It would have been a beautiful view, if your heart wasn’t already pounding in your chest. You’d
watched as the Joint Terrorism Task Force arrested both Bucky and Duke and disappeared from
Bucharest. Zac found them a few hours later in a caravan heading for their Berlin Headquarters.

— “She’s cute—”

— “She’s mine.” —

Closing your eyes, you took a deep breath, suppressing your nerves with a huff and turning away
from the window. You paused, catching your own reflection in the glass and looking over yourself for



a moment.

Your new Aegis suit matched the one that Belov had worn in Chile. There were still bits of faux
muscle mass but it was slimmer and, every so often, orange neon slithered across the suit’s seams,
highlighting your movements.

“Daedalus Three, making final descent,” Dorian said, pulling your attention away from your suit as he
banked the craft around the city before heading toward a building rooftop.

You nodded, running your fingers down your suit before turning to Zac, “What do you got for me Big
Brother?”

“I’ve got a location on Sergeant Barnes and Sergeant Dugan,” he said, rapidly working away at his
station, “They’re still a few hours out.”

“Have everyone suited up and ready to go. I want everyone briefed within the hour and a comm check
in thirty,” you ordered, spinning on your heel to grab your new helmet and toss it between your hands,
“Everyone needs to be in their positions as soon as Boone and Turner enter the building.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

— “Be safe,” you whispered in his ear as you pulled away, “Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.”
—

You shook your own voice out of your head as you strode through the cabin, “Talk to me, Belov.”

“I don’t have a positive ID on the bomber yet,” he hummed, his eyes glued to the screen in front of
him, “Still working on it.”

“I need it ASAP.”

“Yes, Captain.”

You continued your step through the cabin to the door to the Command Center and tapped on the
keypad in front of it, the doors slid open at your command and you stepped inside.

Turner was meticulously sorting paperwork into different files and sliding them in his briefcase. He
only cast you a short glance and a nod at your arrival before diving back into his work.

Your hardened gaze swept to the other side of the room where it immediately softened.

Boone was standing in front of a mirror she had propped up between a computer and a stack of books.
She was wearing a deep emerald green pantsuit and her hair was in a Dutch braid that trailed from the
top of her head to her shoulders and showed off her undercut. She was carefully taking off the
bandages that had been stuck to her face and what was underneath made your stomach crawl.

A jagged line of stitches curved sharply from her chin along her jawline before cutting up her cheek
and jutting off in two directions, one toward her eye and the other continuing up to her temple before
it tapered off. Her eye was bloodshot a deep red, if the cut had come any closer to it, she would have
lost it.

“Boone?” you said softly, a knot twisting tighter in your stomach as she winced to take off the last
bandage.



“What?” she snapped sharply, swinging around with a hostile glare. Her jaw clenched and unclenched
as she looked you over before she took a deep breath and relaxed, “Sorry. My pain meds are wearing
off.”

You sighed as she turned back to the mirror and began touching up the makeup on the other side of
her face. Perching yourself on the desk in front of her, you tilted your head to the side, “Are you sure
you’re up for this?”

“What else are we gonna do? Send Norway into that building?” she scoffed, “He hates fieldwork.
Nah. I got this. Find a weakness. Exploit it. And we raise hell. Simple.”

“And,” you said slowly, looking up at her with worry in your eyes, “We get Bucky and Duke back.”

Boone paused, hissing a deep breath and nodding as she leaned forward to rest against the desk, “And
we bring our boys home.”

“Boone, look at me.” You reached for the good part of her face, gently tilting her so that she was
looking at you, “If you want to bail, we can send Belov.”

“No.” She blinked, “I can do this. I’m helping you get Duke back. And Bucky. And we’re shutting
down the Accords. I can do this.”

“Keep your commlink open and clear, I don’t want any chance of miscommunication. Keep your
flirting with Steve to a minimum,” you started slowly, gauging her reaction before she smirked. You
shook your head, pointing a finger in front of her, “Boone, minimal flirting. You wait for the right
moment, you signal the team and you stay out of the way with Turner. If there’s a fight, I don’t want
you mixed up in it.”

“I understand,” Boone nodded, her smile falling as she pushed away from the desk and stepped into a
pair of black and gold heels, “I’ve got this.”

“Daedalus Three, touching down in Berlin in thirty seconds,” Dorian’s voice came over the intercom,
warning you of your impending arrival.

You bit your lip, crossing your arms over your chest and rocking to your feet before whispering, “We
can do this, right?”

Boone glanced at you, her jaw setting in place as she nodded, “We’ve had worse odds.”

“That’s not an answer—”

“Cavanaugh,” Turner said suddenly, closing his briefcase and setting it on his lap as the jet rocked
slightly and the sound of the ramp opening hummed into the room, “That’s our cue. We’ve got a lot of
work to do and not a lot of time to do it.”

“You got it, boss,” Boone nodded, throwing a backpack over her shoulder before turning to you. She
sighed, reaching to both your shoulders before sliding her hands up to cup your cheeks, “We can do
this.”

“Good luck, Boone.”

“Good luck, (F/N).”



“So, you like cats?”

T’Challa sighed, glaring up at the Joint Terrorism Task Force Centre as they turned the last corner and
Captain Rogers turned to his companion with a scowl.

“Sam—”

“What?” he asked, “Dude shows up dressed like a cat, you don’t wanna know more?”

Another sigh graced T’Challa’s throat as he shook his head and glanced into the van’s mirror to see
the convoy behind them.

The soldiers had arrested Barnes and put him in a special containment unit after confiscating
everything he had on him. They did the same to Libra. They’d tried for an hour to get his helmet off
but it, and Libra’s resolve, didn’t budge.

It was...odd, seeing Libra put into a containment unit just like his father’s murderer and then loaded in
the same truck. Especially since it had been barely two weeks since Libra risked his own life to save
Shuri.

— “Nobody wages war with ghosts.” —

T’Challa frowned, shifting to look behind them and catch only the back edge of the truck.

Perhaps, there was more to this than met the eye. Perhaps Libra knew more.

Or, perhaps, there was a simpler answer: Libra was just a killer protecting another of his kind.

“Your suit…” Captain Rogers said, breaking T’Challa out of his head, “It’s Vibranium?”

T’Challa turned to him with a glare, “The Black Panther has been the protector of Wakanda for
generations. A mantle passed from warrior to warrior. And now, because your friend murdered my
father, I also wear the mantle of king. So, I ask you, as both warrior and king, how long do you think
you can keep your friend safe from me?”

“As long as I have to.”

Duke sighed, fidgeting slightly in the chair he was clamped to before straightening and letting his
safely hidden gaze wander.

He was seated behind Bucky in another isolation pod the Task Force had miraculously produced.
Duke had been stripped of his weapons and forced into the block but he didn’t go without a fight.

The struggle to get his helmet off had quickly gotten rather physical before the soldiers had given up
and shoved him into the cell.

Barnes had taken his advice and given up without a fight, turning over everything he had to the
soldiers before being locked in another pod.

“You doing okay?” Duke asked, his deepened voice reverberating off the cell.

“Been better,” Bucky muttered back stiffly, “You?”



“I’ve had better ass-kickings,” Duke shrugged lightly, chuckling at the soldier he’d given a black eye
to. His smile fell, “Listen, just do what they tell you and everything will be fine—”

“Lemme guess,” Bucky cut in, knocking his head against the chair he was in, “Ghost will swoop in
and save our sorry asses?”

“You know him better than I thought.”

“I was being sarcastic.”

Duke scoffed, “I’m not. Just sit tight. We’ll get you outta this.”

“Why?” Bucky asked, his eyes flicking along the glass of his cell until he could see the reflection of
Duke’s suit, “Why does Ghost care so much?”

“You don’t remember everything, do you?” Duke asked, his head cocking to the side.

“What are you talking about?”

Duke shook his head, “You should talk to Ghost. It’s not my story to tell.”

Bucky managed a laugh, “You people are always so cryptic.”

“It’s a class we take on base, it’s called How to Be Mysterious 101.”

“They also give you humor classes?”

“Nah, that’s all-natural. You see it a lot in our operatives.” Duke could just catch a small smile in
Bucky’s reflection before it fell and the truck came to a stop. He took a deep breath, settling into his
chair and trying to relax.

“You promise Ghost’ll be here?” Bucky asked lowly, fear cracking on the edge of his voice as he
flinched and his pod began to move.

“I promise.”

Boone watched carefully as Steve, Sam, and T’Challa stepped from their van and another truck came
around the corner. She shied away from Steve’s gaze as it flicked over the garage and two pods were
lowered from the truck.

She caught sight of Bucky first. He was contained in a specialized unit, a look of fear etched into his
eyes as he avoided Steve’s gaze before his pod turned on its track and moved toward another
chamber.

Steve frowned, following Sam and T’Challa toward Everett Ross and Sharon Carter. Sharon stood
next to Ev, a glare on her face before she barked orders to her two sidekicks and turned on her heel.

The two men rolled their eyes lightly, both glancing to the second pod that was being lowered into the
garage and their faces falling to hardened masks.

Jack and Raffa.



Boone followed their gaze as Duke’s isolation pod appeared from within the truck. He was more
relaxed than Bucky was but there was still a stiffness in his figure as blue lights flickered through his
suit. His helmet swiveled on his shoulders as he looked around him before he stopped in her direction.
He nodded, acknowledging her and relaxing entirely before she dipped away into the sea of soldiers
and agents that were swarming the garages.

It was amazing how, even with half of her face fucked up beyond recognition, she was able to move
through the crowd without catching so much of a wayward glance. Then again, she was moving rather
fast and keeping the damaged side of her face against the wall so no one had time to take her in.

She moved along with the crowd before ducking toward the men that were bringing in the weapons
and other items confiscated from all the men involved in the Bucharest brawl. Boone held out her
hand, bumping into one of the men and apologizing profusely as she grabbed her target and swept
back into the crowd.

She popped the little black notebook she’d swiped from its bag and turned through the pages to make
sure the picture (F/N) had told her about was hidden in it. Boone shoved the notebook into her
backpack and stuffed its plastic bag into the nearest garbage bin before stepping back toward a
stairwell and dipping inside.

“How far up is the control room?” she asked, not bothering to look who was there.

“About four flights,” Raffa answered as he and Jack waited for her on the next landing, “How’s your
face?”

“How’s it look?”

“Like shit.”

“Thank you, Rafael.” Boone rolled her eyes, reaching into her bag and pulling out a pair of Aftermath
cards.

“I’ve missed these babies,” Jack said, taking both and handing Raffa one.

“You’ve been briefed, you know what to do,” she continued, reaching into her pack and pulling out
two pocket-sized cubes.

“Is that what I think it is?” Jack asked, reaching for them and rolling them through his fingers, “You
got it to work?”

“We’re gonna find out. You know how to work it, put it on your right ear and tap twice, it’ll activate.”
Boone stepped past them, quickly rushing up the stairs, “Secretary Ross here yet?”

“No, he’s about twenty minutes out,” Jack said, barely able to keep pace with her.

“Where’s Carter?”

“Working the evidence lockers,” Raffa answered.

“Make sure they don’t touch any of Libra’s explosives,” Boone said, stopping at the last landing, “We
don’t need them to accidentally blow up the building.”

They nodded, disappearing back down the stairs as she stepped out down a hall toward the control
room. She came out of the stairwell and ducked into the control room just as another group came



around the corner.

“Glitch has made contact with Trickster and Resurrectionist,” Zac called from the Command Center,
“They are prepped for phase two of extraction on your go sign.”

You shook your head, turning your helmet through your hands and looking over the rest of your team
that had assembled in Daedalus Three. Dorian, Ari, and Belov were already suited up. Gabe and Artie
had just arrived and were reading the brief again while they slid on their suits.

“We wait for Glitch’s signal, then we move,” you said slowly, “What’s Jesse’s ETA?”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“We move in five. We’ll be in position by the time Secretary Ross arrives.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You sighed, glancing over the room before your eyes landed on Wraith's stolen shield leaning against
the weapons rack. Moving to it slowly, you hooked your arms in the straps and bounced to your toes.

It was weighty but fit in your hands perfectly.

“Captain?” Belov asked, looking over you curiously as you relaxed and strummed your fingers over
the metal.

“We’re gonna see the King of Wakanda there, right?” you asked, your brows furrowing, “Might as
well return some of the Vibranium.”

— “Look at me,” Wraith snapped, forcing your head to face his as you squirmed against him, “I
wanna watch—”

“And give Wraith’s new toy a test run.”

Steve stepped out of the van, glancing back to the two isolation pods that were slowly making their
way down the hall.

The first held Bucky. His jaw was clenched and he was avoiding eye contact at all costs.

The second held Libra. He was still masked and adjusting himself slightly as his pod went in the
opposite direction of Bucky’s.

Steve took a deep breath, forcing himself to turn away from the pods and toward the group of people
waiting for him. Three soldiers stood behind Sharon and another man in a gray suit. Sharon’s proteges
stood beside her, watching them carefully.

“What’s gonna happen to him?” he asked the man.

“Same thing that ought to happen to you,” he responded quickly with a shrug, “Psychological
evaluation and extradition.”

“This is Everett Ross, Deputy Task Force Commander,” Sharon said, turning to him slightly.



Steve nodded, glancing from her back to Everett, “What about a lawyer?”

“Lawyer. That’s funny,” he scoffed, his face falling quickly as he turned to the soldiers behind him,
“See their weapons are placed in lockup. We’ll write you a receipt.”

Sam rolled his eyes as more men walked past with his flight suit and Steve’s shield, “I better not look
out the window and see anybody flying around in that.”

One of Sharon’s sidekicks chuckled before they ducked away with her.

Steve shook his head, glancing behind him to catch a last glimpse of Bucky as his pod disappeared
into another room. He sighed, moving to keep up with Sam as Everett led them through the building.

“You’ll be provided with an office instead of a cell,” Agent Ross continued, not bothering to look
behind him as Steve, Sam, and T’Challa followed him through the hall, “Now, do me a favor, stay in
it?”

“I don’t intend on going anywhere,” T’Challa said, keeping pace with Everett and sending a sharp
glance in Steve’s direction as Natasha stepped out from a crowd of people to his side.

“For the record, this is what making things worse looks like,” she said, glaring in front of her as Steve
shrugged.

“He’s alive—”

“No, Romania was not Accords-sanctioned,” Tony’s voice came from around the corner as Everett led
them through a quiet hall and into a bustling control room. Tony was pacing the room and pinching
the bridge of his nose as he spoke into his phone, “Colonel Rhodes is supervising cleanup.”

Everett stopped next to Tony as he leaned against a railing. He looked disheveled, almost manic as he
shot a scowl in Steve's direction and nodded to Ross.

“Consequences?” he barked, “You bet there’ll be consequences. Obviously, you can quote me on that,
because I just said it. Anything else? No? Thank you, sir.”

Tony hung up the call with a seething look, stepping past Everett just as he opened his mouth to
speak.

“Consequences?” Steve scoffed, looking Tony over as he came to pause in front of him and Sam.

“Secretary Ross wants both of you prosecuted,” Tony shrugged before turning on his heel toward
Everett, “Had to give him something.”

Natasha brushed past him, handing Tony a file as Everett turned to him.

They chatted back and forth briskly, exchanging papers and information as Everett led them all down
through the control room to an office.

“This is where you’ll all be staying,” he said, swinging the door open and gesturing inside, “Nice,
quiet, cozy...you’ve got to be shitting me.”

Everett trailed off mid-sentence, glaring into the room before stepping in it with Natasha and Tony
right on his tail. Steve cocked his head to the side, slowly entering the room and smirking lightly as he
saw who else was there.



Montana.

She had her back to them, reclined in a chair and reading a black notebook. Next to her was Senator
Johnson, he was sitting at the head of the conference table and studying a fan of papers spread in front
of him. His fingers drummed on the table and he cast only a slight look in their direction.

“What’s wrong, Ev?” Boone drawled, still not turning toward them as she flipped through the
notebook, “You wanted to see me so bad in Vienna.”

“Yeah, that was before you cut and run on me,” Everett growled, folding his arms over his chest and
glancing between her and Senator Johnson, “What are you doing here, Cavanaugh?”

“You have something of ours,” Senator Johnson said, not bothering to look up, “We want it back.”

Boone chuckled, the sound was darker than her usual laugh as she snapped the notebook closed and
flipped a piece of paper through her fingers before sliding it into the book.

“You’re not getting Barnes, Senator Johnson. He’s getting a psychological evaluation and then we’ll
figure out who gets him.”

“I don't want Barnes,” Boone said, finally turning in her chair to face them.

Steve swore his heart stalled in his chest.

She’d removed the bandages she had in Vienna, revealing the serrated cuts that crept up her face like
tangled vines.

“Montana—” Steve said softly, taking a slow step forward before Everett cut him off.

“Ah,” Everett nodded before clicking his tongue and shaking his head. He pulled a paper from the
stack he had in his arms and set it on the conference table.

Steve only caught a glimpse of the paper but it looked exactly like the sheet Secretary Ross wanted
the Avengers to sign. But there was one key difference, this one was completely blank.

None of Aftermath had signed.

“Libra will be prosecuted, same as Captain Rogers and Mr. Wilson.” Everett slid the paper toward her
as she stepped next to the table. It came to a stop under her fingertips and she slid it into her hands,
“Unless you sign—”

Boone didn’t let him finish before ripping the paper in half, then quarters, then continuing until the
paper was no bigger than pieces of confetti. She smirked, sprinkling the pieces onto the table before
sweeping them into a neat pile.

Everett paused, shaking his head and glancing to Senator Johnson, “Senator—”

"Agent Cavanaugh’s actions mirror my own thoughts, Agent Ross,” he said, taking a short look over
the group that had gathered in the room before looking down at his paperwork, “Where is the
Secretary?”

“On his way—”



“I want to talk to him when he arrives, understood?” Johnson asked, leaving no room for Everett to
keep talking.

“Of course, sir,” Everett nodded, beginning to back away.

“Ev?” Boone called, her face softening, “We need to talk. Barnes didn’t do this.”

“Nice try, Cavanaugh.” With that, Everett spun out of the room on his heels, leaving them along with
Boone and Senator Johnson. The room went quiet for only a moment, even Tony seemed to be at a
loss for words as Boone’s gaze drifted over all of them.

“Montana,” Steve licked his lips, tearing his gaze away from her before speaking, “What are you
doing here?”

“What I do best,” she shrugged stiffly, opening the notebook again and skimming through it, “Causing
hate and discontent.”

A frown stretched across Steve’s face as he glanced between her and the notebook before he
understood what she had.

Bucky’s notebook.

Steve reached forward slowly, taking the notebook from her hands and shaking his head, “Don’t.
Please.”

Boone frowned in response before changing the subject, “So, who’s Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N)? Seems
Barnes knows her pretty well.”

“What?” Tony snapped, “How the hell does he know—”

“That’s why we couldn’t find him,” Natasha said slowly, looking to Steve for confirmation.

Sam nodded before finishing for her, “He was with her. But that would mean—”

“You’re not answering my question,” Boone hummed sharply. Any and all playfulness she usually
held was long gone as she leaned against the table and slowly tilted her head, “Who is she?”

None of them answered but it was all that she needed.

A slow, menacing, twisted grin worked to her face, “She’s your Anonymous Avenger, isn’t she? Your
Vanishing Vigilante.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tony stepped in quickly, shaking his head, “And...even if I
did, it’s none of your business.”

“Oh...so you won’t tell me but if Secretary Ross asks, you’d have to tell him. Wouldn’t you?” Boone
asked, her jaw clenching as she kept her gaze fixed on Tony. She took a step closer to him with every
question, “What do you think he’d do with that information? Hm? Do you think he’d let her stay
wherever she is? Or is he going to drag her back into the fray? If he found out she was harboring the
Winter Soldier, what would he do? Is he gonna drag her to prison, too? Tell me, Mr. Stark, how do
you see this playing out?”

Tony swallowed, retreating as she came around the table closer to him, “She’s staying out of this.”



“For how long? How long until he screws you over?”

“Boone,” Steve warned, stepping between them and placing a hand on her shoulder, “Enough.”

Boone froze in her step, relaxing back and nodding to the notebook in Steve’s hand, “If that is any
answer to Sergeant Barnes' mental state, it doesn’t show a man that wanted to bomb the UN.”

“Flimsy evidence, Agent Cavanaugh,” Natasha said, looking at the book before Steve held it to his
chest.

“Good thing I have more than that,” Boone shrugged, reaching into her pocket and tossing Tony a
flash drive, “Shows he was in Bucharest the entire time. He never left. You’ve got the wrong guy.”

“You have any idea who the real perp is?” Tony glanced at the drive in his hands, his eyes narrowing
at her.

“I have operatives working on it.”

Tony nodded, tapping his foot before stepping from the room.

Boone’s frown returned as she leaned to perch on the table with a wince and nodded to Steve, “Hey
there, stud. Sorry about that, I wanted to see reactions.”

“How’d you get it?” Steve asked, tapping the notebook in his hands.

“Nicked it out of evidence,” she shrugged, “You’d be surprised what you can get away with if you
just act like you belong there.”

“What are you trying to do, Cavanaugh?” Natasha broke between them, “Don’t make this harder than
it has to be.”

“Harder than it has to be?” Boone scoffed, turning her attention to the Russian with a raised brow,
“You have an innocent man in custody, who’s not gonna get a trial and who’s probably gonna be
shipped off to an unknown prison. You’ve already made this hard, Romanoff—”

“Agent Cavanaugh,” Senator Johnson interrupted, glaring up at her, “Stop playing with your friends.
It’s time to get to work.”

“With pleasure, sir,” she nodded, pushing away from the table.

Steve grabbed her arm, shaking his head slightly, “What are you doing?”

“Fixing things, like I promised,” Boone said softly, reaching up to cup his cheek, “Trust me.”

He let her go with a sigh and she began to spin out of the room before Romanoff stepped in her way.

“You need to stay out of this—”

Before she could finish her sentence, Boone latched onto Natasha and spun her out of her way and
into the wall.

“No. This is my business just as much as it is yours,” Boone seethed, “You stay out of my way, ou je
ferai en sorte que ton visage ressemble au mien.” Or I’ll make your face look like mine.



The threat was whispered in Natasha’s ear but it echoed around the room as Boone pushed away with
a dark glare and a low smile. She spun out of the room before Natasha was able to recover from the
move.

Natasha blinked away her surprise as she knocked her head against the wall, “This is about to get so
much worse.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” Senator Johnson agreed with a curt nod, “Nobody even noticed King T’Challa
sneak outta here.”

Steve froze, his eyes flicking around the room before he turned to Natasha.

“Shit.”

Duke relaxed back, tapping his fingers slowly as silence continued to twist around the room. It was
dark, dim light barely illuminating the space as his suit’s lights sprang to life and flickered around the
room. The blue only lasted a moment before slowly melting away and leaving him in the dark agan.

If he was anybody else in this particular situation, he would be terrified. But Duke knew that someone
would come for him, whether it be right then or a few days from then.

They wouldn’t leave him behind.

But he couldn’t imagine how Bucky felt.

Sure, he may not have always liked the guy but (F/N) liked him so he couldn’t be that bad. And he
didn’t deserve this.

Duke sighed, knocking his helmet against the chair and closing his eyes. He shifted slightly, straining
against the restraints that kept him in his seat. His movement was cut off by the door of his block
sliding open. He stiffened watching as a figure stepped into the room and slowly made their approach.

He cocked his head to the side, the lights of his suit flickering in warning and brightening the room
just enough he could see who it was.

T’Challa.

The man strode out of the shadows, looking over him with a frown before coming to a stop in front of
him. There was a look in his eye he hadn’t had when Duke had seen him in the desert. It was a
sadness, a darkness that loomed in them.

It was grief and anger.

A look that had graced Duke's eyes too many times to count.

“My sister told me everything you did for her the day the caravan was attacked. She told me you
saved her life so many times she lost count. That you fought without fear of death,” T’Challa said
slowly, the frown on his face deepening as he clasped his hands behind his back, “You have no idea
the disappointment I felt seeing you on the rooftop.”

Duke blinked, his brows furrowing before he shook his head with a scoff, “Disappointed? In me? Ha!
The only person you should be disappointed in is yourself, T'Challa.”



“Excuse me?”

“You have anger in your eyes, your Highness,” Duke said, flinching lightly at his deepened voice as it
resonated around the room, “And you have every right to have it. But, if there’s one thing I’ve learned
over the years, it’s that you can’t let anger cloud your judgment. That’s when you make mistakes. And
that’s when innocent people get hurt.”

If T’Challa’s eyes could darken anymore, they did, “That man is not innocent—”

“That man has been tortured and forced to do terrible things against his will for the last 70 years,
T'Challa,” Duke let himself snap, his suit lighting at the aggressive tone in his voice, “If you think he
did this of his own accord, you're not looking hard enough. If you think he had anything to do with
this at all, you haven't been listening.”

“I don’t understand,” he shook his head, the anger he had come into the room with, melted away as he
took a step back from Duke.

Duke smirked, leaning forward as much as his restraints would let him, “Track his last 24 hours and
tell me what you see. Better yet, have a chat with Agent Cavanaugh. I know she's slinking around
here somewhere.”

He blinked, his brows furrowed as he retreated another step and the door to the room opened again. A
few guards walked through the doors, silently telling T’Challa that he needed to go.

T’Challa nodded to them, stepping down toward them and turning his back on Duke.

“You are a king now, T'Challa,” Duke called to him, “You're a leader. You can't make decisions based
on anger and grief. You can't become judge, jury, and executioner in one fell swoop.”

Boone carefully plugged a card into a computer station at the far end of the command center, glancing
over her shoulder and making sure the card flashed green before she removed it and slipped it in her
pocket.

“Causing hate and discontent, Cavanaugh?” Everett’s voice came from behind her. She smirked.

“Somethin’ like that,” she said, sending a smile over her shoulder as she turned toward him.

He was standing behind her with his hands in his pockets and rocking from heel to toe. Everett’s face
was distant, he was chewing on his cheek and staring into the ground.

“You know, all these years...I thought you were dead,” he said slowly, still staring into the ground,
“But you were out here...doing...what you do best.”

“Nah,” Boone chuckled leaning back against a desk, “I went to prison first. Siberia. It was lovely.”

“How’d you get out?”

“Made a friend,” she shrugged, “Then a few more. Now I have a family—”

“Of killers.”

“And they’re wonderful. I’d rather sit at a table with sinners like them than self-righteous saints,”
Boone said, a grin curling to one side of her face as she shrugged. It fell after a moment and Everett



looked up at her, “You’ve got the wrong guy, Ev.”

He nodded slowly, “You were never wrong when we worked together but...how sure are you?”

“100%,” she said quickly, pushing off the table and striding across the floor with Everett by her side
for the first time in years, “I gave Stark a drive containing Barnes’ movements over the last week. He
never left Bucharest.”

“And she’s right,” Tony called, bringing up Boone’s tracking on-screen, “He never went to Vienna.”

“What?” a new voice asked, stepping slowly into the room flanked by guards.

“Your Highness,” Boone nodded, glancing at the two guards as they closed the door behind them,
“Where’d you run off to?”

“To see an old friend,” T’Challa said, looking over the maps that were circulating around the room.
His eyes widened slightly, his face falling as he took in the data, “He told me to talk to you...but
you’ve already answered my questions.”

Boone nodded with a sigh before ducking away from the room and back into the office where Senator
Johnson was quickly typing away. He looked up as she entered, sliding the computer to her and she
plugged in the card.

“Why would someone want to frame Sergeant Barnes?” Everett asked, beginning to pace the room
with Tony and T’Challa on his tail, “It makes no sense.”

Boone shrugged, letting her fingers float across the keyboard, “Your guess is as good as mine—”

“I don’t care for your guesses, Ms. Cavanaugh.” a harsh voice came from the doorway as Secretary
Ross marched in with his assistant on his tail.

Jesse.

“That’s Agent Cavanaugh to you, dipshit,” Boone drawled, glaring up at him before changing tactics.

Her fingers moved rapidly on the computer, forgetting the card entirely as she wormed her way back
into Everett’s phone and began hacking her way into Secretary Ross’. She was in, in almost an
instant, tearing through his phone's call log and files before using it to sync to his computer and taking
everything from it as well.

“Whether or not Barnes did this is irrelevant,” Secretary Ross snapped, “He’s wanted for terrorism
and political assassinations—”

“Done while under the control of Hydra,” Turner cut in, sliding his paperwork into his briefcase and
wheeling away from the conference table, “Don’t twist this, Thaddeus.”

Boone scoffed, nodding to herself as she finished hijacking Ross’ computer and quickly closed the
laptop before rising to her feet and following Senator Johnson as he moved closer to Ross.

“Senator Johnson, why are you even here?” he asked, shaking his head and setting his hands on his
hips as Jesse moved from behind his back and nodded to Boone, “You’re entire operation has been
shut down pending the transfer of your operatives to the UN appointed panel and the prosecution of
your man in Bucharest.”



Turner clicked his tongue, leaning back in his chair and shaking his head, “You’re not getting your
slimy hands on Aftermath or any of my operatives, Ross. Try it, and all my people will slip through
your fingers and back into the shadows.”

“Sir,” Jesse cut in with a shy smile and a perfect American accent, “The doctor is here.”

Secretary Ross nodded, sending one last glare into Turner before turning on his heel. Boone moved to
follow him, grabbing another Aftermath card and cube from her pocket and slipping it to Jesse as she
moved.

“Be ready,” she murmured.

“Always,” Jesse whispered, jogging to keep up with Ross.

“You got it?” Turner asked as Boone grabbed her phone from her pocket.

She nodded, handing her phone to Turner as files upon files loaded up on the screen, “All his files
including the fact that he violated the Geneva Convention by authorizing the shoot-on-sight order, the
location of their super-secret floating prison that they send people to without trial, and that he knows
the Accords make multiple infractions upon the US Constitution and therefore can’t be ratified in the
United States.”

“You should have been a politician.”

“Fuck no,” Boone rolled her eyes, “With a push of the button, we release everything to the public and
shut him and the Accords down.”

“Which button?”

“That one—” Boone pointed to the blinking red one that was glowing on the screen for less than a
second before Turner pressed it.

He looked up to her with a grin, “Oops. My bad.”

A lopsided Cheshire grin curled to Boone’s face as they entered the office in front of them.

The room was crowded. The Avengers, Everett and T’Challa, Sharon and her sidekicks, and Secretary
Ross and his assistant.

Steve was in the corner of the room, his jaw clenching as he sent a glare into Tony. His face softened
as the multiple screens in the room sprang to life, showing multiple views of the room Barnes was
being held in his isolation pod.

A man approached him from the shadows, slowly working his way into the room, “Hello, Mr. Barnes.
I’ve been sent by the United Nations to evaluate you. Do you mind if I sit?”

Boone frowned, listening to him speak for only a moment before turning to Everett, “Who is that?”

“Dr. Broussard,” Everett said, nodding to the screen as Boone stepped forward to look at him closer,
“Psychiatrist sent by the UN for Barnes’ evaluation.”

“Montana, what’s wrong?” Steve asked, watching her carefully as she pulled a drive from her pocket
and plugged it in.



“He’s Swiss?” she asked, ignoring him as she let the drive boot up.

“Obviously,” Secretary Ross rolled his eyes, sending Turner a glare.

“Then why the fuck is he faking his accent?”

The room froze, listening to Broussard speak for just a little longer.

“I’m not here to judge you. I just want to ask you a few questions. Do you know where you are,
James?” the man asked, scribbling something on a piece of paper before looking back up to Barnes,
“I can't help you if you don’t talk to me, James.”

“It’s close,” Boone said as he talked, “But not perfect. Athena, get me a facial ID.”

“Tell me, Bucky,” the man continued, “You’ve seen a great deal, haven’t you?”

“She’s right,” Natasha whispered, “There’s a hint of Eastern European...who is this guy?”

"You fear that, if you open your mouth, the horrors might never stop. Don’t worry. We only have to
talk about one.”

Everett jumped, reaching forward to press a red button on the control panel, “Put the building on
lockdown—”

With that, the entire building shut down, leaving them all in the dark as red lights strobed.

“Somebody get me eyes on Barnes!” Everett called, practically shoving Secretary Ross out of the way
as he moved.

“He’s in sub-level five, East wing!” Sharon yelled to Steve and Sam as they sprinted through the
room.

“New York!” Boone called, reaching into her pocket and tossing him an earwig. He nodded to her,
slipping it into his ear before sprinting down the hall.

“FRIDAY, get me a source on that outage,” Tony said, joining Boone at a computer as she tried to get
the system to reboot as the backup generators tried and failed to come online, “We’re in the dark here,
Cavanaugh.”

Boone reached to her ear, tapping the device there twice, “This is Glitch, Aftermath is go. I repeat, go,
go, go!”

“What the hell is this?” Bucky asked, his eyes flicking around the room as red surged around him.

“Why don’t we discuss your home?” the doctor said, ignoring him completely, “Not Romania.
Certainly not Brooklyn, no.”

He shook his head, reaching into his bag and pulling a red book into his hands.

A little red notebook with a single star.

No.



“I mean, your real home.”

He recognized it in an instant, his entire body tensing as the doctor stood and clicked on a flashlight.
He flipped through the pages slowly, glancing up at Bucky as he approached.

“Желание.” Longing

— He was shoved back into a chair, a metal bit pushed into his mouth as clamps pressed down onto
his face. —

“No,” Bucky breathed, feeling his pulse begin to rise as he closed his eyes and tried to drown out the
doctor’s voice.

“Ржавый.” Rusted

“Stop,” he said, knocking his head against his chair.

“Семнадцать.” Seventeen

— Grey doors with red stars. Five soldiers, stronger than him. Faster than him. —

Bucky flinched, straining against the cuffs that held his arms down as his metal arm flexed violently.

“Stop,” he said, forcefully this time as the Soldier began to creep out of the shadows. A flashing
headache pierced through his head, sinking its claws into his mind as he struggled to keep control.

It hurt. It hurt so bad.

“Рассвет.” Daybreak

— There was a gleam in each of their eyes, a murderous one, and it mirrored itself on each of their
faces. —

He screamed, a hoarse sound breaking through his throat as the Soldier clawed his way back into his
consciousness. Bucky shook his head, closing his fist and snapping his restraints off.

He couldn’t let it happen again. Not again.

Bucky tore off the restraint on his other arm, glaring at the doctor before attacking the glass.

“Печь.” Furnace

— “Come with me,” she whispered, holding out her hand with a soft grin. Her fingers bruised and
broken, her face gaunt and eyes hollow. —

— “You’re my mission.” —

He threw his fist at the glass, spidering it on the first hit as the door struggled against the hinges.

“Девять.” Nine

— “You’re my friend,” (F/N) gasped, her body begging for air as her free hand cupped his cheek. —

— “You’re my mission,” he whispered again, his eyes glaring coldly into her. —



Bucky threw another punch, shattering more glass.

“Доброкачественный.” Benign

— “You’re my mission!” —

— “Barnes! Stop!” —

— “Then finish it,” Steve sighed, as Bucky wound up another punch, “Because I’m with you to the
end of the line.” —

The searing pain in his head began to seethe down into his body, his fingers growing numb with every
word.

Another scream.

“Возвращение на родину.” Homecoming

— “James,” (F/N) managed to gasp, her arms thrashing wildly as she clawed at his hand, “You could
at least recognize me!” —

“Один.” One

He couldn't stop it, even as he threw another punch and the door flew off the hinges. He knew.

It was too late.

The Soldier took over as he fell forward, out of the pod and to his knees.

“Товарный вагон.” Freight Car

The room went quiet as the Soldier rose to his feet, silently looking over his handler.

“Солдат?” he asked cautiously. Soldier?

“Я готов отвечить.” Ready to comply.

“There’s a target in the East wing, sub-level five, he’s got Barnes!” Boone continued through the
earpiece as Daedalus Two and Three hovered over the roof of the Task Force Headquarters, “We don’t
have a visual on him, you need to work fast!”

“Affirmative,” you said, your heart practically pounding out of your chest as you and your team
leaped from the crafts, “Trickster, Resurrectionist, move to phase two. Glitch, Zoom, protect the
Senator at all costs. Alpha Two, move out.”

The team moved in front of you as a unit, like a pack, unlike your first outing with them in Sokovia.
They surged forward together, Belov swiping a keycard at the door before shaking his head.

“Power is out completely, keypads don’t work,” he said, “We’ll have to do it old-fashioned way. Grab
BoomBoom 1500.”

Ari and Dorian nodded, placing three explosives at the hinges and one on the handle.

“Cover,” Ari spat, moving away from the door before pressing the button.



Four contained explosions went off simultaneously as you walked forward, kicking the door the rest
of the way off before stepping into the building. You adjusted the shield in your hands, quickly
moving down the stairs with your team on your tail.

Flashes of neon filled the stairwell as your suits flashed to life, letting you know exactly who was
behind you.

“Secure the building,” you ordered over your shoulder, “Goliath, Firewire, you’re with me.”

The team didn’t have to acknowledge you as most of them split off but flashes of yellow and red
followed behind you.

“Glitch, Big Brother, get this building back online.”

“Working on it.” Boone answered quickly, “I can’t get an ID on the target. This entire part of the
city’s grid is offline. I need a facial match from your suit cam, Ghost.”

“Got it,” you said, ducking down another flight of stairs, “You got Rogers on the line?”

“I’ll patch him through to you.”

“Captain Rogers?” you asked, ducking into a hall and sprinting down, “Can you read me?”

“I got you, Ghost,” he said, his voice crackling slightly, “Falcon and I are approaching the holding
blocks.”

“Do whatever you have to do to contain Barnes,” you said, kicking open the door to another stairwell
before vaulting over the railing and falling the rest of the way to the ground. A grunt left your lips as
you landed, “I’ve got the other one.”

“Got it.”

Duke flinched as the already dimmed lights went out, leaving him in complete darkness before flashes
of red echoed around him.

“What the fuck?” he murmured, his eyes narrowing as the sound of guards mobilizing echoed through
the halls outside his block. A frown curved to his face as he fidgeted in his seat, testing his restraints
with a growl.

He knocked his head against his chair when they didn’t budge. Duke tapped his foot, his jaw tensing
as yells came from outside.

He froze when the door to his block swung open and two men stepped through.

“Well, well, well,” a familiar voice crooned, a smirk evident through his voice, “Look at this stud
muffin. Need some help, handsome?”

Duke chuckled, relaxing immediately at Jack’s voice, “Hey sexy, what took you so long? Mind
getting me outta here, baby?”

“Working on it,” Jack nodded, pulling an Aftermath card from his pocket and approaching Duke’s
pod.



“I’m gonna throw up,” Raffa’s voice came from the darkness.

“Get your ass over here.” Jack rolled his eyes. Raffa appeared at his side, shining a flashlight over the
lock on the pod, “It’s on its own power source. The card should work…”

Jack stuck out his tongue, biting on it as he fiddled with the card before it flashed green and Duke’s
restraints popped off, then the door swung open.

Duke grinned with a sigh of relief, pushing himself out of the chair and massaging his wrists before
pulling Jack into a hug.

“Thank you.”

Jack smiled, pressing his forehead against Duke’s helmet, “I missed you.”

“Hey,” Raffa said, leaning against a railing and shaking his head, “I hate to break up your moment but
we have a problem to fix.”

Duke frowned, “What happened?”

“Somebody’s after Barnes,” Jack said, unwrapping himself from Duke’s arms and jumping the railing.

“Typical,” he sighed, running a hand down his mask, “Fuck me.”

“Later, baby.”

“You guys!” Raffa exclaimed, turning to him with a groan, “You’re really going to make me be the
responsible one? Come one! Big Brother, patch Libra in. Let’s get to work.”

With that, Duke’s helmet hummed to life again, his HUD igniting his suit with light and voices.

“Libra extracted,” Jack said, winking at him with a grin, “Awaiting orders.”

A growl came from the other end of the line, “East wing, sub-level five. I’m gonna need some help
over here.”

(F/N)’s voice snarled through his ears with a gritty annoyance.

“Let’s move.”

Steve rounded the corner, pausing in his step as he looked over the sea of bodies as he and Sam
arrived at Bucky’s holding block. He took a slow step in, carefully scanning the room. Fallen guards
lay everywhere, there was barely a clear path for him to walk.

“Help me…” A weak voice came from further inside the room. Steve’s eyes flicked toward the sound.

The voice was familiar. And so was the face.

“Help.”

The doctor was laying on the floor next to Bucky’s pod, looking up at him with pleading eyes. But
Steve didn’t buy it.



He marched through the second door, his eyes darkening as he latched onto the doctor’s shirt, “Get
up.”

The doctor blinked, his head cocking to the side as Steve yanked him to his feet before pushing him
against the wall.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“To see an empire fall,” the doctor said, letting his eyes fall on a figure behind him.

The whir of a mechanical arm fired through the room as Sam stepped through the doorway. He
ducked, barely dodging the blow before Bucky’s arm snapped through the wall.

Sam turned, shoving Bucky away from him before throwing a punch. One Bucky blocked easily. He
grunted as Bucky returned the favor before catching his chin with his metal arm. Bucky threw him
effortlessly over his shoulder, sending him flying further into the room where he smacked into the
isolation pod.

Bucky turned to Steve, eyeing him quickly before striding toward him.

Steve left the ‘doctor’, ducking from a swing before turning on Bucky. He pressed a hit to Bucky’s
face before jumping away from another swing. But he wasn’t fast enough to avoid a kick.

He slid back into the next room as Bucky created distance between him and the other man. He
scrambled to his feet, narrowly dodging another kick and then an onslaught of punches. Steve held his
arms in front of him, taking each hit before a final kick to the stomach sent him flying back into an
elevator.

Flinching out of the way of Bucky’s metal arm, he let it go past his head and through the wall.

Bucky’s arm recoiled quickly before striking at his chest and Steve caught his fist. He held it as long
as he could until Bucky let up suddenly. Steve blinked, trying to correct himself before Bucky pushed
him back into the elevator doors.

The push split the doors apart and Steve found himself inside the shaft. He grunted, falling backward
and hitting the far side of the shaft before plummeting to the ground below.

He looked up, barely catching Bucky’s retreating figure.

“Ghost!” he called, “I lost Barnes!”

“Steve!” Sam said, glancing down the shaft, “Doctor’s gone too!”

“Follow Barnes,” Ghost’s dark voice echoed through his head, “I’ve got the target.”

You broke down the last door to sub-level five, disregarding the fact that it flew off the hinges as the
darkened hall began to glow orange. Listening to the two pairs of footsteps descend the stairs and
begin following you through the dark, you held up your hand and stopped them in their tracks.

“Athena,” you murmured, closing your eyes and listening to another set of steps coming from further
down the hall, “Kill the lights.”



The hall went dark as the orange lights on your suit went out along with the yellow of Belov’s and the
red of Ari’s. You nodded your head in either direction, signaling both men to split as you stalked
down the hall.

A lone silhouette was moving toward you, away from the fight at a leisurely pace. You stopped in
your tracks studying him in the dark as red pulsed around you. He came another ten steps closer,
glancing over his shoulder before looking back and catching sight of you.

“What the hell are you?” he asked, cocking his head to the side and glancing over you.

“A ghost.”

Your suit ignited again as you lunged at him, bathing the hall in orange as he flinched out of your
way.

He yelped, holding his hand up in surrender, “I’m just a doctor—”

“Liar!” you spat, flinging Wraith’s shield at him and hitting him in the stomach. The man flew
backward, stumbling to the ground before rolling to his feet and adjusting his bag. He stood slowly,
his posture changing as quickly as his facial expression. There was no longer feigned innocence
staining his features, it was replaced by a dark look that rivaled yours.

“Who are you?” he asked, the Swiss accent he held slipping from his disguise and letting his real
voice leak through the hall.

“Ghost.” You lunged forward again, leaving the shield behind as you threw a barrage of hits.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

He was able to block the first two, defending himself just enough to make it interesting before your
uppercut threw him off balance and a well-aimed kick to the stomach hurled him across the room.

You rushed him before he could return to his feet, kicking his side and sending him rolling across the
floor. He groaned, blinking wildly to get his bearings. Before he could, you were on top of him.

Pressing your foot on his wrist as you crouched over him, you snatched his other wrist in your hand
and pinned him to the floor.

“Who are you?” you growled, your distorted voice thundering around you, “And what do you want
with Barnes?”

The man didn’t answer as he clenched his jaw with a hiss and kept his eyes steady on you.

It was your turn to cock your head to the side as you studied him. There was a hardened resolve in his
eyes as he stared into you, something you’d only seen in the mirror.

You frowned, quickly looking over him before your eyes landed on his bag.

“Firewire, Goliath!” you snapped, glaring over your shoulder before nodding at the man. They
swooped in from the shadows, their suits lighting the hall as they slid their hands under the man’s
arms and you released him.

Flipping a knife from your hip and slicing the strap of the man’s bag, the bag fell into your gloved
hands as you began rummaging through it.



A red book fell into your hands, a black star was on the cover. You frowned, flipping open the book
and freezing at what you saw.

A crimson skull grinned up at you, coiled within six tentacles.

“Where did you get this?” you snapped, glaring up at the man as fury began working its way through
your entire body.

— “Hydra knows I’m with you now, that makes you an even bigger target if I leave…that threat goes
down.” —

— “Barnes—,” —

— He held up a hand, stopping you in your tracks, “But, if I leave, they still might come for you and
you won’t be able to hold them off.” —

— “Then don’t go.” —

The man didn’t answer, his jaw clenching as he turned his nose up at you.

A snarl snapped through your throat as you spun the knife through your fingers. Before you could
process what you were doing you plunged the knife into his thigh, earning yourself a scream.

— With an abrupt stroke, you stuck the knife that was in your hand directly into his thigh, plunging it
as deep as you could without hitting any major arteries. The man let out an unnatural howl and
Danny began talking to him again. —

“Who are you?”

The man groaned, shaking his head and baring his teeth at you.

You twisted the knife, your eye darkening as blood began to run down your hand.

— The man became silent, glaring at you. Frowning you began to twist the knife in his leg, he
screamed again.

“Ghost! Stop!” Duke’s voice came from down the hall, a trio of figures sprinting toward you. His
hand landed on your shoulder, pulling you away from the man.

You growled, the sound rumbling through your suit as you pulled out the kbar and stepped away from
him.

“Go help Rogers,” you snapped, walking away from the man and stepping to Wraith’s shield. You
stomped down on the edge, flinging the shield into your hands and tossing it to Duke, “Go for
Bucky's head. Nicely. Trickster, Resurrectionist, keep an eye on Agents Ross and Carter.”

“Ghost—”

“Now.” You spun your knife back into its sheath, sending Duke a glare before turning back to the
man, “And you...I’m not done with you yet.”

Duke nodded, gesturing to Jack and Raffa as the three ducked back into the shadows.



“I’ve got an ID,” Boone cut in softly, making you wince. You’d forgotten she was watching and
listening, “Colonel Helmut Zemo. Sokovian Intelligence.”

Sokovia.

You stopped, taking a deep breath and rocking back to your heels, “Arrest him. We’re done.”

“No!” Zemo growled, “This is only the beginning!”

“See? Now you’re talking too much.” You rolled your eyes as he fought against Ari and Belov. Belov
let go, letting Ari effortlessly restrain Zemo and you wound up for a punch. Your fist collided between
his eyes, knocking him out instantly as you turned on your heel.

“Goliath,” you called over your shoulder, “Keep an eye on that.”

“With pleasure, Captain.”

“Ghost!” Duke’s voice came suddenly, “I could use some help!”

“On it. Somebody bring me my rifle.”

The Soldier tore through the guards, easily throwing them out of his way as he moved through the
building. He snatched a baton from one of the men, cutting him down before turning on another.

A grunt rumbled from his chest as he stole another, striking yet another guard in the head and
downing him. He grabbed a pistol from the man’s belt, throwing him over the table and snapping off
the safety as he aimed it at his head.

He never got to pull the trigger as a high-pitched shriek tore through his ears. The Soldier winced,
shaking off the sound and flicking his eyes toward another man that spun around the corner.

The man raised his hand, it was gloved in red metal and bright light emitted from the center. He
flinched as the light took over the room, blinding him as the man came closer. He covered his eyes,
listening as the man came closer before he turned on him.

He went for the gun in his hand, trying to pry the weapon from his fingers. The Soldier used his metal
arm to smack the man away before he stepped back to create distance. The weapon in his hand lifted
subconsciously to aim at the man’s chest.

The man grabbed the barrel, wrapping his gloved hand around the muzzle just as the Soldier pulled
the trigger and let his other hand grasp the slide.

He flinched as the bullet stopped in his palm, glancing between the Soldier and the weapon before
cracking off the slide.

The Soldier growled, glancing at the weapon as the man smiled, almost proud of himself. The man
stepped forward, hitting him across the face with the slide before the Soldier retaliated.

He spun, elbowing the man in the face before kicking him away and across the floor.

The instant he turned, a blonde woman came out of nowhere. She threw herself at him with a kick,
followed by a punch as she planted her heel and turned to kick him again. He latched onto her leg,
pushing her away and finding she was flanked by a second woman, a redhead this time.



The redhead grabbed fistfuls of his shirt, using it to pull him closer to her as her knee connected with
his chest. She went low, aiming for his stomach while the blonde followed through with a kick over
her back.

The impact hit his jaw, slowing him down for only a moment as the blonde moved to kick his arm.

The Soldier curled his arm under her knee, clamping it against him before he heaved her away.

She yelped as she hit a table, collapsing to the ground.

But the Soldier wasn’t given a reprieve.

Not like he needed one anyway.

A pair of hands grasped his shoulders and the next thing he knew, a pair of legs were swinging in his
peripheral.

He knew this move.

He let her follow through, wrapping her legs around his head while she pulled herself up. She went
for his head, elbowing it as he walked her backward before he threw her off him.

Her head cracked against the table, her eyes widening as he went for her throat.

The metal plates in his arm hummed as they began to squeeze.

T’Challa jumped from the upper floor just as Barnes threw Romanoff off of him.

"You could at least remember me!” she wheezed, clawing at his hand.

He sped across the floor before launching himself at Barnes. T’Challa kicked his shoulder, throwing
Barnes away from Romanoff as she gasped for breath.

Barnes looked him over, not a glimmer of recognition in his eyes as he backed away.

T’Challa kept his distance from him, throwing kick after kick to keep him on his heels before even
trying to land a punch. And when he did, Barnes fought right back.

He only landed one strike and Bucky returned it five times that, throwing him across the room.
T’Challa slid across the floor, rolling over his shoulder as Barnes wound up for another hit while he
was down.

He flinched, covering his head and preparing himself for impact.

But it never came.

Instead, a loud ringing sounded through the building. He looked up, a sigh of relief breathing through
him.

Libra.

And...a shield?

It wasn’t Captain America’s...no…



It was black and the sound…

It was Vibranium striking Vibranium.

“We’ve been meaning to return it,” Libra gritted out, ducking out of the way of a hit and using the
shield to block another before returning the favor and hitting Barnes with it, “But we’ve been a little
preoccupied.”

“Cavanaugh said he wasn’t in Vienna,” T’Challa said, pushing himself to his feet, “But what the hell
is this?”

“Great question,” Libra replied with a half-hearted shrug as he spun around Barnes, “Ghost! I could
use some help!”

Barnes seized the shield, pulling Libra towards him and raising his metal fist.

Libra let go, barely avoiding the swing and shoving himself backward before rolling over his
shoulder.

“Together?” Libra asked, nodding to Barnes as he threw the shield to the ground.

T’Challa nodded, “Together.”

Libra went low, drawing a hit from Barnes as T’Challa kicked high. His foot collided with Barnes’
jaw as Libra grabbed back the shield and swung it at his knees, forcing him to the ground.

Even then, the man barely blinked.

He swept his foot out, knocking Libra away before turning to T’Challa with a surge of hits. T’Challa
grimaced, trying to stay out of his range but he wasn’t fast enough.

Barnes caught onto his wrist, hauling him toward him with his fist raised.

He flinched, waiting for yet another hit.

But, again, it didn’t come.

Instead, Barnes’ head lurched forward and his eyes rolled to the back of his head.

“I told you to go for his fuckin’ head,” a new voice growled.

“Yeah, but you said nicely!”

Barnes’ knees gave out as he fell forward before a pair of masked soldiers grabbed him.

Ghost. Firewire.

They caught him before he hit the ground, easing him to the floor as Ghost threw a rifle over his
shoulder.

“Easy, Barnes,” Ghost said, in the softest voice T’Challa had ever heard come from his mask, “You’re
okay. Easy.”

T’Challa took a hesitant step forward, looking over the man in Ghost’s arms as he came to.



His eyes were suddenly brighter and a look of confusion and fear carved across his face in an instant.
Barnes was heaving breaths, his eyes flicking over his surroundings as though he had no idea where
he was or how he’d got there.

Because he didn’t.

You hurdled over a railing, reaching out your hand as a purple flash came from a corner and Dorian
tossed you your rifle.

“They’re in the common area,” Boone’s voice came through your helmet, “Duke’s suit cam just came
online. He’s in deep shit.”

You nodded to yourself, sprinting through halls and bursting through door after door. The darkness of
the building began to fade as you hurdled over bodies and toppled furniture. Light spilled in from a
glass roof as you screeched into the commons. Your boots slid across the floor and you leaned into the
slide, using your hand to steady you as you caught sight of Bucky, T’Challa, and Duke.

A snarl cut through your helmet as you bolted past Tony, then Sharon, then Natasha. You reached
behind you, taking your rifle into your hands and spinning it so the stock was facing forward.

Duke saw you at the last second, rolling out of the way as you barreled past him and raised the stock
of the rifle. T’Challa was, unknowingly, distracting him perfectly and you jabbed a well-placed hit at
the back of Bucky’s head.

Regretting it instantly.

But he stopped.

Bucky dropped his arms instantly, stumbling back toward you as another set of footsteps came up
behind you and Belov appeared at your side.

“I told you to go for the head!” you snapped to Duke, placing your hand on Bucky’s shoulder and
nodding at Belov to do the same.

“Yeah,” Duke said, pushing himself to his feet, “But you said nicely!”

Bucky went limp in your hands, falling forward before you and Belov caught him and lowered him
down.

“Easy, Barnes,” you hummed, watching him carefully as he blinked away the Soldier, “You’re okay.
Easy.”

In less than an instant, the Soldier was gone. The hardened face of a killer was replaced by...Bucky.

He grimaced, wincing at the light as he took in his surroundings.

But his eyes landed on you.

“Ghost?” he mumbled, “What happened?”

“I had to save your sorry ass, again.”



Bucky scoffed, hissing slightly as you sat him upright, “That sounds about right. What took you so
long?”

“We’ll talk later.” You couldn’t help but smile at the sound of his voice, “Can you stand?”

“Fuck, I dunno, that hurt.”

“Sorry.”

Belov helped you haul him to his feet. Bucky was wobbly, leaning on you heavily as he tried to get
his bearings and his face fell as his gaze landed on T’Challa.

The King had straightened himself, thoroughly studying the man in front of him before looking him in
the eye.

“I didn’t kill your father,” Bucky said, his words slightly slurred.

T’Challa nodded, his brows furrowing, “I know.”

“Let’s get you outta here—” You started, only to be cut off by the rough sound of bootsteps
surrounding you, “Shit.”

“Quite the display, Ghost,” Secretary Ross’ voice boomed from one of the upper levels. He appeared
a second later, strolling down the stairs with Jesse on his tail along with Everett and Boone.

“Stay behind me,” you whispered to Bucky, stepping in front of him to shield him from Ross.

“Ghost, don’t—”

“Stay behind me,” you repeated, sending him a glare he could feel through your mask.

“I must say, it’s nice to finally meet you face to face—”

“Sorry I can’t say the same,” you said, glancing over the room as Steve and Sam appeared along with
Jack and Raffa as they helped Sharon to her feet.

Secretary Ross ignored you, continuing to come closer as more guards began to surround you, “I have
to thank you for bringing all of your operatives together in one place. Makes it easier to arrest all of
you that way.”

“Sir?” Everett glanced at him, shaking his head slightly and sending an apologetic look to Boone.

She frowned, even as Steve came to her side flanked by Tony and Natasha.

You licked your lips, quickly looking over the army of guards that were flying into the room, “You
honestly think I’m gonna go easy on you?”

“You’re outnumbered, Ghost,” Ross said, putting his hands in his pockets and rocking to his heels
with a shrug, “You’d be stupidly naive to try and fight back.”

“Try me,” you spat, “I still like our odds.”

“Ghost,” Bucky murmured, his voice barely audible, “Don’t.”



“I owe you,” you snapped, before looking over the room one last time and nodding to Boone,
“Aftermath! Go! Sound off!”

Boone sighed, glancing between Steve and Natasha with a shrug, “I’m really sorry ‘bout this.”

She lunged forward, shoving Nat into Steve and disarming the nearest guard. Boone stepped back,
training the weapon on the guard in front of her as she retreated to you.

In a blink, so did Jesse, Raffa, and Jack.

Jesse snatched the Aftermath cube Boone had given her, tapping it twice and setting it against her ear.
A helmet unfurled from the cube, surrounding her head and lighting up lilac from the black mask. She
took out the guard behind her, throwing him over her shoulder and stealing his weapon.

Zoom.

Raffa and Jack moved in unison, helmets masking their faces as they took out two more guards and
left Sharon’s side. Abandoning her for you in flashes of emerald green and white.

Trickster. Resurrectionist.

They aimed at the guards surrounding them as a commotion sounded from above as Dorian, Gabe,
and Artie took out a row of guards before aiming rifles down onto the main floor.

Backbone. Jumper. Kalispell.

Ari appeared behind you, leading Zemo out by a pair of cuffs and tugging him along before shoving
him in front of you.

Goliath.

“Glitch is ready to rock,” Boone muttered, eyeing the group in front of you carefully.

Duke stepped in front of her, shield held steady, “Libra ready to roll.”

The rest sounded off in a flurry, their masked voices resonating through the room in an ominous drone
as a hum sounded through the building's intercom system.

Zac’s voice came last as the power kicked back on, “Big Brother is watching. Building is secure.”

“Ghost is go,” you hummed with a defiant nod pointed in Ross’ direction, “Your move.”

He managed a scoff, holding his hands up as he looked over the room. He licked his lips nervously,
“You are going to be arrested no matter what kind of fight—”

“Actually, no, Thaddeus,” Turner’s voice boomed from an elevator as it opened and he casually rolled
from it, “No, they’re not.”

He folded his hands in his lap, a smug look overcoming his features as Ross frowned.

“As of five minutes ago, the UN has suspended the Task Force pending an investigation into the false
arrest of Sergeant Barnes,” Turner stated, a smile growing on his face, “And the charges against
Captain Rogers and Mr. Wilson have been dropped—”

“What?” Ross snapped, his eyes flicking between the two men and Turner.



“Because,” he growled, “They were part of an Aftermath-sanctioned mission to retrieve an asset from
Bucharest that the Task Force unwittingly interrupted with a shoot-on-sight order.”

Turner paused, catching his breath before continuing, “Also, you’re being investigated for ordering a
summary execution on an innocent man before evidence could be produced. And when evidence was
produced, you did nothing.”

Secretary Ross swallowed, taking a step back as Turner came closer.

“Also, the President is on the phone for you. Something about an illegal floating prison violating the
14th Amendment. And, it turns out...the public doesn’t really like that,” Turner smirked, turning his
attention to Everett and nodding to him, “I hope you don’t mind if Agent Cavanaugh takes control of
the situation from here.”

Everett blinked, a smile accidentally making its way to his face as he held back a scoff, “It’s all hers.
Stand down!”

At the sound of his voice, the guards surrounding you and your team dropped their weapons and
backed away from you.

“What the fuck just happened?” Tony asked, looking around the room in confusion.

“Aftermath happened,” Natasha said as your team began to stand down.

You sighed, nodding to Turner as you relaxed back. He smiled softly at you before it fell and he
nodded to Bucky. You winced, closing your eyes before turning to Belov and Jack.

“Take him.”

Bucky’s eyes widened as he glanced between the two men as they gently grasped his upper arms and
led him away.

“Ghost?”

“It’ll be okay,” you nodded, “I promise.”

He nodded back, relaxing slightly and letting them take him.

“Ghost,” Steve stepped forward as the rest of your team dispersed, “Please.”

“Relax,” you said, holding a hand up, “He’ll be fine. Trust me.”

Steve shook his head, “Why? Why should I trust you?”

“I’ve got you this far, haven’t I?” You backed away from him nodding to Ari, who was holding a still
recovering Zemo, “Hand Colonel Zemo over to Agent Ross, please.”

Ari nodded, tugging Zemo forward and handing him to Ross and a few of his guards.

“Thank you,” he said before leading Zemo back toward the holding blocks.

You turned to Sharon, who sat watching as Jack disappeared with Bucky and Raffa waited by your
side for orders.

“They been with you the whole time?”



“Yes, ma’am,” you said, setting your hands on your hips, “I expect Libra’s gear to be returned to him
ASAP. That goes for Captain Rogers’ and Mr. Wilson’s as well. And Sergeant Barnes’ personal
effects.”

Sharon licked her lips turning away as Jack and Raffa disappeared, “Of course.”

“Big Brother,” you continued, taking a deep breath and looking over the room as Boone rendezvoused
with Everett and Duke walked with T’Challa, “Erase Zoom, Trickster, and Resurrectionist's activity
from the beginning of their mission until now.”

“Already done, Captain.”

You turned to Raffa patting his shoulder, “Check on Barnes, I hit him pretty hard.”

“No shit,” Raf said, “I felt it and I just watched you do it.”

“Thanks,” you scoffed, spinning around the room until you found Boone and flagged her down. She
nodded, slipping off her heels and jogging to you, “Escort Captain Rogers to Barnes while we sort out
this mess. I don’t want him to be alone right now.”

Bucky took a deep breath, gingerly sitting down in a chair and rocking forward with a sigh. It hurt to
blink, to breathe, to move. He hadn’t been this sore in a long, long time.

The Aftermath operatives had left him in a plush office. It was brightly lit, with a desk and a pair of
large leather chairs. And it was quiet. Not like the quiet his isolation pod had been, it wasn’t tense and
there was no fear.

He finally relaxed.

— “Be safe,” (F/N) whispered in his ear as she pulled away, “Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier
Boy.” —

She was going to kill him when she found out about this.

He groaned. (F/N) probably already knew about this. She was probably pissed.

Bucky bit his lip, grimacing at the throbbing in his head.

She was definitely going to kill him.

He was brought out of his head by the door to the office swinging open. Bucky straightened, watching
as a masked soldier entered, his helmet flashing a cool white.

Resurrectionist.

The man nodded to him before his helmet folded back, revealing his face as he took it off.

Bucky blinked, confused as the man approached him and reached out his hand.

“Hi, my name is Dr. Mendez,” he said, still holding out his hand to him, “I’m a combat medic
working for Ghost. I’d like to take a look at your head, if you’d give me permission.”

Bucky nodded slowly, taking his hand even slower and shaking it.



Mendez smiled softly, gesturing toward the desk, “You mind?”

He nodded again, pushing himself off the chair with a wince and sliding up on the desk.

“If I hurt you, let me know, okay?”

“Okay.” Bucky sighed, closing his eyes as Dr. Mendez carefully began looking him over. When he
opened his eyes again, the door was opening and Steve peeked in.

Bucky swallowed, looking over his old friend as he and Sam stepped slowly into the room.

— “See?” he asked, as his friend came around the corner and he took another drink, “I told you.
They’re all idiots.” —

— “What about you?” Steve asked, the amber light catching the pins on his jacket, “You ready to
follow Captain America into the jaws of death?” —

— “Hell no,” Bucky said almost immediately, a small scoff in the back of his throat, “That little guy
from Brooklyn who was too dumb not to run away from a fight? I’m following him.” —

“Steve,” he said, his voice rasping slightly as he looked him over.

A small smile curled to Steve’s lips as he leaned against a wall, “You alright?”

Bucky shrugged, looking to the ground and shaking his head, “This was one of my worst fears, you
know? The programming Hydra put inside me...I can’t control it. All they have to do is say the words
and I’m theirs.”

“What did he want?”

“It doesn’t matter now, does it?”

“Bucky,” Steve warned, raising a brow and folding his arms over his chest.

“Where I trained. Where they took my memories. Where they kept me on ice.”

Steve nodded, sucking a deep breath before changing the subject as he pulled Bucky’s notebook from
his pocket and handed it to him, “So...(F/N), huh?”

Sam chuckled, nodding slightly as he pulled up a chair, “Oh, I wanna hear this.”

“She...she wasn’t my original plan...but she kept me hidden. Safe,” he smiled, trailing off as he
flipped through the notebook to retrieve her picture before twirling it through his fingers.

— “Fuck,” he hissed against her ear as he went back to work against her neck, he felt her shiver
underneath him, “I fucked up, doll.” —

— “Maybe,” (F/N) sighed with a whine as his hand slid back to her hip, “maybe not.” —

He shook his head, shaking the feeling of her soft skin under his fingertips from his head, “Please
don’t bring her into this.”

“We won’t,” Steve said, running a hand through his hair, “She just—”



“Lied straight to your face?” Bucky finished, a small smile working to his face, “Yeah, I know. She’s
good at that.”

“How long were you with her?” Sam asked.

“Since DC—”

“I knew it! That little shit!” he exclaimed, smacking his hand on his knee and pointing at Steve, “I
knew she knew more than she was telling us.”

“I mean…” Bucky started slowly with a shrug, “I may have...threatened her...a little bit—”

He hissed, wincing as Dr. Mendez touched a sensitive spot on his head.

“Sorry,” he said, leaning in to get a closer look, “Broke a little skin but it's not deep. I’m gonna go get
some antiseptic. I’ll be right back.”

“Thank you.”

The doctor slid out of the room, yelling for someone down the hall as the door slid shut.

“Can we back up a second?” Sam held up a hand, “You threatened Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N)? And she
didn’t kill you?”

Bucky scoffed, relaxing back against the table and resisting the urge to rub the back of his head, “No.
She took me in. No questions asked.”

Steve frowned, bowing his head and folding his arms over his chest, “Why didn’t you come to me?
We could have helped you, Buck.”

“I was...I am scared,” he said, staring into the floor, “There’s still so much missing in my head. I don’t
know what’s real or not and sometimes...I just lose control.”

“Is that why you left (F/N)?”

Bucky didn’t answer, his jaw clenching.

— “One more fucking move,” a hiss came from the corner of the room as his vision returned, “I put a
bullet through your fucking head.” —

— “(F/N)?” he asked with a groan, shaking his head before looking around the room and then to her.
And when he did, his heart dropped. —

“Buck,” Steve said, stepping forward into his eyeline, “Did you hurt her? Is she okay?”

“She’s okay,” he whispered, closing his eyes, “She’s how I got to Europe. But I shouldn’t have left in
the first place. I should have stayed with her.”

“The picture in your notebook, the one of (F/N),” Steve said, “She gave that to you? Are you two…”

“Together?” Bucky finished, pausing with a blink as he said it. He hadn’t thought about it but the
words left his mouth before he had time to think, “Yes.”

Steve scoffed, shaking his head and turning to the door as it slid open.



Dr. Mendez poked his head into the room, “Sergeant Barnes, Ghost would like to have a word with
you. In private.”

Bucky sighed, nodding slowly, “Okay.”

You strode quickly through the halls of the Task Force Centre as members of the Task Force and
Aftermath merged to swap information and keep each other up to date.

They all stayed clear of you.

Whether it be because Ghost’s name was constantly ignited on your helmet or the fact that you
walked as though, if they got in front of you, you would tear them apart.

“Johnson!” you called turning the corner into the Command Center, “What do you got for me?”

“Accords are out of our way, for now,” he said, a smug grin still glimmering on his face, “Wakanda is
working for Colonel Zemo’s extradition, and they’re likely to get it.”

“And Barnes?”

“Still working on it.”

“Let me know when you find out,” you said, backing away from the command center as Belov arrived
by your side, “Zemo talking yet?”

“Нет,” Belov shook his head, “Not a word. He’s being difficult.”

“He better hope I don’t get my hands on him,” Duke’s growl came from behind you as he came out of
an office and adjusted Wraith’s shield in his arms, “I’ll make him pay for what he did to Boonie's
face.”

You scoffed, debating whether or not to give Zemo over to Duke before the Wakandans took him. You
were sure T’Challa wouldn’t mind but you shook off the thought anyway, pulling the red book you’d
stolen from Zemo from your pocket.

“I wanna know how and where he got this.” You tapped the notebook in your hands and nodded to the
shield Duke held, “Give that back to T’Challa.”

Both Belov and Duke nodded before taking off in opposite directions and you turned on your heel to
run into Boone.

“What do you got for me?”

She blinked, looking over you tiredly before handing you her tablet, “Colonel Helmut Zemo. Part of a
Sokovian kill squad. His family was killed in the Ultron attack. He intercepted Dr. Broussard at the
station and we tracked him back to his hotel. Bravo Team found prosthesis and disguises—”

“That made him look like Bucky,” you finished for her. She nodded, taking back her tablet and
hugging it to her chest, “We figure out what he wanted?”

“Only Barnes knows,” Boone shrugged, “He's talking to Steve and Wilson now. I figured you'd like to
talk to him after Rafael's done with him.”



She trailed off, nodding to Raffa as he came out of another room with rags and a bottle.

You frowned, “How’s he looking?”

“You hit him hard but he’s got a harder head,” Raffa said, “Minor concussion, bruising, and a little
broken skin. Nothin’ I can’t fix.”

“Tell him I want to talk to him.” You patted Raffa’s shoulder before dismissing him and turning to
Boone, “Do me a favor, get someone to keep Libra away from Zemo.”

“Aw,” Boone crooned, placing her hand against her heart as though she was flattered, “Is he gonna
beat the shit outta him for me? He’s too sweet.”

“Boone,” you warned.

“Don’t worry,” Boone chuckled, shaking her head as you backed toward the office Raffa had
disappeared toward, “I’ll have Trickster distract him.”

“Hey!” you turned back quickly, catching her arm before she could sneak away, “You’re doing okay,
right?”

“I’m tired,” she admitted, holding up a hand before you could speak, “But, I’m not stopping until I
make sure that Barnes goes home with the Avengers or us.”

You sighed, shaking your head, “Just...take it easy.”

Boone nodded with a wink before whirling away.

“Captain,” Raffa called from behind you, making you spin on your heel, “He’s ready for you.”

Duke strolled through the halls of the Centre, carefully looking in every room before he found the
man he was looking for.

T’Challa

He was sitting in the command center, his arms folded over his chest as he talked to Agent Ross.
Behind him, Turner was still digging into the Secretary, his lips were pressed into a thin line but there
was a smile hiding in his eyes.

“Congratulations, your Highness,” Everett nodded as Duke came to a stop next to him, “You’ve got
extradition.”

“Thank you, Agent Ross,” T’Challa smiled before turning to him, “Libra.”

The smile on his face fell as his eyes landed on the shield. Duke held it out to him, letting it slide into
his hands with a hum.

“I figured I should return this,” Duke started, nodding to the King as he turned the metal disc through
his hands, “Ghost recovered it from a forge in Chile. “

T’Challa nodded, running his fingers over the metal before looking back up at him, “A wise man once
told me that I cannot let anger cloud my judgment.”



“I don't know if he's a wise man,” Duke scoffed, “Or just a wise-ass.”

“Today, he was a wise man,” T’Challa chuckled but his face quickly fell. He sighed, “I was going to
kill him. I let my own thirst for vengeance consume me. But that is not who I am.”

“You’re right. That’s my job.”

“You say that...but it's not true,” T’Challa said, shaking his head, “I may not have had the pleasure to
look you in the eye but I know you are an honorable warrior—”

“Debatable.”

T’Challa smirked, looking over the shield one last time before handing it back to Duke, “Keep it. It
suits you.”

“Ghost and I are going to fight over this, you know that?” Duke laughed, placing the shield back on
his arm, “Thank you. When we find the rest, I’m keeping my word…”

“And tossing it over the border?” T’Challa asked, raising a brow, “I’ll have some of the Dora Milaje
at the ready.”

Duke laughed, bowing his head at the man before stepping away, “Thank you, your Highness.”

You took a slow step into the room, sliding past Sam and Steve as they began to leave. Out of the
corner of your eye, you could see the neon of your suit slowly extinguish as the door closed behind
you.

Bucky was sitting on the desk, Raffa still gently dabbing a cotton ball against the back of his head. He
winced only slightly before he saw you and he straightened.

Fear flashed through his eyes for a moment as you pulled up a chair before he hid it with a blink. He
was disheveled, with tears and dirt on his shirt and his hair falling in his face. 

It took all your strength to not reach up to him and brush it out of his face. There was nothing you
wanted more. To take off your gloves, then the helmet. To let him see your face as you pulled him into
your arms and held him close to you again. You wanted to drop the mask, the one you constantly
fashioned on your face with fake smiles and pretty words. To stop the lying and the deception. To
come clean and finally tell him the truth.

But you couldn’t.

Because as much as you wanted to, there was fear just under the surface of your skin.

If he saw your face, what would he do? Would he hate you? You’d lied to him for so long, you’d
gained his trust while simultaneously breaking it. Would he leave?

Or would it be worse?

Would you trigger another episode? Would he recognize you instantly, like the Soldier did, and go on
another rampage?

Either way, you couldn’t risk it. You buried the feeling, shoving it to the deepest part of you as you
looked up into those steel-blue eyes you’d longed to see again.



You swallowed before taking a deep breath, “You alright?”

“Yeah.”

“Your head?”

Bucky scoffed, shrugging slightly as Raffa backed away from him, “I’ll give it to you, it was a good
hit.”

Even though he smiled, there was a sadness in his eye and he rocked back and forth ever so slightly.
You sighed, leaning back in your chair before rising to your feet and nodding toward the door.

“Walk with me?”

Bucky’s eyes flicked over your form before he nodded, pushing himself off the desk as you opened
the door and he followed you into the hall. He kept his head bowed as he walked by your side and you
led him through a maze of halls.

“His name is Colonel Helmut Zemo,” you said, opening the door to a balcony and stepping outside,
“Sokovian Special Forces. Did you know him?”

Bucky sighed, leaning against the railing to overlook Berlin.

“No. I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

“What did he want?” you asked, trying to keep your masked voice as soothing as possible.

Even then Bucky frowned, shaking his head and looking away from you as he bit his lip.

“Barnes, I need you to tell me what you know. I need to know how we can fix this.”

He took a deep breath, leaning heavily against the railing in the fading light before he finally gave,
“He wanted to know where I was kept. Where…”

He trailed off, closing his eyes and shaking his head.

“Where what?”

“Where we were kept.”

“We?” You blinked, realization suddenly flooding through you, “There's more than one Winter
Soldier? What did he want with them?”

“I don’t know,” Bucky shrugged, looking off over the city as helicopters and Daedalus jets flew over
the top of you.

“But you told him where they are.”

“Yes,” he sighed, a look of anger flashing across his face, “I couldn’t stop myself. I couldn’t control
—”

“Where are they?”

“Ghost...I can’t. You can't,” Bucky said softly, shaking his head and beginning to rock again, “You
can't reason with them. The serum they were given drove them insane. They've been sitting on ice for



decades.”

“Barnes,” you tried again, fighting the urge to reach out and place your hand on his shoulder, “If
Zemo does end up talking, whether it be to one of my men or a cellmate; if this gets out that there are
more super-soldiers running around.”

He closed his eyes again, rubbing his head with a sigh.

“There’s a facility in Siberia.”

Boone ducked under a set of Aftermath operatives that flooded through the building, veering off into
the command center and tossing a drive to Agent Carter, “The hard copy of Barnes’ route. My Bravo
Team is on the way with more evidence.”

“Thanks,” Sharon said, taking the drive and plugging it in, “ETA?”

“Twenty minutes.”

She turned on her heel, flagging down another operative, “When Bravo team arrives, have them
rendezvous with Agent Carter.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Boone nodded, looking down at her tablet as more information came from more of her sources. She
grimaced, her foot tapping incessantly as she tried to ignore the pain that was radiating from her
stitches.

“Agent Cavanaugh,” Ev’s voice came from behind her.

Her head flicked up, a smile instinctively curling to her face, “Hey, Ev. What’s up?”

Everett came around the corner, his suit jacket and tie long forgotten and his sleeves pushed up past
his elbows. He slowly made his way to her, his hands in his pockets, “I wanted to apologize. For
Moscow. I never got the chance and...I just...It wasn’t my call. I didn’t want to leave you.”

“It’s okay,” Boone smiled with a weak shrug, “I know.”

“And, thank you,” Ev continued, ignoring her, “For calling out Ross’ bullshit.”

“That was all Senator Johnson,” she said, holding her tablet to her chest as another round of messages
came through, “Turns out, he knows a helluva lot of loopholes.”

“Either way...thank you.”

“Anytime,” Boone smiled, backing away from him and into the hall, “You got this right? You don’t
need my help, Mr. Deputy Commander.”

“No, Cavanaugh,” he rolled his eyes, “I’ve got this.”

“Just making sure,” she shrugged again, “I don’t wanna have to keep doing your job.”

Everett clicked his tongue, waving her way, “Get outta here.”



Boone snickered, sliding back into operative and agent traffic as she briskly moved toward the office
they were keeping Bucky. She glanced back at her tablet, forwarding messages to other operatives
before looking up again and almost running into a person.

But not just any person.

“Montana,” Steve said, catching her slightly as she stumbled into him.

“New York!” Boone couldn’t help but grin, her eyes lighting up as she saw him, “Hi! I gotta go, bye!”

She tried to twirl out of his arms, looking back down at her tablet before being drawn back into his
chest.

“Nope. No. Stop. Slow down,” he tried again, spinning her to face him and leaning down to look her
in the eye, “Hi.”

Boone stopped, sheepishly looking up at him as he looked her over, “Hi.”

“You okay?” he asked, his hands placed on her waist to keep her in place as his eyes roved over her
face.

“I’m okay, I’m fine!” She nodded, squirming from his grasp and beginning to walk down the hall, “I
just gotta...I just talked to the President, that was a first. Nice fella. And now I gotta figure out where
Libra snuck off to...there's a high chance he's gonna murder Colonel Zemo. And, honestly, I don't
really wanna stop him. It would kinda be entertaining to watch. But! I gotta find Ghost and Barnes
cuz—”

Her words came out like rapid-fire shots as she listed off everything she had to do before he stopped
her again.

“Baby! Boone! Stop,” he said, stepping in front of her to stop her and shaking his head with a small
smile, “Slow down.”

“I can’t,” Boone whined, struggling against him even as he pulled her into a hug, “I told you I was
gonna fix this, New York. And I’m trying! I promise...I just gotta—”

“Montana,” he whispered, keeping her firmly against him, “Thank you.”

She stopped, taking a deep breath before relaxing into him. Laying her head against his chest, she
closed her eyes as he gently rubbed her back before pulling away from her.

Boone looked up, her brows furrowing as he looked her over and his eyes landed on her lips. One of
his hands coming to sneak around her neck, pulling her closer. She blinked, placing a hand on his
chest to stop him in his tracks as her head cocked to the side. Steve mirrored her look, looking her
over as though he’d hurt her before he spoke.

“Boone, can I kiss you?”

She gawked at him, her nose wrinkling, “Are you sure?”

Steve smirked, “For a genius, you’re fuckin’ dense, you know that? Yes. I’m sure.”

Boone snickered, allowing herself a short nod as Steve’s fingers wrapped around the back of her neck
and pulled her into him.



His lips connected with hers gently as he pulled her tighter against him but he didn’t dare deepen it
even when she melted against him. He pulled away from her after a moment and Boone couldn’t stop
the smile that curled to her face, or the blush that was fanning across her cheeks.

Until a series of ‘oh’s’ and ‘aw’s’ and a few whistles came in every direction surrounding them.

Boone winced as her operatives broke into applause and Raffa peeked his head out of an office.

“Get some, Cavanaugh!”

“It is about time!” Belov called, winking at her before disappearing into a throng of operatives.

“Next time—” Boone mumbled as Steve tugged her into his chest and she hid her face against him.

“Not in front of you coworkers,” Steve finished with a nod, “Noted.”

“And can we wait till my face gets better?”

He scoffed, smiling softly as he gently ran his thumb along her jawline, “Yeah.”

“Boone!” (F/N)’s masked voice came from around the corner. She was standing behind them with
Bucky at her side, “What did I say about flirting with Captain Rogers?”

“He started it!”

Bucky smirked, trying to hide his smile by looking at the ground.

(F/N) sighed, shaking her head, “Grab Libra, we’re moving out.”

Boone frowned, gently pushing away from Steve and following (F/N) down the hall as Bucky
returned to the office.

“What happened?”

“There’s five more Winter Soldiers out there,” she said lowly, “I’m taking the team. You stay here
with Barnes.”

“Got it.”

Bucky collapsed down into one of the chairs in the office, grabbing his coat off the desk and wrapping
it around himself before closing his eyes. There was still a sore throbbing in his head, one that
wouldn’t go away for a while even with pain meds.

And there was another throbbing, another voice.

— “You’re my mission.” —

He frowned, slowly massaging his temples as the door slid open.

“Sergeant Barnes?” a light voice drawled as a redhead peeked her head in, a twisted smile on her
bruised face as she took a slow step inside, “You have a minute?”

Bucky blinked, looking around the room before shrugging with a nod.



The redhead smiled, coming fully into the room with Steve on her tail. Bucky smirked, sending his
friend a knowing look before turning back to the woman.

“Hi, I’m Agent Boone Cavanaugh. Call me Boone,” she said, holding her hand out to him, “Ignore
the face, I know it’s bad.”

He nodded, taking her hand and shaking it lightly, “Bucky.”

Boone smiled, pointing at the chair next to him, “May I?”

“Please.”

“Okay, we’ve got a couple things to talk about,” she started, pulling her tablet into her lap and
scrolling quickly before looking up at him, “I’m going to assume Ghost briefed you on the Colonel
Zemo situation?”

He nodded, “Sokovian. Don’t know him.”

“Cool. He’s being extradited to Wakanda as we speak,” she said, looking up to him with oddly green
eyes, “Now, I've got some good news, some slightly not as great news, and some 'meh' news. Which
would you like first?”

“The last one.”

“You've been transferred from the Task Force to Aftermath care,” she spoke quickly, not breaking eye
contact with him, “You'll be taken to one of our bases and given a real psychological evaluation
there.”

Bucky’s face fell, glancing over to Steve in worry.

“It's okay.” Boone held up a hand, “I know the doctor personally. He'd never do anything to hurt you
and you can end the session whenever you want.”

“And the good news?”

“We're working on getting you a Presidential pardon,” she said, leaning back in her chair and crossing
one leg over the other, “I just got off the phone with the President and, now that we’ve worked things
out with the Wakandans, it's likely you’ll get it. Your service in World War Two and your situation
lends itself well to our case. And Senator Johnson is very persuasive. Which leads us to the not-as-
great news.”

“You’re saying it like it’s bad news.”

Boone shrugged, taking a deep breath before continuing and rubbing the back of her neck, “From
what I understand, you’re not going to be able to live on your own for a while. You’ll have your
choice between staying on an Aftermath base or with the Avengers. But you don’t have to make that
decision now.”

Bucky nodded, biting his cheek before looking back up at the woman, “How long? How long do I
have to stay with them?”

“I don’t know,” Boone said honestly before she turned to Steve, “We’ve got a jet landing now ready
to take him to one of our seaborne bases. You can come if you want.”



“If he wants,” Steve corrected, keeping his eyes on Bucky.

He sighed, looking down into the ground before he shook his head, “I’ll be okay. I think you’ve got
some things to take care of.”

Steve nodded looking back to Boone as she rose to her feet.

“There’s a jet waiting for you,” she said softly, holding out her hand, “Shall we?”
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A part of you broke with every word you read as you realized exactly what the book was you held in
your hands and you closed it with a shaky breath.

It was like his instruction manual. Something used to reset him, to bend him to Hydra’s will after
they’d broken him. But it had so much more in it as well, it detailed everything.

How to service his arm if needed. How to put him in his cryostasis chamber and how to bring him
out. How to wipe his memories. Everything.

You didn’t realize how badly you were shaking until Duke placed a steady hand on yours.

“(F/N),” he murmured, rubbing your wrist with his thumb, “Stop.”

“I shouldn’t have looked,” you said, gingerly tracing the star on the cover, “Now, I won’t forget.”

Duke sighed, gently rubbing your shoulder as you buried your head in your hands.

“We’re coming up on the facility,” he said softly, “It’s exactly where he said it was.”

You nodded, taking the book back in your hands and slipping it into a pack before slinging it over
your shoulder with your rifle.

“(F/N),” he said again, reaching for you as you moved to leave the Command Center, “You don’t have
to do this.”



“Yes, I do,” you mumbled, frowning at the floor, “Wraith knew about the words. This is what he was
talking about. This is what he wanted to get his hands on. I can’t let him. And I can’t take the chance
that he wouldn’t try and activate the other super-soldiers. It’s better if…”

You trailed off, shaking your head as the door opened, “It’s better if I just take care of it.”

“Then we’ll do it together,” Duke nodded, pushing himself to his feet and following you out into the
cabin where the rest of your team was waiting.

They were all there, save for Boone, Jesse, and Zac who had already taken Bucky to the Alliance.
Alpha Two sat patiently, looking up at you as silence flowed through the cabin.

You cleared your throat, wincing at the sound of your unmasked voice, “We get in. We get out. You
all move in pairs. Dugan, you’re with me. The rest of you spread out through the facility and place
your charges. I want to be out of there in thirty.”

“What about the soldiers?” Belov asked, looking at you tiredly.

The fact was they all looked tired, some more haggard than others.

“I’ll take care of them,” you said, your hand subconsciously finding its way to your pistol,
“According to Barnes’ intel and preliminary scans the facility has been empty for years after these
soldiers were scrapped. Still, I want you on your toes and watching each other’s back. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Let’s move,” you ordered, straightening and looking them over, one last time, “Artie, Gabe, stay with
the jet just in case there’s trouble.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The ramp lowered without another word as you turned on your heel and stepped down into the cold
Siberian landscape. A light dusting of snow met your feet as you stepped from Daedalus Two onto
rocky terrain. You took a deep breath, letting in the biting cold as it snapped through your hair and
sent soothing chills through your body. It was the first time in what seemed like weeks you’d gone
outside without your helmet.

Reaching up to your ear, you adjusted your earwig slightly before turning to Duke with a nod.

“Firewire, Trickster, move.”

Belov and Jack moved quickly toward the doors to the facility, their weapons drawn and fingers
inching towards the triggers.

You could barely see them, hidden in a craggy outcropping of rocks. As the two men moved, the rest
of your team fanned out behind them and you waited at the edge of the ramp.

They pulled out their Aftermath cards, tapping them three times to release a contained pulse that
would knock out any camera equipment in the area.

“Clear!”

You strode forward through the snow, watching as a soft flurry of snowflakes floated around you.



— “(F/N),” Bucky suddenly exclaimed, his eyes glued to the windows, “It’s snowing!” —

— You hummed in response as he leaped up from the table and pressed his hands against the panes of
glass, absolutely entranced. —

— Fluffy flakes danced from the sky, swirling around the house before floating to the ground. —

— “C’mon,” he promptly decided, holding out his hand as he pulled away from the window. —

— “What?” You raised an eyebrow, eyeing his hand before looking into his excited face. —

— “We’re going out,” he nodded his head to the front door. —

— “Barnes, it’s cold.” —

— “So?” —

Shaking away Bucky’s voice you pulled the red book from your bag, quickly flipping through it as
Duke used the stock of his rifle to break the ice on a control panel on one of the doors. You licked
your lips, scanning through the pages until you found the code you were looking for.

Duke snapped open the lid of the control panel, holding it open as you punched in the code and your
team readied themselves in front of the doors.

They flinched as a rumble echoed deep behind the doors, jumping back as ice cracked before the
doors slowly swung open.

“We need lights?” you asked, looking around the corner.

Duke shook his head, “We are the lights. Athena, light it up.”

With that, your entire team’s suits ignited in a rainbow of colors.

“Very inconspicuous.”

“It’s supposed to be empty,” he shrugged, “Let’s move.”

Belov and Jack went first, followed by Ari and Raffa, then Dorian and Duke, and lastly you.

You weren’t used to taking up the rear but Duke insisted. He wanted to keep you safe, keep you from
doing something brash. But he also knew you would anyway.

Your soldiers dispersed through the hall, moving quickly with their shoulders hunched and their rifles
up.

“I’ve got a generator!” Jack called, his back against a wall, “Permission to turn on the lights,
Captain?”

“Granted.”

Jack turned into the room as Belov watched his back. A few seconds later dim, flickering lights
stuttered awake.

“Keep communications open and clear,” you said, walking with Duke as you came upon an elevator,
“Never leave each other’s side and get the job done. If there’s trouble, abort.”



“Aye, aye, Captain.”

You and Duke stepped into the elevator, he punched the button for the bottom floor before turning to
you as the elevator whirred downward.

He opened his mouth to speak but his words were caught in his throat.

“I’m fine,” you said, leaning against the elevator and swinging your rifle into your hands.

“I never said you weren’t.”

“You thought it, though.”

Duke smirked, shaking his head before he sighed, “You have that look in your eye again.”

“I don’t have a look.”

— “You remember when you came home on leave with Danny? Introduced him to all of New Eden for
the first time?” Duke asked. You nodded. He clicked his tongue, leaning against the wall and
knocking his head against it, “You had that look when you came back. You were....feral. It was in your
eyes. Over the years, it’s faded. But since you came back from London, it came back. And it’s worse.”
—

“Yes, you do,” he mumbled, flinching as the elevator came to a stop and he reached down to open the
guard.

“If you don’t wanna see this, you can go, Duke,” you said softly, grabbing his shoulder, “Go with
Jack. I’ll be fine.”

“I ain’t leavin’ you.”

You took a deep breath, a sad smile playing on your face as you nodded before sweeping past him
down the hall.

It was quiet, the hum of old electricity and your footsteps echoing the only breath of life this place
had seen in years. Thick concrete walls had layers of dust and, had it not been freezing outside, you
were sure there would have been cobwebs everywhere.

You climbed up a set of stairs, flinching around as shadows played around you before moving toward
another set of double doors at the end of the hall. Pausing, you looked them over.

They were built just like the rest of the facility, thick and durable. Built to withstand anything that was
thrown at it. But, unlike the rest of the facility which had mostly been blank, these doors had bright
red stars painted on pale metal.

They matched the book’s cover.

They matched Bucky’s arm.

You frowned, reaching forward to swing the doors open and your jaw dropped as you did.

A chair—the chair—sat in the middle of the room. It was sunk down into the floor and, even after
years of unuse, it looked like it was ready to go.



— “No,” you whimpered, for the first time in years you were absolutely helpless. —

— Bucky’s chest began to heave as the machine lowered itself to cover his face. —

— “No,” you ordered, your voice gaining more power as anger began to bubble up, “Stop it. Merek,
don’t hurt him.” —

You tore your gaze away from the thing, looking over the room as orange light pooled from five
containers surrounding the machine. Wispy fog fell from coolant hoses, keeping their contents
completely frozen and forcing a still eeriness through the room.

“My god,” Duke croaked, his eyes wide as he took in the room. His eyes flicked along the cryostasis
chambers before they landed on the chair. He swallowed, nodding to it, “Is that?”

“Yes.” You stepped forward into the room, your jaw clenching as you drifted past the chair.

“Did he ever use it on you?” Duke’s words fell painfully from his lips before he could stop it.

You turned, just in time to see his eyes start to water as he looked away from it. He took a deep
breath, making eye contact with you when you didn’t answer.

“(F/N),” he repeated, forcing his voice to be stern, “Did he use it on you?”

You licked your lips, bowing your head with a shake, “I don’t remember.”

“(F/N)—”

“It’s the truth, Duke,” you said, shrugging lightly, “I don’t remember much of it, except the pain and
the darkness and...him.”

“Him? Novak?”

“The Soldier.”

Bucky groaned, cracking open an eye as a beam of sunlight shimmered through the window of his
cabin. He stretched, kicking off the sheets as he did before rolling out of bed. A real bed. Not the half-
assed mattress he’d been sleeping on in Bucharest or the thin bedroll he’d hauled around with him. A
real bed.

Despite the circumstances, it was nice.

A sigh left his throat as his feet hit the floor and he pushed off the bed, rolling sore shoulders and
walking toward the window. Miles upon miles of ocean and crashing waves against the side of the
ship was all he could see, other than that there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

He’d been on the USS: Alliance for a little less than two days and he already felt at home. Between
Agent Cavanaugh constantly checking in on him and Steve calling him five times a day, they made
sure he was doing okay.

And he was.

There was no need to hide anymore. Every operative on the Alliance knew who he was but they
didn’t treat him like a monster or a criminal or an asset. They treated him as one of their own.



He was allowed to wander the upper decks freely, something he hadn’t chosen to do on his own yet
but what Agent Cavanaugh had insisted he do at least twice a day. The lower decks were off-limits.
Home to Aftermath training areas and labs and secrets he didn’t want to know.

And he was okay with that.

The less trouble he got into, the faster he could get out of there and move on with whatever the
government wanted him to do. Then, he could go home.

Bucky paused, slipping a shirt over his head and resisting the urge to fall back into his bed.

Home.

(F/N).

She was probably worried sick.

He knew she was probably following the news just like he and Amma had during Ultron’s attack on
Sokovia. And he was probably dropped from the headlines as Zemo was charged for the bombing.

Which probably scared her more.

Bucky’s eyes flicked to the door as it slid open and Agent Cavanaugh slipped inside.

“Good morning, sleeping beauty,” she called, a cat-like smile on her face as she set her hands on her
hips, “You down for breakfast?”

“You always this chipper in the morning?”

She scoffed, shaking her head and glancing out the window, “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon, sweet
cheeks.”

Bucky blinked, swinging to his desk to check the time. She was right.

“Figured you needed your beauty sleep,” she hummed, stepping back out of his cabin and nodding for
him to follow her, “C’mon. Let’s go.”

He chuckled, snatching his picture of (F/N) from his desk before grabbing a sweatshirt from his closet
and shoving his feet into a pair of shoes.

The Alliance was bustling as he ducked into the hall, so much so he was having trouble keeping up
with Cavanaugh as she moved through the deck.

“How’d you sleep?” she called over her shoulder, “Better than the other night?”

He nodded, “Better. I think I settled in a bit.”

“Good,” she said, hopping into an elevator and tugging him with her before the doors closed, “I’ve
got you an appointment with Dr. Lee, it’s a few days from now.”

“Great,” he mumbled, trying to make himself as small as possible in the elevator.

“Relax,” Boone smiled, casting him a wink, “You’ll be fine. He’s an easy guy to talk to.”

“You see him?”



“All the time,” she nodded, “Aftermath operatives are required to have mental health checks yearly
and after particularly grueling missions. I have Stan on speed dial.”

Bucky hummed to himself, instinctively reaching for (F/N)’s picture and rubbing it with his thumb as
the elevator doors swept open. Boone led him through another mess of hallways before arriving at
their dining hall. It was practically empty, the dead time between lunch and dinner.

Agent Cavanaugh smiled at one of the workers there, waving slightly as she swung into a booth
overlooking the ocean, “I already took the liberty of ordering you breakfast. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No.” He shook his head, looking out over the ocean, “Thank you.”

The sun glistened off of rolling waves and he could just see the flight deck where Daedalus and
fighter jets were coming and going.

“So,” Boone hummed, pulling his attention to her. She nodded at the picture in his fingers, “Who’s
your girl?”

Bucky cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes at the smile on her face, “You already know
that.”

She quirked a brow, leaning back in her chair, “I know her name. I know she’s kept you hidden for
ages. I know she’s cute as hell. I know, if she was single, I’d date her.”

It was Bucky’s turn to raise a brow as he flicked away the photo into his pocket and leaned forward to
prop his elbows on the table. He studied her for a second, smirking slightly as he changed the subject
with a mischievous glint in his eye, “So, you and Stevie, huh?”

“Oh, don’t start with me, sweet cheeks.” Boone clicked her tongue with a croon, bouncing forward to
the edge of her seat with a grin, “I am getting shit from everyone here.”

“I’m not judging,” Bucky chuckled, raising his hands, “It’s cute.”

“You know, you are surprisingly relaxed,” she said, “I thought it’d take ages for me to get you out of
your room.”

“I…” Bucky trailed off, leaning back in his chair and knocking his head against it, “It’s a lot of work.
To stay off the grid, to keep yourself hidden, to always be on the move. I guess this…”

He gestured around himself, looking over the ship, “I guess this is probably the best thing that could
have happened. Is it the greatest? No. Do I wish I was home instead of here? Yes. But if I come out of
this, without ever having to hide again...if I can go home to (F/N) and not worry about somebody
coming to take me away or something terrible happening to her...I’ll take it.”

“You love her?”

Bucky blinked, looking over the woman in front of him before nodding, “I should never have left
her.”

Boone nodded, smiling lightly as their food was delivered. Breakfast for him, a salad for her. The
table went quiet as she began eating and he picked at his plate.

— “I’m gonna kill you,” Bucky growled from across the yard, his eyes glaring into (F/N) as he
marched toward her. —



— “No, you’re not,” she drawled with a small smile. —

— “I hate your guts,” he nodded, still stepping toward her. —

— “No, you don’t,” she rolled her eyes and slipped her duffel bag off her shoulder, letting it drop to
the ground with a thump, “You love me.” —

— He cocked his head to the side, raising his brows before nodding slightly, “I tolerate you.” —

Bucky cleared his throat, biting his lip as he looked to Agent Cavanaugh, “Can I ask you a favor?”

“Whatcha got, sweet cheeks?”

“Can I borrow your phone?”

You looked over the room, leaning against the far wall as Duke rigged charges to all the sweet spots
he’d mapped out. You took a deep breath, forcing your gaze to stay off the chambers surrounding you
and the chair in the pit in front of you.

A sick feeling churned in your stomach when you looked at them.

Bucky had been in that chair. Bucky had helped train these soldiers. They were supposed to replace
him and when they failed, they’d been left here. Discarded like broken toys.

A crackle came from your earpiece, making you wince as a voice came through.

“Head’s up, kid,” Boone whispered, “Barnes is calling you from my phone. Act surprised.”

Duke glanced at you and you nodded at him, “Stay.”

You pushed off the wall, pacing past the soldiers and the chair and coercing a smile to your face.

“Patch him through.”

You took a deep breath, closing your eyes and leaning against the railing overlooking the chair before
you tapped your earpiece, “Hello?”

It was quiet on the other end of the line and even though you knew he was there, it was almost enough
to kill you.

“Hey, doll,” his deep voice rumbled in your ear, making a soft smile curl to your lips.

The sound of his voice was enough to pull you off the edge, even if it was just for a moment.

“James?” you asked, feigning panic and worry, even if you knew exactly where he was, “I saw what
happened on the news, are you okay? Are you hurt? What’s going on?”

“I’m okay. I’m fine,” he said, “I just...I wanted to hear your voice.”

You allowed a chuckle, even as your heart ached. You wanted nothing more than to leave this damned
building and fly to him. You’d steal the fuckin’ jet right out from under Alpha Two if you had to, just
to see him.

But you couldn’t.



“You scared me, Buck,” you whispered softly, your eyes beginning to water as you tried to hold your
composure, “I—I thought I lost you.”

“I thought I lost you too.”

“Where are you?” you asked, nodding to Duke as he finished rigging explosives and stood by for your
orders.

“Figuring things out.”

You scoffed, shaking your head, “That’s not an answer, Soldier Boy.”

His nickname slipped off your tongue so easily and there was a pause on his end. You could hear a
soft chuckle.

“What?”

“Say that again,” he murmured, “Call me that again. Please.”

“I’ve missed you, Soldier Boy.” Your voice cracked as you sniffled, wiping a wayward tear as it fell
to your cheek, “I’ve missed you so, so, so much.”

“Baby, please don’t cry,” Bucky said, hearing your words break as you spoke, “I’m sorry. I’m so
sorry.”

“You’re okay, right?” you asked, trying to get a grip on yourself.

“I’m okay,” he said slowly, “Well, I’ve been better. But I’ve also been worse so...yeah.”

Bucky trailed off, thinking for a moment before speaking again and changing the subject, “How’s
New Eden?”

You blinked, wiping your nose and glancing around you.

“It is...surprisingly cold today,” you started with a shrug before gesturing to Duke, “Duke's here. He
came down with a few friends when he heard about the bombing in Vienna. He’s worried about you
too. Amma’s been worried sick about you too, I don’t think she’s slept at all this week. Come to think
of it, neither have I.”

You paused, catching your breath and listening to him. There was only a little noise in the
background, a few voices here and there.

“Bucky, where are you?”

“Safe.”

“Soldier Boy,” you said, your voice turning stern, “That’s still not an answer.”

“Easy, doll,” he chuckled, his laugh warming your ears, “I’m...gonna stay with Steve for a while until
we work things out. Then I’mma come home.”

“Home?”

“To you.”



You flushed, a scoffed smile springing to your face, “James—”

“Listen, baby,” he said suddenly, pausing as he listened to someone on his end of the line, “I gotta
go. I’ll keep in touch, okay?”

You sighed, your smile falling, “Okay.”

“(F/N)?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

You blinked as the line went dead, tapping your earpiece to return to the silence of the facility, “I love
you too.”

Sniffling, you wiped your nose again as you looked to Duke, “Are you ready?”

“Yup.”

“Leave me,” you said, reaching to your side and pulling your pistol. You slid out the magazine,
popping out bullet after bullet until you only had six left. Snapping the magazine back in, you cracked
the slide to chamber a round.

“(F/N),” Duke tried, stepping toward you as you eyed the soldiers, “You don’t have to do this. We can
just—”

“Blow the facility and hope they’re caught in the blast?” you asked, “If there’s anything I’ve learned
over the years it’s: if you wanna make sure somethin’ dies, you shoot it, make sure it’s dead, then you
blow it to hell.”

— “You’re not the same person you were in Paris or Tokyo, or wherever the hell you all went,” Duke
said quickly, “You’ve evolved over the years. You’re a completely new person. But ever since Senator
Johnson made you put that damn helmet back on, you’ve got that look again. All I can see is Ghost.
And I won’t pretend like it’s not terrifying to see you like this, (F/N).” —

“(F/N)—”

“Duke,” you warned for the last time, flicking off the safety and moving to stand in front of the first
chamber, “Out. Check the others. Make sure they’re ready. We’re blowing this place when I’m done
here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Duke bowed his head, ducking from the room and closing the doors behind him. You waited a
moment, waiting for his retreating footsteps to fade entirely before you turned to the chambers.

You fired five easy shots without thinking, the glass of the chambers shattering as you did and then
you turned to the chair and fired a single shot into the computer at the side of it. Destroying it
completely.

— “No,” you shook your head, eyes burning into Duke, “Ghost is me and I am Ghost.” —



You shook your head, holstering your pistol and turning toward the doors. You threw them open,
striding down the hall to the elevator and stepping inside.

— “You are perfection, a Goddess of War.” —

The elevator hummed to life, carrying you through the facility before stopping on the top floor and
you slid out.

— A killer. An assassin. An asset. —

You marched down the hall, finding your entire team waiting for you. They let you pass by before
flanking you through the rest of the building, their footsteps sounding in unison.

— “Why does it feel like I just made a deal with the devil.” —

— “You didn’t. I did.” —

Stepping back into the cold Siberian air you took a breath, sighing as the cool fresh wind filled your
lungs and took away the dark, dusty air that had lay stagnant in the facility for years.

— “You are perfection, a Goddess of War.” —

You turned back to the facility as you returned to the jet, nodding to Duke. He nodded back, waiting
until all of your team was gathered around you before pulling a detonator from his pocket and
pressing the button.

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of
distant rumbling. —

The ground started to shake, plumes of smoke rose from inside the building and leeched out of the
doors.

— “Death,” you nodded to the corpse of a guard beside you. —

The ground began to cave in on itself, rocks tumbled down from the hill the facility was hidden in.

— “Destruction,” you waved your arms wickedly around you. —

Flames burst from the building as it collapsed fully. Smoke curled into the air as zaps of electricity
burst through broken power lines.

— “Your move,” you grinned, diving through a doorway before it was blocked by falling debris. —

You waited, watching the flames before marching forward. You pulled the red notebook from your
bag, tearing out pages as you watched the tower of flames grow taller and taller. A breath hissed
through your throat as it tightened and you began tossing pages into the flames, watching them turn
brown, then black, before they faded to nothing.

You didn’t stop until all the pages were gone and you were only left with the cover. Tapping it in your
hands, you watched the last of the paper burn before turning on your heel.

“Alpha Two, let’s move,” you snapped, shoving the cover into your bag and marching past Duke.



He grabbed your arm, stopping you as snow began to swirl and the rest of the team retreated inside
Daedalus Two, “You good?”

You took a deep breath, nodding slightly as you looked him in the eye, “Let’s go home. It’s over.”

Chapter End Notes

OMG, did you make it? Oh, wow, you did! That was a fuckin' doozy wasn't it? Didn't go the way
you thought it was did it? Heheheheh, surprise? Here, have a gif of Bucky smiling to make up
for it 😬
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Hey, y'all! Darke here!

I just wanna say that, as we round out this year, I am so happy to have made so many wonderful
friends and have gone on so many wonderful adventures with you! Having said that, I would like

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


to announce that I will be going on break starting now! I'll be taking the entire month of
December off and possibly part of January. I've made more progress on BS:A this year than I
have any other year, and I'm gonna treat myself to a break. Having said that, I've got a lot of
things going on over on Tumblr including

The Soldier and The Spy
Aftermath Single Shot : La Vie en Rose
Aftermath Shorts : Girls Night || Surprise! || Dance with Me?
Scripting Afermath : Disaster in the Desert || Killin' it in Colombia || Murder in Moscow ||
Lover's Lane

Aight, that's about everything! Happy Holidays everybody! I'll see y'all in the new year!

🖤🖤🖤 Darke
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Flashback : The Merchant of Death

Chapter Summary

Danny frowned, leaning against the wall, “You don’t think it’s Davies, do you?”

Weston shook his head, glancing at you, “I told you, something is going on here. This goes
deeper than anything we’ve ever seen.”

You swallowed, nodding solemnly at the man before moving to sit at the table that had been
pushed to the corner of his room. Forcing yourself to relax back, you nodded as Weston handed
you a glass before turning to hand Danny one too.

“Paris and Tokyo were tied together by the bioweapon.” Danny swirled his glass, his eyes
quickly flicked across the paper before looking back up at Weston, not noticing the look that
crossed your face, “We’ve got an increase of weapons movement ever since—”

“—Colombia,” Weston snapped, bringing you out of your head as you took a sip of your drink,
“I think we set off a chain reaction when we took down Serpiente Blanca. A weapons supplier
went down and now everyone's coming out of the woodwork for a paycheck.”

“Los sacamos de las sombras,” Danny muttered with a nod, “This 'Merchant of Death', you have
no idea who he is?”

 

We forced them from the shadows.

Chapter Notes

Heyyyyyyyyy!!! Hellooooooo! How areeeeee youuuuuuu???? It's been a hot minute since I seen
y'all. How y'all doin? How's your new year so far? Good? Goooooooddd.

You know how I said I was gonna take a break? I dunno if you noticed but I kinda lied...

I had a Holiday special I released during December. It's a five part series called ⧗ THE RED
ROOM ⧗ That's right! The Aftermath version of Black Widow (2021) ft. Boone and Belov! It
takes place right after Chapter 59.

AAAAANNNNDDDD if you haven't noticed, Season 2 of The Soldier & The Spy went live last
weekend with a two chapter season opening! The Pilot and The Medic

Also, I've revamped the Aftermath Timeline, it's linked below so go check it out!

I am so excited to be back and I can't wait to get back into the swing of things! Even though I
didn't take the break I said I was gonna, it did take me a minute to get back into writing for
Aftermath so...this chapter is a little clunkier than I was hoping it would be but, either way...
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Welcome back! Happy 2022! Let's do this!
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Chapter 5 // Flashback : Aerocell

Chapter 9 // Flashback : Cocaine and Corona

Chapter 13 // Flashback : Crimson Octopi

Chapter 19 // Flashback : Under Paris Skies

Chapter 29 // Flashback : Midnight in Paris

Chapter 31 // Flashback : The Phantom of Paris

Chapter 35 // Flashback : There's a Ghost in Tokyo

Chapter 42 // Flashback : Haunting Tokyo

Chapter 49 // Flashback : The Devil in Dubai

Chapter 55 // Flashback : Seven Targets, Seven Kills

See the end of the chapter for more notes
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No one acts more foolishly than a wise man in love. 

The plane hummed underneath you, the soothing white noise about to lull you back to sleep when the
craft lurched. You cracked open an eye, hissing at the light that was coming from underneath the
window and the faint blur of a runway passing by. Another groan came, this time from underneath
you as Danny adjusted himself and pulled you against him. 

You closed your eyes, nuzzling into his chest and humming slightly. 

He’d taken the window seat for the sole purpose of being your pillow for the entirety of your journey
and it was great. Danny held you against him the whole time, not allowing you to be jostled by
turbulence or annoyed by the other passengers, a single glare from him could silence a baby. 

It was hilarious. 

“Mi amor,” he murmured, placing a light kiss against your temple, “It’s time to go.”

“Five more minutes.”

He chuckled, “I swear you could sleep through a hurricane.”



Danny shook your shoulder, bouncing you off of him until you sat up on your own and unbuckled
your seatbelt. 

“Do we have to?” you asked with a groan, rubbing your eyes as you pushed yourself out of your seat
and grabbed your duffle bag out from the overhead bin. 

“Yes.”

Rolling your eyes you swung your bag over your shoulder, purposefully smacking him before you
quickly walked through the plane to avoid his wrath. 

“Mi amor,” he growled, grabbing his bag down before striding after you, “Trae tu trasero aquí.” Get
your ass back here.

You grinned, hopping through the crowd of people and out of the plane before he could get to you. A
sudden sigh left your throat as you stepped onto the outdoor airport. A bright sun glimmered above
you, cool air hit you like a ton of bricks and you pulled a hoodie from your bag before slipping it on. 

Danny’s hand slid into yours, squeezing it before leading you toward a parking garage across the way.
He pulled you against him, his hand leaving yours as his arm curled around your shoulders. 

“I left a car around here somewhere,” he hummed, his eyes dancing along the parking garage as the
two of you swept into it, “Ah, there it is.”

A tan Land Rover was parked inconspicuously in the corner of the garage, waiting for the two of you. 

“Driving!” you called, slipping out of Danny’s grasp and jogging toward the vehicle. Danny laughed,
shaking his head as you slammed against the car and jiggled the handle. A pout stretched across your
face at the locked door and Danny jingled the keys behind you. You stretched out your arm, wiggling
your fingers at him, “Gimme, please?”

Danny scoffed, hiding the keys behind his back with a grin. He reached up, thumbing your jutting
bottom lip before both his hand fell to your hips and he pulled you into him, “Come here.”

“What are you doing?” you asked, cocking your head to the side as he pulled you into a hug. 

“Loving you, obviously.” Danny rolled his eyes, “¿Es eso un problema?” Is that a problem?

“No.” you sighed, wrapping your arms around the back of his neck and pulling yourself against him,
“I love you.”

He smiled, placing a kiss on your temple and holding you for a moment more before he pulled away,
“Te amo.” I love you.

Patting your hips he whirled around the vehicle and tossed the keys over his shoulder. You caught
them with a grin, twirling them through your fingers before diving into the car. You slipped the keys
into the ignition, relaxing back as you turned over the engine and began pulling out of the parking
garage. 

The two of you took off into the streets of Tehran. You hummed to yourself, slipping through traffic
as Danny leaned forward and snapped open the glove box. He pulled out a packet of papers, flicking
quickly through them. 

“What do you got?”



He groaned slightly, running a hand through his hair, “Un desastre.” A mess.

“That bad, huh?”

“Dubai was a bust.” Danny shrugged, “And the Seven were a dead-end…literally.”

“Some of my finest work, if I do say so myself,” you hummed with a smirk.

“Trabajo sexy, también.” Sexy work, too. 

You rolled your eyes as his hand landed on your thigh and he patted it gently. Danny kept it there as
he set a map on the dash and you glanced at it with a nod before swerving down a side street. 

“The Seven are…out of the way.” You pursed your lips, narrowing your eyes, “But, the Merchant of
Death. Weston doesn’t know who it is, does he?”

“He has a bad feeling about Davies,” Danny said, relaxing back and curling his fingers on your thigh,
“Some of his private contractors have been stockpiling weapons in the city. They ferry them out to
different people throughout the region.”

“Great.”

“We found their home base, where they ship everything out. But they got that thing locked down like
Fort Knox.”

“Even better.”

Danny scoffed, his hand sliding to your knee, “Commander wanted to you with us when we infiltrate
and take down. Somethin' about 'your crazy really rounds us out' and 'it's just not the same without
you'.”

You rolled your eyes, “He did not say that.”

“Swear to god, he did,” Danny nodded, as sincerely as he could, “I was just as shocked.”

“Cabrón.” Dumbass. 

“Y te encanta.” And you love it.

“Verdadero.” True. You crooned, winking at him and placing your hand on his as it traveled back up
your thigh, “What’s the plan?”

Danny shrugged, grinning as his hand traveled further up your leg and you stiffened, “Tengo algunas
ideas, mi amor…” I’ve got a few ideas…

“Daniel,” you warned him, raising a brow. 

“Hmm?”

“Behave,” you said, aggressively turning down another road trying to knock him away from you.
Instead, a chuckle came from him and his grip tightened as he leaned into your ear. 

“We’re not gonna have alone time for a while,” he murmured, nuzzling his nose against your cheek,
“Pull over.”



“You’re gonna get us in trouble.”

You sighed, stretching slightly as you stepped from the car and looked over the safehouse Weston had
acquired for this mission. It was a traditional-looking house on the outskirts of town, elegant
archways and intricate windows covered the sand-colored exterior but it was the figure on the balcony
above you that caught your eye. 

Commander Weston was leaning against the railing, smoke tendrils pluming from his nose as he
watched you and Danny enter the house. You nodded to him, pulling your duffle bag against your side
before disappearing into the interior. 

Colorful tiled walls met your gaze and a light breeze drifted through the main living space through the
open windows. Ornate rugs overlapped the light tile floors that led deeper into the house toward the
two men waiting there for you. 

“Ah,” Turner’s voice came from the couch as he noticed the two of you. He lounged back, nodding to
Danny before turning to you, “The fearless warrior returns. How you doin’, baby?”

“Fantastic,” you shrugged, “You?”

“Tehran is beautiful this time of year,” he said, settling back against the couch with half-lidded eyes. 

“He’s hardly ever left the hot tub,” Oliver muttered, typing away at his computer in the corner of the
room. 

“Oh,” you hummed, dropping your bag before moving to perch on the coffee table next to him,
“Livin’ it up, hm?”

“Somethin’ like that.” Turner clicked his tongue with a shake of his head, “When we’re not chasing
shadows.”

“They’re that slippery?”

“You have no idea,” Ollie said, leaning back to look at you, “They stay clammed up in their building.
Security's tight. Shipments are in the middle of the night and they twist and turn so often it's almost
impossible to keep up with them.”

“Great.” Danny rolled his eyes before he paused, nodding as the Commander walked slowly down the
stairs into the room, “Sir.”

You followed his gaze, licking your lips nervously as he approached you, “Sir.”

“You’re late,” he said, continuing to puff on his cigar before stopping in front of you and holding out
his hand. You reached into your pocket, taking out the seven brass shells he’d given you for your
mission. They jingled in your hand as you gathered them and set them gingerly in his hand.

You swore a slight smirk twitched to his face as he worked them through his fingers. Weston turned
his back to you, striding toward a shelf. He placed each spent bullet there, counting them as he did
before he turned back to you, “Good work, Lieutenant. I assume SHIELD didn’t give you too much
trouble.”

“Nothing I couldn’t take care of, sir,” you nodded, glancing to Danny before adding, “Thank you for
sending Gonzalez, he was—”



“Invaluable? Indisposable? Instrumental in the completion of your mission?” Danny asked, quirking a
brow and snickering at the look on your face, “Thank you, mi amor. I know.”

“Shut up.”

Weston shook his head, taking another drag from his cigar, “Lieutenant, Captain, come with me.”

You jumped up, following the Commander as he led you back up the stairs and further into the house.
The stairway was narrow and dark, a surprising contrast from the downstairs area. Danny’s hands
landed on your hips again, carefully keeping out of view of Weston’s stern gaze before the three of
you slipped into his room. 

“What do you got for us, Commander?” you asked, swatting away Danny’s hands before Weston
could see, “Gonzalez mentioned Davies is at it again.”

“The Merchant of Death is at it again,” Weston clarified, pulling a bottle of whiskey from a cabinet
and holding three glasses between his fingers, “We haven’t confirmed it’s Davies.”

Danny frowned, leaning against the wall, “You don’t think it’s Davies, do you?”

Weston shook his head, glancing at you, “I told you, something is going on here. This goes deeper
than anything we’ve ever seen.”

— “Something is going on, (F/N).” He downed his drink in a single gulp, slamming down the glass
on the table next to you. You flinched into your glass, hiding it by taking a quick swig. —

— “Sir?” —

— “Kabul, Cartagena, Paris, Tokyo, here...it’s all connected somehow.” he lowered his voice, staring
directly into your eyes as your heart stalled, “We have to contain this.” —

You swallowed, nodding solemnly at the man before moving to sit at the table that had been pushed to
the corner of his room. Forcing yourself to relax back, you nodded as Weston handed you a glass
before turning to hand Danny one too. 

“Paris and Tokyo were tied together by the bioweapon.” Danny swirled his glass, looking over a map
that was spread out across the table you were at. His eyes quickly flicked across the paper before
looking back up at Weston, not noticing the look that crossed your face, “We’ve got an increase of
weapons movement ever since—”

— You backed away, retreating into the sea of people but keeping an eye on the men at the table.
Though you couldn’t see Klaue, you could see the other and your heart dropped instantly. —

— Business Suit Man. —

— In all his glory. The slicked back, greying hair. The hooked nose with glasses balancing on the tip.
And the perfectly tailored, grey business suit. —

“—Colombia,” Weston snapped, bringing you out of your head as you took a sip of your drink, “I
think we set off a chain reaction when we took down Las Serpiente Blanca. A weapons supplier went
down and now everyone's coming out of the woodwork for a paycheck. They want to take their
place.”



“Los sacamos de las sombras,” Danny muttered with a nod, “This 'Merchant of Death', you have no
idea who he is?”

We forced them from the shadows.

“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Weston said, striding across the room to Danny’s side, “We’ve
been tracking Davies’ shipments and Walsh thinks he has their schedule figured out.”

“Ollie thinks or he knows ?” you asked, hopping to your feet to look over another map Weston spread
out across the table.

“You know the little shit, he’s too scared of me to give me a definitive answer,” Weston shrugged,
taking one final drag of his cigar before flicking it into an ashtray and returning his gaze to the map.
He pointed to a section of the city, tapping his finger against a building, “They’re leaving here at 1900
—”

“Just after sunset,” Danny said, raising a brow as he mentally began to trace a route through the
streets, “During rush hour.”

“They don’t go that far.” The Commander nodded, sliding his finger toward the shipping district,
“They load the goods onto the train and disappear into the night.”

“You want us to infiltrate the train?” you asked, your eyes following Danny’s hands as they slid
across the map. 

“No,” Weston shook his head, “We know where the caravan goes. We know where the train goes. We
need to find out where this shit is coming from.”

Danny nodded, grabbing a pencil from the table and marking out a few routes, “You want us to collect
samples. Something we can compare to what’s on the market now.”

“Wait,” you said, your brows furrowing, “You don’t know where it’s coming from? How does it end
up in the city?”

“Private cargo planes,” Danny answered simply, “No manifests. No known origin. They come from
private airstrips and just appear here.”

“Great,” you sighed, plopping back down in your chair. 

“We can’t wait for them at the train. If we don’t get into the cars fast enough after they’ve loaded the
cargo, they’ll take off with us in it and we’ll end up in deep shit,” Danny continued, ignoring you as
he sipped the rest of his drink. His gaze shifted back to the building where they were stockpiling the
weapons and he flipped through a few photos Johnson had taken of the convoy, “We can enter here,
before their caravan leaves. Their eastern edge is under-protected. We sneak in here. Walsh, Johnson,
and (L/N) will enter the last truck. Commander, you and I will sneak ahead to the lead.”

He paused, noticing the look on your face when he said ‘last truck’. It was the easiest one to get into,
the one with the smallest amount of risk while the lead truck was constantly swarmed with guards.
You opened your mouth to argue with him before he cut you off.

“Don’t start with me,” he warned, “I need you watching both the boys' back while Walsh takes a look
at the weapons.”



Weston nodded, “See if he can get photos of them from all angles. If they’re light enough, grab a few
for analysis.”

You sighed, folding your arms over your chest with a stiff nod. 

“Mi amor,” Danny said, mirroring your look, “You know I love you with all my heart—”

“Stop.” you cut him off with a wave of your hand, “I’ll behave. Just for you.”

“What am I? Chopped liver?” Weston asked, rolling his eyes with a grumble, “Go suit up. We’re
rolling out in a few hours.”

You nodded as Danny straightened.

“You mind if I take this, sir?” he asked, tapping his finger against the map, “I want to work out a few
more escape routes.”

“All yours.”

Danny nodded, rolling the map up and shoving it under his arm before helping you out of your chair. 

The two of you left Weston’s room, bringing with you a cloud of smoke into the hallway before you
shoved the door closed. 

“Go to the room,” Danny murmured in your ear, nodding down the hall, “I’ll bring our bags, I just
gotta talk to Johnson a minute.”

You nodded, waltzing down the hall before swinging into Danny’s bedroom and he disappeared back
down the stairs. 

— From the back of the transport, exited an older-looking man. He had salt and pepper hair along
with glasses slid down the end of his nose, he was wearing a grey business suit. —

— He was wearing a grey business suit with a dark grey tie. Thick-framed, square glasses hung
precariously off the end of his long vulture-like nose. Black and white hair was slicked back into curls
at the nape of his neck. —

— “Now the real question is,” Business Suit Man said, as you stood, “How many are going to end up
dead because of you?” —

— Business Suit Man glared at his bodyguards and, with unspoken words, stood quickly. The men
surrounding him fell silent and he spun around, his eyes landing directly to you. —

— “Hello there,” he cooed, cocking his head to the side as he adjusted his glasses. —

You flinched awake, finding yourself tangled in Danny’s bedsheets as Business Suit Man’s voice
swirled through your head. Struggling for a second to free yourself from the light blankets, you gave
up with a huff and fell back on the bed. You threw an arm over your eyes, groaning as you finally
kicked away the sheets. 

Maybe it was time. 

You should tell them. You should tell him. 



The Man in Grey had followed you all around the world, who was to say he wasn’t behind this too? It
was too much of a coincidence to see him in Dubai with the rest of the weapons dealers. He had to be
connected to them somehow. 

Who was he?

A threat. That’s what he was. That’s all that he was. One that you needed to take out the next time you
saw him. Orders be damned. You were taking him out if it was the last thing you did.

But you should at least tell him…

— “And what do we call anyone that gets close to you?” —

— “A security risk, sir.” —

— “And what do we do with security risks?” —

— “Eliminate them, sir.” —

— “And if we don’t?” —

— “Then I’m the security risk, sir.” —

— “And what do we do with security risks, Lieutenant?” —

— “Eliminate them, sir.” —

You sighed, rolling to your stomach to bury your head into a pillow as light spilled in from the
window.

Or, you could just keep it to yourself. And take care of it yourself. 

You flinched as the bed dipped and an arm wrapped around your waist, the familiar smell of Danny’s
cologne filled your nostrils as you picked your face up out of the pillow. He groaned, pulling you back
into him as he joined you on the bed, flipping the covers over the top of you. 

Danny nuzzled against your neck, both his arms around your waist now and holding you fast against
him.

“You know,” he purred, his breath on your skin raising goosebumps, “We only have a few hours.”

“Danny—”

“Shh,” he hushed, pressing his lips to your jawline, “Johnson's passed out in the hot tub, Rookie's
glued to the computer, pretty sure the old man is taking a nap…”

“You’re insatiable,” you muttered, moaning as he nipped at your neck before you shook your head,
“Daniel…”

He froze, mid-kiss against your cheek, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothin’,” you shrugged, relaxing as his grip loosened and he smoothed hair away from your face,
“I’m just tired.”



Danny scoffed, sitting up so that he was leaning over you and he pressed your shoulder against the
bed so you were laying on your back and looking up at him. His head cocked to the side as he studied
you, his brows furrowing before he spoke, “Liar. What's going on? Mi amor, you've had that look
since Colombia.”

You sighed, reaching up to brush his cheek, “I wanna go home. I want a break. I want to be able to
wake up with you and not have to worry about sprinting to the next fight—”

“Mi amor,” he whispered with a frown, “Soon. As soon as we take care of these assholes, we’ll take
some time off. You and me. Donde quieras ir.” Wherever you want to go.

“Promise?”

“Promise,” he nodded with a smile, lowering himself down to press a kiss to your lips before he
pulled to into him again. You turned, burying your face into his chest and sighing as he pulled the
sheets over the two of you, “I love you.”

You hummed a smile, cuddling against him for a moment before the smile fell. 

— “Now the real question is,” Business Suit Man said, as you stood, “How many are going to end up
dead because of you?” —

“Danny,” you whispered, trying to hide your face from him as he looked down at you.

“Yes, mi amor?”

“If…” You started, playing with his shirt, “If I had a really, really big secret…and I kept it from you a
really, really long time—”

“(F/N), mi amor,” he mumbled back, shaking his head as he began to rub your back, “Stop. You don’t
owe me all your secrets.”

You sighed, biting your lip before looking up at him. He nodded, silently reassuring you.

“Besides,” he said, pressing his forehead against yours, “We have other things to worry about.” 

You hummed to yourself, reclining back in your seat and chuckling at the look on Oliver’s face as you
threw your legs over Danny’s lap. A smirk quirked to your face before you followed Danny’s gaze. 

A large warehouse sat across the street from you, illuminated by the street lamps and the artificial
lights that glowed from within. It wasn’t old and dilapidated like the last few you had been to, instead
this one was perfectly polished and clean. People were constantly bustling around the building and
guards were moving across the roof. You could barely see the interior but you could tell that there
were hundreds of crates stacked along the walls. 

“Heads up,” Turner muttered, hitting the cabin lights above him to turn them off before sinking down
in his seat as a convoy of trucks drove past, “We got company.”

You nodded, swinging your legs back down and ducking behind his chair. 

The trucks moved past you toward the warehouse and the receiving bay door hummed open. 



Danny leaned forward, his eyes glaring into the building as he looked it over, “We’re going to have to
move fast.”

“Keep your heads down,” Weston nodded, glancing back as Danny shoved Oliver down beside him,
“(F/N) you keep an eye on these boys. We’re not going to have a very big window to work with.”

“Yes, sir.” You kept your gaze on the building as forklifts began lifting crates into the trucks of the
convoy and workers began to disperse, leaving only a few guards on the main floor. They worked
quickly placing the crates before covering the back of the truck in thick canvas to hide its contents. 

Danny grabbed your waist, squeezing it gently, “Behave. Please.”

“I will.” You rolled your eyes as the Commander cracked open his door. 

“Ready?” Weston asked, taking a ginger step out of the Land Rover. 

“Ready when you are, boss,” Danny nodded, opening your door and making you scoot out into the
alley, “Nighthawk on the move.”

“Outbreak ready,” Turner said, adjusting his earpiece and nodding to you before tossing you your
rifle. 

“Roger that, Blackhat here.” Oliver shrugged on a backpack, shuffling to your side and hiding behind
your shoulder as he looked up at the warehouse. 

“Ghost is go,” you breathed with a curt nod at Danny.

“Aftermath is go,” Weston said, patting Danny’s back, “Blackhat, kill the lights.”

Ollie nodded, grabbing a detonator he’d modified and hitting the button. The streetlamps around you
flickered before going out. 

“We have 30 seconds, sir.”

“Let’s move.”

You nodded, rolling your rifle through your hands before shoving it into your shoulder pocket. You
took the first step across the road, glancing in both directions before sprinting to the other side. The
group stayed on your tail until you hit the last truck. 

You swung around the other side, keeping your rifle trained on the guards that moved across the floor
as Danny and Weston jogged past you and Oliver and Turner stopped beside you. 

“Got our back?” Turner asked.

“Got it,” you nodded, crouching down to remain unseen, “Go.”

“Move, Rookie,” he said, stepping up into the covered truck and reaching down to help Oliver up,
“We gotta go.”

You reached back, grabbing the canvas cover and closing it behind the two before ducking underneath
the truck. Taking a deep breath, you let your eyes wander all around you. 



Only a skeleton crew of guards were there, along with the drivers of the trucks helping load the center
trucks of the convoy. You readjusted your grip on your rifle as a pair of guards stalked past you and
you rolled to your toes. 

You frowned, taking a mental tally of all the men in the warehouse and their locations. 

There wasn’t enough. 

Danny had said security had been tight, where were the rest?

Sinking back into the shadows, you glanced behind you before crawling into the back of the truck
with Oliver and Turner.

Just in time too, as two pairs of Humvees rounded the corner. 

“Ghost,” Turner snapped, flinching as you fell into the truck. He lowered the pistol in his hands with a
shake of his head, “What are you doing?”

“We’re running out of time,” you nodded behind you, feeling your way through the darkness of the
truck and accidentally smacking Oliver, “Sorry.”

“What?” Turner asked, carefully creeping past you to glance outside of the truck. He sighed, closing
the canvas and watching as more and more guards filed through the building, “Fuck. We better hope
they don’t look in here before they take off.”

You shook your head, grabbing a flashlight from Oliver and pinching it between your shoulder and
your cheek as you set down your rifle. There were three wooden crates strapped down to the truck
bed, each sealed with nails and covered with tarps. 

Lifting your foot, you slid out a ka-bar you had concealed in your boot and sliced the straps holding
down the crates. Turner followed your lead, tossing off the tarp and gently setting it to the side so it
wouldn’t make too much noise. You nodded to him as you slid your knife into the seam of the crate
and its lid and pried it open. Turner did the same on the other side before helping you lift the lid free
and carefully set it down. 

“Holy shit…” Oliver whispered, making the two of you whirl around. The light of his flashlight was
glinting off something metal in the crate. You stood slowly, listening to footsteps outside of the truck
before joining the rookie and your jaw dropped. 

Hundreds of intricately stacked mini-missiles were sitting in the crate and shining back up at you.
They were packed tightly into the crate and completely blank. They weren’t painted, they were
completely void of any traditional markings, except for one thing. 

On one of their tail fins, there was a tag with a single black stamp.

The Ace of Spades.

— “No, I’m telling you we’re in trouble. That—” He pointed to the spade that was still flashing on the
screen, “Is bad luck. It means death is coming.” —

“What the fuck is this?” Turner said, noticing the mark the same time you did. You slapped Ollie’s
hand as he reached in to grab one.

“Don’t. Take one out the entire pile goes.”



“Then how the fuck are we gonna get these out of here?” Oliver asked, taking a camera from his bag
and quickly snapping pictures. 

“We aren’t,” you shook your head, “There’s no way we can without getting caught.”

“If we don’t take one, we won’t be able to identify it,” he muttered back even as you placed the lid
back on the crate and Turner covered it up.

“If we take one, it’s gonna get us killed—” Turner said, siding with you before you tugged him down.

“Shut up,” you hissed to both of them, shoving them down behind the crate as footsteps rounded the
truck, “Stay down.”

The footsteps continued around you before the doors of the truck’s cab were swung open and
slammed and the engine fired to life. 

“Shit,” you snapped, grabbing onto Oliver’s shirt and about to make a run for it when the vehicle
lurched forward and took off. It roared away with the convoy, moving through the warehouse and out
the other side into the streets.

“Commander,” you sighed into your earpiece before relaxing back and knocking your head against a
crate, “We’re in trouble.”

Oliver groaned, collapsing down next to you, “Not again.”

“Shut up, Ollie,” you growled, folding your arms over your chest as the truck bounced.

“Ghost, what did I say about behaving?” Danny’s voice came through the comms. It was low, almost
a snarl in your ear. 

“It wasn’t my fault this time, Nighthawk” you whined, snatching your rifle from the top of a crate and
hugging it to your chest, “You said ‘Watch the boys’, I watched the boys.”

“Sit tight, don’t move or try anything,” Weston warned the three of you but mostly you.

“We’ll meet you at the train district,” Danny said, the sound of their Land Rover snapping to life
echoing through your ears.

“Nighthawk,” The Commander snapped, “Get us there.”

You sighed, sitting back and closing your eyes. 

Turner groaned, chewing his cheek and tapping his feet, “So…”

“So,” you nodded.

“So…” Oliver rolled his eyes, stuffing his camera back into his bag and laying his head against it. 

Turner clicked his tongue, tapping you with his foot, “How was Rome?”

“Pretty,” you hummed, cracking open an eye, “Didn’t get to see too much of it but it was nice.”

“How was the…um…” Oliver trailed off, glaring up at the roof.

“Killing? Murdering? Assassinating?”



“Yeah,” he nodded with a grimace, “Sounds so much worse when you say it like that.”

“It was fun,” you shrugged with a chuckle, “I killed a guy over two miles away.”

Ollie blinked, sitting up on his elbow, “Isn’t that a world record?”

“Yup,” you hummed, patting your rifle with a grin, “I did all the work while all you assholes lounged
in the hot tub.”

“Hey, hey,” Turner shook his head and raised a single finger, “It wasn’t really lounging.”

“Bullshit.”

“You missed it,” Oliver said, relaxing back further against his backpack, “It was nice and calm. No
dramatics. Nobody dragging us into trouble. It was a good time.”

“Shut up, Oliver.” You rolled your eyes with a smirk.

“No, no, he’s right,” Turner cut in, “It was like a vacation with you and Gonzalez gone.”

“I hate you both.”

You snapped up as the caravan came to a stop, hopping into a crouch before creeping toward the back.
You peeked through the canvas before ducking back into the truck and back toward the boys with a
shake of your head. 

“They’re everywhere,” you whispered, flicking the safety off your rifle, “Wait for Nighthawk’s
signal.”

The convoy had practically flown through the gates of the rail yard before coming to a stop next to a
line of freight cars. They started unloading the lead truck almost immediately and were working
toward you at a rapid pace.

“Ghost, Outbreak, get ready to move the rookie,” Danny ordered through his earpiece, “Ghost,
driver’s side is clear.”

You nodded, twirling your knife through your fingers and moving toward the back of the truck before
slicing an opening in the canvas just big enough for the three of you to get through.

Glancing through, you caught sight of the freight cars and you frowned. Most were already loaded
with crates, as though the train had come from somewhere else. 

“Blackhat, you’re going to climb out the side and duck under the truck,” Danny said slowly, his voice
steady as you took Oliver’s backpack and Turner moved to help him down, “Stay there until my go
sign.”

Ollie swallowed, wincing as Turner lowered him off the side of the truck. As soon as he hit the
ground, you handed him his pack and he ducked under the truck. 

“Stay low, go fast,” Danny said.

“We’re in the alley across the street, kid,” Weston added, “Keep your head down.”



Oliver disappeared under the truck, shrugging on his backpack as you and Turner ducked back inside.
You looked out the cut once more, glaring at the other freight cars before stepping back toward the
crate you had opened and strapping your rifle over your shoulder.

“What are you doing?” Turner asked in a furious whisper.

“Taking a souvenir,” you said, “Do you have a pair of wire clippers?”

“Why the fuck would I have wire clippers?”

“I dunno, you’re a doctor,” you shrugged, sliding off the tarp and then the lid to reveal the small
missiles inside the crate, “I figured you’d be prepared.”

“Blackhat go,” Danny ordered, “Outbreak, you're next. Ghost, you'll take the flank.”

Turner rolled his eyes, reaching into his pack and tossing you a pair of tin snips.

“Thanks,” you hummed, snipping the tag off of one of the fins and pocketing it before tossing his
snips back to him. He shoved them back into his pack and moved toward the slit in the canvas. You
followed him, listening carefully to the sounds outside the truck and grabbing his shoulder as they
came closer. 

You tugged him back inside just as a pair of guards came around the corner.

“Fuck,” Turner breathed, taking a deep breath as the two men disappeared, “Thanks.”

You nodded, “Go. Go now.”

He nodded, slipping through the cut and under the truck in one smooth motion as you held your
ground. You sighed, trying to listen to what Danny was telling him but your eyes were drawn back
toward the train. 

“Outbreak, go.”

You heard Turner take off through the rail yard, his footsteps slowly fading along with Danny’s voice
as you tuned into the freight cars. 

The guards and workmen were stuffing crates into the cars wherever they could fit. They didn’t care
what went where as long as it all could be sealed inside the train. 

Meaning it was all the same. 

“Ghost, ready?”

You frowned, slipping through the canvas and dropping to the ground in a crouch. Sliding toward the
other side, you adjusted your rifle before pausing.

— “If we don’t take one, we won’t be able to identify it.” —

You sighed, shaking your head and turning back to look out at the rail yard. You could barely catch a
glimpse of Weston’s Land Rover through the night. It glinted in the darkness and a pair of figures
stood in front of it. 



“Ghost?” Danny’s voice echoed through your ears, barely audible as you turned back toward the
train. You took a step back, sliding toward the boys but looking at the freight cars, “Don’t do it.
Please for the love of god—”

You didn’t hear Danny finish as you turned on your heel and sprinted out from under the truck. 

“Goddamnit.”

You dove into the freight car, sliding behind a crate just as a pair of guards walked by. 

“Damnit,” Weston seethed, his voice staticky, “Go get her. Outbreak, Blackhat, with me—”

A wince shivered through you as the doors slammed shut and Weston’s growl rumbled through your
head. Darkness overtook the car, leaving you in silence as you took Ollie’s flashlight from your
pocket and clicked it on. 

You flinched, holding onto one of the various crates as the train rocked forward. 

The brakes screeched as they were released and the train began moving along the tracks. Steadying
yourself, you swung around the car to look at the crates. They were all the same size as the ones that
had been in the truck with you, except for the one in the corner. 

You grunted as the train sped down the tracks, quickly moving out of the city and heading West into
the desert. You flashed your light over the crate in the corner. 

It was standing straight up, almost hitting the ceiling of the freight car. Twirling your knife from your
boot, you shoved the blade into the seam and pried the lid free before freezing.

Three missiles stood in front of you, gleaming in the beam from your flashlight. 

“Oh…great,” you sighed, immediately regretting your decision to jump into the car, “Kingpin…we
have a problem—”

“No, you have a problem,” a voice growled behind you, making you jump, “Mi amor.”

You whirled around just as Danny lowered himself from a rooftop hatch. His boots thudded against
the floor as he landed, the look on his face dark as he stalked across the car to you. 

“Danny, I can explain—”

He shook his head, his eyes flashing in the low light as he approached you and you stepped back until
your back hit the wall, “What did I say?”

“I-I’m sorry—”

“What did I say?” Danny cut you off with a low growl, his hands slamming on either side of your
head as he pinned you against the wall. You winced, unable to hold his gaze until he softened slightly.
He sighed, relaxing back and curling finger under your chin to tilt it up to look at him, “Mi amor, you
are very lucky I love you.”

“Or what?” you asked, a slight smirk working to your face as he relaxed even more. 

“I'd throw you off this goddamn train and giggle as you bounced.”



You scoffed, “You would not.”

“No,” Danny shrugged, finally pushing away from you, “But I’d think about it.”

A light laugh came from your throat before your eyes flicked back to the crate you had just opened.
Danny followed your gaze, his face falling as you illuminated its contents with your flashlight. 

“For fuck’s sake,” He sighed, his brows furrowing as he looked them over, “Kingpin, we have a
problem.”

“What now?” the Commander's voice snarled through both your ears.

“We got a crate full of small SAMs in this car,” Danny said, taking the flashlight and inspecting the
missiles, “All of ‘em blank. Just like before.”

— “You want us to collect samples. Something we can compare to what’s on the market now.” —

You stared at the missiles, wondering only for a moment how heavy they would be before you shook
away the thought. 

— “If we don’t take one, we won’t be able to identify it.” —

Your eyes flicked to the doors, then to Danny, “I don’t think they’re armed.”

Danny blinked, slowly looking over the missile, then looking to the door before his eyes landed on
you.

You shrugged, “We need a physical sample.”

“We’re on a train.”

“We throw it off the train.”

“They’re heavy.”

“We tow it off the train.”

Danny clicked his tongue, a small grin curling to his lips, “Blackhat, how fragile are these bad boys?”

“I wouldn’t do anything crazy if I were you—”

“What’s the worst that could happen?” he asked, glancing at you then the door, “We just throw it out
the door.”

 “It’s a desert, right?” You nodded, wiggling your brows, “It’s sand.”

Danny nodded, the sharp smile on his face growing, “It’ll have a soft landing.”

“Unless it hits a rock.”

“Eh, then we’re all in trouble,” he shrugged, “Vamos a hacerlo.” Let’s do it.

“This is why I love you,” you hummed as he reached up to grab one of the missiles and you helped
him lower it to the floor.



“Are you nuts?” Ollie’s panicked voice came from the comms.

Danny shrugged again, grunting as the two of you worked together to place it gently on the ground
before he swung toward the door. He played with it for only a moment before sliding it open and you
took a deep breath of fresh air. 

“Her crazy equals my crazy,” Danny said, peeking out of the container before ducking back inside,
“What can I say?”

You grinned, hopping toward the door and looking out. You hadn’t realized how far you had traveled
as the lights of Tehran glimmered on the distant horizon and the train burrowed deeper into the desert
night. Flinching back in as a pair of headlights flickered on, you realized the Commander’s Land
Rover was trying its best to keep pace with you. 

Danny looked over your shoulder, nodding to the vehicle, “Who’s driving?”

“Unfortunately, Captain,” Weston’s tired voice said, “I am.”

“Great,” you piped up, waving at them, “Just hold her steady. Outbreak, toss the chain.”

“This is a terrible idea,” Turner shook his head, climbing out of the truck and onto its bed where a
coil of chain was waiting. 

“Yeah, I know,” you nodded, bracing yourself against the container as Turner gathered the chain and
the Commander brought the vehicle closer.

“Oh, esto es una mala idea,” Danny murmured, struggling to slide the missile across the floor even
with you helping him. Oh, this is a bad idea.

The two of you grunted, sliding the missile in between a pair of crates until you could roll it toward
the container opening. 

“Oh, Christ,” Turner whined as the missile came into sight, “You two are gonna be the death of us.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Danny snapped, wiggling his fingers at the man, “Toss the chain.”

Turner nodded, swinging it through his hands before letting it fly through the night. You and Danny
ducked out of the way, catching the chain before it could slide back out of the car and wrapping it
around the fins on the end of the missile.

“Mi amor!” Danny cried, “Enemy rear!”

You flinched up, your rifle swinging into your hands as a pair of guards appeared on the roof and you
and Danny switched places. 

“Contact!” you yelled, firing off a pair of shots to down one of the soldiers before the other ducked
away. You held your ground, keeping your back against the container and firing as more guards began
to swarm the tops of the cars. 

Danny grunted from beside you, using his feet to push the missile closer to the edge, “Mi amor, we
gotta go.”

“You first, I’ll cover,” you said, wincing as a barrage of bullets tore through the container, “Kingpin,
the second the missile goes over the edge, hit the brakes and go easy, we don’t want to break



anything.”

“Affirmative.”

“Nighthawk, get ready—”

“Mi amor,” Danny snapped, shoving you out of the way of more bullets, “You listen to me this time.
You jump when I tell you.”

“I will.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise, now go!” You nodded, pushing him away and firing back, “Kingpin! Closer!”

The Land Rover swung sharply toward the train just as Danny jumped. He grunted as he landed in the
bed, his hand connecting with Turner’s as he almost slid over the edge. Turner hoisted him back into
the bed and he shot a look at you.

“Now!” he yelled over the screeching of the train, “Mi amor, now!”

You nodded as he and Turner held themselves steady and you swung your rifle over your shoulder.
Kicking the missile over the edge, you leaped into the night and into the spray of bullets that followed
you. 

The next thing you knew, you were encased in Danny’s arms as the two of you fell into the truck and
the Commander slammed on the brakes. A thud sounded further down the tracks where the missile
landed in the sand. 

“You okay?” Danny breathed in your ear, glancing back as the train kept shooting by and the soldiers
disappeared.

You answered with a cackle, wiggling in his arms before raising both arms to the sky with a holler,
“We’re not dead!”

“No thanks to you,” Turner muttered, ruffling your hair before sitting back into the truck bed.

You relaxed back into Danny, chuckling as he pulled you into his chest and the Commander started
moving the Land Rover again. 

“Everybody good back there?” Weston called out the window.

“Yeah…” You were about to nod when a pair of headlights appeared on the horizon, then another pair,
and another, “No. No!”

Danny followed your gaze, smacking the side of the truck quickly, “Drive! Drive!”

“Oh shit!” Turner snapped, hitting the top of the car as the vehicles came closer, “Go, go, go!”

The Commander hit the gas, swerving into the desert and pulling the missile along with him as he
did. 

“This is why I work inside…” Oliver muttered, his voice barely over a whisper.

“Hang on, kids!” Weston yelled as the truck went rocketing into the desert. 



A shriek tore through your throat as he did, sending you flying out of Danny’s arms and out toward
the desert, “Shit! Danny!”

“I got you, baby girl,” Danny growled against your ear, snatching you out of thin air and pulling you
back against him. He braced both his legs on either side of the tailgate opening, wincing as gunfire
blasted from the three vehicles following you and trying to cover you, “Easy.”

“Ghost!” Weston snapped, “Get ‘em off of us.”

 Danny nodded, helping you get your rifle into your hands before holding you steady, “Get ‘em.”

You nodded, glancing at Turner as he moved to sit next to you and threw his leg out to press against
the other side of the truck, making a rest for your rifle.

“Get ‘em, girlie!” He nodded, flinching as bullets glanced off the side of the Land Rover.

You huffed, taking a deep breath and resting the barrel of your rifle on Turner’s leg. Swiveling
quickly, your finger found the trigger and you fired a shot without blinking.

The truck’s tire exploded in a burst of dust, sending it careening off into the desert. 

“Whoo!” Turner yelled as you took aim again, “Nice shot, sister!”

You smirked, relaxing forward and cracking the bolt forward then back to eject a casing. You
followed the vehicles as they swerved through the sand, trying to avoid you before you sent another
perfectly placed shot. 

“One more. Finish it.” Danny grinned, kissing your neck as another truck went flying. You nodded,
racking one last bullet and taking aim. 

It only took you a moment, even with the final truck serpentining back and forth to take the shot. Only
a moment more and one of its tires burst. A moment more, it was flipping through the desert before
exploding in flames. 

Danny chuckled, kissing your cheek, “Good girl.”

You hummed, relaxing back as you and your team tore through the quiet desert. Danny slid backward,
towing you along with him and toward the cab before knocking his back against it and leaning back
with a sigh. You settled against him, tossing your rifle away as Turner sat next to the two of you. The
two boys high-fived with small smiles, relaxing back as the night waned on. 

“We’re about 50 miles from the nearest Army base.”

“Hang tight, troops,” Weston said, “We’re in for a long drive.”

You cracked an eye open, yawning as you stretched in Danny’s arms and the Land Rover began to
slow. Danny groaned as you moved, nuzzling your neck before sitting up straight. Turner patted your
head, nodding to your side and you followed his gaze. 

A soft smile graced your face as a city of tents and small buildings appeared on the horizon, barely
visible in the morning sun. A pair of humvees had grouped up with you about ten miles before you hit
the base, making sure the Commander was who he said he was and escorting the team the rest of the
way. 



They split off as you hit the base, beginning their patrol on the outskirts of their territory. You waved
with a tired smile to the pair of soldiers that were manning the gates. They looked at you confused,
their eyes glancing back and forth between you and your boys and the missile that was still being
pulled by the Land Rover. 

Weston drove through about half the base before coming to a stop in front of a tent and hopping out of
the vehicle with Oliver on his tail. 

“Walsh,” he snapped, shaking his head at you, Turner, and Danny as you unfolded yourselves from
each other and rolled off the truck into the dirt. The Commander sighed, kicking the missile, “I want
this thing analyzed. Johnson, figure out where the hell we are—”

“Iraq, sir, crossed the border last night—”

Weston glared at him, shutting him up immediately, “And figure out how to get us out of here.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Both Turner and Ollie hurried away, ducking between HEMTTs, Humvees, and other soldiers before
disappearing into the dust. 

“You two.” Weston turned to you and Danny, his eyes narrowed, “No hanky-panky. Act like
professionals.”

“Yes, sir,” you nodded, elbowing Danny as he tried to hug you. 

“Gonzalez,” he warned, pointing a finger at him, “Behave.”

“Relájese, jefe, me comportaré.” Relax, boss, I'll behave.

“Don’t worry, sir,” you said, “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“You’re going to be the death of me.” Weston rolled his eyes before kicking the missile again and
chuckling at the pair of soldiers that flinched at the sound, “Keep an eye on this thing.”

You nodded, glaring at the missile before watching the Commander disappear into a tent.

“You know,” Danny said, throwing an arm over your shoulder, “I have no idea what ‘hanky-panky’
means.”

A scoff rolled through your throat as you bent down to release the slightly dented missile from its
chains and a pair of analysts returned with Oliver. 

“How long is this gonna take, Ollie?” you asked, helping them stand the missile up.

“Few days,” he shrugged, looking over the thing worriedly, “You know, I think this was armed the
entire time. We coulda died.”

“But we didn’t,” Danny grinned, patting it and making the analysts wince. He turned away from the
weapon, taking you with him, “Meanwhile…”

You shook your head, “I am done pissing off the Commander. No hanky-panky.”

Danny laughed, “I was gonna ask where you wanna go.”



“Hm?”

“I promised that once we took care of these assholes, we’d take some time off. So, where do you
wanna go?”

“Anywhere,” you hummed, smiling as he pulled you into a hug, “Everywhere. As long as I’m with
you.”

You tapped your foot, holding back your glare as an analyst put together a file for Commander
Weston. You and the team had been on the base for a few days now, waiting for a few techs to take
apart and analyze each piece of the missile you’d collected. 

A rather delicate job that had to be done rather quickly and under the intense scrutiny of the
Commander. 

And then there was the fact that Weston had promised that after this next mission, everybody would
be getting some time off. Which you were very excited about. Danny had promised he’d take you
home for a few weeks before taking you to his home in Spain. 

It was gonna be great. If you could just get off this goddamn base. 

You forced a smile to your face as one of the analysts finally turned to you and handed you a file.

“Lieutenant,” the young man nodded as you took it.

“Thank you,” you hummed, glancing over the file quickly and noting the logo that spread across its
face before ducking out of the tent and letting a small metal card fall into your hands before shoving
the file under your arm. Nodding to the soldier standing at the entrance, you ducked into the dust
whipped up by the wind. Your dog tags clinked as you walked, covered by the growl of engines as a
Humvee moved past you and further into the base.

You coughed lightly as another wave of dust swept down the makeshift road and grinned brightly at
the group of soldiers in front of you before disappearing around the corner.

A HEMTT drove slowly past you and you waved to the driver before crossing the road to the briefing
tent Commander Weston had taken over. Puffing a piece of hair from your face, you shuffled the file
behind your back and winked to Ollie as you entered.

He was sitting in the corner, tinkering with a computer while Turner and Danny sat across from each
other at a conference table in the middle of the room. Weston was taking a drag on his cigar, looking
out the plastic window of the tent.

The Commander paused when he saw you, snapping a piece of cloth over the window and turning to
the conference table. Danny and Turner went silent as Weston placed his palms on the table and
looked up to you, “You got ‘em, Lieutenant?”

“The results are in gentleman,” you smiled, pulling out the packet, “I hope you don’t mind,
Commander, I’ve already taken a look.”

He scoffed, shaking his head, “The floor’s all yours, Lieutenant.”

“Well, the missiles we found were an exact match in the database...” you paused for dramatic effect,
smirking at the slightly annoyed look on Danny’s face, “...a 100% match to none other than…”



You paused again, swinging around the room and whirling into a chair.

“Dammit, (F/N),” Turner whined, drumming his fingers on the table, “Tell us.”

You licked your lips and took a deep breath, “...Stark Industries.”

Everyone’s jaw, except Weston’s, dropped.

“Stark?” Ollie gaped with a blink, “As in the Tony Stark?”

“The one and only,” you said slowly, sliding the file across the table to Weston as he stepped from the
corner.

“No way!” Oliver shook his head, “He’s an American icon! There’s no way he could be selling
weapons to terrorists.”

“And,” you hummed, flicking the metal card across the table into Weston’s hand, “There’s something
else.”

A growl came from Weston as he passed the file to Danny and Turner and he took a look at the card.

The Ace of Spades.

The Commander handed the card to Danny, “This guy is getting on my nerves.”

Danny turned the metal card through his fingers before handing it to Turner, “Tony Stark is the
Merchant of Death? Who is his Ace of Spades?”

Weston shrugged, with a quick shake of his head, “Looks like we’re going to have to ask Mr. Stark
some questions.”

“We’re goin’ back to the States?” you asked with an excited grin. It widened when Weston nodded,
“Yes!”

“You said it, sister,” Turner agreed, passing the file to Ollie and pocketing the card.

“Commander Weston, sir?” a voice came from the entrance of the tent. Everyone’s heads snapped
toward it, cautiously watching as a young soldier poked his head inside, “Your convoy is ready to
deploy on your orders, sir.”

Weston nodded to him, dismissing him before turning to the rest of you, “Let’s move troops.”

The four of you stood quickly at attention with a chorus of, ‘Sir, yes, sir.’ before leaving the tent.

A line of Humvees and other transport vehicles, along with rows of soldiers, stood at attention for
you.

“At ease, men,” Danny hollered over the roar of the engines, “Load up! Let’s move out!”

“Johnson, grab the gear!” Weston ordered, stepping easily into a sand-colored Humvee, “Walsh,
how’s our route?”

“Route is clear, sir,” Oliver answered, scrambling into the vehicle after Weston.



“Hey! (F/N)!” Turner called from behind you. As you turned, he tossed you your rifle. The metal
weapon was cool in your hands. Refreshing, compared to the heat of the desert.

“Thanks,” you grinned, slinging the weapon over your shoulder and helping him with a crate of gear.

“Two-minute warning, soldiers,” Danny warned, hopping onto the Humvee.

“Two-minute warning!” you repeated to the transports on either side of you and the message was
passed down the line of vehicles. 

“You know the good thing about this, mi amor?” Danny called, swinging down to press a kiss to your
cheek, “We’ll already be in America, it’ll be just a short drive to New Eden.”

“I wouldn’t say drive,” you giggled, kissing him back, “Maybe we’ll fly.”

Danny hummed with a grin, “Whatever I have to do to get you home.”

He pressed his forehead to yours before jumping up into the Humvee with a wink.

You turned to one of the soldiers next to you with a smile, “Pass the word to keep communications
open and clear.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded, turning away from you to follow your orders.

“All strapped in,” Turner said, coming around the Humvee to your side, “You ready for this?”

“It’s just a supply convoy moving along a well-known Army route,” you answered, “What could go
wrong?”

“With us? Anything,” Turner joked, boosting himself up into the vehicle with the rest of the team.
You shook your head in reply and stepped onto the rails of the Humvee.

“Roll out, troops,” you ordered over the impatient engines and the vehicles began gliding over the
sand. You gave a stiff salute to the Commanding Officer of the base and then slipped into the cab,
slamming the door behind you, “Let’s go home.”

Handing your rifle to Ollie, you strapped yourself into the seat next to Turner, while he put it on the
rack above his head. The vehicle accelerated quickly and took off into the unforgiving desert.
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Calm Before the Storm

Chapter Summary

A yawn worked its way through your entire body, followed by a slight shiver as you buried
yourself under thin sheets and you cracked open an eye.

8:00 am flashed on the screen and another groan hummed through the room.

It was the latest you had slept in in a while. Between training, tracking Wraith, and trying to
rebuild the Firebird, you were up early every morning and tucking in late almost every night.
That being said, things were abnormally quiet.

And you didn’t mind.

It gave you time to relax, to think, to plan.

It had been a month and a half since the Accords fiasco and it was dying down nicely. As it
turned out, the world didn’t like when governments kept secrets from them but the world also
kept turning. It left the Accords behind and instead was currently fascinated by the story
circulating from Russia.

Something about a secret aircraft crashing down from the sky into the countryside and secret
Russian spies stationed around the world. Something about the Avengers assembling in a field of
debris and fighting off an army.

Something your operatives definitely didn’t have anything to do with. 
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There's always a calm before the storm

A low sigh strummed through your throat as you turned over in bed and caught a stream of light from
the window. You squeezed your eyes shut, burying your face in your pillow with a groan. There was a
faint chirping coming from your phone on the nightstand, one you ignored as you slapped your pillow
over your head. 

It felt as though you had barely gone to bed a few minutes ago, though it had probably been a few
hours. You’d spent most of the night before stress-fixing the Firebird and listening to Belov rant in
Russian about something Boone did.

Your sigh turned into a growled groan as you tossed away your pillow and reached over to silence
your phone. A yawn worked its way through your entire body, followed by a slight shiver as you
buried yourself under thin sheets and you cracked open an eye. 

8:00 am flashed on the screen and another groan hummed through the room. 

It was the latest you had slept in in a while. Between training, tracking Wraith, and trying to rebuild
the Firebird, you were up early every morning and tucking in late almost every night. That being said,
things were abnormally quiet. 



And you didn’t mind. 

It gave you time to relax, to think, to plan. 

It had been a month and a half since the Accords fiasco and it was dying down nicely. As it turned
out, the world didn’t like when governments kept secrets from them but the world also kept turning. It
left the Accords behind and instead was currently fascinated by the story circulating from Russia. 

Something about a secret aircraft crashing down from the sky into the countryside and secret Russian
spies stationed around the world. Something about the Avengers assembling in a field of debris and
fighting off an army. 

Something your operatives definitely didn’t have anything to do with. 

You snickered softly, haphazardly rolling out of bed with a roll of your eyes. You took your sheets
with you, wrapping them around your shoulders and pulling them tightly around you as your feet hit
the floor. The hardwood floor was toe-curling cold, something you felt through your socks. Turning
back to your bed, you contemplated jumping back in and forgetting about the rest of the day but,
instead, you continued on through your room and out the door. 

It was entertaining—really—watching the aftermath of Boone and Belov’s escapades with Romanoff
and her sister. 

What was more entertaining was watching Secretary Ross try and cash in on the theatrics, only to fail
miserably. He’d tried to use it as fuel to restart the Accords but, again, he was shut down by Turner at
every corner and Mr. Stark was actually helping him. 

What had changed Tony’s mind you weren’t sure but you were glad it happened. 

Ross had lost his frontrunner and was now losing all credibility thanks to Turner, Stark, and Boone.
Turner came at him from all angles, taking him apart piece by piece while Boone dredged every
aspect of the Accords for secrets and posted them online under her moniker. 

The thought of Ross’ poor face as he fell from his pedestal made you grin and the smile plastered on
your face randomly throughout the day. 

But you also had other things to worry about now.

Like breakfast. 

You walked down the hall, your eyes still half-lidded as you attempted to navigate through the
darkened hall without bumping into anything again. Rubbing your eyes, you yawned again and finally
started to officially wake up as you stepped into the living room of your apartment. 

A fluffy rug met your feet as you walked through the room into the kitchen and finally dropped the
sheets you had pulled over your head and shoulders. 

You had to give it to Boone, though the apartment was nothing like your house in New Eden, it was
still homey. It was more modern, like the rest of the Alpha Two barracks. And it was easy on the eyes,
no loud colors or distracting patterns or bright lights. It was a place to de-stress and rest. 

It did what it was supposed to. It was always nice and cool when you came in from training and the
bed was one of the most comfortable things you’d ever slept on in your entire life. There was just one
thing missing…



—  Squeezing your eyes shut, you buried your face into Bucky’s chest with a groan and released your
grip on his shirt to wrap your arms around his waist. A low chuckle rumbled through his throat, his
eyes cracking open for only a moment before he closed them and brought you closer. —

You sighed, leaning against the counter with a frown before throwing open the fridge and pulling out
a few items. 

You’d hear from him at least once a week. He kept most things to himself but he assured you
everything was going fine, that he was fine and he was trying his best to get home to you. It made
your heart flutter, to hear him talk like that but it broke it too. 

What would he do when he found out you weren’t home? That you weren’t who you said you were?
That there was so much more to you than he could ever dream. 

Shaking your head, you whipped together a quick breakfast and shoved the thought away. Even if
Bucky was trying to get home to you, he still had a long way to go. And so did you. Not only did you
have to finish fixing up the Firebird, but you also had to fix up the bullet-ridden house you’d left in
New Eden.

You were lucky Duke and Jack fancied themselves handymen. They’d spent the last week trying to
get it back into good condition but Wraith had left his mark and Duke and Jack were busy showing off
their matching engagement bands to Amma to really get any work done. 

— “Mi amor…will you marry me?” — 

You paused, the slight smile on your face fading as Danny’s voice echoed through your ears. You
were happy for Duke, you really were but you couldn’t help but let your mind wander to him. It was
the only thing you could think of as Duke showed off Jack’s ring and then his own.

And you couldn’t help but wonder, what had happened to yours?

You shook away the thought, grabbing a cup of coffee Athena had brewed for you that morning and
settling into the breakfast nook that overlooked the grounds. 

You had other things to worry about. You couldn’t dwell in the past; it would only obstruct your view
of the present. 

And you needed clear eyes if you were going to navigate the tricky waters on the horizon. 

Though Boone and Belov’s shenanigans with Romanoff had scared you shitless, they had come up
with something…interesting. 

— You rolled the helmet through your hands, glancing at it curiously before looking back up to
Boone. —

— “Put it on.” she ordered simply. — 

— You scoffed, shaking your head, “Yeah, I don’t think so.” — 

— “Fine,” Boone shrugged, taking the helmet and handing it to Duke, “Put it on.” — 

— “Ah, Boonie, do I have to?” — 

— “You took Taskmaster’s shield, now try on her helmet.” — 



— He quirked a brow, his eyes flicking between Boone and Belov before he did. The helmet hummed
to life, its sensors flashing across the visor. Duke stopped, looking around the room before his eyes
landed on each of them. —

— “Whoa.” — 

— “(F/N),” Belov said, nodding to Duke and hitting a switch on the wall so the conference table
lowered into the floor, “Hit him.” — 

— “Please don’t.” Duke whined, sighing as you bounced to your toes with a curled grin. — 

— You rolled your shoulders forward before stepping toward him, your eyes flicked about him as he
held out a hand to keep you at bay. — 

— “(F/N),” Duke warned, “Don’t—” — 

— You sprang at him, hitting him with a slew of combinations…and he blocked each one. Duke never
took a hit, easily staying a move ahead of you. Something he’d rarely been able to do. —

— You cocked your head to the side and Duke mirrored you subconsciously, “What the fuck?” — 

— Duke slid off the helmet, blinking rapidly as he looked around the room, “It…It showed me the
probabilities of your moves.” — 

— “What is this?” you frowned, snatching the helmet from him and rolling it through your hands. — 

— “This,” Boone pointed at it, “This changes everything we thought we knew about Wraith.” — 

Boone had been trying for weeks to decipher the code that was embedded within the helmet but she
was getting nowhere. She’d eventually handed the project off to Zac as she left for New York for a
week off so she could spend some time with Steve. 

But, the most worrisome thing about the whole ordeal was that Wraith had been quiet. 

For a month and a half, you hadn’t heard a peep from him. He’d disappeared after Chile. Even if
you’d hoped you’d managed to kill him in the blast, you knew both he and Novak were too slippery
for that.

Your frown deepened at the thought as you stared out onto the base and finished your cup of coffee. 

Wraith was still out there. And he was waiting for something. 

You flinched slightly as the lights in the kitchen flickered before glowing indigo and a warm voice
echoed through the room, “Captain (L/N), Agent Cavanaugh would like a word with you in her
office.”

You nodded at Athena’s voice, quickly scarfing down your breakfast and striding back into your
bedroom to change, “I’ll be there in a minute.”

Bucky ducked, narrowly avoiding a swing from Steve as he snapped back on the mat with a gritted
grin. His arm calibrated dangerously fast as he brought it in front of him to deflect another blow
before launching a kick at Steve’s side and knocking him away from him. 



“Fuck, Buck!” Steve yelped as he rolled across the mat before jumping back to his feet. A sly smile
was on his face as his eyes met Bucky’s and he raised both fists in front of him. 

— “Sometimes I think you like getting punched,” he said, shaking his head with a small smile. —

— Steve shrugged with a roll of his eyes as he brushed himself off, “I had him on the ropes.” — 

“Language, punk,” Bucky snarled, jumping back as Steve came at him and they dropped into a
rhythm. 

He’d been with the Avengers for almost a month, slowly warming up to each of them and
reacquainting himself with others. 

It had taken Steve a persistent week after the Romanoff fiasco to get him out of his room again.
Another week and Bucky was trying his best to fall into a routine with him and, with that, came
meeting the rest of them. 

The first was Sam, the man was constantly checking on him and constantly asking questions. They
weren’t necessarily about him, it was more about how (F/N) had pulled the wool over all of their eyes
and kept it there before Bucky stepped out from behind her. Sam found it interesting, he found her
interesting. 

None of them had seen it coming. They’d searched far and wide only for him to be hidden safely
under their noses. 

The only one that might have seen it coming was Natasha but even she was surprised by the nature of
the relationship between him and (F/N), though she’d never say that out loud. 

Natasha was the next one he’d warmed up to. It may have been that they’d known each other, albeit
that had been years ago and he had shoved those memories as far away as he could. But they still
shared a past and it was something that was slowly bringing them together. 

The thought made him smile, even as Steve’s fist came hurtling toward his face. Bucky flinched back,
narrowly avoiding the man’s knuckles and feeling the burst of air that when flying by. The next thing
he knew, Steve’s foot hooked his knee and Bucky was falling back on the mat. 

He grunted, his head hitting the mat before he rolled over his shoulder and returned to his feet, “That
was a cheap shot, punk.”

“Fuck off, jerk,” Steve grunted, barely able to hide the Brooklyn accent that slipped from his lips.

Bucky smirked, “You kiss your mama with that mouth?”

“No, but he kisses Cavanaugh with it.” Stark’s voice called from the doors of the training room. 

Steve paused with a scoff, relaxing back on his heels and shaking his head as he glared at the man.
Tony shrugged, feigning innocence and trying to keep a shit-eating grin off his face. 

“Cavanaugh probably taught him all the bad language words,” Sam came from behind Stark, leaning
against the wall before nudging Tony, “Remember when our Captain America was innocent?”

“Ah, his virgin ears burned with every cuss,” Tony said with a nod, gazing into the distance as though
he was remembering the time fondly, “Cavanaugh has ruined him.”



It was Bucky’s turn to scoff, picking at the metal on his arm with a shake of his head, “Trust me, he’s
always been like this.”

“Don’t start—” Steve groaned, running a hand down his face. 

He grinned, winking at the man before turning to the other two, “You know, when he wasn’t on stage
in tights he cursed worse than any other kid I knew.”

“Stop.”

“And, don’t get me wrong, he looked great in tights—”

Bucky winced as Steve’s hand clapped him on the back of the head and he brushed past him with a
warning glare, “Shut up, jerk.”

He chuckled, grabbing a towel from the floor and quickly dabbing away the sweat that was dripping
off his form. He nodded to Stark, looking up at him curiously as the man did the same. 

“You up for another scan, Jason Bourne?”

Bucky rolled his eyes, more at the nickname than anything, “Again?”

“Again.”

He sighed, wrapping the towel over his shoulders and following Tony from the training room. 

Even if he’d been slowly acclimating to the Compound, they were still trying to figure out what was
going on with his head. 

Boone had assured him that Ghost had destroyed the book, every last bit of it, but that didn’t mean
there was someone else out there that knew the words. 

— “What do they call it?” the man growled. — 

— “Привидение,” he responded almost immediately, almost robotically. Ghost — 

— “I saw it, you know,” he said, closing his eyes as his glasses slid down his nose. Humming to
himself for a moment, a dangerous grin spread across his face, “I saw it.” — 

He shuddered at the thought, ducking through the Compound with Tony. 

The sooner they could figure out how Hydra got the words into his head, how they made him into a
weapon, the sooner he could be unmade. 

The sooner he could go home.

“What do you got for me?” you called, swinging around the corner into Boone’s office only to find
yourself face-to-face with Belov and Zac. 

The two were hunched over a table, carefully studying the Taskmaster mask that sat there. They were
gently prodding it with probes before Belov slowly took it apart piece by piece. 



“A whole lot of nothin’,” Zac muttered, helping Belov with a mess of wires that came out the back.
His face dropped as he looked over the mess and a spark snapped from the mask, “Aw man.”

“Great,” you sighed, shaking your head and letting your eyes wander the room, “Boone?”

Boone’s office was underneath the Main Hub, buried below the base and nestled safely with the labs.
There were no windows save for the ones that looked out over the rows of desks and analysts on the
floor below. She had the blinds drawn most of the time, shielding herself from the bright lights
outside the office and keeping prying eyes from looking too far into her work. 

And then there was her, precariously perched against the window and going through a file. Boone had
changed her look again. Now, long, icy blonde hair replaced red in two braids that stuck out
underneath a black beanie. She wore a white muscle shirt that showed off freckled skin and was
tucked into a pair of black sweatpants. Her face was healing nicely, the scars were still slightly red but
fading more and more every day.

“What? You want me to pull somethin’ out of my ass?” she asked, not bothering to look up from her
file as she shrugged, “I mean…I can do that just gimme a minute.”

“No, no,” Duke’s voice came behind you. He entered the room quickly, shaking his head and brushing
past you to hand her another file, “Stop.”

“Fine.”

Duke turned to you, nodding slightly as he pushed himself up onto her desk and swung his legs with a
smile. The brown dye that Boone had put in his hair was gone and now bright auburn was back in full
swing. He was mirroring Boone’s look, a pair of black sweats, a fitted navy blue tee, and a pair of
black converse. His grenade pin necklace clanked against the dog tags he’d found while he’d been at
Amma’s and a new engagement band sparkled on his finger. 

You smiled softly, staring at it a moment before turning back to Boone, “You really don’t have
anything?”

“Beside the fact that it was made by Ace?” she asked, finally looking up and tossing the file back to
her desk, “No.”

“She won’t let me plug it into our computers. Given…with what I know about Ace, I wouldn’t
either,” Zac said, squinting at the mask as he tried to put it back together, “That being said—”

“We’re analyzing it with a few failsafe systems and trying to replicate the code,” Belov finished for
him, turning a laptop toward you to show off the code and the glitching Ace of Spades.

Boone nodded, shoving her hands into her pockets and looking at the screen, “We’re hoping to
implement it into the next generation of Aegis suit but—”

“It’ll be strictly a prototype until we make sure the system is stable,” Zac hummed, tossing her a
screwdriver as she flopped down next to him and turned the visor over in her fingers. 

“Мы не хотим никого сводить с ума,” Belov added, leaning back in his chair. We don’t want to
drive anyone crazy.

Duke scoffed as you sat next to him atop Boone’s desk before whispering in your ear, “It’s like
they’ve got a hive mind. They’ve been like this for weeks.”



“Don’t distract them,” you whispered back with a smirk, “They’re on a roll.”

The three stopped, looking up at you in unison, “Shut up.”

Duke snorted a laugh, shaking his head as a chuckle came from you and Boone blinked. 

“Get outta my head, you miscreants,” she said, shoving herself away from the table and hopping back
over to you.

“If you don’t have anything for me, why did you need to talk to me?” you asked her as she too pushed
herself onto the desk next to you and Duke.

“Oh, I was gonna ask if you wanted to get lunch.” She shrugged, “I’m thinking Italian.”

You scoffed, shaking your head as your gaze was pulled back to the helmet.

— “Ghost, look!” Duke called, his voice echoing through your helmet. Your eyes flicked from the girl
in front of you to him. He’d managed to wrench away the shield the other masked figure was using
and was now fighting with both Wraith’s and Taskmaster’s, “Now I have two shields!” —

— “You only need one!” you snapped, shaking your head with a tired sigh. —

— “No! I want both!” —

— “I work with fuckin’ children.” you growled to yourself, “Glitch!” —

— Boone appeared by your side in an instant as you began stalking toward Taskmaster, “Yes, boss?”
—

— “Stay with your friend.” Your stride turned into a sprint as you hurtled across the battlefield
toward Duke. —

It hadn’t even been your fight but you jumped into it without a second thought when Boone called for
help. You knew something was up when she and Belov disappeared but you weren’t worried until you
found out that Romanoff had also disappeared at the same time. Of course, you’d tried to track them
down only to find a smoldering Budapest and a trail gone cold. 

It wasn’t until Athena alerted you that Boone had activated an SOS signal that your heart dropped and
you felt sick. You’d felt like you were going to throw up the instant you and your team soared toward
the falling object that was simultaneously burning. It wasn’t until you saw Boone in the smoke that
you relaxed for a moment and she explained to you what was going on. 

Sure, you were surprised but you launched yourself into battle anyway and soon found that the day
wasn’t done with surprises quite yet.

— Taskmaster tilted her head, mirroring your movements and following you before you lunged at her.
—

— “Don’t hurt her!” Duke yelled, “Romanoff’s orders.” — 

— “I’m trying!” you snarled back, each one of your moves deflected and countered. You paused,
watching as the red of her visor scanned you, “What the hell?” —



You shook your head, wincing at the sounds of the fight and pushing them away before you looked at
Boone, “How did Ace get tech to the Red Room? I thought you said they separated in the 90s.”

“I’ve been talking to Vostokoff,” Boone said, pushing off the desk and grabbing you one of the files
from her tray, “As much as we’d like to think Hydra was a united force, they had dozens of offshoots
throughout the years.”

“So,” Duke hummed slowly, looking over your shoulder as you looked over the file of Boone’s Red
Room findings, “Dreykov commissions Ace to build him a helmet to make his daughter his most
powerful weapon? And I thought Novak was crazy.”

— “You are perfection,” Novak purred in your ear, gently smoothing away sweat-soaked hair, “a
Goddess of War.” —

“He is crazy.” You shook your head before you paused. 

— “Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick,” Wraith sang, knocking each one away before he grabbed your wrist
and hauled you toward him. He connected his knee with your stomach before throwing you away with
a disappointed howl, “Oh my God!” — 

A tired sigh huffed through your nose and you nodded toward the mask, “You really think he’s using
it?”

“You’re preloaded into Antonia’s helmet,” Boone shrugged, “Somebody’s been watching you for a
long, long time.”

“Alright, Mr. Bourne,” Tony hummed, his fingers flying over the holographic keys in front of him as
the machine powered down, “That’s it for now.”

— His chest began to heave as the machine lowered itself to cover his face. —

Bucky winced with a short nod as the scanner finished its job and folded back up into the ceiling. He
rubbed his temples, staving off a headache as he swung his legs down to the tiled floor. 

Tony sighed, sending him a sharp glance before relaxing back, “I’m gonna have to do some more
digging. This is gonna take some time.”

“How much time?” Bucky asked, holding back a whine as he fiddled with his arm. 

“Relax, Mr. Bourne—”

“That’s not my name—”

Tony smirked, patting his shoulder lightly, “Easy. Just take some time to get acclimated. I’ll figure out
what’s going on with your head and we’ll get your pardon straightened out. 

“I am acclimated,” Bucky rolled his eyes, glancing at Steve and Sam where they stood in the
doorway, “Me and (F/N)—”

“You know,” Stark cut in, waving a finger, “I am still mad at her for that.”

“Same,” Sam nodded, “We looked for you forever and you were right—”



— “I thought about what you said,” Bucky began, pushing eggs around his plate, “They’re looking
for me everywhere, I can’t get over the border without help, and even then, they’re expanding their
search. I might as well go somewhere they’d never think to look.” —

— “A small town in the middle of nowhere?” —

— “With one of their allies,” he said, looking her up and down. —

— “Right under their noses,” (F/N) scoffed, “That’s smart.” —

“Under your noses…” Bucky finished for him with a sigh, “Yeah, we thought that would work.”

Tony chuckled, shaking his head before snapping his fingers and straightening, “On another note, I
have big ideas for you.”

“What?” Bucky asked, cocking his head to the side as Stark brought up a few projects into the room.
He watched as a few blueprints came on screen, followed by a suit design. A scoff echoed through the
room as he shook his head. 

It was a suit that would play off Steve’s, made of a deep blue mesh that was almost black with an
Avengers ‘A’ on the chest and an optional sleeve…of course. 

“Tony…” Steve said slowly, looking over the design with a short shake of his head.

“Wasn’t talking to you, Mr. America,” Tony said quickly, turning to Bucky with a slight grin, “Listen,
you did great in Russia. And whatever weird relationship you have with Ghost is gonna work in our
favor…”

Tony trailed off, his smile growing as Bucky looked back up at the design and kept his eyes there. 

“And…you and (F/N),” He continued, pressing another button and a second image joined the first. 

It was a suit for her and it would match his perfectly. 

“We could make an Avenger out of her yet,” Tony nodded with a sly smirk. 

Bucky blinked, his eyes frozen on the design for her and he let his mind slip there for a second. He
could work alongside Steve, just like he had all those years ago and he could keep an eye on her at the
same time. 

“No,” he shook his head slowly, “You’re not dragging her into this. She’s been through enough.”

“And you’re not dragging him into it either,” Steve said, nodding to Bucky, “We’ve already got the
government up our ass—”

“Watch your mouth,” Tony mused, the knowing smile on his face never changing. 

“We can’t afford to lose this pardon,” Steve sighed, folding his arms over his chest before looking at
Bucky, “And I can’t afford to lose you again. So, no. No suits. No arm upgrade—don’t think I didn’t
see you drawing them up last night, Tony—No fieldwork.”

He paused, shaking his head slightly and breaking his gaze to look at the floor, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Bucky shook his head, “I won’t want to get into anything I can’t get out of.”



“Fine,” Tony shrugged, “If you’re not going to let him into the field, then at least consider this one—”

“We’re not bringing him into this either, Tony.” Steve pinched the bridge of his nose, not even looking
at the video Tony pulled up, “He’s just a kid.”

“Yeah.” Stark rolled his eyes, “A spider kid.”

A clattering sounded from the side of the lab Sam was poking around. He had straightened quickly,
whirling around with wide eyes before he squeaked, “Did you say Ant Man?” 

“No?”

Sam nodded quickly, shuffling through the lab and beginning to hurry out the door, “That’s what I
thought.”

Bucky blinked watching the man duck away and toward the security room. He glanced back to Steve
and Tony, just catching the look they shared between each other before Steve nodded and pushed
away from the lab. 

“Sam, come back here.”

Bucky laughed, shaking his head as the super-soldier tried to chase the other man down. He was about
to follow him when Stark cleared his throat and brought his attention back to him. 

“You know, the choice is yours,” he said, taking one more look at the two suit designs that were still
on display before they disappeared, “We really could use another super soldier in the field.”

Bucky paused, letting the thought slip back to the forefront of his mind for a moment longer. They
could work together, they could be together and they could protect each other. 

Just like they always did. 

“I’ve been jumping in and out of fights for decades and she jumps in ‘em without thinking or looking
back. I can’t pull her into another.” He shook his head, “And I don’t want to fuck up my chance to go
home to her. Besides, what about the Accords? If Ross can get them back up and running, they’re not
going to want me on this team. Not after what I’ve done.”

Bucky paused, waiting for Tony to say something but he didn’t. Instead, the quiet lab was filled with a
soft sigh. Tony had moved to the edge, looking out the window and staring at a trio of figures down
on the grass. 

He moved slowly toward him, careful to stay in his peripheral before stopping beside him and
following his gaze. Tony’s jaw was clenched as he watched Natasha and the twins train out in the
field. Though the twins had powers, Natasha was teaching them everything she knew and they were
combining it with their own skill sets. 

“What changed?” Bucky asked quietly, barely above a whisper, “I thought you all for the Accords.”

“Cavanaugh was right. Aftermath was right. And, as much as it pains me to say it, Rogers was right,
too,” Tony said, his eyes still watching Natasha as she taught Pietro how to punch properly,
“Cavanaugh said that, eventually, we wouldn’t be given a choice. That, someday, they’d choose not to
send us somewhere that needed us and…”



He paused, folding his arms over his chest and turning away from the window, “Nat needed us in
Russia. When we came back, the instant we stepped foot here, Ross was up my ass.”

Stark marched back through the lab, swinging past a table and grabbing a tablet. 

“‘You shouldn’t have done that, Stark.’ Ross said, ‘A whole new mess for me to clean up. You’ve
really overstepped this time, son.’,” Tony rolled his eyes, mimicking Ross’ voice with a deep growl
before he flopped into a chair with a shake of his head, “If we hadn’t gone. She wouldn’t be here. You
saw Dreykov’s army. She and her sister didn’t stand a chance. None of them would have survived and
I don’t know what I would have done if we would have lost her.”

— “You scared me, Buck,” (F/N) whispered softly, her voice soothing in his ear, “I—I thought I lost
you.” —

— “I thought I lost you too.” He could barely breathe out as his throat began to close. He wished he
could be with her, wished he could hold her, see her. —

— “I’ve missed you, Soldier Boy.” Her voice cracked as she sniffled, “I’ve missed you so, so, so
much.” — 

Bucky nodded, hesitantly patting Stark’s shoulder before backing away from him.

He’d be lying if he said the adrenaline from fighting on the right side wasn’t intoxicating. He could
see why (F/N) liked to fight alongside them. If he wasn’t careful, it would get addicting. And he
couldn’t afford that. 

— “(F/N)?” —

— “Yeah?” — 

— “I love you.” — 

He had to get home to her. If it was the last thing he did.

You hummed to yourself, finishing the last of your lunch as Boone spun her fork through her fingers
before dipping into her pasta. You leaned back against Duke with a hum. A final breadstick was
hanging from his mouth as he texted back and forth with Jack. 

Belov and Zac were trading off between the helmet and a computer at the far end of Boone’s office.
They’d quickly finished their lunch and gotten straight back to work as Boone began ranting about
something one of her new recruits had done on the Delta base before Duke had presented her more
food and she shut up. 

Other than that, it had been a quiet morning. Nothing had come from the helmet and Wraith hadn’t
shown his face…

“Boss!” Zac said quickly, spinning in his chair and rolling through the room to grab his laptop, “I got
something.”

Boone glanced up, a noodle slipping through her lips as she pushed away from you and Duke, “From
the helmet?”

Zac shook his head, flipping open his laptop, “From the man himself.”



Belov looked over his shoulder with an interested hum, “Wraith is out of the shadows.”

“Where?” you asked, jumping to your feet to look over his shoulder too.

“Hong Kong.”

“It’s a trap,” Duke mumbled unintelligibly, his mouth stuffed with breadsticks as Zac pulled up a
video. 

It was dark and blurry but, even then, you could make out exactly who it was. 

A single figure, dressed in all black was stalking along a balcony. He had barely been caught by the
security camera mounted to the side of a building on a busy street corner.

“What are you doing?” you murmured to yourself, watching as the video repeated and Wraith
disappeared into the building. You frowned, watching a few more repeats before your eye was drawn
to a man in the crowd below the balcony, “Wait, stop. There.”

You pointed to the man as Zac paused the feed and began to zoom in. 

— He was wearing a grey business suit with a dark grey tie. Thick-framed, square glasses hung
precariously off the end of his long vulture-like nose. Black and white hair was slicked back into curls
at the nape of his neck. —

“Motherfucker…” You whispered. You knew him, you could recognize him anywhere.

“Is that?” Boone asked quietly.

“Novak.” You nodded, “What is he doing there?”

“He was in Chile, in the forge,” Belov said, his eyes narrowing at the man, “Что он сказал?” What
did he say?

— “Now,” the doctor ordered, “She has gold flowing through those veins of hers, boy. We need her.”
—

— Wraith growled, the sound feral as it spilled from his helmet, “You don’t need a fuckin’ pulse for a
blood draw, Doc.” — 

— “You owe her your life,” Novak crooned with an unbothered roll of his eyes, “And I owe you a
partner.” — 

“They wanted my blood,” you said slowly. 

You hadn’t time to think about it, hadn’t had time to think about Chile at all really. Boone had been
blown up, Bucky and Duke had been captured, you’d had other pressing matters to attend to but…

— Wraith growled, the sound feral as it spilled from his helmet, “You don’t need a fuckin’ pulse for a
blood draw, Doc.” — 

“For what?” Duke asked, having finished the last of his breadsticks, “Why?”

Boone shrugged, “We destroyed every trace of it after we—”



— You looked up at the three, your eyes unable to focus on them as they walked into the room. You
could feel the dull throb of a needle in your arm. —

— Not again. — 

— Your eyes narrowed at them as their faces began to clear and they stopped in front of you. You had
no idea who they were. — 

— “(F/N)?” — 

“Figured out something was wrong.” Duke cut Boone off with a sharp look, more than obviously
noticing the look on your face, “Why would they want it? Why would Wraith want it?”

“He seemed…unhinged,” Belov said slowly, “Like he wasn’t in complete control—”

— “Where are they?” —

— “Ghost...I can’t. You can't,” Bucky said softly, shaking his head and beginning to rock again, “You
can't reason with them. The serum they were given drove them insane. They've been sitting on ice for
decades.” —

“He’s deteriorating…” You blinked, everything clicking together almost immediately, “Bucky said
that the Winter Soldiers lost their mind after they were injected with the serum.”

“You think Wraith is a super soldier?” Boone asked, quirking a brow.

“There’s only one way he could keep up with me, with all of us.” You shrugged.

“But if the serum that Wraith got was unstable, why didn’t it happen to you?”

“I destroyed Novak’s research in Colombia,” you said, “If they gave a sample to Danny right after the
ambush—”

“He would have been a test subject,” Duke finished for you with a frown.

“I destroyed Novak’s work, he had to start from scratch,” you nodded, “And I destroyed it again when
I got out of the bunker.”

“You’re the last functioning sample of his work,” Boone said slowly, “He would need to analyze your
blood to figure out what compound his original serum was.”

“No,” you shook your head, “He had the serum figured out.”

— “Please,” you managed a whisper, finally cracking them open at turning to Novak, “He has
nothing to do with this–” —

— “Tell me what I want and I’ll let him go,” Novak shrugged, leaning against a table and watching
Oliver intently. —

— You swallowed, “I can’t remember–” —

— “Liar,” he snarled, nodding again to the guards as he began towards you and the screams started
again, “You know. You know it exactly, you just won’t tell me.” —

— “No,” you whimpered, flinching as he brought his face closer to yours. —



— “Lieutenant,” Oliver sputtered, blood streaming from his nose, “please.” —

 “The issue was it needed a separate stabilizer to keep the serum from destroying the body,” you said
quickly, trying to push away the voices that entered your headspace, “That’s what me and Ollie
destroyed in Tokyo.”

— "Lieutenant, we’ll make the pain stop. Just tell me what I want.” —

“If he gave Danny the serum it would have optimized his body and healed him before slowly
destroying it…” You trailed off, looking up to both Boone and Duke, “If he was placed in cryofreeze,
it would pause the process.”

“Until he had time to make the stabilizer, which he got from you,” Duke nodded slowly, taking in
your words, “Until you—”

“Destroyed it,” you finished for him, “And…”

You trailed off, realization suddenly dawning on you. 

You had destroyed Novak’s work. You had destroyed the only thing that would have saved him. He
had been with Novak for years, being tested on, being alone and in pain. 

“If we…If we give him what he wants…” You said quietly, “Do you think he'd be okay? Do you think
we could bring him back?”

— Danny nuzzled against your neck, both his arms around your waist now and holding you fast
against him. —

— “You know,” he purred, his breath on your skin raising goosebumps, “We only have a few hours.”
—

— “Danny—” —

— “Shh,” he hushed, pressing his lips to your jawline, “Johnson's passed out in the hot tub, Rookie's
glued to the computer, pretty sure the old man is taking a nap…” —

— “You’re insatiable,” you muttered, moaning as he nipped at your neck. —

What if he was like Bucky was? What if he was trapped in his own head? If you hit him hard enough,
would he come back to you? 

“I don’t know,” Boone said softly, placing a gentle hand on yours. 

“I hate to be blunt,” Duke cut in sharply, despite the glare he got from her, “It’s too risky. I ain’t
giving him a blood sample. And I’m not letting you give him a sample.”

“But—”

“We’ll figure something else out.” he snapped at you with a quick shake of his head, “We’ll pull a fast
one on him. Bring him in ourselves and figure this out, once and for all.”

“Bring him in where?” Belov asked, glancing over the three of you, “Capture him how?”



“Christopher is right,” Boone said, “He’s been one step ahead of us this entire time. What if he wants
to be caught?”

“Then we’re all screwed,” you sighed, looking up to Zac who was sitting quietly in the corner before
turning to the rest, “Have them prep Daedalus One. You guys ready?”

“Нет,” Belov shook his head with a groan, “One more day off. Please?”

You rolled your eyes, “Belov…”

“Yeah, dude,” Boone said, mimicking your look, “You gotta start with more than that.”

Duke nodded, “It’s called bargaining. She says one, you say three, we agree on two.”

“You guys,” You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose.

“We’re kidding,” Boone chuckled, patting your shoulder and slipping away from you, “But, before we
jump into things willy nilly…”

She skipped away from you and out of the room. You glanced to Duke, listening to her retreating
footsteps as the doors to her lab opened and Duke shook his head with a shrug. 

Boone appeared a moment later, a dress form on wheels screeched behind her before she shoved it in
front of her. 

A new suit hung from the form. The neon strands were gone, completely replaced by black mesh and
deep grey armor on the chest, shoulders, thighs, and knees. 

“Voilà,” Boone grinned, “Eh? What do we think? It’s the Aegis: Stealth Edition. Beau, non?”

You scoffed, reaching your hand forward and letting your fingers slide over the suit, “As much as I
loved the neon…”

“Wraith won’t see us coming this time,” Duke nodded.

“No, he won’t,” you smirked, “Get the team. Let’s roll.”

Wraith sighed with a low, pained groan, leaning back in his chair and watching as Aerocell began the
last stretch into the Aftermath Archives.

Blue code fought with purple and red flashed across the screen before melting to green. It was only a
few weeks away from its goal and it would give him everything he needed. 

But there was a slight change of plans. 

He glanced over his shoulder as the Doctor walked into the room. 

“She destroyed the book,” he growled lowly as he lifted his sleeve, “The Soldier is useless now.”

“Not necessarily,” Novak said, pushing up his glasses and grabbing a syringe from the table. He
flicked it twice, measuring the liquid before pulling up a chair beside him, “He’s still a weapon we
can wield…against her.”



Wraith paused, wincing slightly as the Doctor pressed the needle against his skin before sliding it in.
A second later and a cool liquid flowed through his veins, calming the fever that was plaguing his
skin.

A sigh of relief flowed through his lungs and he relaxed back as a grin curled to his face, “I like how
you think, Doc.”
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Frankenstein's Monster

Chapter Summary

Boone’s smile quickly turned into a frown as she sighed, “We're just going into a big black box
of death.”

“Great,” Duke groaned. You glanced to him, he was glaring at the screen before his eyes flicked
around the room and a worried look flashed across his face.

You sighed, your jaw clenching as you realized what he was thinking.

He knew just how dangerous Wraith was, he’d almost gotten seriously hurt in Cairo. He knew
Wraith didn’t care about keeping innocent people out of the fight. And he knew that Wraith
would never stop until he got what he wanted.

It was dangerous and you were dragging your friends into a fight that they hadn’t even started.

You frowned, the look on your face catching Duke’s attention.

“Don’t even think about it,” he whispered in your ear with a low growl, “We go in together. Or
we don't go at all.”

You nodded with a forced smile as you tugged on your helmet, “I know...I know.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

It is true, we shall be monsters, cut off from all the world; but on that account, we shall be more
attached to one another.

You huffed a sigh, puffing a strand of hair out of your face and shrugging your backpack over your
shoulder as you ducked through your cabin on the Alliance. Stepping into a pair of boots, you ignored
the laces that dragged along the floor and shoved your shoulder into the door before you spun out into
the halls. 

Things were moving fast, faster than you had anticipated.

Duke had rallied the troops and, before you knew it, they’d come up with a plan to bring Wraith in
and they’d all shipped off to the Alliance to wait for the right moment, bringing you with them. 

Even though it was moving fast, you were grateful for everything they were doing. 

If you could manage to take Wraith down and bring him in, an immense weight would lift off your
shoulders. Novak would be left without his number one soldier and unable to get another super-
soldier without alerting you or the Avengers. Bucky was untouchable as long as he was with Steve.
And you were constantly surrounded by soldiers that would lay down their lives for you should
Novak even think about looking your way. 

Hopefully, it would never come to that.

But, if you could just get Wraith out of the way, you could finally take a real break. You could travel
back home and fix the house before Bucky saw it in the sad state it was in. Though Duke and Jack
had tried their best to get it back into presentable order, bullet holes and shattered glass still painted
the front of the house and the front flower beds were torn up by combat boots. 

— “Finally figured it out, hm?” a voice came from the night, “Come now, kiddo, what use would you
be dead?” —

— You frowned, your eyes flicking up to the figure as the shooting ended. Dozens of men stepped from
the shadows, they were all dressed in black tac suits. If you didn’t know better, you would have
thought it was your own Alpha team. Leading them from the darkness was a masked figure. He looked
like you. He moved like you. —



You shuddered slightly before taking a deep breath to push away the memory and moving on down
the hall. 

Everything would end the second you took down Wraith.

Right? 

Right.

If you took him down, you could finally go home and Bucky would finally have somewhere to come
home to. 

You paused in your step as you walked through the barracks. Your eyes wandered the hall before
landing on a door. It was the only one that had been closed for a month, one that had been sealed since
its occupant left the Alliance and moved in with the Avengers.

Bucky’s room.

You passed it every day, just like he unknowingly passed your cabin every day he was there. You
snuck into it the first day back on the Alliance. You’d plopped down on his bed and stayed there for
hours, staring into the wall until Duke had found you there. He’d gently dragged you back to your
room and sat with you for a few more hours before coaxing you to take a shower and eat dinner. 

But you hadn’t been in since. 

“Captain?” a soft voice came from behind you. You hid a flinch as you spun on your heel and relaxed
back with a low smile. Zac’s head cocked to the side, quickly looking over you before his eyes flicked
down the hall and he began to walk with you, “I have something for you.”

Zac moved swiftly through the halls of the Alliance with you on his heels. He ducked through halls,
up stairs, and through corridors before stopping in front of the Perch. 

“What do you got for me, Norway?”

He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small device and tossing it to you as he opened the door,
“Short-range, hand-held EMP. If Wraith is using a Taskmaster helmet, it should take it out.”

“Great,” you said, rolling the device through your fingers. It was small, not as small as Boone’s SOS
beacon but not as big as a FuckU 2.0. 

A small smirk worked its way to your face. If you could shut him down, you could take him down
and it would be— 

“One minor issue, though.” Zac cleared his throat, raising a finger as he led you into the Perch.

Your smile was replaced by a sigh, “Of course there is.”

“It’s an EMP so it’s gonna take out anything around it.” Zac slid behind a computer, nodding to both
Duke, Jack, and Belov where they were reclining at the conference table, “You take out his helmet,
it’ll take out yours too. You’ll be in the dark. I wouldn’t recommend going at him alone.”

“She won’t,” Belov piped up, his feet up on the table, “We’ve had enough Batman shenanigans—”



You clicked your tongue with a sharp shake of your head, “Don't start with me, Belov. Especially not
after yours and Boone's stunt.”

“Touché.” He rolled his eyes with a small smirk before Duke cut into the conversation.

“You're not going at him alone, (F/N),” he warned, his voice low as he glared up at you, “We're in this
together.”

It was your turn to roll your eyes, “I know. Relax.”

Duke raised a brow, more than obviously not believing you as he opened his mouth to say something
more before you cut him off. 

“Where’s Boone?”

He paused, the look on his face never leaving even as he spoke, “She’s meeting Rogers at the Tower.”

You nodded, tossing your back to the floor and sliding in a seat across from them, “She's getting
attached.”

“I would too if Rogers was…” Duke shrugged before he stopped, sending a quick glance to Jack.

“Say it,” Jack said, a smile working on the corner of his lips as your eyes widened and Belov very
slowly moved away from the two of them. 

“Lookin' at me the way he looks at her,” Duke said slowly, gauging his fiance’s reaction before
nodding even slower. Your eyes flicked to Jack, waiting for his reply.

Instead, he shrugged and relaxed back, “Eh, same. He’s dreamy.”

You scoffed about to relax back when your phone went off in your pocket. You froze, reaching down
slowly to pull it out before glancing at the screen. Your heart fluttered lightly at the name there before
your eyes flicked to Zac, “Norway—”

His back was to you but he waved you off, “Already on it, boss. You're good to go.”

You smiled at him, pushing out of your chair before answering, “Hey, handsome.”

Bucky’s low chuckle came from the other end, the rumble of it making you shiver, “Hey, beautiful.
What're you doing?”

“Eh…” You said slowly, glancing over your shoulder to look at Duke, “I'm over at Duke's, we're
working on his piece of shit car—”

You heard Duke sputter from behind you, he stammered before growling, “Don't talk about Blue like
that—”

“Shut up, Dugan,” You called over your shoulder, slipping out of the Perch as Duke muttered under
his breath. You whirled into the quiet of Boone’s private office that sat behind the Perch before you
turned your attention back to Bucky, “What about you? Are you at the Compound today?”

“Nah,” he hummed, “We're up at the Tower. Stevie's girlfriend is bringing some paperwork for the
big guys to sign.”



“The big guys?”

Bucky snickered this time, “Stark and the punk. The big dumbasses.”

You chuckled lightly before the laugh was caught in your throat. A small commotion came from the
other side of the line. 

Bucky paused too, listening to someone yell at him before he responded, “I said what I said.”

A real laugh came from you this time. You shook your head as you pushed yourself onto Boone’s
desk and your face fell lightly, “How are you?”

“I'm alright—” He said, you could practically feel him shrug through the phone but you could also
almost see the look on his face as well. 

The sadness buried beneath his eyes and cloaked by forced confidence in his voice.

“James,” you warned, “Don't lie to me.”

Even if you lied to him all the time. 

Bucky scoffed, going quiet for a moment before he whispered, “This...this is great but...it's a lot. And
I miss you so damn much.”

A sad smile curled to your face but it fell as the door to Boone’s office slid open and Zac poked his
head in.

“We need to go, boss.”

“Soldier Boy,” (F/N) crooned, her voice music to his ears, “You're adorable.”

Bucky could practically see her smile, practically see the way her eyes crinkled and her nose
scrunched with that rare wide grin.

And he couldn’t help but milk it. 

“And?” he purred, ignoring Sam and the look he cast his way as he walked through the living room. 

“And I love you. And I miss you,” she continued with a laugh, “And I can't wait for you to come
home.”

Bucky sighed, his entire body relaxing just at the thought of going home to her, at the thought of
holding her in his arms again and falling asleep with her beside him. 

“Fuck,” he sighed, running a hand down his face, “I love you.”

Sam poked his head back around the corner, a loud ‘oh’ echoing through the room from him. Bucky
rolled his eyes, trying his best to ignore him before (F/N) spoke again.

“Tell Sam to mind his business,” She said simply, the deadpan in her voice making him chuckle.

“(F/N) says to mind your business, dumbass,” Bucky called to him, sending him a pointed look.

“She didn't say that.”



“Yes, she did.” He nodded with a matter-of-fact look, “She can hear your stupid from across the
room.”

“Buck, be nice, Soldier Boy.”

“He deserves it,” Bucky shrugged, “Trust me.”

(F/N) laughed, a real laugh this time and one that lasted for more than a second. God, he missed that
sound. 

— “This is it, isn’t it?” she said quietly, avoiding Bucky’s gaze as he turned to her. —

— “For now,” he bowed his head to look at her, curling a finger under her chin to tilt her face toward
him, “I’ll be back.” —

— (F/N) laughed with a roll of her eyes, “You promise?” —

— He smiled, his thumb stroking her jaw as he stared into her eyes, “I promise.” —

Bucky closed, savoring one of the few good memories he had stored away inside his head. He sighed
with a smile, leaning back in his chair and running his fingers through his hair. 

But his smile fell when he heard Duke’s voice on (F/N)’s side of the line. 

“Hey, (F/N), let's go,” Duke said, his voice low as though he was trying his best to whisper, “We're
burning daylight.”

(F/N) sighed, the huff echoing through the phone, “I gotta go. Duke's getting antsy.”

“I can hear that.” Bucky rolled his eyes, “I'll talk to you in a bit, okay?”

“Perfect.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

With that, her end of the line died and left him in silence. Bucky sighed, tossing his phone onto the
coffee table and leaning back on the couch. 

“Man,” Wilson’s voice came from behind him, “She's got you whipped.”

“Fuck off.” He couldn’t help but roll his eyes with a growl, “Just because she likes you doesn't mean
that I do.”

Sam scoffed, wiggling his brows at him before his gaze snapped out the windows of the Tower.
Bucky followed it, watching as a familiar Daedalus jet whipped around the building before hovering
over the landing pad. He pushed himself to his feet, brushing past Sam and jogging up the stairs
where he met up with Stark.

“Oh, Steven,” the billionaire sang, the evil grin on his face curling wider as Steve appeared behind
them, “Your girlfriend has arrived.”

“I can see that, Stark.” Steve deadpanned, turning his attention to Bucky as the jet’s engines began to
power down, “How is (F/N)?”



“Good,” Bucky smiled, “Living life like…normal…”

He trailed off, his eyes flicked to Pietro as he zoomed into the room followed by his sister and Vision. 

(F/N) wanted a normal life. That’s why she refused to join them in the first place. She’d jumped from
fight to fight just as much as he had. 

Bucky frowned, glancing down at the glinting metal of his arm and his jaw clenched. 

He could never give her a normal life, could he?

Not when he was living in a world with monsters and aliens and robots and enhanced people with
powers. Not when he himself wasn’t normal at all. 

He couldn’t.

Boone’s drawl tore him away from his thoughts as she sauntered through the doors with a file tucked
under her arm. She smiled at Steve, “Hey there, stud.”

Steve mirrored her grin, relaxing back as he reached out to pull her against his chest, “Montana.”

— Dust swirled as the C17 touched down onto the dirt runway, it overtook the airfield and twisted
around the shed. (F/N) braced against him, bowing her head into his chest as his arms curled around
her and he placed a kiss on her temple. The whirring engines grew louder as the plane came to a stop
in front of the shed. —

She smiled, hugging him before pulling away and her green eyes flicked to Bucky, “Hey there, sweet
cheeks.”

“Boone.” Bucky forced a smile, crossing his arms over his chest and rocking to his heels.

Boone’s smile twitched slightly as her eyes flicked over him before she turned to Tony, “Mr. Stark.”

“Agent Cavanaugh,” Tony smiled, “Please take your time conducting business, we like studying the
relationship between you and Captain Rogers.”

Bucky couldn’t help but scoff, wincing as Steve smacked him before growling, “Shut up, Stark.”

“As much as I would love to stay,” Boone said, grabbing Steve’s arm to keep him away from Tony,
“I've got business on the Alliance and elsewhere.”

“Oh.” Stark quirked a brow with an interested hum, “Aftermath is rolling out, huh?”

“I didn't say that.” Boone shook her head, trying to tug Steve away from both Tony and the
conversation.

Steve held his ground, his eyes flashing to her with a worried glare, “Boone—”

“What?” She shrugged, “I'll be careful...shit.”

“So, you are heading somewhere!” Stark’s grin grew, “Where you all heading to this time?”

“None of your business,” Boone crossed her arms over her chest, sending a pleading look to Steve as
Tony continued to pester her, “New York, s'il vous plaît?”



“Aw, c'mon, Cavanaugh—” Tony whined before Steve finally cut him off. 

“No. Stay out of it, Stark.”

Steve wrapped an arm around Boone’s shoulder, quickly spinning her and leading her away from
them. 

Stark sighed, nudging Bucky slightly as he watched them walk away, “You ever get jealous of
Aftermath? They can go wherever they want and they don't get caught.”

Bucky shrugged, “It's probably because they don't wear a shiny red and gold suit. Or carry a red,
white, and blue target.”

“Aw, c'mon, Jason Bourne.” Tony rolled his eyes, “You’ve never been jealous of Ghost?”

Bucky opened his mouth before he paused. 

— “You didn’t answer my question.” —

— “I owe you,” Ghost said, hopping on top of, then off, a rock. —

— “For what?” Bucky scoffed as Ghost’s jet came into sight. There were two more uniformed soldiers
in masks at the base of the jet, waiting for Ghost’s return. —

— “Don’t worry about it. Just take care of yourself, Sergeant Barnes.” —

No. He wasn’t jealous. But he did have questions. He had so, so many questions. 

Bucky shook his head, wiping the thought away as quickly as it came before he turned back to Stark.

“You know, you were saying last week you were done almost losing people.”

“No,” Stark corrected him with a wave of a finger, “I said I was done being told what to do by idiots.
Now, I get to tell myself what to do.”

“You're still an idiot,” Natasha’s voice came from behind them. Bucky scoffed, shaking his head as he
looked to the woman as she stopped beside them. 

“Romanoff, you’re breaking my heart.”

She smirked, leaning against the railing and nodding to Rogers and Cavanaugh, “What are we looking
at?”

Sam cleared his throat, leaning next to her before putting on the crappiest English accent, “The
elusive Captain Rogers has emerged from the training room to put on a courtship display to a
potential mate—”

“Sam, I can hear you,” Steve snapped from the floor below them, turning to glare at them. Boone
snickered, shaking her head before rolling to her toes and placing a kiss on his cheek before hurrying
away. 

“That was fast.” Natasha raised a brow suspiciously. 

“Aftermath's off on another mission,” Tony said, nodding to Cavanaugh as she rushed out the doors. 



“Without us?” she hummed, “Rude.”

Tony nodded, finally turning back to Bucky with an expectant smile, “C'mon, Bourne, give the suit a
test run, whaddya say?”

“No.” Bucky shook his head.

He couldn’t risk ruining his chances at a pardon. He couldn’t risk—

“Ghost will be there,” Natasha purred. 

Bucky blinked, thinking about it for only a moment before he shook his head, “Don't pull me into
whatever drama you have with him…”

— “Why are you letting me go?” —

— “I owe you…” —

But he had so many questions. And Ghost was the only person that could answer them. 

“On the other hand…” He said slowly, following Stark into the lab and looking up at the suit he was
working on. 

You groaned as Daedalus One rocked slightly and you leaned over to lace up your boots before tying
them tight. Boone rubbed your back lightly as she passed you and slipped on her suit. 

She’d just finished a new upgrade to the Aegis, a completely black stealth suit with thicker armor and
a reinforced helmet, after Duke had been shot in Cairo and after your helmet shattered in Chile. And
your code names were still engraved along the side of the helmet. 

The flight had been oddly quiet as though the rest of the team knew just how much was riding on this.
They’d all worked so hard for you and, if you could get your hands on Wraith, they could take a real
break and get back to business as usual. 

Taking a deep breath, you rose to your feet and shook out your shoulders as you reached over to grab
your rifle. Slinging it across your back, you grabbed Duke’s shield from the weapons rack and tossed
it to him. 

He nodded to you, slipping his arm into the strap and grabbing your helmet from the table before
handing it to you. Boone hummed to herself lightly as she grabbed a pair of knives from her rack and
slung them through her fingers before putting them away and grabbing a pair of batons she’d
borrowed from Natasha. 

The three of you stepped out of the Command Center together and you caught your first glimpse of
Hong Kong. Dusk was just hitting the city and the lights of the building were beginning to spring to
life. 

You took another deep breath before looking over your suited-up team, “Everybody ready?”

“Да,” Belov nodded, tossing his helmet between his hands. 

“Ready to get this over with more like,” Duke muttered under his breath as he chewed on his cheek. 



“Aw, c'mon, this'll be fun,” Boone drawled before you could say anything.

Zac raised a brow at her, turning back to his computer and pulling up a scan of the building that
flashed on screens around the cabin of the jet. Instead of a schematic or a scan of the different
individuals in the building, it was completely blank. You were going in blind.

Boone’s smile quickly turned into a frown as she sighed, “We're just going into a big black box of
death.”

“Great,” Duke groaned. You glanced at him, he was glaring at the screen before his eyes flicked
around the room and a worried look flashed across his face. 

You sighed, your jaw clenching as you realized what he was thinking. 

He knew just how dangerous Wraith was, he’d almost gotten seriously hurt in Cairo. He knew Wraith
didn’t care about keeping innocent people out of the fight. And he knew that Wraith would never stop
until he got what he wanted. 

It was dangerous and you were dragging your friends into a fight that they hadn’t even started. 

You frowned, the look on your face catching Duke’s attention. 

“Don’t even think about it,” he whispered in your ear with a low growl, “We go in together. Or we
don't go at all.”

You nodded with a forced smile as you tugged on your helmet, “I know...I know.”

Bucky paused, glancing at his reflection in the mirror and scoffing to himself lightly. How Stark was
able to put together a suit so fast that fit so well was a mystery to him. 

He’d give it to himself, he looked good in blue. 

“What do you think you're doing?”

Bucky winced, turning just in time to see Steve walk into the room behind him. He swallowed,
shrugging stiffly and slipping on a pair of fingerless gloves, “Aftermath can’t have all the fun, right?”

“That’s the spirit, Sergeant Barnes!” Tony called, walking into the room behind Steve and admiring
his handiwork. He nodded to himself before reaching over and clapping Bucky on his metal shoulder.
Tony yelped quietly, shaking out his hand with a frown, “Ow.”

“Tony…” Steve said with a low sigh, the look on his face fell even further as Natasha and Sam
walked into the room already suited up, “Nat, Sam, come on guys.”

Sam blinked, glancing over everyone, “What?”

“Buck…” Steve groaned, turning back to him with a tired look in his eyes. 

Bucky forced a cocky smile to his face, “Listen, you little shit, do you know much shit you got me
into when we were kids?”

“Oh, don't start that now,” Steve rolled his eyes, “We’re not kids anymore, Buck—”



“Aw, c’mon, Rogers,” Tony cut in, throwing an arm over his shoulder, “Barnes is making his own
decisions and he's deciding right here and now that he wants to go kick some ass today. We should be
supporting him.”

“Tony…” Steve said, his gaze flicking back and forth between him before he gave up, “Fine. Fine!”

Natasha chuckled, nodding toward the Quinjet, “Look at the bright side, Rogers, where do you think
Cavanaugh rushed off to?”

Steve paused, the look on his face quickly warping before he shook his head, “Just don't go in alone.”

Bucky nodded, “I won't.”

Your boots clunked on the rooftop as you jumped out of Daedalus One from where it hovered over the
building. Boone and Duke landed on either side of you, followed by the rest of your team with the
exception of Jesse and Art who would be watching the skies for any sign of trouble, and Zac who’d
be keeping an eye on all of your suits. Darkness had overtaken the city and the sound of traffic was
barely drowned out by the whistling wind that whipped over the edge of the building. 

You glared at the building across from you, watching as Jack and Belov moved to fire a pair of
grappling hooks across the gap. The hook snapped against Wraith’s building, catching the edge of a
balcony and coming to a stop. The two men tossed the grapples to Ari and Duke who pulled the line
taut. Boone tossed you another hook, nodding to you as the rest of the group followed your lead and
you took a running leap across the gap. 

Catching on the line, you held onto the hook and went sailing across the gap. A moment later, your
feet hit the balcony and you ducked out of the way of Boone and Duke as they, again, arrived at your
side. 

“Glitch, Libra, on me,” you said lowly, swinging your rifle into your hands, “Trickster, Firewire get us
in. Goliath, Backbone, Jumper, you come up from the rear. Wait until my signal, I’ll set off the EMP
and—”

“We grab the bitch,” Boone finished for you with a nod, watching as Belov and Jack forced the door
open with Aftermath cards. 

You paused with a sigh, shaking your head with a roll of your eyes, “We grab the bitch. Everybody
ready?”

“Yes, boss.” Your team nodded, Ari and Dorian watched Belov and Jack’s back as they got the doors
open. 

“Let’s move,” you said, flicking the safety off your rifle and moving through the group, “Aftermath is
go.”

The team formed up behind you, weapons drawn and ready as you led them into the building. 

The interior of the building was a far cry from Wraith’s fortress in Chile. It was clean and neat and
bright lights lined the halls. 

— The hallway you entered was dimly lit and polished white tiles lined the floor, reflecting the
blinking red lights that lined the walls. Looking up to the corners of the ceiling, you saw no security



cameras and slowly crept from the shadows of the stairwell. Your footsteps echoed in a rhythm as you
made your way down the corridor. —

You held up a hand, stopping the team in their step as your eyes tracked along the hall. 

“Glitch,” you said, catching the short flash of a camera’s light, “Cameras.”

“Got it,” Boone nodded, pulling out a tablet and quickly typing at it. A second later the lights
flickered and she looked up at you, “Cameras disabled.”

You nodded, waving your hand and continuing on your way. The halls were oddly quiet and vacant.
There wasn’t a soul in sight. The only sound was that of your team’s footsteps as they fell in unison
on the white tile. 

“Big Brother,” you hummed quietly, continuing through the building, “Tell me you have a better
scan.”

“Negative, Ghost, we’re still in the dark.”

You growled to yourself as you came to the end of the hall. Glancing back and forth, you chose a door
and pushed it open. 

“Cover me,” you said, ducking into the room and taking a quick look around for any signs of life,
“Clear.”

You took another step into the room before you paused.

— Bright white walls and lights caused stacked metal boxes to gleam from where they were strewn.
The concrete floor sloped downward the farther back it went into the bunker. Two elevators stood next
to each other in one of the corners, while an access stairway sat alone in the opposite corner. —

You entered what looked like a large storeroom. Refrigerated crates were carefully stacked throughout
the room. They were like towers of silver, glinting in the artificial white light. Coolant lines trailed out
of the backs of them, casting a fog that crept throughout the room. 

You took another hesitant inside as you handed your rifle to Raffa and reached toward a single crate
that was sitting closest to you. Twirling a k-bar into your hand, you wedged it into the seam before
cracking the crate open. 

The crate wheezed as you did, sending a thick cloud of mist from the inside as you opened the lid.
Glancing inside, you frowned, “It’s empty—”

Your words were cut off by the lights snapping to red and the door behind you slamming shut. Doors
on the walls to either side of you snapped open and guards began to swarm the room. Your eyes
flicked across the room, catching a shadow straight across from you as the doors there began to close. 

Your legs worked of their own accord, sending you sprinting across the room.

“Ghost!” Boone yelled, ducking behind a crate as gunfire began to ricochet throughout the room,
“What are you doing?”

You didn’t stop, sliding through the doors as they closed behind you. 

“Ah, fuck me,” Duke’s voice echoed through your helmet as you chased the shadow down the hall. 



“Now's not a good time—” Jack snapped with a grunt. 

You tried to tune them out as you lowered your shoulder into a door the shadow closed behind him.
The door flew off the hinges, flying across the stairwell you entered. You paused, looking around you
to try and find the shadow in the dark. 

“Both of you shut up,” Boone growled, “Oh, shit! Split up. Get down!”

The sound of gunfire faded behind you as you stalked up the stairs, listening for footsteps or anything
to tell you where the shadow you were chasing ran off to. You stopped, looking around you and
catching a glimpse of light from underneath a door a floor above you. Taking stairs two by two, you
rushed up to the door and shoved it open with your rifle raised. 

You entered a brightly lit and clean room. Vials and beakers were stacked on a counter and notes were
strewn across a desk. Wads of paper were piled in a trash can and labeled chemicals were carefully
organized on shelves that line the walls. 

— Like the main bay of the bunker, the room was bright white and glinting with metallic objects.
Scalpels and other sharp shiny things were neatly placed alongside an operating table that was lined
with heavy straps. You felt your heart sink as you took in more of your surroundings. —

You lowered your rifle, looking around the room as you realized what you had just walked into.

“Ah,” an accented voice came from the corner of the room, making you swing around, “Hello,
Lieutenant...I mean Captain. Congratulations.”

Novak’s lab.

You swallowed, pressing your rifle back against your shoulder, “Where is he?”

“Sulking probably. He has been rather irritable as of late,” Novak shrugged, adjusting his glasses as
he turned to you. He was reclining back on a couch, looking out into the city, “You know what the
chemicals do to you, makes you feel everything before—”

“You go numb.”

Novak chuckled lightly, grabbing a book from the coffee table and flipping it open. He shrugged, “It
all comes back eventually.”

— Bright white light piercing down onto polished metal tools, smooth cold metal on your back. Calm
whispers surrounded you from each side and shadows moved against the light. A thick needle was
jammed into your arm, injecting a mystery substance into your veins and deadening your senses. You
couldn’t feel the pain anymore as someone murmured into your ear and smoothed back your sweat-
soaked hair. You shivered. —

“After it burns your veins from the inside out.” you growled, your voice darkening as you raised your
rifle toward him. 

“Oh, come now, it's not that bad.” Novak waved you off. He stared at his book before he raised a
brow with a slight smile and he looked back up at you, “Then again, you are complete. He is still…”

“Broken,” You whispered. 

He scoffed, shaking his head and snapping his book closed, “Faulty.”



“Merek. Stop. Stop this.” you plead softly, shaking your head and lowering your weapon, “Please.
Just let him go.”

Novak paused, raising a brow and looking over you, “And you'll come home with me?”

“No.” You shook your head, “Merek, this has to stop.”

“Or,” a darkened voice growled from behind you, making you jump as the door slammed and a lock
clicked,  “You can just give him what he wants.”

You whirled around, yelping as Wraith lunged at you from the shadows. Backing quickly away from
him, you raised your rifle in front of you to shield yourself from an onslaught of hits he threw at you. 

Wraith’s fist smacked against your rifle, cracking it in the middle with a ring of Vibranium. You
flinched out of the way of the strike before freezing. His fist blew past you with a continuing hum of
the metal. There were plates of Vibranium on his knuckles and on his chest, glinting the light. 

He took advantage of the distraction, kicking out your knee before grabbing you and throwing you
across the room. 

“Ay,” you growled, pushing yourself back up to your feet, “Vete a la mierda.” Ow. Fuck you. 

“Shut up,” Wraith snapped, tossing a table out of his way to get to you. 

Novak scoffed, walking past him and sitting down at his desk. He took out a notebook, glancing up to
your fight every so often and jotting down notes. 

You scrambled across the room, narrowly avoiding Wraith throwing whatever he could at you to slow
you down. Swinging over the couch, you tackled Wraith around the middle and to the floor. He threw
you off of him without a second thought, tossing you across the room before moving to pin you to the
floor. You rolled out of his grasp, quickly returning to your feet and sending a kick in his direction. 

Wraith barely flinched, he instead batted your foot away with ease and stood to his full height, “Nice
try, sweetheart.”

He launched himself at you again, pushing you into defense as he rushed you. You blocked hit after
hit, wincing every time his armored knuckles pressed into your armor. 

You really wished you would have brought Duke’s shield.

Another yelp flashed through your throat as Wraith forced you backward. You tried to keep up with
him, throwing a few punches. 

Right. Left.

Both of which he blocked. You turned, trying to disguise another hit as you grabbed Zac’s EMP from
your pocket. 

Uppercut. 

You managed to land that one before you planted your foot and turned to kick him in the stomach. 

Kick. 



Wraith grabbed your leg, ready to bring his elbow down on your knee when you finally clicked the
button on Zac’s device. 

This time a yelp came from Wraith and he dropped your leg before backing away. You jumped at him
in an instant, taking full advantage of his state. 

Right. Left. Uppercut. 

He held his helmet in his hands as your HUD went dark and the lights flickered off. You kicked him
in the stomach, sending him falling to his knees. 

Kick. 

Grabbing his helmet, you threw your knee at his head and he collapsed on the floor. Your chest was
heaving as you relaxed back to your heels. 

“What did you do?” Novak snapped, flinching as the emergency lights tried to power on but only
threw sparks in the dark. 

You shrugged, still trying to catch your breath, “Cognitive recalibration seems to do the trick on
brainwashed super-soldiers.”

“Who said he was brainwashed?” He raised a brow, crossing his legs one over the other before
reaching up to clean his glasses. 

“What?”

“But I meant that,” Novak ignored you, pointing at Zac’s device and glancing through his glasses
before putting them back on, “What did you do?”

“I…” You stammered, glancing at Wraith as he groaned and tried to sit up, “I shorted out his helmet.”

Novak raised a brow, his head cocking to the side, “Why?”

“Doesn't it...track me?” you asked, your heart starting to pound out of your chest, “Like Taskmaster's
—”

“Taskmaster? Ha!” Wraith cackled, pushing himself to his feet and shaking his head, “Dreykov's little
brat wouldn't be anything without it. But nobody said I needed it. It only helps me when I need it.”

You blinked, your brows furrowing before your eyes widened and Wraith snarled. He charged at you
without giving you a chance to think, throwing your back into a fighting stance as the two of you
continued to destroy the room. 

Novak relaxed back again, nodding as he watched the two of you. 

“Danny! Stop!” you snapped in a last-ditch effort, aiming your fist at his helmet again. 

He ignored you, “I don't need anything to help me beat you—”

“Except a faulty serum and vibranium armor.” You glared at him. 

“Levels the playing field, darling,” he shrugged, grunting as you finally landed a hit and he grabbed
your fist. He threw you over his shoulder before tossing you easily into the coffee table, “And look



who still can't keep up?”

“Shut up,” you grunted, wobbly returning to your feet.

Wraith chuckled again, waiting for you to get back up before he launched himself toward you, “You're
so fuckin' adorable when you think you got everything figured out.”

He tackled you to the floor before you had time to react. You squirmed beneath him, flashes of Chile
running through your head as you fought to keep him from pinning you. 

— “Do you know how long I’ve waited for this?” he growled, his fingers digging into the flesh of
your neck like claws, “How long I’ve been dreamin’ of snuffing the light outta your eyes?” —

To no avail. 

“You know how long I've waited for this?” he growled, snatching both your wrists and knocking them
to the ground, “How long I've had to sit on ice while you've been out fuckin' around?”

— Bright lights, squinting eyes. Cold metal on your back, sending chills through your body. —

Novak pushed back from his desk, opening a drawer and pulling out a syringe. Wraith adjusted
himself on top of you, wrenching one of your arms toward the Doctor as he approached you. 

— Breathing ragged, a metal taste in your mouth. Restrained to the table. —

“Get off me!” you yelled, trying to kick him off as he adjusted himself again. 

Wraith leaned down, knocking his helmet against yours, “Hold still.”

— Surrounded by lab coats, pain shooting through your body, holding back a scream. —

You didn’t listen, continuing to thrash against him even as Novak knelt beside you before plunging
the needle into your arm. A screech left your lips as deep red liquid began to flow into the syringe. 

“Ah, thank you, Ghostie,” Novak said finally, yanking out the needle and looking at the syringe’s
contents with a satisfied hum. 

“You had so much damn time and you still use your brain like you did then,” Wraith grunted, wincing
as your wrist slipped from his grasp and smacked his helmet, “Do you even think before you do
something?”

“No,” Novak hummed, “No she does not.”

“You rush into things without your team and expect them to pick up the pieces you've left in your
wake,” Wraith scoffed, nodding to the Doctor as he grabbed his jacket and transferred your blood into
a vial before sticking it into his pocket.

Novak grabbed his notebook from his desk before glancing over his shoulder, “Have fun.”

He winked with a grin, pressing a tile on one of the walls and waiting as a hidden door slid open
before he slipped inside and disappeared. 

“Oh,” Wraith purred, grabbing your wrist again and slamming it into the floor, “We will.”



“Alright, kids,” Tony said from the front of the Quinjet, catching Bucky’s attention, “It looks like
Aftermath is already inside. Let's see what they got.”

Steve nodded, grabbing his shield, “We’ll get in the same route they did.”

“Guys?” Natasha asked, turning to them with a frown, “Their comms are down. They’re flying in the
dark.”

“Something's wrong,” Bucky murmured, “We gotta move.”

Steve nodded, “Maximoff’s let’s go. Vision, Sam, get us down there.”

Vision grabbed both of the twins while Sam grabbed Natasha and they jumped from the jet. 

“You need a chute?” Steve asked Bucky as he stepped up to the edge of the ramp. 

“Nah,” Bucky shook his head, “You?”

“Nope.”

“You two are so annoying,” Tony said, rolling his eyes and stepping out of the jet. Bucky followed
suit, leaping down off the ramp with a grunt. 

He hit the roof of a building, rolling over his shoulder before hopping to his feet. Grappling lines
caught his attention and he went sprinting across the roof. Jumping off the parapet, his metal arm
wrapped around the line and he went sliding across the gap to the other building. 

Bucky let go, flying onto the balcony with Romanoff and the twins before stalking toward the open
door. He took a hesitant glance inside as Steve joined him, his shield raised in front of him. 

“Let’s move.”

Bucky nodded, pulling a pistol from his side and following Steve into the building. 

“Lights are out,” Steve said, his brows furrowing before he paused. Tony’s suit sounded behind them
and a moment later, his arc reactor was lighting the hall. 

“Let’s go, Cap,” Tony nodded, raising his repulsors in front of him and taking off down the hall. They
only took a few more steps before they heard gunfire echoing further in the building, “FRIDAY’s
picking up heat signatures, a lot of them.”

“Why do I get the feeling your girlfriend is in trouble?” Pietro asked Steve, raising a brow before
speeding down the hall. 

“Probably because she is,” Steve sighed before sprinting after him. 

“We got a locked door up here,” Pietro called back, “I can’t get it open.”

“I can,” Wanda said, red energy flowing over her before she flicked her fingers toward the door. The
door flew off the hinges and they were met by a room filled with muzzle flash and deep red lights. 

Bucky paused before entering the room, his eyes flicking back and forth between shadows as they
fought each other. 

“Who’s who?” he called, ducking back in the hall.



“Barnes?” one of the shadows froze, its head cocking to the side.

“Libra! What’s going on?”

“Fuck if I know.” Libra shrugged, ducking behind a crate with a pair of other soldiers. 

“They're coming out of the walls,” Trickster said, flinching as a bullet whizzed over the top of them. 

“Where's Boone?” Steve asked, raising his shield and entering the room. 

“She's right....” Libra paused, looking across the room before he shook his head, “Aw hell, she snuck
away again.”

“She went that way,” Firewire said, pointing toward another stack of crates.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Firewire shrugged, “She told me not to—”

He was cut off as Steve went rocketing past them and into the battle. 

“О, вот он идет. До свидания!” Firewire hummed, watching as Rogers disappeared. Oh, there he
goes. Bye!

“Hey. Hey! Focus!” Bucky shook his head, mentally tallying the Aftermath operatives but missing
one, “Where's Ghost?”

“Motherfucker went after Wraith. Alone.” Libra shook his head. 

“Again.” Firewire nodded toward a door on the other side of the room, "Like Batman."

“Locked us out.” Trickster said, finally jumping up and firing back at the guards.

“Stark.” Bucky looked toward the door, about ready to jump into the fray, “I need that door open—”

“Don’t worry, sweet cheeks,” Boone’s voice yelled over the chaos, “I got it.”

Bucky nodded, sprinting across the room and avoiding guards when he could and firing back when he
couldn’t. He ducked next to Steve and Boone, glancing at the door.

Boone winced down, tucking herself into Steve as bullets glanced off his shield, “Find Ghost!”

“We’ll stay here,” Steve nodded, holding Boone close before chucking his shield at the nearest guard,
“Go!”

Bucky nodded, taking off out of the room. 

He ran through a maze of hallways before finding himself in a stairwell and stopping. He frowned,
glancing around him and trying to figure out where Ghost would have gone before he froze. 

“Get off me!”

His heart stalled. He could recognize Ghost's mechanical voice but there was a panic in it that he’d
never heard before. 



Bucky launched himself up the stairs, listening carefully to the sounds of a struggle as it grew louder
and louder. He lowered his shoulder, smacking against a door and breaking it open.

Two figures froze on the floor as he entered with a glare. The room was a mess, shattered glass and
splintered furniture littered the floor.

Whatever struggle had happened there, he wasn’t sad that he had missed. But, right then, his eyes
were glued to the two on the floor. 

Wraith had Ghost pinned beneath him, easily holding him in place even as he stared at him. 

“Barnes?” Ghost asked, his head tilting slightly, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Bucky glared at Wraith, raising his pistol toward the man, “Returning the favor.”

You blinked, watching as the door flew open, the lock punching through the wall before slamming
into the opposite wall. Bucky stepped through in a fury, his eyes dark and glaring into Wraith as you
struggled to get out of his grip. 

“Barnes?” you asked, cocking your head to the side even as you tried to kick Wraith again, “What the
fuck are you doing here?”

Bucky’s gaze shifted from you to Wraith as he raised his weapon, “Returning the favor.”

He fired a pair of shots, making Wraith flinch as bullets ricochet off of his armor. You used the
distraction to your advantage, kicking the other masked man off of you before you rolled out from
underneath him. 

Pushing yourself to your feet, you tried to ignore the throbbing in your arm and stumbled back against
the wall before correcting yourself. 

“Fuck,” you groaned, pushing yourself off the wall. 

Bucky continued to fire until his pistol was emptied and he threw the firearm at Wraith’s head. You
staggered to his side, raising your fists in front of you as he turned to you, “You good?”

“He got me pretty good,” you said lowly, rubbing your arm and shaking your head. 

“I got you,” Bucky nodded, looking back to Wraith, “Together? Like Prague?”

“Yeah,” you panted, sucking a deep breath and straightening, “Like Prague. Let’s go.”

Bucky nodded, rolling to his toes and throwing himself at Wraith. He launched a frenzied attack as
though he had been waiting for something like this for a long time. 

As though he’d grown bored in the few weeks he’d been with the Avengers.

You froze slightly, the thought clouding your mind before you shook it away and jumped to his side. 

The two of you dropped into a rhythm immediately. Bucky would throw a hit with his flesh hand,
then block with the metal arm while you whirled around him to land a kick. 

You were a perfect team. 



— The man was heaven-sent...if heaven sent out killers… —

— The two of you worked together better than anything you’d ever seen. It was like you were made
for each other. —

Wraith went quiet, focusing on stopping the onslaught of hits that the two of you pressed into his
form. Barely a grunt escaped his lips as you and Barnes worked together. 

It wasn’t until you made it halfway across the room that Wraith was able to fight back. 

And fight back he did. 

Wraith raised a hand as Bucky threw a punch at his helmet and he caught his fist easily before
wrenching it away from him. Bucky grunted, gritting his teeth as Wraith twisted his arm. You stepped
between them, trying to press a punch into his shoulder so he would release Bucky. 

Instead, Wraith snapped a kick at your knee, dropping you to the floor before hurling another into
your side and sending you reeling across the floor. 

“Nice try, kids,” Wraith growled, pulling Bucky toward him and wrapping his fingers around his
neck. Bucky growled, using his metal arm to try and pry Wraith’s fingers off of him 

Before he could, Wraith lifted him off his feet and turned toward the window. 

“No!” you screeched, trying to push yourself to your feet and Wraith hurled Bucky against the glass,
“Buck!”

The glass shattered as Wraith threw him away and he yelped before disappearing into the Hong Kong
night. 

“Tienes dos opciones,” Wraith growled, holding up a pair of fingers as he backed away from the
window. He glanced over his shoulder toward the secret door Novak had disappeared into, “Él o yo.”
You have two choices. Him or me. 

You glared at him, hurtling across the floor to reach out the window. Bucky was hanging on for dear
life to a pipe sticking out of the side of the building. 

“Barnes!” you yelled, reaching down for him before you felt a presence behind you. 

Wraith’s helmet knocked against yours again, his altered voice going even lower than usual, “Fuckin’
predictable.”

Bucky yelped, turning midair and grasping at thin air before his metal hand met a pipe. He grunted as
he came to a stop, hanging onto the pipe and trying to lift himself up. His fingers just grazed the
window sill, unable to get a good grip on it before the pipe lurched under his weight. 

Movement above him caught his eyes as Ghost leaned out of the window and held out his arm to him,
“Barnes!”

Bucky reached up, wincing as Wraith appeared behind Ghost but, instead of attacking, Wraith
whispered something against Ghost’s helmet before disappearing back into the building. Ghost shook
his head and continued to reach for him. Bucky’s hand met his and Ghost began to haul him back into
the building. 



He grunted, grabbing onto the window and helping Ghost pull him up before they fell back into the
building. They both thudded to the floor, landing next to each other with chest heaving. 

“Fuck,” Ghost wheezed, throwing an arm over his head before turning to him, “You good?”

Bucky nodded, still breathing heavily as he sat up, “Yeah, you?”

Ghost shrugged stiffly and tenderly sat up, “Yeah.”

Bucky groaned, pushing himself to his feet and looking around the room. Wraith was long gone and
had disappeared without a trace. 

“Fuck, that guy’s good.”

“You’re telling me,” Ghost said with a sigh as Bucky reached down to help him up. Ghost set his
hands on his hips, leaning back and sucking a breath, “So, you’re out in the field again, huh?”

“Trial run,” Bucky shrugged as nonchalantly as he could, “Russia went really well and—”

“And you got bored?”

He blinked, cocking his head to the side, “No. I just. Why not, you know?”

Ghost looked up at him but didn't say a word. Instead, he nodded slowly before walking out of the
room, glass crunching under his boots. 

Bucky paused watching the masked soldier stumble through the debris before going out the door with
him on his tail. 

“Wait,” Bucky said, ducking after him as they walked down the stairs.

Well…Ghost more hobbled down the stairs than anything. 

“What?” Ghost asked, using the handrail to help himself down the stairs before muttering to himself,
“I’m too damn old for this.”

Bucky shook his head, quickly following after him, “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure, but I don’t guarantee an answer.”

Bucky paused, noting the tired tone in Ghost’s voice and choosing his question wisely, “Why? Why
did you save me? I let Prague slide but Berlin with Zemo and the pardon. You didn’t have to do that.”

“I told you once,” Ghost sighed, glancing to him, “I owe you.”

“Yeah, but for what, what did I do?”

“You saved my life,” he shrugged, shoving open the door to where the main scuffle had taken place
between Wraith’s soldiers and his Aftermath operatives. 

“I did?” Bucky asked, shaking his head in disbelief, “When?”

“A long time ago,” Ghost said, stepping back into the room and looking over it. The fight had long
since ended, the bodies of soldiers lay in Aftermath and the Avenger’s wake. Ghost sighed, avoiding a
look from Libra as he stepped toward them. 



“One more question,” Bucky said quietly before Ghost walked too far away. 

The soldier turned back toward him with a short nod. 

“Have I seen you before?” he asked quickly, his eyes flicking to Libra as he approached, “Have I seen
your face?”

Ghost scoffed, staring at him for a moment before he nodded, “Yes.”

Bucky paused, stopping in his tracks as Libra threw one of Ghost’s arms over his shoulder and helped
him out of the building. He watched them for a moment, his mouth agape even as Steve stopped by
his side. 

“You good?”

“Yeah,” he nodded after a moment, “I just…I knew him.”

You groaned, sitting back in your seat on Daedalus One as the rest of your team loaded up. You tore
off your helmet, tossing it to the other side of the room; almost hitting Boone.

“Hey!” she said, glaring at the helmet then you before her face softened. 

You fucked up. You fucked up big time. 

They’d both gotten away. Novak had gotten what he wanted and who knew what he was going to do
with it now. 

And Wraith…he was a bigger problem than you’d ever thought he’d be. You thought that you had
him. That this would be it, you’d nab him and he’d be off the playing field. 

But he’d made things so much more complicated. 

— “Who said he was brainwashed?” He raised a brow, crossing his leg one over the other before
reaching up to clean his glasses. —

You ran a hand down your face before ripping off your gloves and fumbling with the clasps keeping
your suit on. Closing your eyes, you hissed a breath and when you opened them again Boone was
kneeling in front of you. She gently pulled your hands away and nimbly released the clasps herself. 

“You okay?” she whispered, her eyes meeting yours worriedly. 

You nodded halfheartedly, shrugging off your suit and glancing at your arm. The spot where Novak
had stabbed you with the needle was already a deep black and blue. 

A low whistle came from Boone before she turned to Raffa, “Rafael, c’mere.”

“Don’t.” You shook your head, “I’m fine.”

“He finally got a blood sample,” Belov said quietly, biting his lip before his eyes flicked to Duke and
he paled. 

You sighed, slowly swiveling in your chair to look up at him hesitantly. You could feel his wrath even
when he was masked and it doubled the second he took off his helmet. 



His blue eyes glared into you, his jaw clenched and brows furrowed as he hissed, “Command Center,
now.”

You nodded, pushing out of your chair and limping to the Command Center. Boone gently held you
steady, helping you into the room before you flopped into a chair. You looked up to Duke as he began
to pace, “Duke, listen—”

He held up a hand as the doors slid closed, not even looking at you as he held back a yell, “I’ve seen
you do some stupid-ass shit before, (F/N), but you've taken it too far.”

“Duke—”

“No, no,” he snapped, jabbing his finger back toward the building even as Daedalus One took off,
“You literally trapped us in a kill box.”

“It was an accident,” You tried again but he wasn’t listening. 

“I don’t care,” he snarled, “I don’t. Because you left us. You promised you would stay and you didn’t.
I get this whole Wraith/Danny thing is eating you alive but—”

“I can’t drag you into this anymore,” you said softly, letting your gaze drop to the floor, “I know. I’m
sorry. I…I’m done.”

Duke paused, looking over you slowly as his face softened. 

“I’m done chasing him. I’m done fighting him. I can’t keep up, not when he’s…him,” you shook your
head, tears welling in your eyes, “The next time he pops up, give him to the Avengers. I’m done.”

Bucky stretched lightly, taking off his gloves and kicking off his boots as he walked out of the Quinjet
and into the Tower. 

Tony brushed past him, tapping away on a tablet before plopping down on the couch, “Well, kids, I’d
say mission number one—”

“Number two,” Natasha corrected him as she swung into the kitchen, “Red Room counts.”

Tony paused before he nodded and poured himself a drink. , “Mission two reunited went spectacularly
well.”

Bucky nodded, groaning as he sank into a couch next to Steve and Tony finished his drink. 

Tony clicked his tongue as he did, turning to Steve with a grin, “So, about the kid…”

“Tony,” Steve sighed, shaking his head, “I don’t think—”

“Aw, c’mon, Rogers,” he rolled his eyes, “He’s out there. All alone. Fighting crime. Alone.”

Bucky raised a brow, nodding to Stark before being tossed a tablet. He glanced over the file quickly,
noting the picture of the teenager and a short video of him swinging through the streets. He scoffed
and nudged Steve, “He reminds me of you. Little punk from New York.”

“Fine.” Steve heaved another heavy sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose before nodding to Sam,
“But we’re bringing in your guy too.”



Sam spat out his drink, quickly shaking his head, “No. Absolutely not.”

“Deal,” Stark said over the top of Sam’s protests, making Bucky grin, “And, to celebrate, I say we
party.”

Bucky blinked, his smile falling, “Wait, what?”

Stark shrugged, “Semi-annual Stark Gala is coming up. I say we unveil our newest Avengers the right
way.”

He shook his head, chewing his cheek. He never thought he’d be put in a situation like that. He hadn't
been to a party like that since…

— Jazz music played through the building, growing louder and louder the closer they went. —

— “It’s starting, Sarge!” Connie said, tugging him along with her. She pulled him toward another
pavilion and he glanced up at the huge banner that was strung up over them. —

— Stark Expo —

He frowned, shaking his head. That was his normal once. Going to parties with any girl he wanted,
dancing and drinking the night away. 

But now the only girl he wanted was so far away. 

Bucky sighed, so absorbed in his thoughts he didn’t notice Wanda’s eyes flash red as she stared at him
or Natasha lightly smack her. 

But Steve noticed the look on his face. He placed a hand on Bucky’s shoulder, “Trust me, they’re not
that bad. 

“I don’t think I’m ready for a crowd yet,” he said slowly, thumbing the metal plates on his arm. 

“Ah, c’mon, they’re fun,” Sam grinned, pouring himself another drink, “Hey! Maybe Thor will be
back for this one.”

“Yeah,” a voice came from the elevator, “The last time he was here Ultron came to life and we got
three new weirdos.”

Barton ducked into the room, plopping down into the seat next to Nat and throwing an arm over her
shoulder.

“Hey,” Pietro said, glaring at him, “Rude.”

Bucky scoffed, shaking his head and looking back up to Stark. 

Tony shrugged, “It’s just a party. What could go wrong?”

Natasha grabbed Wanda’s hand, slipping away from Clint and the rest of the group. She glanced over
her shoulder before turning to the woman behind her. 

She wasn’t going to pretend she didn’t see that. They’d had enough conversations about invading
people’s minds and reading their thoughts.



“What the hell was that?” she hissed, “I thought we talked about this.”

“I’m sorry! I couldn't stop myself,” Wanda said, an apologetic look washing over her face, “He was
thinking about (F/N). He misses her. And I’m sure she misses him. 

Natasha sighed, glancing back into the room and looking over Barnes. He was staring off into space
again, a lost look coming and going through his eyes. 

Wanda was right he missed her. 

“You know…” Wanda said slowly, “Stark is having a Gala.”

Natasha paused, a slow smirk working over her features, “Would be a shame if someone were to
invite her.”

“Good thing she gave me her number for emergencies,” Wanda smiled, matching Natasha’s look. 

She nodded, “Her boyfriend being lovesick sounds like an emergency.”

“Yes, it does.”
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The Sinners and the Saints

Chapter Summary

“You heard from (L/N) yet?” Natasha asked, sending her a short glance before hopping up on the
counter.

“Not yet,” Wanda said slowly, trying to come up with a lie good enough for Romanoff, “I tried
earlier but she didn’t answer. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

The redhead hummed in response, turning to her, “Here’s what I’m thinking…”

Oh no.

“We take a jet down to New Eden and pick her up ourselves,” she continued with a shrug, “She
can’t tell us no if we show up on her doorstep, right?”

“Right.” She smiled nervously, eyeing a flash of blonde hair as Agent Cavanaugh darted up the
stairs toward Steve’s room. Wanda blinked, turning back to Natasha, “Let me try one more time.
We both know (F/N) doesn't like surprises.”

Natasha nodded, hopping off the counter, “Sounds good, let me know what happens.”

“I will,” Wanda called after her as she disappeared around the corner. She whipped around,
barely catching Boone slipping into Steve’s room before she relaxed back.

If she was going to get (F/N) here, she was going to need some help. 
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I exist in two places, here and where you are.

A light wind blew through the trees, kicking up powdered dust from the running path and gently
lulling waves across the lake. The trees swayed in the breeze, the moss hanging from their branches
rustling softly over the lapping water. Morning sun dappled through the trees, the rays sparkling off of
dewdrops on the lawn. 

You sat at the edge of the lake, your legs tucked against your chest and your chin on your knees. Your
eyes were half-lidded, not used to the warm glow coming over the horizon, and your brows were
furrowed in concentration.

— “Who said he was brainwashed?” — 
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You’d sat there all night, unable to will yourself to go into your apartment and unable to get rid of
Wraith’s voice as it swirled through your head. 

— “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.” —

If Danny hadn’t been wiped like Bucky was, then what had happened?

Had he worked with Novak the entire time? Had he played you from the very beginning?

And that raised the question…

Did he ever really love you?

— “Mi amor…” —

Or had he just used you?

Questions had flown through your head since you landed back at Olympus. They hadn’t allowed you
to sleep, barely even sit still. And you found yourself wandering. You’d lapped the lake five times in
the middle of the night before nestling into a small cove next to the water. It was hidden by the
apartments and long grasses that danced as gracefully as water in the wind.

— “Look at me. I wanna watch.” — 

A shudder ran through your body, the hairs on the back of your neck pricking at the thought of his
masked face looming over yours. 

Whatever you had with him was long gone and it was replaced by something so animalistic it was
unrecognizable. 

— “You don’t owe me all your secrets.” —

He hadn’t even told you half of his.

You sighed, drying your eyes with your sleeve as Danny’s voice hummed through your ears before
being replaced by footsteps. 

“(F/N)?” Duke’s low voice came from behind you. You didn’t answer, your eyes glued to the rippling
waves in front of you and you only stirred as Duke’s form slowly sat beside you. 

He stayed quiet for a moment, following your gaze before he wrapped an arm over your shoulders
and pulled you into him. 

— “You know how long I've waited for this?” he growled, snatching both your wrists and knocking
them to the ground, “How long I've had to sit on ice while you've been out fuckin' around?” —

“The Senator wants to talk to you,” he mumbled as you tucked yourself against him, “He just got to
Olympus. But, we can sit here a little longer if you want.”

You nodded against him, allowing yourself to relax back before you slowly found the strength to sit
yourself up. Duke sighed, letting go over your shoulders and running a hand down your back. Taking
a deep breath, you rocked to your feet and turned to him with a wince.



You’d sat still for so long, you’d forgotten how sore you were. Everything hurt. Your legs, your back,
your head, and especially your arm. 

The bruise had already been a deep blue when you arrived home from Hong Kong and in the last day,
it had darkened to a black. 

It hurt like a bitch.

Leaning over to help Duke up, he popped to his feet and wrapped an arm around you before guiding
you away from the cove and back onto the campus.

It was quiet, still early enough in the morning that not many people were moving around. You could
still hear the birds singing in the forest surrounding the base, something that would soon be deafened
by activities on Olympus. 

You and Duke walked in time together before movement caught your eye and you paused to glance
over your shoulder.

Boone hopped to your side before you could blink, her arm coiling around your waist to hug you
before her hand slipped in yours. 

“You okay?” she asked, resting her chin on your shoulder as the three of you began walking again. 

— “Sergeant Barnes was a master of the battlefield,” Merek whispered in your ear again, “A
predator on the hunt for his prey, so…how do you whittle out the man he was and leave the skills
intact?” —

“Not really,” you muttered, squeezing her hand with a frown. You sighed, “I’m sorry. Both of you. I
shouldn’t have dragged you into this.”

“All part of the job, kid,” Duke shrugged, pulling you tighter against him as you stepped into the Hub
and up the stairs.

Boone nodded, “Life would be pretty boring if we didn’t have you getting us into trouble all the
time.”

You managed a small smile, patting both of them before brushing away, “Something tells me you
guys get into your own trouble all the time.”

You didn’t see the deep frown that stretched across Boone’s face or the silent sigh that wracked
through Duke as he caught up to you again. 

“Trouble’s funner when it’s with you, though.” Duke shrugged, tucking you against him again as
Boone tugged open the door to Turner’s office before pulling you into a hug. Duke stuck his head into
the office, glancing back at you before looking back in, “Go easy, yeah?”

“Understood,” Turner’s voice rumbled from within the room as Duke stepped away and you took his
place. 

Duke closed the door behind you as you stepped inside before gingerly taking a seat across from
Turner. A shaky wince worked through your body as you sat down, tucking your legs to your chest
and avoiding Turner’s burning glare like the plague. 



His lips were pressed into a thin line and his brows furrowed, his blue eyes staring into you with a
vengeance.

“(F/N),” he started, his gaze softening as he sat back in his chair, “You know I love you—”

“Yeah, I know,” you cut in with a low mumble, “But?”

“But, we both know this isn't Weston's Alpha team anymore,” Turner sighed, glancing around the
photos on his desk before grabbing a pen and fidgeting with it, “And you're not just Lieutenant (F/N)
(L/N) anymore, you're a Captain. You have more responsibility now.”

— “Wouldn’t want to make the Senator unhappy now, would we?” he laughed lowly, lowering his
hand and rocking to his heels as you rolled forward, “How’s he doing, by the way? He like his new
wheels?” —

You nodded slowly, your heart sinking as the knot in your stomach tightened, “I know.”

“Girlie, you can't just run into things,” he continued over the top of you, forgetting the pen and
tapping his fingers against his desk, “You can't abandon your team just because you have a personal
vendetta.”

— “Boone,” you breathed, tossing the phone over your shoulder and moving her blazer out of the
way, “You’ve been hit.” —

— She scoffed, wincing as you placed pressure on the wound, “Yeah, I know. It’s not bad, I promise.”
—

— “Liar,” you seethed, pressing firmly against her side as blood oozed between your fingers. —

“I know,” you whispered, squeezing your eyes shut. 

Turner sighed, wheeling out from his desk and moving to your side, “(F/N), Duke has already briefed
me on what happened and he said—”

— “Would be a shame if Ghost lost a partner, huh?” Wraith said, twirling the pistol through his
fingers. —

— Duke scoffed, shaking his head slightly, “You really think I’m gonna let you kill me?” —

“I'm done.” You shook your head before he could continue, “I'm done chasing him. He's not...he's not
who I thought he was. He was never—”

— “Ah! Mi amor, I think I’m in love with you.” —

“(F/N)—”

“I can't do this, Turner,” you said finally, shaking your head as a wayward tear slid down your face.
You wiped it away with your sleeve as you continued to babble, “I thought...I thought maybe I could
bring him home. But I can't.”

Turner sighed, finally stopping by your side and taking your hand in his, “I can't lose you again.”

“I didn't say I was leaving,” you said with a stiff shrug and a forced smile, “I said I was done chasing
him. We had a deal, remember? I'm staying.”



— “Why does it feel like I just made a deal with the devil?” —

— “You didn’t, I did.” —

Turner paused, his eyes gazing into yours before he shook his head, “Is he done chasing you?”

“I doubt it.”

“We need you but—”

“I'll stay and train recruits.” You tried again, “I'll do smaller missions, you know? Drug dealers, gun
runners—it'll be like old times.”

Turner shook his head, squeezing your hand, “But, you need a break. A real break.”

“I'm okay,” you smiled, “I'll be okay.”

Duke sighed as he closed the door to Johnson’s office and he turned to Boone. She nodded, stuffing
her hands in her pockets and striding back down the hall. 

“We need to get her out of here,” he muttered, easily keeping up with her as she hopped down the
corridor. 

“No shit,” Boone nodded, “She’s miserable. Maybe we can talk her into the Paris—”

“Safehouse?” he cut in with a raised brow before shaking his head, “Too many people. Too many
variables. She’d sleep with one eye open the entire time.

“Damn,” she sighed, leading him through the maze of office before they ended at their lab, “What
about Alaska?”

Duke groaned, running a hand down his face, “Too far away. If something happens, you know she’ll
be on top of it.”

“It’s still worth a shot,” Boone shrugged, grabbing her jacket and shrugging it on before grabbing a
packet of papers, “It’s pretty this time of year. I have to go up there anyway, get it ready for your
honeymoon.”

“Never said we wanted to go to Alaska,” Jack’s voice came from behind them, making them both
turn. A smirk was playing on his face and a tablet was tucked under his arm, “I’m thinking Cairo…”

“No,” Duke warned him with a quick glare, “I ain’t going back there any time soon.”

Jack chuckled, nodding to Boone, “Where you headed?”

“Where do you think?” she asked, holding up the packet to show off the Avengers ‘A’ that was
stamped there. She hummed to herself, fixing her hair with a nod, “Last bit of paperwork and Berlin is
behind us and we’re back in business. Back in the shadows.”

Boone grabbed a duffle bag from behind her desk, slinging it over her shoulder before grabbing her
phone, slipping it in her pocket. 

“Great,” Duke smirked, ruffling her hair, “Tell ‘em thanks for Hong Kong.”



“Will do.” She nodded, twirling past them with a wave.

“And tell Rogers ‘Hey there, stud,’” Jack mocked her, ducking as she flicked a pen at him. Duke
rolled his eyes, relaxing back against the wall with a sigh. Jack noticed his look, cocking his head to
the side and pulling him into his arms, “What’s wrong?”

Duke shrugged, resting his chin atop Jack's head, “We’ve gotta put an end to this Wraith thing before
she spirals out of control.”

“I can’t make heads or tails of that guy,” he sighed, pulling away from Duke and handing him the
tablet, “Neither can Athena.” 

“Don’t say that,” Duke whined, taking the tablet from him with a frown.

“The training program you requested just came through,” Jack said, nodding to the screen.

“And it failed, didn’t it?”

“Partially.” He shrugged, “It’s 90% defense. We’re not fast enough to land hits unless—”

“You’re (F/N), or another super-soldier,” Duke sighed with a nod, “Great. And he’s only gonna get
faster.”Jack nodded, playing with the ring on his finger, “Don’t worry. We’ll get through it. We always
do.” 

Bucky hummed to himself, grabbing a cup of coffee from the counter and gazing out the window as
he rolled his shoulder and flexed his metal hand. He glanced behind him, trying to ignore the throng
of assistants that were following Tony and Pepper around. 

The Stark Gala was still a few weeks away but they were already beginning to decorate. Tony had
already picked out his favorite caterer and Pepper had ordered flowers, gone through the guest list
twice—and was about to go through it once more after Stark had altered it himself. 

Everything seemed to be going smoothly for them. 

But him?

Bucky was nervous. 

It would be his first official outing as an ‘Avenger’ or whatever they wanted to call him.

— “An asset…” —

He shook his head. Leaders and representatives from all over the world would be coming, the same
ones that had signed the Accords. 

The same ones that had thought he was the one that bombed the UN.

He’d be meeting them face to face. 

Bucky sighed, taking another sip of his coffee and flexing the plates on his arm, listening to them shift
before he glanced to his side. 

Sam walked up to him, his brows knitted together and his arms folded over his chest. 



“What’s with the face?” Bucky said into his coffee, looking out into the city before turning to the
man.

“They’re here,” Sam growled, narrowing his eyes and backing away from him.

He looked down from the window, barely catching sight of the black SUV that was dropping people
off outside the tower. 

New recruits.

He scoffed, shaking his head and glancing behind him, “What did you say happened again?
Somethin’ ‘bout a tiny guy screwing with you?”

“I don’t wanna talk about it!” he snapped, glaring at Bucky as Steve walked by him, “No one was
ever supposed to know!”

Rogers held back a snort, shaking his head and joining him.

“What’d he call himself?” Bucky asked, just loud enough Sam could still hear him, “Ant-Man?”

“No, I think he said, ‘Hi, I’m Scott’,” Steve said with a nod, smiling at the defeated sound that left
Sam’s mouth.

“And then he kicked Sam’s ass—”

“I hate both of you!”

They both chuckled, sharing a glance between them before Steve turned to look out the window and
raked his finger through his hair. 

He was growing out his hair and his beard, apparently at Agent Cavanaugh’s request. 

— (F/N) shook her head, a smile playing on her lips as she reached up to brush a stray piece of hair
behind his ear. Even with her sitting on the counter, he was still half a head taller than her. Bucky
leaned into (F/N)’s touch, getting closer to her. —

— “You need a haircut,” she managed to breathe as he snickered. He was only a few inches away
from her now, their foreheads nearly touching. —

Bucky frowned, hiding the look in his coffee mug as he finished the cup and set it down on the
counter. Pepper and her assistants caught his eye again. 

More than likely, Steve would invite Boone to the Gala. 

Maybe he should…

No. No. 

He couldn’t drag her into this. Not when there would be so much spotlight on them. 

Bucky sighed, shaking the thought from his head as Natasha and Clint came around the corner with
the twins and Vision. 

“They’re here,” she hummed, turning to Pietro and smoothing the wrinkles in his shirt.



“Thanks, mom, ” Pietro rolled his eyes, batting her away before doing it himself. 

Natasha grinned, turning back to the elevator as the doors swept open and Tony stepped out with two
more people in tow. 

One was beaming from ear to ear, his suit thrown over his shoulder as his eyes darted around the
Tower before landing on them. 

“Wow!” he said, the smile on his face somehow widening, “Wow! This is so exciting! Hank’s gonna
kill me! Holy shit! That’s Captain America!”

Stark scoffed, shaking his head as he walked into the room followed by the other…kid.

He was 16, at most. His eyes were constantly on Tony, a backpack was thrown over his shoulder and
his fingers fiddled with a pair of earbuds hanging from his neck. 

“Alright, let’s make this quick,” Tony said, turning to look at everyone in the room, “We gotta get
somebody to school this morning.”

The younger one smiled sheepishly, shrugging his backpack tighter against him, “Aunt May doesn’t
like me missing school.”

“Scott Lang, Peter Parker,” Stark said, clapping Peter on the shoulder, “Meet the Avengers. Avengers,
Peter and Scott.”

You ducked out of Turner’s office, ignoring the look on Emmerly’s face and quickly striding down the
hall. You didn’t notice Duke sprinting up the stairs after you as you pushed open the doors and
stepped outside. 

As comforting as Turner tried to be, you knew he was disappointed. He’d given you so much
responsibility and truly believed you could handle it, only for you to let him down. 

— “Wouldn’t want to make the Senator unhappy now, would we?” he laughed lowly, lowering his
hand and rocking to his heels as you rolled forward, “How’s he doing, by the way? He like his new
wheels?” — 

A flinch rocked through you as Duke finally caught up to you and draped an arm over your shoulder. 

“Good?”

“I'm gonna take some time off,” you shrugged with a sigh.

Duke nodded, his other hand reaching up to play with his necklace, “You gonna go home?”

— “What do you think about all of this, Agent Cavanaugh?” he asked suddenly, his arms folding over
his chest as he turned his attention to Boone, “Are you really prepared to die for her?” —

— “Listen, my guy,” she said as she turned to rest her back against the car, loosening her grip on the
gun and glancing at you, “I know you think you know who you’re dealing with, but you don’t. (F/N)’s
my best friend, and if you think I’m just gonna leave her behind you’re wrong.” —

There was nothing you wanted more than to finally step foot off-base and go home. You’d get to sleep
in your own bed for once. Wake up without having to worry about missions or your operatives. But… 



— “Would be a shame if Ghost lost a partner, huh?” Wraith said, twirling the pistol through his
fingers. —

— Duke scoffed, shaking his head slightly, “You really think I’m gonna let you kill me?” —

You couldn’t. 

What if he followed you home again. What if, instead of shooting up your house, he went after the
town. 

What if he went after Amma?

Wraith knew you better than you knew yourself. He knew all of your weak spots. He knew what
strings to pull and he wasn’t afraid to pull them. 

“No. I don't think Wraith is done yet and I don't wanna take the risk that he'll follow me,” you said
after a moment. You sighed, staring into the ground as you walked through the campus, “I have to
stay here. I don't have a choice.”

“Boone can put you up at her Alaska safe house,” Duke shrugged, “It's her favorite one. Ain’t nobody
for miles. Just trees and the river. A supply plane flies in food every other week.”

“Nah,” you scoffed with a quick shake of your head before you frowned. Looking over the campus
for Boone, “Where'd she run off to?”

“Back to New York to see...New York…” Duke paused, his nose flaring in disgust before he corrected
himself, “Rogers, she went to see Rogers. God, that was gross.”

You laughed, “Good for her.”

“Maybe you should follow her.”

“What?”

You paused in your step, glancing up to him. Duke stared into the lake before looking back at you
with a nod. 

“Go to New York,” he said, “Go see Barnes.”

— Bucky nodded, rolling to his toes and throwing himself at Wraith. He launched a frenzied attack as
though he had been waiting for something like this for a long time. —

— As though he’d grown bored in the few weeks he’d been with the Avengers. —

You shook your head, you couldn’t get in his way. Not when he was trying to get better. 

“I can’t,” you said slowly, pushing away from Duke, “I just can’t.”

Boone blinked, squinting at the sunlight that glanced off the windows of the Tower as she stepped
from Daedalus Two. She flicked on a pair of sunglasses and flipped a strand of blonde hair over her
shoulder before adjusting her bag. Stuffing her hands into her sweatpants pockets, she ducked into the
Tower. 



The whir of Daedalus Two’s engines were tuned out as she walked down the stairs. She hopped back
on them the instant she hit the ground as a group of chattering assistants walked through the commons
and to the elevator. 

“Cavanaugh,” Natasha’s voice came from beside her, barely catching her attention as Boone’s eyes
followed the assistants. 

“Romanoff,” Boone finally nodded, still staring after the group, “What’s going on?”

“Stark Gala and new recruits.”

“Fun,” she hummed, reaching into her bag and producing a packet of papers, “You got paperwork for
me?”

Natasha sighed, “Last round, I hope.”

Boone nodded as they traded packs of papers and she twirled a pen from her pocket. Working quickly
through the stack, she followed Natasha through the living room. 

“Recruits, huh?” she asked, raising a brow and glancing at the redhead. 

“Tony insisted.” She shrugged, mirroring Boone’s look as she signed away at the papers, “Spider Boy
and Man-Ant or something like that. 

Boone chuckled, shaking her head and taking back a few papers Natasha had signed as she changed
the subject, “How are we looking?”

“Better than we were a month ago. Stark's PR team is still working overtime,” Natasha hummed with
a nod, looking up at her, “How's the pardon business?”

“Getting there.” She shrugged as Romanoff pushed open a door and led her toward the training room,
“A few more pushes from Senator Johnson and it'll be taken care of.”

“How's Yelena?”

“Fantastic,” Boone said, pulling out another file of paperwork, this one for Natasha’s eyes only, “I
have her working with Vostokoff; helping displaced Widows. She's excelling at everything we throw
at her. Given, she's a little mouthy but she'll come around.”

Natasha smiled, glancing into the file before she chuckled. There were a few photos of Yelena
training with Aftermath operatives and a few disciplinary documents. Another laugh echoed from her
chest as she shook her head, “Sounds like Yelena.”

Boone scoffed, glancing up as they entered the training room. 

Steve and Bucky were sparring each other, throwing friendly curses at one another as they tossed each
other across the mats. Sam and Tony were leaning against the wall, watching the two intently and
flinching at every hit between the two. 

“Hey there, stud,” Boone called, willing herself not to follow his every move as she stared into the
papers in her hand. 

Steve grunted in response, the sound rumbling through his chest, “Hi, baby.”



She smiled, “What about him? How’s he doing?”

“Steve?” Natasha raised a playful brow, “He's fine.”

She rolled her eyes, trying to keep her eyes from wandering to the man but failing miserably. 

He was dripping with sweat, his blue eyes narrowed to slits as he ducked under a punch from Bucky
and a low growl warped through his throat.

Gods, he looked good. 

A light blush worked its way to her cheeks. She shook her head and nodded to Bucky before
correcting herself, “Barnes. How’s his head?”

“We're still working on it,” Stark said, pushing off the wall and grabbing the papers and pen from
Romanoff. 

Boone smiled, watching the super-soldiers on the mat before turning to Natasha, “Thank you, by the
way, for Hong Kong. We ran into that a bit—”

“Recklessly?” she finished for her. 

She nodded with a grimace, opening her mouth to speak before it snapped shut and she squeaked.
Both she and Natasha jumped out of the way as Bucky threw Steve across the room. He landed where
they had been standing, rolling to his back with a groan and staring up at the ceiling. 

A small smile spread across his face as she stared into the ceiling, beads of sweat trickled down his
face and his shirt was sticking to his chest…

Oh, you’d better stop that. 

Boone forced her stare away from him before it followed his chiseled chest further down…

Stop that right now. 

She shook her head as Bucky reached down to help him up.

“You good, punk?”

Steve shrugged with a grin, “I can do this all day.”

“I could do you all day,” Boone hummed to herself as she continued to mark up the paperwork in her
hand. She paused as the room went quiet. 

“Agent Cavanaugh—” Romanoff said with a sly smile as a laugh sounded from both Sam and Tony
and a wide grin spread across Bucky’s face. 

“Sorry, sorry.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and squeezed her eyes shut, “I thought I said it in
my head.”

Boone opened her eyes, glancing up to Steve as a deep blush spread across her face. But her
embarrassment was met with a mischievous glint in Steve’s eye and a smile she’d never seen. He
leaned in close to her, his chest still heaving from sparring before he whispered, “Vous pouvez
vraiment essayer—” You can damn sure try.



Oh.

“Alright, nope,” Stark said, pushing between the two of them with a shake of his head as he handed
paperwork back to her, “Stop. Out. Get a room, you two.”

Steve chuckled as Tony shoved him out of the room, sending a wink Boone’s way as she turned back
to Natasha. 

“So,” Natasha hummed, gently nudging her, “Hong Kong, huh?”

“Yeah…” Boone said slowly, still staring after Steve and letting her gaze linger even after he turned
the corner, “Hong Kong.”

“What happened?”

“Honestly?” she sighed, shaking away the flutter that was working through her and forcing herself to
turn to Natasha, “I have no idea. Ghost has been...different.”

“Bad?”

“I haven't seen him this reckless since Paris,” Boone shrugged, “Wraith just brings out the worst in us,
you know?”

Natasha nodded, finishing up the stack of paperwork and handing it back to her, “He’s slippery.
Barnes told us what happened. How’s Ghost?”

“Taking a much-needed break,” she said, stuffing the papers into her bag, “Hopefully.”

“Speaking of breaks,” Natasha smiled, “Clear your schedule, Stark is planning his Gala and I’m pretty
sure Rogers needs a date.”

Boone scoffed, shaking her head before walking down the hall after Steve, “We’ll talk about it.”

You grumbled to yourself, slinging a wrench through your hands and ducking back underneath the
Firebird. 

You’d just finished securing the engine and transmission. Everything under the hood was almost
done, Jack and Duke had worked together to patch the bullet holes and Ari had helped you replace the
windshield. 

Now, you just had to worry about detailing the inside and Duke would help you with the paint job. 

But, at the moment, you were growling underneath the car yet again. 

Grief may have snuck up on you late in the night and regret may have eaten at you for most of the
morning, but now?

Now, you were pissed. 

— “Who said he was brainwashed?” —

Danny had ruined everything. After years of grieving, he’d waited for you to get your life back on
track before barging back into it. 



But, why?

And, how?

— “No. You’re taking Walsh back to the city. That’s an order, Lieutenant,” Danny snarled, turning
away from you and heading to the door. —

— “This is bullshit, Captain,” you called, hands clenching in and out of fists. —

— “I outrank you, Lieutenant. You will follow my orders,” he hollered, almost ripping the barn door
from its hinges as he marched out of sight. —

Had he notified Hydra before you left the last base? Did he know what was going to happen? 

Did he know how many people would die?

— “Hello, mi amor,” Danny purred from the shadows, stepping into the moonlight with a grin as he
holstered his pistol, “Miss me?” —

He knew. 

He fucking knew.

A low growl snarled through your throat as you banged the wrench around the underbody just to hear
the sound. 

“Captain?” a voice came from behind you, one you didn’t hear during your outburst until it came
again a little louder, “Captain?”

You froze, mid-swing, shimmying out from under the Firebird and glancing up at the man before you.

“Agent Norway,” you said, eyes narrowed as you looked up at him, “I gotta say, outta all of 'em, I
didn't expect you.”

“For what?” Zac raised a brow, “Making you feel better?”

“Is that not why you're here?”

He shook his head, “No, ma’am.”

“Then what do you want?” You blinked, pushing yourself to your feet and tossing your wrench into a
toolbox with a clang. 

“To tell you that was the stupidest shit I've ever seen and…” Zac said with a small grin before his
confidence waned and his face fell, “...ask you for a favor.”

“You're starting out great.” you scoffed, shaking your head with a chuckle, “What's up?”

Zac paused, raising a finger before grimacing. He pursed his lips, “Gimme a second, I didn't think
you'd actually hear me out and I'm…”

His nose wrinkled as he thought to himself before speaking slowly, “...Trying to figure out how to
phrase this.”



You nodded, wiping your hands on the handkerchief that was hanging from your pocket and leaning
against the Firebird. 

Norway chewed on his cheek a moment more before clearing his throat with a nod and looking up to
you as he adjusted his glasses, “Can you teach me how to shoot?”

You blinked, raising a quick brow as you looked over him, “What?”

“Can you teach me how to shoot a gun…thing…” He paused, gesturing to the air, “I wanna learn how
to shoot.”

You blinked again, slowly this time as you tried to take in what he said, “What?”

“I know...it sounds dumb but…” He said slowly with a frown. Zac sighed, looking around the shop
before gesturing around him again, “These guys are all I have and they're amazing and they know
how to protect themselves but…”

— “Ghost!” Ollie shrieked from behind you, ducking out of the way of a soldier that tried to deck him
from behind. —

— “Duck,” you snarled, unholstering your pistols and firing off two shots as you flew through the air
to the Rookie’s side. You took down the soldier and grabbed Oliver by his collar, throwing him to
Turner. Turner’s eyes narrowed as he tugged Ollie to cover. —

Zac stopped, folding his arms over his chest as his glasses slid down his nose. He frowned, “Then
there's me. And if something happens, if Wraith somehow gets to us...I don't want them to have to
worry about me.”

— “You have a plan, right?” Oliver’s soft voice asked, his head drooping to his chest. —

You looked over Zac quickly, trying to shove away the similarities between him and Oliver.

You’d spent so much time trying to protect him and you failed. 

And you were failing Zac, too. 

— “You better hope I don’t find him,” Wraith growled, “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then
I’ll send him after you and all your little friends. And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long
enough for him to watch me kill you.” —

He was right. If Wraith came for them. If he ever found Olympus and decided to attack. 

You’d never be able to protect them all. 

You nodded to yourself slowly, finally dragging your unfocused gaze back to Zac; who you just
realized was still talking and had begun to pace the floor

“And I just—” He continued to ramble before you cut him off. 

“Okay.”

Zac froze, raising a finger and looking at you, “What?”

“I'll teach you.” You nodded.



A smile broke across his face with a flash of excitement, “Really?”

“Yeah.” You shrugged, “I mean, what's the worst thing that could happen?”

“I accidentally shoot you?”

“Eh,” you smiled with another shrug, “I been shot before, it ain’t that bad.”

“Thank you,” Zac breathed, as though a weight had been lifted off of his shoulders, as though he’d
been waiting a long time to ask you. He rocked back and forth from his toes to his heels,
“Tomorrow?”

You nodded, “Bright and early.”

A sarcastic frown snapped across his face as he shook his head, “How about noon? I don't do
mornings.”

— “No!” Ollie barked loudly, his voice echoing off the walls, “I’m not supposed to be a field agent,
I’m a Cryptological Network Warfare Specialist. I work inside, not outside!” —

You smiled with a nod, “Okay.”

Wanda tapped her fingers on the counter, glancing between the clock and her phone and the contact
there.

Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N) 

She chewed on her cheek, staring at the name and the numbers underneath it. She’d been staring at it
for what seemed like ages, waiting for the right time to call. 

— As the elevator doors closed, (F/N) reached into her pocket and handed Wanda a small piece of
paper. She glanced at it curiously before looking up to the woman. —

— “My number,” (F/N) explained, “We made a deal, right? I’d watch your back, you’d keep a secret.
If anything happens, just give me a call.” —

— Wanda shook her head, “I’ve changed my mind.” —

— “About?” —

— “Blackmailing you,” she sighed, “It’s not right.” —

— “A lot of what I do isn’t right.” —

Wanda picked up the phone, her finger hovering over the call button before she paused. What if she
was on another mission now? What if she didn’t take her call?

“Maximoff,” Natasha called, making Wanda flinch. 

What would she tell Natasha?

It took everything she had to not chuck her phone out the nearest window as she turned to the woman.
Wanda smiled softly as Natasha whirled through the kitchen, hoping she looked relaxed enough in the



eyes of the spy. 

“You heard from (L/N) yet?” Natasha asked, sending her a short glance before hopping up on the
counter. 

“Not yet,” Wanda said slowly, trying to come up with a lie good enough for Romanoff, “I tried earlier
but she didn’t answer. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

The redhead hummed in response, turning to her, “Here’s what I’m thinking…”

Oh no.

“We take a jet down to New Eden and pick her up ourselves,” she continued with a shrug, “She can’t
tell us no if we show up on her doorstep, right?”

“Right,” she smiled nervously, eyeing a flash of blonde hair as Agent Cavanaugh darted up the stairs
toward Steve’s room. Wanda blinked, turning back to Natasha, “Let me try one more time. We both
know (F/N) doesn't like surprises.”

Natasha nodded, hopping off the counter, “Sounds good, let me know what happens.”

“I will,” Wanda called after her as she disappeared around the corner. She whipped around, barely
catching Boone slipping into Steve’s room before she relaxed back. 

If she was going to get (F/N) here, she was going to need some help. 

You rolled your neck, slipping on your jacket and ducking out of the elevator toward Alpha Two’s
private firing range. Afternoon sun glinted in through the flat glass roof that spanned across the range.
A line of eight targets sat at the end, waiting for the next round of bullets to be loosed. 

A large weapons wall stood behind the firing line, each weapon carefully organized according to
caliber and padlocked to the wall. Two cabinets stood at the end, each holding boxes of ammunition
and securely locked. 

Pulling out your Aftermath card, you flashed it at the cabinet and listened for the click. The door
popped open, letting you reach in and grab a box of .22LR; a small round Zac should be able to
handle easily. You nudged the door with your hip before kicking it closed and sliding toward the gun
rack. 

Another scan of your card and you grabbed a pistol from the rack. Popping out the mag, you made
sure it was unloaded before snapping it back in and cracking the slide. 

Nodding to yourself, you turned on your heel before pausing. 

Zac was already waiting for you. 

His arms were folded over his chest and he was staring intently into the targets at the end of the range.
He chewed on his cheek, his brows furrowed in concentration. 

“You good?” you asked, setting both the pistol and the box of ammunition down on the table beside
him.

“Yeah,” he nodded slowly, “I just…got a little nervous.”



You chuckled, grabbing a pair of earmuffs and tossing them to him. He fumbled them through his
hands as you slid a pair on yourself, along with a pair of safety glasses. Zac bit his lip, his eyes staring
into the earmuffs before looking up to you. 

“You sure about this?” you asked, flicking on your hearing protection and reaching up to the target
controller, bringing a single target closer to the two of you. 

“Nope,” Zac shook his head, tugging on the earmuffs with a shrug, “But here we go.”

You scoffed, letting the target get a few feet closer before you stopped it and you turned to Zac, “Pay
attention.”

He didn’t move, still looking at the target in front of him. Reaching over, you turned on his earmuffs
and he jumped. 

“Oh,” he said, scrunching his nose as he turned to you; his hearing restored.

“Can you hear me now?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’ll be able to talk normally with these on but it’ll deafen a gunshot,” you said, popping open the
box of ammunition and taking out a handful. You set each bullet on the table before grabbing the
pistol you’d chosen, “Now, pay attention.”

— A light clinking of rifle cartridges juggled through his hands and he set a round next to each photo,
“Seven bullets. Seven shots.” —

“Always.”

You nodded, grabbing the empty pistol and quickly taking it apart. Zac's eyes watched intently as you
set all the pieces down before you glanced up to him. 

“Front sight, rear sight,” you said, pointing to the front and back of the barrel before moving on
toward the hammer and grip, “Safety, mag release. Trigger guard, trigger”

He nodded slowly as you snapped the mag back into the pistol and cracked the slide again.

“Never point it at anybody you don't wanna shoot,”  you said, handing it to him, “Keep your finger
off the trigger and the safety on until you’re ready to shoot. Even if you think it's unloaded, treat it
like it's live. Got it?”

Zac pursed his lips, carefully keeping the muzzle pointed downrange before whispering to himself, “I
knew I should’ve brought my notes.”

You raised a brow, “Norway?”

“Yes, ma'am, I got it. Safety—” he finally nodded, pressing a button on the pistol and watching the
magazine fall to the table, “...Mag release.”

“What did I say about pressing the safety?”

“To not to before I’m ready to shoot,” he sighed, staring at the magazine with a death glare as you
scoffed.



“We'll take it slow. We're gonna start with a small-caliber pistol and work our way up to the standard
caliber Alpha Two uses. It'll have a little kick but you'll get used to it.” You relaxed back, grabbing a
single bullet and handing it to him, “Tip goes toward the barrel and press it in. Pop in the mag. Crack
the slide. And, it's loaded. Black button right there?”

“Safety,” he said, carefully following your instructions. You nodded toward the target and Zac pressed
forward. 

You reached toward him, lightly flicking his finger away from the trigger and helping him adjust his
hands. Tapping his feet lightly, he widened his stance and rolled his shoulders forward. 

“Aim,” you hummed, watching him line up with the target before shaking your head, “Both eyes
open. Line up both sights. Aim center mass. As long as you hit him, it'll slow him down. Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Click your safety.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes on the target as he clicked the button. 

“Notice, the other side is red,” you said softly, pointing to it, “Red means it’s hot; ready to fire.”

“Red is dead,” Zac said, licking his lips nervously, “Got it.”

— “¿Y tú, Rojo?” Danny asked, glancing at Ollie and ruffling his hair as he went by. What about
you, Red? —

— “What?” —

— “How’s about we teach you a thing or two?” The Spaniard grinned, shadowboxing with himself
with a wink. —

— “No, thank you,” Ollie shook his head, “I’m perfectly fine not getting the shit beat out of me.” —

“Take a deep breath.” You smiled softly, nodding to Zac, “Fire when ready, Agent Norway.”

Zac’s finger slipped to the trigger, his brows knitted together in concentration before he took his first
shot. He flinched, his eyes closing for a moment before you patted him on the back.

“Nice shot.”

“I hit it?” His eyes popped open, the breath that had paused in his throat was slowly exhaled, “Holy
shit. I hit it.”

You laughed, glancing at the bullet hole that was at the very edge of the paper and not even close to
the actual target.

“That went better than expected,” you said as a smile spread across his face, “Do it again.”

Boone cracked an eye open, groaning as the bed dipped beside her and Steve pressed a kiss to her
temple. She raised a brow, wrapping her arms around his waist and trying to get him back into bed
with a whine.

“Where you goin’?” she mumbled against him, burying her face into his shirt. 



He chuckled, rubbing her back, “Down to the training rooms.”

“It's way too fuckin' early,” she groaned, her grip on him tightening, “Come back to bed.”

“It’s noon, Montana,” Steve laughed, rubbing her shoulders before sliding from her grip.

Boone grumbled, opening her eyes just enough to watch him leave before she rolled out of his bed.
Grabbing her go-bag from beneath the bed, she slipped on a new set of clothes and gathered up the
previous set from where they were strewn across the floor. 

A small smile stretched across her face as she shoved her bag back under the bed and slipped on her
shoes. 

— “I could do you all day.” —

— “Vous pouvez vraiment essayer—” You can damn sure try. —

A hum worked through her throat as she brushed her fingers through her hair and stepped from his
room. She strode down the hall, carefully braiding her hair before stepping down the stairs toward the
kitchen. 

“I thought you left last night,” Romanoff said from around the corner as she popped into the kitchen.

Boone shook her head with a shrug, “Stayed with New York.”

Natasha grinned as she raised a knowing brow, “You two have fun?”

She mirrored her look, grabbing an apple from the basket on the counter and throwing a wink in
Natasha’s direction as she took a bite. 

“Nicely done, Cavanaugh,” Romanoff hummed as Boone slipped out of the kitchen, “I’m impressed.”

Boone laughed, tossing her apple between her hands as she whirled through the Tower toward the
training room before she was intercepted.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” a Sokovian accent whispered as Wanda jogged to keep up
with her. 

“You found me,” Boone smiled, only stopping when she got to the training room windows. Bucky and
Steve were sparring again, dropping easily into a rhythm before Wilson threw himself into the fray,
“Do they do this every day?”

“I need to talk to you,” Wanda said, her voice barely about a murmur.

“‘Cause this is a helluva sight to see,” she continued, flinching as Bucky threw Sam across the room.

“It's private…” She said, her jaw setting into place. 

“I think people would pay to see something like this,” Boone nodded, smiling when she caught
Steve’s eye. 

Wanda growled, rolling her eyes, “It’s about Ghost.”

“Although,” she said, “I don’t think I’d wanna share this with anyone else—”



“It’s about (F/N).”

Boone blinked, her eyes flicking toward the woman before a smile spread across her face and she
relaxed back.

“Maximoff!” she sang, her voice light and welcoming, “Long time, no see!”

Wanda quirked a brow, “What are you doing?”

“Hey, I know this really cool cafe around the corner,” Boone continued, linking arms with her with a
smile and leading her into the training room, “Serves the best crepes in the city, I swear to Hera.”

“Okay?”

Boone winked with a sly smirk, “Come to breakfast with me?”

“Oh,” Wanda sighed, nodding in understanding. She forced a smile to her face, “That sounds
wonderful.”

Boone smiled, wrinkling her nose before turning to the men sparring, “New York!”

Steve turned, mid-punch, to look at her. He opened his mouth to speak but was cut off as Sam finally
tackled him to the ground. 

He groaned, smacking his back against the mats before looking up at her, “Yeah, baby?”

“Me and Wanda are going to breakfast,” Boone said matter of factly, tugging Wanda away with her.

“Okay, baby.” he scoffed, taking Bucky’s hand as he helped him up before calling after her, “You did
that on purpose, didn’t you?”

“Yup,” Boone grinned, winking at him as she and Wanda entered the elevator, “Stay outta trouble,
New York.”

“You’re taking it with you, baby.”

Wanda’s eyes quickly scoured the room, watching for any threats and waiting for someone to
recognize her before turning back to her tea. She’d been stirring it in silence for the past 10 minutes as
they waited for their food to arrive while Boone stared at her intently. 

She’d never had her mind read before, not like she’d done to so many others, but under Boone’s
scrutiny, she imagined that’s how it felt.

Wanda sunk down in her chair, smiling softly at the waitress as she set down their food before
whirling away 

“What’s up, buttercup?” Boone hummed, breaking the silence as she took a blueberry from her plate
and popped it into her mouth.

Wanda clicked her tongue, tapping her spoon against her teacup before looking up at her, “There's a
Stark Gala coming up.”



Boone paused, raising a brow as she pulled her plate in front of her and twirled a fork through her
hands, “I don't get why this is a private conversation.”

“When we came home from Hong Kong…” Wanda sighed, tapping her fingers against the table and
avoiding Boone’s gaze, “I accidentally went into Barnes' mind—”

“Accidentally?”

Wanda ignored her, shaking her head to get herself to continue under Boone’s green gaze, “Look, he
thinks about (F/N) all the time and Natasha suggested that we...invite her to the Gala.”

Boone blinked, her face falling. Whatever went through her head quickly flashed across her eyes, her
perfectly camouflage face warping with a frown.

Even though Wanda willed herself to stay out of her head, the look on Boone’s face was enough to tell
her exactly what she was thinking. 

Realization.

Boone and Steve could waltz around in the daylight without any need to hide, but she’d never stopped
to consider (F/N) and Bucky. They were constantly hiding in the background; in the shadows. But,
with Barnes slowly stepping onto the world stage, (F/N) could follow him. 

The look on Boone’s face came and went, quick as a flash, and a twisted smile replaced it. 

“Aw, that’s adorable,” she crooned, “I've always wanted to go on double dates like they do in the
movies.”

A breath of relief huffed through Wanda’s throat. If she had Boone on her side, she could get (F/N)
here without raising any sort of suspicion from Natasha.

She nodded to herself, “The problem is, Nat wants to fly her in—”

“It'll be so cute. We can go dress shopping,” Boone said, bouncing slightly in her seat, “And I can
finally get my hands on her beautiful hair and I can do her makeup and—”

“From New Eden.”

She froze, her lips pressing into a thin line, “Oh, that's an issue.”

“Exactly,” Wanda nodded, “Can you help me?”

Boone smirked, a devious look flashing through her eyes, “You bet your ass. What's the plan?”

“I’m going to call her,” she smiled, relaxing at the interested look on Boone’s face, “I need you to
convince her to come. I’ll tell Romanoff that she’s driving up to New York to visit some friends—”

“You're gonna lie to Romanoff?” Boone cocked her head to the side, “You can do that?”

Wanda shrugged, “She’s taught me a lot. Listen, I just need you to make sure (F/N) will be there.”

“Fine,” Boone smirked, “Make the call at six, I'll be back on base by then. I'll talk her into it.”

Wanda took a sip of her tea, finally digging into her breakfast, “Perfect.”



Zac took another shot under your watchful eye. A smile grew on his face with every shot. And, with
every shot, he got closer and closer to dead center. 

It was only his second session but he was learning fast and you’d already jumped him up to a higher
caliber and a new pistol. He still flinched with every shot, his eyes still closed before he pulled the
trigger but he was doing good. 

And the two of you had drawn a crowd, much to Zac’s annoyance. 

It started with Duke looking for you before sneaking away with a smirk. Then Belov came running in
and pulled up a chair to cheer Zac on. He was followed by the rest of the Alpha Two team. They’d set
up chairs and tables just to watch you and Zac work. 

“Отличный выстрел,” Belov said, a grin on his face as he sat in a chair beside Zac. Great shot.

You nodded, patting his shoulder and handing him another handful of bullets, “You’re getting better.”

Zac smiled, dropping the magazine from his pistol and setting it down as he loaded it, “I’ve been told
I’m a fast learner.”

You chuckled, nodding to Boone as she whirled into the room. She sent a sly smile your way, making
you raise your brow suspiciously. She winked at you, leaning over to whisper in Duke’s ear and
earning herself a cheeky grin from him. 

You were about to turn away from them when your phone went off in your pocket, making you jump. 

Glancing at the time, you frowned. Bucky called either in the morning or late at night. You looked at
the screen, which furthered your confusion. 

Wanda

— “I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” she shrugged, looking at the piece of paper in her hand before
pocketing it, “But just in case…” —

— “I’ll still have your back, girlie,” you said, patting her shoulder gently as the elevator doors slid
open and you stepped out onto the landing pad, “No matter what.” —

— Wanda nodded, following you as you walked toward the waiting jet, “And I’ll have yours.” —

Your frown deepened as you tapped Belov on the shoulder, “I’ll be right back. Take over for me?”

“Да,” he nodded as you handed him your safety glasses and he took your place. 

You tossed off your ear protection as you ducked out the door and into the hall. Striding away from
the firing range, you glanced over your shoulder before answering the phone, “What’s wrong?”

A chuckle responded to the tense sound of your voice before Wanda spoke, “Nothing. I’m fine. I just
needed to talk to you.”

“Don't scare me like that,” you sighed, relaxing back against the wall, “What's up?”

“Um…” Wanda trailed off, “Stark is holding a Gala."



“And?”

She went quiet for a moment, “Me and Nat want you to come.”

“Wanda—” You started before she cut you off.

“We wanna surprise Barnes. He misses you so much it's ridiculous.” she spoke quickly before you
had time to say no. 

“I don't think—”

“Steve's making him go,” she continued, ignoring you completely, “And we don't want him to be
alone.”

“I—” You tried again.

“Before you decide...talk to Boone.”

You paused, your eyes flicking to the woman that was standing at the end of the hall with a smirk on
her face. 

“Wanda,” you said slowly, backing away from Boone as she walked toward you, “I don’t think this is
a good—”

You were cut off, once more, by the sound of her hanging up on you. 

“Little shit,” you snarled, stuffing your phone in your pocket and swinging toward Boone as she
approached, “What did you do?”

“Nothin’ yet.” She shrugged as Duke stepped out behind her with a smug look on his face. 

“You!” You pointed at him, “Stay outta this. I’m not going.”

“Bullshit,” Boone hummed, waving you off with a roll of her eyes, “Yes you are.”

“No.”

“I think you should go,” Duke smiled, waltzing down the hall with a shit-eating grin.

“I said stay outta this,” you growled, shaking your head with a sigh, “Boone, this is a terrible” idea.

“Nah, it's a great idea,” Boone drawled, finally getting close enough to you to drape her arms over
your shoulders, “You get to see your guy again, I get to see you in a pretty dress—I mean— Bucky
gets to see you in a pretty dress.”

“Boone, I—”

“C’mon, it’ll be fun.” She grinned her signature smile, “Plus, if you don’t, Romanoff will get all sorts
of suspicious. And, Barnes really, really, really misses you.”

You paused with a blink, looking her over as you sat back against the wall. 

— It took all your strength to not reach up to him and brush it out of his face. There was nothing you
wanted more. To take off your gloves, then the helmet. To let him see your face as you pulled him into
your arms and held him close to you again. You wanted to drop the mask, the one you constantly



fashioned on your face with fake smiles and pretty words. To stop the lying and the deception. To
come clean and finally tell him the truth. —

You’d kill for a chance to see him again. Face to face this time.

Without the mask. Without the secrets. 

Just you and his smile and his laugh and his eyes. 

Just you and him for one night. Together.

— “I should’ve done this sooner, huh?” he crooned into your lips. —

— “Probably wouldn’t have let you,” you mumbled, still twisting your fingers through his hair. —

— “Yes, you would’ve,” he chuckled, readjusting his grip on your leg and yanking you up against
him. —

— It was your turn to laugh in between his kisses, “You’re right.” —

“You need a break,” Duke said softly, nudging you gently, “Away from campus.”

Boone nodded, “Away from Wraith.”

“Away from our stupid asses,” he grinned. 

You sighed, folding your arms over your chest, “Last time I went to a Stark party I was attacked by a
rogue robot.”

“Sounds like a good time to me,” Duke shrugged.

Another sigh blew through your throat, “Fine.”

Boone squeaked, pulling you into an excited hug, “Don't say it like you're disappointed.”

“I’m not,” you chuckled, smiling to yourself, “It’ll be fun.”

— By the time he turned, you had both hands on his cheeks and had pulled him in for one last kiss.
His free arm snaked around you to deepen it before the two of you parted. —

— “Be safe,” you whispered in his ear as you pulled away, “Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.”
—

— “I will.” —

Chapter End Notes
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The Tower

Chapter Summary

In three days, you’d be home.

But, this time, you’d be unmasked. This time, it would just be you and him, face-to-face. Just
like it used to be.

Maybe even better than before. You didn’t have to keep him hidden, you didn’t have to lie…

No. No. You had to do that. You couldn’t stop that.

He couldn’t know.

He could never know.

None of them could. They’d never forgive you. They would never, ever, look at you the same
way again. Not after Prague, not after you’d sent them to Lagos and the chaos in Cairo. Not after
you’d wormed your way into Berlin and after they’d saved your ass in Hong Kong.

You wouldn’t be just (F/N) (L/N) anymore, you wouldn’t just be their Anonymous Avenger.
Someone who was there whenever they needed help. Who would jump into danger for them
without a second thought.

No, you would be Ghost.

 

The Ghost. 

 

They’d see your true colors. They’d know exactly what you’d done. Every story they’d ever
heard, every gruesome, merciless kill and gory, bloody detail. And they’d know it was true.

He would know it was true.
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Home isn't always a place. Sometimes it's a person.

You dove behind a transport, dodging bullets in a cloud of dust and smoke. A yelp left your throat as
another volley rang out. They hit the rig you were hiding behind, the metal tinging in a sharp rhythm
and sending sparks shooting into the air. They danced in front of your face before being carried in the
wind as the helicopter EVAC you called in retreated. 

You watched them for a moment, before swallowing thickly. 

Your only good way out of this was gone. Now, things were going to get tricky. 

A gritted grin spread across your face. When was anything you did ever easy? 

“Lieutenant!” Ollie screeched, making you flinch as he came flying through the debris toward you.
He dove toward you, fear in his eyes and dust and ash covering his face. He rolled across the sand to
your side, ducking behind you as you swung your rifle toward the men chasing him. 

You fired off double-taps, hitting each man center mass before lowering your rifle. 



“Thank you—” He breathed with a sigh of relief before you cut him off. Grabbing his collar, you
dragged him back against the transport and out of the way of another barrage of gunfire. 

He yelped, grabbing onto you as the two of you huddled together behind the vehicle. 

“Where’s Johnson?” he asked, hiding behind you with a wince as a blast threw up debris behind you. 

You didn’t answer, gritting your teeth with a shake of your head before you shoved him down. He
curled up behind the transport as you popped up to return fire before kneeling by his side, “You
good?”

“You know,” he nodded slowly, shaking only slightly as he hugged a charred laptop to his chest and
rolled out from behind the vehicle, “I think I’m finally getting the hang of this.”

You chuckled, watching his back as the two of you wove through the firefight to find Danny and the
Commander.

You stared blankly at the wall, listening to the distant sound of gunshots firing beside you. You could
practically feel the burn of smoke in your eyes and the grit of dirt on your skin. And the smell of
metal and explosives that stung through your nose and lungs. And the feeling of warm, red liquid
dripping down your body. 

“I think I'm getting the hang of this.”

You blinked with a flinch, confused at the voice that came from beside you. Your brows furrowed as
you swiveled your head toward the sound. 

That wasn’t Ollie…

Zac stood beside you. He flicked the safety on the pistol in his hands, dropping the mag and cracking
the slide to eject the spent round. Setting the pistol down, he turned to you with a low smile as he took
off his ear protection and placed it around his neck. 

“What?” you said slowly, hiding your frown with a raised brow. 

Zac mirrored your look, quickly looking over you quickly before his eyes snapped to yours and he
repeated himself, “It's getting easier.”

— “You know,” he nodded slowly, shaking only slightly as he hugged a charred laptop to his chest
and rolled out from behind the vehicle, “I think I’m finally getting the hang of this.” —

You nodded with a small smile, about to hand him another handful of bullets when Boone’s drawl
echoed through the firing range, “Even if you can’t hit the broad side of a barn?”

Zac turned to her with a soft glare, gesturing at the target, “I-I got the target...a little bit.”

Boone raised a brow, stopping by your side and gazing at the paper that only had holes in the edges. It
was almost as though he was aiming to outline the targets instead of actually hitting the paper in the
center. You followed her look with a shrug, “I’d say he’s doing pretty good for a guy that hasn’t
handled a firearm before.”

You’d spent the last couple of weeks bouncing back and forth between training him and working on
the Firebird and trying to ignore the fact that, in three days, you would need to be in New York for



Stark’s party. 

You weren’t sure why it was playing with your nerves. You’d been to the Tower plenty of times. You
knew the people, you knew how they worked. There shouldn’t be a problem. 

Maybe it was the fact that you were finally facing them without the mask. Even if they would never
know it was you underneath Ghost’s suit, it had become something of a safety blanket. Something
that kept you safe, hidden from prying eyes. But, now, those eyes were going to be on you. 

All of them. You weren’t going to be just a lurking shadow anymore. No, you were stepping into the
light for the whole world to see. 

— “All we can really say to this Anonymous Avenger is, thank you, whoever you are.” —

Which meant Wraith could see you too. You’d step into the light as he danced in the shadows and
waited for you. 

“I’m kidding,” Boone said, cutting through your thoughts and patting your shoulder. She ruffled Zac’s
hair proudly before turning back to you, “You ready?”

“Yeah,” you said slowly, still trying to push away the thoughts running through your head and
absentmindedly rubbing your arm, “I just need to finish up a few things.”

Boone nodded, looking at your arm before looking up at you, “You have Rafael look at that yet?”

You glanced down, rolling up your sleeve to take a look at your arm. It was finally healing, the black
bruising fading to a seasick yellow and green. It was still tender, but only just. 

“Nah, it's fading,” you shrugged, snapping your sleeve back down, “It'll be fine.”

Boone raised a brow, studying you carefully as Zac locked away the pistol and ammo. 

“Thanks, Captain,” he said over his shoulder with a smile, “Have fun in New York!”

He swung out of the room as Boone wrapped an arm around your shoulder and led you from the firing
range. 

“You finish the car yet?” she asked with a hum, leading you through dimly lit hallways and back
toward the garage. 

— Uncle Tim was on his back underneath what was left of a canary yellow Firebird. Only a third of
the car still had paint on it, the rest was a mix of orange and brown rust patches. It was completely
missing a hood and the front windshield, and there were holes in the floor. He had just swapped out
the original engine for a more modern V8 engine and he was going to refurbish the rest of the car
around it. —

“Duke’s putting the clear coat on now,” you said, pinching the bridge of your nose before massaging
your temples as a headache began to form behind your eyes, “It’ll look good as new.”

— Your car was sitting in the middle of the floor. It was packed with bullet holes and had left a trail of
glass chunks from where it had been towed in. —

“Excellent,” Boone sighed, there was a gleam in her eye as she wrapped her arm around your waist.
She was bouncing, almost vibrating with excitement, “Call Wanda when you get to the city, she and



Natasha are gonna sneak you into the Tower and I'll help you get ready when you get there.”

You chuckled at her state, noting the almost skip in her step, “When are you leaving?”

“Here in a few hours,” she said, pushing a strand of hair from her face as she looked up at you, “New
York's gettin' the last alterations on his suit and I gotta make some last-minute adjustments to my
dress.”

You paused in your stride. 

Suit? Dress? 

No one said anything about a dress. This was supposed to be a party, a Stark…Gala. Oh. 

Oh. Fuck. 

Oh, you were not prepared for this. 

— It was deep maroon, almost black, and it stopped just above your knees with a slit that went
halfway up your thigh. It hugged your curves in all the right places and showed off just enough skin to
keep things interesting. —

— Danny’s eyes lit up as you entered the bedroom. He was sitting on the edge of the bed but sprung
up the second he saw you. A purr strummed from his throat as he circled you, the grin on his face
growing. He set his chin on your shoulder, humming lightly as he snaked his arms around your
stomach, “Mi amor, las cosas que haría para sacarte ese vestido…” —

— The things I would do to get you out of this dress… —

You were very much not prepared for this. 

You licked your lips, glancing up to Boone as she stopped. Her eyes flicked quickly over you,
curiously taking in your sudden stop. You rubbed your arm again before reaching up to play with your
black dog tags and whispering, “I don’t have a dress.”

A scoff came from Boone as she took a step toward you. She curled a finger under your chin, forcing
your gaze away from the floor to her. Her Cheshire grin met your eyes first, her teeth flashing in the
light as she reached up to cup your cheeks before she nodded, “Yes, you do.”

“What?” You blinked, cocking your head to the side as she began to bounce again. She hummed with
a triumphant giggle before turning from you and skipping down the hall, “Boone!”

She laughed, not bothering to turn back to you as you jogged down the hall to keep up with her, “I
already picked a dress out for you. And, I already had it altered.”

“How the hell did you—” You started with a raised brow before she cut you off as she twirled toward
you. 

“Babe, I build your Aegis suits,” Boone said with a shrug, “I know your measurements better than I
know my own. Barnes ain’t gonna know what hit him, trust me.”

“Whatever…” You rolled your eyes with a chuckle before your face fell. 



You were doing this. It was real. In less than three days, you were leaving for New York. In three
days, you would be walking into the Avengers Tower again. In three days, you would be looking into
the steel-blue eyes of Bucky Barnes again. 

In three days, you’d be home.

But, this time, you’d be unmasked. This time, it would just be you and him, face-to-face. Just like it
used to be. 

— Bucky peppered his lips down your jawline as your fingers tangled in his hair before he landed on
your neck. He placed a gentle kiss on each bruise he had left the night before. You tugged him back up
to your lips with a low growl. A laugh rumbled through his chest as he returned to you with a grin. —

— “I should’ve done this sooner, huh?” he crooned into your lips. —

— “Probably wouldn’t have let you,” you mumbled, still twisting your fingers through his hair. —

— “Yes, you would’ve,” he chuckled, readjusting his grip on your leg and yanking you up against
him. —

— It was your turn to laugh in between his kisses, “You’re right.” —

Maybe even better than before. You didn’t have to keep him hidden, you didn’t have to lie…

No. No. You had to do that. You couldn’t stop that. 

He couldn’t know. 

He could never know. 

None of them could. They’d never forgive you. They would never, ever, look at you the same way
again. Not after Prague, not after you’d sent them to Lagos and the chaos in Cairo. Not after you’d
wormed your way into Berlin and after they’d saved your ass in Hong Kong. 

You wouldn’t be just (F/N) (L/N) anymore, you wouldn’t just be their Anonymous Avenger. Someone
who was there whenever they needed help. Who would jump into danger for them without a second
thought. 

No, you would be Ghost. 

The Ghost. 

They’d see your true colors. They’d know exactly what you’d done. Every story they’d ever heard,
every gruesome, merciless kill and gory, bloody detail. And they’d know it was true. 

He would know it was true.

— “Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against
your fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?” —

— “Where would we go?” —

— You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer. “Anywhere,” you managed to mumble,
“Everywhere!” —



— The Soldier backed away from the table, back into the shadows, “Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая
девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl —

“Boone?” you asked, trying desperately to keep your train of thought from going off the rails, “This is
a good idea, right?”

“Of course.” Boone nodded, continuing to skip down the halls before you stopped her. 

“Boone…”

She paused at your tone, turning to you with a frown before she sighed, “It'll be fine. Me and
Maximoff got your back and so does Natasha...even if she doesn't know it.”

Boone pulled you into a hug, wrapping her arms around you tightly, “Trust me, it'll be like a vacation.
It's gonna be fun.”

— “No, no,” he snapped, jabbing his finger back toward the building even as Daedalus One took off,
“You literally trapped us in a kill box.” —

— “It was an accident,” (F/N) tried again but he wasn’t listening.  —

— “I don’t care,” Duke snarled, “I don’t. Because you left us. You promised you would stay and you
didn’t. I get this whole Wraith/Danny thing is eating you alive but—” —

— “I can’t drag you into this anymore,” she said softly, letting her gaze drop to the floor, “I know. I’m
sorry. I…I’m done.” —

— Duke paused, looking over her slowly as his face softened. Yes, she could have gotten them all
killed. Yes, she ran into things without thinking. But she was still his best friend. And he knew she was
hurting. —

— “I’m done chasing him. I’m done fighting him. I can’t keep up, not when he’s…him,” (F/N) shook
her head, tears welling in her eyes, “The next time he pops up, give him to the Avengers. I’m done.”
—

Duke sighed, adjusting his respirator before starting his last pass of clear coat on (F/N)’s Firebird. 

He regretted it the second he opened his mouth and the words spilled out. The look on her face was
enough, he shouldn’t have snapped. He should have let it be. 

(F/N) was already broken. Duke had watched her shatter more and more over the months, he didn’t
need to make it worse. 

But she’d put his entire team at risk. It was his job—his responsibility—to keep them safe. They
weren’t just coworkers anymore, they were his family. 

— “You had that look when you came back. You were....feral. It was in your eyes. Over the years, it’s
faded. But since you came back from London, it came back. And it’s worse.” —

He didn’t want to make a habit of running into danger just because someone on his team wanted
revenge. Even if Commander Weston had encouraged a bloodlust in Alpha One, specifically in (F/N),
Duke wasn’t Weston. 



That’s not how he ran his team. 

He didn't want to look into the feral eyes that (F/N) used to have and he prayed to God he never saw it
in any of Alpha Two. It would kill him. 

He sighed, shaking his head as he continued to shoot the clear coat over the black paint. Things were
so much simpler when he wasn't having to deal with a super-soldier psychopath—Wraith, not (F/N).
Though, arguments could be made that she’d completely lost her mind. 

Duke shook his head, finishing one last stroke of paint before he caught movement in the corner of
the shop. He lifted his eyes, nodding to Jack as he waltzed across the floor to the makeshift paint
booth. 

“Hey, sexy,” Jack called over the compressor as Duke made his last pass.

A chuckle left his throat in a muffled huff as he set down the spray gun and tugged off his respirator,
“Good morning, handsome.”

Duke pressed his lips to Jack’s temple before leaning over to turn off his air compressor. Jack grinned,
playing with the ring on his finger and nodding to the Firebird, “Almost done?”

“Clear coat’s on,” Duke nodded, “Just gotta wait a few more days ‘til it’s dry and she's ready to
drive.”

“She started it yet?”

“Not yet.” Duke shook his head, looking over the newly rebuilt car. If it was the first time he’d ever
set eyes on the car, he wouldn’t have even noticed it had been redone. But Duke had seen it. 

He’d known that car like the back of his hand. He knew every dent they’d ever pulled out of it when
they were younger and now he knew every bullet hole they had to fill, every crack they had to
mend…all the blood they had to clean from the inside. 

“You sure it’ll turn over?” Jack asked, taking a closer step to the car and looking it over. 

“(F/N) put it together,” he shrugged, unbothered, “She’ll purr just like it used to.”

He grinned, the sound of the car’s rumble echoing through his ears as familiar and comforting as his
favorite song. Duke’s eyes fell on the Firebird, a small smile working to his lips as he stopped himself
from reaching out to it. 

It held so many good memories, the past still lived in that car. It was like a time capsule. Movie
tickets from when they were in high school were still stuffed in the console. Her discharge papers
from the Marines were tucked in a box under a couple gallons of antifreeze in the backseat. One of
Duke’s baseball caps was wedged in the rear window after he’d thrown it there one day and he’d been
too lazy to crawl back there to get it. 

Every bit of them was stuck in that car. 

Duke scoffed at himself, a small smile tugging to his face as he turned back to Jack and it fell. 

Jack was staring into the floor, still playing with his ring and running a hand through his hair. He jaw
was clenching and unclenching, his eyes moving as though they were searching for the courage to
stop avoiding Duke’s gaze. 



Fuck. He knew that look.

“What’s wrong?” Duke finally sighed, glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was coming
down the hall and moving to stand next to Jack. He let his hands land on his hips before he reached up
to tilt Jack’s face toward his. 

Jack sighed, chewing his cheek before muttering, “We got some weird movement out of Hong Kong.”

He said it simply but Duke knew what he meant in an instant.

Wraith was moving. 

“Fuck,” Duke seethed under his breath, checking over his shoulder again and pulling Jack tighter
against him to whisper “Who knows?”

“Me, Hadar and Belov,” Jack said quietly, “Belov found the movement, told Hadar. Hadar came to
me.”

He nodded, ears pricking at the sound of footsteps coming down the hall, “Keep it that way.”

“You sure?”

“(F/N) said she was done chasing that motherfucker but we all know that's not true. The second she
finds out you found him, she'll take off after him,” he breathed before forcing a smile to his face as
Boone and (F/N) walked into the room. He pulled Jack against his chest, murmuring in his ear, “Keep
an eye on him but don't make any moves. Keep me updated and keep it quiet.”

Jack sighed with a nod, pressing a kiss to his cheek, “You got it, sexy.”

A scoff left Duke’s throat as he pushed Jack away, “I love you, dumbass.”

You chuckled, ducking into the shop just as Jack brushed past you. You didn’t notice Boone's pause or
the way that she and Duke shared a look. Instead, your eyes were glued to the beautiful sight before
you. 

The Firebird.

It was gorgeous. Midnight black and perfectly shiny. Tape still protected the wheels, chrome pieces,
and windows but the color alone was enough to send you over the moon. 

It looked exactly as it had—no—it was better than it had been. 

You grinned, turning to Duke to thank him before your face fell. He and Boone were still staring at
one another, silently sharing a conversation between themselves, “You good?”

Duke nodded, a mischievous look flashing across his face, “Yeah. Jack and I were arguing about
wedding stuff, you know?”

“You're already planning?”

“We've been together forever, ain't no reason to wait, right?” Duke shrugged, before taking off his
gloves and jumpsuit. He muttered under his breath, “Especially in our business.”



— “Marry me?”—

— “You already asked. I said yes, remember?” —

— “No, mi amor, me refiero ahora.” No, my love, I mean now. —

— His eyes searched yours as you chuckled, shaking your head and backing away from him. His grip
on your hips tightened, not letting you get too far, “I’m pretty sure the Commander can marry us. We
can ask…” —

“I think New Eden would be nice,” Boone said, relaxing back with a playful smile as she hopped up
onto Duke’s workbench.”

“You've been there once Boone,” you scoffed, rolling your eyes. 

“Twice.” she corrected you, holding up a pair of fingers with a smirk.

“And they've both been at night.”

Boone shrugged, glancing at Duke with a smirk, “Yeah, but what I saw looked nice.”

You raised your brows as you turned to Duke. He chuckled, stepping out of his jumpsuit and chucking
his gloves at you. You stepped to the side, watching them go flying by before you nodded toward the
Firebird, “She good for you?”

“Yup,” he said, leaning back against his workbench before shoving Boone off of it, “Just needs a few
days to dry and she's good as new.”

“Thank you,” you breathed, “She looks good.”

— “Look, Soldier Boy,” you said sternly, opening your car door and pulling out your phone, “If you
don’t come with me, I’ll call Rogers and tell him exactly where you are.” —

— “Don’t you dare,” Barnes warned, reaching for you as you slammed the door and locked it from
the inside, “(F/N) I swear to—don’t you dare—fine. Fine! I’m going!” —

— You smirked to yourself as he made his way around the car and slid into the passenger seat. —

— “I hate you,” he groaned as he sat down, leaning back into the seat with a sigh. —

— “No, you don’t,” you smiled, starting the car with a rumble, “You love me.” —

— “I tolerate you,” he corrected with a roll of his eyes. You laughed in response as you pulled away
from the motel. —

You smiled softly, looking over the vehicle as you relaxed back. 

“She looks like her owner,” Boone said, picking herself up off the floor and glaring at Duke, “Sexy as
fuck.”

“Shut up, Boone,” you giggled, shaking your head and helping her up. You paused, laughing as she
wiggled her brows and you sent a wink her way, “Thank you.”

“‘Atta girl,” she crooned, hopping back up onto the workbench and sticking her tongue out at Duke. 



He scoffed, smacking her knee lightly, “You leaving?”

“Soon,” Boone nodded. They shared another look, longer this time with added flicks of their eyes
toward you. 

You sighed, running a hand down your face, “What? What is it now?”

“I'm following you to New York,” Duke said, matter-of-factly. 

“What?” You blinked, “Duke, no. I don't need you to protect me. What're you gonna do, sneak into
Avengers Tower?”

“It's more than that,” Boone said, holding up a hand as you strode toward Duke with a glare, “Part of
your cover is you're in town to see a friend.”

“And part of my cover is, I work in New York,” Duke finished for her, “Barnes knows that. If
someone goes digging, I need to be in the city.”

“And, thus,” Boone said, gesturing grandly at him, “Your friend in New York.”

You sighed, shaking your head and looking over the two of them. They were adamant. No matter
what you said, Duke was going to end up following you. Whether he had your ‘okay’ or not. 

“Aw, c'mon,” she drawled, hopping down from the workbench and draping an arm over your
shoulder, “You know Romanoff's gonna ask.”

Duke nodded, pushing toward you and throwing an arm over your other shoulder, “This way, you
don’t have to lie.”

You sighed, glancing between both the monsters you’d created, “You're both trouble.”

“We learned from the best,” Duke laughed, pulling you into a hug as Boone slipped away. 

She smiled at the two of you, before she threw a strand of hair over her shoulder, “I gotta go pack and
then I'm taking off. I'll see you in New York.”

You sighed, worming your way from Duke’s arms and watching her leave, “You don't have to come.”

“Ah, it'll be fun,” Duke shrugged, returning to his workbench and digging around in one of the
drawers, “I'mma talk Jack into coming with me. We'll make it a date.”

Scoffing, you let your gaze fall back on the Firebird. 

— With Boone at the wheel, the Firebird roared to life, spitting gravel and taking off into the sea of
soldiers before reversing back toward you. The passenger door was flung open as you barreled across
the yard and you threw yourself into the car. She didn’t wait for you to close the door before she was
off, zipping through the yard and, in some cases, rogue soldiers. —

— “We need help,” you shouted over the gunshots that ricocheted through the night. The two of you
ducked as some whizzed past your heads, shattering the back windshield. Boone busted through the
gate, the chain-link nicking paint as the two of you dashed into the night, “Where’s your phone?” —

— “Pocket,” she said, not taking her eyes off the road. You reached over, feeling through her blazer
pocket before you froze, withdrawing your hand. —



— The phone was broken, a single bullet hole had torn right through it and it was soaked in blood. As
were your hands. —

— “Boone,” you breathed, tossing the phone over your shoulder and moving her blazer out of the
way, “You’ve been hit.” —

“I can't wait for you to fire this old girl back up again,” Duke said, tossing you your keys with a grin. 

You returned a wide smile, tossing the keys in your hand, “Me either. It'll be a good time.”

Bucky sighed, sinking further back in his chair as one of Stark’s tailors sent a wayward glance his
way. No matter how small he made himself, he always seemed to attract attention. He grumbled to
himself, glancing out the row of windows that made up the far wall of the room as Steve tried on his
suit for the third time in a row. 

Two days. He only had two days.

His nerves were practically shot. A part of him missed the days he wasn’t afraid to walk in the party
and be the main attraction. When he could waltz in and it didn’t matter how many eyes were on him. 

— “Where are we going?” —

— “The future.” —

But…now?

He was the main attraction for a whole other reason. 

Everyone knew who he was, everyone knew what he had done; what he had been accused of doing.
He had so much blood on his hands. 

And they knew that.

Bucky paused, his flesh fingers fiddling lightly with the plates of his arm as the sun glinted off the
metal. His fingernails dug under the metal, pulling lightly before he let go. 

Everyone knew how much blood was on this hand. 

— “You know you don’t have to hide anymore, right?” Boone asked, leaning against his desk and
folding her arms over her chest. —

— He swallowed, looking over the gloves in his hand and tossing them down onto his nightstand,
“Old habits.” —

Bucky bit his lip, shifting uncomfortably in his seat before rolling down his sleeve to hide the metal. 

They knew. 

They knew he was a mindless killer, responsible for so many deaths. And the arm…it was like his
calling card. 

— The girl stumbled across the floor, reaching the redhead’s body before any of the guards could
react. She cradled him in her arms, letting the seeping scarlet stain her hands. —



Fuckin’ Hydra.

It was practically a brand. Reducing him to nothing more than a tool that they could use. And, in the
eyes of everyone outside the Tower, it’s how they still saw him. 

It marked him as an assassin, someone untrustworthy and ruthless and unstable. That's what they saw. 

— She whimpered as he laid her down, the cool metal hitting her fevered back, “I promised him…” —

— “I’m sorry,” he said again, hoping she could see how much he meant it in his eyes rather than his
muzzled face. He stopped strapping her down to wipe away the tears that ran down her cheeks. —

But…if he could hide it. 

Bucky stuffed his hand in his pocket, trying to ignore it completely.

Maybe he could pretend to be normal for one night. Maybe, for one night they wouldn’t notice.  

“You good, Buck?” Steve asked, struggling with his cufflinks before giving up and stuffing them in
his pocket. He looked up to him expectantly, his head tilted slightly as he looked up at him. 

“Great,” Bucky responded almost robotically. He winced at the sound of his own voice. Then, he
flinched again as Steve tossed a pillow from the other end of the couch at him. 

“Don’t lie.” Steve warned him, raising a brow, “What’s going on?”

Bucky shrugged, no words able to come from his mouth. He could feel himself getting more and more
anxious as Stark’s Gala came closer. And he knew that Steve could see it too. It was like the guy
could see right through him.  Because he could. Rogers knew him so well, sometimes he felt like he
knew him better than he knew himself. 

“Just thinkin',” Bucky finally mumbled, “Don't worry about it.”

Steve sighed, slipping off his jacket suit and handing it back to the tailor, “You don’t have to go if you
don’t want to. We’re not gonna force you into it, Buck. That’s not how this works.”

He shook his head, “It’s not that. I just…what are people gonna think when the Winter Soldier walks
out next to Captain America?”

“Honestly? I don’t know.” Steve set himself gingerly on the couch next to him, “But it doesn’t matter
what other people think—”

“Yes, it does,” Bucky bit out, “When you’re trying to get a pardon and go back home everything
matters. You said it yourself, everyone’s eyes are on me, we can’t screw this up.”

He nodded, raising a slight brow, “I also said ‘no fieldwork’ and what did you do?”

Bucky wrinkled his nose with a groan, running his hand through his hair and avoiding Steve’s gaze. 

“It’s not the same thing,” he said slowly, pulling his hand from his pocket and glaring at it, “I hurt
people, Steve. A lot of people. And everyone knows that.” 

Steve paused with a frown, “They don’t know you.”



“We both know they don’t care,” Bucky scoffed, shaking his head, “They see the Winter Soldier, not
me.”

“You wanna know what I see?” another voice came from the doorway, making the two of them flinch.
Bucky’s eyes flicked up barely catching Agent Cavanaugh as she twirled into the room with a wink,
“I see two outstanding gentlemen that are fine as hell.”

Bucky rolled his eyes as she sent another wink his way. 

“Montana,” Steve hummed, “What did we say about eavesdropping?”

"Remind me later." She shrugged with a twisted grin, looking both of them over before pulling Steve
to his feet. She smoothed down his shirt before taking his suit jacket back and helping him put it on.
Boone nodded to herself before turning back to Bucky. 

“What’s up, sweet cheeks?”

“Nothin’, Cavanaugh.” He smiled lightly as she plopped down next to him. He instinctively hid his
hand by crossing his arms over his chest. 

She hummed, eyeing his hand before reaching into her pocket and tossing Steve a purple tie. He
raised a brow, looking over the fabric, then her.

“Matches my dress,” she said with a wink, before she swung her head back to Bucky, “Now, why you
lyin’ to me, sweet cheeks? You’re gonna hurt my feelings.”

Bucky blinked, raising a brow as she looked over him, “I’m fine.”

Boone hummed, completely unconvinced, “But?”

“But, I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to go to the Gala.”

“Hm,” she chirped, the look on her face almost unreadable as her smile faded, “Because you think
people are scared of you? What would your girlfriend say if you told her that?”

He paused, taking in her words. 

What would (F/N) think? 

She never cared what anyone else thought. She always took risks without looking back. And she
always defended him, no matter what he did. If she were here, she would drag him with her, kicking
and screaming. 

He sighed, finally tearing his eyes away from the floor and looking up at Boone. 

She was already smirking, already pulling a black tie from her pocket. He took the silk from her,
running the strip of fabric through his fingers. 

 “Glad we could see eye to eye, sweet cheeks.” Boone grinned, nodding toward the tailor who had just
brought out the suit he hadn’t even tried on yet, “Let’s get you suited up, huh?”

Bucky looked up to the tailor, nodding with a small smile before pushing himself up from the couch. 



Boone paused, glancing up at Bucky as the tailor made minor adjustments before continuing to sketch
on her tablet. She’d readily admit it to Steve later, but she’d been listening in on their conservation for
far too long. She hadn’t even thought about it, that Barnes would back out before they even got (F/N)
there. 

Nor had she predicted he would close himself off as much as he did. Where the confident man she’d
seen on the Alliance went, she wasn’t sure.

But she was gonna fucking fix it.

“What are you doing, Montana?” Steve asked, his breath tickling Boone’s ear as he rested his chin on
her shoulder and watched her work.

“Nothing,” Boone said, continuing to sketch. A bit more silver over the black. A bit more movement
and sparkle in the fabric.

“Boone,” he warned, chuckling at the drawing, “You’re a terrible artist.”

“Shut up, Steven,” she muttered, elbowing his side, “I’m trying my best.”

“Making a dress for—”

She shut him up with a quick kiss and a pointed wink, “I’m making a surprise and, if you keep
talking, you’re gonna spoil it.”

Steve raised a brow, looking at the sketch then to Bucky as he hid his arm, yet again. A slow smile
spread across his face as he realized what she was talking about. 

“You pulled that off?”

“Romanoff and Maximoff did,” Boone said, pressing her lips to his cheek and pushing off the couch,
“I’m taking care of the fun stuff. And, I’m running out of time.”

He nodded, leaning back on the couch and watching her leave as she hurried out of the room. Her
fingers flew across the tablet as she made a list of supplies. 

Needle. Thread. Silver beads…a lot of silver beads…

“Agent Cavanaugh!” Wanda’s voice came from behind her.

She froze in her step, quickly swinging toward the woman as she came toward her. 

“Yes, darling?” Boone nodded to her, holding her tablet against her chest, “What’s up?”

“Everything is good, right?” Wanda whispered, glancing over her shoulder as though she was being
followed, “She’s coming?”

“Yup,” Boone nodded, with a wink, “I told her to call you when she gets to the city. I just have to
make a few alterations to her dress and we’re good to go.”

“Alterations?”

Boone nodded, showing Wanda a sketch on her tablet, “Did it while Barnes was getting his suit done.
I think it would fit them.”



A small smile spread across Wanda’s face as she looked over the drawing. She traced her fingers over
the silver and black. Her eyes flicked to Boone, “What do you need?”

You took a deep breath, rolling your keys through your fingers as you threw your duffle bag over your
shoulder. Glancing over your apartment once more, you sighed. 

The sun hadn’t even broken over the horizon yet but the smell of coffee still hung in the air and the
warm lights of your kitchen buzzed softly. Olympus was still dark, still quiet. Everyone was asleep,
with the exception of you and Duke. You’d seen him pull out his truck from one of the garages earlier
before he returned to the barracks to pack. 

Another deep breath coursed through your body as you tried to calm your racing heart. 

— Bucky shrugged his bags onto his shoulder and tucking the bedroll under his arm, “This is it, kid.”
—

— You swallowed, glancing at the other two figures waiting at the ramp before looking back to him,
“I’ll see you later.” —

— “Yes, ma’am,” Bucky nodded, his hand dropping from yours as he took a step away from you, “You
can count on it.” —

This was it.

One hell of a long drive and you were going to see him again. One drive and you’d be back by his
side, in his arms. 

Any nerves you had about the Gala melted away at the thought. 

Looking into those beautiful blues, held safely in his arms against his chest…waking up with your
legs tangled together with his and his face buried in the crook of your neck.

You flushed, ducking from your apartment into the elevator. A small smile worked to your face as the
doors slid closed. 

You were almost giddy, so excited to the point you were mirroring the bounce in Boone’s step. 

The elevator stopped in the common room and you bounded into the room before practically skipping
down the stairs to the garage. You pushed the door open with your hip before you paused in your
stride. 

Turner sat next to the Firebird, looking over it before he looked back at you. A slow smile worked to
his face as he nodded to you. 

“Morning,” he said, looking back at your car as you approached him. 

“Hey,” you said, cocking your head to the side as you looked over him, “What’s up?”

He shrugged, turning to you, “Just seeing you off. Making sure you don’t chicken out.”

“Very funny,” you scoffed, tugging open the passenger side of the Firebird and tossing in your duffel
bag, “For real. What’s up?”



Turner chuckled, shaking his head and reaching into his pocket. A familiar jingling met your ears as
he held out your dog tags. Not the ones hanging around your neck, the ones that were labeled with a
single word. 

Your original dog tags. 

The ones that still called you Lieutenant. 

“Ah,” you sighed, reaching around your neck to take off your Ghost tags and handing them back to
him before taking back your tags. You glanced at the silver metal in your hands before slipping them
around your neck. Your fingers intuitively ran across the text before you looked back at Turner.

“We still have a few secrets to keep,” he said, stuffing the black tags into his pocket and patting them
lightly.

“I know,” you nodded, tucking the metal under your shirt before you pulled your jacket tighter around
you. 

“But…” Turner said slowly, looking over you carefully, “If you wanted to tell him—”

“I don't.” you cut him off with a shooting glare, “The last thing he needs is to be dragged into this.
The last thing I want is to drag him further into the fray. He doesn't deserve that.” 

“Understood,” he said with a soft smile, “Have fun, girlie. Be safe.”

— By the time he turned, you had both hands on his cheeks and had pulled him in for one last kiss.
His free arm snaked around you to deepen it before the two of you parted. —

— “Be safe,” you whispered in his ear as you pulled away, “Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.”
—

— “I will.” —

“I will.” A smile spread across your face as you stepped into the Firebird and turned over the engine.
You listened to it purr for a moment, catching a glimpse of the wide grin on Turner’s face before you
pulled out of the garage and left Olympus.

Bucky bit his lip, shoving his hair from his face and gazing at himself in the mirror as he tried on his
suit. It was all black, made from the softest material he’d ever felt and it fit him perfectly. 

The only issue?

His hand stuck out like a sore thumb. The bright metal against the black flashed in the light, no matter
how he held it and no matter how dark the room was.

He sighed, listening to the arm's plates and gears shift under the suit.

— The Soldier couldn’t help but step forward first, curling his metal arm around her waist and
yanking her away as the other guards stalked toward her. Another shriek left her throat as she fought
against him, clawing futilely at the metal arm as he dragged her back into the shadows. —

A low whistle came from behind him, pulling him from his thoughts and making him whirl around.



“Lookin’ good, sweet cheeks,” Cavanaugh called, a sly grin on her face as she stepped into his room. 

“Thanks,” he raised a brow, watching her cautiously as she stepped toward him. She had her hands
hidden behind her back and the smile on her face made him nervous, “What do you want?”

Boone chuckled before pulling her hands out from behind her back and tossing him a pair of black
objects. 

Two black gloves landed in his hands. He glanced up to her, his brows furrowing. She shrugged in
response, nodding for him to put them on. 

Bucky swallowed, tugging them both on and scoffing to himself; they fit perfectly. He smiled
apologetically as he looked up to her, “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Boone asked, tilting her head to the side. 

“You told me I didn't have to hide anymore,” he said softly, pulling lightly on the gloves, “But that's
exactly what I'm doing.”  

“Nah, you ain't hiding, sweet cheeks,” she drawled with a chuckle, “You're stepping out further and
faster than I ever thought you would. Your girl would be proud.”

— “I’m gonna kill you,” Bucky growled from across the yard, his eyes glaring into (F/N) as he
marched toward her. —

— “No, you’re not,” she drawled with a small smile. —

— “I hate your guts,” he nodded, still stepping toward her. —

— “No, you don’t,” she rolled her eyes and slipped her duffel bag off her shoulder, letting it drop to
the ground with a thump, “You love me.” —

— He cocked his head to the side, raising his brows before nodding slightly, “I tolerate you.” —

“Or she'd be telling me how stupid I am,” He scoffed, shaking his head. 

“Maybe,” she shrugged before a twisted grin spread across her lips, “You should have invited her, I’d
like to meet her.” 

“The last time she came to a party here, she was attacked by a robot,” Bucky laughed, “And then she
crashed a city.”

Boone raised a brow, “Sounds like a good time.”

“She scared the shit outta me,” he said softly, still shaking his head, “And…now? The spotlights are
on me—”

“More like Mr. Stark 'cause he's a diva.” 

Bucky rolled his eyes, shaking his head as he slipped off his suit jacket but left on the gloves,
“Cavanaugh…”

She sighed, folding her arms over her chest as her face fell, “Look you get uncomfortable, you tell
me. I'll drag Steve outta there and we'll go watch a movie in Daedalus Three. I'll make popcorn, order



some pizzas. We'll cruise through New York in a jet until they call SWAT on us.”

He paused, looking her over before he chuckled, “Thanks.”

“Just, do me a favor?” Boone asked, backing out the door, “Stay for a few hours. Just try. You never
know, you might like it.” 

Bucky nodded, watching her disappear out the door and looking back at his reflection. He clenched
his jaw, his teeth grinding together as he took in the man in front of him. 

Cold eyes masked by tangled hair. 

He tore his eyes away from the mirror, not noticing the black car moving quickly through the streets
below the tower. He stepped across the room, unbuttoning his shirt and tossing it over his shoulder
before plopping down on his bed. 

This was a terrible idea. Why he even considered it, he didn’t know. 

Bucky sighed, rolling to his stomach and grabbing his notebook he’d managed to wedge under the
mattress. He fanned quickly through the pages but it stopped on the page he wanted. 

— She looked younger, but not by much. Her hair was pulled into a loose braid with strands of hair
falling out of it and framing her face. A dark blue dress fell off her shoulder as she leaned back in the
metal bistro chair she was in. She wore a smile on her face he’d only seen a few times. She was
beautiful. —

He carefully plucked the delicate picture from its place before rolling it through his fingers. He
managed a deep breath, calming himself for a moment as he closed his eyes.

Boone was right. He really should have invited (F/N), she would make things so much easier. 

You turned down an alley, eyeing Stark Tower as it loomed over you and you followed Wanda’s
rather…vague instructions. Something about taking an alley, then another, then into a car garage,
through the car garage to the entrance Stark used. Then there was something about FRIDAY
recognizing the car and alerting them. 

You really shouldn’t have called her while you were in the middle of swerving through traffic like a
mad man. 

Frowning to yourself, you pulled through what you assumed was the car garage. You followed the
road down below the street before coming to a stop in front of a door with the Avengers ‘A’ printed on
it. Rolling down your window, you stuck your head out and glanced around.

“FRIDAY?” you asked, confusion still painted across your face before the ‘A’ lit up in bright blue.

“Welcome, Lieutenant (L/N),” FRIDAY’s voice came over a speaker, “Agent Romanoff and Ms.
Maximoff are waiting for you.”

The door in front of you opened and you slowly pulled into a car lift. The lift took off the second your
car was fully in. It rose from the car garage and, suddenly, the nose of your car was pointed out
toward the city. The concrete of the garage was left behind, replaced by a glass car lift that shot up the
side of the Tower. 



You hung onto your chair, leaning forward to take in the view before the elevator slowed to a stop.
You felt a pair of arms attach to the bottom of your car and you found yourself moving backward.
Killing the engine, you glanced behind you and smiled. 

Wanda and Natasha stood behind the car. The Sokovian smiled brightly, waving as your car was
brought into Stark’s private garage. Natasha nodded, a low smile on her face as you stepped out of the
Firebird and Wanda practically tackled you in a hug. 

“Hey there, Red,” you said, relaxing back with a grin and waving at the redhead, “Long time, no see.
How you been?”
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It's Been a Long, Long Time

Chapter Summary

He raised a brow at the look on her face before he shifted his gaze to Steve, whose eyes had, yet
again, locked on someone behind him. A warm smile crept across Steve’s face before his eyes
flashed back to him.

Bucky licked his lips, confused as his eyes flicked around the group. They were all looking at
him.

What did he do now—

“Hey, Soldier Boy.”

Bucky froze at the sound of a voice. That voice. Her voice.

He turned slowly, fully aware that his jaw had gone slack as he looked up at the woman behind
him.

Her. 

(F/N). 

She wore a smile on her face like she did in the picture in his pocket but she was even more
beautiful than he remembered. Her voice was sweeter, like music to his ears. Her eyes were
brighter and her dress…

It was like she was blanketed in the night sky. Like a thousand stars had fallen from the heavens
and placed themselves perfectly on her form. They glimmered and glittered with every move. He
was unable to tear his eyes off of her as she took a slow step toward him. 
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you. You held out your hand, expecting her to take it but she pulled you into a hug instead. 
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“Look at you. You look good,” Natasha hummed, pulling away from you and looking you over. You
did the same. 

Her hair was longer than when you last saw her. It was pulled back in a braid with loose tendrils
framing her face and showing off playful, bright eyes. 

She was different again. Not in the way that Boone was always different. It wasn’t on purpose. The
smile on her face was genuine and she was relaxed. 

She was happy.

“How you doing, Nat?”

Natasha sighed with a shrug before another smile erupted across her face, “Do I have a story for you.”

“Yeah?”

“A couple, actually,” Wanda said, wrapping her arm around your waist and handing your bag to
Natasha. 

The other woman chuckled, throwing your duffel bag over her shoulder with a nod, “But, you have
some explaining to do, too.”

A sheepish sigh huffed through your nose, “Yeah, I know.”

“So,” Natasha said, nudging you with her hip as they led you toward the elevator, “You better start
talking.”

“It’s a long story,” you chuckled, taking back your bag and playing with your dog tags as they slipped
from beneath your jacket, “Where do you want me to start?” 

“The beginning, preferably,” she shrugged, “How long was he with you?”

You sighed, taking a deep breath and preparing yourself for the onslaught of questions you were sure
she would ask, “He came to me a week after DC. He was confused, just needed someone to point him
in the right direction…so I did.”

— His hair was disheveled and dark circles ringed his pale eyes. He was still dressed as the Winter
Soldier, black leather and straps included. His metal arm held your wrist in place while the other
hung limply by his side, your free hand moved to the one that clutched your wrist and tried prying off
his fingers. Shoving you backward, he pinned you between the counter and himself; your crutches
clattered to the floor. —

You paused as you stepped into the elevator with them, shaking away the look in his eyes as you
continued, “I told him to go check out Roger’s Smithsonian exhibit. Then he left. I didn’t see him
again for a few weeks.”

“But he came back,” Natasha mused as the doors closed. She turned to you with a raised brow,
“Why?”

“I don’t know.” You shrugged with a small smile, “I guess he trusted me.”

— “Wait,” a rough voice came, the mass held up his hands in stiff submission, a glint of metal was
caught in the light, “I need your help.” —



— “Barnes?” —

The redhead nodded, the look on her face falling so slightly, you almost didn’t notice, “So you lied.”

“Straight to your face.” You smirked as she rolled her eyes, “And you had no clue.”

“Little shit.” Natasha shook her head, “I had a clue. I knew you were hiding something. I just didn’t
know what.”

The smile on your lips faltered slightly as you caught Wanda’s eye before you changed the subject,
“How is he?”

“He’s quiet.” Wanda swallowed, correcting her composure with a nod of her head. 

“It comes in waves,” The Russian added, “He kept to himself when he came to the Compound but
Steve brought him out of his shell.” 

Maximoff sighed, “But…now that the Gala is here, he's freaking out.” 

“You can see it in his face.”

You frowned, still playing with your dog tags. If he was nervous, you couldn’t be. If he was scared,
you had to be brave. 

For him. 

Your eyes flicked up to the doors as the elevator came to a stop and the doors swept open. Taking a
step forward, Wanda stopped you in your tracks. 

She held out a hand before poking her head out of the elevator and looking around. 

Natasha scoffed, shaking her head, “Clear?”

“Clear.” Maximoff grinned, popping back into the elevator and grabbing your hand before darting out
into the hall. She broke into a sprint, tugging you and Natasha with her as she moved down the hall,
“Hurry! Come on!”

A giggle escaped your chest as the three of you ran through the tower. Natasha took the lead, glancing
around corners before taking off down them. She pushed open a door at the end of the hall and
gestured for the two of you to enter.

Wanda practically shoved you into the room before Natasha slammed the door behind you. The three
of you doubled over, out-of-breath laughs filling the room. 

You looked up after a moment, still snickering as you looked around. 

It was the room Tony usually put you in. But it had been renovated slightly. 

You walked into an entryway that bled direction into a small lounge. A kitchenette was on your left
and the bathroom on your right. Further into the room was a bed tucked in the corner, but a row of
floor-to-ceiling windows was what caught your eye. They spanned the entire wall, filling the room
with light from the city.



The sun was beginning to set over the buildings, the fading light casting warm shadows into the room
as you stepped through it. 

The city was glittering beneath you. Clouds practically sailed past the windows as you dropped your
bag. 

A smile worked to your face as you turned back to the two women. 

“Welcome back to the Tower,” Natasha said, with a small smirk. She nodded before turning on her
heel, “FRIDAY, how we looking?”

FRIDAY’s voice echoed through the room a moment later as you walked back toward the kitchenette
and pushed yourself up onto the counter. 

“I’ve hidden Lieutenant (L/N)’s vehicle among Mr. Stark’s personal collection,” she said, “Captain
Rogers has taken Sergeant Barnes to the training rooms, and Agent Cavanaugh is on her way.”

Romanoff nodded, plopping down onto a couch, “Excellent.”

You paused at the sound of Boone’s name. 

They didn’t know you knew Boone. At least…Natasha didn’t. 

Shit.

You were going to have to play along and hope Boone knew that too. 

Who were you kidding? Of course, she knew. 

You cleared your throat, cocking your head to the side, “Agent Cavanaugh?”

Wanda glanced up to you, realization also dawning on her. You sent a wink her way before hopping
off the counter and toward Natasha. 

“You’re gonna love her,” she said, playing with her nails, “She’s crazy. Like you.” 

Maximoff nodded nervously as she perched on the chair next to Romanoff. You patted her shoulder
with a low smile, grabbing your bag from the floor and tossing it to the bed. 

Taking a deep breath, you prepared yourself for Boone’s entrance. Whatever lies she had prepared,
you had to match and counter. 

But, if you got through that…it would only be a matter of a night and a few hours and you were back
with Bucky. 

Natasha’s voice brought you back out of your head, “Back to the Barnes thing, hm?”

“Aw, c’mon, Red,” you sighed playfully, turning back to her with a roll of your eyes. 

She smirked, relaxing back in her seat and raising her brows, “You really thought I was gonna let you
off that easy?”

“No. It’s never easy with you,” you sighed dramatically, plopping down onto one of the couches, “I
was just hoping I could avoid the conversation altogether.”



The smile on Natasha’s face fell as she looked up at you, “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“He asked me not to.”

“He said he threatened you.” Wanda raised a brow, biting her lip. 

“He did that too. But I couldn’t just leave him,” You shrugged, playing with your dog tags again, “He
didn’t know who he could trust. He was confused…lost. He needed me. And I needed him.”

You paused, dropping your eyes to the floor before they flicked back up to Natasha, “We kept each
other grounded. We were each other's constant. I’m sorry, Red. I had to choose him.” 

“He’s got you wrapped around his little finger, you know that?” A smug smirk curled across her lips
as she shook her head. 

Wanda hummed in agreement, “And she’s got him wrapped around hers.”

“I guess I do, don’t I?” you chuckled softly before your head snapped to the room’s door as it swung
open. 

“Who’s got their finger where now?” Boone’s drawl echoed through the room. She spun in, four dress
bags slung over her shoulder, a sewing kit tucked under her arm, and there was a backpack held with a
single finger. 

“Cavanaugh.” Natasha deadpanned, shaking her head as she rose from the chair to help her. 

“What?” Boone asked, looking over the room before her eyes landed on you. She lit up at the sight, as
though she was meeting you for the first time again, “Hi! Name's Agent Cavanaugh, Boone
Cavanaugh.”

“Cap—” You stuttered to a stop as you held out your hand with a flinch, “First Lieutenant (F/N)
(L/N).” 

“Ah!” she crooned, taking your hand as she juggled the sewing kit, “The Anonymous Avenger. I've
heard so much about you.”

You raised a brow, letting your natural suspicion of people take over, “And I've heard nothing about
you.”

“Works for SHIELD's sister organization, Aftermath,” Natasha said, taking Boone’s backpack and the
sewing kit. She glanced at the box curiously before shrugging, “We met her on a mission in Prague.” 

“Oh?” you mused, looking Boone over, “And you just decided to keep her around?”

Wanda snickered, “Captain Rogers did.” 

You raised a brow, a smile tugging to your face as she blushed and set the dress bags on the kitchen
counter.

She sighed, “I'm dating—”

“You're dating Captain America?” you asked, grinning at the look of exasperation on her face,  “How
patriotic…” 



“Don't start.” Boone rolled her eyes, “I get it from all of them too.”

Natasha chuckled, nudging you slightly as she set Boone’s bag down, “She's also part of the reason
Barnes is getting a pardon.”

Your face softened. Even if you already knew that. You appreciated it. Boone was working tirelessly
in an environment she hated. She hated working alongside politicians more than she hated socks with
sandals…which was saying something. 

“Thank you.” you breathed softly, barely catching her attention. 

“Aw, don’t worry about it.” She waved you off, picking up the dresses again and swinging into the
bathroom to hang them up. She called over her shoulder, “Sweetcheeks deserves a break.” 

You watched as the four bags swayed in her hold, your eyes narrowing as you looked around the
room. 

Wanda smirked at the look on your face, “We may have picked out a dress for you already.”

You raised a brow, suspiciously looking her over before Boone yelled from the bathroom, “I just gotta
make a few more adjustments!”

“Get comfortable. We’re gonna keep you hidden ‘til the Gala,” Natasha said, heading toward the door,
“Then we’ll get you reunited with your man.”

She swung out of the room with a smile before closing the door behind her. 

The look on your face fell slightly before you turned to Wanda, “Does she know?” 

“I don’t think so.” Wanda shook her head, nervously playing with her fingers. She sighed, her eyes
shifting to Boone as she walked from the bathroom. 

“She doesn’t have a clue,” she said. She still had one of the dress bags in her arms and she laid it out
on the counter before pulling up a chair. Popping open her sewing kid, she threaded a needle and
opened another box full of silver beads. 

“What are you doing?” you asked, raising a brow. 

“Nothing.”

“Boone.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” Boone said, letting out a devious cackle before turning to Wanda, “Oi, kiddo!
Put on a movie and let’s order pizza!”

You rolled your eyes and relaxed back on the couch as Wanda flicked her hands. Swirling red energy
glimmered through the air before the remote was lifted from the coffee table and summoned to her
hands. 

A sigh hummed through your throat. One more night. That’s it.

— “Be safe,” you whispered in his ear as you pulled away, “Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.”
—



— “I will.” —

Bucky groaned, cracking open an eye as the afternoon sun glared into the room. He stuffed his head
under a pillow and let out another low growl as he untangled his legs from the sheets. 

He’d spent most of the night awake, curled up next to the window with his notebook and looking out
on the city as it moved and thrived beneath him. He’d started fiddling with her picture again.
Something he really needed to quit doing.  

The damn thing was ridiculously close to disintegrating in his fingers. But he couldn't help himself. 

It was the closest thing he had to hold her in his arms. He held the picture and it felt like he was
holding her hand. He put it in his pocket and her arms were around his waist. 

Bucky sighed, finally crawling his way out of his bed. He slipped on a shirt before shuffling past his
unused kitchenette and out of his room, toward the main kitchen in the common room. 

The instant he stepped from his room, he was hit by chaos. 

Ms. Potts walked through the hall with assistants on her tail, making finishing touches to the Gala.
Mr. Stark was pacing his labs and talking to himself loud enough for Bucky to hear and Peter, his
‘intern’, was hanging onto every word. Sam and Steve were talking back and forth as they made their
breakfast. And…what was his name? 

Bucky blinked, staring at the man asking Vision 30 different questions at the same time as Pietro tried
to hide a snort. 

Scott. 

He rolled his eyes with a low scoff before grabbing a cup of coffee and sneaking through the kitchen,
hoping no one would notice him. 

“Morning, Buck,” Steve said, raising a brow as he looked him over. 

Mission failure. 

Bucky sipped his coffee, waving over his shoulder, “Hey.”

Sam scoffed, moving to keep up with him, “Don’t sound so excited.”

He couldn’t help it this time, turning to send a death glare to Sam before he could stop himself. Sam
stutter-stepped before a warm smile erupted across his face and he slid into the breakfast nook next to
the windows with him. 

“Hey, relax, Manchurian Candidate,” Tony called from the balcony above them, “You’ll be fine.”

“Thanks,” Bucky muttered into his drink before taking another sip and hoping the scalding liquid
would wake him up. Even as his drink warmed him, it didn’t lessen the look on his face. Even as
Steve slid into the seat next to him, it didn't improve his mood. 

He turned his glare away from the many people that were scurrying through the Tower. 



A few more hours. That’s all he had. He’d slept most of the day away, hoping beyond all hope that,
maybe, he’d sleep through the damn thing. Though, Steve would never let him do that. 

Speaking of Steve…

Bucky’s eyes flashed to him as he opened his mouth to say something. He shook his head before
cutting Steve off. 

“Where’s Romanoff?”

Steve closed his mouth slowly, glancing around the room before he shrugged. Bucky squinted,
looking over his friend. 

Something was off. 

He let his eyes wander the room once more. 

“Where’s Maximoff?”

Steve swallowed with another shrug, “Which one?”

Bucky paused. Steve knew exactly which one he was talking about. He raised a brow, “Where’s your
girlfriend?”

“Decided she wanted to sleep in,” he said, this time without a shrug, as he looked Bucky dead in the
eye. 

“Uh-huh.” Bucky hummed, his eyes narrowing even more at the man.  

“What?”

“You’re acting weird.”

“He is?” Sam cut in, looking over Steve before he shook his head, “He looks normal to me. I think
you’re just stressin’ out.” 

Bucky’s head snapped in his direction, “I’m not stressed.”

“Yes, you are,” Pietro called from the other side of the room, “You’re so stressed, you’re making me
stressed.”

“Shut up, Maximoff.” he bit out with a glare.

“Hey! You know what helps with stress?” Scott asked, swinging into the kitchen before tugging open
the fridge and pulling out a plate, “Orange slices! Eh? Eh!”

He wiggled his eyebrows at Vision as he handed him the plate. 

“Thank you.” Vision glanced down at the perfectly arranged slices, “Mr. Lang, we’ve been over this. I
am a synthezoid. I do not eat.” 

“Right,” Scott said, suspiciously looking over him before muttering to Sam, “I watched Terminator
too many times, man. Never. Ever. Trust. Robots.”

Sam snickered, taking the plate from Vision as Bucky slid away from the table with a scoff. 



He snuck away quickly, moving away from the noise of the common room and toward his room.

“Hey!” Steve’s voice came from behind him, followed by the sound of footsteps as he jogged to keep
up with him, “You okay?” 

“I’m fine,” he mumbled back, ducking into his room and shutting the door. 

He swore he heard a sigh from Steve, then the sound of his bedroom door shutting. 

But he ignored it as he strode across his room and flopped down on the floor next to the windows
where he had sat for most of the night. 

The city looked so much different during the day, the sun illuminating everything that had been
shrouded in shadows the night before.

A low huff left his throat as he pressed his forehead against the glass. He didn’t even notice he’d
plucked (F/N)’s picture from his pocket, or that he’d begun to spin it through his fingers again. 

His eyes were glued to the stream of people that were entering the building below him. Florists
shuttling flowers into the building. Caterers moving food in on trays. Crates of alcohol on dollies and
chairs and tables on carts. Musicians carrying in their instruments

Stark had a veritable army preparing the building for the Gala. 

But Bucky wasn’t ready. 

He sighed, glancing up at his suit that hung on the back of the bathroom door. 

He really, really wasn’t ready. 

You were practically bouncing in your seat. The night had gone by so fast and you had hardly slept.
Natasha had come back to your room with pizza as Boone finished alterations on your dress, which
she wouldn’t let you see. While you and Wanda watched movies and chatted back and forth. 

Romanoff made you tell her almost everything about what you and Bucky had been through. Though
you omitted a few details, you told her everything. How you had brought him home with you, how he
lived with you, and then how you snuck him out of the country. 

In return, she’d told you everything you’d ‘missed’.

How they’d gotten caught up with Aftermath and ghost soldiers. What happened in Prague and how
Steve met Boone. Lagos and the explosion and the UN. Berlin and Bucharest. The Accord. 

And then, her adventures with her sister and Boone and another Aftermath operative. 

And you just smiled and listened. Noting every new detail from her point of view and committing it to
memory. 

You’d fallen asleep on the couch, Natasha across from you while Wanda passed out on the bed. You
weren’t sure how long Boone had stayed up for but she’d snuck out to Steve’s room with your dress. 

But…now?



Now, you only had a few hours left. 

Wanda and Natasha were taking turns doing their hair in the bathroom while Boone scurried in and
out of the room all morning. You’d hung out, watching the people move below the tower until Boone
returned. 

When she did, you held the mirror for her as she quickly did her hair and makeup.

She’d promised that when she was done, she would do yours. 

It reminded you of the one time you went to prom with Duke and the Roper twins. You’d all squeezed
into your room to get ready, much to Uncle Tim’s dismay. You’d goofed off much of the night,
making you two hours late to the dance. But none of you cared. It was fun as hell. 

Boone adjusted the mirror in your hands, expertly twisting her hair into a complicated updo before
taking the mirror from you. She scrambled to her feet, checking her watch before pulling out a second
makeup bag from her backpack and rushing toward the bed. 

She gestured for you to follow her, “Get your cute ass over here.”

You rolled your eyes, slowly making your way to your feet before stepping across the room and
plopping down across from her. 

She grinned, humming to herself as she opened the makeup bag. You glanced inside as she began
pulling out her favorite products. She’d bought a second set of everything, just for you. 

“You trust me?” she asked, twirling a brush through her fingers. 

“Nope.”

Boone giggled, the Cheshire grin on her face growing as she began to apply your makeup. She was
quiet for a moment, completely focused on you before her eyes flicked toward the bathroom at the
sound of Wanda and Natasha laughing. 

She kept her eyes there for a second more before turning back to you. A finger curled under your
chin, keeping you steady as she continued to work before she spoke quickly, “Barnes is so nervous.” 

You blinked with a frown. You knew Natasha and Wanda thought he was but, coming from Boone,
made you even more worried. “Really?”

“Mhmm.” she hummed, a frown stretching across her lips, “He’s done a complete 180 since Mr. Stark
decided to do the Gala—tilt your chin up, please—He was doing so well on the Alliance, I don’t
know what happened.”

You sighed, shaking your head, “Did he tell you anything about his nightmares?”

“Not a peep.” Boone shook her head, “They that bad?”

“Sometimes.” You shrugged, relaxing back as she dug through her bag, “They got really bad before
he left.” 

She pursed her lips before pressing them into a line as she clicked open an eyeshadow palette, “How
have yours been?”



Your jaw clenched as you closed your eyes for her, lifting your head just slightly. 

“Ah,” Boone sighed, “Not a peep outta you either, huh?”

“You know how it is.” You managed a half-hearted shrug. 

“Yeah, but I see a doctor about it,” she said, “And I’m on meds.” 

“And?”

“Maybe you should consider it.”

You scoffed lowly, “You know meds don’t work with me. Not after—” 

Boone placed a hand on your knee, warning you to shut up as Natasha ducked out of the bathroom to
grab jewelry from her bag before she disappeared back inside. 

“Yeah, but talking about it might help,” she whispered before yelling over her shoulder, “Natasha!
Wanda! I need to get started on her hair! Sors ton cul de la salle de bain!” Get your ass out of the
bathroom! 

A groan echoed from the room as Natasha stepped out, her hair perfectly curled and bouncing as she
put in a pair of blue gem earrings.

“Natasha,” Wanda came out a second later, fluffing her hair, “Do you have a necklace that would go
with this?”

“I thought we already picked something out?”

“I didn’t like it.” The Sokovian shrugged despite the eye roll from Romanoff.  

She sighed, looking at you and Boone, “We’ll be back.” 

The instant the door closed behind them, Boone grabbed your hand and tugged you to the bathroom. 

“Just consider it,” she said, quickly finishing your makeup, “I think it would help you.”

“Thanks, Boone.”

She smiled in response as she turned to do your hair and you caught sight of yourself in the mirror for
the first time. Boone hadn’t done anything too crazy. She’d just accentuated your natural features and
disguised the dark circles under your eyes. 

She’d chosen a lip shade that complimented your skin tone perfectly and managed a perfect smoky
eye accompanied by winged liner. 

You took a deep breath as you let her play with your hair. She had it up in a style in a matter of
seconds. Faster than you had ever been able to.

“You’ve been practicing?” you asked, your brows furrowing as she worked. 

Boone chuckled, a wry grin working to her face, “I’ve been waiting for this moment for six years.”

You shook your head, watching in the mirror as she transformed you into a person you hadn’t seen in
ages. You hadn’t been this dressed up, this put together, since…



Dubai. 

Another shake of your head, stopping the memories before they could even begin to worm their way
to the forefront of your mind. You were so focused on keeping them at bay, that you didn’t notice
Natasha and Wanda stick their heads into the bathroom. 

“You clean up good, (L/N).” Natasha smiled, looking you over as Wanda nodded and Boone added
the finishing spritz of hairspray.  

“Thanks, Red.” you said, gazing at yourself a moment more before turning to Natasha. 

Boone slipped out behind you, calling over her shoulder as she gathered her things and Romanoff
grabbed her dress, “I gotta go check on the boys. I’ll be right back.”

You nodded, ducking out of the bathroom as Wanda grabbed her dress bag. Natasha slipped off her
sweats and jacket before stepping into her dress and turning to you. 

“Zip me up?” 

She held her hair out of the way as you moved to her, helping her into her dress.

You didn’t notice Boone steal your bag as she ran out. 

You adjusted Natasha’s hair, carefully making sure it stayed out of the zipper before she turned to
you. 

She was wearing a deep midnight blue dress that fell off her shoulders and flared at the waist. The
satin-like fabric flowed over the ground, swishing as she stepped into her shoes. 

Wanda left the bathroom next, flipping curled hair over her shoulder as she struggled with her
necklace. You smiled, reaching over to do it for her and taking her in as well. 

She wore red. The top of her dress was all lace, the bodice and the sleeves. The skirt was made up of
layers and layers of chiffon that fluttered at the slightest breeze. 

They were both beautiful. 

Your smile grew slightly as you glanced back into the bathroom where only two more dress bags were
waiting. 

You were ready. 

Bucky bit his tongue, gritting his teeth as the slick fabric of his tie slipped from his metal fingers for
the umpteenth time. He rolled his eyes at himself, forcing his fingers to do it again but watching
himself fail in the mirror. 

“Damn,” he hissed, glaring at his fingers as he tried again. The smooth metal of one hand messed
everything up, unable to keep a grip on the tie no matter how much he pinched it. 

His eyes flicked up to the door as Cavanaugh spun in, her hair and makeup done and wearing what
looked to be one of Steve’s shirts. He watched her press a kiss to Steve’s cheek before he turned back
to the mirror and tried again. 



Another knot…another goddamn fail. 

He growled to himself, his brows furrowing and his jaw setting in place as he went at it again. 

Bucky was so focused, that he didn’t see Boone stash a bag in his bathroom before heading his way.
Before he could try again with his tie, Boone’s fingers replaced his.

“Easy, sweet cheeks,” she said softly, deftly tying the tie and looking him over. 

He sighed, trying his best to relax as she brushed off his shoulders, “Thank you.”

“No problem, Sarge.” Boone smiled, looking up to him with a grin before it fell, “How you doin’?”

Bucky swallowed, knowing that she could read body language like she read a book. She could see the
tension in each of his muscles, she could see the way he was fidgeting slightly. 

“Nervous.” he admitted after a minute, “I don’t think this is a good idea.” 

“It’s okay. You’re okay.” she said, reaching behind her to grab his gloves and handing them to him,
“Just remember, you promised you’d try.”

Bucky sighed as she looked him over once more before pulling a hair tie from her wrist and flipping
his hair into a low bun so it was out of his face. 

“I know.” 

Another smile spread across her lips, “Perfect.”

“Montana,” Steve said, grabbing her and tugging her away from Bucky. He placed a kiss on her
temple, “You need to finish getting ready. You’re gonna be late.” 

“Relax, stud, I’mma be fashionably late.” A mischievous Cheshire grin erupted across her lips as she
kissed him, “I’ll see you there.” 

A frown tugged at Bucky’s lips as he turned away from them, a touch of jealousy coursed through his
body before he shook it away. 

There was nothing more he wanted at that moment than to be curled up on the couch with her. (F/N).
Curled up with her and waiting for her to fall asleep on his shoulder before he carried her up to bed.
She’d be awake enough just to tug him under the covers with her and he wouldn’t object. 

Bucky sighed, slipping on his gloves and closing his eyes before Steve’s hand landed on his shoulder.

“You ready?”

He nodded, glancing down at his hands, “As I’ll ever be.” 

You flinched as Boone rocketed back into the room, hurtling into the bathroom and unzipping one of
the dress bags. 

You were going to be late. All of you, were going to be late. And, of course, Boone’s dramatic ass had
planned it that way. 



A scoff came from your lips as Boone froze in her tracks and groaned. 

“Shit! Romanoff, I forgot my shoes in New York’s room.” she whined, grabbing your hand and
tugging you across the room, “Can you grab them? They’re in the box on the counter.” 

Natasha nodded as she swept from the room, “Got it.” 

“You get in the bathroom.” Boone ordered you before turning to Wanda, “You mind keeping a
lookout for me?”

Maximoff nodded, ducking into the hallway as Boone shoved you into the bathroom and closed the
door behind you. She continued to unzip the dress bag, letting black fabric unfurl onto the bathroom
tiles. 

“We’re gonna be late,” You said, raising a brow. 

“I know,” she shrugged, turning back to you and raising the dress, “It’s all part of the plan.”

You blinked, looking over the dress as your jaw dropped. It was beautiful. It was…

“Boone…” You breathed, trailing off with a shake of your head, “I can’t wear this.” 

“Oh, yes you can.” she snapped back, raising a single brow in a silent warning, “He needs you to.”

A sigh puffed through your nose before you nodded. You slipped off your jacket, then your long-
sleeve shirt and pants, glancing over your shoulder to make sure the door was closed as you did. 

You swallowed as Boone helped you into the dress, taking yourself in in the mirror as she slid the
dress on. You tried to ignore the jagged lines that littered your body like an abstract painting until they
disappeared as Boone placed the dress on your shoulders. 

Then you felt her pause. 

You knew what she was looking at before she said anything before she softly traced her fingers along
the single, serrated word carved into your back.  

GHOST

“I haven’t seen them since you came home,” she whispered, her voice barely making a sound as she
gently ran her fingers across the silvery lines. It tickled slightly as her steady hands moved from
shoulder to shoulder, “They healed so well.” 

You sucked a breath, flinching away from her, “Boone…”

“Sorry,” Boone said quickly, tugging the zipper on your dress with a nod before stepping away.

“It’s okay.” You smiled, tugging her back in for a hug before she slipped away to put on her dress and
you looked back in the mirror. 

“You ready?” she asked, returning to your side in her dress.

“Yes.”



Bucky hid his face in his drink, purposefully turning away from a wayward stare as he sunk onto a
couch across from Steve. 

He supposed he was lucky. Stark had talked Ms. Potts into redesigning the floor for the Gala. They’d
put a specially made platform in the corner of the room next to the private elevators. The lounge was
gated off, only those on the Avengers were allowed there under the guise it would offer them a break
from socializing. But, really, it was so Bucky didn’t have to wander the floor like a lost puppy. It gave
him a safe haven and a quick exit if he needed it.  

He’d only caught a few stares and glares but he could feel even more of them on his back, which he
ignored as he looked over the rest of the party. 

It seemed to be going well. Live music played beside the empty dance floor in the middle of the room.
Tables were set up on the far side, across from the entrance and servers were on constant patrol. It was
nice. Any other time, he would have enjoyed it. 

Bucky took another sip of his drink before his eyes flicked to Steve. 

The man hadn’t left his side the entire time, choosing to relax on the couch and ignore the rest of the
party. 

He swallowed the rest of the drink before nodding to him, “You should go. Mingle. I’ll be fine.”

“You haven’t said that to me since 1940,” Steve said, practically ignoring him as he rose to his feet to
pour himself another drink from the private bar that was on the platform. 

“I’m serious, punk,” Bucky sighed, “Captain America should—”

His words were stopped in his throat as Steve glared at him. 

— “What about you?” Steve asked, the amber light catching the pins on his jacket, “You ready to
follow Captain America into the jaws of death?” —

— “Hell no,” he said almost immediately, a small scoff in the back of his throat, “That little guy from
Brooklyn who was too dumb not to run away from a fight? I’m following him.” —

“Sorry.” 

Steve shrugged, swirling his drink and sitting back down beside him, “It’s fine.”

“Where’s Cavanaugh?” he asked, changing the subject as quickly as he could as Tony and Sam strode
up into the lounge. 

“Just like she said, fashionably late,” Steve said, nodding to Stark as he sat down at the bar and Sam
as he leaned against the railing.

Tony chuckled, “Wants a dramatic entrance?”

“As usual,” he said before his eyes locked onto something behind Bucky. A smile grew on his face,
his eyes lighting up, “Then again, who can blame her?”

Bucky didn’t even have to look. The grin on Steve’s face told him enough, along with the steady
clicking of heeled feet up the stairs to the lounge.



Boone.

“Hey there, stud,” her voice came, confirming his suspicions as he took another drink and she swept
past him. 

A purple dress flooded his vision, the fabric shimmering as Boone daintily perched on the couch next
to Steve before pressing a kiss to his lips. 

Bucky clenched his jaw, eyeing the elevators behind them and about to get up when Wanda and
Natasha walked past him, blocking his exit. 

“Took you long enough,” Steve muttered, his gaze fixed on his girl.

“Sorry, I had to get her ready.” Boone shrugged before casting a look in Bucky’s direction, “Lookin’
good, sweet cheeks.” 

He raised a brow at the look on her face before he shifted his gaze to Steve, whose eyes had, yet
again, locked on someone behind him. A warm smile crept across Steve’s face before his eyes flashed
back to him. 

Bucky licked his lips, confused as his eyes flicked around the group. They were all looking at him. 

What did he do now—

“Hey, Soldier Boy.” 

Bucky froze at the sound of a voice. That voice. Her voice. 

He turned slowly, fully aware that his jaw had gone slack as he looked up at the woman behind him. 

Her. 

(F/N). 

She wore a smile on her face like she did in the picture in his pocket but she was even more beautiful
than he remembered. Her voice was sweeter, like music to his ears. Her eyes were brighter and her
dress…

It was like she was blanketed in the night sky. Like a thousand stars had fallen from the heavens and
placed themselves perfectly on her form. They glimmered and glittered with every move. He was
unable to tear his eyes off of her as she took a slow step toward him. 

And then he took in the rest of it. 

Black fabric hugged her curves all the way to the floor but it was her right arm that caught his
attention. It was cascading in silver beads, shining as though it was made of pure, liquid metal. 

Then it sank in. 

She was a mirror image of him. If he were to hold her hand, that hand, his metal one would have to
take it. 

She was proudly displaying his calling card. She was letting everyone in the room know who she was
with. Who she belonged to.



Him.

Bucky swallowed thickly, pushing himself to his feet. He almost felt dizzy, like the world was
swirling under his feet. It felt as though he was in a dream. 

Like any second he would wake up and only hazy images of her would remain. 

His heart was pounding by the time he took a step forward. 

“Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N)—” Sam started, reaching out to her only to be pushed out of Bucky’s way. 

Before he could even blink, he’d pulled her into a hug. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d
captured her lips with his and he melted against her. 

She felt better than he remembered, the warmth of her skin sinking into his body as he pressed her
tighter against his chest. The smell of her hair and her perfume floated to his nose before he pulled
away. 

The smile that had worked to his face fell, warping to concern as he looked at her. A single tear was
threatening to fall as she reached up to cup his cheeks, warm fingers gently brushing his face before
he shook his head.

(F/N) blinked, the tear sliding down her cheek as he reached up to wipe it away before he paused,
glancing at the glove on his hand. 

Bucky tore off the gloves before reaching back up to gently swipe the tear from her cheek. 

She sniffled slightly, the smile on her face never wavering as she looked up at him, “Hi.” 

“What are you…how did you…Doll…I…” He mumbled quickly before he gave up and kissed her
again, his hands landing on her hips and tugging her against him until she pulled away. 

“Surprise.” (F/N) whispered against his lips. 

“I hate you.” he growled as she tried to step back. He dragged her back to him, kissing her again and
again. 

She chuckled between kisses, “No, you don’t.” 

“You’re right,” he grinned, kissing her once more, “I love you.” 

(F/N)’s smile widened, even as he released her before Tony called from the bar.

“Excuse me! Can you two please get a room?” 

She flushed, snorting a laugh before hiding her face against his chest. Bucky smiled, turning back to
the group and holding her tight.

“Sorry,” she said with a cheeky smile.

Bucky scoffed, leading her back toward the couch, “I’m not.” 

“James—” (F/N) rolled her eyes before he tugged her onto the couch with him and pressed another
kiss to her lips.



“For real though,” Sam spoke up, sending Bucky a glare,  “Where the hell did you come from?”

She shrugged, “Romanoff and Wanda invited me.” 

“Little shits,” Bucky muttered, watching the two women as they sat smugly at the bar. 

“You,” Tony cut in, pointing at (F/N), “Have a lot of explaining to do.”

“Mm…not tonight,” she hummed with a sly grin, snuggling against him as he wrapped an arm
protectively around her, “Tomorrow?”

Tony nodded, shooting her a glare of warning followed by a grin, “Bright and fuckin’ early.” 

Bucky scoffed, kissing (F/N)’s temple again before setting his head against hers and whispering in her
ear, “You look beautiful.” 

“Thank you.” She flushed again, “Agent Cavanaugh picked it out.” 

Boone’s Cheshire grin flashed across from them, “Told you he’d like it.” 

“Thank you for coming,” he murmured against her ear, noting the shiver that rolled through her as he
did with a smirk, “I’ve missed you. I’m sorry I—”

(F/N) cut him off with a quick kiss, “Don’t. Tomorrow. Let’s just enjoy tonight. Together. Please?”

“Whatever you say, doll.”

Your nerves caught up to you the instant you stepped from the elevator and everyone’s heads turned
toward you. The main floor had gone practically quiet as you and the other three women strode
through the crowd. 

But your nerves melted away the instant you saw him. His back was to you as he talked to Steve and
he looked stiff, as though he was actively trying to hide. It was enough to keep you moving toward
him. 

It was enough motivation for you to ignore the crowd as whispers spread. You were sure they were
looking at the dress, sure they knew exactly what your one sleeve was emulating. 

You could see your reflection in the windows, the light catching perfectly on every part of your dress
as you strode up the stairs after Boone, Natasha, and Wanda. 

Bucky didn’t notice you at first, not until you said those magic words. 

Soldier Boy. 

He moved slowly, as though thinking your voice was a hallucination. And, when he looked at you, he
looked at you like you were a mirage. As though, if he blinked, you would be gone. 

But the second he realized you were real, he practically tackled you. His arms taking you into a bone-
crushing hug that almost knocked the wind from your lungs. 

Then he kissed you with everything he had. 



And it was perfect. 

He was soft, yet firm as he pressed you against him with no intention of letting you go anytime soon. 

You completely forgot you were in a room full of people as you looked into his eyes again. 

You weren’t even aware you were crying until he thumbed away a stray tear. 

The rest was a blur, you weren’t sure how you were forming words. All you wanted was to stay curled
in his arms forever. 

So, you did. 

He held you protectively, securely in his arms and you finally took a breath of relief. After months
upon months of worry had holed up in your body, it all finally vanished. 

You were finally smelling his cologne again, looking up into his eyes again, smiling and laughing
with him again. 

When the Avengers finally stopped pestering you with questions, you relaxed with him. Every so
often, he would press a kiss to your hair or your temple or your forehead. Whatever he could get, he
took. 

It wasn’t until a familiar song floated from the dance floor that Bucky stirred, catching your attention.
Steve was up first, Boone in tow as he tugged her toward the dance floor. 

Bucky was gentler, softly nudging you so you looked at him. 

“Dance with me?”

You smiled with a nod, “I can’t say no to you, Soldier Boy.”

He grinned as you sat up before rising to his feet and holding out his hand to you. You took it, letting
him haul you into his chest before he led you down the stairs toward the dance floor. 

The attendees split in two, letting you pass. You were sure they were staring at the silver of both your
arms. But you didn’t care. 

Matter of fact, you didn’t give a single fuck. 

You were with him. He was with you. 

That was all that mattered

Before you knew it, you were on the dance floor and swaying with him. His hands found your hips,
guiding you closer before snaking around the small of your back and pulling you even closer.   

You wrapped your arms around the back of his neck, looking up into blue eyes that felt like home.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” he murmured after a moment, the tip of his nose touching yours.

“I am.” You smiled. 

“It feels like a dream.” Bucky said softly, kissing you again before pulling away, “Like I’m gonna
wake up soon and you’re gonna be gone.” 



“It’s not a dream.” You shook your head, reaching up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind his ear,
“I’m here. I’m real. And I’m not leaving any time soon.” 

You paused, realizing you meant every word. You didn’t want to leave. Now that you were there,
there was nothing that could possibly drag you away from him. Not again. Not ever.

“You scared me, Soldier Boy.” You frowned, feeling tears well in your eyes as the thought of
Bucharest and Berlin flashed through your head. You reached up, cupping his cheek and thumbing it
gently, “I really thought I lost you.” 

Bucky shook his head, grabbing your wrist and pulling it away from his face. He pressed a kiss to
your palm, “I promised you, doll. I promised I’d be safe and that I’d come home, remember? And, I
might not be home yet, but I’m working on it.” 

“I know,” you whispered against his lips before kissing him again, “I know.” 

He leaned into you, threatening to deepen the kiss when the song ended and you gently pulled away
from him.

He smiled lightly, taking your hand in his as he led you off the dance floor, “I got a lot of stories for
you, though.”

“Yeah?”

“Won’t top fighting aliens or robots but they’re pretty good.” 

“Yeah?” you asked, quirking a brow, “What are they about?”

“Masked soldiers and explosions. Mind-controlled assassins and falling out of the sky.”

He said it so nonchalantly, you laughed. 

“Sounds like my kind of thing.”

“But,” he said slowly, curving an arm around your back as you walked up the stairs together,
“Tonight…”

“Just me and you?” you asked hopefully, looking up to him with a sparkle in your eye. 

Bucky nodded, pulling you against his hip, “Just you and me.”

Instead of stopping by the couch where most of the Avengers were chatting amongst themselves, he
kept going before pushing you into a wall hidden from the rest of the party. 

“Bucky, what are you—”

He cut you off with a searing kiss, his hands gripping your hips and shoving you further against a wall
as he pressed himself against you. You moaned slightly, your surprise melting away until he nipped at
your lower lip and you gasped. Bucky used the opportunity to slip his tongue into your mouth,
earning himself a whine. 

He stopped a second later, sucking a breath with a hiss before he whispered, “Let’s get outta here. Just
you and me. My room.” 



You smirked, raising a brow as your hands traveled up and down his chest, “Now?”

“Doll, I needed you yesterday.” 

A chuckle left your throat as he turned you toward the elevator, his hands guiding you quickly toward
it before a mischievous smile curled to your lips. You let him press the call button, let the elevator
arrive and the doors sweep open before you turned back to Bucky and distracted him with a kiss as
you pressed the floor button. 

“Well,” you hummed against his lips, taking a step back, “If you want me.”

You pushed away from him, grinning as the doors began to close without him. He blinked, tilting his
head in confusion. 

“You’re gonna have to catch me.”

He blinked again, realizing that he wasn’t in the elevator as the doors closed. 

“You little shit!” he snapped, darting toward the stairwell, “I hate you!”

“No, you don’t!” you called, as the elevator rose, “You love me!”
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Kiss Me Once, Then Kiss Me Twice

Chapter Summary

The two of you were breathless and clinging to each other but, when you pulled away to look
him in the eyes, you found yourself too far gone.

You were drunk on him. 

The way his cologne smelt with your perfume. The way the coolness of his metal arm grounded
you to reality. The way he towered over you and you knew, no matter what, as long as you were
with him, you were safe. The way you were his.

He was high on you. 

The way your body molded around him. The way it warmed his cool skin. The way, whenever he
looked into your eyes, he was home, he was loved, he was wanted and needed. The way he was
yours.

And he wasn’t close to being done with you. 
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“But,” he said slowly, curving an arm around your back as you walked up the stairs together,
“Tonight…”

“Just me and you?” you asked hopefully, looking up to him with a sparkle in your eye. 

Bucky nodded, pulling you against his hip, “Just you and me.”

Instead of stopping by the couch where most of the Avengers were chatting amongst themselves, he
kept going before pushing you into a wall hidden from the rest of the party. 

“Bucky, what are you—”

He cut you off with a searing kiss, his hands gripping your hips and shoving you further against a wall
as he pressed himself against you. You moaned slightly, your surprise melting away until he nipped at
your lower lip and you gasped. Bucky used the opportunity to slip his tongue into your mouth,
earning himself a whine. 

He stopped a second later, sucking a breath with a hiss before he whispered, “Let’s get outta here. Just
you and me. My room.” 

You smirked, raising a brow as your hands traveled up and down his chest, “Now?”

“Doll, I needed you yesterday.” 

A chuckle left your throat as he turned you toward the elevator, his hands guiding you quickly toward
it before a mischievous smile curled to your lips. You let him press the call button, let the elevator
arrive and the doors sweep open before you turned back to Bucky and distracted him with a kiss as
you pressed the floor button. 

“Well,” you hummed against his lips, taking a step back, “If you want me.”

You pushed away from him, grinning as the doors began to close without him. He blinked, tilting his
head in confusion. 

“You’re gonna have to catch me.”

He blinked again, realizing that he wasn’t in the elevator as the doors closed. 

“You little shit!” he snapped, darting toward the stairwell, “I hate you!”

“No, you don’t!” you called, as the elevator rose, “You love me!”

You snickered to yourself, relaxing back against the wall as your heart began to pound in
anticipation. 

If he caught you—scratch that— when he caught you, he wasn’t going to be happy. 

A hum echoed through the elevator as you kicked off your heels before plucking them off the floor
and tossing them in your hands. The elevator came to a stop a second later. You slowly peeked your
head out, waiting for Bucky to come sprinting through the stairwell beside you but it was quiet. 

The entire floor was dark and silent, the music at the Gala below you barely made it to your ears as
you strode from the elevator. You grabbed your dress, lifting it just enough so it wouldn’t get caught
under your feet as you walked.



But the second you stepped foot from the elevator into the hall, you were thrown against the wall and
your shoes went tumbling down to the ground. A gasp slipped from your throat before it was silenced
by a firm kiss. 

Bucky. 

Where he’d come from, you had no idea, nor did you care. The only thing you could focus on was
him as he pressed you against the wall. 

He had you trapped with his body, his metal hand gripping your waist and keeping you in place as the
other traveled up your body. It stopped at your breast, fondling it roughly before cupping your cheek. 

“I tolerate you,” he growled in your ear, his chest heaving and his hair in his face as he pinned you. 

“Liar.” a breathy moan left your throat as he caged you between his arms and kissed you again. He’d
managed to grab your wrists, pinning them to either side of your head as he kissed and sucked and
nipped at your lips before darting his tongue into your mouth. 

It was needy, as though he’d been waiting for this for the longest time. 

Because he had. 

His hips rolled against yours and you felt him. All of him. 

You squeezed your legs together, the tremors he sent through your body too much to handle as you
moaned into his mouth. Bucky smirked, rolling his hips again before shoving his knee between your
legs. 

“Fuck,” he groaned, feeling your heat through your dress as he released your wrists. His metal arm
wrapped around your waist, pulling you against him and forcing you against his leg. The other hand
tangled in your hair, yanking your head back so he had complete access to your neck. 

“Bucky…” you sighed, your breath hitching as you rode his leg. The friction gave you just a taste of
what was to come, “Bedroom. Now.”

He scoffed against your neck, burying his face into the crook before placing a kiss, “And I thought I
was impatient.”

You opened your mouth to speak before a strangled gasp left your throat instead as Bucky sucked on
the tender skin on your neck. Your fingers instinctively threaded through his hair, tugging him closer
as he rolled the skin between his teeth before releasing you. 

Bucky pulled you away from the wall, adjusting his grip on you to lift you off your feet. A light
squeak came from your lips as he did and began walking you down the hall. He smiled up at you, still
placing kisses around your neck before you tugged him back to your lips. 

You could feel him grin against you as your fingers snapped off his tie and began working on the
buttons of his shirt. You were only able to pry a couple loose by the time he set you down in front of
his bedroom door and began fumbling to get it open. 

He picked you up again, shoving the door open before kicking it shut with a slam as he entered the
room. Bucky didn’t even bother with the lights, the low glow of the city was enough to cast dark
silhouettes through the room. 



“You know how long I been waiting for this?” he asked. His voice was low, almost hoarse as he
backed you into the room. You continued to unbutton his shirt as he grabbed your wrists again and,
before you knew it, your back hit the windows on the far side of the room. 

“Hm?” you hummed, knocking your head against the glass as he raised your arms over your head,
“How long, Soldier Boy?”

“Since the day you pinned me in the barn,” he muttered, nipping at your neck as you slipped from his
grasp and continued with his shirt, “Since the day you chucked a snowball at my head. Since the day
you let me leave—”

He stopped as your hands dipped lower than his shirt, softly tracing his length through his pants. A
hissed breath was sucked between his teeth as he tugged your hands away and placed them safely on
his stomach, “You’re not even listening to me, are you?”

A sly grin curled to your lips as you shook your head and let your fingers wander up his stomach,
letting them trail across muscle after muscle. They dipped over his abs before smoothly sliding across
his pecs to his shoulders and you slid off his shirt and suit jacket in one go.

“Fuck, doll,” he groaned, his hands snapping to your hips and pulling you against him. He kissed you
again, the need in his body growing with every kiss as his arms snaked around your waist. His flesh
arm traveled up your back, cradling your neck for a moment before it toyed with the zipper of your
dress.

“Bucky, baby, please,” you whined, shifting your hips against his to coerce a low, snarled moan from
him. He complied, finally tugging at the zipper and pulling it down your body at a languid pace. A
smirk spread across his face as you rolled your eyes, “James—”

Bucky cut you off with another kiss, flicking the zipper down your back before pressing you against
the glass again. 

The coolness of the window made your back arch against him and you felt him again through the
fabric of his slacks. 

You gasped, he was harder than he was before and you swore he was longer. 

Bucky scoffed, catching the look on your face before his hands slid up your dress and yanked it off
your body, exposing all of you to him. The smile on his face grew, “Fuck me, doll, you’re perfect.”

You mirrored his smile as he leaned in to place a kiss on your nose, “Your turn.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he nodded, snapping off his belt and kicking off his shoes before he looped his thumbs
in his waistband and tugged his pants and boxers off. His cock sprang free as he did, his erection rock
hard as he stepped closer to you and pinned you against the glass again. 

You shivered as you caught sight of it. 

It was thicker and longer than anything you’d ever seen. You bit your lip, barely catching a bead of
precum glint in the low light before Bucky’s hands landed on your hips and pressed you against him.

 You felt his length slide along your inner thigh before he directed it toward your clit. A shiver worked
through your body, your breath catching in your throat as his hands slid to your ass and he continued
to grind against you. You squirmed lightly as his cock slid slowly through your folds, in and out, as
Bucky’s hands kneaded your ass. 



He smiled against your neck, working his lips down your jawline before returning to your lips for a
rough kiss. He gripped your ass and lifted you against the window. Your hands landed on his
shoulders, holding yourself steady as his hands slid down the backs of your thighs. He wrapped your
legs around his waist and pulled away from you. 

Bucky paused, resting his forehead against yours and glancing down between the two of you. He
smiled softly and you followed his gaze. His erection was mere inches away from your entrance. The
shaft was glistening in your arousal, the tip leaking. 

“You sure?” he mumbled, licking his lips and tentatively prodding at your entrance. His blue eyes
looked up at you, they were blown out with lust as they looked over you.

“Yes, yes, yes,” you gasped, bucking at the feeling of him as his dick tapped against you before you
whined, “Bucky, please. I need you, baby—”

Bucky slammed his lips against yours, smiling at the sound of your voice before easing himself into
your cunt. 

“Holy fuck,” you wheezed as he pushed the entirety of his length into you, filling you so full you
thought you might burst. Knocking your head against the glass, you bit your lip as he stretched you
and your toes curled in pleasure. Bucky gave you a moment to adjust, his metal arm locking you in
place while his other hand gathered your wrists and pinned them above your head. 

“You feel so fuckin’ good, doll,” he hummed, slowly rocking against you before burying his face in
your neck again. 

He snapped his hips without warning, withdrawing his cock and leaving you empty for only a
moment before filling you up again. It knocked the air from your lungs as he began relentlessly
pounding into you. Your back arched against the glass and Bucky took full advantage. He released
your wrists, snaking an arm around your back to keep you arched against him before his mouth found
the pebbled flesh of your breasts. 

You groaned, throwing your head back as your fingers raked through his hair and he sucked one of
your nipples into his mouth. Bucky continued to drive smoothly into your cunt, the slapping of skin
against skin and breathy moans harmonizing with one another filled the room as he slowed. His
thrusts became long and languid as he made sure you felt every veiny inch of him and you could feel
the coiling tension of your climax fast approaching. 

Bucky moved back to your throat, placing sloppy kisses all over before he returned to your mouth in a
gnash of teeth and his hips stuttered. 

He was close too. 

“You’re so fuckin’ tight, baby girl,” he panted against your lips, “Fuck…so tight….just for me, huh?”

“Just for you, Buck,” you breathed, your pussy tightening even more against his cock before you
gasped, “Ah! Baby, I’m close.”

“I know,” he said, his pace quickening as your legs tensed around his waist, forcing his strokes to
quicken, “Fuck! You feel so good, (F/N)!”

You wrapped your arms around the back of his neck, burying your face against him as he released
your waist to brace himself against the window. 



Then you returned the favor, kissing along his neck, whispering and moaning in his ear just to feel his
dick twitch inside you before nipping the tender skin under his jaw and sucking. 

A strangled grunt rumbled through his chest, whatever rhythm he had was lost as he pounded into you
and you finally snapped. 

Your cunt spasmed around him, your eyes rolling back as pleasure surged through you and Bucky
fucked you through your first orgasm of the night. A few thrusts later and he coated your walls with a
breathless moan. You felt him spill into you, the fluttering walls of your pussy milking every last drop
as he stilled in you. 

The two of you were breathless and clinging to each other but, when you pulled away to look him in
the eyes, you found yourself too far gone. 

You were drunk on him. 

The way his cologne smelt with your perfume. The way the coolness of his metal arm grounded you
to reality. The way he towered over you and you knew, no matter what, as long as you were with him,
you were safe. The way you were his. 

He was high on you. 

The way your body molded around him. The way it warmed his cool skin. The way, whenever he
looked into your eyes, he was home, he was loved, he was wanted and needed. The way he was
yours. 

And he wasn’t close to being done with you. 

Bucky grinned, leaning in for another kiss as he hugged you against him, not bothering to pull out as
he walked you back to the bed. 

“I love you,” he murmured, gently setting you down on the bed. Your back hit soft sheets as he
hovered over you before lowering himself against your breasts. 

He slowly rocked his hips, smiling as you bucked against him and your cunt tightened around him
again. 

“I missed you,” you gasped, your words catching in your throat as he began rutting against you,
“Fuck, James…”

“I shoulda fucked you before I left,” he growled suddenly, his breath tickling your ear as he sped up
his thrusts, “I don’t think I would’ve been able to leave then.”

“Ah!” you gasped as he hit your g-spot over and over again, sending waves of heat rushing through
your body. Your nails raked down his back, spurring him on as he drove into you. 

It was like he knew exactly what to do, exactly what would turn you into putty in his hands. 

“You wouldn’t’ve let me leave, huh?” he snarled playfully, nibbling on your ear as his metal hand
trailed up your body, cupping one of your breasts. It squeezed gently, the coolness of his hand making
your already hardened nipples ache. Bucky smirked, lowering his mouth to your shoulder to suck
another hickey as his metal fingers pinched at your nipple. 



“Ah, Buck!” you yelped as he fucked you even harder. Every thrust knocked the breath from your
lungs and sent sparks shooting across your hazy vision. 

“Not when I coulda fucked you to sleep like this every night,” he continued, peppering his lips across
your collarbone, “Huh?”

“Yes, Bucky, yes!” You nodded, circling your hips to get just the little more pressure you needed to
send you over the edge. 

Instead, he stilled and he raised himself over you. His eyes burned into you as you writhed underneath
him, your body begging for just a few more thrusts from him. 

“Say it,” he said, his gaze still boring into you, “Tell me your mine.”

“I’m yours!” you snapped a breathless cry as you tried to claw him back to you, your heels digging
into his ass, “All yours. Only yours.”

Bucky softened, untangling one of your legs from behind his back and throwing it over his shoulder.
You gasped, back arching off the bed as he began to pound into you again. 

He plunged deeper in that position, his cock filling you every time his hips snapped to yours. 

Your fingers clutched fistfuls of his bedding, holding onto anything as he rocked into you until his
metal hand found its way to your throat. Your hands flew to his wrist, eyes snapping to his as he
gently squeezed before releasing you.

It was a silent ask as he fucked you, Look at me?

You managed a nod, your eyes locked together as he kept his fingers curled around your throat and
your second orgasm of the night approached. 

Bucky knew it was coming too, the way your body tensed around him and your nails dug into the
metal of his hand. With a final thrust, he sent the both of you over the edge and you keened. 

A gritted grin appeared on his face at the sound and he fucked you through both your orgasms…and
then kept going. 

Rougher, faster, needier.

The whine in your throat appeared again, your toes already curling as he worked you toward your
fast-approaching third orgasm. His fingers tightened around your throat as he panted and your legs
began to shake. 

Fuck, he felt good. 

You blinked, your gaze intently held in place by him as he rolled his hips and your fingers dug into
the plates of his metal arm. 

He was one of the most beautiful things you’d ever seen. His hair falling in his face, beads of sweat
rolling down his chest before cascading over muscles, the low, rasping, rumbling sounds that came
from his throat. Every so often you caught flashes of blue as he looked down at you. 

But, the look in his eye? That was the cherry on top. 



He looked at you like you were the only woman in the world. No. Like you were the only other
person in the world. Like it was just the two of you and nothing else mattered. 

Bucky smiled, as though he knew exactly what was going through your head as you looked up at him.
He leaned down to brush his lips against your ear, keeping his fingers around your throat where they
dug into delicate flesh before he whispered with a growl, “Mine.”

The sound that rumbled through his chest had you shattering around him. You writhed beneath him as
he continued to rock into you at a frenzied pace. Your walls tightened around him before you felt his
cock twitch deep inside you. 

A deep growl echoed through the room as he came in you before it was replaced by your breathless
pants as you nodded, holding onto his wrist, “Yours.”

He scoffed, releasing his grip on your throat and lowering your leg before leaning down to press his
lips to your forehead, “Good girl.”

You grinned, completely lost in him as he relaxed and nuzzled against your neck. The smile on your
face turned to a sly grin when he came up to look at you. 

He raised a brow, his eyes flicking over your as you wrapped your arms around the back of his neck,
“What?”

The look on your face turned devious as your legs curled around him, one pushed him off of you
while your arms hung on and he found himself underneath you as you straddled him. 

Bucky blinked, his hands falling on your thighs as you sank down onto his cock. He groaned, his back
arching as you circled your hips and leaned down. 

“My turn,” you hummed as he sucked a breath, his head falling back against the sheets. You started
slow, letting your tender pussy relax before you started working him. His dick hardened almost
immediately as you continued to grind on him, his hands finding their way to your hips to keep you
steady on top of him. 

It wasn’t until you glanced down at him that you got the confidence to ride him properly. 

His head was thrown back, his eyes squeezed shut, and he bit his lower lip. There was a small smile
on his face, the corners of his lips barely uplifted. But, when he opened his eyes…

“Beautiful.”

They gleamed up at you, the warm lights from the city offsetting the cool steel of his eyes. And his
smile brightened as you placed your hands on his shoulders and began to rock against him. 

The sounds you were able to pull out of him were heavenly. Low grunts and growls echoed from his
throat sending shivers through your body. 

And you lost yourself in him.

You couldn't control yourself, bouncing and grinding against him without a thought in the world
except how good he made you feel as his cock slid in and out of you. You closed your eyes, throwing
your head back and placing a single hand on his chest to steady yourself. Your fingers fell to your clit,
sending jolts of pleasure flashing through you. 



The entire time his eyes were on you. 

They never left your form. His steel-blue gaze was steady, intently ingraining the look of you riding
his cock and burning it into his memory. 

The way beads of sweat sparkled in the moonlight as they ran down your perfect form. The way your
mouth was half-open and light, breathy moans and sighs worked through your throat. The way your
breasts bounced while you worked him and his cock disappeared fully into your cunt. The way the red
marks on your neck were already blooming into dark hickeys. 

The way you were, without a doubt, his and his alone. 

Exclusively.

Wholly.

Only. His.

“Fuck, doll,” he groaned, unable to contain himself as he reached up to fondle your breasts. He
squeezed and kneaded, pinching and pulling at your pert nipples, “You’re so fuckin’ beautiful.”

You opened half-lidded eyes with a soft smile, your hips stuttering as you chased your next high and
more gasping pants huffed from your lungs.

You were so close. 

Bucky knew what you needed in an instant, his hands falling to your hips before he began to thrust
into you. He matched your pace with sharp thrusts as you played with your clit and the feeling of him
overwhelmed you. 

Your eyes met as the two of you worked in unison before you dove to capture his lips while
continuing your rhythm. He moaned against your mouth as he helped you bounce on his cock. He
slammed you against him, hitting all the right places before you both broke. 

You fell against his chest as he came inside you again, filling you completely as your cunt milked
him. He held you against him, both your chests heaving before you sat up, placing your fingers softly
around his throat. 

He looked up at you with a small smirk tugging at his lips. 

“Mine,” you said to him with a confident nod before letting go of his neck. 

He chuckled, sitting up and pulling you against him, “Yours. Definitely yours.”

You wrapped your legs around his waist, his cock still buried deep inside of you as he nuzzled his
face in the crook of your neck. You rested your chin on the top of his head, closing your eyes with a
soft sigh as he began kissing your neck. His hands crept up your back, cradling you as you leaned
back and gave him complete access. 

The two of you groaned together as you moved and he hardened inside you once more. 

Bucky hissed a breath against your jawline, sucking a piece of skin into his mouth before he let go. 



“One more, doll?” he asked, gently rolling his hips against yours and gauging your reaction. You
whimpered slightly as he did, curving your arms around his back and copying his move. He smiled
against your cheek before pressing another kiss there and straightening. He rolled his hips with yours,
“I’ll take that as a yes.”

You hummed as he hugged you closer and began to gently rock into you, “Fuck, yes.”

He scoffed, reaching up to tuck a stray hair behind your ear before pulling you in for another kiss. 

It was gentle this time as he reached up to cup your cheek and deepen the kiss. You hummed against
him as he slipped his tongue into your mouth and continued to thrust into you. 

“I missed you so much,” he mumbled, pulling away to press his forehead against yours. 

“I missed you too.” You smiled lightly with a soft sigh as his cock hit just the right spot. Bucky’s
metal arm slipped up your back, holding you up as you swayed before he pulled you into him, “I
really thought I was gonna lose you.”

“Ah,” he scoffed, his other hand dropping to toy with your clit as you rested your head on the crook of
his neck, “You can’t get rid of me that easy.”

You moaned as he jerked up into you, pulling away from him as you felt your final orgasm of the
night mount. You unwrapped your legs from his waist and folded to your knees underneath you so
you could match his pace. 

Bucky still held you close, forcing your chests together so you could feel his heartbeat. You placed
your forehead against his, staring into his eyes as you came apart around him with a shiver. 

He caught you as you went limp and began to fall back onto the bed. Setting you down, he rocked
into you twice more before he burst and practically fell on top of you with a low grunt. 

Your breaths fell together as Bucky slid his arms underneath your back to pull you into a hug. You
stayed like that for what felt like ages, catching your breaths and reveling in each other before he
carefully pulled out of you. 

Bucky rolled off of you to your side, grabbing your leg and propping it over his hip as he hauled you
to his chest. 

Your eyes fluttered as you looked up at him. He was just as spent as you were but he still smiled at
you like you were a miracle, like he was the luckiest man in the world. And you smiled back. 

“You okay?” he asked, pressing a kiss to your nose. 

“I love you,” you said quietly, nuzzling against his chest as he tugged on his bedsheets to lay them
over the both of you. 

He chuckled, the comforting sound rumbling through his chest, “That’s not what I asked.”

You scoffed, running your hands up his shoulders before you shook your head, “I’m not changing my
answer, Soldier Boy.”

Bucky rolled his eyes, tucking you safely against me. 

“I love you too, doll.”



Chapter End Notes

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


Retrouvailles

Chapter Summary

The words leaped from your mouth easily. A well-placed web of lies stringing together like a
chain.

The look on Bucky’s face as he relaxed and smiled and nodded along as you painted the story
kept you going. It became elaborate. Instead of adventures with Boone and Duke, it was with the
Roper twins. Instead of long talks with Turner and Belov, it was with Amma. Instead of fighting
Wraith, you had an argument with Hank. Instead of the house being blown apart by bullets and
soldiers, a raging windstorm had blown through.

You told him about the early sunrises you caught and the late nights you spent alone, leaving out
the fact it was on a secret base and not in New Eden.

And he’d chime in, either with questions or little stories he’d forgotten to tell you.

And you’d smile along with him. It wasn’t lost on you that he was wholeheartedly telling you the
truth while you were lying through your teeth.

You could have gone on for hours, digging yourself into a grave. Word by word. Foot by foot.

Chapter Notes

Retrouvailles : Rooted in the word “retrouver,” which literally means “to find something again,” the French word retrouvailles is
a unique term that describes the happiness of meeting someone that is very dear to you after a long time.
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The universe brought us back together, this time, I’m not letting go. 

Cool grey light spilled over the horizon, floating over the haze that filtered through the city before
trickling through the curtains and into Bucky’s room. You woke up slowly, your eyes adjusting to the
light before you snuggled under the covers and Bucky’s arm tightened around your waist. 

A soft smile curled to your lips and you hummed to yourself contently. His chest was pressed against
your back and his face was buried in your hair. His breathing was steady, as was his heartbeat. You
could feel it beating against your back, trying to gently lull you back to sleep. 

Even then, you pressed your eyes open and let your gaze wander Bucky’s room. 
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Both of your clothes were crumpled against the window. Your dress was in a pile, the early morning
sun sparkled off the silver arm and sent glitters through the room. 

You sighed, relaxing back against Bucky and closing your eyes before you froze. The memories of the
night before flooded back through your head and your eyes snapped open, landing on your dress. 

Fuck. 

You tensed slightly as Bucky stirred, pressing his chest against your back. 

His bare chest against your bare back. 

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 

You swallowed, your eyes darting around the room as realization sunk in. 

If Bucky opened his eyes, if those pretty blues woke up before you had a chance to get dressed, he’d
see everything. Including the silvery lines that were tattered across your back like a patchwork of
battles won and lost. Including…

GHOST.

Taking a deep breath, you carefully reached down to his arm and began coaxing it off your waist.
Bucky growled in his sleep, his arm tightening around you as you tried squirming out of his grip. You
sighed, stopping for a moment and rolling your eyes as Bucky pressed his face against your back and
he pulled you against him. 

“Damnit, Buck,” you hissed to yourself, waiting for him to relax before trying again. 

A few more tries and you wiggled from his grasp. You untangled yourself from the covers before
rolling to the ground. 

Now what?

You glanced at your dress with a frown. There was no way you would be able to get back into it
without help. 

Your gaze flicked to the door before you shook your head. There was no way in hell you were going
to go sneaking through the Avengers Tower without clothes on. 

Grumbling to yourself, you grabbed Bucky’s shirt from the floor and threw it over your shoulders
before ducking into the bathroom. You leaned against the counter, looking up at your reflection with a
scowl. 

Where did he keep his phone? If you found it, you could text Boone and ask for help. But after
watching her and Steve last night, you doubted she was awake or in any condition to help you. 

You sighed, biting your lip and pushing away from the counter. 

Fuck! What were you going to—

You paused as you turned around, your gaze catching a familiar object stuffed under the sink. 

Your duffel bag. 



Boone. 

A scoffed huffed through your throat as you shook your head. Of course, she was prepared for this. 

Slipping Bucky’s shirt from your shoulders, you rummaged through your bag and threw on a pair of
pajamas. A sigh of relief blew through your body as you leaned against the wall with a chuckle as you
glanced up at your reflection. 

The makeup that Boone had applied hadn’t budged and your hair had barely moved. 

Maybe you needed to let her play with your hair more often. 

Shaking your head, you ducked back out of the bathroom and back toward Bucky’s bed. You paused
in your step as a smile erupted across your face. 

Bucky had shifted to his back, his metal arm thrown over his eyes as the morning sun began to stream
into the room in ribbons of gold. The light glanced off the metal, sending rays darting throughout the
room as specks of dust danced through the air. They sparkled in the light as you crept toward him. 

His breathing was still steady, his chest rising and falling in a perfect rhythm. His hair was splayed
back on his pillow and his lips were parted slightly as you crawled back into bed with him. 

You snuggled against his side, curling your leg over his hip and hugging your arms around him. A
soft scoff huffed from his nose as he lifted away his metal arm to look down at you and you realized
he was almost fully awake. His hand landed on your knee, thumbing it gently before he rolled over
and tucked you against his chest. 

“I don’t like when you do that,” he mumbled, his voice rasping and deep as he set his chin atop your
head. 

You chuckled, wrapping your arms around the back of his neck and kissing his chin, “Sucks to be
you.” 

Bucky rolled his eyes, his arms curving around your back before he frowned and tugged at the fabric
of your pajama shirt, “I don’t like this either. 

“Mm,” you hummed with a short shrug, lifting your head to brush your nose against his, “Really
sucks to be you.”

“Yeah, it does,” he scoffed, shaking his head before sneaking a hand up to cup your cheek. He pressed
his lips to yours, smiling softly as he pulled away, “I missed you, beautiful.”

“I missed you too,” you said, grinning as he kissed you again and again before you pulled away to
look at him. 

It felt like years since the last time you saw him like this, with bedhead and tired eyes. 

It was adorable. 

You reached up, gently thumbing the circles under his eyes. You couldn’t even begin to imagine what
hell he’d gone through. Sure, you’d been through it yourself but you at least had a team that had your
back the entire time. 



He’d been alone, a stranger passing through a sea of people. He’d probably barely slept and when he
did, you imagined it hadn’t been anywhere good. He’d watched his back the entire way until he
couldn’t anymore. 

But he didn’t know what you knew. He didn’t know you knew everything. 

“You scared me,” you barely managed to say, your throat closing in on itself as you looked up at him. 

“I know,” he whispered, a frown tearing across his face, “I’m sorry.”

You sighed as he pulled you closer against him, kissing your cheek before pressing his forehead
against yours. You swallowed, quickly collecting yourself with a shake of your head as your eyes
locked with his, “Where did you go?”

“A little bit of everywhere,” he said, “Started in Germany, then started walking east.”

You blinked, shaking your head, “You walked the entire way?”

A shy smile worked to his face as he shrugged nonchalantly, “Yeah.”

“James.” You rolled your eyes, “I gave you money to—”

“I was gonna use it to take the train out of Prague but—” He started before you cut him off with wide
eyes. 

“Prague?” You frowned, “Romanoff said they met Agent Cavanaugh on a mission in Prague.”

Bucky grimaced, his teeth gritting as he wrinkled his nose, “Did she?”

“Bucky,” you said, propping yourself up on your elbow to look down at him, “What happened in
Prague?”

“Nothing!” He shook his head before he paused, catching your glare, “Well, nothing important.”

“Right.” You rolled your eyes, unconvinced as you started to roll out of bed.

“Wait, doll, c’mon,” Bucky jumped, snaking an arm underneath you and pulling you back against
him. He rolled to his back, taking you with him and holding you hostage against his chest, “I didn’t
have nothing to do with Romanoff and Cavanaugh. Not until I was trying to get on the train and a
couple masked soldiers fell through the ceiling.” 

You scoffed, raising a brow, “That’s ‘nothing important’?”

“I didn’t want to freak you out,” he sighed, wrapping his arms around your waist. He looked up at you
with the best puppy-dog eyes you’d ever seen, “I’m sorry.”

You shook your head, reaching up to cover his face. Bucky laughed, the sound echoing through the
room as he kissed your palm. 

Fuck…that was music to your ears.

“So,” you laughed with him, reaching up to run your fingers through his hair, “What did you do when
two masked soldiers fell through the ceiling?” 

“Oh, you know, the only logical thing,” he shrugged casually, “I fought one.”



“Of course you did,” you scoffed, heaving a sigh and resting your chin on his chest, “You’re an idiot.”

Bucky chuckled, gripping your hips and lifting you further up his chest so that he could press a kiss to
your lips, “Yeah, but I’m your idiot.” 

“Lucky me,” you hummed against him with a laugh. 

He clicked his tongue with a grin, “You love me.”

“I do.” you relented, rolling off of his chest and back onto the bed before sitting up, “Prague to?”

“Brno. Then I made my way to Bucharest.” 

Bucharest. 

You frowned, the origin of most of your nightmares. You hated even thinking about it, only able to
see Bucky and Duke as they were arrested and hauled away from a trail of smoke and destruction.

“Hey,” Bucky said softly, noting the look on your face with a sigh, “It ended up okay. I got my own
apartment. Worked a few jobs for the locals. Went to the farmer’s market—”

“Got accused of being a terrorist. Got arrested after a high-speed chase. Scared the shit outta me.” 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” He kissed your forehead again, “I promise. What about you? How’s the
house?”

You paused, licking your lips nervously before you began to speak. The words leaped from your
mouth easily. A well-placed web of lies stringing together like a chain. 

The look on Bucky’s face as he relaxed and smiled and nodded along as you painted the story kept
you going. It became elaborate. Instead of adventures with Boone and Duke, it was with the Roper
twins. Instead of long talks with Turner and Belov, it was with Amma. Instead of fighting Wraith, you
had an argument with Hank. Instead of the house being blown apart by bullets and soldiers, a raging
windstorm had blown through. 

You told him about the early sunrises you caught and the late nights you spent alone, leaving out the
fact it was on a secret base and not in New Eden. 

And he’d chime in, either with questions or little stories he’d forgotten to tell you.

And you’d smile along with him. It wasn’t lost on you that he was wholeheartedly telling you the
truth while you were lying through your teeth. 

You could have gone on for hours, digging yourself into a grave. Word by word. Foot by foot.

Luckily, the alarm clock on his nightstand cut you off in the middle of another fabricated tale. You
were so deeply embedded in your lie, that you found yourself glaring at the damn thing before
frowning and turning back to him. 

“Workout with Steve,” he sighed, throwing off the covers and rolling out of bed, “Punk’s an early
riser. Somethin’ about seizin’ the day or somethin’ stupid like that.”

You whined softly as he left the bed, unable to tear your eyes from his perfectly sculpted backside as
he walked away from you toward his dresser. You bit your lip, trying to contain the grin that curled to



your lips, “Do you have to go?”

“Steve’ll be knocking on the door in 10 minutes if I don’t,” he chuckled, slipping on his clothes and
turning back to you, “And he’ll be up my ass. You can stay in bed ‘til I get back.” 

He crossed the room to your side as he pulled back his hair and leaned down to press a kiss to your
lips. 

“I’m gonna shower,” you said, “I’ll meet you for breakfast.”

Bucky paused as he pulled away from you, his eyes flicked over your form before he glanced back to
the bathroom. Three simple words had almost convinced him to skip out on Steve entirely. 

“Don’t even think about it,” you rolled your eyes, smacking his shoulder playfully. 

“Nah, but I’ll dream about it.”

A smug grin was on Bucky’s face as he closed the door to his room and turned down the hall. He was
practically skipping. Like one of the lovestruck, rubber-limbed cartoon characters that skipped across
the silver screen when he was a kid. He never thought he’d feel that way like he was walking on
clouds with hearts for eyes. 

It was almost laughable. 

In fact, as he swung into the sparring room, he did hear laughter. 

“What’s with the face?” Rogers chuckled, raising a brow as he looked over him. 

Bucky paused, trying to get the smile off his lips before he noticed the same look on Steve’s. 

“Nothin’,” Bucky said with a smirk, “What’s with yours?”

Steve’s eyes widened, trying to shake the smile off his face, “Nothin—”

“Did you and Cavanaugh—”

He shook his head again, raising a finger in warning, “Don’t—”

A low laugh rumbled from Bucky’s chest as he grabbed his hand wraps, “Did you two—”

“Buck—”

Bucky’s smitten smile melted into a devious one, “Fondue?”

“I hate you,” Steve sighed, glaring into the ground with a groan. 

“So you did!” Bucky chuckled, ducking out of the way as Steve swung a fist at him. His laughter
grew as he secured his wraps and dodged another. 

“And it looks like you and (F/N) did too.” He threw another punch before lifting his arms as Bucky
retaliated.  

“Ew. No,” Natasha shook her head as she entered the room with Sam, both of them looked rather
unimpressed, “That’s not what I wanted to hear this early.” 



Steve turned red, kicking Bucky away and stepping back across the mats, “Sorry.” 

Bucky followed him, easily keeping pace with his friend as he threw a trio of hits, “Did you know?”

“What?” Steve grunted, blocking a kick from Bucky and ducking out of the way, “That she was
coming?”

He nodded, throwing a combo before rolling onto the defensive. Steve pressed a pair of punches into
his stomach before Bucky grabbed his wrist with his metal arm, wrenching it away from him with a
gritted grin. 

Steve groaned, nodding frantically, “Montana told me.” 

“Of course she did.” Bucky rolled his eyes before throwing Steve across the room. He flew through
the air before smacking the mats and rolling across them.

“You all knew and didn’t tell me?” Wilson whined, glaring at both Steve and Natasha. 

She rolled her eyes, “We all know you can’t keep a secret to save your life.” 

Sam sighed, folding his arms over his chest with a frown, “I hate it here.” 

“And you…” Bucky spun on his heels, ignoring Sam completely as he turned to Natasha with a
pointed glare. 

“What?” She smirked, curling a piece of hair through her fingers.

He softened, relaxing back on his heels with a small smile, “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome.” She smiled before it fell and she raised her brow, “But…you two owe us all an
explanation.” 

“I know.”

Duke groaned, glaring at the alarm clock as it went off before chucking a pillow at it. He heard it
thump to the floor, along with the pillow, but it didn't stop its incessant ringing. Rolling to his back, he
threw an arm over his eyes with a huff. 

He considered suffocating the damn thing. The through flashes through his head, even if he knew it
was impossible, it would at least make him feel better before he threw it out the damn window. 

“Jack, turn that damn thing off,” he grumbled, smacking his side of the bed only to find it empty. He
peeled his eyes open just to specifically roll them. 

He loved that man with his entire being but, good lord, he hated that he was a morning person. 

Duke sat up, tossing away the covers and pushing himself out of bed. His feet met soft carpet as he
stumbled across the bedroom, kicking the alarm clock into the wall to finally shut it up before he
threw open the door. An audible groan worked through the entire apartment as sunlight smacked his
eyes. 

He whined, squinting his eyes as he followed the smell of coffee into the kitchen. 



There was one good thing about Jack waking up earlier than him, he always had coffee ready. 

Duke smiled, pulling a mug from the cupboard and glancing at it. It was covered in dust, as were most
of the dishes and all of the surfaces in the apartment.

He sighed, running it under the sink with a frown. He really needed to come to New York more often. 

Pouring himself a cup of coffee he spun back to the fridge and tugged it open, grabbing the jug of
milk that was in the door. He was just about to open it when a voice came from the living room.

“Don’t do it. It’s gross,” Jack said, partially hidden by the archway in the kitchen, “I think it’s been in
there since the last time you were here. It’s practically rubber.”

Duke glanced at the jug before turning back toward him with an incredulous look, “Why didn’t you
toss it?”

Jack shrugged, “I got distracted.”

He sighed, his frown deepening as he tossed the jug and grabbed his coffee. He glanced into the dark
liquid. 

He hated black coffee. 

Even then, he took a sip. Then he held back a gag. 

He grimaced, walking into the living room with a glare into the city before sitting down on the blue
velvet couch next to Jack.

White brick walls bled into warm wood paneling before hitting the windows that looked out onto the
city. Duke loved the view, he could see most of New York from his balcony, he watched each of the
skyscrapers light up at night but his favorite was the Avengers Tower. Especially when both his girls
were there. 

Duke smiled softly before he took a sip of his coffee and spat it back out. 

“Morning,” Jack mumbled, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees and glare into the
computer he had sitting on the coffee table.  

“Morning.” He rubbed his eyes before kissing Jack’s temple. Jack smiled softly tilting his head to rest
his head against Duke’s forehead. He sighed, drawing Duke’s attention from his fiance to the screen
he was looking at, “What do you got?”

Jack groaned, slumping back against the couch with a heavy shrug, “Wraith’s on the move. Belov’s
been tracking him. He’s keeping his head low but keeps popping up here and there.” 

“Where’s he heading?” Duke asked, whatever trace of sleepiness long gone as he jumped awake. 

“I can’t tell,” Jack growled, his hands curling into fists as he rocked further into the couch, “He’s
moving in freaky circles.” 

Duke groaned, running a hand down his face and glancing out the windows. His jaw clenched as his
eyes fell on the Tower in front of them. 

He needed to tell them, let them know that Wraith was moving…No.



He needed to tell Boone. 

“Tell Belov to inform the rest of the team,” Duke ordered, taking a drink of his coffee and grimacing,
“Get them ready to mobilize if we need them to.” 

“What about Cavanaugh?”

“I’ll deal with it.”

“What about Captain (L/N)?”

“She said it herself, she’s out,” Duke said with a shrug, glaring into his black coffee before pushing
himself off the couch, “We leave her out of this as long as we can.”

He nodded to himself, glancing back at the tower before rummaging through the cabinets on the far
wall and finding what he was looking for.  

Jack raised a brow, watching him closely as he pulled a bottle from the cabinet, “What are you
doing?”

“Breaking into Boone’s good whiskey.” He shrugged, pouring the whiskey into his coffee.  

“It’s 9:00 in the morning,” Jack deadpanned, shaking his head as Duke put the bottle back.  

“I’ve got a deadman running in ‘freaky’ circles around my team and I gotta break the news to the
psychopath that’s in that Tower.” Duke pointed at the Avengers ‘A’ with his mug before taking a sip.
He hummed to himself, settling back on the couch with a smile, “So, I don’t see your point.”

Jack scoffed, shaking his head before gently lifting the mug from Duke’s hands, “No.”

Duke sighed, watching as the man strode back to the kitchen, “I hate that you’re responsible.” 

“No, you don’t.” 

He smiled, relaxing back as Jack poured his coffee down the sink and he turned his gaze back to the
tower. He grabbed his phone, tossing it in his hand before glancing down at the screen. 

You rolled your neck as you stepped from the bathroom, steam trailed behind you as you shook the
water from your hair and shrugged on your jacket. 

You were hoping a shower would be relaxing, that it would somehow wash away the stains of the lies
that you’d told. You thought it was hard to lie to him when he was home with you but, now? After
everything that happened, after everything he’d been through, you were surprised you could still do
it. 

— “We still have a few secrets to keep,” he said, stuffing the black tags into his pocket and patting
them lightly. —

A sigh heaved through your lungs as you grabbed your dog tags from your pocket and slipped them
on. They clinked together in an ominous rhythm until you tucked them beneath your shirt. 

— “But…” Turner said slowly, looking over you carefully, “If you wanted to tell him—” —



You paused, glancing back at Bucky’s unmade bed and dropping your bag. A flurry of thoughts
rushed through your head all at once.

You should tell him. You definitely shouldn’t tell him. What would happen if you told him? What
would he say? Would he stay? Would things be okay? Would he be angry? Would he hate you? Would
he leave?

Swallowing thickly, you shook away the thoughts and kicked your bag toward his bed. 

No. He didn’t need to know. Everything would be fine as long as he didn’t know. As long as none of
them knew. 

You turned away from the bed, striding through the room and slowly swinging open the door.
Pausing, you watched as Steve’s door across the hall opened too. 

Bright green eyes met yours as Boone stepped from Steve’s room and your jaw dropped. 

Her blonde hair was up in a messy bun and she wore one of Steve’s shirts tucked into a pair of
leggings. 

You looked her over slowly before meeting her Cheshire grin.

“Boone,” you whisper-yelled at her, stepping quickly in front of her as you closed the door to Bucky’s
room, “Did you fuck Captain America?”

Sure, you had your suspicions but the look on her face confirmed them, and you weren't expecting it. 

Her grin widened almost as much as your eyes did, her eyes crinkling as she held in a cackle, “Did
you fuck the Winter Soldier?”

You froze, a flush fanning across your cheeks as she took a step toward you and bounced on her toes
giddily. 

“You did!” she squeaked, pulling you into a hug, “Good for you.” 

“You’re ridiculous.” You rolled your eyes with a smile as she linked her arm with yours and led you
down the hall. The Tower was still quiet, only a few of the Avengers seemed to be roaming the halls
as Boone steered you toward the kitchen. 

You hopped onto one of the counters as she whirled around, easily brewing coffee and making a fruit
salad. 

“Thanks for my bag,” you said as she handed you a cup of coffee. 

Boone hummed to herself with a sly smirk, handing you a bowl of fruit and a mug of coffee, “I knew
you were gonna need it. C’mon.”

She balanced her breakfast in her fingertips, nodding toward a hall across the room and leading you
through it. You followed her down the hall, glancing around you as she did. 

You’d never been down this far into the Tower. At least, not since it was considered Stark Tower. 

“You ever been down here?” Boone asked, as though she was reading your mind.



“Nope.” You shook your head as she swung down another corner, “I’m not an Avenger.” 

“But you are a dork.” 

You rolled your eyes, elbowing her as she led you past a row of windows. You paused, your eyes
catching movement in the room. Bucky and Steve were sparring in the far corner while Natasha and
Sam were working together on a new move closer to you. 

Your head cocked to the side as Boone nudged you with her hip. She nodded toward the door before
kicking it open, “What are we doing down here?”

“Watching the show.” Boone shrugged before nodding to both Bucky and Steve. She plopped down
on the floor, watching them spar for a moment before you joined her. Your eyes found Bucky,
tracking him as he moved in time with Steve. 

It had been ages since you’d seen him spar, it was almost odd. He was keeping up easily with Steve
and the two worked against each other in perfect sync but they were both pulling punches. 

You smiled slightly as they joked back and forth, their punches and kicks interrupted by breathless
laughs. Glancing at Boone, your smile grew. 

She had a look on her face that mirrored yours, a soft smile and fond eyes. She swallowed, noticing
your gaze and nodding to the two men, “How’d we get so lucky?”

“Through a series of unfortunate and, frankly, rather unlucky events.” You shrugged, leaning back
against the wall and beginning to eat your breakfast. Nodding to Steve, you turned to her again, “You
love him?” 

Her face fell slightly as she chewed on her cheek and shrugged, “I think so. I haven’t felt like this
in…a long time.” 

You nodded, your eyes flitting to Bucky as he jogged to you, “Me either.” 

A smirk worked to Boone’s lips as she threw an arm over your shoulder and tugged you closer to her,
almost making you spill your coffee in the process, “Mornin’, sweet cheeks.”

“Uh-uh, clear out, Cavanaugh.” Bucky shook his head, reaching down for your hand and towing you
to his side, “I don’t want your crazy to rub off on her. She has enough.” 

Boone pouted, jutting out her lip as she handed her breakfast to Steve and hopped to her feet,
“Rude.” 

“Be nice, Buck.” You rolled your eyes as he threw an arm over your shoulder.  

He clicked his tongue with a curt shrug as Boone stuck her tongue out at him before flipping him off.
Bucky chuckled, returning her look and tugging you from the training room, “You should've joined us
in there.” 

You scoffed, shaking your head as Natasha and Sam followed you into the hall, “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Bucky nodded, “I’d give you fifty bucks if you threw Wilson on his ass.” 

“Hey!” Sam snapped, glaring at him before pointing at you, “I’d give you a hundred if you shut him
up.”



You chuckled as Bucky turned on him, threatening to smack him before you grabbed his arm and
pulled him against you. Bucky grumbled as you did, scowling at Sam before pressing a kiss to your
forehead and stealing your coffee. 

“James!” you sighed, rolling your eyes as he took a sip, “Get your own!”

“Mine.” He shook his head, curving an arm around your back and tugging you into him as the two of
you walked into the Common Room. Bucky paused, turning back to you and pressing his lips to your
temple before whispering in your ear, “Mine.”

You rolled your eyes, elbowing his stomach and stealing back your coffee as he doubled over. Bucky
groaned, narrowing his eyes as you pushed away from him before he caught back up with you and
wrapped an arm around your waist. You leaned back against him as he rested his chin on your
shoulder, pressing his lips to your jawline in a silent apology and plea.

You sighed, handing back the coffee mug, “Fine.”

Bucky grinned, taking a sip and kissing your cheek, “Love you.”

“Shut up—”

“Hey! What did I tell you two about finding a room?” Tony’s voice snapped from his lab as he looked
down over the railing at you and Bucky. He had a grimace on his face but underneath it was a warm
smile as he trotted down the stairs. 

“Mr. Stark.” You nodded as Bucky pulled you toward the couch. He flopped down before pulling you
beside him as you continued to eat your breakfast. 

“Lieutenant (L/N),” he smiled, “It’s been a while, kid.”

“Too long.”

“Coulda been sooner if you woulda told us you had this guy with you,” Tony said, nodding to Bucky
as he sat across from you. 

You winced, your nose crinkling as you looked at him and Boone and Steve sat next to you together.
“Sorry.”

Stark shrugged, looking around the room as Pietro sped in, followed by Wanda and Vision. 

“Is that everyone?” he asked, mentally counting people as they filtered into the room, Yeah? Good.
You two. Explain. Now.”

You scoffed with a shrug and a smirk, “I steered him clear of authorities after the Helicarriers fell. He
came back to me a few days later, hurt and confused.”

“She pointed me toward the Smithsonian and I kept my head low,” Bucky continued for you, taking
another sip of your coffee, “Then I came back.”

“He stayed with me a while, then I smuggled him out of DC.”

Tony tilted his head to the side, curiously looking over the two of you, “Why?”

“For fun.” You shrugged with a smirk, “I like collecting amnesiac assassins that have tried to kill me.”



He raised a brow with a chuckle as Bucky glared at you before he nodded, “Fair enough.” 

Stark leaned back in his chair, nodding at Sam as he turned to you, “When me and Steve went to the
house, he was there?”

“Hiding out upstairs like a wuss.”

“Watch it,” Bucky sighed, squeezing your hips gently. 

“How’d you get him out of the states?” Natasha asked. She was looking over the two of you
skeptically, her eyes studying you carefully. 

You swallowed, leveling her stare with a confident smile, “Couple of old pilot friends flew him out.
That’s the last I saw of him…until I turned on the TV and found out you blew up the UN building.” 

“I didn’t blow up the UN!” Bucky growled at you, “I was minding my own damn business, 600 miles
away!”

“I know,” you scoffed, turning to kiss his cheek, “What I don’t know is how you got caught up with a
masked soldier, and…what was it? Oh, yes. ‘Mind-controlled assassins’.”

Bucky shook his head, pointing at Natasha, “That was her fault.”

“Hey,” Romanoff frowned, pointing at Boone as she pushed off of Steve’s lap, “It was her fault too.”

“Uh-uh,” Boone said, shaking a finger as she pressed her phone to her ear, “It was you and Vostokoff
that blew up the Red Room. I was just along for the ride.”

“Bullshit,” Natasha rolled her eyes, “You and Christopher were in it just as deep as we were.”

You scoffed as Boone ducked out of the room and you turned back to her, “I think you owe me a
story.”

Boone glanced over her shoulder, making sure that neither Steve nor (F/N) followed her down the hall
as she jogged away from the commotion of the Common Room. 

“Libra,” she hummed, pressing her back against the wall and keeping her eyes steady down the hall,
“What do you have for me?”

“Look, I know I wasn’t supposed to interrupt your whole ‘Gala thing’ or whatever,” Duke’s voice
came as Boone pushed away from the wall and continued walking down before she came upon a
window. She glanced down at the city before finding the penthouse building he was in, “But we have
a minor situation.”

“Great,” Boone sighed, nodding at the building as though he could actually see her, “What’s wrong?”

“Dipshit’s on the move.”

“Which one?”

“The only one we care about right now.”

“Ah,” Boone groaned, running her hand through her hair, “Fuck.”



“Belov’s been tracking him since Hong Kong, I’m informing the rest of the team. They’ll mobilize if
we need them to,” Duke said, “I’m staying in New York to keep an eye on things.”

Even if she was in an entirely different building, she could feel when he started to pace. She didn’t
even realize she was doing it too until she stopped in front of the window again. 

“Got it,” she nodded, knocking her head against the glass with a sigh, “What do you need from me?”

“Keep an eye on her,” he said, “Alpha Two has orders not to contact her but if the Avengers say
something about our movements, she’ll get suspicious.”

“Coverstory time. Got it,” Boone groaned, starting to pace again. She chewed on her cheek,
“Remember when we were watching those gun runners off the coast of Ghana?”

“Yup.”

“She doesn’t know about that one…I think.” she paused, trying to remember if she’d told (F/N) about
that particular disaster or not, “We’ll use that as cover.”

“Got it,” Duke said, “If I get anything else, I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks.” Boone slumped against the wall, “I’ll keep an eye on things too. We might end up at the
Compound here in a few days.”

“I’ll be watching.” 

You hummed, laying back onto Bucky’s shoulder as Natasha and Sam argued back and forth about
exactly what was said during their takedown of the Red Room. You’d spent hours with them, listening
to their stories and telling some of your own. 

Lies. 

The morning quickly faded into the afternoon as the sun rose with your laughter. 

“You thanked him!” Sam cried, smacking his palm against his knee as he sent a pointed look at
Natasha, “You thanked Red Wing with all your heart! I heard it!”

“I did not,” she shook her head, “You have no proof.”

Sam glared at her, his brows furrowed as he jumped to his feet, “I do too. Red Wing recorded the
whole thing.”

He marched off, practically sprinting up the stairs and to his room to grab the drone. Natasha smirked,
rolling her eyes to look at you. 

“I totally thanked the damn thing, I just like seeing him get angry. It’s hilarious.”

You chuckled, shaking your head as Tony walked back through the room.

“Lieutenant,” he said, licking his lips as his eyes flicked between you and Bucky, “You mind if I have
a word?”



A frown curled to your face as you nodded, glancing at Bucky. He nodded reassuringly, helping you
up and taking your hand as you followed Tony up the stairs to the lab. 

“Look,” he sighed, flicking off his sunglasses and leaning against one of his work tables, “I know
we’ve talked about this before and I know that your answer has always been no but…”

He trailed off, glancing at Bucky before hopping off the table and stepping through the room. Tony
grabbed a tablet, quickly typing away before turning back to you and pressing one more. 

A soft smile spread across his face as two suits were projected on the holo tables on either side of
him. 

They looked like one of Steve’s dark stealth suits. Black and blue mesh intertwined together before
meeting an Avengers ‘A’ on the chest. One was larger than the other and missing a sleeve, more than
obviously Bucky’s. But the other…

You took a step closer, cocking your head to the side as you took in the suit. 

It was yours. Tony had made you another suit…he’d made you one that matched Bucky’s. 

“We’d very much like you to reconsider,” Tony continued after a moment, studying your face as your
eyes flicked between the two, “Especially considering Sergeant Barnes is going to be with us for a
while.”

You frowned, taking a closer look at Bucky’s suit before glancing back at him. He smiled lightly,
keeping his face as neutral as possible as you stepped away from the holograms. 

It was a strange mix of something you couldn’t quite place. 

Like a part of him, the protective one, was terrified. It didn’t want you anywhere near a fight. It didn’t
want you to get hurt. 

But the other…the other wanted you to finally say yes. After years and years of refusing to join up
with them, he wanted you to relent. He wanted you to fight by his side. 

You bit your lip, looking over him with a frown as you shook your head, “You’ve already been in the
field again. Haven’t you?”

“Well, Russia—”

“Other than Russia.” You shook your head. Even if you already knew the answer, you wanted to hear
it from him, “You’ve put on that suit already, haven’t you?”

Bucky sighed, reaching out to pull you into his arms, “It’s not what you think. I promise.”

“I thought you wanted to come home,” you said with a frown, looking up at him as he pulled you
against his chest.

“I do but this is the only thing I know,” Bucky shrugged, nodding to the suit, “And if I can make up
for the things I did—”

A low snarl rumbled through your throat as you shook your head, reaching up to cup his cheeks and
cutting off his words, “You don’t owe anybody anything.”



Bucky scoffed sadly before he sighed, glancing up to Tony before looking back down at you, “I love
you.”

“That’s not gonna get me to join up with them either, Soldier Boy.” You raised a brow, looking him
over before he pulled you against his chest. 

He clicked his tongue with a shrug, “Sorry, Stark. She said no.”

“(F/N),” Tony whined, flopping dramatically down next to his desk, “You’re the worst.”

“Shut up, Stark,” you said, rolling your eyes as you slipped from Bucky’s grasp and out the door,
“You don’t deserve me.”

A chuckle came from him as he shook his head, “I’ll get you if it’s the last thing I do, Annie Oakley.”

“Yeah, right,” you chuckled, ducking out of the lab and quickly whirling out of the way of the person
that was lurking at the doors. You raised a brow looking over him as he glanced between you and
Bucky. 

“Hi.” He waved awkwardly, adjusting his backpack, “I’m Peter Parker, Mr. Stark’s new intern.”

“Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N),” you nodded automatically, sticking out your hand to him. 

“Oh, no way!” Peter grinned, his eyes widening as he took your hand and shook it, “Mr. Stark’s told
me all about you.”

“Of course, he has,” you sighed as Bucky chuckled. 

“He said you saved his life when the aliens attacked!”

“No, I didn’t.” Tony appeared quickly, shaking his head and waving at Peter to shut up. 

“Well, you didn’t but Captain Rogers did,” Peter continued, almost entirely ignoring Stark, “He
showed me footage from Sokovia too. That was awesome!”

“Thank you,” you laughed as Bucky tucked you against him. 

“Parker’s forgetting something important,” Bucky mumbled, looking over the kid with a grin, “He’s
somethin’ of a superhero himself.”

You tilted your head to the side, looking over him once more, “Is he now?”

“Well,” Peter said quickly, shaking his head before Bucky continued, “Not really, I—”

“Spider-Boy is what Natasha called him.”

“No, no, no.” He shook his head as Tony presented you with a tablet with some footage playing on the
screen, “That’s not—”

“I thought it was the Spider-ling,” Tony said, pointing at the footage of something in a red and black
suit swinging into frame to stop a car thief before swinging away.

“Spider-Man, Mr. Stark,” Peter sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “Spider-Man.”

“Eh,” Stark shrugged, “It’s a work in progress.”



“Spider-Man, huh?” you asked, taking the tablet and replaying the footage. You smiled looking back
up at the kid, “I like it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I do.” You nodded, handing him the tablet before brushing past him, “If you need anything,
Spider-Man, I’ll be here for a bit.”

Peter blinked, spinning on his heel with a flabbergasted grin, “Really? Can I, like, ask you for
pointers? Or can we talk battle strategy? Or how you calculate bullet trajectory for your long-range
shots so fast? I think if I can find a better calculation, I can make my webs go farther, faster!”

“Whatever you need, kid.”

You swore a high-pitched squeak came from him as you and Bucky walked back down the stairs to
the living room. 

“That’s gonna end terrible,” Bucky said, shaking his head, “You’re gonna teach him bad habits.”

You scoffed, “Like you’d teach him anything better.”

He laughed, pulling you back toward his room before he paused, his face falling as he turned to look
at you. 

“What?” you asked, your face mirroring his as he frowned. 

“You know I wouldn’t push you into anything you didn’t want to do right?” he said, his hands falling
to your hips.”

“I know—”

“And, if you don’t want me in the field, then I’m out,” Bucky continued, “I’ll lay low until—”

“Buck,” you said, shaking your head and cutting him off, “I know. And I’m not gonna be the one to
tell you what to do. Does it scare me that you’re jumping into things? Yeah. Do I do it too? Obviously,
because I’m an idiot. But it’s your decision, not mine. You’re free to make them now. Take advantage
of it.”

He smiled softly, pulling you against him and resting his chin on your head, “I love you.”

“I know.” You wrapped your arms around him, laying your head against his chest and listening to his
heartbeat as you relaxed, “I love you too, Soldier Boy.”
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Cap's Quintet

Chapter Summary

Your eyes flicked between the four as they approached you.

There was a look on Natasha’s face that you couldn’t quite place.

You raised a brow, your jaw setting into place as your body tensed.

Peter stood behind you, biting his lip as he studied the group, “My Peter tingle is tingling—”

“What did you just say?” You swung around with a snap and a confused blink.

“Nothing,” Peter said quickly, hiding behind you as the four continued their approach. They
fanned out around you, carefully watching you and the kid.

“Romanoff,” you hummed, keeping a careful eye on her, “What are you doing?”

“Seeing how good of a teacher you are.” She shrugged with a smug grin.

“Great.” You rolled your eyes, turning to Bucky as he came behind you, “Buck. I ain’t gonna
pull my punches this time.”

“You pulled them this morning?” he asked, a soft smile playing on his face as his arm clicked
into place, “I didn't notice.”

You scoffed a laugh, shaking your head and rocking back into defense as you nodded to Peter,
“Remember what we talked about.”

“We talked about a lot of things,” he mumbled, “And I just forgot every single one of them.”
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Keep training and keep learning until you get it right. 

You sighed softly, tucking yourself against Bucky as the sun broke over the horizon. His arms
tightened around you, keeping you from tipping off the couch as he rolled over. The TV was still
playing quietly across the room, its cool glow almost erased by the sunlight as it rose. 
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You’d spent days with him like this, curled together on the couch or the bed and relaxing enough to
fall asleep in each other’s arms. The two of you melded together naturally, it was almost like he
hadn’t left. 

Almost like you hadn’t taken back your mantle. 

Your brows furrowed at the thought as you buried your face against Bucky’s chest and inhaled his
cologne. Wrapping your arms around him, you grasped fistfuls of his shirt and tugged him further into
you. 

It was the last thing you wanted to think about. If Boone hadn’t been slinking around the Tower, you
would have been able to forget that Aftermath still existed. The thought would have been so far from
your head, you could have walked away from it all without a second thought. 

In the quiet moments of the night, as your breaths matched his and his heartbeat thrummed in your
ear, you were seriously considering it. 

Bucky shifted under your touch, his hands sliding from the small of your back and underneath your
shirt. His metal hand was cold as it crept up your back, cradling you closer as a shiver fluttered
through you. 

You groaned lightly, tilting your head back to look up at him. 

A small, tired smile was playing on his face before he pulled you up to his chest and kissed your
forehead. 

“Good morning, doll,” he hummed with a rasp, resting his chin atop your head. 

“Your hands are fuckin’ cold,” you mumbled, snuggling against his neck and pressing your lips
against his jawline. 

Bucky chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest as he hugged you against him before reaching
over you to grab the remote from the coffee table. He silenced the TV with a click before turning back
to you. 

“What do you want to do today?”

“I wanna go back to sleep,” you said, grabbing the blanket from the back of the couch and tossing it
over both of you. 

He laughed again, shaking his head and grinning, “We can't stay in here all week. Boone'll come
badger us until we come out.”

“Yeah? How do you know that?”

“Aftermath has this ship in the middle of the ocean.” He shrugged, gently sliding his hands back to
your hips and rubbing circles into them with his thumbs. He sat up, taking you with him despite the
glare and grumble you gave him, “That’s where they kept me after Berlin. Cavanaugh made me take
walks all the time. Didn’t want me cooped up.”

You hummed in response, still glaring at him as you slipped from his arms and tugged your blanket
with you. You heard him scoff as you sauntered across the room before diving into his bed.
Burrowing yourself under the covers, another content sigh slipped from your throat. 



It was almost heaven. You didn’t have to worry about him while he traipsed across Europe. You didn’t
have to worry about the Avengers finding him. 

You didn’t have to worry about Wraith finding him. 

He was right where he was supposed to be. Right…

You grunted as the bed dipped and Bucky rolled on top of you, his arms hugging around your middle,
and the air was forced from your lungs. 

…on top of you. 

“Bucky…” You whined with another wheeze. 

He ignored you, nuzzling against your neck, “I love you.”

“You're heavy,” you gasped, wiggling against him before his arms squeezed you tighter and a giggle
escaped your throat, “James!”

“Hm?” he snickered against your ear, nipping at it lightly, “What's wrong?”

You sucked a breath, only able to manage three words, “Love you, too.”

You could feel him grin against your neck before he rolled off of you. He kept his arms in place,
taking you with him as he landed on his back. You turned over, laying on his chest with a smile as the
air returned to your lungs. 

The two of you relaxed, breathing in each other with soft smiles and kisses. You were just on the
verge of falling back to sleep when his phone went off on the nightstand again. 

You glared at the thing, cursing Steve and his insufferable ability to get out of bed so early in the
morning.

That being said, watching the two men spar every morning was one of the highlights of your day.
Steve wasn’t afraid of throwing Bucky around and Bucky wasn’t afraid of hurting him. They talked to
each other like they were kids again like they hadn’t been separated by time and disaster. 

Then there was Natasha and Sam. 

Sam hadn’t changed a bit, his wide smile brightened the room every time he walked in and his laugh
was contagious. He’d taken the mantle of Falcon and he flew with it. And he loved it.

On the other hand, Natasha seemed like a completely different person. She was relaxed and she joked
with Sam, it was as though she had finally, fully, figured out who she was. 

The two were slowly figuring out how to work together, though it was nothing like what Romanoff
had with Barton, they were getting somewhere.

Bucky groaned, bringing you out of your thoughts as his eyes narrowed at the thing and he fumbled to
snatch it, “Fuck. I don't wanna go today.”

“What if I go with you?”

He paused, raising a brow with a hopeful grin, “I like that idea.”



Tony frowned to himself, wiping his eyes as he turned the device in his hands over. He paused,
glancing over to the teenager that was passed out at the workbench across from him before he
chuckled. 

They’d been working on new bracers for his web-shooters all night. Parker had been so excited, that
he’d barely been able to stop rambling. But, damn, the kid was smart. He’d already come up with the
way he wanted the bracers to be configured, he just needed a little help with the logistics. 

The smile on Tony’s face faded as FRIDAY alerted him with a soft chime. His eyes flicked to the
screen that was lightly strobing before sliding his chair over to it, “What do you got?”

“I've been tracking Wraith since Hong Kong,” FRIDAY said, pulling up a map, “It seems he's moving
back across Europe.”

He frowned, “Where is he headed?”

“I don't know. His patterns seem erratic at best.”

“Get a message to Rogers,” Tony sighed, snapping off his glasses and pinching the bridge of his nose,
“We need to talk.”

“Of course, sir.”

He groaned to himself, sitting in silence before his eyes were drawn to the slumped form across from
him. Pushing himself to his feet, he carefully crept over to Peter and placed a gentle hand on his
shoulder, “C'mon, kid, lets—”

“I'm up! I'm up!” Peter snapped awake, scrambling around his workbench and grabbing one of his
web-shooters and a screwdriver.

Tony scoffed, shaking his head and plucking the screwdriver from his fingers, “You need a shower,
snack, and naptime.”

“I'm not five, Mr. Stark,” Peter deadpanned, gathering up both his web-shooters, “But…What kind of
snacks are we talking about?”

He rolled his eyes with a shake of his head and turned on his heel, “C’mon, Parker.”

Peter nodded, grabbing his backpack and shoving his shooters in before scurrying after Tony, “Mr.
Stark?”

“What?”

He shrugged on his backpack, jogging to keep pace with him, “Who's Wraith?”

“Don't worry about it, kid,” Tony shook his head.

“Is he like, official Avengers business?”

“I—”

“Or is it Aftermath business?”



“I don't—Wait.” Tony paused, spinning around to face Peter and stopping him in his tracks with a
squinted glare, “How do you know about Aftermath?”

“Well, I was talking to…” Peter trailed off, pursing his lips as he searched for a name.

He raised a brow, looking over the kid with a frown, “To?”

“Agent...Casablanca?”

“One, it's Cavanaugh.” Tony rolled his eyes before holding up two fingers, “Two, you didn't talk to
her, did you?”

“No,” he sighed, staring into the floor, “She scares me.”

“You hacked into FRIDAY, didn't you?”

Peter stared harder into the floor, avoiding the look on Tony’s face like the plague before he nodded,
“Yeah.”

“I knew it,” Tony said, turning back around and hopping down the stairs to the kitchen, “FRIDAY
lock Mr. Parker out of the system, please.”

“No wait—”

“Done, sir.” FRIDAY chirped, much to Parker’s dismay.

Another scoff left Tony’s throat as he clapped a hand on Peter’s shoulder, “Don't let me catch you
next time, huh?”

You smiled to yourself, listening to Bucky and Steve argue back and forth with each other before
Steve sent Bucky sailing across the room. The two men chuckled before Bucky rushed back at him
and they dropped back into a rhythm. 

You sat against the far wall, watching them intently and snickering whenever one started beating the
other. 

Much to Bucky’s annoyance. 

“I never should have brought you with me,” he grunted, darting away from Steve with a growl. 

“Sucks to be you.” You shrugged, relaxing back and smirking as Steve chuckled. 

“Shut up, punk.” Bucky warned him, “I’ll make her go get Cavanaugh.”

Steve scoffed, “She’s still sleeping. If you even think about waking her up…”

He ducked under a punch from Bucky, grabbing his arm before throwing him away again. 

“I will throw you out of this building.”

Bucky scoffed, rolling to his feet before barreling back toward Steve. 

“I, for one, would love to see that,” Sam’s voice came from beside you as he and Natasha ducked into
the room. 



“Shut up, Wilson,” Bucky snarled, trying to get the upper hand on Steve. 

You glanced up at Sam as he stopped beside you, barely catching the roll of his eyes before he looked
down at you, “You know, it's still on.”

“What's still on?” You quirked a brow. 

“$100,” Sam said, pulling out his wallet and tossing it to the floor before nodding to Bucky, “If you
kick his ass.”

A smirk curled to your lips as you rolled to your feet, cracking your knuckles, “You're on.”

“Really?” He blinked with a sly grin, “This is why you're my favorite.”

You chuckled, glancing up at Bucky as you shook out your arms and he paused. 

A sigh worked through him as Steve backed off and you took a step onto the mats, “I don't like that
look.”

“I know.”

“I'll give you $150 if you don't do this.” Bucky raised a hand in front of him, trying to get you to stop
in your tracks as you stalked toward him.

Steve scoffed, “You don't have $150.”

Bucky sent a glare his way, waving him off and stepping away from you, “Shut up, Steve.”

“You sound scared, товарищ,” Natasha chuckled, plopping down against the wall. 

“When you’ve been on the opposite side of her fist as many times as I have…” He trailed off, shaking
his head at the smile on your face before muttering, “Doll, please don’t.”

Your grin widened as you stopped in front of him. 

“When you say it like that, it sounds terrifying,” Sam said, sliding down next to Natasha.

Bucky sighed, rolling his neck with a soft smile, “That's 'cause she is.”

You curled your hands into loose fists, bringing them in front of you as you rocked to your toes, “You
better not pull your punches.”

“You better pull yours,” he said before jutting his bottom lip, “Please?”

A devious laugh left your throat as you stepped toward him before throwing a tentative swing. 

Bucky backed away, dodging away from you as you advanced. He let you keep coming, his eyes
flicking to each of your movements before defending himself. He kept himself on his heels, never
throwing a punch your way and wincing whenever he blocked one of your hits. 

“James,” you snapped, hooking your foot around his knee and yanking it out from underneath him.
You wrapped your hand around one of his wrists, keeping him steady as he fell to the ground and he
looked up at you, “Fight me, Soldier Boy.”



He sighed, rolling his eyes before sweeping his leg out to take out your ankles. You released him,
falling to the ground and pushing away from him before he could pin you. Rolling over your shoulder,
you hopped back to your feet with a grin. 

Bucky met you there, sending a combo your way and following it with a kick. A mischievous snicker
huffed through you as you blocked the combo and dodged out of the way of the kick. 

You planted your heel, turning into a back kick and swinging yourself around. He grunted as your
heel met his gut before he snatched your ankle and pulled you into him. 

A squeak let your throat as he yanked you to him before you jumped off your other foot and turned
through the air to kick his shoulder. He released you with a growl, his eyes narrowing as you turned
on him again. You threw a right hook, then a left, then an uppercut. 

He saw the kick coming, turning out of the way and tackling you around the middle. 

The two of you fell to the ground, Bucky was intent on pinning you to the mats but you squirmed
from his grasp. You hooked your legs around his waist, pushing him to his back and straddling him. 

Bucky tried to shove you off with his metal hand. You swung your foot to meet his wrist, adjusting
yourself so that you were pinning him down. 

“Damn—” Bucky whined before you cut him off. 

Your lips crashed onto his, silencing him before releasing his wrist from your foot. His hands rose to
your hips, keeping you against him before Sam’s voice snapped both of you to him. 

“You've got to be kidding me,” Sam groaned, running a hand down his face, “(F/N)! What the hell are
you—”

“You told me you wanted to shut him up.” You rolled your eyes, “Then you told me you wanted me to
kick his ass. I decided that I'd do both. Now, pay up.”

Bucky scoffed, pulling you down for another kiss before you rolled off of him and helped him to his
feet. 

Sam rolled his eyes, snatching his wallet from the ground and glaring at Bucky, “You let her win on
purpose.”

Bucky paused, tilting his head to the side and nodding to you, “You wanna go against her or what?”

“Now, that is something I'd pay to see,” Natasha crooned, glancing between you and Sam with a
wicked grin. 

You matched her look as he handed you a hundred-dollar bill, “Beat me, you’ll get your money back.”

“I'm going to regret this,” Sam sighed. 

The smile on Steve’s face fell as his phone went off in his pocket and Sam and (F/N) began going at
each other. He pulled the thing out, casting a quick look at the screen before his frown deepened.
Glancing at the group in front of him, he ducked from the room. Breaking into a jog as soon as the
door closed behind him, he took off toward Tony’s lab. 



He ran up the stairs two by two before catching a glimpse of Stark. 

“What's wrong?” he asked, his voice booming through the lab. 

Tony jumped, whirling around and clutching his chest as he looked him over, “Why the hell are you
so quiet! My god! It's like living with a pack of ninjas.”

“Stark.” Steve deadpanned with a shake of his head, “What’s going on?”

“Darth Vader is on the move.”

Steve blinked, wracking his brain for all of Tony’s confusing nicknames.

“Ghost?”

“No.” Stark shook his head, “The other one.”

Wraith. 

The frown on Steve’s face grew as Tony pulled up a map on one of the screens. A trail started in Hong
Kong before jutting out into the Philippines, then east into Vietnam, south into Malaysia before
curling into India. It continued east, twisting into Afghanistan, up to Kyrgyzstan, then back down to
Iran. 

Steve’s brows furrowed, watching the line continue north and south before doubling back. It flowed
into Romania before sinking into Latveria and ending in Greece. 

“Where the hell is he going?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Tony shrugged, “But he's very slowly heading this direction.”

Steve sighed, his eyes flicking across the map, “Aftermath?”

“As far as I can tell they're not moving in on him,” Tony said, flopping down in a chair before looking
him over, “Your girl tell you anything?”

“No.” He shook his head with a frown, “Not a word. I'll talk to her. See what's going on.”

Tony folded his arms over his chest, “You think we should move?”

“Let me talk to Montana. I don't want another Hong Kong incident.”

“You are no longer my favorite,” Sam whined, sending a glare to you as Natasha handed him an ice
pack before pushing herself up onto the counter. 

“You’re the one that egged her on,” Natasha said with a smug smirk. 

“She’s got a point.” Bucky shrugged, handing you a cup of coffee and sitting down next to you. 

You chuckled, shaking your head and looking up at the man as he pressed the ice to his shoulder,
“Sorry, Sam.”

“It’s cool, it’s cool.” He rolled his eyes, “Just send me flying across the room like a paper airplane.”



“I thought you liked flying,” you said, hiding the grin on your face in your coffee as he sent you a
glare. A series of laughs echoed through the room as Sam frowned at you. 

You leaned back in your chair, taking light sips of your coffee as Sam complained to Natasha and
Bucky began heckling him. You glanced up at him, watching the smile on his face widen and listening
to his laugh fill the kitchen.

— “But…” Turner said slowly, looking over you carefully, “If you wanted to tell him—” —

The smile on your face faded, overshadowed by the trio joking with each other before they welcomed
the twins into the room. You swallowed, pushing away your coffee and pressing a kiss to Bucky’s
cheek. 

“I’ll be right back,” you whispered before ducking away from him. Bucky nodded, still sassing Sam
as you turned the corner. 

Taking a deep breath, you shook your head. There was no way in hell you were going to be able to tell
him. You were in too deep.

You sighed. 

He’d never forgive you. None of them would. 

And if you did tell him, then what? Who knew what kind of path you would go on without Bucky by
your side. 

You swallowed the lump in your throat, wandering through the halls before finding yourself in the
training rooms again. You paused as you went by, catching movement and noises at the same time and
you whirled around. 

Your head cocked to the side as you studied the room. A backpack was stuffed in the corner of the
room, draped over the top was a hoodie. 

Midtown School of Science and Technology

Your eyes flicked up to the figure that was currently trying its best to spar with one of the sparring
dummies in the corner of the room. 

A scoff left your throat as you watched him. 

Peter Parker. 

You smirked, watching him as he went to town against the dummy before it went tumbling over. 

“Sorry!” he called to it with a grimace before helping it up. He patted the dummy's shoulders before
rocking back into what looked like a defensive stance. The kid hopped around it, pressing hits and
kicks to it with a determined glare. 

He was doing fairly well…for a  kid. But he was still inexperienced. 

— “¿Y tú, Rojo?” Danny asked, glancing at Ollie and ruffling his hair as he went by. What about
you, Red? —

— “What?” —



— “How’s about we teach you a thing or two?” The Spaniard grinned, shadowboxing with himself
with a wink. —

— “No, thank you,” Ollie shook his head, “I’m perfectly fine not getting the shit beat out of me.” —

He just needed a little help…

A small smile worked to your face and, before you knew it, you were wandering into the room with
him. 

He didn’t notice you at first, completely focused on the dummy before the door slammed behind you
and he whirled around. You flinched as he spun, barely catching a glimpse of a pair of objects going
shooting toward you. 

You ducked out of the way, watching the two objects go flying past before they splattered against the
door. You raised a brow, turning back toward him with a look of disbelief. 

“Lieutenant!” Peter exclaimed, recognizing you in an instant, “I...I'm so sorry. I thought you were…”

He trailed off as you turned away from him and studied the objects that had landed on the door. It was
webbing. Literal, actual spider webbing but on a larger scale. 

You turned back to him, your jaw hanging open, “Where did that come from? Did that come out of
you? Peter, what the hell?”

“No! No. It's web fluid from my...web-shooters,” he said, shaking his head and approaching you with
wide eyes, “It's...here.”

He lifted his wrists, clicking off one of the braces that sat on them and handing it to you. 

The thing was bulky, a canister was sitting below the wrist while a trigger was at the palm. 

You turned the device over in your hands, “Where did you get this?”

“I made it,” he said softly, fidgeting lightly as you continued to stare at the thing before you looked up
at him. 

“By yourself?”

“Yeah,” he nodded, “Well, Mr. Stark is helping me upgrade them a little bit.”

“Cool,” you smiled, tossing it back to him as a mischievous grin curled to your face, “What else can
you do?”

“I mean...well...I…” Peter shrugged, trying to form words before he paused. His eyes flicked to your
hand before you even lifted it. He flinched back, easily dodging out of the way as you threw a combo
at him. 

You nodded to yourself, the smile on your face growing, “Fast.”

Turning, you raised your leg before swinging it at him. Peter knocked it out of the way. You swung
around, planting your foot and turning on your heel. Peter grabbed your ankle, yanking you away and
throwing you to the ground with an apologetic look. You rolled over your shoulder with a grin before
rising to your feet. 



“Strong,” you continued, backing away from him and raising your fists in front of you. He mirrored
you, eyes completely glued on your fists. You smirked, telegraphing a punch before sweeping out
your leg. Peter noticed too late, flinching out of the way before you stopped. Your foot was inches
away from his face, “Inexperienced.”

Peter opened his eyes as you let your foot drop back down to the ground. 

Peter sighed, “Mr. Stark only lets me do small stuff when I’m on patrol. The only thing I really do is
help old ladies cross the street. Sometimes they give me churros.”

“And,” you said, quirking a brow, “You stop carjackers.”

“That was one time.”

“But it was enough to get Tony Stark's attention. He sees something in you.” You shrugged, looking
him over with a small smile, “Show me what he sees.”

Boone hummed to herself, gently dabbing a light layer of concealer over her scars before ducking out
of the bathroom. She tore the towel off her hair, tossing it over her shoulder before shaking out the
wet strands of blonde. She paused as the door opened, glancing over her shoulder with narrowed eyes
before they softened. 

“Hey there, stud,” she crooned, grabbing her cup of tea from the nightstand and perching on his bed,
“You’re early—”

“Il faut qu'on parle,” he said with a low snap, “Now.” We need to talk. 

Boone frowned, her brows furrowing as he stepped toward her. There was a stern look on his face,
one she hadn’t seen since Russia.

“What did I do?”

“Wraith.”

She blinked, cocking her head to the side, “I think I'd remember if I did him—”

Steve glared at her, a final warning that this was serious and he needed answers, “Boone.”

“What about him?” she sighed, hiding the shudder that worked through her by taking a sip of her
drink. 

“He's moving.”

“Oui.”

“Are you?” Steve’s eyes softened as he pulled a chair next to her. 

She glanced up to him, her gaze shifting slowly over him before she shook her head. 

“Just watching. After Hong Kong…” Boone paused, her lips pressing to a thin line as she glared into
the floor before looking back up at him, “Ghost is…tentative to send us back toward him.”

“You been watching his movements?”



“Not personally.” Boone shook her head, “My partner tells me it's...odd.”

Steve nodded, his face relaxing slightly before he murmured, “How mad will you be if we move?”

She paused, her eyes quickly moving over him as she pushed herself off of the bed and grabbed her
phone, “If you get him. We want him alive.”

“Why?”

“It's personal.”

Steve frowned, his eyes hardening against as he rose to his feet. He grabbed her wrist, tearing her
phone away and swinging her around to face him. Boone flinched, glaring up at him and trying to pull
away but his grip tightened as he tossed her phone back on the bed.

He studied her for a moment, his jaw set into place before his other hand reached to her hip and
tugged her into him. 

“He was one of yours, wasn’t he?”

Boone swallowed, slipping from his grasp and repeating herself, “If you get him. We want him alive.”

Steve nodded, pulling away from her as she turned her back on him. He was almost out the door by
the time she called to him over her shoulder. 

“Be careful, please. He's tricky.” She turned slowly, her eyes meeting his, “I don’t want to lose you,
New York.”

He sighed with a nod, striding back across the room and pulling her into a hug, “Thank you.”

“For?”

“Being honest with me,” he said, cupping her cheek, “As much as you can be.”

She scoffed, a small smile curling to her lips, “Good luck.”

Peter grunted as you kicked him in the back, he went flying across the room before tumbling over
himself and landing on the floor. He frowned, glaring at the ceiling before looking up at you with a
sigh.

“Rule Seven: Watch your back,” you said without thinking before you froze. The words spilled from
your mouth before you had time to stop it. You swallowed, glancing down at Peter as he looked at you
and hoping he wouldn’t ask too many questions. 

“Rule Seven?” Peter asked, his eyes lighting up as you helped him to his feet, “You have rules? For
fighting? That's so cool. How many are there?”

You scoffed, shaking your head, “A lot.”

“What's rule Number One?”

“You're not ready for that one yet.”



“Is it the most important one?” he asked, beginning to ramble the more he got excited, “Why wouldn't
you teach that one first?”

“Peter,” you chuckled, your hands landing on his shoulders, “One thing at a time.”

“Yeah, okay, just not ‘the rules’ in order.” Peter rolled his eyes, “Got it.”

You scoffed as he turned his back to you before you kicked at his knees. He yelped, spinning around
at the last moment and correcting himself. 

A gritted grin appeared on your face, “What did I say?”

“Rule Number Seven,” Peter said with a nod, matching you hit for hit. 

“Watch your back.” You nodded, “Nice work, kid.”

Bucky paused mid-laugh, his eyes landing on Steve as he and Tony rounded the corner and stopped in
the kitchen. Natasha followed his look, the frown that appeared on her face silencing the rest of the
kitchen.

“What's wrong?” Bucky asked, looking over the two of them as they stopped in front of them.

“Wraith’s on the move—” Steve started before Tony cut him off. 

“And it sounds like Aftermath has given up.”

Bucky frowned, shaking his head as his eyes narrowed, “That doesn't sound like Ghost.”

“He’s right,” Natasha said, her brows furrowing, “Ghost wouldn’t just give up.”

“That’s what I said too.” Tony sent a glare to Steve, one that Steve returned with a roll of his eyes. 

“Don't. I'm not asking Boone any more questions.” Steve warned him, “She's told me enough for now,
I'm not going to push it.”

Sam frowned, “If she knows something important—”

“She would have told me.”

“Right.” Tony shrugged. 

Steve’s jaw set into place, “Don't start, Stark.”

“Who are you going to send?” Bucky broke into the conversation, cutting between the two. 

“I say we hit him with everything we've got,” Stark said, nodding to the twins and Vision before
sending a glance to Bucky. 

— The glass shattered as Wraith threw him away and he yelped before disappearing into the Hong
Kong night.  —

Bucky frowned, shaking away the thought and looking back at Natasha. 

She spoke up for him softly, “I will remind you that Barnes and Rogers' girlfriends are here.”



“Barnes has a girlfriend?” a voice came from the elevator, “Fuck, I’ve only been gone for a few
weeks. I missed a lot, huh?”

Bucky flinched at the sound before Agent Barton came around the corner, dumping his duffle bag on
the floor. 

“Agent Barton!” Tony snapped, clapping his shoulder, “Where the hell have you been? You got my
Gala invitation?”

“Yeah.” Clint shrugged, hopping into a chair next to Natasha, “I just ignored it.”

Tony glared at him, “Rude.”

“What?” he asked with a smirk, “Lila had a dance recital. Laura would have killed me if I would have
missed it.”

“Lila would have killed you if you missed it,” Natasha corrected. 

“That too.” He nodded, “Back to my question: Barnes has a girlfriend?”

Bucky scoffed, sinking into his seat, “(F/N).”

“Oh, yeah! She's here? She came to the Gala?” Clint asked. Bucky nodded with a sheepish grin,
“Nice.”

Bucky smiled, licking his lips and sinking further into his chair.

“As cute as this is,” Tony interrupted, waving his hands and leaning on the counter, “Can we get back
to the whole Darth Vader is running around and Aftermath isn't doing anything about it?”

“Boone says we can move without any issues from Aftermath,” Steve sighed, glancing at him before
looking back over the group. 

“I say we move,” Stark said, “We can…”

Bucky frowned, the sound of Stark’s faded as he continued to explain where Wraith was.

— “I thought you wanted to come home,” she said with a frown, looking up at him as he pulled her
against his chest. —

— “I do but this is the only thing I know,” Bucky shrugged, nodding to the suit, “And if I can make up
for the things I did—” —

— A low snarl rumbled through (F/N)’s throat as she shook her head, reaching up to cup his cheeks
and cutting off his words, “You don’t owe anybody anything.” —

He sighed, he wished he could see it the way she did. That he could see himself the way she saw him.
That he didn’t fear himself or what he could do like she did. 

But he couldn’t. There was always a part of him that blamed himself for everything he’d done. And
the fact that the Soldier was still lurking in the shadowy recesses of his mind. If he couldn’t trust
himself, how could anyone else?



Then there was the part of him that wanted to make up for it. He wanted to do something good to
make up for all the harm he’d caused. 

Then, there was the final part. The part of him that felt like he hadn't quite put all the pieces together.
The part that felt like both Ghost and Wraith were two pieces of the same puzzle and that if he could
figure them out, he could figure himself out. 

Boone snatched her phone from the bed, not looking at the screen as she dialed Duke’s number and
jogged out of the room. It only rang twice before Duke’s voice echoed from the other end of the line. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Avengers know he's moving.” She ducked through the halls, swinging around corners wildly trying
to find (F/N). 

“Are they going for him?”

“Getting ready to,” she snarled, poking her head into the kitchen and hissing when she didn’t see
(F/N) or Bucky there, “Fuck.”

“Does she know?” Duke asked, his voice darkening slightly. 

“Not yet.”

“You gonna tell her?”

“Fuck, I don't know!” she snarled to herself, her nose wrinkling and her eyes narrowing into a glare as
she wound her way through the maze of hallways, “Are you mobilizing?”

“I'll have the team on standby as backup if they need them.”

“Cool.” She nodded, ducking toward the training rooms before she paused, “I'll keep you…”

She trailed off, her eyes landing on (F/N) as she worked with the young kid that had been flitting
about the Tower for a few weeks. A smile curled to Boone’s face.

(F/N) was relaxed and patient. Her voice was steady as she taught the kid how to read punches. He
nodded enthusiastically, doing everything she told him to do. She fixed his stance when he punched
and kicked, gave him tips and tricks, and smiled when he got it right. 

She was a natural. 

“You good?” Duke asked, bringing Boone from her thoughts. 

“Yeah.” She nodded, “I'll keep you updated.”

Boone knocked her head back against the wall, leaning back and watching the two of them work. 

You smiled, darting away from Peter as he threw a combination of punches. He was learning fast,
faster than you anticipated. And he hung on your every word, soaking everything up like a sponge. 

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick. 



A scoff puffed from your nose as you dodged away from him. Maybe he was learning too fast. You
snapped away from him, grasping his wrist mid-punch and tugging him toward you before shoving
him away. You lightly kicked him in the back, careful not to hurt him but still sending him sailing
away from you. 

“Rule—” You started before Peter cut you off with a frustrated huff. 

“Seven,” he growled to himself, “I know.”

“Five.” you corrected him, nodding to him as he returned to his feet, “Learn from your mistakes. You
can do this. C'mon.”

He nodded, lifting his hands in front of him and rocking into a proper defensive stance. He fell into a
dance with you, taking strikes from you while dodging others before pressing some hits against you. 

“So,” you grunted, quickening the pace slightly, just to see how much he could take, “Spider-Man,
huh?”

Peter nodded, biting his lip and struggling for only a moment to keep up with you, “Yeah.”

“How'd that happen?”

“Radioactive spider bite.” Peter shrugged nonchalantly. 

You scoffed, shaking your head, “Ouch.”

“That's what I said.” 

You hummed a laugh, ducking away from one of his punches and landing in a crouch. You swept out
your foot, aiming to take out both his ankles but he jumped out of the way. You rolled across the mat,
trying to avoid him but when you turned back around, he was gone. 

A frown stretched across your face before you glanced up to the ceiling. Peter was looking down at
you, sticking upside down with a smile on his face. He dropped into the air, tumbling through it and
sending two more blasts of his webbing at you. 

You leaped out of the way, rolling across the mats before landing in a crouch and mirroring him as he
landed in front of you. 

“Fast, strong, and...sticky,” you said with a chuckle, hopping to your feet as you looked at him with a
sly grin, “I don't know whether to be grossed out or impressed.”

“Personally, I think it's pretty cool,” he said, relaxing back as you approached and showing you his
bracers, “I came up with the chemical formula myself. I use CO2 canisters inside the…”

He trailed off, noticing the look on your face and sighing as he raised his fists. 

“Rule Fourteen: Distract the target before you make your move,” he deadpanned, flinching away from
your punches. 

He almost looked disappointed as he dropped into a rhythm with you. 

“I really thought you were listening,” he mumbled, his brows furrowed in concentration. 



“I was.” You shrugged, “You made them yourself. You use CO2 canisters inside the web fluid
cartridges to propel your webs farther, faster—”

He cut you off with a kick to the gut, sending you reeling back across the training room. Before you
could react, he fired a shot from his web-shooters and your wrists were stuck together. You paused
with a proud frown and a nod as you looked up at him. 

“Rule Fourteen.” He shrugged with a grin. 

“Nice work.” you chuckled, looking over the mess of webbing that was covering your wrists. You
tested them carefully, the substance was strong and barely gave you any wiggle room. You tugged
against them, watching the webbing move and twist. 

“The webbing dissolves in two hours,” Peter said, approaching you as he talked quickly, “You know,
just in case I need to web someone up and make an escape. Here let me help you…”

He trailed off as you popped both your thumbs out of socket and rolled the webbing off of your
wrists. Peter grimaced, holding back a gag, “Oh, that's disgusting.”

You chuckled, setting both thumbs back into place, “Rule Sixteen: Adapt and overcome.”

“I-I don't think that's adapting.” Peter shook his head, “That's just gross.”

Bucky sighed, shoving open the door to his room and stepping in with a groan. 

“(F/N), baby,” Bucky said, rubbing his neck and plopping down on the couch, “I need to tell you
something…”

He trailed off, looking around the room with a frown before hopping back to his feet. She wasn’t
there. She’d wandered off what felt like hours ago. 

He frowned, taking one last look around the room before ducking back into the hall and running into
Steve. 

“You seen (F/N)?” he asked, his brows furrowing as he glanced down the hall. 

“No.” Steve shook his head, following his look, “You seen Boone?”

“No.”

“They're probably making trouble somewhere,” he sighed with a groan. 

Bucky nodded, following Steve down the hall, “We never should’ve introduced them.”

Steve chuckled, poking his head into the kitchen before he frowned, “FRIDAY, have you seen
Lieutenant (L/N) or Agent Cavanaugh?”

“They're both down in the training room, Captain.” FRIDAY’s voice echoed around them.

“Thanks.” Steve nodded, striding through the kitchen and down the hall before turning to Bucky,
“Told you.”

Bucky sighed, “Making trouble. Typical.”



They only made it a few steps when Natasha appeared around the corner, followed by both Sam and
Clint. 

“Where we headed, boys?” she crooned. 

“Training room.”

Natasha tilted her head, raising a brow, “Again?”

“(F/N) and Boone are down there,” Bucky said, shaking his head at the thought of what they possibly
could have been doing down there. 

“Now this, I gotta see,” Sam grinned, practically skipping to keep up with them. 

Clint chuckled, “Anyone wanna place bets?”

“I gotta win my hundred bucks back somehow,” Sam said, “My money’s on (F/N).”

Natasha scoffed, “You haven’t seen Cavanaugh in action. She’s a psychopath.”

Steve sent a light glare her way, shaking his head with a roll of his eyes as they turned the corner
before pausing. Bucky blinked, catching a figure standing in the hall in front of the training room. 

“Hey there, stud,” Boone drawled with a nod to Steve before turning to the rest of them,
“Sweetcheeks. Romanoff. Barton. Mr. Penguin-Man.”

Sam smacked her shoulder lightly, shaking his head as he walked by, “That’s not funny.”

Boone shrugged, a low snicker humming from her throat before her eyes landed on him. 

“Where is she…” Bucky started to ask before he paused, movement catching his gaze. 

He turned, finally finding (F/N) and…Stark’s Spider-Boy. They were sparring with each other. Every
so often, (F/N) would pause and show the kid something before they continued. 

A smile made its way to Bucky’s face. She was patient with him, carefully teaching him something or
correcting the way he threw a strike. 

She looked like she was in her element, like she’d been training for years. 

— “I thought you wanted to come home,” she said with a frown, looking up at him as he pulled her
against his chest. —

— “I do but this is the only thing I know,” Bucky shrugged, nodding to the suit, “And if I can make up
for the things I did—” —

— A low snarl rumbled through (F/N)’s throat as she shook her head, reaching up to cup his cheeks
and cutting off his words, “You don’t owe anybody anything.” —

Bucky’s smile fell as he watched her. She looked so happy and relaxed. He didn’t want to ruin it for
her. 

“Can you guys do me a favor?” he asked, his eyes never leaving (F/N) as she moved across the
training room, “Don't tell her where we're going or what we're doing. I don't want to get her caught up
in this.”



Natasha raised a brow, looking him over slowly “She's fought aliens and robots and—”

“Me,” Bucky murmured, shaking his head with a frown, “Please. I don't want to see her on the
battlefield again. I don’t want her caught up with Wraith.”

Steve’s hand landed on his shoulder, “Okay.”

He smiled softly, looking up at his friend before they all flinched. 

Parker was flung against the window. He landed against the glass with a groan before sliding down to
the floor with a squeak. 

“Oh,” Sam grimaced, “Ouch.”

“That'll teach him a thing or two,” Clint scoffed with a smirk.

“I think we could too,” Natasha grinned, elbowing Steve and flicking her eyes to the kid as he jumped
back into his fight against (F/N). 

She wiggled her brows at the both of them before slipping into the room. 

Bucky laughed, shaking his head and following her lead, “This is going to end terribly.”

You paused, mid-swing, as the door opened behind you and Natasha slunk into the room. She was
followed by Bucky, then Steve, then Sam. You relaxed back, glancing at Peter then back at the group
as Boone and Clint snuck in behind them and ducked to the opposite side of the room.

Your eyes flicked between the four as they approached you. 

There was a look on Natasha’s face that you couldn’t quite place. 

You raised a brow, your jaw setting into place as your body tensed. 

Peter stood behind you, biting his lip as he studied the group, “My Peter tingle is tingling—”

“What did you just say?” You swung around with a snap and a confused blink. 

“Nothing,” Peter said quickly, hiding behind you as the four continued their approach. They fanned
out around you, carefully watching you and the kid. 

“Romanoff,” you hummed, keeping a careful eye on her, “What are you doing?”

“Seeing how good of a teacher you are.” She shrugged with a smug grin.

“Great.” You rolled your eyes, turning to Bucky as he came behind you, “Buck. I ain’t gonna pull my
punches this time.”

“You pulled them this morning?” he asked, a soft smile playing on his face as his arm clicked into
place, “I didn't notice.”

You scoffed a laugh, shaking your head and rocking back into defense as you nodded to Peter,
“Remember what we talked about.”

“We talked about a lot of things,” he mumbled, “And I just forgot every single one of them.”



“Great,” you sighed, your eyes flicking between the four, “Take Barnes and Wilson. I got Romanoff
and Rogers.”

You leaped into action before Peter could object and before Steve or Natasha could stop you. 

“Oh. Oh! We’re going now? Okay. Okay, I got this.” Peter nodded wildly, flying into action against
the Falcon and the Winter Soldier. He pressed a kick into Wilson’s chest, grunting as he went flying
before turning to Barnes. 

Watch your back.

He nodded to himself, ducking out of the way as Lieutenant (L/N) sent Agent Romanoff flying over
his head. 

This was not what he had planned for the day. Or the night before for that matter. 

Mr. Stark had coaxed him into upgrading his web-shooters while he was supposed to be studying for
his physics final. After he’d gotten out of that, he’d only wanted to mess around in the training facility
for a few minutes when the Lieutenant found him. 

That was a few hours ago. 

And now he was fighting the Falcon and the Winter Soldier while the Lieutenant took on Captain
America and Black Widow. And she was having a hell of a time. 

She knew the two too well. She knew their moves before they could throw them, all while Peter was
hoping for the best as he turned to the Winter Soldier. 

He paused, looking up at the man with a grimaced smile. 

He was so much bigger in person. 

And he was throwing a fist at his face. His metal fist to be exact. 

Peter yelped, watching the metal go streaking through the air before his fingers wrapped around it and
it stopped in its tracks. 

Sometimes he forgot just how strong he was. 

Or, maybe, Mr. Barnes was being nice and pulling his punches. 

He liked that thought better. 

“Focus, Peter!” (F/N)’s voice came from behind him and Peter blinked. 

“Right, sorry!” He nodded, twisting away Barnes’ arm and finally seeing the surprised look on his
face. Peter smiled, “Your arm is so cool. And it’s so shiny! Do you use a special polish or like—”

Barnes’ head tilted to the side as he spoke before he wrenched his arm away and kicked Peter square
in the chest, sending him flying. 

Dang it, Parker! You gotta remember Rule…crap. What rule was that rule again? Rule Fourteen
was…something about making distractions. Which one was the one that said ‘don’t get distracted’?



“Parker! Twelve!” (F/N) snapped, shoving him out of the way and taking a blow from Barnes. 

Right! 

Rule Number Twelve: Pay attention to everything and everyone.

He really needed to write this down—

Peter paused, his face falling as the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and his skin pricked.
He spun around, his fingers falling to the trigger on his palm and loosing two shots of webbing to the
man behind him. 

“What the shit?” Wilson screeched, flying backward before falling against the wall. Peter loosed one
more shot, the webbing pinning Wilson’s hand against the wall. The man’s face warped into disgust as
he looked Peter over, “Is that coming out of you? Ew, dude! That's nasty—”

“It’s actually a special formula I came up with—”

“Peter!” (F/N) said as Captain Rogers threw her across the room, “Seven!”

Watch your back. 

He whirled around, narrowly avoiding a punch from Romanoff. 

“Hey! Whoa! Wait!” he cried, backing away from the woman as (F/N) returned to her feet and took
on the two super-soldiers. Peter dodged a kick from Romanoff, wincing away with furrowed brows,
“Can’t we talk about this spider to spider?”

“Nope,” she shook her head with a grin before running at him. He yelped, flicking his wrists toward
the ceiling and swinging himself out of Romanoff’s path. 

“That’s cheating!” Sam called, still webbed up on the wall and pouting as he pointed at him, “I call
bullshit—”

He was cut off as Rogers went flying toward him, knocking into the wall with a grunt. 

“Aw, c’mon, Toucan Sam,” (F/N) said, glancing between Romanoff and Barnes, “Anything’s fair in a
fight.”

“That’s bullshit, (F/N), and you know it.”

“Language, there are children present,” she chuckled, looking up at Peter with a grin, “I could use
your help down here.”

He nodded, hopping back down onto the ground and squaring up. 

“Take Barnes,” she said, turning to Natasha with a devilish grin, “I got Romanoff.”

“Great,” Peter hummed, turning back to Barnes with a timid smile and a wave, “Hi again.”

The grin on your face grew as Natasha looked you over before you darted toward her. She stepped
away, blocking a kick from you and returning the favor. You grunted, grabbing her leg and yanking
her into you. 



She took advantage of you, grabbing onto your shoulders and swinging herself up on top of you. Her
legs crossed around your neck before she swung herself around. 

A wheeze left your throat as she did but you latched onto her. Slipping from her hold and swinging
her back to her feet, you mimicked her move. Grabbing her arm and lifting yourself to twist through
the air before you threw her away. 

She groaned, rolling across the mats before coming to a stop and shaking her head and tapping out. 

“Ow.”

“Uh, Lieutenant, I could use a little help!” Peter called, backing out of the way of Bucky’s attack
before you stepped in. You blocked one of his hits, holding herself between him and Parker. 

Bucky scoffed, the feral look on his face snapping away in an instant as soon as he saw you, “Hey,
sweetheart.”

“Hey, handsome,” you crooned, “How’s your day been?”

“I’ve had worse,” he grumbled, stepping back as you kneed him in the gut, “Fuck you.”

You laughed, ignoring him as he retaliated with a pair of uppercuts, “What do you want for lunch?”

“Haven't decided—” Bucky was cut off as Peter swung into him, sending him flinging into the wall.
The look on Bucky’s face turned to a glare as the kid snapped webbing at him and pinned his arm to
the wall. 

“Rule Seven.” Peter shrugged, glancing at you with a smile, “Watch your back.”

“And,” you hummed, patting him on the shoulder, “Rule Fourteen: Distract the target…”

“Then strike.” he finished for you with a nod. 

“Nice work, Spider-Man.” You smiled, raising your hand for a high-five and snickering at the squeak
that came from Peter. His hand smacked into yours before turning to a fist. You rolled your eyes
lightly, curling your hand into a fist and letting his collide with it. 

“I'll give it to you. Spider-Man does sound pretty cool,” Stark’s voice came from behind the two of
you, “Thank you, Calamity Jane. He needed that.”

“Gotta be prepared when he's helping little old ladies cross the street,” you said. The grin on Peter’s
face grew.

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” he said, “I really appreciate this but now, I gotta go study.”

“Catch ya later, Spider-Man.” You nodded, watching him grab his backpack and follow Tony out of
the room. 

“Hey! C’mon!” Sam whined, wiggling the hand that was still pinned to the wall, “What am I gonna
do about this?”

“Shut up, Wilson,” Bucky groaned, knocking his head against the wall. 



You laughed, taking in the sight of the two of them before turning to Boone. You didn’t have to ask
her, she pulled a knife from behind her back, tossing it to you with a smirk as Clint looked her over. 

Twirling the knife through your fingers, you carefully slipped it under Sam’s wrist and cut him loose.

“You know, I always say I miss you and then you come around and I remember why we never invite
you to things,” Sam said, glaring at his wrist and then at you. 

“Don’t blame me.” You shrugged, “This is what happens when you listen to Romanoff.”

“Uh-uh, don’t start that,” Natasha groaned, rolling to her feet with a chuckle. She looked up to you as
you cut Bucky loose, “You haven't changed a bit.”

You scoffed, pressing a kiss to Bucky’s cheek as he pouted at you, “Bad habit.”

“I hate you,” he muttered, tugging you into a hug.

“Love you too,” you hummed, tucking against him, “You okay?”

“That kid packs a punch,” Bucky said before nodding to Steve, “Reminds me of someone else I
know.”

You nodded, watching as Boone helped Steve off the ground with a snicker.  

“Ce n'est pas drole,” he growled at her. It's not funny. 

“You shoulda seen your face when you went flying,” she giggled, “Ah! Magnifique, New York.”

You smiled, turning back to Bucky and letting your face fall, “You sure you’re okay?”

“Distractions?” he asked, pulling his lips into a forced frown, “Really?”

“You once told me, always catch your opponent off guard,” you said, reaching up to cup his cheeks,
“Basic strategy, remember?”

“Little shit,” he chuckled, kissing your temple before resting his chin atop your head. 

You hummed in response, wrapping your arms around him and laying your head on his shoulder
before you paused. 

He was still tense, as though he was waiting for something to happen. As though something was
already happening.

A frown curled to your face as you pulled away from him, “What’s wrong?”

Bucky glanced down at you, chewing on his cheek before taking a deep breath, “We're going on a
training mission tomorrow morning. Early.”

You pushed away from him, your brows furrowing as you shook your head, “What? Where are you
—”

He cut you off with a kiss, his fingers wrapping around the back of your neck. You whined, grasping
fistfuls of his shirt and pulling him closer before he broke away from you. 

“Don't worry about it, doll,” he murmured against your lips, “It’s just a practice run.”



You sighed, shaking your head and threading your fingers through his hair, “James…”

“It'll be okay, I promise,” he said, pressing a kiss to your lips again, “Trust me.”
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Truth and Lies

Chapter Summary

Wraith was on his feet in a matter of seconds, racing across the roof before throwing a kick at
Steve and knocking him off the roof.

“Steve!” Bucky cried, scrambling to his feet and toward Wraith.

A chuckle came from the mask, distorting itself from sounds that hissed from the mask and
through the modifier, “You two are so easy to read.”

The man jumped at him before Bucky knew what was happening, Vibranium knuckles smashing
against his jaw and pushing him backward. Bucky raised his arms in front of him, deflecting one
blow and then another before taking a kick to the chest.

He was flung across the roof, rolling over himself before sliding to his feet. Struggling to get
back up he recalibrated his arm, readying himself for another onslaught of hits before Wraith’s
fingers clamped around his wrist.

Bucky was flung around, his arm still in the middle of recalibrating when Wraith’s knuckles
slammed into it. A shriek tore from his lips, followed by another and another as Wraith
pummeled into it and he was forced to his knees. 
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Lies are like cockroaches, for every one you discover there are many more that are hidden. 

Wraith sighed, knocking his head against the open window and closing his eyes. The seaside town
was silent, most likely because his men pushed all the inhabitants out of the village. 

A smirk curled to his face, listening to the waves crash against the cliffside. But it didn’t mask the
fleeting sound of a jet’s engines that rushed through the fog. His smile grew as the jet glimmered into
existence, its cloaking mechanism disengaging before it quietly landed on the far side of the village. 

Wraith’s smile faded as it did, realization flooding through him. 

That wasn’t an Aftermath jet. No. 
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Nor were those Aftermath operatives that walked down the ramp. 

Definitely not. 

Aftermath at least had a fashion sense. None of them would walk out in red, white, and blue. 

The Avengers.

“Didn’t see that one coming,” he hummed, his head cocking to the side as he watched them
disembark. His eyes darted over each of them, waiting for her.

 But she never came. 

“Fascinating,” he hissed, reaching behind him with a snap of his fingers. His helmet was in his hands
a second later. He tugged it on, his helmet activating with a whir of electronics, “Where is she?”

His assistant nodded, handing him a tablet, “New York.” 

“Still?” he pouted, swiping through images of her at the Stark Gala, “Why is she so difficult?”

He groaned, the growl deepening through his mask as the Ace of Spades flashed through it with a
snap, “Sounds like we’ll have to take the party to her.” 

“Sir?” His assistant raised a brow, nodding to the group that was mobilizing below them, “What about
them?”

“I have time for a distraction.” Wraith shrugged, “It’ll be fun.” 

Jack folded his arms over his chest, watching the Avengers touch down on the outskirts of the small
Greecian village. His gaze flicked over the empty village, noting all the darkened windows and bare
streets. Whatever Wraith had done to get his own, personal village, he didn’t want to know. 

His jaw tightened as he turned, looking over the cabin at his team. They were still gearing up, Raffa
tightening the laces of his combat boots while Ari tugged on his helmet. 

Belov walked out of the Command Center, handing him a tablet with a map of the town before
following Jack's gaze onto the cliffs. 

“Watch them,” Jack said, nodding to the Avengers as they left the Quinjet.  

Belov nodded, snapping on his helmet with a grunt, “Да.” 

“Jesse, keep us steady,” Jack ordered, turning to the pilot with a nod before pressing a finger to his
ear, “Kalispell, Backbone, Jumper, keep Daedalus Two watching our back.”

“On it, boss,” Jesse said, “Keep the line open, mates.”

“Got it, sister.” Art’s voice came through the comms, “We’ve got you five by five.”

Ari tapped his helmet, activating it before turning to Jack, “What’s the play?”

“I don’t know.” Jack frowned as he clicked through the tablet before it glitched out, “I can’t see them.
Norway, I need the cameras.”



“Working on it,” Zac grunted, his brows furrowed as his fingers flew across the keys before he
growled to himself, “This would be easier if Boone was here.” 

Jack nodded, a low sigh huffing through his lungs as he turned to Rafael. 

The doctor nodded toward the village, “We sure about this?”

“No.” Jack shook his head, tugging on his helmet, “Alpha team, standby.” 

The Tower was quiet, the evening sun glinted through the building like liquid gold. You sighed,
stretching with a yawn as you walked into the common room. 

You’d spent most of the day relaxing, chatting with Boone, and relishing the quiet, calm of the tower. 

Bucky and the team had left early that morning. He’d left so quietly you’d almost missed him but
he’d made sure to wake you just enough for a goodbye kiss. You wanted him to stay, a low whine
leaving your throat and convincing him to hold you for five more minutes before he left. 

You’d grumbled to yourself when you woke, finding the Tower empty and cursing yourself for not
getting up with him. 

There was a part of you that was worried but you pushed it away. 

It was only a training mission…a training mission on the other side of the world instead of at the
Compound. 

You frowned, pausing in your step as the thought flashed to your head again. 

What if it wasn’t a training mission? What if it was something else?

Nah, he’d tell you if anything was going on. 

Unless he didn’t want you to know. What wouldn’t he tell you? Why wouldn’t he tell you?

You rolled your eyes at yourself, shaking away the thought and glancing out the row of windows
stretching along the far wall. 

You were just paranoid, your subconscious always looking for trouble. Bucky wouldn't lie to you, not
like you lied to him, at least. 

A pair of footsteps echoed behind you, bringing you out of your head. 

“Hey,” Boone crooned, swinging into the room with a yawn before flopping down on one of the
couches. 

“Hey,” you hummed, glancing back to her, “How was your nap?”

“Short,” she sighed, “I didn’t have New York to cuddle with and I got lonely.”

You scoffed, rolling your eyes as you backed away from the window, “I feel you.”

Boone grinned, stretching back on the couch as you walked back into the kitchen. 

You’d been lonely without him, his room seemed empty and the thought made you laugh at yourself. 



You’d fallen back into a rhythm with Bucky. Making breakfast and laughing at each other, napping on
the couch with one another as an old TV show played. 

His very presence was comforting, you trusted him enough to fall asleep with him every night. You
were able to relax with him. He was safe and you were safe. 

It was heaven. 

You didn’t have to worry about hunting Wraith and Novak or keeping your mask on. 

You were safe. 

— “But…” Turner said slowly, looking over you carefully, “If you wanted to tell him—” —

A frown worked to your face. Bucky trusted you with so much and you’d simply lied to him. He
deserved to know the truth. After everything he’d done for you, he deserved more than the truth. 

But, if you told him, you’d be telling all of them. 

The people you’d been working with for years would know you’d been working behind their backs
and lying to their faces. 

“You okay?”

Boone’s voice brought you out of your head again making you flinch lightly. 

You nodded, chewing on your cheek before you mumbled, “Just thinking.”

“Dangerous pastime.” Boone breathed, a single brow raising as she looked you over and hopped off
the couch, “I can hear the gears grinding.” 

“Shut up,” you scoffed with a roll of your eyes as she hopped up on the kitchen counter beside you.  

“C’mon,” she whined, kicking her feet against the counter drawers, “What are you thinkin’ ‘bout?”

You sighed, sliding up on the counter beside her, “Before I—”

You froze, your jaw clenching as you looked around the room. As much as you wanted to tell them,
you wanted it to be on your terms and you knew Tony had ears everywhere. 

“FRIDAY can’t hear us. Or see us,” Boone said, following your gaze before she flipped her Aftermath
card through her fingers, “I don’t like it when people listen in on my conversations.” 

You sighed with a curt nod, “Before I left Olympus, Turner said that if I wanted to tell him…I
could.” 

“And you’re thinking about it?”

“I haven’t stopped thinking about it,” you groaned, running a hand down your face, “I’ve been lying
to him for years. To all of them. They deserve to know the truth, right?”

“In my opinion, there are always some secrets worth keeping.” Boone shrugged, slipping off the
counter and twirling through the kitchen, “But, if you think they deserve to know, then you should tell
them.” 



A low groan left your lips as you rolled your eyes, “That wasn’t helpful at all, Boone.” 

“Sorry.” 

You sighed, watching her step through the kitchen before plucking an apple from one of the fruit
baskets Tony had been gifted at the Gala. 

Even if it wasn’t helpful, you knew where she was coming from. 

Boone was actively keeping dozens, if not hundreds, of secrets locked in her head. Not only yours but
others as well. Some she would let out over time, others she’d keep hidden for the rest of her life,
including some of yours. 

If she were caught holding your secrets, she could lose everything. 

She could lose Steve. 

And if she lost Steve, you could lose Bucky. 

“What would Bucky do?” you asked slowly, the frown on your face deepening before words began
slipping from your lips, “If I told him? What if I told all of them? Natasha and Clint would beat my
ass on sight. Tony might kick me out of the Tower. What would Steve do? What if you and him—”

Boone held up a hand, silencing you immediately as she turned on her heel, “Steve knows I have a lot
of secrets. He knows I don’t tell him everything. Would he be happy with me? No. But we’d get
through it.” 

“What if Bucky and I don’t?”

“(F/N),” Boone sighed, a light chuckle working through her throat as she shook her head, “I see the
way he looks at you. I’ve heard how he talks about you when you’re not around. He’s so in love it’s
damn near sickening.”

She paused, twirling a knife into her hands and chopping up the apple before she continued, “You two
have been through so much already. It’s just another hurdle you have to get over. He’ll understand.
I’m sure they all will. Well, Natasha probably would beat your ass. And probably my ass too.” 

You laughed at the slightly scared look on her face before she stabbed a piece of apple with the knife
and held it out to you. You raised a brow, carefully plucking the piece off the blade and popping it in
your mouth, “I think we could take her.” 

“You might be able to.” Boone shrugged, flipping the knife back into her pocket, “I’d just run for my
life.” 

“Bullshit.”

“It would be kinda fun,” she said after a moment, a sly smirk working to her face, “We just might be
able to take her.” 

You laughed, rolling your eyes as she winked at you and you slipped off the counter to the ground. 

The smile faded the second you hit the ground.

He deserves to know. 



You sighed, glancing back at her with a short nod, “I’m gonna tell him.” 

Bucky took a deep breath, snatching his rifle from his cache before ducking out of the jet after Steve.
They stepped down the ramp, stepping into a wall of fog and darkness as the Greecian night waned
on. 

A silvery moon glowed above them, slinking through the village's streets and casting long shadows.
The streetlamps lining the street were dim, barely illuminating the area. 

It was quiet, the crashing boom of waves on the cliffs below them the only sound. 

Bucky’s gaze flicked over the buildings, watching for any movement and finding none. He
swallowed, a pit in his stomach suddenly opening as he raised his rifle to his shoulder and flicked off
the safety. 

Steve stopped beside him, adjusting his shield before he looked back over his shoulder at Tony as his
suit whirred together, “We got eyes on him?”

“Yup—Nope,” Stark frowned, as his helmet curled around him. The streetlamps around them
flickered before leaving them in darkness, “I just lost them. This is creepy as hell.” 

“You’re telling me.” Natasha nodded, firing up one of her bite tasers and glancing back at Clint and
Vision.  

“We got movement on Aftermath?” Clint asked, nodding for the twins to follow him as he nocked an
arrow. 

“Boone says they’re close, just in case,” Steve said, rocking back on his heels as his brows furrowed.  

“Great,” Bucky mumbled, instantly regretting agreeing to the mission instead of staying home with
(F/N), “Let’s get this over with—”

His words were cut off by a barrage of gunfire breaking out of the row of houses in front of them.
Muzzle flash strobed through the night as they ducked away. 

“Cover!” Steve yelled, running with him before they pressed their backs against another house,
“Maximoffs!”

“Got it,” Pietro said, speeding through the village before returning in a blink, “Wanda.”

She nodded, her fingers fluttering through the air before she lifted herself off the ground with a flash
of red, “Coming.”

Bucky grunted, pressing himself further against the wall as bullets went shooting into it. Clouds of
powdered stone rained down on him, leaving remnants in his hair as he slid down the wall. 

“Vision, Tony,” Steve continued, raising his shield as more shots whizzed through the night air, “We
need some eyes in the sky.” 

“You got it, Rogers,” Stark said as he flew through the streets to avoid fire.  

“Clint, Nat—”



Natasha went barreling past them, ducking through the fire as Clint loosed an explosive arrow in a
flying leap. He rolled over his shoulder as he hit the ground and the night was painted in red and
orange, “Already on it.” 

Steve nodded, flinching out of the way of debris as smoke began curling into the sky and the ground
shook, “Sam, Buck—”

“I swear, if you pair me up with him—” Bucky growled, shaking his head and raising his rifle before
returning fire. 

“Oh, come on, man.” Wilson whined, landing beside them and shooting a glare at Bucky before a
canister bounced down the alley toward them, “Oh, hell—”

Bucky winced away, kicking the canister up toward the man before he used his wings to send it
flying. Steve stepped in front of them as it detonated. Flames licked over the top of the shield, keeping
them sheltered for only a moment before the three separated. 

He sprinted down an alley, checking over his shoulder before vaulting over a fence and into one of the
abandoned houses. Keeping his footsteps light, he ran up the stairs before sticking his head out a
window and reaching up to climb onto the roof. He kept himself low, rolling to his stomach and
setting out his rifle on the ledge. 

Wraith’s men littered the streets below him, taking shelter in the shadows of abandoned buildings
before striking quickly and disappearing again. 

Bucky sighed, pushing his rifle into his shoulder and glassing the battle below him. They came in
quick waves, working together to try and take out one player at a time. 

“Steve—” Bucky started, licking his lips as his finger slipped to the trigger before a set of footsteps
sounded behind him. 

“Well, well, well,” a mechanical voice hummed lowly, “Look what we have here.”

— “Well, well, well,” a mechanical voice boomed over the hysterical crowd, “Look at you. Playing
hero. How’s that feel? Hm?” —

Bucky rolled onto his back, firing a single shot before rolling to his feet. The bullet went whizzing
past Wraith’s head, barely making the man flinch as his masked face followed his every move.  

A growl spilled from Bucky’s throat, “Wraith.”

The man chuckled, the voice so dark it sent chills down Bucky’s neck, “Товарищ—” Comrade—

“Я не твой товарищ.” Bucky shook his head, raising his rifle again. I’m not your comrade. 

“You were once,” Wraith said, tilting his head to the side as he set his hands on his hips, resting them
just above the pistols he had holstered there.  

Bucky shook his head, “I don’t even know you.” 

“You do,” Wraith scoffed, taking a slow step forward, “You need help remembering?”

“I don’t need anything from you.”



Boone flinched, hiding the movement from (F/N) as her phone vibrated on the coffee table. She
snatched it before it made too much noise and ducked from the room before (F/N) noticed.

She glanced over her shoulder, jogging down the hall before shoving herself into Steve’s room, “Talk
to me.”

“Wraith is moving.” the sound of Duke’s voice rumbled in her ear, the sound steady but laced with
worry, “He initiated the attack before the Avengers could get into position.” 

Boone nodded, racing through the room and snatching her laptop. It woke up the instant she touched
it. Maps of the small village flashed on the screen but it flickered, as though something was fighting
against them. 

“Alpha Two?” she asked, quickly worming her way into Daedalus’ cameras.  

“Awaiting our go sign,” Duke said, “Big Brother says he needs your help.”  

“Tell ‘em to go.” Boone stooped over, grabbing another laptop and taking over Steve’s desk. She
reached into her pocket, tapping her Aftermath card and snatching an earpiece,  “Big Brother, I’m
here. What do you need?”

“Some more hands,” Zac said, annoyance edging through his tone, “Wraith has something messing
with our cameras. Trickster, Goliath, Doc, and Firewire are on the ground. I can’t follow them without
—”  

“I’ll find it.” She interrupted, her fingers snapping across the keys as she paired up with Daedalus
Two’s system. The second jet was circling the northern section of the village, its sensors glitching out
almost as bad as Daedalus One’s. Boone frowned, quickly searching through the city before she
paused, “Kalispell, there’s a radio tower on the northern house. It’s jamming signals. Take it out.”

“Affirmative. We’re moving in.”

Boone paused, watching the jet’s functions before they fired. In an instant, the camera feeds cleared.
She grinned, quickly locating all of Wraith’s forces before getting to work, “Trickster, Goliath, you’ve
got tangos moving in from the north.” 

“Targets sighted,” Ari said, the sound of gunfire echoing through the feed.  

Jack grunted, “Glitch, we need a route.”  

“Alley on your left, ten men in front of you,” she hummed, watching them dart through the alley, “Go
fast.” 

“Firewire, Resurrectionist,” Zac cut in, “Continue south.” 

Belov’s voice echoed through her ear, “Affirmative.” 

“What the actual hell is this?”

Boone froze, her fingers hovering over the keys as she slowly turned to the door and the person
standing in the doorway. 

(F/N).



The fading sun began to dip below the horizon, glittering off of the edges of buildings and sparkling
into the Tower. You took a deep breath, leaning against the window and watching the sunlight as your
heart began to race. 

Folding your arms over your chest, you frowned. Something was wrong. Maybe it was the voice in
the back of your head telling you that this was a bad idea. That you shouldn’t tell him. 

Maybe…

You paused, glancing over your shoulder and realizing that Boone was no longer reclining on the
couch behind you. 

…maybe it was something else. 

Your brows furrowed as you quickly strode across the room, your eyes searching for her before you
sprinted down the hall. You checked the training room first before ducking back toward Steve’s room
and hearing her voice steadily coming from his room. 

A frown stretched across your face as you slowly kicked open the door. 

Boone was hunched over a pair of computers with her back toward you, rapidly working away. She
didn’t acknowledge you, her eyes glued to the screen before words leaped from your lips. 

“What the hell is this?”

Boone flinched, her eyes widening before she slowly swung around. She licked her lips, her mouth
moving but no words came out as you took a quick step toward her. 

“Boone,” you warned her with a low growl, “What the hell is going on?”

“I…” She pointed at the screen before she sighed, “Wraith’s on the move.” 

The look on your face darkened, “Why the fuck didn’t you tell—”

“I believe your exact words were, ‘I’m done.’”

“No, my exact words were…” You froze the sound of your own voice echoing in your ears. 

— “I’m done chasing him. I’m done fighting him. I can’t keep up, not when he’s…him,” you shook
your head, tears welling in your eyes, “The next time he pops up, give him to the Avengers. I’m
done.” —

Your eyes flicked to her, your heart practically stopping as you breathed, “‘Give him to the
Avengers.’”

Boone sighed, “(F/N)...”

“Boone.” You shook your head, gritting your teeth with a growl, “Tell me they’re not…tell me he’s
not.” 

“You said you were done.” Boone bowed her head with a whisper. 

Your glare deepened, the low growl in your throat catching before you shook your head and relaxed
back. You stepped quickly to her side, looking over her shoulder,  “Where are they?”



“Greece. Seaside village.” Boone pointed toward the screen, bringing up a map that was swarming
with heat signatures, “The Avengers landed 20 minutes ago. Wraith launched an attack 15 minutes
ago.” 

“Is Alpha Two on the ground?”

“They are now,” she said, pointing to the four that were moving, “Wraith wasn’t expecting the
Avengers, he was expecting us.”

“And he still got a damn army,” you breathed, watching Wraith’s forces move. You shook your head,
watching the groups converge on each other, “They’re separating them. Where’s Wraith?”

“I don’t know.” Boone shrugged, “I don’t have enough hands or eyes—”

“Tony’s lab,” you snapped, grabbing one of her laptops, “Go. Go! Now. Patch me into the Avengers.”

Boone grabbed her other computer, darting from the room with you. The two of you ran, step for step,
down the hall before brushing past a confused Peter. 

He froze in the middle of the hall, tucking his backpack to his chest and curling up with wide eyes,
“Lieutenant, what’s happening?”

“Sorry, kid,” Boone called over her shoulder as the two of you raced up the stairs to Tony’s lab,
“Adults are adulting.” 

Boone threw herself into one of the chairs, taking over Tony’s system before tossing you an earpiece
and you plugged in. 

“You’re a go for Avengers, (L/N).”

You nodded, taking one of her laptops from her as she set herself up, “Romanoff, Barton, you read
me?”

“Jesus Christ,” Barton jumped, startled by your sudden snarl through the line. 

“I prefer (F/N), actually.”

“Yeah, we got you.” Natasha grunted, “We could’ve used you down here, (L/N).”

“Yeah, well, if someone would've told me. Maybe I would’ve come,” you snapped, your eyes darting
over the screen to find them before you slammed your hand against the table, “Damnit, James.” 

“You would have done the same to him,” Boone muttered as she awakened the screen in front of you
and took back her laptop.  

“Shut up, Cavanaugh,” you growled, standing to alter the map and keep an eye on Wraith’s men.  

“We're flying blind here, (L/N)” Stark’s voice broke through your ear, “They still have something
down here jamming our system.”  

You nodded, “Cavanaugh, get them eyes.” 

“Mr. Stark, Aftermath has a jet overhead,” she said, “We’re patching you in now.”



Biting your lip, you flicked your fingers over the screen before you stopped and zoomed in on two
stationary signatures with a group heading toward them, “Stark there is a group of soldiers heading
toward Barton and Romanoff. Head them off.” 

“On it.” 

“Vision, watch out for the twins,” you continued, pressing your finger against your earpiece, “Sam,
where's Rogers and Barnes?”

Bucky grunted, bringing his arm in front of him to block a hit from Wraith. He stepped back, ducking
out of the way of a calculated swing and bringing his rifle to his shoulder. A growl came from Wraith
as he planted his foot and swung around. He lifted his leg, back kicking toward Bucky before his heel
caught his rifle and sent it flying from his grasp. 

He let a hiss sneak through his teeth, backing away from the masked soldier before running at him.
Tackling Wraith around the middle, he sent both of them off the roof and hurtling to the roof of the
neighboring building. 

Wraith pushed away from him before they hit, spinning through the air before landing heavily on his
feet. 

Bucky landed second, roughly landing on his metal shoulder before rolling over his shoulder to his
feet. His eyes narrowed as he looked at the man, his reflection staring back at him from Wraith’s mask
as he took a step toward him. 

Wraith chuckled lowly, studying his face, “You’re pretty nimble for an old man.”

A low growl tore through his throat, his eyes quickly flicking over the man. He wore the same suit he
had in Hong Kong. Bands of Vibranium were mounted to his knuckles, glinting in the moonlight. His
chest was plated in it as well, protecting him from any hits that would take him center mass. 

Bucky was going to have to find another way to take him down. 

“Oh…I haven’t seen that look in a long, long time,” Wraith whispered, his voice warping as he
looked Bucky over, “Ты здесь, Солдат?” Are you in there, Soldier?

“Shut up,” Bucky warned him, even as he took a step back. 

Wraith laughed, prowling toward him before jumping out of the way of a disc that went shooting
between them. 

Steve was by Bucky’s side in an instant as his shield went bouncing off the wall and into Bucky’s
hands.  

“Great,” Wraith sighed, “Two old men—”

Wraith rocked back to his heels, hanging his head in annoyance before darting toward them. 

He went for Steve first, kicking Bucky away from them and aiming for Steve’s head. 

Steve backed away quickly, trying to match him hit for hit and making Wraith recoil only once.
Bucky raised the shield, rolling the thing through his hands before darting toward the two. He flung it



toward the masked soldier, hitting him square in the back and sending him off balance as Steve
grabbed his shield. 

Wraith turned his attention to him, letting off a combination of hits before Bucky kicked him away
and Steve stepped back into the fight. He swung the shield at him in the middle of a punch, aiming for
his helmet and pushing him back as Bucky kicked out his knee. 

The masked soldier growled, creating enough separation between them to pull his sidearm. Steve
threw the shield the instant his finger slipped to the trigger, hitting Wraith in the helmet and knocking
off the shot. 

Bucky caught the disc with his metal arm, humming Vibranium ringing in his ears as he wound up for
a punch and aimed for just below Wraith’s chest plate. Steve kicked on his knee the instant he did,
making the shield hit the Vibranium plate but forcing the man to the ground. Wraith grunted, taking
hit after hit from them as Bucky passed the shield back to Steve and swung his metal arm at the man’s
mask. 

The glass cracked slightly, earning him a low snarl from the man before he turned on them both. He
was on his knees when he kicked Steve square in the chest, knocking him across the roof before
sweeping his legs at Bucky’s ankles and throwing him to the ground. 

Wraith was on his feet in a matter of seconds, racing across the roof before throwing a kick at Steve
and knocking him off the roof.

“Steve!” Bucky cried, scrambling to his feet and toward Wraith. 

A chuckle came from the mask, distorting itself from sounds that hissed from the mask and through
the modifier, “You two are so easy to read.”

The man jumped at him before Bucky knew what was happening, Vibranium knuckles smashing
against his jaw and pushing him backward. Bucky raised his arms in front of him, deflecting one blow
and then another before taking a kick to the chest. 

He was flung across the roof, rolling over himself before sliding to his feet. Struggling to get back up
he recalibrated his arm, readying himself for another onslaught of hits before Wraith’s fingers
clamped around his wrist. 

Bucky was flung around, his arm still in the middle of recalibrating when Wraith’s knuckles slammed
into it. A shriek tore from his lips, followed by another and another as Wraith pummeled into it and he
was forced to his knees. 

Every hit surged through his arm, sending echoes of pain through his whole body before Wraith
paused. 

Bucky lifted his gaze, glaring at the masked soldier before his eyes widened. Bright white electricity
surged through Wraith’s knuckles, lighting the cracks in his mask. 

“You know, I made this for Ghost, but guess who didn’t show up.” Wraith wiggled his fingers,
sending sparks shooting around them, “I supposed I’ll have to try them out on you.”

“No!” Bucky snapped, trying to get away from him but it was too late. 

Sparking Vibranium pressed against the metal, forcing another shriek from his lips. 



The rooftop illuminated with their silhouettes, the light strobing through the village before Wraith
pulled away. 

The plates in Bucky’s arm pulsed, sparks still shooting below them before it fell limp and pain
coursed through him. He shook, falling to the ground as Wraith released him. 

“Ah, I’m sorry,” Wraith hummed, his fingers snaking into Bucky’s hair and yanking his head back,
“But you’re out of practice. I’m almost disappointed.”

Bucky hissed at him before swatting at his hand and instantly regretting it. Wraith’s grip on his hair
tightened before he threw him down. He struggled to get back up, his arm feeling so much heavier
than it ever had been, and he fell back to the roof. 

Wraith knelt beside him, clicking his tongue, “You’re lucky I don’t have your little instruction
manual. Do you ever wonder what happened to it? Hm?”

Bucky groaned, glaring at the man before snapping forward. His fingers curled into Wraith’s collar
before he rolled over, sending him rocketing across the roof. Bucky forced himself to his feet,
reaching for his arm to cradle it against his chest. 

“We know it was stolen off of one of your old friends,” Wraith continued, hopping back to his feet.  

Bucky shook his head with a growl, “My handlers were not my friends.” 

“Let me guess.” He ignored him, “Ghost took it off the thief. What do you think Aftermath will do
with it?”

“I trust Ghost,” Bucky said, nausea working in his stomach as pain continued to flow through him.  

“You really shouldn’t—” Wraith was cut off in the middle of his sentence as a black disc went
shooting into his gut. 

A pair of thuds sounded behind him as the shield bounced off Wraith and back into the hands of its
owner as two more masked soldiers appeared by Bucky’s side. 

“Libra?” Bucky grunted hopefully. 

“Not this time,” the one with the shield said, adjusting the shield and moving into the moonlight,
“Goliath. Go.”

Trickster. Goliath.

A sigh of relief rocked through Bucky’s lungs as the two men stepped in front of him. 

Wraith coughed, straightening himself slowly as he looked over them, “I hate you guys.” 

“Likewise,” Goliath hummed before patting Trickster’s shoulder, “Shall we?”

“Didn’t do that training course for nothin’.” Trickster shrugged, snapping the straps on the shield,
“Hayaa bina naqum bidhalika.” Let's do this.

“'Ana eindi zaharaka.” He nodded, “Tmaman mithlama marsina.” I’ve got your back. Just like we
practiced. 



The two took another step forward, both glancing to the parapet as Steve crawled back onto the roof
with a grunt. He glanced between the three masked men as he rose to his feet. 

Trickster nodded toward Bucky, “Get him to cover. We’ve got two more groups of soldiers heading
our way.”

Steve nodded, darting toward Bucky and ducking under his arm. Bucky limped with him, the pain in
his arm tensing every muscle in his body as Steve helped him off the roof. They took cover inside the
abandoned building as gunfire began echoing around him. 

Steve pressed his finger to his ear, ducking behind the wall with him, “Boone, I need medical for
Buck.”

Bucky flinched as Boone’s voice came through his ear, “I'm rerouting our Doc. Sit tight.”

But he froze at the second voice that growled through the line. 

“You assholes need to get out of there.” 

Bucky blinked, “(F/N)?” 

“I'm here, baby,” she said, the sound of her words softening as she heard his voice.

“I am so—” He started before she cut him off. 

“I don't wanna hear it,” (F/N) snapped, “Let's focus on getting you clowns out of there.”  

Bucky nodded, wincing slightly as two figures burst into the building. Clint and Natasha broke into
the room, glancing at both him and Steve before moving to help him. 

“You callin' a retreat, (L/N)?” Clint asked, pulling a syringe from his quiver and offering it to Bucky.
He shook his head, knocking it against the wall. 

“You got a better idea?”

Natasha shook her head, “They're coming out of the woodwork like ants.” 

“Fuckers knew we were coming.” Clint nodded. 

“They were waiting for us, not you.” Cavanaugh said with a snarl, “It would have been a bloodbath
—”

“Stark, get back to the jet,” (F/N) interrupted her, “Cavanaugh…”

“We're pulling Daedalus Two around,” she said, “Zoom, Kalispell, they’re gonna need a
distraction.” 

“See, (L/N),” Stark came through with a whir, “This would have been so much better if you would
have been here—”

“Stark, the instant you get back to this tower, I'm throwing you out of it,” (F/N) growled, “Now shut
up and get to work.” 

Bucky chuckled despite the pain, her voice calming him until he frowned. She directed the fight,
working with both them and Aftermath as she tried to get them out of there in one piece. 



He sighed, even if he’d tried to keep her out of the fight, she’d been dragged—no—she’d dragged
herself into it. 

He couldn’t stop her. 

Bucky grunted as Steve helped him up, hauling his arm over his shoulders and taking most of his
weight. 

“Let's get out of here,” he said, nodding at Clint to help him before they all flinched. A pair of masked
soldiers went crashing through the ceiling, falling to the floor with groans as a shield clattered beside
them. 

“This was a terrible idea,” Trickster groaned, rolling to his stomach and snatching the shield. 

Goliath nodded with a pant, “You're telling me.” 

Before Bucky knew what was happening, Steve slipped away from him. He darted to the middle of
the room and raised his shield, barely deflecting a barrage of bullets before Wraith swung into the
room. 

Wraith kicked him away with a growl as the Aftermath operatives stepped back, “You know what
entertains me?”

Steve growled with a quick shake of his head, “No—”

“How you assholes scramble without—”

Trickster threw Libra’s shield, sending hurtling through the air and hitting Wraith’s helmet before
knocking him through a window, “Ghost? Yeah, we're well aware, dumbass.” 

Goliath glanced back at them, nodding to each, “Let’s get out of here.”

A sigh of relief hummed through you as you leaned back in your chair. Wanda and Pietro were
helping Bucky onto the jet as Steve and Tony created a distraction. Thirty seconds later, the entire
team was pulling out of the fight. 

Boone let out a breath, “That went well—”

“I don't want to talk to you right now.” You glared at her, pushing out of your chair and throwing
away your earpiece.  

“(F/N) wait—”

“What?” you snapped, turning on your heel as she ran after you. She froze in her step as you marched
back toward her. 

She held up her hands, “I'm sorry we didn't tell you but—”

“But? But what, Boone?” you yelled, your voice echoing through the Tower before you slammed the
doors to the lab shut, “What kind of lousy excuse do you have this time?”

Boone sighed, dropping her eyes to the floor, “He didn't want us to tell you.” 



“Who? Duke?” you seethed, beginning to pace the floor, “I'm gonna kill that—”

“Bucky.” 

You paused in your stride, your eyes snapping to her with a glare. 

“He didn't want to tell you.” she tried, licking her lips nervously as she backed away from you, “He
didn't want to drag you into Wraith.” 

You nodded slowly, “But you knew where he was.” 

“We've been tracking him.” 

“And you didn't tell me.” Your eyes narrowed to slits, your brows furrowing as a sneer worked to
your lips.  

“You said you were done. We respected that,” Boone said, her jaw suddenly clenching, “Our team has
been watching him. So has Mr. Stark. Steve came and asked me if they could go. I said yes.”

“You let Rogers go without telling me?”

“He asked nicely,” Boone snarled, “What was I supposed to do?”

Your fist slammed into one of Tony’s workbenches, denting the metal, “Tell me anyway.” 

Boone swallowed, shaking her head before whispering, “You said you were done.” 

You glared at her before turning your back on her and marching out of the room. 

Boone growled to herself, covering the dent (F/N) made in Stark’s workbench by covering it with a
pair of notebooks before grabbing her laptops and stuffing them under her arm. She grabbed her
phone, dialing Duke’s number as she ducked out of the lab.

It rang once before he answered. 

“Everyone okay?” she asked, quickly stepping down the stairs after (F/N).

“Yeah, they're fine.” Duke said, “They're gonna stop off at the Alliance before they head our way…” 

Duke trailed off, as though picking up her mood from her voice. 

“You okay?”

Boone sighed, the sound turning into a groan, “(F/N) is…not very happy with me. With us.” 

“Of course she isn’t,” Duke scoffed, “Keep your distance. She'll get over it.” 

“Right.” Boone rolled her eyes. “I forgot what it feels like to be on her bad side.” 

“You've never been on her bad side.”  

“Yeah, but I’ve seen you on it enough to know what it looks like.” 

Duke chuckled lightly, “Very funny.” 



Boone shrugged to herself, “You got a location on Wraith?”

“Disappeared right out from underneath us. Right after Jack threw him out a window.”

“Fucker,” Boone sighed, cursing the man as she walked down the hall. She passed (F/N) and Bucky’s
room and continued on before hitting the window at the end of the hall. Her eyes searched the skyline
before landing on Duke’s apartment building. She waved slightly, as though he could actually see her
before knocking her forehead against the window. 

“If you get a minute—”

“I’ll hunt him down.” She nodded before he could finish, “You home?”

“Yeah,” Duke said, “I’ll head back down to Olympus here in a few days.” 

“Same.” Boone ran a hand down her face, “We need to get this taken care of, it’s getting out of
hand.” 

“Agreed. What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know.” 

You tapped your foot impatiently, watching as the Quinjet slowly hovered above the pad before
touching down. You’d been waiting for hours, barely hearing a word as they returned stateside. Boone
had barely talked to you either, keeping herself confined to Steve’s room as she cleaned up the
aftermath of Aftermath. 

Your heart skipped as the ramp lowered and you took a step forward. The twins and Vision came first,
followed by Natasha and Tony who went rushing past you toward the medical wing. Clint and Steve
came next, each of them helping Bucky down the ramp. 

He didn’t look like he was in pain, not like he had sounded over the comms, but his arm dangled
limply by his side. You felt bile bubble in your throat, the sigh enough to make you sick. 

Your feet were working before your brain and Clint slipped away for you to take his place as you
rushed to Bucky’s side. 

Bucky managed a weak smile, “I’m sorry—”

“Don’t.” You shook your head, “I still don’t wanna hear it.” 

You and Steve managed to help him from the landing pads to the medical wing. You took your time,
making sure to keep him upright as he took shallow breaths. 

“You break anything?” you asked, cautiously running your hand up his back. 

“Just the arm,” he said as you made it to medical. Natasha threw open the door, holding it open for the
three of you. 

“Cho’s not gonna make it for a few more hours,” she said, jogging back in to rifle through their
medical cabinet. 



Tony shook his head, carefully helping you and Steve get Bucky onto one of the tables, “I doubt she’s
gonna be able to take care of this.” 

Bucky sighed, relaxing back slightly as he took a deep breath and you took his good hand, squeezing
it gently. 

“What happened?”

“He had fuckin’ Vibranium knuckles,” he whined, “And he shocked me.” 

You frowned, swinging back around to look at his arm. There were no dents, no cracks, nothing but
the way it hung to even suggest that it wasn’t working. You hummed to yourself, stopping your
fingers from reaching out to it, “I don’t see anything external—”

“Probably fried the circuits inside a few too many times,” Tony mumbled, flicking on the overhead
light and adjusting it to shine at the arm. He set himself in a chair, grabbing a small screwdriver from
the kit Clint had procured for him. 

— “You’re lucky I don’t have your little instruction manual. Do you ever wonder what happened to it?
Hm?” —

You nodded, biting your lip, “Or burnt out a fuse. Does it hurt, baby?”

“Tingles,” Bucky said simply, eyeing Tony suspiciously as he reached out with the screwdriver.
Bucky flinched as he touched it, “Ow.” 

— It was like his instruction manual. Something used to reset him, to bend him to Hydra’s will after
they’d broken him. But it had so much more in it as well, it detailed everything. —

“Tingles or hurts?” you sighed, reaching back to his flesh hand and grabbing it. 

“It’s like when your fingers fall asleep and it feels like TV static.” 

A frown stretched across your lips, “You got any mobility?”

“No, doll.” Bucky shook his head, squeezing your hand before pulling you against him as Tony
continued to look over the arm. 

— How to service his arm if needed. How to put him in his cryostasis chamber and how to bring him
out. How to wipe his memories. Everything. —

You bit your lip, watching as confusion danced across Tony’s face. 

You knew how to fix it. You knew what to do but you couldn't just reach over and take over for the
one and only Tony Stark, not without an explanation. 

Tell him. 

Shaking your head, you wrapped your arms around Bucky’s neck and tucked him against you. 

Tony puffed a breath, raking his fingers through his hair before glancing at you, “You ever seen an
opening anywhere?”



“No.” You shook your head, still holding him close and gently smoothing his hair. You pulled away
after a moment, cupping Bucky’s cheeks and tilting his head so he was looking at you, “You
remember how they serviced it?”

Bucky scoffed lightly, “No. I wasn't exactly what you’d call conscious when they took care of it.” 

“I’mma run back to the lab, grab some imaging equipment,” Tony said, jumping off his stool and
beginning to make his way out of the room before Steve stopped him.  

“This is the medical—”

Stark clicked his tongue, “How many Vibranium arms do you think get scanned in here, genius?”

Steve rolled his eyes, watching Tony as you took his place on the stool and grabbed the screwdriver.
You took Bucky’s metal hand, gently running your fingers down it and watching him for reactions. 

Bucky closed his eyes, his nose scrunching lightly as you did before he relaxed. You sighed, turning
to Natasha and Steve, “Can you give us a minute?”

Natasha smirked, glancing at Bucky as she sang, “You’re in trouble—”

“Romanoff.” Steve grabbed her shoulders, steering her out of the room and closing the door behind
them. The two of you sat in silence for a moment as you ran your fingers along the plates a few more
times before grabbing the screwdriver and beginning to pick at the plates. 

Bucky sighed, breaking the quiet before you could, “Before you say anything, it wasn’t supposed to
go like this.” 

“You mean, I wasn’t supposed to find out,” you mumbled, continuing to lightly run the screwdriver
along the plates.  

Bucky shrugged, “That too.”

You scoffed quietly, shaking your head before you paused; finding exactly what you were looking
for. 

The service hatch. 

You tapped it lightly, noting the shivers that rocked through him.  

“What?” he asked, glancing between you and the screwdriver. 

You swallowed, looking up at him, “You trust me?”

“Not when you’re mad at me.” He shook his head, a small smile played on his face as you rose from
your chair and pressed your palm to his chest. He chuckled lightly, laying back on the table and
staring up at you. 

“I’m not mad,” you said, plopping down on the stool and laying his arm out so you had complete
access, “I’m just…”

Such a fuckin’ hypocrite.

You trailed off, gently picking at the panel before prying it open. 



Bucky hissed slightly, knocking his head back against the table, “Just what?”

“Nothing.” You shook your head, adjusting his arm before glancing under the panel. 

You need to tell him.  

His good hand landed on your shoulder and rubbed it, “Doll.”

“I know you were trying to protect me. I know you know I don’t want to be involved. And I
appreciate that but…” You sighed, reaching up to angle the overhead light into his arm, “Still hurts.” 

Bucky slowly adjusted himself, careful not to disturb you as you began picking through his arm. He
craned his neck, his eyes following your every move before you looked up at him. 

“Tell me if I hurt you.”

Bucky nodded, rolling to his side to get a better view of you as you carefully picked through the
internals of his arm. 

Had you never taken a look at the book, you would have expected a mess of wires. A maze intended
to confuse everyone who opened it. 

Instead, perfect matrixes of metal and plates of wire coiled through the Vibranium. They went from
his fingers all the way up his arm and into his shoulder, acting as substitute nerves and sending signals
to his brain. There were multiple high-voltage fuses at each main joint, designed to be blown in order
to save the entire system if it were ever overloaded. 

You’d give it to Hydra, they were ready for almost every eventuality. 

You sighed, closing your eyes and picturing the book you’d burned before nodding to yourself and
checking each one. 

“You okay, baby?” you hummed, reaching up to set a hand on his hip. 

He nodded, closing his eyes, “Tingles.” 

“Talk to me,” you said simply, rolling away from him to grab a few more tools from Tony’s kit before
returning to his side. 

Tell him.

Bucky scoffed, shaking his head, “I don’t want to distract you.” 

“I don’t mind being distracted by you.”

A laugh rumbled through his chest as he reached over to brush a stray piece of hair from your face.
You looked at him, grabbing his hand before he could pull away and pressing a kiss to his palm before
you whispered, “Distract me.” 

Boone sighed, leaning back against the wall as Steve shooed Natasha away from the medical lab
before she slipped into his arms. 

“Hey there, stud,” she hummed, hiding her face in his chest as his arms wrapped around her waist.  



Steve placed his chin atop her head, his arms tightening around her, “Hey, baby.” 

“You okay?” Boone mumbled, pulling away just enough she could look up at him.

“Yeah,” he said with a soft smile, reaching up to trace the scars on her face, “I'm okay.” 

She leaned into his touch, her eyes involuntarily closing as his fingers followed the silvery lines from
her cheek down to her lips, “I told you he was slippery.” 

Steve sighed, thumbing her lip with a frown, “I know. I'm sorry.”

Boone pulled fully away from him this time, reaching up to cup his cheeks and forcing a smile to her
face, “What do you say we get out of here?”

Steve raised a brow, his eyes raking over her before they paused, “Yeah?”

She nodded, pressing a kiss to his chin before turning in his arms to catch a glimpse of (F/N) and
Bucky in the medical lab. The smile on her face fell, though Steve couldn’t see it as she watched
them.

“Let’s go to the Compound,” She continued, keeping her tone light as her frown deepened, “Just you
and me. We’ll have the whole place to ourselves.”

Steve dropped his chin to her shoulder, his arms wrapping around her stomach and pulling her back
into him. He swayed the two of them back and forth before he hummed, “Tout ce que tu veux,
chaton.” Whatever you want, kitten. 

A purr leaped from Boone’s lips, a smirk curling to her face as she turned to him with a giggle,
“You’re gonna get me in trouble, talking like that.” 

“That’s the plan.” 

Bucky paused in the middle of his sentence, slowly rolling his head to watch as Stark barrelled back
into the room.

“I think I have an idea…” He started before he trailed off, his eyes flicking to (F/N) as she continued
to work on his arm. Stark’s squinted at her, sucking a breath through his teeth, “How the hell did you
—”

(F/N) shrugged, “He doesn’t mind me poking around.” 

Stark clicked his tongue, raising a brow with a smirk, “That’s what she said.”

“Shut up, Stark,” (F/N) scoffed, rolling her eyes before tugging something out of his arm. 

A light chirp came from Stark’s mouth as he slid to her side.

“Atta girl.” Stark clapped her on her shoulder and held out his hand so she could drop a small metallic
object into his palm, “Gimme.” 

Bucky blinked, glancing at the object as Tony rolled it through his fingers, “What is it?”



“Burnt out fuse,” (F/N) said, cleaning her hands on a towel, “Been shocked one too many times. You
got one, Tony?”

He nodded, pocketing the thing, “I think I got something lying around.” 

A sigh of relief worked through him as Stark ducked out of the room and he called over his shoulder,
“Thank you.” 

He glanced back at (F/N) as she rolled away from the table and grabbed a towel and some cleaner
from Stark’s kit. 

He raised a brow, “What are you doing?”

“Cleaning,” she hummed, nodding to his arm, “It's filthy.” 

Bucky sighed, relaxing back as she set back to work, “I need to be better about that. They used to do
it for me. Had a whole crew for maintenance.” 

“Remind me,” (F/N) smiled, gently dabbing some cleaning solution onto the arm before wiping it
away, “I’ll do it for you.”

She paused, flinching back as his fingers twitched. 

A frown graced her perfect face as her eyes raced from his fingers to the service hatch to his face,
“You okay?” 

“Tickles,” Bucky smiled, relaxing back as an incredulous smile rose to her features. 

She pointed at the service hatch, “You can still feel without the…”

“Unfortunately. I just don’t have complete control.”

(F/N) hummed to herself, running the cleaning solution along his arm before she took his hand in hers
and rolled it. She pressed her lips to his knuckles, smirking at the sigh he huffed through his nose. 

“You feel that?”

He rolled his eyes, before he nodded, “Yeah.”

“Alright, lovebirds, that’s enough,” Stark said, covering his eyes as he entered the room and stumbled
into a table. He held out his hand, pinching a fuse between his fingers, “(F/N). Here you go. You got
him?”

“I got him,” (F/N) scoffed, rolling to his side and taking the fuse. She watched as Stark left the room
before turning back to him and brushing her lips against his knuckles again, “I got you.”

Bucky smiled, reaching over to cup her cheek before she got back to work, “I love you.” 

Duke plopped down on the couch, snapping open his laptop and connecting to Daedalus One and
Two. The screen went blank before booting up the camera feed. The cabins and cockpits of both jets
flashed on the screen and his team quickly scurried into the frame. 

Rafael was first, nodding at the camera, “Hey, boss—”



“Where’s my shield?” Duke deadpanned, his eyes flicking over each feed before Jack tossed it across
the cabin.  

“Right here, dumbass,” he grumbled, “And, don’t worry, we’re fine.” 

Raffa nodded, flipping him off before flopping into his seat, “Yeah, just a little banged up, bro.
Thanks for asking.”

Belov scooted into the feed, glaring at the camera, “Did not go according to plan.” 

Duke ignored him, his eyes glued to the spot where his shield had disappeared, “I swear to god, Jack
if you scratched my baby—”

“It would be Wraith’s fault, not mine.” Jack held up a hand before running his fingers through his hair
as he leaned back. 

He chuckled, shaking his head and allowing himself to look over his team but his eyes landed on his
fiance and the ring that glinted in the lights of the jet. Jack paused, noticing his look and smiling
softly. 

“You okay?” Duke asked, the cocky smile on his face falling. 

Jack nodded but it was Belov that spoke before him. 

“Stop flirting,” the Russian groaned, rolling his eyes and kicking away Jack’s chair.  

“Way to ruin the moment, Belov,” Zac said, grabbing Duke’s shield and hanging it on the weapons
rack.  

The feed’s audio was overtaken by laughter from both jets, making Duke smile as he relaxed back. He
held up a hand after a moment, his face falling and he nodded to Zac, “We got anything on Wraith
yet?”

“No, sir.” He shook his head, “Gone with the wind, as per usual.”

Duke nodded with a sigh, “I want you all on his ass the instant he steps out of the shadows again. I
wanna strike before he has time to reset.” 

“Got it,” Jack said, “We’ll resupply on the Alliance and head back to the States.” 

“I’ll meet you on the ground.” Duke winked at him. 

He grinned, “Love you.” 

“You guys,” Rafael whined, running a hand down his face, “Are so gross.”

Duke rolled his eyes, nodding to each of them, “See you soon. Fly safe.”

You carefully pressed the fuse back into place, your eyes flicking between it and him to make sure
you hadn’t hurt him. You licked your lips, backing away from it before looking up at him, “Wiggle
those fingers for me, Soldier Boy.” 



His arm clicked slightly before his fingers began to move. They curled perfectly into place before he
relaxed. 

A sigh of relief huffed through your nose, “Perfect.”

Bucky smiled, his eyes following you as you carefully replaced all the wires before you slipped the
panel closed. He flexed again as you gathered all of Tony’s tools and put them back in his kit. 

As you did, Bucky’s metal arm curved around your waist and pulled you back into him. 

You chuckled, turning in his arm to face him as he sat up and pulled you between his legs.  

“Thank you,” he hummed, wrapping his other arm around your back. 

You giggled as his fingers played with the hem of your shirt, threatening to slip beneath the fabric,
“You’re welcome.” 

“I love you.” He grinned, tugging you against him as he craned his neck to press his lips to your
jawline. You sighed softly, allowing him to slip his hands up your shirt as he nipped lightly at your
neck. 

You pushed away from him after a moment, shaking your head with a small smirk, “You’re pushing
your luck, I’m still mad at you a little bit.”

Bucky raised a brow, pushing himself to his feet and towering over you. He backed you across the
room, staring down at you and grinning as your back hit the wall. His lips met yours in an instant as
he caged you between his arms. 

You moaned lowly, your hands gripping onto his tac gear as he deepened the kiss. He tugged your lip
between his teeth, rolling it before releasing it and looking down at you. 

His hands landed on either side of your neck, gently resting here before they slid up to your cheeks.
Your hands landed on his wrists, stopping him from pressing into another kiss. 

Bucky frowned, looking you over quickly before you spoke. 

“I could have lost you,” you whispered, pulling his hands away from your face as you frowned. 

But he smirked, shaking his head, “It’s harder to get rid of me than that.” 

“Bucky, I’m serious,” you started with a sigh before his hands found their way to your waist and he
lifted you off the ground. 

Tell him. 

A squeak left your mouth as he hauled you across the room and set you on one of the tables before
pressing himself between his legs.  

“I know you are,” he mumbled, grabbing the backs of your knees to tug you toward him before
bending over you. 

You giggled, laying back against the table as he dipped his lips to your neck, “James…”



“What?” He smirked, raising an innocent brow before his lips crashed onto yours again. His metal
arm snaked around your back, lifting you to meet him a little easier while his other hand kept your
knee anchored to his waist. 

You need to tell him. 

You breathed him in, your fingers sweeping through his hair as you pulled him against you before you
pushed him away, “Behave. We need to talk.”

Bucky sighed, pulling away from your lips and pressing his forehead against yours, “I’m sorry. I
know you want me to come home and I know I don’t owe anybody anything but…I wanna help. I
wanna get rid of Wraith. And…I knew him. I want to—I need to figure this out. Ghost knows me.
Wraith knows me. I know them…but I don’t.”

He paused, kissing you softly before he released you from his grasp and set you upright, “I remember
so much and I remember more and more every day but I don’t remember them. And I wanna
remember them. I wanna figure this out. Whether it’s good or bad. I need to know.”

You know. Tell him.   

You opened your mouth, smiling sadly as you tried to speak but your breath caught in your throat. 

You needed to tell him. He wanted to know, you knew that but the ‘what if's' began racing through
your head. 

What if he hated you? What if he left you? What if you lost him?

You took a deep breath, reaching up to cup his cheek, “Just tell me next time, Soldier Boy.” 

Bucky smiled, leaning down to kiss you and mumbling into your lips, “I can do that.” 

Hypocrite…

You ignored the voice, grabbing his tac suit and pulling him against you. He grunted, a smirk pulling
to his face as you wrapped your legs around his waist. His arms curled around your back, cradling
you against him as he deepened the kiss. 

Bucky’s tongue darted past your lips, earning himself a moan from you before the two of you froze.

“What did I say?” Tony snapped from the doorway, his hands over his eyes again. 

“Tony,” you mumbled as you flushed, “I—”

He didn’t let you finish, pointing to the door, “Out. Out!”

Bucky released you in an instant, his flesh hand grabbing yours and tugging you to your feet. He
whipped his metal arm around, recalibrating it as the two of you went darting past Stark. 

Pulling you along with him, you sprinted through the Tower. Down the stairs, through the kitchen, and
down the hall before Bucky paused. You squealed, suddenly sent twirling in his arms before he hauled
you back to his chest and kissed your forehead. 

“Thank you,” he murmured, pulling you into a hug.  



“Anything for you, Soldier Boy.” 

Wraith sighed, stretching his legs as he stepped out of the elevator and onto the roof. He pulled off his
helmet, dragging his fingers through his hair as he looked out over New York City. A hum crackled
through his throat as he strode across the rooftop, his eyes glued to the building that rose into the sky
in front of him. 

The one with the massive ‘A’ hanging from the top. 

A wicked grin curled to his lips as he turned back to his assistant, holding out his hand and
immediately receiving a tablet. He cleared his throat, tapping the thing until it pulled up his
connection into Stark’s system before he slunk his way into Aftermath’s. 

He sighed, watching as the blips of two jets flashed over the Atlantic, heading in his direction.

“Do we have a location on Agent Cavanaugh?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder. 

“Heading to the Avengers Compound with Captain Rogers.”

Wraith quirked a brow, tapping at the screen to track her progress, “What about Libra?”

“He’s still in the city.”

“Do we have an ID?”

His assistant nodded, handing him a file, “Sergeant Duke Dugan. The rest of their team is still hidden
behind the firewall. Once we start our attack, it’ll fall like dominos. Knowing their names won't
matter.”

Wraith flicked through the file before nodding and grabbing an earpiece from his pocket, “Team One,
ready. Team Two, standby. Team three, you’re on deck. Let’s have some fun.” 
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Flashback : The Sword of Damocles

Chapter Summary

“Доктор Новак хочет поговорить с вами,” he said with a hiss, pressing you against the metal
until you yelped.

Doctor Novak wants a word with you. 

You whimpered, trying to push away from him before a pair of men grabbed your arms.

“Get off me!” you shrieked, weakly fighting back against them as they started to drag you away.

One of the men scoffed, rolling his eyes as he held you steady before a gunshot rang through the
battlefield. It pierced between his eyes, dropping instantly as a pair of boots thudded across the
top of a Humvee and a man flew to your side. He continuously fired, downing men all around
him.

“Don’t you touch her!” Danny snarled, popping off shots before shoving the other man holding
you away and drawing a knife. He twirled it through his fingers, jabbing upward and stabbing
the man under the jaw. He threw him away as he went limp before shoving you to the ground out
of the way as another man clawed to get you.

“I said,” he repeated himself, firing off double taps in each of their chests with a feral growl,
“Don’t you fucking touch her.”

Chapter Notes
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i ain't gonna lie to you, i cried writing this. i sobbed so hard i cried off my waterproof mascara
three days in a row sooo....

Do me a favor, yeah? Read this responsibly. I don't wanna get no more dms or reactions like 'i
ugly cried inside a cafe and it's all your fault' aight?

Or do...and whatever...
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Now, maybe this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the
beginning. 

You knocked your head against the headrest, relaxing back with a sigh as the Humvee continued on
into the desert. The sound of the engine filled the cabin, the humming drone drilled through each of
you. 

Danny sat next to Oliver. He leaned back, kicking up his legs to rest them on your knees with a smirk.
He chuckled lightly, barely audible over the vehicle as it surged forward. His smirk curled wide into a
grin as you rolled your eyes. 

He winked at you before leaning to the Commander, “Where to next, Commander?”

Weston glanced up at him before nodding to Walsh, “Where’s Stark?”

Ollie shrugged, snatching his laptop from his backpack and setting to work as the Commander popped
a cigar from his pocket into his mouth and lit it. 

“His mansion is on the West Coast,” Oliver started with a hum, his fingers flying over the keyboard,
“His current location is iffy but I’ll find it.”



You smiled, relaxing back and closing your eyes. 

You were going home. Kind of. 

A quick stop to interrogate a lousy billionaire, then you were home free. 

For at least a bit. 

Then you had a to-do list. Take Stark’s lead wherever it took you. Figure out who the hell the Ace of
Spades was. And figure out Business Suit Man’s connection, then take him out too. 

And then…who knew? You could go anywhere. You could do anything. 

Turner tapped your knee, pulling your attention from your own head. He leaned in, dropping his voice
so only you could hear it, “You don’t think Stark is behind this, right?” 

“I dunno.” You shrugged, “He’s a fuckin’ genius, though. And they do call him the Merchant of
Death.”

“A playboy genius,” he clarified, “He’s too busy drinking and getting it on to be dealing with
terrorists.”

“Ew. I really didn’t need that mental image, Johnson.” You rolled your eyes, scrunching your nose in
disgust before shaking your head as you peeled dried mud off the heels of Danny’s boots. Leaning
over, you blew sand off the toes and brushed off the rest as Ollie spoke up again. 

He finally glanced up from his laptop, his eyes flicking to Weston, “Stark’s current location is in New
York.”

“There’s your position, Captain.” The Commander nudged Danny with a smirk, puffing on his cigar
and shimmying back in his chair. He took a long drag, smoke tendrils swirled from his nose and filled
the cab, shrouding you in a haze. 

You grinned, tapping Danny’s feet with a delighted hum. 

It had been almost a year since you’d been home. Danny had said he’d take you anywhere you wanted
to go. New York City wasn’t the worst starting point for a vacation. Turner could go home to his girls
and, no doubt, he’d drag you and Danny with him before the two of you meandered back to New
Eden. 

Plus, there wouldn’t be any disguises and no surprises. You wouldn’t have to blend in and you
wouldn’t have to watch your back as closely. 

You took a deep breath, coughing on the cigar smoke that hung in the air but sighing in relief
nonetheless. 

Until Oliver’s posture changed. 

He’d been working on his laptop the entire time, his brows furrowing with every keystroke before
they knitted together in confusion. 

You frowned, glancing out the window as dust billowed against the horizon. Your gaze flicked back to
Ollie. 



“Walsh.” you couldn’t help but snap, earning everyone’s attention, “What’s wrong?”

“We…” He trailed off, licking his lips nervously before he looked at Weston, “Sir, we have a
problem.”

You straightened as Danny's boots flew off your lap and thumped on the ground. He leaned forward,
looking over Ollie’s shoulder as he began smashing the keys. 

“What is it, Walsh?” Weston barked, still puffing on his cigar, undisturbed, as he folded his arms over
his chest. 

“Our communications just went out!” Ollie yelled, his fingers still frantically striking the keys. 

Danny frowned, his eyes flicking to you before he gazed out the window. His entire body tensed, his
jaw clenching as he tore his eyes from the desert and back to you. 

You followed his gaze, watching the dark cloud on the horizon grow. 

“Get them back up,” the Commander ordered, his cigar hanging from the corner of his mouth. 

“I can’t! Everything’s gone dark.” Ollie shook his head, “We’ve been jammed!”

Your eyes narrowed, watching the dark cloud phase into hardened shapes. They were barreling toward
the caravan, a dusty haze shrouding them in a thick blanket. 

“Stop,” you mumbled, your heart dropped as you began undoing your straps. You tried, pushing past
all of them to the driver, trying to get him to stop, “Commander! We have to stop.”

“Mi amor, what is it?” Danny asked, his head snapping in the direction you were looking before his
face fell. He understood in a second, his eyes narrowing to slits as he lunged forward.

“It’s an ambush—”

A whistling shrill cut through the air, the trail of an incoming rocket soaring through the darkening
sky as Danny managed to curl an arm around your waist. 

He yanked you into him the instant the rocket hit, his hand snaking up your back and cradling your
neck as he tucked your head to his chest and the Humvee rolled. The rocket blast was deafening, it
echoed through the cab and sent a violent shudder through the metal holding everything together. 

You held onto Danny for dear life as glass shattered all around you. His grip tightened, hugging you
close as the Humvee rolled once…twice…three times before coming to a stop on its wheels. 

The vehicle groaned as it landed back in place, the tinkling of glass clattering to the ground was
overshadowed by coughs as the dust settled and smoke began to fill the cab. 

You cracked open an eye, finding yourself safely in Danny’s arms as he sat back up in his seat. He
pulled away from you quickly, both his hands cupping your cheeks as hazel eyes flashed over you.

“You okay? Mi amor?” he rasped, wildly looking over your and thumbing your temple. He frowned,
shaking his head as he pressed his palm to your forehead, “You’re bleeding.”

You smiled lightly, coughing on smoke as you slipped from his grasp and pressed your lips to his,
“I’m okay.”



“Ay, my beautiful idiot.” Danny leaned into you, deepening the kiss before pulling away with a scowl,
“New rule—”

“Seat belts?” Turner coughed, clicking off his harness with a grunt.

He nodded, furrowing his brows and pulling you back into him, “Regla cincuenta y dos: use siempre
el cinturón de seguridad.” Rule 52: Always wear your seat belt.

You hummed a scoff, pulling away from him and kissing his cheek, “I’ll add it to the list—”

You were cut off by the sound of gunfire ahead of you. Jumping off of Danny, the entire team hit the
floor. 

“Let’s go!” Danny snapped, throwing off his harness and crawling to the door. He pushed against it
with his shoulder and growled to himself when it didn’t open before resorting to kicking the thing
open with a grunt, “Go, now!”

You nodded, pushing yourself to your feet and holding out your arm to Oliver as the Commander
picked his cigar up from the floor and put it back between his teeth, “Ollie! Grab my rifle!” 

He tossed it to you in less than a second, gathering all his gear as you stepped out into the mayhem.
You winced as a bullet went whizzing past your head and you ducked back against the Humvee.
Snapping your rifle to your shoulder pocket and firing back as Weston, Turner, and Ollie darted out
from the vehicle. 

“Move! Move!” You kept firing, counting rounds as your team darted for cover and more soldiers
from neighboring transports swarmed into the desert, “Troops, take cover!” 

Another flinch tore through you as one of the soldiers fell, his back pelted with gunshots before he
collapsed to the desert floor. Clenching your jaw you returned more fire, carefully making your way
to cover with your team. 

Danny darted behind it the same time you did, ducking as an explosion sounded further down the
caravan. He puffed a breath, tugging you down with him and nodding to the Commander. 

“Captain,” Weston yelled, glaring at the gunfire then at him, “Talk to me.”

“I got tangos coming from all sides. Heavily armed. Took down two trucks already,” he yelled back,
recoiling from a barrage of bullets. 

“Where the hell did they come from?” Turner spat, snatching his medkit from Ollie and slinging it
over his back. 

“Doesn’t matter!” Ollie said, wincing away from oncoming fire as he snapped on a pair of
headphones, “We’re surrounded.”

“Get communications back up and running,” Weston ordered, ducking away from whizzing bullets,
“We need reinforcements out here.” 

Ollie nodded, scrunching his nose as bullets kicked up dust all around you, “Yes, sir.”

You yelped as a bullet went whistling past your ear, ducking down before returning fire at the
shadows moving through the dust as it began to swirl. 



“We’re sitting ducks out here, boys,” you said, frowning as your rifle jammed and you ducked back
into cover. You checked the chamber, popping out a damaged round before cracking the slide.
Another round crunched into place, immediately jamming the weapon again. 

You frowned, tossing away the weapon and letting your eye snap to a fallen comrade in the middle of
the firefight. Glancing to Danny, he followed your gaze before he nodded. 

“Move fast, mi amor,” he said, pulling a pistol from his side, “I got your back. Go.”

You darted into the chaos, diving to the fallen soldier’s side and relieving him of his weapons. You
rolled behind another vehicle, tossing back a pistol to Turner before returning fire with the newly
acquired rifle. 

“Gonzalez!” you snapped, flinching out of the way of a bullet hitting the metal in front of you,
“Ready?”

“Ready.” He nodded again, eyeing you before he popped up from behind his cover, “Move.”

You moved back into the fight, dodging fire before you dove back beside your boys. You grunted as
you hit the ground, coating yourself in sand as you looked up at the Commander, “We need a plan,
boss.”

Weston nodded, taking a deep drag on his cigar and exhaling. He opened his mouth to say something
before Oliver spoke up. 

“Sir, there are troops under heavy fire on the Delta Transport.” He lowered his headphones, glancing
about the group as Danny nodded. 

“That transport has more supplies on it,” he said, checking his weapon as he glanced up at Weston, “If
we get there, we can at least make a stand.” 

Another deep drag of his cigar and an exhale. Light tendrils of smoke twirled from his lips, mixing
with the darkened smoke that billowed through the battlefield, “Where is it, Walsh?”

“Three trucks ahead of us.” 

Weston licked his lips, his jaw setting into place as an explosion sounded behind you, rumbling the
ground, “Get us there, Gonzalez.”

“(F/N), take point. I got secondary cover,” Danny ordered, adjusting his scarf over the lower half of
his face, “Everyone else, fall in behind. Johnson, we got wounded everywhere.” 

“Got it.” Turner nodded. He pressed his back against his cover before popping up and grabbing the
attention of some fellow soldiers. He let out a shrill whistle, waving for them to follow him, “Hey!
Get injured to the Delta transport. Let’s go. Let’s go!” 

“Walsh, get the gear,” Weston growled, flicking away his cigar, “Dig in, soldiers. Kick some ass.
Aftermath is go.”

You took a deep breath, ignoring the sting of smoke in your lungs and dust in your eye as you pushed
your rifle into your shoulder and brushed in front of the group.  

“Let’s go, kids,” you grunted, gathering other soldiers with you as you moved in tandem with Danny,
“C’mon. Go. Go. Go.”



You and Danny worked together, watching each other’s backs as you moved. He would cover you as
you moved before you ducked behind a transport and waved him on. Your finger was on the trigger as
he stepped behind you. 

Danny patted your shoulder as he reached you, signaling you to move again. 

You led them through the fight, feeling your way through the billowing smoke and the swirling sand.

The wind had picked up, howling between the transports and bringing with it the screams of the
battlefield. It curled underneath the sand and sent it into the sky. The horizon was camouflaged in the
shifting desert and Dust covered the sun like thick clouds, cutting off the light and leaving you in an
unsettling darkness.  

Ghostly figures darted through the haze of smoke and dust, their forms outlined by explosions and
muzzle flash. They boxed you in, keeping you securely on your route through the mayhem. 

Explosions rumbled through the wreckage, sounding like thunder while the snapping of bullets onto
the vehicles spattered like rain.

You paused again, resting your shoulder against a transport as Danny’s footsteps echoed behind you.
His hand landed on your shoulder, holding you back for a moment as he thumbed your uniform before
you glanced back at him. 

“You okay?” you asked, glancing back at him and meeting his gaze. 

His eyes softened as they met yours, the rest of his face covered by a green shemagh, “We need to get
outta here. Now.”

“Working on it,” you hummed, pressing your forehead against his, “This isn’t helping.”

Danny scoffed, lowering his scarf and pressing a kiss to your cheek, “Oops.”

He patted your shoulder, nodding for you to continue and taking your place. 

“Gonzalez!” Weston shouted from behind the two of you, “Watch your six!” 

You swung around, your finger already pulling the trigger by the time you stopped. A bullet from
your weapon went sailing past Danny’s head. 

He hadn’t even bothered to turn around, he knew you would be there for him as an enemy soldier
slithered through the vehicles. 

Danny smirked, wrapping his face again, “Nice shot, mi amor.”

“Thank you,” you hummed before nodding to him as more soldiers rounded the caravan and into your
eye line, “Heads.”

Another shot, your finger itching on the trigger as a gritted grin curled to your lips. You turned again,
looking over Ollie’s shoulder, “Walsh, to the left.”

He yelped as you loosed another bullet, hitting the man behind him as you turned to Turner, “Turner,
duck.”



You swung around once more, ready to protect Weston but your eyes were drawn to the trio of bodies
that laid at his feet, “Commander…you’re looking great, sir.”

You lowered your weapon with a scoff as he nodded proudly to himself and holstered his pistol. 

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” 

You hummed in response, flinching as you raised your weapon once more and fired a shot over his
shoulder, “Forgot one.”

Weston glanced behind him with a shrug, “Didn’t want you to get bored, girlie.”

“I appreciate that, sir—”

“I hate to break this up but we’ve got more guys comin’ toward us,” Ollie said, scowling at the dust
on his uniform before he produced a stack of radios from his pocket, “Here.”

He tossed one to each of you. You glanced at yours before clipping it into your belt, “Delta Transport
shoulder be—Grenade!”

A screech tore from your throat as a canister rolled in between your group. 

All five of you darted in different directions, scrambling for cover before it detonated. 

“Holy shit,” you snapped, blowing away a puff of smoke and adjusting your grip on your rifle. You
popped back over your cover, glaring at the man who had tossed the explosive before shooting him in
the chest, “Fuck you.”

Dipping down below your cover, you crawled to the man’s side with a glare. Your fingers wrapped
around his weapons, taking them for your own before you stole back into the shadows.

You hid for a moment, counting rounds and holstering the man’s pistol before darting into the fray. 

You took a single step into the battle before a yell came through the smoke

“Incoming!”

You dove back into the sand, the shrill whistle of a rocket warning you, a little too late, of its arrival. 

It shrilled over the top of you, impacting a pair of vehicles behind you and flinging them through the
air. 

“Delta Transport down!” Danny’s voice echoed through the storm, “We gotta keep moving.”

Scrambling to your feet, you followed the sound of his voice and found them again. 

They all looked a little worse for wear. Their black combat suits were covered in dust and soot and
their chests heaving. 

“I got your back,” you said, wiping beads of sweat from your brow, “Everyone move!”

Danny nodded with a cough, gesturing at the group of soldiers behind him and taking off with Ollie
and Turner. 



Weston stayed by your side, his weapon securely in his shoulder as he let out short bursts of fire into
another group of men running toward you. 

“This could have gone better,” you grunted. 

Weston rolled his eyes, “No shit, Sherlock.”

You shrugged playfully, chewing on your cheek as you swung around to watch his back, “I’m just
saying—whoa!”

A man darted out from the shadows, knocking away your rifle with a snarl. You let it go, frowning as
it went flying before you narrowed your eyes at the man. 

You leaped at him without a thought, stepping out of the way of his fists before launching an attack. 

Left. Right. Uppercut.

You kicked out his knee, sending him to the ground before you upholstered your pistol and finished
the job with a single shot. 

Weston smirked, nudging away the man’s body with his foot and watching him drop to the ground,
“Atta girl.”

You smirked, wincing out of the way of another man before snatching his collar. You swung him
around, disorienting him before flinging him in front of the Commander. 

Weston raised his rifle, watching the man stumble before taking the shot. 

You grinned, rolling your shoulders, “Way to go, old man.”

“Watch it, kid.” he scoffed, before pulling his radio out of his pocket, “Tower, tower, come in. This is
Commander Mikhail Weston on the M215 convoy, we are under attack and are requesting
reinforcements—”

He stopped, listening to the static that answered him. He sighed, pocketing the radio and turning to
you. 

“Damn,” he muttered with a shake of his head, “They must’ve jammed us good. We gotta get a signal
out and get the hell outta Dodge.” 

“Got it,” you said, retrieving your rifle and slinging it over your shoulder, “Find Walsh, get shit done.
Easy.” 

“Easy.” Weston nodded, “Move. Get Walsh.” 

“Affirmative.” You turned from him before pausing. Swinging back to him you gestured to the bodies
that were on the ground, “You do got this, right, old man?”

“Obviously,” he chuckled, “I’ve been doing this since before you were born, girlie.” 

You smirked, turning away from him before his voice rumbled over an explosion.

“Stick to the shadows, girlie,” he said, popping a new magazine into his rifle.

“They’ll keep me safe.” you hummed, “Rule Six.”



He nodded with a scoff, “Rule Six. Move.”

“Yes, sir.”

You darted away from him, sprinting into the havoc. 

The wind was getting stronger. It was hot, almost molten, as it ricocheted between abandoned
vehicles and broken transports and it carried the smell of smoke and gunpowder. 

It burned to breathe, igniting pain in your lungs with every breath you took. 

You held back a cough, continuing further into the battle before you were thrown off your feet. A
form barreled into you, knocking the air from your chest. The instant you hit the ground, a barrage of
bullets sounded beside you. 

You growled, trying to throw the person on top of you off before you paused. You peered up at bright
hazel eyes and smirking lips as a green scarf was tugged out of the way. 

“Hi,” Danny crooned, sitting fully on top of you, “Whatcha doin’?”

“Lookin’ for Walsh,” you said, knocking your head against the sand with a roll of your eyes before
you flitted your hand over him, “Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” he hummed, “I like the view from up here.”

“Daniel.” You raised a brow, patting his thighs quickly and smirking as he begrudgingly rolled off of
you, “Thank you.”

“Whatever,” he grumbled, reaching down to help you up, “Nos vamos a tomar totalmente esas
vacaciones después de esto.” We are totally taking that vacation after this. 

“You’re telling me.” You nodded with a sigh, your eyes flicking over his shoulder as you raised your
pistol, “Duck.”

Danny flinched down and you took the shot a second later, downing a man that popped up behind
him. He scoffed, coming back up slowly and setting his hand on your waist. Pulling you into him, he
stole a quick kiss. 

You moaned against him before pulling away, “Now’s not a good time, Daniel.” 

“No time like the present, mi amor.” He shrugged with a sly grin before nodding over your shoulder,
“To your left.”

You slid away as he pulled his sidearm and took down two men that came up behind you.  

“I have to find Walsh,” you said, earning his attention, “We need to get communications back up and
running.”

Danny sighed, rolling his eyes before a growling snarl overtook his features. He shoved you against a
transport, shielding you from an onslaught of bullets. He softened a moment later, wrapping his arms
around you and resting his chin on your head. Humming as more gunfire echoed around you, he
pressed a kiss to your temple before nodding to himself. 



“And…” Danny trailed off, waiting for a break in the firefight. He loosened his grip, turning you in
his arms and pointing to a clean exit, “...Go.”

He pulled both his sidearms, covering your escape before you paused. You pulled your own weapon
and provided cover for him as well. 

A scoff huffed from his throat as he moved with you.   

“This would be a lot more fun if we had EVAC coming.” you hissed, waiting for him to get into a
good position. 

“You’re tellin’ me.” He nodded, adjusting himself before pushing you away, “Go. Get us out of here,
mi amor.”

You ducked down, sprinting past him and leaving him in the swirling dust.

A cough wracked through your chest, your lungs finally having enough of the acidic smoke. You
paused, leaning against a vehicle to catch your breath. 

The smoke was getting thicker. It billowed through the mayhem, shading friends and foes.
Camouflaging them from view. 

But there was a glint of metal in the distance that caught your eye. A silver shimmer amidst the
chaos. 

No. 

He wasn’t here. Why would he be here?

Your brows furrowed before you shook your head.

You were paranoid. Maybe a little oxygen-deprived. The adrenaline coursing through your veins had
you on pinpricks. 

Your heart began to pound, fear suddenly racing through you at the thought of him being there. 

He wasn’t here. 

And you had to move. 

You tore your gaze away from the metallic shimmer and sprinted into the firefight. You pushed away
your panic, darting into battle with a growl. 

Soldiers fell all around you, explosions and bursts of gunfire downing each of them. 

You flinched as a round tore through your abdomen and you dove behind a transport truck. Blood
poured between your fingers as you pressed your hand against the wound with a groan.

“(F/N)!” Turner exclaimed, appearing from the smoke and sliding behind your cover in a cloud of
dust, “You okay, baby?”

His hands fluttered over the oozing wound before you waved him away, “Don’t worry about it, take
care of somebody else. I gotta move.”



“You’re bleeding out, (L/N),” he warned, ducking out of the way of an onslaught of bullets, “At this
rate you only have—”

“Johnson,” you said with another dismissive wave of your hand, “Take care of somebody else.”

“What are you so stubborn?” he sighed, leaning back against the transport tensely. He pulled his radio
from his pocket, “I finally got in touch with some EVAC choppers, they should be here any minute
now.”

“Some use the rookie is,” you sighed, dodging the debris from a nearby blast.

“Eh, he’s just a little shellshocked is all,” Turner breathed before coughing on dust, “Ain’t used to the
firefight.”

“Better get used to it soon,” you grunted, popping out from behind your cover to loose a few rounds,
“This is what we do.”

“Damn straight,” he grinned before tilting his head towards the sky, “Well, will you look at that.”

The roar of Apache Helicopters echoed through the sky with glorious thunder. Their blades cleared
the sky for a moment before they dipped down into the darkness. 

“The cavalry has arrived.” You smiled weakly as Turner fist-bumped you, “We might actually make it
out of this one.”

“What’re you talking about, girlie?” Turner questioned with a playful glint in his eye, “We always
make it out alive—”

A whining rocket came whizzing into your peripheral, the sound barely audible over the battle. 

“Turner!” you shrieked, realizing it was coming straight for you, “Cover!”

Your scream was cut off as the rocket impacted in front of you. It threw you through the air, flinging
you into a vehicle. You fell to the desert floor, covering your head as a twin rocket went off and sent
debris shooting your way. 

A screech left your lips as a pair of shrapnel pieces bit into your leg. You gasped in pain, curling in on
yourself and applying pressure to the wounds. 

Your ears were ringing, the sound of battle muffled as you rolled to your stomach and worked your
way to your feet. The taste of blood flooded your mouth, you sucked it between your teeth before
spitting it into the sand before sinking to the ground. 

Smoke crept through the area, replacing everything it touched with death as the dust settled and your
hearing returned. 

But, as the haze settled, Turner’s screams didn’t. Pained wails chilled you to the bone, sending a
shudder through your body as your panic returned. 

You were barely able to see him, your eyes watery and foggy as you crawled toward his form. The
jagged shard of metal sticking from your calf caught on a rock as you moved to his side, the glass in
your thigh dug deeper into the flesh. 

“I can’t feel my legs!”



His shriek pierced above the sound of gunfire.

There was so much blood. It was barely visible on the black of his uniform but it stained his skin.
Your sticky hands clasped onto his.

He gritted his teeth with a whine and a hiss, “Tell my wife and kids I love them.”

“Don’t be so cliche, you’re gonna make it,” you croaked with an unsure nod. Your eyes searched
frantically for a way to get him out, “I’ll get you outta here.”

“Now who sounds cliche?” Turner managed a chuckle, tears streaming from his eyes as he accepted
his fate. 

The helicopters circled above you like vultures, raising swirling clouds of dust toward the darkened
skies.

“They’re gonna land, buddy.” You nodded to them as the firefight resumed, “We’re gonna get you
home.”

“They don’t got the cover to land, (F/N),” Turner murmured, his eyes fluttering wildly trying to stay
open, “Save yourself.”

“Fuck you.” You rolled your eyes as you dropped to the ground beside him to avoid machine-gun fire,
“For the last time, I’m not gonna let you die out here.”

Your heart stalled as Turner’s hand went limp and his eyes rolled to the back of his head. Fear pooled
through you, watching the man that had saved your life countless times fade away. His breaths were
uneven, the damage done to his body too much for you to comprehend. 

“Don’t worry, buddy,” you muttered to yourself as your eyes flicked to the sky, “I’mma get you outta
here, I promise.”

Throwing yourself to your feet, you clasped your hand around the wound in your thigh and swung
your rifle into your hands to rattle off a few rounds at the men that came around the corner. You bit
your lip. 

You were out of ideas. Until a chirp came from where Turner was laying.

There was a radio clipped to his vest.

You threw yourself across the sand, snatching the radio from him.

“This is Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N),” you shouted, curling out of the way of a barrage of bullets, “I need
EVAC, I’ve got a man down.”

“Negative, Lieutenant. Landing isn’t an option.”

You rolled your eyes as you rolled behind a toppled humvee and crawled through the broken window
to sift through the contents.

“Then don’t land,” you barked, your hand wrapping around what you were looking for, “Just send me
a basket.”

The line went silent for a moment as you crawled back to Turner’s side.



“Only one can fit in a basket.”

“I know,” you rolled your eyes again as you loaded the flare gun you had found with shaky hands,
“Just send me the fucking basket.”

“Lieutenant, what is your location?”

“Right fuckin’ here,” you growled as the flare gun popped into the sky.

“Affirmative, Lieutenant. We’re en route.”

You hauled Turner over your shoulder, flinching at the groan that tore from his throat. Keeping your
eyes to the sky, you ducked behind another vehicle.

The basket lowered slowly from a helicopter that came closer.

Another groan sounded from Turner.

“It’s okay, buddy,” you murmured, taking a deep breath before darting into the fray, “Almost there.”

Another bullet tore through your leg, but you didn’t stop. The basket was in reach.

You threw the straps out of the way and heaved him into it. Straightening him out, you strapped him
down and stepped back. His hand shot out, eyes fluttering as bloodied fingers gripped your wrist.

“What about you?” he managed to slur.

“Package secured,” you yelled into the radio with a sly grin and a wink as you ignored him, “Get the
hell outta here, all of you.”

“Affirmative, Lieutenant.”

“(F/N),” Turner slurred, shaking his head, “No. Don’t—”

“We got this, Johnson.” You nodded, watching as the basket began to rise, “We’ll find you.”

He nodded slowly, his eyes drooping as he was raised out of your sight. A knot twisted in your
stomach as the helicopter lifted above the haze and disappeared. 

What if…this was it? What if that was the last you’d ever see of him? What if he didn’t make it to
help in time?

You shook away the thoughts, wincing at the trickling liquid that dripped down your leg. 

You had to get out of there. You had to find your team and leave. 

You had this. You always had it. 

A glare spread across your face as more enemy soldiers ducked into the fight. You pulled your last
pistol from behind your back. You downed a pair of them in seconds, your jaw setting into place as
you pushed away the pain and continued through the fight. 

Dipping down, you stole another rifle and a pistol. 



You dove behind a transport, dodging bullets in a cloud of dust and smoke. A yelp left your throat as
another volley rang out. They hit the rig you were hiding behind, the metal tinging in a sharp rhythm
and sending sparks shooting into the air. They danced in front of your face before being carried in the
wind as the helicopter EVAC you called in retreated. 

You watched them for a moment, before swallowing thickly. 

Your only good way out of this was gone. Now, things were going to get tricky. 

A gritted grin spread across your face. When was anything you did ever easy? 

“Lieutenant!” Ollie screeched, making you flinch as he came flying through the debris toward you.
He dove toward you, fear in his eyes and dust and ash covering his face. He rolled across the sand to
your side, ducking behind you as you swung your rifle toward the men chasing him. 

You fired off double taps, hitting each man center mass before lowering your rifle. 

“Thank you—” He breathed with a sigh of relief before you cut him off. Grabbing his collar, you
dragged him back against the transport and out of the way of another barrage of gunfire. 

He yelped, grabbing onto you as the two of you huddled together behind the vehicle. 

“Where’s Johnson?” he asked, hiding behind you with a wince as a blast threw up debris behind you. 

You didn’t answer, gritting your teeth with a shake of your head before you shoved him down. He
curled up behind the transport as you popped up to return fire before kneeling by his side, “You
good?”

“You know,” he nodded slowly, shaking only slightly as he hugged a charred laptop to his chest and
rolled out from behind the vehicle, “I think I’m finally getting the hang of this.”

You chuckled, watching his back as the two of you wove through the firefight to find Danny and the
Commander.

Ollie stuck behind you before he paused in his step, watching you limp through the sand and catching
sight of the two shrapnel pieces sticking from your leg, “What the hell happened to you?”

You shook your head, waving him off and changing the subject, “What happened to comms?”

“They’re still down! I had them fixed for a second but they shut us down again,” he said with a growl,
“There’s something keeping us out.” 

You huffed a sigh, stopping to rest next to a transport. You leaned against it heavily, the wounds on
your leg finally getting to you as your chest heaved. You swallowed, pulling a pistol from your holster
and handing it to Ollie, “Take that.”

He hesitated, grimacing at the weapon and shaking his head, “How many times do I have to tell you
—”

“Inside not outside.” You winced with a groan, trying to straighten yourself, “I don't know if you've
noticed, Ollie, but we're outside.”

He sighed, coughing on smoke before pinching the weapon between his fingers. He stared at it a
moment before correcting his grip, “I hate this.” 



“Double taps. Center mass,” you said, pushing off the rig and stumbling to catch yourself as you drew
your rifle, “Stay on my tail. Let’s move.”

He nodded, staying close to you as you moved through the wreckage.

You saw fewer and fewer people. You’d have considered the caravan a veritable ghost town if you
didn’t know there was still a fight continuing all around you. 

You stepped over piles of debris before stopping in your stride with a frown. 

You’d somehow managed to circle back to the abandoned and practically obliterated Delta Transport. 

It had been blown in half. Its contents spilled out into the desert, singed and covered in blood and dirt.
But there was something in a crate that caught your eye. A glint of metal glimmered up at you before
you pulled a semi-functioning tablet from the wreck. 

Looking it over quickly, you shoved Oliver into the wreck; hiding him from prying eyes. 

“Stay here. Stay hidden.” You handed him the tablet, “Get more reinforcements coming. We gotta get
out of here.”

“What about you?” he asked, his brows furrowing as he shook his head, “You’re not looking too
good.”

“I gotta find the others,” you said, slicking back your hair with sweat, “And we gotta find something
to get us out.”

Ollie nodded hesitantly, “Got it. Just, don’t forget about me, okay?”

You nodded, placing your hand on his shoulder before taking off into the carnage. 

Winding your way through the maze of ruined trucks and transports, you placed a hand on your side
to staunch some of the bleeding from your bullet wound. You whimpered lightly, stepping over fallen
comrades as you continued moving. 

A sick feeling crept into your stomach, tying complicated knots as fear crawled into your skin. 

You passed body after body, a sinking feeling aching through you. You half expected Danny or the
Commander to be laying with them. 

But you also knew better than that. 

They were better than that. 

You knew it. 

You also knew you had eyes on you. 

You froze in place, your eyes darting around you as you raised a weapon. A trio of men appeared in
front of you, stepping from swelling smoke before more and more soldiers bled from the dust. 

“Any chance we can talk about this? Eh?” you swallowed, turning in a circle as they surrounded you
and you lowered your rifle. Lifting your hands, your breath caught in your lungs, “No? Okay. Cool.”



None of their faces changed, their weapons trained on you as one of them approached. His hand was
resting on his sidearm, his gaze stabbing into you. 

You expected him to draw his weapon, to finish you off then and there. 

But he didn’t. 

Instead, he knocked away your rifle and grabbed your wrist. 

“What the hell are you doing?” you snapped, pulling away from him and flinching as his grip
tightened.  

You pushed away from him, wrenching away your wrist from him and backing away. 

“What do you want?”

“Ты.” You.

You froze at the snarl in his voice, your gaze flitting over each of them before you understood. 

Afghanistan.

— Black-clad mercenaries stepped into the sand, their eyes raking over the valley before one of them
opened the back door to the middle vehicle. — 

Colombia.

— Business Suit Man quickly made his way through a sea of guards and scientists before
disappearing into a base. You watched him carefully as he did so. The crowd of people parted for him
like a hot knife through butter, casting scared glances at each other behind his back. —

Paris.

— “There is a lot more security than we thought,” you hissed, pressing your rifle to your shoulder, “I
don’t think I brought enough ammo for this.” — 

Tokyo

— Two men were on either side of it, their heads on swivels as they stood guard. They had rifles slung
across their chest and they seemed to flinch at every sudden movement, but they were none the wiser
to your wandering eyes. — 

Dubai.

— The other three were still chatting, but Business Suit Man’s attention was elsewhere. He was
constantly glancing at his watch and then at the three security guards on the far wall. — 

— But it wasn’t them you were paying attention to, it was their guards. There was one in every corner
of the room and three lining the windows. Four were on the roof and there were at least five patrolling
the grounds. — 

Tehran.

— Only a skeleton crew of guards were there, along with the drivers of the trucks helping load the
center trucks of the convoy. You readjusted your grip on your rifle as a pair of guards stalked past you



and you rolled to your toes. — 

You realized in an instant, backing further from him before a mercenary’s hands shoved into your
back. 

They were hired men. 

Hired to get you. 

Business Suit Man. 

You shook your head, ducking past the man and raising your fists as you eyed all of them wildly, “S-
Stay away from me.”

The man scoffed, a smirk curling to his lips before he pounced at you. You yelped, jumping away
from him and blocking a punch. 

Your movements were slow, almost feeling delayed as you tried to keep up with him. Before you
knew what was happening, a hand wrapped in your hair and sent you flying into the remains of a
Humvee. Your back smacked against the metal as you frantically tried to get away from him. 

Instead, he pinned you against the metal. 

“Доктор Новак хочет поговорить с вами,” he said with a hiss, pressing you against the metal until
you yelped. 

Doctor Novak wants a word with you. 

You whimpered, trying to push away from him before a pair of men grabbed your arms. 

“Get off me!” you shrieked, weakly fighting back against them as they started to drag you away. 

One of the men scoffed, rolling his eyes as he held you steady before a gunshot rang through the
battlefield. It pierced between his eyes, dropping instantly as a pair of boots thudded across the top of
a Humvee and a man flew to your side. He continuously fired, downing men all around him. 

“Don’t you touch her!” Danny snarled, popping off shots before shoving the other man holding you
away and drawing a knife. He twirled it through his fingers, jabbing upward and stabbing the man
under the jaw. He threw him away as he went limp before shoving you to the ground out of the way as
another man clawed to get you. 

“I said,” he repeated himself, firing off double taps in each of their chests with a feral growl, “Don’t
you fucking touch her.”

You flinched, covering your head as the last of the men fell before Danny’s strides stalked to your
side. 

“You okay?” He gathered you into his arms, sitting on the desert floor and tucking you safely to his
chest, “Mi amor, look at me. Are you okay?”

You swallowed thickly, shuddering a breath before pulling him into a bone-crushing hug. A sob shook
through you as you held onto him as if your life depended on it. 



Danny’s jaw set into place, he glared at each of the bodies before pressing a kiss to your forehead. He
stooped his head lower, gently nuzzling his nose against yours, “¿Estás bien? Mi amor, answer me.”

You shook your head, pain ebbing through your body the longer you sat with him. Grabbing fistfuls of
his tac suit, you rocked up to capture his lips with your own. He hummed against the kiss, pulling you
against him before pulling away. 

“We gotta get out of here. Now.” He nodded to himself quietly, “We’ll try to get ahold of Turner and
—”

“Turner's not here,” you mumbled, playing with a string on his vest.

Danny blinked, his brow creasing, “What?”

“H-He got hit.” You sniffled, wiping your nose on your sleeve as Danny rocked you back and forth.
He slid off his shemagh, wrapping it around your thigh and tying it tightly, “I got him on an airlift
outta here.” 

“You should have gone with it,” he sighed, pressing another kiss to your sweat-soaked hair.

You shook your head, “I'm not leaving you.” 

“I love you,” he scoffed, gently peeling himself away from you and unfurling to his feet. He reached
down, offering you his hand and helping you up, “Let's get the hell outta here.”

He squeezed your hand, tugging you along with him gently until you found your footing and began
jogging alongside him. 

He led you through the smoke before pointing across the body-laiden field, “There! Jeep. Minimal
damage. Go. Go!”

He pushed you ahead of him, watching your back and keeping his hands on your shoulder to steer you
toward the vehicle. 

“What about the Commander?” you asked, glancing behind you, “And Walsh?”

“We’ll worry about that later,” Danny snapped, his grip on your shoulder tightening, “Just run. Go.
Faster, baby.”

You nodded, trying to get your legs to work before Danny stopped, taking you with him. He yanked
you backward, spinning you to look at him. His eyes were wide, staring at something over your
shoulder.

“What are you doing?” you tried turning, tried following his gaze but he kept you in place as a low
whistle echoed over your head, “Danny we’re almost—”

He cut you off with a kiss, deepening it as you realized what was happening. He tugged you to his
chest, gazing into your eyes. 

“Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle. He
turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—”

Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I—



Danny took the brunt of the blast, shielding you as he hugged you against him. Both of you were
thrown from your feet as two rockets blasted into the desert sand. 

The first threw the two of you away. The second flung debris into the air, separating you from him. 

You were blown from the safety of his arms, landing on the sand as the world began to spin. A dark
shape was barreling toward you, metal crunched and curled underneath itself as you closed your
eyes. 

An involuntary shriek left your lips as an impossibly heavy object landed on your legs. You pressed
against it, your hands finding the metal frame of a Humvee. 

The dust settled slowly as you struggled before you froze. 

“Danny?” you rasped, panicked breaths leaping from your lips as you frantically searched for him. A
scream tore through your throat, “Danny!”

You craned your neck, trying to pry yourself loose from the Humvee before you froze. 

Danny was lying a few feet above your head. Smoke was wafting off his vest, one of his arms was
sizzling with burns and blood. Labored breaths cracked through his lungs as he stared into the sky. 

“Danny?” you tried again, your voice finally catching his attention, “Baby! Baby, please.” 

“Hey, shh,” he hushed you, slowly rolling his head to get a better look at you, “Mi amor. It's okay.
You're gonna be okay.”

You shook your head, beginning to struggle against the vehicle that was pinning you to the sand. It
shifted slightly, rocking further against your legs until your toes began to tingle. A pained scream shot
through you. 

“Hey, hey.” Danny’s soft voice came. You felt a vibration through the sand. He had outstretched his
hand to you, tapping the ground softly. You shuddered a breath struggling a bit longer as he brought
his hand back to him and used his teeth to tear off his glove. He wiggled bloodstained fingers as he
reached for you and you finally took his hand, “Listen to me, mi amor. You're gonna be okay. Look at
me. Baby. Stop.” 

You froze as he growled at you before he coughed, wheezing a breath as he rested his head against the
sand. 

“Deep breaths,” he whispered, squeezing your hand, “Deep breaths. You're okay.” 

You nodded, forcing a deep breath as you stared into the hazy sky. 

The two of you laid there for a moment, matching each other’s breathing as you calmed down before
a wet cough rocked through him. 

“Danny?” you whimpered, trying to get a better look at him and fighting against the weight of the
Humvee again when he didn’t answer.  

The vehicle creaked again, the haunting sound piercing your ears before Danny squeezed your hand
again. 

“Mi amor. Stop,” he wheezed, “(F/N). Stop. Look at me.” 



You stopped, maneuvering yourself to let him see you. 

A pained smile flashed to his face, “You're so damn pretty. You know that?” 

“Danny, I—”

“I love you,” he whispered, “I love you so much.”

“Don’t talk like that.” You shook your head, tears welling in your eyes, “Stop it. Just, stay with me.” 

He nodded slowly, his smile returning before a coughing fit overtook him. He turned away from you,
letting the fit take its course before he wheezed another breath. When he turned back to you, blood
was weeping from his lips. 

Danny swallowed, sucking a hiss through his teeth, “Fuck.”

“Baby?” you asked, “Breathe with me, okay?”

He nodded, clenching his jaw and forcing another breath as he squeezed your hand, “Tell me you love
me.”

“Danny…I—”

“Please.” he shuddered another breath, “Please, mi amor. Tell me. I wanna hear it.”

You swallowed, licking your lips before letting the words slip from your mouth, “I love you, mi
amor.”

“One more time.”

“I love you so damn much, Daniel,” you sobbed, letting tears fall freely down your cheeks, “I love
you so, so much.”

He scoffed, squeezing your hand with a cocky smirk, “I love you more.”

You managed a light chuckle, keeping his hand securely in yours as the battlefield went silent. 

“Danny?” you asked, trying to keep yourself calm, “Stay with me. Please?” 

“Always, mi amor,” he whispered with ragged breaths, gently stroking your hand with his thumb,
“Always.” 

Danny took a deep breath, staring into the sky as the two of you fell into silence. 

The smoke began to clear after a few minutes, the rumble of explosions and the crack of gunfire
fading away. 

You gently squeezed his hand every so often and he’d squeeze yours back reassuringly.

Relaxing back into the sand, you settled into your fate. 

It was over. Unless reinforcements could get there in time, you were dead. No one would be able to
get the Humvee from your legs. No one would be able to free you. 

But…Danny. 



There was still a chance. 

If medical EVAC came back or if reinforcements made it, they could help him. He just had to hold on
a little longer. 

You coughed, squinting as the dust storm finally lifted and the sun cut through the haze. You licked
chapped lips, your throat dry as you swallowed and adjusted yourself before freezing. 

A pair of footsteps were running through the wreckage, growing closer and closer by the second. 

You squirmed, letting go of Danny’s hand and grabbing the pistol that was hanging onto your waist.
Flicking off the safety, you raised the weapon and let your finger slide to the trigger before stopping. 

Commander Weston came running around the corner, he glanced around the sight before his sights
fell on you.

“Commander?” you croaked, sitting up slightly as he approached. 

He looked haggard, struggling for breath almost as much as you were. His arm hung limply by his
side, blood dripping from his fingers as he came closer. 

“Oh…” he muttered, shaking his head, “(F/N)...”

He paused in his step, his gaze flicking to Danny as he sighed before he turned his attention to you. 

“Let’s get you outta here, girlie.”

“No,” you snapped, shaking your head and pointing to Danny, “Help him. Please. Help him.”

Weston swallowed with a frown before he nodded, walking past you to look at Danny. 

The instant he stooped down to inspect him an onslaught of gunfire pierced through the silent
battlefield. You flinched, accidentally flinging away your pistol as the Commander’s back was filled
with bullet holes. Your fingers instinctively intertwined with Danny’s again as the gunfire continued
before it stopped. 

“C-Commander?” you whimpered, watching his eyes glaze over as he stutter-stepped back. His breath
was caught in his throat as his jaw dropped and he fell to his knees. 

Weston stared blankly into the horizon for a moment before releasing a final breath. He fell face-first
into the sand as blood poured down his back. 

You sniffled, biting your lip as tears rolled down your cheeks. 

“Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor? I’m
scared. Stay with me, please?”

His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.”

“I love you,” You sniffled, closing your eyes as the sun began to heat the desert again. It was searing,
almost as painful as the weight of the Humvee on your legs. 

It was exhausting. 



Your eyes felt heavy as the adrenaline in your veins faded away, leaving you fully aware of your pain
but little else. Your mouth was dry, the blood on your temple cracking and reopening the wound
there. 

The sound of your tattered breathing overtook the silence. You whined softly, trying to free yourself
once more before accepting it. 

It was over. 

You were done for. 

This was it. 

You bit your lip, squeezing Danny’s hand again and closing your eyes. 

At least you were with him. You’d be buried in the sand together. By each other's side. Forever. 

The idea was comforting, lulling you to relax as the sun beat down on you. 

Your peace was shattered by the sound of voices and fear as it clawed its way back into your system.
A scuffle was happening further in the caravan as a fleet of engines sailed through the sand, coming to
a stop behind you where you couldn’t see them. 

You took a deep breath, steadying your breathing as heavy boot falls fell from one of the vehicles.
You could feel the steps through the sand as they came closer and you closed your eyes. 

If you were lucky, they’d make it quick. If you weren’t…well…you didn’t know what would happen
then. 

You expected the sound of a firearm clicking off the safety or the sound of a knife being unsheathed. 

What you didn’t expect was a foot kicking your hand away from Danny’s before an arm wrapped
around your waist and helped you sit up. You yelped, the Humvee digging into your legs as you
struggled against the man behind you before you gave up. 

“Stop,” you muttered, “Please—”

Your words caught in your throat as a metal arm slithered into your line of sight and placed itself on
the Humvee. Every last bit of your attention fell on it as it clicked into place, the plates humming and
whirring. 

Metal Arm Dude.

You’d never seen it up close. Not when it wasn’t trying to kill you. 

He adjusted himself behind you, his flesh arm wrapping securely around your waist. Bracing himself,
he pressed against the Humvee with a muffled grunt. The metal creaked and groaned before it began
to lift. 

A pained yelp broke from your lips, the sudden relief of pressure almost as painful as the weight had
been. 

He grunted again, adjusting his grip on you and sliding you out from underneath the vehicle. You tried
to help him, trying to get your legs free as nausea began to build in your stomach. 



Tears ran down your face, sticking to the dirt and soot that stained it.

He released you as you worked with him, adjusting so that both his hands could steady the vehicle
and you could free yourself. 

The instant you were out of the way, he dropped it back into place. But, by the time he turned around,
nausea had worked from your stomach to your throat. 

You puked. 

The bile from your stomach stung as you coughed it up. You heaved a breath, spitting out the rest
before you were yanked backward. 

“No!” you shrieked, your voice cutting through the desert in a slurred yell, “Lemme go!”

Metal Arm Dude rose to his feet, taking you with him as you thrashed in his arms. He grunted as you
elbowed him in the nose and his grip tightened. 

You hissed another scream as adrenaline shot through you. You managed to bring your knees to your
chest, yelping at the pain before you threw yourself away from him. 

“Danny!” you screeched, squirming out of the man’s hold and back to the desert floor. You turned on
the man in an instant, kicking out his knees before crawling back toward Danny. You fumbled through
the sand, reaching for Danny’s hand, “Please, wake up! Mi amor! Please! I need you!”

You managed to reach him, your fingers threading into his vest as you shook him. He didn’t respond,
staring up into the sky as a metal arm curved around your waist. 

“No!” you snapped, elbowing him before he could get a good grip and drawing a knife you had
stashed in your boot. You turned on him, the knife sinking into his thigh before you twisted. You
turned back to Danny as more sets of footsteps came running to the soldier’s aid. 

A hand grabbed your ankle, ripping you away from him. You rolled to your back, kicking one of the
men in the face and squirming away from him before a hand wrapped in your hair. It yanked you to
your feet, earning a yelp as you fought against him. 

“Останавливаться,” Metal Arm Dude snapped as another grabbed your arm, “Отпусти ее.”

Stop. Let her go. 

They didn’t listen to him, dragging you back before a pair of gunshots rang out. The two men dropped
you, letting you fall back to the desert floor. 

One of the men fell immediately, staring blankly into the dust as the other clutched at his chest. 

“Он сказал не причинять ей боль,” the soldier spat, striding across the sand and stepping over you,
“Это были его приказы.”

He said not to hurt her. Those were his orders. 

His metal arm wrapped around the man’s neck before snapping it. 

You flinched, watching the man’s body drop before you clambered back to Danny.



A metal arm curved around your waist, tugging you back the instant you reached him but not before
your fingers wrapped around Danny’s tags and ripped them loose.

“No!” you screamed, fighting against him and kicking his knee again, “You can’t just leave him!
Please! Danny, get up!” 

The soldier adjusted his hold on you, his metal arm snaking around your neck and holding you
securely. 

“Let me go! Please!” you sobbed, trying to free yourself as Danny’s tags clinked in your hand, “You
have to help him!”

He didn’t answer. Instead, you felt a prick in your neck. You shrieked as the soldier threw away a
syringe and held you steady. Flailing against him, your legs gave out from underneath you. 

He held you up as your eyes grew heavy and you relaxed in his arms. 

“Please,” you begged him in a whisper, “Please…don’t leave him.”

His grip on you loosened as he dipped down to curl his arm under your legs and pull you into his
arms. 

“What did you do?” you slurred, trying to stay away. 

“Он хочет, чтобы ты был жив.” He wants you alive. 

You whimpered, your eyes fluttering and Danny’s tags slipping from your grasp and falling back to
the sand as the man began to take you away. 

The world was spinning as he walked toward the line of trucks that were waiting for him. He gently
set you in the backseat of one of them before leaving you behind. 

You shook your head as he walked away, trying to take in your surroundings. Another man was
slumped in a seat in front of you, Ollie’s fiery hair giving him away as blood dripped from his nose. 

You opened your mouth, trying desperately to find your words before you collapsed down on the floor
of the vehicle. 

And everything went black. 

The Soldier glanced behind him as one of his men slammed the door to the truck shut before he
turned his gaze back to the battlefield. 

Most of the dust had cleared but stacks of smoke still billowed in the air, a distress signal for anyone
looking for the fallen soldiers. Flames licked over vehicles and bodies but he felt nothing.

He took a slow step back across the sand before he knelt down, his eyes still glassing his surroundings
as his fingers wrapped around the necklace the woman had taken from the man. His gaze flicked to
him, his brows furrowing as fleeting recognition flashed through him before he shook his head and
turned to one of his men.

“Возьми их всех.” 



Take them all. 

His men nodded, ducking in front of him as the Soldier raised the necklace to his eye-line. A pair of
tags swung on the chain, clanking against each other. 

Captain Daniel Gonzalez. 

But they weren’t what caught his attention. 

No. 

It was the gold band and diamond ring that was attached to the chain and glinting in the sun, jingling
together. 
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Wraith Revealed

Chapter Summary

Wraith smiled. The grin that curled to his face was rabid, the darkening look billowing through
his eyes enough to chill his assistant to the bone as his gaze flicked over the screen.

A car he’d tracked to Upstate New York was waiting for its cue.

A truck moved downtown, so close to its position it almost hurt.

A jet was soaring ever closer to the mainland, perfectly on target.

And a plot of land in the southern United States was just waiting for him to move.

He sucked a hiss through his teeth before a chuckle rumbled through his chest and he reached for
his radio. He cleared his throat and settled down on the couch.

“Go.”

The word growled through his chest and a shuddered shiver shook through him as he reached to
the coffee table, pulling out his mask.

But, then again, it wasn’t his helmet.

No.

It was a carbon copy. Something he’d spent a lot of time reverse engineering. Something that
matched the suit he’d been staring at for months and he’d spent ages recreating.

It was sleeker, matte black with a shiny visor.

And, spray-painted across the side in grey paint…

GHOST

Chapter Notes

Hello everybody 😈 

 

This is it. The moment you've all been waiting for.  

 

I'm going to give you this warning only once. Do not go to the 
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The saddest thing about betrayal is that it never comes from your enemies.

Wraith hummed to himself, settling back in his chair as a grin spread across his lips. Raking his
fingers through his hair, he propped his feet up on the coffee table in front of him and sighed as the
sun crept up over the horizon. 

It glittered and glanced off buildings, bathing the city below him in light as blaring traffic circled his
building. 

His eyes narrowed to a squint as the sharp light pierced through the curtains. Wraith paused,
scrunching his nose before rolling out of his chair and ducking through the room. Throwing open the
door, the entirety of the city greeted him.

His grin returned in an instant, his teeth flashing in the sun as he strode to the edge of the building. 

It fell the instant his phone chimed in his pocket. 

Wraith groaned, shoving his hand into his pocket and plucking out his phone as he hopped up onto the
parapet and he began to pace. 



Dr. Novak

“What do you want?” he growled, marching down the side of the building and back again. 

“What are you doing?” the Doctor asked, his voice laced with something Wraith couldn’t quite
place. 

It was sharper than usual. 

It was almost acidic…

He sounds almost vexed. 

Irked beyond all belief. 

He was annoyed. 

Wraith’s twisted smirk curled to his lips again at the thought as he crooned, “Nothin’, what are you
doing?”

Merek sighed, the sound enough to paint a picture of what the man looked like at that exact moment
in Wraith’s mind, even though he was halfway across the world. 

He was pinching the bridge of his nose, twirling his glasses through his fingers as he always did
behind closed doors when he was annoyed. His hair would be a mess and his grey suit jacket would
be discarded across the lab. 

“This wasn’t part of the plan,” Merek seethed, the drum of his fingers against his desk echoing to
Wraith’s ears, “I grow tired of your theatrics, boy.”

A low chuckle warped through Wraith’s throat. 

“Funny,” he scoffed, rolling his eyes as he hopped off the parapet and onto the roof again, his grip on
his phone tightening, “I’m just gettin’ started.”

A deep sigh puffed through Merek’s nose, “Wraith—”

He shook his head, ignoring the old man and lowering his head as he began to pace again, “All of
Aftermath’s Alpha team will be destroyed by nightfall.”

“Listen—”

“(F/N) will be left with no allies,” Wraith continued, his eyes narrowing as a sneer worked to his lips,
“She won’t have anyone to turn to and nowhere to run.”

“You underestimate her—”

He rolled his eyes, the phone clasped between his fingers shattering before he chucked it over the
edge of the building. 

Wraith watched the pieces fall, eyeing them plummet into traffic before he sighed. He rolled his eyes,
taking a deep breath and forcing himself to calm down. Tugging at his hair, he stomped back into the
apartment and slammed the door behind him. 

His assistant flinched from the corner, watching him carefully as he stalked further into the room. 



“Y-You should see this,” he said, cowering back as Wraith prowled toward him. He ducked away
when he got closer, letting him take a closer look at the computer screen that was carefully tracking
all of his targets at once. 

“Aerocell is functioning correctly?” Wraith hummed, glaring at the screen and sending a sharp glance
to his assistant.

“Of course, sir,” he said with a curt nod, “But your marks are converging onto their designated
targets. We need to move soon.”

Wraith smiled. The grin that curled to his face was rabid, the darkening look billowing through his
eyes enough to chill his assistant to the bone as his gaze flicked over the screen.

A car he’d tracked to Upstate New York was waiting for its cue. 

A truck moved downtown, so close to its position it almost hurt. 

A jet was soaring ever closer to the mainland, perfectly on target. 

And a plot of land in the southern United States was just waiting for him to move. 

He sucked a hiss through his teeth before a chuckle rumbled through his chest and he reached for his
radio. He cleared his throat and settled down on the couch. 

“Go.”

The word growled through his chest and a shuddered shiver shook through him as he reached to the
coffee table, pulling out his helmet. 

But, then again, it wasn’t his helmet. 

No. 

It was a carbon copy. Something he’d spent a lot of time reverse engineering. Something that matched
the suit he’d been staring at for months and he’d spent ages recreating. 

It was sleeker, matte black with a shiny visor. 

And, spray-painted across the side in grey paint…

GHOST

You sighed, taking a deep breath and breathing in Bucky’s cologne as you snuggled against him. The
smell warmed you from the inside out, sending goosebumps pricking through you as you pulled the
blankets over you and cracked open an eye. 

The sun was barely drifting into his room, the light glancing off his metal arm, which you hugged
against your chest. Your leg was draped over his, your arm running alongside him before your fingers
clasped with yours. 

You held him close. After the scare of the previous day, you weren’t keen on letting him go anywhere
without you for a while. 



A grumble worked through you at the thought. The fear and subsequent anger that had overtaken you
the day before had melted away to a dull thud in the back of your head.

But…still…

You could have lost him. Wraith could have taken him away from you in an instant. And there wasn’t
anything you could have done about it.  

You squeezed your eyes shut, gently nuzzling your face against the cool metal of his arm with a sigh. 

Fear bubbled back into you. 

Wraith was escalating. You never thought he’d go that far. Nor did you think he’d actually lay a hand
on Bucky. 

Not like that. 

Not like he did. 

What was he going to do next?

Your body tensed at the thought. Your jaw set into place as you hugged Bucky’s arm closer to your
chest, your fingers tightening around his. 

He was unpredictable. You couldn’t tell which way he was going to go or where. 

And it wasn’t helping that your own team wasn’t going to tell you anything. 

You were brought out of your thoughts as warm metal squeezed your hand. You cracked open an eye
to see a pair of clear blues looking into you. 

Bucky smiled lightly, still half asleep as he wiggled his fingers and you released him. He rolled to his
side, sliding his arms underneath you and scooping you smoothly against his chest. He winced
slightly as he did, his metal arm clicking slightly before it settled around you. 

“Hey, beautiful,” he hummed with a rasp, the sound rumbling through his chest as he pressed his
forehead to yours.

“Hey,” you mumbled, sliding your hands up his chest before wrapping them around the back of his
neck. Your eyes wandered back to his arm, “You okay?”

“A little sore.” Bucky shrugged, his eyes still half-lidded, “You?”

You scoffed, shaking your head with a roll of your eyes, “Still mad at you a little—”

You were cut off by his lips crashing to yours, his grip on you tightening until you pulled away. 

Bucky’s tired eyes were gone in a second. They were replaced with a playful twinkle as a smirk rolled
to his lips. 

“Still?” he asked, raising a brow as you blinked yourself fully awake. 

“Bucky—”



He silenced you again. His lips meshed with yours as his hand traveled down your waist, then your
leg before cupping the back of your knee. Bucky hiked your leg over his hip and rolled himself on top
of you before he pulled back.

His playful smirk turned devious as you sucked a breath, “Still?”

You tried again, still practically breathless as you licked your lips, “Buck—”

His lips met yours once again but this time he deepened it. His tongue swept across your lips, earning
himself a moan as he rolled his hips against yours before pulling away. 

“What about now?” he crooned. Bucky pressed another quick kiss to your lips before you could
answer, “Now?”

“James…” You barely managed through breathless giggles, your palms pressing against his chest as
he laid the rest of his weight on top of you.

Bucky hummed, still not happy with your answer. He shook his head, tendrils of his hair tickling your
face as his metal hand gripped your chin and gently rolled your head to the side. He placed a soft kiss
on your cheek, then left a trail across your jawline before he dipped to your neck. 

You bit your lip, the smile on your face widening as he buried his face into the crook of your neck and
pressed kiss after kiss there. He nipped lightly at the sensitive skin before his lips found your ear,
“What about now?”

“A little bit less,” you sighed, sucking a moan through your teeth as his flesh hand snuck under your
shirt.

Bucky pouted, his bottom lip jutting out as his brows furrowed playfully, “Just a little bit?”

You smiled with a curt nod, raising your hand in front of his face and pinching your fingers together,
“Just a bit.”

That was a lie. 

Bucky clicked his tongue, his eyes dragging over your form as he lowered himself on top of you,
“Guess I’m gonna have to try harder, hm?”

You couldn’t stay mad at the damn man, even if you tried. 

Even then, you shrugged. The mischievous smile on your face grew, “You can try…”

Bucky grinned. He took your words as a challenge, instantly smashing his lips against yours and
almost immediately deepening it.

Fuck. 

He felt good. Your body molded to his as he held you in his arms. 

The two of you fit perfectly together. 

You could have stayed there with him for the rest of time, letting the weight of his body on top of
yours calm you down even as he nipped and sucked at every sensitive spot of exposed skin he could. 



Bucky returned to your lips before you could process what was happening. Both his hands traveled up
your sides with featherlight touches that made you arch up into him before his fingers wrapped
around your wrists and pinned them to the sides of your head. 

You whined lightly, squirming underneath him as he rolled your bottom lip between his teeth and
stole away your breath. 

He pulled away breathless, a dazed smile on his face as he released your wrists and reached up to cup
your cheeks. 

A smile worked to your face as he looked down at you before he wrapped his arms around you once
again and rolled to his back, taking you with him. 

You landed on top of him with a huff, your chin resting on his chest as you gaze up at him through
your lashes and he hugged you against him. 

“You still mad at me?” Bucky asked after a moment, his voice barely higher than a whisper. 

You scoffed, slowly shaking your head as you smoothed your hands up his chest. 

No. There was no way in the world you could stay mad at him. 

Not when he looked at you like that. 

The same could not be said about Boone. But, she’d already fled the Tower with Steve in tow and
you’d already decided you’d deal with her later. 

But him? Bucky? You were too in love with him to let anger cloud your mind for more than a second
with him. 

Not that he’d ever let you stay mad at him. 

Tell him. 

But could he stay mad at you?

He couldn’t…could he?

You’d spent so much time with him, helping him come to terms with being the Soldier, surely he
could accept that you were…not who you said you were. He said he wanted more answers, after all. 

And you had all of them. 

All the gaps in his memory could be filled. Every question he had could be answered. 

But every time you opened your mouth to speak—every time you managed to gather the courage to
tell him—your words were lodged in your throat. 

You sighed, defeated, as you laid your head on his chest and listened to the steady beating of his heart.
He held you steady, his thumbs massaging soft circles into your hips as your breathing synced with
his. 

Your eyes fluttered slightly, the chill of his body relaxing you until you had almost drifted back off to
sleep as the cold rays of morning light began to bleed through the city. 



A content hum rumbled through your body as you breathed Bucky in, just about to fall back to sleep
when he shifted underneath you. 

Cracking open an eye, you watched him reach to his nightstand and glance at his phone. A frown sank
across his face as he looked at the screen. 

Your face mirrored his, “What is it?”

“Stark,” he said simply, squeezing your sides before you slid off of him. 

“What does he want?”

Bucky shrugged, scooting to the edge of the bed and flinging his legs over the side, “Somethin’ about
a meeting.”

You raised a brow, your eyes narrowing as you glanced out into the early morning that was barely
glancing off the city, “At this time of day?”

“He gets random bursts of energy now and then.” Bucky slid off the bed, stretching as he ran his
fingers through his hair and he winced again. He sent a glare to his metal arm, tenderly flexing it as he
shook his head, “Likes to drag us into shit.”

You grumbled a pout, earning yourself a smirk from him as he leaned back over the bed and placed a
kiss on your forehead. 

“Relax,” he hummed, gently thumbing your cheek, “You’re invited too.”

“Yay, me.” you sang with a roll of your eyes as he scoffed and strode to his dresser. 

You watched him leave, eyeing his perfect form before he disappeared into the bathroom and you
slowly rolled out of bed. You paused as a voice rolled through your head.

Tell him.

Shaking your head, you glanced toward the bathroom and pulled out a pile of clothes from your duffel
bag before slipping them on. Your dog tags jangled as you did. 

Tell him.

You sighed. 

There was a part of you that knew it was time. That your lies had overstayed their welcome. 

But there was a part of you that didn’t trust yourself not to spin another lie. Your lies had become an
integral part of you. They were a load-bearing column in your story that, if you broke, would fall and
bring everything you had worked so hard to build down with it. 

Even then…you had to tell him.

You swallowed, pulling on your jacket and fixing your hair before slowly turning. 

Bucky hummed to himself, shaking out his hair and pulling on a shirt before he paused. His gaze
flicked over you as he nodded in confusion.

Tell him…



“You okay?”

A shuddered breath managed to wrack its way through you as you licked your lips and slowly
nodded, “I need to tell you something—”

You were cut off as the door to his room slammed open and Tony scrambled through. He paused the
instant he stepped into the room, covering his eyes before yelling, “I hope you two are decent but,
Jason Bourne, we need to have a chat.”

Bucky frowned, glancing between the two of you before he nodded to Stark, “Give me a minute.”

Tony nodded, backing out the door and hitting his shoulder on the frame on his way out. 

Bucky wrapped an arm around you, pulling you to his chest as he looked down at you, “What is it?”

— “You better hope I don’t find him. I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after
you and all your little friends. And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to
watch me kill you.” —

You swallowed, shaking your head slowly as your heart began to pound, “Nothing. Don’t worry about
it. It can wait.”

He raised a brow, glancing over you once more before pressing a kiss to your temple and taking your
hand as you hid a frustrated sigh. 

Bucky led you out of his room, the two of you ducking through the hall before pausing at the common
room.  

The furniture had been spread out against the walls, one of Tony’s holotables from the lab had been
dragged down into the center of the floor and FRIDAY was currently analyzing a video feed. 

Natasha and Clint were perched together on the far side of the room, whispering to themselves as they
went through a stack of files. 

Wanda, Pietro, and Vision were on the opposite side of the room. Vision was staring intently at the
video feed while Pietro was dozing on the couch and…Wanda…

She was wide-eyed, trying to keep her composure as best she could but nearly falling apart the second
she saw you. 

You frowned, tucking yourself against Bucky as Sam and Rhodey ducked into the room with another
holotable.

Bucky cleared his throat, leading you further into the room, “What’s going on?”

“We’re gonna get to the bottom of this Wraith situation,” Tony said smoothly, quickly plugging in a
drive to the new holotable and typing in a string of commands, “Once and for all.”

Natasha nodded, flinging a file toward Bucky as he plopped the two of you down on the couch next to
her and Clint, “And there’s only one way we do that.”

“We get to the bottom of Ghost.” Clint clicked his tongue with a nod, reaching over to hand you the
file in his hands. 



You slowly opened the cover, blanching as stills from a security camera in Paris showed off your old
suit. Your eyes flicked to Wanda and you took a deep breath with a nod, forcing a reassuring nod and
relaxing back. 

Boone grumbled to herself, rolling over in an empty bed with a growl as her brows furrowed. A flurry
of goosebumps ran across her body as she realized her own, personal heater had left her alone in bed.
She sucked a hiss through her teeth, the glare on her face deepening as her bare feet hit the carpet and
she snatched the blanket from the bed. 

She wrapped it around her like a cloak, groggily wandering through Steve’s room and out the door. 

The entire Compound was eerily quiet. The sun was barely beaming through an overcast sky and a
low mist had worked its way to the grounds. 

But Boone was undeterred, even if the weather looked like complete shit, she had her own paradise
sitting on the couch…sipping his coffee…completely focused on the sketch pad that was balanced on
his knee…

She pouted…only slightly deterred before a twisted grin curled to her lips. 

She waltzed into the living room before pouncing at him, earning herself a sharp yelp as Steve tried to
save both his coffee and sketchpad. 

Boone splayed herself across his lap, hugging her blanket tighter around herself and burying her face
in the couch. 

“Hey!” Steve screeched, precariously balancing his sketchpad and coffee, “Montana!”

Boone hummed a chuckle, mumbling into the couch, “Dessine-moi comme une de tes filles
françaises, New York.” Draw me like one of your French girls, New York.

Steve scoffed, shaking his head and placing his sketchpad on her back. He leaned down, gently
running his fingers through her hair before pressing a kiss to her temple. 

Patting her head, he wiggled his legs, “Off.”

“No,” Boone whined, the pout on her face deepening as she jutted out her bottom lip and looked up at
him with the saddest eyes she could muster, “You left me.”

Steve rolled his eyes, trying to peel her off of him as she curled onto his legs, “It’s not my fault you
stayed up until three am and slept in until noon.” 

“It’s not even noon yet,” she snapped, batting away his hands as she rolled over and folded her arms
over her chest, “And you left me.”

He took a deep breath, letting it out with a hum as he shoved his arms underneath her and pulled her
against his chest. Boone smiled to herself, laying her head on his shoulder as he set her beside him
and handed her his coffee mug. 

She still had her legs over his as he set his sketchbook down and turned to a new page. Steve glanced
down at her, curling a finger under her chin and tilting her up to look at him before pressing his lips to
hers and setting to work. 



Had she not met him, Boone never would have thought him an artist. Nor would she have expected
him to be as good as he was but he continuously impressed her. 

She soon lost herself in watching him work. She listened to the soft scratch of his pencil against the
page and his fingertips dragging shadows in the graphite.

Boone sighed, kissing his neck and relaxing as her eyes fluttered closed. 

It would have been relaxing if there wasn’t something constantly eating at her. 

— “What the actual hell is this?” —

Boone winced. 

The look on (F/N)’s face was almost enough to kill her on sight. She was lucky to make it out of the
room with her life. 

Even luckier she survived until Steve came to rescue her. 

She wouldn’t be surprised if (F/N) was in the middle of plotting to kill her right that second…along
with every other member of the Alpha team. 

Nah…she wouldn’t do that. 

Boone scoffed to herself, cracking open an eye to catch a glimpse of Steve’s sketch. A smile erupted
across her face before she could stop it. 

It was the beginning of a portrait and the eyes were hauntingly familiar. 

Boone placed a kiss on his cheek, “I wasn’t serious.”

“Hm?” he hummed, twirling his pencil through his fingers, “You said you wanted me to draw you
like…”

“I was kidding—”

Boone froze, her eyes narrowing at a light chime that came from the other side of the room. A laptop
was opened on the kitchen counter, its screen flickering and glitching with…

The Ace of Spades. 

She jumped up before she knew what she was doing, spilling Steve’s coffee and flinging his
sketchpad across the room. 

“Hey!” Steve cried, clambering across the room to pick up the mug and tripping over the blanket
Boone left in her wake. 

She ignored him, the sound of his voice becoming distant as she reached the laptop. 

The screen continued to flicker as Boone’s fingers floated over it in confusion. Her eyes darted to the
wire that was plugged into the side of it, her fingers wrapping around the cable and following it to the
source. 

The case from Prague. 



“No, no, no,” she mumbled to herself, a frantic tone overtaking her voice as she returned to the laptop
and began typing. 

“Montana, what’s wrong?” Steve asked, stopping by her side and trying to follow her as she wound
her way into the computer. 

“Y-You didn’t give this back to the Russians?” Boone looked up, her brows knitting together as he
shrugged. 

“I don’t know what Stark does—”

“Shit.” she cut him off, digging further into Ace’s code. 

The launch codes were gone, the one thing Stark had done right. But…the case. 

On the outside, it looked like dummy code but it was a homing beacon. When it was plugged into
Stark’s system, it signaled to another system. One that wormed its way easily into Stark’s mainframe
and then…

And then it bled further. 

“Oh, my gods…” Boone whispered, her throat closing up as she realized the extent of the damage. 

“What is it?” Steve’s eyes flicked to her. They widened as she paled, his hands found her waist as she
swayed on her feet, “What’s wrong?”

It embedded itself into Stark’s system, using it as both an anchor and a springboard to propel itself
into…

“Montana,” Steve said, his voice deepening to catch her attention, “What’s wrong?”

“He’s in our system,” she choked, bracing herself against the counter as her mind began to race, “Ace
knows everything. Wraith knows everything.”

Duke drummed his fingers on the steering wheel of his truck, his eyes glaring at the traffic that
surrounded him. 

He hated New York. 

The traffic. The sound. The way there were way too many people crammed in the space. 

He grumbled to himself, wishing he was back in New Eden where the most annoying thing he’d have
to face was Hank lecturing him on the right and wrong way to fly a plane. Even though the man had
never left the ground before. 

Duke knocked his head against the headrest and closed his eyes before his phone went off. Cracking
open an eye, a smile leaped to his face. 

“Hey, handsome,” he hummed, pressing the phone to his ear and slowly creeping his truck forward
before traffic stopped again. Duke growled, impatiently tapping his fingers in time to the radio.

Jack scoffed, the roll of his eyes evident in his voice, “Good morning.” 



“Where you guys at?”

“Over the Atlantic,” he said, “We’re about five minutes from the coast. You?”

“Stuck in New York traffic,” Duke sighed with a low huff, “I’m gonna be late.”

“As per usual.”

He chuckled, shaking his head before his face fell. 

— “You're already planning?” —

— “We've been together forever, ain't no reason to wait, right?” Duke shrugged, before taking off his
gloves and jumpsuit. He muttered under his breath, “Especially in our business.” —

He wouldn’t lie, he wasn’t as punctual as most people but he knew what Jack was referring to. 

Duke swallowed with a groan, he knew they needed to get a move on. The sooner they got hitched,
the sooner he could stop worrying about planning a wedding and planning for Wraith’s next move. 

He sighed again, “I’ve been talking to Amma.”

“Yeah?” Jack hummed, “And? What’d she say?”

“Says her lilac bushes are blooming in the backyard, perfect for a wedding,” Duke said, a small smile
working to his face at the thought, “And she’s got some lights to hang from them.” 

A content sigh came from Jack’s end of the line, “And she’s got that nice view of the sunset.” 

“And good weather for the next few weeks.” 

He chuckled, the sound was music to Duke’s ears, “She’s gonna make the cake?”

“Already got her recipe picked out.” Duke nodded, flipping off a car that cut him off, “She’s practiced
twice already. Says that the third time is going to be the charm.” 

“She didn’t have to do that.” 

“Yeah, well, I think she likes you more than she likes me.” He shrugged, forcing himself to take a
deep breath and relax as traffic came to a standstill.  

“Probably,” Jack laughed, “You’re a dick.”  

Duke clicked his tongue with a roll of his eyes, “Hey—”

“I’m kidding.” he cut in before he could complain, “I love you.” 

“I know,” Duke said softly, “And, I’m ready if you are.”

“I’ve been ready for a long time, dumbass.” Jack scoffed. 

Duke could practically see the wry smile that played on his face and the way he raised his brow in
sarcasm. 



He was well aware he took a long time even thinking about a relationship with Jack, let alone
allowing himself to get as far as they had. But Jack had always been there, had always allowed him to
take it at his pace. 

And Duke loved him for it. 

“Yeah…I know,” he mumbled, continuing to cruise through traffic, “I love you.”

He smiled, continuing to move slowly through traffic…

Unaware of the black truck that was carefully following behind him.

Wraith smiled to himself, practically bouncing to his feet as all of his points moved into their position.
A bomb was set, his trucks were moving, his SAMs were waiting for his mark, and a quintet of
rockets was ready when he was.

The door beside him swung open and a soldier took a careful step inside, adjusting his suit. He
nodded to him, “We’re ready, sir.”

He nodded, a wicked grin etching crookedly across his face, “Hunt them. Track them. Kill them. All
of them.”

You took a deep breath, hugging Bucky’s arm to your chest and laying your head on his shoulder. You
were practically clinging to him, hopelessly trying to ground yourself as Tony prepared a timeline on
the holotables and Scott made popcorn. 

He offered you some on his way back into the room, smiling warmly despite the lack of a formal
introduction between the two of you. You shook your head, sending a small smile his way as you
returned to your thoughts. 

Boone wasn’t there to cover for you or the rest of Aftermath. Tony had planned it that way. They were
going to fit as many pieces into the puzzle as possible without her interfering. 

But they didn’t know you were holding a few of the pieces as well. 

A majority of the pieces, really. 

Well, actually, one person knew.

You let your eyes wander to Wanda. She had proven herself to be a good liar but she wasn’t as good
as you. 

And she knew that. 

You didn’t know how much longer she could keep it up. 

But her posture had changed in the minutes it was taking Tony to drag the whiteboard from his lab
into the room while Barton passed around different files and Sam whispered in Rhodey’s ear. 

You sucked another breath, trying to relax against Bucky as he looked over the file he’d gotten from
Romanoff. 



Tell them.

No! You shook your head at the thought. 

You wanted to tell him not them. You’d spent ages working up the courage to tell him in private, not
in front of an audience. 

Sure, they’d find out eventually, but you wanted to at least break the news softly at first. Then you
could deal with the fallout of the Avengers finding out with Bucky standing by your side. 

But, this? Now? Nuh-uh. 

Every fiber of your being was telling you to keep your mouth shut. 

“You two,” Tony grunted, towing the giant whiteboard into the room and tapping it with a pen, “First
Ghost sighting. Go.”

Natasha nodded, “Paris.”

“We were hunting down a bioweapon together,” Clint said, fanning himself with the file in his hands. 

Tony hummed, writing Paris on the whiteboard before plugging in a command for FRIDAY, “Face or
name?”

“Just Ghost.” Natasha crossed one leg over the other, watching FRIDAY bring up SHIELD’s file and
a map of Paris.

Clint tossed away the file, cocking his head to the side, “Wore the mask the whole time until he threw
himself into the Seine.” 

— “Glitch, acknowledge,” you said again, more urgency in your tone. You watched the vans drift
onto the street behind you, the dimming street lights illuminated the raindrops falling on the road. —

— “Glitch, permission to activate Phoenix Protocol.” — 

“SHIELD found the mask later.”

“And Ghost sent the vial of the bioweapon back to us,” Clint continued, “Came outta Barcelona.”

Tony continued writing some notes down on the holotable before quickly scrawling Barcelona onto
the board and FRIDAY connected the two places. 

“Next.”

“Dubai—” The Archer said, pinching the bridge of his nose, “He almost killed Natasha.”

No, you did not, you blinked, arching a brow. You had everything under control in Dubai. It was them
that always got in the way. 

“No, he didn’t, Barton,” Natasha growled with a quick shake of her head, “He killed our assets before
moving to Beirut. Then Belgrade, we ran into him in Rome. That’s where he almost killed me.”

That’s true, you nodded slowly before stopping yourself and hoping no one saw as Clint continued on
without you.



“Then Buenos Aires and Mexico City.” He ran a hand down his face, “He left a trail of blood in his
wake.” 

Tony nodded, writing down each place you had been as FRIDAY came up with a map and probable
route you would have taken.

One that wasn’t even close to the one you had taken.

“And then he goes off the radar. Until…”

“Sokovia,” Pietro said from across the room, his arms folded over his chest as his eyes flicked over
FRIDAY’s work.

Stark turned to Wanda, pointing his pen at her, “And you don’t have anything for me?”

“I told you.” she swallowed nervously, fiddling with her fingers, “I didn’t know what I was doing
then.” 

Tony raised a suspicious brow, “And you do now?”

“Watch it, Stark.” Pietro snapped at him, his eyes narrowing to a dark glare as she cast a wayward
glance at you. 

You took a deep breath, glancing around the room. The walls seemed to be closing in around you. 

You felt suffocated. 

You glanced up at Bucky, watching him take in all the information he could before you finally nudged
him gently. He tore his eyes away after a moment, looking down at you worriedly. 

“You okay?”

“I really, really need to talk to you…” You whispered, squeezing his hand and glancing back around
the room. 

“Okay, I just—”

“Hey! I’m sorry, Maximoff! Chill!” Tony cut in, backing away from Pietro as he rolled to his feet,
“Moving on—”

“Wait. Wait.” Bucky held up a hand, much to your surprise. He nodded to the board, “The Winter
Soldier met Ghost in Afghanistan and…somewhere else. But I can’t place the location…”

You froze, watching as both Clint and Natasha turned to him and began taking notes. 

“Went up against his team, too,” Bucky continued, “They were terrifying.”

Terrifying? He thought they were terrifying? He thought you were terrifying?

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You felt nauseous, bile bubbling in your stomach as Bucky told them everything.



You glanced at the door, hoping beyond all hope that Boone would waltz into the room and put a stop
to everything. Or, maybe, that you’d get a call from Duke and you’d be able to take off into the city
without looking back. 

“We got a timeframe?” Stark asked, cutting through your racing thoughts. 

Bucky shook his head, thumbing your hand, “I’m still working that out.”

Tony nodded, turning back to the board as Bucky tapped your side. 

“What is it?”

You opened your mouth to speak. To let everything come pouring out but your words caught in your
throat again. 

And…there was a change in the air. It was like you could taste a building energy; like you could feel a
buildup of dangerous static. 

“N-nothing…” you said slowly, “It’s not important.”

Bucky frowned, curling a finger under your chin, “You sure?”

You managed a smile, pecking a kiss to his cheek, “I’m sure—”

“They always talked about black ops soldiers on the bases.” Sam’s voice cut through the chatter, he
leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “Bogeymen. They’d come and go in the shadows,
disappear before you even knew they were there.”

Scott nodded from beside you, shoveling a handful of popcorn into his mouth and whispering to
himself, “Baba Yaga.”

You tucked yourself against Bucky; hiding yourself from the growing story that was unfolding before
you. 

Boone wheezed a breath. She was dizzy, the thoughts ricocheting through her head weren’t organized,
they were frantic. 

Her heart was beating out of her chest and she fought to keep her breathing steady and her mind
focused.

Out of everything that could have happened, this…this was her worst nightmare. 

“What do you need?” Steve’s voice sounded distant; like it was coming from three rooms away even
though he was right by her side. 

“I don’t know,” she whispered, panic building through her system before she smack her fist against
the counter, “Fuck! He’s locked me out.”

Boone brushed past Steve, vaulting over the couch and grabbing her phone from the pile of blankets
on the ground. 

“Athena I need…” She paused, watching the indigo lights on her phone turn red. 



She’d lost Athena. 

Boone swallowed, quickly typing a text on her phone and sending it out through all the emergency
channels she had programmed in. 

Hoping above all hope, it would go through and that Athena’s emergency protocols were activated.

System infiltrated. Evacuate all bases.

She doubled over the instant she hit send, the air in her lungs long gone as she held her breath. 

“Hey. Woah.” Steve’s hand landed on her back, gently rubbing it as she tried to calm herself, “Take a
breath. Montana—”

“A breath? A breath?” she shrieked, turning on him in an instant and smacking away his hand, “
Wraith knows the location of all my bases. All my operatives' lives are in danger, and you want me to
take a breath?”

“Baby, I—”

Boone froze, her eyes widening in horror as she whispered to herself, “All my operatives.”

She frantically searched through her phone, pulling up (F/N)’s chat and sending her a single word as
she slipped on a pair of shoes, “I have to go.”

Boone pulled Steve into a quick hug, grabbing her keys before rolling to her tiptoes to press a kiss to
his cheek, “Love you.”

She swung away, heading directly for the door before Steve’s hand snapped to her wrist and yanked
her back to him. 

His lips met hers in a searing kiss before he pulled away, “Let me know when everything’s okay.”

“I will.” She nodded, quickly pulling away and jogging out the door. She checked her phone as she
rounded the building toward her car, hoping to hell that her warning made it in time. 

Steve frowned, his gut twisting into knots as he watched Boone leave. 

All her operatives. 

His heart told him to run after her, to make sure that she was as safe as she was trying to keep her
agents, his head told him he needed to alert Tony. If anyone could help her, it was him.

Steve took a step toward his phone, only making it halfway across the room before the entire
compound shook.

The sound was deafening. Glass shattered in each of the windows. Walls cracked and shifted in
dangerous arcs. 

Steve was thrown from his feet, landing across the room in a heap as smoke billowed through the
windows. 

He struggled to get up, the ringing in his ears making him dizzy as he stood. 



Boone. 

Steve sprinted out the door, throwing it off the hinges as he ran outside and around the building. 

“Boone?” he screamed, barely able to hear his own, broken voice as flames licked over the side of the
building. He froze when he rounded the corner. 

The car sitting there was unrecognizable. If he hadn’t seen Boone park her McLaren there the night
before he wouldn’t have known it was hers…

Hers.

“Boone!”

“So, if we plan for next Wednesday—” Jack continued as Duke glared into traffic with a roll of his
eyes. 

“Then Boone and her entire family can make it and (F/N) should be back from the Tower by then.”
He finished for him with a nod, hoping to hell Jack was keeping notes because he was not going to
remember this by the time he got to their rendezvous point.  

“What about the Johnsons?”

“Imara will make sure that Turner gets time off and they’ll bring the girls—” Duke started, following
traffic through an intersection before he flinched. 

A black truck went flying through traffic. Running through the light before crashing directly into his
truck. Duke grunted, hanging on for dear life as he was thrown through the intersection and his phone
went tumbling from his fingers. 

Duke blinked as he came to a stop, sucking a pained hiss through his teeth as he released his grip from
the steering wheel. 

“Duke?” Jack’s voice slipped from his phone, barely audible from across the cab, “Are you okay?”

“I…Ow…” He shook his head, feeling a stream of blood drip down his temple as he tried to get his
seatbelt off. He froze, glancing up as another black streak came hurtling toward the back of his truck,
“Holy shit!”

The second truck hit the bed of his truck, sending him lurching forward and into the middle of the
road.

Duke’s head hit the steering wheel, making the world go fuzzy as screams sounded from all around
him. The sound was accompanied by a third engine, one that was aiming directly for the side of his
truck. 

There was nothing he could do, he was already seeing double and his movements didn’t seem real. It
was like he was moving in a dream; like he was no longer completely in control as the third truck
rammed into the side of his. 

And everything went black. 



Jack could hear the screams through the phone, he could hear the crunching of glass and the folding
of metal. He felt his heart stop, his blood freezing in his veins. 

“Baby?” he managed to yell, his voice hoarse as fear pulsed through him, “Duke? Duke!”

He never got an answer. 

Jack tossed away his phone, swinging around in the Command Center and ready to sprint through the
jet before Daedalus One dipped. 

It threw him off balance and he stumbled to catch himself on the wall. 

He hoped it was turbulence but something told him it wasn’t. 

Jack hurled himself out of the Command Center as the lights flickered through the cabin and they
dimmed to red. 

“Strap in!” Jesse screamed from the cockpit as the rest of his team raced to their seats. 

“Hugh!” he yelled, bracing himself against the wall as alarms blared throughout the cabin, “What’s
happening?”

“We’re under attack,” she called, glancing back at him as she banked the craft, “Jack! I need your
help!”

“I see smoke!” Gabe’s voice cried through the comms, the panicked tone forcing Jack forward. 

Missiles.

He leaped into the co-pilot’s chair, strapping himself in and pulling up radar. 

“It’s on your left!” Artie snapped, “Roll! Roll!”

“Hang on!” Jesse yelled, rolling the controls through her hands, “They’re all over me!”

“Launching countermeasures,” Dorian said as Daedalus Two snapped over the top of them, loosing a
round of chaff before the jet pulled away, “Where the hell did they come from?”

Jesse dove as Jack took control of the radar and the countermeasures. 

“Watch your tail, Hugh!”

Jesse rolled again, pulling away from a missile as it went shooting by. 

“Shit!” Zac cried as one of his laptops went flying. 

Belov caught it with a flinch as it hurtled toward his and Raffa’s head, “Дерьмо!” Shit!

“Hadar!” Jack snapped, “We need backup. Take the radios.”

Ari nodded, reaching over to grab a radio and holding it to his lips, “Daedalus One and Two are under
attack. I repeat: we are under attack.” 

“Countermeasures failed!” Gabe shrieked, “We’re out! Get ‘em off us, Hugh.” 



Jesse grunted, pulling back on the controls, “I’m trying! Jack!”

“I can’t just lock onto a SAM, Hugh!” he said, even as he tracked a smoke trail through the sky. 

“Do it!”

“Daedalus One, defending.” Jack gritted his teeth, letting loose a barrage of fire and earning himself
an explosion that Jesse narrowly avoided. 

Dorian chuckled through his ears as Daedalus Two went soaring overhead, “Nice shooting, Tex—”

He was cut off by a smoke trail that went shooting past them before diving back toward the craft,
tearing through one of Daedalus One’s wings. 

The entire jet jerked through the air as Jesse fought to maintain control. 

“Shit!” she screamed, her knuckles tightening around the controls, “Mayday. Mayday. We’re going
down!”

The nose of the jet dipped, sending them hurtling toward the ground. Jesse tried to pull up, tried to
keep the wings steady as Jack did his best to help. 

But it was no use. 

Even though they had time to correct before they hit the ground, they were sitting ducks to the missile
that was heading straight for their nose—

Jack’s breath caught in his throat as the missile multiplied and a trio of them went shooting for them. 

—they were sitting ducks to the group of missiles that were heading straight for them.

The entire cabin went silent, all eyes on the smoke trails that were spiraling toward them. 

This was it. It was over. They weren’t getting out of this one. 

“Keep her steady, Hugh,” Art’s voice came through calmly as Daedalus Two pulled up alongside
them, “You can do this.”  

“What are you doing?” Jesse asked, her entire body shaking as she continued to fight against the craft,
“There’s nothing you can do.”

“Get to the ground,” Gabe said, “And get the hell out of here.”

“No!” Jack shook his head, watching as Daedalus Two began pulling ahead of them, “You won’t
make it!”

“We know,” Dorian said slowly. He took a deep breath, “Keep your wings steady, girl. Get the rest of
them out of this. Captain Hanson, heading out.”   

“This is Lieutenant Gray, see you on the flip side, guys,” Gabe hummed as the jet pulled ahead of
them, tearing toward the missiles, “Good luck.”

“It’s been an honor flying with you, sister,” Art whispered, not allowing his jet a reprieve as they shot
forward, “Agent Hall, signing off.”



“No!”

Daedalus Two darted between them and the missiles, firing the few rounds they had left before
sweeping their jet to the side. 

Jesse’s hands rested on the controls, hesitating as the jet received a broadside of missiles. 

It shielded Daedalus One from the brunt of the attack as Jack snapped forward and shoved the
controls down, sending them into a dive. 

Jesse jumped back the instant they dove, tearing back the controls and trying to control the dive as
best she could. 

“Brace!” Jack yelled, glancing over his shoulder to the rest of his team. 

They had their heads down, holding onto their chairs for dear life as Jesse continued to dive. 

“Jack!” Jesse screamed, “I see smoke!”

He whipped around, his fingers brushing their countermeasures before a missile grazed the side of
their craft and exploded. 

It was too late.

A puff of flames shot through the cabin, bringing with it a mass of shrapnel that went screeching
through the cockpit. 

Jack choked, feeling a stray piece of metal pierce the back of his chair. His eyes darted down, barely
catching the glint of bloodstained metal sticking from his chest before he slumped forward. 

And the jet went down. 

Turner clicked his tongue, looking out over Olympus as he and Ms. Emmerly moved toward the front
of the Hub. 

He pointed across the way, to an untouched grove of trees, “If we expand this way—”

“You run right into the mainline.” Emmerly interrupted, glancing up from the blueprints in her hands
and tapping the mainline with a perfectly painted red nail. She raised a brow with a curt nod,
shrugging as he pursed his lips and rolled his eyes. 

Turner grumbled, tapping his fingers on the wheels of his chair before nodding toward the grove of
trees on the other side of the airfield, “What about—”

He paused as his phone went off. Turner sighed, holding up a finger and plucking his phone from his
suit jacket. 

He paused as a message from Cavanaugh flashed across the screen.

System infiltrated. Evacuate all bases.

“What is it?” Emmerly asked as the look on his face darkened.



Turner glanced behind him, his eyes wildly searching for the closest vehicle, “We need to go—”

He froze, a sound he hadn’t heard in years whistled dangerously over the trees. 

— “I can’t feel my legs!” His shriek pierced above the sound of gunfire. —

His eyes widened as he launched himself out of his chair, latching onto Emmerly and tackling her to
the ground as a rocket shot from the trees toward the Hub, “Get down!”

Edith screamed, covering her head as the rocket impacted the corner of the Hub. 

Right where his office was. 

His jaw went slack before he flinched back to the ground as four more rockets went shooting over the
base. 

One hit the runway. Another, the Zodiac barracks. The other, the Powerhouse barracks. 

And the final…right into the Alpha Two apartments. 

“Oh, my word…” Emmerly whispered, her glasses shattered as smoke started to billow off the base.

Turner scrambled for his wheelchair, the damn thing just barely out of reach, “We have to go! Now!”

His head whipped around as a pair of his soldiers came sprinting toward him. They were covering
their heads, their eyes searching the trees for more enemies before they reached his side.

“Senator Johnson!” one called, grabbing his chair as the other helped Ms. Emmerly to her feet, “Are
you alright?”

“Find my wife and kids!” he yelled, wincing as the Hub began to cave in on itself, “And follow
Cavanaugh’s orders! Move! Move!” 

You finally relaxed back, taking a deep breath as Bucky stopped explaining what happened with
Ghost and him in Prague and turned his attention back to you. He set his chin atop your head and
grabbed your legs, swinging them over his lap as he hugged you to his chest. 

It was almost over. 

Almost. 

You sighed, feeling your phone go off in your pocket and pulling it out. It was another perfect
opportunity to distract yourself from Tony’s rambling story. 

But your blood ran cold the instant you saw the message. 

It was from Boone. 

A single word, in all caps. 

No explanation. No details. 

Just…



RUN

Your body tensed as your eyes flicked around the room. She wouldn’t message you, at least not like
that, not when you were at the Tower. Not when you were with Bucky. Not when one of them could
be watching over your shoulder.

She was risking exposing not only you but herself as well. 

Boone wouldn’t do anything like that. Unless it was an emergency.

Something was wrong. Really, very wrong. 

You glanced up to Bucky, smiling lightly as he loosened his hold on you and turned his attention to
Natasha as she recalled another detail from an old mission. 

Tell him. 

You ignored the voice, your eyes darting around the room as your brain instantly began creating an
escape route. You licked your lips, eyeing the hallway that wound back into the building before
leaning up to kiss Bucky’s cheek. 

“I’ll be right back, okay?” you whispered in his ear, placing another kiss on his temple as you slid
your legs off of his lap. 

Bucky nodded, tearing his eyes away from Natasha and Tony and turning to you with a frown, “Are
you okay?”

“Yeah.” You nodded, holding up your phone, “I just gotta take care of something.”

“Okay,” he hummed, pressing a quick kiss to your lips. As you tried to get up, he held you in place,
“You sure you’re okay?”

You hummed in response and forced a warm smile to your face, “Never been better. I’ll be back in a
minute.”

Untangling yourself from him, you ducked from the room but not before sending a quick glance to
Wanda. 

She watched you leave, her jaw setting into place as you nodded and tapped your temple. Her eyes
flashed red for a moment and you felt her presence in your head for only a second before she
retreated. 

Wanda nodded, trying to relax back as you rounded the corner. 

You walked quickly down the hall, glancing over your shoulder every ten paces to make sure you
weren’t being followed. The second you were sure you were out of earshot, you tucked your dog tags
into your shirt before breaking into a sprint. 

Tearing past Bucky’s room, you ran through the Tower. You wound your way through the maze of
hallways, trying to get to the nearest exit. 

You dipped into an elevator, rapidly pressing the button for a few floors above the ground level.

If someone was coming for you, more than likely, they were coming from the front of the building. 



They wouldn’t expect you to be there too. 

But they’d also be taking the elevator. 

You brushed out of the elevator before the doors opened all the way and you found yourself sprinting
through the Tower again. 

If someone was coming for you inside the Tower, with all of the Avengers there, they knew something
you didn’t know. 

Lowering your shoulder, you slammed into the door for the stairwell, throwing it off its hinges. You
launched yourself down the stairs, vaulting over railing after railing to get down faster. 

You landed in a crouch on the final landing, your chest heaving as you looked around you. Unfolding
yourself, you rolled to your feet and straightened your jacket. Taking a deep breath, you smoothed
back your hair and pushed open the door to the Tower’s main lobby. 

Poking your head out first, you checked the lobby. Even if it was still early morning, the Tower was
busy with people. Tours of the labs and some of the public floors were ongoing, while some of
Pepper’s clientele and business partners were arriving for their meetings. 

You paused, letting your gaze float over every person in the room and access them before you moved.
Everyone looked good. Most were businessmen and women, others were children on tours with their
schools. None looked like the kind that would give you any trouble. 

Taking a tentative step into the lobby you skirted through the room, sticking close to the wall as you
moved before you froze. 

A caravan of black SUVs came to a skidding halt in front of the building, earning themselves silence
as everything inside the lobby whirled around at the sound of screeching tires. 

The doors burst open in an instant and hushed murmurs rolled through the crowd like shockwaves. 

You stepped back, leaning against a desk behind a pair of men as a fleet of soldiers stepped from the
vehicles. They were all armed and decked out in armor, their heads were on swivels as they took a
defensive position around the caravan. 

A pair of black-clad soldiers walked toward the doors of the Tower, throwing them open and holding
them there as one final figure stepped from an SUV. 

One you recognized. 

“No,” you whispered, your voice cracking as you faded back into the shadows and he strode toward
the building. Your mouth went dry, your throat closing in on itself as a soldier tossed him a helmet
and he slid it on. 

His helmet was marked with a single word. 

GHOST 

Your eyes widened as he stepped into the building, his eyes narrowing as he took in his surroundings
before he barked orders to the men surrounding him. 



He marched toward the elevator, the thuds of his boots falling in a menacing rhythm as he strode past
a pair of security guards. 

Dipping back into the stairwell, you watched them enter the elevator and disappear before your jaw
set into place. You took cover behind a tour group, following them through the lobby before you
ducked out of a side entrance and into the alley.

Bucky frowned to himself, trying to keep everyone’s story straight as Clint added something else he
noticed in Prague—no—Paris. 

He really should have been keeping better notes. 

He sighed, glancing over his shoulder to where (F/N) had disappeared to and tapping his foot
impatiently. His frown deepened. 

She wasn’t acting like herself. She was tense. Something was wrong. 

His brows furrowed as he rolled to his feet, just about to chase after her when the elevator chimed
from the corner of the room and a group of footsteps echoed through the room.

“Whoa! Hey!” Tony yelled, raising his hands as Natasha and Clint jumped to their feet, “What the
hell is this?”

Bucky whirled around, his fists automatically raising as a group of soldiers entered the room. He only
relaxed back at the familiar movements of Ghost as he stepped from the elevator. Rolling his eyes, he
dropped his hands with a relieved sigh. 

“What’s going on here?” Natasha asked, her jaw set into place as Ghost’s soldiers fanned out through
the room. 

“Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N).” Ghost barked, his modified, mechanical voice rumbling through the room,
“Where is she?”

Romanoff glanced to Tony, the two sharing a look before they looked to Clint. Clint swallowed, his
eyes still roving over the soldier before he turned to him, “Barnes?”

He stayed quiet for a moment before he took a breath, “She said she’d be right back—”

Ghost turned to his men, nodding to them curtly, “Find her. Now.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Tony said, shaking his head and stepping in front of the soldiers, “Listen,
Terminator, I need to know what’s going on here before I even think about letting you and the Dirty
Dozen here go through my Tower.”

Natasha nodded as both Sam and Rhodey fell in line behind her, “What do you want with (F/N)?”

Ghost scoffed, relaxing back and rocking to his heels. He held out his hand and another soldier
handed him a file. He slid it into Tony’s hands. 

Tony glanced at it with a faux grin before opening it. The cocky smirk on his face fell the instant he
began to read. He glanced up at Bucky before handing the file to Natasha and waving on the soldiers. 

“Wait.” Bucky shook his head, stepping forward to stop them before Ghost spoke again.



“We’ve been keeping tabs on her for years,” the soldier said softly, shaking his head, “She’s a Hydra
sleeper agent.”

“What?” Bucky snapped, backing away from him with wide eyes as Natasha’s eyes snapped to his,
“No. No! That’s—That’s not right. She would never—”

“She murdered my team in Iraq under direct orders from the upper ranks of Hydra. And, she
murdered my old Commander in cold blood,” Ghost continued, “How do you think she kept you by
her side? Why do you think no one came for you while you were with her? She was keeping an eye
on Hydra’s Asset until they rose back into power.”

No. No! She wasn’t…she couldn’t be…

He…he took her from the causeway when SHIELD fell. His orders were to bring her in alive. And the
scientist she was talking to…

Bucky blinked, shaking his head in disbelief. 

She wasn’t being interrogated. She was being activated. 

But…the STRIKE team…they wouldn’t have any reason to take her…

Unless they were testing him. They were making sure she could keep him under control and that his
loyalties were to her. 

No. No. No. 

Bucky gasped a breath. It felt as though he had been punched in the gut, as though the air had been
knocked from his lungs. His legs gave out and he stumbled back.

“Barnes!” Romanoff called. She and Barton were by his side in an instant, helping him onto the couch
as he shuddered. 

“No,” he whispered, “She wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t.”

“You ever wonder why Wraith took so long to make an entrance?” Ghost asked, taking a cautious step
toward him, “He didn’t move until she signaled he could. She’s a puppet master, Sergeant Barnes. She
used you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Bucky snapped, pushing away both assassins that were keeping him
steady.

“I’m sorry,” he sighed, bowing his head, “We went after her in New Eden but she was long gone by
the time we got there. We needed someone to draw her out.” 

Bucky’s jaw set into place, “So, if she’s a puppet master, what does that make you?”

Ghost clicked his tongue with a nod, as though he knew he wasn’t going to gain any ground with him.
He reached up, tapping the side of his helmet twice and waiting for it to release before he tugged it
off. 

Blue eyes met his as he raked a gloved hand through fiery red hair. 



“Name’s Walsh,” Ghost said, his mechanical voice long gone as he offered Bucky his hand, “Oliver
Walsh.”
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Smoke and Mirrors

Chapter Summary

Duke would know what to do. He’d know about one of Boone’s safehouses in the city or he’d
have a way out.

He always did.

You relaxed back at the thought until you turned the corner and your eyes widened.

There was a veritable army surrounding Duke’s building.

No.

You blanched, panic began to build through your body as you backed away.

He knew. Wraith knew everything.

He knew everyone.

He’d done it.

He knew where Duke was. He knew where Boone was. Hell, he probably knew exactly where
every single person on Alpha Two was.

You were alone.

You were isolated.

He’d won.

Your heart dropped, dread dripped through your veins.

It was an ambush. 
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His mask is his real face

The tarmac was dark, the rising moon obscured behind thickening clouds that curled on the wind. A
cool breeze crept through the chain link fence, slithering past extinguished lights that sat along the
perimeter and flowing toward the only source of light. The warm glow gushed from the open cargo
door of a C-17, followed by the deep hum of priming engines. 

He watched as a pair of men walked up the ramp, stepping from the shadows into the light. 

In an instant, he went to work.

He snapped a flurry of pictures, grabbing the men’s faces at every angle before ducking back into his
vehicle and plugging the camera into a darkened laptop. The computer sprang to life, compiling the
photos before quickly trying to match them to a name. 

As it worked, a single image stared back at him. 

An older man, his brown hair was fluttered with grey and deep dark eyes seemed to stare right
through him. They were cold and calculating, almost as stern as the scowl on his face. 

Commander Mikhail Weston

The only man he had a name for—his starting point—until the other two flashed in front of his eyes. 

He smirked to himself, watching as the two photos began gathering details. 

A Spaniard with dark hair and wildly hazel eyes, his lips upturned into a sly smirk even in his official
image. 

Captain Daniel Gonzalez

A weapons expert and strategist that had never lost a fight. 

And then the other, a bright smile gleamed up at him and clear blue eyes seemed to sparkle. 

Sergeant Turner Johnson

A field medic that had seen his fair share of action.

It was an impressive lineup and it wasn’t even the whole list. 

He was still missing a single player. 

Oliver leveled a low glare at the partially obscured C-17 as the men stepped into the craft.  



All he had to do was get in and get out…while not arousing suspicion and stopping their team from
obtaining his target. 

Aerocell

The terminal was the backbone of all Hydra’s plans. The masterpiece of the entire organization…and
he’d lost it. 

Well, it wasn’t all his fault. 

All he wanted was to get Aerocell out of his labs and transfer it into Hydra’s hands without anyone
finding out he had a part in it. It should have been simple. Arrange for the terminal to be tested and
put on a convoy. Then, pay off a local group of insurgents to steal the tech and hand it over to Hydra’s
careful hands. 

But, instead of handing over the tech, they kept it for themselves. Intent on winning a war they were
losing.

Until they found out they couldn’t access the prototype without help and decided to sell it. The
weapons they could buy with the profit had the potential to turn the tide in their favor. 

It also meant Hydra would be forced to buy back their own tech. 

And, that the Americans were sending their own team to retrieve it. 

They’d been activated through back channels, a team of whispers shrouded in shadows. He’d barely
been able to catch glimpses of them; barely able to make sense of the rumors surrounding them. They
didn’t exist but they did. They were the best of the best living in the dark and pouncing when the
timing was right. 

They were a force to be reckoned with that he didn't have time for. 

If they got their hands on the terminal, it was over. 

So, he came up with a plan. 

If they were going after Aerocell, they were going to need someone close to it to help them track it,
understand it, and return it. 

And who better than its creator?

But they didn’t know that part. 

He used the same back channels he’d found the team in to get his name out there and then he waited.
It wasn’t long before a mysterious man with a cigar turned up on his doorstep. 

The smoke had swirled and twisted around them as they spoke, as though extensions of the man
himself. As though they were watching him too, waiting for him to trip over himself.

If he did—if they found out who he was—he was a dead man. 

If he didn’t—if he refused to get the terminal back—he was also going to be a dead man. 

The Doctor would have his head. 



So, there he was. Everything had gone according to plan thus far, all he had to do was identify the last
player and get on the plane. Then he just had to get Aerocell before they did—

Oliver flinched as his phone vibrated in his pocket, the movement making him duck further into his
seat as he reached to answer it. 

“Now’s not a good time,” he growled, his eyes narrowing as he popped back up to keep an eye on the
plane. 

“Hm…” A low hum answered him, “Do I sound like I care?”

“No, you don’t,” he sighed, rubbing his temples with a click of his tongue, “I don’t like this plan.”

The man on the end of the line scoffed, he sounded almost amused, “Are you not the one that came
up with it?”

“Yes, but—”

“And, are you not the one that lost Aerocell in the first place?” 

Oliver shrugged, knocking his head against the back of his seat with a roll of his eyes, “In hindsight, I
probably didn’t pay them enough.”

Dr. Novak released a long, slow hiss, “And now we are going to have to pay them double.”

“What do you mean?” Oliver blinked, his brows furrowing, “The plan was for me to get the prototype
back—” 

“Plans change.” the Doctor released a menacing growl. 

It was enough to send shivers rolling through Oliver’s body. Enough to make him shudder, even as he
caught movement on the tarmac. A Jeep was quickly rolling through the night before a lone figure
hopped out and moved toward the C-17.

He took a quick breath, steadying himself and pulling out his camera as Novak continued.

“I am bringing the Asset and purchasing back Aerocell myself.”

He quickly snapped an image before watching the woman duck into the craft, “Then what’s the point
of me—”

“To keep that team out of the way,” he seethed, “And then get rid of them.” 

Oliver nodded, biting his lip as he plugged the woman’s image into the computer and watched as it
quickly brought up her name. 

Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N) 

Sniper. 

He smirked. Finally. A simple one. One he didn’t have to worry about. 

“Are you listening?” Novak’s stern voice earned his attention. 



Oliver nodded, putting away all his gear, “Make sure they don’t get their grimy hands on my Aerocell
prototype and kill them when we’re done. Got it. Easy.” 

“Don’t screw this up.”

He scoffed to himself, lugging his gear onto his back and stepping from the vehicle, “Hail Hydra.” 

Oliver held back a twisted smirk, his dark eyes darting between each of the Avengers as they took in
the news. 

It was amusing to watch their faces. 

Especially Barnes’.

It looked like his brain had just melted. Almost like he had when he came out of the suppressor chair.
Confused and scared with just a sprinkling of anger and a touch of sadness. 

It was fan-fuckin'-tastic. 

He bit his lip, gently setting down his helmet as the two assassins tried to keep Barnes from falling
over. 

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, keeping his tone smooth as he looked at the man earnestly, “I know
you’re close to her.” 

He didn’t answer. Instead, he continued to stare into the floor, sinking further into the depths of his
mind. 

Exactly where he wanted him. 

The more distracted the one that knew (F/N) best was, the easier it would be to change the narrative;
the easier it would be to manipulate all of them. 

Agent Barton shook his head, gently setting his hand on Barnes’ shoulder, “This doesn’t make any
sense.” 

“She fought with us in New York—” Stark started slowly, raking rough fingers through his hair as he
stared after Oliver’s soldiers before he cut him off. 

“And afterward, where was she assigned?” he asked, cocking his head to the side slowly. 

Sure, he already knew the answer. (F/N) was transferred because Hydra wanted her to be. She was
placed on Project Insight because she was useful there.

And she’d be easy to keep an eye on. 

But he wanted to see what the Avengers would do with all the pieces. 

What kind of masterpiece would they create?

“To Project Insight…” Romanoff said slowly, her brows knitting together as she stepped away from
Barnes, “They knew. She knew.”



Stark went quiet, finally tearing his eyes away from the fleet of soldiers moving through his building
before he handed the file Oliver had compiled on (F/N) to Romanoff, “They activated her in DC.”

“This can’t be right. She wouldn’t…” Wilson shook his head, licking his lips nervously as his gaze
darted between Barnes and the file. He stepped behind Romanoff, reading over her shoulder before
turning back to Barnes, “Buck, help me out here…”

Oliver held back another smile, watching as they all began falling into his lies like dominos. 

“If they activated her then, why did she help you?” one of the Maximoff twins asked, his jaw
clenching as unclenching as his mind raced, “Why would she help any of us?”

He wasted no time with an answer but he still kept it simple, his voice morphing with a cool sternness
that (F/N) was always able to hold behind the mask, “That was her mission. Get close, watch and
wait.” 

Stark nodded with a sigh, squeezing his eyes shut, “And report back to Hydra with her findings.”

Oliver nodded solemnly, looking over the group as they passed the file around. 

They were falling apart. It had been so much easier than he’d anticipated. 

They could say all they wanted about forgiving each other after the drama of the Accords but the
wounds were still fresh. 

In all honesty, Colonel Zemo had done Hydra a wonderful favor. 

They may have lost an agent, they may have lost the Soldier’s command words but what they were
given was worth it. 

He’d moved to break the Avengers, to have them tear themselves apart from the inside. Though he
might not have succeeded, he did manage to plant a seed of doubt in each of their minds. 

If Oliver managed to pull the right strings—strike the right cord—they would fracture. 

His gaze flicked between each of them. 

Stark was close to breaking. The man had been betrayed before, this was nothing new. 

Barton and Romanoff were skeptical but the more they read through the file, the more they believed
it. 

Why wouldn’t they?

Using Cavanaugh’s system, he was able to track Barnes’ location through Europe. Less than 24 hours
after he’d left US soil, (F/N) had disappeared and Commander Weston had been ‘murdered’. But, the
most damning thing?

Security footage of (F/N) on the streets in Prague, mere hours before the Avengers arrived. 

With a few more well-placed lies, he would have them hook, line, and sinker. 

He knew Romanoff had been suspicious of (F/N) from the start; she'd put her reservations about the
woman in one of her SHIELD debriefings. If she put it there, she’d talked to Barton about it too. 



And now all her doubts were confirmed. 

(F/N) had always been more than she seemed. 

Oliver held back another grin, keeping his face as neutral as possible. 

As soon as he had Romanoff and Barton conned, the rest would step into place. 

There was only a single Avenger he had to worry about. 

Wanda Maximoff

The mind-reader. The one person that could possibly be an issue. 

If she’d read (F/N)’s mind, she would know who she truly was. If she’d read his, she'd know who he
wasn’t. 

Either way, if she did or didn’t, she’d be easy to discredit. 

Once again, Oliver had been given a gift. 

She had too many strikes against her. She was too unpredictable. There was still distrust hanging all
around her. 

He smiled lightly at her, noting the red glow in her eyes before his grin turned to a wicked smirk. 

If she even thought about making a move, he’d destroy her and everything she held dear. 

Maximoff blinked, her eyes returning to normal as she looked him over before taking a quick step
behind the Android. 

He winked at her, whirling around as one of his soldiers burst back into the room. 

“She’s not here, sir.”

“She’s not here, sir.”

Bucky sucked a breath, his eyes finally floating up to look at Sam.

— “I’ll be right back, okay?” she whispered in his ear, placing another kiss on his temple as she slid
her legs off of his lap. —

“She ran.” He frowned, placing his head in his hands, “She lied.”

He tried to go back through the day—tried to figure out what he’d missed—but his mind was a
whirlwind of memories and possibilities. 

She’d used him. She’d gotten close because they wanted her to. 

And when Ghost had figured it out, she knew. 

And she ran. 

— “Be safe. Promise me you’ll be safe, Soldier Boy.” —



“FRIDAY,” Stark snapped, swinging around toward one of his computers, “Pull up the cameras. Find
her.”

Romanoff and Barton sprang to the man’s side as Bucky stayed frozen. Sam gently perched on the
couch next to him. 

“Buck—”

He held up a hand, silencing him instantly, “She knew.”

— “I’ll be back.” —

— “You promise?” —

Bucky moved to look at Sam but the metal of his hand caught his eye. 

Of course. How else would (F/N) know how to fix his arm unless…she’d done it before. Unless she’d
be trained to maintain it. 

“Sergeant Barnes…” Wanda said softly, placing a hand on his shoulder, “I—”

“Don’t.” He shook his head, “She played me.” 

(F/N) was able to stop the Soldier in New Eden. And there was something about her that set him off
in the first place. 

He must have recognized him. The Soldier must have been trying to protect him. 

He knew. The whole time…he knew…

If the Soldier knew, what had he missed?

— “I’ve missed you, Soldier Boy.” Her voice cracked as she sniffled, “I’ve missed you so, so, so
much.” — 

Liar.

“We need to move,” Walsh said, his voice turning stern in less than a second and capturing his
attention, “She’ll have alerted her superiors by now. We need to find her before she causes any more
damage.”

Bucky grimaced, looking up at the man with a deepening frown as Walsh took charge. 

He had sharp features, fiery red hair was slicked back, and dark, dark blue eyes surveyed the room. 

They looked almost familiar, as though Bucky had stared into them before. 

He didn’t doubt it. 

He knew he’d seen Ghost’s face before. And now, there was the man himself, standing right in front
of him. 

Staring at him. Talking to him. 

Bucky blinked as Walsh repeated himself, “Barnes.”



“I—” He shook his head, “What?”

Walsh’s face softened, “Do you know where she would go?”

He sucked a breath, letting it out with a tense sigh, “Evidently, I don’t know her at all.”

Wanda frowned, placing a hand on his knee, “Barnes…”

Bucky shrugged, batting away her hand and jumping to his feet, “I don’t know, okay? Fuck! I don’t
know where she is or where she’d go.”

Walsh held up a steady hand, his eyes softening before FRIDAY chirped and he swung around.

Stark stiffened, his eyes widening as he looked over the screen, “Guys…”

“What?” Natasha asked, quickly looking him over as her brows furrowed, “What’s wrong?”

“There was an explosion at the Compound,” Tony said slowly, backing away from the computer as his
jaw went slack, “Agent Cavanaugh is…she’s…”

Stark trailed off but Bucky already knew. 

His heart dropped. He knew that look.

Dead. She’s dead.

Bucky groaned, running a hand down his face before he paused. 

Steve.

He was off like a shot, sprinting across the common room with Natasha and Barton on his heels. They
darted up the stairs as Stark activated a suit and a Quintjet was raised to the roof.

Bucky threw open the doors, racing toward the jet as the rest followed him. 

You darted out of the building, finding fleeting safety in the alley as your mind went reeling. 

Ollie?

No. No. That couldn’t be right. He was dead. Novak killed him. Right in front of you. 

You’d seen it. You’d cradled his body as he bled out until the Soldier tore you away from him. 

— “Y-You promised!” you spat, lunging at him as he walked forward. —

— “Oh, darling,” he grinned, “I said nothing of the sort.” —

— “No!” —

You remembered it so vividly. In a sea of vague and blurry memories, it was the single one with
clarity. 

You could smell the shot, feel his sticky blood on your hands, you could hear your own wails as you
were wrenched away from him. 



You shook your head, stumbling slightly as you continued to run before you froze. 

A pair of soldiers rounded the corner, their hands flinching to their radios as they saw you. You
winced forward, your body moving involuntarily as you swung at them. 

Right. Left.

Your punches landed against his chest, knocking him back as you turned to the other. 

Uppercut. Kick.

Your knuckles cracked against his jaw, sending him backward before you kicked out his knee and
forced him to the ground. Planting your other foot, you swung back around. 

Your boot-clad heel smashed against the first soldier’s temple. His eyes rolled to the back of his head
as he fell and you spun to plant your foot again. 

Grabbing the second’s head as you turned, your knee connected with the side of his head. He went
limp in an instant, crumpling to the ground and your legs began working of their own accord.

Run.

You sprinted back through the alley, winding your way away from the Tower. 

There was a part of you that wanted to go back, despite the obvious manpower that was swarming the
Tower. 

Bucky was there. Your friends were there. You couldn’t just leave them. 

— You shrugged, still trying to catch your breath, “Cognitive recalibration seems to do the trick on
brainwashed super soldiers.” —

— “Who said he was brainwashed?” He raised a brow, crossing his legs one over the other before
reaching up to clean his glasses. —

But if Ollie was working with Novak…if Ollie was...him…they weren’t your friends anymore. 

They were pieces on a board; chips in a game. 

They were your opponents. 

Oliver was isolating you, just like what you had done to the men in Dubai. 

He was watching you scramble, alone and afraid. 

He was hunting you. 

You shook away the thought, stepping from the alley to weave into the sea of people moving through
the city. 

You had to stay hidden. You had to keep moving. 

— “And, when in doubt, stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you safe.” —



You nodded to Weston’s voice as it echoed through your head, following his orders and ducking back
into an alley.

— “Stay low. Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

“Okay,” you whispered to Danny as your chest began to tighten.

You snuck through alley after alley, making sure Ollie could never follow you and trying to sneak
away from the flurry of voices that were slithering through your mind. 

— “It’s Danny.” —

But it wasn’t. 

A tear slipped to your cheek, one you wiped away quickly as you ducked out of one alley and crossed
the street to another. 

— “If we…If we give him what he wants…” You said quietly, “Do you think he'd be okay? Do you
think we could bring him back?” —

Danny wasn’t coming back. He was gone. He’d been gone for years. 

He was never coming home. 

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

You wheezed a breath, your throat closing as you doubled over in the middle of the alley.

You’d failed. 

A low screech twisted and cut through your throat as you fell to your knees.

You were never going to be able to bring him home. 

Even if there was a part of you that dreaded the thought he might be Wraith, there was always a sliver
of yourself that was hoping you could finally bring him home. 

It was hoping that things could be different. 

But they weren’t. 

Things were worse, so much worse. 

You gasped a breath, forcing yourself to your feet and pulling out your phone. 

You needed help. You couldn’t let Oliver cut you off. You had to get back in control before he took
everything from you. 

Your fingers instinctively dialed Duke’s number. 

Striding back out of the alley and into the crowd, you wiped your nose and listened to the ringback
tone as you wandered through the city. 



A pit formed in your stomach as the voices in your head began to fade and everything went blank. 

“Hey, it’s Duke. I'm a little busy right now. Leave me a message—”

You groaned, snapping away the phone and taking a deep breath to calm yourself. 

Duke was somewhere in the city. He'd stayed close to you for a reason. His apartment was only a few
blocks away from the Tower. All you had to do was get there. 

Even then, your fingers swept across the screen again and you called Boone. 

There wasn’t even a ringback tone when you called her, it went straight to voicemail. 

You frowned, pulling away the phone and pausing. 

No. No this is what Ollie wanted. He could track you and your calls. 

You knew better than that. 

You swallowed thickly, glancing over your shoulder and dipping back into an alley. Tossing your
phone to yourself, you took an end in both hands and snapped the phone in half. You chucked it to the
ground, listening to it shatter as you stepped back out into the sunlight and looked around you. 

No one even noticed you, no one cast you so much as a glance as your eyes wandered the crowd
before darting up the buildings. 

A sigh of relief hummed through you as you caught sight of Duke’s building. 

Checking around you once more, you made your way toward the building. 

Duke would know what to do. He’d know about one of Boone’s safehouses in the city or he’d have a
way out. 

He always did. 

You relaxed back at the thought until you turned the corner and your eyes widened. 

There was a veritable army surrounding Duke’s building. 

Ollie’s soldiers.

No. 

You blanched, panic began to build through your body as you backed away. 

He knew. Ollie knew everything.

He knew everyone. 

— “If they gain full access to Stark’s system, and that’s what they’re trying to do, they can use it to get
into ours,” she snapped, her fingers starting up again, “Shit! Guys, if we don’t work fast, they’ll get
everything.” —

He’d done it. 



He knew where Duke was. He knew where Boone was. Hell, he probably knew exactly where every
single person on Alpha Two was. 

You were alone. 

You were isolated. 

He’d won. 

Your heart dropped, dread dripped through your veins.

— “Walsh.” you couldn’t help but snap, earning everyone’s attention, “What’s wrong?” —

— “We…” he trailed off, licking his lips nervously before he looked at Weston, “Sir, we have a
problem.” —

It was an ambush. 

Again.

A shuddered breath managed to escape your throat as you backed away from the building. You snuck
back into the crowd, your mind once again reeling as you tried to remember what to do. 

What would Weston do? What did he tell you to do?

What would Danny do?

You sniffled, wiping your eyes and ducking into an alley before anyone else could see you. Your heart
was pounding, your breathing shallow as you continued to wander. 

— “Captain,” Weston yelled, glaring at the gunfire then at him, “Talk to me.” —

— “I got tangos coming from all sides. Heavily armed. Took down two trucks already,” he yelled
back, recoiling from a barrage of bullets. —

— “Where the hell did they come from?” —

— “It doesn’t matter!” —

The sea of people moving out on the streets shifted like sand. 

— “Stick to the shadows, girlie,” he said, popping a new magazine into his rifle. —

— “They’ll keep me safe.” you hummed, “Rule Six.” —

— He nodded with a scoff, “Rule Six. Move.” —

The sound of horns echoing through the city sounded like whistling rockets and explosions. The two
sounds bled together seamlessly. 

— “What are you so stubborn?” he sighed, leaning back against the transport tensely. He pulled his
radio from his pocket, “I finally got in touch with some EVAC choppers, they should be here any
minute now.” —

— “Some use the rookie is.” —



The chatter all around you melted into distant, constant gunfire.

 — He stared at it a moment before correcting his grip, “I hate this.” —

— “Double taps. Center mass.” — 

The screeching of tires twisted into screams.

— “Danny!” you screeched, squirming out of the man’s hold and back to the desert floor. You turned
on the man in an instant, kicking out his knees before crawling back toward Danny. You fumbled
through the sand, reaching for Danny’s hand, “Please, wake up! Mi amor! Please! I need you!” —

Wait. 

You blinked, freezing as a white van came to a shrieking halt in front of you. Jumping back, you
raised your fists as you sniffled and prepared for another fight. The van shifted before the door was
thrown open. 

You paused, glancing over the two forms that were inside.

“Belov?”

“Get in.” the Russian ordered, nodding to the passenger seat as he revved the engine, “We have to
move.”

You nodded slowly, your gaze drifting to the man in the back of the van, “Norway?”

Zac barely gave you a glance. He was sitting on a crate, a laptop precariously balanced on his knee as
his fingers flew across the keyboard. His glasses were cracked, his hair sticking out in all directions as
he continued to work. 

Turning to Belov, you hopped into the passenger seat. 

The Russian didn’t look any better. He was covered in soot and blood. He had a line of crude stitches
running down his temple and his blue eyes darted across the area as he took off. 

“Don’t distract him,” he snapped again, his voice hoarse, “He’s trying to lock out Wraith before he
gets locations on our other bases.” 

“What?” You frowned, glancing between the two again, “Belov, what’s going on?”

“Olympus is down,” he said, whipping into traffic, “Wraith acquired access to the Archives.”

“Athena’s emergency protocols were launched a little late but they were able to take the rest of our
bases off the grid before he got their locations.” Zac added, finally flinging off his glasses as his eyes
narrowed, “I’m making sure there isn’t a back way he can get into.”

“We have to find Boone. She can…” You started, trying to relax enough to allow yourself to think but
you paused. Belov’s face darkened, his jaw clenching as his eyes turned glassy, “Belov? What’s that
look? What happened?”

“Она ушла,” he muttered, “Моя младшая сестра ушла.”

She’s gone. My little sister is gone.



You shook your head, your brows furrowing as your brain fought to translate his words, “What do you
mean ‘she’s gone’?”

He didn’t answer. Belov stared into the road as he veered around a corner and swerved through traffic.

Your chest began to heave as you finally understood what he meant but you refused to believe it,
“Belov, what happened? Boone is with Steve—”

“There was an explosion at the Avengers Compound.” he finally whispered, his voice cracking as he
spoke, “Captain Rogers alerted a medical and fire team. Boone is gone. And…Duke…”

“No…” You breathed as he confirmed your worst fears. 

He’d gone after everyone. Everything you’d ever cared about was on the table for him to destroy.

“Someone crashed into his car,” Belov said after a moment, wiping away a stray tear and flinching as
the skin around his wound stretched and began to bleed again, “By the time we were organized
enough to get there, we were too late. He was gone.” 

“Literally, by the way,” Zac murmured.

You glanced behind you, “There wasn’t a body?”

“There was hardly anything left—”

“Сосредоточься!” Belov snapped, cranking the wheel and sending the van flying around a corner.
Focus!

“Sorry.”

“What about everyone else?” you asked, tugging open the glove box and pulling out a wad of paper
towels to hold against Belov’s temple, “What happened to you two?”

“We were flying toward rendezvous point when we were attacked,” he said, “Hugh tried her best but
our jet was crippled. Daedalus Two shielded us from brunt of attack. We barely made it to ground
safely.”

“Is everybody okay?”

Belov shook his head, “Hadar’s leg is broken. Bennet is critical. Mendez is trying to set up
functioning OR. И мы потеряли пилотов на Дедале-2.” And we lost the pilots on Daedalus Two.

You nodded, pressing the towel against Belov’s temple harder as it began to turn red, “And Turner?”

“Мы в режиме радиомолчания.” We’re on radio silence. 

Zac sighed, his fingers still gliding across the keys, “Transmissions from the base have gone quiet—”

Belov smacked the steering wheel with his palm, the look on his face darkening as he batted your
hand away and turned toward Zac, “Ты заткнешься и сосредоточишься? Проклятье!” Will you shut
up and focus? Goddamnit!

“Hey! Easy.” You placed a hand on his shoulder and gently curled your finger under his chin to push
his head back forward. Grabbing another paper towel, you pressed it against his head, “Where are we



going?”

“Safehouse,” he growled, “Only one in city not in Archives.”

Oliver sighed, relaxing back in his chair as fresh Dubai air poured across the roof. The sun was just
barely breaking over the horizon, casting soft light through billowing curtains. 

It would have been relaxing…if he hadn’t been thrown out of a plane mere days earlier. 

Instead, his glare was deepening and an intense grudge was festering. 

Nothing was going to plan. Everything had gone terribly wrong. 

Not only had he lost the terminal, he’d nearly gotten caught in Colombia and pissed off Dr. Novak in
Tokyo. 

And…now?

Now, (F/N) was closer than ever to discovering the truth. And if she figured it out, Weston would push
him off this building without a second thought. 

There was only one thing keeping him sane, a brand new project. One that was both familiar and new
at the same time. He’d been watching the rest of the team fight long enough, he knew how they
worked and thought and fought. 

And it got him thinking: What if he could grant someone else the knowledge of their skills without
them even seeing them?

What if he combined the tracking ability of his lost Aerocell terminal and something wearable? What
if it could track a person and learn them? What if it could predict what an opponent would do before
they even did it?

The possibilities were endless. 

And they continued to grow as his eyes followed the two forms sparring at the other end of the roof. 

They were so evenly matched it was fascinating to watch. They moved with each other in perfect
rhythm. 

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick. 

He scoffed to himself, (F/N) may have been relentless but she was also predictable. How she managed
to make it as far as she did was a mystery to him. Oliver glanced over his shoulder, pulling out a new
pair of glasses he’d been working on and setting them gingerly on the table facing toward the two. 



Tapping them twice, he watched as a video feed popped up on his screen. He angled them just right,
capturing the couple fighting against each other and watching as his prototype program began
tracking them. 

“You're pulling your punches again,” she whined as Gonzalez forced her to her knees, "How am I
supposed to get better if you don't give me everything you've got?"

Danny smirked, leaning down to whisper in her ear.

Oliver managed to hide a groan, tearing his gaze away from the pair and back to his computer. A
message was flashing in the corner, steadily blinking at him in warning as he checked over his
shoulder before opening it. 

What do you want? If you continue to bother me while I'm working, we are going to have a
problem. — MN

He rolled his eyes, licking his lips as his fingers raced across the keys. 

They’re going to be there. Do you want me to stall them?

Oliver flinched as a thud sounded from across the roof. Danny landed on his back and (F/N) moved to
pin him to the ground. He grimaced as they moved from sparring to flirting in less than a second. 

“Actually.” Danny grinned, patting her thighs, “I think I like this better."

“You're ridiculous.”

“You’re both gross.” Oliver finally spoke up with a glare as he shook his head and turned back to his
computer as it chimed, “Get a room.”

He opened the message, carefully watching the two soldiers approach and listening as the glass door
behind him slid open. 

No. Let them come. — MN

He winced as (F/N) and Danny appeared next to the table. Danny glanced at her, a lazy smile playing
on his face as he took (F/N)’s hand, “Shall we?”

Oliver rolled his eyes, turning back to his messages as the two grew closer. 

Are you sure?

“Absolutely not,” Turner said as he ducked onto the roof, balancing a tray of breakfast on his
fingertips, “You two stay where we can see you. No more funny business.”

His face stretched to a grimace, both at Johson’s words and the next message that flashed across the
screen. 

I have plans for the girl. —MN

“Ew.”

Oliver frowned, trying to tear his eyes away from his computer even as his fingers finished another
message. 



“Absolutely not,” Turner said as he appeared from the sliding glass door with a tray of breakfast,
“You two stay where we can see you. No more funny business.”

They are getting closer. 

“¿Y tú, Rojo?” Danny asked, casting a short glance at him and ruffling his hair as he went by.

He hid a wince, closing down his messages before Gonzalez saw them, “What?”

“How’s about we teach you a thing or two?” The man grinned, punching the air around him with a
wink. 

Oliver raised a brow, incredulously looking over the man before he stopped with a shrug. 

“No, thank you.” He shook his head, pulling back his computer and glancing at the last message the
Doctor had sent. 

Slow them down. — MN

His nose crinkled as he forced himself to relax, “I’m perfectly fine not getting the shit beat out of me.”

Bucky stepped from the Quinjet, his eyes widening as he exited into a haze of smoke and blinding
lights. An entire face of the Compound was missing, replaced by dark smoke and wild flames. Glass
was shattered in every window and firefighters were still battling the flames. 

The building was surrounded by engines and ambulances but there was a single rig that caught his
eye. 

A team of EMTs was loading a stretcher with a body bag into the back. 

He swallowed, squeezing his eyes shut as his stomach churned. 

“Christ,” Stark mumbled as he landed next to him in one of his suits. His helmet folded back,
revealing his face as he looked over the building. 

The explosion had been contained to the single face, ruining the back corner of the kitchen and Tony’s
labs. The rest of the building seemed to be mostly intact, only a few spidering cracks slithered across
the walls. 

But it wasn’t the damage that caught his eye. 

It was the blond man sitting at the entrance, a bottle of water held loosely in black ash hands and a
blank stare on his face. 

“Steve!”

Bucky rushed toward him, ignoring the firemen that tried to keep him away from the area as he bolted
to his friend’s side. He settled in front of him, cupping both his cheeks in his hands and tilting his
head to look at him. 

Dazed and tear-stained blue eyes met his, barely able to focus on him. 



“What happened? Are you okay?” he said quickly, his words coming out faster than he could stop
them, “Hey, c’mon, punk. Talk to me.” 

Steve swallowed, slowly pulling away from Bucky’s grasp before he whispered, “Boone.”

His voice was low and rasping, as though he’d inhaled too much smoke.

Bucky frowned, glancing over his shoulder to the smoldering frame of a car that was sitting beside the
building.  

He’d gone after her. He’d tried to save her. 

“I’m so sorry.” he managed to whisper, shaking his head and flinching as the EMT team with the
body bag slammed the doors to their ambulance. 

He looked over his shoulder again, barely catching Ghost coming up behind him. He took off his
helmet, staring after the ambulance as it pulled away before turning to him with a deep frown. 

“The instant she was made, she took out my entire team,” he said, his lips pressing together in a thin
line as he stared into the ground. 

“Entire team?” Barton asked, quickly coming to their side as Natasha kneeled beside Steve. 

“My genius is dead. My Alphas were shot down. Our base is in shambles,” Walsh sighed, pinching
the bridge of his nose, “If she thought for even a second she was going down, she was taking us with
her. She’s been waiting for this moment for a long, long time.” 

“Stop,” Steve suddenly snapped, glaring up at Walsh and pushing Natasha away. He rose to his feet,
shakily standing before stepping away. 

“Steve…” Bucky started, reaching out to him as he stumbled through the front entrance.

“C’mon, man.” Sam tried, setting a gentle hand on his shoulder and guiding him through the debris,
“Let’s sit you down, yeah?” 

Bucky released a breath, carefully following the two men into the remnants of the building. 

Glass crunched under his feet, echoing through the otherwise silent building. 

The blast had imprinted itself inside the Compound, black smoke had painted itself onto the walls and
ceiling. Flames had scorched the curtains and some of the carpet and glass littered the ground in
glittering chunks. 

He paused in the kitchen, frowning at the cabinets that were hanging onto the wall by single nails and
the laptop that sat untouched on the counter. Turning toward the living room, his frown deepened. 

There was a blanket on the couch, one that was obviously from Steve’s room. Spilled coffee was
splashed across the floor and Steve’s sketchpad was laying open under the table. 

Bucky swallowed, taking a slow step forward and plucking the pad out from beneath the table. He
stopped as he caught sight of Steve’s latest sketch. 

Boone.



He sighed, carefully ripping the page out and folding it into his pocket. 

That was probably the last thing Steve wanted to see. 

As he slid it into his pocket, his fingers brushed another piece of paper there. 

He sighed, pulling it out and glancing down at it. 

It. The picture. 

The picture that had been his lifeline for so long. The one that had got him through day after day. 

— Her hair was pulled into a loose braid with strands of hair falling out of it and framing her face. A
dark blue dress fell off her shoulder as she leaned back in the metal bistro chair she was in. She wore
a smile on her face he’d only seen a few times. She was beautiful. —

Bucky sucked a breath, slowly looking over the image before carefully sliding it in with Boone’s
sketch. 

He glanced back over the carnage before shaking his head. 

(F/N) couldn’t do this. Could she?

— He remembered seeing he tied to a chair in the bank vault with utter fear written across her face as
a man whispered in her ear. Maybe that was the first time he had seen her drop her mask and he had
been looking into the ‘real’ Lieutenant (L/N)’s eyes, but he doubted it. She was too good to have
dropped it then. She didn’t even know the guy, she couldn’t have been scared of him. —

Maybe she did know him. Maybe she knew exactly why she had been taken in. Maybe she was scared
that they were activating her. Maybe she didn't want to be.

What if she had trigger words of her own?

What if she was just like him?

You hopped out of the van, your eyes searching behind you for danger as Zac and Belov jumped out
beside you. Zac groaned, cradling his arm against his chest as he walked along the side of an old brick
building. 

Belov had spent ages winding through the streets of New York before finally coming to a stop in the
alley beside the building. 

Most of its windows were broken, the fire escape so rusted you were pretty sure it was unusable. 

But Norway led you to a set of stairs that stopped at a door. 

You paused at the top, glancing at Belov as he came up behind you, “You’re sure no one’s going to
find us here.” 

The Russian shrugged, his eyes half-lidded as he brushed past you, “If they do, we are all screwed.
Прийти.” 

You nodded, ducking down the stairs behind him. Zac had left the door hanging open behind him. 



It was crooked, barely hanging onto the hinges and it was only an inkling of what waited ahead of
you. 

You stepped into a dark basement, flickering lights held onto the ceiling for dear life and the floor was
littered with trash. 

Hadar and Hugh were huddled together in a clear corner. His leg was in a splint and he was in obvious
pain but he had Jesse curled on his lap. She was sobbing against his neck, her hands were stained a
deep red and were grasping at his shirt as Ari held her tight. 

Three pairs of dog tags were clenched in one of her fists. 

You tore your eyes away from the pair but they landed on an even worse sight. 

Raffa’s makeshift OR. 

He’d cleared off a table in the brightest part of the room and rifled through each medical kit that had
been left in the safehouse. 

But what was on the table held your attention and caught your breath in your throat.

Jack. 

He was staring groggily into the ceiling, his jaw slack and his breathing labored. 

Raffa was racing around him, trying to get equipment set up while simultaneously trying to stabilize
Jack. 

“We need to find Dugan,” Belov said from behind you, startling you into a flinch as he came into your
eyeline. 

Zac nodded, “Working on it.” 

“Ay!” Rafael yelled from across the room, the crack in his voice making you wince, “I need help over
here! Hang in there, buddy.”

You froze, hesitating at his panic as he rushed around the table. 

You’d never seen him like that. He was normally so cool and collected, like he could moonwalk
through fire without breaking a sweat. 

But…this?

This wasn’t the Rafael you knew.

He was scared. 

“Hey! Pendejos!” he snapped wildly, “I need help!”

You bolted forward, nearly knocking into Belov as the two of you rushed toward him. 

“(F/N), pressure on the chest,” he said, tossing you a pair of gloves, “Belov, I need dressings…”

Rafael’s orders were drowned out by your pounding heart as you slid on the gloves and pressed your
hands to the cloth that was on Jack’s chest. 



“It’s gonna be okay, Jack,” you murmured, tearing your eyes away from the growing red spot on the
cloth, “You’re gonna be okay. I promise. I’m so sorry—”

You shivered, trying to keep steady pressure on his chest as your mind began to race again. 

This was your fault. If you hadn’t come back to Aftermath this never would have happened. If you
had just done what Novak wanted, they never would have come for the team. 

If you would have just told Bucky…you could have stopped this. 

You glanced down as blood began to seep through the cloth, staining your hands. A sniffle shook
through you as you closed your eyes. 

Their blood was on your hands. 

You flinched as Rafael tapped away your hands and you removed the cloth. He replaced it instantly
with a clean dressing and continued to work with your and Belov’s help. 

Everything seemed to blend together as you handed Rafael the tools he needed or ran to grab him
more supplies. You didn’t realize how much time had passed until Raffa relaxed back, wiping away
sweat from his forehead with his brow. 

“Fuck,” he muttered, panting another breath and looking down at Jack.

“What?” you croaked, following his gaze and watching as Jack’s breathing steadied, “What’s wrong?”

“He lost a lot of blood I need…but I don’t have…bags...” Raffa nodded toward his last kit, “Fuck.”

You nodded slowly, glancing inside the kit before turning back to him, “Are we compatible?”

“What?”

“Me and Jack.” you tried again, slipping off your gloves and beginning to take off your jacket, “Our
blood. Would a direct transfusion work?”

Rafael paused, closing his eyes and mentally going through Jack’s medical files, “I mean…
technically, yes.” 

“But?”

“You’re kinda a…” He gestured to you as you rolled up your sleeves and pulled up a chair next to the
table. 

“Super soldier?” you asked with a hesitant sigh, “You think that’s gonna be an issue?”

“I don’t know.” 

“Raffa,” you said slowly, silently pleading with him, “I can’t lose another one.” 

“Neither can I.” He nodded, reaching toward the kid, “Let’s do it.” 

Belov sighed, grabbing your jacket and sanitizing your arm as Rafael prepped the needle,
“This is terrible idea.” 

“You got a better one?”



“Нет.” He shook his head, “I do not.” 

He backed away as Raffa appeared by your side, needle in hand.

“Sorry,” he said softly, “I know you don’t like ‘em that much.” 

“It’s okay.” You took a deep breath, lifting your gaze to the ceiling, “I’ll be fine.”

“¿Estás seguro de esto?” You’re sure about this?

“Whatever I have to do to save him. Whatever it takes.” 

Duke groaned, his head was pounding as he tried to crack open his eyes. He felt dried blood on his
skin crinkle and the stinging cut on his head split. 

He swallowed as his eyes adjusted to the room he was in. 

There was a row of windows on his right. They let light from the city filter in through the blinds,
barely illuminating the line of armed soldiers that stood there. 

Dust was caked on the floor, footprints dancing through it in dizzying circles but it was the drag
marks that caught his attention. 

The ones that led straight to him. 

Duke glanced down, noting that his hands were tied behind him and his feet were meticulously bound
to the legs of the chair he sat on. 

He sighed, rolling his eyes slightly before they landed back on one of the soldiers as he strode across
the room. 

He recognized his uniform. 

Wraith.

Oh…fuck.

Duke licked his lips, spitting out a wad of blood as he took another glance around the room. 

He was in trouble. 

Big trouble. 

Taking another look around him he shifted slightly, trying to reach his watch. 

If his fingers could get to the right place, he could release one of Boone’s SOS beacons and activate
it. 

All he had to do was wait for the right moment. 



Oliver glanced to (F/N) as her jaw dropped, confusion flashing over her face before he looked back
toward his computer. 

The image of the Ace of Spades flickered across the screen, formed by lines of code and other symbols
before stopping dead-center. It was both a calling card and a warning; something left behind to ward
off any other hacker that dared stumble upon it. 

(F/N) smirked, rolling her eyes slightly as she turned to him, “You’re telling me, this guy is so extra,
he leaves an entire animated image...in his code.”

He swallowed, trying to keep his face as neutral as possible even as his body stiffened. 

Extra? That symbol was something that he’d worked for years to make recognizable. Every single
person who ever thought to traipse through the black abyss of cyberspace knew it. Every hacker that
had dredged through the dark corners of the web could recognize it in an instant. 

His devices were known all over the world. He was the best of the best. 

And it was about damn time she fucking knew it. 

“No,” he said after a moment, hoping she didn’t notice his pause, “I’m telling you we’re in trouble.
That—”

His finger snapped to the screen as his jaw clenched and he watched (F/N)’s face carefully

“Is bad luck.” He held back the malicious smirk that tried to roll to his lips, “It means death is
coming.”

Oh…oh that was good…he had to write that down somewhere. 

Oliver waited for a moment, his eyes still roving over (F/N) as she took in his words before she
chuckled lightly. 

“Didn’t realize you were superstitious.”

He scoffed in disbelief, shaking his head as his fingers flew across the keys and entered a string of
code to get rid of the image. 

(F/N) was insufferable—

“Who is he?” she said suddenly, a frown replacing the smile that was on her face. 

“No idea but he’s good.” Oliver lied.

Had that been the first lie he’d told her, he would have worried it would have been too blunt but she
didn’t even notice. 



He was getting better and better every minute. 

Oliver twirled a screwdriver through his fingers, pointing at the device that (F/N) had stolen back
from Dr. Novak the night before, “That thing is intricate. Whoever made it took their time and knows
what they’re doing. I can run a scan, see if I can find traces of it anywhere else the code has been
used but, other than that, it’s another dead end.”

He watched her carefully as she nodded and turned away from him before flinching at the sound of
Weston’s voice.

“What about the Man in Grey?” 

“Dead end.” He frowned, his gaze flicking to the man as he collapsed into a chair and pinched the
bridge of his nose. He set a small box on the table, one Oliver eyed before turning back to his project. 

He wasn’t tracking either ‘the Man in Grey’ or ‘the Ace of Spades’ he knew where both were at all
times. 

Besides, he had other things to worry about. Like how close these assholes were getting to Hydra’s
weapon operations. Or how close they were to learning that Stane was nothing but a broker and
decoy. Or how close they were to getting to their actual dealers. 

Which was the most worrying thing. 

They’re getting closer.  Ollie typed into his messages, carefully keeping an eye on both Weston and
(L/N) as the man began pulling items from the box. 

He averted his gaze, trying to keep it solely on the screen in front of him and not let his eyes wander. 

“...Seven bullets. Seven shots.”

Oliver couldn’t help it, sneakily catching a glimpse of a spread of photos Weston had placed in front
of (F/N), followed by seven bullets. 

He hid a frown, recognizing the men in the photographs instantly as he began typing again. 

He’s sending her after your weapons dealers.

He turned his attention back to his computer as Weston glanced at him. Oliver settled in, letting his
fingers race across the keys to make himself seem busy. 

Weston lowered his voice. He was barely audible over the sound of the keys. Oliver slowed down,
trying to listen in on their conversation. 

“...I want to find the entire network. The sellers, the brokers, the buyers, the smugglers, I want them
all. And I want them looking over their shoulders. I want them to be scared to walk the streets. I want
them so caught up in watching their own backs they don't see us coming for them and their friends.”

Oliver frowned, his nose scrunching as he attempted to contact the Doctor again. 

What do you want me to do?

“Sir, I don’t know if I can—” (F/N) said slowly, her eyes dragging over the objects in front of her in
uncertainty. 



Oliver wasn’t sure he’d seen that look on her face before. She was normally so confident. Maybe
going head to head with the Doctor was starting to wear her down.

He shrugged to himself, his gaze flicking back to the screen as his messages flashed but his frown
deepened further. 

Let her kill them. They are useless. — MN

But be ready to move. — MN

And I want her alive. — MN

Oliver clicked his tongue in annoyance. The Doctor’s obsession for a girl he’d only crossed a handful
of times was growing to be more irritating than he’d thought it would be. He’d hoped it would be a
fleeting obsession. That it would be replaced by something new within a few weeks but he’d been with
the team for months. He was no longer spying, he was babysitting. 

And it was growing tiresome. 

“You can,” The Commander cut in with a curt nod, not noticing the glare he received from Oliver,
“And you will. You’re a Ghost, Lieutenant. And you know the nice thing about ghosts? They don’t
exist. They come and go as they please, undetected and unseen.”

He held back a scoff. For as stern and stoic as Weston was, he had the tackiest sentiments. 

“Hunt them, track them, kill them. And, when in doubt, stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you safe.”

Oliver paused, taking in the man’s words before opening up one of his notepads and jotting it down. 

He’d give the man that one. That one was good. He wanted to remember that one. 

Wanda ducked behind Pietro, cautiously keeping an eye on Wraith—Walsh—Ghost…shit. She licked
her lips, picking at her fingers as she looked over the interior of the Compound. Walsh’s eyes flicked
to her, watching her carefully as he moved through the Compound. 

She’d been in his head. She’d seen things she wished she never would have. 

— ‘They don’t trust you,’ Walsh’s mind whispered, ‘You say a single word and I’ll get rid of you.’ —

But she’d heard so much more than that. 

— ‘I might not be able to overpower you but, mark my words, I’ll have them take you down without a
second thought.’ —

She knew his plan. She knew what he was going to do. He’d killed Cavanaugh and the rest of the
Alpha Two team. He’d framed (F/N) and turned everyone against her. 

— ‘I have a cell waiting for you at the Raft, if you want it…’ —

But that was just the tip of the iceberg. 

He had other plans for Libra. Ones she’d backed out of before she went too far because if she kept
digging, she wouldn’t like what she found. 



And he could order them to kill the man before she could stop him.

So she stayed quiet. 

Even if every fiber of her being was telling her to fling Walsh across the Compound without a second
thought.

But that’s not what (F/N) would do. Especially when there was an army of soldiers arriving with him. 

No. (F/N) would wait. She’d watch. She’d wait for an opportunity before she struck. 

She gulped as she made eye contact with him again. He smirked, grabbing a laptop off the counter
and handing it to a soldier before turning to Natasha. 

“We need to take a headcount back at base,” Walsh said lowly, “If you hear anything from (F/N), I
need to know.”

Natasha nodded, “We’ll be in touch.”

Walsh turned on his heel, sending another glare of warning to Wanda before he swept out of the
building. 

She nodded to herself, slipping away from the crowd as he disappeared and down the hall toward her
room. She stopped as she passed Steve. Taking a step back, she glanced inside. 

Steve was perched on the edge of his bed. He was hunched forward, his elbows on his knees and his
chin resting in his hands. 

He was shell-shocked in a way she’d never seen him before. 

He was mourning. 

— “This job…” Steve said slowly, biting his lip as he looked at her, “We try to save as many people
as we can…” —

Sam had left him to get more medical help while Barnes was in the middle of a crisis of his own. 

“Steve?” she asked quietly, taking a slow step into the room. He didn’t acknowledge her as she moved
toward him. 

—  “Sometimes that doesn't mean everybody. But if we can't find a way to live with that…Then next
time…Maybe nobody gets saved.” —

She slowly sat next to him, placing a gentle hand on his back, “I’m so sorry.”

Duke grunted, licking his lips as he tested his bonds and finally brushed his fingers against his watch.
His SOS beacon fell into his hands and he took a sigh of relief.

But his relief was cut short as the soldiers surrounding him began to move to new positions. 

He strained to look over his shoulder, listening to the streets below and hearing a line of vehicles
approach. 



Wraith. 

He forced a deep breath to calm himself before pressing the button and hoping to hell his team would
jump to his side in less than 30 seconds.

Even if he knew that was impossible, he could still hope. 

Duke pulled against his bonds again, making sure there was no way he could slip from them before he
stopped. 

Thudding footsteps sounded from the other side of the door and the soldier surrounding him
stiffened. 

He swallowed, his face falling to a glare as he tried to get himself comfortable enough to see the
infamous Daniel Gonzalez. With his hawk-like eyes and long black hair and…

The door swung open and a black-clad figure stepped through. 

But it wasn’t the one he was expecting.

It was a masked soldier with a familiar uniform. 

Ghost.

Duke paused, looking over the soldier as he came closer. 

He had (F/N)’s gait down and her mannerisms in the suit but something was off and he couldn’t place
it. 

“What do you think?” he asked, cocking his head to the side. 

Duke clicked his tongue with a shrug, “Decent. Not the best impression I’ve ever seen but it’s close. I
was expecting better from you, Gonzalez—”

Wraith cut him off with a chuckle, shaking his head as he waltzed around the room.

“Gonzalez?” he said, “I was that good, huh?”

He raised a brow as the soldier lifted his hands underneath the helmet and released it. 

Duke paled as their gazes met. 

Those were definitely not the eyes he’d thought would be under the mask. They weren't any shade
even close to the golden-hazel Danny had. 

No. 

They were the darkest shade of blue Duke had ever seen. Had it not been for the light streaming from
the windows, he’d have thought them black. 

“What?” Oliver Walsh smirked with a devious grin, “Didn’t see that coming?”

Duke managed a scoff before it turned into a coughing fit and he tasted blood in his mouth. He spat it
out, glaring back up at Walsh as he circled him, “Gotta expect the unexpected.” 



Oliver laughed, the sound low and more sinister sounding than when he had worn his mask, “But you
didn’t expect this, did you?”

“No.” Duke deadpanned with a roll of his eyes, “I was really hoping it was the other guy, actually.” 

He laughed again, dragging a chair across the floor to sit in front of him, “It’s funny, you know. We’ve
met so many times.” 

“Yeah. I really appreciate how you played Cairo. And Prague.” 

“No. No. No.” Walsh waved him off with a disappointed huff, “Ah. You’re so naive. Maybe I should
have kept Cavanaugh around, she would have at least been fun.”

Duke frowned, “What? What are you talking about?”

He clicked his tongue as he pulled his phone from his pocket and flashed the screen toward him. 

He swore his heart stopped as his eyes focused on the image flickering at him.

Oh. Oh, fuck.

(F/N) had said that Wraith had never been brainwashed and Duke had thought the worst. 

He’d thought that the love of her life had used her the entire time, that he’d only claimed to love her
to get closer.

But he hadn’t. 

Daniel Gonzalez was innocent. 

Instead, they’d been infiltrated by a man that had always been on Hydra’s side. 

Not only on Hydra’s side but one of Hydra’s best. 

The Ace of Spades

He felt his face darken and before he could stop himself, a low growl rumbled through his throat,
“Havana? You?”

“Attaboy,” A wicked grin curled on Oliver’s face, one that was so different from any picture Duke
had seen of him. He looked like an entirely different person. 

“What?” Duke said, still unable to stop himself, “You get tired of playing in the labs?”

“Something like that,” he scoffed, settling back in his chair, “Things didn’t go according to plan—”

“Which part? The Wraith part or the part where you betrayed the people that trusted you?”

“Both.” Oliver chuckled, folding his arms over his chest, “When Aerocell was stolen, it was supposed
to go right back into Hydra’s hands. But it didn’t. They kept my creation for their own and when we
found out that they were sending someone to retrieve it, we couldn’t let that happen. The Doctor sent
me to make sure they didn’t get their grimy hands on it but…”

He paused, sucking a hiss through his teeth in annoyance. 



“It turns out they were a tad more slippery than we anticipated…” He stopped again, tossing his
phone to himself, “Then the Doctor found himself a new project and I was told to let them live. I
followed them from Afghanistan to Colombia and Tokyo to Dubai and then Tehran—”

“And then you killed them in Iraq.”

Oliver laughed, rolling his eyes with a heavy sigh, “I only killed one of them. The Asset did most of
the work. I just provided them with a location.”

Duke leveled a glare at him, his jaw setting into place, “They trusted you.”

He smirked with a scoff and a growl, “That’s their fault. Not mine.”

You took a deep breath, relaxing back and ignoring the pang from the needle in your arm. You didn’t
know how long you’d been sitting there or how much longer Raffa was going to let you go. 

Your eyes felt heavy as you settled into your chair before you felt a presence by your side. 

“¿Cómo te sientes?” Raffa asked softly, reaching down to tap your arm. How are you feeling?

“I’m fine.” You nodded, wincing as he slowly pulled the needle out and you looked to Jack, “How is
he?”

“I think he’s gonna pull through,” he said before quietly adding, “I hope.”

You frowned, watching Jack’s chest steadily rise and fall as you pushed yourself out of your chair.
You wobbled slightly, catching yourself on Raffa’s shoulder before jumping back as he hissed in
pain. 

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He shook his head, “We’re all gonna be sore for a while.”

You looked up at him, studying him quickly before he returned to Jack’s side. 

He looked tired. They all did. It was written plainly across their faces. 

Your fault.

You frowned, slumping down in your chair again and holding your head in your hands. 

None of them deserved this. None of them deserve to be pushed into—

“Hey!” Zac called from the other side of the room before you could spiral further into your head,
“I’ve got something.” 

You jumped up, seeing spots for a moment before you corrected yourself and strode across the room,
“What is it?”

“Duke’s activated his SOS beacon.”

“Where?”

Zac turned his laptop toward you, showing you a map and pointing to a building, “Here—Hey!”



You spun on your heel, grabbing your jacket and slipping it on as you headed for the door. 

“Where are you going?”

“To get Duke back.” You flicked your collar, not bothering to look back, “I’m not losing anyone else
today.”

You were stopped as Belov stood between you and the door, “I’m going with you.”

“No, you’re not.” you scoffed, trying to brush past him but he just stepped in front of you again, “I
told you, I’m not losing anyone else today. If he finds out you’re alive, he’ll come after you again. I
can’t lose you—”

“Нет! How many times do I have to tell you?” Belov snapped, the wild look in his eye unraveling as
he took a slow step toward you, “You do not get to run off like Batman! You aren’t Batman! We are
team.”

“Belov—”

“That bastard has already taken my little sister,” he shrieked, jabbing his finger toward the door, “He’s
not taking my brother too.”

You held up a hand as he towered over you, “I—”

“I’m coming too.” Zac slipped past you, standing shoulder to shoulder with Belov with a confident
nod, “The entire Aftermath system is offline, including our cards. You don’t wanna be seen? We’re
gonna have to do it the old-fashioned way.”

“We’re going with you,” Belov spat, folding his arms over his chest defiantly, “And you can’t tell us
no.” 

You looked between the two slowly, shaking your head, “I can’t ask you guys to put yourselves in any
more danger—”

“You don’t have to,” Zac said, “It’s our job. And this is our family.”

Belov nodded, “We don’t leave family behind. We’re coming with you.”

You sighed, placing your hands on your hips, “Let’s get Duke back.”

Oliver blinked, hissing a sigh as another explosion burst through the desert before the battle finally
fell silent. He ducked out of the transport (F/N) had left him in, glancing down at the pistol in his
hand before flicking on the safety and tucking it into the empty holster by his side. 

Then, he waited. 



He waited for the dust to settle, for the smoke to clear, and for the few and far between screams to be
silenced. His eyes flicked over the carnage. Bodies of both his soldiers and the Americans littered the
sand, some were singed to a crisp while others were covered in splattered blood. 

He reached into his pocket, plugging in an earpiece and carefully slipping through the wreckage. 

It had been easy. Leak the team’s location and route and then shut down their communications. 

It was child’s play. 

And, now, there was barely anything left of them. 

Oliver smirked to himself, keeping a sharp gaze on the black vehicles that flooded the horizon as he
cleared his throat, “It’s over. Come get me.”

“The girl had better be alive.”

He shrugged at the familiar voice on the other end of the line, “I’m sure she’s around here
somewhere. She’s harder to kill than a fucking cockroach.”

“Confirm it. Or the Doctor will have your head.”

Oliver scoffed, “He doesn’t have the nerve.”

“No, but he has the Asset. And he has strict orders. Make sure they are all out of the way and
confirm the girl is alive.”

He blanched, clenching his teeth with a click, “I don’t like when you boss me around, Rook.”

The man scoffed on the other end of the line as Oliver took a slow step over a body and began
surveying the sand. He had no idea where (F/N) had run off to, or where the rest of the team had
finally fallen. And he really didn't want to have to walk all the way through the battlefield to find
them. 

Luckily, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He slipped behind a damaged transport,
eyeing the movement as a slow smile curled to his lips and he unholstered the weapon (F/N) had
given him. 

Weston stumbled through the debris field. He was limping before he finally caught sight of something
and straightened himself. The man paused next to an overturned Humvee. His lips were moving but
Oliver was too far away to make anything out except for one word.

(F/N). 

Oliver smirked to himself, raising the pistol and flicking off the safety as Weston turned his back on
him. 

The man took a slow step away and once he started to kneel down, Oliver’s finger slipped to the
trigger. 

A barrage of shots popped from the weapon, one after the other until it clicked in his hands. The slide
cocked back, smoke swirling from the barrel as the Commander Mikhail Weston fell to his knees.
Blood poured from his back before he fell face-first into the sand. 



Oliver backed away, placing a finger on his ear, “Confirmed—”

“You know…” A familiar, sly voice cut him off. Oliver whirled around, chuckling lightly at a man in a
deep, emerald green suit that was waltzing toward him. He was surrounded by other soldiers dressed
in black tac suits as he sauntered closer.

Rook

A smirk played on his face, his eyes concealed behind a pair of sunglasses as he nodded toward the
Commander, “I didn’t think you had the balls to do it, Ace.”

He quirked a brow with a shrug as Rook took another step closer and began rolling up his sleeves, “I
don’t like when you underestimate me—”

Oliver was cut off as Rook’s knuckles collided with his jaw. He yelped, doubling over as his fingers
held the stinging skin, “What the hell was that?”

“Regards from the good Doctor.” Rook smiled sweetly, shaking out his hands before flexing his
fingers. 

“I might possibly deserve that—”

Rook cut him off again, this time his knuckles collided with his nose. Oliver groaned, reaching up to
stop the blood that was pouring from his now crooked nose. 

Oliver coughed, gingerly pinching his nose and looking up at the man, “What was that for?”

“Doctor Novak is not done with you.” Rook grinned darkly as a pair of soldiers stepped from behind
him, “We need you to break the girl.”

He sighed, rolling his eyes as the soldiers grabbed his upper arms, “Of course you do.”

“What’s your plan here?” Duke asked, licking his lips as he stalled for time, “I mean, what even is
this? We just gonna hang out? Talk shit? Until, what? (F/N) gets here?”

“Something like that.” Oliver shrugged, a twisted smirk playing on his face as he rose to his feet,
“You wanna know something? It took nearly 20 years to break Barnes. I’m gonna break our favorite
girl in less than a day.” 

Duke's brows furrowed as he craned his neck to follow the man, “What are you talking about?”

“I’ve already done her the favor of ridding her of the Alpha Two team.” he continued, pulling the
pistol from his side and glancing down at it, “Disposed of her genius.”

“What?”

What did he mean? Rid her of Alpha Two? Disposed of her genius?

Duke’s mind went racing before he understood as Walsh snapped back the slide of his pistol to
chamber a round. 

He’d killed them. 



A light whisper managed to escape through Duke’s lips, “No.”

“She’s all alone. No one to turn to.” he chuckled to himself almost giddily, “The Avengers believe she
was never on their side. With a few well-placed lies, they’ll hunt her for me. She won’t have
anywhere she’ll be able to hide from me.”

He hissed another breath, stopping in front of Duke and flicking the safety off of his weapon as he
turned to him. 

“The good Doctor wants his favorite toy back but he wants her back in mint condition. You’re gonna
be the one to help me send her over the edge.”

Duke swallowed thickly, realization coming and going like a flash. 

His team wasn’t coming for him. Boone wasn’t coming for him. (F/N) wouldn’t be able to make it in
time. 

He was alone and he was running out of options. 

He couldn’t take Oliver hand-to-hand, not when he was seeing double and still bleeding. Not to
mention there was the issue of getting out of the chair he was tied to. 

Duke took a deep breath, glancing up at Oliver as he accepted his fate. He smiled, shaking his head at
the naive man standing in front of him, “She’ll never stop. Once you do this, you’re signing your
death warrant.” 

“So?”

“So, do it. Shoot me. Kill me.” he choked out, glaring up at him with a low grin that began spreading
across his lips as his voice began to rise, “You think I’m scared of death? You’re the one who should
be scared. (F/N) won’t rest until she’s ripped you limb from limb. You want to break her? That’s not
what you’re doing. You’re forging a whole new kind of weapon, one you won’t be able to stop. There
is not a place on this earth you’ll be able to hide from her. She will find you and she will kill you.” 

Walsh scoffed, “That’s pretty poetic for a dead man.”

“I thought they were pretty good final words.” He shrugged defiantly as Oliver lowered the gun,
pressing it against Duke's forehead.

“Yeah.” He nodded after a moment, his finger slipping to the trigger, “They really were.”

A single gunshot rang through the room.
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Kill Switch

Chapter Summary

You could have lost them. You could have lost all of them. All because you were too blind to see
through Wraith's charade.

You were supposed to be better than this. You were supposed to be the best of the best. That’s
what you were trained to be.

You felt something shift deep inside of you, bringing with it a familiar certainty. Something you
hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

It was cold and calculated and focused. It knew exactly what it had to do and when to do it.

It had been cooped up inside you for so, so long, shoved to the back of your mind to never see
the light of day again. You’d let it slip through the cracks a seldom few times but, now?

Now, it wanted out.

It wanted to rage and rampage and take what it was owed. 
 
Revenge. 

It was aggressive, yet charming. Exactly what Commander Weston had trained it to be. It was
reckless and vigilant. It was impulsive and deliberate.

Ghost.
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If you heard the shot, you were never the target.

“Sound off, soldiers.” the Commander’s low growl rumbled through Oliver’s ear. 

“Roger that,” he said, rolling his eyes as he leaned back in his chair, “Blackhat here.
Communications are up and running, sir.”

“Outbreak, ready,” Johnson hummed softly as Oliver’s finger slowly crept back toward the keyboard. 

A laugh sounded from Gonzalez, “Nighthawk, on the move.”



“Ghost is go.” (L/N) came a moment later, her voice floating through the line smoothly, “Nighthawk,
Outbreak, your route is open.”

He relaxed back with a sigh of relief. He’d been sitting there for hours as Johnson and Gonzalez got
into position while (L/N) kept an eye on the valley and Weston made last-minute changes to the plan. 

But Oliver knew it was all in vain. 

He’d already modified Doctor Novak’s plan. He’d given a head’s up to the Muraqibu Allayl. They’d
know the instant the soldiers stepped foot into their base and they’d take care of Johnson and
Gonzalez themselves. 

Two fewer people he had to deal with. 

Oliver glanced up from his chair in the jeep, his eyes scanning the horizon for movement. Even if he
knew that Weston was miles away in the valley, he didn’t trust the old man to not double back on him. 

He’d give it to the guy, he was good at what he did. But, as good as he was, he hadn’t seen through
Oliver’s charade. 

And it was far too late now. 

He swallowed, turning back to his computer and letting his fingers fly over the keys. 

They’re moving. 

He got a reply almost instantly and a smirk curled to his face. 

Shut them down. The Asset will take care of the rest. — MN

Perfect. 

This was shaping up to be one of the easiest assignments he’d ever been on. 

Sure, he’d been worried at the beginning. He was heading into a hornet’s nest. 

Trained hornets. 

That were also killer hornets. 

That probably also doubled as lie detectors. 

But he’d made it through unscathed. And now he was on the home stretch. 

Oliver nodded to himself. He reached up and simply pressed a single button, cutting off their
communications immediately. 

They’d be in the dark now. With no way of communicating, they’d fall easily out of the way. 

And, the best part? 

They were on radio silence. They wouldn’t even know they’d lost communications until it was too
late. 

He slowly shut his laptop, leaning back into his seat and relaxing with a sigh. 



It had been so much simpler than he’d thought it would be. He’d been worrying over nothing and,
soon, he’d be back in his lab. 

Nice and safe and—

Oliver’s eyes snapped open as a pair of headlights came flying over the horizon. He frowned,
straightening himself before he froze. 

The Commander. 

His nose twitched slightly. 

Where the fuck did he come from? How in the actual hell was he able to set the charges around the
building so fast, get back up the side of the valley, and back of his Jeep?

Oliver’s eyes narrowed as the vehicle came closer. 

The old man was more nimble than he’d thought he was. And about 40 times more efficient. 

Or…

His gaze flicked to the dim clock on the dash. 

Yeah, that was it. 

He’d gotten lost in his head again. He’d let his mind wander too far and lost time again. 

Oliver grumbled to himself, clearing his throat and widening his eyes as he threw the door open. 

“S-Sir!” he stuttered as the man practically dove out of his vehicle, “We’ve lost communications! I
think—”

He paused, listening to a distant hum that was growing closer by the second. Glancing up, he barely
caught sight of the flashing light of a helicopter. 

“Let’s go,” Weston said gruffly, nodding toward the helicopter and marching toward an open field,
“C’mon, Rookie.”

Oliver sighed, snatching his laptop and following in the man’s strides. 

“What’s happening?”

“Team’s in trouble.” he answered simply, stopping in the clearing and nodding to Oliver as he
stopped by his side, “Try and get into contact with them.” 

Oliver swallowed nervously, “What about Aerocell?”

The Commander tapped his pocket, “Took care of it.”

“What about—”

“(F/N) has the hillside covered.” He ignored him, his eyes glued to the helicopter, “She won’t let
anything happen to Gonzalez. Whatever screwball bullshit she has up her sleeve will keep them
distracted until we get there.”



Oliver blinked, glancing back down at his laptop and hugging it to his chest, “We?”

Weston nodded, holding up what looked like a keyfob and pressing a single button.

The two Jeeps behind them went up in flames immediately, the sound echoing into the clearing and
making Oliver flinch back. A burst of hot air smacked him in the face, blowing his hair awry as the
hills were painted in orange light and the helicopter came closer. 

Oliver glanced back to the Commander. 

He’d just used their only means of transportation as flares to signal the incoming Lakota helicopter. 

Oliver sighed, rolling his eyes to himself as the Commander began hauling him toward the craft,
“Fuck me.”

Duke flinched, his eyes squeezing shut as the shot reverberated through the room with an ominous
rumble. 

He expected a flash of pain as his life flashed before his eyes and the bullet snapped through his
skull. 

But it didn’t. 

He expected to tumble into darkness and silence and nothingness.

But he didn’t. 

He at least thought he’d open his eyes and stumble toward a bright light. 

But there wasn’t a light or a voice calling his name. Or…anything for that matter. 

Nothing happened. 

Well..not exactly nothing. 

Duke peeled open an eye, still feeling the muzzle of Walsh’s pistol pressed snuggly against his
forehead but it was movement behind the man that caught his attention. 

A single soldier crumpled to the floor, the thud of his body on the floorboards harmonizing
dangerously with the residual shot. Blood trickled from his head and Duke tore his gaze away from
the man, back to the door. 

Light pierced through a newly formed hole in the wood. Dust danced in the sun as debris filtered to
the ground.

Duke blinked, glancing back and forth between the door and Walsh.

Walsh was just as bewildered as he was. Things weren’t going according to plan but then…what was
happening—

Before Duke could finish his train of thought, the door was ripped from its hinges. It flew into the
room, slamming into a trio of soldiers and splintering into pieces. 



Duke’s face fell, his eyes widening before a low smirk curled to his face, splitting the cut on his lip. 

But he didn’t care. 

Not as an eerie silence crept through the room before being replaced by threatening thuds of steady
footsteps and a lone silhouette stalked through the dust. 

(F/N). 

She looked like a wild animal. Her eyes were dark and bloodthirsty, a look that would have scared
that absolute shit out of Duke if he wasn’t so fucking happy to see her. 

Her hair was in a loose bun and awry, the baby hairs surrounding her face stuck to sweat-soaked skin
as she stormed into the room with a jingle of dog tags. A low, feral growl leaped from her throat, the
only warning these soldiers would get before they faced every ounce of her wrath.

Whatever Walsh had done to break her had worked. He’d gotten exactly what he wanted. 

And he’d bitten off more than he could chew. 

Walsh swallowed, his gaze flicking away from (F/N) and landing on Duke as the woman glared at
him. 

And Duke laughed. 

He actually laughed with a gun still pointed at his head. 

His cackle grew with every step (F/N) took toward him until he was left wheezing for air, “You’re so
fuckin’ screwed—”

“Duke!” (F/N) snapped, cutting him off with a curt glare, “Get down.”

“Yes, ma’am.” His smile grew, the split in his lip splitting further as he rocked his chair back and
forth before he clattered to the floor. 

The instant he was out of the way, (F/N) threw herself at Walsh. She knocked Walsh’s weapon away
from Duke with a swift kick to his wrist before backing him further into the room.

He flinched as gunfire filled the room and bullets whizzed over the top of him. Duke wiggled slightly,
trying to free himself from the rope keeping him bound to the chair and failing miserably. 

If only he had a knife or a blade stashed in his watch or—

A ka-bar snapped in front of his face, embedding itself into the wooden floorboards. Duke’s gaze
flicked upward, barely catching (F/N) correcting herself from the throw and dodging a flurry of
punches from Walsh. 

That’ll work.

He scoffed to himself, rocking forward and back and turning his chair in a circle before he felt the
cool blade against the back of his hands. 

Duke worked quickly, letting the blade slice through the rope binding his hands before snatching it
from the floorboards and freeing his legs. 



He ducked as (F/N) pulled a pistol from her side and downed a pair of soldiers lurking behind him. 

She was pissed. More so than he had ever seen her. 

The smile on his face fell as his stomach dropped and realization set in. She wouldn’t be that pissed
unless…

Unless it was true. All of it. 

(F/N) wouldn’t let anger consume her this terribly unless Walsh had done it. 

— “I’ve already done her the favor of ridding her of the Alpha Two team.” he continued, pulling the
pistol from his side and glancing down at it, “Disposed of her genius.” —

She wouldn’t be that angry unless she’d just lost everything. Which meant he’d lost everything. 

His best friend. His fiance. His family. 

Duke’s breath caught in his throat.

No. No. No. 

He took a shuddered breath as he tried to stand but his feet gave out from underneath him and his
gaze dropped to the floor. 

— “I’m kidding.” he cut in before he could complain, “I love you.” —

— “I know,” Duke said softly, “And, I’m ready if you are.” —

— “I’ve been ready for a long time, dumbass.” Jack scoffed. —

“Duke!” (F/N) yelled, appearing by his side in an instant, “We gotta go!”

He nodded slowly, trying to find his footing and leaning heavily on her before Walsh tackled her.
Duke stumbled, catching himself on a stack of boxes and finding himself face-to-face with one of the
soldiers. 

Adjusting his hold on the knife, he tossed it to himself. Catching the tip of the blade in his fingers, he
chucked it at the soldier in front of him. The knife went flying through the air, whistling over the
man’s shoulder and hitting the wall behind him before clattering to the floor. 

Duke frowned, watching it fall before slowly raising his fists at the soldier and taking a wobbly step
toward him.

Boone made it look so much easier. 

The soldier scoffed, looking him over and beginning to lunge at him before being toppled over by
another man that went flying through the air. 

The two fell to the floor as an arm curled under his and (F/N) ducked to his side again. 

“C’mon,” she hummed smoothly, puffing a piece of hair from her face and leading Duke through the
carnage, “Let’s get out of here.”



She pulled a pair of spheres and cylinders from her pocket. Tossing the spheres over her shoulder, she
dropped the cylinders to their feet. They released a cloud of smoke the instant they hit the ground,
concealing their escape as (F/N) tugged him through the doorframe and into a stairwell. 

“(F/N), what happened?” Duke slurred, his vision going blurry as she led him down the hazy stairs,
“What happened to Jack? What did Walsh—”

A rumbling sounded from above them, followed by the glow of flames licking through the empty
doorframe. 

(F/N)’s grip on him tightened as she kept him upright and moving, “Later, we gotta go.”

Duke tried to protest but his words lodged in his throat along with the burn of smoke and dust. He
coughed, leaning heavily on her as she set the pace. 

Even as he tried to focus, his mind was racing. 

What had happened? They were in the air when Duke was hit. Had they crashed? Had Walsh sent a jet
to meet them? Were they ambushed on the ground? What—

Duke flinched back as a door was thrown open, sending both him and (F/N) stumbling backward until
she caught him. 

(F/N) glanced up to the figure that ducked into the stairwell, “Good?”

“Да.” a familiar voice hummed, “Charges set. Let’s move.”

Duke blinked as the figure ducked to his side, “Belov?”

The Russian nodded, helping (F/N) keep him upright as they continued downward. 

Duke’s eyes narrowed, his brows furrowing at Belov before they softened, “You’re alive.”

“For now,” Belov said, adjusting his grip on him as (F/N) kicked open another door. 

A wave of relief flooded through Duke’s entire system. If Belov made it then it was possible, even if
the chances were slim, the rest of them were okay. 

That Jack was okay. 

But Boone hadn't been with them.

Duke’s relief flashed away in an instant. 

“Belov,” Duke croaked, “What about Boone?”

The Russian opened his mouth before (F/N) cut him off.

“Enemy front!”

She let go of Duke in an instant, shoving him into Belov and engaging the pair of soldiers that
emerged from the smoke. Belov held him steady behind cover, wincing away from stray bullets as she
finished off the men and returned to their side. 



“We gotta keep moving.” She grabbed him again, hauling him against her as she kicked open a final
door and Duke winced as sweet, sweet sunlight and fresh air hit him like a ton of bricks. 

“Where we headin’?” Duke asked, pausing at the sound of his raspy voice as his heart began to thud
in his skull. He didn’t realize just how much his head hurt or that his ears were ringing or that all of
his joints were beginning to lock up. 

“Van,” she said simply, glancing over her shoulder and leading him away from the building as they
quickly stumbled through an alley. She pressed a finger to her ear, “Big Brother, we’re on our way.”

“Zac’s here?” Duke perked up. If Zac and Belov had made it, it made the chances of Jack being okay
even better. But, if that was the case, where the hell was he? He frowned, his eyes darkening,
“Where’s Jack?”

“Duke, we don’t have time—”

“No.” Duke shoved her away with a snap, standing on his own as he pushed Belov off of him, “Tell
me. Where is Jack?”

He took a deep breath as the world began to spin and his heart began to beat faster. 

(F/N) softened, holding out her hand in peace, “He’s at the safehouse. Duke, please, we have to go.”

Duke’s eyes flicked between her and her hand before taking it and letting her tug him closer as Belov
slowly returned to his side. He held onto them both, trying to ground himself as he matched their
steps and they turned the corner. 

And they all froze. 

A single soldier stood between them and the end of the alley. His weapon was raised, his eyes flicking
back and forth between them. 

“Fuck,” (F/N) groaned, glancing down at her weapon. The slide was cocked back, the pistol spent.
She glanced at Belov, “You got anything?”

“Нет.” He shook his head, leveling a glare at the soldier, “I’m out.”

Duke sighed, glancing over his shoulder but knowing that they had no way out, “Shit.”

The soldier took a step forward, his rifle trained on them as his finger slid to the trigger. 

Before he could fire, a pair of shots echoed from behind him. The soldier fell to the ground, revealing
a form at the end of the alley. 

Zac. 

Duke breathed a sigh of relief as Zac’s face scrunched with a wince. He held the weapon perfectly in
his hands but he also held a horrified look in his eyes. 

He’d managed to double-tap the man in the chest, perfectly center mass. 

Just like (F/N) taught him. 

She smirked, tugging the group forward toward the man, “Nice shot.”



Zac nodded for a moment before he shook his head, “I’m gonna puke.”

“Nice,” she chuckled, taking back the weapon from him and gently prodding him forward. She looked
proud of him, even as he began to turn green. 

Belov scoffed, as (F/N) handed him Zac’s pistol, “Идти.” Go. 

Duke nodded, trying his best to keep up with the group as (F/N) stayed by his side and Belov turned
to watch their backs. 

“Norway,” (F/N) said, glancing at the man, “Standby to detonate.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He pulled a detonator from his pocket, ducking behind them and looking up toward the
building. 

Duke followed his gaze as his heart rate began to slow and he began to calm down. (F/N) had it
covered, Jack was alive but…

“(F/N),” he mumbled, unable to wait any longer, “What happened to Boone?”

“Duke, I—” (F/N) started as they turned the corner before she paused, “Oh, fuck me. Firewire!”

Duke’s head whipped around, his face falling as two more soldiers sprinted toward them. Belov
whirled out from behind them, pistol raised and his finger slipping onto the trigger. 

But he never got to fire. 

A white van sped down another alley, slamming into both men and flinging them against the wall.
Belov sighed, rolling his eyes before aiming at the fallen men and finishing them off. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” (F/N) snapped, her brows furrowing as she glared at the driver. 

“Your mom.” The driver shrugged, rolling down the window. Duke couldn’t help but let out an
audible sigh of relief as demon green eyes flicked his way with a wink and a twisted Cheshire grin
greeted him warmly, “Hey, big guy.”

“Boone?”

“We’re going with you,” Belov spat, folding his arms over his chest defiantly, “And you can’t tell us
no.” 

You looked between the two slowly, shaking your head, “I can’t ask you guys to put yourselves in any
more danger—”

“You don’t have to,” Zac said, “It’s our job. And this is our family.”



Belov nodded, “We don’t leave family behind. We’re coming with you.”

You sighed, placing your hands on your hips, “Let’s get Duke back.”

A smile crept over Belov’s face as he turned toward the door. 

This was a terrible idea and you knew it. Even though Belov was right. You’d never be able to take on
Oliver and get Duke back without help. But you couldn’t take the idea of losing any more of your
team than you already had. 

Maybe, you could ditch them. Maybe, if you got to the van fast enough, you could drive away before
they knew what was happening. Maybe—

You ran into Belov's back, cutting off your train of thought. He’d frozen at the door, his gaze trained
on something you couldn’t see at the top of the steps. A squeak wheezed from his lungs as his eyes
widened. You took a step in front of Zac, raising your fists and waiting for a fight.

But instead, Belov dashed out the door, leaving both you and Zac behind. 

You frowned, poking your head out the door as another sound came from outside. It sounded like a
sob mixed with a relieved gasp. 

You made the same sound when your gaze finally landed on Belov. 

He’d tackled a woman outside the door, dragging her into a bone-crushing hug. Her hair was fluffy
and she was covered in dark soot. 

But she was alive.

“Deep breaths, Christopher," she hummed, gently rubbing his back.

Your heart leaped to your throat as green eyes met yours. 

“Boone?”

Boone pulled Steve into a quick hug, grabbing her keys before rolling to her tiptoes to press a kiss to
his cheek, “Love you.”

She swung away, heading directly for the door before Steve’s hand snapped to her wrist and yanked
her back to him. 

His lips met hers in a searing kiss before he pulled away, “Let me know when everything’s okay.”

“I will.” She nodded, quickly pulling away and jogging out the door. She checked her phone as she
rounded the building toward her car, hoping to hell that her warning made it in time. 



She paused at the corner, grabbing her keys from her purse and double-tapping the remote start.
Switching to her phone, she just about pressed Senator Johnson’s contact when a bright flash caught
her eye. 

Boone was flung backward a second later, her back slamming against the wall of the Compound as
her car burst into flames. A grunt sounded from her throat as she fell to the ground. 

Her ears were ringing as she landed on the lawn, her head pounding as she tried to pick herself up. 

She stumbled backward, hitting her back against the wall again before her legs gave out and she slid
back to the grass. 

There was practically nothing left of her McLaren. She could already see the frame beginning to char
as plastic began to melt and black smoke curled into the air. Part of the Compound was on fire too,
part of it was completely gone. 

Whoever had wanted her dead tried hard. 

Like they weren’t going to fail…

Again. 

Wraith. 

A snarl curled to Boone’s lips before it fell. 

If he went after her like this…if he went through the trouble of trying to kill her at the Avengers
Compound…what about everyone else?

She blanched, trying to claw her way up the wall and to her feet before she stopped. 

Someone was calling her name. She could barely hear it over the ringing in her ears but it was there. 

“Steve?” Boone asked hoarsely before she coughed, “Steve!”

She didn’t even see him coming, she just felt herself being scooped up into a pair of warm arms. 

“You okay?” Steve asked, his voice echoing in her head but it was too faint for her to hear as he
pulled away from her. He cupped her cheeks, wrenching her gaze away from her burning car and to
him, “Montana? Baby? Can you hear me?”

Boone still stared over his shoulder, the billowing flames that were consuming her car holding her
gaze captive. 

Wraith had tried to kill her while she was carefree in one of the safest places in the world. Wraith had
tried to kill her while she was with Captain America. 

If he had done that, what was stopping him from trying again and again? What was stopping him from
caring about collateral damage?

What was stopping him from going after them both?

“Boone!” Steve tried again, gently thumbing her cheeks to catch her attention. 

Boone’s eyes finally flicked to Steve but she shook her head, “I’m dead.”



“No, you’re not.” Steve frowned, shaking his head and pulling away from her as her fingers fisted
into his shirt. His gaze dragged over her, quickly looking for injuries, “Y-You’re okay.”

“No. No,” she said frantically, her nose scrunching as realization set in, “I-I’m dead—”

She knew what she had to do. 

“Baby.” Steve tried again shakily, his hands falling to her hips as he held her tightly, “You’re okay. I
—”

Boone frowned, her eyes meeting his as another realization shook her to her core. 

He was scared. Terror was ricocheting through him. 

Tears were already spilling down his cheeks and his breaths were heavy. 

Boone pulled him against her, her lips crashing to his and cutting him off before she pulled away. 

“New York, you’re not listening to me,” she whispered, barely able to hear her own voice over the
ringing in her ears as she reached up to wipe away his tears, “I’m dead.”

Boone gently tilted his head toward the remnants of her car and she nodded.

“But—”

“I need you to trust me, New York,” she whispered, “I died.”

Steve shook his head once more. His brows furrowed as he cupped her cheeks again, this time making
sure she was, indeed, not dead.

“Somebody wanted me dead,” she hummed, trailing her hands up his chest to rest on his shoulders,
“They succeeded.”

Steve blinked as she held him steady and he nodded slowly, “If they find out you’re still alive—”

“They’ll try again.” She closed her eyes as she bit her lip, “I’m so sorry, New York.”

He frowned, a glare working to his face as he pulled her into his chest and glanced over his shoulder,
“What do we do?”

Boone sighed with a shrug, craning her neck to look around them before realizing exactly where they
were. 

The damn blindspot she’d warned Stark about months ago. 

She rolled her eyes, rolling out of Steve’s arms and grabbing her purse from the grass. Boone
scrambled through it before finding an unused burner phone.

“We call in a favor.”

Her fingers knew the number exactly, even if it was one she hadn’t used in years. 

A familiar voice answered almost immediately.

“Hello?”



“Ev, I need a favor,” Boone said quickly, relaxing back against the wall and tugging Steve to her side,
“Stat.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line before Everett spoke. 

“I’m on my way. Where are you?”

Everett sighed, collapsing back in the passenger seat of the ambulance he and his team had managed
to hijack. He took off his cap, tossing it into the back before he ripped off his fake mustache. 

“Ow.” He winced, trying to flick it away from him but it stuck to his fingers. The frown on his face
deepened as his gently rubbed his top lip. 

A giggle sounded from behind him as the body bag in the back of the rig sat up. 

“You’re such a fuckin’ wimp.”

The zipper on the bag slowly opened and a head poked out. Everett rolled his eyes with a smirk, any
other day he’d be terrified to see a body bag sit up and its contents unzip itself. 

“You owe me.” He called over his shoulder. 

“I do not,” Cavanaugh scoffed with a frown, untangling her hair from the zipper before rolling out of
it, off the stretcher and to the floor with a thud, “You still owe me plenty.”

He nodded, knocking his head against the back of his chair. 

She was right, as per usual. 

“Rogers isn’t gonna talk, is he?”

“Nah.” Boone shook her head, popping over the seat to lean into his peripheral, “He’s good at keeping
secrets.”

“He works with world renowned assassins and spies,” Everett said, sending her a sideways glance,
“They can extract information in a heartbeat.”

“Not if they think he’s in the middle of a crisis.”

“You’re terrifying.” He rolled his eyes before nodding ahead of them, “Where are we taking you?”

“Drop me off anywhere without cameras,” Boone hummed, taking out the third phone Everett had
seen her with, “I’ll borrow a car.”

He raised a brow, glancing over his shoulder as she sat herself on the floor, “From who?”



“I dunno. Anyone.” 

“Boone,” Everett sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “How many times have we been over this?
It’s not borrowing, it’s stealing.” 

“Meh.” She shrugged, typing away on the phone unbothered, “Tomato, tomahto.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“I know.”

A smile worked to his face as he glanced in the mirror to watch her.

She’d changed so little since he’d first met her but, at the same time, she was an entirely different
person. She wasn’t the person he’d betrayed in Moscow but there were still glimmers of her now and
then. She may have been reckless back then but she’d taken on so much responsibility and she was
handling it perfectly. 

Everett’s gaze flicked to one of his agents as she handed Cavanaugh a tablet.

“We have reports of missiles being launched off the coast.”

Boone frowned, her jaw clenching as she quickly scrolled through the information, “Fuck.”

Everett mirrored her look, “You got a safehouse?”

“You know me,” she hummed, glaring at the tablet before handing it back, “I’ve got like five between
here and the city but there’s only one off the grid.”

He nodded, “What else do you need?”

“For you all to know this didn’t happen,” she said, glancing up at him with a low smirk, “I’d hate to
have to come back and kill you all.”

Everett rolled his eyes, nodding at another agent and relaxing back in his chair. 

“We’ve already taken care of the paperwork.”

The agent sitting next to him nodded, “And we’ve erased our little…”

He trailed off, looking to Everett with a small shrug.

“Field trip.” he finished for him with a curt nod. 

His agent nodded before continuing, “Field trip from the system.”

Boone’s signature Cheshire grin lit up the back of the ambulance as she tossed a strand of blonde hair
over her shoulder, “You’re the best, Ev.”

“I know.” 



“Get in,” Boone said, reaching back and releasing the sliding door as Belov dove into the passenger
seat. 

Duke nodded as you helped him into the back, “He said you were dead.” 

“Close. No cigar.” Boone shrugged, “It’s funny, I woulda thought that the third time was the charm.”

“Don’t say that,” Duke groaned, slumping down on the floor of the van, “You’re gonna make me
sick.”

You frowned, looking him over quickly, “You already look sick.”

Zac nodded, following your gaze, “He looks green.”

You shrugged, glancing back at Zac, “Not as green as you.”

“Hey—” 

“Will you придурки please get in van?” Belov snapped, glaring at the two of you. 

“Have you dipshits been stressing out Christopher?” Boone frowned, eyeing him worriedly, “His
accent’s gotten stronger.”

“Shut up, Беда.”

“Christopher, it's becoming an issue. I can hardly understand you.”

“Я надеру тебе задницу, когда мы вернемся домой.” I'm going to kick your ass when we get
home. 

Boone rolled her eyes, “You're such a drama queen.”

“Беда, I said shut up.”

You scoffed, nodding to Zac, “Blow it.”

He nodded, pressing the button on the detonator and scrambling in after you before you slammed the
door.

The van was off like a shot as Boone floored it. You flew out of the alley and back into the busy
streets, disappearing into traffic and leaving behind an exploding building. 

You sighed, tentatively taking a seat next to Duke and looking over him as he stared back at the
building. 



He’d relaxed, but only slightly, and was currently staring into the floor of the van. He blinked slowly,
swaying back and forth before he rested his head against the side of the van. 

He looked like he was about to pass out.  

“You okay?” you murmured, dipping your head to catch his attention. 

Duke bit his lip, broken fingers reaching up to twiddle his necklace before he shook his head, “Who’d
we lose?”

A sigh whipped through your throat as you opened your mouth before you snapped it closed. Silence
overtook the van as you tried to find your words. 

You closed your eyes, steeling yourself for Duke’s reaction before you spoke, “Art, Dorian, and Gabe.
They shielded Daedalus One from a hit. Took themselves out to save the others.”

Duke frowned as he closed his eyes and licked his lips as his eyes began to glass over, “Everybody
else?”

You paused, glancing up at Zac before shifting your gaze to Belov. The Russian nodded, shaking his
head sadly as you turned back to Duke and wrapped your arm over his shoulder. 

“Everyone’s sore and Hadar broke his leg—”

“You know what I meant,” Duke snapped, tears rolling down his cheeks as he winced away from
you.  

“Jack…he…” You trailed off, your mind racing to find such simple words that seemed nearly
impossible now, “H-He took shrapnel. Lost a lot of blood.” 

He took a shattered breath, holding his head in his hands as a sob wracked through him and his voice
finally cracked, “Oh, God…” 

You placed a gentle hand on his back, trying to soothe him as you continued, “Raffa has him stable
now. He’s resting. I’m so sorry.”

Duke nodded, rubbing his eyes as he rocked back and forth as he broke down into sobs. 

“Take this,” Boone hummed, tapping the steering wheel for Belov before switching places with him.
She rolled over the seat, landing by you before moving to Duke’s free side. She placed a hand on his
knee, gently rubbing it, “We’re gonna be okay. We’re all together, Duke. That’s all that matters.”

Duke sighed, straightening himself for a moment before shaking his head, “Not all of us.”

Boon sniffed, reaching up to wipe away a tear, “I know.”

He glanced at you, swallowing thickly, “I know you wanna kill him but I want dibs too.” 

You paused, startled by the dark look that overcame his features before you shook your head and
cupped his cheeks. 

“No, you don’t,” you said, brushing away a stray piece of hair from his eyes, “I ain’t gonna let you
turn into me. I’m not going to let you take the same path I have. I’ll take care of it.” 



“We’ll take care of it.” Belov clarified from the front seat as Zac crawled over the bench and tumbled
into the passenger’s side.  

You rolled your eyes, ignoring his glare, “Fine.” 

Duke scoffed, trying to relax back as he tapped Boone’s thigh and changed the subject as he ruffled
her tangled hair, “What about you, blondie? What the fuck happened?”

“He tried to blow me up again.” Boone shrugged nonchalantly, “Nothing major.” 

He smacked her lightly, “Boone.” 

She chuckled, “I’m 90% sure he had an explosive hooked up to my ignition.” 

Duke nodded, his eyes slowly closing, “Remote start?”

“Remote start.” She smiled before looking to you, “I called in a favor from Ev. He came and picked
me up.” 

You bit your lip. She hadn’t had time to tell you the whole story as she rushed around the safehouse
before ushering you all into the van to get Duke. 

You frowned, “What about Steve?”

“He can keep a secret.”

Belov raised a brow, glancing over his shoulder, “Can he?”

“Yes.” She sent a glare at him. 

Duke nodded, laying his head on your shoulder with a yawn, “Did you really blow up that building
just now with FuckU 1.5s?”

“How the fuck did you know that?” You raised a brow, tilting your head to look at him closer.

He shrugged, “They all sound different.” 

A scoff huffed from your throat, “You’re a psychopath.” 

“Pyromaniac.” Duke corrected you before pointing at Boone, “That’s the psychopath. Where the hell
did you get 1.5s?”

Boone winked, “Stopped by one of my old weapons caches on my way to the safehouse. I had a lot of
fun stuff stashed away just in case.”

“Those are highly unstable.”

“Makes ‘em even funner.”

Duke chuckled, his breathing evening out as his eyes began to close.  

“Stay awake, buddy,” you hummed softly, patting his back, “We’re almost there.” 



You slid open the door of the van as Zac and Belov hopped out of the front. The two stared over your
shoulder as you and Boone moved to help Duke to his feet. He grumbled, wincing as he set foot onto
the ground. 

He leaned on you heavily, just like he had when you’d gone to get him. You never seen such terror in
his eyes when you'd finally made your entrance but it had melted away the instant he saw you.

Even if all of this had been all your fault.

— “I can’t feel my legs!” his shriek pierced above the sound of gunfire. —

— There was so much blood. It was barely visible on the black of his uniform but it stained his skin.
Your sticky hands clasped onto his. —

Your frown deepened as you helped Duke down the stairs. 

You didn’t know what you were running into as you sprinted up the building. You’d only seen the
shadow of feet underneath a closed door for half a second before you raised your pistol and fired
before breaking down the door. 

A part of you had hoped it was Ollie standing there. That you could have finished it right then and
there. 

But it wasn’t. 

And there was another part of you that was creeping up your spine. A darker part, one that wanted the
end of Oliver Walsh to be up close and personal. 

You knew he’d gotten away. He was much too good to get caught up in an explosion. And you knew
you’d see him again before too long. 

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —

— Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I— —

The instant you entered the safehouse, Duke threw himself out of your grasp. He limped to Jack’s
side, taking his hand and quickly looking over the unconscious man. 

“He’s gonna be okay,” Raffa said softly, even as he sent you a worried glance, “He just needs to rest.”

Boone brushed past you, striding to Jesse and Ari’s side. Ari looked like he was in so much pain. He
was hiding every grimace with a clench of his jaw and he still held Jesse securely on his lap.  

“Hey, sister,” Boone whispered softly, crouching down beside them and placing a gentle hand on her
back. Jesse flinched before turning toward her and wrapping her up in a hug. Boone sighed, carefully
pulling Jesse off of Ari’s lap and beside her. She whispered in her ear as Raffa rushed to Ari’s side and
began giving him pain meds.  

— Weston swallowed with a frown before he nodded, walking past you to look at Danny. —

— The instant he stooped down to inspect him an onslaught of gunfire pierced through the silent
battlefield. You flinched, accidentally flinging away your pistol as the Commander’s back was filled



with bullet holes. Your fingers instinctively intertwined with Danny’s again as the gunfire continued
before it stopped. —

— “C-Commander?” you whimpered, watching his eyes glaze over as he stutter-stepped back. His
breath was caught in his throat as his jaw dropped and he fell to his knees. —

You winced, flinching away from the sight in front of you as Belov and Zac collapsed down onto a
dilapidated couch. Your gaze flicked over each of them before landing on the dog tags Jesse still held
securely in her hands. 

— “No!” you screamed, fighting against him and kicking his knee again, “You can’t just leave him!
Please! Danny, get up!” —

You could have lost them. You could have lost all of them. All because you were too blind to see
through Oliver’s charade. 

You were supposed to be better than this. You were supposed to be the best of the best. That’s what
you were trained to be. 

— “You’re a ghost, Lieutenant. And you know the nice thing about ghosts?” —

— You shook your head, your brows furrowing and eyes widening as you looked up to him. He looked
almost savage with the dangerous glint in his eyes and a crooked smirk on his lips. —

— “They don’t exist. They come and go as they please, undetected and unseen.” He set his jaw into
place, his unyielding eyes cutting so hard into you, you could feel it, “Hunt them, track them, kill
them. And, when in doubt, stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you safe.” —

You felt something shift deep inside of you, bringing with it a familiar certainty. Something you
hadn’t felt in a long, long time. 

It was cold and calculated and focused. It knew exactly what it had to do and when to do it. 

It had been cooped up inside you for so, so long, shoved to the back of your mind to never see the
light of day again. You’d let it slip through the cracks a seldom few times but, now?

Now, it wanted out. 

It wanted to rage and rampage and take what it was owed. 

Revenge. 

It was aggressive, yet charming. Exactly what Commander Weston had trained it to be. It was reckless
and vigilant. It was impulsive and deliberate. 

Ghost.

— “Seven men, seven targets. Seven bullets. Seven shots. Don’t miss.” —

— “Sir, I never miss.” —

You backed away from the group, letting the sensation take over as you reached for a rifle propped up
against the wall. 



— “You had that look when you came back. You were....feral. It was in your eyes.” —

You slipped out the door without a second thought, not catching anyone's attention as you let muscle
memory take over. 

— But Weston didn’t want them all dead in one sitting. He wanted to send a message. He wanted all of
them and their men looking over their shoulders. —

— He wanted you to play with your prey before you finished the job. —

Oliver growled to himself, stalking through Dugan’s apartment and glaring at each of the men that
were sifting through his belongings. They’d been there all afternoon, searching for anything that
could get them a location. 

He’d been prepared for a lot of things, what he wasn’t prepared for was the AI that fought back
against Aerocell. He was only able to get a location on their main base and each of their safehouses
that were on file. 

And now, (F/N) was in the wind with Dugan and at least one more accomplice. Where she was
heading he didn’t know. Whether or not she had a safe place to hide from him he didn’t have a clue. 

The real question, though, was: Did he have a safe place to hide from her?

Oliver scoffed to himself.

(F/N) wouldn’t dare make a move while she had injured comrades. She’d wait until they could stand
on their own two feet before leaving them behind and hunting him down. 

He had to be the one to find her first. He couldn't let her sneak up on him.

But she wouldn't, he had the Avengers wrapped around his little finger, finding her would be a cinch. 

He hoped. 

Oliver sent a short glare into one of his soldiers, “Find her.”

He nodded, backing away from him, “Yes, sir.” 

Still, Oliver cursed himself. He should have known (F/N) would put up a fight. If she was going
down, she was going down swinging. 

Novak was right. 

He may have been a little reckless, a touch impulsive but, to be fair, he didn’t think she’d get a heads
up before he raided the Tower. 

And he really, really didn’t want to tell Novak he was right. The Doctor would smile that smile and
adjust his glasses before telling him, ‘I told you so, boy.’

Oliver shuddered, throwing open the doors to the balcony and dusting off his hair. A puff of soot
wafted to the city below as he leaned against the railing. 



(F/N) wouldn’t move before she had stable footing. He had plenty of time to further manipulate his
way into the Avengers' confidence now that they were shaking at the news. 

All he had to do was—

Oliver winced as a sharp pain came from his ear. He paused, lifting his hand and pressing it there.
Warm wetness met his fingertips before he pulled away. 

Blood. 

He frowned, turning around and freezing. 

A bullet hole had punctured through the stone wall behind him. 

And the instant he turned his back, he heard it. 

The sound of a rifle echoed around him, bouncing off the building and hiding its true location. 

“Sniper!”

Oliver ducked just as two of his men fell. Their bodies thudding to the ground only to be followed by
a pair of shots. 

The bullets broke through the stone again, lining up almost perfectly with the first shot. 

Oliver paused, gazing up at the cracking stone before whispering to himself, “Sniper.”

He felt his face darken as one more shot cut through the stone. Each shot had hit almost exactly the
same spot he’d been standing. 

Two more bullets flew over his head, cracking the stone further. 

— “Rule 44,” (F/N) said, snapping together her freshly cleaned rifle and handing it to him, “If you
hear the shot, you weren’t the target.” —

— “That’s terrifying.” —

“You fuckin’ bitch,” Oliver snapped, jumping to his feet as he realized what was happening, “(F/N)!”

The bullet holes formed had formed a shape. A very deliberate, very intentional shape. 

The first four had made a diamond and the fifth was directly in the middle. 

It was a target. 

Oliver whirled around, his hands landing on the railing as a screech tore through his throat, “(F/N)!”

The stone of the railing crumbled under his fingers as his gaze raked over the city.

A glint of metal answered him before a silhouette stood with the sun to her back. Though he couldn’t
see her face, he could read her form. 

Her shoulders were rigid and hunched, he could practically feel her anger wafting on the breeze but
she wasn’t stiff. She was relaxed. 



There was a sense of calm in her fury. 

That wasn’t (F/N). 

Oliver smirked, a low chuckle humming from her throat. 

No. That wasn’t (F/N) at all. 

That was Ghost. The Ghost. 

The careless, unstable, brash Ghost he had been waiting for. 

The one that wanted to finish things up close and personal rather than let a bullet do her dirty work. 

“There you are,” he muttered to himself, dusting the crumbled stone off the railing before he called
out over the city, “Welcome back!”

He let his voice carry, watching her closely and smirking as she stiffened. He knew she’d be able to
hear him, even over all the noise of the city and in her head. 

“I missed your bullshit, (F/N)!” he yelled, waving off his men as they came bustling outside. He
leaned against the railing nonchalantly when she didn’t answer. But his face fell as his head cocked to
the side, “What’s your plan, (F/N)?”

(F/N) stayed quiet. He could feel her piercing gaze follow him as he moved across the balcony. 

Oliver’s jaw clenched under her scrutiny, “(F/N)!”

She backed away from the edge of the building after a moment, tossing her rifle onto her shoulder
before turning away from him and disappearing into the sun. 

A low growl warped from his throat, “(F/N)!”

Again, he was left unanswered. And he was left alone shouting across the rooftops. 

He scoffed, turning back to his men but his gaze landed on the target behind his head. 

The target on his back. 

She was sending a warning. The only one she would allow him to have. He’d have to watch his back
from here on out. 

It was a shame that the Avengers would be watching it for him. 

He smiled, turning toward one of his men, “Find her.”

You slowly walked back down the stairs, ducking into the safehouse with a low glare as the sun began
to sink below the horizon and leave the city in darkness. 

You should have killed him while his guard was down. You should have ended the entire thing before
Oliver took it another step further. 

But that voice in the back of your head told you not to. It told you to wait, to watch until there was an
opportune time to strike. That the only way you were going to get rid of Ollie was if it was face-to-



face, if you could look him in the eye as you ended the game. 

You sighed as you stiffly hobbled through the door, setting your rifle gingerly back in its place. 

The voice said you had to send a message. That Oliver had to know it was there and you were coming
for him. 

— But Weston didn’t want them all dead in one sitting. He wanted to send a message. He wanted all of
them and their men looking over their shoulders. —

— He wanted you to play with your prey before you finished the job. —

— So you had to get them moving. It was like waking a hornet’s nest. You had to disrupt the hive to
get the swarm, that way you could see them. All of them. —

— Incite a little chaos and watch them scramble. Some would protect the nest. Some would protect
themselves. Either way, you could exploit them. —

You had to get Oliver moving. You had to let him make the mistakes while you waited for an opening.
Then you had him. 

“What did you do?” a voice brought you out of your head. 

Your darkened gaze flicked up to meet Boone’s, “Disrupted the hive.”

“(F/N), I—”

“Relax.” You shrugged with a smirk, “It was just a few warning shots.”

“A few?” Duke stepped out from behind Boone with a raised brow. 

You clicked your tongue with another shrug, “More like seven but who’s counting, right?”

“So you pissed him off.” Duke swallowed, rolling his eyes as he raked his fingers through his hair. 

“Obviously.”

“Тупица.” Belov glared at you, folding his arms over his chest. 

“Yeah, I know.” You waved him off before nodding to Jack and changing the subject, “How is he?”

“Asleep,” Raffa said, mirroring Belov’s look but softening with a sigh, “We can’t stay here, (F/N).
He’s stable for now but I don’t have the supplies to keep him alive.” 

Ari nodded, leaning back in his chair with his foot propped up on a table, “We need help.”

Duke sighed, looking over you worriedly once more before turning to the group, “All our forces are
down. We can’t use anything that was attached to the Archives.”

Belov blinked, the movement catching your attention as he glanced at Boone. She met his gaze and
the two of them stared at each other for a moment, sharing a silent conversation before Boone nodded
slowly.  

“Then we’ll go somewhere no one in Aftermath knows about,” Belov said, grabbing a bag of supplies
and tapping Zac’s foot to wake him. 



You glanced at Boone raising a brow in confusion.  

“We got a place. Well, we got a person that knows some people that knows a place.” She licked her
lips, rubbing Jesse’s back and helping her to her feet, “Just trust me.”

You nodded, taking the keys from Belov and moving to help him with Jack, “Then let’s move out.”

You frowned as you followed Boone and Belov through a narrow hallway. Duke was on your heels,
constantly checking over his shoulder as he moved. 

“We sure about this?” he muttered loud enough for only you to hear.

“No.” You shook your head, “But if Boone thinks it’s a good idea—”

“It’s probably a bad idea.”

“I can hear you assholes,” Boone hummed, glaring at the two of you and flipping you off before
turning down another hall. 

You scoffed quickly following her as Belov led the way. 

The hall was dark, flickering lights cast long shadows that danced as you moved. Yellow tile met your
feet but your footsteps were quiet even as voices bounced off the wooden walls. 

Your hand fell to your hip, your fingers wrapping around your weapon as Belov came to a stop at the
end of the hall. 

His knuckles rapped against the door before he turned to watch your backs as you came to a stop
behind Boone. 

Boone followed his gaze, the look on her face giving away just how much she was worried before her
head snapped back to the door as it opened. 

A streak of warm light bounced into the hall, the door chain still securely in place as Boone swung
her head into view of the occupant, and the door was closed again. 

It was thrown open again a second later and hazel-green eyes swept over the group before a blonde
woman practically leaped into Boone’s arms. 

“Boone Cavanaugh! Christopher!” a Russian accent floated through the hall followed by a soft sigh of
relief from Belov, “You are okay! I have been worried sick! They told us we had to evacuate the Delta
Base. Luckily, I was on assignment for—”

“Yelena,” Boone cut in, pulling away from the woman and setting her hands on her shoulders, “We
need your help. We've got injured operatives.”

Yelena’s face fell as she glanced up at Belov. A steady hand reached out, softly following the line of
stitches that were on his face before her gaze fell on you and Duke. 

Her jaw clenched before she ducked back inside and grabbed a yellow coat. She threw it over her
shoulders before grabbing both Boone and Belov’s hands with a nod.

“Let’s go. Come. Come,” she said, nodding for you to follow her, “Mama will know what to do.”
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Widow's Nest

Chapter Summary

No. That wasn’t right.

No. You weren’t fine.

You were definitely not fine. 

You were the opposite of fine.

Sure, you may have managed to shove Ghost back down into the dark hole of your subconscious,
for your team’s sake, but you could feel her manically clawing her way back out. She wasn’t
going down without a fight and, if she was going down, she was going to drag Wraith down with
her.

You were going to drag him down with you. 

Chapter Notes

Well, well, well...look what we have here... 

 

It's me! I'm back! I'm sure y'all were wondering where I've 

been...honestly same �♀  I suppose I just needed a break for a 

while. But don't worry, I'm back! And I'm back with a vengeance! 

 

I've been cooking up a lot of stuff in my absence including: 

 

‣The next 10 chapters of BS:A 

‣The Soldier and The Spy Season 3 

 

& [probably the thing I'm most excited for] 

 

‣A new spin-off series called Battle Scarred : Origins aka the origin 

of Danny and Ghost's love story aka aka the story of how Daniel 

Gonzalez fell in love with the reckless, crazy, single brain cell 

wielding Ghost. It's gonna be Danny-centered and from mostly his 

POV...hell we might even get a 🌶 Danny chapter...if you're into 
that...I am sooo...it's probably going to happen.  

 

Anywho, glad to be back and I can't wait to get back into the swing 

of things! 🖤 
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Disasters are divine intervention in disguise.

A cold gash of morning sun flashed through the blinds, bouncing off the polished tile floors before
coming to a glittering stop on Bucky’s arm. He winced, glaring at the light before shoving himself to
his feet and marching across the floor. Snapping the curtains closed, Bucky turned on his heel. 

Five days. It had been five days since (F/N) had disappeared into the wind and taken with her every
ounce of his trust. 

It had been nearly a week. A week since she’d up and left him in the dust. 

They were no closer to finding her than when they first started. She’d disappeared into the shadows. It
was almost like she’d ceased to exist the second she left the Tower. 

And he was no closer to wrapping his head around it—around her. 

It all made sense. Terrible, horrible sense. 

She’d been another one of Hydra’s heads. Watching Project Insight, becoming one of their helping
hands. Bucky was right there when they activated her in DC. And then she’d turned around and
babysat him all the while he was falling in love with her. 

He’d been so stupid. 

And he felt even stupider when Walsh brought them more files. More photos. More evidence. 

She’d been in London with Rumlow. She’d been in Prague with Wraith. 

(F/N) was everywhere she wasn’t supposed to be. 

Even then, something didn’t feel right. 

He’d been so sure she was genuine. He thought that she cared. 

He thought she loved him. 

Bucky sighed, running a hand through strings of greasy hair with a low hiss as he stumbled back
through his room and collapsed on the couch. 

He’d been so sure. 

He flinched as light shot in from the door and his eyes narrowed as a silhouette stepped through. 

Sam took a slow stride toward him, his head tilting to the side as he took him in, “You okay?”

“I’ve been better.” Bucky scoffed, tossing away the stack of files that littered the floor and shoving
them under the coffee table. 

He sighed with a curt nod, grabbing a chair and pulling it up across from him, “I’m sorry.”

Bucky sat back in his seat, running an exhausted hand down his face and closing his eyes. 

He hadn’t slept when they came back to the Tower. Stark had decided it would be safer there, that the
Compound was compromised and with (F/N)’s last sighting in the city, maybe they’d be able to catch



up with her faster from there. 

But still…

“Something’s not right.” Bucky finally broke the uncomfortable silence between them, “This doesn’t
feel right.”

Sam nodded with a long, low sigh, staring into the floor before he clicked his tongue and spoke, “I
was…talking to Natasha last night.”

“And?”

“You said you were worried she was like you.” A third voice came from the doorway as Romanoff
waltzed into the room with a soft smile. 

Sam flinched, his nose wrinkling as he turned in his seat to face her, “Romanoff…learn to knock.
Please.”

She scoffed, gently perching herself on the coffee table before turning her attention to Bucky and her
face fell. She licked her lips, tossing her braid over her shoulder and biting her lip, “You said you
thought they activated her in DC.” 

“The doctor was talking to her.” Bucky nodded, grimacing as the memory flashed in front of his eyes,
“I remember them. He was whispering to her. She looked…”

— He remembered seeing her tied to a chair in the bank vault with utter fear written across her face
as a man whispered in her ear. Maybe that was the first time he had seen her drop her mask and he
had been looking into the ‘real’ Lieutenant (L/N)’s eyes, but he doubted it. She was too good to have
dropped it then. She didn’t even know the guy, she couldn’t have been scared of him. —

A shattered breath managed to roll from his lungs as he shook away the memory, “She looked so
scared.”

Another low sigh sounded from Sam as he rocked himself to his feet and set himself beside Bucky on
the couch. A light hand landed on his shoulder, patting it softly as he nodded, “We were thinking. If
she knew that—”

Sam paused, licking his lips nervously and letting his eyes flick to Natasha in a silent plea for help. 

“If she knew who you were…on the causeway. If she knew you were taking her in,” Natasha said,
glancing down at the pile of files beneath the table and plucking the one from the top of the stack, “If
she was with them the entire time and she knew what was going to happen. Why did she run?” 

“She could’ve just snuck away in the chaos,” Sam continued, “You wouldn’t have had to sedate her.
(F/N) could’ve just walked away with you and none of us would be the wiser. She didn’t have to act.”

“Especially not in the vault,” Bucky mumbled, his brows furrowing as he glanced up to Natasha, “She
wasn’t acting.”

“Exactly. So, I got to thinking—” Sam started before freezing. A low glare was sent in his direction as
Natasha pursed her lips and cocked her head to the side before he corrected himself, “We got to
thinking—”



Natasha smirked, cutting in with a wave of her hand, “What if she doesn’t have trigger words? What
if—”

“She’s a Widow.” Sam jumped back in almost excitedly. 

She rolled her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose, “She’s not a Widow.”

“But you said—”

“She wasn’t in Dreykov’s database, I’ve been raking over it for days. There’s no sign of her,” Natasha
said, tossing away the file in her fingers, “But, that doesn’t mean Hydra didn’t get their hands on
Dreykov’s chemical mind control.”

Sam nodded, “Then they can just turn her on and off when they want. She can’t fight it.”

“And they can recall her whenever they want.”

Bucky blinked, his face darkening slightly as he took in their words. 

Maybe that’s why she was scared. 

Maybe she wasn’t willingly working for them. 

Maybe they doused her with Dreykov’s concoction once he left and then they set her loose. 

And…if it was Dreykov’s chemical…

“We can free her,” he breathed, a sliver of hope suddenly bursting through him. Bucky couldn’t
contain the light smile that worked to his lips. Nor could he stop the weightless feeling that shivered
through him. 

They just had to find her. 

A grin spread across Sam’s face, mirroring Bucky’s as he nodded, “We just get some of that red dusty
stuff from Vostokoff and track her down.”

“And if worse comes to worst, we smack her in the head really hard and hope that does the trick.”
Natasha hummed with a nonchalant shrug and a smirk. 

He scoffed, relaxing back into the couch cushions before his face fell. He bit his lip before sucking a
breath through his teeth, “What if it doesn’t work? What if, this whole damn time, she’s been playing
me?” 

“Then we’ll deal with that too. Together,” Sam said with a confident nod. 

Bucky smiled, looking over the man as he clapped his shoulder. 

“You sound like Steve…” He trailed off, his face falling again, “How’s he holding up?”

“Not well,” Natasha sighed, curling the end of her braid through her fingers, “He’s been holed up in
his room for the past few days.” 

“Won’t talk to nobody.” 

A groan worked through Bucky as he squeezed his eyes shut. 



They really were a pair. 

They’d both lost someone close to them. And one’s disappearance had directly caused the death of the
other. 

He huffed a breath, shaking away the thought and hopping to his feet. 

“Where you goin’ now?” Sam asked, watching him carefully as Bucky pulled his hair into a low bun. 

“Somebody’s gotta talk to him,” he said, setting his hands on his hips, “Might as well be the asshole
that brought the Hydra agent that killed his girlfriend into his life.” 

Natasha frowned, “I wouldn’t go that far.” 

“That’s what it feels like.”

You hummed slightly, your nose crinkling as light swept in from the window that faced the street.
Engines swarmed below the building, coming together in an endless drone that had barely lulled you
to sleep. 

Everybody else didn’t seem to have a problem. 

Zac was passed out on the couch opposite you, a laptop haphazardly on his chest as his glasses slid
down his nose. 

Ari and Jesse were curled up on a chair together. Ari’s leg was elevated on a nearby table and Jesse
was sleeping soundly in his lap. 

Then there was Boone and Belov. Both of which were practically on top of you. Belov was asleep on
your shoulder and softly snoring. Boone was sprawled out across both your laps. 

The only ones you didn’t see were Raffa and Duke. 

Which made sense. 

Raffa had hardly sat down since you arrived. He flitted in and out of rooms with a pair of Widows on
his tail to assist him with Jack. 

And Duke…of course, he never left Jack’s side. 

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —

— “It’s gonna be okay, Jack,” you murmured, tearing your eyes away from the growing red spot on
the cloth, “You’re gonna be okay. I promise. I’m so sorry—” —

You sighed, rubbing away the memory as you quickly massaged your temples and began worming
your way out from under Boone. 

“No.” she grumbled, her face contorting to a pout as she wrapped her arms around your waist,
“You’re warm.”

“Boone.” You rolled your eyes with a groan, “Off.”



“No.”

“Cavanaugh,” you said, gently shaking her shoulder, “Now.”

She growled, glaring up at you and rolling off both your and Belov’s laps to the floor. Belov clicked
his tongue, mirroring her look as you stood.

It didn’t last long as Boone scurried up off the floor and cuddled up with him. 

You scoffed to yourself, taking another slow look over the greenroom before ducking out of it. 

You left the quiet room into the hustle and bustle of the Widow’s safehouse. Flickering amber light
danced over the women as they moved through the maze of timber and plaster hallways without
paying you any attention. 

Taking a slow step into the crowd, you tried your best to blend in with them but it was damn near
impossible.

The Widows were all so different but they all held the same kind of grace and elegance. It was almost
unnerving…until you caught sight of a pair of familiar faces. 

“Good morning, Captain,” Melina said, barely looking up as you managed to get to both her and
Yelena’s side. Her eyes were glued to a clipboard as she quickly moved through the building’s
interior.

“Morning,” you hummed, ducking out of the way of another Widow and glancing over your shoulder. 

You weren’t sure what you were expecting when Yelena said ‘safehouse’ but it wasn’t this. Not the
cold, darkened halls and softly flickering lights that cast long shadows through towers of scaffolding.
Not the stacks of crates, meticulously tied rigging, and precariously swinging sandbags overhead. Nor
the number of former Widows that would be silently haunting the halls in soft sweaters and leggings
and custom-made satin slippers. 

“How do you feel?” Yelena asked, her gaze roving over you longer than you wanted as Melina led
you from dark halls into an office that had two windows. One was letting light stream in from the
street, the other was glowing with amber light and silhouettes. 

You stole a glance at her, catching her eye as she moved sheepishly to hide her stare. 

Both women had taken the news of your…true identity…in stride. Just like you knew a Widow
would. But there was still a barely held curiosity lurking just under the surface. 

You could see it in her eyes, in the way you caught her stare and the way she lingered over Boone and
Belov’s shoulders when you were trying to figure out your next move. 

You couldn’t blame her. 

Whatever she’d been picturing under Ghost’s mask, it wasn’t you. 

“I’m fine,” you said automatically as you fell in step with her before you trailed off. 

No. That wasn’t right. 

No. You weren’t fine.



You were definitely not fine. 

You were the opposite of fine. 

Sure, you may have managed to shove Ghost back down into the dark hole of your subconscious, for
your team’s sake, but you could feel her manically clawing her way back out. She wasn’t going down
without a fight and, if she was going down, she was going to drag Oliver down with her. 

You were going to drag him down with you. 

You scoffed at yourself, quickly shaking your head as your eyes flicked up to Yelena’s, “No.
Honestly? I’m pissed. Really, really pissed.”

“Good,” Melina hummed, still not looking up from her clipboard as she led you down a set of stairs
before coming to a stop by an open window, “It keeps you focused.”

— “You let him pull your goddamn eyeline,” Weston spat, watching as Danny hurled you across the
room, “Fuck. Focus, (L/N).” —

You nodded with a sigh, quickly changing the subject, “Thank you for this. We appreciate your
hospitality.” 

“Agent Cavanaugh and Lieutenant Belov gave us a safehouse and laboratory to recreate the antidote,
Ghost,” she said without missing a beat, not noticing the flinch that shocked through you at the
mention of your codename so nonchalantly, “The least we can do is keep you all hidden until it is
safe.”

“Captain.” you corrected her with a hissed grimace through your teeth, “Or (F/N). I don’t want that
getting too far out in the water.” 

Melina raised a brow, finally lifting her gaze from her clipboard and looking you over, “Understood.” 

“I suppose this means we aren’t telling Natasha,” Yelena muttered, pursing her lips as she moved to
look through the window that looked into an adjacent office. 

You followed her slowly, shaking your head with a frown, “Nope.”

“Great.” She deadpanned, scrunching her nose as she looked over the office in front of the two of
you. 

Your face fell as you looked over the occupants. Raffa and a pair of Widows hovered over a cot,
tentatively checking Jack’s vitals as he continued to sleep. He’d barely even stirred as you helped
Raffa transfer him. He was practically comatose. 

But it was the man beside him that caught your eye. 

Duke. 

He was leaning back in a rickety-looking chair. Dark circles ringed his eyes, almost as dark as the
bruises that littered his face. The cut on his head was healing but was surrounded by clouding red,
irritated skin. 

Your jaw clenched as you looked over them, trying to shove away the image of Oliver standing over
Duke with a gun at his head. 



— Oliver was isolating you, just like what you had done to the men in Dubai. —

— He was watching you scramble, alone and afraid. —

— He was hunting you. —

You felt Yelena shift uncomfortably beside you before she backed away, leaving you alone with your
thoughts. 

— “You’re a ghost, Lieutenant. And you know the nice thing about ghosts? They don’t exist. They
come and go as they please, undetected and unseen. Hunt them, track them, kill them. And, when in
doubt, stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you safe.” — 

Ghost. 

You could feel her again, creeping up your spine with a cold, calculating grin. You could hear her
strategizing in the back of your brain, whispers of a plan coming and going so quickly you almost
missed it. 

— “I don’t miss. I never miss.” — 

That part of you that wanted to sprint back to the Tower and tell Bucky everything and shove Oliver
under the bus for the Avengers to tear apart was quickly disappearing. Every honest ounce of you was
being replaced by the myth and the legend that had turned into Ghost. 

She wanted to get her hands dirty. 

You wanted to get your hands dirty. 

You wanted to watch him panic as he was forced into helpless isolation. You wanted him to feel like
you. You wanted to take everything from him and smile as he constantly looked over his shoulder.
And—

“Easy tiger.” Duke’s voice suddenly came from beside you. He placed a hesitant hand on your
shoulder, gently pulling you from your thoughts, “I know it’s hard to fight the urge but you can’t
sucker punch your own reflection.”

You blinked, realizing you were staring down your own eyes in the window. 

“Hey,” you sighed, forcing yourself to turn away from yourself and nodding to Jack, “How is he?”

“Healing,” Duke said with a small smile. 

“Faster?” you asked. The words came out of your mouth before you could stop them, they almost
sounded hopeful. As though you wanted the risk of the transfusion you’d given him to pay off, just
enough to heal him. 

“No.” Duke shook his head with a scoff. He huffed another laugh a second later, “Don’t look at me
like that.” 

“What?”

“Disappointed.” 



You clicked your tongue with a frown, “I didn’t—”

“You did.” He nodded, turning to face you and leaning against the wall, “You’re lucky your dumb ass
didn’t turn my fiance into a super soldier.” 

“I knew it wouldn’t do anything.” you tried to shrug nonchalantly.  

“Mmhmm,” he hummed, raising his brow with a roll of his eyes, “Right. What’s our next move?”

“We were talking about it last night,” you said, your eyes wandering back to the unsteady rise and fall
of Jack’s chest, “We don’t want to do anything until it’s safe for him.”

“You can leave us if you need to,” Duke sighed, running a hand through his hair, “Vostokoff says we
can stay as long as we need to.”

You shook your head, “Walsh knows that you’re with me now. You’re a tool he can use against me if
he finds you. And if he finds you with Jack, he’ll know Alpha Two is still semi-functioning.”

“And then we’re right back to where we were.”

“We stay together.” You nodded to yourself as you backed away from the widow and Duke followed
you, “At least until we figure things out.”

He took a deep breath, wincing at the cut on his head before his eyes flicked up to the door. 

“Agent Cavanaugh wants to talk to you,” Melina’s voice cut in from the hall, “I think Wraith is
starting to move.” 

Duke grumbled to himself with a frown before following you through the halls. 

You found yourself back in Alpha Two’s room a few minutes later. It was much livelier than when
you had left it. 

Zac was now actively working at his computer at a makeup counter with Belov looking over his
shoulder. Jesse and Ari were in separate chairs talking to Yelena, every so often the three would share
a laugh even as Jesse continuously ran her fingers over the dog tags in her hands. 

And then there was Boone. 

Still halfways asleep on the couch. 

You cocked your head to the side as you took her in before you and Duke flopped down on the couch
beside her. She sat up, laying her head on your shoulder as Duke threw his arm around the both of
you. 

“Melina said Walsh is moving,” you said quietly, trying not to bring too much attention to you. 

“Zac caught movement this morning.” Boone nodded, brushing her fingers through tangled platinum
hair, “We’re not sure where he’s going. The equipment we have isn’t optimized for that kind of thing.
We can’t stay here much longer. And…”

She trailed off, picking at her nails with a frown before she sucked a hiss through her teeth. 

“What?”



“We need to check on Olympus. I got a bad feeling.”

You blinked, realization sinking in. You’d been so busy dealing with everything in New York, that
you hadn't stopped to think about Olympus. 

Or…

“Have you heard from Turner?” Your stomach dropped, and your heart began to pound as you jumped
out of your seat and began to pace. Boone keeled over at your absence, she grunted as she collapsed
into Duke’s lap and he smacked her lightly. 

“I haven’t heard from anyone,” she mumbled with a whine as she slowly sat up, “That’s what worries
me.” 

You nodded, your pacing catching the attention of the rest of the room, “They’re on radio silence.” 

“Yelena says everyone evacuated,” Zac said, his eyes following you as you went back and forth
through the room, “The Alliance and the Defiance are off-grid until we figure out how far Wraith—”

“Walsh.” You corrected him with a growl.  

He sighed, pushing his glasses back up his nose, “Until we figure out how far Walsh got into the
Archives.” 

“We’re gonna need some help here,” Duke said, pinching the bridge of his nose as Boone burrowed
her head against his shoulder.  

“I got a guy.” She mumbled again, her voice muffled by Duke’s jacket. 

He scoffed, ruffling her hair, “Of course, you do. You just miss your boyfriend.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”  

You smirked, shaking your head before an idea sprung into your head, “Actually…I got a pretty good
gal too.” 

Steve released a pained sigh, pinching the bridge of his nose as he looked over the city. 

The smell of smoke was still burned into his nostrils, the memory of the day still ingrained in his
head. He could feel the tremors of the blast, the heat of the flames, and the sting of the smoke. 

— “Heads up, everyone,” Agent Ross called, pressing a fake mustache to his upper lip, “We’ve got
company on the way.” —

— Steve swallowed as the team of agents pulled a stretcher and body bag from the back of their
ambulance. His jaw clenched, his grip on Boone’s waist tightened as they brought it closer, “You sure
about this?” —

— “No.” She shook her head, licking her lips nervously as she looked over the body bag and tried to
take a step toward it. Steve stopped her, his arms curving protectively around her.  Boone scoffed
lightly, turning in his arms to cup his cheek, “It’s gonna be okay, I promise.” —



— He swallowed, his eyes narrowing at the agent that held his hand out to Boone before he swept her
off her feet himself, “You just said you weren’t sure about this.” —

— “Yeah.” She shrugged as he gently set her down on the stretcher, “But I at least wanted to make
you feel a little bit better.” —

— Steve sighed, pressing his lips to her soot-stained temple and holding her tight as she slipped her
legs into the body bag before whispering, “I don’t think I can do this.” — 

— “You can.” Boone nodded confidently, “You’re Steve Rogers. You can do anything.” —

— “Captain America can do anything—” —

— “Captain America can kiss my ass,” she said, shoving her hair into a quick braid, “I fell in love
with you, not that stupid red, white, and blue leotard and shield. You can do this.” —

— He rolled his eyes slightly, squeezing her once more before helping her lay down, “I love you.” —

— “Je vous aime. Ne faites confiance à personne.” —

I love you. Trust no one.

He’d tried his best to keep his mouth shut, to keep Boone’s secrets as best he could. But he was
surrounded by lie detectors both human and machine. So he kept to himself, using Boone’s quickly
cooked-up scheme as an excuse to avoid everyone. 

And none of them questioned it. 

He was just hoping he could keep up the charade and that everything he’d learned from Natasha
throughout the years would help him. But he was also very well aware he wasn’t the best liar. 

Steve sighed, raking his fingers through his hair and pressing his forehead against the cool glass of the
window. 

Maybe Boone would pop up at the Tower soon and he wouldn’t have to worry about lying straight to
anyone—

“Hey.”

Fuck.

Steve turned slowly, his eyes narrowing at the form in the doorway as Bucky crept quietly into the
room. He nodded to him, folding his arms over his chest as both Romanoff and Wilson scurried away
from his door and back down the hall. 

“I’m fine.” he snapped, flinching at his tone. 

That was too sharp. He was going to bring attention to himself and, if he wasn’t careful, he was going
to get caught.

“Liar.”

Just like that. 

Plan B. Plan B. Quick! Look sad!



Steve swallowed, squeezing his eyes shut and leaning against the wall as he shook his head, “Sorry.”

Bucky looked up at him sadly, his forehead creasing as he frowned, “You wanna talk about it?”

“No.” 

Damnit, Rogers. Cool it. 

“Steve.” Barnes raised a brow with a sigh as he came closer, “Come on.” 

“Buck.” He warned, knocking his head against the wall, “What do you want?”

“To help you.” 

“I’m okay.” 

“No, you’re not.” 

Jesus Christ…Plan C it is then. Change the subject. Get him talking.

“Do you wanna talk about it? Are you okay?”

Bucky blinked, his face falling before his brows furrowed and he shook his head, “No! I just found
out that…and…well…no. I’m not. But neither are you. And I been talkin’ about it. I ain’t stopped
thinkin’ ‘bout it since it happened. Since she happened.” 

Bucky started pacing, his voice lowering into a deep Brooklyn accent Steve hadn’t heard in ages as he
put his hands behind his back and moved through the room. 

“I mean, how can I not think about it? I trusted her. I fell in love with her. And she used me. And then
she…she…” Bucky paused, glancing at Steve and gesturing vaguely at him, “Blew up your…”

He stopped in his tracks, wincing at his words with a sigh.

“Sorry.”

Steve nodded, sucking a hiss through his teeth, “(F/N) really screwed us both over, didn’t she?”

“I just…” Bucky trailed off, rubbing his temples aggressively, “I can’t figure out why I didn’t see it
coming.” 

“You were in love with her.” Steve shrugged, “You probably still are, a little bit.” 

He nodded, collapsing down on the couch with a groan before he started shaking his head. 

“We’ve been talking. None of this makes sense,” Bucky said slowly, “I thought she might have had
trigger words like me. Nat says it might be the same thing the Widows went through. Stark is hunting
for her with a vengeance. Clint is brooding. I haven’t seen the twins in a few days, Stark hasn’t told
Parker yet. And I swear Walsh calls damn near every hour for an update.” 

Walsh.

Steve had only met him once but there was something about him that put him on edge. 

— “Je vous aime. Ne faites confiance à personne.” I love you. Trust no one. —



Maybe it was Boone’s words that made him a bit more paranoid than usual. Maybe it was the fact that
the guy said he was Ghost but made no apparent effort to make sure that Boone was alive. Boone
hadn’t said anything about Ghost making a move to the Tower. Nor had she said anything about
(F/N)’s betrayal. 

If Aftermath had been watching (F/N) for so long, why hadn’t Boone said anything?

Something wasn’t right. He just couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 

Trust no one. 

Steve nodded to himself, tuning back into Bucky’s ranting before his eyes flicked to both Sam and
Natasha as they walked into his room. 

Sam nodded to him, waving a packet of mail at him before setting it on his desk, “How you doin’”

Steve managed a sad smile as the two flopped down on the couch next to Bucky, “I’ve been better.” 

You were still pacing. The thuds of your boots were rhythmic as you folded your arms over your chest
before you spun on your heel. 

“We got back to Olympus, Walsh will know where we are,” Belov said, chewing on his cheek as he
leaned back in his chair. His eyes followed you before they flicked to Hadar. 

“Belova said Delta Base and the Pit were both evacuated,” he said, tugging Jesse back into his lap as
Yelena took her seat, “We can’t risk going there either.” 

Boone nodded, “If he’s made it that far into the Archives, he’ll know their locations.” 

“The Alliance or the Defiance?” Jesse asked, her voice cracking slightly as she shoved a strand of
curls out of her face. 

“They’re off-grid but that doesn’t mean he won’t find a way to track them down,” Zac hummed,
closing his laptop and twirling his glasses through his fingers.

“We don’t have a way to get out to them either,” Boone said, “I don’t want them anywhere close to a
coast and we don’t have a…”

She trailed off, her green eyes suddenly glimmering as a smirk curled to her lips. Her gaze darted to
you, then to Duke, then back to you. 

You raised a brow, stopping in your tracks, “What?”

“Plane,” Duke answered for her, his face suddenly lighting up as he caught her drift. He glanced at
you with a curt nod, “We need a plane.”

— “(F/N), you need to breathe,” Duke said as he drove down the tarmac towards the C-17 that was
priming its engines, “You’ve held your breath for the last mile.” —

— “Is that the same…” You pointed towards the plane. —

— “Yeah.” He nodded, “We’ve done a few modifications, but that’s her.” —



Weston’s C-17. 

“Plane,” you breathed, returning his look, “Where is it?”

“Hangar outside of New Orleans.” Duke nodded, playing with his necklace, “We decided to move it
off base when we started getting more and more aircraft.” 

You paused, a slow smile working to your face.

— ...a Boeing C-17 came into sight from the midnight darkness. The plane was massive in comparison
to the small Jeep you were riding in. Quietly the Jeep pulled up to the back of the aircraft and you
hopped out. Your combat boots barely made a sound as you jaunted across the asphalt. —

“She could get us out of the country if we needed to,” you said with a shrug before Yelena perked up
across the room.  

“Who? Who’s she?” she asked, her brows furrowing as you realized she hadn’t been listening to a
word out of your mouths, “I can get you out of the country too.”

“Ты не самолет, Елена,” Belov hummed, shaking his head with a scoff. You aren’t a plane, Yelena. 

“Oh.” 

Shaking your head you ignored the two, swinging back to Boone and Duke, “We need to check on
Turner anyway. We might as well make a stop—”

The entire room flinched as the door was flung open and Rafael stepped in in a huff. He leaned
against the doorframe tiredly as his eyes flitted over the team before they landed on Duke.

“He’s awake.” 

Duke was to his feet before you could blink and you and Boone were out the door with him in less
than a second. 

The Widow’s outside the room parted for the four of you as you sprinted through the hall to the
makeshift hospital room. 

“One at a time,” Raffa said as the group got closer to Jack’s room, “He’s—”

“I love you, Doc,” Duke grunted, swinging past the three of you, “But move your ass outta my way.” 

“Yes, sir.”

You and Boone paused in your stride, slowing down before ducking your heads into the doorway. 

Duke practically slid to his side as a stiff smile formed on Jack’s face and he took his hand. 

You managed a soft smile as you and Boone pulled away before it dropped. 

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —

Your jaw clenched into place, your teeth clicking together as you backed away from the door.

Boone glanced to you, the corners of her lips tugging to a frown, “What’s wrong?”



“Was I blind?”

“Hm?”

“With Ollie. How did I miss it? He was against us the entire time,” you said slowly, running a hand
down your face, “Every time I went up against Novak, he knew. A-And the bunker. I watched him
die, Boone. How the fuck did I get it so wrong?”

She stared at you a moment before she shrugged, shaking her head sadly as she put her hands on your
shoulders, “I don’t know. That’s something you’re gonna have to ask him.” 

You rolled your eyes, “You think I’m gonna let him live that long?”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.” Boone scoffed, shaking her head and pulling away from you to lean against the
wall. Her eyes worked back to Jack and Duke as the two whispered to each other with soft smiles and
caresses. 

You swallowed, trying to get a smile back on your face but failing miserably as you turned to Raffa,
“Is he stable enough to travel.” 

“Give it a few more days and he will be.” He nodded, “Aunque tendremos que tomárnoslo con
calma.” We'll have to take it easy though.  

“That’s all the time we have left here anyway. Good work, Mendez,” you said, patting his shoulder
before turning to Boone, “You got our inside guys comin’?”

Boone nodded with a smirk before her face fell, “Are you sure we have to tell him?”

“What?”

“I just…” She trailed off with a frown, chewing on her cheek as she looked over both Duke and Jack,
“I don’t wanna lose him, (F/N). What if he doesn’t want anything to do with me when he finds out?
What if he flips his shit?”

“He won’t,” you said, “If anything he’ll just be mad at me. You’re just doin’ your job, right?”

She shrugged, “That’s gotten me out of trouble before but I’m not gonna count on it.”

“It’ll be fine.” You managed a smile, “It’s all gonna be okay, I promise.”

Steve held back a groan as Bucky and Sam left the room and Natasha pulled the door closed behind
her. He plopped down at his desk, resting his forehead against the surface as he took a deep breath. 

They’d stayed for what felt like forever. Thankfully, though, they’d shifted the conversation away
from Boone and (F/N). He was fairly certain he’d done a good job but, damn, lying took it out of him.

He leaned back in his chair, staring at the wall for a moment before a colorful card in his stack of mail
caught his eye. 

Steve raised a brow, quickly going through the stack of fan mail, letters from Senators seeking
endorsements, and schools that wanted a commencement speaker before finally landing on the
postcard. 



It was the facade of a building. Grand Opening was stamped on every banner that ran along its face. 

He raised a brow, looking over the intricate stone building before turning over the card and a smirk
rolled to his lips. 

He knew that handwriting. 

New York is lovely this time of year, huh? Maybe it’s time you got out with some friends. The show
starts at 7! — WM

Steve’s head cocked to the side, he knew it was Boone’s effortless curls of cursive but why the hell
would she want him to bring friends? And why would she sign it—

He jumped to his feet, tearing out of his room in less than an instant. He didn’t even make sure the
hall was empty before sprinting down the hall and around the corner until he found the room he was
looking for. 

Steve only paused in his stride to knock before he entered. 

Wanda sat up straight on her bed, startled by his entrance as he shoved the door closed behind him. 

WM

“Steve?”

Wanda Maximoff. 

“You wanna go on a walk with me?” he asked quickly…a little bit too quickly. He groaned inwardly,
forcing himself to calm down as Maximoff slowly looked over him before she nodded. 

“What kind of walk?” she asked, raising a brow and tilting her head to the side in confusion. 

Steve blinked, trying to step back into a facade of calm, “A fancy-ish walk.”

Wanda stared at him for a moment more before she shrugged, “Okay.” 

Duke practically tripped to Jack’s side, almost falling over his chair before he slid into it. His fingers
curled around Jack’s bruised ones, earning himself a little more than a wince but Jack didn’t let him
pull his hand away. 

“Hey, sexy.” Duke managed a soft smile, reaching up to brush a stray strand of dark hair out of his
face. 

Jack chuckled, the sound music to his ears before the man descended into a coughing fit. Duke
reached up to his shoulder, steadying him against the bed until it was over. 

He cleared his throat before rolling his eyes and muttering under his breath, “I don’t feel too sexy
right now, handsome.”  

“Aw,” Duke crooned with a quick shake of his head, “Hot guy covered in bruises and battle scars is
kinda my thing.” 

“Very funny.” Jack closed his eyes, knocking his head back against his pillow with a groan.  



A frown slipped across Duke’s lips as he gently thumbed his hand, “How do you feel?”

“Sore,” he whispered, cracking open an eye, “Hurts to breathe but I ain’t dead so I’m okay. You scared
the absolute shit outta me.” 

“Me?” Duke scoffed, shaking his head and clicking his tongue, “Think about how I felt walking into
a rundown safehouse with my fiance on an old dining table with his chest cut open and a recent
transfusion from (F/N).” 

“I got blood from (F/N)?” Jack’s eyes snapped open, they lit up as he gasped and tried to sit up,
“Duke. Duke! Am I gonna be a superhero? That’s gonna be so cool. Duke. I’ll be like Captain
America. You’re gonna have to give me your shield, babe. I’m gonna be a superhero!” 

“No.” He shook his head, pressing his shoulder back down to the bed, “No, you’re not.” 

“Fuck me. That’s disappointing.” He pouted, jutting out his bottom lip before it turned into a frown,
“How many did we lose?” 

“Daedalus Two.” 

“And?” Jack stared into the ceiling, bracing himself for whatever bad news Duke had for him,
“Where’s Boone?”

He shook his head gently, reaching up to curl a finger under Jack’s chin and turn it toward the two
forms that were standing in the doorway, “Everybody else is still breathing.” 

Jack’s eyes took a moment to focus on the two before a smile cracked across his face, “Thank god.
Boonie. Captain. You have no idea how happy I am to see you two.” 

(F/N) nodded back at him, folding her arms over her chest, “It’s good to see you too, Bennet.” 

“Thanks for the juice,” Jack said, raising his arm and gesturing at his IV. 

“Anything for you.” 

“Don’t fuckin’ call blood juice.” Boone groaned, blanching lightly and smacking (F/N) as she
chuckled at her, “That’s gross.”

Jack scoffed, squeezing Duke’s hand and closing his eyes. Duke swung his head around, nodding to
both women and waiting for them to leave before he turned back to his fiance. He pulled his chair
closer, just enough he could press his lips against Jack’s forehead.

“I love you.” 

He smiled lightly, his eyes fluttering closed as he held his hand tightly, “I love you, too.” 

Clint frowned to himself, twirling one of his arrows through his fingers as he looked up at the
repeating security footage from Prague. 

(F/N) walked quickly down a street, glancing over her shoulder before stopping and looking over the
Národní Muzeum. She stared at it for at least five minutes. Though the footage was grainy, he could
practically see her eyes soaking in every bit of information from the building before she stepped back
into the crowd and disappeared into an alley. 



His frown deepened as he flicked away the arrow and turned to the stack of files he’d obtained from
Walsh as it embedded itself into the wall. 

Something didn’t feel right and he knew he wasn’t the only one that thought so. Even as Nat and
Barnes and Wilson came up with theories, something was still bothering him. 

But he couldn’t pinpoint what it was. 

— He grabbed the kid and braced for impact. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground along
with Pietro. (F/N) had almost flown through the air before turning and shooting at the quinjet all in
one smooth motion. —

— (F/N) rolled over her shoulder, glaring up at the damaged jet as it flew away before her eyes
flicked to his. —

— Her eyes were dark, if only for a second before she blinked and smirked. —

If she’d been with Hydra from the start…why did she save him? Surely they wouldn’t want her to be
putting her ass on the line, right?

And then there was Ghost…Walsh. Whatever he wanted to be called these days. 

He’d taken the liberty of using SHIELD’s system to run background checks on both Walsh and (L/N),
away from the prying eyes of Aftermath and Tony. 

Walsh was, quite literally, a ghost. There was no record of him at all. Which made sense. He was a
soldier that lived his life in the shadows. 

But (F/N), as always, had more of a story. She had history. A convincing one. One that had reminded
Natasha of her early days as a sleeper agent. Hardly any family left alive and from a small town
nobody had ever heard of and could barely find on a map. 

Maybe Nat was right. Maybe she was a distant cousin of the Widows. Or, maybe, Barnes was right.
Maybe she was triggered by a phone call or a word or…

— (F/N) was reclined in Bucky’s arms, lazily listening as Tony droned on with a random story until
her phone caught her attention. Her body stiffened slightly, invisible to an untrained eye. She glanced
up slowly, looking over the room before turning to Barnes and excusing herself. —

Could they silently trigger her? 

Or would it be like Dreykov and someone, somewhere, was stringing her along like a puppet from a
control panel? 

Or was she just…bad?

Clint frowned to himself, tossing away the files in front of him and resting his face in the palms of his
hands. 

He had so many questions and so few answers. 

But he knew one thing for sure: Something wasn’t right. 



Wanda frowned to herself, smoothing her dress as she walked in stride with Steve up the stairs of an
art gallery. 

A pair of intricately carved columns towered over them, holding the roof steady and drawing her eye
to the carvings that covered the entrance archway. Delicate stone vines covered in roses trailed across
the archway before leading to the head of a woman with her hair made of curling snakes. 

Wanda tore her eyes away from the carving, letting them drift over panes of glass that were set under
the arch and the door they were heading for. She glanced to Steve as they stepped up the stone stairs
of the gallery.

She wasn’t sure what had gotten into him or where they were even going but this was not the walk
she’d envisioned they’d be taking. 

And she was pretty sure that he had something else up his sleeve. 

But she didn’t do too much digging. Maybe he really did need to go on a walk. Truth be told, she
needed time out of the Tower too. She’d been up for days, restlessly waiting for news on (F/N) and
hoping she’d made it out of the city safely. 

All while keeping her secrets under lock and key. Luckily, most of the team’s focus was on either
comforting Steve or hunting down (F/N), not looking at the mind reader. 

Even then, Steve was acting weird. 

He’d already checked if they were being followed five times and made them run in circles for 20
minutes before making his way toward the gallery.

“What are we doing?” Wanda finally asked, finally fed up as she stopped in her tracks and looked up
at him as he turned to her, “What are you doing?”

“Me?” He blinked, adjusting his jacket with a shrug, “Nothing. I’m not doing anything.”

“Right.” She deadpanned, “We’re just…going on a walk.”

Steve nodded, swallowing thickly as he shoved his hands in his pockets, “Just goin’ on a walk.”

Wanda hummed, raising a brow and continuing to follow him up the stairs, “You’re acting weird.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes—” She paused as a woman skirted between them, brushing against Steve before stepping into
the crowd below them. Wanda frowned, watching her leave before looking back to Steve. 

He had his hand pressed to his chest and a confused look painted across his face before he pulled his
hand away. 

A pair of tickets had been shoved into his hands but he was still staring after the woman. 

Wanda followed his gaze, watching the woman duck across the street before slipping into another
building. She glanced back at the tickets, then the building before her eyes wandered upwards. 

Shostakov Ballet Theatre.



“Change of plans,” Steve said, turning on his heel and stepping back toward the street without
missing a beat. 

“Steve,” she sighed, jogging to keep up with him, “What is going on?”

“It’s complicated.” 

Wanda clicked her tongue with a deep frown, grabbing his arm and trying to pull him to a stop as he
crossed the street. He just pulled her along with him, “Uncomplicate it or I can just go into your mind
and—”

She was cut off as he finally did stop and she ran straight into him. 

He stopped right in front of the ticketmaster of the ballet theatre but his eye was drawn to something
beside the building in the alley. 

“Damnit, Montana,” he muttered under his breath, hooking his arm with Wanda’s and pulling her
along with him, “Why are you like this?”

“What?” Wanda asked, looking quickly over the buildings before Steve placed his hand on the bricks
of the alley. 

“Nat talked about them making these,” he said, pulling his hand away from a chalk outline on the
brick, “I didn’t know they had one in New York.”

Wanda followed his gaze, her fingers instantly reaching to trace the white hourglass that was drawn
there. 

“A Widow’s Nest.” she breathed before looking up at him, “Steve, what’s going on?”

“I’m not sure,” he murmured, leading her further down the alley. 

It led to the back of the theatre before turning into a dead end. A large, green metal door stopped them
in their tracks along with the pair of women that were carefully looking over them. 

Steve took a deep breath, slowly approaching the two and handing them his tickets. 

They glanced between each other before they nodded and one tapped her palm against the door. 

The thud echoed through the alley before the door swung open and they gestured for them to enter. 

Steve pulled her closer to him, carefully leading her past the women and they cautiously stepped into
the back of the theatre. 

It was dark but there was movement all around them as ballerinas bustled around them in flowing,
sparkling costumes but there was one woman who caught their attention. 

She wore a yellow plaid coat, blonde hair pulled into a messy ponytail atop her head. She smiled
brightly at them, holding out her arms as she walked down a set of stairs to meet them.

“Ah! Captain America!” she sang, “It has been ages!”

“Ms. Belova.” Steve nodded, glancing over his shoulder, “How have you been?”

Yelena shrugged with a low smirk, “Better than you.” 



“That’s an understatement,” he said with a sigh before nodding nervously around the theatre,
“Shostakov Ballet, huh? Does that mean Alexei’s here?”

“Pfft, no.” Yelena laughed, shaking her head as she stopped in front of them, “We just wanted to make
him feel important, that way he lets mama work in peace.”

“Thank god,” Steve muttered under his breath, earning himself a scoff from the former Widow. 

“C’mon,” she said, nodding toward the stairs, “They’re waiting for you.”

Wanda frowned, “They?”

She raised a brow, looking over both Yelena and Steve before she looked up the stairs and she
paused. 

Boone Cavanaugh stood at the top of the stairs, very much alive. Her hair in a tangled bun and her
signature smile on her face, “Hey there, stud.”

Wanda blinked, watching the woman skip down the stairs before jumping into Steve’s arms. 

Oh. 

If Boone was here, then it made sense as to why Steve had been acting weird. But…if she was here
then why would she want Wanda here? Unless…(F/N) was around here somewhere too. 

Speak of the devil and she will appear. 

(F/N) stepped slowly from the shadows, her eye obscured by darkness until she slid into the flickering
amber light. 

Wanda had never seen the look on her face before. It was something between fury and calm, between
light and dark…somewhere between good and evil. 

She had something wicked up her sleeve.

She stepped back, her gaze roving over the woman as two more men stepped in line behind her. 

Wanda swallowed, shaking her head slowly, “This isn’t going to end well, is it?”

“No. No, it’s not.”

“Hey there, stud.”

A sigh of relief flooded through him as Boone dove into his arms and he held her close. She still smelt
like smoke, still had ash and soot staining her hair and skin but she was in his arms. That’s all that
mattered. 

“Hi,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her temple and holding her tight, “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she hummed, “But you’re about to have an aneurysm.”

“What?” Steve blinked, pulling away from her with a frown before Wanda spoke up. 

“This isn’t going to end well, is it?”



He looked at the Sokovian, his eyes narrowing before he followed her gaze and froze. 

(F/N) took a long slow stride from the darkness, looking over each of them before she shook her head,
“No. No, it’s not.”

Wanda scoffed, shaking her head before pulling (F/N) into a hug, “Lovely.”

“You’re the one that blackmailed me.” She shrugged, “You got yourself into this.”

Boone was right. For a split second, Steve’s brain short-circuited.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” he snapped, his mind racing for answers, “Lieutenant?” 

“Captain.” Boone corrected him quietly, “She’s the Captain.”

Steve’s eyes flicked to her, pushing her away from him as his brows furrowed, “You knew about
this?”

She nodded with a nonchalant shrug, “I mean…she’s kinda the reason I’m here.”

He frowned, his gaze flicking back to the woman as she pulled away from Wanda and two more men
stopped on either side of her. (F/N) looked at him, smiling softly with a short nod.

And then it clicked.

— “What took you so long?” Steve joked as he flung his shield at a nearby Chitauri with a grunt. —

— “I fell off the goddamn building,” she hissed, her eyes narrowing as she fired a few more rounds,
each one finding their target. —

— “What was that?” he grunted, ducking out of the way of an alien. —

— “Nothing,” she said quickly, dispatching the alien that was after him. —

He thought she was joking. He’d just gotten out of the ice, he thought he just didn’t get 21st-century
humor yet. 

But she wasn’t joking. Was she?

She’d fallen off the building and gotten right back up. 

Steve shook his head. 

No, that couldn’t be right. 

Boone was almost killed the day that (F/N) ran and Wraith disappeared, then Ghost walked right in.
But if (F/N) was the bad guy, why the hell was Boone here with her? Boone wasn’t bad, right? 

So…(F/N)…wasn’t bad either…

But if she wasn’t bad then…why did Walsh say she was?

Unless Walsh wasn’t who he said he was. 

Unless Walsh wasn’t Ghost at all. 



Wraith had disappeared after Greece. Where had he gone?

Unless he’d walked into the Tower that day instead of Ghost. 

Which would make (F/N)...

“Oh…fuck…” He muttered to himself, his eyes flicking from Boone to (F/N) to the two men that
were with her. 

She was in Prague. (F/N) was in Prague. Ghost was in Prague. 

(F/N) was a sniper. Ghost was a sniper. 

(F/N) was Ghost. 

“Son of a bitch!” Steve pushed away from Boone, glaring down at her as she held back a giggle,
“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Wasn’t my story to tell.” Boone shrugged, reaching up to cup his cheek with a small smile, “Besides,
this is where the fun begins.”

Steve scoffed, slowly turning to (F/N) as she came to a stop in front of him.

“Captain Rogers.” She nodded, holding out her hand to him.

“Captain (L/N).” Steve finally managed, taking her hand as she scoffed and sent a glare into Boone,
“Ghost?”

(F/N)’s frown deepened, she flinched at the sound of her own name.

“I need your help.” 

You relaxed back in your chair, your eyes landing on the stage as the lights dimmed and the music
began to swell. Though it was muffled by the glass that kept you hidden in the control booth, you
were always drawn back to it as was Steve. 

It was calming, watching former Widows take the stage and using the skills that had been ingrained in
them for something other than violence. They danced with deadly precision and grace. It was almost
hypnotic. 

You turned your attention back to Steve. 

He’d taken the news fairly well, as far as you could tell. You were lucky Boone was there, at least to
keep his head from exploding for the moment. 

But he’d taken in the entirety of your story before the group sank into silence, letting the muffled
melodies below distract you from everything else in the world. 

You sighed, resting your forehead against the cool glass that separated you from the rest of the theatre
and letting your eyes follow the lone dancer on stage. 

“That one’s Dreykov’s daughter.” Boone broke the silence, nodding to the ballerina as she rested
against Steve’s shoulder, “She’s still tryna figure out what she wants to do, they all are. Goes by



Antonia Masters now.” 

Duke scoffed, his eyes glued to the woman as well, “She is a master.”

Steve followed his gaze for a moment more before breaking away from Antonia’s performance and
turning back to you, “Can we…back up a second here?”

“Of course,” you hummed, straightening in your seat and leaning forward to rest your elbows on the
table between you. 

He swallowed thickly, wringing his fingers before Boone slips her hand into his, “You…are Ghost.”

“Yes.”

“You have been this entire time?”

“Yes and no. I retired for a while but came back—”

“To get Bucky to safety.” he finished for you. Steve stared into the table for a moment before he
nodded to himself, “And Walsh is—”

“A fuckin’ douche,” Boone hummed, smiling sweetly as Steve sent her a short glare. 

“Wraith,” he snapped, rolling his eyes at her and pulling her into his chest. He set his chin atop her
head, gently running his fingers through her hair, “But he used to be one of your teammates.”

“Yup.”

He frowned, tapping his fingers against the table as he turned to Wanda, “And you knew?”

She nodded, “Aftermath came to Sokovia when we were still undergoing tests. (F/N) and I met again
when Ultron attacked.”

“And you lied to us?”

“Obviously.”

Steve scoffed, relaxing back in his chair and slowly twisting his beard through his fingers before
looking back at you, “And you really, really sure you’re Ghost?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure, sure?”

“Yes.”

“Positive?”

“Yes.”

“Damn,” he sighed, squeezing his eyes shut and resting his head against Boone’s, “You fuckin’
asshole, you played the shit out of us.”

“Sorry.”



Boone chuckled lightly, pulling away from him, “You okay?”

“Honestly, the only thing I’m okay with is the fact that that one…” He trailed off, pointing to Duke,
“Is Dum Dum’s grandkid.”

Duke smiled as a triumphant giggle echoed from his throat, “I’m Captain America’s favorite.”

He scoffed, shaking his head and turning his attention back to the stage. You watched him a moment
more before turning your attention to Wanda. You placed your hand on hers, earning her attention
before you tapped your temple. 

 She nodded, her eyes flashing red before you felt her presence. 

'You okay?' You asked, your gaze flicking over her quickly. 

You heard her chuckle inwardly as a light smile spread across her face and she shook her head, 'This
isn’t the worst thing I’ve done.'

'That’s not what I asked.'

A frown replaced her laugh, 'He threatened to throw me in the Raft. He’s dangerous. Almost as
dangerous as you.'

You clicked your tongue in annoyance, turning away from her, “Fuck.”

You buried your head in your hands. 

You didn’t think Walsh had the balls to threaten an Avengers but…maybe it wasn’t balls he was
lacking…maybe it was brains. 

Then again, maybe he was just crazy. 

“You need to tell Buck.” Steve spoke up after a moment, his voice barely a whisper, “You need to tell
all of them.” 

“Once we get Walsh under control I will but, until then,” you sighed, folding your arms over your
shoulder, “I can’t risk that he won’t retaliate. He’s already tried to kill all of them. If he finds out you
two are in on it with us, there’s no telling what he’ll do.”

“He’s unpredictable,” Duke said, twirling his necklace through his fingers, “If he finds out any of us
are alive, he’s coming to finish the job.”

“No,” Steve growled, looking over your team before his eyes landed back on Boone. He tugged her
against him protectively as he shook his head, “Not again.”

“And we don’t know what happened to Olympus,” Boone said, muffled by Steve’s chest as she tried
to pull away but he held her tight, “Or Athena.”

“Or Turner,” you sighed, “We need to get down there and figure out what’s going on.”

“And what happened,” Belov spoke up from the corner of the room, “It shouldn’t have been that easy
for them to get into our system. We need to find out what happened.”



“And stop it from happening again.” Duke nodded, “We need to get out in front of him but if he
catches wind of what we’re doing—”

“He’ll pump the brakes and go after the closest thing,” Boone murmured, glancing up at Steve.

“He had an army when he came to the Compound,” Steve said, “We might be able to hold him off on
a good day but if he catches us by surprise…he has the numbers to take us out.”

“Which is why we just need you two as the eyes and ears,” you hummed, glancing between Wanda
and Steve, “The thing that’ll bring the least amount of attention to you.”

Boone clicked her tongue, tossing a piece of hair over her shoulder, “At least until I get Athena up and
running again.” 

“Boone will keep in contact with you,” Duke said, “We’re moving out and keeping our heads down
for a while.” 

“Just keep ‘em off our backs.” You glanced at Wanda with a wink. 

She rolled her eyes with a smirk, “As usual.”

Boone clicked her tongue, patting the top of Steve’s head, “Keep them off his back.”

Steve’s eyes narrowed as he rolled his eyes at her before looking at you, “Just don’t do anything
stupider than usual, Captain.” 

You scoffed, “No promises, Captain. Thank you.”
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Olympus Burns

Chapter Summary

Your eyes widened as Zac turned the last corner, your heart dropped as the burnt skeletons of
trees guided you through the forest. Towers of smoke had been beckoning to you the closer you
got to the base. They grew darker and darker the further into the forest you went until your gaze
finally landed on what was left of Olympus.

Most of the buildings were reduced to rubble. Piles of bricks were scattered across the scorched
grass. The pristine glass windows that had once decorated each face of the building were each
shattered; left with only jagged pieces that glinted in the afternoon sun. White stucco was nearly
seared to a crisp and smoke still wafted from the stone. The columns surrounding the rotunda
were covered in char that crept up them like diseased vines.

— You nodded, pushing yourself to your feet and holding out your arm to Oliver as the
Commander picked his cigar up from the floor and put it back between his teeth, “Ollie! Grab
my rifle!” —

“Zac,” you said, reaching behind you as you gazed over the base, “My rifle.” 
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Keep a little fire burning; however small, however hidden. 

The house lights dimmed before going out completely, leaving the room you were in nearly complete
darkness. The theatre was left empty and silent, the sharp claps of the audience and the soft trilling of
the orchestra were long gone. They were a distant memory at that point. The light steps of the
ballerinas were a fading echo as you leaned back in the chair. 

A single light was left buzzing on stage. It cast long shadows into the control booth as you curled
your knees to your chest and set your chin atop them. 

Your eyes were tired, stinging with drowsiness as they drooped and your breathing steadied. You
forced them open, fighting the exhaustion that had slowly been flooding through you over the last
week. It was getting harder and harder to fight. 

You’re a ghost, a shadow, start actin’ like it. Get up. Hunt Walsh down. Finish it now. 

Just like it was getting harder to fight the voice that was muttering to itself in the back of your head.
The one that told you to run while you still could. The one that told you to distract Oliver while the
rest made it away and you took him down yourself. The one that was reciting everything Weston had
taught you and making sure it was pushed to the forefront of all of your thoughts. 

It was taking everything you had left in you to fight it. 



But it was so, so draining. 

And some of her ideas were pretty damn good. 

You took a deep breath as the door to the control booth swung open. Boone poked her head inside the
room, a frown twitching to her lips as she looked you over. 

“Sorry,” she hummed softly, pulling up a chair next to you, “I didn’t want to disturb your beauty
sleep.”

You scoffed, knocking your head against your chair, “Hell knows I need it.”

“I dunno.” Boone shrugged, “I think you look kinda hot.”

“Shut up, Boone.”

She chuckled, perching on the control panel as you closed your eyes again. 

Hunt him down. Track everything he loves down and destroy it. Do what he did to you but do it
fuckin’ better. 

You sat in silence with her for a moment, her presence comforting as you continued to battle with
yourself until she set a hand on your knee. 

“You doin’ okay?”

“Yeah,” you sighed, cracking open an eye, “I just needed a minute alone.”

Boone laughed again, gazing out into the darkened theatre with a smirk, “You ain’t alone.”

“What?”

She nodded toward the single, flickering light on the stage, “It’s called a ghost light. Keeps the ghosts
of a theatre company when no one’s here.”

You snickered lightly, rubbing your eyes as you glanced at her, “That’s cute.”

“Isn’t it?” Boone smiled, ruffling your hair as she stood, “C’mon, the team’s waiting for you.”

You groaned, stretching quickly before hopping to your feet with a yawn. Your gaze flicked one last
time to the light that beamed from the stage before you followed Boone through the door and into the
halls. 

They were nearly as quiet as the theatre had been. Only soft voices and footsteps ricocheted lightly
around corners. 

“How are they?” you asked, unable to take the silence any longer. 

“Tired,” Boone said without missing a beat, “Just like you.”

“And you?”

“I need a fuckin’ shower.” She shrugged, leading you quickly through the Widow’s Nest, “And a box
of hair dye, scissors, and an eyeliner pencil. Maybe some mascara and new threads and definitely
some new shoes.”



You rolled your eyes and shook your head as a scoff burst from your throat, “I’ll start a list.”

Boone grinned, shoving open the door to Alpha Two’s room with her shoulder and nodding for you to
enter. You ducked into the room, taking a quick glance around before striding through the room. 

Most of the team was hunkered down in the corner of the room, glaring at a table that Belov had set
up. 

A map of the city was spread out across the table. Zac had already taken the liberty to mark out a
route and circle any points of interest for Boone to take a closer look at. Belov was quickly going over
another map that led down the coast toward Olympus while Ari and Jesse were slowly dozing beside
him. 

They looked more exhausted than you. Like at any moment they would topple over and sleep for the
next six weeks. 

All you had to do was get them out of there. 

You frowned to yourself, glancing over your shoulder and watching as Yelena ducked past you before
your eyes flicked back to Boone at the door. She held the door open wide as Raffa slipped into the
room followed by two more forms. 

Duke and Jack. 

Jack was still pale, his eyes groggy and his body stiff as Duke managed to keep him upright. 

“Look who’s up and about.” Zac smiled, pushing strands of black hair from his face, “Lookin’ good
Bennet.”

“Thanks, Norway.”

“Good?” Belov asked, quirking a brow, “He looks like shit.”

Jack scoffed with a groan, “Thank you, Belov.”

“You are welcome.”

Duke rolled his eyes, sitting Jack down on the couch before settling next to him. He pressed a quick
kiss to his temple before pulling him back against his chest. 

Jack hummed to himself, closing his eyes with a sigh, “This was a bad idea.”

“I told you.” Duke sighed, gently running his fingers through Jack’s hair, “Lay your ass down.” 

Everyone in the room chuckled, tired smiles flashed before being replaced with yawns. Raffa slid into
a seat next to yours, his eyes raking over the map before they darted back to Jack and then to you. 

“What’s the plan, boss?”

Kill him. That’s the fuckin’ plan. Hit him where it hurts and then finish the job. 

You sighed, following the red line Zac had drawn on the map, “We need to get out of here. Soon.”

Duke nodded, still running his fingers through Jack’s hair as he traced the map with his gaze, “Traffic
is slow in the early morning.” 



“We need some to blend in,” Boone said, threading some tangled hair through her fingers, “One rather
large white van with an ass-ton of people in it is going to attract some attention.” 

“We don’t want to get stuck in traffic either.” You frowned, glancing at Jack as his head drooped to
Duke’s shoulder, “Especially with that one in the state he’s in.” 

“I’m fine,” he mumbled, cracking open an eye, “I’m great even. I feel great. Ow.”

Duke ignored him, patting his head softly, “We’re gonna have to stop somewhere. We can’t make it
the whole way through.”

“We need to worry about getting out of the city first.” You leaned back in your chair, quickly looking
over everyone in the room, “We’ll leave with rush hour. As long as Norway has us covered.” 

Zac nodded, pointing at the map, I already have most of the route planned. I just need to get into the
traffic cams and we’ll be invisible.” 

“I can help with that.” Boone crooned, tapping her fingers on the table and glancing at Duke. 

“Once we get to Olympus, we’ll track down Turner, make sure he’s okay, and get to the plane,” Duke
said, chewing on his cheek, “From there, we just gotta find a safe place and keep our heads down.”

“Hopefully, Olympus will still be standing when we get there,” she said, her eyebrows knitting
together, “If not, I have a few caches around with equipment we can use.”

“We’ll resupply here,” you said, pointing at one of Duke’s stashes on the route, “Yelena, I’m gonna
need you to—”

Yelena froze in the corner of the room, her head snapping toward you as a choked squeak came from
her throat, “I’m coming with you?”

“Considering I’ve got two-ish functioning operative,” you said, nodding toward Boone and Duke
before looking over the others, “A doctor that looks like he’s at his wit’s end and the rest look like
could blow away on a gentle breeze…yeah.”

Yelena blinked, your words not sinking in completely, “Really?”

Belov snickered, patting her on the head and wrapping an arm around her shoulders as she grinned to
herself. 

“Yep.” You nodded to her before the smile on your face fell and you glanced back to an extra drowsy
Jack as his pain meds began to kick in, “You sure you’re up for this?”

Jack didn’t bother opening his eyes and instead nodded very slowly, his head almost slipping off of
Duke’s shoulder. You scoffed, turning back to the team as they made final preparations. 

“Vostokoff has an extra cot we can set up in the back for him,” Raffa said from beside you, rubbing
his eyes and biting his lip, “We’ll just take it nice and slow—”

Jack giggled to himself, “Just like I like—”

“Shut up.” Duke snapped with a grimace as Jack continued to mumble to himself and giggle,
“Nobody listen to him. He’s…high as fuck.” 



You chuckled, shaking your head as you turned back to the table and your gaze landed on Jesse. 

She was blankly staring into the map, chewing on her cheek before she caught your look. 

“Once we get to the C-17, you okay to fly us out, Hugh?”

Jesse didn’t say anything, her gaze looking directly through you. Ari rubbed her back, looking at her
worriedly before she nodded. 

He sighed, “She’s got this.”

You frowned, your eyes still looking over the group in front of you. 

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —

You swallowed thickly, “Listen, if anyone wants out—”

“Ugh.” Belov groaned, knocking his head twice against the wall, “Don’t start.”

“Shut up, Belov.” You rolled your eyes with a snap before you continued, “If anyone wants to be
done, Vostokoff has an underground network that will keep you all safe.” 

“Walsh already tried to separate us,” Jack grunted, his eyes opening with a glare, “And, I know I
might be deadweight, but I really don’t want to get separated again.” 

“Same here,” Boone said, “The way I see it, we’re all in this together now.”

Duke groaned, shaking his head and rolling his eyes at her, “God, you’re so cliche.”

— He gritted his teeth with a whine and a hiss, “Tell my wife and kids I love them.” —

— “Don’t be so cliche, you’re gonna make it,” you croaked with an unsure nod. Your eyes searched
frantically for a way to get him out, “I’ll get you outta here.” —

— “Now who sounds cliche?” Turner managed a chuckle, tears streaming from his eyes as he
accepted his fate. —

You blanked, your vision going fuzzy as sand began to swirl around you. 

Turner. 

He’d already been ambushed once. He’d already been betrayed once. You’d almost lost him once. 

And now you weren’t sure where he was. Or if he was okay. 

Or if his family was okay. 

You weren’t sure how many people Ollie had gone after. Or what he had done. Or what he was
planning—

— “Rule 22, Lieutenant,” Weston said, smacking the back of your head with a glare, “No fear.” — 

“Everyone still in?” you asked, your throat dry and your voice cracking as you looked over your team.
They nodded without hesitation… except Jack, who had finally passed out on Duke’s shoulder. You
nodded, “Then let’s move out.”



Bucky stepped from the bathroom, shaking droplets of water from his hair and slipping a shirt over
his head. He paused as he did, glancing down at the red fabric and running it through his fingers. 

— “Here,” (F/N) said, handing him the pile of clothes, “Bathroom’s the first door on the right, go
change.” —

— He nodded, glancing down at the pile and ducking into the bathroom silently. Bucky gently set the
pile down on the counter, his fingers running over the soft fabric of the red shirt that was on the top.
— 

He shook his head, shaking away the thought of her as he grabbed a jacket and swung it over his
shoulders before he paused again. Footsteps came down the hall toward his room, accompanied by a
pair of voices. 

Shaking out his hair once more, he swung the door to his room open and intercepted the pair. 

“Hey,” he said, ignoring how Sam jumped as he ducked into the hall, “Morning.”

“Morning.” Sam winced, glancing over his shoulder and nodding toward Steve’s room, “You seen
Rogers?”

“Not since he left with Wanda last night,” Bucky said, following his gaze with a frown. 

“Came back late.” Natasha continued down the hall, not slowing her pace as they jogged down the
hall after her, “Stark and I watched them get back.”

Sam hummed, raising a brow, “I think they’re bonding.” 

“Great.” Bucky scoffed, “Where you guys heading?”

“Over to a Widow’s Nest,” Natasha said, glancing down at her watch, “Melina should have some of
the antidote with her.” 

“While we’re doing that, Stark is tryna track (F/N) down.” Sam continued, “Ghost is on his way too.” 

She sighed, raking her fingers through red hair with a quick shake of her head, “The faster we can get
this over with, the better.” 

Bucky nodded, still actively shoving the thought of (F/N) from his mind, “You’re telling me.”

“You comin’?”

“Right behind you,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets. 

“Wait for me.” Clint’s voice came from behind them as he jogged to catch up with them. 

Natasha craned her neck to look at him as he continued down the stairs toward them, “Where the hell
have you been?”

“Thinking.” 

Sam scoffed, “I bet that went well.”



“Not really.” Clint shrugged, his face darkening slightly, “Something about this feels weird.”

Bucky sighed, pulling his hair back into a low bun, “You’re telling me.”

Barton pinched the bridge of his nose, scrunching it as his mind continued to race for answers, “You
guys seen any movement on her?”

“No.” Natasha shook her head, her brows furrowing, “It’s like she disappeared into thin air. Stark is
pretty sure she’s still in the city.” 

“Unless you missed her like you missed me in D.C.,” Bucky said slowly, flinching at the glare
Natasha sent him.

“Yeah.” Sam shrugged, patting Romanoff’s shoulder, “But you had help.

“Maybe she does too.”

You and Raf danced around each other. He gathered up all his gear, tossing it to you as you packed it
away. Duke was slowly moving Jack down to the car as Boone, Belov, and Zac took care of some
last-minute details, and Jesse and Ari took another nap. 

“That everything?” you called over your shoulder, clicking the medkit closed and glancing over the
room. 

“Casi.” Raffa shook his head, “Sólo necesitamos—” Almost. We just need—

The two of you froze as the door slammed open and Yelena burst into the room. 

She puffed a strand of blonde hair from her face, “Natasha is coming.”

“When?”

“Now.”

“Fuck.” You hissed, grabbing the rest of Raffa’s things and stuffing them into a bag before yelling
down the hall, “We gotta move, kids!” 

“Movin’ it or losin’ it!” Boone yelled back, suddenly sprinting down the hall with three different
backpacks over her shoulder, “Norway, laptop!”

“Got it,” Zac said, jogging down the hall behind her, “Belov, you got the rest?”

He came speed-walking behind them, grumbling to himself as he lugged a bag over his shoulder,
“Да.”

You nodded, grabbing Raffa as he continued to gather things into his arms, “We gotta go, Doc.
Yelena, get Hadar and Hugh.”

“On it.”

Sprinting down the stairs and through a few more winding halls, you ducked out into the alley and
threw your bags into the van waiting there. 



“(F/N),” Duke grunted, holding onto Jack as he and Belov tried to get him into the vehicle, “Gonna
need your help.”

“Got him,” you said, jumping into the van and helping them slide Jack into the cot that was put
together behind the driver’s seat. “Raffa, Yelena get Hadar in here!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Trabajando en ello, Capitana.”

The two placed Ari’s arms over their shoulders and helped him limp into the van as you placed a
pillow under Jack’s head. 

Yelena frowned, lugging Ari in with a low growl, “Why are you so big?”

“My bro eats rocks for breakfast,” Raffa said, helping Ari settle down into a chair and placing his leg
on top of a crate. 

“Why would anyone want to eat rocks?” Ari frowned, knocking his head against the side of the van
and reaching out for Jesse as she stepped up into the vehicle. 

“He’s being funny, Ari.”

“He’s not doing a good job of it.”

You scoffed, helping Boone into the van and sliding the door shut with a slam.

“That everyone?” you asked, quickly looking over the group and taking a mental tally of each of
them, “Norway, ready?”

Zac nodded as he slid into the driver’s seat before he grimaced, “Do I have to drive?”

“Yes,” you said with a snap, standing behind him as he turned over the engine and popped the van
into drive, “Let’s go, take it nice and easy.”

Zac sucked a hiss through his teeth, adjusting his taped-together glasses and slowly pulling out into
the busy street. He paused as a black car blasted in front of him, cutting off his route as it swung into
the alley. 

You paused, about to duck into the back before you caught sight of the driver.

Natasha. 

But she wasn’t what caught your eye. It was the man sitting in the back seat, rolling his eyes as the
man in the front seat laughed at him.  

Bucky. 

He looked nearly as tired as you were…and a lot less bruised. 

Even if there was a smirk on his face, the corners of his lips were twitching downward in a perpetual
frown. His brows furrowed and his forehead creased as he talked to Sam and Clint. 

You froze, your gaze quickly searching him as he went by before Boone grabbed the back of your
jacket and pulled you down to hide behind the backseat. 



You blinked, nodding to her as Zac took off into the streets and you all disappeared. 

Peter hummed to himself, bobbing his head as the elevator doors swept open and he stepped into the
Avenger’s common room. Drumming his fingers on his legs, he took a quick look around before
heading up the stairs and he paused. 

He glanced around again, his face falling as he looked around the empty room. Reaching up, he
removed his earbuds and stuffed them in his pocket. 

It was quiet…too quiet. 

And there was something wrong. 

Peter’s gaze flicked over the place, the hairs on his arms raising as an uneasiness settled over the
Tower. 

“Mr. Stark?”

His voice almost echoed through the empty rooms, floating down the deserted halls before coming
back to him. 

No answer.

Licking his lips nervously, he adjusted his backpack and continued up the stairs until he reached Mr.
Stark’s lab. 

More silence. 

Peter swallowed, reaching into his bag and pulling a web shooter from the pocket. He slipped it on as
the hair on the back of his neck stood on end and his heart seemed to stall. 

A sharp thud came from the lab, followed by more quiet. 

“Mr. Stark?” he tried again, biting his lip as he pressed his back against the wall. 

Watch your back. 

Nodding to himself he finally swung into the lab, pointing his web-shooter at the only form in the
room before he paused.

Mr. Stark was leaning against one of the tables, his back to Peter and his shoulders hunched. He was
glaring at the screen in front of him, glaring into the eyes of…

(F/N)?

Peter blinked, watching her image stay in the corner of the screen as images of the city flashed across
the screen. 

They were tracking her. Looking for her. But…why?

What had he missed? He’d only been gone for a week and everything had gone to crap.



Peter frowned, taking a slow step into the lab and clearing his throat, “W-What’s going on? Mr. Stark?
What happened to (F/N)?”

Mr. Stark turned slightly, barely acknowledging him before nodding toward an open file on the table
behind him. He looked tired. His eyes were ringed in with dark circles and his hair was awry. 

Peter bit his lip, taking another step into the room and setting his backpack on the floor before taking
a quick look at the file that was awaiting him. 

Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N)

Affiliation: Hydra

Aliases: Unknown

Location: Unknown

Wanted For: Espionage, Murder, Treason

He shook his head, looking over the words again and trying to get them through his head. 

Hydra? Treason?

It didn’t make sense. None of it did. 

He quickly swept through the pages upon pages in the file. Images of (F/N) in Prague and London.
Lining up with both Hydra attacks. Video stills of her casing the Cairo museum just days before the
Wakandans were attacked on their convoy. She appeared everywhere she wasn’t supposed to be,
followed by Hydra agents that both the Avengers and Aftermath were chasing. 

It was like she was one step ahead of them the entire time. 

Like she had been planning everything from the start. 

Like she had never been on their side in the first place. 

Peter’s heart dropped, frantically looking through the files as they went back in time. 

Washington D.C. 

New York. 

— “Rule—” She started before Peter cut her off with a frustrated huff. —

— “Seven,” he growled to himself, “I know.” —

— “Five.” (F/N) corrected him, nodding to him as he returned to his feet, “Learn from your mistakes.
You can do this. C'mon.” —

And then only a few pages remained. They were marked top secret from Aftermath’s vault. 

Her recruitment by Mikhail Weston. 

Her practically destroyed military records. 



Her kill count. 

— “Rule Fourteen: Distract the target before you make your move,” he deadpanned, flinching away
from her punches. —

Nausea churned in his stomach, bile rising in his throat as he went through all of her numbers before
he snapped the file shut.  

“She…but…” He trailed off, his voice cracking, “I trusted her. She’s gone?

“Not gone.” a voice growled from behind him, making Peter flinch, “Just lurking in the shadows.”

Peter spun on his heel, raising his fists as a man stalked into the room. Red hair caught his eye first.
Second was the deep, dark blue eyes that were evaluating. Third, the helmet that was tucked under his
arm. 

Ghost.

Goosebumps flushed through Peter as the man swept past him and he backed away from him. 

There was something animalistic about him. It was something that bled off of him—almost radiated
from him in pulsing darkness. It was like a warning beacon, urging Peter to stay away. 

And he obliged. 

He grabbed the file from the table, hugging it to his chest as he backed to the corner of the room and
perched himself on a stool. 

“Anything?” Ghost snapped, glaring at the screen with the same anger Mr. Stark had. 

“Nothing.” He shook his head, folding his arms over his chest, “She’s gone.”

“No.” Ghost pinched the bridge of his nose, “She’s around here somewhere. She’ll reveal herself
eventually.” 

Peter swallowed, the voices of both men drowned out by the thumping of his racing heart in his ears. 

(F/N) played him. She’d distracted him before she made her move. She’d told him to watch his back
and he thought he had. 

He just didn’t realize he had to protect himself from her. 

Peter wheezed quietly, his lungs and throat closing up on themselves as he continued to look through
the file. 

— “Distract the target before you make your move.” —

She’d distracted all of them before she screwed them all over. 

He hadn't watched his back, he’d let her distract him. 

He was smarter than this.

He needed to be better. 



Peter’s eyes narrowed as he glanced up at the men that were working together on the opposite side of
the room. 

He shrugged off his jacket, his jaw setting into place as he finally hopped off of the chair and made
his way to both of them. 

He was going to find her. He was going to return the favor. 

“Wilson,” Bucky whined, knocking his head against his seat with a pout, “Move your seat up.”

Sam scoffed with a smirk, “Not a chance. I called shotgun.”

He rolled his eyes, barely glancing out the window as a white van pulled past them and Natasha sped
into an alley. She came to a stop in front of a metal door before hopping out of the car and stepping
toward it. 

Clint was out right behind her, quickly moving to her side as Bucky got out of the car followed by
Sam. 

Sam nudged him gently, sending him a sideways glance, “Are you doing okay?”

“I will be once we find (F/N),” Bucky said with a curt nod, “And once we figure out how much
trouble she’s in.” 

Clint scoffed from in front of them, “Or how much trouble she is.” 

“We’ve always known she was trouble.” Natasha shrugged, shoving open the metal door and stepping
into the Widow’s Nest, “We just didn’t know how much.”

He sighed, shaking his head with a frown as he followed them. 

A part of him was still desperately holding onto the hope that she hadn’t been using him the entire
time. That their relationship was as real to her as it was to him, even though every file that Walsh
arrived with implicated her in the opposite. 

But if he held onto the hopeless hope that he had, she could still come home to him. 

Unless she was programmed to love him, to manipulate him. What if who he fell in love with wasn’t
the real (F/N)? What if she was just as good an actress as she was a shot. What if— 

“Stop.” Sam set a hand on his shoulder, gently pulling him from his thoughts.  

“What?”

“You’re gonna get stuck in your own head,” he said, patting his shoulder, “We need you here right
now.”

Bucky nodded, stepping quickly after Romanoff and Barton as they wound through the maze of
hallways and ballerinas before they ducked into an office.  

“Mama,” Natasha called, sticking her head into the room before gesturing at all of them to follow
her.  



“Natasha.” Melina responded, not looking up from the mountain of paperwork in front of her, “To
what do I owe the pleasure.”

Natasha plopped into the chair in front of the woman, leaning back in it nonchalantly, “We need a vial
of the antidote.” 

“Make it two,” Barton said, gazing out the window with narrowed eyes, “Just in case we miss.” 

Bucky looked up, glancing between the two with a shake of his head, “We can’t miss.”

“Солдат. Рад снова тебя видеть,” Melina said, finally looking up from her work at the sound of his
voice before turning to Natasha, “Natasha, your father is right. Always business. Have you found a
Widow?”

Soldier. Good to see you again. 

“We’re not sure.” Natasha frowned, watching as her mother pushed away from her desk and strode
across the room. 

Melina removed a panel on the wall, revealing a safe before quickly entering the code and opening it.
She produced a pair of vials, handing them both to Clint.

“If it does not work the first time, I want the other vial back,” she hummed, nodding the glowing red
liquid, “They aren’t easy to make and we have lists of Widows ready to be inoculated.”

Romanoff nodded with a quick sigh before changing the subject, “Is Yelena here?”

“You just missed her.” Melina sat back down in her chair, pulling a stack of papers in front of her and
going back to work, “She left this morning. Something about checking on some of her Aftermath
friends.” 

“Right.”

Bucky blinked, his jaw clenching as he realized the scope of the damage (F/N) had caused. She’d not
only betrayed him and the Avengers, she’d destroyed pieces of Aftermath as well. 

She was affecting everyone he knew.  

“We need to move faster,” Bucky muttered, stepping back into the hall and looking at Sam with a
glare, “The damage (F/N) left behind is spreading too far, too fast.” 

“Hopefully Stark has something for us then,” Sam said, glancing back at Natasha as she left Melina’s
office, “Let’s get out of here.” 

“До свидания, товарищи,” Melina hummed, “Удачи.”

Goodbye, comrades. Good luck.  

Your eyes widened as Zac turned the last corner, your heart dropped as the burnt skeletons of trees
guided you through the forest. Towers of smoke had been beckoning to you the closer you got to the
base. They grew darker and darker the further into the forest you went until your gaze finally landed
on what was left of Olympus. 



Most of the buildings were reduced to rubble. Piles of bricks were scattered across the scorched grass.
The pristine glass windows that had once decorated each face of the building were each shattered; left
with only jagged pieces that glinted in the afternoon sun. White stucco was nearly seared to a crisp
and smoke still wafted from the stone. The columns surrounding the rotunda were covered in char that
crept up them like diseased vines. 

It was like looking at modern-day ancient ruins. 

“Holy shit.” you barely managed a whisper, your jaw dropped as Zac pulled up in front of the main
entrance of the Hub. Throwing open the door, you took the first steps on the blistered ground. 

— “Let’s go!” Danny snapped, throwing off his harness and crawling to the door. He pushed against
it with his shoulder and growled to himself when it didn’t open before resorting to kicking the thing
open with a grunt, “Go, now!” —

The Alpha Two apartments were still on fire nine days after the initial attack. Ash swirled on the
breeze, flowing through the debris like water. 

— You nodded, pushing yourself to your feet and holding out your arm to Oliver as the Commander
picked his cigar up from the floor and put it back between his teeth, “Ollie! Grab my rifle!” —

“Zac,” you said, reaching behind you as you gazed over the base, “My rifle.” 

He nodded, handing it to you but his eyes never left the base. He swallowed thickly, glancing at
Boone and Duke as they slid open the van’s door and stepped out behind you. 

Boone’s eye twitched as she stared at the pillars of fire that were eating at the apartments…her home.
Duke’s hand landed on her shoulder, watching as everything they had built crumbled. 

She cleared her throat, “What did he hit it with?”

“Long-range missile,” Duke said, chewing on his cheek with a shake of his head, “Who knows where
it was sent from.”

Boone gritted her teeth with a sigh, “There goes my shower.”

“We need to get out of here,” he said, reaching for the pistol at his hip as he followed you into the
rotunda. 

“C-cameras are down,” Zac mumbled, stepping behind Belov as they followed you up shattered
stairs. 

“Doesn’t mean he is not watching,” Belov said, turning around to watch your backs. 

Your boots crunched on glass and brick as you worked your way further into the building before you
paused. 

The memorial stone stood proudly in front of you. It was practically untouched with the exception of
a fine layer of soot and glass that covered it. 

— Words and pictures in an orangey bronze glittered in the sunlight that streamed down from the
glass roof. In the middle of the stone, there were five shields. They each held a different emblem and
were spread out evenly across the face. Under each was a series of names, or code names rather. —



— The first was a crown surrounded by a laurel wreath. —

— The second was a hawk, unfurling its feathers and soaring upwards. —

— The third was a skull, one of its eyes replaced by crosshairs and set over a pair of crossed rifles. —

— The fourth was a Caduceus, but instead of wrapping around a staff, the snakes wound themselves
around a sword. —

— And the fifth was an empty closing tag encased in a globe. —

— Kingpin. Nighthawk. Ghost. Outbreak. Blackhat. —

You paused, glaring at each name on the stone before a low growl warped from your throat. 

Blackhat. 

You couldn’t help yourself. 

Not as inconsolable rage bubbled through you. Not as white-hot fury seared through your veins and
infected every inch of your being. 

Your fingers wrapped around Oliver’s placard and shield, your nails digging between the stone and
the metal before you pried it off. The long anchor bolts screeched as you peeled them from the rock
and tossed them away with the plaque. It clattered down the stairs in a ring of metal before sliding
across the tile. 

Good riddance. Now, get rid of him for real. 

“Get your shit and let’s get out of here,” you growled lowly, glaring at the remnants of Ollie’s
presence before turning to the team and nodding to them, “I’ve got your six.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

— “You okay?” you asked, glancing back at him and meeting his gaze. —

— His eyes softened as they met yours, the rest of his face covered by a green shemagh, “We need to
get outta here. Now.” —

— “Working on it,” you hummed, pressing your forehead against his, “This isn’t helping.” —

— Danny scoffed, lowering his scarf and pressing a kiss to your cheek, “Oops.” —

You shook away Danny’s voice, sweeping through the building with your weapon raised before you
paused. Zac, Boone, and Duke ducked past you as Belov returned to the rotunda to keep an eye on the
van and the entrance. 

Your eyes searched the smoke-stained halls, your brows furrowing as you did. 

As gruesome as it sounded, there weren’t any bodies littering the floors…not like there should have
been.

You frowned, your gaze darting to the floor. 

Faint footprints walked across the floor, their forms barely hidden by shifting ash. 



Raising your rifle, you rested your cheek against the stock before taking a tentative step through the
building. 

— “(F/N),” Turner slurred, shaking his head, “No. Don’t—” —

— “We got this, Johnson.” You nodded, watching as the basket began to rise, “We’ll find you.” —

— He nodded slowly, his eyes drooping as he was raised out of your sight. A knot twisted in your
stomach as the helicopter lifted above the haze and disappeared. —

— What if…this was it? What if that was the last you’d ever see of him? What if he didn’t make it to
help in time? —

A light whimper shot through your throat, one that you tried to shake away as you shoved back the
memories that began to flood through you.

The chaos and the screams and the terror from the desert crept into the corners of your vision. 

— “Danny?” you asked, trying to keep yourself calm, “Stay with me. Please?” —

— “Always, mi amor,” he whispered with ragged breaths, gently stroking your hand with his thumb,
“Always.” —

You sniffed, fighting back tears as you ducked under a fallen column and found yourself nearing
Turner’s office. 

“Turner?” you asked softly, your voice cracking as it sounded down the hall. 

You were answered with silence as you came to a stop in front of the door. Forcing a deep breath, you
slowly slid open the door and braced yourself for whatever was behind it. 

There was nothing. 

Quite literally nothing. 

The other side of the door was charred so terrible, that cracks were forming in the wood. But, other
than that, there was nothing. It opened to a steep drop-off, staring off toward the rubble of the tarmac. 

You kept your gaze high before slowly letting it drop to the heap of rubble below you. 

Turner’s desk was barely visible beneath the cracked stone of the roof. 

You took another breath, slinging your rifle over your shoulder and hopping off the edge of the
doorway. Turning as you fell, you grabbed onto what was left of the floor before lowering yourself
down to the rubble. 

The heap shifted as you landed in a crouch atop it before you slid to the base. You winced as glass
crunched under your feet and you froze. Glancing down to your boot you took a step back, eyeing the
framed picture that was beneath your feet. 

Checking over your shoulder, you kneeled to pick up the frame and turn it over. 

Turner and his family smiled up at you, their faces partially obscured by the cracks in the glass. 

You frowned, turning the frame over again and prying the backing off to get to the image. 



And, again, you were stopped in your tracks. 

Concealed between the image of his family and the frame was another image. 

One of his other family. 

Of your family. 

You were all posed in front of the C-17 and you all had grins plastered across your faces. 

Except for Weston, who held his signature indifference. Turner’s eyes were nearly closed with how
big he was beaming and he held up a peace sign as he flung his arm over Ollie’s shoulder. Oliver’s
smile was smaller, more awkward, as he glanced at you and Danny. 

Your eyes were closed completely and a sheepish smirk was rolled across your face as Danny pressed
a kiss to your cheek. 

— “I love you,” he whispered, “I love you so much.” —

— “Don’t talk like that.” You shook your head, tears welling in your eyes, “Stop it. Just, stay with
me.” —

You sniffled again, brushing the tears in the corners of your eyes before shoving the picture into your
pocket and snatching away the other. You folded it quickly, stashing it away before you froze. 

The crinkling of glass behind you caught your attention. You swung around, grabbing your rifle and
lifting it to your shoulder. 

“Whoa,” a familiar voice winced, “Relax, hermana, it’s me.”

Raffa looked down at you from what was left of Turner’s door. He leaned against it with a frown as he
looked you over. 

You cleared your throat, “You should be with Jack.”

“He’s sleeping.” Rafael shrugged, lowering himself down to your level with a grunt, “Yelena and Ari
are with him.” 

“Where’s Hugh?”

“Ran over to one of the shops with Belov.” He nodded toward the tarmac, “I don’t know what she’s
after.”

You hummed in response, turning back to the pile of rubble with a frown as Raffa continued. 

“You okay?”

“Do I look okay?”

He scoffed with a shake of his head, “You look like you’re seeing things again.”

You clicked your tongue with a low hiss as your ears perked up to the sounds of footsteps from
around the corner, “Never really went away.”



Raf’s frown deepened as he opened his mouth to speak but you brush past him toward the group that
was making their way to you. 

“What do you got?” you asked, glancing between them before Raffa grabbed your arm and tugged
you back toward him. 

He gently grabbed your chin, forcing you to look at him as his tone dropped, “We’re not done with
this.” 

“Understood,” You sighed with a nod before turning away from him, “You get everything?”

Zac hummed in response, “Couple of computers that we can combine to make a supercomputer.” 

“And that we should be able to use to figure out what happened,” Boone added, “They should have
recorded the attack so we can figure out what it was Walsh used to shut us down.”

“Good,” you said, turning as more footsteps approached you from behind. You nodded to both Belov
and Jesse as they came around the rubble heap, “You guys good?”

“Да.” Belov set his hands on his hips, “Let’s get out of here.”

“Feels like we’re being watched,” Jesse whispered, hiding slightly behind Belov, “I don’t like it.”

“There’s a safehouse on the way to the tarmac,” Duke said, “There should be enough supplies to keep
us afloat for a while.” 

You sighed, taking one more look over the base before you moved toward the van, “Let’s get out of
here.”  

The agent frowned, watching as Wraith stalked through the room with a glare that could cut a person
in half. He gulped slightly, almost taking a step away from him before he paused. He watched as the
Doctor emerged from the shadows, his darkened gaze following Wraith with a vengeance. 

“Anything?” Wraith snapped, drumming his fingers against the desk. 

“No, sir.” another agent shook their head, flinching back as Wraith flipped the table through the air
and it landed at Dr. Novak’s feet. 

“She couldn’t have just disappeared into thin air,” he growled, his eyes narrowing as he turned back
toward the monitors, “Find her.”

“You’ve taken this too far,” Novak said, a rare hint of emotion in the back of his throat. 

“She couldn’t have gotten far,” Wraith muttered to himself, ignoring the Doctor completely, “Not with
Dugan injured.” 

Novak pursed his lips, shoving his glasses back up his nose in annoyance, “Wraith—”

“Unless she has more help,” he continued, licking his lips before he turned to another agent, “Get me
eye on their bases.” 

The agent shivered lightly as the man glared at him, “We were locked out of their system before we
could find the locations of all their bases.” 



“Then focus on their main one. If she goes anywhere, she’s going to find Johnson.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

A low growl warped from Novak’s chest, his lips twitched to a sneer as he raised his voice, “Wraith!”

The entire room froze at the rarely heard sound as the Doctor strode further into the light. 

Wraith leveled a glare at him, “What do you want?”

“You know I do not like repeating myself.” he trilled, straightening his suit, “You’ve gone too—”

“I heard you the first time.”

The agents in the room backed away as the two men turned to face each other. 

“If the Avengers catch you—” 

“They won’t.” 

Novak continued, despite the interruption, “—It will ruin everything we have been working for. 

“You have her sample.” He shrugged, “You have everything you need.”

“No, no.” Novak shook his head, “I do not have everything. I do not have her. She is everything.”

Wraith scoffed, shaking his head as he turned from the Doctor, “I’m working on it.”

“You are not going to catch her.” The Doctor pinched the bridge of his nose, “I have told you this a
thousand times.”

“Watch me.” he growled, “You didn’t think I’d make it this far, and look where we are not! All her
friends are gone and the ones she thought she had are on my side—”

“For now.” 

“I don’t think you understand just how… charismatic.” Wraith smirked, his teeth flashing sharply in
the low light, “I am. Now, let’s move. I have a meeting.”

Wraith nodded to his guard, gathering them all up before surging out of the room. 

The Doctor watched after him before shaking his head, “Let us go.”

“Doctor?” 

“Come.” Novak nodded toward the door, “We’re leaving.”

“But what about Wraith?”

“Leave him.” The good Doctor shrugged, “He is a liability now. We are going to need a new plan.” 

You leaned down in your seat, ducking behind the dash before Zac finally pulled off the main road.
Popping back up in an instant, you looked at the building in front of you. 



A rickety house was barely standing before you. Peeling white paint exposed pale wood siding and
the columns holding up the porch were snapped in half. 

You scrunched your nose, “You guys really know how to pick ‘em.”

“It looked better a few years—”

“Stop.” you snapped, your hand landing on Zac’s shoulder as he slammed on the brakes. 

“What? What is it?” he cried, ducking behind the steering wheel, “What did I do?”

“Not you,” Yelena said from behind you. She nodded to the side door you were staring at, “We are not
alone.” 

“That door has been opened recently. Broken into, more like,” you muttered, glaring at the chunk of
wood that had been pried off by the deadbolt.

“Looks like someone didn’t have a key,” Boone hummed, grabbing a pair of knives from under the
driver’s seat before she turned to Duke, “When’s the last time you had someone here?”

“No one’s supposed to know about this one.” 

“Belova, Belov…” You said before you scoffed with a shake of your head and pushed your door
open, “Watch my six. Cavanaugh, Dugan, Mendez, Stay with the van and watch the road.”

“Got it.” Boone nodded, tapping your shoulder to stop you in your tracks before reaching for a napkin
and a marker. She drew a quick schematic before pointing at it with one of her blades, “Watch this
corner once you get down the stairs. It’s a hell of a blindspot.”

“Shooters can hide there easy,” Duke said, “We designed it that way.”

“They won’t be able to get a shot off before me.” You shook your head, snapping a mag into your
pistol before nodding to both Yelena and Belov, “Let’s move.”

Raffa hissed to himself, catching a pistol that Duke tossed him, “That’s terrifying.”

“Norway, keep the engine running.” You ignored him as you turned to Zac before nodding to both
Boone and Duke, “Cavanaugh, Dugan, keep your eyes open.”

“If we need to run, we’ll give you the signal,” Boone said, tying up her hair and securing it with one
of her knives.  

“What signal?”

“Duke will scream like a little girl.” She shrugged, slipping off her jacket, “He’s really good at it.”

Duke rolled his eyes, “Fuck off, Cavanaugh.”

“It’s true,” Jack croaked with a hummed giggle, “It’s one of the cutest sounds I’ve ever heard in my
life.” 

“Jack,” Duke groaned, rubbing his temples, “Darling, love of my life, apple of my eye…shut the fuck
up.”

Another giggle sounded from Bennet as he curled up in his blanket with a dazed smile. 



“Ay,” Raffa sighed, “Remind me to lower the dosage on his pain meds.”

You smirked, shaking your head and turning back to Yelena and Belov, “Come on.”

The two nodded, falling in line behind you as you snuck toward the cracked open door. They took up
positions on either side of you, letting you take point as you gently kicked open the side door. 

— “So stay,” Novak said warmly with a calculated smile, “As much as I’ve enjoyed your fantastic
display of…” he trailed off, gesturing around himself at the crumbling bunker as smoke billowed into
the room and another explosion rumbled from below, “...chaos. I would much prefer if we were on the
same side.” —

— “Yeah?” You quirked a brow, feeling the ground shift under your feet, “Here’s the thing: I would
rather starve out in that desert than I would ever, ever want to stay another second anywhere near
your crazy ass.” —

The door led straight down a set of cement stairs. They were cracked and eroded, chips of concrete
were swept to either side of the stairway and they crunched under your boots as you made your way
down them. 

Pressing your back against the first corner, you flicked the safety off your pistol before swinging
around it. You were met with only darkness as you turned back to Belov and nodded. 

He came down the stairs second, having both you and Yelena watch his back before he hit the
landing. 

“Your move.” He nodded, taking your position and waiting for you to move before he called up the
stairs, “Елена, двигайтесь.” Yelena, move.

The three of you leap-frogged back and forth. Each of you covering one another as you made your
way down the hall. 

— Lightbulbs shattered with a pop, the hall going bright for only a moment before leaving you in
darkness. Red lights flashed in an ominous rhythm as you felt your way down the stone walls, the
building seemed to move with every step you took before you found yourself stopped by a metal door.
— 

You raised a hand, stopping both Yelena and Belov in their tracks as you were stopped by a metal
door in front of you. Adjusting your grip on your pistol, you tested the door by slowly shoving your
shoulder against it. 

It didn’t budge. 

Locked. 

Your jaw set into place as you glanced back at the two and they both took cover behind a pair of
columns with a nod. Licking your lips, you raised your weapon before kicking the door open. 

It flew off its hinges, flying into the room as you stepped into the darkness. 

You caught a flash of movement, so shrouded in the shadows you almost missed it. 

Your body moved of its own accord. Kicking away the weapon that was shoved toward your face and
elbowing the person that wielded it before you aimed your pistol at the and you hesitated. 



A pair of whimpers echoed from deeper in the room, the sound so light and little that you recognized
it in an instant. 

Easy there, turbo. I know we’ve got one hell of a trigger finger but, come on. 

You backed away from the man in front of you until your back hit the wall and you scrambled for a
light switch. 

Warm light flicked on in an instant, revealing not just one but dozens of forms hidden away inside the
room. They were hunkered down in defensive positions throughout the room, each carefully aiming at
you but they were slowly lowering their weapons. They glanced amongst themselves but it was the
man on the ground in front of you that managed to speak first. 

“Ghost?”

You nodded, dropping the mag from your pistol, ejecting the round in the chamber, and tossing away
both pieces as you licked your lips and helped the man to his feet, “Everyone okay?”

Your stare darted quickly over each of the people there before they landed on the group hiding behind
a cover made of desks. Two pairs of little eyes stared up at you, fear etching their features before they
glanced at the man next to him and a woman pulled them to her chest.

“Turner,” you breathed a sigh of relief, ignoring the fact that he had been pointing a weapon at you
too. 

“(F/N),” he said, his eyes lighting up before he looked around him, “At ease.”

“Russians,” you called over your shoulder, “At ease.” 

“Haha,” Yelena hummed, from the hall behind you.  

A sarcastic laugh sounded from Belov, “Very funny.” 

You ignored the two with a roll of your eyes as you strode toward Turner, “Gather up the rest.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Turner smiled softly, “You’re alive.” 

“You’re alive.” You shook your head, breaking into a jog and throwing yourself at him to pull him
into a hug, “We went to Olympus. Fuck. I’m so sorry, Turner. This is all my fault.” 

His arms wrapped around you tightly, holding you close to him as he shook his head, “No. None of
this is—”

“If I just would have told you about Novak earlier,” you said, breaking into tears against his shoulder,
“We could have figured out Walsh was—”

Turner blinked, pushing you away from him in confusion.

“What? Walsh?” He pulled away from you, searching your features with widened eyes, “No. No.
Where’s Danny?”



— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

You frowned, tears falling down your cheeks, “He played us. He played all of us.” 

“Danny’s gone?” he choked, shaking his head again as his eyes locked with yours, “Gone, gone? Are
you sure?”

“Positive.” Duke’s voice came softly from the doorway, “I looked into that little shit’s eyes.” 

“I wouldn’t call him little,” Boone said with a grunt, helping Raffa haul Ari into the room,
“Motherfucker Captain America’d.”

Turner went quiet, blankly staring into the floor as his wife’s hand landed on his shoulder.

“I’m so sorry, Turner. I—”

“Auntie (F/N).” Turner’s youngest daughter, Nea, grappled onto your knee, gently tugging on the hem
of your shirt until you knelt next to her. She reached up to gently thumb away the stray tears on your
cheeks, “Don’t cry. It’s gonna be okay, I promise.”

You smiled softly, pulling your goddaughter into your arms and holding her tight as the rest of your
team assembled in the room. 

A group of the hidden operatives helped carry Jack’s cot down into the bunker while others helped
Zac set up his computers. Duke scooped up Turner’s other daughter as Boone pulled his wife into a
hug and Turner finally broke the silence.  

“How many did you lose?”  

“Three,” you muttered, setting your chin atop Nea’s head, “Art, Gabe, Dorian. You?”

“Enough,” he answered, reaching down to Nea and pulling her into his lap, “What’s your plan?”

“Gathering intel and then taking off,” you said, glancing at Zac and Boone as they set to work,
“Norway, Cavanaugh, how much time do you need?”

“Give us an hour.” 

Belov cleared his throat on the other side of the room, “We have another safehouse lined up for the
rest of you too. You can’t risk staying too long in one place.”

“As far as we can tell, Walsh attacked and then left Olympus to burn but he hasn’t been back since,”
Zac called over his shoulder. 

“Doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

You nodded, rising to your feet and looking over the room once more. 

— “(L/N), kid,” he said, leaning forward and staring into you, “I want to find the entire network. The
sellers, the brokers, the buyers, the smugglers, I want them all. And I want them looking over their



shoulders. I want them to be scared to walk the streets. I want them so caught up in watching their
own backs they don't see us coming for them and their friends.” —

Each of these soldiers could have lost their lives. Each of them had probably lost friends in the attack.
They’d lost those they considered their family. 

All because of you. 

You can fix it. We can fix it. Together. 

Turner’s wife could have lost him for real this time. Turner could have lost his family if Walsh had
decided to go after them. 

Because of you. 

“I don’t like that look,” Turner whispered, breaking you out of your head.  

You know what you have to do. Just do it. 

You scoffed, glancing at him as your eyes darkened, “You used to.”

Oliver sighed, keeping his face as neutral as possible even as anger raged through him. As much as he
hated to admit it, (F/N) had vanished into thin air. Neither he nor Stark could find a trace of her,
furthering his suspicions that she had more friends up her sleeves than he knew about. 

But there was one thing that made him feel a bit better:

How the Avengers were running themselves in circles. 

They thought she was brainwashed, that she was one of Dreykov’s pathetic pets, that she’d been
playing them from the start. 

Then there was the one that was still mourning his pretty little girlfriend and couldn’t think of
anything else. 

Oliver held in a chuckle. 

God, it was entertaining to watch. 

And, just to think, he had them wrapped around his little finger. 

But he had a schedule to keep. 

He needed to find (F/N) before she had a chance to regain her footing. 

He cleared his throat, glancing to Barnes with a curt glare, “You’re sure you don’t know where she’d
go?” 

“No.” 

“Back to New Eden?” he asked, his eyes narrowing, “Back to some friends?”

Barnes scoffed with a shake of his head, “She’s not stupid. She wouldn’t go home.” 



Fuck. That didn’t work. 

“She got any friends in town that would have her back?” Wilson said, folding his arms over his chest. 

Oh. Maybe it did work. 

Barnes shook his head again, “Not ones I know about.” 

“I can’t figure out how she got out of the city,” Stark grumbled, massaging his temples, “There have
been no traffic hits on any of the cameras, ATMs, CCTV. Nothing. Fuck, I wish Banner was here.” 

It was Oliver’s turn to groan, “She won’t stay underground for long. And when she resurfaces, it
won’t be pretty. We have to stop her.”

Romanoff scoffed, leaning back in her chair, “We gotta find her first.” 

Barton nodded, “And she’s not going to make it easy.” 

The bunker was quiet, the only sounds were light taps from Boone, Zac, and Belov as they worked at
their computers and the light clicks that emanated from your corner. Your eyes were closed, your
fingers wandering over your rifle on muscle memory alone as you finished cleaning it and began to
reassemble it. 

The rest of the bunker’s residents were dozing off, except the team that was guarding the entrance. 

You were about to join them when Zac’s voice echoed from across the room. 

“I got something.” 

Your eyes snapped open in an instant and you darted across the room to the trio’s side along with
Duke. 

“What?”

“The computers we recovered from Olympus were hit with a pulse of code before the missile strike,”
Zac said, pointing at the string of numbers and letters that ran across his screen, “It took out the
cameras and our censoring equipment before it went after Athena and the rest of our network.” 

“Luckily,” Boone continued, smiling sadly at the remnants of a program on the laptop, “Athena had
the foresight of launching an attack of her own.” 

Belov nodded, “She managed to embed herself in system. Leaving us trail of cake crumbs to follow.”

“Breadcrumbs.” Zac corrected him, earning himself a glare.  

“Whatever.” 

Boone rolled her eyes, pulling up a map and pointing to a location, “We triangulated the signal
Athena put out, followed it here.”

You frowned, following her finger to a building you recognized instantly. 

“Stark Tower?”



She nodded, “He used Stark just like he planned in the beginning when he broke into Quantico and
Langley. But Athena dug deeper.”

Boone pulled up another map, showing the hits that they tracked around the world before it stopped. 

— “What’s the plan, Cap?” —

— “Great question,” he replied, “Weston, hasn’t briefed me yet. All I know is we’re headed back to
Afghanistan.” —

— You groaned loudly, the sound echoing through the plane, “I just got out of there, Danny.” —  

You blinked, shaking away Danny’s voice, “Kabul?”

“Kabul,” she said quietly, “I tried to access the system but it kept kicking me out.” 

Duke groaned, running a hand down his face, “Give us some good news, Boonie.” 

“I’m getting to it. Calm down.” she grumbled, pulling up another screen, “The program revealed
itself. Gave me just a glimmer of its code.” 

Turner raised a brow, “And that helps us how?”

“I’ve seen it before.” Boone glanced back to Duke, swinging around to face him, “There’s only a few
things that could get past Athena and there’s only a few things that could beat me.”

Duke blinked, understanding what she was saying in an instant, “Aerocell. Walsh said he had a hand
in making it. He must’ve been able to recreate it.” 

— “It’s called Aerocell,” Ollie cut in, licking his lips nervously as he reached into his backpack to
procure a laptop. He set it on the table, firing it up immediately and turning it toward you, “It was
designed to monitor our troops’ movements and emergency protocols and predict our enemies’ moves.
Whoever has it will know exactly what we’re going to do before we do. They’ll know exactly where we
are, what we’re doing, and when we’ll get to where we’re going.” —

“That’s how he knew where we were,” you whispered, “Where we were going.” 

Zac nodded, “It’s probably what he’s using to track us now.” 

“We won’t be able to stay hidden for long,” Boone said, picking at her fingers with a frown.  

Duke clicked his tongue, playing with his grenade pin with a shake of his head, “I asked for some
good news, guys.”

“We were able to get into Stark’s system using Беда’s loophole—” Belov started before Duke cut him
off.

“Good.” 

Belov grimaced, his look mirroring on both Boone and Zac’s faces as they turned to look at him. 

He sighed, raking his fingers through his hair, “Not good?”

Boone shrugged, a smirk playing on her lips as she leaned back in her chair, “They’ve got a glitch in
the system.” 



“You’re hilarious.” Belov rolled his eyes, smacking her in the back of the head.  

“Yes, yes I am,” Boone said matter-of-factly before she glanced at Zac with a frown.  

He nodded, pulling up another screen, “This is less hilarious.” 

You frowned, your gaze flicking to the screen before your jaw dropped. 

It was security footage from the Avenger’s common room at the Tower. 

Each of the Avengers was sitting on the couches, studying files and talking to each other. 

But it was the man in the corner of the screen that caught your attention. 

Walsh. 

He was still dressed in a replica of your suit. His mask with your name on it was perched on the
table. 

Oliver’s groaned, his voice staticky and cutting in and out as the video feed glitched, “She won’t stay
underground for long. And when she resurfaces, it won’t be pretty. We have to stop her.”

Romanoff scoffed, leaning back in her chair, “We gotta find her first.” 

Barton nodded, “And she’s not going to make it easy.” 

“Oh, come on!” you snapped with a hiss, rubbing your eyes in annoyance.

Turner scoffed, leaning back in his chair with a shake of his head, “You really did it this time, (F/N).” 

“Shut up.”

“Even if we do catch up with her,” Stark said, pouring himself a drink, “What are we going to do?”

“Take her into custody for treason and murder.” Ollie shrugged.

“But what if—”

“I can assure you, all of you, she hasn’t been brainwashed. She’s not a Widow. She’s not a Winter
Soldier.” Oliver shook his head, “She’s just another Hydra agent that was following orders. We have
to stop her.”    

You blanched, watching him waltz in front of the Avengers without a care in the world. He talked to
them so easily. He assumed his role without any hesitation. 

And they were falling for it. 

— “(L/N), kid,” he said, leaning forward and staring into you, “I want to find the entire network. The
sellers, the brokers, the buyers, the smugglers, I want them all. And I want them looking over their
shoulders. I want them to be scared to walk the streets. I want them so caught up in watching their
own backs they don't see us coming for them and their friends.” —

Duke frowned, “What do we do?”

We finish what he started. We make our presence known. We play his game and make it our own. 



“We go back to where it all started,” you whispered to yourself as Ghost continued to whisper in your
ear. 

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of
distant rumbling. —

He wanted to be Ghost? Give him a Wraith to match. 

“What’s the plan, (F/N)?” Turner asked, setting a hand on your knee as you slowly set yourself down
into a chair beside him. 

“We need to shut down Aerocell,” you said slowly, closing your eyes with a sigh. 

Shut down his greatest weapon. Then we shut him down.  

“We need to get to Afghanistan.” Duke nodded, glancing behind him as Jesse crept up beside him. He
placed a hand on her shoulder as she stared at the map.  

“We got a plane,” Boone hummed, nudging Jesse gently, “And an ace pilot.” 

“Then what?” Belov asked, glancing between the group before a low growl leaped from Jesse’s chest.

“Walsh can’t just run free.” she said, her eyes narrowing at the live feed of the Avengers Tower, “Not
after what he did.” 

“No. No.” You leveled a glare at him, your eyes darkening as a snarl tore through your throat, “If
Ollie wants to play the hero, I’ll give him a villain.” 
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All Eyes on You

Chapter Summary

Her head tilted back, and, even though there wasn’t sound on the feed, he could hear her laugh.
She crumpled up the paper and tossed it over her shoulder, turning her back to the camera before
pulling one of her sidearms and swinging back around.

Another wink and her finger slipped to the trigger and they were met with a blank screen.

The cameras in the rest of the facility were taken out one by one, shot down as (F/N) masked her
escape.

The room erupted into chaos as the footage ended and Bucky continued to stare into the static.

He knew how much damage (F/N) could cause when she wanted to. He’d seen it first hand.

But this was something else entirely.

He’d just looked into the face of a trained killer. It was like he had looked into a mirror.

Like he was looking at the Soldier and the Soldier was looking through him. 
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Now the whole world's watching every move

Take your shot, don't act a fool

All you've got and all you'll ever need

Is one bullet in the chamber

The C-17 rocked through the skies, seemingly bouncing over clouds and sending Oliver’s chair—with
him in it—sliding across the cargo pit. He plucked his laptop from his desk as he went by a second
time, balancing it on his knee as another batch of turbulence sent the plane careening. 

He rolled his eyes, letting his fingers fly across the keyboard before he finally slid back behind his
desk. 

A frown rolled across his face as a slew of messages flashed on the screen before he sneakily deleted
them. Johnson plopped down next to him, going through the drawers of his med corner before his eyes
were drawn to (F/N) in the other corner. 



Her shoulders were hunched forward and she was delivering rhythmic punches to a sandbag. The
turbulence barely threw her off her game. 

She would have been fascinating to watch if he didn’t have other things to do and nowhere private to
do it. 

He’d been trying for the past few days to persuade the good Doctor that the team could get too close
to the…project that was set up there. 

Novak didn’t seem worried though, as usual. Even if this team was beginning to sniff up all of his
affairs, it was always, ‘They won’t make it far.’ or ‘By the time they arrive to take down those useless
serpents, we’ll be long gone.’

Sure, Oliver could stall them all he wanted but that didn’t mean they’d pull something stupid out of
their ass. Like (F/N) did in the desert. 

And then there was the other issue. 

— (F/N) groaned and leaned back into her cot, “I’m serious, guys, I saw a dude with a metal arm.
Un hombre con un brazo metálico!” —

A man with a metal arm.

She saw him, their most important asset. Maybe not up close and personal but she’d seen him.

The good news was, no one else seemed to believe her. 

The other good news? They would never, ever be patient enough to track down Las Serpiente Blanca.
And he’d never let them get close to Novak’s bunker not in a million—

His glare snapped to (F/N) as a grunt sounded from her corner and she continued to box against the
sandbag. Oliver’s gaze softened as Turner scoffed, his eyes drawn to her too. 

She was good, he’d give her that. But she was also an impulsive psychopath that could barely follow
orders. Still, she’d make a worthy adversary. 

There was something about her that was interesting. He’d seen it and he knew Novak had seen it too. 

She was a paradox. 

A loyal soldier with authority issues. A reckless daredevil that always seemed to be able to see the
board ten steps ahead. 

She was a calculating sniper with an impulsive trigger finger. She was a brash soldier and a
surefooted fighter. 

A sly liar and a spectacular actress with a fiery temper.

She was a paradox and an enigma. 

Oliver froze, the feeling of dark eyes raking over him chilling him to the bone as he realized he’d been
staring at her for far too long. He slowly turned to the side, looking up at hazel eyes that were staring
down at him. 



Daniel Gonzalez. 

The man’s eyes narrowed, flicking from Oliver to (F/N) before he leaned down to whisper in his ear
and his hand landed on his shoulder.

“That’s my woman, Rojo.”

The words came out a low growl and Gonzalez’s grip tightened on his shoulder, a warning Oliver
would only get once.

 “I—” Oliver gulped before the yellow of Danny’s eyes cutting through him before he bowed his head,
“Sorry.”

A low snicker came from Johnson as Danny ruffled Oliver’s hair almost threateningly before plopping
down next to his strategy table. 

Gonzalez was the only one that could make his stomach churn. (F/N) was reckless and questioned
authority with her every breath but he’d easily gotten into her head. Johnson was a doctor that would
do more good than he would harm. Weston was a surprisingly spry old man but he wasn’t the
brightest. 

But…Gonzalez? 

There was something about the guy that was lethal. He was the one that Oliver had to watch out for.
The only one that he was worried he hadn’t fully tricked. 

He was the one that was currently staring him down and folding his arms over his chest
disapprovingly. 

Daniel opened his mouth to speak but, before he could chastise Oliver any further, Johnson called out
across the room. 

“(F/N) do you ever stop?” 

Oliver breathed a sigh of relief as Danny glared at him one last time before moving toward his
weapons table. 

“Nope,” she replied, slightly out of breath as she careened out of the way of the bag. 

Daniel scoffed, a smirk curling to his face as he grabbed a pistol from the wall and clicked in a mag,
“I think she’d go crazy if she did. Ain’t that right, mi amor?” —

“Probably.” (F/N) grinned through gritted teeth, backing off from the bag before throwing herself
back at it. 

Oliver swallowed, turning back to his messages, “Where’d you learn that, Lieutenant?” 

What is your ETA? — MN

“My uncle.” 

“Really?” Oliver hummed, still keeping his eyes on his laptop. 

16 hours. 



“Yeah,” (F/N) grunted, backing away from the bag again and shaking out her arms, “Enough with
the questions. Y’all are distracting me.” 

Oliver glanced back up at her, watching as Daniel stalked across the cargo hold and pulled her away
from the bag to place a kiss on her cheek. (F/N) rolled her eyes slightly, a grin on her face as he
began whispering in her ear and pressing his lips against her jawline before the door to the
Commander's War Room burst open.

Weston side-eyed both of them before nodding to Daniel.  

“Gonzalez, leave her alone,” Weston sighed, glaring at him through a cloud of cigar smoke, “We
need to talk.”

Gonzalez nodded with a sly smirk, placing another kiss on (F/N)’s temple before ducking back into
Weston’s office. 

Oliver groaned inwardly, this was turning out to be way more than he’d signed up for. 

And he’d only just begun.

Bucky groaned, rubbing his eyes as he sat up on the couch before running his hands down his face
with a shuddered wince. He was sore and tired. 

He found himself constantly and aimlessly wandering the halls of the Tower in the middle of the night
into the early morning. He couldn’t sleep, his mind racing far too fast for him to keep up with. And
when he was finally able to get some sleep, it was restless and he’d wake up either on the couches in
the common room or on the floor of his room.

— Curled up on the couch together. — 

— Their legs were intertwined, her hand on his chest and her face buried in his shoulder. He held her
secure against him, her breathing steady enough to calm him through any nightmare. —

He sighed, his body hurt almost as bad as his head. 

There was nothing more he wanted than to go back in time. Just a few weeks and pretend that this
never happened. All he’d wanted to do for nearly a year, after he spent it alone and isolated, was to
get her back in his arms and once he’d gotten her, this happened. 

She happened. 

No. 

Bucky shook his head, shoving away the thought as quickly as it came. 

Hydra happened. 

They’d taken her from him the instant he decided to leave her. After everything she did for him, after
giving him a home and comforting him through his nightmares. 

He was right. He knew once he was gone, they wouldn’t be scared to move on her. They wouldn’t
hesitate to go after her. 



And still, he left her. 

And they came for her. 

He’d let his fear of what was inside of him fester and stain him, he’d let it take over. 

And now she was gone. 

— “Goodnight, doll,” he muttered, as he tugged the sheets over her. —

— Before he could pull out of her reach, she lightly grasped his wrist. —

— “Stay,” she said quietly, peeling her eyes open to look at him, “Please?” —

— “(F/N), I–” —

— “Please? I don't wanna be alone.” —

He should have stayed. Maybe none of this would have happened. Maybe she would have brought
him back to his handlers eventually but they were happy. 

That much he was sure of. 

Despite how much uncertainty was flowing through him. Despite not knowing exactly what she was
doing or why, he knew one thing: 

She loved him. 

She must have. 

Right?

Right. 

She may have lied to him about who she was and what she’d done but she hadn’t lied to him about
that. 

She loved him. 

Maybe that’s how Hydra got her to go back to him. Maybe they used him against her and she had to
choose. Him or her. And she chose herself—

— The old woman trailed off again, her face dropping suddenly, “Then she died.” —

— “I don’t understand,” he murmured, barely above a whisper. —

— “The girl that we knew and loved died over there, honey,” Amma whispered back, “She came back
a shell of what she used to be, absolutely hollow on the inside. She's broken—shattered—trying
desperately to piece herself back together.” —

Or she didn’t have a choice. 

Maybe…just maybe…after the Winter Soldier had made his appearance in New Eden, (F/N) knew
she was running out of time. That Hydra would be coming for him, so she let him leave. She knew
she would be taken back to them but at least Bucky would be safe. 



But he should have seen it coming. 

Bucky sighed to himself, pushing off the couch and snatching his notebook from the floor before he
flopped onto the bed and began flipping through the pages. 

There should have been something that tipped him off. 

He scoffed, running his fingers over her page with a quick shake of his head. 

There were a lot of things that were red flags looking back. She was able to lie without a second
thought, able to act and become a whole new person on demand…able to fight off the Winter Soldier
and walk away from the fight more or less unharmed. 

— “The girl that we knew and loved died over there, honey,” Amma whispered back, “She came back
a shell of what she used to be, absolutely hollow on the inside. She's broken—shattered—trying
desperately to piece herself back together.” —

They’d gotten to her when she was still deployed and used her from there on out. Amma knew
something wasn’t quite right, she just didn’t know what was wrong. 

Maybe she knew more. Maybe she had more answers hidden away. 

Maybe (F/N) was more like him than he originally realized. Maybe it was time to go back home. 

Bucky nodded to himself, tapping his fingers on the notebook before glancing up to the door as it
swung open. 

“Hey.” Sam nodded, ducking into the room and looking over him quickly.  

“Hey.” 

“What are you doing?” he asked, eyeing Bucky’s notebook as he continued to flip through it. 

“Thinking,” Bucky hummed, tapping the notebook twice more before looking up at him, “You know
how to fly, right?”

“Fly?” Sam blinked, “Like a plane? No.”

He frowned, his head cocking to the side as he looked over the man, “What?

“I never said I was a pilot.” He shrugged, “I’m a paratrooper.” 

“But…you…have…wings…really?” Bucky asked slowly, his gaze still searching over the man in
disbelief. 

“Barton can.” Sam nodded nonchalantly, “Why?”

“I think I need to go back home—to New Eden,” Bucky said, licking his lips nervously before he
nodded to himself and tossed away his notebook.

“You think she went back that way?”

“No.” He shook his head, “But there might be some more answers. I think Romanoff might be right.” 

“Yeah?”



Bucky clicked his tongue, slowly setting himself down on the couch with a sigh, “Friend of (F/N)’s
said she came back from war different—”

“That could mean a lot of things,” Sam said, “Everybody who saw action comes home a little
different, especially if they went through what she did.”

“Yeah, but…it could also mean something else got to her.” 

Sam nodded slowly, “You think she’s got trigger words?”

“The more I think about it, no,” Bucky said slowly, shaking his head, “She’s strong. Stronger than she
looks. It would take years for them to break her.” 

“And it would be a lot harder to break her out.”

He groaned again, running stressed fingers through his hair. 

He knew exactly what Sam meant. He’d gone head to head with the Winter Soldier enough times to
know what it was like to get Bucky back into the right state of mind. If (F/N) was a Soldier too,
they’d have one hell of a time getting the trigger words out of her head. They were still having issues
with him, after all. 

But what would happen to her if they couldn’t get rid of the words?

Bucky at least had Steve and the Avengers. But…(F/N)? She had him and New Eden. And Ghost was
hellbent on getting her into Aftermath’s custody. 

And there was no telling what would happen if they got their hands on her. Sure, Walsh had made
sure that Bucky was taken care of but (F/N) was accused of murdering his team. 

Bucky swallowed thickly, “You think Walsh will let her go if we get her back?”

Sam shrugged, his brows furrowing, “He let you go.” 

“I didn’t murder his team. Or Cavanaugh,” Bucky sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “And he
seems so sure she was Hydra from the beginning.”

“So let’s prove him wrong.”

You leaned back in your seat, listening to the familiar thunder of engines as the C-17 burst through the
clouds over the ocean. A warm sunset had faded into the cool blue hour, stars were just beginning to
twinkle on the horizon as a blanket of black sky sank further and further. 

— “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so beautiful,” you hummed, your head knocking against the
window as you looked out over the darkening skies. —

— “I have,” Danny said, tucking you against him and setting his chin atop your head as you relaxed
back into his chest. —

— “Yeah? What? When? —

— “Sí. Tú. Ahora.” Yeah. You. Now. —



A sigh hissed through your chest as you rocked out of your chair and began to pace the cargo hold.
They’d changed the C-17 since the last time you’d been onboard. The once empty hold was reset to
something that resembled what it looked like when Alpha One was in control of it. 

Raffa had taken over Turner’s med corner and Zac and Belov were in Ollie’s corner. They’d made
individual changes to each space to fit them better but one thing remained the same. 

Danny’s Strategy Table. 

Though, it was technically Jack’s now…and it was serving more of a dining table than anything at the
moment.

Weston’s War Room was now Boone and Duke’s Command Center. What used to be your individual
sleeping quarters were now bunks that housed two Alpha Two members a piece. 

Which was where most of them were now asleep. 

Mostly. 

Zac was still plunking away on his computer and Raffa was quickly making rounds to check on Jack
in his cot in the Command Center. Duke was keeping Jesse company in the cockpit and Boone was
splayed out on the floor stitching together a new suit for you from some material she’d bartered from
Melina. 

“You okay?” she asked, grabbing a pair of glasses from the floor and continuing to work on her
project as you paced the cargo hold. 

“Duke needs some sleep,” you sighed, glancing down at her, “So do you.”

“Sleep is for the weak.”

“Boone.”

Boone scoffed, smoothing bullet-proof fabric out on the floor with a shrug, “Yelena’s in my bunk. I’ll
take a nap in a few hours.”

“Maybe a shower too,” you hummed, smirking as she glared at you and you ducked to the front of the
plane toward the cockpit. 

“Fuck you.” she called, her voice echoing down the hall as you slid open the door to the cockpit and
stepped in. 

You paused for a moment, watching as the C-17 swooped through the clouds. The stars were clearer
there, sparkling through all eight windows off the nose of the craft and the sides as blue sank into
black skies. 

But it wasn’t the sky that caught your attention. 

It was the three pairs of dog tags that were dangling on a rail above Jesse’s head. They jingled
together as the plane dipped through the sky. 

You swallowed, turning away from them before gently tapping Duke’s shoulder to grab his attention. 

“Go check on Jack.”



He looked up at you, looking you over before nodding and taking off his headset. 

“Thanks,” he said, quickly ducking past you as you slipped into his seat. 

Jesse barely acknowledged you as she flipped a few switches and kept the plane on its path. 

You sighed, licking your lips and opening your mouth to say something before you paused. 

A photograph that was carefully balanced on the plane’s dash caught your eye. 

If it was of Jesse and three other men. 

Her pilots. Her boys.

Art, Dorian, and Gabe. 

They were standing in front of what you assumed was the first successful prototype of the Daedalus
jet. The three men stood in a row and she was splayed across their arms. They were all in their black
Aftermath flight suits, g-suits, and harnesses with their helmets clipped to their hips and wide smiles
plastered across their faces. 

You smiled softly but it fell as the dog tags jingled above your heads again. 

You frowned, glancing to Jesse, “You doin’ okay?”

She didn’t say anything. Instead, her jaw set into place and she shook her head. You barely caught it,
the dark look that flashed across her face as she thought about it. 

It was a look so dark and vengeful it almost rivaled yours. 

Almost.

“How can I be okay?” she snapped after a moment, a shuddered breath humming through her chest as
sharp as shattered glass, “I watched three of my best mates take a fuckin’ rocket for me. I watched my
copilot get stabbed in the back, literally. My husband broke his leg. My family damn-near died. And I
couldn’t do anything.”

Jesse shook her head, her grip on the control tightening as she rocked back in her chair and squeezed
her eyes shut.

“No. I’m not okay. I don’t even wanna be in the air right now.” She opened her eyes again, gesturing
out over the clouds, “This—this place…it used to be my escape but…now? All I can see is Daedalus
Two going down. All I can hear is them saying goodbye. All I can see is them.”

She paused, forcing another shattered breath as she wiped away a tear and set her jaw into place. You
sighed as you reached out to her, your hand landing on her shoulder gently. 

Jesse chewed on her cheek before she looked at you, “Is that how it is with you?” 

“What?” You blinked, your head cocking to the side with a frown. 

“You space out sometimes,” she said, “You just stare into a wall after someone says something or you
shut down when you hear something. You get lost in your head sometimes. Is that what you’re doing?
Remembering?”



“Something like that.” 

“Do you remember it?” Jesse asked, “The ambush?”

“I remember everything.” You shrugged, pulling your jacket tighter around you as you relaxed back in
your chair with a frown, “I see it like it was yesterday. I see it, feel it, hear it, taste it. The sand, the
sun, the blood, the sulfur and salt. The pain and heartache and sweat. Everything.” 

“Do you see them? Your boys?”

“I used to.” You nodded, “They were so real. When I was alone, I used to talk to them and I swear
they would talk back sometimes. Turns out, I was just going crazy for a while.” 

She scoffed, wiping away a stray tear as she sniffed, “It gets better, right?”

A laugh huffed through your nose as you shook your head, “Girl, I’m still seeing shit every goddamn
day.” 

Jesse chuckled, shaking her head before her face fell, “It hurts.”

“It always will but it gets manageable,” you said slowly, tucking your knees to your chest and
reaching over to wipe a stray tear from her cheek, “I promise.”

You paused, closing your eyes as the C-17 hit turbulence before Jesse straightened it out. The dog tags
clinked together, the sound of them ringing through the cockpit and earning a glance from you.  

Jesse glanced over her shoulder as they continued to chime and she nodded to them before flicking a
few switches. 

And, just like that, you understood. 

Her boys were watching over her shoulder. The sound of their tags were a reminder to fly straight and
true. They were her guardian angels.

You didn’t realize you were staring at them until Jesse cleared her throat.

“You get anything from your boys?”

— He gritted his teeth with a whine and a hiss, “Tell my wife and kids I love them.” —

— “Don’t be so cliche, you’re gonna make it,” you croaked with an unsure nod. Your eyes searched
frantically for a way to get him out, “I’ll get you outta here.” —

— “I love you,” he whispered, “I love you so much.” —

— “Don’t talk like that.” You shook your head, tears welling in your eyes, “Stop it. Just, stay with
me.” —

— “Let’s get you outta here, girlie.” —

— “No,” you snapped, shaking your head and pointing to Danny, “Help him. Please. Help him.” —

— “Lieutenant,” Oliver sputtered, blood streaming from his nose, “Please.” —

— “Ollie, I can’t—” —



You shook your head slowly, burying your head in your hands, “Danny had his tags on. Had our
engagement rings on ‘em. I don’t know what happened to them. Or him. But…” 

You swallowed thickly, reaching into your jacket pocket and producing the picture you’d found in the
debris of Turner’s office. You handed it to her, watching her eyes flit over the image before they
narrowed. 

— You were all posed in front of the C-17 and you all had grins plastered across your faces. —

— Except for Weston, who held his signature indifference. Turner’s eyes were nearly closed with how
big he was beaming and he held up a peace sign as he flung his arm over Ollie’s shoulder. Oliver’s
smile was smaller, more awkward, as he glanced at you and Danny. —

— Your eyes were closed completely and a sheepish smirk was rolled across your face as Danny
pressed a kiss to your cheek. —

“Yeah,” you scoffed, “I know.”

Oliver.

Biting your lip, you folded him out of the image before handing it back to her. 

She nodded, taking the image from your fingers and placing it next to her boys. 

She cleared her throat, her jaw clenching and unclenching, “Do me a favor?”

“Hm?”

“Make him pay for this,” she said with a low snarl, “Make him feel it.” 

“I can do that.” 

“I know you can. Just make sure you do.”

— Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N) stood in the corner of the room. Her arms were folded over her chest and a
rifle was slung over her shoulder as her eyes narrowed. Her SHIELD jumpsuit was singed and soot
was smudged across her forehead. —

— Clint eyed her suspiciously, watching her carefully as he gingerly set himself in a chair. He
supposed all eyes would be on him after what he’d done. But they weren’t. They were on the man in
red, white, and blue that was standing next to her. —

— “You got a suit?” he asked, glancing between (L/N) and Clint. —

— “Do I look like I have a suit?” she asked, glaring at him as she swung her rifle in her hands and
checked it over. —

— “You do,” Fury snapped, tossing a pile of fabric at her. —

— “Scratch that, Cap,” she said, rolling her eyes slightly, “I’ve got a suit.” —

— “Then suit up. Both of you.” —



Clint cracked his eyes open, the image of (F/N) standing beside Steve after Loki’s attack was burned
into his mind. She was watching them all carefully, studying them and looking none too happy she
was there. 

Then again, none of them were. 

A low sigh worked through his throat as he looked around the office he’d taken over. 

All of his files were spread across the room. Towers of binders and stacks of paperwork surrounded
him, lit only by the flickering lights from the screens mounted to the walls.

They played security footage over and over again. From New York and Africa and Sokovia. 

Every time (F/N) had fought by their sides. 

He remembered every time. 

How she saved his ass in New York. How scared she was in Africa after Wanda had infiltrated her
mind and left nightmares in her wake. How fear had been replaced by an anger that rivaled Banner’s.
How she saved his ass, yet again, in Sokovia. 

— Barton sighed, closing his eyes as he cradled the child against his chest and turned to shield him
from the onslaught of bullets. He prepared for the impact of the bullets, but it never came. —

— He and the child were thrown out of the way, along with Pietro who had appeared from nowhere.
Clint blinked at the shape that had thrown them out of the way as they fell. —

— (F/N). —

— As the four of them fell, (F/N) pushed away— —

— Ghost pushed away from Natasha and rolled midair. As he spun, he drew his pistol and fell to his
back before loosing two rounds and sliding across the marble floor. He rolled over his shoulder, his
boots screeching across the floor before he came to a stop. —

— The masked soldier spun through the air, pulling his sidearms and firing at Taskmaster as he hit the
ground. Ghost slid across the dirt for only a moment before rolling over his shoulder to his feet. He
growled, his darkened voice rumbling through the air as his name flashed on the side of his helmet. —

Clint blinked as he instinctively jumped to his feet. 

Wait a fuckin’ minute…

No…that’s not right. That wasn’t right at all…

Right?

Clint shook his head, ridding himself of the thought as he began to pace the room. He paused as a
flash of red hair walked through the common room below him and he watched as Walsh quickly
strode up toward the lab with Tony. 

He frowned, something wasn’t right about this. Walsh wasn’t telling them something—

Clint whipped around as the door to Pepper’s office he’d forcibly taken over was pushed open. 



“Wow,” Natasha said, slowing in her stride and she took in the chaos around her. 

He followed her gaze. 

It was practically a timeline of their entire partnership strewn out across the floor and covering the
walls and playing on the monitors. From Budapest to Paris and Dubai to Rome then New York and
Novi Grad to Russia. Years of their lives with SHIELD and the Avengers littered the room. 

He was looking for something—anything—that he had missed through the years. Not only with (F/N)
but also the Ghost himself, Walsh. 

Ghost had always given Clint the heebie-jeebies but now that he was unmasked…Walsh seemed to be
something else entirely. And he couldn’t quite place him. 

She took another step into the room, softly closing the door behind her, “You getting anywhere?”

“Still trying to figure out what we missed,” he mumbled, perching on the edge of Pepper’s desk.

“And?”

“I…got nothing.” He shook his head, “Feels like I’m running in circles.” 

— He and the child were thrown out of the way, along with Pietro who had appeared from nowhere.
Clint blinked at the shape that had thrown them out of the way as they fell. —

— (F/N). —

— As the four of them fell, (F/N) pushed away— —

— Ghost pushed away from Natasha and rolled midair. As he spun, he drew his pistol and fell to his
back before loosing two rounds and sliding across the marble floor. —

— Ghost slid across the dirt for only a moment before rolling over his shoulder to his feet. He
growled, his darkened voice rumbling through the air as his name flashed on the side of his helmet. —

“But I know one thing for sure,” Clint said, pushing away from the desk and letting his eyes wander
back to Walsh, “Something’s not right.”

Steve groaned to himself as he sank down into the couch in the commons. Twisting his beard between
his fingers, his gaze managed to follow the back of Walsh’s head as he hurried up to Tony’s lab. His
eyes narrowed at the man, watching his every move as he got closer to Stark. 

A light hum came from beside him as Wanda cleared her throat and gently tapped his shoulder,
pulling him out of his glaring contest with the back of the man’s head. 

She clicked her tongue at him, warning him that more people were entering the room and to keep his
gaze off Walsh as she sat beside him and earned herself a scoff. 

Once again he was reminded how much of a spy he was not. The lying and the acting were definitely
not his thing. He’d known that from the very beginning. 

Why he’d agreed to lie for Montana was a mystery to him. Then again, he’d probably do just about
anything for that damn woman. 



He laughed at himself again before his face fell and he glanced around the room to make sure no one
was watching. 

Luckily, most of the occupants of the Tower left him alone. Between thinking that he was grieving
and trying to figure out where (F/N) had taken off to, they were too busy to bother him. 

Steve was brought out of his thoughts as his phone vibrated. He looked around the room again,
making sure there weren’t any eyes on him before he pulled his phone from his pocket. 

An unknown number flashed across the screen as Steve opened the message.

Landed in Kabul. Taking care of business and taking off again. Delete this. I love you, New
York. - Montana

A smile stretched across his face, one Steve covered by smoothing his beard. He gently thumbed the
screen, looking over her words again before stuffing it back in his pocket as Pietro sped past. 

Wanda nudged him, her eyes flicking to his pocket and back to him, “And?”

“Kabul,” he said lowly, “Don’t know what they’re after though.” 

“I’m sure we’ll hear about it.”

Steve nodded, a small smile working back to his face before it fell completely as Bucky and Sam
ducked into the room and Walsh, Stark, and Parker sped back down the stairs.  

“This isn’t going to end well,” he whispered, “They’re going to kill us when they find out.”

After what happened with the Accords, he knew he was on shaky ground with Tony. And, now that
they’d more or less gotten on even ground with each other, here he was keeping another secret from
him. 

Poor Parker looked up to (F/N), after all the stories they’d told about her, why wouldn’t he? He’d
already gotten his heart crushed when Tony had told him she’d betrayed him. It was going to hurt
even worse when she reappeared.  

As for the rest of them, he knew none were going to be happy when they found out. Especially when
they found out he was in on it. 

But he was more worried about Bucky. 

He’d already been through so much, (F/N) was just going to add to a long list of betrayals. And she
was adding Steve to the list too. After years of trying to find and reunite with him, Steve was
deceiving his best friend. 

He had half a mind to tell them, at least Bucky. He deserved to know. 

But…

“If Walsh finds out we know…” Wanda said out loud, knowing exactly what was going through his
head and finishing his train of thought for him. 

He nodded with a groan, rocking forward in his seat to rest his chin in his hands. 



She was right.

Who knew what would happen? Sure, they might be able to stop Walsh but how many people did he
have on his side?

It was hard enough to hunt down Hydra the first time, they had people in every government in every
country and…now that they’d been weeded out? Now, who knew how far underground they were.
Who knew how deep they extended out how strong their roots were. 

“We’re gonna be in big trouble,” he said after a moment, nodding slowly and avoiding a glance from
Bucky, “You know what he’s got planned?”

Wanda shook her head, not letting her eyes flit to Walsh as he walked through the room, “I don’t
wanna go back in there. He’s mean.” 

“We’re gonna need something, Maximoff.”

“When (F/N) needs into it, I’ll get into it. Until then…” She paused, “He has chaos in his head.”

Steve sighed with a nod. 

Not only did Walsh have chaos in his mind, he had chaos written all over him. 

Walsh could cause untold damage if they didn’t take him in at the right time. He was smart enough to
have a plan if he was caught. He was smart enough to have all the right people in all the right places. 

The best thing to do, as much as he hated to admit it, was to wait for (F/N) to make a move and follow
her lead. 

Steve sighed, he hated the idea but getting Walsh out in the open, away from his friends, before they
took him down was paramount. 

Walsh wouldn’t go down without a fight and he’d take them down with him if he had the choice. If
they could get him one on one with (F/N), there would be minimal physical damage. 

Mental and emotional damage on the other hand…

Steve shook his head, pulling his phone from his pocket and looking over the text waiting for him
there once more. He took a deep breath, thumbing the screen again before deleting the text. 

He’d do what he had to to keep his friends safe, despite the consequences.

Duke hummed to himself, gently stroking Jack’s forehead with a damp rag before placing a hand on
his shoulder as the C-17’s wheels touched down in Kabul. He frowned slightly, noting the heat
coming off of Jack’s body as the Command Center rattled around them before everything smoothed
out. 

After he seemed to be healing leaps and bounds, Jack sprang a fever like Raffa had never seen before.
He’d tried everything to break it but nothing was working. Had his vitals not been stable, Duke would
have been worried. But he knew Jack far too well. 

He’d pull through this. He always did. 



Duke’s eyes snapped to Jack as he groaned, a pained hiss stealing through his teeth as his eyes
fluttered open and the plane’s squealing brakes faded.

He licked chapped lips, glancing around the dim room before Jack’s eyes met Duke’s, “Hey.” 

“Hey.” Duke smiled gently, laying the rag over his forehead again, “You got one hell of a fever,
baby.” 

“No, shit. I’m burnin’ up here. It’s like I’m smoking hot—” Jack croaked, with a chuckle before it
turned into a coughing fit. 

“You’re somethin’ alright.” Duke frowned, his fingers slipping with Jack’s and squeezing before the
fit subsided. 

He groaned again, taking a deep breath before he sighed, “You doin’ okay?”

Duke shrugged, reaching over him to grab a water bottle and twisting off the cap, “I’m fine.”

“Don’t lie to me, Duke. When’s the last time you slept?” Jack rolled his eyes as he pressed the bottle
to his lips. Duke smiled sweetly, glancing between him and the bottle before Jack finally took a
drink. 

The smile on Duke’s face fell as Raffa swung into the room. The man’s lips were pressed into a thin
line as he stopped in the doorway and nodded over his shoulder. 

“She’s getting ready to move.”

Duke sighed, replacing the cap on the bottle and tossing it to Raffa, “I’ll be back.”

“What’s going on?” Jack asked, looking around the room before realizing exactly where he was,
“When the fuck did we get on the plane? Where the fuck even are we?”

Raf relaxed back with a shake of his head, “We’re in Afghanistan, bro.” 

Jack blinked, his face falling as he tried to sit up before Rafael stopped him, “How long was I out?”

“Long time, bro.”

“Fuck me.”

“Not my job, güey.”

Duke chuckled, shaking his head and closing the door to the Command Center behind him before
stepping into the cargo hold. He paused in his stride, looking over (F/N) as Boone helped her suit up. 

Zac tossed her an earpiece, making sure his computers were working with her before nodding to
Duke. 

He sighed, looking over Boone’s work once more before stepping in front of (F/N), “You got this?”

“You know I do,” she said, barely casting him a glance as she pressed a pair of pistols to her side and
Boone tossed her back her leather jacket.  

“Just checkin’,” he hummed, fixing her hair before flinching back and she looked up at him. 



In less than an instant, she’d switched on Ghost mode and that look was back in her eye. The look that
scared him to death—the look that had saved his life. 

“I got a love-hate relationship with that damn look,” he muttered, earning himself a chuckle from her
before he pulled her into a hug. He felt her relax in his arms, holding him tightly as he whispered in
her ear, “Be careful.” 

“Always am.”

“Bullshit.” Duke pulled away from her, forcing her to look at him, “(F/N), I’m serious. Be careful.”

She sighed with a nod, “I will be.”

He closed his eyes, pulling her into another hug before Belov cleared his throat and (F/N) pulled away
from him. 

“Aerocell is here,” Belov said, tapping the map draped across the strategy table, “Should be in and
out.” 

The cargo hold went quiet as (F/N) studied the map. Her fingers traced a few different routes before
she chose one, tapping it a few times as she committed it to memory. 

“I think we all know this isn’t going to be in and out.” Boone chewed on her cheek, her eyes carefully
watching (F/N).  

The woman shrugged, grabbing a pair of extra mags and stuffing them into her pockets, “Gotta send a
message somehow.” 

A Cheshire grin curled to Boone’s face as she flopped into a chair and spun in it, “You know, I’ve
always wanted to be an evil scientist.” 

“Boone.” Duke rolled his eyes, gently ruffling Boone’s tangled hair with a sigh before looking to
(F/N), “I suppose you’re gonna need some evil henchmen too, huh?”

(F/N) chuckled, shaking her head and grabbing a knife to shove in her boot, “Not today. Ollie doesn’t
need to know I’ve got numbers. Not yet. Today? I just wanna scare him.” 

Duke ignored the flush of goosebumps that flitted over his skin as he licked his lips nervously, “I’ve
changed my mind. I don’t think I wanna be your henchman.”

She laughed again, the smile on her face growing before she smacked her hand against the wall-
mounted button to engage the ramp. It began to lower with a whir of mechanics and warm air flooded
the hold. 

Duke brushed past Belov, jogging through the cargo hold until he came to a stop next to (F/N). 

“Are you sure about this?”

“No.” (F/N) shook her head, avoiding his gaze as he turned toward her, “This is gonna make me look
bad as hell but we need to get Aerocell before Oliver uses it against us again.” 

Duke sighed, pulling his necklace from beneath his shirt and rolling it through his fingers, “Whatever
you do, he’s gonna use it against you.” 



“I’m counting on it.” 

“We’ll keep the engines primed.” Duke nodded to himself, looking over his shoulder as Alpha Two
stared at them, “You have an hour before we come and get your ass.” 

(F/N) scoffed, “I’ll be out before then.” 

“Promise?”

“Promise.” She nodded, smacking his shoulder before striding down the ramp. 

“Good luck.” Duke swallowed thickly, watching as (F/N) disappeared into the darkness. 

Oliver growled lowly, glaring at the floor as he stormed through the Tower. Even while he was
working with the best minds of the century, (F/N) continued to evade him. 

She still managed to keep one step ahead of him, despite almost the entire world watching for her. 

Even with Aerocell watching out for her. 

The longer she stayed in the shadows, the longer she had time to think and plan. The more time she
hid, the more time she had to figure out a way to get back at him. 

Still, she couldn’t stay hidden for long. If she stepped one toe back into the sunlight, Aerocell would
find her and Oliver would be hot on her heels. The second she showed herself, he had to be there. 

That way any plan she had went out the window. 

That way, he could have her reckless and impulsive while he moved with lethal precision. 

All he had to do was make sure each of her friends were on his side. One hundred percent. They had
to have no doubts, they had to believe him. 

That way, even if she tried to sweet talk them, they’d bring her right back to him. 

He already had most of them under his thumb, all he had to do was make sure the rest stayed in their
place. 

Oliver turned on his heel, eyeing Barnes and Wilson as they strode into the room, “Anything?”

Wilson shook his head, “Nothing.” 

“I don’t think she’s in the city anymore,” Barnes said, settling down on the couch next to Rogers and
gently toying with his metal arm, “I think we missed her.” 

“Agreed.” Stark nodded, flicking through the tablet in his hands before frowning, “FRIDAY has
nothing on her.” 

“I’ve been going through traffic data up and down the coast,” Parker said, frowning at the laptop on
his lap before his brows furrowed and he looked up at Stark, “If she’s heading for a border, I don’t
know which one.” 



Wilson folded his arms over his chest, tapping his fingers against them as he stared into the floor,
“You think she’s gonna be able to get across?”

“I don’t know.”

Walsh sighed as the room went quiet and they glanced between him and Barnes, waiting for an
answer. 

He nodded slowly, running a hand through his fiery red hair, “She could get anywhere she wanted.” 

Barnes shook his head slightly, a low, unsure hum came from his throat, “She’d stick to rural areas.
She fits in there—”

“No,” Stark snapped, his eyes narrowing as he typed on the tablet. He was frantically searching for
her now, “The only way she’s gonna stay off our radar is if she stays in crowded areas. It’s gonna take
us longer to identify faces and she’ll be able to make a semi-clean getaway by the time we get a
positive ID.” 

Romanoff shook her head, stepping down the stairs with Barton on her tail, “If anything, she’s been
recalled to her handler.” 

Oliver clicked his tongue in annoyance, “She’s not brainwashed.”

He didn’t know where they got that stupid idea or why they were still playing with it— 

“Even if she isn’t,” Barnes growled, sending Oliver a glare that made his blood run cold, “Hydra has a
handle on her. She’s probably gone back to whatever hole they’ve been hiding in.”

Oliver sighed, finally giving in. 

Fine. 

If they wanted to make up excuses for her. He’d play. Maybe that’s what he needed to get the others
on board.  

“She might be.” He finally caved, running a hand down his face, “Even then…we need to find her. If
they send her out again, it’s not going to end well.”

“We’re trying our best here, kid,” Stark said, finally tossing away his tablet on the coffee table and
collapsing down into a chair. 

“Yeah,” Barton muttered, his gaze still roving over Walsh with furrowed brows, “We’re trying.”

Oliver turned away from him, nodding to Rogers, “How are you doing, Cap?”

Rogers stayed quiet for a moment before slowly swiveling his head toward him and mumbling,
mostly to himself, “I got a call from Boone’s parents. Didn’t go well.”

He sucked a hiss through his teeth, turning away from the man and about to change the subject when
a voice crackled through his earpiece. 

“Sir, we have a problem.”  

Oliver frowned, pulling his phone from his pocket and pausing. 



Aerocell.

It was going nuts. Positive facial IDs were exploding from multiple cameras. His tracking systems
were pulling up a location in the Middle East. 

(F/N). 

He’d found her. He finally found her. After nearly a week and a half of searching, he’d found her. 

To be honest, it was easier than he thought it would be. Perhaps he overestimated her…

“I have her…” Oliver trailed off, zooming in on her location and recognizing it instantly. 

She was in Kabul. 

Not only was she in Kabul, she was in his labs. 

“Oh…that shithead.” His words came out a whisper as he opened the security cameras in the building
and caught sight of her form. 

He set his jaw into place, knowing that the room had gone quiet around him. 

Fine. 

If they want to play the brainwash game and if she wanted to play the psychopath game. He could
play. 

He could do whatever she could but better. Ten times better. 

If she was going to wreak havoc, he was going to be generous enough to share that with her friends. 

“She’s found one of my bases,” he said quietly, the disbelief in his voice both feigned but absolutely
real as he set his phone on one of Stark’s holotables and let the security footage play for the rest of the
Avengers.

If (F/N) wanted to dig her own grave, he wasn’t going to argue. 

Bucky frowned, his eyes searching the security feed Walsh had pulled up as Stark dimmed the lights.
Everything seemed fine, guards were slowly making their rounds. Scientists waltzed their way down
the hall, unbothered. 

“What is this, Walsh?” Barton asked, glaring at the man before movement on-screen pulled his
attention back to it. 

The front door of the facility was thrown off its hinges. 

Bucky's breath stopped in his lungs, his eyes widened at the form that stalked across the screen. 

“No. No. No,” he whispered, shaking his head as the silhouette dove into a fight with the first guard
she laid eyes on. 

He recognized her in an instant. He didn’t even have to see her face to know who she was. He knew
her by the way she moved, by the way she fought. 



Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick. 

“Holy shit,” Sam breathed, flinching as (F/N) threw herself at two more guards. 

She downed them without hesitation, snapping one’s neck and stabbing the other before moving
further into the building. 

She was wearing what looked something akin to the suits the Widows were wearing in Russia but a
black leather jacket was over the top. A pair of dog tags flashed in the lights of the hall as she worked
further down the building before busting in another door. 

A group of guards was waiting for her there but they didn’t manage to slow her down. She cut
through them so easily it was like she had been training for it her entire life. 

She ducked past one, grappling onto another before kicking out the first’s knee. There was zero
hesitation as she pulled a pistol again and placed a double tap in the center of his back as he fell. 

(F/N) whipped around, throwing away the second man and sending a single shot through his skull
before moving on. 

— “I’d say I did a pretty damn good job.” She grinned, using both hands to pin down his metal arm
as his other hand landed on her hip. —

— He scoffed, laying back into the floor, “Cheater.” —

— “You were pulling your punches, that’s just as bad.” —

Pulling her punches. She’d been pulling her punches just like he had. 

Bucky had known all along that she was dangerous but he’d underestimated just how ruthless she
was. 

Even with lines and lines of men running at her, she barely broke a sweat. (F/N) was unbothered as
she dropped a mag from her pistol and popped in another before continuing to fire. 

There was an air of arrogance in the way she walked. Even if she never doubted a strike or an attack,
she wasn’t in a hurry. She knew exactly how much time she had and what she had to do. 

It was like she was locked onto a target and she couldn’t be stopped. 

(F/N) burst through one final door, startling a group of scientists and holding them at gunpoint before
shoving them out of the room. She rooted through the lab quickly, rifling through paperwork before
she found what she was looking for. 

She ended up in front of a computer terminal, her fingers dancing over the various lights before she
pressed a button and the terminal ejected a small, thin square. Plucking it from its port, she knelt
down to shove it in her boot before she paused. 

Her head lifted from the ground to the corner of the room and she made eye contact with the camera
there. 

Bucky swore his heart stopped as unfamiliar eyes locked with his. 



It was (F/N), he was sure of it, but there was something wrong. Her eyes were different, they were
darker, deadlier. 

Bucky swallowed, shaking his head as a low, sly smirk curled across her lips. 

(F/N) secured the chip before standing. She broke contact with the camera and snatched a piece of
paper from a desk along with a marker. Scribbling something quickly, she tossed the marker over her
shoulder before turning back to the camera with a crooked grin and a wink. 

She held up the piece of paper, taking a few slow steps toward the camera to show it off. 

Me: 2 Ollie: 0

Catch me if you can, Rookie 🖤



Her head tilted back, and, even though there wasn’t sound on the feed, he could hear her laugh. She
crumpled up the paper and tossed it over her shoulder, turning her back to the camera before pulling
one of her sidearms and swinging back around. 

Another wink and her finger slipped to the trigger and they were met with a blank screen. 

The cameras in the rest of the facility were taken out one by one, shot down as (F/N) masked her
escape. 

The room erupted into chaos as the footage ended and Bucky continued to stare into the static. 

Walsh and Tony sprinted up to the lab, hellbent on tracking her down before they lost her again as
Peter slowly sank into the couch next to him. His eyes wide in realization. 

It was a look that mirrored itself on Bucky’s face. 

He knew how much damage (F/N) could cause when she wanted to. He’d seen it first hand. 

But this was something else entirely. 

He’d just looked into the face of a trained killer. It was like he had looked into a mirror. 

Like he was looking at the Soldier and the Soldier was looking through him. 

Bucky’s head dropped into his hands as the room continued to buzz. Natasha and Sam were arguing
back and forth as Steve’s hand landed on his back and Bucky flinched. 

“What do we do?” Bucky gasped a breath, rocking back and forth as Wanda came to perch beside
him. 

“We figure out who’s doing this to her,” Steve said quietly, “And we get her back. And we don’t stop
until we do.”

You cracked your knuckles, gazing up into the C-17 as you strode up the ramp and into the warm light
that was bleeding from the cargo hold. Reaching down to your boot, you pulled Aerocell out from its
hiding spot and hopped up the rest of the ramp to regain your balance before glancing down at the
chip. 

It had gotten so much smaller than the last time you’d seen it. 

What had been a whole terminal in a briefcase now fit into the palm of your hand. 

— The case exploded into thousands of shattered pieces of plastic and metal, sending a spray of
shrapnel into the ranks of each side. —

— All hell broke loose in an instant, every soldier below you was searching for the source of the shot
as the sound ricocheted through the valley. Both Danny and Turner took advantage of the chaos,
turning on their guards and stripping them of their weapons. —

You hummed to yourself, rolling the chip over your knuckles before stepping fully into the plane. 

“How’d it go?” Duke’s voice came from beside you as the ramp began to close and the engines
whined. You didn’t answer as you held up the chip before tossing it to Boone. Duke nodded, raising a



brow as he looked over you, “And?”

“And?”

“What other bullshit did you get up to while you were gone?”

You shrugged with a soft chuckle, slipping off your jacket and tossing it onto the strategy table as the
plane began to rock, “I called out his bitch ass. I sent a message.”

— As the unknown mercenaries made a run for it, you were sending a message. —

— They had missed. You were alive. You could still come after them. —

“Of course, you did.” Boone scoffed, turning the chip over in her hands with an interested chirp, “I
never thought I’d see this thing again.”

A smirk played on her face for a moment before she tossed the chip to Zac. 

You frowned, watching as he carefully put the chip into a case, “That’s the only one, right?”

“As far as I can tell,” Boone said, “And, judging by his reaction, yes…”

You blinked, looking up at her in confusion before Belov nodded. 

“He was pretty pissed when he watched you tear his labs apart.” 

Of course, they watched Oliver’s reaction. Of course, he just had to be at the Tower when it
happened. Of course, the entire team watched the carnage live. 

— Danny grinned, his back pressed against yours, “Nice of you to join us, mi amor.” —

— “I couldn’t let you have all the fun, Gonzalez,” you snapped, tossing Turner one of your pistols as
you continued to fire. —

You sighed, kicking off your boots and undoing your holsters, “Did Barnes see?”

Duke grimaced, avoiding your glare as he nodded and held onto the wall as the plane lifted off the
runway. 

“Great.”

“I hate to interrupt, boss,” Jesse yelled from the cockpit, “But I need a heading.”

— Turner grinned, dabbing a cotton ball against your temple, “Where to next, boss?” —

Boone shook her head, pulling out a stack of maps and placing them on the strategy table, “I don’t
know how many of our safehouses are compromised.”

“We can’t risk going somewhere Walsh might have downloaded from Athena.” Zac nodded, “We’ll
have to go somewhere off map.”

Zac was right. You’d have to go somewhere Oliver wouldn’t think to look. You’d have to go
somewhere where there were no cameras Stark or FRIDAY could get into. You’d have to go
somewhere that no one would expect.  



Duke clicked his tongue, earning your attention, “You got a plan?”

“Ollie started us down memory lane,” you said, taking the stack of maps from Boone and quickly
going through them before finding the one you wanted, “We might as well continue the journey.”

— “Colombia, something ‘bout a drug lord.” —

— You smirked, relaxing back in your chair and closing your eyes, “Sounds like a great time.” —

You nodded to yourself, spreading the map across the table. 

“I got some friends in the area,” Duke scoffed with a curt nod before calling over her shoulder, “Jesse!
We’re heading for Medellín.”
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Paradigm Shift

Chapter Summary

Natasha chuckled, glancing over her shoulder as Sam slumped into the hall with a yawn before
turning back to him, “You ready?”

“No,” he muttered, shoving hair from his face as he tugged his jacket tighter around him,
“Barton’s coming?”

She nodded toward the platform outside the Tower, “He’s prepping the jet. Stark said he’d come
too, but he’s trying to find her. You sure you don’t want any more backup?”

Bucky opened his mouth but paused as Steve rounded the corner with a frown, “Backup?”

“I think we’ll be fine,” Bucky said, brushing past him with a pat on the shoulder, “The house
isn’t that big.”

Steve’s frown deepened, “What house?”

He jogged to keep up with him and Natasha, glancing over the two of them worriedly before
checking over his shoulder to study Sam.

“We’re going back to New Eden,” Bucky said before Sam could say anything.

Steve raised a brow, “(F/N) wouldn’t have gone back there.”

“No.” He shook his head, “But she may have left something behind. And I have questions only
two people can answer.” 
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Now those memories come back to haunt me. They haunt me like a curse

Oliver licked his lips nervously, watching as the two men Gonzalez had procured followed a man
through the streets of Cartagena. 

Of course, this idiot would lead to Las Serpiente Blanca’s undoing. The man that stuck out like a sore
thumb. The man that couldn’t tell when eyes were on him. The man couldn’t tell he was being
followed. 

Idiot. 
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“Give him some space,” (F/N) muttered lowly, her gaze trained on the monitors in front of her. 

Cameras followed the man through the streets, their feeds flickering as she tapped her foot
impatiently. 

To be perfectly honest, Oliver hadn’t expected them to be as patient as they were. 

Two and a half months they’d been in the country. 

Two and a half months spent meticulously hunting down the money and following where it led. 

Two and a half months tracking different targets throughout the country. 

And for those two and a half months, Oliver had matched them pace for pace. Making sure known
drug routes were scrubbed from every databank. Hiring men to steal evidence from evidence lockers
and conveniently ‘lose’ it. 

He left them with practically no leads, but the team was persistent. 

“I’m getting some interference—Oliver, fix that—Mateo?” (F/N) growled, her eyes still solely trained
on the monitors as Oliver grumbled to himself before diving under the table to go through the mess of
cheap wires that were tangled together on the floor. He flinched as (F/N) smacked one of the monitors
with a low hiss before his fingers found the coil of wires, and he set to work.

“¿Lo ves a el?” she asked into her headset as Oliver crawled around the floor, continuing to grumble
to himself. 

If it wasn’t bad enough that he’d been stuck with them for three times as long as he’d planned, he’d
lost almost all contact with Dr. Novak. And he knew the good Doctor was still somewhere in his
mountain bunker, fucking around in his labs while Oliver was stuck doing the real work. 

“Oh. My. God!” Gonzalez cackled, making Oliver flinch back to the present, “He’s hitting up a
hooker!”

Oliver frowned, physically restraining himself from banging his head against the dusty carpet he was
lying on top of. 

Not only did the man not realize he was being followed, but he’d also stopped to—

He shook his head, not allowing himself to finish the thought as he shoved a wire snuggly into the
back of a port, “How’s that?”

“Good,” (F/N) said, nodding to him in thanks as he crawled out from under the table to look at the
three monitors he’d fixed simultaneously. 

Damn. He was good. 

“Wait,” (F/N) snapped, jabbing her finger at the screen, “Did they just make a swap?”

“Mateo, Gabriel, be ready to switch targets,” Weston ordered, his gaze following hers as his jaw set
into place. 

Fuck. 



That was it. They were done for. 

Oliver recognized the man in an instant. The one man that would fuck both those measly Serpents and
Hydra over in one fell swoop. 

He didn’t need to watch the man pull a paper bag from his jacket, nor did he need to watch the wad of
cash he slipped from the sack and back into his pockets before he unceremoniously tossed it over his
shoulder. 

Oliver held in a groan as Gonzalez tapped the screen, “He just littered…”

“New target confirmed. Follow him.” Weston nodded.

How? How! How was Oliver always put into the worst situations? Why did he sign up for this? And
why the hell was he still here?

He shook his head, taking a seat next to (F/N) and taking the computers from her. 

“Engaging facial recognition,” Ollie hummed, taking control of the computer and freeze-framing a
clear picture of the man to begin a scan.

He didn’t have to look at the information he found. He already knew. 

He’d used the man to move some of his favorite pieces of tech around the world. 

But…Now?

Now, they were all screwed. 

Unless he could hold them off a bit longer so he could get in touch with Novak, then they could
change the game. 

“Name’s Javier López.” he started, glaring at the image of the man, “Lives and works in Medellín for
a private antiquities dealer that specializes in World War 2 relics. He’s made four trips to Cartagena
in the past two months.”

Weston was quiet for only a moment, staring at the image of López before nodding to himself. 

“Captain Gonzalez and Sergeant Johnson, switch out the assets and keep a close eye on this guy,” He
started, taking a seat next to him and (F/N) and pulling a cigar out of his jacket. Gonzalez and
Johnson nodded in unison before exiting the room, “Lieutenant (L/N) and Private Walsh, pack up
your gear and head to Medellín. Check out this antiquities dealer and wait for further instructions.”

Weston snapped a lighter from his pocket, lighting his cigar and puffing it a few times to release the
absolute putrid smoke he enjoyed so much. 

(F/N) was up in an instant, rummaging through the room for her bag and rifle case before sprinting
out the door.

“I’m driving!” she called over her shoulder as he began gathering his gear.

This time, he groaned outwardly, shoving down the nausea already building in his gut. Somehow
(F/N) always managed to get him car sick. 



“You drove last time!” 

You folded your arms over your chest, looking over Danny’s strategy table as Duke spread a map of
Colombia across it. He drummed his finger on the surface, chewing on his cheek before he rocked
back to his heels with a shake of his head.

“We could try landing at the Air Base in Cordova,” he said as his brows knit together and a frown
found its way to his lips. 

You both knew it was a bad idea as he said it. The more people that saw you land, the more people
would ask questions. And if there were still Hydra agents in the area, just as there had been when you
were there last, it was only a matter of time before Oliver found you. 

And you weren’t ready for that. 

None of you were. 

You sighed, pressing your palms against the table and leaning heavily against it, “That’s an hour away
from Medellín. Do you know anyone on the base?”

“No.”

“Um, also…” Boone raised a hand as she piped up from the other end of the table, “I don’t feel like
getting shot down.”

Belov nodded in agreement, “Neither do I.”

“Again,” Zac muttered quietly, shrugging at the glare that Belov sent his way.  

“It may be an hour from Medellín, but it’s also a long way from your target village,” Yelena said,
pointing to the village you were heading for. 

“A lot of things can go wrong in the time we get from city into mountains,” Belov sighed, running a
hand through his hair. 

Zac pursed his lips, slowly tracing the route with his finger before his eyes darted back to Cordova,
“If we can even get off the air base.” 

“We are not losing this plane,” Duke growled, flicking a pencil from his pocket and crossing out the
base, adding it to the growing number of x’s and o’s that littered the map. 

— Silence enveloped the car for only a moment before you broke it, “I never asked how the Colombia
mission really went.” —

— “Smooth,” Turner said, resting his head against the window, “Woulda been smoother with you by
our sides, though.” —

— “Somehow, I doubt that.” —

— “Nah, for real,” he clicked his tongue, “We got up to the drug lord’s mansion, and we almost got
our asses kicked.” —

— “He had a mansion?” You cocked your jaw to the side, a small pout playing on your lips. —



— “Yeah, and a private airstrip out in one of the coca fields.” —

You blinked, your eyes flicking to Duke’s village as Turner’s voice echoed in your head. Your fingers
found the map in an instant, readjusting it so you could see the town a bit closer. They traced the map,
flowing through the curves of the mountain before you found what you wanted. 

— You felt Ollie crouch down beside you as the guard disappeared. —

— “This isn’t smart, (F/N),” he warned in your ear. —

— “What isn’t smart is letting this go without investigating it,” you said, gesturing to the whole base,
“It looks like some sort of bunker. See how low to the ground it is? And how small? There’s no way a
building this size could house that many people. There’s gotta be more underground.” —

There. 

You tapped the bunker twice, your eyes flicking between it and the village. 

Boone followed your gaze with a frown, “Hate to break it to you, but that’s not exactly—”

“We were tracking drug lords through Colombia,” you muttered, cutting her off as you slid your
finger back through the mountains until it landed on a clear strip of land, “The boys found their
mansion here. Johnson said they had a private airstrip there.” 

Her frown deepened, “It’s been a long time since you guys were here last.”

“Didn’t you guys blow the shit out of it?” Zac asked, holding his laptop to his chest as he stared at
where the airstrip was supposed to be. 

“Danny, Turner, and the Commander did,” you said, shaking your head as you tapped it again, “Ollie
and I blew up a Hydra bunker.”

Your team glanced amongst themselves, whispering between each other before Duke nodded slowly,
and his voice filled the cargo hold.  

“It’s iffy.” He clicked his tongue, “There’s a possibility the village below made it into farmland when
they retook the area.” 

“It might be worth a flyby even if it is just fields now.” You shrugged, “Might be our best bet at
landing without breaking anything and without running out of fuel.” 

Duke glanced up at you, still chewing on his cheek before he sighed, “They ain’t gonna be happy if
you ruin their crop.” 

“Yeah, but…” You trailed off slowly as you shrugged again, “They like you, right?”

“I think so.” 

“We’ll be fine.”

— “Yeah, yeah. I know, I know. I guess there’s something that we have to take care of there,” Danny
said, looking at your disappointed face and nudging your shoulder with a smirk, “It’ll be fine, mi
amor; everything will go according to plan. It always does.” —



You winced lightly. Danny’s voice rumbled in your ear as though he was standing beside you.
Pinching the bridge of your nose, you backed away from the table. 

“It’s worth a try,” Duke continued, not noticing as you stepped away from the light above the table to
collapse down in a chair. 

“As long as we don’t take ourselves out in the process.” Boone nodded, turning to both Russians as
her voice faded, and you buried your head in your hands. 

— Danny grinned, his back pressed against yours, “Nice of you to join us, mi amor.” —

— “I couldn’t let you have all the fun, Gonzalez,” you snapped, tossing Turner one of your pistols as
you continued to fire. —

— He shrugged, his eyes falling on the chopper before he grabbed your arm, “Yeah, well, you’re still
late. Move your ass.” —

You didn’t know what it was. Whether it was the fact you’d hardly slept in a week or that you hadn’t
had time to sit down and process exactly what was going on. 

But you weren’t about to start now. At least not until you all landed safely in Colombia. Even then,
you needed to make sure everyone stayed safe while they healed. 

Then you could worry about yourself. 

You shook your head, straightening in your seat with a groan before you paused. 

The door to Weston’s War Room was left open as Raffa moved back to Johnson’s medic corner to
grab some supplies. 

Jack was lying on a cot there, sleeping soundly with a rag draped across his forehead. 

His fever was still holding steady much to Raffa’s chagrin. He’d tried everything, but nothing
worked. 

Even then, Jack seemed comfortable, if not a bit tired. 

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —

— “It’s gonna be okay, Jack,” you murmured, tearing your eyes away from the growing red spot on
the cloth, “You’re gonna be okay. I promise. I’m so sorry—” —

You sighed, shaking away the thought as fast as it came. 

You couldn’t keep running. Not for much longer. Not when two members of the team were hurt, and
the rest were dog-tired. 

Maybe it would be best if you just…disappeared until they were better. You could keep Oliver
running in circles while they healed, maybe a bit longer. 

Maybe it would be better if you just stayed away entirely. 

Maybe you should just finish what you started on your own and keep them out of it. 



The idea didn’t make it very far as Boone plopped down beside you, her matted hair held in a loose
bun by a pair of dulled daggers, “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” you said quickly, a small simple quirking to your lips before it fell, and you changed the
subject as Raffa ducked back through the cargo hold. He stopped in his steps, glancing at you before
he frowned as he looked you over, “You’re sure he can’t find us, right?”

“I ain’t gonna lie; Walsh is good. If not one of the best,” Boone sighed, rubbing her eyes with a yawn,
“But without Aerocell and with me and Norway working against him, it’s gonna take him some time.”

“But?”

“He’ll find us eventually.” 

You nodded, rubbing your temples and avoiding Rafael’s gaze as he poked his head out of the
Command Center to look at you again, “We can’t run forever. You guys can’t run forever.” 

“We’ll run with you as long as we need to.” She nodded, spinning in her chair as the plane caught
turbulence, and she giggled to herself, “We just need time to get everyone back to 100%.”

“We don’t have time for that.”

“Then we’ll make time.” Boone shrugged, “We’ll give Walsh the run around. Keep him moving.”

You scoffed, clicking your tongue with a slight smile, “It’s always harder to hit a moving target.”

Bucky moved quickly through his room, tugging on a shirt and jacket before stooping to grab a bag
from the floor. He stepped into a pair of boots, not bothering to tie them, as he ducked out of his room
and into the hall. 

He hadn’t slept that night or the night before. He couldn’t get (F/N)’s face out of his head. 

—  Her eyes were different, they were darker, deadlier.  —

He’d never seen her eyes like that. He’d never seen her like that. 

It was terrifying. 

She’d massacred a hallway full of men without hesitation. She’d rampaged her way through an
Aftermath base without thinking twice. 

She left the entire Tower on edge. 

She’d left him on edge. 

She’d even left Walsh on edge. 

The man had taken off immediately after, heading for whatever base she’d single-handedly
destroyed. 

And he’d left them by themselves to stew in the chaos. 

Bucky shook his head, walking down the hall before shoving Sam’s door open and walking in. 



“Rise and shine, Wilson,” he called with a grumble, tossing his bag over his shoulder, “We’re
moving.”

Sam bolted upright in bed, looking around before glaring at Bucky, gathering his sheets around
himself, and groaning, “My guy, learn to knock.” 

Bucky stared at him, rolling his eyes slightly before leaving the room, “Get up.” 

He paused as he slipped back into the hall, nodding to Romanoff as she walked toward him. 

“Is he up?”

“No.” Bucky shook his head, “But he’s already whining.”

“Be nice,” Natasha chuckled, glancing over her shoulder as Sam slumped into the hall with a yawn
before turning back to him, “You ready?”

“No,” he muttered, shoving hair from his face as he tugged his jacket tighter around him, “Barton’s
coming?”

She nodded toward the platform outside the Tower, “He’s prepping the jet. Stark said he’d come too,
but he’s trying to find her. You sure you don’t want any more backup?” 

Bucky opened his mouth but paused as Steve rounded the corner with a frown, “Backup?”

“I think we’ll be fine,” Bucky said, brushing past him with a pat on the shoulder, “The house isn’t that
big.” 

Steve’s frown deepened, “What house?”

He jogged to keep up with him and Natasha, glancing over the two of them worriedly before checking
over his shoulder to study Sam. 

“We’re going back to New Eden,” Bucky said before Sam could say anything.  

Steve raised a brow, “(F/N) wouldn’t have gone back there.” 

“No.” He shook his head, “But she may have left something behind. And I have questions only two
people can answer.” 

“I’m coming with you.” Steve grabbed a jacket from the back of a couch, tugging it over his
shoulders before Bucky paused in his stride.  

“Steve—” He started, his eyes softening as they landed on his friend. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” Steve snapped, smacking away his hand as he ducked past him and up
the stairs toward the landing pads, “I’m coming.” 

“Okay,” Bucky said slowly, watching as Steve shoved the doors open and quickly stepped toward the
jet. He sighed, shaking his head as he glanced at Natasha, “That’s not good.”

“Second stage of grief,” she said, pulling her hair back into a braid.

Sam raised a brow, “Anger?”



“Vengeance.”

“This is gonna end great,” Bucky grimaced, taking the stairs two by two with Romanoff by his side. 

“Slow down!” Sam whined, adjusting his shirt as they left the Tower for the landing pad, “Jesus. It’s
too early for this.” 

Bucky allowed a scoff to huff through his nose as a smirk found its way to his face, and he stepped up
the jet ramp. 

Steve was already waiting for them, tapping his foot impatiently as Barton primed the engines.  

“Everyone ready?” the Archer asked, glancing over his shoulder at the group as they plopped down
into their seats.

Bucky nodded, dropping his bag to the floor, “Let’s go.” 

— You cracked open an eye, flinching at the sound of footsteps thudding across the concrete floors as
metal doors opened with a screaming creak. A whimper made its way through your throat as guards
began filing into the room. —

— Your body told you to prepare for a fight, but it must have forgotten you were still tied to a table.
Instead, you struggled lightly against your bonds before relaxing back. —

— The guards circled the room, their eyes solely on you before they shifted to a silhouette that waltzed
into the room. —

— Business Suit Man. —

— The Man in Grey. — 

— He looked over you slowly. Dark eyes took every inch of you in as he made his way to the table. He
reached up to adjust the overhead light; it flashed directly into your eyes before he settled on a
position. —

— But his gaze never left you. —

— His head tilted to the side as he studied you before he reached down to smooth hair from your face.
—

— A low growl left your lips before you snapped your teeth at him, barely missing his fingers as he
pulled away from you. —

— His lips twitched upward as though he was amused by your attempt to take off his fingers. —

— “My name is Dr. Novak,” he smiled, “I’m going to take care of you now.” —

You flinched awake, raising your fists in front of you as you took in your surroundings. 

Sunlight filtered through the windows in the cargo hold, and the plane rocked gently as you relaxed
back. You’d taken up to laying across the seats in the hold, trying to get comfortable enough to drift
off to sleep. 



Unfortunately, it didn’t help you into a peaceful sleep. 

You grumbled to yourself, wiping your eyes before working your way up in your seat. 

Sleep, even if it had been rare, wasn’t something you looked forward to. It brought back a slew of
memories so real, you swore you were reliving them. Even when you woke, they still came flashing
before your eyes. 

— Your hands were still covered in Turner’s blood and sand. His voice yelled in your ears until it
cracked, becoming one with the thud of helicopters above you. —

— Weston laid, face down, on the floor next to the front door. His chest was chock full of bullet holes,
his neck crooked at an odd angle. —

— Danny was beside you. Laying on his back, he stared, half-lidded, into the ceiling and his hand was
outstretched toward you. —

— Every so often, you reached for him. Letting your fingers dance over his before they slipped to the
floor. —

— It wasn’t real. Not anymore. None of it. —

A wince rocked your body, and a flush of goosebumps pricked over your skin. 

As much as you hated to admit it, you needed sleep. 

Reality was beginning to blend with tortured memories that you could keep straight. One second you
were on the plane with Boone and Duke. A second later, Danny came waltzing around the corner with
a grin, clear as day. Another, Raffa walked out of the Command Center. The next, the Commander
disappeared into his War Room in a cloud of smoke and the burn of whiskey. 

You groaned, holding your head in your hands and about to lay back down across the seats before
Duke’s voice echoed above you through the intercom system. 

“This is your captain speaking,” He said, his voice crackling as you jumped to your feet, “Please
prepare yourselves for landing by putting your trays in the upright and locked position and making
sure your seatbelts are properly fastened—”

“Shut up, Dugan,” Jesse snapped over the top of him, “Brace for impact, mates.” 

You jogged to the cockpit, ducking into the door as the rest of Alpha Two scrambled to strap
themselves in. 

“Aw, Hugh, come on,” Duke sighed, readjusting his seatbelt and glancing up to you as you grabbed
onto the backs of both of their chairs to brace yourself, “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

“Not now, Dugan,” she grumbled, her gaze focused on the ground below as the plane began to
descend. 

You rolled your eyes slightly, holding onto their chairs as the plane swooped over the top of a
mountain. 

The C-17 sailed over a valley nestled between two mountains. The valley was held together by a
patchwork of fields, their seams stitched together by threads of trees. A village was set back further in



the valley, hidden amongst the trees. Their rooftops were barely visible as the plane rose only slightly
to clear the few ridges of the mountain that separated the village from the airstrip. 

Jesse kept the plane steady as what was left of the mansion and overgrown runway came into sight. 

“Brace!” she called, wincing lightly as the landing gear hit the ground. 

You lurched forward, catching yourself on their seats as the cabin rattled and rocked around you. The
dog tags hanging above Jesse’s head jangled together, almost warning her as she eased back on the
throttle and the plane came to an uneasy stop. 

The entire machine seemed to breathe a sigh of relief at the same time you did as Jesse shut down the
engines. 

“You guys good?” you asked, straightening yourself as both Duke and Jesse unhooked themselves
from their chairs. 

“I’ve had worse landings.” Jesse shrugged, knocking her head against her chair before relaxing. 

Duke grumbled to himself, smoothing back his hair, “My life flashed before my eyes again.”

She chuckled lightly, flicking some switches above her head, “Was it more entertaining this time?”

“No. Not particularly.”

A scoff rang through your throat as you clapped him on the shoulder before ducking out of the
cockpit, back into the cargo hold. 

“Everyone good?” you called, glancing in each of the bunks before Boone swung out of hers with a
crazed look in her eye…as per usual. 

Belov came out after her, glancing around the hold like it was the first time he’d seen it, “It is over?”

“Ha!” Boone laughed, skipping through the hold before smacking the button to lower the ramp, “Let’s
do that again.”

Yelena frowned as she unfastened her seatbelt and stretched with a shake of her head, “Psychopath.” 

“Hadar,” you called, poking your head into his bunk, “You good?”

He nodded as he sat up, glaring at his leg and grabbing a pair of crutches that had been propped up
against the wall but were now on the floor, “I’m alive.” 

You frowned with a nod, backing out of his bunk before glancing into the Command Center. Raffa
was leaning over Jack, quickly checking him over before he noticed you. 

“Good?”

“Golden.” He nodded, gently nudging Jack’s shoulder, “Right, bro?” 

“That was fun.” Jack smiled tiredly before he groaned and his face fell, “Hurt a little. Hurt a lot,
actually.”

You frowned, looking him over as Raffa looked up at you. His eyes held the same thing yours did…



Worry. 

But it was directed to you, rather than the man he was currently caring for. 

— “Lieutenant (F/N) (L/N),” Raffa hummed, folding his arms over his chest as his smirk spread into
a wide grin, “Dios mío. Te ves como una mierda.” You look like shit. —

— A scoff rolled through you as you shook your head, taking another step toward the man, “What the
hell are you doing here?” —

— “I came to see you.” He shrugged, his eyes quickly flicking over you as his face fell, “I went to
your funeral but I never got an invite to your un-funeral.” —  

You swallowed, backing away from him as Duke slipped past you to be with Jack. Raf stood as he
entered the room, swinging past him to keep up with you. 

“Hey! Boss lady,” he said, trying to catch up with you as you walked toward the ramp, “We need to
talk.” 

“Not right now, Raf.” 

“Teniente, right now.” 

“It's Captain, to you. And, no, Raffa, not now.”

“¡Oye!” he snapped, grabbing your arm with a glare, “Lo digo en serio. Necesitamos hablar.” Hey!
I'm serious. We need to talk.  

You shook your head, shaking him away from you, “Later, Mendez.”

“Te rastrearé.” I’ll track you down.

“Sabes exactamente dónde encontrarme, Rafael.” You know exactly where to find me, Rafael.

“Yeah,” he scoffed with a quick shake of his head as he folded his arms over his chest, “Unless you
run off on me again.” 

“Don’t tempt me.” You raised a brow with a shrug, stepping down the ramp into the sun before you
paused to take in the sight in front of you. 

The once smooth airstrip was riddled with cracks and craters, most of which were filled with long
tendrils of grass that swayed in the wind. It ran alongside what was left of Las Serpiente Blanca’s
mansion, which was more complete than you thought. 

And more beautiful than you could have imagined. 

You walked toward it slowly, taking it in with your hand resting on the pistol settled on your hip. 

The walls on the back side of the house were mainly rubble, destroyed by a fight that had taken place
so long ago that the forest was beginning to retake some of it. White walls glistened in the sun, their
cracks disguised by vines and roots from the forest and darkened by soot stains. Wooden beams were
covered in moss and colorful, patterned tile peeked out from the dirt that had blown in on the storms. 



Palm trees the original owners had planted soared in the sky, swaying lightly in the breeze and casting
elegant shadows over the ruins. Dried-up fountains, once overflowing with water, now held cascading
ferns.

“I hate to admit it, but these drug lords had taste,” Boone hummed, slipping off her jacket to revel in
the warm sunlight that streamed down on you, “You know, with a bit of elbow grease, this place
would clean right up.” 

“A little bit? Ha!” Yelena laughed incredulously, gesturing at the destroyed walls of the house, “The
entire back half is missing! And there’s holes in the walls and…whatever that is.” 

“I know.” She nodded, “It’ll be so much fun.” 

“I am not helping you,” the Russian muttered, shaking her head with a roll of her eyes,
“Сумасшедшая женщина.”

Boone ignored her, throwing an arm over your shoulder as she continued toward the mansion, “You’ll
help me, right, (F/N)?”

“Absolutely—” You started before you paused, your head whipping toward the other side of the
airstrip. 

A stream of engines was coming up the mountain. 

“Incoming!” you yelled over your shoulder, catching everyone’s attention as four trucks burst from
the forest. 

Your hand instantly found your pistol, about to unholster it before Duke’s hand landed on your
shoulder. 

“I got this.”

You frowned as he walked past you, his hands raised as men jumped from the trucks. 

“Raffa,” you muttered, nodding toward Duke, “Go with him.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded, jogging with Duke before relaxing back. 

“Belov, Yelena—” You started, looking toward them both.

“Watch your back,” Yelena said, ducking past you with a curt nod and Belov on her tail. 

— “I’ve got your back, amor. You got mine?” —

He hummed in response, moving in unison with her, “Already on it.” 

You scoffed lightly, watching them circle back toward the plane before you turned back to Boone,
“Boone—”

You paused as you were met with open air and no Boone anywhere to be seen. You swung around,
looking for her quickly before you looked to the ruins of the mansion with a sigh. 

“Damnit, Cavanaugh.”



You groaned inwardly, glancing between Duke and the group of men he was talking to and where you
were pretty sure Boone had wandered off to. Taking a step toward the mansion, you paused once more
as a commotion echoed through the clearing. 

The men seemed to be celebrating, shaking Duke’s hand and pulling him into hugs while showering
him with a series of shouts of ‘Señor Duke’s!’. 

You relaxed back as Duke’s laugh reached your ear and you slipped toward the mansion. 

Hopping over some rubble, you ducked into a dilapidated hall and began making your way down it. 

Streams of light trickled through holes in the roof and stone walls, dappling the tile mosaics under
your feet.  

— You took off into the veil of dust and debris that filled what was left of the hallway. Your lungs
burning with every breath as you sprinted down the hall, stiff muscles throbbing after months of being
locked in a cell. —

You checked over your shoulder with a frown, side-stepping over a tangle of roots growing through
the hall, “Boone?”

Despite the damage surrounding you, it wasn’t as bad as you thought. 

You knew Danny and Turner had run into trouble when they’d gotten up to the mansion; you’d
figured they’d destroyed it completely. Instead, they’d taken out the back third of the place,
intentionally targeting what you assumed was where they kept their money and weapons cache and
their product and leaving the rest of the house relatively intact. 

But Boone was probably right. You could fix this…

Somehow. 

You scoffed to yourself, the smile on your face coming and going quickly as you turned the corner. 

More blast stains were shadowed across the walls and bullet holes were sprinkled in the stucco. 

You paused in your step, your hand instinctively reaching out to them and your fingers running over
them. Dust fluttered from your fingertips, sparkling in the speckled light. 

— “Mi amor,” Danny snapped, shoving you out of the way of more bullets, “You listen to me this
time. You jump when I tell you.” — 

Licking your lips, you looked back down the hall as a thought crossed your mind. 

Those bullet holes…could Danny have left them?

Could he have run down this hall firing off shots to protect the Commander or Turner?

Or were they marks of him dodging death yet again? 

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —



— Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I— —

You flinched, shaking away his voice as it echoed right behind you and forcing a breath before
continuing through the hall before you came to a hole in the wall. Glancing out of it, you finally
relaxed as you caught sight of Boone. 

She was standing in the middle of what should have been a central courtyard but was now bordering
the wall that had been damaged. You slipped through the hole, wincing at the sun as it streamed into
the courtyard. 

— Your hands wandered the stone walls around it, feeling them crack under your touch and sending
white light streaming through the splits in the rock. Heat came shooting through the crevices, fresh,
desert air hit you like a ton of bricks as your hands found the lever for the door. You snapped the lever
up and over, leaning against the door with all your weight until it finally swung open. —

A pained hiss snuck through your teeth as a headache pierced through the back of your eyes and your
ears began to ring. Your knees nearly gave out before you caught yourself on one of the fountains that
lined the center of the courtyard before you straightened yourself. 

— “Hello, mi amor,” Danny purred from the shadows, stepping into the moonlight with a grin as he
holstered his pistol, “Miss me?” —

You shook away his voice as you took another step toward Boone and she finally turned to you. 

“I’ll say it again, them drug lords knew what they were…doing…” The smile on Boone’s face fell as
she turned toward you and a frown replaced it, “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” you said quickly, avoiding her gaze as you brushed past her and folded your arms over
your chest. 

Boone raised a brow, opening her mouth to speak before Duke interrupted her. His hands slapped
against the top of the crumbling wall before he lifted himself up and set his chin atop it. 

“Hey.” 

You nodded to him as he grunted to hold himself up, “Hey.” 

“How the fuck did you get in there?”

Boone pointed to the other end of the courtyard, “The door.”

“There was a door?” You swung around, barely catching sight of the hole in the wall Boone had
managed to crawl through, “That’s not a door.”

“Eh, close enough.”

Duke scoffed, pulling himself onto the wall before rolling over the top and hopping out the ground
beside you, “Villagers are cool if we stay down at the village. As long as we don’t tear anything up.” 

“Ain’t nobody down there gonna talk, right?” Boone asked, tilting her head to the sun with a sigh as
he ruffled her hair.

“No. They don’t like people.” 



“They like you,” you said with a hum.

“Well…yeah. A little bit.” He shrugged as he looked over the courtyard before he chuckled to
himself, “You know, Boonie. You may be right. We might be able to fix this place up.” 

“Right?” She swung around excitedly, “I’m thinkin’ we make it a spa for operatives on the run. An
Agent Haven. An Operative Oasis. A Soldier Sanctum. A Spy Shelter.”

“Very inconspicuous,” you chuckled, “It’ll give us time to get back on our feet as long as Walsh
doesn’t catch on.” 

“He won’t.” Duke waved you off, hopping up to a wall and settling down, “What kind of crazy
assholes would go back to a drug lord’s abandoned mansion—”

You nodded, “Right next to a Hydra bunker.” 

“No one sane would,” Boone crooned, 

“Well then,” you said with a small smile, “It’s a good thing we’re not.” 

Bucky ducked out of the Quinjet, jogging down the ramp before setting foot in New Eden for the first
time since he’d left. 

Barton had landed outside the property's chain link fence, leaving them only a short walk to the
house. 

He strode through the grass, his head constantly on a swivel as he took a large step over a sagebrush
bush before his boots hit the gravel in front of the gate of the quiet homestead. A frown stretched
across his lips. 

It was quiet. More so than it had ever been. No birds were singing and no insects were chirping; it
was dead silent. 

Only the footsteps of him and his companions crunched through the area. 

Bucky’s frown deepened as he reached out to the misshapen gate barely hanging onto the hinges. The
yard was wild, almost as bad as it had been when (F/N) had first brought him to New Eden. The sun
was hidden behind a thick layer of clouds, the darkness stretching shadows across the shop yard. 

But it was the house that caught his attention as they approached.  

His heart ached in his chest as he took in the sight. 

The house was riddled with bullet holes and broken glass. The vines of nightshade that grew up the
sides of the house were now growing into the windows but the front door was securely closed. 

It was like a gunfight had broken out after he’d left. 

— “Look,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair, “Hydra knows I’m with you now, that makes
you an even bigger target if I leave…that threat goes down.” —

— “Barnes—” —



— He held up a hand, stopping (F/N) in her tracks, “But, if I leave, they still might come for you and
you won’t be able to hold them off.” —

Because it had. They’d come for her but she didn’t go down without a fight. 

“Jesus,” Sam whispered, looking around nervously as Steve stepped past him to Bucky’s side.  

“Tasha,” Barton said, his eyes narrowing as he took in the house, “I don’t wanna sound paranoid, but
—”

“Sweep the perimeter. On it. Barnes, take this.” She nodded, grabbing a pistol from her side and
reaching into her pocket to toss him a vial of the Widow’s antidote, “Just in case. ” 

He nodded, catching the vial and tossing it to himself before shoving it into his pocket, “Just in case.”

Barton and Romanoff took off in opposite directions, checking over their shoulders as Steve and
Bucky quickly stepped up the stairs. 

“Yeah, you two go…I’ll just stay with…” Sam looked after the spies for a moment, still frowning to
himself, before he trailed off and jogged after the other two men, “Wait! Don’t leave me. Come on,
guys. It’s creepy as shit here.”

Bucky scoffed, nervously letting his eyes sweep the area in front of him as he crossed the porch and
reached for the door, expecting it to be locked. 

It wasn’t. 

It swung open almost as soon as he touched it, letting out a low creak before knocking against the
wall. 

He swallowed, slowly stepping into the room and feeling his heart drop again. 

It was still torn apart from (F/N)’s scuffle with the Soldier. Glass and wood splinters still littered the
carpet and a large bloodstain was still spread on the couch. 

It didn’t even look like she’d tried to clean up. Maybe Hydra didn’t give her any time. Maybe they
took her as soon as he was gone. 

Bucky groaned, quickly stepping through the living room toward the kitchen before he called out into
the empty house, “(F/N)?”

He couldn’t help himself; her name left his lips before he could stop. 

He grimaced, shaking his head as he swung into the kitchen and Sam took a slow step into the living
room. 

The man took in the extent of the damage, looking over it all with a frown that continuously deepened
before he joined Bucky in the kitchen. 

Neither of them noticed as Steve stooped to the floor to pick up a pair of heels that had been discarded
behind the couch. Nor did they notice as he shoved them into the hall closet. 

“I don’t think she’s here, man,” Sam said quietly, drawing Bucky’s attention back to him as they
stepped back into the living room, “I don’t think she’s been here in a while.”



“Doesn’t mean she didn’t leave anything behind.” Bucky nodded to himself, quickly moving across
the room before jogging up the broken set of stairs. 

He wasn’t sure what he was looking for or what he expected to find there. He was hoping she’d have
some paperwork stashed somewhere. Maybe she had a notebook like he did. Maybe she’d left
something behind for just him to find. 

Bucky hopped over her bedroom door before pausing to put it back propped up against the wall and
slipping into her room. 

Then again, if anything, he had found something. 

She’d fought back. She didn’t want to go back to them. She’d fought and kicked and screamed trying
to keep her freedom. 

And, even if it sounded terrible, it gave him hope. 

If she’d fought so hard to get away from them, Bucky could get her back. 

He nodded to himself, scrambling through her room to her desk and going through each drawer before
he paused. 

A whiff of her perfume fluttered through his nose, stopping him in his tracks. 

He missed that smell. 

He missed her. 

“You good?” Sam asked, his brows knitting together as he took in the chaos that was (F/N)’s room. 

“Yeah. I just… never mind.” Bucky shook his head, waving away the smell of her and turning back to
the room as Sam slid open her closet and glanced over it. 

— He flinched, her hand shot out to snatch his wrist before he could get too far away. —

— “Don’t even think about it,” she muttered, cracking an eye open and tugging him back, “Last night
you’re gonna be sleeping in a good bed.” —

— “(F/N),” he swallowed, taking a cautious step forward as she slid to the other side of the bed and
pulled him into her, “Baby, are you sure?” —

— She gave a slight nod as he rolled under the covers with her, “You’re ridiculous.” —

— “I know,” she smirked, burying her face in his chest. He wrapped an arm around her, resting his
chin on her head and running his fingers through her hair with a deep sigh. —  

Bucky sighed, tearing his gaze away from the room as Sam turned to him with a box in his hands.

“What’s this?”

Bucky shrugged, taking the box from him and turning it over in his hands until he saw her
handwriting scrawled across it. 

Danny. 



“Stuff from her ex,” he said simply, chewing on his lip before lifting the box lid.  

“You know who he is?”

“No.” He shook his head, setting the box on her dresser and slowly digging through it, “She didn’t
talk about him at all. Figured it didn’t end too good.” 

Sam looked over his shoulder, “You think maybe he knows something?”

“Maybe.” Bucky shrugged again, looking through the box before sighing again. 

There was nothing. 

Some sheet music for a guitar, some clothes, a bottle of old cologne, and a watch. 

But nothing that told him who Danny was. 

He ran his fingers through his hair, replacing the lid and groaning to himself, “We can try to track him
down.” 

“You know how many ‘Danny’s’ are in the world?” Natasha’s voice came softly from the doorway. 

She and Barton were standing behind them, carefully taking in the room as Steve’s footsteps thudded
from down the hall before he joined them. 

Bucky nodded, pinching the bridge of his nose in annoyance. 

If (F/N) didn’t leave anything behind, he needed to ask questions elsewhere. 

And there was only one person in town he was sure had answers. 

“You guys stay here,” He said, brushing past the three and striding down the hall, “Keep looking.” 

Clint frowned, “Where you going?”

“I’m gonna catch up with an old friend,” Bucky called over his shoulder, “I’m hoping she has
answers.” 

“I’m comin’ with you,” Sam said, quickly ducking out of the room and following him down the
stairs.  

“Me too,” Steve mumbled, sticking his hands in his pockets and moving to catch up with them. 

“You walking into town?” Natasha asked, raising a brow as she glanced out the window and nodded
to the Quinjet, “I doubt anyone’s gonna like if you land that thing in the middle of Main Street.” 

“Nah.” He waved her off, “(F/N)’s got an old truck stashed away in the shop.” 

“You think it’s gonna start?”

“If she worked on it, yes.” 

Peter grunted, swinging out of the way of the training dummy before landing a kick to its back. His
brows were knitted together as sweat beaded down his forehead.



— “Rule Seven: Watch your back,” (F/N) said, barely casting a glance to him. —

— “Rule Seven?” Peter asked, his eyes lighting up as she helped him to his feet, “You have rules?
For fighting? That's so cool. How many are there?” —

A low growl worked through his throat as he shook his head, trying to get her voice from his head. 

She was one of his heroes, even if she didn’t know that. 

Mr. Stark and Captain Rogers had talked so much about her. How she saved both of their lives
multiple times. How she was the best of the best. 

Only for them to have her betray them. 

He’d thought she cared. She’d taken the time to train him, to teach him. 

— “Rule Fourteen: Distract the target before you make your move,” he deadpanned, flinching away
from her punches. —

Dang it, Parker! 

He grunted again, swinging wildly at the training dummy before shaking his head. 

He needed to be prepared. He needed to get ready. 

If (F/N) was already out there, tearing up the world, he had to be ready to fight back. 

He had to be ready to bring her down. 

Peter nodded to himself, rolling his shoulders before intentionally pressing his punches to the
dummy. 

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick. 

A gritted, grimaced grin cracked across his face. 

If she wanted to pick a fight with him and the Avengers…

He was going to use everything she’d taught him against her. 

You relaxed against the crumbling wall of the interior courtyard; a flickering campfire flashed and
crackled in front of you. It sent long shadows and warm light dancing into the growing darkness. 

A warm breeze flowed down the mountains, rustling the trees and brush littering the forest floor. 

Duke’s villagers had invited you to their village, telling him they had plenty of room for all of you,
but you’d all decided to hold up in the ruins of the mansion instead. 

If you needed to make a run for it, the plane was right there. Plus, Raffa wanted to keep Jack safely
onboard the C-17, at least until he got a bit stronger. And Duke wanted to stay next to Jack. 

Ultimately, no one on the team wanted to be separated from each other. 

‘We’re stronger together,’ Boone had said. 



You only wished you could agree. 

You felt like the weak link; like it would be you that broke the chain. 

And you couldn’t let that happen. 

Even if you told yourself no, you were actively looking for a way out. You could steal a truck from
the village below and take off into the shadows until everything blew over. 

But they would never let that happen. Not only would you be hunted down by Ollie and the Avengers,
you’d be hunted down by Boone, Duke, and the rest of the Alpha team. 

You didn’t know which was scarier. 

So you’d stay, at least for now…at least until Raffa got his claws into you. 

You could tell by the look on his face that he was holding something back and you knew exactly what
he would say once he got you cornered. 

Take a break. Take a step back. Breathe. 

But you didn’t have time for that. You needed to plan your next move. You needed to get out ahead of
Ollie and keep that lead. You couldn’t let him blindside you this time. 

But…tonight? Tonight, maybe he was right. 

You couldn’t do anything about Ollie in the middle of the night in the middle of nowhere. 

So you relaxed. 

The fire crackled beside you, the warmth bleeding from the ring of rubble holding the flames together.
The sky was clear and the stars sparkled. 

It was perfect. 

If you didn’t think about the fact that you were on the run. 

You cracked open an eye as a branch broke beside you, followed by the steady clicking of crutches
before Ari appeared in your peripheral and settled down beside you. 

Duke lifted his head from across the fire, eyeing him as he relaxed back, “You get Jesse to sleep?”

“She fought me to the end but she’s resting now,” he replied lowly, his voice rumbling in his chest,
“We’ll see how long it lasts.” 

You nodded to him, glancing at his leg as he propped it up on a rock, “You feelin’ okay?”

— “How can I be okay?” she snapped after a moment, a shuddered breath humming through her
chest as sharp as shattered glass, “I watched three of my best mates take a fuckin’ rocket for me. I
watched my copilot get stabbed in the back, literally. My husband broke his leg. My family damn-near
died. And I couldn’t do anything.” —

“It’s a leg.” He shrugged, “It will heal.” 



You scoffed lightly, shaking your head and biting your lip before silence fell between you. You
sighed, mentally kicking yourself before you even started speaking but doing it anyway, “So.”

“Hm?”

“You and Jesse, huh?”

“Me and her, what?” He blinked in surprise before his eyes narrowed, “What did she say?”

“I dunno,” you said slowly, masking your unease with a shrug, “Somethin’ ‘bout her husband
breaking his leg.” 

“Ah,” Ari sighed, shaking his head with a roll of his eyes, “Alqirfu.”

You scoffed, a slight smirk making its way to your face as you leaned back against the wall, “When
did that happen?”

“A few years back,” he said, looking at the plane with a shake of his head, “It was…spur of the
moment. Her idea. We figured we’d make the most of the time we have.” 

— “Marry me?” —

— “You already asked. I said yes, remember?” —

— “No, mi amor, me refiero ahora.” No, my love, I mean now. —

You flinched lightly, brushing off your shoulder as Danny’s voice blew past your ear like he was just
standing next to you. 

Ari continued, not noticing as you shifted in your seat to glance over your shoulder, “People like us
—”

“Usually have a short lifespan.” you finished for him with a nod.

He clicked his tongue with a nod, “Something like that.”

“Congratulations.” 

— “Ah! Mi amor, I think I’m in love with you.” —

— “Considering you already asked me to marry you, I’d hoped you’d had that already figured out.”
—

“Thank you.” Ari nodded, grunting as he worked his way back to his feet. He grabbed his crutches
and stretched before turning back to you, “Speaking of Jesse, I’d better make sure she’s still
sleeping.”

You hummed in response, trying to relax back as he hobbled back toward the plane.  

— “Mi amor,” he mumbled, cocking his head to the side and letting his eyes search yours, “You’ve
got that look. You’re worried about something. What is it?” —

— “Nothing to worry your pretty head about.” —



— “As much as I love it when you call me pretty...” Danny paused, a frown tugging at the corner of
his lips before he tried again, more stern this time, “(F/N), are you okay?” —

“No,” you whispered to yourself, trying to shake away his voice as it whispered in your ear, “You’re
gone and you’re not coming back.”

— Danny scoffed, sitting up so that he was leaning over you and he pressed your shoulder against the
bed so you were laying on your back and looking up at him. His head cocked to the side as he studied
you, his brows furrowing before he spoke, “Liar. What's going on? Mi amor, you've had that look
since Colombia.” —

“It’s all my fault,” you muttered, holding your head in your hands as a phantom arm was slung over
your shoulder, “I should have told you.”

— “(F/N), mi amor,” he mumbled back, shaking his head as he began to rub your back, “Stop. You
don’t owe me all your secrets.” —

“No.” Your voice cracked as you shook your head, “I could’ve stopped it. We could’ve figured it out
together.”

— “You okay?” He gathered you into his arms, sitting on the desert floor and tucking you safely to his
chest, “Mi amor, look at me. Are you okay?” —  

You yelped as an arm wrapped around your waist, tugging you into a warm chest before another pair
of hands cupped your cheeks.

“Hey!” Duke’s voice came rumbling through your ears, trying to pull you back to the present, “Deep
breaths, kiddo. You okay?”

— Danny’s jaw set into place, he glared at each of the bodies before pressing a kiss to your forehead.
He stooped his head lower, gently nuzzling his nose against yours, “¿Estás bien? Mi amor, answer
me.” —

“I’m so sorry,” you whispered, your eyes unfocused on the person in front of you as they opened, “It’s
all my fault.”

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —

Boone reached up to thumb away tears spilling down your cheeks, “Easy, baby. Talk to me. What’s
going on?”

“I’m so sorry.”

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —

You squeezed your eyes shut, shoving Boone’s hands away as you tried to get out of Duke’s arms. 

“Get Mendez, now,” Duke barked, not letting you squirm away from him, “(F/N), breathe. You’re
okay. You’re with me and Boonie, remember? You’re safe.”

— “Hey, shh,” he hushed you, slowly rolling his head to get a better look at you, “Mi amor. It's okay.
You're gonna be okay.” — 



— “Deep breaths,” he whispered, squeezing your hand, “Deep breaths. You're okay.” —

A choked sob wracked through your throat as you quit fighting against Duke and clasped onto his
shirt. He held you tightly, keeping you steady as vision of the past played out in front of you. 

“I’m sorry,” you croaked, shivering in his arms and flinched as the fire crackled, “Sorry. I’m so
sorry.”

Duke frowned, shaking his head and smoothing your hair, “You didn’t do nothin’ wrong.”

— “Stay with me?” —

— “Always, mi amor,” he whispered with ragged breaths, gently stroking your hand with his thumb,
“Always.” —

“I killed him,” you cried, your breath catching in your chest as Duke let go of you, “It’s all my fault.”

A pair of footsteps sprinted through the night; you flinched as they grew closer.

— You took a deep breath, steadying your breathing as heavy boot falls fell from one of the vehicles.
You could feel the steps through the sand as they came closer and you closed your eyes. —

“What happened?”

“I don’t know. Something set her off. I haven’t seen one like this in a long time.”

— “No!” you shrieked, your voice cutting through the desert in a slurred yell, “Lemme go!” —

“I killed him,” you whispered, wincing as Duke was replaced by another form, “I killed him.”

You winced as a light flashed in your eye before Raffa’s familiar voice floated through the night,
“Killed who, Teniente? C’mon, talk to me, Devil Dog. What’s going on?”

“Danny,” You managed to mutter, wincing back a pair of cool fingers pressed against your pulse
point, “I killed Danny. It’s all my fault.”

“Oh,” Boone whispered, settling herself on a rock behind you and gently running her fingers over
your hair, “Sweetheart.”

— “Danny!” you screeched, squirming out of the man’s hold and back to the desert floor. You turned
on the man in an instant, kicking out his knees before crawling back toward Danny. You fumbled
through the sand, reaching for Danny’s hand, “Please, wake up! Mi amor! Please! I need you!” —  

Duke plopped down on the other side of you, rubbing his hand on your back in an attempt to bring
you back to reality. 

“(F/N),” Raffa said quietly, trying to grab your attention, “You remember what Rule Number Six is?”

You blinked, a frown working to your face as you finally focused on his face, “What?”

“What’s Rule Number Six?”

“Stick to the shadows.”

“Mhm,” he hummed, flashing his flashlight in your eyes again, “What about Rule 21?”



“Never ever argue with a guy holding an AK-47.”

He scoffed lightly, nodding to Boone and Duke before relaxing, “How’d you learn that one?”

“The hard way.”

Duke chuckled, reaching up to wipe away the stray tears that were staining your cheeks, “You okay?”

“I think so.” You nodded slowly, taking a deep breath and trying to relax as you looked to Raffa,
“Thanks.”

“No problem, Teniente.” He smiled, “I’ve been practicing grounding techniques with Dr. Lee. Turns
out they’re pretty handy.”

Raffa's smile faded for a moment as he ran his hands down his face and looked you over.

“Look, (F/N),” he said slowly, “I know you don’t wanna talk about it, and that’s okay, but you do
need to get some sleep. You’re gonna drive yourself crazy if you don’t.”

You sighed, tucking your knees to your chest, “I know.”

“Therefore,” he started, shoving his flashlight into his pocket and nodding to Boone, “I’m putting
Cavanaugh on babysitting duty.”

“No, wait—” You shook your head before she cut you off.

“I get to be in charge?” She grinned, patting your knee gently, “Oh, this is exciting. You’re going
straight to bed and you're sleeping for at least 10 hours. At least.”

“But…Boone—”

“No. Doctor’s orders. Me, aka the most awesomest gift to the entire world, is in charge,” she said,
hopping to her feet and holding out her hand to you.

“Fine.” You sniffled, letting her help you up before wiping your eyes again, “But only for a few
days.”

“More like a few weeks,” Raffa corrected, raising a brow as you glared at him. 

“But—”

“Doctor’s orders, (F/N),” Duke said, instantly siding with both Raf and Boone as you leveled a glare
against him too. 

You sighed, shaking your head, “Fine.”

“I hate to break this up…whatever this is,” Zac’s voice came from behind you. He grimaced as you
turned to him.

Boone frowned, “I thought you were sleeping, Norway.”

“I was,” Zac said, handing Boone the laptop in his hands, “Until I got this.”

Boone’s brows knitted together, “We’re gonna have some company.”



Your heart dropped, your breath catching in your chest again, “Ollie? He found us?”

Duke set his hand on your shoulder, gently pulling you back against him.

“No.” Zac shook his head, “We’ve got displaced agents worldwide scrambling to find safe haven. It’s
gotten to the point they could pose a security risk to the rest of Aftermath if they’re caught.”  

“They can’t go to Olympus,” Duke said slowly, “The Alliance and the Defiance are off the radar.” 

“With the Pit and Delta Base evacuated, we don’t have enough safehouses to keep everyone off the
grid.” Boone nodded, “If we’re not careful, something’s gonna give.”

You glanced around you, pointing at the crumbling walls around you, “We don’t have anywhere here
to keep them housed either.” 

“Nah,” she said, following your gaze, “Like I said, we get this place cleaned up. We put cots where
we can make the place look nice. Homey.”

Duke pulled you tighter against him, “Worse comes to worst, there’s a bunker a few miles down the
mountain—”

“No. Not the bunker,” you snapped, pushing away from Duke with a growl, “We’re not going there.” 

“What do I tell them?” Zac frowned, glancing between the four of you.  

You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose, “We’ll make it work. Let them come.”

Bucky sped down the dirt road, only slowing when the tires finally hit pavement. 

The truck was right where he’d left it, so were the keys. And, just like he’d predicted, it started like a
charm. 

The next part was less than smooth. 

The 10 miles back to the small town were almost torturous, not because the three men were squished
on the bench seat together or because the engine droned so loudly and rattled the cab so hard Bucky
couldn’t hear himself think. 

No. It was because he was filled with more and more dread every mile as visions of what must’ve
happened at the house played in front of his eyes. 

Was she ambushed? Did she know they were coming for her? Why did they choose then? Why did
she let him go?

Why her?

Bucky sighed, trying to shove away the thought as he turned onto Main Street, but a frown found its
way to his face. 

There was no one in the streets. 

New Eden was completely empty. 



It was a ghost town. 

His frown deepened as he stopped in front of Amma’s store and killed the engine. The open sign
wasn’t flickering in the window. In fact, no lights were on at all. 

Bucky threw open the door to the truck, stepping out and practically sprinting to the front doors to
open them. 

Only to find them locked. 

He turned slowly, the concern on his face mirroring itself in both Sam and Steve. 

“Somethin’ doesn't feel right, Buck,” Steve said, glancing at Sam as he cupped his hands against the
store windows and peeked inside. 

Sam pulled away with a nod, looking back over the quiet street, “It’s way too damn quiet.”

Bucky nodded, taking off down the front of the building and hurtling over the railing before taking off
toward the door to Amma’s apartment at the back of the store. Sprinting up the stairs, he slammed his
hand against the door before stepping back as his heart hammered in his chest. 

No answer. 

A shuddered breath managed to sneak past his lips as he slammed his fist against the door this time. 

Nothing. 

He shook his head, not bothering for Sam or Steve to show up, before shoving his shoulder into the
door and wincing as it flew off the hinges. 

A darkened room greeted him, along with silence. 

No one was there. 

Amma was gone.  

“Buck!” Steve called, bursting into the room after him and taking a quick look around as Bucky
turned to him. 

“Something’s wrong,” he whispered, “We need to get back to the Tower. Now.”
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Breaking Radio Silence

Chapter Summary

Bucky glared at Peter, scaring him enough to back off before Bucky spoke again, “What
happened in New Eden?”

“I—”

“What did you do to Amma?” he asked, not giving her time to think and hoping Stark would
work faster, “Or did she work with you the whole time?”

“What? What do you mean?” Her voice raised slightly, both in confusion and sudden fear,
“Amma’s not— She’s—”

“Gone,” Bucky finished for her, “Amma is gone.”

(F/N) went completely silent this time, as though he had actually surprised her.

“Where is Amma, (F/N)?”

But, again, there was no answer.

Just painful silence that spilled through the room.

And then…she hung up. 
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Storms don't last forever.

Oliver grumbled to himself, trudging through the desert before ducking into the remnants of his
laboratory. Fleets of guards were swarming the halls now; removing bodies and cleaning up the mess
(F/N) had left in her wake. 

It was carnage. 

Absolute carnage. 

He’d left the Avengers Tower almost an hour after the woman’s rampage; making sure to cover his
tracks before he disappeared into the night. 

He wasn’t sure what (F/N) was trying to do or what her plan was but he did know one thing:

She was up to something and he couldn’t predict her next move. 
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Much to his chagrin. 

Oliver growled to himself, marching down the hall and glancing up at the destroyed security cameras
before bursting through the doors of his labs. 

The doors slammed against the walls; making everyone inside the room flinch as they nearly flew off
their hinges. His glare raked through the lab, skimming over everybody before landing on the terminal
(F/N) had pulled from. 

“How bad is it?” he snarled, stalking toward the terminal and running his fingers lighting over each of
the drives that remained before stopping at the empty slot. 

“She killed 20 of our men—” 

Oliver swung around with a low hiss, his brows knitting together as his eyes narrowed, “I meant
Aerocell.” 

“All our systems are down,” one of his agents gulped, hugging a laptop close to her chest as she
backed away from him, “She knew exactly where the chip was.” 

A frown curled to his face as his gaze shifted back to the empty slot. He ran his fingers over the tray
with another hiss. 

How did she know?

(F/N) was smart but she wasn’t that smart. She knew nothing about computers; let alone running a
tracing program back through the attack and to his labs. 

Unless…

“She had help,” he mumbled, his gaze darkening slightly. 

He’d missed another one. She had Dugan by her side so what other one had survived? 

It couldn’t have been Cavanaugh, Rogers confirmed she was down. 

He doubted the little one had survived the crash. 

But…then there was the Russian one. He could see that one making it out of the wreckage. 

That was it. 

(F/N) had rampaged; the others had assisted her from the wings as she took center stage. 

Oliver blinked. 

Is that what that was? A performance?

Or was it something more of a message?

Either way, she’d been on display for all to see and the Avengers were scrambling over themselves to
find her before she did it again. 

“24 hours,” he growled, grabbing onto one of his agent’s shirts and pulling him in front of him. He
ignored the yelp that left the man’s throat and the collective flinch that rocked through the room,



“This is her last 24 hours as a free woman. Find her.” 

You stretched lightly before curling back underneath the thin blanket that was curled around you and
squeezing your eyes shut. 

A thin beam of morning sun slipped through the fluttering curtains, followed by a warm breeze that
spilled through the open window. Sparkling dust danced on the wafting air, bringing with it the
glorious sound of droning power tools. 

You grumbled to yourself, rolling your eyes at the sound and shoving a pillow over your head. 

It had been just over a month since you’d landed in Colombia. Your team had taken over the area
almost immediately and the chaos of the world outside the little valley was replaced with a different
kind of chaos. 

The kind that included paint and shovels and power tools…evidently. 

You supposed it was a nicer kind of chaos; one you didn’t necessarily have to be part of. 

In fact, it was mostly Boone and Duke taking care of most of the renovations, with the help of a few
operatives that had taken refuge with you and a few of Duke’s friends from the village below. 

And when they weren’t attempting to fix the house, they were babysitting you. 

The adrenaline that had been almost constantly running through your veins while you were on the run
had dissipated, finally leaving your body to relax. 

But now you didn’t want to leave the comfort and solitude of your bed. 

You whined slightly, rolling over to glance at Boone’s bed that was shoved in the other corner of the
room and sighing when you realized it was empty. 

Which meant Boone would probably be back to force you out of bed. 

If she didn’t, Duke would.

And if he didn’t, Raffa would. 

But, if worse came to worse—if none of them came in—the task would be left up to Belov. 

Which would not be as pleasant as the other three. You’d learned that from experience. 

At least Boone and Duke usually brought breakfast and all Raffa would do is jump on your bed…
Belov, on the other hand, knew where they kept the buckets, and the newly refurbished pool water
was still freezing cold. 



You were not about to let the Rampaging Russian do that…again. 

You slowly rolled out of bed, your toes curled as they hit the cool hardwood floor and you winced as
the headache that had been plaguing you—both day and night—pulsated. 

It came and went like a tide but the memories stayed securely moored at the forefront of your mind. It
was getting harder to shake them, they stayed tethered so effortlessly it almost hurt, so you distracted
yourself by keeping a close eye on everyone else. 

Belov—when he wasn’t giving you very rude awakenings—was chasing around Boone and Yelena.
He was also coordinating with the operatives that roamed through the halls. They were building a
network, trying to make sure new safehouses were being put into place for others to stay and that they
could make it there safely. 

Ari and Jesse stayed cooped up in their room most of the time. Ari’s leg was slowly healing but he’d
begun pacing through the halls with Jesse by his side. 

Duke was helping Boone with most of the heavy lifting while Jack slept off the rest of his painkillers.
His fever had gone down slightly but he was feeling much better. So much so, he’d forced Duke to go
on a run around the property with him. He’d returned looking rejuvenated while Duke fought for
every breath he took. 

Zac kept a close eye on Walsh, the Tower, and Aerocell. Boone had entrusted him with the chip as he
attempted to rebuild what was left of Athena and reclaim remnants of the Archives to keep them from
falling into the wrong hands. 

Raffa helped Boone and Duke with the renovation for about a week, until they got the pool
functioning. You hadn’t seen much of him since, unless he was doing rounds between you, Ari, Jesse,
and Jack. 

Yelena hadn’t spent much time at the mansion. She worked the city below, making sure any
operatives that were in need of help found their way to you while also making sure no one had
followed you. 

And then there was you…someone you hadn’t been keeping as close of an eye on despite Boone’s
babysitting. 

You retreated back into your room for most of the days, fitfully sleeping off the events of what had
happened a month prior and roaming the rebuilt halls of the mansion alone with your thoughts. 

There was still a part of you begging you to run; begging you to make sure the rest of the team was
kept safe and away from the havoc Ollie was crafting while you ran at it head-on. 

Then there was the other part of you. It reveled in the peace and quiet that surrounded the once
mayhem-inflicted mansion…despite the damn power tools that were constantly whirring outside your
bedroom door. 

And then there was an even smaller part of you, one that was beginning to grow with every day you
spent hiding. 

You wanted to hear his voice. 

Bucky. 



You wanted to tell him the truth. You wanted to go running back to him but you were terrified of what
Oliver would do if he found out. He would retaliate now that you had Aerocell, that much was
painfully obvious. Once he found you, he would spare no expense in taking you down and taking
back the chip. 

He wouldn’t care what he broke or who he killed until he finished his mission; until you were back
into Novak’s care. 

Finally, there was a faded part of you. One that listened to the wisps of memories that whispered to
you around the corners of the halls. One that took control of your feet in the middle of the night,
sending you careening for the place where it all seemed to get a bit more personal. The place where
you’d destroyed everything Dr. Novak had worked for and, more than likely, decided you were just
the right amount of trouble for him. 

You weren’t sure why you were steered in the direction of the destroyed bunker in the dead of the
night; you were more than positive that nothing was left. 

And you were sure that the place would have none of the answers you were desperately needing to
complete the story. 

You groaned to yourself, pulling a shirt over your head before puffing a strand of hair from your face
and tugging open the curtains. A burst of warm sunlight hurried through the window, dappled by the
fluttering trees surrounding the mansion. 

Still, it was like the bunker called out to you. Like it was beckoning you to find it again; promising it
held all the answers you were seeking. 

You shook away the whispers that snuck through the trees and the phantom shadows that lurked
around every corner. 

It was a delicate balance, the calling of the past and your urge to follow it. 

You already knew what happened, you were just missing some of the details and they would be just as
painful as the memories that tormented you. 

You saw him die. You watched Ollie die. You swore it. You held him in your arms before you were
torn away from him. 

But, there he was. Reappearing after all these years stronger than you had ever seen him. 

And if that part was a lie, if his death was somehow fabricated by Novak, what else was only an act?

You sighed, closing the windows and trying to silence the whispers that blew through the trees as you
slipped on a jacket and stepped toward the door. 

As much as your curiosity was leading you toward the bunker—tempting you with answers—you
knew there was only one person that had them. 

Oliver. 

But you didn’t know if he was going to give them to you without a fight or without playing whatever
game he fancied. 

With a roll of your eyes, you pulled your hair back and ducked out the door. 



You knew it was a trap, that your memories were just waiting to claw their way back behind your eyes
and take over but that didn’t mean you weren’t curious. 

It also didn’t mean you weren’t about to let it get the best of you. 

You’d already let the Ghost out once, why not appease her with one more fling of recklessness?

What was the worst thing that could happen?

— “This must be some kind of government compound,” Ollie said under his breath, surveying the
scene. —

— “Just sitting here, barely miles away from cocaine fields?” you asked, brows furrowing, “I don’t
think so.” —

“У тебя все нормально?” Belov’s voice came from behind you, making you wince slightly as his
footsteps echoed across the tile floor. Are you okay?

You nodded slowly, realizing you had been paused at the top of the grand, mosaicked staircase. 

“Yeah.”

He raised a brow, setting the sloshing bucket of water on the ground and slowly kicking it away from
him as you glared at him, “You don’t look okay.” 

“Thank you, Belov,” you scoffed, rolling your eyes and continuing down the stairs before you paused
and glanced out the window again. 

“Пожалуйста.” He nodded, stepping down beside you before stopping and following your gaze,
“What are you looking at?”

— “This isn’t smart, (F/N),” he warned in your ear. —

“The past.” You replied simply, shaking away Ollie’s voice and quickly hopping down the stairs.  

A scoff sounded from the Russian as he kept pace with you, “You’re so dramatic.”

You rolled your eyes again, sending him a scowl before your gaze was pulled to the wooden doors in
the entryway.

— “Don’t do it,” Oliver hissed as you rocked onto your toes, “We’re alone here, you don’t have any
backup.” —

— “I can’t leave it be.” —  

You swallowed, calling after the man as he stepped past you, “Belov?”

“Да?”

“Wanna be my Robin today?” you asked, smirking softly at the look that crossed his face as he turned
to you. 

A smile spread across his face as it lit up, “Какая?”

“Come for a walk with me?” You nodded toward the door and to the forest outside the mansion. 



Belov cocked his head to the side, glancing between you and the door before he ducked into his room
and grabbed his backpack. He slung it over his shoulder with a hum, “Right behind you, Batman.” 

Duke hummed to himself, pinching a pencil between his teeth as he slid one last board through the
table saw before shutting off the blade. He heaved the board over his shoulder, stepping across the
sparkling, patterned tile before hopping up a stepladder to place it in its spot. 

He wasn’t going to lie, he never thought they’d make this much progress on the heaping junkpile that
was Las Serpiente Blanca’s home base. The far side wall that had been completely destroyed was now
completely cleared; leaving them with an unobscured view of the grassy clearing that shifted like
water in the breeze. They’d patched and repainted the stucco back to a bright white which was offset
by newly-stained, dark timber arches that lined the courtyard. Boone had personally replaced some of
the burnt orange roof tiles and cleaned each of the windows. 

She’d also managed to sneak into Medellín a few times to gather supplies for the dozens of rooms
they’d cleaned for the team and other operatives that were staying with them and new plants and
flowers that she’d carefully placed in the courtyard and around the front entryway. 

Duke grunted, sliding the board into place on the newly erected pergola before securing it with the
nail gun that was strapped to his side and wiping his brow on his sleeve. 

He was going to need a nap after this one. 

He didn’t know why he was so invested in the damn place. Las Serpiente Blanca had wreaked havoc
over the area and after (F/N) and the team had gotten rid of most of them, he’d personally taken care
of the leftovers. 

And, yet, here he was, rebuilding the place. 

Maybe he was just using it as a distraction from every stressor that was trying to get at him or, maybe,
he liked the thought of the place being rebuilt by the good guys. 

At least, he thought they were the good guys. He hoped they were, at least. 

All that could change the instant (F/N) laid eyes on Walsh again. 

Until then, he would just keep building and relaxing with his fiance. 

Speaking of…

Duke glanced behind him, sending a lopsided smile up to the man on the balcony above him. 

“You gonna come down and help?” he asked, sending a wink up to the man, “Or are you just gonna
watch.”

“I like watching you work,” Jack called back, taking a sip of coffee as he rested against the railing, “It
makes your butt look good.”

“¡Órale!” Raffa snapped from somewhere around the corner, “There are other people around, ya
nasties. ¡Consigue una habitación!” Get a room!

Duke chuckled, checking the board one last time before hopping to the ground and looking over his
work with a nod. He wiped the sweat from his forehead once more before ducking into the shade and



glancing back up at Jack. 

They’d been offered the primary bedroom on the ground floor but Jack had insisted they wanted the
one balcony, simply because he wanted the exercise of ‘conquering the stairs’. 

Whatever that meant. 

Even then, Jack still wasn’t back to 100% but it seemed he was healing faster and faster every day and
his fever had dropped slightly. He was getting around more or less like normal, but he still got winded
easily and his muscles were stiff and sore. 

Duke sighed, tearing his eyes away from the man and spinning his engagement ring around his
finger. 

A month had gone by and Duke still had a hard time leaving Jack’s side. It had been over a month
since he’d almost lost him. 

He paused, his jaw clenching at the thought. 

He could have lost him that day. Duke was almost as lucky as Jack had been. 

He cursed himself lightly, there was so much they wanted to do together. If Duke hadn’t taken so long
to finally go out with him, he could have proposed sooner, they could have gotten married sooner;
they could have started their lives together sooner. 

Duke sighed, twisting the band before he stopped. 

He didn’t know how much time they had left; with each other or apart. 

Why not make the most of it?

He blinked with a quick nod, turning in his tracks to look over the arch-line courtyard. 

Duke took off into the mansion, slipping past a group of operatives before practically tripping over
himself up the spiraling stairs. He hurtled down the hall before bursting into their room and skidding
to a stop across the hardwood.

“Jack!”

The man poked his head back into the room, glancing over Duke worriedly as he stepped back inside
and closed the doors to the balcony, “You okay?”

“Yes.” He nodded quickly as a smile erupted across his face, “More than okay.”

Jack raised an unconvinced brow, leaning against the wall and folding his arms over his chest, “You
sure?”

Duke nodded again, ignoring the look that crossed his fiance’s face, “I’ve been doing some thinking.” 

“I can tell. How’s your head feel?” he asked, pushing away from the wall and reaching over to brush
some hair out of Duke’s face and press his palm to his forehead, “It looks like all that thinking hurt.”

“Shut up.” Duke smacked away his hand, sending him a glare as his lips pressed into a thin line, “I’m
serious.”



“Hm.” Jack raised a brow with a hum, still unconvinced, “Not a good look on you, handsome.”

He rolled his eyes with a whine, “Jack, please.”

A chuckle rumbled through Jack’s throat, “Sorry. What were you thinking?”

“It’s time.” 

“That’s ominous.” Another laugh echoed through the room as he shook his head and turned away
from him. He took a few steps across the room, under Duke’s careful gaze before he paused, as
though his words had finally made sense. Jack turned back to him with wide eyes; they quickly
flicked over him before he finally spoke, “Wait…Are you…”

“Yes.” 

Jack blinked, striding back across the room to stand in front of Duke, “Here?”

“Why not?” Duke shrugged, allowing a small smile to curl to his lips. 

“Now?”

“No time like the present,” he said with a confident nod, “What do you think?”

Jack scoffed this time, taking a step back to look over Duke again, “I think you’ve lost your mind.” 

“The head trauma is only helping me along a little bit, I promise.” 

A low sigh breathed through Jack’s lips as his face softened and his eyes seemed to twinkle, “You’re
sure?”

“Only if you are.” He nodded, taking Jack’s hands in his own, “The only thing I’ve wanted for a
really long time is you…and maybe a nap later…and maybe a snack after that—”

“Duke!”

“Jack, I wanna be with you for the rest of my life,” Duke managed to breathe, squeezing his hands,
“And I don’t wanna wait any longer. Marry me?”

Jack licked his lips with a curt nod, “I already said yes—”

“Lemme reword it,” Duke said quickly, shaking his head to cut Jack off before he took a deep breath,
“Marry me sooner rather than later?”

“Yes.”

You ducked under a branch, carefully leading Belov through the thick brush with a grunt. The road up
to the mansion was overgrown, only two deep ruts in the ground marked where it had been. Another
low grumble left your throat as you kicked a bush out of the way, trying to clear a path for Belov who
was meandering slowly behind you. 

Puffing a strand of hair from your face, you paused and glanced behind you, “This was not as bad last
time I was here.” 



“Considering you were here almost seven years ago, I would assume so—” Belov began to hum
before you cut him off with a scowl. 

“Belov.” 

“Sorry, Batman.” he chuckled with a shrug before ducking under a branch, “I think Беда has machete
hidden under her mattress—don’t ask how I know. We should have brought it.”

“A little late for that,” you laughed, stepping over a log before coming to a stop at the top of a hill. 

— “This is a stupid idea,” Ollie huffed from behind you as he followed you deeper into the forest. —

— “Shut up, Oliver,” you sighed, trying to find tire tracks in the dry dirt. —

The valley below was almost completely overgrown with grass; the remnants of the bunker were
singed black and scattered through the clearing. Hollowed skeletons of charred vehicles were tangled
in vines and bushes were growing up through the floorboards. 

You swallowed thickly, looking over the place one more before slowly making your way down the
hill. 

— “This isn’t smart, (F/N),” he warned in your ear. —

— “What isn’t smart is letting this go without investigating it,” you said gesturing to the whole base,
“It looks like some sort of bunker. See how low to the ground it is? And how small? There’s no way a
building this size could house that many people. There’s gotta be more underground.” —

He knew. 

Oliver knew exactly what it was. He knew exactly what you were getting into. 

He knew. 

He let you go straight into the mad Doctor's lair. He’d backed off for that exact reason. He either
didn’t want to get caught with you or he’d snuck back around to warn Novak himself. 

Either way, you’d blown the place to smithereens without a second thought. 

You ruined all of Novak’s work; putting a target on your back and your team’s. Hell, even Oliver had
probably been in trouble with Novak. 

And it was all your fault. 

“Ты в порядке?” Belov asked, coming to stop by your side as you reached the valley floor. 

“Y-Yeah, I’m fine.” You nodded, continuing through the grass that swayed lazily in the wind, “Let’s
go.”

— “Don’t do it,” Oliver hissed as you rocked onto your toes, “We’re alone here, you don’t have any
backup.” —

— “I can’t leave it be.” —  

Chunks of metal stuck out of the dirt, partially camouflaged with pale green moss that grew in the
shade. Craters sunk into the ground, throwing you off your footing as you stepped through the



clearing toward the ruins you’d left of the bunker. 

“Not much left.” Belov frowned at the place, lightly kicking a mass of debris as he followed you
closer to the building. 

“Yeah,” you said with a sigh, “I know.”

The front of the bunker had nearly caved in, closing itself off to the rest of the clearing and hiding the
inside from your sight. You paused in yourself as the metal building creaked in the wind, almost
warning you not to go in.

But you still went. 

You walked along the front face before finding a loose piece of metal siding and peeling it out of the
way; it stained your hands with ash as you pulled away before ducking inside. 

— Bright white walls and lights caused stacked metal boxes to gleam from where they were strewn.
The concrete floor sloped downward the farther back it went into the bunker. Two elevators stood next
to each other in one of the corners, while an access stairway sat alone in the opposite corner. —

The concrete almost seemed to crack and shift under your feet as you moved through a tangle of
metal beams and plants that had snuck in through the cracks. Spots of light shot through bullet holes
in the ceiling, only just lighting your way. 

“Here,” Belov said, nudging your shoulder with a flashlight.

You nodded in thanks, clicking on the light and wandering further into the building. The part of the
building that had held the access stairway had completely collapsed but the one with the elevators…
that one you might be able to make it work. 

Slipping through the rubble, you finally made it to one of the elevator shafts. The doors were crooked
and a slew of rubble had barricaded them from being open.

Of course, that didn’t stop you. 

You sighed, reaching down to the stones that were in your way and carefully rolling them back across
the floor. 

“Let me—” Belov started before you threw a rather large rock over your shoulder, it cracked the
concrete as it bounced along the floor and he sighed, “Nevermind. You’ve got it. That’s fine. I didn’t
want to help you anyway.” 

You chuckled, running your flashlight along the door before prying them open and taking a look
inside the shaft. A pile of rocks blocked your way to the bottom floor, but you could still get to the
one below you. 

You swung into the shaft, handing him the flashlight and gently letting yourself down, “C’mon,
Belov.” 

“I didn’t sign up for this!” he called, holding the light for you as you cleared a few more rocks and
went to work on opening the elevator doors on the floor below.

“You said you were down to play Robin!”



“You said we were going on walk,” he said, grumbling to himself as he lowered himself down into the
shaft and handed you back the light, “You left out vital information. On purpose!”

You scoffed, shoving open the doors and slipping inside the abandoned hall, “C’mon, Belov.”

“I’m coming. I’m coming,” the Russian mumbled before whispering under his breath, “Это глупо.”
This is dumb. 

“I heard that,” you called over your shoulder, turning to the secondary elevator and beginning to open
its doors. 

“Of course, you did,” he grunted, shimmying through the door and sighing as you slipped into the
secondary shaft, “О...трахни меня.”

The secondary shaft was more or less clear, leaving you with an unobscured view of the bottom as
you climbed down it. A hiss left your lips as a light bead of sweat dripped down your forehead as you
made your way to the bottom of the shaft and what was left of the elevator car. Belov mumbled curses
under his breath the entire time; mostly directed at himself for being an idiot and following you into
another bullshit ‘adventure’. 

“(F/N),” he whined from above you as you balanced your flashlight on your shoulder and worked on
freeing the top hatch of the car.

“You’re fine, Belov,” you said, grunting as the hatch didn’t budge and you resorted to kicking it in,
“We’re almost done.”

“I don’t want to be your Robin anymore,” he grumbled as you lowered yourself into the car and he
finally began climbing down to meet you.

You scoffed with a roll of your eyes as another whine echoed from above you, “Belov.”

He sighed, tightening his backpack straps before climbing down to meet you and you began working
on the elevator’s doors. 

— The place was dark, you could barely see in front of you as you made your way down the passage.
—

— The building had been carved into the stone, it was almost like walking through a catacomb.
Different tunnels jutted out in different directions almost every step you took. —

— Scratch that, it wasn’t a catacomb, it was a labyrinth. —

Sucking a hiss through your teeth, you wrenched the doors open and finally arrived at your
destination. 

And what a destination it was. 

The bottom floor that had once housed Dr. Novak’s Morgue was completely caved in. You could
barely make it five feet without running into a wall of stone. 

— It was quiet, the hum of old electricity and your footsteps echoing the only breath of life this place
had seen in years. Thick concrete walls had layers of dust and, had it not been freezing outside, you
were sure there would have been cobwebs everywhere. — 



You knew the explosion you had set off would be powerful. It had sent a shockwave miles away and
destroyed much of the bunker and forest. But…seeing it with your own eyes was something else
entirely. 

Seeing the destruction caused by your own hands…it felt different. 

It’s all your fault. 

You steadied yourself, flashing your light across the hall before stepping over some rocks and taking
down some of the walls. 

“Captain, I would very much like to go back to mansion now,” Belov said from behind you, sighing
as you handed him his flashlight and continued to dig through the debris, “I am Robin’d out.”

— "What are you doing, Ghost? Put that down!” —

— “This..this is for Oliver, Doc.” —

“Just a bit further,” you mumbled, trying to clear a path as best you could. 

— “You’re going to regret this, Ghostie!” Novak’s hoarse voice came from behind you. You stooped to
snatch a gun from a fallen guard and swung around, sending a spray of bullets into the concrete
prison before launching the gun into the smoke. —

You froze as Belov’s hand landed on your shoulder. 

“Нет, Captain,” he said, “End of the line.” 

You sighed, glancing up at the wall of rock in front of you and then down at your bloodied fingertips. 

“Let’s go. Come. There’s nothing here.”

You nodded, letting him pull you back toward the elevator shafts. 

— You could barely keep your eyes open as you looked up to him, “We run away together.” —

— “That would never work,” he said, his eyes unchanging and dark as he smoothed hair gently away
from your face before withdrawing his hands. —

— “Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against
your fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?” —

You sighed, watching Belov climb back up the elevator before reaching back down to offer you his
hand and you took it; letting him pull you back into the secondary shaft before he began climbing
back up. 

— “Where would we go?” —

— You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer. “Anywhere,” you managed to mumble,
“Everywhere!” —

— The Soldier backed away from the table, back into the shadows, “Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая
девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl —



You closed your eyes as you rolled back into the first hallway you’d been in before rolling to your
stomach and working your way to your feet. You trudged behind Belov as he led you out of the ruins
of the bunker; through the first elevator shaft and back to solid ground before snaking through the
maze of destruction. 

— Your hands wandered the stone walls around it, feeling them crack under your touch and sending
white light streaming through the splits in the rock. Heat came shooting through the crevices, fresh,
desert air hit you like a ton of bricks as your hands found the lever for the door. You snapped the lever
up and over, leaning against the door with all your weight until it finally swung open. —

— Diving out into the sea of sand, you took off like a shot. Finding yourself in the middle of nowhere,
flinching under the intense, burning sunlight and the sound of your bare feet sizzling against the sand.
—

You winced as you stepped back into the sun and glared into the ground. 

It had all been a waste of time. There was nothing left and why would you think there would be?

You were damn good at your job, you weren’t going to leave anything behind for anyone to find. 

You left a trail of destruction in your wake, just like the Commander had taught you; just like you
were trained to do. 

A hiss slipped through your teeth as you pinched the bridge of your nose and accidentally ran into
Belov’s back. 

He glanced back at you, looking you over before plopping down in the grass and patting the ground
beside him before relaxing back to soak in the sun. You sat beside him, plucking a stem of grass to
curl it through your fingers. 

“I’ve asked this twice today but…” Belov started quietly, his jaw clenching before he relaxed back
and sent you a worried glance, “У тебя все нормально?”

You nodded slowly, sitting in silence for a moment as a breeze swept through the valley, “I’m sorry.”

“For?”

“Wasting your time today.”

Belov clicked his tongue with a shake of his head, “No. I’m sorry.”

You raised a brow, looking over him slowly, “For?”

“Not finding what you were looking for.” 

“Ah.” You shrugged, biting your lip as you fell back into the grass, “I figured the answers weren’t
going to be here, I was just—”

“Hoping it would be easier than asking him.” Belov nodded in understanding.  

“Them,” you sighed, massaging your temples before throwing an arm over your eyes to shield them
from the sun, “Both Walsh and Novak have answers but I can’t bring myself to ask them the
questions.” 



“Do you need them?”

“Hm?” you hummed, peeking out from your arm to catch a glance from him. 

“Answers,” he said, “Do you really need them?”

“I don’t know.” You shrugged, trying to relax, “I’d feel better if I had them.” 

“Then you’d better get the courage to ask them then.” 

You scoffed, rolling your eyes playfully as you smacked him, “Very helpful, Belov.” 

“I’ve been told I’m the most helpful,” he chuckled, patting dust off of his shirt and pants. 

— “Easy, doll,” he chuckled, his laugh warming your ears, “I’m...gonna stay with Steve for a while
until we work things out. Then I’mma come home.” —

— “Home?” —

— “To you.” —

— You flushed, a scoffed smile springing to your face, “James—” —

— “Listen, baby,” he said suddenly, pausing as he listened to someone on his end of the line, “I gotta
go. I’ll keep in touch, okay?” —

— You sighed, your smile falling, “Okay.” —

— “(F/N)?” —

— “Yeah?” —

— “I love you.” —  

You sighed, trying to shake away Bucky’s voice before you finally caved, “You think you can do me a
favor?”

“Another one?” Belov asked, “That’s two in one day, Cap, you better be careful.” 

You chuckled, shaking your head as you finally sat up, “Do you think you could help me make a call
to—”

“Твой парень?” Your boyfriend?

“Да.” You rolled your eyes, “I just don’t want us to get caught.” 

“Eh.” He waved you off, “Беда’s taught me a few things over the years.” 

You raised a brow as he reached into his bag and pulled out a laptop. 

“The first being: Always be prepared.” 

Boone hummed to herself, squinting as she adjusted her flashlight and pinned it against her shoulder.
She reached up, tangling her fingers through the mess of wires that ran below the mansion’s foyer and



into the courtyard. She flinched as a drop of water hit her forehead and her eyes narrowed at the damn
water pipe that leaked above her. Slipping the knife that was between her teeth out and through a pair
of wires, she snuck her hand down her side to grab a pair of splices. 

She was in a small service tunnel that ran below the ground floor; fixing the wiring was one of the last
things she had to do before her project came to a close. The tunnel was barely big enough for her to
shimmy into and she wasn’t completely sure how she was going to crawl out of this one, but she’d
figure it out eventually…hopefully. 

Honestly, she was surprised. The mansion had been in such disarray for so long, she figured it would
take months to sort it out. Luckily, she had help galore. Dozens of operatives had passed through the
halls. Some stayed, others went. Either way, they left their marks on the house before they went on
their way. 

She was seriously considering keeping the mansion as an active safehouse…maybe they could turn it
into a hotel. 

Yeah, that’s it. 

It would be a hotel—and also a safehouse—and she’d call it…

Boone paused, staring off into the distance before shaking her head. 

She’d already thought of all her good ideas, but none of them were quite right. 

She’d figure it out eventually. 

Maybe after a few more shopping sprees when she’d finished the interior she’d come up with it. 

Maybe not. 

Boone shrugged to herself, splicing together a pair of wires before nodding and glancing around her
before reaching up to the water pipe and using it to scoot herself back to the mouth of the tunnel. 

She grunted to herself, sneezing on the dust she kicked up before she popped off the grate that
covered the tunnel. Boone poked her head out, spinning herself until she looked out into the courtyard
and a Cheshire grin erupted across her face. 

The trio of fountains that were spread down the center of the courtyard bubbled and sparkled in the
sun, water finally trickling down them for the first time in years. 

Yes. 

She nodded, dragging herself out of the tunnel and kicking the grate back into place before taking a
long stride into the courtyard. 

It was by far the best thing about the mansion. The fresh, white stucco contrasted the dark wooden
beams that faced the arches and that beautiful warm wood was offset by the cool, green palm fronds
that were planted at each intersecting arch and the vines that trailed up the walls. 

Magnifique.

Boone nodded, practically dancing across the tile as she set her tools back into her belt and picked up
a watering can from the ground to water her new flowers. 



She liked this, more than she’d like to admit; making a home, building one with her friends and
family. 

There was only one thing she was missing. 

New York. 

A frown twitched to her face as she moved through her birds-of-paradise and pruned them where need
be. 

Boone wouldn’t lie, she missed her New York. She had a hard time sleeping without him and she
couldn’t help but worry about him. She knew he wouldn’t be caught, she’d taught him enough and
he’d learned enough to Romanoff to be able to take care of himself. 

But, then, he’d never lied to his friends before. 

She clicked her tongue, shooing away the negative thoughts that flashed through her mind. 

Steve had this. He had to. 

Boone scoffed at herself with a shake of her head. If anyone had told her a year ago she’d be in love
with and actively dating the world’s foremost patriot, she’d have decked them right in the face for
stupidity. 

But there she was. Fawning over and homesick over the man. 

And she regretted none of it. 

…Except for the part where she lied to him…and then got blown up…and then lied to him again…
and then got blown up again…

She paused at the thought. 

Was that a pattern developing? 

How worrisome. 

Boone frowned, drumming her fingers on the watering can before she shook it off to put the can back
in its place and turned her attention back to the house. 

She hadn’t imagined she’d actually be able to rebuild the mansion. She knew the instant she hit the
ground she’d need a project to work on. As Dr. Lee always said: Put her stress and anxiety to
something productive, not destructive. 

And she’d done it. 

She didn’t exactly feel better, but it had distracted her long enough to get through the project. 

Now she needed another one. 

A smirk curled to her face as she glanced down the long courtyard into the grassy clearing and the
pergola Duke had just finished building. 

A perfect aisle and a perfect wedding arch. 



The grin on her face got bigger; all she had to do was talk the two idiots into doing it. 

Starting…

Now. 

A slight maniac snicker snorted from her nose as she hopped back in the building and began skipping
up the stairs. 

How would she do it? Hmm…

It would be Duke that would be the problem. He was a worrywart and a perfectionist, so how did she
play him just enough to get him to say yes? It would be difficult, that was for sure. But, she had the
perfect secret wedding present arriving that would surely talk him into it—

“Ah!” Boone yelped as a hand grabbed her arm and she was tugged into a room she was going past.
She spun before she had time to think, throwing a punch into the man’s gut before she realized who it
was.

“Damnit, Boonie!” Duke sputtered, letting her go as he doubled over, “It’s me!”

“Fuck you! You dipshit!” she spat, shoving him further away from her, “What the fuck are you doing?
Sneakin’ up on me like a fuckin’ mouse. I coulda shanked you!”

“Ahhh…ow,” he groaned, setting his hands on his knees to catch his breath, “Boone, that hurt.”

“Duke Dugan!” Boone smacked his shoulder with a frown, “You can’t scare me like that.”

A light chuckle came from Jack as he stiffly moved to Duke’s side to rub his back before helping him
to the bed. 

She glared at Duke once more before she turned to the other man, “How you feelin’, Jack?” 

“Better,” he said, squeezing his fiance’s shoulder before moving toward the door.  

“Good,” she hummed, “Duke—”

He glared up at her, finally able to catch his breath, “If you hit me again, I swear to god.”

“Sorry.” Boone shrugged, “You alright?”

“Yeah.” He nodded with a wheezed scoff, “That was a good one, Boonie.”

“Thanks, I been practicing.” She grinned, flashing her teeth at Duke before she turned back to Jack.
He poked his head out the door, glancing both ways before closing it quietly. Boone’s smile was
replaced by a frown, “What’s going on, you two?”

Jack chuckled to himself, leaning on Boone slightly as he walked back to the bed and plopped down
next to Duke. They looked at each other, sharing a smile and linking hands before they looked up at
her. 

Duke licked his lips almost nervously, “We…”

He managed a laugh, his nerves clearly showing on his face as he glanced back to Jack.



“Mmhmm…” Boone raised a brow, carefully looking over the two as Duke tried to find his words.
Jack just smiled patiently and a deep blush spread across Duke’s cheeks before he glanced down at his
engagement band and sighed softly. She blinked, taking one more look between the two before a
squeal involuntarily left her lips, “Really?”

Jack scoffed, shaking his head as Boone began to bounce, “We haven’t said anything yet—”

“The look!” she crooned, practically tugging her hair out in excitement, “You looked at each other!
You’re gonna do it!”

“That doesn't mean anything, Boonie,” Duke chuckled as she danced around the room before pulling
up a chair in front of them.

“It means everything,” she said, peeling off her tool belt and tossing it to the floor, “And this is
perfect timing.” 

Jack raised a brow, “What?”

Boone shrugged, sitting in front of them with a grin, “I’ve got some early wedding—”

“Shh!” Duke hissed, reaching forward to press his palm against her lips, “Nobody else knows yet.” 

“—gifts,” she finished with a mumble before she paused, her eyes widening. 

No one else knew yet?

She pulled Duke’s hand away from her, looking up at him as her eyes began to water and she sniffed,
“I’m the first one you told?”

Duke scoffed, pulling her out of the chair and into a hug, “Don’t start.”

“Can we go back to where she said she already had presents coming?” Jack asked, ruffling Boone’s
hair as Duke let her go and she rubbed her eyes, “You knew?” 

“You two are so fuckin’ easy to read it’s almost depressing,” she chuckled, sniffing one more before
wiping her nose on her sleeve. 

“So what did you get us?”

“It’s a surprise, silly.”

Duke shook his head, “Look, Boonie-baby, we need your help.”

“I know,” Boone said, matter-of-factly, “I’ve been planning this since you told me you were
proposing.” 

“I told you to not to.” He deadpanned.  

“I know.” She shrugged, “And I did it anyway. Duh.”

Duke scoffed, the smile on his face fading slightly, “Listen, I do have one…minor—”

“Major—” Jack corrected him. 

“Change of plans.” 



Bucky sighed, rolling to his side and shoving hair out of his face before shoving it into the nearest
pillow. 

One month. 

One fuckin’ month. 

He hadn’t seen or heard from her in a month. She’d been missing for a month. 

After Afghanistan, she went completely silent. Not only did she disappear from the daylight, but
she’d also disappeared from the shadows. Stark couldn't find her anywhere and neither could Walsh.

And he didn’t know what to do to help. 

All he really could do was sit and wait for her to show herself. They couldn’t move until she did, nor
could they put their plans into motion until she finally showed her face. 

He swore he’d gone through all the stages of grief twice since she’d left the Tower; since she’d left
him. 

And, to make matters worse, he hadn’t heard any news from New Eden or Amma. Stark had been
digging further into it. Hell, Romanoff and Barton had dug around the town a few times, but the
residents weren’t talking to them. They didn’t like outsiders and they certainly didn’t like two spies
showing up on their doorsteps asking questions. 

After about two weeks of searching for the old woman, he thought the worst. 

What if Amma was one of them? What if she was a plant? What if she was sent there to keep an eye
on both of them? What if the whole town was in on it? What if—

Bucky growled, the sound echoing through the room as he shook the thoughts from his head. 

That last thing he needed was to delve further into conspiracy theories and questions. 

The only way he was going to get answers was to ask her herself. 

He sighed, hugging his pillow to his chest and staring out the window. 

All he wanted was to have her back. 

His gaze flicked to his phone as it vibrated on his nightstand. 

He didn’t even bother looking at the caller ID as a low snarl escaped his throat, “What?”

A soft scoff came from the other end of the line, one that was strangely familiar. He didn’t recognize
who it was until the voice spoke gently, “Hey, Soldier Boy.” 

Bucky blinked, sitting straight up in bed and sending the pillow that had been laying on his chest
flying as his mind went racing. 

What did he do? Did he say anything? Did he hang up? Did he talk to her? Was he supposed to go to
Stark? To Walsh?



What was he supposed to do?

Bucky swallowed thickly as he pushed away the flood of emotions that rushed at him, “(F/N)? What
are you— Where are you—”

His words started to stutter as he glanced at the door, his heart suddenly pounding in his chest as he
scrambled to get out of bed before her quiet voice brought him back down. 

“Barnes. Deep breath.” 

“Yeah, sure. Deep breaths,” he said slowly, running a hand through his hair as he took a hesitant step
toward the door, “What do you want?”

It came out harsher than he anticipated, especially considering how quiet she was. 

“I…” (F/N) started before she trailed off with a sigh, “I just wanted to hear your voice.”  

Bucky frowned, staring at the door before finally making up his mind. 

If he could get Stark to trace the call, they could finally find her. They could finally put their plans
into motion and get her back. 

He threw open the door, nearly running to Sam as he burst into the hall. 

“Whoa! Barnes, you good?”

Bucky ignored him as he strode quickly down the hall, “That’s it? You just wanted to hear my voice?
Nothing else?”

(F/N) puffed a scoff through her nose before she sighed, “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Bucky froze in his steps. 

She sounded so earnest; just like she always did, he supposed. 

But what did it mean? Why now? Why was she talking to him now? Was she trying to lure him
somewhere? Was she ordered to call him? Or had she snuck away from her handlers and was
desperately—quietly—calling for help? 

Bucky took a deep breath, trying to slow down his thoughts, “Little late for that.”

“I know. I’m sorry,” she groaned, “I should’ve—”

“You never should have left.” he couldn’t help but snap, “You should have told me what was going
on.”

“That too.” (F/N) said, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper, “Honestly, Buck, I didn’t have
much of a choice.” 

Bucky frowned, glancing up the hall before sprinting the rest of the way to the common room.
Natasha jumped as he entered, looking over him quickly before she glanced to Tony. 

“What’s going on?”



He didn’t answer. Instead, another low snarl managed to sneak past his self-control, “Did you have
much of a choice when you killed all those people in Afghanistan?”

Tony paused, looking up at him with wide eyes before he understood, “Lab now. Keep her talking. I
need time to trace the call.”

Bucky nodded, jogging up the lab to keep up with Stark and scaring the Spider-child as he tinkered in
the lab. 

(F/N) stayed quiet for a moment before she released a deep sigh, “James, please, don’t.”

Peter paused what he was doing, slipping off his web-shooters and looking over them as Bucky
placed his phone on the table, “What did I miss?”

Bucky waved him off, watching as a series of holograms glittered off the tables and Tony began
tracking her, “Where are you?”

“I—I can’t tell you,” (F/N) stuttered, as though she knew she had just been put on display as more of
the Avengers filed into the lab.  

He sighed, trying to think of ways to keep her talking before Parker interrupted his thoughts. 

“Can’t or won’t?” a low hiss came from the kid, echoing through the lab in a flush of anger. 

“Peter?”

Bucky glared at Peter, scaring him enough to back off before Bucky spoke again, “What happened in
New Eden?”

“I—”

“What did you do to Amma?” he asked, not giving her time to think and hoping Stark would work
faster, “Or did she work with you the whole time?”

“What? What do you mean?” Her voice raised slightly, both in confusion and sudden fear, “Amma’s
not— She’s—”

“Gone,” Bucky finished for her, “Amma is gone.” 

(F/N) went completely silent this time, as though he had actually surprised her. 

“I need a bit more time,” Tony said, glaring at his computer as he worked, “She’s hiding her call. It’s
bouncing all over the place.” 

He nodded, taking a deep breath before he repeated his question. All he needed to do was keep her
talking. 

“Where is Amma, (F/N)?”

But, again, there was no answer. 

Just painful silence spilled through the room. 

And then…she hung up. 



The disconnect tone screamed through the room as Bucky forced a sigh. 

“Damn,” Stark grumbled, “We lost her.”

“Sorry,” Bucky said, pinching the bridge of his nose, “That’s my fault.”

“Think she’ll call back?” Barton asked, watching the route Stark was able to trace her call. 

“Depends.” Natasha shrugged, looking to Bucky with a nod, “What did she want?”

“To hear my voice.”

— “What, love?” He raised a brow. —

— “I just wanted to hear your voice,” she sighed, her voice trembling slightly, “I just wanted to make
sure you were there...that you were real.” —

— He scoffed lightly, “I’m here, kid. I’m real.” —

You hung up. 

Your eyes widened as you slowly set down the phone. Your heart was pounding so loud you could
feel the rapid beat in your ears as they began to ring.

Amma? Gone? No. You’d left her safely in New Eden where she belonged. 

Where she would be safe…

Unless…

“They didn’t have enough time to complete trace. Not to toot my own trombone but that was—Hey!”
Belov started before jumping as you scrambled to your feet in a cloud of dust, “Куда ты идешь?”
Where are you going?

You didn’t answer. 

Your gaze was trained on the hill in front of you as you sprinted through the grass; your legs working
of their own accord as panic began building in your lungs. They burned as your throat began to close
and the ringing in your ears faded into the dull thud of your footsteps, punctuated by Belov’s confused
yells as you took off through the trees.

You leaped over logs and burst through branches, ignoring the sting of the cuts that tore through your
skin as you approached the road and headed back toward the mansion. 

You blasted past a pair of operatives on an afternoon stroll before bursting through the wooden doors
of the mansion and into the entryway.

And into the chest of Duke. 

You nearly knocked him off his feet before you grabbed his shirt and hauled him back to his feet. 

“Whoa! Whoa!” he yelled, latching onto you as you caught your breath, “Where the hell are you
going?”



“I just talked to Bucky,” you panted, still clutching his shirt as Boone sprinted down the stairs with
Raffa and Jack on her tail.  

“You did what?” she asked with a frown, hurrying to your side and peeling your hands away from
Duke. 

“Belov helped.”

“Нет!” Belov spat from behind you, finally catching up to you before practically collapsing onto the
stairs in a huff. He wheezed a breath, shaking his head at you, “Don’t drag me into this. I was only
supposed to be Robin.” 

“Oh,” Boone sighed, raising a brow, “So you were her accomplice?” 

“Sidekick.”

“Whatever.” 

“Hey!” Duke snapped, grabbing your face and wrenching it toward him, “It doesn’t matter. What
happened?”

“He went to New Eden,” you swallowed nervously, trying your best to compose yourself even as
panic still began to build inside of you.  

Boone groaned, dragging a hand down her face, “Oh, no. I think there’s something I need to tell you
—” 

“He says Amma’s gone. Duke!” you exclaimed, cutting her off with a whimper, “I didn’t think Walsh
would go there. I didn’t think he’d take it that far. I should have known. He went after you! He would
have gone after her too! We need to find her!”

“Hey. Hey!” He grasped your shoulders, trying to calm you down, “We’ll find her. Deep breath.
Easy.” 

“No!” you spat, trying to shrug him off of you but he didn’t let you go, “I’m such an idiot.”

Duke shook his head, trying to form words before he paused; his eyes suddenly dragged to the door
behind you. His jaw dropped slightly, his gaze slipping from you, to Boone, to the door again. 

“We need to go back,” you continued, ignoring the look on his face as you continued to try to get him
off you, “Now. What if he hurts her, Duke? We’ve been gone for so long, what if—”

Duke’s grip on you tightened before he swung you around toward the door, forcing you to look
behind you.  

A jeep had pulled up in front of the mansion. Yelena had hopped out and was moving to the other side
of the vehicle when the passenger door was thrown open and another woman stepped out. 

“Amma!”

The woman glanced up at you, a smile forming on her lips as she stepped toward you, “Sweet Tart!”

You were in her arms in an instant, holding her close as a choked sob left your lips, “You’re here!
You’re okay!”



“Of course, I am,” Amma drawled, tossing her braid over her shoulder and she pulled you and Duke
back into a hug, “Why wouldn’t I be? I know my flight’s been delayed a few days but it got here
eventually.”

You sniffed, wiping away the beginnings of a tear as you buried your face into her shoulder, “Bucky
went to New Eden, you weren’t there.”

“Aw, baby,” she said, pressing a kiss to Duke’s temple before nodding to Boone, “Blondie over there
insisted I skip town for a bit.” 

You pushed away from Amma in an instant, whipping around to face Boone with a glare, “You didn’t
tell me?”

“Eh,” Boone chuckled nervously as she took a step away from you, “You didn’t ask. I mean, c’mon,
Wraith shows up in New Eden, you think I’m just gonna leave this pretty lady to fend for herself?
And then Walsh tries to murder us all, you think I’mma not take care of her? I ain’t that dumb.” 

“Boone—” You glared at her, sending her a silent warning that she was in big trouble before Amma
cut you off. 

“Murder?” She raised a brow, grabbing the back of your jacket and pulling you away from Boone,
“Again?”

“Is that really surprising?” Duke scoffed, carefully fixing the strand of hair that was stuck in one of
her turquoise earrings.

Her lips pressed into a thin line, “Unfortunately not, tough guy.” 

You sighed, taking a deep breath and finally relaxing as you pulled her into another hug as Duke
chastised Boone. 

“You okay, Sweet Tart?” Amma asked, whispering in your head and holding you tight. 

You shook your head with a frown, wrapping your arms around her waist and laying your head on her
shoulder, “That was scary, Amma.” 

“I’m sorry, baby,” Amma hummed, patting your back before Duke enveloped both of you in his
arms. 

“I’m glad you two are here,” he mumbled, “I need to talk to both of you.” 

You pulled away from them both, your brows knitting together, “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Duke chuckled, grabbing both of your hands and leading you toward the staircase, “But I
need you two to come with me.” 

A Cheshire grin curled onto Boone's face as she skipped up the stairs with Jack before they both
ducked into Duke’s room. She sent you a wink as she spun into the room, closing the door behind the
group as you entered. 

“What’s going on?” you asked, frowning as Boone winked at you again, “Your faces are weird.”

Duke let go of your hands as he moved to stand next to Jack and they both faced you. The two men
looked at each other and smiled before turning back to you. 



“We’ve decided that we…” He started slowly before trailing off and Jack finished for him. 

“Want to get married,” he said with a nod.  

“Now,” Duke added with a grin as Amma’s jewelry jingled and he was wrapped up in a hug again. 

“Now?” you asked, a smile slowly spreading across your face. 

“Well, not ‘now’ now,” he chuckled, “But sooner rather than later.” 

Another high-pitched squeal came from Amma as she pulled Jack into a hug too. 

“My family is flying in,” Boone hummed, smiling as Amma continued to celebrate, “Said they
wouldn’t miss it for the world. And we’ve got the Wheeler twins—”

“Roper twins,” you corrected her with a roll of your eyes.  

“Yeah, those ones.” Boone winked, “They’re on their way. And so is Turner and Imara and the girls
and Ms. Emmerly.”

“And,” Duke started, grabbing Amma’s hands and pulling her in front of him, “I wanted to ask you
somethin’.”

“Anything, tough guy.”

“Ms. Ammarilla Bright,” he said, squeezing her hands with a smile, “You practically raised me and I
can’t thank you enough. And I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather walk me down the aisle.”

“Yes!” Amma grinned, tugging him into another hug. She pulled away with a thrilled gasp, “What am
I gonna wear? I didn’t pack anything for this.”

“Trust me,” Duke chuckled, “Boone’s got you covered.”

“You got that right,” Boone drawled, “Pretty thang, I’ve got so many ideas. For both of you.”

You rolled your eyes as Boone winked at you, yet again. 

“And,” Jack said slowly, glancing to Duke with a nod, “We have decided to make some changes.” 

Duke sighed, glancing at you and grabbing one of your hands to pull you in front of him, “I know in
London I asked you to be my Best Gal but…I was hoping you’d do something a bit more…important
for me.” 

“For us.” Jack corrected him with a small smile.  

“Okay?” You looked between the two men as they glanced at each other once more and Duke finally
said what he wanted to say.

“Marry us.” 

You blinked, raising a brow in confusion, “You want me to…marry you?”

“Us.” 

You blinked again, slower this time as your brain tried to keep up, “Me?”



“Yes.”

“Duke…I—” You cut yourself off with a shake of your head and a frown, “I don’t know what to say.”

“You can say no.” He nodded, placing a hand on your shoulder, “Mr. Cavanaugh can do it too but,
we’d rather have you. You’re my best friend, (F/N). And I can’t think of anyone else I’d want up there
with us.” 

“Besides me,” Boone interrupted with a sly smile before Duke smacked her and it turned into a glare. 

“I—” You paused again, licking your lips nervously before you nodded slowly, “Only if you’re sure
you want me.” 

“Of course, we do,” Jack said, “We wouldn’t have asked if we didn’t think you’d be perfect for the
job.” 

You sighed, glancing between the two men and Boone before they landed on Amma as she nodded
silently as she wiped a tear from her cheek. 

“Okay,” you said, trying to let a smile curl to your face but instead a nervous grin cracked across your
lips, making Boone giggle until you sent another glare her way, “I’m in.” 

Before you could blink, Duke pulled you into the tightest hug imaginable, “Yes! Thank you! Thank
you!”

Your smile softened as you hugged him back, whispering in his ear, “Let’s have a wedding.”
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Eye of the Hurricane

Chapter Summary

A cool breeze blew through the valley, rippling softly through the night and bringing the sweet
smell of rain from the top of the mountain and swirling the savory scent of Mrs. Cavanaugh’s
food. Sparkling stars blanketed the dark sky, offset by the warm, twinkling strands of lights that
decorated the courtyard. Music and laughter echoed through the valley, bouncing off the trees
before being drowned out by the sound of distant thunder.

A storm was on the horizon. Lightning flashed through the clouds further up the mountain, but
you didn’t care, nor did anyone else. For once, the night was yours. Without a worry or a care.

With your suit jacket long discarded, your sleeves carefully rolled up and your tie undone, you
were finally relaxed.

After a month of being on the run and on edge, you felt a strange calm in the air. 
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They could not remember a time, until now, that forever did not seem long enough.

A low, nervous breath shuddered from your throat as you pulled back your hair into a tight bun. Your
gaze was trained solely on the wrinkled piece of paper carefully propped up against the vanity. 

Dearly beloved, we come together to celebrate the love and the union of our dear friends—

Nope.

No. 

That wasn’t it. 

You shook your head with a frown, flicking a pen out of your pocket and scribbling across the paper
already filled with ink. 

Today, we come together to celebrate the love, friendship, and union of Duke Dugan and Jack
Bennet. 

You nodded to yourself with a groan, fighting the urge to run a hand down your face and ruin the
makeup Boone had already spent—what felt like—ages applying. 



What you had already thought was moving quickly was moving faster. Boone shifted gears from
renovating the mansion to pulling together a wedding less than a week after Duke and Jack had
announced it. 

And you weren’t ready. 

You weren't even close to ready. 

Instead of a few days' time to prepare, you only had a few hours. 

You leaned back in the chair, glancing up at the vanity mirror before licking your lips nervously. A
white suit shirt was most of the way done up and an untied tie hung loosely around your neck. Your
black suit jacket had been perfectly pressed by Amma and was hanging neatly across the room. 

Taking a deep breath, you pushed to your feet and plucked your notes from the vanity. 

Love is…Love is kind and patient—

No. No. No. 

You shook your head, wadding up the piece of paper in your hands and chucking it across the room
with a growl. You watched it bounce across the wooden floors before it slid under Boone’s bed and
you sighed, quickly stepping after it and fishing it out from underneath. 

Why? Why was this so damn hard? You’d fought aliens and robots and assholes that randomly came
back from the dead to try to kill you and your friends. 

What you wouldn’t give to be fighting Wraith again instead of this. 

What? No!

You scoffed to yourself, shaking your head as you chastised yourself. 

Even then, your heart was pounding and your mouth had run dry ages ago and you’d begun to pace
again. You unfolded the paper carefully, smoothing it and looking over it again. 

Love is…an elusive, heartless bitch—

No! You couldn’t say that!

A light chuckle caught your attention from the doorway, stopping you in your tracks as you whirled
around with a frown. 

“Take it easy, pretty thang,” Boone drawled, a smirk playing on her face as she carefully stepped into
the room. 

Her blonde hair was in curlers, her makeup perfectly done, but she was still in her pajamas. 

Your frown deepened as she stopped in front of you. She carefully fixed your hair before buttoning up
your shirt and smoothing the fabric. 

“I’m gonna puke,” you whined as she backed away with a snicker, “It’s not funny, Boone.”

She laughed again, shaking her head as she glanced in the mirror to adjust her hair, “Just don’t do it
during the ceremony, okay?”



“That’s not helpful.”

Boone raised a brow, rolling her eyes slightly as she grabbed a tube of eyeliner from the vanity and
crossed the room to you again. She curled her finger under your chin, gently tilting it as she applied a
smooth winged liner. 

“I can do that myself, you know,” you muttered, still holding still as Boone stuck out her tongue and
carefully dragged the applicator along your lid.  

“Yeah, I know,” she started, pulling away and looking you over quickly before a Cheshire grin curled
to her face, “But you got pretty eyes.” 

“Stop flirting, Cavanaugh.” Duke’s voice came from the hallway just as you rolled your eyes. 

Boone pouted, jutting out her bottom lip with a huff as he ducked into the room and she tossed to a
dark red lipstick before digging through her bag.  

“How you doin’?” you asked, glancing up at him as he stopped to look at himself in the mirror. 

A tailored, dark navy blue suit hung perfectly off his shoulders. It was buttoned in the center, barely
showing off a pink and blue floral shirt underneath. 

Duke shrugged, adjusting the clip on his tie before glancing at you with a small smile, “I’m gonna
puke.” 

“Oh, for Hera’s sake,” Boone sighed, spinning back to you and taking your wrists in her hands. She
fastened a pair of silver cufflinks with blue and green leaves to your cuffs, “You two are absolutely
ridiculous.” 

You raised a brow, glancing at your wrists before looking up at her, “You’re telling me you’re not
nervous at all?”

“No.” 

“You just gotta stand there and look pretty,” Duke said, unbuttoning his suit jacket as he eased himself
into a chair, “We actually have to do shit.”

“Don’t gotta do nothing?” Boone asked, pursing her lips as she turned to him, “Listen here, mister, I
planned this whole thing. I deserve a nice relaxing day.” 

You sighed with a shake of your head, glancing down at your paper again, “Boone.” 

“Relax,” she hummed, grabbing your hand and leading you over to Duke before she grabbed his. She
squeezed lightly with a smile, “We got each other. We’ve got this. Ain’t nothin’ we can’t do.” 

“You are so incredibly cheesy,” Duke laughed, rolling his eyes before pulling you both into a hug. 

“But…” You mumbled, pulling away with a shrug and a smile, “She’s right.” 

“As per usual,” Boone sang, puffing a hair out of her face.

Duke scoffed lightly, looking between the two of you with watery eyes before pulling you both back
into his chest, “Where would I be without my favorite girls?”



“Single,” she said.

“Blown up.” You shrugged, frowning as you were kicked out of the hug, “Probably.” 

He sighed as you sent him a wink before tugging you back in, “You’re both probably right.” 

The three of you sat there for a quiet moment, listening to the birds that sang outside the windows and
the breeze that rustled through the trees before you perked up. 

The low sound of engines hummed softly through the trees, echoing off of the trees before thrumming
up the mountain. 

You opened your mouth to say something, but before you could, Jack's voice came from the hall. 

“Somebody’s here—”

“Don’t you dare come in here!” Boone snapped, wriggling out of Duke’s arms and slamming the
door. 

“Boone…” His muffled voice came from the other side as she shoved her shoulder into the door. 

“Shut up! Bad luck!” she yelled, pressing against the door and frowning as her feet began sliding
across the wood as the door swung open, “No! Out!”

Jack grumbled lightly, easily holding open the door as Boone struggled to keep it closed before he
changed tactics, “Dr. Lee’s here. He probably has—”

“Stan!” Boone crooned, stepping away from the door and letting Jack stumble in before she slipped
past him, “For the love of the gods tell me you have my meds! I’m goin’ nuts in here!”

You chuckled, shaking your head at Jack as he smiled at you. 

“Out.”

“Hey.” His smile fell before you grabbed his shoulder and tugged him gently back out into the hall
and started closing the door, “Oh, c’mon, (F/N).”

“You heard her, Bennet,” you said with a shrug, “We don’t need even more bad luck.”

Jack grumbled as you closed the door and you heard his head knock against the wood in defeat,
“Duke?”

“What’s up, sexy?” Duke asked, grinning as you rolled your eyes. 

“Ugh,” you groaned, “Fuck off.”

Jack chuckled from outside the room as you glanced back down at your paper. 

Love is what makes this life worth it.

No. That’s not quite it. 

“I love you,” Jack breathed, barely above a whisper. 



You turned around, pausing just in time to see Duke resting his head against the door with a soft
smile.

“I love you, too—”

“Duke!” Boone interrupted from the hall, the thuds of her feet coming quickly toward the room as she
ran toward the stairs, “Dad’s here!”

Duke scoffed, rolling his eyes before turning back to Jack and pressing his forehead against the door,
“Listen, I love you but if Bo’s here that also means all the boys are here.”

“And, thus, more chaos than usual,” Jack chuckled softly, “I’ll see you in a bit.” 

“Love you,” Duke hummed. He stayed there a moment, listening to Jack’s footsteps before he opened
the door and turned back to you. 

You nodded, shoving your paper into your pocket and slipping past him before he grabbed your arm.  

“Hey,” he said softly, looking over you carefully as you glanced up at him in confusion. 

“Hey?”

“You are okay with this, right?” he asked, “You know you can say no, right? You don’t have to—”

“Duke,” you sighed, pushing away your nerves as best you could for a moment, “You know I’d do
damn near anything for you. Including but not limited to: Sabotage, murder, blackmail, grand theft,
arson—”

“Shut up, stupid.” He rolled his eyes, “I know. And I love you for that. I just don’t wanna push you
into something you don’t wanna do.” 

“You’re not.” You shook your head, reaching up to cup his cheek with a smile, “I’m just nervous,
that’s all. I’ll get over it.”

Duke smiled softly, patting your shoulder, “Thank you.”

Boone swept down the stairs, her face lighting up as she caught sight of the man that had just entered
the foyer.

“Stan!” She grinned, reaching out to him as a smile erupted across his face and he took her hands. 

“Agent Cavanaugh!” he said, squeezing her hands as he looked her over before she pulled him into a
hug. 

“You have no idea what I’ve been through,” she hummed, pulling away from him with a slight frown,
“Please tell me you brought my drugs.” 

Stan chuckled, reaching into his bag and tossing her a bottle, “I’d never forget ‘em. You been taking
care of yourself?”

Boone winced lightly, glancing at the newly restored mansion before shrugging, “Not as much as I
should be. But—”



“We need to talk?” he asked, raising a brow and adjusting his glasses. 

“Definitely. Tomorrow.” She nodded, “When the wedding is over and I’m nursing a hangover.”

He scoffed with a light roll of his eyes, “As per usual.”

“Obviously,” Boone said, hugging him once more before her gaze was stolen by the caravan of people
that were piling out of an SUV; each of them with wide-brimmed hats and clinking spurs, “Gotta go,
Doc. It’s go time.”

“Excelsior.” 

She brushed past him, looking over the sea of green eyes that were now looking over the mansion and
counting each one before nodding to herself and sprinting to the last pair getting out of the car. 

“Momma!” she exclaimed, practically jumping on both of them, “Papa!”

“Oh, Boonie,” her mother crooned, patting her head before looking past her, “Where is he?”

“Duke is—”

“Not him.” She shook her head, “Where’s my favorite child—Ah! Christopher!”

“Мама!” Belov called from behind her, pushing past Boone and into her mother’s arms. 

She clicked her tongue, setting her hand on her hips with a sigh, “What am I, chopped liver?”

A low chuckle came from her father before he pulled her into a hug, “Howdy, Cheshire.”

“Long time, no see, Papa.” She smiled, reaching up to straighten the silk scarf around his neck. 

“Too long,” he hummed, his green eyes flicking over her brightly before they saddened and his smile
fell. Rough fingers met Boone’s face as he traced the faded scars on her cheek. 

She swallowed, taking his hand away with a sigh, “It don’t hurt no more.”

“Hurts me still,” he said simply, his gaze raking over her before he looked over the mansion. His eyes
swept over the place before he looked over the people filtering out of the entryway.

“If you’re looking for Duke—” Boone started before he cut her off. 

“When the hell am I gonna meet Captain America?” he asked gruffly, narrowing his eyes at the
building before raising a brow and looking back at her. 

“Oh, balls,” she scoffed under her breath, “He’s not here, daddy.”

A low grumble echoed from her father as he twisted his mustache through his fingers before glancing
back to her, “I wanna meet his boy scout ass.”

“I know, daddy.” Boone nodded, linking her arm with her father’s and leading him toward the house
before he stopped in his stride. She paused too, looking up at him before following his gaze. 

(F/N) was sat on the staircase, her brows furrowed as she glared at a piece of paper in her hands. Her
jaw was clenched and her leg was nervously bouncing up and down. 



Boone sighed, looking over the woman once more before turning to her father. 

“Is that?” he asked slowly, still staring at her. 

“Yeah.” She nodded with a frown.

She was going to have to borrow one of Steve’s inspirational talks or…

A smirk found its way to her face, “Daddy, can you do me a favor?”

He raised a brow, watching (F/N) as she pushed herself to her feet and disappeared back up the stairs,
“Pep talk?”

“Pep talk.” Boone nodded, her smirk turning to a grin as her father adjusted his hat and cleared his
throat. 

“I’ll do my best.”

“Thanks,” she said, placing a kiss on his cheek as Duke swung wildly out of the house; almost
swimming through her brothers to get to them. 

“Mr. Cavanaugh!” he called excitedly, barreling into them with a grin. 

“Dugan, my boy!” Her father smiled, shaking Duke’s hand, “Congrats, kid. You ready?”

Duke chuckled with a shake of his head, “Not even close!”

Duke brushed past Boone’s dad before enveloping her mother in a hug. 

“Hey there, Hattie,” he hummed, grinning with a wince as she pinched his cheeks. 

“Duke!” She smiled, patting his shoulders, “You nervous?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You seen Jack yet?”

“Boonie won’t let me.” He pouted with a whine, earning himself a chuckle as she straightened his tie. 

“Don’t you let her tell you what to do,” Hattie said, shaking her head with a sigh before patting his
shoulders, “Go sneak a kiss, it’ll settle all your nerves. Trust me.”

Duke nodded, pulling her in for one more hug before ducking past her as a group of five more people
pulled up the road. One of the back doors flew open first and two young girls came sprinting toward
him.

“Unkie Duke!” the younger one yelled, jumping at him with a beaming grin. 

“Nea!” He caught her with a grunt before twirling her through the air and earning himself a giggle
before the second hugged herself against his hip, “You girls have gotten way too big.”

“Nia hit another growth spurt,” A woman’s voice came from the driver’s side of the car before she
appeared at Duke’s side.



“Mhm,” Turner said, relaxing back in his chair before wheeling toward them, “I hate it.”

His wife glanced at him with a roll of her eyes, “T.”

“Sorry.”

Duke chuckled, keeping a steady hand on both of the girls before he knelt down and pulled them both
in front of him, “Jack wanted me to ask you girls something.”

Nia raised a brow, “What does he want now?”

“Well…” He smirked, taking both their hands with a soft smile, “He says that we need a pair of
flower girls—”

“Yes!” Nea yelled, jumping up and down with wide eyes, “Yes!” 

“Nea.” Her sister rolled her eyes, “Let him finish.” 

“And we both agreed, we want you two pretty girls to—”

“Yes!” Nea didn’t let him finish as she grabbed his hand tightly and continued to bounce, “Yes! Yes!”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Duke smiled as Nia wrapped her arms around his neck. 

“We’ll do our best, Uncle Duke,” she whispered with a curt nod.

He scoffed, pulling away to press a kiss to her forehead, “I know. Thank you—” 

“Aunt Boonie!” Another yell came from Nea before she took off toward the woman. 

Nia deadpanned, shaking her head at her sister before glancing up at Duke. 

He nodded toward Boone, “Go for her ankles.” 

“Yes, sir.” The girl nodded, a smirk working to her face before she took off toward the woman.  

Duke sighed, watching the two girls tackle Boone before he rocked to his feet and smiled at both
Turner and his wife. 

“Imara,” he said, pulling her into yet another hug for the day. 

“Congratulations.” She nodded, “We’ve been waiting for this one.”

“It’s been a long time coming.” Duke scoffed, with a shrug.

“You’re tellin’ me.” Ms. Emmerly deadpanned before winking at him as she walked by. 

“And your timing is impeccable,” Turner said, taking a long look at the mansion before turning back
to them.

Imara shrugged, “Better late—”

“Right after a near-death experience—”

“Than never,” she finished, glaring at Turner before smacking him lightly. 



“Thank you,” he said, turning to Imara once more before nodding to Turner, “Jack wants to talk to
you. And I need to talk to you.” 

He raised a brow, watching as his wife snuck past them, “What’d I do now?”

Duke shrugged, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a black velvet box before tossing it to the
man. 

“I need someone to keep those safe.”

Turner blinked, cracking open the box before snapping it closed and shoving it into his pocket. 

“I got ‘em.”

“Thanks.” 

You were shaking now, unable to stop your leg from bouncing or your heart from racing as you stared
blankly at the practically disintegrating paper in your hands. You had every word on the damn thing
memorized, but, still, there was something that just wasn’t quite right. 

You just couldn’t find the words you wanted to say; a trend that you’d seen a lot in the past month,
but you couldn’t let that stop you. Twirling your pen through your fingers, you sighed. 

Love is what makes the hardship and pain in this life worth it. Love is what continuously brings us
together and it’s what keeps us together. 

Hey! That sounded pretty damn good. 

You paused, glancing up and smiling quickly as Boone’s brothers gallivanted into the mansion. They
tipped their hats to you as they did, ducking past you and into the main rooms. Their voices echoed
through the room as they joined Amma and the Roper twins and the rest of Alpha Two. You winced
lightly at the noise, looking back down at your paper before slowly working your way to your feet. 

Love is…

Aw…fuck. 

You’d lost your train of thought. 

Rolling your eyes, you turned on your heel and quickly stepped back up the stairs to the quiet of your
room.

Love is what brought you two together and it’s what keeps you together. Through thick and thin.
Through…almost being blown up and murdered by a psychopath. 

You sighed, maybe you should skip to the next part. Nodding, you slipped the door close behind you
and perched on the side of your bed. 

Do you, Duke Dugan, take Jack Bennet…

Ah, that part was easy. In all honesty, the rest of it would be a breeze. 

Vows. Rings. They’re married. Done. 



But that first part…that damn first part. That’s what was tripping you up. 

And…possibly…the thought that a group of people was going to be staring at you as you spoke. 

Yeah…maybe it was just that part. 

You grumbled to yourself, tossing your paper onto the nightstand and stalking through the room to tug
on your suit jacket. You paused for a moment, looking over yourself in the mirror. 

It was a black suit Boone had tailored herself; she knew your measurement almost better than her
own, after all. It was an almost simple black suit. The jacket was made of soft fabric; the lapel of
shiny black silk that shimmered in the sun. The slacks were fitted perfectly to your legs and showed
off the black heels Boone had gotten specifically for you. 

You looked good. You were going to have to wear a suit more often. 

You smiled, taking yourself in for a moment more before reaching up to thread your fingers through
your tie. 

— Danny stood in front of the mirror in a light linen suit. Concentration strained across his face as he
tangled his tie in complicated knots. The instant he let go, the strip of fabric unwound itself and he
sighed. He clicked his tongue, ready to try again when he finally saw you. —

— “Mi amor,” he mumbled, turning to you with a pitiful, puppy dog grin, “Do you mind?” —

— You smiled, waltzing slowly into the bathroom and taking the satin tie in your hands. He hummed
lightly as you flipped it through your fingers, tying it in seconds before smoothing it down. —

— “I love you,” he breathed, his hands finding their way to your hips, “You know that?” —

— “That’s what you keep saying,” you smirked, straightening the tie before your eyes flicked to him.
—

— “Marry me?” —

You paused with a blink, breathing in the feeling of Danny behind you before shaking him away and
turning back to your tie before you frowned. 

This…this was not a normal tie. 

What the fuck was this thing?

You glanced down at it, trying to tie it again only to fail. 

“Great,” you mumbled to yourself, trying once more before giving up. 

“I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced.”

You froze at the voice as it rumbled through the room and you spun on your heel to catch sight of the
man standing in the doorway. 

He was a tall man with slightly bowed legs. Square-toed boots thudded across the floor as he took a
step into the room and took off his hat. Sparkling, emerald green eyes studied you as he pinched his



mustache between his fingers and twirled it. An unlit cigarette hung limply from his lips as he nodded
to you. 

Mr. Cavanaugh. 

“Um…” You said slowly, looking over the man as he came closer, “No. Sir. I don’t think we have.” 

He scoffed, taking a tin box from his pocket and flicking his cigarette into it before offering you his
hand, “Bo Cavanaugh.” 

“Captain (F/N) (L/N).” You took his hand, shaking it firmly with a smile before he paused.  

Bo’s head cocked to the side as he curled his hat back on, “Captain? When the hell did that happen?”

“When I came out of retirement, sir.” 

“Damn,” he scoffed to himself, “Boonie don’t tell me nothin’.” 

A sigh of relief almost puffed through your lungs. 

Hopefully, Boone had been vague. Hopefully, she hadn’t told him everything about you. Hopefully—

“But she’s told me enough.” 

Your heart sank as you winced, “Good things, I hope.”

“Good. Bad.” Bo shrugged, “What’s it matter? It makes us who we are, yeah?”

“That’s one way to look at it, sir.” You nodded with a small smile as you relaxed back and he
scoffed.  

“Enough with the ‘sir’, darlin’,” he drawled, “You’re makin’ me feel old.” 

“Sorry.” You grimaced, shoving your hands into your pocket and freezing when you didn’t feel your
papers. You patted down your pockets, feeling nothing in them as you spun in your tracks before you
found your papers. 

On your bed. 

Right where you left them. 

You sighed, rolling your eyes at yourself before moving toward them.

But Bo got there first. 

He gently unfolded the paper, his eyes flitting over the scrawled and scribbled words, “You’re
nervous?”

“A little.” you admitted, dropping your gaze to the floor as his eyes flicked to you, “A lot.” 

“Why?”

“What if I ruin it?” you asked, glancing up at him with a frown before you collapsed down on the side
of your bed, “I’ve already almost ruined their lives dozens of times. What makes this time any
different?”



Bo shrugged, flipping out his cigarette tin again, “I dunno.”

You sighed, your eyes narrowing slightly as you glared up at him, “Helpful.”

He chuckled, grumbling lightly as he sat beside you and set his hand on your knee, “But I do know,
Duke and Jack wouldn’t’ve chosen you if they weren’t sure you could do the job and do it well.” 

You nodded as he gently patted your knee before handing you back your paper and looking you over
again.

“Boonie pick that one out?”

“As usual,” you said, your fingers returning to the damn tie that wouldn’t fucking tie, “I think she’s
convinced I don’t know how to dress myself.”

Bo laughed, rocking to his feet before offering you his hand and you took it. He turned you toward
him, taking the tie in his hands and quickly doing it himself. 

“It’s a string bow tie,” he said, easily weaving the fabric through his fingers, “They’re Boonie’s
favorites.”

He popped the tie gently when he was done before patting your shoulders, “Stand up straight. Take a
deep breath. You’ve got this, kid. Don’t let no one tell you you don’t, aight?”

“Yes, sir.” You nodded before you paused with a grimaced grin.  

Bo raised an unimpressed brow, “What’d I say?”

“To not call you sir, Mr. Cavanaugh, sir.” 

He laughed, shaking his head with a roll of his eyes before he tipped his hat to you, “I can see why
Cheshire likes you.” 

You smiled, waving to him as he turned out the door before he paused, tipping his hat again before
Amma swung into the room, “Ma’am.”

Amma nodded to him, flipping her hair over her shoulder before she paused in front of you. 

She was wearing a flowing navy blue dress, the fabric swirling to her feet and trailing behind her.
She’d replaced her signature boots for beaded sandals and her braid for meticulously curled hair, but
the silver bracelets she always wore still jingled faithfully on her wrists.

You grinned, looking her over once more, “You look beautiful.” 

“Thank you,” she hummed, slowly spinning to show off her dress before she turned back to you and
the smile on her face fell, “Are you doing okay? I know this isn’t easy.” 

“Y-yeah,” you stuttered, “I got this.” 

“(F/N).” 

You sighed, feeling small under the scrutiny of her gaze, “I miss him.” 

“Daniel?”



“Daniel.” You nodded, biting your cheek, “If I would have just—”

“Stop, Sweet Tart.” Amma took your hands, “We've talked about this. We can’t change the past. And
dreaming of an unsure future isn’t going to help either.” 

“I know, but it’s hard, Amma,” you groaned, “It’s so damn hard. And I can’t get it out of my head and
I don’t wanna disappoint Duke and—”

She clicked her tongue, cutting you off as she pulled you into her arms and whispered in your ear,
“When Mr. Cavanaugh said to not let anyone tell you you can’t do this, he also meant you.” 

“Why are you two so inspirational?” you mumbled, laying your head on her shoulder, “You’re killin’
me.”

Amma snickered, gently running her fingers over her hair and humming softly as she kept you safe in
her arms. 

“Hey! I need an opinion—” Boone’s voice came from the door as she bounded into the room before
she froze and spun back around, “Nevermind. You’re having a moment. Duke!”

Amma rolled her eyes, patting your back before whispering, “You have this.”

Boone dashed back into the hall, closing the door behind her and fixing one of her rollers before she
paused in her stride. Her eyes narrowed at the man that had his hand on the door handle to Duke’s
room. 

Jack paused, turning slowly and laughing nervously at her as he began to turn the knob. 

“Don’t!” Boone snapped, sprinting down the hall and jumping at him as he hurried to open the door,
“Don’t even think about it!”

“Boone,” Jack sighed, rolling his eyes as she tried to tackle him, “C’mon.” 

She shook her head, “It’s bad luck.” 

“That’s for straight weddings, Boonie,” he said, pushing her off of him and holding her at arm's length
as she swung at him, “I don’t think that’s how it works for—”

“I ain’t taking the risk,” she grunted, ducking under his hand and tackling him around his middle as
Raffa turned the corner, “Rafael! Get him!”

Jack rolled his eyes again, leaning over and easily picking her up off of her feet. Boone paused,
raising a brow as he turned and placed her out of his way, “You’re ridiculous.”

“How did you…” She blinked, glancing between him and her before opening her mouth, only to have
the door slammed in her face. Her brows furrowed as she turned to Raffa with a glare before throwing
herself at the door. 

It was locked. 

“Duke Dugan!” Boone yelled, slamming her palm against the door, “Open this door, right now!”

“I’m a little busy,” he giggled, his voice muffled slightly, “Try again later.”



“Ugh,” Raffa rolled his eyes, fixing his tie with a shake of his head, “Ridiculous.”

Boone nodded, “You ever regret getting them together?”

“Every damn day,” he said, digging into his pocket before handing her a bobby pin. 

She dropped to her knees, bending the pin before inserting it into the lock, “Me too.” 

Raffa hissed a scoff, nonchalantly leaning against the wall as she went to work. He slicked back his
hair, watching carefully as the pin clicked in the lock before the lock finally gave. 

Boone looked up to him with a nod, rolling to her feet and placing her hand over her eyes, “On
three?”

“Yup.”

“One.”

“Dos.”

“Three.”

Raf kicked open the door, backing away for only a moment before Boone swung in.

“Y’all better not be doin’ anything gross,” she drawled, peeking between her fingers with a grin
before she yelped and covered her eyes again, “Get off the fuckin’ bed. We don’t have time for any
hanky-panky.”

“Ew. Hanky-panky? I will throw myself off the balcony,” Raffa said, striding across the room, “I
swear to god.”

Jack chuckled, slowly crawling off of Duke and straightening his jacket before heading to the door,
“See you soon.” 

Boone rolled her eyes, grabbing Jack’s shoulders and pushing him the rest of the way out of the room,
“Get out. Raffa, you need to be a better babysitter.”

“Sorry,” Raffa said, “De alguna manera se ha vuelto más astuto, I swear to god.” He's somehow
gotten sneakier.

She closed the door behind them, leaning against it before turning back toward Duke. 

He sat up on the bed with disheveled hair and half-lidded eyes with a dreamy grin plastered across his
face. Boone rolled her eyes, marching across the room and pulling him to his feet. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said, wincing as she hit him upside the head before fixing his suit and
hair. 

She took a step back, looking over him slowly and smiling at the floral print of his shirt before she
reached up to smooth his tie and straighten his tie clip. 

She sniffled lightly, wiping her nose on her shirt as she took another step back and took him in again. 

It was perfect. 



A touch of Jack’s preference for elegance and a dash of Duke’s playful side. 

Another sniffle and she wiped her eyes. 

“Boone,” Duke warned her, his eyes beginning to glass over, “If you cry I’m gonna cry and I can’t
deal with that right now.”

“Sorry.” she chuckled, wiping the corners of her eyes, “I had a question for you.”

“Yes, Boonie?”

Boone’s smile faltered as she licked her lips nervously, “What do you want me to do with my face?”

“What?” Duke frowned, his eyes quickly flicking over her features. 

“My face.” she repeated, reaching down to grasp his fingers and letting them slip along the scars that
curled from her eye to the corner of her lips, “Do you want me to cover them up?”

Duke paused for a moment, biting his lip as he cupped her cheek and thumbed the silvery lines that
marred her face. 

“I don’t wanna distract from—”

“Ah, Boone.” Duke shook his head quickly, “Nah. That's you now, Boonie, and I wouldn't change it
for the world. Even if you’re the most annoying little shit I’ve ever met in my entire life.”

Boone managed a nod and a giggle as she reached up and brushed another stray hair out of his face
before he grabbed her wrist with a frown.

“Why the fuck aren’t you dressed?” he asked, raising a brow as he glared at her sweatpants. 

“I dunno.” Boone shrugged, glancing down at her clothes, “I got busy.”

“Boone!” Duke snapped, snatching her hand and towing her toward her room, “We’re gonna be late!”

Duke tugged Boone down the hall, bursting into her and (F/N)’s room with a growl, “Somebody find
this one’s dress!”

He paused as Boone snuck past him, looking over the room and the rest of the people in it. 

His half of the wedding party had overtaken it. Ari was pacing the room with his cane, leaning
heavily as he walked back and forth. Belov was helping Boone into her dress, quietly chastising her in
Russian. (F/N) was still scribbling on her piece of paper and Amma was carefully slicking back
(F/N)’s hair. 

“We’re going to be late,” Ari grumbled, hobbling across the floor with a frown.  

“No, we’re not,” Belov said, glaring at Boone as she twirled through the room in a satin, coral-colored
dress before stepping into her heels. 

Boone nodded, shaking the rollers out of her hair and setting her hand on her hip, “See? I’m ready.” 

Duke sighed, holding his hand out to Amma and pulling her to his side before he cleared his throat. 



“I, uh…” Duke chuckled nervously, wringing his hands as he looked across the room, “I wanna thank
all of you. You've all been there for both Jack and me since the very beginning. Through thick and
thin and through multiple life-or-death situations and you've always had my back. And—”

“If you make me cry before wedding,” Belov cut in, folding his arms over his chest, “I am going to be
so mad.” 

Boone rolled her eyes, smoothing Belov’s dark green suit jacket, “He's been teary-eyed all day.” 

“No, I haven't.” Belov shook his head before he paused with a shrug, “Maybe a little bit.” 

Duke scoffed with a smile, looking over his friends once more before his gaze landed on (F/N). 

She was fidgeting again; playing with her nails and picking at the remnants of her paper like she had
all day long. 

He sighed, patting Amma before turning to her and taking (F/N)’s hands. She glanced up at him, her
lips pressing into a thin line as he opened his mouth to speak before she interrupted him. 

“Don't start…” She sighed, “I’ve had enough pep talks today to last me a lifetime.”

Duke rolled his eyes, patting her shoulders, “You've got this.” 

“Great. Now I have enough to last two lifetimes.”

“I don't really care,” he said, reaching up to cup her cheeks as she tried to back away from him, “I
believe in you.” 

“You’re the worst.” 

“I know.” Duke nodded with a grin before Amma ducked between the two of them.  

She smiled gently, rubbing his shoulders, “It’s time.” 

“Nah.” Boone shook her head, “If we’re gonna be fashionably late we gotta wait until—”

“Shut up, Boone.” Amma glared at her with a frown, earning herself a Cheshire grin and a shrug.  

(F/N) scoffed, shoving her paper into her pockets and nodding to him, “A little too late to back out
now, huh?”

“Never too late,” he said, watching her as she began waltzing from the room, “Hey, (F/N). Thank
you.” 

You quickly stepped down the stairs, pausing at the bottom to look over Jack’s half of the wedding
part. Zac and Imara were chatting with Turner in the corner. Raffa was humming to the music that
played over the speakers and dancing with Nea and Nia while Jesse fixed her hair. 

And then there was Jack. 

He was staring out the front door, his eyes closed as he bit his lip and rocked his weight from side to
side. He turned when you stepped onto the tile floor, the sound of your heels clicking echoed through
the entryway. 



“Hey!” Jack smiled softly, shoving a curly piece of hair back into place as he looked over you and
paused, “You look good—I mean, you always look good but you’re in a suit so you look really good
today…especially.”

You chuckled lightly, shaking your head as you relaxed back and took him in. 

He was wearing a three-piece cream suit with a tie and precisely folded pocket square that matched
the floral patterned shirt Duke was wearing. 

You nodded to yourself, taking his hand as he outstretched it to you, “You don’t scrub up so bad
yourself.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah,” you hummed, reaching up to fix the stray curl that was giving him issues.  

Jack smiled in thanks before he swallowed thickly, “You doin’ okay?”

“I think that’s what I need to be asking you.” 

“I’ve got this.” he chuckled nervously, “I think. I hope.” 

“You do,” you said confidently, “And I do too. I hope.”

Jack sucked a hiss through his teeth, “I know…” 

He trailed off, his head snapping toward the sound of footsteps before another soft smile curled to his
face as Duke stepped down the stairs.

“Alright, pendejos,” Raffa said from across the room, “Let's get this show on the road.”

You took a deep breath, watching as the team paired off with one another. 

“Гремлины,” Belov called, holding out his hands to Nea and Nia, “Со мной.” Gremlins, with me. 

They nodded, taking his hands as their mother handed them each a basket before linking arms with
Zac. 

“Agent Norway,” she hummed, nodding toward the courtyard, “Lead the way.” 

Zac nodded, pushing his glasses back up his face, “Yes, ma’am.”

Another breath as you watched Ari and Jesse smile at each other before she took his arm and he led
her toward the courtyard. 

Your heart was pounding as Raffa took Boone’s hand, he twirled her once before she held onto his
arm and they left.

Turner glanced up at you with a wink, patting his pocket before wheeling himself across the tile as
you tried to relax back. 

“Stand up straight, gremlins,” Belov said, gently patting both girls’ heads and moving them in front of
him before he let them go. He smiled gently, following after them as they tossed pink and orange
flower petals. 



Another breath as Jack held his arm out to you and you took it. 

“We’ve got this,” he murmured. 

You nodded, holding on to him before striding out of the entryway and through the glass door into the
courtyard.

— “You promised me we’d get married in New Eden,” you interrupted with narrowed eyes, “Then
honeymoon to Spain.” —

— “I also promised we’d be married this time last year, look how that panned out,” he said, the
puppy dog look returning to his face, “Marry me now.” —

A glowing sun flowed through the courtyard; painting everything in amber and navy shadows. Chairs
were carefully placed on either side of the aisle, decorated in orange hibiscus and white, fragrant
jasmine. The fountains Boone had restored seemed to be overflowing with liquid gold; the water
sparkling in the setting sun. 

You smiled as Jack led you down the aisle toward the pergola Duke had built. 

It had been stained to match the dark wood around the mansion. Sheer fabric was draped over the top
and flowed down the sides. They floated gently on the breeze; moving like the mist through the
mountains in the early morning. Palm leaves and frangipani were placed in each corner, their leaves
and petals overflowing onto the ornate tile floors. 

Jack paused at the bottom of the pergola, letting you go as you continued up underneath the billowing
fabric and joined the rest of Alpha Two before you turned to face the courtyard. 

And then your heart stopped. 

There were so many more people than you were anticipating. Operatives from each base had shown
up, people that Jack and Duke had trained and worked with over the years, plus the Cavanaughs,
Roper twins, Ms. Emmerly, Yelena, and Doctor Lee. 

It was an impressive crowd. 

You forced another deep breath, fighting the urge to pull your paper from your pocket before you
paused. 

Amma and Duke ducked out of the shadows, Duke with a beaming smile you’d never seen and
Amma with tears in her eyes as Jack waited for Duke at the foot of the pergola. 

You couldn’t help it. 

A smile spread across your face, your heartbeat finally steadying as you relaxed back. 

The two paused before they reached Jack, hugging each other before Duke pulled away and wiped the
tears from her eyes. He took a deep breath as she found her way to her seat and stepped to Jack’s
side. 

They glanced at each other, a grin spreading across Jack’s face and a blush flushed over Duke’s before
they stepped up onto the pergola. 

You swallowed, looking between the two, “You ready?”



They took each other’s hand, stealing one last glance at each other before they nodded and looked up
at you expectantly. 

Another breath and you turned to the group in front of you before clearing your throat. 

“Hi,” you said, wincing at how awkward it came out before you shook your head, “I’m not gonna take
the time to introduce myself, I’m pretty sure you all know who I am..unfortunately. So, we’ll just go
ahead and move on to the good stuff. Today, we come together to celebrate the love and the union of
Duke Dugan and Jack Bennet.”

A few whistles and claps echoed from the courtyard, earning laughter from the two grooms before the
group calmed down.  

“I’ve always heard of love at first sight, but I’ve never believed in it until these two,” you continued,
“I truly believe they knew they were soulmates the first time they laid eyes on each other…they just
didn’t know what it was.”

“Because they were too stupid to realize it,” Raffa whispered under his breath.

Boone snickered, “Ain’t that the truth.” 

“Shut up, Boone,” Duke hissed, glaring at her before rolling his eyes as she winked at him. 

“Ahem,” you hummed, bringing the attention back to you, “If you know Duke and Jack, you’d know
what they’d been through; especially the past few months. But it’s their love that kept them strong and
together. Love like theirs is what makes the hardship and pain in this life worth it. Love is what
continuously brings us together and it’s what keeps us together.”

You sniffed, quickly wiping away the stray tear as you looked up at the two men. 

“Love like yours means watching each other's backs and protecting each other through thick and thin.
It’s helping one another when one falls; it’s supporting each other no matter what,” you paused, taking
a breath, “Love is…each other. Together. Together you will fight demons, defeat enemies—”

“And crazy psychopaths…” Jack muttered, earning himself an elbow from Duke. 

“Bennet, shut up, I’m on a fuckin’ roll,” you whispered with a frown. 

“Sorry.”

“Together, you will forge new paths and build a life. Together,” you continued, “But first, let’s get to
the ‘I do’ part, shall we?”

Duke and Jack nodded, turning to each other and taking each other’s hands. They looked up at each
other, smiling for a moment before looking back at you. 

“Duke Dugan,” you said, trying to ignore the tear that rolled down your cheek, “Do you take Jack
Bennet to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

Duke nodded, swallowing thickly before he managed a shaky, “I do.”

“Jack Bennet.” You turned to the man, watching as that one damn curl fell into his face again before
Duke reached up to gently smooth it out of the way, “Do you take Duke Dugan to be your lawfully
wedded husband?” 



“I do.” 

You smiled, turning to Turner, “The rings, please.”

He nodded, reaching into his pocket and handing one to Boone and one to Raffa. Boone reached
forward first, allowing you to catch a glimpse of the tears streaming down her face as she handed
Duke the ring. 

“Go ahead, big guy.”

Duke smiled, wiping away some of his tears before turning back to Jack, “Jack Bennet, you are my
best friend, my partner in crime, my first mate, the love of my life. I can’t imagine spending my life
with anyone else. Please, take this ring as a symbol of my vow to you: I will always be by your side.
Through thick and thin, through chaos and peace. Always.”

— “Danny?” you asked, trying to keep yourself calm, “Stay with me. Please?” —

— “Always, mi amor,” he whispered with ragged breaths, gently stroking your hand with his thumb,
“Always.” —

Jack nodded, sniffling as Duke slid the ring onto his finger and smiling through a burst of tears before
Raffa stepped to his side and handed him another ring. 

“Duke Dugan,” Jack croaked, “Every time I see you, I fall head over heels all over again. My hopes
and dreams are yours; our paths and our fates are forever intertwined. I can’t imagine spending my
life with anyone else. Please, take this ring as a symbol of my vow to you: I will always be by your
side. Through thick and thin, through chaos and peace. Always.”

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

Jack smiled, smoothly slipping Duke’s ring on his finger before reaching up to wipe away one of his
many tears. The two stared at each other for a moment longer, taking each other in before they turned
back to you. 

You cleared your throat, taking a deep breath as a shuddered sob tried to work its way through you.
Duke smiled, reaching up to rub your shoulder before you nodded. 

“With these vows to each other, in front of your friends and family as witnesses and by the power
vested in me, by the state of…” You paused, licking your lips with a frown, “By the state of…”

Your frown deepened as you glanced between both men before leaning over to Boone, “Boone? Who
the fuck put me in power?”

She blinked with a sniffle, a small smirk curling on her face before she shrugged. 

You rolled your eyes, turning back to Duke and Jack, “By the state of absolute chaos we're currently
in, I pronounce you husbands.” 

“Kiss him, güey!” Raffa yelled from beside you, wrapping an arm over your shoulder as Duke
reached up to cup Jack’s cheek.  

Jack grinned, pulling Duke into him before pressing his lips to his. The two smiled into the kiss as
cheers erupted from the crowd and wedding party before Duke’s eyes widened as Jack dipped him
and deepened the kiss. 



The sound of the crowd echoed through the courtyard; their cheers booming through the forest as the
two men smiled and took each other’s hands before heading back up the aisle. 

Turner and Imara followed them as Nea and Nia chased down the two men. Raffa and Boone went up
next, laughing at each other as Raf reached up to fix Boone’s makeup. 

You smiled, watching as the Roper twins jumped to their feet and took Amma back up the aisle before
a pair of arms linked up with yours. Zac and Belov appeared on either side of you, winking before the
three of you stepped from the pergola together. 

A cool breeze blew through the valley, rippling softly through the night and bringing the sweet smell
of rain from the top of the mountain and swirling the savory scent of Mrs. Cavanaugh’s food.
Sparkling stars blanketed the dark sky, offset by the warm, twinkling strands of lights that decorated
the courtyard. Music and laughter echoed through the valley, bouncing off the trees before being
drowned out by the sound of distant thunder. 

A storm was on the horizon. Lightning flashed through the clouds further up the mountain, but you
didn’t care, nor did anyone else. For once, the night was yours. Without a worry or a care. 

With your suit jacket long discarded, your sleeves carefully rolled up and your tie undone, you were
finally relaxed. 

The hard part was over and the party would carry on well into the wee hours of the morning. Mrs.
Cavanaugh and the boys had enough food to feed an army and the Roper twins, with the help of
Belov and Zac, had smuggled in enough booze to keep the party going for at least five days. 

Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. Though…you had your doubts. 

After a month of being on the run and on edge, you felt a strange calm in the air. 

For at least today, you could slow down and relax. 

You smiled to yourself as you kicked off your heels and padded back into the courtyard. 

The chairs had been replaced with tables upon tables of food and a makeshift bar with stacks of
wooden crates filled with the Roper twins' homemade booze. The pergola had been designated the
dance floor and one of the Cavanaugh boys had taken it upon himself to be the DJ, he was pretty good
at it too. 

Most of the party was taking place on the dance floor, where the majority of the Cavanaugh family
was taking turns swinging each other across the floor. Surprisingly, Belov was there too; keeping a
careful eye on both of Turner’s girls as they danced together. 

Turner and his wife were in the other corner of the courtyard. He was watching her meticulously work
on a painting for Duke and Jack while she pinched a glass of wine in her fingers.  

You took a deep breath, leaning against the bar and taking in the smell of the sweets that had just been
laid out by Amma. Before you knew it, a drink had been slid into your hands from the other end of the
bar. 

A frown found its way to your face as you opened your mouth to argue with whoever had just
provided you with alcohol before you paused, glancing down at the box in your hand. 



A juice box. 

You sighed, knowing exactly who was behind it as you slowly turned your head to the side. 

The Roper twins both grinned at you, tipping their hats in unison, “Howdy, Ms. (L/N).” 

“I hate you both,” you said, rolling your eyes as they snickered and you ripped the straw off the box
before stabbing it and taking a sip. 

The two nodded, smirks playing on their faces as you pushed away from the bar and toward the dance
floor, “We know.” 

You didn’t get a chance to make it very far before you were intercepted by Boone. 

A very, very, very, drunk Boone. 

Which was expected seeing as the party was on its sixth hour. 

“Hey there, hot stuff,” she drawled, her accent so thick and slurred she was almost unintelligible as
she hugged you. 

You peeled her off of you, “Don’t start.” 

“Why?” she drawled, taking your hand in hers with a dazed grin, “You’re so pretty.” 

“And you are drunk,” you said, trying to pry her hand off yours. 

“Yes,” she hissed, spinning back toward the dance floor and tugging you with her, “C’mon.” 

She led you through a sea of people, weaving through it like she wasn’t one drink away from passing
out on the floor before she stopped in the center of the floor next to Duke. Both Duke and Jack had
shed their suit jackets and ties and they both had grins on their faces that lit up the night. 

“Hey!” Duke sang, barely audible above the music as he reached out for you and tugged you closer.
He wrapped his arms around you, “Thank you so much!”

You scoffed, “You know I’d do anything for you.” 

“You did damn good.” Jack nodded, rolling his eyes as Boone shoved a glass of whiskey into his
hands before he shrugged and took a drink. He paused as he did, glancing at the liquid before easily
downing the rest. 

“Thank you. Congratulations,” You started before you paused, glancing over at Boone as one of her
brothers swung her around the floor, “Was that technically even—”

“Legal?” Jack asked, shaking his head, “Probably not. It is Boone we’re talking about. But, I suppose
it’s the thought that counts.” 

“No!” Boone yelled, pouting as her brother spun her closer, “I did everything through proper
channels. For the most part. Plus! Plus, you’re a Captain.” 

You raised a brow, “I’m not the captain of a ship, Boone.” 

She clicked her tongue, holding up two fingers, “The Alliance. The Defiance.” 



“That doesn’t count,” Duke sighed, rolling his eyes as she left her brother and took Duke’s hands,
trying to swing dance with him instead.  

“Yes, it does.” 

You chuckled, rolling your eyes as Boone turned back to you, “I don’t even think that’s technically a
thing.” 

“Shh…” She hummed, pressing a finger against your lips, “Don’t ask too many questions.” 

You rolled your eyes, letting her twirl you once before you caught a glimpse of Raffa through the
crowd. He nodded to you, gesturing for you to follow him as he ducked back toward the bar. 

The smile on your face fell for a moment as you spun Boone before handing her off to Jack and
slipping through the crowd. 

“I figured you’d be in the middle of that,” you said, stepping off the pergola and toward Raffa.  

He scoffed, shaking his head, “I been looking for you all night, la Capitana.” 

Your smile fell further, “Lovely.” 

“Relax,” he chuckled, nodding to one of the Roper twins as they refilled his drink, “Just checkin’ on
you.” 

“I don’t need you to babysit me anymore, Raffa.” 

He rolled his eyes, “No estoy cuidando niños.” I'm not babysitting.

“¿Entonces, qué estás haciendo?” Then what are you doing?

“Revisando que esté bien una amiga,” he said with a shrug, glancing up at you with a frown, “I know
this isn’t easy.” Checking in on a friend.

“Stop.” You shook your head, “I don’t wanna talk about it. I…I just wanna enjoy this while it lasts.
Who knows how long we’ll have a little bit of peace or if we’ll ever get it again.” 

Rafael clicked his tongue in playful annoyance, “You’re such a pessimist.” 

“Lost my optimism a while back.” 

“Pfft.” he didn’t try to hold back a laugh, “No, you didn’t. It’s still in there, somewhere. Underneath
that grumbly, angsty—”

“Raf—”

“—Disheveled, gloomy, moody exterior…” He trailed off, flinching back as you threatened to smack
him, “You’re in there.” 

“That was incredibly melodramatic,” you said, raising a brow as you took a sip of your juice box.  

Raffa chuckled, “That’s what happens when Belov brings tequila, I get philosophical.” 

“I’ve gotten you tequila plenty of times,” you scoffed,  “You’ve never once been philosophical.” 



“That’s ‘cause you never listened.” 

You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose, “I listened to you talk about telenovelas your Abuela
was watching.” 

“She had good taste.” 

“I didn’t say she didn’t.” 

“I’m the love guru I am today because of her and those telenovelas,” he said, staring into the distance
almost forlornly.  

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” you almost mocked him before you paused, “Wait…love guru?”

“Mmhmm. This…” Raffa gestured all around him, “Is all because of me.” 

“Bullshit,” Boone’s voice came from behind you. She stopped by your side, leaning heavily against
you, “It was a team effort. You don’t get to claim all the responsibility.” 

“Oh, come on Cavanaugh.” 

“No. I did a lot of fuckin’ work for this,” she slurred, “We were partners.” 

“Leave him alone, Boone,” Duke said, his hand suddenly on your shoulder as Boone pushed away
from you to hang onto the bar. He wrapped his arm around your shoulder, pulling you against him, “I
think we’re going to call it a night.” 

“Already?” Boone whined, still trying to find her balance, “We just started.”

Jack raised a brow, helping her find a chair, “We’ve drank five bottles of whiskey, Cavanaugh.” 

She nodded with a roll of her eyes, “And Papa brought me two more bottles of the good stuff.” 

“The good stuff, huh?” he asked, licking his lips before glancing into his glass…almost in confusion.  

Duke took his glass from him, setting it on the bar before Boone could refill it, “We’d like to get some
alone time, I think.” 

“Oh, I see,” she said, a devious smirk rolling to her face, “Get it, Dugan.” 

“Boone. Stop,” you said, pulling her away from them, “Good night, boys.”

They nodded to you before ducking back toward the mansion together. You sighed, staring after them
a moment before glancing back to Boone.  

She’d managed to make her way behind the bar and a frown had stretched across her face as she
stared into a bottle of whiskey. 

You raised a brow, looking her over as she straightened, “You good?”

“I can usually drink him under the table,” she said, pursing her lips before taking another swing from
the bottle.  

You scoffed, reaching forward to pluck the bottle from her fingers, “I think you’ve had too much.” 



“Touch my whiskey, woman,” she snapped, holding the bottle away out of your reach, “And I will
murder the shit outta you.” 

You raised your hands, retreating as a feral growl rumbled from her throat, “Got it.” 

Boone nodded, slowly backing away from her with her whiskey pressed close to her chest before she
disappeared into the crowd. You shook your head as you relaxed back against the bar and looked up
into the night sky before you felt a presence beside you again. 

“Boone, I told you I wasn’t gonna touch your whiskey—” You glanced over to the form next to you
before you paused. 

That was definitely not Boone, but he had her eyes. 

The man slid next to you, slowly looking you over before he took off the wide-brimmed hat that was
perched on his head, “Hi.” 

“Hi,” you said, slowly looking him over, “Which one are you?”

“Silas Cavanaugh, ma’am.” He smiled a crooked grin, “The oldest.” 

“Only by 12 minutes!” a voice yelled from the other side of the courtyard. A man that looked nearly
exactly the same as Silas glared at him before turning back to the food tables.  

“Ignore him.” He rolled his eyes before he stopped. Silas perked up as the music changed to
something slower. He glanced back at you, holding his hand out, “May I?”

You sucked a hiss through your teeth with a shake of your head, “I don’t dance.” 

“Pfft,” he laughed, placing his hat back atop his head, “Bullshit.” 

Silas wiggled his fingers expectantly.

“I have two left feet.” 

“Good.” He nodded, “They’ll go with my two right feet.”

You sighed, opening your mouth to speak before he grabbed your hand and tried tugging you toward
the dance floor. You didn’t budge. 

Instead, you raised a brow as he glanced back at you with a frown. 

“Don’t make me do this.” 

You cocked your head to the side, “What?”

Silas cleared his throat before jutting out his bottom lip and looking at you with sad eyes. 

You held back a laugh, “Seriously?”

“Boonie learned it from me,” he said, tugging your wrist again, “We’ve perfected it over the years.” 

You rolled your eyes before you finally caved, allowing him to lead you onto the dance floor. The
second your feet hit the floor, you were twirled deeper into the crowd by the man as the song changed
again. 



A light laugh left your lips as he swung you around the floor. 

“Two left feet my ass,” he called over the music, “You’re a natural.” 

“For some reason, I think it’s my partner,” you said, wincing as you almost stepped on his foot but he
saved you with a spin. 

“We’ll see about that.” He shrugged before curling his tongue and letting out a shrill whistle, “Wyatt!”

Silas let you go in a spin, sending you twirling across the floor and into the arms of another person. 

You expected it to be another one of the Cavanaugh boys but you were pleasantly surprised with the
trade as Boone was flung into your arms. 

“Long time, no see!” she giggled, stumbling slightly as you danced together. 

“I have no idea what I’m doing.” 

She laughed, “I can tell.” 

“Silas told me I was doing good,” you said with a faux frown. 

Boone scoffed, shaking her head, “He’s a filthy liar.” 

“Hey!” Silas cut between the two of you as the music began to slow, “You take that back, right now.” 

“Never,” Boone crooned before she dipped back into the crowd.  

Silas chuckled before he paused, listening to the music and holding his hand out to you. 

You reluctantly took it as the song slowed and he tucked you against him, one hand on your hip while
the other held your hand. He cleared his throat after a moment, “I…I actually wanted to thank you.” 

“Thank me?”

Silas nodded, gesturing to Boone and Belov dancing together in the middle of the floor, “For keeping
the idiot twins safe.” 

You laughed softly, “Is that what you call ‘em?”

“It’s the only name they deserve,” he said with a confident nod and smile before it fell, “They told us
about Russia. And before. And after.” 

A frown made its way to your face, “I’ve almost gotten them killed so many times…”

“And yet,” Silas interrupted, “They always seem to come out the other side of it mostly unscathed.” 

“That’s mostly them being good at what they do.” 

“Still.” He shrugged, “I don’t know where either of them would be without you. Thank you. We
appreciate it, more than you know.” 

You smiled, shaking your head as the song ended and he nodded to you before disappearing back into
the crowd. You went in the opposite direction, ducking off of the dance floor and back to the bar. 



The instant you leaned against it, another juice box was shoved into your hand. 

“Very funny, Colt—” You started before Belov appeared beside you, “Very funny.”

“I’m hilarious,” he said, chuckling as you stabbed the box with its straw, “Это прекрасная ночь.” It’s
a beautiful night. 

You nodded, looking back up toward the sky, “It’s perfect.” 

“We did good, да?” he asked, nudging you gently, “You did good.”

“Thank you,” you said, watching him as he pushed away from the bar. 

You hummed to yourself, relaxing back against the bar.

The crowd had thinned a bit now, though the Cavanaughs and their adopted Russians were still going
strong; how they were still standing was a mystery to you. 

“Sweet Tart?” Amma called, picking up her dress and showing off the boots she’d changed back into
as she rambled across the courtyard.

“Amma!” You smiled, pushing off the bar and pulling her into your arms.

She pulled away from you, quickly looking you over, “Did you eat somethin’? You need me to make
you somethin’?”

“I ate, Amma,” you said, barely able to stop her from going and making you another plate. 

She chuckled, turning back to you, “You been drinkin’?”

“Only juice,” you hummed, holding up your second juice box, “I’m responsible, Amma.” 

“Mmhmm.” She raised a brow, unconvinced. 

“Just for tonight.” you tried again, earning yourself a scoff. 

Amma looked you over once more, slower this time before she pulled you into a hug and pressed a
kiss to your cheek, “I’m proud of you.” 

“You’re all killin’ me,” you said as she pulled away from you. The smile on your face cracked slightly
as you caught sight of Boone making her way toward you. You shook your head, “No.”  

“I wanna dance with you,” she whined, the look on her face falling so hard and fast you thought she
might actually throw a tantrum right then and there.  

“I’m tired.” you tried again…to no avail. 

“No, you’re not.” Boone rolled her eyes, glaring at you before turning back to the dance floor and
catching sight of her father dancing with Nea. A smirk worked its way to her face as she snuck away. 

“Speaking of tired,” Amma said, squeezing your hand, “This old girl needs to rest her eyes.” 

You nodded, “Good night, Amma.” 

“Good night, Sweet Tart.”



You smiled, watching the woman walk away before a small hand tugged on your pant leg.

“Auntie (F/N)!”

You glanced down, looking into the honey-brown eyes of the little girl gazing up at you, “Yeah,
baby?”

You knelt down, gently fixing the askew flower crown atop her head as Nea hugged onto your knee,
“Come dance with me.”

“Your Aunt Boonie put you up to this, didn’t she?”

“Snitches get stitches, Auntie (F/N).”

You chuckled, shaking your head as the little girl held out her hand to you and wiggled her fingers
expectantly. With a sigh, you wrapped your arms around the little girl and easily picked her up before
waltzing toward the dance floor. 
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Flashback : The One to Survive

Chapter Summary

Your eyes narrowed at the man, your brows knitting together as you shook your head, “I don’t
know what you want.”

“The formula!” he snapped suddenly, throwing his clipboard over his shoulder and stalking
across the cell toward you.

“What formula?” you snarled back.

“The notebook,” he growled, “Red ink—”

“With the fuckin’ octopus?”

“It is not an octopus—”

“In Colombia?” you asked, “In that fuckin’ morgue of yours?”

“Lab.”

“Morgue!” you managed to yell, “You fuckin’ sociopath!”

“Psychopath.” he corrected you with a scowl, “You wouldn’t want to be caught anywhere near a
sociopath, my dear.”

“You expect me to remember what happened how many months ago? You expect me to
remember a chain of letters and numbers like they’re my phone number?”

The Doctor paused, “You do remember it.”

“No.” You shook your head, “Nobody would remember that.”

“You will,” he said, brushing a piece of hair from your face, “I’ll make you remember.”
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Wild animals never kill for sport. Man is the only one to whom the torture and death of his fellow
creatures is amusing in itself.

A wheeze whispered past your lips as you managed to gurgle a breath and attempted to crack open
your eyes. Your entire body felt tired; an ache went all the way through your muscles and down to
your bones. 

But you almost felt as though you were floating on a cloud. 

You forced your eyes open, wincing as they peeled open to reveal bright white light. Squeezing them
shut again, you grimaced with a whimper. 

Damn the desert and the damn sun and the damn heat and the damn beeping of a heart monitor…

Wait. Something wasn’t right. 



This wasn’t the desert, with its coarse sand and dry air. That light wasn’t coming from the sun, it was
almost too bright. And there wasn't any heat. 

It was freezing. 

The sand on your back had been replaced with smooth metal. The sun streaming down from the sky
was replaced with artificial lights; blinding you to the point a headache strobed behind your eyes.
Explosions and gunfire had been replaced with a steady, incessant beeping.

This wasn’t the desert. 

— “What did you do?” you slurred, trying to stay away. —

— “Он хочет, чтобы ты был жив.” He wants you alive. —

Oh. 

You were fully awake in almost an instant, fighting to get off of whatever metal surface you were on
before you stopped. None of your limbs seemed to be moving. 

Mostly because they couldn’t. 

Your eyes adjusted to the bright lights above you, allowing you to see further into wherever the hall
you were. 

It was a stone room, illuminated only over the top of you in the center of the room. The corners were
dark, obscured by the glare of the lights and the sparkle of medical instruments behind you.

And you were alone. 

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

 — His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

Your arms and legs were securely strapped down to a metal table in the middle of the room, not
allowing you to move a single inch. 

But you’d moved enough that pain was beginning to radiate from your legs. 

— An involuntary shriek left your lips as an impossibly heavy object landed on your legs. You pressed
against it, your hands finding the metal frame of a Humvee. —

You sucked a breath, trying to relax back as your legs throbbed and one of the machines behind you
beeped before kicking on. Rolling your head to the side, your eyes narrowed as you studied the
machine as it went to work and you finally noticed the needles and tubes that were sticking from your
skin. 

With a low whir, one of them began pushing liquid into your veins and, almost in an instant, the pain
started to numb to a dull ache. Your eyes fluttered slightly, the world fading in and out as you fought
away the exhaustion that plagued you and the voices that echoed through your head. 

— “I can’t feel my legs!” His shriek pierced above the sound of gunfire. —



— There was so much blood. It was barely visible on the black of his uniform but it stained his skin.
Your sticky hands clasped onto his. —

— He gritted his teeth with a whine and a hiss, “Tell my wife and kids I love them.” —

You flinched awake, forcing a deep breath as your eyes widened and you began fighting against your
restraints again before the machine whirred again, administering more chemicals into your body. 

— “Let’s get you outta here, girlie.” —

— “No,” you snapped, shaking your head and pointing to Danny, “Help him. Please. Help him.” —

You groaned, fighting against the drugs as they did their job and relaxed you even further. 

— “Danny!” you screeched, squirming out of the man’s hold and back to the desert floor. You turned
on the man in an instant, kicking out his knees before crawling back toward Danny. You fumbled
through the sand, reaching for Danny’s hand, “Please, wake up! Mi amor! Please! I need you!” —

No. No. No. No. 

You managed to push away the cloudy feeling that was erupting through your veins as a sob worked
through your chest. 

They couldn’t be dead. 

He couldn’t be dead. 

It had to have been a bad dream; a nightmare like nothing you’d ever had. That was it. 

Danny was still out there. He’d be coming for you like he always did. 

He’d save you like he always did. 

Right?

Right. 

He was coming. 

All you had to do was sit tight until he got here.

Wherever the hell here was, with pain strumming through your body and tears streaming down your
cheeks. 

And the sound of footsteps echoing outside the door. 

Wait. 

You blinked with a sniffle, trying to keep your eyes open as the sound grew closer. 

You had to find a way out of there before…before…

Your eyes fluttered closed before you shook yourself awake again. 

You had to get out of there…before…



The metal door of the room was thrown open, the screech resounding through the room before it was
replaced by the thuds of boots. A group of men filed toward you, each of them armed and armored.

They circled the room, their eyes trained solely on you before they shifted to a second pair of
footsteps that smoothly snapped from the hall. A silhouette appeared in the doorway, pausing there for
a moment before waltzing into the room. 

It took you a moment to recognize him as he slowly bled from the shadows into the light. 

Business Suit Man.

The Man in Grey. 

He looked over you slowly. Dark eyes took every inch of you in as he made his way to the table. He
reached up to adjust the overhead light; it flashed directly into your eyes before he settled on a
position.

But his gaze never left you.

His head tilted to the side as he studied you before he reached down to smooth hair from your face.

A low growl left your lips before you snapped your teeth at him, barely missing his fingers as he
pulled away from you.

His lips twitched upward as though he was amused by your attempt to take off his fingers.

“My name is Dr. Novak,” he smiled, “I’m going to take care of you now.”

Even if you were in a daze a slow, tired smirk curled to your lips and you croaked, “I don’t need you
to take care of me.”

Your words came out slurred and hoarse. You weren’t even sure that you were forming real words as
the world began to spin.

“No?” he chuckled, raising a brow and cocking his head to the side, “Are you sure?”

“Positive.” You managed to nod, “Just shove me back out—”

“With your fiance?”

You paused, your eyes narrowing as your jaw clenched and his gaze continued to rake over you. 

He hummed to himself, pulling a chair across the room and sitting next to you, “You would be dead if
I had.” 

“No,” you muttered, glaring up at him as he rolled away from you; the sound of his chair rattling over
the stone floor before he grabbed a clipboard from across the room, “Danny was gonna get me out.
He just…he needed a break…he—”

“You would be dead, with him. Your friend—” 

“Fiance.”

“Oh, how lovely,” he crooned, turning back to you with a small smile as he plucked off his glasses
and whipped a handkerchief from his pocket, “But, he’s not coming for you, my dear.”



“Bullshit, he always comes—”

“He’s dead, love.”

— “Danny?” you asked, trying to keep yourself calm, “Stay with me. Please?” —

— “Always, mi amor,” he whispered with ragged breaths, gently stroking your hand with his thumb,
“Always.” —

“No.” You shook your head, “No. You’re lying. He said…he promised.”

“You killed him, darling,” the man continued as he slipped his glasses back up his hooked nose, “You
have been such trouble for me, you know that? And now, because of you, he’s dead.”

He paused, sliding his chair back to your side and coming to perch next to you like a carrion bird
before he reached out to wipe away the tears that were streaming down your face and hushing you as
whimpers spilled from your lips. 

“You have destroyed nearly everything I have worked for,” he said lowly, gently folding his
handkerchief and placing it back in his pocket. 

“Nearly?” you rasped, your brows knitting together as you sniffled and shook away the sinking
feeling that was eating at your chest, “Apparently I didn’t try hard enough.”

“You did,” he scoffed, smiling softly as he looked over you again, “You performed remarkably well.
And that is the problem.” 

“What do you want?”

“Everything you have in that head of yours.” 

You shook your head, “What makes you think I’m gonna give you anything?”

“I don’t. I think you will fight me every step of the way,” he said, nodding to the guards and grinning
as they pushed off the walls toward you. He reached up to one of the machines behind you, cutting off
the liquid before grabbing the needles that were embedded in your skin and tugging them free. His
smile grew as a yelp snapped from your lips, “But trust me, my dear, I will enjoy it. You, though, you
will not.” 

A feral snarl hissed through your teeth as a pair of guards grabbed your arms and dragged you across
the floor. You attempted to kick at their ankles and claw at their hands as you slid across the cold
stone ground and another pair of guards threw open the heavy metal door. The guards pulled you to
your feet, earning themselves a shriek as your not fully healed legs ached before your knees gave out



and they continued to yank you down the hall. They had no regard for your struggle or the whimpers
that curled through your throat as tears dripped down your cheeks. 

You had no idea how long you had been there, but it was more than obviously enough for you to piss
off Doctor…Business Suit Man.

Fuck, what was his name again?

It didn’t matter. 

Your legs were still in splints, though that may have been because you had a habit of kicking at the
guards and other doctors that came in to see you. And, when you weren’t strapped down to a table,
they could leave you in the room without worrying if you would run. 

But the longer you stayed, the stronger you got, the more unruly you got. 

And the more you got on Doctor Douchebag’s nerves. 

You both knew they would have to change up their tactics soon, but you were hoping you’d have a
few more weeks before they did. At least then you could fight back a little harder. 

But, as per your luck, nothing ever went your way. 

You grunted as the two guards holding you steady stopped in front of another set of doors before they
were pushed open and you were hauled inside. 

A bright white room appeared before your eyes, one that looked more and more familiar the longer
you looked around it. 

An operating table was in the center of the room, a desk was on the other side, and on the far wall was
a row of massive-looking drawers. 

— On the far wall were rows of heavy drawer-like doors. You slowly made your way over to the wall
and placed your hand on one of the handles. Taking a deep breath you turned the knob and opened
the drawer, coming face to face with feet and a toe tag. In a quick movement, you slammed the door
shut and backed away, eyes wide. —

— This was a morgue. —

You blanched as they towed over the white tile and further into the room. It was immaculate, the
white tile to the white walls and the operating tools that glinted in the white light. 

The pair of guards shoved you to the floor before one grabbed your ankle, tugging you closer to the
wall as another grabbed a chain and shackle before snapping it together. They left you, chained to the
wall and alone in the room. 

You weren't prepared for this. Now you were going to have to figure out what Doctor Dickwad’s plan
of attack was. 

He’d started off with relatively easy questions, ones you’d been refusing to answer while you tried to
figure out what his real intentions were. He didn’t care about your childhood or what you did growing
up. 

No, no, no. 



He wanted something else. You just weren’t sure what it was quite yet. 

You froze as a cough came from the other end of the room and your train of thought derailed. You
whipped around, pressing yourself against the wall as you jumped at the sound before you paused. 

A redhead glanced up at you, barely able to hold your gaze before his head lolled forward and he
coughed again. 

He looked worse for wear. His hair was a mess, dried blood on his forehead and lips, and bruising on
his cheek. 

“Ollie?” you asked frantically before pushing off the wall and crawling toward him before the chain
between the wall and your ankle was pulled taut. 

Oliver glanced up as the chain rattled and a small smile worked to his cracked lips. 

“Hey,” he muttered tiredly, his voice cracking as you pulled against the chain with a grunt.

“You’re alive!” you exclaimed, a smile working to your face as you pulled yourself back to the wall
and began tugging at the bracket holding the caching in place, “You okay?”

“I dunno if I’d go that far.” he scoffed lightly before he frowned as you grimaced in pain, “You
okay?”

“I’ve been better,” you said weakly, closing your eyes as your legs began to throb. 

“What about everyone else?”

You paused, your fingers slipping from the bracket to the floor as you sighed, “It’s all my fault.”

“What?”

“We’re the only ones left.” you said slowly, your jaw clenching as you knocked your head against the
wall, “T-They killed…”

Danny.

“Everyone.”

Doctor Dingdong hadn’t lied. 

He’d killed them all. 

Danny never came. Weston never came. Turner never came. No one was left to come for you. 

No one was going to save you. 

You were on your own. Alone. 

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

— “I love you.” —



If you’d only told him. If only you’d had the nerve to tell Danny or Weston or Turner, this would
never have happened. 

It was your fault. 

All of it. 

— “Danny,” you whispered, trying to hide your face from him as he looked down at you. —

— “Yes, mi amor?” —

— “If…” You started, playing with his shirt, “If I had a really, really big secret…and I kept it from
you a really, really long time—” —

— “(F/N), mi amor,” he mumbled back, shaking his head as he began to rub your back, “Stop. You
don’t owe me all your secrets.” —

And now they were gone. Weston had been shot. Turner probably hadn’t made it to safety. And…
Danny…

He was gone. 

The only person in the world that really understood you. The only man that you had shared
unconditional love with. 

And it was all your fault. 

“What does he want?” Oliver’s voice brought you from your thoughts as you buried your head in your
hands. 

“I don’t know.” 

Ollie scoffed, laying his head against the wall with a sigh, “Bullshit.” 

“H-He said I destroyed something in Colombia,” you said, wincing as you touched an open cut on
your forehead. 

“What didn’t you destroy in Colombia?” he asked, raising a brow with a small smile; trying to earn
himself a laugh from you, “And Tokyo. And Dubai. And—”

“Enough, Rookie,” you growled in response, sending him a glare as you finally looked up. 

Oliver gulped, wincing further against the wall as you dropped your head again. 

You had no idea what to do. 

You weren’t strong enough to walk, let alone fight off the guards that littered the halls. You didn’t
have a clue where you were or how to get out of the building you were in. 

“(F/N)?” Ollie asked again, pulling you out of your head. 

You hummed in response, unable to lift your head to look at him.

“What happened?” he whispered, his voice barely carrying through the room, “In Colombia?”



“I…” You paused, taking a deep breath before shaking your head with a frown, “I don’t know.” 

You glanced up, barely catching the dark look that crossed his face before he looked up at you with
pleading eyes, “(F/N)...they’re going to kill us. I…I don't wanna die.” 

“No,” you said, your brows knitting together, “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

No. You couldn’t let Doctor Flimflam win. And you definitely weren’t going to let him kill another
one of your boys.

You had to fight back, just like you always did. 

You just needed more time.

Ollie scoffed, looking you over with a frown, “Have you looked at yourself lately?”

“I haven’t really had access to a mirror, kid,” you started to say before he kicked a silver tray toward
you. It clattered across the floor before smacking against the wall and into your hands. 

You winced at the sound, sighing as you lifted the tray to glance at your face. 

There were cuts on your lip and cheekbone and brow bone, each discolored by bruising and
threatening to split open at any moment. Your eyes were bloodshot and dark shadows circled them. 

“Shit.” you sniffed, tossing away the tray, “I think we’re in trouble, Rookie.” 

“I didn’t notice,” Oliver said, laying back against the wall as you tried to curl up on the floor and a
whimper escaped your throat, “You okay?”

You nodded with a sniffle, siping your eyes as pain seared up your legs, “Hurts.” 

“What does?”

“My everything.” 

“Oh.”

You managed a laugh, rolling to your side as a snicker echoed from Ollie before you succumbed to a
coughing fit and you wheezed a breath. 

Oliver was right. 

If the Doctor didn’t get what he wanted, he was going to kill you both. 

Hopefully whatever information he thought you had would keep you alive long enough your body
would heal and you could come up with a plan. 

You were going to have to use everything Weston taught you. 

Everything. 

For better or for worse. 



You relaxed back slightly, staring at the ceiling as the Doctor began pacing the room. 

You felt numb. 

You wanted to feel numb. 

A few more weeks had passed…at least…you were pretty sure a few weeks had passed. You’d gone
back and forth from cell to lab and back. The days—if you could call them that—blended together
and you relished in the numbness you were beginning to develop. 

You could tune out the Doctor’s voice almost immediately now. His questions wouldn’t even go in
one ear and out the other; they never made it that far. 

He did, however, like to punctuate his points and questions with pain. 

And he was very good at it. 

You supposed the only good news you had was that your legs were out of splints now. It was only a
matter of time before you managed to work your way out of wherever the hell you were. It was only a
matter of time before you enacted your plan.

Yeah…your plan. 

Because you definitely had one. 

And it was really good. 

Well, it would be good once you figured it out. 

Then again, you were known for your ability to bullshit your way through just about anything, just as
long as Danny was there to be your safety net. 

Wait…

Oh…

Oh no. 

The Doctor hummed lightly as he settled back into his chair, gently flipping through the pages of the
file in his hand.

“It says here that your parents were killed when you were three,” he began, adjusting his glasses to sit
higher on his nose, “Can you tell me how?”

You didn’t even bother to send a glare his way, instead staring helplessly and the ceiling. You’d long
given up on struggling against your restraints, but your will to piss off Business Suit Man was still
fully intact.

“Car crash,” he answered his own question with a wave of his pen, “Tell me, how does that make you
feel?”



You set your jaw at the question, focusing on counting how many tiled lines the ceiling had instead of
his prying questions. Out of the corner of your eye, you caught him nodding to one of his goons. A
few seconds later, a pulse tore through your body and forced a yelp from your mouth.

“When will you learn?” Novak cooed, rising from his chair and striding over to the table to lean over
you, “Tell me what I want and I’ll stop the pain.”

“And when will you learn,” you snarled through gritted teeth, “That you ain’t getting nothing outta
me?”

“We shall see, my dear.” He raised an eyebrow, “I have yet to exhaust all the things I can do to you to
make you talk.”

You managed a smirk, masking the fear that was sent through your veins, “Bring it on.”

“That’s what I like about you, Lieutenant, the fearlessness,” he grinned, “But you can only push it
away for so long.”

He walked away from you, clicking his pen and jotting down a few notes, “Believe me, I will make
you talk, whether you like it or not.”

Your eyes narrowed at the man, your brows knitting together as you shook your head, “I don’t know
what you want.”

“The formula!” he snapped suddenly, throwing his clipboard over his shoulder and stalking across the
cell toward you. 

“What formula?” you snarled back, wincing as the clipboard thudded against the floor. 

“The notebook,” he growled, leaning against the table with a glare, “Red ink—”

“With the fuckin’ octopus?”

“It is not an octopus—”

“In Colombia?” you asked with a sneer, “In that fuckin’ morgue of yours?”

“Lab.”

“Morgue!” you managed to yell, the sound wracking around the cell even as your voice cracked, “You
fuckin’ sociopath!”

“Psychopath.” he corrected you with a scowl, “You wouldn’t want to be caught anywhere near a
sociopath, my dear.”

“Fuck off,” you said, lunging at him as he got closer even as the straps on the table held you down,
“You expect me to remember what happened how many months ago? You expect me to remember a
chain of letters and numbers like they’re my phone number?”

The Doctor paused, a smirk curling to his face as his glasses slipped down his nose, “You
do remember it.”

“No.” You shook your head, “Nobody would remember that.”



“You will,” he said, brushing a piece of hair from your face, “I’ll make you remember.”

Your breathing was haggard, a burning, wet sensation that seemed to get worse with every inhale. A
choking cough left your lips and a warm liquid spilled over them, you groaned, laying your head
against the wall that had now been discolored by your blood. 

A shiver wracked its way through your body, forcing an unauthorized whimper to escape from your
mouth.

“You okay?” Ollie’s voice managed to croak, his eyes barely opening to look at you.

If there was one thing you were grateful for, it was that now you weren’t alone in a cell. You had Ollie
to return to after your time with the Doctor. 

You weren’t entirely alone. 

“Peachy,” you crackled before surrendering to another coughing fit.

Oliver managed to peel his blackened, swollen eyes open, his eyes flickering on you before they
closed again, “You look like absolute shit.”

“Thanks, bud,” you hacked, looking him over. Covered in dried blood and dirt, Oliver's eyes were
almost entirely swollen shut, “You don’t look much better.”

A soft snort came from his direction.

Silence overcame the room, the only sound was intermittent static from the guards’ radios outside in
the hallway. You flinched each time warbled speech echoed through it before one of the guards cut off
the static.

“You have a plan, right?” Oliver’s soft voice asked, his head drooping to his chest.

You didn’t answer.

You didn’t have a plan.

All this time inside the Doctor’s lair and you still had nothing. 

Nothing but an anger that was beginning to bubble beneath the surface. You felt helpless; like there
really was nothing you could do, like you were at another person’s mercy for the first time in your
life.

In truth, you thought they would have killed you by now. But they were much more patient than you
had anticipated. Business Suit Man in particular, or…what was it?

Shit. Not again. What was his name?

He’d told you it a few times, but each time you opted to come up with another form of his name, just
to annoy him a bit. 



But…what the fuck was his real name?

Nigel?

Nomad?

Noodleman?

Norman?

No, no, no, no…

Novak.

Dr. Merek Novak.

He seemed to be in charge of the whole operation. Each of the guards had a certain reverence around
him and the few assistants he had running around ran scared each time he so much as sent them a
glare. His line of questioning was getting more and more aggressive; you weren't sure how much
longer you would be able to hold on. 

You’d give it to the man, he had more patience than you ever could. 

Even then, he was close to losing it too. 

But, what happened if you did tell him everything you knew?

He’d transitioned from asking about your childhood to asking about Aftermath and your team to
asking about the formula. 

That damn formula!

You had no idea why he thought you’d know an exact string of letters and numbers on a piece of
throwaway paper you’d only seen once. Nor did you know how the hell you were supposed to
remember it. 

What you did know is that he was upping the ante and he wasn’t going to stop until he got what he
wanted. 

“You don’t have a plan, do you?” Oliver asked, “We’re gonna die here, aren’t we?”

“I’ll think of something,” you said with a rasp, relaxing back as a guard’s footsteps went walking by. 

You had to think of something fast if you were going to think of anything at all. You were running out
of time. 

Oliver lifted his redhead to stare at you again, his bloodshot eyes seemingly staring straight through
you, “You promise?”

The door to the room swung open with a long, menacingly creak, and you flinched at the sound.

“I promise.” Your eyes flicked to the door as a pair of guards marched into the room. 

You assumed they were there for you, your eyes glaring into them as they walked toward you and
then past you. 



“Wait,” you muttered with a frown, quickly sitting up straight as they stopped next to Ollie, “Hey!”

You’d never seen them take him before. He was always taken after you were gone and when you’d
come back he’d be there. 

“(F/N)!” Ollie screeched as two of the men grabbed him before they hauled him to his feet, “Let me
go!”

“No!” you snapped, lunging forward and diving for the men’s ankles before you were yanked
backward, “Let him go!”

A pair of men latched onto your arms, pulling you to your feet and holding you in place as another
man unlocked the shackle on your ankle before you tried to kick at him, and you were lifted into the
air. 

“Hey!” you yelled, fighting against them with everything you had as they took Ollie away from you.

“(F/N)!” he whimpered, tugging against the guards before they dragged him from the room and he
was replaced by the Doctor. 

“I had a feeling,” he said, looking over the room and shoving his hands into his pockets, “That you
were getting far too comfortable. Let us change that, hm?”

“No,” you snarled, glaring at him as the guards tugged you forward, “Let’s not.”

You lifted your legs to your chest before swinging them back out and knocking the two men off
balance. The instant they let go of your arms, you threw an elbow in one’s face and kicked away the
other. 

For just a moment, you were free. 

A moment later, you were hurling yourself toward the Doctor. 

Another moment, you were tackled to the ground by another pair of guards. Your head knocked
against the tile floor, making you see bursts of light as you tried to fight back before you were
pinned. 

“Nice try, darling,” he hummed, frowning as they dragged you to your feet. 

“Fuck off, Merek.” you couldn’t help the growl that warped darkly through your lips. 

Novak smirked, relaxing back as you kicked at your guards again before another pair grabbed your
ankles and they lifted you from the ground. 



The lights flickered in your cell, making you pause in your stride as you paced the small room. The
single light above you went out for a moment before strobing back on and you continued your short
laps. 

Your legs had finally healed and your visits with Novak had become much shorter. 

Which had you worried. It was almost as if he was up to something; as if he had a plan in motion and
was just waiting to strike. 

Just like you. 

With your legs finally able to work on their own, you were one step closer to getting the hell out of
Dodge; finally one step closer to walking—running preferably—away from whatever Novak had
planned for you.

Of course, there was a catch. 

The stronger your body got, the more your mind seemed to be failing you.

Voices and faces started plaguing your sleep and no sooner had they flashed through your dreams then
they infected your waking hours. They seemed to have a life of their own. 

Weston’s training began to slowly fade, replaced by whispers of Danny. 

It’s going to be okay, mi amor. It would say. 

We’ll get out of here soon, amor. It would whisper. 

You started working out as soon as you were able, trying to get your body ready for whatever was
lying in wait outside the door and trying to silence the voices in your head. 

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

But they were only getting worse. Between the twice daily beatings and questioning from Novak and
lack of sleep, your brain didn’t seem to be working as well as it should have been. 

Then again, you didn’t really know how long you had been there. 

It was a windowless cell. The light would click on and off every so often, whether it was completely
random or because the days were changing, you didn’t know. Days and nights didn’t exist in your
cell. 

Hours and minutes and seconds bled together. They didn’t matter.

Days were nothing. Time was nothing. 

But there was one thing you used to mark the days. 

You glanced down at the food tray on the ground before setting yourself down next to it and listening
as footsteps echoed down the hall. 



But that didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was, you were ready. You’d gotten yourself out of
tighter spots…kind of. 

And, now, you were ready. 

All you had to do was take out the guard that was bringing you breakfast…or was it lunch…maybe it
was dinner—

Stop! Focus!

All you had to do was take out the guard, track down Ollie, and then get you both out of there. 

It was easy. 

You nodded to yourself, leaning back against the wall and setting down the food tray in the middle of
the floor, “Easy.” 

Taking a deep breath, you winced as the lock of your cell’s metal door thudded before the door swung
open. You relaxed back, looking up at him through half-lidded eyes as he entered. He barely even
looked at you as he tossed your new food tray to the floor and held out his hand. 

He frowned, looking between you and the empty tray on the floor, “I thought you knew the fuckin’
drill.” 

“Sorry,” you whispered, crawling across the floor before staggering to your feet and holding out the
tray to him, “I-I…”

You trailed off as he took another step into the cell and you stumbled slightly. 

“M-My head…I…” You murmured, looking up at him tiredly. 

The guard rolled his eyes, taking another step toward you and reaching for the tray. 

You smirked, straightening yourself in an instant before swinging at him. The tray slammed against
his head, making him stagger backward. He grunted, trying to swat you away and escape out the door
before you grabbed him by the collar. 

His fingers brushed the door, sending it swinging closed before you flicked the tray across the floor. 

It bounced once before lodging itself between the door and the frame; keeping it open. 

Your fingers tangled in the man's hair, yanking him down as you swung up your knee. His forehead
smacked against it and he went limp in an instant. You let him go, watching as he crumpled to the
ground and you panted. 

“I…” You sucked a breath, “Can still kick ass.” 

You nodded to yourself, stepping over the guard and pulling open the door. Kicking your old tray out
of the way, you poked your head into the hall before taking a hesitant step out. 

It was empty, goading you into taking another step. 

“Ollie?” you whispered harshly, looking around you as you took another step out. 



You had been hoping he was in a cell near yours, but each of the cells in the hall had their door open
and were empty. 

The lights flickered again as you quickly stepped down the hall, ignoring the limp in your step as you
jogged up and down the cell block. None of them had windows and each of them was dark on the
inside. 

You were the only one there. 

You sighed, almost frantically, as you turned on your heel before you paused. 

A number was painted on the far wall next to the door. 

Five. 

You were on level five. Maybe…maybe Ollie was on a lower level, somewhere closer to the entrance.
He wasn’t as much of a threat as you were, it would make sense they’d keep you away from any exit
you could get your hands on. 

You nodded to yourself, quickly stepping across the floor and to the elevator that sat there. Pressing
the call button repeatedly you checked over your shoulder before stepping in and pressing the button
for the fourth level. 

Just as you did, the door at the other end of the hall opened and a trio of guards stepped out. One
made eye contact with you almost immediately as you reached forward to press the ‘close doors’
button. 

“Hey!” he yelled, shoving the other two guards out of the way, “Hey!”

You winced, helping the doors close as he began sprinting toward you

“Fuck me,” you winced as he hit the doors and the elevator began to go up. 

Wait. 

You stopped, glancing back at the control panel.

Up?

You were supposed to go down to level four…not up. 

Unless…

Oh. 

No wonder you didn’t have any windows in your cell, nor did any other room in this place. 

You were underground. 

This was a bunker. 

This was going to be a whole lot more difficult than you originally planned. 

You licked your lips nervously, shifting your weight side to side as you looked around. 



You’d gotten out of worse situations, you could get out of this one. 

All you had to do was find Ollie and get out of there. 

You nodded to yourself again, slipping out of the elevator as soon as the doors opened. The second
your feet hit the floor, the lights in the hall began blinking red and an alarm began to buzz. 

You were running out of time. 

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” you muttered, ducking down the hall with a grimace, “Ollie? Ollie!”

You stumbled slightly as you began to sprint down the hall, ignoring the pain that began to shake
through your legs and lungs as you did. You made it about halfway down the hall when the door there
was thrown open and you screeched to a stop. 

A group of armed soldiers barreled into the hall, taking off toward you the instant they saw you. You
turned on your heel, trying to take off across the hall before you slipped. Scrambling to your feet, you
tried getting your legs back underneath you before a guard slammed into you. 

You yelped, trying to kick him off of you and roll back to your feet before another man tackled you to
the ground.

“Get off of me!” you screamed, thrashing against him as another man latched onto you. 

— “Get off me!” you shrieked, weakly fighting back against them as they started to drag you away. —

— “Don’t you touch her!” Danny snarled… —

The two men pulled you to your feet, holding you steady as the rest of the group surrounded you with
their weapons raised. You groaned with a sigh, your body finally giving in as you slumped forward
before a hand grabbed your hair and forced your head back up. 

You managed a growl with a snarled grimace on your face as the elevator chimed and Novak strode
out. 

He looked over you quickly, raising a brow before a smirk curled to his lips, “Naughty. Naughty.”

You didn’t say anything as he pressed his hands into his pockets and strode toward you. The guards
split for him, allowing him to get closer before he stopped in front of you. 

A smile still played on his face as he stared at you a moment more. There was a glimmer in his eye,
one you’d never seen before. 

He almost looked…proud. 

“You know,” Novak crooned, “I like you more and more every day.” 

“Fuck off,” you hissed through your teeth, your muscles suddenly tensing again as you tried lashing
out at him. 

He scoffed in response, shaking his head before turning to the guard, “Take her lower.” 

“No!” you yelled, trying once again to fight back, “Get off me! Oliver!”



You had no idea how long you’d been there now. There were no patterns. The light was constantly
out; leaving you in perpetual darkness. Your meals were few and far between and most came
intravenously. Novak came and went when he wanted; leaving you with no concept of time. 

He also had better security now. You could hear them outside, pacing back and forth and talking into
their radios. 

They’d gotten better after you’d managed to get out the third time. Each time it was the same way,
take out the guard bringing your meal and then making a run for it. Of course, they were prepared
each time. And, each time, you made it a shorter and shorter distance. 

Each time, they took you deeper and deeper into the bunker. 

The only good news you had was that you refused to talk…and whether or not that was actually
good news was debatable. With your silence came punishment, not only physically but mentally. 

Novak was hellbent on breaking you, and he was close. Oh so damn close to cracking you into a
million pieces. 

You had half a mind to let yourself shatter; to let him have everything you had and end everything. 

But you couldn’t, not when Oliver was still trapped somewhere inside the labyrinth that was Novak’s
bunker. You owed it to him to get him out of there. You’d gotten him into this mess after all. 

You hummed to yourself, setting your chin on your knees and playing lightly with the chain that was
connected to your ankle before you winced. 

The darkened light above you began to buzz. Soft light began to emanate from them. It got stronger
and stronger, filling the room with light as footsteps echoed down the hall and the lock on the door
thudded. 

You knocked your head against the wall, letting go of your knees as a group of guards filtered into the
room. Four were armed, their weapons trained on you as four more approached you. Two grabbed
your arms and you let them yank you to your feet as a third ducked to unlock the shackle on your
ankle. 

You glanced around the room as he did, taking in each of their faces and hiding a sigh of relief. 

These ones were part of Novak’s personal guards. You’d started keeping track of each group. As far
as you could tell, there were at least three. The ones that brought your meals and supervised them, the
ones that took part in the beatings, and then the ones that announced Novak’s arrival. 

These ones were the least worst of the bunch, but they still weren’t the nicest. 



You glanced down as the man finished unlocking your ankle before a tired smirk curled to your face
and you kicked him in his. A giggle managed to leave your lips as the man toppled to the ground and
the one behind him grabbed both your legs. Your laughter grew as the man struggled to get back to his
feet and the rest of the guards threw you onto the metal slab in the middle of the room. 

You didn’t fight back as they tossed you onto it before they strapped you down; tightening the straps
so tightly you could barely breathe. 

They glanced around each other, checking each other’s work before stacking themselves around the
room and nodding to the man closest to the door. He nodded back, opening the door and holding it
open for Novak as he waltzed inside. 

Novak looked over the room, his gaze landing on the guard with the slip lip before he snapped back to
you. 

“You are causing trouble.” 

You giggled slightly, almost deliriously, “Just a little.” 

“You are trouble,” he said, approaching the table slowly. 

“That’s what they tell me.” You nodded, wiggling your fingers as they began to turn purple. 

Novak scoffed, shaking his head, “Tell me something, my dear.” 

“Mmmm…” You hummed, looking up into the ceiling with half-lidded eyes, “No.” 

“You are getting on my last nerve…” He started, pinching the bridge of his nose before he paused,
“Tell me, is that your plan?”

“To piss you off?” you asked, raising a brow, “Yeah. I’m stupid but I ain’t that stupid.” 

“You have fooled me.” Novak turned away from you as the door opened again and one of his
assistants came in holding a tray. He took a vial and a syringe off of it, holding the tube up into the
light and gazing at it, “But, I am tired of this.” 

You froze, the blue liquid in the vial seemed to glow of its own accord, “What is that?”

He ignored you as he nodded to the guard, “Close the door.” 

“Hey! Noodleman!” you snapped, trying to earn his attention as you struggled against your bonds,
“What is it?”

“This?” he hummed, “Something very special. I made it just for you.” 

“The fuck does that mean?”

“I told you.” he said, holding the vial upside down and drawing it into the syringe, “You have been on
my last nerve. This…it will…soothe me.” 

“What?” you whispered as he set down the vial and flicked the syringe, “That…that tells me
nothing.” 



You whimpered slightly as he came closer. He perched on his chair, pulling out his notebook and
jotting down a few notes from the vial before turning to you.

“Shh,” he hushed you, reaching up to smooth your hair down, “It will not kill you…hopefully. But it
will hurt, quite a bit.” 

“No!” you snapped, wriggling in your bonds as he began prepping your arm. 

“No?” he asked, raising a brow and grinning slightly at the fear in your eyes, “Then tell me what I
want.”

“I told you,” you whispered frantically, “I don’t remember. No one could remember.” 

“Hm…” He hummed to himself, “Then perhaps I should give you something stronger.”

Before you could protest any longer, Novak jabbed the needle into your arm and injected the
contents. 

You yelped, watching as the blue liquid seeped into your veins. 

You felt it almost immediately as the drug flooded through your body. You shook your head, trying to
slow your heart rate down as it took effect before a shriek tore through your throat. 

Novak leaned back in his chair, watching you carefully as you writhed against the straps and your
screams filled the room. He began writing notes as he watched you struggle before your body began
shaking of its own accord. 

It was like the liquid had introduced molten metal into your veins. Your limbs felt heavy, even if they
were trembling, and the blood in your veins almost felt like it was boiling. 

But, just as quick as it hit, the sensation left; leaving your veins frigid in its wake. 

Novak glanced up from his notes as your screams ceased. He stood quickly from his chair, his head
cocking to the side as he studied you. 

“The formula,” he growled, his voice echoing through your ears as the room spun. 

“What was that?” you croaked, wincing as the light became unbearable. Your rapid heart rate was
accompanied by a steady beating. The smell of each of the guard’s cologne and Novak’s assistant's
perfume was overpowering. The leather straps stung against your skin. 

“Lieutenant,” he snapped, grabbing your chin as you looked around wildly, “The formula. Now.” 

You shook your head, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Novak’s frown deepened as he backed away from you and nodded to the guards. 

“What?” You heaved a deep breath, “Didn’t do what you wanted it to?”

“Kremorga.” he spat under his breath, “You are stronger than you look.” 

“I thought we established that.”

Novak chuckled, shaking his head before he turned to the door and grinned. 



The slow sound of footfalls reverberated from the hall into the room before they stopped. You lifted
your head before your breaths stopped in your chest.

— A metal arm curved around your waist, tugging you back the instant you reached him but not
before your fingers wrapped around Danny’s tags and ripped them loose. —

— “No!” you screamed, fighting against him and kicking his knee again, “You can’t just leave him!
Please! Danny, get up!” —

 Your blood ran cold as piercing blue eyes met yours. 

Metal Arm Dude. 

“Watch her,” Novak said to the masked man as you glared at him, “She is tricky but don’t harm her.”

— “What did you do?” you slurred, trying to stay away. —

— “Он хочет, чтобы ты был жив.” He wants you alive. — 

“What is he doing here?” you snapped, “Merek?”

“This,” he hummed, gesturing to the black-clad man, “Is what happens to troublemakers. You don’t
get to leave again, my dear.”

Novak turned on his heel, disappearing with his posse and leaving the soldier in his wake. 

The man didn’t move as they slammed the door behind him. His eyes drifted over your form slowly.
They stopped on each of the leather straps, double-checking each one for weak points before he
finally stepped away from you. 

He was wearing what he wore every single time you saw him. Black tactical suit, black mask, and
strapped down with weapons. 

You shivered slightly under his gaze, but your face hardened.

“Come here often, you son of a bitch?” you growled, your gaze trained on him as he moved into the
shadows in the corner, “Ya know, in your time off? When you’re not murdering people?”

The man barely reacted to your words as he folded his arms over his chest. He never took his eyes off
of you. He was predicting your every move before you even thought of it. 

“You hear me?” you asked, shivering slightly as your body’s temperature seemed to drop further, “Ты
меня слушаешь?” Are you listening to me?

He didn’t react, he barely even blinked. 

“Вы умеете говорить?” you snarled, “Of course you do. I heard you. In the desert. Remember? After
you killed my fiance?”

Do you know how to talk?

You winced, not at your words but from the sudden shock of pain that shot through your system. A
pained shriek tore through your throat as you struggled against your bonds before your head knocked
against the table and your eyes rolled to the back of your head. 



You rocked back and forth in your corner of the cell, the chain on your ankles clinked as you shifted
and you winced at the sound. You’d gotten used to the extra set of eyes that were constantly on you
but he still made you uneasy. 

Then again, at this point, you weren’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. The whispers in your head
were getting worse and Metal Arm Dude’s constant stare seemed to go straight through you. 

“Ты призрак?” you couldn’t help but ask as you tucked your knees to your chest and stared into the
wall behind him. 

Are you a ghost?

You supposed you should have been grateful for him. At least you could talk to him, even if he never
talked back. 

But…he might not have even been there. You could have just been talking to a man-shaped wall…

“Я призрак,” you whispered, squeezing your eyes shut, “Так он меня назвал. Это то, что я назвал
себя. Ты тоже один?” 

I’m a ghost. That’s what he called me. That’s what I named myself. Are you one too?

Still, there was no answer. He barely even blinked, let alone acknowledged you. 

“Ты выглядишь как один,” you continued, leaning over until you plopped to the floor. You look like
one. 

You sniffled slightly, shivering at the cold stone floor before you wheezed a cough. 

“Вы знаете, что сегодня?” you asked, peeling open your eyes, “Я не. Пожалуйста, скажите мне.”

Do you know what today is? I don’t. Please, tell me. 

Still, silence overtook the room. You whimpered, hiding your face from him as tears rolled down your
cheeks and you shivered again before you took a deep breath. 

“Как работает ваша рука? Дэнни сказал, что это невозможно,” you tried again, “Это больно?
Делает—”

How does your arm work? Danny said it wasn’t possible. Does it hurt? Does—

You were cut off as the door to your cell slammed open and a guard stepped in. He glared at you,
tossing a tray of food to the ground and spilling its contents. 

“You’re not supposed to be talking to him,” he growled.



You rolled your eyes, shakily making your way to your feet. 

Before you knew what was happening a hand wrapped around your throat, “The fuck was that?”

“Nothin’,” you whispered, clawing at his hand as he squeezed before you pried his fingers off of you. 

The guard threw you against the wall, earning himself a yelp as you finally got his hand away from
you and snapped your teeth into one of his fingers. 

He slammed you against the stone again, raising his fist with a snarl, “You little—”

The instant he moved, a metal hand wrapped around his wrist; the sound of gears whirred through the
room before a sharp snap and the guard’s wails replaced it. Metal Arm Dude threw the man away
from you, stepping between the two of you as he watched the man on the ground. He didn’t move as
the man clambered to his feet, gingerly holding his wrist as he glanced between the two of you.

A low growl tore through the soldier’s throat as he took a slow, menacing step forward and the guard
scrambled out of the room and slammed the door behind him. 

Your eyes widened as the soldier turned back to you, studying you before stepping back toward his
corner. He kicked your tray of food with his heel, sending it back toward you as you crumpled to the
floor. 

“Come now, Lieutenant, just tell me. I’ll make the pain go away,” Novak hummed as a pulse of
electricity snapped through the room. 

You gritted your teeth, holding back a whimper, “How? By putting a bullet through my head?”

“No…No.” He shook his head, looking over you slowly, “I have other plans for you, my dear.” 

Another pulse snapped through the room. 

He’d changed tactics a while back, he’d grown bored of the beatings and turned to something else that
would entertain him, at least for a while.

You grunted, holding in a scream as another pulse illuminated the shadows, glinting off the metal arm
of your companion. He stared at you almost coldly, not even blinking as the lights flickered. 

“Now, now, little Ghostie,” he crooned, smoothing back your hair and whispering in your ear. His
breath burned your ears, “Scream for me.”

“Fuck you,” you snarled, not allowing him the satisfaction of watching you break yet. 

Novak shook his head, waltzing away from the table and switching on the electricity himself. He took
off his glasses and whipped out a handkerchief, cleaning them as he watched you writhe and shake



under the current. You allowed a small screech as he slipped his glasses back on and cut the power. 

Your body went slack, your head lolling to the side as the world began to spin and your ears began to
ring. You fought to stay awake as Novak’s assistant ducked to his side. 

“How much longer?” he asked, not bothering to turn to her as he looked over you.

“A few more weeks, Doctor,” she said, glaring at you, “Since she destroyed our supply route, the
chemicals are taking longer to get here.” 

“Get it here.” 

“But, sir, it’s still unstable—”

“Yes. That is why we have a test subject.” he paused, looking over you once more before finally
turning to you, “A volunteer.” 

“Her?”

“No. Not yet.” Novak shook his head as you blinked yourself back into reality, “I am not through with
her yet. It has to be perfect before we use her.” 

“And the prototype?”

“Failed.” He frowned, as he took a step toward you, “Though, it has healed most of her wounds quite
miraculously but it has worn off.” 

“What about a bigger dosage?”

“It will kill her,” he hummed, gently smoothing your hair, “As strong as she is, her body can only take
the changes for so long before it shuts down. And we do not want that, do we? We need the
stabilizer…”

You whimpered as he touched you, shaking your head to get him off of you before your eyes landed
on Metal Arm Dude. Your gazes met and for a second, you swore he shifted his weight toward you.
You silently plead with him for a moment; pleading with him to help you like had with the guard
earlier, like he had in the desert. 

But he didn’t. 

“Oh.”

Your eyes flicked to Novak as he glanced between you and the soldier. 

A wicked grin curled to his face, “You are brilliant, Lieutenant. Absolutely brilliant.” 

“What? What stabilizer?” you asked, trying to pull his attention back to you as he took a step toward
the man, “What did you give me?”

“Hm…” He scoffed, “You want to ask questions? I will need some answers from you.” 

“Fuck off.” 

Novak hummed, shaking his head as he turned his back to you and shooed away the guard manning
the control panel. He clicked his tongue as he adjusted it before he nodded to himself and then his



posse. 

He turned on his heel, sending a smile to the soldier in the corner, “Watch her.” 

You frowned as they all left the room, leaving you still hooked up to the electricity machine. 

Novak usually had one of his guards unhook you. Then another would come back later to let you
loose from the table. They never left you—

A shriek tore through your throat as an unexpected surge of energy tore through you. It was stronger
than before; making your toes curl and your body shake before it ended. 

You blinked, shaking your head as you tried to stay awake and you realized what he had done. 

Instead of an IV drip, he’d left you on an electricity drip but you didn’t know the pattern. You didn’t
know how long you would have a reprieve before another shock ran through you. 

You whimpered slightly, staring at the machine as you tried to get out of your bonds. Your breath
caught in your lungs suddenly as your throat closed and your chest tightened before it happened
again. 

Another surge staggered through you as you struggled on the table. 

— “Danny?” you rasped, panicked breaths leaping from your lips as you frantically searched for
him. A scream tore through your throat, “Danny!” —

— “Hey, hey.” Danny’s soft voice came. You felt a vibration through the sand. He had outstretched his
hand to you, tapping the ground softly. You shuddered a breath struggling a bit longer as he brought
his hand back to him and used his teeth to tear off his glove. He wiggled bloodstained fingers as he
reached for you and you finally took his hand, “Listen to me, mi amor. You're gonna be okay. Look at
me. Baby. Stop.” —

— “Deep breaths,” he whispered, squeezing your hand, “Deep breaths. You're okay.” —

“Дышать.” A low voice came from the corner of the room, bringing you back to your cell as you
shivered. 

Your gaze snapped to the sound as the soldier stepped from the shadows. His voice was hoarse,
almost as bad as yours and it cracked as he spoke. 

“What?” you wheezed, your brows furrowing as he took a step closer. 

“Дышать,” he said again, his voice muffled by the mask he wore. 

Breathe. 

“I knew you could talk—” You started with a whisper before it turned to a screech and another pulse
tore through you. You forced a breath, keeping your eyes on him as he watched over you. 

“Хороший.” He barely nodded, his eyes still staring into yours. Good. 

You relaxed slightly as he stepped back from you and back into the shadows. 

“Спасибо,” you murmured, “Вы не очень много говорите, не так ли?” 



You don’t talk very much, do you?

“Нет.”

“Почему?” Why?

“Я не знаю.” I don’t know. 

You scoffed lightly before you winced and the shock came again. You tried to breathe through it like
he told you but it ended with a shriek. 

— “Danny?” you whimpered, trying to get a better look at him and fighting against the weight of the
Humvee again when he didn’t answer. —

— The vehicle creaked again, the haunting sound piercing your ears before Danny squeezed your
hand again. —

— “Mi amor. Stop,” he wheezed, “(F/N). Stop. Look at me.” —

— You stopped, maneuvering yourself to let him see you. —

— A pained smile flashed to his face, “You're so damn pretty. You know that?” —

— “Danny, I—” —

— “I love you,” he whispered, “I love you so much.” —

— “Don’t talk like that.” You shook your head, tears welling in your eyes, “Stop it. Just, stay with
me.” —

You fought against the restraints trying to free yourself before a hand landed on your shoulder. 

“Останавливаться.” Stop. 

And you did. Wincing at his touch as his metal hand gently shoved your back against the table before
he backed away. 

You sighed, knocking your head against the table, “Ты же не собираешься меня развязывать?”
You’re not going to untie me, are you?

“Нет.”

“Это не очень полезно…” you said slowly, “Солдатский мальчик.”

That's not very helpful…Soldier Boy.

Chapter End Notes
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Into the Fray

Chapter Summary

“You alright?” Amma asked, her smile fading as you relaxed back.

“Fine.” You nodded, leaning against the broom with a sigh, “Just thinking.”

“About?”

“The future,” you sighed, running a hand over your hair, “Things are more complicated than they
were before. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”

You paused, watching a flash of lightning break through the sky and wrapping your arm around
Amma’s waist to lead her back into the wide doors of the mansion.

You watched the sky again as the clouds began to churn and the light drizzle of rain turned into
something more, “Everything in me is telling me to run and never look back but…”

“You know that’s not an option,” she finished for you with a nod, brushing off her shoulders.

“Not anymore.”

She licked her lips, looking out onto the courtyard as another crack of thunder sounded.

“You been runnin’ long?”

“Since I came home,” you sighed, folding your arms over your chest, “I went from being chased
by soldiers and mercenaries to running from my nightmares. And when it came time to rest, I
couldn’t bring myself to stop running. And now I can’t seem to stop.” 
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“It’s nine in the morning, (F/N), you shouldn’t be drinking that,” Oliver hissed with a glare, looking
quickly over the woman as she took another sip of her beer. 

“Hush, Oliver, I do what I want,” she said simply, swirling her beer with a smirk before taking
another drink. 

This woman was infuriating. She may have been a decent soldier on the battlefield but, off of it? She
was a nightmare. 

Hell, even when she was on the battlefield, it was rare that she ever took an order seriously. Or even
took an order. She really did just…do what she wanted. 

He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as his grip on the newspaper tightened, “We’re working,
(F/N). Weston wouldn’t like it.” 

“Weston can kiss my ass,” she hummed, her eyes flicking to the building on the corner of the street, “I
will damage my liver whenever I feel like it.” 

A low, hummed growl worked through Oliver’s throat as he glanced up at the building they were
staking out; a specialty antique shop, themed after the 1940s. 

It should have been something he liked. It was, after all, when Hydra began its rise to power. 

But, being at (F/N)’s insufferable side, he was not enjoying it. Sure, the building was a front for Las
Serpiente Blanca. And, sure, the gang was working hand in hand with Hydra, but they didn’t know
that he was working with them. 

He could be killed if they weren’t careful. 

If she wasn’t careful. 

As much as he hated to admit it, he was going to have to work with her to get out of this one in one
piece unless he thought of something that would get him out of harm’s way. 

He glanced up at (F/N) as she stared at the building, “How much do you know about World War
Two?” 

“Captain America was there.” She shrugged, much to his chagrin, “And he had a shield or
something.” 

“Stop.” He rolled his eyes, “Be serious, (F/N) 

“Calm down Ollie, I know my stuff.” 

“Really?” 



“Yeah, my great Grandad served in the war, he was liberated from a P.O.W. camp by Captain
America and the Howling Commandos.” 

Oliver blinked, looking her over in faux surprise, “Really?” 

“Why do you think I became a soldier?” 

“Cause your uncle was one,” he said, easily baiting her along. 

“Well, yeah, but he became one because his grandpa served.” 

He nodded, leaning back in his chair as their waitress came back through the coffee. 

He didn’t need to know anything about her. He already knew. 

He knew everything. 

Her parents died when she was young; in a car crash of all things. Her grandparents and her uncle
raised her until, they too, died off one by one. 

It would have been tragic, if he’d have cared in the slightest. 

He glanced up as the waitress nodded to (F/N). 

“¿Puedo traerte algo más?” she asked, taking his breakfast with a smile. 

“Otra cerveza, por favor.” (F/N) smiled, leaning back in her chair as the waitress took her bottle. 

He might not have known much Spanish, but he knew what a cerveza was. 

“That’s your fifth one,” he said, shaking his head as she relaxed, “You need to lay off.” 

(F/N) didn’t answer. Instead, she stuck out her tongue at him like a child and propped her feet on the
nearest chair. 

He held in a grumble, his gaze flicking between her and the building as the waitress returned. (F/N)
wasted no time in popping the top on her newest beer and continuing to watch the building closely. 

Oliver sighed again. 

She was going to be the death of him if he wasn’t careful. And she was definitely going to get them
caught. He was going to have to come up with a different plan. 

He reached into his pocket, gently thumbing the listening device she’d given him before nodding to
himself. 

“Heads up,” (F/N) muttered, her gaze tracking a man along the street, “Here’s our guy,” 

She nodded toward a building, watching the man unlock the front door before disappearing inside. An
open sign flicked on a moment later and Oliver folded his newspaper onto the table. 

“Now?” he asked, glaring at her as she shook her head. 

“Let me finish my beer.” 



“(F/N), wait—” 

She ignored him completely as she chugged the rest of the bottle and stood from her chair. 

“C’mon let’s go,” she said, placing money down on the table and strolling across the street with him
in tow. 

He tucked his newspaper under his arm and shoved his pencil into his pocket, “Lieutenant? What’s
the plan exactly?” 

“Follow my lead,” she answered, “Plant the bug while I distract him.” 

She swung the door open and entered the building as if she owned it; as if she hadn’t just down five
beers in one sitting. 

The store was cluttered with artifacts and trinkets of a bygone era. A radio played softly in the corner
of the store and old flags hung on the rafters, drifting slightly on a breeze. 

“¿Hola, como puedo ayudarte?” a voice came from deeper in the store, stopping Oliver in his tracks
as he glanced to the woman. 

They were in it now. She had to have something good up her sleeve while he figured something out. 

“Hello?” she asked, her accent changing slightly “¿Habla Inglés?” 

She winked at him as his jaw dropped slightly. 

This was her plan? This was her genius plan? 

Pretend that she didn’t know what was going on while he did all the work? 

Oliver’s jaw ticked into place as the man came around the corner. 

“Oh yes,” he said with a friendly smile, “My name is Santiago. How may I help you?” 

“Wonderful!” (F/N) smiled, clasping her hands in front of her and somehow becoming smaller, “My
name is (F/N) (L/N), this is Oliver Walsh, we work for a private collector back in the States, we’ve
been traveling around a bit and saw your shop.” 

He flinched slightly at the sound of his name. 

She had to say his name? His actual name? She couldn’t have come up with anything else? 

He sighed with a shake of his head. 

It was amazing she’d made it as far as she had with the few brains she had. 

“Is there anything I can help you find? We have many things, firearms, uniforms…you name it we
probably have it.” 

“Well,” FN started, looking around the room, “He already has a lot of guns, do you have anything
smaller?” 

“Of course, let me show you.” Santiago waved for her to follow him before winding through the maze
of antiques. 



(F/N) turned to him with a wink, nodding through the store and leaving him behind. 

He grumbled to himself, wandering away from her and setting his hands on his hips. 

If he was really going to help her, he’d place the listening device somewhere Santiago wouldn’t find it.
He’d probably hide it in the receiver of his phone, that way he could hear every conversation the man
had. 

But he wasn’t trying to help her. 

He had to stop them before they destroyed everything Hydra had worked so hard for. 

Oliver glanced over his shoulder as he moved to the front desk and placed the newspaper down. He
quickly tore out a piece and twirled his pencil back through his fingers. 

She works for the Americans. Stop her. 

Hail Hydra. 

He nodded to himself, placing the device on top of the paper and folding it carefully into a packet
before writing on the top, open me. 

Oliver sighed, looking over his shoulder once more before snaking his way through the mess of
displays that surrounded him. 

“I don’t have any on the floor right now, but I did just get a shipment in from a collector in France,”
Santiago’s voice came as Oliver got closer to the two, “Come to the back, let me show you.” 

She smiled, following the man before glancing at him with a raised brow. 

He nodded. 

It was done. 

Oliver glowered at the blank screen in front of him. (F/N) had disappeared into the wind after
Afghanistan. She’d run back to the shadows where he couldn’t find her. 

He growled to himself, glancing at the teenager that was sleeping in the corner of Stark’s lab. Stark
was still working at the front of the room; still scrubbing through camera footage and scouring the
world for (F/N). 

If she didn’t show herself soon, he was going to have to come up with a new plan. 

One that would tear her from the shadows and back into the light.

A low smirk curled to his face as Stark left the lab.

He knew exactly what to do to get (F/N) to give herself up. 

The only issue was, he’d lose his advantage with the Avengers…unless he took them all out at once
and left only a few key players around to enjoy the show. 

Brilliant. 



But it wasn’t time for that, not yet. 

He needed them alive for now. When the time came, he’d get rid of each of them and pave the way
for Hydra to begin its reign. 

Oliver nodded to himself, diving back into Stark’s system. He’d already sent teams to each of the
safehouses he’d found on the Archives’ maps and he’d personally overseen other teams he’d sent to
Weston’s hiding places. 

Still, there was nothing. 

He must have missed something. 

There must have been something (F/N) left behind that would give away her location. There must
have—

Wait. 

Oliver blinked as an unfamiliar line of code scrolled past his gaze. He paused, his eyes running over
the code once, twice…

“That little shit,” he seethed under his breath, his eyes narrowing at the screen as he began to
backtrace the signal emanating from the code. 

They found a loophole; the smallest crevice to leach through and they had. 

His gaze darkened as he followed the code, hoping to finally figure out where (F/N) and her pair of
lackeys had disappeared to but, once again, he was let down. 

The signal traced back to their smoldering base. Apparently, a farewell present he’d missed. 

She’d been watching them for a month; just like he’d been watching her before this whole fiasco. 

Oliver couldn't help himself as he reached yet another dead end. 

His fist slammed into the metal desk he was sitting at, leaving behind a misshapen dent and waking
the teenager from across the room. The kid blinked, rubbing his eyes and looking over the room in
confusion before quickly setting back to work. 

Oliver snarled lowly, covering up the dent with a stack of files and letting his fingers race across the
keys. 

He locked the signal out in an instant, just in case (F/N) tried to access it again. 

She would be blind this time. She wouldn’t be able to see him coming.

You moved quickly through the courtyard, sweeping up any evidence from the night before as
growing thunderclouds moved over the mountains. They rolled in above the fog, shrouding the
mansion and forest in an eerie mist and silence as the hungover Cavanaugh boys bright in chairs and
tables and droplets of rain began to sprinkle from the sky. 

Even as the weather turned cold, you were still relaxed. Your friends and family were safe. They
wandered the halls of the estate as a haze crept through the trees and thunder billowed over the



mountains. The sun was coming over the horizon, trying to get through the darkening clouds but
unable to break through them. 

Still, light music played through speakers in the mansion as you worked to clear up the mess from the
night’s festivities before a torrential downpour hit the grounds. 

But there was a voice that whispered over the music. 

The voice. 

Her voice. 

It wasn’t as violent as it had been a month prior. It had time to think. It had time to plan. 

It was the same voice that haunted your dreams. It told you the ins and outs of every plan you came
up with. It helped you weigh your options and make decisions. 

It also told you you were running out of time. 

You would have to move soon. He would find you soon. They would find you soon. 

It told you to run while you still could; while your team was still together and alive. 

Before they got hurt. 

But you didn’t want to leave them. And they’d kill you if you tried. They all wanted a hand in taking
down Walsh, but he was going to be difficult until the very end and you didn't want to risk losing
them.

And, if you pissed Walsh off enough, he would retaliate. You knew he would. 

Because it’s what you would have done. 

You didn’t have the patience to sit and wait while he was brewing up a plan, nor did he. 

You were both running out of time. 

“Is that broom kicking your ass, Sweet Tart?” Amma’s voice came from behind you as rain began to
drizzle over the mountains. 

You blinked your way out of your thoughts, realizing that you had been standing still in the middle of
the courtyard and glaring at the broom. 

A light laugh managed to leave your chest, “Good morning to you too.”

“You alright?” Amma asked, her smile fading as you relaxed back. 

“Fine.” You nodded, leaning against the broom with a sigh, “Just thinking.” 

“About?”

“The future,” you sighed, running a hand over your hair, “Things are more complicated than they
were before. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”



You paused, watching a flash of lightning break through the sky and wrapping your arm around
Amma’s waist to lead her back into the wide doors of the mansion.

You watched the sky again as the clouds began to churn and the light drizzle of rain turned into
something more, “Everything in me is telling me to run and never look back but…”

“You know that’s not an option,” she finished for you with a nod, brushing off her shoulders. 

“Not anymore.” 

Amma frowned, looking you over slowly with sadness in her eyes and something else you couldn’t
quite decipher. 

It was a look you hadn’t seen before; not from her, at least. It was something akin to disappointment,
but it wasn’t quite that. 

She licked her lips, looking out onto the courtyard as another crack of thunder sounded. 

“You been runnin’ long?”

“Since I came home,” you sighed, folding your arms over your chest, “I went from being chased by
soldiers and mercenaries to running from my nightmares. And when it came time to rest, I couldn’t
bring myself to stop running. And now I can’t seem to stop.” 

 — “If…” You started, playing with his shirt, “If I had a really, really big secret…and I kept it from
you a really, really long time—” — 

 — “(F/N), mi amor,” he mumbled back, shaking his head as he began to rub your back, “Stop. You
don’t owe me all your secrets.” — 

You paused, shaking Danny’s words from your head with a growl, “If I would have just told him the
truth, none of this would have happened.” 

“It’s not too late,” Amma said, smiling softly as you turned to her with a raised brow, “You can still
tell Sebby—Bucky—the truth—”

“No. Not him.” You shook your head, pulling away from her with a frown, “If I would have told
Danny what was going on, we could have solved all of this together.” 

“Or—”

“We would have died trying,” you sighed, running a hand down your face, “But I lost him.” 

She frowned, placing her hands on both of your shoulders and turning you to face her, “We talked
about this.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” You waved her off with a shake of your head, “You can’t change the past and
all that Lion King bullshit. I gotta face it and all that heroic shit, huh?”

“Something like that.” 

You took a deep breath, turning your attention back to the rain as it pattered against the roof.



You hadn’t had time to think about Bucky since you’d called him. You had been so relieved that
Amma had shown up on your doorstep and then distracted by the wedding that you hadn’t had time to
think of him.

You shouldn’t have called him. You shouldn’t have given in to your impulses and left it alone. Now
you looked even worse in his eyes and the truth was getting even more and more complicated. 

“What if I lose Bucky too, Amma?” you asked quietly, “What if, when he realizes who I am, he wants
nothing to do with me?”

“I told you I don’t do hypotheticals, (F/N),” Amma started before you frowned and she stopped, “I
don’t know. I wish I did, Sweet Tart.”

She trailed off as the Cavanaugh boys and Roper twins came slipping and sliding into the mansion
soaking wet and with laughter that filled the room.

“Roper Twins told me he was snooping around town looking for you.” 

You shook your head, “He was looking for you.” 

“No,” she said, flipping her braid over her shoulder, “I think he went there hoping you were there.” 

“After my last conversation with him, I highly doubt that,” you mumbled, “He already hates my guts
right now. It’s only going to get worse if I tell him that—”

You winced as Amma took the broom from you and smacked you with it. You stepped away from her
quickly as she swung at you again. 

 “Ow.” You rolled your eyes, “You weren’t there, Amma. He was pissed. If I tell the truth, especially
now, nothing’s gonna get better.” 

Amma swung the broom again barely missing you.

“Okay,” you sighed, “But I need to tell him anyway. He deserves it.” 

A smug smile spread across her face, “Atta girl.” 

“But—”

“No buts,” she deadpanned, lifting the broom again. 

“This is an important but,” you said, eyeing the broom suspiciously as she lowered it and motioned
for you to continue, “Walsh.” 

“That’s not a but.” 

You sighed, trying again as you shifted your gaze from the broom to her, “He tried to kill us, Amma.
What if he goes after him? What if Bucky doesn’t believe me? What if—”

She smacked you again, this time going for your ankles, “No hypotheticals. He deserves to know.”

“Even if he’s in danger?” you snapped, grabbing the broom away from her and tossing it over your
shoulder with a glare, “Even if it could mean I lose him? Even if it means everyone here could get
hurt?”



Amma blinked, her gaze flitting over the Cavanaugh boys and Yelena as they left the kitchen, and
Hadar and Hugh filtered in with other operatives that were staying at the house. Her frown deepened
as Belov and Zac ducked down the stairs and Hattie and Bo came into the living area. 

For a moment, her face changed. 

For a moment, she understood. 

This mansion wasn’t just done on one of Boone’s whims. It had never been just a mansion, it was a
safehouse. The operatives that were there weren’t there because they wanted to be. 

It was because they had nowhere else to go. 

They had all been displaced by Walsh’s attack. 

“They’re depending on me,” you muttered, “Do I like that I’ve lied to my friends for years? No. But
will I keep it up to keep my family safe? Yes.” 

“He deserves to know.” 

“And, one day, he will. But first, I gotta make sure Walsh can never hurt anyone again.”

Boone hummed to herself, massaging her temples as a massive migraine pulsed through her head.
Even after the night before, she’d been up and ready for her session with Dr. Lee, who had been less
than impressed with her drinking record. 

Nevertheless, Boone continued through the morning as best as she could. 

After a month of working hard to get the mansion back into shape and the limited stress of a wedding,
she was ready for something a little different. 

It had been ages since she’d touched a computer and she was itching to get back into the routine. 

She pulled a box from under her makeshift desk in the basement and lifted the Aerocell chip from it.
She rolled the thing through her fingers, watching the chip shine in the low light. 

 — “What are you gonna do with it?” Duke asked, searching his eyes, “We can’t let it fall into the
wrong hands.” — 

 — Turner swallowed, glancing to Imara before shaking his head and handing it back to Duke,
“We’re going to destroy it. Once and for all.” — 

 — Boone nodded as Duke gave her the chip and she snapped it between her fingers, “Now what?”
— 

“Беда,” Belov’s voice came from behind her, “Getting started without us?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Boone drawled, flicking the chip into Zac’s hands, “Just looking.”

Zac scoffed, popping the chip into his computer’s drive before plopping into his chair. Boone ran her
fingers through her hair as the drive hummed to life along with their computer screens. 

“How we looking?”



“Good so far,” Zac said slowly, fixing his glasses as he studied the code, “It’s fighting back though.” 

Boone nodded, watching as lines and lines of code rolled across the three computer screens in front of
them. She shook her head with a frown. 

As much as she hated to admit it, it was good. Walsh was good. Aerocell had shifted and evolved over
the years. From a simple tracking program to one that could be used for nearly anything. 

It could track a group of people or a single person and predict their next moves. That was the most
impressive part about it. Whether a person was fighting an army or a single enemy, Aerocell could
help. 

A low whistle echoed through the room as Boone shook her head, “Damn, Walsh, I’m only slightly
impressed.” 

“Only slightly?” Belov asked, settling beside her with a raised brow. 

“I don’t like giving him credit, Christopher,” she sighed as her headache throbbed again, “Even if he
deserves it. Damn. It’s beautiful.” 

Zac scoffed, glancing at her with a shake of his head, “I’m gonna tell Captain Rogers you’re flirting
with Wraith’s computer code.” 

“It flirted with me first.” Boone shrugged, grinning as she leaned back in her chair before the sound of
light footsteps echoed from down the hall. She turned, watching as the door swung open and Nia
stepped into the room with a curious look in her eye. 

“Hey, Aunt Boone,” she said, smoothing back her braids as she ducked into the room. 

“Good morning, ma belle rose,” she hummed, pulling a chair up next to her and patting it gently. 

Nia took the chair, pulling herself closer to Boone before she frowned as she looked over her, “Tu
ressembles à de la merde, Tantine.” You look like shit, Auntie. 

“Hey! Uh-uh.” Boone shook her head at the girl, “No bad language words out of you, missy.” 

A smirk curled to Nia’s face as she looked up at her, “But—”

“Listen to your Auntie, Гремлин,” Belov said, grabbing the girl’s chair and rolling it out of his way as
he set to work. 

“Давай, Кристофер. You’re no fun.” Nia pouted before she turned her attention to the screens in front
of them, “What are you working on? New tech?”

“New to us,” Zac said, “It’s called Aerocell. It’s…complicated.”

Nia nodded, glancing to Boone as her fingers raced across the keyboard and she dug deeper into the
program. 

“It’s a tracking program,” the girl said after a moment, earning herself a surprised look from Zac,
“Isn’t it?”

He sat up, glancing between Nia and Boone. 



“What can I say? She takes after me,” Boone mused with a nod, “It’s a very sophisticated tracking
program.”

The girl hummed in response, leaning forward to watch Boone work as she sifted through different
files. 

If she could figure out how it worked, she could find a way to use it against Walsh. They wouldn’t be
caught in the dark again. 

“How are we looking in the Tower?”

“Нехорошо,” Belov said with a frown and a shake of his head.

“What do you mean, ‘Not good’?” she asked, looking over to his screen as his fingers raced across
the keys. 

All he had was a black screen. 

There was nothing. 

“Damn,” Boone hissed, moving to help Belov as they were locked out of Stark’s system. 

“Language,” Nia hummed, setting her chin on her fist as she watched them work. 

 “Darn.” Boone corrected herself with a glare at the screen as it flashed red. 

“What happened?”

Belov clicked his tongue in annoyance, “We just got kicked out of Stark’s system.” 

“You hacked Tony Stark?” Nia asked, her eyes lighting up as she sat up straight. 

“It’s not that hard,” Boone muttered as Zac turned to help them, “Once you get past the AI, it’s
smooth sailing.” 

“Noted.” 

“It’s Walsh,” Zac said, flicking off his glasses with a frown, “He kicked us out and he’s keeping us
out.” 

“Shit,” Boone snarled before she paused, turning to Nia. The little girl raised a brow as Boone
corrected herself again, “Shoot.” 

Another smirk curled to Nia’s face, “Why don’t you ask your boyfriend to log you back in?”

Boone scoffed, relaxing back in her chair and folding her arms over her chest, “Because now he
knows (F/N) has help on the computer side of things.” 

“Meaning he knows that more than one of us is alive.” Zac nodded with a tired sigh. 

“And if he doesn’t think Zac,” Belov started, glancing to Boone uneasily, “He’s gonna think her.” 

“So he’s gonna watch Captain America more?”



“Maybe,” Boone sighed, brushing her fingers through her hair with a shake of her head, “Depends on
how smart he really is.”

Nia frowned, licking her lips nervously, “What are you gonna do?”

“We can’t stay in dark like this,” Belov said, smacking his keyboard in frustration, “Not again.”

Boone nodded, leaning back in her chair and chewing on her cheek. 

She needed something that knew what Walsh was going to do. She needed something that was just as
smart as him. She needed…

She paused, glancing at Aerocell as it hummed lightly. 

“What if we do what he did?” she breathed, “What if we use Aerocell to break back into Stark’s
system.” 

Zac followed her gaze with a nod, “Make it our own.” 

Nia nodded too, reaching out to touch the chip before Belov scooted her chair even farther away, “Use
his own thingy against him.” 

“Exactly,” he hummed gently as she glared up at him. 

Nia laughed, squirming away from Belov, “You’re a genius sometimes, Aunt Boonie.” 

“I know.” Boone grinned before turning to Zac, “Just be careful when—”

“Cavanaugh!” a voice yelled from the hall, making each of them jump as Raffa threw open the door. 

“Mendez!” she yelled back, turning to him with wide eyes. 

He was breathing heavily, as though he had run all the way to the basement to find them. 

“We have a problem.”

The halls of the Tower were quiet and dim. The sun was barely breaking over the horizon and filtering
through the gray city. Bucky was able to wander through the halls in silence with ease. No one in the
Tower was awake save for the trio of inhabitants in Stark’s labs and himself. 

He glared up at the warm light that glowed from the lab before dipping toward the kitchen. 

Anger was eating at him now. Any sadness and frustration that he had within him had shifted. All of
the hope he had in bringing (F/N) home in one piece was long gone. 

He’d tried so many times to find her. He’d called the number she’d called from, trying to get ahold of
her, but she never answered. Stark couldn’t even track her down. 

They hadn’t even gotten her on the radar and she’d disappeared again. 

And he had begun to disappear himself. He was self-isolating again, his growing temper making him
dip back into loneliness he hadn’t felt in ages. He kept odd hours, unable to sleep once the sun
disappeared below the horizon. 



Bucky sighed, shaking his head as he grabbed a snack from the kitchen and ducked back toward his
room. 

All he wanted was for this to be over. All he wanted was to find her and go back to normal. 

But he couldn’t wrap his head around it all. 

Around her. 

He shook his head, throwing open his door and slamming it shut behind him. He’d be ready when
they finally found her. They’d come up with plenty of plans for when they finally tracked her down. 

All they needed was to find her. Which depended on both Stark and Walsh doing their jobs. 

And then getting to her before she caught wind of them coming for her. 

Then—

Bucky paused, finally noticing the form that was relaxing on his couch. He turned slowly, glaring at
the shadow as it sat up. 

“Morning,” Steve hummed, his voice rumbling through the room. 

“What do you want?” Bucky asked, tossing his snack onto the table and staring at the man as he
clicked on a lamp. 

“Nothin—” Steve shrugged with a small smile before Bucky cut him off. 

“Bullshit, Rogers,” he growled, “What do you want?” 

“Just checkin’ on you,” Steve said, unbothered by the scowl that was being sent his way as he
reclined on the couch, “I know you need it.” 

Bucky paused, his stare softening slightly as Steve looked up at him with a tired smile. He sighed,
relaxing back with a shake of his head before he sat across from the man, “I’m the one that should be
checking on you. I…It’s been a month and I still can’t wrap my head around it.” 

“I know.” Steve frowned, heaving a deep breath as he closed his eyes, “Neither can I.”

He bowed his head, pinching the bridge of his nose with a sigh. 

He was a horrible friend. He’d been so caught up in what was going on with (F/N), he hadn’t taken
the time to check in on Steve. 

The man that had lost everything. The man that had given up everything. 

Bucky sighed, running his hands through his hair and looking back up at him. 

He’d given everything to become Captain America; to save people. And he’d lost everything in
return. He’d lost Bucky, then his old life, then Peggy, and now, Boone. 

Bucky rocked back to his feet, flicking on the lights with a wince before digging through his closet
before he found what he was looking for. 



He pulled out a piece of paper; one with charred edges and creases and a half-finished sketch. He
turned back toward Steve, not noticing the other piece of paper that fluttered to the floor as he handed
it back to Steve. 

“Here.”

He reached out slowly, taking the paper and unfolding it before a soft smile tainted his frown. 

 — Bucky swallowed, taking a slow step forward and plucking the pad out from beneath the table. He
stopped as he caught sight of Steve’s latest sketch. — 

 — Boone. — 

 — He sighed, carefully ripping the page out and folding it into his pocket. — 

Steve licked his lips, gently running his fingers over the page before he folded it into his pocket, “I
thought it was gone. Thanks.”

Bucky nodded, watching as Steve’s smile faded and his eyes flicked back to the floor. Steve cocked
his head to the side, rolling to his feet before grabbing another piece of paper from the floor. 

Bucky blinked as Steve grabbed (F/N)’s faded picture and turned it through his fingers. 

“I’ve been meaning to toss it,” Bucky said quietly, all the anger that had infected his body fading,
“Can’t bring myself to.” 

“Why?”

Bucky shrugged with a heaved sigh, “Because I still fuckin’ love her. Even after all this bullshit.” 

Steve went quiet for a moment, staring at the picture before gently setting it down on the coffee table.
Bucky frowned, watching as the man looked over the picture once more before settling back on the
couch. 

He’d thought Steve would do it for him. That he’d get rid of the last shred of (F/N) that was in the
Tower. 

But he didn’t. 

Bucky thought that Steve would have held at least a sliver of animosity toward (F/N), but he didn’t. 

Of course, he didn’t. 

He was Steve Rogers. The man with a heart of gold and who always did what was right. 

“You okay?” Bucky managed to ask as Steve looked back up at him. 

“I think there’s something else going on here, Buck,” Steve said softly, wringing his hands nervously
with a frown, “I don’t think she’s doing this because she wants to.”

Bucky sighed, plopping down on the couch next to him with a shake of his head. 

“That house in New Eden was covered in bullet holes,” he continued, resting his elbows on his knees
as he stared into her picture. 



Bucky nodded slowly, glancing at him as he continued to fidget in his seat, “She didn’t want to go.” 

Steve nodded, “I think they’re using someone against her.” 

“Amma,” Bucky whispered, running a hand down his face. 

 Of course. 

Maybe she’d escaped after Afghanistan. Maybe her phone call was a call for help until she found out
that they had Amma, then she had to go back. Maybe— 

“Maybe.”

Bucky blinked with a frown, “Maybe?”

“Maybe it’s you.” Steve said, looking up at him earnestly even as he blinked in confusion, “She
wouldn’t back down from a fight…ever. We both know it.” 

He nodded slowly, “She wouldn’t back down unless something was really wrong.” 

“Really, really, wrong.”

You sighed, breathing in the cool air that the thunderstorm had brought with it. The sound of the rain
was a staccatoed beat playing on the palm trees and roof. Puddles were forming on the ornate tile of
the courtyard and the orange and pink birds of paradise stood out against the green fronds that
surrounded them. A fresh breeze fluttered through the place, spreading the sweet smell of frangipani
and jasmine. 

You were reclining back on one of the many sofas that lined the living area and looked out over the
courtyard. Your eyes were heavy as the sound of the storm lulled you into a light sleep. 

Even as the voice inside of your head grew more frantic, you were relaxed. 

Boone was right when she’d called this place an oasis. It was perfect. 

A part of you never wanted to leave, which was surprising considering what it had been all those
years ago. 

But, even then, you knew this was going to end. 

Sooner more likely than later. 

You sighed, cracking open an eye as the patter of little feet made their way to your side. You grunted
as a small human crawled on top of you with a giggle. Peeling open both your eyes, you found
yourself face to face with Turner’s youngest daughter, Nea. 

Her hair was pulled back into hundreds of braids; each one decorated with golden beads. Honey-
brown eyes looked down at you, each one rounded with a thin ring of blue that fluttered through her
irises. 

She was the spitting image of Turner, complete with the warm grin that was spread across her face. 



 — You and Danny ran through the hall of the hospital before bursting into the gift shop in a panic.
— 

 — “What do I do?” — 

 — “I don’t know,” you said, holding Nia tightly to your hip as Danny began rummaging through the
shop and nodding to the two-year-old on your hip, “I don’t even know what to do with this one.” — 

 — Nia giggled, hiding her face in your neck as Danny continued to panic. — 

 — “What do you get for a newborn?” he asked, looking through the cards before shaking his head.
— 

 — “I don’t know.” You shrugged, “It’s not like they do anything.” — 

 — “Comer. Dormir,” Danny said, lifting a finger for each word, “Y caca. Help me out here, mi
amor.” Eat. Sleep. And poop. — 

 — You sighed with a grunt as Nia shifted in your arms and pointed toward a bin of stuffed animals,
“Lalaphant.” — 

 — You followed her gaze before a grin curled to your lips, “You, princess, are a genius.” — 

 — Danny paused with a smile, digging his wallet from his pocket and snatching the elephant plushie
from the bin before swinging toward the cashier. — 

“Hey, princess,” you said, huffing a grunt as she jumped on your chest again and you snatched her out
of the air so you could sit up straight. 

“Hi,” she hummed, wriggling out of your grasp with a giggle, “Whatcha doing, Auntie (F/N)?”

“Nothin’,” you said with a smile, “What are you doing?”

“Nothin’.” Nea shook her head as she scrambled off your lap and headed toward the sliding doors that
led to the courtyard. 

She paused as the rain dripped off the roof in front of her, she held out her hand and watched as the
rain fell onto her hand. Nea looked up at the sky with a grin before running back to you and grabbing
your hand. 

“Where we going?” you asked, raising a brow as she tried pulling you along with her. 

“This way,” Nea said simply, giggling as you sighed and rocked to your feet. 

She led you out toward the courtyard, not hesitating before sprinting into the rain. You laughed as you
ran with her through the courtyard, watching her jump in puddles and splash water at you from the
fountains. A playful growl left your throat as you grabbed her, spinning her through the air to earn
yourself more of her light laughter. 

 — You froze as Turner turned to you with his newborn daughter. He sniffed with a smile, letting tears
roll down his cheeks as he sat next to you. — 

 — He handed her to you, gently correcting your hands and letting you hold her, “Her name’s Nea.”
— 



 — “Nia and Nea, huh?” you asked, smiling as Danny pressed a kiss to your temple before wrapping
an arm around your shoulders, “That’ll be confusing.” — 

 — “Nah.” Danny shook his head, gently running his fingers over her head, “It’s perfect.” — 

 — You scoffed, knocking your head against Danny’s, “She’s perfect, Turner.” — 

You held Nea close before hoisting her over your head and onto your shoulders. She giggled again,
holding onto you tightly as you ducked back into the house. 

Setting her down gently, you grabbed a blanket from the couch and wrapped her in it before settling
down next to her and patting her dry. She hummed slightly, leaning into you and resting her head on
your shoulder as the storm worsened. 

A pair of footsteps echoed behind you as Imara swung into the room. The woman sighed, rolling her
eyes slightly at her daughter before sitting beside the two of you, “Is she bugging you?” 

“Never,” you scoffed, nudging Nea gently, “Huh?”

Nea nodded curtly with a sly grin, “Yeah.” 

Imara chuckled with a shake of her head, fixing Nea’s braids before looking back up at you, “Been a
while.” 

“Yeah,” you sighed, taking the blanket from the girl as she hopped off the couch and onto her
mother’s lap, “I’m surprised she recognized me.” 

Nea turned to you with a pouted frown, “I’d never forget you, Auntie (F/N).” 

“Turner rarely stops talking about you…” Imara said, sighing as Nea rolled off her lap and onto yours,
“She knows everything about you.” 

She nodded, cupping your cheeks and knocking her forehead against yours with a whisper,
“Everything.” 

“That is terrifying,” you said slowly as the girl hopped off your lap. 

Imara rolled her eyes again, grabbing Nea’s hand before pausing as another set of footsteps came
jogging down the stairs, “Good morning, Boone.”

“Imara.” Boone nodded before turning to you, “(F/N), I need to talk to you.”

The smile on your face fell as you looked up at her. She was out of breath and flustered, even if she
was trying to hold it in. 

“In private,” Boone continued, her eyes narrowing slightly as she glanced at Nea and Imara, “Now.” 

You frowned, hopping quickly to your feet as she turned on her heel and led you back up the stairs,
“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Jack.” 

“I’m gonna need more than that,” you said, your heart suddenly pounding as Boone quickly stepped
down the hall. 



“I honestly have no clue how to explain this,” she said, pushing open the door to Duke and Jack’s
room and stepping inside. 

You followed closely behind her before you paused, your jaw dropping slightly. 

Their bed was broken in half; splinters littered the floor. Duke was sitting in the corner of the room
wrapped in a blanket with a shell-shocked look in his eye. 

You blinked, glancing between him and the bed with a frown before it clicked. 

“Okay. No. Listen, I don’t need to know anything about any of your bedroom antics,” you groaned,
pinching the bridge of your nose, “And that goes for both of you. I don’t wanna know. I don’t need to
know.”

Boone frowned, her lips pressing to a thin line as she shook her head and Duke winced, “That’s not
it.”

“Then what is it?”

“Fever is back.” Raffa came tearing into the room with a glare. 

“What?” You blinked, your gaze flicking between the three as you realized Jack wasn’t with them. 

“It’s bad,” he said, setting his hands on his hips with a sigh, “I haven’t seen anything like this
since…”

Raffa trailed off, glancing up at you. 

“Since what?” you asked, your eyes still searching his. 

 “You.” 

 — “He lost a lot of blood I need…but I don’t have…bags...” Raffa nodded toward his last kit,
“Fuck.” — 

 — You nodded slowly, glancing inside the kit before turning back to him, “Are we compatible?” — 

 — “What?” — 

 — “Me and Jack.” you tried again, slipping off your gloves and beginning to take off your jacket,
“Our blood. Would a direct transfusion work?” — 

You blanched, shaking your head quickly, “No. No. No. That’s not possible.”

Boone set a hand on your shoulder as you looked at Duke, “He heard everyone get here yesterday
before you did.”

Duke nodded, his voice cracking as he spoke, “He didn’t get drunk last night.” 

“Not after drinking with me. Me. Of all people,” Boone continued, “I was serious when I said I can
drink him under the table. He’s a fuckin’ lightweight.”

 — Rafael paused, closing his eyes and mentally going through Jack’s medical files, “I mean…
technically, yes.” — 



 — “But?” — 

 — “You’re kinda a…” He gestured to you as you rolled up your sleeves and pulled up a chair next to
the table. — 

 — “Super soldier?” you asked with a hesitant sigh, “You think that’s gonna be an issue?” — 

 — “I don’t know.” — 

 — “Raffa,” you said slowly, silently pleading with him, “I can’t lose another one.” — 

 — “Neither can I.” He nodded, reaching toward the kid, “Let’s do it.” — 

“And then…that happened,” Duke said tiredly, pointing at the broken bed, “But, that was at least a
little fun—”

“Shut up! Shut up! I don’t wanna know,” you snapped, fighting the urge to cover your ears, “How the
hell did this happen?”

“I’m working on it,” Raffa said, brushing a piece of hair from his face with a tired sigh, “I’d have
Hadar run some blood work but he doesn’t have any of his equipment. I’ll have to pick his brain on
—”

“Is he okay?” you interrupted with a quick shake of your head. 

“Okay?” Jack asked, swinging out of the bathroom with a crooked grin and sweat-soaked hair, “I feel
great! I’ve never been better.” 

Duke looked up at him with a frown and a raised brow. 

“Well,” Jack said, backtracking slightly, “The fever thing isn’t that great, but I can smell Hattie’s
cooking from here and—”

He stopped as Duke leveled a glare at him. A sheepish grin spread across his face as he moved
through the room to his side and placed a hand on his shoulder, “Duke, I’m fine.”

Duke said nothing as he buried his head in his hands. 

 — Don’t look at me like that.” — 

 — “What?” — 

 — “Disappointed.” — 

 — You clicked your tongue with a frown, “I didn’t—” — 

 — “You did.” He nodded, turning to face you and leaning against the wall, “You’re lucky your dumb
ass didn’t turn my fiance into a super soldier.” — 

“I’m so sorry,” you murmured, running a hand down your face as Jack rubbed Duke’s back gently,
“What do we do?”

“I don’t know.” 



Boone cleared her throat, clasping her hands behind her back with a wince, “Is this a bad time to bring
up the fact that Walsh locked us out of Stark’s system?”

You blinked as you, Duke and Jack turned toward her, “He did what?”

“He kicked us out.” 

Duke groaned, falling back in his seat with a grumble, “So now we don’t have eyes on the inside
except for—”

“Ms. Maximoff and Captain Rogers,” Jack said, placing a hand on Duke’s shoulder. 

He sighed, “Can this day get any—”

“Do not,” you snapped, shaking your head quickly, “Finish that fuckin’ sentence.”

Oliver slammed the door behind him, growling to himself and glaring at his assistant as he entered.
He bowed his head, backing away from him as he stalked further into the room. 

If he would have known she was in Stark’s system, he would have taken care of it sooner. 

Or…he would have put on a public display of mayhem. 

If she was watching he could have used it to his advantage. He could still have control of the strings
and hooked her back into the fray. 

But, no, she was—

Oliver paused as a familiar chime came from a computer across the room. 

—long gone. 

Or was she?

A wild grin spread across his lips as he sprinted across the room to the sound he’d missed so much. 

Aerocell. 

She’d activated it. She was right there. 

Oliver’s fingers flew across the keys, his smile growing as Aerocell called out to him. His heart
almost froze in his chest and he held his breath as he traced his pride and joy’s signal. 

Colombia. 

From Kabul to Medellín. 

Adorable. 

A laugh sprang from his throat as he relaxed for the first time in a month. 

There she was. 

Oliver snapped his fingers, pointing at the signal, “Watch her. Do not let her get away this time.” 



One of his agents nodded, taking over the computer as he turned on his heel, “Yes, sir.” 

His smile didn’t fade as he headed back toward the door. 

He had her. 

But he was going to need some help bringing her in. She’d been gone for so long, she’d lost most of
her friends. 

And he could use them against her. 

“Get a containment unit ready,” he said to his assistant, ducking out the door with him on his tail. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And get a team together. We’re going to Colombia.”

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick. 

You grunted as you landed every hit and Jack blocked each one. 

The rain had finally cleared, the afternoon sun glinted off the puddles surrounding the courtyard as
you and Jack danced around each other. He kept up with you easily, throwing combinations and
taking them like he hadn’t almost been killed a month prior. 

A gritted grin was plastered against his face, one that grew wider with every punch he blocked. You
ducked out of the way of a hit, barely able to keep ahead of his fist as you stutter-stepped backward
and raised your fists in front of you again. 

Duke was on the sidelines with the rest of the team, wincing as Jack dodged another attack from you
before sighing with a shake of his head. Boone was keeping a close eye on the two of you as well as
Nea shadowboxed alongside your while under the careful eye of her father. 

“How do I look, Cap?” Jack asked, a smirk on his face as he lunged away from your fist. 

“I’ve seen better,” you muttered, pressing a trio of punches against his chest and earning yourself a
grunt as he hopped away from you. 

“How did this happen?” Turner asked, folding his arms over his chest with a frown as he watched the
two of you. 

“My best guess,” Raffa said, licking his lips nervously as he rifled through his notes, “The
transfusion.”

“Without my equipment, we won’t know for sure.” Ari frowned, looking over Raffa’s shoulder as he
quickly flicked through a stack of papers, “Whatever serum Dr. Novak gave Captain (L/N) was strong
enough to replicate itself in Sergeant Bennet.”

“And the fever?” Boone asked, grabbing both Nea and towing her away from the sparring session that
worked its way around the courtyard. 

Turner steepled his fingers in front of him, glancing up at you and Jack with a frown, “Would be his
immune system fighting against unknown antibodies.” 



“What do we do?” Duke flinched again as Jack landed a hit and sent you stumbling backward. 

Raf shrugged, “We’re gonna have to wait and see.”

“See what?” Jack asked, catching your fist mid-swing, “This is great. Is this what it’s always like for
you?”

“No,” you muttered, latching onto his elbow and using him as leverage. You launched yourself
upward, wrapping your legs around his neck and swinging through the air to bring Jack to his knees,
“Usually it hits all at once.”

“What hits?” he wheezed, trying to break free from your hold before he tapped out. 

“Everything,” you said, releasing him and rolling over your shoulder, “All your senses heightened, all
at once.”

Duke glanced up as Jack straightened himself with a groan, “You good?”

“I’m fine,” he said before he frowned for the first time that day and turned back to you, “So, why are
we different? Why am I not going through what you did?”

“I don’t know.” You shrugged, “I wasn’t on painkillers when Novak injected me. And I didn’t have a
gaping hole through my chest.”

“What are you saying, Capitana?” Raffa asked, tilting his head to the side, “That the serum had other
shit to deal with before it started making him into a super soldier?”

“The serum in her blood wouldn’t be as strong as the one she was given in Novak’s custody,” Ari
said, “And since you kept him on painkillers for so long, it may have dulled his senses to the point he
wasn’t aware of the changes.”

“And he healed at a more or less normal rate because the serum took longer to replicate itself in his
body.” Turner nodded with a hum, his lips pressing to a thin line, “But once it was done saving the
body—”

“It took over,” you growled, plopping down on the floor and watching as Nea continued to spar her
father’s wheelchair. 

“For how long?” Duke asked, holding his head in his hands as he started to ramble, “What if it wears
off? What if something happens?”

“Hey, hey,” Jack said softly, kneeling in front of him and pressing a quick kiss to his lips to cut him
off, “We’ll figure that out when we get there. It’ll be okay.”

Duke smiled softly, cupping Jack’s cheeks before pressing his forehead against his and taking a deep
breath. 

You sighed, taking a seat next to Boone and glancing at her before muttering under your breath, “If
Novak finds out about this…”

“We’re fucked. Big time.” She nodded, “He could make an army of super soldiers out of you.”

“We need to move soon,” you said, avoiding her gaze as she looked up at you, “If Ollie found out we
were in Stark’s system, it’s only a matter of time before he finds us here—”



“Walsh knows where we are!” Zac yelled from inside the mansion, making each of you flinch.

“What?” You blinked, jumping to your feet as both Zac and Belov came into the courtyard with Nia in
tow.

You glanced between them, your heart suddenly in your throat as your breath caught in your chest.

“He fucked—” Belov paused, glancing down at the little girl by his side, “Fudged up.”

Boone frowned, glancing between the two in confusion, “What happened?”

Nia pointed to Zac, “He messed it up.” 

Zac frowned, glancing at her with a look of disbelief plastered across his face, “Hey.”

“Ay, focus,” you snapped, “What the hell happened?”

“We were trying to use Aerocell against him to get back into Stark’s system,” he said frantically, “The
second I started digging into it and it fired up, it sent out a homing beacon.” 

Duke looked nervously at Jack, “It alerted Walsh?”

“I think so,” Zac said, “We’re gonna have some very angry visitors, very, very soon.” 

Jack frowned, looking to the floor as he set his hands on his hips, “He’s gonna come with friends.” 

“Aw, man,” Boone sighed, “We just built this place. I’m not gonna be able to see them coming
either.” 

“We could just leave Aerocell here,” Jesse said, glancing at Ari worriedly, “Make another run for it.” 

“We need to regroup with Cap and Maximoff,” Duke said, smiling gently as Jack took his hand,
“Figure out a way to finish this before anyone else gets hurt.”

“I could break into Tower,” Yelena suggested, “Get back into Stark’s system.”

Belov shook his head, “You’d get caught.”

“No, I wouldn’t.” She frowned, “Christopher, I am very good at what I do.”

“We can’t take the risk yet,” you said, beginning to pace the courtyard as a bolt of lightning flashed
through the mountains above you and clouds curled across the sun again, “We don’t know how many
people Oliver has at his disposal.” 

The courtyard went quiet for a moment as you continued to pace. 

You knew it was coming; that the peace you had in Colombia was coming to a close, but you were
hoping you’d be more prepared by the time the day came. You were hoping you’d be long gone and in
a better position to play offense. 

But, once again, you were on the defensive. 

Oliver was coming and he would be bringing a veritable army with him. 

You had to find a way to turn the tables in your favor again. 



Zac broke the silence, throwing you out of your thoughts as you paused in your step, “What if…”

“What?”

“What if we replicated and modified Aerocell,” he said slowly, “Like we were going to. Make it our
own without Walsh knowing.” 

“Make it like the decoy briefcase we got outta Prague?” Boone asked, raising a brow before nodding
to herself, “We do to him what he did to us.”

Zac licked his lips with a quick nod, “We’d just have to make sure Stark plugs it into his system and
let it take over like it did before.”

“We need to make sure the Avengers get their hands on it first? Before Ollie gets it?” You folded your
arms over your chest as Boone turned back to you.

“Yes.”

Duke glanced to her, “Could you just hand it over to Cap? Have him plug it in?”

“Not without raising suspicion.”

“We’re gonna need a distraction,” you said slowly, “Something that will keep their eyes on Aerocell
and off of us.”

 — Each of the Avengers was sitting on the couches, studying files and talking to each other. — 

 — But it was the man in the corner of the screen that caught your attention. — 

 — Walsh. — 

 — He was still dressed in a replica of your suit. His mask with your name on it was perched on the
table. — 

You glanced up at Jack as he cleared his throat, “We’re not ready for this.”

“We will be,” you said slowly, a thought clicking into place as you looked over Jack before you
turned to Boone, ”You know my measurements like the back of your hand, learn his.”

 — He’d upgraded his suit again, opting for a sleeker design that hugged his hulking figure. But it
was the mask that had your heart stutter. A seething red matrix of lines stared back at you, constantly
shifting as though analyzing your every movement as you backed away. — 

“Belov, tell me we still have the helmet from Russia,” you continued as the pieces fell perfectly into
place, “Zac, get Athena back up and running.”

 — “What do you got for me, Norway?” — 

 — He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small device and tossing it to you as he opened the door,
“Short-range, hand-held EMP. If Wraith is using a Taskmaster helmet, it should take it out.” — 

“Duke—”

“Can see what you’re planning and doesn’t like it.” he cut you off with a sigh as he glanced up at
Jack, “But it might be our only chance. And I have something that’ll help as long as we can get



Athena running in tandem with the Aerocell chip.”

“I can do that,” Boone said, turning to Zac, “Norway, I have an older version of Athena stored away
somewhere. We’ll need to modify her into something else.”

“Got it.” 

“None of you can be here when they hit,” you said, looking over your team and the growing crowd of
wedding guests that were growing around you, “If Walsh finds out any of you are alive.”

“We’re gonna have some pretty bad deja vu.” Jack nodded, following your gaze, “We need to get
everyone out of here ASAP.” 

“Considering most of my brothers have a hangover, that’ll be a bit of an issue but I’ll get them up and
going,” Boone started before she paused, “Quick question: do we have to use this house?”

You rolled your eyes with a scoff before Duke raised his hand, “What kind of distraction do you have
in mind?”

 — “Of course,” she grinned, “So, SHIELD tracked down one of the potential bidders, name’s
Armand Russo. You and the two agents are gonna find him, take him out, and Agent Barton will be
taking his place. He and Agent Romanoff are gonna infiltrate the auction while you cover them from a
nearby rooftop, just in case things go to the shits. Then, y'all are gonna meet back up and take the
weapon to a scientist that’ll neutralize it. Sounds easy enough, right?” — 

A smirk cracked across your face as you laughed to yourself.

Duke frowned, shaking his head, ”I don’t like that look.”

“I don’t have a look.”

Bucky sighed, taking a sip of the piping hot coffee Steve had made for him. It had only taken the man
20 minutes to coax him from his room as the rest of the Tower began to wake. 

And now, for the first time in a month, he was out enjoying breakfast with the rest of his friends. 

Though, enjoying was a strong word. 

There was still something bothering him. Everyone in the Tower had gone back to something that felt
semi-normal, while he was still reeling. 

The world in his mind was running in slow motion while the rest of the world was running so much
faster. He was still grieving while the world was moving forward. 

He wished he could get over it; that he could move past it and move on, but there was still something
holding him back. 

“You okay?” Steve asked quietly, sitting beside him and handing him a plate of breakfast he’d just
fried up. 

He nodded, his eyes floating over the people in the room, “I’m fine.”



Romanoff and Barton were leaning against the counters in the kitchen, both talking in hushed tones as
they argued conspiracy theories. The twins and Vision were at the dining table with Scott, laughing
amongst themselves. Stark and Parker were still up in the lab, as they had been since the night before. 

“Hey, Barnes,” Wilson hummed, patting his shoulder as he walked into the room, “Been a minute
since I seen you in the sunlight.” 

Bucky shrugged, “Been a while since I wanted to be around anybody else.” 

“She did a number on you, huh?” Natasha asked, turning as Sam dipped into the kitchen. 

“Didn’t think hearing her voice again like that would hurt so bad,” he said sadly, running his fingers
through his hair with a sigh. 

“You heard from her since?” Barton raised a brow. 

“Would’ve told you if I did,” he said, nodding to Natasha as she hopped up onto the counter with her
food, “You?”

She shook her head, “She’s not on any of our radars. Tony can’t find her either.” 

“And he’s losing his mind about it,” Pietro piped up from the other end of the room before his smile
faded. Wanda glanced up from where she sat, her eyes flashing red before she hid behind her brother
and the elevator doors slid open. 

Bucky followed their gaze, slowly rising from his seat as Walsh and two more of his operatives
entered the commons. 

There was a look on the man’s face that he couldn’t quite place. It was a mix of panic and triumph. 

He blinked, knowing in an instant what the ghost soldier was there for. 

“I found her,” he said, a look of relief washing over him before there was a ruckus up in the labs.
Tony and Peter burst from the room, looking down at him in disbelief. 

“You what?” Stark asked as Peter practically dove down the stairs, “Where?”

“Colombia.” 

Peter frowned, glancing up at Stark as he slowly stepped after him, “How’d you find her?”

“She stole some of my tech when she attacked my base,” Walsh said, taking control of Stark’s
holotables instantly, “She just booted it up.” 

He pulled up a map, showing off a pulsing point in Colombia. 

“I’m going to need a bit longer to get a definite location, but we know where to start.”

Stark nodded, glaring at the point, “We need to move fast before we lose her again.” 

Bucky frowned, glancing between the two men and then the map before he shook his head. 

She called him the week before. If she wanted to be found, she would have let them trace her call.
This was something else. 



“She’s not stupid,” he muttered under his breath. 

Walsh turned toward him, raising a brow, “What?”

“I said she’s not stupid,” he growled, his brows furrowing as he looked up at the man, “She wouldn’t
just plug your thing on a whim. Not after a month of being in the dark.” 

Steve nodded, leaning back in his seat, “He’s right.” 

“It’s a trap,” Natasha said, folding her arms over her chest, “She wants us there.” 

“Or,” Sam hummed, “Whoever she’s working for wants us there.” 

“We’re gonna need to do some surveillance,” Clint started, striding across the room to the holotable,
“Get a positive ID on her and the situation before we move in.” 

Walsh nodded, glancing over each of them with a hopeful smile, “Then we’d better get moving.” 

Bucky relaxed back as the rest of the team sprung into action. 

Steve's hand landed on his knee, “It’s gonna be okay.”

“I know.”

You frowned, waving as the SUV packed full of Cavanaughs pulled away from the mansion. You’d
pulled the rest of the mansion's inhabitants together almost immediately after you’d come up with a
plan. 

You were flying blind.

Without an eye on the Avengers Tower, you had no idea when to expect company. And Boone was
hellbent on keeping the mansion in one piece while also getting her family off of the premises, just in
case. 

And now you had to watch yours leave. 

You turned back to the mansion, pausing as Amma and Duke shared a tight hug before he grabbed her
suitcase and lugged it into the SUV. 

She smiled sadly at you, pulling you into a hug. You held her against you, burying your face in her
neck before she pulled away to whisper in your ear, “Be safe.” 

“Always.” You nodded with a smile as she raised an unconvinced brow and you corrected yourself,
“Most of the time. You be safer.” 

“I will be,” she said, cupping your cheeks with a smile, “I’m going to stay with Hattie and Bo for a
few weeks while the twins scope out town before I go home.” 

“I’ll be in touch,” you sniffed, pulling her back into your arms, “Love you.” 

“I love you too, Sweet Tart,” Amma murmured, pressing her forehead against yours, “Be careful.” 

“I will.”



Amma gave you one last hug before turning and ducking into the SUV with Yelena. You waved as the
car pulled away and disappeared down the road before you were joined by another person. 

“This is about to get complicated, isn’t it?” Turner asked, folding his hands in his lap as Belov pulled
up another car and began helping Imara and their girls in. 

“As usual,” you sighed, nodding to Ms. Emmerly as she ducked into the car followed by Dr. Lee,
“Keep your heads down for a while.” 

He nodded, “We’re heading for another safehouse for a while. Just make quick work of Walsh.” 

“You want him alive?” you asked, flinching as the tone of your voice turned cold. 

“Do you?”

“No.” 

Turner scoffed, shaking his head as his face fell and darkened, “I want to know what happened. I want
to know how deep this goes.” 

“Are you asking me to bring him in?”

“I want him dead or alive,” he said, glancing up at you with a nod, “Either way. Take care of it.” 

“You know I will.”

“I know.” Turner nodded, wheeling toward the SUV, “Good luck.”

You stared after their vehicle as it pulled away before you turned on your heel back toward the house
and practically ran into Duke. 

“We sure about this?” he asked quietly, fidgeting with his grenade pin as you ducked back into the
mansion. 

“I really wish you’d stop asking me that.” 

Duke scoffed, following you through the house before you found yourself in the team’s makeshift
command center. 

Boone was leaning against the table in the center of the room, following Jack’s finger as he pointed to
a map of Medellín. She glanced up as you entered, nodding to you as you rounded the table, “I’ve
found a place we can go. Just to keep this place safe for a while longer.” 

“After Cavanaugh and Norway alter Aerocell we’ll host the phony auction here,” Jack said, pointing
at the map as you joined them, “We just need to make sure it looks legit so Walsh will fall for it.” 

You shook your head, “It’s not Walsh we need to worry about.” 

“It’s the Avengers,” Duke sighed, still twirling his necklace through his fingers as he looked over the
table. 

“So we carbon copy Paris and Prague,” Boone said, pulling up her laptop and quickly moving through
some of her files, “(F/N), you’re the seller—”



“Courier. If they wanna think I’m brainwashed, I’ll play the middle man,” you said, drumming your
fingers against the table, “But we’re gonna need a buyer.” 

“We’re not actually going to sell Aerocell though, right?” Jesse asked, chewing her cheek nervously
as Ari began pacing the room. 

“No.” Jack shook his head, “One of us is going to have to play the part of the buy.” 

The room went quiet as they glanced amongst each other. 

You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose and squeezing your eyes shut, “Raffa and Jack would be
recognized, they both worked with Sharon in Berlin. Boone and Yelena are a no, for obvious
reasons.” 

“It’s a no for me,” Duke said, “And Jesse worked with Ross.”

“They know what Christopher looks like,” Boone continued, “Zac is…”

“Don’t fuckin’ finish that sentence.” Zac glared up at her as he stole her laptop. 

Boone smirked, “Which only leaves…”

Your eyes flicked to Ari as he stopped in his tracks. He turned toward you with a frown, glancing
down at his cane and then back to you. He opened his mouth to speak before Jesse cut him off. 

“No.” 

He frowned as she shook her head and stood between him and you, “Jesse.” 

“Look at him,” she said, gesturing to all of him, “He can’t hardly walk.” 

“Yes, I can,” Ari sighed, placing a hand on her shoulder, “I’m fine.” 

“No, you’re—”

He cut her off this time with a quick shake of his head, “The Avengers will take Aerocell from
Captain (L/N) before I get it.” 

“And we’ll get him out before they get too close.” Jack nodded, pressing his palms against the table
and leaning forward. 

Ari smiled gently at Jesse as she grumbled to herself, “I just have to look the part.” 

“And,” Boone cut in, “We still have operatives moving around here, they can work as Ari’s security.” 

“They can extract him once Walsh hits,” Duke said, before turning to you and Jack, “Then it’s up to
you two.” 

You nodded to Boone, “Can you get eyes on them?”

“I can try,” she said, pulling her hair up into a bun before digging through her bag, “But I’m going to
have a lot going on.” 

“I can do it,” Zac piped up, “With Belov’s help, I can get Athena up and running. She’ll be able to
track them while we keep on working.” 



You sighed, looking over all of them and glaring back at the map, “We’re not gonna have much
time.” 

Jack nodded, “Then we better get going.” 
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Chasing Ghosts

Chapter Summary

By the looks of it, they were feeling the same way he was.

Defeated.

(F/N) was fast. She was a ghost in the streets. Nothing more than a passing shadow.

He’d only gotten eyes on her once. Her passing was so fleeting he thought for a moment that
he’d dreamed it.

He was both longing for and loathing the thought of seeing her face-to-face again. One moment
he wanted to fall back in her arms and take her home, safe and sound. Another, he wanted to kick
her ass.

He shoved his hands in his pockets with a glare, chewing on his cheek before he paused and his
fingers skimmed over a piece of paper. Bucky glanced down as he pulled his tattered picture
from his pocket and he rolled his eyes with a scoff.

Somehow Steve had managed to talk him into not throwing away the damn picture he’d carried
with him for so long. Despite the possibility of (F/N)’s betrayal, Steve kept his hopes somehow
intact and high.

Bucky scoffed with a shake of his head, swiping his thumb over her picture before carefully
placing it back in his pocket.

Steve’s unending optimism was something he envied. 
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I fear no evil, the shadow is mine and so is the valley

You took a careful step through the crowd of people that fluttered through the streets of Medellín.
Dipping quickly through the sea of people you hopped up the stairs to the entrance of the building in
front of you. 

Pausing at the entrance, you took a deep breath and glanced over your shoulder. 

None of the people surrounding you had any clue who you were.

Nor did they know you were being followed. 
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You let your eyes wander over the crowd once more before turning back to the building. 

It was made entirely of concrete blocks, carved and shaped into art deco reliefs that led to stained
glass windows. The entrance was down a cobblestone pathway off the main road. A pair of bronze-
roofed towers stood sentinel on either side of the wood and wrought iron doors. 

Fragrant flowers and vines grew from the roof and down the side of the building, swaying gently in
the breeze as you ducked into the building. 

Echoes of conversations buzzed all around you as your boots thudded against carefully laid tile floors
in the hallway before you emerged into the main plaza. 

The sun sparkled above you, glittering its way through a pristine glass roof and settling on the crowds
that curved around you as you entered. 

You stuffed your hands into your pockets as you moved, taking another quick glance over your
shoulder before stepping up the stairs to the next floor. Pausing at one of the dozens of archways
lining this floor, you leaned against a wrought iron railing and sighed as you looked over the people
below you. 

You had been coming to the building almost every day since you and your team had evacuated that
mansion. 

The first few times were simply so you could case the building and report back to your team. 

But, as time went on, you began seeing more visitors amongst the crowds. 

A flash of blond hair and an unyielding gaze. 

Barton. 

And a pair of darkened blue—almost black—eyes following your every move. 

Walsh. 

The two followed you carefully through the labyrinth that was the building; making sure to keep
themselves far enough away from you that you wouldn't see them coming. 

But, you did. 

And you knew they weren’t the only ones lurking around the building. 

You’d caught glimpses of Natasha following you through the streets.

Even worse?

You’d managed to catch the steel blue eyes of Bucky. 

It wasn’t what you expected. You had thought they’d send at least one or the other between Barton
and Romanoff, and Ollie would of course tag along.

You weren’t expecting to look back into Barnes’ eyes again so soon. 

But you had to keep up appearances, even if everything inside you was screaming at you to keep a
low profile. 



It also meant you were going to have to lean even further into the whole ‘being brainwashed by
Hydra’ theory they had going on. 

Blank, calculating stares and quick, deliberate movement. 

Everything you had seen in the Soldier mirrored on your face. 

And you were surprisingly good at it. 

But you couldn’t keep it up for long. 

After evacuating the mansion, Boone quickly found you a rundown motel to take up residence at.
Luckily, your group of ten was spread out between two adjacent rooms instead of being crammed into
one single space. 

— As good as they were at their job, you tapped your foot impatiently. You didn’t like not being in on
the action and, to make matters worse, you were crammed into a small single-bed motel room with
four dudes. They hovered over your shoulder like flies, silently watching the monitors with you. — 

You hid a shudder as you turned away from the railing and stepped up another set of stairs. 

If anything, the close proximity to each other had worked in your favor.

Boone and Zac were working together on a new suit and helmet while Belov carefully adjusted the
chip to his liking. Jack had made at least five different plans using your intel and depending on what
happened and wherever he went, he was followed by both Duke and Raffa. 

They were constantly checking on him, taking his vitals and temperature and never quite happy with
the results. Even then, he was able to keep up with you ridiculously well. 

It was impressive how quickly he was getting the hang of things. 

But he was going to have to put everything he was learning into use in only a few short days. 

And it wasn’t him you were necessarily worried about. 

It was Duke. 

He’d been in a foul mood ever since you’d left the mansion. It seemed to grow with every waking
moment and he’d barely even said a word to you. 

— “You did.” He nodded, turning to face you and leaning against the wall, “You’re lucky your dumb
ass didn’t turn my fiance into a super soldier.” — 

In fact, he seemed to be avoiding you at all costs. 

You didn’t blame him. You’d never thought something like this would happen. Even if the serum was
healing him from the inside out, it was much more complicated than just fine-tuning the body. 

It would optimize and enhance everything. 

Everything. 

Things would taste and smell different. His hearing would be so sensitive he could hear a pin fall
from a few rooms away and the sound of another person’s heartbeat from three feet away. 



It would get overwhelming fast and you wanted to be there when it did. You didn’t have anyone when
it happened to you.

Well…that wasn’t exactly true. 

— “Дышать,” he said again, his voice muffled by the mask he wore. — 

— Breathe. —

Though he wasn’t always the best company. 

You paused in your thoughts as you caught sight of deep red hair flashing across the plaza. 

— Trees whipped by in a blur as you drifted around another corner and onto a gravel road. From
your peripheral, you saw a blur of red and you stomped on the brake. Turning over your shoulder you
looked back and then slammed into reverse. —

— “Ollie?” you yelled into the trees. —

You turned toward the railing leaning against it and staring down across the plaza before snapping
your gaze toward his. 

You swore he almost jumped as your eyes met before a sneered smirk curled to his lips. Your eyes
narrowed as he began stepping across the building toward you before you slipped back into the
crowd. 

— You leaned against it heavily, the wounds on your leg finally getting to you as your chest heaved.
You swallowed, pulling a pistol from your holster and handing it to Ollie, “Take that.” —

— He hesitated, grimacing at the weapon and shaking his head, “How many times do I have to tell
you—” —

— “Inside not outside.” You winced with a groan, trying to straighten yourself, “I don't know if
you've noticed, Ollie, but we're outside.” — 

— He sighed, coughing on smoke before pinching the weapon between his fingers. He stared at it a
moment before correcting his grip, “I hate this.” —

— “Double taps. Center mass,” you said, pushing off the rig and stumbling to catch yourself as you
drew your rifle, “Stay on my tail. Let’s move.” — 

You winced lightly, pinching the bridge gently massaging your temple as you wound through the
crowd and a deep-set fury began bubbling inside the piercing headache that graced you. You kept
your head low, stuffing your hands into your pocket and quickly jogging back down the stairs and into
the hall. 

You glanced up only once, nodding to the blonde that was waiting for you at the entrance. 

“Вы получили их?” You got them?

“Да.” Yelena nodded, brushing past you and into the crowd as you ducked back outside.

— As Novak slid his glasses back on and he turned around, the gun was back in his hand. —



 — And he wasn’t handing it back to the guard. —

— He was pointing it back at Ollie. — 

— “Y-You promised!” you spat, lunging at him as he walked forward. — 

— “Oh, darling,” he grinned, “I said nothing of the sort.” — 

You quickly disappeared into the crowd, feeling Ollie’s gaze on your back for only a second longer
before you lost him. 

Oliver’s eyes carefully flicked over the crowd before they landed on his target. 

(F/N).

She was on the floor above him; camouflaged amongst the people walking past the archways. She
scanned over the crowd so quickly, he was barely able to duck back into the shadows. 

He stepped quickly up the stairs, straightening his jacket as he moved toward her. 

He wasn’t sure what her plan was. 

At first, he was sure that booting up Aerocell was a mistake she’d made. 

But now she was out in the open. Something she would never do, especially not when he was actively
searching for her. 

She was up to something. 

And he was half-tempted to finish it right then and there. 

Screw civilian casualties and collateral damage. 

“Watch it,” a hissed whisper came from beside him as a hand wrapped around his arm. 

Oliver twitched slightly as he glanced down at the man that stopped him in his tracks

“No,” he snarled at Barton, shaking him away from him, “Watch her.”

“She’s gonna see you and take off,” Barton muttered again, glaring up at him as he sank back into the
crowd, “We can’t afford to lose her again.”

“We won’t lose her,” he said, glaring across the plaza at her as he relented to the archer and started in
the opposite direction, “She wants us here. It’s all part of her game.”

The other man scoffed, almost rolling his eyes as he leaned against a column, “You make her sound
like a maniac.” 

“She  is  a maniac.” Oliver shrugged, staring directly at her as Barton kept his gaze low, “You’ve
never seen her in action.” 

“Action?” he laughed again, glancing up at her before a frown curled to his lips, “I’ve fought aliens
and robots with her. If that’s not action, I don’t know what is.” 



“You never saw her in her prime.” He shook his head, “Give her a target and he was dead within
hours. She’d rip ‘em apart without a second thought. Wouldn’t lose any sleep on it either.”

Barton’s face darkened slightly as he nodded before glancing over his shoulder and ducking in the
opposite direction. Oliver stopped in his tracks as the archer left his side and he turned back toward
the plaza. 

(F/N) was a floor above him now, staring down into the building. Her gaze drifted over the people
below her coldly. 

— She was going to be the death of him if he wasn’t careful. And she was definitely going to get them
caught. He was going to have to come up with a different plan. —

Oliver frowned. 

He still didn’t know what she was up to. 

Perhaps this was a feeble attempt to draw him out. Perhaps she was trying to get him to reveal
himself. 

Maybe she was trying to get him to second-guess himself. Or, perhaps, she was just trying to annoy
him. 

Like the time she jumped into a mission without a plan. Or the time she pushed him out of a plane. Or
the time she and her damn fiance threw a missile into the desert and just hoped for the best. 

Oliver glared at the woman before he turned away from the archway and ducked up a set of stairs to
join her on the next level. He stalked across the hall, once again finding himself staring at the woman
as her gaze blankly flicked over the building. 

Maybe she was testing him. Maybe she was seeing just how far he was willing to go.

Maybe she was teaching him another one of her lessons; like she’d tried to all those years ago when
she pushed him headfirst into a mission and expected him to swim on his own. 

He’d be damned if this was the time that he sunk. 

He scoffed to himself, allowing his gaze to wander her form before he froze. 

(F/N)’s eyes snapped to his. Her gaze was almost vacant; it was almost as though she was staring right
through him. 

Oliver flinched away slightly, his glare deepening before he paused. 

Hidden underneath her forced, blank exterior were two things:

Fury and fear. 

He couldn’t help the smile that cracked over his features as he began striding toward her. 

(F/N) stared at him a moment more before she sank into the crowd. 

Oliver grumbled to himself, quickening his pace as he raced toward where she had disappeared. He
paused as he caught sight of her ducking down the stairs and turned on his heel to chase her. 



Stepping quickly down to the lower floor, he looked over the crowd.

(F/N) was fast. She drifted through the crowd as though she was a…

He jogged after her as she slipped down another hall and back into the sunlight. Stopping at the
entrance, he looked over the crowd before shaking his head. 

…Ghost. 

A low hiss snuck through his nose as he ran his fingers through his hair and he was once again joined
by the archer. 

“She gone?”

He nodded solemnly, trying to keep at least an edge of his composure intact, “She’s gone.”

A single line of sunlight shot through the curtains, leading a thin trail of warmth through the room
before Bucky snapped open the curtains. The bright afternoon sun bathed the room in white light as
he squinted and looked out over the city below him. 

It was bustling. A warm breeze blew through the streets, bringing with it sweet mountain air. 

It could have been peaceful, but it wasn’t. 

Instead of spending the week soaking up the warm sun, Bucky had been on the hunt. 

A week had passed since Walsh informed them he found her. A week since he’d volunteered to help
find her. 

He didn’t know what he was hoping to do when he joined the group that headed south as quickly as
he could. Maybe that he’d find her first. Maybe that he’d be able to bring her home without a fight. 

But he had a feeling this was going to be more work than any of them thought. 

They’d split into teams the instant they hit the ground. Clint insisted that he pair up with Walsh while
Bucky and Romanoff scoured the city. Each team was armed with a single dose of the Widow’s
antidote with them. 

Two chances. That was it. 

They couldn’t risk missing. 

They had to get it right the first time. 

Bucky sighed, running his fingers through his hair before his eyes snapped to the two men trudging
toward their safehouse. 

Barton and Walsh. 

By the looks of it, they were feeling the same way he was. 

Defeated. 

(F/N) was fast. She was a ghost in the streets. Nothing more than a passing shadow. 



He’d only gotten eyes on her once. Her passing was so fleeting he thought for a moment that he’d
dreamed it. 

Bucky sighed, closing his eyes as the safehouse door slammed shut and the sound of voices
ricocheted through the house. 

He was both longing for and loathing the thought of seeing her face-to-face again. One moment he
wanted to fall back in her arms and take her home, safe and sound. Another, he wanted to kick her
ass. 

He shoved his hands in his pockets with a glare, chewing on his cheek before he paused and his
fingers skimmed over a piece of paper. Bucky glanced down as he pulled his tattered picture from his
pocket and he rolled his eyes with a scoff. 

Somehow Steve had managed to talk him into not throwing away the damn picture he’d carried with
him for so long. Despite the possibility of (F/N)’s betrayal, Steve kept his hopes somehow intact and
high. 

Bucky scoffed with a shake of his head, swiping his thumb over her picture before carefully placing it
back in his pocket. 

Steve’s unending optimism was something he envied. 

He glanced up as a pair of footsteps padded down the hall. The door to his room opened a second later
and he turned to see Natasha poke her head in. 

She looked more tired than usual and the wry smile that was normally curled to the corners of her lips
was long gone. 

“Anything?” he asked, already knowing the answer as she took a slow step into the room. 

Natasha shook her head, folding her arms over her chest, “They say she’s still lurking around the
Palacio Nacional.”

“And?”

She sighed, rolling her eyes, “They tried to follow her but she’s fast.”

“Got away again?”

The redhead simply nodded before jutting her thumb back over her shoulder, “Tony is on the phone.
We’re waiting for you.”

Bucky clicked his tongue with a curt nod, grabbing his jacket from the end of the bed and swinging it
over his shoulders as he followed her out of the room. He ran a shaky hand down his face as she
quickly stepped down the stairs to the main computer room. 

Natasha elbowed him lightly, forcing a soft smile to her face, “Relax.”

“Ain’t that easy, Romanoff,” he scoffed, taking a deep breath as they both swung into the room.
Barton nodded to him, swiping an entire carton of orange juice from the fridge before pushing himself
onto a counter. Walsh strode past him, a pile of folders in his hands as he plopped onto the couch. 

“We’ll find her,” she said under her breath, gently patting his back, “We’ll figure this out.”



Another sigh huffed from his chest as he leaned against the wall, “I get the feeling this is gonna be
more complicated than we think it is.” 

“It always is.” 

Walsh chuckled under his breath, shaking his head as he leaned back on the couch. 

“You saw her?” Bucky asked, clearing his throat and glancing between Barton and Walsh. 

“Just for a split second,” Clint said, taking a swig of orange juice and swinging his legs as Natasha
tried to take the carton from him before he held it out of her reach, “She’s fast.”

Walsh nodded, skimming through all of his files and not bothering to look at any of them, “We can
only follow her for so long before she disappears—”

“Hello?”  a singsong voice came from the coffee table as a blue light radiated through the room,
 “I’m waiting. I have very important information. And I don’t like it when you ignore me, Romanoff.” 

Natasha rolled her eyes, elbowing Clint in the gut and taking his juice for her own, “We’re here,
Stark.” 

“Great.”

“Have you picked up the signal again?” Walsh asked, glaring up at Natasha as she took a seat next to
him. 

“No.”  Stark said, “But I got something better.” 

“Pray tell.” 

“A time and a place.”

The blue lights on the table shifted, bringing up a map with a blinking red dot. 

Bucky frowned, his brows furrowing as he looked over the building. 

It was the same one she’d been frequenting for the past week. 

Palacio Nacional. 

It was constantly full of people. (F/N) was good at disappearing into the shifting crowd. 

But it was the time that concerned him. The one in green that blinked in time with the little red dot. 

22:00

It was way past closing. The building would be empty. Why would she risk going into an empty
building? There would be no crowd she could sink into. 

There would be nowhere she could run. 

Bucky bit his lip, “You have a time and a place, but what is it for?”

“For when she sells Walsh’s doohickey.”



Walsh froze, slowly glancing up from the files on his lap before a low growl rumbled from his throat,
“She what?”

“Sells it?” Barton frowned, jumping off the counter with a frown. 

A hum came from Tony’s line,  “She’s put it up for auction.”

“This is Prague all over again,” Natasha said, leaning forward to rest her elbows on her knees. 

Clint shook his head, whispering under his breath and glancing at Walsh, “This is Paris all over
again.”

Walsh glanced between the two, raising a brow slightly, “You think it’s a trap?”

“Prague was,” Natasha hummed, rocking to her feet as a guest list replaced the map, “Practically the
same people attending.”

“The way I figure, the signal we got was them showing off the goods.” 

Clint pursed his lips, his brows furrowing even deeper, “Meaning she doesn’t know it gave away her
position.” 

“Or whoever she’s working for doesn't know,” Bucky said, perching on the edge of the couch before
he froze. A heavy sigh hissed through Walsh’s teeth as he shook his head. He clicked his tongue,
looking over the man slowly, “Got anything you want to say, Walsh?”

Walsh shook his head, eyeing the pair of red vials that sat on the table and gesturing to them, “I just
wish I had your optimism.” 

“Easy boys,” Natasha said, plopping back down between them to separate them, “What kind of
timeframe do we have?”

“Three days.” 

“She’s been casing the place,” Clint muttered, swiping back to the Palacio Nacional, “Making sure it’s
safe before she goes in. We’ll have to use the time we have to case it ourselves. What’s your ETA
stark?”

“We’re heading down now.”  Tony appeared in the blue lights, looking them over from his lab in New
York,  “Walsh, you got a team in place?”

He nodded, flicking away his files and pulling out his phone, “Mobilizing now.”

“Cap’s formulating a plan now—”

“Are you sure he should come?” Bucky couldn’t help but interrupt, looking up at Stark’s hologram
with a frown. 

Sure, Steve had said that he was okay but revenge was a bitch that could sneak up on a person without
warning. 

“Yes, I’m sure I’m coming.”  Steve’s voice came from the hologram before he joined Tony.   

Bucky winced, grimacing a grin, “Hey, buddy.”



“Fuck off, punk.” 

“Language—”

“I will kick your ass, Stark.”  Steve glared at him before turning to the rest of the room,  “Romanoff,
Barton, we’re gonna need eyes on that building. Barnes, see if you can get eyes on (L/N). Walsh—”

“Will be watching Barnes’ back.” 

“Good luck.” 

You checked over your shoulder, your eyes drifting over the empty street behind you before you
ducked toward a rundown motel. You knocked three times on one of the doors before it was swung
open by Jesse and you ducked inside. 

“Hey,” Jesse said softly, quickly shutting the door behind you and locking it. 

“Hey,” you hummed, “Anything exciting happen while I was gone?”

“Belov almost electrocuted Boone.”

“It’s okay,” Boone muttered, not looking up from her project as she sat huddled in the corner, “I only
lost a few brain cells. Nothing major.”

“And we got a few more operatives arriving at the mansion today,” Zac said, not bothering to look up
at you.

“Are they prepped?”

“They will be.”

You scoffed, looking over the room as Jesse returned to Ari’s side. The rest of the team was scattered
between two single-bed rooms. Raffa was passed out on the couch, cradled amongst a cache of
weapons Boone and Jack had procured. Ari and Jesse were dozing on the bed, they too were
surrounded by equipment that could possibly come in handy. Zac was perched on an office hair, a
helmet in his lap and a screwdriver in one hand. 

Belov was placing the finishing touches on a case on the other side of the room; the Aerocell chip was
placed in a plastic bag by his feet. 

You scoffed, kicking it out of the way with your foot as you crossed the room to Boone. 

“How’d it go?” she asked, her words muffled by pins that were pinched between her lips. 

“Everything looks good,” you said, careful to not step on the fabric that was strewn across the floor,
“Walsh followed me down there again. Barton was with him.” 

“Lovely.” 

“How’s it coming with you?”

“Slowly but surely,” Boone hummed, “The helmet’s gonna be a bitch, but I think I can get it done
before it’s showtime.” 



“I  will get it done before showtime,” Zac corrected her from across the room.  

A Cheshire grin curled to Boone’s lips as she sent you a wink and set back to work on her project. 

“And the chip?” you asked, turning to Belov as he carefully lifted the chip from the ground with
gloved hands. 

“Almost done,” he muttered, gently placing it into the case, “Just need to fit it into case.
Идеальный.” 

“Good.” You nodded as he clicked the case shut and locked it, “Have you heard from Yelena yet?”

“Нет,” Belov said, shaking his head as he handed you the case and you placed it on the desk next to
Zac, “She’s still trying to find Natasha’s safehouse.” 

“She keeps losing them around here.” Zac rolled across the room in his chair, pointing to a map
spread across the end of the bed, “But she’ll pick up the trail again.” 

“And, other than that,” Boone crooned, “We are ready to rock.” 

You raised a brow, looking her over slowly, “You sound a little too excited.”

Boone simply smirked as Zac answered for her, “We wanna see Jack beat the shit out of Walsh.”

“Exactly.” She smirked before she turned to Belov, “Ah! Christopher, text Yelena and tell her to pick
me up some hair dye.”

“What color?” he asked, rolling his eyes slightly as he ruffled her hair.

“Black,” Boone hummed, “Like my soul.”

You scoffed, turning your back on the group and ducking into the adjacent room. 

Jack and Duke were muttering to each other in the corner of the room. Duke looked less than excited
to be having whatever conversation they were having. And the look on his face darkened the instant
he set eyes on you. He cast a glare between the two of you before brushing past Jack and out the
door.  

“Duke—” You started before you were cut off by the door slamming in your face. You grumbled to
yourself, shaking your head as you turned back to Jack. 

“Ignore him,” he said, letting a sigh hum through his throat, “He’s in another mood.” 

— “You did.” He nodded, turning to face you and leaning against the wall, “You’re lucky your dumb
ass didn’t turn my fiance into a super soldier.” — 

“My fault,” you murmured, placing your hands on your hips with a frown. 

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —

“What?” Jack asked, glancing up at you as you turned away from him. 

“It’s my fault,” you repeated, running a hand down your face, “I…I don’t know what I was thinking
when I gave you…”



You paused, gesturing at yourself before you heaved a heavy sigh. 

“You were trying to save my life,” Jack said, looking you over slowly as you turned to him, “Which I
very much appreciate.”

Your frown deepened as he patted the bed and you cautiously took a seat next to him. 

“It was a calculated risk,” he continued, “And it paid off.” 

“Has it?” you asked, your voice cracking slightly, “Bennet, this whole thing isn’t all sunshine and
rainbows all the time. Frankly, it sucks ass most of the time. This isn’t exactly a gift, it’s…”

You trailed off again, licking your lips nervously as you buried your head in your hands. 

“It’s a curse sometimes,” you muttered, “I’m sorry.”

“Sometimes.”  Jack hummed, scoffing lightly as he nudged you playfully,   “I can deal with
sometimes.” 

“I’m being serious, Jack.” You pulled away from him, turning to face him fully, “Everything changes.
And it hurts. It’s not fair to you. Not after everything I’ve already put you through.” 

“Hey,” he said softly, reaching up to pat your shoulder and you dropped your gaze to the floor, “If
there’s one thing I’ve learned through my years it’s that a lotta life isn’t fair but we still gotta live it.”

You glanced up to him as he paused with a shrug.

“Make the best of it, you know?”

You sighed, shaking your head as he nudged you again and a small smile broke across your features,
“You’re almost as sappy as Duke.”

“It’s one of his best qualities, I can’t help it.” He shrugged again, “And, hey, I got the best super
soldier on the planet to train me in her ways.” 

You chuckled, shaking your head as you rocked to your feet, “I am definitely not the best.”

“You’re the best one I know.”

“Remind me not to introduce you to Barnes,” you said, glancing up to see Boone in the doorway
waiting for you, “Or Rogers, for that matter.”

Jack laughed, watching you cross the room toward Boone before he caught your wrist and stopped
you in your tracks, “Hey.”

“Hm?”

“Do me a favor?”

You raised a brow suspiciously before you nodded, “Anything.”

“Talk to Duke,” he asked, his voice dropping to a whisper, “Please?”

You nodded as he let go of your wrist and you slipped back toward Boone. 



Steve sighed, placing his palms on the table in Tony’s lab. He bowed his head as the call ended and
Tony slapped him on the back. 

“Alright, Star Spangled Man,” he called over his shoulder, “I hope you have a plan.”

Steve nodded, casting a glance at the man as he dipped out of the lab, “Working on it.” 

He watched as Tony leaned against the railing overlooking the common room before his voice echoed
through the Tower, “Suit up! We leave in 30!”

A frown found its way to Steve’s face as he turned back to the images Tony still had floating on a
hologram. 

It seemed as though it was a stroke of luck that Stark had found any information in the first place.
He’d stumbled upon an encrypted message sent out on the dark web, its contents seemingly innocent
until he dug deeper. 

But Steve knew better. It wasn’t luck and Stark didn’t just stumble upon anything. It was planted;
carefully left behind for him to find at just the right moment. 

Even if he was in on (F/N)’s scheme…he wasn’t in on  this part  of the scheme. They were up to
something and it made him nervous. 

If he didn't know better, he’d say he was leading his team into a trap.

He just didn’t know who it was for. 

Steve sighed, carding his fingers through his hair as a pair of footsteps came up behind him. 

Wanda’s voice whispered through the room as she stopped beside him, “What’s going on?”

“I don’t have a clue,” he said, shaking his head as he tore his gaze away from the holograms and shut
down the table. 

“Have you…” She began to ask before she trailed off as Sam stepped past them toward the Quinjet
landing pad, “Have you heard from—”

“No,” he murmured, “It’s been quiet.” 

“They’re up to something,” Wanda whispered as he took a step out of the labs.  

“Mmhmm.” 

She looked up at him, the corners of her lips tugging to a frown as she fiddled with her nails, “How do
we play it?”

“Like normal,” he hummed, nodding to Sam as he passed them again, “That’s what she’d want.” 

“Cavanaugh or (F/N)?”

“Both.” He nodded, “I’m sure they’re up for a challenge. Just…”

Steve stopped, flinching as Pietro zipped past the two of them.



He lowered his voice even further, “Keep an eye out for any of their team. I’ve got a feeling
Montana’s gonna want to see us.” 

“Got it.”

He nodded to her, quickly spinning past her and down the stairs toward his room. 

It had been a long month and it was just going to get worse depending on what was awaiting them in
Medellín. If it was even a possible chance that this was (F/N)’s move to end the charade, he’d play his
part to perfection. 

And then there was the prospect of seeing his Montana again. It was something both exciting and
terrifying. If they were revealing themselves, it meant that something had happened. 

Either something had gone right or it had gone wrong. 

Either their cover was blown or they’d gotten a lead. 

But, knowing them and their shit luck, he was betting things were about to get a lot worse. 

Steve sighed, slipping into his room and grabbing a bag from the floor to stuff his suit into. 

He just hoped that they had it somewhat under control and he wasn’t about to walk into a SNAFU.
Then again…not only did he know (F/N), he also knew Boone. 

He was definitely walking into a shitshow. 

So why the hell was he excited?

Steve paused, noting the soft smile that had curled to his face and the blush that painted itself across
his cheeks as he sat on his bed. The scrap of sketchbook paper Bucky had saved was carefully leaning
against his bedside table. 

Boone’s half-finished sketch stared up at him. Her crooked grin and the mischievous glint in her eye. 

He swallowed thickly, thumbing the sketch before gently plucking it from his place and running his
fingers over the page. 

He never thought he’d get close to another woman after he lost Peggy. He never considered being able
to fall in love again. 

But there he was, lovesick as all hell. 

It was the only way he was able to keep his friends off his back. Steve masked his stress and worry as
grief as Montana went on the run. 

Now he wanted her back. 

He missed the way her eyes sparkled and the way she smiled and how she constantly kept him on his
toes. He missed the way she felt curled up next to him in bed as he caught up on his reading list and
the way he tried to count each of the freckles that were splayed across her features. 

Steve’s smile grew for a moment before it fell. 



There he was, looking forward to seeing the love of his life after spending a month lying to each of
his friends while his best friend was mourning the loss of his.

Bucky couldn’t look forward to holding (F/N) again. He couldn’t look forward to looking into her
eyes or seeing her smile and hearing her life again. 

(F/N) was dread now. 

And when Bucky found out who she really was—and that Steve was in on it—he wasn’t going to be
happy. 

On the other hand, (F/N) had drawn the short straw too. 

Every time she thought of Bucky, she knew Walsh was lurking in the shadows. She knew what would
happen if any of Hydra got their hands on him. And she knew what Walsh was capable of if he found
out that they were actively working against him. 

Steve sighed, shaking his head and thumbing Boone’s sketch again. 

As much as he hated to admit it, there were some secrets better left kept under lock and key.
Especially when said secret could unleash an entire arm of Hydra they didn’t know about. 

They didn’t know how deep this cell went or how far their reach spread or how many people they had
infected. 

And, if the doctor that had turned (F/N) into a super soldier managed to recreate the serum, he could
have an entire army of super soldiers at his disposal. 

Which meant things could get a lot worse. 

“Is this a bad time?” Sam’s voice came from the doorway, startling Steve out of his thoughts. 

He blinked, quickly folding away Boone’s sketch into his pocket and slung his back over his
shoulder. 

“No.” Steve shook his head, jumping to his feet as he packed the last of his things, “What do you
got?”

“Nothin’.” Sam shrugged, slowly waltzing into the room, “Just checking on you.” 

He glanced up at him as he stooped to grab his shield from the floor, “I’m fine. It’s (F/N) that’s got me
worried.” 

“Which is why I’m worried.” 

Steve paused, looking up at him with a frown. 

Sam’s gaze slowly flicked between him and the shield as he straightened. His jaw was clenched as he
took him in. 

Steve shook his head, taking a slow step toward the man, “If you think for one second I’m going to
endanger this team for my own revenge plot, you’re wrong.” 

He held up his hand, shaking his head quickly, “I didn’t say anything, man.” 



“You thought about it, though.” 

Sam sighed, dropping his gaze to the floor before he nodded slowly. 

“(F/N)’s done a lot of damage,” he said, “It could be argued that you’re the one she hurt the most.” 

“Not me,” Steve muttered quickly.  

“She killed your girlfriend.” 

“There’s no way she got from the city to the Compound in time to do that.” 

“So, what?” Sam asked, raising a brow, “You’re saying she’s innocent?”

“No. I’m saying she had help,” he said slowly, carefully measuring his words, “Brainwashed or not,
there’s more Hydra out there than we thought there were. A whole other cell that buried themselves
deep enough we missed them.” 

“And now they’re crawling out of the woodwork.”

“The question we should be asking is:  Why now?”  Steve cocked his head to the side, “What was
their original plan and how badly did we mess it up for them?”

Sam nodded, folding his arms over his chest as he rocked back to his heels, “And what are they going
to do to retaliate?”

“Nat said it was a trap, we need to treat it like one,” he continued, trying to fall back into his role as
leader, “I can’t let my feelings get in the way, not when I have all of you to worry about. If you want
to keep an eye on someone, watch Buck’s back.” 

“Why?” He raised a brow, “You think he’s gonna try something?”

“No, but I think she has enough pull to distract him. And I don’t want anyone getting hurt.” 

You frowned to yourself, looking around the empty parking lot before slipping back into the motel
room as the sun began to set. You’d spent almost the entire afternoon trying to catch up with Duke but
every time you found him, he slipped away. 

— “You did.” He nodded, turning to face you and leaning against the wall, “You’re lucky your dumb
ass didn’t turn my fiance into a super soldier.” — 

A groan wracked through your throat as you knocked your forehead against the door. 

You’d thought he’d been joking when he said it. At least, you had hoped so. But by the look on his
face for the past week, he hadn’t been fucking around with you. 

Duke was pissed. 

He’d gone from what should have been the happiest day of his life to finding out that his husband had
been infected by the super soldier serum and that Walsh was after them again in less than 24 hours. 

— This was your fault. Their blood was on your hands. —



You shook away the feeling that shivered up your spine as your stomach began to tie itself in
neverending knots. 

You couldn’t help but shake the thought that Ollie was still somehow two steps ahead of you and that
this would end up in one great big disaster. 

Or worse. 

That you’d end up with more friends to mourn and bury. 

Luckily, only three were going to be in the building with you. Each of them had specific jobs and
once they were done, they were leaving as quickly as they could. 

You just had to make sure that they made it out. 

Nodding to yourself, you turned back into the room and dipped through it. 

You also had to make sure that significant others knew they were going to make it out. 

Starting with…

“Hey,” you breathed, stopping next to Ari and Jesse. 

Jesse glanced up at you, straightening herself slightly as Ari pulled her back into his chest with half-
lidded eyes. 

“Hey,” she said softly, relaxing back as you waved her off and gently sat on the edge of the bed.  

“How’re you two feeling?” 

Ari cleared his throat, resting his chin atop Jesse’s head, “I am fine—”

“Nervous,”  she whispered.  

He blinked, pressing his lips to her curls before he nodded, “But also nervous.” 

You scoffed, a small smile working to your lips before it fell, “You don’t have to do this if you don’t
want to, Hadar.” 

“I know,” he said, glancing at Jesse and smiling, “I can do this.” 

“I know you can, love, but that still doesn’t mean that I want you to.” Jesse let out a tired, exasperated
sigh before she looked up at you, “You promise you’ll pull him out the instant there’s trouble.”

“Yes.” You nodded quickly, “Ari is first priority. When I call go, our secondary team will get him out
of there. He’ll meet up with Belov and Duke and they’ll escort him the rest of the way.” 

“And you promise you won’t forget?”

You frowned with a blink, “Forget?”

She sighed, licking her lips nervously and pushing away from Ari, “Look, I know I said that I wanted
you to get Walsh, but I care more about Ari getting out of it. And I know that you’re good, mate, but
Walsh fucked you over too.” 



You nodded slowly, “And you don’t want me to get distracted.” 

“If you don’t mind,” Ari chuckled, pulling Jesse back into him, “I’d appreciate it, too.” 

“Don’t worry.” You smiled, “I’ll get the job done. I’ll get him out.” 

Peter sighed, slinging his backpack over his shoulder as the elevator came to a stop. The doors
whisked open in an instant and he took a step out before he was stopped in his tracks. The fast
Maximoff sped past him, practically knocking into him as he zipped up the stairs toward a waiting
Quinjet. 

He paused, listening to the jet prime its engine as he took another step only to be stopped by Captain
Rogers and Mr. Falcon as they too headed toward the Quinjet. Captain Rogers’ shield was slung
across his back and Mr. Falcon was lugging his backpack wings with him. 

Peter took another hesitant step, looking both ways before he quickly crossed the hall into the
common room. Frowning to himself, he glanced over each of them as they grabbed their gear. 

He blinked, taking in each of them before it dawned on him. 

They’d been looking for Lieutenant (L/N) for the past week, waiting for the team in Colombia to
pinpoint her location. If they were gearing up now…that meant…they found her. 

Finally. 

A quick smirk curled to his lips. 

He’d been training ever since he found out what (L/N) really was. And he’d been going even harder
since he found out they’d practically found her. 

He was ready for whatever she threw at him. 

He was ready to face her. 

Peter nodded to himself, taking the stairs two by two to Mr. Stark’s lab and quickly ducking inside. 

“Mr. Stark?” he called, tossing his backpack to the ground as he met up with the man, “Did you find
her?”

Mr. Stark glanced up at him, his eyes enlarged by the glasses he was wearing until he propped them
up on top of his head. He nodded slowly, pointing at a crap-ton of photos with a screwdriver. 

“Yeah, kid, we found her.” 

Peter crossed the lab quickly, looking over each of the pictures before Mr. Stark took them down,
“When are we leaving?”

The man paused, a frown twitched to his face before he raised a brow, “What?”

“I saw Captain Rogers and Mr. Falcon heading to the jet,” he said, pointing out toward the landing
pad,  “And  the fast Maximoff was on his way, too. Which means that the magic Maximoff and Vision
are right behind him.” 



Mr. Stark pinched the bridge of his nose with a sigh, “Listen, kid—”

“Mr. Stark, I’ve been getting ready to face her again since she left.” Peter spoke quickly, turning back
toward him as he grabbed his backpack off the floor, “I’ve upgraded both my web shooters and my
suit. I’m ready. When are we leaving?”

“‘We’  aren't,” he said, pointing between the two of them before gesturing at the Avengers that were
assembling below them,  “We  are.” 

“But, Mr. Stark—”

“Parker. Sit. Listen,” Mr. Stark barked, pulling up a chair as he ran his hand down his face.  

Peter frowned, trudging across the lab before plopping into a seat. 

“I know that you’ve been working for this, but, believe me, you’re not ready—”

“But—”

“Ah, shh, the adult is talking.” Mr. Stark held up a finger with a small smile before it fell. He sighed,
leaning forward to look Peter directly in the eye, “Listen, kid, (F/N) is dangerous. More dangerous
than anything you’ve seen before. I’m not talking about carjackers and muggers. I’m talking about a
woman that has trained to kill or be killed. I’m talking about a woman that has fought and lied by our
sides for years. If she gets her hands on you, she will hurt you. Or worse.” 

“But, Mr. Stark, I-I trained with her,” Peter stammered, practically pleading with the man now, 

“I kept up with—”

“Because she wanted you to, Parker,” he said softly, “She  let  you. You may have all of this buggy
strength and weird sticky stuff, but she has experience.” 

“But—”

“No. Final answer.” He folded his arms over his chest with a frown and a quick shake of his head,
“You’re not coming.”

A scowl worked to Peter’s face as Mr. Stark pushed away from him and he glared at his back.

“Don’t give me that look.” he called over his shoulder, “FRIDAY, disable Mr. Parker’s suit.” 

Peter blinked, scrambling to his feet as he snatched his bag and hurried to keep up with Mr. Stark,
“Hey!”

“Sorry, kid. I know you too well,” he said simply, “You’re just like me. And  I  would definitely try
something.” 

“I can’t tell if that’s encouraging or discouraging.” Peter pouted as Mr. Stark quickly stepped down
the stairs, leaving him at the top.

“You’re not coming.” 

“Is it reverse psychology?”

“No.” 



Peter set his hands on his hips, tapping his toe with a sigh, “Well…crap.”

He grumbled to himself, moving out of the way of the magic Maximoff and Vision as they walked
back into the Tower from the landing pads.  

“Normally I’d say, don’t bother listening to him.” A voice came from behind him. 

Peter’s gaze shifted, falling on Captain Rogers as he ducked back into the Tower. 

“But?”

Rogers looked over at him with a sad smile, “This time, he’s right. We’re not sure what we’re walking
into. And, whatever it is, you don’t need to be in the middle of it.”

Peter puffed a sigh, leaning against the railing as Captain Rogers scoffed. 

He patted his shoulder lightly before walking away, “Next time, kid.” 

“Right,” Peter sighed, his lips pressing into a thin line as he looked around him and he turned on his
heel. He shuffled back into the lab with a sigh, dropping his backpack and flopping down into a chair
before he paused. 

His eye was caught by a lone laptop sitting amongst Walsh’s leftover gear. A low smile curled to his
lips as he checked over his shoulder before sneaking toward the computer. 

Peter snapped it open quickly, rooting through a few of the files before he found what he was looking
for.

Mr. Stark may have locked him out, but Walsh still had full access. And Peter had managed to learn a
thing or two by watching Walsh. Amongst other things, it was how to control cameras. He’d helped
both Stark and Walsh comb through hundreds of cameras after all. 

All he had to do was shut down a few inside the Tower. Peter nodded to himself, the sly grin on his
face growing as he entered a string of code and pressed enter. 

He rushed back across the lab, snatching his backpack and checking the common room before he took
off toward the landing pad. 

Peter sprinted up the ramp and poked his head into the jet’s cabin. He made sure it was empty before
taking a quick step inside. 

His eyes darted through the cabin taking in everything all at once before he strode toward the cockpit.
He’d only been inside one once and he honestly didn’t know what his plan was now that he was
inside this one. 

Until he saw the panel on the floor next to the pilot’s chair. 

Checking over his shoulder once more he knelt to press his fingers against the panel before pulling it
away from the floor and climbing inside. Peter grunted, taking off his backpack before sinking into
the small crawl space. 

There was just enough room for him to fit comfortably. 

Peter grinned, reaching back up and tugging his backpack inside before replacing the panel. 



He placed his backpack behind him, relaxing back for a long ride with a sigh. 

The good news was, he could get some homework done. 

But there was also bad news. 

Like, he really should have gone to the bathroom first. 

Crap. 

You looked over the room as the rest of your team filtered in, takeout boxes in hand. Their voices
filled the room, almost lulling you into relaxation as they joked around with each other and made their
final preparations before it was go time. 

Boone was working with Jack and Raffa in her corner, making finishing touches to the newly made
suit while Zac uploaded his newest program into the helmet. Belov worked alongside them, switching
between helping them retrofit the mask and cleaning off the case that contained an altered Aerocell. 

— “You don’t have to wait much longer,” you breathed, watching as a man fitting Russo’s description
exited an SUV, “Target’s on site. He has a case with him.” —

— “I got eyes on the target,” Boone said, “Moving in to tag.” —

Raffa was jumping between screens as the suit began reading Jack’s vitals and he double-checked to
make sure they were accurate. He licked his lips with a frown as he glanced back at the screens. 

“How we looking?” you asked softly, leaning against the desk as he moved back to Jack. 

“Fever’s holding steady but everything else is stable,” he said, “How you feeling, güey?”

Jack nodded, holding incredibly still as Boone began removing some pins and Belov turned the corner
with a mirror he’d stolen off the wall in the bathroom, “I’m good.” 

He paused as he took in his reflection. A small, incredulous smile worked to his face as his eyes lit
up. 

— Red and gold flecks of metal glinted in the sunlight that came through the quinjet windows as you
checked out your reflection. The almost all-black, Stark Tech suit hugged you a little snugger than you
preferred, but hell… —

— You snickered to yourself with a grin—you looked damn good in black, red, and gold. —

— Maybe this Avengers business wasn't all as bad as you thought. —

— “Are you gonna check yourself out all day,” Natasha asked from behind you as she clicked in clips
to her pistols, “Or are you going to actually be useful?” —

“You look good too,” Boone drawled, smoothing his suit for him and looking over his shoulder. 

Jack scoffed, slowly turning to take himself in, “Thank you, Boonie.” 

A crooked grin curled to her lips as she took a step back, “Really makes your butt—”



“Do not comment on my husband’s ass, Cavanaugh,” Duke’s voice came from behind you as he
stepped through the door. He scoffed to himself as he let his gaze rake over Jack’s form before a smirk
rolled to his face, “That’s my job.”

“Hey, handsome,” Jack sang, smiling as Duke crossed the room and pulled him into a hug, “How do I
look?”

“Sexy as hell,” Duke said before he flinched, and pulled away from him with one of Boone’s stray
pins in his arm. He frowned, plucking it away and flicking it at her before he pressed a kiss to Jack’s
temple, “And sharp as fuck.”

Jack chuckled, relaxing back before he nodded to you. The smile on Duke’s face fell as he turned to
you. 

“I need to talk to you,” you said slowly. 

“I know.” Duke winced lightly, nodding toward the empty room and leading you toward it, “C’mon.”

“Look, I…I…” You tried to start before you trailed off as he closed the door behind you. You turned
to him quickly, wringing your hands as you bit your lip, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 

“I know.” He nodded, stuffing his hands in his pockets with a sigh, “You did what you had to to save
him. And I appreciate it.” 

“But?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” he sighed, collapsing down on the bed and looking up at you, “I
don’t want him to turn into something like you.”

You blinked, taking a flinched step away from him with a frown. 

— “You are perfection,” Novak purred in your ear, gently smoothing away sweat-soaked hair, “a
Goddess of War.” —  

“I know.” Duke held up a hand with a groan, jumping to his feet as you backed away from him,
“It’s…it sounds horrible and I don’t mean it like  that…”

He trailed off, chewing on his cheek as he twirled his necklace into his fingers. 

“Then how do you mean it?”

“You remember everything. You feel everything, taste everything, see everything,” he said quickly,
looking up at you with a sad glint in his eye, “You have nightmares about it. I don’t want that for him
and, now, I can’t do anything to stop it. I want him to be happy. Not burdened by keeping up with you
and Barnes and Rogers. Sure, he thinks it’s great right now. He’s a superhero. He’s like you.”

Duke paused, finally retreating away from you and slowly sitting back on the bed, “But that’s going to
weigh on him after a while. And, soon, he’ll be Atlas trying to hold up the entire world.”

“I’ll be there to help him with it,” you said slowly, cautiously taking a step toward him before you
knelt in front of him. 

Duke nodded, avoiding your gaze, “Until it wears off and you’re stuck holding us together again.” 



Your frown deepened, “You think it’ll wear off?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged, pushing away from you and beginning to pace the room, “Part of me
wants it to and the other part…”

“Is scared of what will happen if it does.” you finished for him.  

Duke nodded, twirling his grenade pin through his fingers, “Walsh went nuts because of the serum.
You’ve damn near lost your mind a few times. I don’t want that happening to him, too.” 

You licked your lips, grabbing his wrist and pulling him toward you, “It’ll be better for him than it
was for any of us.” 

“How do you know?”

“I was alone when I was given it. I was a test subject. I was…being made into Novak’s perfect
weapon and now Ollie has taken my place,” you said slowly, “But…Jack? The only reason he’s alive
is because of the serum. He wasn’t given it for shits and giggles. And, most importantly, he has you
and an entire family to help keep his head on straight.”

Duke sighed, shaking his head before he pulled you into a tight hug. You hugged him back, relaxing
into him as you rested your head on his shoulder. 

 “You know we’re here for you too, right?” he murmured into your ear.

“I know.”

Duke pulled away, raising a brow, “But?”

“I’m real tired of you guys being in trouble because of me.” You shrugged, snickering as he rolled his
eyes and pulled you back into him. 

“Ah,” Duke said with a click of his tongue, “We wouldn’t still be here if we didn’t mind it.” 

You rolled your eyes, “Right.” 

You paused as the door to the adjacent room opened and Yelena poked her head inside. 

“Призрак, ты им нужен,” she said quickly, nodding into the other room before she ducked back
inside. 

Ghost, they need you. 

You nodded, quickly stepping after her with Duke on your tail, “When did you get back?”

“A few minutes ago,” Yelena said, “I didn’t want to interrupt heartfelt moment.” 

“Thanks, blondie,” Duke hummed, brushing past the two of you to rejoin Jack. 

“What do you got?” you asked her, taking your place against the wall. 

“My contacts in New York say that a Quinjet left Avengers Tower about two hours ago,” she said,
digging through her bag for her phone, “Meaning we’re going to have company very soon.”

“And the others?”



“I found their safehouse here,” she continued, pointing at the map of the city on the bed before
reaching back into her bag and tossing Boone a box of hair dye. 

Jack followed her finger, tapping their safehouse twice, “Are they staying there when the rest arrive?”

“As far as I can tell.” 

You nodded, taking a closer look, “With the jet’s cloaking device, they’ll be able to land on the roof
and nobody will be any the wiser.” 

Duke glanced up quickly, “What about Walsh?”

“What about him?” Boone asked, setting herself on top of Zac’s desk. 

“Is he sending in a team too?”

“Considering we have no way into his network,” Zac said slowly, “I don’t have a clue.” 

“Then we need to be prepped just in case they do,” Jack hummed, pulling out the blueprints of the
Palacio Nacional.”

He looked over the map quickly before pointing to the main entrance. 

“(F/N), you’ll enter from here. The party should already be in full swing by the time you get there and
we need you to keep their eyes on you.”

Zac rolled across the floor on his chair and pointed out each of the security cameras that were on the
main floor, “I’ve already taken over the cameras and Belov’s ready to jam any other devices that try to
get in.” 

Belov nodded, “We’ll be in full control before they step foot into building.” 

“I’ll be working the floor for a pair of extra eyes, here and here,” Boone said, hopping off the desk
and tapping her fingers across the prints, “And I’ll try to get a message off to Maximoff or New York
as soon as I can.” 

“The second you do, I want you out of there,” you hummed, glancing up at her with a curt nod, “Keep
it discreet and quick.” 

“Got it.” 

“Which just leaves you and Ari down there.” Jack frowned, his eyes flicking over both pieces of
paper, “Alone.” 

“Not for long,” Ari said, “As soon as Captain (L/N) enters, she heads straight for my table.” 

“Which will be surrounded by our best operatives,” Duke added, pulling out a stack of files and
handing them to you. 

“We’re gonna assume the Avengers or Walsh will intercept before you get there,” Jack continued
without missing a beat, “The second they do, Hadar is out of there.” 

“The operatives will evacuate along this route where they’ll pass Ari off to Duke and Belov,” Bone
hummed, sliding her finger down a side street with a nod. 



Jack nodded, glancing up at you again, “(F/N), your job is to distract them as long as possible before
handing off the case and getting the hell out of Dodge.” 

“Got it. And you?”

“I’ll be your failsafe.” 

“Plan B,” Duke sighed, “Which hopefully we won’t have to come to.”

“When you make a run for it, take this exit,” Yelena said, pointing at the map and tossing you a pair
of keys, “I’ve left you a motorcycle here.”

“What color?”

“Black. Your favorite.”

You smirked, rolling the keys through your fingers before turning your attention back to Jack. 

“In the event we’re separated, make sure no one is followed and we’ll meet at 0300 at our secondary
location.” 

“As soon as Norway confirms the Avengers have the case, we’re out of here,” Boone said, glancing
around the room with a smirk. 

“Everybody better be packed up to go.” Raffa nodded, “Me and Hugh will be waiting at the C-17 for
a quick getaway.”

“I’ll have the engines primed at exactly 0300,” Jesse said, “The faster you get back, the cleaner our
getaway will be.”

“And then what?” Yelena asked, raising a brow as she looked at you, “We’re running out of places to
run.” 

You nodded with a sigh, “We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.” 
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Seeing Red

Chapter Summary

“I watched you die,” you whispered, your throat suddenly dry as it closed in on itself, “How the
hell are you here?”

He stayed quiet for a moment, looking you over once more before allowing a dark smirk to curl
to his lips.

“It’s amazing what you can do to a person when they’re knocking on death’s door. High as a kite,
blind as a bat,” he chuckled, the sound chilling you to the bone as it rolled across the table. He
leaned forward, dropping his voice to a rasped whisper, “It’s amazing what you can do with a
hallucinogen, blood packs, and blanks.”

You visibly flinched, rocking back in your chair as you shook your head and Ghost’s voice
slithered into your ears. Your grip on the case tightened, your nails digging into your palm.

You had to keep in control. You couldn’t let him win.

But, even as you told yourself that, you felt the tables shift in his favor.

You know what you have to do. Just do it.

Cold fury turned molten, creeping to the forefront of your mind as his sneered smile grew.

“It’s amazing what one can do when they have all the brains,” he continued, “The power. The
guts.” 
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Chaos needs no allies, for it dwells like a poison in every one of us.

Bucky took a deep breath, carefully smoothing down the lapel of his suit jacket. His metal fingers
glinted in the warm sunset that bathed the city of Medellín in gold; it painted the building in pink and
purple hues, despite the dark clouds that rolled in from the mountains. Flashes of lightning arched
through the sky, splitting through the clouds as they darkened and swirled. 
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He sighed, shoving his hands in his pockets as the sheer curtains that framed his windows fluttered on
the cooling breeze before they snapped through the air. The thunder of a Quinjet’s engines echoed
between the buildings, ricocheting back and forth before Bucky quickly slid the window closed. 

Running his fingers through his hair, he sunk down onto his bed before pulling his hair back into a
low bun. 

— (F/N) shook her head, a smile playing on her lips as she reached up to brush a stray piece of hair
behind his ear. Even with her sitting on the counter, he was still half a head taller than her. Bucky
leaned into (F/N)’s touch, getting closer to her. —

— “You need a haircut,” she managed to breathe as he snickered. He was only a few inches away
from her now, their foreheads nearly touching. —

He groaned to himself, wishing he could push her voice away from his thoughts. 

(F/N) stopped appearing at the Palacio after they’d figured out her endgame. It was just a waiting
game then and hours went by so slowly he could hardly stand it. 

But, now, only a few more hours were left and he was left shaking; his nerves gnawing at him almost
worse than the sinking feeling that twisted through his stomach. 

Bucky shook his head before he paused, the glowing red vial that sparkled from his nightstand caught
his eye. 

They only had two shots at it. 

Well, with the way (F/N) was it was more like one shot. 

A single shot to finally bring her home. 

They couldn’t afford to screw it up. 

Nor could they afford to lose her again. If the gas didn’t work and she disappeared again, who knew
what would happen? Whoever she was working for could hide her away and they might never find
her again.

He couldn’t let that happen. 

He had to get her back. 

Bucky nodded, fixing his hair before grabbing a pair of gloves from the bed and slipping them on
before snatching the vial and stuffing it in his pocket. He threw open the door as the Quinjet’s engines
were silenced and replaced by the sound of raindrops. He paused in the doorway, listening as a gust of
wind burst through the city as Natasha stepped past him.

“Everything good?” he asked, tugging his gloves and fixing his shirt. 

“For now.” She nodded, throwing a strand of curled red hair over her shoulder as she stopped at the
landing above the entrance, “Walsh is keeping an eye on the Palacio and Clint is on his way back
now.” 

Bucky sighed, glancing up the stairs toward the roof before the front door was thrown open. A flurry
of rain and wind swirled around the safehouse as Barton ducked inside and slammed the door shut



behind him.

Natasha hummed, slipping on a pair of earrings, “Speak of the devil.” 

Clint nodded, shaking out his umbrella before tossing it to the ground with a grumble, “It’s getting
nasty out there.” 

“Enough to shut (F/N) down?” Natasha asked, ignoring the look Bucky shot at her.

“Doubt it,” he said, shaking the rouge raindrops in his hair before pointing toward the roof, “They
here?”

Bucky nodded, “They're here.” 

“Let’s go say hello,” she said, turning on her heel and quickly stepping up toward the roof as its door
opened with another burst of wind, “Welcome to Medellín.”

“I was promised sun and fun, Romanoff,” Stark called from above them, “Not rain and depression.”

Bucky scoffed, pinching the bridge of his nose as the rest of the team made their way down the stairs,
“Very funny, Stark.”

He chuckled to himself, spinning around the banister with a tired smile, “Hey, kids, whatcha been up
to?”

“Nothin’ good.” 

“Excellent. Let’s get this over with,” he continued as Steve turned the corner and they both jogged
down the stairs, “I’ve already got FRIDAY into the Palacio Nacional. We’ve got control of all the
cameras. Flimsy signal, though.” 

Steve nodded to Bucky, carding his fingers through his hair before fixing his cuffs. 

“Catering arrived an hour ago,” Clint said, ducking into his room to put on his suit. 

“We watched them get there,” Steve hummed, patting Bucky on the back before turning to him with a
soft smile and whispering under his breath, “How you doing, Buck?”

“Been better. Been worse.” He tried not to groan with a shrug, “What’s new?”

Steve scoffed with a nod, “You seen her?”

“Glimpses,” he said with a sigh, “She’s fast.”

“She’ll be even faster tonight.” Natasha cut in, gathering up the paperwork they had scattered across
the holotable.  

“Is there a chance she’s already there?” Sam asked from the stairs as he stepped down with the twins
on his tail.

Bucky raised a brow with a nod, turning to Stark, “Snuck in with the catering crew?”

“No.” Stark shook his head, pulling up a schematic of the building on the holotable, “Not a sign of her
anywhere.” 



“We need to get in there,” Clint said, adjusting his bowtie as he slipped out of his room, “Sooner
rather than later. We can’t let her get the drop on us.”  

Sam sighed, leaning against the wall, “Anybody else have a bad feeling about this?”

“Yes,” Bucky said without hesitation.  

“And now I feel even worse.” He deadpanned, earning himself a snicker from Romanoff as Bucky
turned to him.

He was wearing what looked like dark blue velvet crushed into wandering filigree. The dark was
offset by a jacket that looked as though it was weaved out of gold. 

It was the flashiest thing Bucky had ever seen.  

“What in the hell are you wearing?” he asked, a little louder than he wanted as Sam turned to glare at
him. 

“Man, I don’t know.” he groaned, rolling his eyes as Stark grinned at him and gave him two thumbs
up, “Stark picked it out for me.” 

“We’re supposed to be blending in.” 

“That’s what I told him.”

“I for one,” Stark started with a sly grin, “Think he looks great. Spiffy even.” 

“Man—”

“Hey. Enough,” Steve snapped, catching everyone’s attention with a sigh, “We need to be ready by
the time other guests start arriving.” 

Natasha hummed in agreement, sending a smirk to Sam, “We don’t want all eyes on us when we get
there.” 

“Meaning we need to blend in,” Bucky said, nudging Sam with a mirrored smirk

“Shut up.” 

“We run it like we did in Prague,” Steve continued, taking over the holotable from Stark, “Natasha—”

Bucky shook his head, the words coming out of his mouth faster than he had time to think, “I want to
make first contact.” 

He wasn’t sure why he said it.

After a month of waiting, of worrying, and wondering, it was finally time. After the back and forth of
what she had done and what she was planning. After the back and forth of wanting and not wanting to
see her again. After the unanswered questions and unknown locations, it was finally time. 

And he wanted to get her home, he needed to get her home. 

“Buck—”



“Out of everybody in this room, how many of you do you think (F/N) is gonna be happy to see?” he
asked, glancing between the group that was gathering around the table, “I might be able to talk her
down.” 

Stark raised a brow, looking over him slowly, “Might.” 

“At least give me a chance,” he began to plead, “If it doesn’t work out, we’ll give her to—”

“Me.”

Walsh’s voice came from behind them as he ducked through the front door, drenched from the storm
outside, “Trust me. I know how to handle her.”

“Like you handled her the day you came to the Tower?” Clint asked, raising an unimpressed brow,
“She saw you coming from a mile away. What’s to say you don’t scare her off again?”

“And what’s to say this isn’t a trap?” Stark asked suddenly, folding his arms over his chest as their
gazes shifted to him, “What? Barnes was right. (F/N) is way too smart for this. She wants us there.” 

“Or,” Sam said slowly, “Someone else does—”

Bucky blinked, a frown dipping across his face. 

— “That house in New Eden was covered in bullet holes,” he continued, resting his elbows on his
knees as he stared into her picture. —

— Bucky nodded slowly, glancing at him as he continued to fidget in his seat, “She didn’t want to
go.” —

If the people who were holding (F/N) knew they were there, it wasn’t going to be good. If they went
in without knowing everything, they weren’t only putting themselves in danger, they were also
putting her in danger. 

“You really think she hasn’t noticed you following her around for the past week?” Tony asked, raising
a brow, “She has to know. And, you know what else I was thinking about on the long-ass flight here?”

Pietro sighed, zipping around the room to lift the files from Natasha’s fingers and quickly going
through them, “Do we even have to ask? You’re just going to tell—”

“Wraith.” 

Bucky froze with a blink. The thought hadn’t crossed his mind since Greece. (F/N) had distracted him
enough that he’d slipped away from recent memory. Then he’d been so caught up in the hunt for her,
he didn’t have time to think about Wraith. 

Walsh glanced up, his eyes narrowing slightly, “What about him?”

“We haven’t seen him since he nearly blew Barnes’ arm off,” Stark continued, chewing on his cheek,
“Even if (F/N) is pretending to run Lone Ranger, she has backup somewhere in the wings.” 

“You’re saying we need to be ready for anything.” Vision said from behind them. 

“Whatever plan we come up with is going to change,” Wanda said, glancing at him with a small
smile, “We have to be on our toes.” 



Tony scoffed, patting Natasha on the shoulder, “Man, you’re teaching ‘em good, Romanoff.”

She smirked, turning back to the holotable and pointing at the schematic that Steve was still staring at,
“We need to spread out throughout the lower plaza; it’s the only floor with entrances.” 

“But we need to watch the upper levels too, just in case she does have backup that came in with the
guests or the catering team,” Steve said, watching as Natasha turned the schematic and peeled away
layers to reveal the hallways that snaked through the building, “Buck will make first contact. If she
doesn’t take the bite, back off and let Walsh take over.” 

Bucky nodded, shifting his weight back and forth before he bounced to his toes, “Got it.” 

He swallowed as Steve continued, pointing out different routes and nodding to his team. But his voice
was muffled as Bucky reached into his pocket. The vial of antidote glowed in his pocket; the scarlet
shimmering ominously. 

It was almost as though it was whispering for him to stop. 

But he couldn’t. Not when he was this close. 

The cabin of the Quinjet chilled off the instant the ramp opened. The cold wind sank into every
crevice, cooling off each piece of smooth metal as footsteps thudded across the cabin. 

Peter blinked in the darkness, shivering slightly as he adjusted himself and listened to them closely.
He waited for a moment, waiting for each of their footsteps and voice to fade before he popped the
panel above his head off. 

He winced slightly, the bright lights of the jet steaming into the crawl space. He tossed his backpack
out of the space before he climbed out himself with a groan. 

He’d been cramped in the space for nearly six hours and he felt like a brittle piece of paper trying to
unfold. He grumbled to himself, grabbing his backpack and shrugging it over his shoulder. 

If there was one good thing about hiding out in the Quinjet for that long, it was that he’d gotten all of
his homework done and he’d gotten a nap in. 

He really had to do this more often. He would be way more productive. 

Peter smirked to himself as he stretched, groaning as his back popped before he slowly snuck down
the ramp and he paused. 

Medellín wasn’t quite what he expected. Dark clouds billowed in overhead, bringing with them
spatters of rain and a cold wind. 

He shivered to himself, glancing around the rooftop he was on before slowly stepping across to the
rooftop door before he froze. Voice sounded from the other side and he backed away from it, unable
to hear what they were saying. 

He licked his lips, looking around the roof before glancing over the parapet and preparing himself to
climb down to the street below. If Mr. Stark managed to catch him now, he’d probably be confined
to…wherever the heck here was. 

But he didn’t want to stay here. He needed to find (F/N). Preferably before they did. 



Peter nodded to himself, stepping on the parapet before he froze again. 

“Keep your eyes open,” a familiar voice came from below him as the rain began to get worse, “If you
can intercept her before she gets to the Palacio, take her down.”

He gulped, ducking down on the roof as Walsh stalked down the street with a pair of men on either
side of him. 

“Have forces surrounding the building if she makes it past,” he continued, checking over his shoulder
as he walked up the front stairs and the men stopped below him, “She’s not making it out of there
with the chip.” 

“Yes, sir.”

Peter frowned, pulling his phone from his pocket as Walsh dipped into the house and the two men
strode back into the darkness. He followed him, quickly starting back toward the rooftop door and
slipping inside. He used Walsh’s entrance into the safehouse to mask his own as he quickly searched
through his phone. 

Palacio in Medellín.

“Out of everybody in this room, how many of you do you think (F/N) is gonna be happy to see?”
Sergeant Barnes’ voice echoed from below him as Peter sifted through the search results, “I might be
able to talk her down.” 

“Might.” Mr. Stark said over the top of him, the unconvinced sound of his tone swirling through the
air. 

Reflecting Peter’s own doubts. He’d spent enough time watching Walsh track her down. He knew
who she was and so did Peter. 

“At least give me a chance,” Sergeant Barnes said, “If it doesn’t work out, we’ll give her to—”

“Me,” Walsh cut in as Peter finally found a route to the Palacio, “Trust me. I know how to handle
her.” 

“Like you handled her the day you came to the Tower?” Agent Barton asked, “She saw you coming
from a mile away. What’s to say you don’t scare her off again?”

“And what’s to say this isn’t a trap?” Mr. Stark asked, making Peter pause, “What? Barnes was right.
(F/N) is way too smart for this. She wants us there.” 

A trap?

Oh…oh no. If it was a trap, they were going to need backup. Someone to keep an eye on things from
another angle. 

And he was perfect for the job. 

He just needed to get there early, just in case (F/N) tried something. 

Even better, he needed to get there before they did. If he wanted a chance at meeting her face to face,
he needed to get to her before them. 



He needed to beat her there. 

Peter nodded to himself, carefully slipping back up the stairs and out the door. He adjusted his
backpack before hopping over the parapet and climbing down the wall to the streets below. 

Pulling out his phone, he turned in a circle before taking off toward the Palacio Nacional.

Bucky’s gaze flicked up to the Palacio as the cab he was in came to a stop in front of the building. A
line of valets waited at the edge of the street, each watching them carefully and holding black
umbrellas above their heads as the rain sprinkles of rain turned into a downpour. 

“Romanoff and Barton are in place,” Steve said from beside him, nodding to one of the valets as he
threw open the door, “Wilson and Maximoffs are en route now.”

“We’re right behind you, Cap.”

Bucky glanced behind them, following Steve out of the car as Sam and Wanda pulled up next to
them. 

“You’re early.”

“The driver knew a shortcut,” Sam said, stepping out of the car and adjusting his golden jacket,
“Which was more like a deathtrap.”

“I could have gotten here faster—”

“Shut up, Pietro.”

Bucky rolled his eyes as a valet handed him an umbrella and ushered him toward the building. 

“Stark, Vision, you got eyes in the sky?” Steve continued, keeping pace with Bucky as he climbed up
the stairs. 

“You got it, Rogers.”

He nodded, folding his umbrella and handing it to another valet standing at the entrance, “Let’s get
this over with.”

Bucky ducked into the building after him, handing off his umbrella before pausing as his feet hit the
plaza. 

It was completely different from what it had been the days prior. The stalls that had lined the main
plaza were long gone. They’d been replaced by elegant round tables placed in circles with servers
waiting on each of them. Each person was adorned with fine jewelry and expensive clothes. 

In the center of the tables was a ring of poker tables, the green felt of their tops offset the darkened
wood and the clicking of chips clattered over the top of the voices around the building. 

There was a bar on either side of the room, each overseen by its own bartender and waitstaff. 

The halls above the plaza were also riddled with tables and people.



“How we lookin’ in there?” Stark’s voice echoed through Bucky’s ear as he stepped down into the
plaza, trying to relax back. 

“Everything’s good so far,” Clint said, ducking behind him and up the stairs, “Recognize a lot of
people from Prague, though.” 

“Repeat offenders.” Natasha nodded, taking a sip of her drink as Clint joined her on the next level. 

“New faces too,” Steve muttered, taking off in the opposite direction, “Keep on your toes. Post up
next to an exit and keep your eyes open.”

Bucky nodded, quickly stepping across the plaza and into a crowd of people. His eyes analyzed every
face in the plaza, flicking over each of them as he moved. His gaze stopped on a man at the center
poker table. 

He had dark hair slicked back into a low bun with dark green eyes shaded behind a pair of sunglasses.
He wore a cream linen suit, in one hand he had a white cane that he constantly tapped on the floor. In
the other, he flicked a fan of cards on the table. The man was surrounded by a group of security
guards that had their heads on a constant swivel. 

Bucky paused, looking at the man once more before moving away from him toward Wilson, “We got
an ID on the guy with the cane?”

“Give me a minute,” Stark said as he came to a stop next to Sam. 

Sam cleared his throat, fidgeting slightly as his suit jacket caught in the light. 

“I told you not to wear it,” Bucky hummed, hiding a smirk with a cough, “You look like that lady
from that one show Natasha likes.”

“Goldfinger,” Natasha said, “And I never said I liked it.” 

“Shut up, Barnes,” Sam growled, glaring at both of them before his eyes flicked to the man that
Bucky was watching, “He looks important.” 

“Security’s light,” Steve whispered from across the room. 

“Not around him.” Bucky shook his head, “How much you wanna bet that’s the buyer.” 

“Maybe one of them,” Barton said, “There’s a few people walking around here that would probably
be interested.” 

“Who is he, Stark?”

“Undetermined. Can’t get a good picture of him. The cameras keep glitching out.” 

“Fix it,” Steve growled, “Everybody else, spread out. Walsh, you got anything?”

“Negative.”

Bucky paused, glancing up just in time to see Walsh disappear in the halls above him before he
reappeared on the stairs. 

“I got nothing,” he said, pausing on the stairs, “Cameras are acting funny on our end too.” 



Bucky relaxed back as a waitress stopped beside him with a platter carefully perched on her fingers.
She handed them each a drink before continuing through the building, taking empty glasses from each
of the people on the plaza and replacing them. 

He watched her move through the crowd a moment more before turning back to the man with the
cane. 

“I’ve got something,” Tony said, his end of the line crackling with static.   

“Good or bad?” Clint asked, appearing next to Bucky as Sam pushed away from the wall and toward
the bar. 

“What do you think?”

A growl came from Steve’s end of the line, “Spill it, Tony.” 

“Cameras just went down,” he said, “Walsh, you got anything?”

“No.” The other man muttered, “We’re in the dark, too.” 

Bucky blinked, his gaze darting up to the cameras that were mounted above them.

Stark had said that the cameras had been glitching the entire time they were in them. 

It only meant one thing. 

Someone was in control the entire time. 

They weren’t. 

If they’d chosen then to lock them out, it meant she was on her way. 

“She’s coming,” Bucky said lowly, “Get ready.” 

“She’s coming,” Bucky said lowly, “Get ready.” 

Steve glanced up from his table, looking around the room as the Maximoff twins split off from each
other and Wanda glanced at him. He nodded to her, watching as she went past and his gaze went back
to the man at the table. 

The Man with the Cane. 

If Steve didn’t know better, he’d assume that was one of Boonie’s friends. 

He paused, if he was one of hers then maybe that was his contact. Maybe that was who he needed to
get close to. 

Nodding to himself, he pushed away from the wall and toward the man. 

But, maybe he wasn’t. 

No. 

Montana wouldn’t place him out in the open. She’d want him off to the side. 



The man was something else…he was a distraction. 

He veered off toward one of the bars, not bothering to check behind him as he did. 

Hopefully, she’d send someone to meet him or Wanda. Or, even better, she’d meet him herself. But
that was asking a lot. 

— “Hey there, stud,” a light voice drawled from behind him. He all but whirled around, surprised at
the sudden voice. —

Steve swallowed, reaching the bar before turning around and leaning against it. 

If there was anything he wanted more than right now then for her to show up by his side again. His
gaze flicked over the crowd, willing her to show up but he couldn’t see her. 

— A blonde in a champagne-colored dress adorned with crystals that shimmered in the afternoon
light. Green eyes darted over him as she took a step toward him and a sly smile played lazily on her
lips. —

He sighed, trying to hold his disappointment at bay before pushing off of the bar and heading toward
a table. Shoving his hands in his pocket, he brushed through the crowd and tried to make himself
smaller before he wound up at an empty table in the second ring around the main poker tables.

“Status,” he muttered, keeping his head down. 

“Nothing yet,” Romanoff said, striding up the stairs before she paused to lean against the railing. 

“Clear at this entrance.” Barton came next, taking a sip of his drink, “How we lookin’, Maixmoffs?”

“All quiet here,” Wanda hummed, glancing idly around the room.   

Pietro nodded from beside her, “Nothing exciting on this end.” 

“I’m gonna be the one to say it—” Sam started, pushing away from Bucky even as the man glared at
him. 

“Please, don’t—”

“Something doesn’t feel right.” 

“I hate you.” 

Steve chuckled, shaking his head as he tried to relax back before he froze. 

The soft smell of sweet blackberries and warm vanilla and violet swirled to his nose. 

A perfume he hadn’t smelled for nearly an entire month. 

He stiffened, sitting up straight in his chair and trying to not whip his head around as the crowd
continued to move around him and he tried to figure out where the smell was coming from. 

A waitress stopped by his side, quickly flicking a napkin onto his table before delicately setting an
old-fashioned in front of him. 



He blinked, eyeing the drink as the waitress began to move away before he snatched her wrist, the
intoxicating smell luring him in almost as badly as the hypnotizing green eyes that peered down at
him through black hair with a sparkle. A sly smile curled to her lips as he squeezed her wrist and
relaxed back. 

She turned from him, delicately balancing a platter of drinks on her fingers before disappearing into
the crowd. 

Steve relaxed, following her form for only a moment more before he took a sip of his drink. He
paused again, trying to hide the smile that spread across his face as he caught sight of the curled
handwriting and piercing red lipstick mark on the napkin. 

He let his fingers trace the kiss she’d left for him as his eyes wandered her words and committed
everything to memory. 

A time and a place. 

And, just like that, he was put at ease. 

It was as though a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. 

Steve pulled his eyes away from the napkin, pressing it into his palm as he downed his drink and
rocked to his feet. He moved slowly through the room, placing his empty glass on another waiter’s
tray before tossing the napkin into the nearest trash can. 

His gaze flicked up to Walsh as he stalked the halls above him. 

All he had to do was get through the night. 

Boone tore up through the hall just off the plaza, daintily balancing a platter of full drinks atop her
fingers before she handed it off to another server. She fought the urge to look back over her shoulder;
to look back into those beautiful blues that she’d felt rake over her form as she walked away. 

Puffing a strand of hair from her face, she ducked into the makeshift storeroom they’d put together for
the servers and slipped an earpiece from her pocket. She tossed it to herself before finally allowing
herself to check back over her shoulder. 

They’d cordoned off the backroom earlier in the night, making sure the Avengers and the other guests
stayed in their places on the playing field. 

She smirked to herself, tapping her earpiece twice before twisting it into her ear, “Contact made.
Enroute to rendezvous now. Everybody else in place?”

“Ready.” Jack’s voice came through first as she turned down another corridor and grabbed a coat
from the nearest rack. 

“On my way,” (F/N) said, her voice strained as Boone slipped on her new coat, “Ran into a few
issues.”

She frowned, grabbing a hat from another rack and shoving it on her head, making sure her freshly
black strands of hair shaded her eyes as she went. 

“Operatives are ready to move,” Duke came next, “Let’s get this show on the road—” 



“And over with,” Jesse hissed, the edge of her voice evident even through the line, “(L/N), get
Goliath out of there, please.” 

“Working on it,” (F/N) grunted, “Boone, get the hell out of there now.”

Boone’s frown deepened as she paused in front of her exit, “You good?”

“Ollie left me some friends to play with,” she snarled, “Just give me a minute to take out the trash.
Should give you enough time to get away.” 

“Got it.” Boone nodded as she threw open the doors and braced for the storm that awaited her on the
streets. She winced as an uncharacteristic frigid wind swirled around her, bringing with it spears of
rain. 

“(F/N),” Jack came again as Boone stepped quickly down the stairs, “Need a hand?”

“Negative. Cavanaugh, let me know when you’re clear.”

“How’m I lookin’, Big Brother?”

“Stark and Vision are cruising the skies but aren’t making any moves toward you. I’ve already cut
power to the cameras at the back of the building,”  Zac said,  “Bennet, watch your cover. They keep
circling close to you”

“Got it.”

Boone took a deep breath, the sound of her heels clicking on the cobblestone walkway echoing
around her as she strode further into the night. 

“I’m clear. Go.” 

Peter narrowed his eyes at the massive building in front of him as he took shelter in the doorway of a
shop. 

It was nothing like the skyscraper back home but it still towered over him; almost ominously. The
stark gray stone was offset against the dark clouds that loomed behind it. Lightning stitched through
the sky, illuminating the bronze domes of the towers that shot up the side of the building. 

He’d been staring at it for what felt like hours, trying to figure out the stealthiest way to get into it…
after he’d spent a few hours wandering the city. He didn’t know it like the back of his hand like he did
Queens and he’d found himself getting turned around time after time again until he finally scrambled
up the side of a building to get a bird’s eye view…

Or…or! A spider’s eye view. 

Peter chuckled to himself before he shook his head.

Focus, Parker!

He’d taken so long to make it through the city that he’d gotten there at the same time Mr. Stark flew
over his head and Agents Romanoff and Barton entered the building. Which was just his luck. 

Still, after watching the rest of Mr. Stark’s team arrive, he’d waited. 



And waited. 

And waited. 

He hadn’t heard a commotion inside the building yet, so he assumed (F/N) hadn’t gotten there yet.
But now he was getting antsy. 

And the fact that he couldn’t see what was going on inside wasn’t helping at all. 

Peter grumbled with a shiver, glaring once more at the building before he finally took a slow step
toward the building. Licking his lips, he checked the road both ways before pulling his backpack
tighter against his shoulders and jogging across the road. 

He jogged up the stairs, taking them two at a time before reaching for the door and attempting to push
it open. 

Only to bounce right off of it. 

Of course, it was locked. Typical. 

Peter jiggled the handle and pushed against it once more before he stopped. 

How the heck was he going to get into the building?

Surely the rest of the doors were locked, the only other entrance would be the main one. 

The one that everyone else was going through. 

The one that would definitely get him caught.

If only there was a way that he could get through a window or…

The roof. 

Peter rolled his eyes, smacking his head against the door with a scoff. 

He was Spider-Man after all. 

He’d climb to the roof.

Duh. 

He sprang at the wall in an instant, wincing at the biting cold and the rain that slithered through the
streets. Adjusting his backpack, he carefully made his way up the wall before he froze. 

The door below him burst open and a black-haired waitress rushed into the night. His eyes widened as
the door smacked against the concrete and the woman didn’t bother to look behind her. 

Peter glanced at the door as it began to close before he dropped from the wall and dove inside. 

He was greeted with a rush of warm air as his soaked shoes hit the patterned tiled floor and he
grimaced as they squeaked. 

The hall was quiet, for the most part. Voices hummed distantly and footsteps thudded down another
hall. 



Taking a slow step further into the building, he carefully slipped his backpack into his hands and
began his journey down the hall. 

And then his phone vibrated in his pocket. 

Peter jumped, practically bolting back out the door before he realized what it was. He forced a sigh of
relief as he pulled his phone from his pocket and glanced down at the caller ID.

Ned. 

A grimace curled on his face as he glanced between his friend’s name and the battery symbol that
flashed red. 

He sucked a hiss through his teeth, darting around a corner before he finally answered, “Hey, Ned.” 

“Dude, where are you?” Ned asked, his voice cutting in and out as Peter slid to another hiding spot,
“We were supposed to study AP Physics tonight.” 

Shoot. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, pressing his back against the wall with a sigh, “Something came up.” 

“Is it the internship again?”

“Yeah.” He nodded quickly, “Late night doing…intern…stuff.” 

“Dude!” Ned groaned, more than obviously exasperated, “I’ve hardly seen you in the past month!”

Peter ran his fingers through his hair, “I know…I just—”

“Did I say something that made you mad?” he cut him off before he could finish before quickly
starting down a panicked rant, “Did I say something dumb? Oh my god, I said something dumb, didn’t
I? I know I never mean to but stupid stuff always comes out—”

“What?” Peter asked, shaking his head as he pushed away from the wall and snuck into another room,
“No! Of course not…”

He trailed off as he spotted a clothing rack with a line of pressed uniforms hanging in clothing bags. 

That’s it!

That’d be the way he snuck around the party. Nobody would notice him as long as he fit in.

Plus! Those clothes were actually dry. 

“Listen, you didn’t do anything,” he said, dropping his back and pinching his phone against his face
with his shoulder as he dug through the uniforms, “Mr. Stark’s just been running me ragged.”

“But—”

“Hey, I gotta go,” Peter hummed quickly, throwing one of the uniform bags over his shoulder and
turning on his heel toward the nearest…

Bathroom!



His luck was really starting to turn around.

“Mr. Stark is coming and I gotta help him with…intern stuff.” He ducked quickly into the bathroom,
“I’ll see you on Monday.”

Bucky leaned against the bar, swirling a drink through gloved fingers as his gaze darted across the sea
of people that were enjoying their night. 

He only wished he could say the same. 

The comms had gone quiet after the cameras went out. Not because they’d lost communications with
each other, but because they weren’t sure what was about to happen. As much as he hated to admit it,
(F/N) was unpredictable. She was crafty and resourceful. Whatever was coming their way, they’d
never be able to anticipate it.

Even Walsh looked nervous…almost as much as he looked annoyed. He was circling the upper levels
like a vulture, his dark eyes glaring down into the main plaza as they shifted between the entrances. 

Bucky forced a deep breath, trying to stop his hands from shaking and as he shifted his weight and
finally turned his back to the entrances. 

“You doin’ okay?” Steve asked, by his side the instant a defeated sigh puffed from his nose. 

Bucky scoffed at the man’s impeccable timing, “Just impatient.”

“And?”

“And?” Bucky blinked, glancing at Steve as he nodded and leaned against the bar beside him. Bucky
shrugged, biting his lip as he swirled his drink before gently setting the glass on the bar and resting
his elbows on the wooden surface, “I’m worried. It doesn’t feel right. This doesn’t feel right. She’s
late.”

It was Steve’s turn to scoff as he leaned back, facing one of the entrances, “We don’t know when she’s
coming, Buck. She can’t be late if we don’t know…when…”

He trailed off slowly and Bucky’s gaze darted to him in an instant. Steve swallowed thickly, his eyes
widening slightly and completely trained on the entrance. 

He knew in an instant what it was. As Steve’s face fell and his jaw clenched and his muscles tensed. 

Bucky whipped around, unable to stop himself as he searched the plaza before his gaze fell on her. 

Her.

(F/N). 

There she was. In the flesh. For the first time in over a month, she stepped from the shadows into the
light. 

Droplets of rain were caught in her hair and lashes, sparkling in the light like perfectly placed
diamonds as she slipped further into the plaza. Her eyes were hardened, darkly wandering the
building before they landed on the table in the center. (F/N) paused there for a moment, her eyes
trained on the man sitting there before she took a slow step down the stairs. 



Her heels clicked sharply against the tile and black slacks swished with every step she took. A black
pinstriped vest cinched neatly at her waist, and a pressed white shirt glimmered as she moved but it
was what sparkled around her wrist and in her hand that caught Bucky’s attention. 

A single handcuff and its chain dangled from her wrist. Flashing in the light, it led to the silver
briefcase in her hand. The chain led directly into the box and her fingers wrapped around it tightly.
(F/N) tossed a pair of keys to herself in her other hand, the sound jingling through the plaza as her
gaze shifted around the room. 

Even then, there was a hint of worry hidden behind the hardened exterior she wore.

He took a hesitant step toward her, pushing off the bar as her eyes swept over the crowd.

Steve’s hand landed on his shoulder, stopping him in his tracks for less than a second before he
brushed away from him, “Buck—”

His friend’s voice sounded muffled, as did every other voice that echoed from his earpiece. His feet
seemed to work on their own accord, leading him through the crowd and between the tables.

(F/N) still hadn’t seen him. Her eyes now searching the upper floors as she took another slow step
toward him. 

Bucky licked his lips nervously, side-stepping through the crowd as his heart began to thud in his ears
before (F/N)’s gaze snapped to him.

He froze in place, his breath catching in his chest as she stared at him. 

The cold look on her face melted in an instant and the smallest smile he’d ever seen slipped to her lips
as he took another step toward her. She paused at the bottom of the stairs and he met her there, a sigh
of relief escaped from his nose as he returned her smile. 

He was an arm’s length from her then, close enough to touch her, but the instant he took another step
closer, she blinked and cocked her head to the side in confusion. 

“James?” she asked, her voice light enough to carry over the sound of the crowd and the constant thud
of his heart and draw him closer, even if there was a tired edge to it. 

Bucky swallowed, taking another slow step toward her, “Hey, doll.”

(F/N) blinked again, her eyes darting from him to the man with the cane. Her face fell further as she
glanced back at him and caught sight of Steve in the crowd. The small smile on her face stretched to a
frown, “What are you doing?”

“Bringing you home,” he said simply, taking another step toward her and outstretching his arm to her. 

She took a quick step back, her jaw clenching as she turned from him. 

It was his turn to frown as he looked over her. (F/N) had turned just enough to hold the case attached
to her wrist out of his reach. Her grip had tightened on it too and her gaze was now trained on Steve
before it flicked upwards and she found Natasha and Clint. 

“I don’t want it, baby,” he tried again, stuffing his hands into his pocket and taking a quick step back,
“I just want you. Come home with me.”



Her frown deepened as she shook her head and took another step away from him, “I can’t.”

“Barnes,” Natasha’s voice echoed in his ears, “You’re in range. Douse her.”

His fingers wrapped around the vial stored safely in his pocket.

“Why?” he asked softly, taking another step toward her, trying to close the distance between them,
“Baby, please.”

(F/N) paused, her brows furrowing as she softened again. She took a slow step toward him, reaching
up to let her fingers brush a strand of hair from his face. He carefully grabbed her hand, leaning into
her touch before tilting his head to press a kiss to the delicate flesh of her wrist.

For a moment, it looked as though she was considering it. She looked as though, with only a few
more pleas from him, she’d finally cave. She let him take another step toward her as she bit her lip,
her eyes darting back to the man at the table before coming back to him. 

Another slight step and he was standing right in front of her, cutting off her exit as the vial slipped
from his fingers and he set his hands on her waist. (F/N) flinched, wincing slightly at his touch before
she relaxed even more under his touch. A sad smile spread across her face before she shook her head. 

He was so close but something was stopping her. Something was telling her to move away from him
and he couldn’t let it happen. 

“Get the case,” Walsh snarled in his ear, jostling him out of his thoughts. 

Bucky’s eyes narrowed at the sound, his piercing stare snapping to the man on the floor above him. 

(F/N) changed in an instant too. She stiffened, backing away from him as she followed his gaze
before fully backing out of his reach. 

“Doll, don’t,” he whispered, “Please.”

“I’m sorry,” (F/N) said, shaking her head as he tried to get her back into his arms, “I didn’t want this
to happen.” 

“So don’t let it,” Bucky pleaded, “Come home with me. We’ll forget this ever happened.”

For the first time in a month, (F/N)’s laugh filled the room as she let another smile grace her features,
“You don’t understand. I can’t stop now.”

“Then explain it—”

Bucky paused as she bowed her head, her face falling as her eyes darted to the floor. He blinked,
eyeing the black earpiece that she was wearing. He could hear the faint voices that whispered from it
before he shook his head. 

He grabbed her arm, hauling her back into him as she flinched again; tensing under his touch. 

“Don’t do this,” he murmured softly as she turned to him. 

“I have to,” she whispered back, “I’m sorry.”

“Doll,” he tried once more, “We can help you.”



“No, you can’t.” (F/N) shook her head, pushing herself away from him and back out of his arms, “I’m
so sorry, Bucky.”

She slipped from his fingers, her face falling as she did before she adjusted her grip on the case. The
chain tinkled as she ducked back into the crowd and toward the man with the cane’s table. 

Bucky couldn’t help the sigh that heaved from his throat. He stuffed his hands back into his pocket,
the frown on his face deepened as his fingers wrapped around the untouched vial. He closed his eyes
with a shake of his head. 

He was so close. He had her in his arms again. He almost had her convinced. 

And…now?

Now it was Walsh’s turn. 

And he knew it wasn’t going to go well. 

Bucky peeled his eyes open, glaring at Walsh as he strode down the stairs and into the plaza. 

“That went well,” Romanoff muttered, by his side in an instant. Her eyes were trained solely on
(F/N)’s back as she moved.

Bucky’s jaw clenched, his hands balling to fists with a growl, “If he hurts her, I’ll kill him.”

“Noted.” She nodded, pressing her finger to her ear, “Walsh, bring her in quietly. We’ll deal with the
case later.” 

Oliver leveled a glare at Barnes as he quickly stepped through the crowd, ignorant to the stares he was
getting and the voices of his team that were telling him to stop and take it slow. 

Perhaps he wasn’t irked because of what Barnes was doing…maybe it was because of her.

Her. 

He didn’t know what she had planned. He had no way of knowing what she was going to do. He was
in the dark…again. 

She wasn’t even supposed to make it into the building. His men were supposed to stop her. 

A low growl seethed from his throat as he paced the level above (F/N) and Barnes. 

How naive he was. 

Oliver should have known that she’d make it past his men without breaking a sweat. He knew that she
had something up her sleeve from the moment he arrived in Medellín. 

But what the fuck was she playing at?

Perhaps, she’d tell Barnes everything. Perhaps, this was it. Perhaps, the Avengers would turn on him
then and there. 

No. No. No. 



She wouldn’t do that. He knew her better than that. 

The fight between them had become personal the instant he’d leveled an attack against her team. She
wouldn’t let the Avengers take care of him. She had to do it herself. 

Even if she fought against who she was with every fiber of her being, even if she told herself that her
plan was airtight and that she’d keep on the straight and narrow…

He knew she wouldn’t. 

The instant she was in position, her impulsiveness would take over. Everything she’d worked so hard
to become would go out the window and she’d be back again. 

If they were to go head to head, it would just be him and her. No one else. No distractions.

And he’d gladly let her try. 

There was only one thing he worried about:

Aerocell.

He’d worked on the damn thing for years, making micro adjustments until it was perfect. 

And now it was in her goddamn hands. 

If he lost it, he was fucked. 

Another low growl tore through him as he turned on his heel, stalking toward the staircase and
keeping his eyes on her. 

The briefcase attached to her wrist was catching everyone’s attention, especially his. 

Perhaps, he shouldn’t even be worried about her. 

As long as he got Aerocell back into his possession, he’d be able to find her if she ran. There would
be nowhere she could hide from him. 

Oliver let a smirk roll to his face as he stared at the case. 

All he needed was the case. He didn’t need her. 

He reached into his pockets, slipping his fingers around the pair of Vibranium knuckles that resided
there. If he struck now, he could blindside her. He could take that chance here, amongst this crowd of
people with questionable morals and hidden agendas. 

Oliver paused, the smile on his face fading as Romanoff and Barton made their way down to the
plaza. 

No. No. 

He had to have the one thing (F/N) didn’t. He had to be patient.

She was reckless. Arrogant. She never thought things completely through and he could use it to his
advantage. 



Whatever game she was playing, he could play better. If she wanted to play the brainwashed victim in
her sad little fairytale, he’d let her. 

Then, he could spin a tale of his own. He could push her further down the rabbit hole, further into the
shadows until none of her friends or allies even recognized her. 

Oliver relaxed, keeping his gaze on the couple as Barnes pulled her into his arms. 

He was right there. 

The case was within his grasp, all he had to do was reach out and take it. Then all Oliver had to do
was take her down. 

“Get the case,” he hissed, unable to stop the words from pouring out of his mouth as he willed the
soldier to rip it from her grasp. 

But it wouldn’t. 

And it didn’t. 

Of course. 

Barnes was in love with her, despite her lies and manipulations. 

He loved her. 

And Oliver would be damned if he didn’t make it come back to haunt him. 

It was the one thing keeping Barnes from falling headfirst into the trap he had laid. 

He paused, his blood chilling as (F/N)’s gaze snapped to him. A dark smile spread across his face, one
that was matched by the glare he received from her. 

(F/N) turned back to Barnes again and he gave one more last-ditch effort to keep her by his side
before she turned away from him. She ducked through the crowd, heading directly for the table at the
center of the room.

Oliver turned quickly, prowling through the crowd and smirking as it practically split for him. He
stepped down the stairs quickly, adjusting his suit as he hit the plaza and strode across the room. 

(F/N) took a seat at the table, brushing off the waiter that tried to give her a drink and nodding to the
man at the head of the table. 

He ducked toward them before stealing a seat across from her. 

Her glare returned as she glanced up at him and her lips pressed into a thin line. She looked tired but
there was a fury bubbling under her skin, something she was, no doubt, trying to repress.

But she was failing miserably. 

She was just about to crack. 

All he had to do was send her over the edge. 



A smirk spread across his lips before he froze. (F/N) relaxed back in an instant and a sly smile curled
to her lips and a mischievous glint glimmered in her eyes.

She reached up, tapping her ear twice before removing an earpiece and setting it daintily on the table
in front of her. 

“Walsh,” Romanoff’s voice echoed through his head, “Bring her in—”

Oliver didn’t let her finish. Instead, he plucked out his earpiece, disabled it, and stuffed it in his
pockets. 

As he did, his fingers wrapped around the pair of Vibranium knuckles he had hidden and powered
them up with an electric hum.

Peter ducked out of the bathroom, smoothing back his hair and adjusting his—only slightly—wonky
tie. 

Okay…really wonky tie. 

But ties were hard! Even Aunt May had trouble with them sometimes, and Mr. Stark was definitely
busy right now and—

Focus!

Peter shook his head, knocking himself out of his thoughts and back to the task at hand. 

He had to fit in. He had to be seamless with his surroundings, just like Agent Romanoff thought him.
He had to act like he belonged there. 

Even if he only knew a handful of Spanish and each of the other waiters were giving him odd looks
and whispering to each other. 

He just had to blend in. 

Peter smiled at one of his fellow waiters as he slipped through the halls before grabbing a silver
platter of bubbly stuff and quickly striding toward the main plaza. He paused in his step as he did,
wincing as the fizzy drinks that smelled like crap slid across the platter. A grimace crossed his face as
a waitress zipped past him with her tray poised on her fingertips. 

How the heck was he going to balance this thing like they did?

He was never going to be able to blend in if he didn’t figure out how to…Ah-ha!

He was sticky! Well, that’s what Mr. Stark and (F/N) said…

— “Fast, strong, and...sticky,” (F/N) said with a chuckle, hopping to her feet as she looked at him
with a sly grin, “I don't know whether to be grossed out or impressed.” —

— “Personally, I think it's pretty cool,” he said, relaxing back as (F/N) approached and showing her
his bracers, “I came up with the chemical formula myself. I use CO2 canisters inside the…” —

— He trailed off, noticing the look on her face and sighing as he raised his fists. —



— “Rule Fourteen: Distract the target before you make your move,” he deadpanned, flinching away
from her punches. —

Peter frowned, shaking away her voice with a grumble. 

Focus!

He’d used his sticky fingers to make sure the tray didn’t go anywhere. 

…Literal sticky fingers, not like the stealing kind of sticky fingers.

…Except he did steal it. And he stole the suit. And…

Focus!

He rolled his eyes at himself, perching the platter atop his fingertips and continuing on his way. 

Following another waiter through the maze of halls, he finally came out on one of the balconies
overlooking the main plaza. There were dozens of people on the floors below him. 

Each person had a drink pinched between their fingers and lines of waiters made the rounds around
the room. 

But it was one person in particular that caught his attention. 

(F/N). 

She’d just taken a seat at the table in the center. 

Completely unaware that he was stationed above her. 

— “Rule Seven.” Peter shrugged, glancing at (F/N) with a smile, “Watch your back.” —

He really hoped she was watching her back.

He immediately set down his tray, his eyes narrowing as he unbuttoned the cuffs of his shirt and
rolled them up to reveal his web shooters. 

You took a deep breath as you walked away from Bucky. 

The feeling to whip back around and rush into his arms continued to eat at you. You wanted nothing
more than for him to safely hold you against him and forget that the rest of the world existed. 

Damn the consequences of turning yourself in. And damn Walsh for even trying to trip you up. 

All you wanted was to go home with him. To forget that any of this ever happened and make
everything go away forever. 

But you couldn’t. 

Not when you had an entire team depending on you. 

You nodded to yourself, tightening your grasp on the case as you strode through the crowd toward
Ari. 



You’d been watching the building from afar all day. Ollie had cased it every couple of hours and he’d
had a team placed outside just in case you showed up early. And, even though you didn’t, they were
still waiting for you as you arrived. 

But they were more of a welcoming committee than an actual force that could stop you. 

Boone had come in with the catering crew, sneaking through the halls with freshly dyed hair and the
rare pieces of prosthetics to disguise her from any facial recognition. She’d kept a close eye on Ari,
specifically catering to his table and the operatives surrounding him until the Avengers arrived. She
snuck into the shadows after that, careful to avoid anyone on the team that could recognize her. 

She made contact with Steve quickly—quicker than you thought she would—before she bailed,
leaving Ari alone in the building. 

Which did not make Jesse happy. 

She’d been watching him carefully as Boone disguised his face just like she had hers, even giving him
dark green contacts to hide his eyes. Jesse had worried over him for hours before he finally left and it
was out of her hands…and into yours. 

It was her that had been yelling in your ear the entire time you were talking to Bucky until Zac finally
cut her off and Duke had taken over. She had to get the jet ready with Raffa, after all. Though, you
knew she’d be stressing about Ari the entire time. 

Meaning you had to get him out of here fast. 

All you had to do was fake a sale and have one of the Avengers take the case from you. 

It should have been easy. 

And then Ollie showed up. Instead of being distracted by you, his eyes were drawn to the case. 

He wanted Aerocell more than he wanted you. 

You were going to have to change that. Which meant you were probably going to have to get your
hands dirty. Which also meant Jack might have to get his hands dirty. 

You glanced up at the glass roof above you as rain spattered against it. 

He’d been in position for most of the day, much to Duke’s dismay. He’d been in the building before
the catering team even got there, waiting for Boone to smuggle in his suit as he prepped the building
for a quick extraction, just in case you needed it. 

You just hoped that he didn’t need to get involved. 

You didn’t need two significant others mad at you. 

You had to move fast. Faster than you dispatched Ollie’s first team. 

A smirk worked to your face as you pulled out your chair and sat down, setting the case atop the table
and glancing at Ari. Specks of blood were spattered across your knuckles and the otherwise pristine
case. You peeled some dried flecks off of your skin before relaxing back. 



“Heads up,” Zac hummed in your ear, “We got confirmation there’s someone else in the building. We
don’t got an ID yet.”

“Affirmative.” You nodded, checking over your shoulder before your heart stopped. 

Bucky was still staring at you, the look on his face falling as you made eye contact before you broke
it. 

You hadn’t expected him to meet you at the bottom of the stairs. Nor had you expected him to try to
talk you out of what you were about to do. It caught you off guard; enough so, you’d almost fallen for
it. You were so close to running away with him. 

— You could barely keep your eyes open as you looked up to him, “We run away together.” —

— “That would never work,” he said, his eyes unchanging and dark as he smoothed hair gently away
from your face before withdrawing his hands. —

But it would never work. Not as long as Ollie was fucking around. 

And definitely not when Jesse was actively yelling in your ear. 

Now, you had to play the game you’d started. 

You looked up as a chair on the other side of the green-felted table was pulled back. It screeched
across the floor as darkened eyes met yours for the first time. 

It hadn’t taken him long to find you. In fact, you were surprised by the eagerness that was on his cold
face. Your gaze flicked over him quickly, your jaw clenching as you took him in. 

Somehow his hair, just like his eyes, had darkened from a fiery red to nearly the same shade as freshly
spilled blood. His features had sharpened too, but he was still Ollie. Even if he’d grown a few more
inches and he’d gotten noticeably stronger, he was still the kid you’d known. 

— “No!” Ollie barked loudly, his voice echoing off the walls, “I’m not supposed to be a field agent,
I’m a Cryptological Network Warfare Specialist. I work inside, not outside!” —

But he wasn’t a kid anymore.

There was something familiar about him, too. It was in his eyes; a look that you had seen before. It
was unnerving and confident. It was reckless and aggressive. 

“Let’s get the show on the road, (F/N),” Duke said, forcing you from your thoughts. 

You looked back up at Ollie, noting the smile that was on his face before you let one of your own
slide across yours. 

— “Answers,” he said, “Do you really need them?” —

— “I don’t know.” You shrugged, trying to relax, “I’d feel better if I had them.” —

— “Then you’d better get the courage to ask them then.” —

— You scoffed, rolling your eyes playfully as you smacked him, “Very helpful, Belov.” —

You licked your lips, tapping your earpiece twice before taking it out and placing it on the table. 



The two of you stared at each other for a moment, studying one another as a game of poker echoed
around you and Ollie took out his earpiece too. His gaze flicked to the case, staring at it as though he
was willing it into his hands. 

— You kicked the door off its hinges, bowing your head slightly as you took a long, steady stride
through the dust. Duke was bound to a chair in the center of the floor, he was beaten and bruised but
at least he was alive. Ollie towered over him, a pistol held securely against his head. — 

— A low growl left your throat, reverberating through the room before it was replaced by a wheezed
laugh from Duke. —

— “You’re so fuckin’ screwed—” —

— “Duke!” You snapped, your eyes trained on Ollie, “Get down.” — 

You swallowed, shaking away the shadows that played in front of your eyes as you turned your
attention back to Walsh, “You’ve grown up since the last time I saw you.”

He scoffed, his eyes narrowing as he looked up at you with a shake of his head, “What are you
playing at?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” You shrugged, leaning back in your chair with an arrogant
grin. 

“Bullshit,” he growled, pressing forward to place his elbows on the table, “Yes, you do. You took out
my men—”

“Those dumbasses that were surrounding the building?” you asked with faux surprise, “They were
yours? Oh, Ollie, they really sucked.” 

“Fuck off—”

“No, really.” You smiled, twirling the chain on the case around your fingers, “It took me like five
seconds to drop ‘em.”

His face dropped as he rolled his eyes. 

“And you didn’t even have the balls to meet me outside.” Your smile dropped into a frown, “Why’s
that? You were so keen on meeting me in New York. And after what happened in Kabul, I’m really
surprised you didn’t wanna see me.”

Ollie didn’t answer, his face darkening as a grin returned to your face. 

For once, you were in control of the table. You had the winning hand and it was your turn to play it. 

A dark chuckle left your throat as you leaned forward, placing your chin in your hands, “It sucks to be
two steps behind all the time, don't it, Rookie?”

“I’m not two steps behind,” he snarled, his nose twitching slightly. 

“Oh, yes you are,” you laughed, plucking a stray hair from your vest before you looked back up at
him, unbothered, “Don’t be a sore loser.”

“Between the two of us, I’m not the loser.” 



You laughed at him again, earning another death glare, “Says the guy that’s throwing a tantrum
because I took his favorite toy.” 

You nodded to the case on the table, gently patting it with a smirk. 

Ollie nodded slowly, almost looking impressed as he finally relaxed back and took a drink from a
waitress, “How’d you find it? You’re not that good.”

“Have you always underestimated me? Or is that something new?” You pouted with a whine,
“C’mon, Ollie. For a person who has shit luck, I am very good at getting things done.”

“One of them is alive, huh?” he asked, cocking his head to the side as your smile faltered, “More than
Dugan. How many survived? Hm? How many did you have to replace?”

Shit. Shit. Shit. 

No. No. No. 

You had to get him off their trail. The less he knew, the easier it would be to keep the rest of your
team alive. 

You swallowed, “Careful, Walsh.”

“What?” he mused, “Hit a nerve?”

“Nah.” You shook your head with a small smile before gesturing to Romanoff and Barton as they
circled the upper levels, “You don’t wanna lose this so soon, do you? Keep your cards close to your
chest. I bet at least one of them can read lips.”

Ollie followed you, glaring at Natasha and Clint before turning back to you, “You are just as annoying
as you were back then.” 

You smirked with a shrug, “I try.”

His voice lowered into a guttural snarl, “Ridiculously overconfident, reckless—”

“Overly aggressive, authority issues,” you continued for him, “Yeah. Yeah. I haven’t changed. But,
you? You have.” 

“For the better—”

You cut him off, earning another glare from him, “Worse.”

Ollie’s face dropped to a deadpan, his nose twitching again as you grabbed the case from the table and
set it on your lap. He kept his eyes solely on you, ignoring the case now. 

He was almost right where you wanted him, even as the Avengers closed in around you. 

It was obvious now, this was only going to end in a fight. 

Ari knew it, too. He kept glancing at you, his fingers drumming on the table as he tried to continue his
poker game. 

But you weren’t done yet. 



— You shrugged, biting your lip as you fell back into the grass, “I figured the answers weren’t going
to be here, I was just—” —

— “Hoping it would be easier than asking him.” Belov nodded in understanding. —

— “Them,” you sighed, massaging your temples before throwing an arm over your eyes to shield
them from the sun, “Both Walsh and Novak have answers but I can’t bring myself to ask them the
questions.” —

You swallowed, keeping your eyes off of Ari as you pointed lazily at Ollie, “Like, how did that even
happen? You grew like five inches.”

“Ten,”  he scoffed, setting his jaw into place before a wicked grin leaped to his lips, “After you
destroyed the bunker, you almost buried me and the Doctor inside. All of his research was lost, but he
wasn’t about to give up. And he needed a test subject for his newest creation.” 

“And you volunteered?” you asked, clicking your tongue with a sigh, “I gotta say, kid, I think you’d
be the last one on my list.” 

He nodded, “I will do whatever it takes to advance Hydra’s plans.” 

“Even if it means sacrificing yourself?”

“For the sake of humanity. For the sake of order,” he hissed with a nod before he paused, his smile
falling, “At least, that’s what I used to think.”

“And now?”

He chuckled darkly, “I’m really enjoying taking a page from your book. Chaos is a lot more fun when
you’re the one causing it.” 

“I’m glad you finally learned something,” you said as you raised a brow, “But now you’re not causing
it, are you? Wraith was the chaos. You’re just…what? Spinning lies?”

“Nothing you wouldn’t do,” he hummed, “Besides, I’ll be back to it eventually. Once you give me the
case and you come with me.” 

“Ha!” you laughed at him with a quick shake of your head, “I ain’t going anywhere with you and your
french-fried brain.” 

Ollie rolled his eyes, nodding to the Avengers that were slowly stepping closer, “You know, one word
from me and they're on your ass like flies on shit.”

You hummed a scoff, shaking your head as you pursed your lips, “Oh, but then would you really get
me? Or would they take me so fast, you’d never see me again? And this…”

You paused, raising the case from your lap, “It’ll disappear with me.”

“What are you playing at, (L/N)? Why are we really here?” he paused, his eyes narrowing as he
looked between you and the case, “You’re not going to pull anything. Not with your boyfriend
watching. You can’t reveal yourself. You think they’ll believe you? Even if they did, you don’t think I
haven’t got a contingency plan for each of them. I’ll pick them off one by one while you watch.” 

A contingency plan. 



You swallowed thickly. Wanda had said he’d planned on putting her in the Raft should she ever rat
him out. And you knew he might go after Bucky, maybe even Steve…but…all of them?

He had a plan to take down each of them if you so much as stepped a toe back in line. 

Take him down here, a voice whispered with a hiss, Take him down now. Finish it while he’s in reach.
He can’t run if you clip his wings. 

You shook your head as Ghost’s cold fingers slipped up your spine. 

You’re a ghost, a shadow, start actin’ like it. Get up. Finish it now. 

You had to keep it together, at least for Ari’s sake. You had to make sure he got clear. 

You managed a laugh again, albeit a nervous one, “You don’t have the balls for that, Ollie. They’re
the only thing keeping you in control of this at all.”

“So,” he hummed, tilting his head to the side, “I am in control?”

“In this room, maybe. But, Rookie, all eyes are on me and…” You lifted the case from your lap, “And
don’t think I won’t just hand this over to Stark. Or any other of these fine people. And do you really
think you're going to get it back then?”

You licked your lips, glancing at the case, “You’re going to have to decide. Take me in and finish it,
but lose the case. Or give me to the Avengers and get exposed the hard way, but at least you’ve got
Aerocell back in your hands.”

Ollie scoffed, “You really think you have any power here, (F/N)—”

“Or,” you interrupted him with a glare, “You can tell me something.” 

He raised a brow, “And then what?”

“I’ll give you the case,” you said slowly, playing nervously with the chain around your wrist, “Then
you’ll just have to deal with me.” 

— As Novak slid his glasses back on and he turned around, the gun was back in his hand. —

— And he wasn’t handing it back to the guard. —

— He was pointing it back at Ollie. —

— “Y-You promised!” you spat, lunging at him as he walked forward. —

— “Oh, darling,” he grinned, “I said nothing of the sort.” —

You searched Ollie’s nearly black eyes as he studied yours before he waved for you to continue. 

“I watched you die,” you whispered, your throat suddenly dry as it closed in on itself, “How the hell
are you here?”

Ollie stayed quiet for a moment, looking you over once more before allowing a dark smirk to curl to
his lips. 



“It’s amazing what you can do to a person when they’re knocking on death’s door. High as a kite,
blind as a bat,” he chuckled, the sound chilling you to the bone as it rolled across the table. He leaned
forward, dropping his voice to a rasped whisper, “It’s amazing what you can do with a hallucinogen,
blood packs, and blanks.” 

Kill him. Hit him where it hurts and then finish the job. 

You visibly flinched, rocking back in your chair as you shook your head and Ghost’s voice slithered
into your ears. Your grip on the case tightened, your nails digging into your palm. 

You had to keep in control. You couldn’t let him win. 

But, even as you told yourself that, you felt the tables shift in his favor. 

You know what you have to do. Just do it. 

Cold fury turned molten, creeping to the forefront of your mind as Ollie’s sneered smile grew. 

“It’s amazing what one can do when they have all the brains,” he continued, “The power. The guts.” 

— “I love you,” he whispered, “I love you so much.” —

— “Don’t talk like that.” You shook your head, tears welling in your eyes, “Stop it. Just, stay with
me.” —

“Is that why you turned on us?” you asked weakly, “Because they offered you this bullshit?”

“Turned on you?” he asked with a laugh, “I was just following orders. Fortunately for you, Novak
wanted you alive. If it had been up to me, you would have died in Afghanistan.” 

— “Sound off, soldiers,” Weston growled, his low snarl sending goosebumps through your body. —

— “Roger that,” Oliver said, “Blackhat here. Communications are up and running, sir.” —

— “Outbreak, ready,” Turner hummed from wherever he was. —

— A low scoff came from Danny, “Nighthawk, on the move.” —

— “Ghost is go.” —

“If it were up to me, I would have left you to rot here, in Medellín. If it were up to me, you and your
fiance would have been dead ages before the desert,” he snarled, gauging your reaction with a grin,
“But, no. He wanted you alive and now he’s fucked us all over. Luckily, your entire team was too
idiotic to see it. You didn’t see it until it was too late.” 

— “Our communications just went out!” Ollie yelled, his fingers still frantically striking the keys. —

“Novak gave the order and I took out your team.” A low hiss slithered through his teeth as a
triumphant grin spread across his face, “It really is a shame he didn’t call it earlier. Then I wouldn’t
have had to shoot the old man in the back.” 

You blinked, glancing up at him in disbelief, “What?”

“Double taps. Center mass,” he said simply, “That’s what you told me. And I did. Well…”



— You swallowed, pulling a pistol from your holster and handing it to Ollie, “Take that.” —

— He hesitated, grimacing at the weapon and shaking his head, “How many times do I have to tell
you—” —

— “Inside not outside.” You winced with a groan, trying to straighten yourself, “I don't know if
you've noticed, Ollie, but we're outside.” —

— He sighed, coughing on smoke before pinching the weapon between his fingers. He stared at it a
moment before correcting his grip, “I hate this.” —

— “Double taps. Center mass.” —

Ollie scoffed at the look on your face, “The center mass part at least. Who knew the Commander
could take that many bullets.”

Your eyes narrowed to a low glare as they flicked back up to him. The rage in your veins suddenly
taking over. 

Finish it.   

“There you are,” he whispered, almost in awe, “That’s the look I’ve been looking for. The bloodlust
—”

You growled with a shake of your head, clenching your fists as you grit your teeth, “You don’t know
shit about bloodlust, Rookie.” 

Ollie straightened, his grin turning playful as he outstretched his hand, “I told you what you wanted.
Give me the case.” 

“No,” you snapped, your brows furrowing, “Come and get it.” 

“Don’t try it.” He clicked his tongue with a roll of his eyes, “As entertaining as this conversation has
been, it’s given me enough time to call in reinforcements. And your Avengers are ready for a rumble.
Give me back my chip and go quietly, and I won’t hurt your lover boy.”

You swallowed, glancing at Bucky as he rounded one of the tables. Shaking your head, you tore your
eyes away from them and they landed on Ari. He looked up at you, almost pleading with you to end
it. 

Then do it. Finish it. 

Your eyes dropped back to Ollie as he reached into his pockets. He pulled a pair of metal bands and
placed them on his hands. 

His Vibranium knuckles. 

“You don’t have time to think, (F/N),” he said, drawing your attention back to him.

“Well then,” you growled, pushing your chair back slightly, “It’s a good thing I rarely do.” 

“You’re not that dumb—”



“There you go again,” you seethed, snatching your earpiece from the table and pressing it back into
place, “Always underestimating me, Rookie.” 

Before he had time to think, you lifted your legs to your chest and slammed them into the edge of the
table. It went flying back into Ollie’s cut, sending him crashing across the room as Ari jumped to his
feet and the rest of the crowd began to panic. 

You rose to your feet, glaring at the man as you slipped off your heels. 

Bucky glared at Walsh, grabbing another drink from one of the waiters as he leaned back against the
wall. 

For only a moment, it looked as though they were old friends having a chat, but it had quickly turned
sour. Both of their faces darkened in an instant, (F/N)’s grip on the case tightened as she glanced
between the buyer and Walsh before she looked around the room. 

She was looking for an easy exit.

And Walsh knew there wasn’t one. They had her boxed in. 

Which was…more and more obviously a horrible plan. 

“Back off, Walsh,” Natasha growled, coming to a stop beside him and plucking Bucky’s drink from
his hands. She set it on the nearest platter before turning back to the rancid conversation (F/N) and
Walsh were having. 

Steve shook his head, coming to a stop next to the three, “He can’t hear you. They both took out their
earpieces.” 

“Great.” Clint sighed, jogging down the stairs on the other side of the room, “He’s gone rogue, yet
again.” 

“Pietro, Sam, be ready to block her exit.” Steve nodded, glancing at the two before waving at Wanda,
“Wanda, with me. We’ll try to intercept the buyer.” 

Wanda nodded, smoothing her burgundy dress as she flowed through the crowd. 

Steve turned to Bucky, “Barnes—”

“I’ll try to cut her off,” Bucky said, staring down Walsh and mentally willing him to shut the fuck up,
“Barton, Romanoff—”

“We got your back,” Natasha hummed, walking away from them to join Clint, “Stark, Vision, you’re
on standby.” 

Clint stole a look upward, “Let’s try to keep the structural damage to a minimum.” 

A low laugh came from Stark, “That will be completely up to her.” 

“Just make sure she doesn’t make a run for it,” Steve said, patting Bucky’s shoulder before ducking
into the crowd toward Wanda.  

“Got it.” 



Steve kept talking, directing everyone around the room with the help of Natasha as Bucky tuned him
out. He pushed off the wall, his eyes trained on Walsh and (F/N) as they continued their back and
forth before he turned his attention to (F/N). 

Her face blanched after a moment before it suddenly darkened. Her jaw set into place as her muscles
tensed. 

No…they weren’t just tensed. They were priming. 

She was gearing up for a fight as her eyes narrowed and her hands balled into fists. She growled
something at Walsh before grabbing her earpiece and shoving it back into her ear. 

Walsh managed to get out one last sentence before everything changed. 

It happened in less than an instant. (F/N) kicked the table, taking out Walsh and sending him across
the room. The poker chips scattered across the felt clattered to the floor and every guest’s drink
shattered as it hit the tile. 

She stood daintily, kicking off her heels before rolling her shoulders forward as the room rocked into
pandemonium. A low smile curled on her face as the buyer made a run for it in the chaos, and so did
she. 

(F/N) took off to the nearest exit, taking the case with her as she bounded through the crowd. Bucky
tried to cross the room to stop her, shoving people out of the way as he sprinted toward her. He peeled
off his gloves and tossed them over his shoulder before reaching into his pocket to retrieve the vial. 

Before he could get to her, (F/N) was flung back into the crowd by a silver blur. She yelped, skidding
across the floor with a screech of skin as she let go of the case and it rattled to the floor. 

(F/N) rolled over her shoulder, her eyes instantly finding the silver blur that was Pietro before they
snapped back to the case as Sam dove for it. A low growl rumbled from her throat as she yanked her
wrist back and pulled the case out of his reach. 

Sam grunted as he hit the floor, barely missing it as she pulled it back into her hands. (F/N) glared at
him as she returned to her feet before an amused laugh rang out through the chaos. 

“Wilson?” she chuckled, looking him over as he pushed himself up and straightened his jacket, “What
the hell are you wearing?”

He glared at her, “Shut up.” 

“Y-You look like that lady from Bond—”

Sam’s glare hardened as he finally slipped his jacket off and threw it to the floor, “Too far, (F/N). Too
far—”

Before he could finish, a mischievous smirk rolled to (F/N)’s lips and she swung around with the case
raised. She managed to time it just right, spinning around to deck Pietro with the case as the speedster
darted past. 

Pietro went hurtling directly into Sam, sending them both flying across the room and taking them out. 

Sam groaned, smacking Pietro away from him with a sigh, “I hate you.”



“Ouch.”

(F/N) relaxed back, turning on her heel as Bucky took a step between her and her exit. She paused,
her face falling as she looked at him.  

“(F/N),” he said lowly, watching her every move as she tried to assess her situation.

(F/N) grimaced, “Bucky.” 

“Don’t,” he muttered, shaking his head as he pulled the vial from his pocket. 

A frown found its way to her face, one that looked so genuine it almost hurt, “I have to. I’m sorry.” 

She rocked to her toes, ready to blast past him but the second she took a step toward him, Clint
tackled her around the middle. (F/N) snarled at him as they hit the ground, grappling with him for
only a moment before shoving him away from her and snatching the case from his grasp. 

Before she could make it away, Barton grabbed her ankle and yanked her backward. (F/N) grunted,
falling to the floor before rolling to her back and kicking Clint in the face. 

Bucky’s grip on his vial tightened as he took a step toward the two and they continued to fight against
each other. He licked his lips, glancing between them as he took another slow step before Natasha cut
him off. 

She went careening past him, pulling her own vial from her pocket and tossing it to Clint. 

But (F/N) saw it coming. 

Her eyes darted to the vial as she and Clint continued their tussle. She pushed him away from her
before whipping herself around and kicking the vial out of the air. 

It went flying back into the panicked crowd and burst as it hit the tile. Specks of red fumes sparkled
through the air as (F/N) finally made it back to her feet and turned toward the exit. 

Natasha went after her next, grabbing her arm and using her as leverage to wrap her legs around her
neck. (F/N) released a feral snarl, letting Natasha finish the move before she launched a strike of her
own. 

She mimicked Romanoff, keeping a hold on her before wrapping her legs around the spy’s neck and
twisting. (F/N) went flying through the air before she brought Natasha down and released her. The
instant her feet touched the ground she was off and Bucky was at Natasha’s side. 

“Shit,” Natasha groaned, taking Bucky’s hand as he helped her up, “That didn’t work.”

“You’re telling me,” Clint muttered, working his way to his feet, “I’ve never seen her like this.” 

Natasha nodded, “We’re gonna need a new tactic. Tell me you still have your vial.”

Bucky nodded, putting it back in his pocket and watching as (F/N) continue to sprint toward the door. 

Until she was thrown back into the plaza again. 

Her scuffle between them all had given Walsh enough time to get up and into position. 



She rolled across the floor with a huff, rolling over her shoulder again and leveling a glare against
Walsh. The man strode through the crowd, a wild look in his eye as she returned to her feet. Walsh
lunged at her without a second thought, keeping her preoccupied as Clint turned to him. 

“Barnes, try to talk her down,” he said with a wince, watching as (F/N) easily bested Walsh, “We’re
not getting anywhere with this.”

“Pietro, once she’s distracted, take her out.” Natasha nodded, glancing at the Maximoff that was still
dazed on the floor, “Nevermind. I’ll come from behind. Barnes, use me as a distraction to get close
and douse her.”

Bucky sighed, flinching back as Walsh was pushed between them, “Got it.” 

He leaped over the top of the man as (F/N) made another run for it, “(F/N)! Stop.”

She froze in an instant, swinging back around to him with wide eyes as Bucky stalked across the room
to her. Her lip was split and a red mark was on her cheek but she still held herself tall as she backed
away from him.  

“No!” he snapped, holding up a finger and stopping her in her tracks, “You need to stop.” 

She swallowed thickly with a shake of her head, “I told you, I can’t” 

“Baby, we can help you,” he tried again, softening his tone as she held her ground and he got closer,
“Whatever it is, we can help. Just stop.” 

(F/N) paused, looking him over as she bit her lip.

She seemed to think about it. She took a step toward him as he outstretched his hand. 

“Please, (F/N),” he said, “Just come home with me.”

A soft smile flickered across her face before it dropped and she ducked. 

A silver blur once again went clipped past her, but this time she was ready. She swung the case,
knocking him off his path and into Walsh as he returned to his feet.  

“Maximoff,” Natasha growled from behind them, “That wasn’t the plan.”

“Sorry, I only heard half of it.”

(F/N) glared at the two men on the floor, taking a step toward them as Bucky sprinted up the stairs.

He stood squarely between her and the exit as she turned back to him. 

“Move, Barnes,” she snarled, her eyes darkening as she took a step toward him, “I don’t wanna hurt
you.” 

“No.” 

Ari winced, sucking a pained breath as his cane clicked against the tiled floors and he limped toward
the nearest exit. The pandemonium behind them raged on as he stumbled before catching himself on
the operative by his side. 



Whatever distraction (L/N) had decided on, he hoped it worked long enough he could make a clean
getaway. 

Jesse had been yelling in his ear the entirety of the night, trying to get him to interrupt (L/N)’s
conversation with Walsh just so that he could leave sooner. 

But he really didn’t need a bigger target on his back. 

She did have a point, though. 

The sooner (F/N) got through with Walsh, the sooner he’d be able to go home. And the sooner he’d be
able to take out the terrible itchy contacts Cavanaugh had made him wear, along with the multitude of
prosthetics that were disguising his face. And he’d finally be able to rest his damn leg. 

But, mostly, he just wanted to go home.

“Status, love?” Jesse asked, her voice no more than a low, raspy growl. 

“We’re still moving,” he replied, “Slow, but smooth so far.” 

“How are you feeling?”

“Out of breath,” he sighed, “I’m out of shape, aljamal.”

She scoffed, her tone softening slightly, “How’s your leg?”

“Not comfortable,” he muttered, “Honestly, I think the contacts are worse. Firewire, Libra—”

Belov cut him off, already knowing what he was about to ask, “We are heading in closer.” 

“Thank you—” He sighed in relief before he and the group of operatives that surrounded him froze. A
pair of figures were waiting for them at the end of the hallway, almost entirely hidden in the shadows,
“Alqirfu.” Shit. 

“What’s wrong?” Jesse asked, panic edging at the back of her throat. 

The two stepped into the light with a flash of red magic and striking blue eyes. 

Maximoff and Rogers. 

Ari paused, glancing between the two as he caught his balance on one of his operative’s shoulders. 

“Goliath?”

Did they know who he was? Had Cavanaugh told them where he was going? 

Or were he and his operatives in for the fight of their lives?

“Ari? What’s happening?”

Maximoff looked them over quickly before nodding to Rogers and they both took out their earpieces
and stepped aside. 

“I don’t forget a mind I’ve been in,” Maximoff hummed, using her swirling magic to pry open their
exit doors. 



“And I don’t forget a face,” Rogers said with a nod, “No matter how much makeup Montana puts on
it.”

Ari sighed in relief, patting the operative he was leaning on before straightening himself, “I told her it
was too much but this is the best news I’ve heard all night.”

Maximoff smirked before pointing out the door, “Mr. Stark and Vis are patrolling the building.” 

“Just what I needed,” Ari deadpanned, “Big Brother, you hear that?”

“Got it.” Zac said, the sound of his fingers racing across his computer keys sounding through Ari’s
ears, “Giving you a route now. We’re sending White Widow in to intercept.”

“Thank you,” he sighed, rubbing his eyes as he hobbled toward the door before nodding to Rogers,
“Make sure Stark gets the case. Not Walsh.” 

“Got it.”

You stared at Bucky a moment longer, watching as he tried to stand tall between you and the nearest
exit. 

You really didn’t want to hurt him, but you also really couldn’t afford to get caught by Ollie. 

And then there was the fact that the rage streaming through you had reached a boiling point and you
didn’t know if you’d be able to hold it back much longer. You wouldn’t be able to look like a good
guy much longer. 

Maybe that was what Ollie wanted—

Your thoughts were cut off as a savage scream echoed through the room and you were once again
through to the floor by Ollie. A wince rocked through you as you hit the tile and screams filled the
plaza. You scrambled away from the man as he turned on you. 

Rolling across the tile, you closed your eyes as Walsh threw a strike. His fist narrowly avoided your
face as it shot into the tile, sending spidering cracks shooting through the floor. 

Walsh wasn’t playing fair anymore…not that he ever did, but that one…

That one was lethal. 

And you wanted to be done. 

You rolled away from him quickly, taking shelter under one of the tables and reaching into your
pocket for the key. 

But there was nothing there. 

You blinked, frantically checking each of the pockets on your vest and your slacks before cursing
yourself. You were going to have to change tactics. 

You tugged the chain attached to your wrist again, bringing the case back into your hands before you
ducked out from beneath the table. 



Ollie cut you off, his nose twitching again as he held out his hand, “Give it.” 

You couldn’t help it as a childish voice sprang from your lips, “No.”

And to top it off, you just had to stick your tongue out at him. 

Which, of course, just pissed him off even more. 

You backed away from him, struggling with the cuff as he charged at you and you stooped away from
him. He went swinging past you, turning on you before you cracked the case against his skull. 

Ollie stumbled away, reaching up to hold his head before you wrapped the chain around his wrist and
pulled. You threw him over your head to the ground, unable to stop the vicious smile that curled to
your lips as he groaned. 

“Sorry, kid,” you hummed, grabbing his wrist and slipping off one of his Vibranium knuckles to take
for your own—the one that he’d already smashed against the tile. 

You tugged it onto your own knuckles, looking over the black metal for a moment before Ollie
grabbed your wrist. 

He growled, pulling you down toward him before raising his legs and kicking you in the stomach.
You screeched as he sent you flying across the room and he returned to his feet. Turning on him the
instant he took a step toward you, you returned the favor. 

Right.

You swung, knowing he’d dodge as you threw another. 

Left. 

He dodged that one too, already knowing what you were doing and preparing for the inevitable
uppercut. 

But it never came. 

You stomped down on his foot and grabbed his wrist to hold him in place. He grunted as you threw
another right…the fist that had his stolen tech on it. 

And you landed that one. 

Ollie screamed in pain as you sent him flying across the room before you relaxed back with a smirk,
admiring the metal that weaved through your fingers before pulling the case back into your hands. 

You paused as everything in the room seemed to slow and you caught the striking gaze of Bucky. 

His jaw had dropped slightly, his eyes solely on the Vibranium that was on your hands. 

The Vibranium that had almost blown his arm clean off. 

Your heart stopped. Whatever faith they had in you was long gone now. You had just used one of
Wraith’s weapons against someone they semi-trusted. 

Your eyes flicked to Romanoff as she prepared for another scuffle. But this time it was different, she
was changing tactics. 



For them, this was no longer a fight to slow down or stall, this was a fight to take down.

For you, the fight wasn’t a show anymore, it was for survival.

But it also felt…good. 

The crack of your knuckles against Walsh as he kept up with you. The way you had to think on your
feet because he knew all your moves. 

Finish it.

You’d been fighting the Ghost of Aftermath for so, so long and now she was out. She was free. 

And she relished it. 

You relished it. 

A low smile unintentionally cracked across your lips as Ollie jumped to his feet. He glared at you,
shoving Romanoff and Barnes out of the way as he stalked toward you. 

You nodded, beckoning him toward you as you raced away from the exit and toward the stairs. He
chased after you, launching himself up the stairs before you turned on him. 

Walsh grunted, taking hit for hit before striking back. You winced as he hit you once, twice, three
times before you reached the next level of the Palacio. He kept you on your heels, pushing you back
before you ducked away from his fist. You spun away from him, quickly heading up another set of
stairs to keep away from him. 

You strode up them before turning on him. 

You launched another strike with the knuckles, hitting him in the side before you spun on your heel
and kicked him in the back. 

Kill him. 

He yelped, falling to his knees as you raised your fist again before you paused. 

No. No. 

Finish it. 

This wasn’t you. You had to stop. You had to get out of there. Your team needed you. 

You forced a breath, backing away from him as he glared up at you. You swung around, quickly
taking off away from him as you moved toward another exit. Glancing down you attempted to get the
cuff off of your wrist before you were thrown off of your feet. 

You winced, screeching across the tile before you rolled over your shoulder and to your feet in
confusion. The second you returned to your feet, a fist came snapping to your face. 

You yelped, ducking out of the way and grabbing the collar of your attacker before shoving him away
from you. Raising your fists, you turned back toward the man…kid…

And you realized who it was. 



Peter. 

You blinked, looking him over quickly as he glared at you. A look was in his eyes that you’d never
seen before.

He was wearing one of the server uniforms, the sleeves were rolled up to show off his web-shooters
and his brows were furrowed. 

Stark would never bring him into a fight like this, not for his first time out with the Avengers. 

No…Peter had come here of his own accord. He’d snuck here, tracked you down on his own, and was
now standing in front of you. 

“Parker?” you croaked, shaking your head as you backed away from him, “What the hell are you
doing here?”

His glare darkened as he raised his fists in front of him, “Using everything you taught me.”

You sighed, puffing a strand of hair from your face, “Of course, you are.”

He swung at you without hesitation and without restraint. You struggled to keep one step ahead of
him as he kept you moving back toward Walsh.

You had to turn the fight in your favor somehow. 

Dodging one of his hits, you grabbed his wrist and turned to throw him away. 

But he knew what was coming, shooting a web to catch himself midair and cutting you off again. 

“Rule Five,” he growled, “Learn from your mistakes.”

He dropped back to the ground, not waiting for even a moment before springing back at you. 

The kid was relentless—just like you’d taught him to be. 

“Parker!” you yelled, ducking out of the way of one of his swings, “Stop!”

He grunted in response, glaring at you as you swung back at him. He caught your fist easily, his jaw
clenching as he squeezed. You released a low growl, flinging the case at his head before kicking him
away from you. 

He saw it coming, stutter-stepping away from you as you swung the case at him again, “Rule Sixteen:
Adapt and overcome.”

Your face fell as he pushed back against you and threw a combination of punches. You used the case
as a shield, wincing with each hit. 

“I looked up to you!” he screeched, throwing another hit.

Right. 

“Peter!” You ducked away from him, holding up a hand, “Stop!”

He ignored you, continuing to press punches, 



Left. 

“I trusted you!”

Uppercut. 

You blocked it with the case again, wincing as his knuckles dented the metal before you turned to
intercept the kick he sent your way. 

You grabbed his leg, letting the chain of the case wrap around it and keeping him trapped against you.
Peter’s face fell as you did before he turned to fire off one of his webs. You shook your head,
tightening the chain before throwing away his leg and grabbing his wrist. 

You wrenched his hand, sending his web shooting into the ground. 

“Sorry, kid,” you growled in his ear, “But I haven’t taught you everything yet.”

Peter winced as you shifted, getting ready to toss him away before a metal hand grasped your
shoulder. You yelped as you were yanked backward, Peter slipped from your grasp as did the chain
that was holding him hostage. 

You turned on the man behind him before you shrieked. 

You were a lot closer to the stairs than you thought you were.

“(F/N)!” Bucky cried, trying to catch you and knocking himself off balance. 

The two of you tumbled down the stairs, rolling over the top of one another before you hit the landing
below the stairs. 

“Damnit, Buck,” you whined, flexing your fingers as you worked yourself back to your feet, “That
was dumb.”

“No, shit—”

He was cut off as Barton darted up the stairs from the plaza and onto the floor you were on. 

Clint went low, trying to kick out your ankles before you hopped out of the way. He, too, kept you on
your heels. 

But unlike the previous attacks, he wasn’t aiming to take you down. 

He was trying to get the case. 

If he got the case, the two of you could fight over it until help arrived. 

But it would give you time to get the damn cuff off and then the case would be in the right hands. All
you had to do was give them another distraction to deal with and you could get the hell out of there. 

So, you let him have it. 

He pried the case away from you, almost looking surprised as he pulled it into his chest. You smiled
with a shrug, glancing between him and the plaza before you dove over the railing. 

“(F/N)!” he yelled, holding onto the case as you hung from the chain, “What the fuck?”



You grinned up at him, reaching up to grasp the chain with your free hand before you yanked it. 

He couldn’t let go and the move sent him hurtling over the railing with you. He crashed into a table,
breaking it in half as you collapsed on the floor and the case clattered under another table. 

“Cap,” Norway’s voice echoed in your ears as you dislocated your thumb and slipped free from the
chain, “Walsh’s men are surrounding the building, you need to get the hell out of there.” 

You nodded, glancing at Clint as he groaned before you scrambled to your feet. 

The Avengers had the case, all you had to do now was get the hell out of Dodge. You took off across
the plaza, glass cut into your bare feet before you were thrown into the air again. 

Pietro clipped your back, sending you flying across the plaza and into a table beside Clint. 

He chuckled, wheezing a breath as you sat up, “Karma’s a bitch, huh?”

“Shut up, Barton,” you snarled, struggling to get up as you blinked away the whiplash. 

The instant you stood, Natasha was in front of you. 

You groaned, rolling your eyes as you brought your fists in front of you and she lunged at you. 

“Do we really have to do this?” you whined, stepping just out of range of one of her hits, “It seems
neither of us are getting anywhere with this.”

“We’ll see,” she snarled, whipping away from you and revealing Walsh behind her. 

“Oh…fuck—” You grumbled as the two of them shot back at you. 

They worked together like clockwork. One of them kept you moving while the other rested and kept
an eye out for the next opening. You sucked a breath, your lungs burning as you kept up with them. 

Your brows furrowed as your body worked overtime before you’d finally had enough. You ducked
away from Ollie, sliding across the tile on your knees and slamming your Vibranium knuckle against
the tile. 

The metal hummed against your knuckles as you spun to your feet and pressed a jab into Ollie again. 

“Fuck!” he snapped as he tumbled backward and you kicked out Natasha’s knee. 

You watched as she fell to the ground before you turned your back on her and headed for the exit.
Movement caught your attention as Sam snuck beneath a table and snatched the case. 

You smirked, nodding to yourself before turning to the exit. 

And, once again, you were stopped. 

Bucky stood in front of you, his hair falling in his face as he shook his head, “Stop.” 

You sighed with a pout, “Barnes, move.” 

“No.” 

“Please, move?”



Bucky shook his head again, “I can’t.” 

“And I can’t stop.” 

“Tell me why,” he ordered, stalking toward you. 

It was your turn to shake your head, “Move.”

“Doll—”

“Or I’ll make you move,” you snarled, your eyes narrowing at him. 

“Fine,” he scoffed, rocking back to his heels and throwing his arms out, leaving his chest exposed,
“Do it.” 

You nodded, raising your fists and taking a step toward him before you paused. 

No. 

What were you doing? You couldn’t hurt him. Not like this. Not now. 

“You can’t do it, can you?” he asked softly, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a vial of glowing
red. 

“Of course, not,” you whispered as he glanced down at the glass in his hands and turned it through his
fingers, “Can you?”

“No.” He shook his head before nodding to someone behind him, “But she can.”

He tossed the vial before you could blink as a flash of red hair appeared in your peripheral. Natasha
snatched the vial out of thin air as you backed away before she hurled it at your feet. 

The glass shattered.

It released a cloud of scarlet dust that swirled through the room. It painted your skin and clothes in
crimson, catching in the light like a haze of crushed ruby and garnet. The glowing specks stained the
tile beneath your feet as they filtered through the air and onto you. They seemed to sink into your skin
the instant they came in contact, glimmering into your veins before fading.

It was almost beautiful. 

But it fucking burned.   

You released a shriek as you backed out of the cloud. Your vision went hazy as your lungs closed in
on themselves and you collapsed to the floor. Your knees cracked against the tile as your eyes watered
and voices began to swirl through your head. 

— The files you had received from Weston were so heavily redacted with black ink that you hadn’t
even found their real names, only monikers coined by the media from ‘unofficial sightings’. —

You peeled your eyes open, staggering back as the forms in front of you gathered together. Their
voices echoing in your ears in a nonsensical cacophony. Trying to push yourself to your feet, you
collapsed again before your eyes focused on the figures in front of you. 



— "The Black Widow," Weston corrected matter-of-factly, smoke tendrils trailing out of his nostrils as
he straightened in his chair, "Natalia Romanova, goes by Natasha Romanoff now. She's a defected
Russian assassin, works with SHIELD now.” —

— “Clint Barton,” he relaxed, sinking back into his seat, “Also known as Hawkeye, can hit a flea off
a dog at a hundred yards with his bow.” —

You blinked, struggling to crawl away from them as they approached before the pain went away. 

It was replaced by something else as you looked up at them. 

— “Give it up, Ghost,” Barton’s voice called after you, already sounding winded, “You can’t run all
night.” —

Rage. Fury. Wrath. 

The first betrayal you’d had. The first that directly led to Ollie’s. The one that led to the death of
Weston and Danny. The one that crippled you and your team and then led directly to your capture. 

The one that turned you into whatever the hell you were now. 

It was like years of inconsolable rage erupted through your body in an instant. After years of being
held down—repressed, forgotten—it bubbled through your veins, boiling over in a fury of heat and
fire. It infected every part of you; clouding your eyes, priming your muscles, stilling your lungs,
blistering your skin. 

Everything you had pushed away after you’d come home. Everything you’d wish you’d forgotten
from the past…

It was all playing out in front of you. 

The Slavic Shadow. The Ballerina. The Black Widow. 

The Marksman. The Archer. Hawkeye. 

— Weston choked on his drink, “Listen, (F/N), if there’s one thing you need to remember about this
mission, it’s never, under no circumstances, trust a spy.” — 

Your glare darkened as your vision began to clear before you paused. 

“(F/N)? Doll?” Bucky’s voice came, persuading you to relax, “Can you hear me? Sweetheart?”

You nodded slowly, trying to get your eyes to focus on him as the sounds of the doors blowing off
their hinges made you flinch. You watched as Wanda and Steve grouped back up with them before a
squad of soldiers began filing into the plaza. 

You were screwed. He was going to win this one. You couldn’t remember what you were supposed to
say when you were in trouble. And you were sure that Duke’s voice was cracking from your earpiece,
but you couldn’t hear it. 

“Stand them down, Walsh,” Steve said, blocking the surge of soldiers from getting to you. 

“She’s coming with me,” Ollie growled, shoving him out of his path, “Stay out of the way, Captain.”



The instant he took a step toward you the building began to shake. 

Cracks shot up the sides of the building, splaying apart as explosives rigged to the glass roof went off
in succession. You flinched, curling in on yourself as the thunder of explosions ricocheted through the
room. A shot of freezing air burst through the smoke as glass rained down on you and, with it, the
storm that raged outside. 

Bolts of lightning flashed on the falling glass and every light in the Palacio dimmed, replaced by
amber flames that licked at the roof before going out completely as the building sprang back to life,
silhouetting a lone figure that dove through the glass. 

A shadow came shooting from above you, the sound of a rappel line whistled through the plaza before
being replaced by a thud. You opened your eyes as a black-clad figure landed almost on top of you,
shielding you from the soldiers and remaining glass that sprinkled down to the tile. 

He kneeled, slipping a rifle from his back into his hands and raising it. You sat up slowly, shaking
slightly as you grabbed onto his belt to help you stay steady. His hand wrapped around your back,
holding you gently as you got your bearings and looked him over. 

Jack. 

His suit was a mixture of both Wraith and Taskmaster’s. The black tac suit protected his frame and his
helmet was alive with a red glow. The glow scanned side to side, analyzing each of the people in front
of him as you tapped his hip. 

“Miss me?” he asked, his helmet masking his voice into a low sinister growl. 

Any other day, the sound would be nightmarish, but…now?

It was music to your ears. 

You held onto his belt as he stood, taking you with him and helping you to your knees before he
offered you his hand. You took it, allowing him to help you up the rest of the way before your gaze
landed on Natasha and Clint.

— “Son of a bitch,” you seethed, breaking off part of the arrow, “he shot me!” —

— “Ghost?” Boone asked, “You alright?” —

— “No, I am not alright, Glitch! I am being chased through the streets of Paris,” you cried, hauling
yourself to your feet and limping around another corner, “by freaking psychopaths.” —  

“He shot me,” you murmured under your breath, your eyes narrowing as you took Clint in before they
flicked to a flash of silver. 

Sam ducked between them, heading toward Ollie with the case. 

No.

“Good?” Jack asked, glancing at you as he swiveled around the room. You nodded, steadying yourself
against him before you straightened, “What’s the plan, boss?”

You opened your mouth to speak before you paused.



Bucky was standing right in front of you, his gaze flicking between the two of you as his face fell at
Jack’s words. 

Despite the numb anger that coursed through you, you knew how bad it looked. 

Not only did you have Wraith’s weapon in your hand, but you also had Wraith standing by your side
asking for orders. 

You scoffed to yourself, what else did you think would happen? Besides, it was far too late to turn
back now. 

You had to make sure the Avengers got the case, it didn’t matter how now. Then you had to get out of
there…and you really didn’t care what you had to do to get out. 

“No more plans, Darth Vader,” Stark’s voice came from above you, barely earning himself a wayward
glance, “Just give it up.”

When you finally did look up, you watched as he and Vision came drifting from the smoke that still
hung from the ceiling. Your jaw clenched, as you looked them over. 

You could at least take the rest of the Avengers but, Iron Man and an Android…

You were going to need some help. 

Your eyes flicked to Wanda before you nodded to Vision. She shook her head as a smirk worked to
your lips and you reached into Jack’s pocket; your fingers wrapped around a small disc hidden there.  

“Come on,” Tony said, “Just come quietly, (F/N). We’ll even let you bring your buddy with you.”

“Quietly?” you rasped, quirking a brow with a shake of your head, “No.”

You turned toward him, flicking the disc toward him before he could react. It went flying through the
air before lodging itself onto the arc reactor on Tony’s suit.

“Now,” you deadpanned, nodding to Jack as he pressed a button on his helmet. The disc popped in a
dazzling display of sparks and smoke before Tony completely lost power and plummeted toward the
plaza. 

Vision hurtled toward him, trying to catch him as Wanda reached up with her magic. She too went to
catch Tony before accidentally flinging him into Vision. The two fell to the floor in a heap as you
pulled a pair of pistols from Jack’s holsters and turned to the group of soldiers that were surrounding
you. 

You didn’t hesitate in downing them as you spun around Jack.

“Get the case.” 

Your words came out a low growl as you nodded to Sam. You didn’t hesitate to continue to down the
other soldiers that were behind Ollie as Jack threw himself at Wilson and the case. 

Barton and Natasha tried and failed to stop him as he yanked away the case and you made a dent in
Walsh’s forces with a lethal attack. 

— “What’s about to happen?” you asked, forcing yourself to breathe. —



— “You’re coming with us,” Coulson said, stepping in front of you and Rumlow as you began sizing
him up, “Preferably without a fight.” —

You shook your head, dropping the mags in your twin pistols before turning to the pair of spies that
were slowing Jack down. 

— “He shot me,” you gasped as rain fell down your mask and you glanced down to see the shaft of an
arrow sticking out of your thigh. Adjusting your grip on the brick, you glanced around before you
eyed the downpipe of the rain gutter and swung yourself toward it. You clutched the pipe against you
as you used it to slide down to the ground and you collapsed. —

— “Son of a bitch,” you seethed, breaking off part of the arrow, “he shot me!” —

You turned on the two, tearing them away from Jack. Jack whirled around your back, keeping a strong
grasp on the case. As you took down both Barton and Romanoff. 

“We’re running out of time here, (L/N),” he growled, swinging back around to knock away a hit from
Natasha. 

“No shit, Sherlock,” you spat, shoving one of the soldiers into another before taking them both out
with one shot. 

“(F/N)!” Bucky’s scream came from behind you, “Stop it!”

He appeared by your side in an instant, shoving you to the ground before throwing a punch at Jack. 

He wasn’t fast enough to stop it. Bucky’s metal arm collided with his chest plate and sent him flying
through the air. The case fell to the floor and you dove after it before Ollie knocked you out of the
way. 

“Listen to your boyfriend, (L/N),” he snarled in your ear, “And maybe I won’t kill him or your little
friend.”

“Shut the fuck up, you brain-dead piece of shit,” you snapped back. You wrapped your legs around
his waist before throwing yourself at him and pinning him to the floor, “You touch either of them and
I’ll kill you.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

A grimaced, gritted growl ripped from your throat as Ollie threw you off of him and crawled toward
the case. You spun on the floor, kicking it from his grasp and using the momentum to swing yourself
back to your feet. Tracking the case as it slid through the crowd of soldiers and screaming guests, you
shoved whoever you had to out of the way before the case was stopped.

Steve pressed his toe to the metal, glancing at it before reaching down to pick it up and looking back
up at you. 

“We really gotta do this?” he asked, sighing as you brought your fists in front of you.

“What?” you asked, cocking your head to the side, “You tellin’ me you can’t keep up?”

He scoffed with a quick shake of his head, “Didn’t say that.”



You grinned, lunging for the case as Jack bounced between Natasha and Clint and the rest of the
soldiers surrounding him. 

“Could use a little help over here,” he called, grabbing the head of one of the soldiers and slamming it
against his knee until he went limp. 

You nodded, ducking under a punch from Steve before sweeping your leg to take out his ankles. He
grumbled as he fell, tossing the case into the air and rolling his eyes as you caught it. 

“Lucky shot—”

“Ain’t luck,” you hummed, twirling the case on your fingers, “All skill—”

You were cut off as a piercing pain stung through your side, followed by an earsplitting gunshot from
across the plaza. You gasped a breath, clutching your side and dropping the case as you swung
around. 

Ollie glared at you from the other side of the room as he lowered his pistol and your knees gave out.
Jack dropped everything, throwing the soldier he was fighting into Sam and Natasha before stalking
toward Ollie. Walsh turned at the last second, not expecting Jack to jump at him and wrestle away his
pistol.

You dropped to the floor, wincing in preparation of hitting the cold tile and glass, but you never hit.

“Walsh!” Bucky yelled, catching you as you fell, “What the hell?”

He cradled you in his arms, quickly helping you staunch the bleeding as you caught your breath. 

“Fuck, doll,” he murmured in your ear as he held you close, “That’s not good.”

You wheezed a laugh, shaking your head as you coughed lightly, “I’ve been worse. Remember when
you tried to kill me?”

“Which time?”

You scoffed with a wince, clutching his arm as he applied more pressure before both of you paused. 

You looked up at him, your tired eyes meeting his piercing ones and the world seemed to stop. The
muffled cries and gunshots from Jack continuing the fight against Ollie faded as he held you and a
soft smile spread across his face. 

“Hi,” he whispered, swallowing thickly as blood poured between his fingers. 

You hummed a laugh, reaching up to brush a stray hair from his face, “Hi.” 

“You okay?”

You shrugged stiffly, “I’ve been shot before.”

Bucky rolled his eyes, reaching up with his metal hand to thumb your cheek. You sighed in relief,
relishing the coolness of his fingers even as freezing rain fell from above you. 

Lightning flashed across the sky, the sound of its thunder shadowed by the fight below.  

“What are you doing?” he asked softly, shaking his head sadly. 



“Honestly, I-I don’t know—”

You froze, blinking out of your trance in an instant as Jack and Ollie crashed into one of the last
standing tables. 

Jack had Ollie pinned to the floor, his fist finding its target every time it struck. Ollie couldn’t get a hit
edgewise.

— “You have a plan, right?” Oliver’s soft voice asked, his head drooping to his chest. —

Jack continued to pummel Ollie, tearing away his hands as the man clawed at his helmet and grabbed
his collar to hold him still. 

“H-Hey!” you yelled, reluctantly pushing away from Bucky. 

He didn’t listen to you as blood splattered from Ollie’s bloodied body and he still tried to fight back. 

— Duke clicked his tongue, leaning against the wall and knocking his head against it, “You had that
look when you came back. You were....feral. It was in your eyes. Over the years, it’s faded. But since
you came back from London, it came back. And it’s worse.” —

— “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Duke sighed, collapsing down on the bed and looking up at you,
“I don’t want him to turn into something like you.” —

“N-no…” You whispered in horror, forcing yourself to your feet as you staggered toward him, “Stop.
Stop!”

You shoved Jack away from him, sending him rolling across glass and debris before he jumped back
to his feet. You could feel his glare through his helmet as you stepped between him and Ollie.

“Look at me,” you said, raising a hand and shaking your head, “Stop. He’s had enough.” 

“Bullshit,” Jack snapped, his voice suddenly darker and deeper than it had been, “After everything
he’s done?”

“I said stop,” you repeated, holding out your hand as he marched toward you, “We’re leaving. 

Jack stopped in front of you, towering over you as he glared down at you, “You just want him for
yourself.”

— “You are perfection,” Novak purred in your ear, gently smoothing away sweat-soaked hair, “a
Goddess of War.” —

“No, no. Listen to me,” you pleaded, wincing as he tried to shove you out of the way. You stepped
between him and Ollie again, reaching up to grasp his helmet and forcing him to look at you, “We’re
done. Take a breath. Let’s go. C’mon. Let’s go home.”

He paused a moment before he relaxed, knocking his helmet against your forehead with a sigh.

“Let’s go home,” you said softly with a nod, “Let’s go.”

Jack puffed a breath before he froze. He yanked you out of the way as another gunshot ran out
through the night. 



This one hit him square in the chest, knocking him backward and to the floor as you grabbed his rifle
and raised it at the man that shot. 

It was one of Ollie’s soldiers and he didn’t stand a chance. Before he could even think about firing
again, your finger slipped to the trigger and you fired. 

Killing him instantly.  

Even if the soldier had no time to think, Ollie did. He worked his way back up to his feet, his face
beaten and bloodied but with a bloodthirsty glare against you as Jack worked back to his feet. 

You shook your head as Jack took a step toward him.

“Your lapdog’s good, I’ll give him that,” Ollie slurred before a crazed grin curled to his lips, showing
off the blood that was threaded through his teeth, “But I know what you did. Take off the mask,
soldier, then we’ll see how good you are.”

You scoffed with a shake of your head, dodging a half-assed swing from him and wrenching his arm
behind him.  

“Know when you’re beat, Rookie,” you whispered in his ear, allowing your fingers to wrap around his
second Vibranium knuckle and pry it from his hands.  

“Fuck off,” he snapped as he shoved himself away from you. He raised his fists in front of him before
he paused, realizing what you’d taken, “You little—”

You didn’t let him finish, instead throwing another punch that sent him skidding into the wall with a
sharp crack. 

“You’ve always underestimated me, Rookie,” you said, relaxing back as the rain continued to fall
from the broken roof before your face darkened with a wicked smirk, “I’mma make you regret it.”

“Primary exit is blocked,” Jack said, “We’re gonna have to take the secondary.”

“Then let’s make our exit.”

You turned on your heel, grabbing Jack’s hand and leading him toward the stairs. The two of you took
off together, matching each other’s pace as you climbed the building toward the roof. 

“I’ve got a pre-planned route out of—Shit!” Jack started before he was cut off. 

Peter swung into your peripheral faster than you could react. He took Jack out with a single hit before
turning back to you. 

“Now’s not the time, Parker,” you groaned, backing away from him, yet again, “Stop.”

“No!” Peter growled, taking everything you could throw at him. 

You growled, shaking your head as you ducked under one of his punches and whirled around him. 

The more time you spent fighting with him, the less time you had to make a clean getaway. You
winced back as Peter threw another one at you before Jack stepped between you. 

“She said, stop,” he seethed, towering over the kid as you reached up to his belt again. 



“Get out of the way,” Peter said, glaring up at him before his eyes flicked to you. 

You popped a canister from Jack’s belt, pulling the pin in one smooth motion and barely casting Peter
a glance. 

His eyes widened as he shook his head, “Wait!”

“No.” You deadpanned, tossing the canister over your shoulder and over the railing into the plaza
below. 

Peter didn’t hesitate. 

He threw himself over the banister, diving after the thing as he plummeted to the floor. 

Jack turned to you, smacking your shoulder, “Seriously?”

“It’s a flashbang, relax,” you said with a shrug, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Clint raced across the floor as Parker leaped from the levels above the plaza. He knew exactly what
(F/N) had done in an instant as Parker whipped it out of the air with his webbing. 

Grenade.

“Parker!” he snapped, almost slipping across the rain-soaked tile, “Out the window, buddy!”

“Got it!” he yelled back, chucking the canister in his hands as quickly as he could. 

It crashed through the glass before a bright light flashed through the window, followed by a miniature
explosion. 

Clint frowned, glaring at the window before Barnes and Rogers went flying past him toward the
stairs. 

That wasn’t a grenade. 

Why hadn’t she thrown a real grenade? It would have been the perfect opportunity to get them off her
back. She could have used the carnage and mayhem as a distraction to get away. 

But she hadn’t.

Why?

He stared out the window a moment longer before his gaze flicked to Walsh as he went shooting past
him and his attention returned to Parker as the kid landed beside him. 

His frown deepened as he turned to him, “What the hell are you doing here?”

Peter blinked, taking a deep breath as he attempted to come up with an answer before simply
shrugging, “Serving drinks?”

Clint rolled his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose as Walsh staggered to his feet and sprinted after
both Rogers and Barnes. He sighed, pointing at the kid that was standing in front of him, “Get your
butt over here.”



“Am I in trouble?” Parker asked with a grimace.

“You have no idea,” Clint said, running a hand through his hair as Natasha stopped by his side. 

— “He shot me.” —

“You okay?” she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder and dabbing away a bead of blood from one of
the scratches on his face. 

“Yeah, you?” He turned to her, sighing in relief as she nodded before he frowned.

“What?”

“Have I ever shot (F/N)?”

“Intentionally or accidentally?”

“Either.”

“Neither.”

His frown deepened as he glanced up to the roof and took in the destruction they’d wreaked havoc
on. 

“This did not go well,” he muttered, shaking his head with a sigh.

“No, it did not.” Natasha puffed a piece of hair out of her face, “She’s good. Better than I thought she
was.” 

— “You’ve always underestimated me, Rookie,” (F/N) said, relaxing back with a wicked smirk,
“I’mma make you regret it.” —

Something wasn’t adding up. She’d fought each of them and the only ones she ever used lethal force
on was…

“Stark?” Natasha asked, “You good?”

Walsh.

“I am not happy,” Tony grumbled, still lying in a heap on the floor as they reached his side. 

Pietro appeared next to them in an instant, looking over the rare sight with a frown, “What did she
do?”

“It’s some sort of EMP,” he said, wincing as Natasha reached down to pry the small disc from the
center of his suit, “Ow. It stung a little.” 

His suit powered up with a hum and he took Wilson’s hand as they hauled him to his feet. 

“Where did Rogers and Barnes go?” Wilson asked, glancing over the emptying building. 

Wanda pointed up, “Where do you think?”

Tony sighed, massaging his temples, “We need to get up there.” 



“On it!” Parker called from across the plaza, firing one of his webs toward the ceiling before Stark
blasted it with a pulse of energy.

“Yeah, uh, I don’t think so, Mr. Parker.” He rolled his eyes as Parker fell to the floor with a growl
before he turned to Vision, “You’re up.” 

— “He shot me.” —

Clint’s frown returned as he followed Vision through the air before he shook his head. 

He’d never shot her. Why would she say that? Sure, she was doped up on whatever Vostokoff had in
that red dusty stuff, but she’d singled him out. 

She knew something that he didn’t. 

Which wasn’t exactly a surprise but…it was something that he should know. 

Clint shook his head, crossing the room with the rest of his team and helping Parker to his feet.

Tony cleared his throat, looking over the kid expectantly, “What did I say?”

Parker shrugged sheepishly, “I don’t remember.”

Tony raised a brow as Wanda stopped by his side with (F/N)’s case in hand. She handed it to him
before glancing at Peter with a shake of her head.  

The kid sighed, his nose wrinkling as he finally caved, “That I wasn’t coming.” 

Tony nodded, ruffling the kid’s hair before turning to them, “We need to get out of here. If Ross finds
out that we’ve done more property damage—”

“He won’t let it go.” Natasha finished for him.

“Let’s get out of here, kids.” 

— “You’ve always underestimated me, Rookie.” —

Clint nodded, chewing on his cheek as he followed Natasha toward the exit. 

“You sure you’re okay?” she asked, wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

He nodded slowly, “Yeah.” 

— “He shot me.” —

Bucky tore up the stairs, leaving Steve in the dust as he took off after (F/N) and Wraith. 

It had all happened so fast, one thing had led to another and suddenly things were spiraling out of
control. But he couldn’t let that stop him. He couldn’t let her disappear again. 

He couldn’t lose her again. 

“(F/N)!” he yelled, bursting through the door to the roof before he caught sight of the figures darting
across it. He sprinted toward them, gritting his teeth as he flew across the roof toward the two. 



He was behind them in a matter of seconds and he threw himself at Wraith. 

“Oh, fuck!” Wraith shrieked, crashing to the roof as Bucky moved to pin him down, “(F/N)!”

A feral growl hissed through Bucky’s teeth as he wrapped his fingers around the helmet before he
gave up and raised his fist toward the man. 

He was just about to throw a strike when the telltale ‘click’ of a gun’s safety flicking off caught his
attention. He froze, slowly glancing up as his stomach dropped and his heart fell.

(F/N) was glaring at him, shivering in the cold as she clutched her side with one hand and pointed a
pistol at him with the other, “Let him go.” 

Bucky shook his head, watching as her finger hesitated toward the trigger, “Don't do this. Doll,
please, don’t.” 

“James,” she whispered with a shuddered breath as she finally allowed her finger to drop into the
trigger guard, “Let him go. Now.”

He hesitated with a shake of his head. She hadn’t even been able to raise a fist against him early, there
was no way she’d actually be able to shoot him— 

“She’s bleeding, Barnes,” Wraith’s mechanical voice reached his ears, “You think if she goes with you
she’s gonna see medical any time soon?”

Bucky glared at him, his grip on him tightening before he sighed. He reluctantly let him go, pushing
away from him as Wraith scrambled to his feet. The man hid behind (F/N) as she lowered the weapon
and tossed it away. 

Bucky swallowed thickly, “What are you doing, doll?”

“What I have to,” she said, tears forming in her eyes as Wraith tugged her back into him, “I’m so
sorry, Bucky.”

“Let’s go,” he growled, hurling a hooked anchor into the stone before attaching a line to his belt and
holding her to his chest. 

Before Bucky could do anything, they jumped together and disappeared over the edge. 

Bucky closed his eyes holding his head in his hands as he, once again, lost her. He jumped slightly as
the rooftop door burst open.

Steve stepped into the rain as Bucky turned toward him, “Where are they?”

“Gone,” Bucky said, wincing as his voice cracked before he stopped. 

Walsh appeared behind Steve, looking him over with a scoff before turning back into the building and
pressing his finger to his ear. “They’re gone. Comb the city. She doesn't leave.”

Bucky glared at the man as Steve placed a hand on his shoulder.

“You okay?”

Bucky shook his head, running a hand down his face, “I thought I had her.”



He sighed, glancing up as a glimmer of metal caught his attention and Vision soared into the sky. 

“Local authorities have been dispatched,” he said, “Stark is moving us out.” 

Bucky bowed his head, looking out over the darkened streets of Medellín, “You think you can find
her?”

Vision nodded, “I will try.” 

With that, he was off in a flash, disappearing into the night sky as Steve led Bucky back into the
Palacio. The smell of smoke still hung in the air, glass was still dropping from the shattered roof as
gusts of wind swirled through the building. 

Steve nudged him gently, “You sure you’re okay?”

Bucky scoffed, brushing him away from him as they stepped down the stairs together, “We doused her
and it did nothing.”

He paused, shaking his head, “No. I’m not okay.”

“I have my men working the city,” Walsh said, dropping back into their conversation as they stooped
down the stairs to the plaza, “We’ll find her.”

Bucky flinched, once again leveling a glare at the man as anger shot through him. He couldn’t help
himself as he shoved the bloodied man against the wall, “What the fuck was that?”

“What?” Walsh wheezed as Bucky’s fingers found their way to his throat and he squeezed. 

“You shot her.”

“I was trying to slow her down,” the man squeaked as he clawed at the metal around his neck, “I don’t
know if you noticed, but we were being overrun by the two of them. We had to slow one down to take
them both down.”

“Buck, stop,” Steve said, trying to pry him off of Walsh.  

“Why her?” Bucky growled, knocking Walsh against the wall when he didn’t answer and raising his
voice, “Why her?”

Walsh gasped for a breath before Steve was finally successful in pulling Bucky off of him, “She was
the only one without armor.”

“You weren’t supposed to hurt her,” he snapped, turning his glare to Steve as he stepped between
them. 

“We were supposed to bring her in,” Walsh said, rubbing his neck before walking away from them, “I
don’t care how.” 

“You’re a fuckin’ asshole, you know that?” Bucky called after him, shoving himself away from Steve
as he stalked after him. 

“Some of us have to be.” 

“Right.” Bucky rolled his eyes, “We just lost our only chance to bring her back home.”



“You were never going to bring her home,” Walsh said, stopping in the plaza and finally facing him,
“It’s just like I told you. She wasn’t brainwashed. She’s just a—”

Bucky’s eyes darkened as he shook his head, “Don’t you dare finish that sentence.”

Walsh paused, raising a brow before he continued, “Lying, manipulative bitch.”

Bucky couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t stop himself as he threw a punch so fast, Steve couldn’t
even stop him. 

Metal knuckles collided with Walsh’s nose with a sickening crack, sending him stumbling backward
with a spatter of blood. 

“Shut your fuckin’ mouth,” he snarled, taking a step toward the man as both Steve and Tony were
suddenly by his side and holding him back. 

“Alright, Barnes,” Stark said, “I think he’s had enough.”

“We never should have trusted you in the first place!” Bucky snapped, shoving both men away from
him as Walsh straightened,

“Really? After everything I’ve done for you? After saving your ass, how many times?” he asked, “All
because you can’t accept who she really is. But I do. I know exactly who she is and I will do
everything I can to bring her in. One way or the other.” 

Walsh glared at him a moment before turning on his heel and heading for his group of operatives that
were waiting for him. 

Bucky frowned, dropping his head to the floor with a sigh as Steve grasped his shoulder, “We gotta
get out of here.”

He nodded, trudging alongside Rogers before he paused, catching sight of the teenager that was also
walking with them under the watchful eyes of Stark. 

“Parker?” He blinked, looking over the kid with a groan, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I…um…” Peter started before he shrugged with a sigh, “I don’t know. I’m in big trouble, aren’t I?”

Steve nodded, “Big trouble doesn’t even cut it. Let’s move.”

The group quickly snuck out the doors as lights from the local police flashed through the city heading
toward them. Bucky paused, watching the lights before turning to Steve, “What do we do now?”

“Now?” he asked, “We get out of here. Then we track her down again.”

Bucky nodded, taking one last look at the building before slipping into the darkness.  

A low yelp pitched through your throat as you hit the muddy ground with Jack. Blood seeped through
your vest, staining deeper and deeper. He hooked an arm under your shoulders, keeping you upright
as he pushed on. 

“You good?” Jack asked, the sound of his mechanical voice making you flinch as you forced a blink
and a breath. 



— “Ghost?” Boone asked, “You alright?” —

— “No, I am not alright, Glitch! I am being chased through the streets of Paris,” you cried, hauling
yourself to your feet and limping around another corner, “by freaking psychopaths.” —

“Yeah,” you puffed, trying your best to keep up with him, “I think it went straight through.” 

He nodded, pulling you tightly against his hip, “Doc, (L/N) is hit.” 

“I’ll be ready for her and the rendezvous.” Raffa came without hesitation, “Zoomie, we’re leaving.
Let’s go!”

You winced lightly as you glanced over your shoulder at the Palacio as smoke slithered up the side of
the building before you stumbled. A flinch rocked through you as you almost slipped from Jack’s grip
before he readjusted and lifted you off your feet. 

“Where’s the bike?” he asked, gently adjusting you as you squirmed out of his grasp. 

You pointed across the street toward the black bike that Yelena had left for you, “There!”

“Driving.” The two of you said in unison before glancing at one another.  

“Oh, c’mon,” Jack whined, folding his arms over his chest as you stiffly walked away from him,
“Give this to me. Duke drives all the time.” 

You turned to him with a shake of your head before you gestured at the bloodstain that was growing
on your clothes, “I’m bleeding out.” 

He paused, looking over you incredulously—even if his face was hidden beneath his mask. 

“Which is exactly why I should drive!”

You deadpanned, setting your hand on your hip before you froze. 

From the smoke that was churning above the Palacio, a form drifted through the air.

Vision. 

“Shit!” you exclaimed, pointing at him and grinning as Jack turned to look before you dove toward
the bike.

He turned back to you as you turned over the engine, “You little shit…”

“Get over it,” you hummed, wincing once again as he hopped up behind you. Jack wrapped an arm
around your waist, using his hand to apply pressure on the gunshot wound. 

“Drive,” he growled in your ear. 

You nodded, taking off through the darkened streets. There were barely illuminated by street lamps
that swayed in the cold wind, the light glinting off of the bike and Jack’s helmet. 

— “Glitch, they’re on my tail, I can’t shake ‘em,” you said before a barrage of bullets shattered the
rear windshield. —



— You swerved out of the way, scratching cars and nearly hitting civilians, “Holy shit, they’re fuckin’
nuts.” —

“How the hell do we lose that thing?” Jack asked, checking over his shoulder as you took another
corner. 

“I have no idea,” you snapped, shivering as the rain began pelting you again, “We’re gonna need
some help down here.” 

Zac responded this time, “Sending Firewire to intercept. Be ready.”

“For what?” Jack growled, holding onto you tighter as you whipped around another corner before he
muttered under his breath, “I really wanted to drive.”

You rolled your eyes, letting them wander the streets as you waited for whatever Zac and Belov had
planned. Turning another corner, you glanced behind you to catch Vision drifting closer and closer.
When you turned back, a white van was speeding towards you. 

You blinked, watching it carefully before it hit the brakes. It drifted closer to you, swinging around to
its side before the door was thrown open. 

“Bail!” you yelled over your shoulder as the van came closer. 

Jack let you go as you leaned against the bike, he adjusted quickly as you dropped it to the street in a
spray of sparks. The two of you perched atop it, hanging on for dear life as it screeched toward the
van before Jack jumped. 

He dove into the van, slamming against the floor before sliding to the other side. He shook his head as
it smacked against the side before he scrambled toward you as you jumped. 

The instant your feet left the bike it went spinning across the street like a top, taking out your feet and
sending you careening into the van with a snapped scream. He reached out of the vehicle, barely
catching you and hauling you into his chest with a grunt.

“Thanks,” you breathed, relaxing for only a moment as Belov took off in a squeal of tires.

“Don’t mention it,” he said, his gaze fixed on the bike as it went slamming into a wall before bursting
into flames, “That’ll keep ‘em preoccupied.”

“At least for now.” You nodded, slamming the door shut as Belov commandeered the van down a
winding side street. 

Jack gently set you down, pausing each time you winced before you hit the ground. A pained hiss
slipped between your teeth as you knocked your head against the van and he sat beside you. 

He ripped off his helmet with a grunt, tossing it across the van before relaxing back. 

His black curls were slicked to his face with fever sweat and a tired look was suddenly in his eye, but
he was unscathed. 

You took a sigh of relief before you paused as he ripped off his gloves, revealing bloodied and bruised
knuckles. He squeezed his eyes shut before holding his head in his hands. 



Jack was shaking, almost uncontrollably. He gritted his teeth as he sipped a breath and you placed a
hand on his shoulder while the other hand gently smoothed back his hair. 

— “You are perfection,” Novak purred in your ear, gently smoothing away sweat-soaked hair, “a
Goddess of War.” —

You winced back, removing your hand in an instant as Jack glanced at you.

“You okay?” you finally asked, worrying creasing across your features. 

Jack shook his head, grappling for words as he stared blankly into the floor. 

“I-I couldn’t stop,” he whispered hoarsely,” I couldn’t control myself. It-It-He…Fuck. I’m so sorry.” 

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of
distant rumbling. —

You sighed, patting his shoulder before pressing your hand to your side. You closed your eyes,
relaxing back before you realized you couldn’t open your eyes again, “Belov, get us out of here. I
think I’mma pass out.”

“Shit!” Jack jumped, scaring you slightly as he helped you apply pressure, “Go! Go! (F/N), stay
awake, Cap.”

You scoffed slightly, “It’s okay. Just the adrenaline wearing off. It ain’t gonna kill me.”

“The fact that you know that terrifies me.”

Bucky stared at the wall, thumbing the remnants of (F/N)’s picture in his fingers. 

It was a bigger mess than he could ever have imagined. He’d been so close to getting her back, only
for her to slip through his fingers. He’d had her—right there—in his arms, safe and sound only for her
to be wrenched away from him again. 

He sighed, sitting up straight as Stark entered the room with a laptop and (F/N)’s case in hand. He
pried the dented case open before carefully lifting a pristine computer chip from black felt. 

“So,” he cooed, “This is what all the fuss was about. Let’s see what you are.”

Bucky scoffed, raking his fingers through knotted hair with a wince as the front door opened. He
glanced up, his eyes lighting up as Vision turned the corner. 

“Anything?”

“No.” Vision shook his head, smiling softly at Wanda as he entered the room, “I tried to follow them.
They left their vehicle and disappeared into the city. I’m sorry.”

Bucky groaned, holding his head in his hands as his hopes were shattered. 

If they'd gone through this much trouble to get her back, and they’d failed, what was it actually going
to take? 

Steve gently sat beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder, “I’m so sorry—”



“We’re gonna have to rethink this,” Tony’s voice boomed from across the room, making them both
wince.

“Stark,” Steve sighed, “Not now—”

“We need to ID the seller.” he continued, ignoring Steve’s protests completely, “And figure out what
the hell (F/N) is playing at. And why she wanted this. “

Steve shook his head, tiredly flopping back on the couch next to him before they both jumped again. 

The safehouse’s front door was slammed open again and Walsh strode into the room. The man had
finally cleaned up the blood that had stained his face, but there was still a patchwork of bruises and
cuts littering it. 

“Shut it down, Stark,” he ordered, crossing the room toward him, “Now’s not the time.” 

“The more time we wait, the more time she and Wraith have time to get away,” Stark said, glaring at
the man as he took the case from him. 

“I said, shut it down.”

“No.”

Walsh growled at him, snatching the chip from the laptop and shoving it back into the case before
snapping it shut.  

“What the hell are you doing?” Tony asked, standing quickly from his chair and sending it clattering
to the floor, “You’ve been pulling to track her down for the past month. What gives?”

“She’s up to something,” Walsh snarled, “Yes, we need to find her and we need to figure out what
she’s playing at but I only trust my labs to do it.” 

“You’re labs?” Stark scoffed, “Without Cavanaugh, your labs are nothing. Give it to me.” 

“No.” He shook his head, turning on his heel without another thought, “I’ll be in touch.” 

As quickly as he appeared, the man disappeared again and the instant the door closed, Stark turned to
Bucky. 

“You had every chance to nab her—” He said, jabbing a finger at him before Steve stepped in.

“Leave him out of this.” He folded his arms over his chest, “If we’re going to talk about anything,
let’s talk about Walsh shooting the only lead we had.” 

“She was kicking your ass,” Natasha muttered, shrugging as Steve’s eyes narrowed, “What did you
want him to do? Let her kick it?”

“Really, Romanoff?” Bucky raised a brow, “You’re going to defend him?”

“We needed to slow them both down,” she said, “We didn’t have many options.” 

“Stop,” Barton grumbled from the other couch he was laying on, “Enough.” 

“Yeah.” Parker nodded, “This is what she wants.” 



“And you! I told you to stay…” Tony started, turning on the kid in an instant before he paused, “What
did you just say?”

“This is what she wants,” Peter repeated himself, taking a mug of hot chocolate from Wanda as she
stepped into the room, “Rule Fourteen: Distract your target.” 

Vision tilted his head to the side before he nodded slowly, “You think she’s trying to turn us against
each other?”

Pietro nodded along, “Make a weaker target.” 

Bucky shook his head, disbelief staining his features, “No. Listen, it’s not her. She said—”

“No offense, Sergeant Barnes, but she just tried to kill us.” Parker hid his face behind his mug as
Bucky turned to him.

“She said she had to.” 

“And then Wraith asked her for orders,” Natasha hummed, chewing on her cheek. 

“Doesn’t mean she wanted to give them,” Steve said, quickly taking Bucky’s side. 

“She also talked him down after he went after Walsh,” Clint spoke up, flinging an arm over his eyes,
“If anybody was in charge out there, she was.” 

Natasha paused with a hum, earning herself a look from Stark.

“What?”

“Wraith has always been erratic. Unpredictable. But tonight? He was focused, direct. And then she
talked him down…” She trailed off turning to Bucky with a raised brow, “When she was with you,
how many times was the Soldier triggered?”

“Twice,” he said before quickly adding, “But it was always an accident.” 

“She was with Rogers when they went into the Potomac. She was able to talk you out of the Soldier.” 

“No. It was the two of them.” He shook his head, “And I’d been out of cryofreeze too long—”

“So, she’s survived three encounters with the Winter Soldier?” Parker asked as Bucky fumbled for
words. 

Natasha nodded, “Which is virtually unheard of.”

“What are you trying to say, Romanoff?” Steve leaned back against the couch with a frown. 

“She knows her way around Hydra’s assets.” 

“You’re saying she was, what?” Sam said slowly, “Both Wraith and the Winter Soldier’s handler?”

“Maybe.” 

“No,” Bucky growled lowly, “I’d remember her if that was true.”

“Either way,” Stark said, “We need to find her before she causes any more damage.”



“Hate to break it to you, man,” Sam hummed, pointing toward the door, “Our only clue just walked
out the door.” 

Stark shook his head, “Not our only clue.” 

He turned the laptop back toward him, smirking as lines of code popped up on the screen. 

“He may have taken his chip, but it left me some goodies to go through,” he said, picking his chair
back up from the ground and looking through it quickly, “Looks like it’s a tracking system. That’s
probably why she took it.” 

Peter nodded slowly, peering over Starks’ shoulder, “So she couldn’t be followed.” 

“They couldn’t be followed,” Bucky growled, trying to gain their attention but failing. 

“She’s working with Wraith,” Barton said, “If Walsh has somehow figured out how to track him,
she’d have to shut it down.” 

“So, what?” Stark turned to him, “They’re partners?”

“Again,” Natasha hummed, “She seemed more like a handler.”

“Enough.” Steve pushed off of the couch as everyone in the room froze, “We can hypothesize all we
want, but it’s not going to get us anywhere right now. If anything, it’ll just dig us further into a hole.” 

“Are you suggesting we take a break, boss?” Tony asked with a click of his tongue.

“I’m suggesting we sleep on it,” he said, “Then we assess the damage and go from there.” 

Tony paused, looking over Steve slowly before he sighed, “I hate it when you’re right. Parker, with
me. We’re gonna have a chat.” 

Bucky nodded, quickly jumping to his feet and leaving the room with both Sam and Steve on his tail.

“Buck!” Steve called, jogging after him as he stole up the stairs. 

“She said she didn’t want to do it,” Bucky said, unable to get the thought from his head, “We’ve gotta
figure out what they’re using against her.” 

“Maybe we’re looking in the wrong place.” 

Sam paused a few stairs below them, “What do you mean?”

“Maybe we shouldn’t be looking at (F/N).” Steve shrugged, “It’s like Parker said.” 

Bucky stopped, realization dawning on him as he turned to Steve, “She’s a distraction.” 

“We’re keeping our eyes on her but we should be watching someone else.” Sam nodded slowly,
catching back up to them, “But, who?”

“Wraith?”

“Maybe.” Steve shrugged, nodding toward the bedrooms, “C’mon. Let’s get cleaned up and get some
rest.”



Bucky nodded, following after him before forcing a deep breath. 

Something else was going on. He needed to find out what it was. 

Duke slipped through the door, pulling his coat tighter against him as the flashing lights of the local
police strobed behind him. He closed the door behind him, shutting out the fading storm that raged
through the night. 

He wound his way through the hall, jogging up the stairs and pausing as he found what was left of the
catering team hiding out on the upper floors. They looked up at him, some more tired and spent than
others but they all straightened once they saw him coming. 

“Sergeant Dugan.” One nodded, pushing off the wall to meet him. 

Duke took her hand, shaking it firmly, “Everyone okay?”

“Yes, sir,” another drawled, “Though, we would have appreciated more of a heads up.” 

“Same here,” he scoffed, “You got the guests?”

“They’re all tagged,” a third operative spoke up.

The first nodded, “We’ll have ‘em bagged before they get out of the country.” 

“Good,” Duke said, patting her shoulder, “Finish here and get back to the mansion. We’ll cut contact
from there. You’ll be on your own.” 

“We’ll survive,” the second hummed, “We always do.” 

“Good luck.”

He turned on his heel, leaving the group of operatives as he snuck past Medellín authorities and back
to the ground floor as he pressed his earpiece into place, “Firewire, status.” 

“Packages secured,” Belov said, his line crackling, “Resurrectionist, be ready to receive.” 

Duke paused, his heart suddenly stopping and his throat closing. 

What had he missed? He’d only dropped off Hadar and headed straight back to the Palacio. Nobody
was hurt then? When had it happened?

He swallowed thickly, “Who’s hit?”

“Me,” (F/N) said tiredly. 

Duke’s jaw clenched, throwing open the doors and stepping back out into the night, “Bad?”

“I’ve been worse.” 

He frowned, shaking his head as he slipped past the authorities again and he glanced back at the
Palacio, “Meaning?”

“I’ll survive.” 



He scoffed, pinching the bridge of his nose as the rest of his operatives snuck out of the building
before the police could catch them. 

“Ghost and I are heading to the secondary location now,” Jack said, “We’re gonna have to delay that
quick exit we were planning.”

“Got it,” he sighed, “Goliath, status?”

“Arriving at the safehouse. Zoom and Doc are right behind me.” 

“Get some rest and get cleaned up,” he hummed, flicking the collar of his jacket up as a freezing
breeze blew down from the mountains surrounding the city, “As soon as we get Ghost taken care of
and Glitch takes care of her midnight rendezvous, we’re out of here—”

“Technically it’s a two a.m. rendezvous and we can still make our original departure time—”

“Not now, Glitch.”

“I’m just saying—”

“White Widow, status,” Duke cut Boone off without a second thought, snickering at the low hiss that
came from her end of the line.  

“En route to position three.”

He nodded and he slipped quickly down an alley, his boots splashing through a staggered line of
puddles that littered the road, “Keep your eyes open.” 

“Got it.” 

“Sounds good. Big Brother, how we looking?”

“Clean getaway as far as I can tell,” Zac said, “Glitch will confirm as packages make contact.”

“Good.” Duke let a sigh of relief roll through him before he finally returned to Boone, “Glitch, what
do you got?”

“White Widow dropped me a few blocks from the safehouse,” she said quickly, albeit a hiss was still
snaking through her teeth, “I’mma hang back, make sure no one else is followed.”  

“I’ll meet you,” he said, checking over his shoulder as he stole into the night, “Stay on your toes, kids,
this isn’t over yet.” 

A weary sigh left Steve’s lips as he rolled up his sleeves and wandered through the halls of the
safehouse. Mostly everyone was getting ready to retire, except for Parker and Stark who were still
pouring over the code that Walsh had left behind. 

Steve just hoped that whatever they had is what Montana wanted them to have. 

And he really hoped that he hadn’t screwed up their plan. The elaborately chaotic plan that he’d just
been a part of. The one that had ended with over two dozen bodies in and around the Palacio. 

Which didn’t look good. 



Whatever (F/N) had planned, he wasn’t sure how much more he could take. 

Another heavy sigh huffed through his nose as he stopped next to Bucky’s door. He let his knuckles
rap against it before he pushed the door open. Bucky was sitting on the edge of his bed, staring into
the wall before he looked over at him. 

“Hey,” Steve nodded, a small smile on his face. 

“Hey,” he said, looking him over with a frown, “You’re not changed.” 

“Pietro’s in the bathroom.” Steve shrugged, “For as fast as that shit is, he takes forever.”

Bucky chuckled, the sound tired and haggard before his face fell. He licked his lips, staring into the
floor for a moment before he spoke, “You know, you keep asking me if I’m doing okay. But I’m the
one that should be asking you. And whenever I do ask you—”

“He blows you off?” Sam’s voice came from behind Steve, “Yeah, I seen that a few times.” 

Steve jumped with a scoff, moving out of Sam’s way as he took over the couch in Bucky’s room, “I’m
okay. There’s nothing I can do anyway, is there?”

“Bring (F/N) in.” Sam shrugged. 

“That doesn’t fix what happened,” Steve said with a small smile as he nodded to Bucky, “But it helps
you.” 

“Helps?” He rolled his eyes, “At this point, I don’t know if I can be helped.” 

Wilson clicked his tongue, quirking a brow, “Can we talk about how you just changed the subject
again?”

Bucky paused, looking over Steve, unimpressed before he nodded slowly, “I’ll be real with you, if
you’ll be real with me, Rogers. You’re worrying me.” 

“Same here.” Sam turned to him expectantly. 

“What’s going on?” Bucky asked, his eyes searching Steve’s for an answer. 

An answer Steve couldn’t give. 

Even though he really wanted to. 

He sighed, dropping his gaze to the floor before he paused, listening to an SUV start-up outside the
safehouse. Steve crossed the room in a trio of strides, staring out the window as Walsh and his team
loaded up. 

He paused. 

Even if he really wanted to, Walsh had gone through the trouble of trying to frame (F/N) on the same
day he tried to murder Boone. 

Just like they had in DC all those years ago. They’d attempted to kill Fury and then framed Steve as
Hydra.  



Walsh was dangerous. After the years Steve had dedicated to stopping Hydra, he’d survived. And now
they were coming back. 

Maybe he hadn’t gotten rid of as much of Hydra as he thought. Maybe Hydra went deeper than he
could have ever imagined. 

And that meant there were more people in their sights than ever. 

Steve sighed, turning back to the two men that were staring at his back, “I just got a bad feeling, that’s
all.” 

“About (F/N)?” Sam asked, raising a brow. 

“No.” 

Bucky frowned, rocking off the bed and watching as Walsh pulled away, “About Walsh.”

“I’ve got a bad feeling about that guy,” he said slowly before he stopped, catching movement out of
the corner of his eye. 

Wanda appeared in the doorway, fidgeting with her fingers as she let a small smile curl to her lips as
she glanced at the clock on the wall, “Can I talk to you?”

“Yeah,” he said quickly, smiling at both Sam and Bucky before he stepped after her. He closed the
door to their room before jogging after her. 

“Thank you,” he whispered, grabbing their coats from the rack as they snuck down the stairs and
toward the backdoor. 

Wanda smirked, pausing as he helped her slip on her coat, “I could feel you panicking from the other
room.” 

He scoffed, shaking his head as he glanced over his shoulder, “You ready?”

“We’re going to be late,” she said with a nod, “Let’s go.” 

He threw his coat over his shoulders as she stepped out the door and he followed her into the night. 

A low, feral growl left Oliver’s lips as he slammed the door behind him and glared at his men that
were waiting for him. He didn’t say a word as they exchanged glances and he ducked into a waiting
car. 

They filed in after him, avoiding his darkened gaze as he pried open the case before he finally relaxed
back. 

Aerocell.

He plucked it from its protective housing, gently thumbing the chip before rolling it over his knuckle
and placing it back in his pocket. 

“Um, sir,” one of his men said quietly, “Would you like me to have medical ready for you?”



A snarled grimace ripped across his face as he looked up at the man, “No. The bleeding stopped.
Have my techs ready. I want her found before she even thinks about leaving the country.”

“Yes, sir.”

That damn woman might have gotten away but he’d find her before she could even figure out a place
to hide from him. 

Her and her damn cohort…whoever he was. 

Whatever he was.

Oliver blinked, the snarl on his face dropping. 

That thing wasn’t human. At least, not anymore. 

No. It was something else. 

“Get Novak,” he hissed, the sound of his voice making each of his men flinch, “I want to know what
the hell that thing was.”

It pained him to admit it—the fact that he was going to need help. Especially from the Doctor himself,
but if someone was parading around using his name and his mask, he wanted to know who it was. 

And he wanted them found. Preferably with (F/N). 

Though, he didn’t think he needed to work much harder to draw her out. 

He was right. 

She’d reverted back to her old ways in an instant. As soon as he struck a chord, the old Ghost was
back out to play. (F/N) had had a taste of her old life, the thrill of the adrenaline rush and the fresh,
familiar stinging pain of the fight. 

She wouldn’t be able to ignore it now. 

She’d be back to her old self with only a few more strikes at her and her psyche. 

If Aerocell didn’t find her first, she would reveal herself again. 

He’d be more prepared when it happened. 

He’d be ready. 

— “He shot me.” — 

(F/N)’s words continued to echo through his head as he paced the hall. He paused by the window,
glaring out into the night before he pushed away from it. 

He shot her. 

No, that couldn’t be. He’d never shoot her…well, maybe now he would, but…back then? Back when
they were friends and allies? He’d never think about raising a weapon against her. 



Maybe she was seeing things. Maybe the dusty stuff made her hallucinate someone from her past. 

But! Maybe he was someone from her past. 

But, he’d shot a hell of a lot of people. She was going to have to be more specific. Maybe she could
give him a timeframe the next time he saw her. 

Or, maybe, just maybe, (F/N) was just fuckin’ crazy. 

“What are you doing?” Natasha asked, snickering lightly as he continued to pace.

“Nothing.” He shook his head, “Just thinking.”

“Do you think you could do that without talking to yourself?”

“No,” he hummed, “She’s made it fucking complicated. I don’t know which way she’s gonna go.” 

“Nobody ever does.” Natasha shrugged, “She always pulls something out of her ass.” 

— “You’ve always underestimated me, Rookie.” —

He paused, wincing at the sound of her head as a headache began to form at his temples. 

“I’m heading to bed,” Natasha said, patting his shoulders as she went by, “You should do the same. I
can’t send you home to Laura sleep-deprived.”

“I’m fine,” he grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest as she ducked into her room and he
continued to pace. 

He sighed after a moment, returning to the window in the hall and leaning against it. He pressed his
forehead against the cool glass. 

She was right. She was always right. He needed to get some sleep ASAP, maybe if he had a few hours
under his belt, it would make sense. 

Clint nodded to himself, about to pull away from the window before he paused. 

Steve and Wanda ducked out the backdoor, sneaking into the night right below him. 

A frown stretched across his face as he watched them for a moment. Clint turned, glancing at
Natasha’s room before he looked at the stairs and quickly snuck down them. 

He snatched his recurve from the counter and a pair of arrows from atop the fridge before bounding
out into the night after them. He flinched at the cold, turning to grab his coat before shaking his head
and jogging after them. 

Clint stuck to the shadows, hiding from the flickering light of the street lamps as they strolled through
the night. 

What the hell were they doing?

Sure, Steve and Wanda had made a habit of going on walks together, but this one…

It felt different. 



They’d just gotten their asses kicked, they should be in bed. 

His frown deepened as he ducked into an alley but still kept an eye on them. 

But…Wanda had been abnormally quiet lately. And Steve…he’d been more withdrawn than usual.
Even when they were surrounded by their friends. 

Maybe they knew something he didn’t. 

Hey! Maybe they know when he shot (F/N). 

Though, they probably didn’t. 

Clint chewed on his cheek, quickly weaving through alleys to keep up with them as the Colombian
rain began to sprinkle again. He twirled one of his arrows through his fingers, his eyes narrowing as
the two dipped down another alley away from him. 

He swallowed nervously, checking over his shoulder before ducking toward them, and then he
flinched. 

A pair of footsteps echoed behind him. The sound was almost rhythmic with his as he continued on
his way, not daring to look over his shoulder. 

He licked his lips, slowing his pace as he headed for the alley Wanda and Steve had disappeared in. 

The footsteps behind him slowed too. 

Clint sped up for a moment, winding quickly down the alley before he spotted the two again. 

The footsteps behind him quickened too. 

He frowned, his grip tightening on his bow as he slid the arrow down to the fletching with a sniff
before he whirled around. 

He nocked the arrow in an instant, aiming for the footsteps before he stopped.

There was no one behind him. 

Clint sighed, relaxing back as he released the arrow and turned back around. 

But when he did, a metal bar slammed against his temple 

And everything went black. 



Clint groaned, wincing at the stinging pain that surged from his temples. He peeled open an eye only
to be met with darkness and the musty smell of a makeshift hood covering his face. His wrists were
bound in front of him, one to either arm of a chair; his ankles bound to each leg. 

He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 

Shit.

Clint struggled against his bonds for a moment before he relaxed with a sigh. Whatever was going on,
he was going to have to play along. 

“Where did you find him?” a deep voice suddenly echoed from far away. It was muffled and
somehow familiar. 

A woman’s voice responded, “He was following them.”

“So you hit him?” the first asked. 

“Yeah,” Clint slurred, wincing at the sound of his own voice, “She hit me fuckin’ hard.”

The woman ignored him, “I didn’t want to compromise secondary rendezvous point.”



“Where are the rest?” asked a third voice…a familiar voice, one Clint swore he recognized. 

A fourth person responded to him, “Переадресация здесь.” Rerouting here. 

“How do you want to play this?” the third asked, his voice sounding more and more familiar the more
he spoke. 

“I can kill him,” the second said, ignoring Clint as he tested the ropes holding his wrists again.  

“Нет,” the fourth hummed, “You can’t kill Clint Barton.”

“Does he really need the hood?” a fifth one asked. 

One that he really recognized. One with an accent he could pinpoint anywhere.

“Wanda?”

He could feel the group pause and, in an instant, he knew he was right. Even before the hood was
snatched off of his head. 

He knew. 

What he wasn’t expecting was the other man standing in front of him. Rather, the pair of men
standing in front of him. 

Steve and Wraith. 

Clint blanched, his breath catching in his lungs as his gaze flicked between the two men and the
woman that stood between them, picking nervously at her nails. 

He shook his head, tearing his gaze away from them to take in the rest of his surroundings and try to
gather the thoughts that were racing through his mind. 

He was in a darkened warehouse, the only light that came through was dappled moonlight that pierced
through the retreating storm clouds. Even then, rain spattered against the metal roof. 

Clint gulped as his eyes adjusted to the room and his gaze landed on another man sitting on a crate
behind him. 

The Man with the Cane. 

Though, he was different now. His face had completely changed but he was in the same suit he’d been
in when (F/N) had started the havoc at the Palacio. 

Clint shook his head, his eyes flicking back to Steve, “Cap? Y-You’re in on this?”

Steve sighed, running a hand down his face as a Russian voice came from behind him. 

“And now he's compromised,” she said, waltzing into his eyeline as she twirled a metal staff through
her hands. She turned toward him with a flick of blonde hair as she split the staff into batons, “Let me
take care of it.”

Yelena Belova. 

“Yelena?” he breathed, his pulse suddenly racing as another man came from behind him. 



This one kept to the shadows, careful to take cover behind Wraith, “Я говорил тебе. Ты не убиваешь
Бартона.” I told you. You aren’t killing Barton.   

Wraith scoffed, shaking his head as he turned to Wanda, “You think you can just…take his
memories?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged nervously, “I’ve never tried.”

Clint flinched at the thought, struggling against his bonds again as panic rose in his chest. 

Steve, Wanda, and Yelena? Did Natasha know? Was there anyone else on the Avengers that were
compromised? He had to get out of here. He had to tell them. He had to warn them. 

“What the hell is this?” he hissed, trying to slip through the knots that Yelena had more than
obviously reinforced. 

A Western drawl came from behind him, “Looks like you’re in a tad bit of trouble, Agent Barton.”

Clint froze, his eyes widening as another familiar voice came from across the room. He whipped his
head around, his jaw dropping as Boone Cavanaugh ducked through the door at the end of the
warehouse. 

A Cheshire grin curled to her lips as she stepped into the silvery light and stopped by Steve’s side.
Boone pressed a chaste kiss to his cheek, “You did so good, stud.”

Steve nodded with a frown, “This has gone too far.”

“You’re tellin’ me—”

“What’s going on here?” a growl came from the door Boone had come from. A pair of men ducked
into the warehouse. One with auburn hair and blue eyes, the other with dark hair and hands covered in
blood. 

“Nothing good,” Cavanaugh crooned before her smile fell, “How is she?”

“She’ll live,” the one with dark hair said, nodding to the man with the cane as he handed him a
handkerchief and he wiped his hands. 

“We need to move fast,” Wraith said, reaching up to tap his helmet twice, “We can’t hide that plane
forever.” 

“The engines are primed?” the auburn-haired one asked. 

“They were,” a British voice came from the darkness, “I’ll have to start over.”

“And Aerocell?”

“We’re into Stark’s system,” another man’s voice came, his face barely illuminated by a laptop in the
corner of the building.  

Wraith nodded, taking off his helmet and glancing behind him. His voice returned to normal as he
spoke, “What’s the plan, boss?”

The crowd split as a set of footsteps echoed through the warehouse and Clint’s breath hitched. 



(F/N) stalked out from the shadows. Her vest had long since been discarded, her once pristine shirt
had a massive bloodstain stretching up the side. Her sleeves were rolled up, her bloodied hands
hidden in her pockets as she stopped in front of him, looking down at him curiously. 

“Jesus Christ,” Clint breathed, his blood going cold as (F/N) scoffed. 

She smiled gently, pulling a knife from her pocket and showing off split knuckles as she carefully
slipped it between his wrist and the rope, slicing him free. Clint paused, looking her over as she freed
his other wrist and sniffed with a slight smirk. 

(F/N) knelt in front of him, this time looking up at him, “I prefer Ghost, actually.”

— “Jesus Christ,” Clint breathed, shoving Natasha into the wall and away from the shards of glass
that rained down on them. —

— A familiar figure landed on the sidewalk in front of them. —

— “I prefer Ghost, actually,” the figure responded, rolling out of the way of bullets, “C’mon!” —
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Turn and Burn

Chapter Summary

You closed your eyes, looking over the newly empty warehouse as your team began to filter out
toward the vans. As much as your headache reveled in the silence, the painful memories that
trickled through your head thrived in it.

A cracked sigh huffed through your throat as you finally opened your eyes.

The wind fluttered in through the open door, almost enticing you to follow it out into the stormy
streets.

 

Run. Go. While you still can. We can finish this ourselves. Oliver won’t know what hit him, I
promise. 

 

You shook your head, trying to shove away the voice that was constantly whispering to you, but
taking a step toward the door anyway.

Maybe it was right. Maybe this was the last opportunity to go out on your own. Maybe this was
the last opportunity you had to make sure no one else was hurt.

Maybe this was it. 
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Hell hath no fury like a pissed-off woman. Especially if said woman was a trained soldier that gave
zero fucks and was pissed off by the man she was engaged to. 

Oliver sighed, trudging after (F/N) as she led him through the Colombian jungle. 

Things had not gone according to plan. He wasn’t supposed to get knocked out with the girl, it was
just supposed to be her. They were supposed to take care of her. 

But…no… 

Now he had blood pouring from his head and a headache pulsing at his temple. 

And, even worse? 

Their mission was underway, albeit, without (F/N). 

The team would take out the good Doctor’s supply route and, if worse got even more worse, they’d
find something they weren’t supposed to. 

He needed to warn him. Sooner rather than later or they’d ruin everything. 

But. But! It wouldn’t entirely be his fault. No, no, no. He could pin it on the stupidity of Santiago. 

That’s it. He had nothing to do with it. He tried to stop them but, once again, his plans were foiled. 

He really needed to get the go-ahead to kill them. They were causing more trouble than they were
worth. 

“This is a stupid idea,” he huffed, sucking a breath as he kicked a stick out of his way and continued
after her. 

“Shut up, Oliver,” (F/N) sighed, almost completely ignoring him as she snaked through the brush. 

“Why can’t you just follow orders?” he whined, sidestepping over a fallen log and tiredly kicking
away a vine that wrapped around his ankle. 

“I have issues with authority,” she hissed, her eyes moving quickly through the jungle as she stepped
softly over debris, “And because there’s no way Weston would ever let Danny bench me, I’m his
favorite.” 

“Yeah, right,” Oliver said with a roll of his eyes. 

He froze as she shot a glare in his direction before she stopped. Her eyes seemed to light up as she
swung her head around and silence fell between them. 

Shit. Shit. Shit. 

“You hear that?” 

“Sounds like it’s coming from over the hill.” He swallowed thickly, trying to get his bearings as she
led him over a hill. 

No. No. No. 



Maybe this wasn’t what he thought it was. Maybe this was just another outbuilding for the cartel,
maybe this was… 

Oliver paled as they crested the hill and hid behind the brush, “These guys don’t look like they’re part
of the drug cartel.” 

“No.” (F/N) shook her head, her brows furrowing as she looked down into the bustling valley below
them. 

His jaw clenched as she continued to stare at the bunker below them. 

He had to get her off the trail. He had to make her turn her back on it. It would be better if she
destroyed their supply line, rather than stumble upon their base. 

“This must be some kind of government compound,” he said under his breath, staring at the scene
before him and backing away, trying to get her to follow him. 

(F/N) didn’t budge. 

Of course, she didn’t. Once she had her sights set on something, she wouldn’t let go. 

“Just sitting here, barely miles away from cocaine fields?” she asked, brows furrowing, “I don’t think
so.” 

The instant she started moving through the brush, his hand landed on her shoulder. (F/N) barely
turned around but he could feel the searing scowl on her face as she shrugged him off of her and
snuck through the brush. 

And, like an idiot, he followed her. Maybe he could catch the attention of one of the guards, but they’d
probably kill him with her. If he just had the phone Johnson had given her, he could warn the Doctor. 

Oliver’s gaze dropped to her pocket, spying the glinting silver phone there and continuing after her. 

“This isn’t smart, (F/N),” he whispered in her ear as he dove to the ground to hide. 

“What isn’t smart is letting this go without investigating it,” she said gesturing to the whole base, as
he slid his hand toward her pocket, “It looks like some sort of bunker. See how low to the ground it is?
And how small? There’s no way a building this size could house that many people. There’s gotta be
more underground.” 

No fuckin’ shit, Sherlock. He wasn’t an idiot. He knew what a bunker was. 

He swallowed, quickly looking her over as she stared at the building; calculating every route in and
studying each guard that was patrolling the perimeter. 

“You’re not going in are you?” Oliver groaned, already knowing the answer, and moving to grab the
phone before she moved. 

(F/N) ducked lower as a vehicle hummed past them. 

“I—” she paused, watching the vehicle before her face dropped with a gasp. 

Oliver followed her gaze and held back a choke. 



The Good Doctor. 

Merek Novak. 

No. No. No. No. 

This was not going to end well…for either of them. Dr. Novak would kill him if he found out he
allowed one of them to stumble upon their bunker. 

“That’s him!” (F/N) exclaimed, trying to keep her voice low even as a grin spread across her face,
“That’s the guy that was gonna buy Aerocell!” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I was thinking about shooting him.” 

Oliver winced, shaking his head as she bounced to her feet and the phone went out of his reach. 

“Don’t do it,” he hissed as she rocked to her toes, “We’re alone here, you don’t have any backup.” 

Not that would ever stop her, but maybe he could guilt-trip her just a bit. 

“I can’t leave it be,” she whispered back before reaching into her pocket and producing the silver
phone Johnson had given her, “Take this and head towards the city.” 

She pointed into the jungle, shoving the phone into his chest, “Get to the rendezvous point with the
team.” 

"What about you?” he asked, cautiously taking the phone from her. 

“I’ll catch up.” She shrugged nonchalantly. 

“And if you don’t?” he asked, even if he was hoping she wouldn’t. 

“I will. Don’t worry, I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.” 

That’s what he was afraid of. 

She was off before he could object further, darting toward the bunker as he tossed himself the phone.
Oliver nodded to himself, quickly entering in a number and lifting the device to his ear. 

“Tell the Doctor we have a problem.” 

A blast of cold air burst into the van as Belov threw open the door and Jack wrapped an arm around
you. He hauled you to your feet, carefully curling an arm around your waist and pressing his hand to
your side. 

An abandoned warehouse loomed over the top of you, illuminated only by flashes of lightning that
strobed through the darkened sky. Glass in the broken windows glittered with the rain, and the wind
rustled through tarps hanging from broken rafters; they danced through the night like delicate
spectors. 



“Ow,” you whined with a frown as he lifted you from the van and set you back down on solid
ground. 

“Sorry, just a bit longer,” Jack whispered, nodding to Belov as he threw open the door of the
warehouse. The sound reverberated through your ears, making you wince as he led you inside,
“Belov, tell me Mendez is here.”

— “They seriously wanted to meet here?” you whispered into your helmet, pistol drawn as you
wandered down the damp hallway of an old, abandoned warehouse. — 

— “It's SHIELD,” Boone said into your ear, “They like to be dark and mysterious.” — 

“He’s waiting for us,” Belov said, ducking under one of your arms and helping Jack hold you steady
as they walked you through the interior halls of the warehouse. 

You grimaced as blood continued to pour from between Jack’s fingers, soaking your shirt. 

— “He shot me,” you gasped as rain fell down your mask and you glanced down to see the shaft of an
arrow sticking out of your thigh. Adjusting your grip on the brick, you glanced around before you
eyed the downpipe of the rain gutter and swung yourself toward it. You clutched the pipe against you
as you used it to slide down to the ground and you collapsed. — 

— “Son of a bitch,” you seethed, breaking off part of the arrow, “he shot me!” — 

You shook your head, trying to rid yourself of your own voice as it echoed through your head, “He
shot me.”

— “No,” you snapped, shaking your head and pointing to Danny, “Help him. Please. Help him.” — 

— Weston swallowed with a frown before he nodded, walking past you to look at Danny. — 

— The instant he stooped down to inspect him an onslaught of gunfire pierced through the silent
battlefield. You flinched, accidentally flinging away your pistol as the Commander’s back was filled
with bullet holes. Your fingers instinctively intertwined with Danny’s again as the gunfire continued
before it stopped. — 

You winced again, hanging onto both men as they hauled you through the dimly lit halls. 

— “It really is a shame he didn’t call it earlier. Then I wouldn’t have had to shoot the old man in the
back.” — 

— You blinked, glancing up at him in disbelief, “What?” — 

— “Double taps. Center mass,” he said simply, “That’s what you told me. And I did. Well…” — 

“He shot—” you started again, only to be cut off by a low growl from Jack. 

“Yeah, I know,” he said, adjusting his hold on you before taking you entirely into his arms, “I saw it.”

A low whine left your lips as he swept you up off your feet and Belov hurried ahead of you. 

“Tell me you’re ready, Doc,” Jack’s voice boomed down the hall as Belov shoved his shoulder into a
door. 



“I’m ready,” Raf’s voice called back as Jack hurried toward the room before swinging the two of you
inside. 

The dim, flickering lights of the hall were replaced by bright artificial ones that streamed down onto a
metal table in the center of the room. Raffa was buzzing through the room, quickly going through his
kits and handing items to Jesse before he glanced up at you. 

— Bright lights, squinting eyes. Cold metal on your back, sending chills through your body. — 

You felt your heart stop in your chest as your body tensed. 

— Breathing ragged, a metal taste in your mouth. Restrained to the table. — 

“No, no,” you murmured, squirming in his arms as he brought you closer to the table. 

— Surrounded by lab coats, pain shooting through your body, holding back a scream. — 

“Easy. It’s okay,” Jack hummed, slowly setting you down, “You’re gonna be okay. I got you, Cap.”

 It’s not okay. You should have let Bennet kill him. Now you have to clean up the mess. 

You swallowed thickly, shoving your memories away as your blood-soaked fingers struggled with the
buttons on your vest. 

“How bad?” Raffa asked, quickly looking over you as Jack swatted away your fingers and undid your
vest for you. He tossed it away as you laid back on the metal slab and pulled up your shirt. 

“You’re the expert.” You shrugged tiredly, “You tell me.”

“Ay, Capitana.” Raf shook his head with a deepening frown, “Estúpida.” 

You managed a chuckle as Raffa held out his hand and Jesse began handing him tools, “Not my
fault.”

He rolled his eyes as he pulled out a pair of syringes and set to work. 

You turned a stare toward the ceiling, trying to push away the pain that ebbed through your head. 

— “Sorry,” you stuttered as your hand slid up to your holsters only to find both your pistols missing,
“But my loyalties lie with Aftermath.” — 

— “Shame,” Rumlow said, his hands resting on his hips just above the two guns strapped there, “but
that doesn’t change what’s about to happen.” — 

You weren’t sure what was happening. The instant you’d left the Palacio, more and more memories
poured through your head, ones that had been long buried and almost forgotten. 

And they hurt. 

They seared through your mind, one followed by another and another. Each one more painful than the
other. 

You could smell the battle in the desert, taste the beers you’d had with Ollie in Medellín, feel the
sudden jolt of pain as an arrow pierced through your leg, you could hear voices as if they were
standing right behind you, and you could see them, all of them. 



Each man you’d killed you could see. Their faces grew less and less hazy with every blink, their eyes
followed you from the shadows. 

 Run. He can’t fix you, no one can. But taking down Walsh will make you feel better. 

You grimaced, throwing an arm over your eyes as your toes curled and Raff’s cold hands set to work
on your skin. 

“Sólo arréglame, por favor,” you almost begged, squeezing your eyes shut as phantom gunshots and
ghostly voices ricocheted through your head, “It’s not even the bullet wound that hurts the worst.” 

 Just fix me, please.

Jesse frowned, carefully holding his suture kit still but looking over you worriedly, “What’s that
mean?”

Jack spoke up from the edge of the room, stepping from the shadows and adjusting the lights above
you for Raffa, “They got her with some sort of gas from the Widows.”

— You grunted, holding in a scream as another pulse illuminated the shadows, glinting off the metal
arm of your companion. He stared at you almost coldly, not even blinking as the lights flickered. — 

“Беда got hit with it, too.” Belov frowned, circling the table slowly, “She didn’t react like this.” 

— Novak circled you like a vulture, tapping his pen against his clipboard as he looked over you
curiously. —

“Might be reacting with her serum.” Raffa frowned, pushing away from his work and grabbing a
flashlight, “Look at me, Capitana”

You slowly slid away your arm as he stood over the top of you before flashing the light in your eyes. 

“Ow,” you mumbled, glaring up at him as he did it once more before turning back to your side. 

“You look good, boss,” he hummed, “Let me finish up down here and we’ll do some tests.”

You nodded, turning your gaze back to the ceiling and closing your eyes before a flinch rocked
through your body. A cold hand brushed your bare feet and the clink of glass hitting the floor softly
chimed through the room. You tried to sit up, yanking your feet away from the fingers before Jack’s
hand landed on your shoulders and pushed you back down. 

“Извини,” Belov whispered, withdrawing his hand before moving to Raf and muttering in his ear,
“She has glass in her feet.”

Raffa sighed, barely casting a glance down as he continued to take care of the bullet wound, “I’ll take
care of it.”

— “Fine,” you heard a familiar snarl, “I’ll take care of it myself.” — 

— “Natasha!” you barked before taking off full sprint. — 

You forced a breath, returning your stare to the ceiling as goosebumps pricked across your skin. The
metal table pressed against your back sent chills all the way down to the bone and a shiver wracked
down your spine. 



Another breath and you squeezed your eyes shut. 

Another and you tried to relax. 

Another and the voices were reduced to dull whispers. 

But you could feel a pair of eyes on you. 

You peeled open an eye, catching Jack’s gaze staring into you. You nodded to him, your brows
furrowing as he looked you over again before stepping to your side. He turned his back to Raffa,
dropping his voice to a whisper. 

“You really can just…turn it off, can’t you?” he asked, fidgeting with his bruised fingers. 

“Sometimes. It’s just…” you paused, trying to find the right word to describe it before you finally
shook your head in defeat, “Numb.”

That was a lie. Even as you tried to relax, your mind was going a million miles a minute. Even as you
tried to calm down, fury was still raging through you. 

Perhaps that was what made it so easy for you to ignore the pain that dripped through you. 

Perhaps it was because you could still feel the figments of the past drifting through your mind,
dipping their fingers into long-forgotten pain and tapping it back into your body. 

That past was right there. You could taste it, see it, smell it. 

You could feel all of it. 

And there was nothing you could do about it. 

Jack’s voice dropped even further, “Will I get like that too?”

Probably. You made him, and he’ll follow in your footsteps. What a pair we’ll be. 

You froze, your eyes darting up to him in an instant. He stared into the wall with a look on his face
that you couldn’t quite place, until he shifted his stare to you and you realized what it was. 

Fear. 

Absolute dread. 

— Duke clicked his tongue, leaning against the wall and knocking his head against it, “You had that
look when you came back. You were....feral. It was in your eyes. Over the years, it’s faded. But since
you came back from London, it came back. And it’s worse.” — 

— “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Duke sighed, collapsing down on the bed and looking up at you,
“I don’t want him to turn into something like you.” — 

You shook your head slowly, “I don’t know…I don’t think so.”

Jack frowned, dropping his eyes to the broken skin on his knuckles before he began peeling away
stray flakes. You licked your lips nervously, reaching up to slip your bloodstained hand into his. 

“It’s not gonna happen, Bennet.” 



“How do you know?” he asked, looking over you earnestly. 

You gestured around the room, nodding to Raffa and Jesse and Belov, “You have all of this. Them. I
had a crazy, sadistic doctor and an amnesiac soldier when I went through it.”

A light scoff managed to huff through Jack’s nose as he shook his head and squeezed your hand.

He nodded slowly, a small smile on his face before his face fell again, “Can I be honest with you?”

“I—” you paused with a grimace, glaring at Raffa as a sudden pain panged from your side, “I’d prefer
it—”

“I’m scared,” Jack cut in before you could finish. 

You blinked, your gaze flying back to him as he let go of your hand. He was shaking again as he
bowed his head and avoided your gaze.

“I have never, ever, in my entire life lost control like that. It was like I just…snapped,” he started to
ramble, “I didn’t feel like me. I-I couldn’t control it.”

“It happens. You’ll get used to it.” You nodded with a frown, “It gets easier every—Ow! Raffa! ¿Qué
diablos estás haciendo?” What the fuck are you doing?

“Sorry.” He shook his head, “It’s not pretty, Capitana.”

You grunted in response, turning back to Jack, “Listen, it’s not just your body that’s been enhanced.
It’s your mind and emotions too. You feel something now, it’s ten times what it used to be and it’s
hard as hell to balance it.”  

Jack sighed, “How do you deal with it?”

“I don't.” You shrugged as a sly smile curled to your lips, “That's what gets us into half of these
messes. The other half is just a lack of common sense.” 

He chuckled lightly, shaking his head and squeezing your hand again, “How are you going to deal
with it?”

“What?”

“C’mon,” he said, looking you over with a raised brow, “I don’t even have to look at you to know
you’re pissed off. I heard everything he said through Hadar’s earpiece. We all did.”

— “Double taps. Center mass,” he said simply, “That’s what you told me. And I did. Well…The center
mass part at least. Who knew the Commander could take that many bullets.” — 

You winced lightly as another wave of fury washed through your body and your eyes narrowed. 

“How are you going to deal with it?”

You frowned with another shrug, “I haven’t decided yet.”

That was another lie. You’d decided what you were going to do the instant Ollie started talking. 

We’re going to kill him. 



You were going to track him down and take him down. 

— “Hunt them, track them, kill them.” — 

Just like the Commander had taught you. 

You could draw him out, especially now that Aerocell was back in his hands. He could find you in an
instant and, especially after tonight, he’d come for you himself. 

You didn’t care what you had to do as long as you took him down. 

— “Have you always underestimated me? Or is that something new?” You pouted with a whine,
“C’mon, Ollie. For a person who has shit luck, I am very good at getting things done.” — 

— “One of them is alive, huh?” he asked, cocking his head to the side as your smile faltered, “More
than Dugan. How many survived? Hm? How many did you have to replace?” — 

But there was the problem. You couldn’t make a move until you were sure Alpha Two was out of the
way. And, you had to make sure the Avengers stayed out of the way. 

Which they wouldn’t. 

Ollie would see to that. 

They were a part of this now, even if they didn’t know what this was. 

He’d make sure they were there to watch the whole thing and, either way, you were going to lose. 

You just had to choose the ending that would hurt the least amount of people. 

And that meant walking away from Alpha Two. 

You could go in separate directions and Ollie would choose to chase after you. 

Then again, that meant Bucky would likely be tossed into the fray again. But you’d have every chance
to take down Ollie. He was the reason you’d lost Danny, you’d be damned if you lost Bucky because
of him too. 

You just had to get rid of him and everything would go back to semi-normal. 

Jack shook his head, bringing your attention back to him, “Bullshit.” 

“Are you done?” you asked, trying to change the subject as you lifted your head to look at Raffa. 

Raffa didn’t bother to look up at you as he continued to work, “Quédate quieta y déjame trabajar,
mujer.” Just hold still and let me work, woman.   

Jack sighed, letting go of your hand and turning back around to Belov, “How we looking?”

“We are fine,” Belov said, “Everything is going according to plan.”

“And the packages?” 

“En route now. Yelena is watching them.”



Jack nodded, glancing back at you once more before ducking out of the room. You sighed, knocking
your head against the metal table and closing your eyes again. 

Even if everything had gone according to plan, it still felt as though you’d taken three steps back. You
finally had the upper hand, you were back into Stark’s system and Aerocell may have been back in
Ollie’s hands but it had a few more surprises, courtesy of Boone. 

But why did you feel as though you’d lost?

— “What are you playing at, (L/N)? Why are we really here?” he paused, his eyes narrowing as he
looked between you and the case, “You’re not going to pull anything. Not with your boyfriend
watching. You can’t reveal yourself. You think they’ll believe you? Even if they did, you don’t think I
haven’t got a contingency plan for each of them. I’ll pick them off one by one while you watch.” — 

Maybe it was because Ollie had upped the stakes. Sure, he had his theory that there was more than
one Alpha Two operative still operating, but he wasn’t sure. He wouldn't come after them until he
knew more and, until then, he could start targeting a new set of people completely.

— “It’s amazing what you can do to a person when they’re knocking on death’s door. High as a kite,
blind as a bat,” he chuckled, the sound chilling you to the bone as it rolled across the table. He
leaned forward, dropping his voice to a rasped whisper, “It’s amazing what you can do with a
hallucinogen, blood packs, and blanks.” — 

Maybe it was because he had exposed just how stupid and blind you’d been. He’d single-handedly
taken down Weston, he’d caused the ambush that crippled Turner, he made sure that you had no one. 

You swallowed thickly, trying to push the thoughts from your head as you winced again. 

It didn’t matter how you felt about it, you had another victory under your belt and you had to keep it
going. 

But…

You opened your eyes, carefully watching Raffa work as Jesse continued to give him sutures and
Belov watched from the corner. 

You couldn’t just leave them. 

Could you?

They’d already been with you through thick and thin. They’d follow you through the gates of hell if
you wanted. 

Maybe that was why you should leave them. 

They didn’t know what they were getting into; they didn’t know exactly what Hydra could do, or
what they were willing to do. They would be picked off one by one if you weren’t careful. 

Or worse. 

Your gaze darted to Jack as he ducked back into the room. 

They’d be taken. 



Jack could be useful for them, not only as a soldier but as a bargaining chip. And who knew exactly
what was flowing through his veins. If it was anything like yours, it could be used to raise an army. 

You sighed, rubbing your eyes before you paused. 

Darkened metal glinted in the lights as you caught sight of Ollie’s Vibranium knuckles still curled
around your hands. You grimaced, quickly throwing them off of your hands and tossing them across
the room with a growl. 

They were all counting on you. They were looking to you for advice and for a plan. 

A plan that wouldn’t get them all killed. You could barely keep yourself alive and they expected you
to keep them all safe and sound. Since when were you trusted with a leadership role?

Turner should have known better. 

Then again, all he’d wanted was Weston’s prize killer back in the ring. And he’d gotten what he
wanted and the consequences that came with it. You’d even told him you didn’t want to work with a
team, but here you were. 

Maybe it was time to go back to the original plan. 

What? No!

Yes! Hunt him, track him, and then kill him. It’s easy. We’ve done it before, we can do it again. 

After everything they’d done for you, you couldn’t just leave them now. They’d watched your back
the instant you’d started working with them. They were your friends! 

You couldn’t just leave them. 

“Ты в порядке?” Belov asked quietly, setting a gentle hand on your shoulder and pulling you from
your thoughts. Are you okay?  

“Да,” you said quickly, glancing down at Raffa as he moved from your side to your feet with a pair of
tweezers in his hand, “Have you heard from Boone?”

“She is still watching our backs,” he hummed, glancing at Jack as he picked up the pair of weapons
you’d thrown across the room, “The rest of the team is coming here. Why?”

“I need to talk to her and Dugan.”

“Тебе следует отдохнуть.” You need to rest.   

“I’ll rest when I’m dead.” 

The Russian’s laugh echoed through the room as he shook his head, “Calm down, Batman.” 

You managed a smirk as Raffa dabbed your feet with a cloth before turning back to you, “Alright,
Capitana, almost done. Sit up for me.”

You sniffed, slowly working your way up before Belov wrapped his arm around your shoulder and
helped you up the rest of the way. Raffa reached into his back once more, producing some bandages
and wrapping them around your waist. 



“Your feet are already healing up,” he murmured, shaking his head in disbelief, “The glass wasn’t that
deep. And that’s—”

“Cap,” Jack said suddenly, pressing his finger to his ear with a frown, “We have a problem.”

You glanced up at him, your face falling, “What happened?”

Oliver trudged through the jungle, wiping the sweat from his brow as he moved alongside the road.
The bunker would surely take care (F/N) before she caused too much damage. All he had to do was
meet the rest of the team at the rendezvous before they got suspicious. 

But the goddamn rendezvous was all the way back in Medellín. It was going to be a fuckin’ long ass
walk. 

“I don’t know where she went,” Oliver muttered to himself, “Last I saw her, she was heading toward
you guys.” 

He grumbled as he tripped over a stick before he corrected himself. 

“She must’ve gotten herself blown up.” He shrugged, “I don’t know what happened.”   

Kicking away another stick, he continued on up a hill. 

“I told you, Commander,” he said, “She’s psychotic. It’s a miracle she didn’t get herself killed
sooner.” 

He paused, glancing behind him as the sound of squealing tires and gunshots echoed from behind
him. Oliver’s face fell as he sighed and ducked into the brush. 

He didn’t even have to see who, or what it was. He already knew. 

(F/N). 

She was damn near impossible to kill. 

He ducked behind a branch, silently hoping that she’d drive right past him as she tore down the road.
A darkened Jeep came blasting toward him before it came to a squealing stop. 

He winced as a yell came from the vehicle, “Ollie?” 

Oliver sighed, slowly coming up from behind the brush, “Lieutenant?” 

“Get your ass over here!” (F/N) yelled, “We need to move!” 

Of course, they do. She’d done something, yet again and, yet again, it was probably something that
would endanger his life. 

He slipped from the jungle and dove into the car without a second thought. 

“What’s going on?” he asked, already not wanting to know the answer as (F/N) tore down the road. 

“You’ll see.” (F/N) simply smiled, flooring it down the winding road. She glanced down at her watch
before grabbing him and shoving him below the dash, “Ollie, get down!” 



The instant he did, a bright flash strobed through the sky. It was followed by the loudest boom Oliver
had ever heard in his life. It shattered the windshield and mirrors and the car swerved across the road
before (F/N) fought for control again. 

He blinked, slowly sitting back in his seat with a groan. 

This did not go according to plan. 

Rain pattered on the rooftop beside Yelena as her eyes wandered after the pair of forms that stole
through the night. She nodded to herself, slowly strolling across the roof as they hurried into the
shadows. 

“White Widow,” Sergeant Dugan’s voice came through her ear, “Sitrep.” 

“Smooth so far,” she responded immediately, continuing down the rooftop before hopping up on the
parapet and leaping onto the neighboring building’s roof before she paused, “No problems…”

A third shadow was moving through the dreary night. 

Right when she thought this was going to be the easiest mission Boone Cavanaugh had ever given
her, something just had to go wrong. 

Идеально. 

Right when she was getting bored. 

Yelena’s head snapped toward the movement, her eyes narrowing at the man that was following her
missions. She froze, carefully blending into the night as she watched the man. 

He kept a good distance from them, making sure he wasn’t seen as he moved. 

He was trained. He knew what he was doing. 

She frowned, her gaze darting toward the pair of figures she was supposed to be following. They
ducked into another alley, skirting every closer to the rendezvous point. 

Her jaw clenched as she tried to get ahead of the man following them as she pulled her batons from
behind her back and a smirk curled to her face before it fell. 

Clint Barton. 

The man following them was Clint Barton. 

Her lips pressed to a thin line as she kept in step with him and twisted her batons together to form her
staff. 

He may have been Natasha’s best friend, but he was going to get in the way if she wasn’t careful. And
then she would be in big trouble. 

Yelena vaulted over the roof, landing on another roof before hopping up on the parapet and twirling
her baton. She kept her steps in time with his, if not a bit louder. 

The sound echoed through the alley, more than obviously reaching his ears as she moved. 



She wanted him to hear her coming. She wanted him to be checking over his shoulder, because, once
he did, she could strike. 

And it worked almost better than intended. 

Barton slowed his steps, his ears pricking up as his eyes darted behind him before he picked up the
pace. 

Yelena kept with him, staying just a touch behind him before making her way in front. 

Barton swung around, raising his bow toward the sound behind him as she hopped down onto a fire
escape before diving toward the alley as Barton relaxed. 

She hit the ground silently as he put down his bow and turned back toward her. 

The instant he did, she swung. 

And he hit the ground in a heap. 

She winced, looking him over before poking him with her foot and pressing her finger to her ear,
“Glitch, tell the Ghost we have a problem. I have temporarily dealt with it, but we are going to need a
plan.” 

You threw open the door from Raf’s makeshift OR and limped into the warehouse. Your jaw was
clenched and a glare gleamed through your eyes as you moved. 

You didn’t think the night could get any worse, but here you were. 

Of course, something was going to go wrong for you. 

Of course, things would never go as smoothly as they could. 

Fuckin’ Barton. 

He’d thrown a wrench in all of your plans. And, if things didn’t go well when you talked to him,
everything could be ruined. 

You sighed, glancing at the door as Jesse tore back into the building, bringing with her frigid air from
the storm outside. 

Run. And don’t look back. Let them all off the hook and take care of everything yourself. 

You shook your head, shoving away the voice as Jesse closed the door behind her. 

“Put a pin in our leave time,” you said, smoothing back your hair with a sigh, “But I want you and
Hadar ready to get out of here and prep the plane.” 

Jesse nodded, quickly slipping past you, “Yes, ma’am.”

You spun on your heel, nodding to the Russian that came around the corner, “Belov.”

“Да?” Belov asked, moving to your side in an instant. 



“Meet up with Boone and go get Rogers and Maximoff,” you ordered, moving deeper into the
warehouse before he ducked away from you with a nod and you called over your shoulder, “And keep
Yelena in check.” 

“Да.” 

You slipped into the main floor of the warehouse, finding Zac already waiting for you. 

All his equipment was in the corner, set up on piles of crates and illuminating his shadowed face. 

“Norway, what am I looking at?”

“From what I can tell, Barton got lucky,” he said, quickly pulling up a map and tracing a route with
his finger, “Followed them down the street toward Cavanaugh’s rendezvous. Belova intercepted him
here.” 

You nodded with a frown, “We got anyone else following?”

“Not that I can see.” 

“Double check. And then triple check,” you said, spinning around again as Jack ducked into the room,
“Bennet. Suit up. Circle around them. I need eyes on the ground.”

“Moving.” Jack turned on his heel, grabbing his helmet and slipping it on as you turned back to
Norway.

“Where’s Dugan?”

“On his way.”

You nodded, pointing at the map and gesturing to Jack, “I’ll meet up with him. Jack, we’ll circle the
opposite way. Did anyone bring extra…shoes…”

You trailed off, your brows furrowing as a cold liquid dripped from your side again. You sighed,
tuning into the pain that was radiating from the bullet wound. 

“Shit,” you said, pointing to Jack, “Go. You know what to do. Mendez!”

Raffa froze where he was, putting both his kits into a vehicle stashed inside the warehouse. 

“What?”

“I’m bleeding.” You frowned, wincing as he glared up at you. 

Raffa rolled his eyes cursing under his breath as he pulled his supplies back out of the van, “Ay, dios
mío.”

You shrugged lightly, glancing down at your side before heading back toward his OR and yelling over
your shoulder, “Keep me updated, Norway.”

“Yes, ma’am—”

Zac was cut off by Raffa as he snuck up behind you and hissed into your ear, “How the hell did you
pop one of my stitches?” 



“I don’t know—Ow!” A snarl warped through your throat as he stopped you in your tracks and lifted
your shirt. 

He pried away the blood-soaked bandages with a growl, “Three! ¡Tres de mis puntadas! You’ve got to
be kidding me.” 

“Sorry,” you mumbled, trying to keep pace with him as he led you back to the room. 

— The two men pulled you to your feet, holding you steady as the rest of the group surrounded you
with their weapons raised. You groaned with a sigh, your body finally giving in as you slumped
forward before a hand grabbed your hair and forced your head back up. — 

— You managed a growl with a snarled grimace on your face as the elevator chimed and Novak
strode out. — 

— He looked over you quickly, raising a brow before a smirk curled to his lips, “Naughty. Naughty.”
— 

You sighed, sinking back onto the table as Raffa set his supplies back out. He chewed on his cheek as
you lifted your shirt and he gently removed the rest of the bandages. 

Silence fell between the two of you as he grabbed his suture kit and set back to work. You shifted
restlessly, closing your eyes as you laid back on the table before Raffa finally spoke. 

“You okay?”

You grumbled under your breath with a shrug, “I didn’t even do anything this time.”

He scoffed softly, patting your leg gently before turning back to his task at hand, “Hey.”

“What?”

“You’ve got that look,” he said slowly, positioning himself so you couldn’t see the area he was
working on, “What’s going on?”

You shrugged lightly, “Just thinking.”

Raffa clicked his tongue, “Uh-oh.”

“Shut up.”

He giggled slightly, the smile on his face gleaming through the room before it fell, “Whatever you’re
planning, don’t do it.” 

“Who says I’m planning anything?” you asked, a frown finding its way on your face as you lifted
your head. 

Raffa didn’t say anything. Instead, he turned to you with a raised brow and pursed lips. 

“Raf, that’s not fair,” you whined, “I didn’t even do anything yet.”

“It’s the ‘yet’ part that scares me,” he said, grabbing another bandage from his kit, “What’s going
on?”



“I dunno,” you said, holding back a shrug as Raffa sent you a glare and smacked your leg. You let out
a sigh, “I’m pissed.”

He glanced at you, gently sitting you up, “You’re always mad about something.”

“No, I’m not.” you snapped, scowling at him before settling back with a sigh and a quick shake of
your head, “I’m more mad than usual. And my head hurts.”

Another frown stretched across his face as he slowly straightened your shirt before grabbing out his
flashlight again. 

“Look at me,” he hummed, checking both your eyes, “Everything’s responding normally. You think
it’s the gas they gave you?”

You released a low whine as you rolled your head back, “I dunno, Raf.”

He nodded slowly, reaching back into his pack and pulling out a syringe, “I wanna take some blood
samples—”

— Shh,” he hushed you, reaching up to smooth your hair down, “It will not kill you…hopefully. But it
will hurt, quite a bit.” — 

— “No!” you snapped, wriggling in your bonds as he began prepping your arm. — 

— “No?” he asked, raising a brow and grinning slightly at the fear in your eyes, “Then tell me what I
want.” — 

“No!” you snapped, shoving yourself away from him and nearly falling over the table as he froze. 

“Whoa, easy,” he said, tossing away the syringe as you clambered back to safety, “I’ll give it to Hadar
to do personally—”

“No!” You shook your head, glaring at him as he raised his hands in surrender. 

“You can watch—”

“Mendez. I said no.” 

— “Are we compatible?” — 

— “What?” — 

— “Me and Jack.” you tried again, slipping off your gloves and beginning to take off your jacket,
“Our blood. Would a direct transfusion work?” — 

— Rafael paused, closing his eyes and mentally going through Jack’s medical files, “I mean…
technically, yes.” — 

— “But?” — 

— “You’re kinda a…” He gestured to you as you rolled up your sleeves and pulled up a chair next to
the table. — 

— “Super soldier?” you asked with a hesitant sigh, “You think that’s gonna be an issue?” — 



— “I don’t know.” — 

He paused, looking over you slowly before he nodded in understanding, “You’re scared it’s going to
happen again.”

You swallowed thickly, smoothing down your shirt as you avoided his gaze. 

“(F/N),” he tried again, putting away his supplies, “You know we wouldn’t do that to you.”

“I-I know,” you stuttered slowly, taking another step away from him as you folded your arms over
your chest, “But if-if...if Novak finds out about this—About what he could do with me…”

“He could raise an army.” Rafael nodded slowly, “You think that’s what he wants?”

“I don’t know what he wants, that’s what scares me. But I wouldn’t put it past Ollie to try something
like that,” you sighed, “I can’t let that happen, Raf.”

He nodded again, perching against the table and biting his lip for a moment before he spoke again,
“Still, we don’t know how your body is reacting to the gas they gave you. I really think we need to do
more comprehensive tests.”

“Where?” you asked, cocking your head to the side, “That’s what they want to do to Jack, too. We
have nowhere to go. We’re fucked.” 

“Hey,” he said softly, sliding to your side and setting a hand on your shoulder, “We’ll figure it out. We
always do.”

You nodded with a sigh, finally raising your gaze to his and smiling softly as a grin spread across his
lips before the door behind you opened. 

Zac stuck his head in, worry staining his features as he looked over the two of you, “We have
company.”

Oliver sighed, trying to relax back against the wall as (F/N) scanned the street. She looked oddly
proud of herself, not that he should be surprised. 

“You’re sure this is the place?” she asked, folding her arms over her chest and wiping a stray line of
dust off her cheek, only to make it smear across her face. 

He glared at her lowly before showing her the phone, “It says right here, Rendezvous Metro de
Medellín.” 

She nodded, looking over the street again before she pointed to a white van moving toward them,
“There they are.” 

“How do you know?” he asked, glancing between her and the vehicle as it approached. 

“Weston’s smoking a cigar, you can smell it a mile away,” she said, “And what did I tell you about the
bunker?” 

Oliver swallowed, looking up at her as earnestly as he could, “What bunker? We followed orders and
went straight back to the city.” 



(F/N) smiled, “Exactly.” 

He rolled his eyes, feeling the phone in his pocket continuously going off. 

This wasn’t over. 

Your frown deepened as you looked over the sight sitting before you. 

Clint Barton. 

The Marksman. 

Hawkeye. 

He was bound to a chair in front of you with a hood over his head, something Yelena had done despite
Steve’s express wish for her not to take it that far. 

But, of course, she did. 

You scoffed to yourself from where you were perched, atop a crate in the corner of the room opposite
the hostage situation that was now developing in front of you. Glancing down at your hands, you
twirled Barton’s arrow through your fingers before you paused. 

— “He shot me,” you gasped as rain fell down your mask and you glanced down to see the shaft of an
arrow sticking out of your thigh. Adjusting your grip on the brick, you glanced around before you
eyed the downpipe of the rain gutter and swung yourself toward it. You clutched the pipe against you
as you used it to slide down to the ground and you collapsed. — 

— “Son of a bitch,” you seethed, breaking off part of the arrow, “he shot me!” — 

A pained sigh escaped your lungs as you tossed away the arrow and gently set the bow beside you. 

How were you going to play this?

Best case scenario, Barton played along from the get-go. 

Worst case scenario, someone was going to have to get him out of the way. 

You couldn’t risk Alpha Two being out in the open now. Not when Aerocell was back in Ollie’s
hands. And you couldn’t risk Barton tattling to the rest of the Avengers. If Ollie caught any whisper of
dissent among them, it could be catastrophic. 

Kill him. There. It’s just that simple. 

You shook your head, pushing away the voice as you rocked to your feet. 

— “Romanoff, Barton,” Coulson said calmly, “Get him.” — 

— “But, sir.” — 

— “That’s an order, Barton.” — 

Then again, he had fucked you over more than once. Shooting you in Paris was one thing, but
ambushing you in Rome was something entirely different. It would be easier to get rid of him instead



of letting him in on the secret—

Whoa. Whoa. Whoa. Wait! What the hell were you thinking?

You couldn’t kill Barton, especially with Captain America in the room. That was very much frowned
upon. 

Besides, he’d been the one to pull you out of Wanda’s dream in Africa and he’d set you up in a
safehouse right after. 

Then again, he didn’t know you were you, but, still, it was the thought that counted. 

Right? Right.

Not right. Just kill him. 

You shook away the thought sinking further into the shadows as you glanced at the door. 

Boone and Duke should have been there any minute now. Duke had circled back around just to make
sure no one else had tried to follow Barton and Boone was quickly trying to figure out where Ollie
had disappeared to; just to make sure this wasn’t some kind of trap laid by him. 

Though, you were sure it wasn’t. 

A low groan echoed from the man tied to the chair as he straightened, unbeknownst to the group still
arguing in front of him even as your gaze shot toward him. Barton tested his bonds, finding them
secure before he relaxed back. 

“Where did you find him?” Jack asked, still wearing his helmet as his deepened voice echoed through
the room. 

Yelena shrugged, “He was following them.”

“So you hit him?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Clint slurred, his voice barely able to make it past the hood, “She hit me fuckin’ hard.”

The Russian ignored him, “I didn’t want to compromise secondary rendezvous point.”

“Where are the rest?” Steve muttered, turning away from Barton and toward Belov as he set his hands
on his hips. 

“Переадресация здесь.” Rerouting here.   

“How do you want to play this?” Steve asked, turning to you as you sat back in the shadows. 

You sighed with a shrug, looking over him before Yelena cut in for you. 

“I can kill him,” Yelena said, not skipping a beat. 

“Нет,” Belov hummed, smacking her upside the head, “You can’t kill Clint Barton.”

“Does he really need the hood?” Wanda asked, wincing as Clint perked up at the sound of her voice. 

“Wanda?”



You sighed as her nose scrunched and she began nervously picking at her fingers as Yelena glanced at
you. You curtly nodded to her and she rolled her eyes before snatching away his hood. 

Barton winced, letting his eyes adjust before they floated over the crowd in front of him. 

He shook his head, his eyes flicking back to Steve, “Cap? Y-You’re in on this?”

Steve sighed, running a hand down his face as a Yelena circled around his chair, her eyes solely on
you before they flicked to the archer. 

“And now he's compromised,” she said, waltzing into his eyeline as she twirled a metal staff through
her hands. She turned toward him with a flick of blonde hair as she split the staff into batons, “Let me
take care of it.”

“Yelena?” he breathed, his eyes widening. 

Belov shook his head, sending Yelena a glare, “Я говорил тебе. Ты не убиваешь Бартона.” I told
you. You aren’t killing Barton.     

Jack scoffed, folding his arms over his chest and turning to Wanda, “You think you can just…take his
memories?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged nervously, “I’ve never tried.”

“What the hell is this?” Clint hissed, struggling against his bonds as his glare shot into each of them. 

You sighed, running a hand down your face and taking a slow step forward before the door at the
other end of the room opened and Boone waltzed toward them. Black hair was plastered to her
forehead and her coat was soaked to the bone, but she didn’t seem to care. She walked straight for
Steve, not noticing you as you slowly slid from the crates to the floor, sinking further into the
darkness.  

Her green gaze flicked from Barton to Steve, “Looks like you’re in a tad bit of trouble, Agent
Barton.”

Boon slipped to Steve’s side immediately and pressed a kiss to his cheek, “You did so good, stud.”

Steve nodded with a frown, “This has gone too far.”

You crept slowly through the shadows, carefully watching as Clint put the pieces together. 

But they weren’t the pieces you wanted him to have. He was putting together the puzzle all wrong.
Then again, you’d fashioned it that way. 

“You’re tellin’ me—”

“What’s going on here?” Duke’s low growl came from the door as he ducked inside with Raffa by his
side. 

“Nothing good,” Boone crooned before her smile fell, “How is she?”

“She’ll live,” Raf said, ducking toward where Ari was relaxing on a pair of crates and checking him
over. 



“We need to move fast,” Jack said, reaching up to tap his helmet twice, “We can’t hide that plane
forever.” 

“The engines are primed?” Duke asked, marching across the room before stopping by Jack’s side.

“They were,” Jesse hummed, “I’ll have to start over.”

“And Aerocell?”

“We’re into Stark’s system,” Zac called from the other end of the building. 

Jack nodded, turning toward you as you stalked toward them, “What’s the plan, boss?”

Truth be told, you still didn’t know the plan. Even if the voice in the back of your head was telling
you to take care of the problem—permanently—you couldn’t do that. 

Clint was your friend, at least, he was at one point. 

No, no, he was still your friend, he just didn’t know it. 

You licked your lips, stuffing your hands in your pockets as they split in half to let you pass by. 

Clint paled, the developing bruise on his temple grew in sharper contrast as his jaw dropped, “Jesus
Christ.”

— “Jesus Christ,” Clint breathed, shoving Natasha into the wall and away from the shards of glass
that rained down on them. — 

— A familiar figure landed on the sidewalk in front of them. — 

— “I prefer Ghost, actually,” the figure responded, rolling out of the way of bullets, “C’mon!” — 

A small smile curled to your lips as you finally relaxed back. 

Finally, a decent memory pulled to the forefront of your mind. Finally, you were given a reprieve
from the onslaught of images that shot through your head. Finally, a sliver of clarity. 

You nodded to yourself, reaching into your pocket and pulling a knife as you stepped in front of him.
Carefully, you sliced away the ropes binding his wrists before you crouched in front of him and freed
his ankles. 

“I prefer Ghost, actually.”

Clint’s heart practically stopped, his breath was caught in his throat as his stomach twisted into knots,
“You’ve got to be shitting me.” 

(F/N) smiled tiredly as she shook her head, “Not this time.”

He swallowed, rubbing his wrists free of the dents the ropes had left in each of them. 

That couldn't be true. No. Wraith was right there. Ghost had just left the safehouse. 

Ghost was a guy. 



Right? Right? Maybe wrong? 

Clint shook his head, “Prove it.”

(F/N) chuckled, relaxing back with a sigh as she rocked to her feet, “How would you like me to do
that?”

“When’d we first meet?” he asked quickly, groaning as he struggled to stand up. 

(F/N) reached out in an instant, steadying him as he swayed, “Paris with Agent Coulson.”

He nodded, glancing up at her, “We were hunting—”

“A bioweapon that was in the hands of Armand Russo,” she said, not missing a beat, “Everything was
going great until you and Romanoff got caught.” 

“And then—”

“I disobeyed orders and saved your asses.” (F/N) shrugged with a grin, “You lost the bioweapon, I got
it back. I thought we were cool…”

She paused for a moment, her face falling almost instantly. Her eyes went cold as she leveled a glare
against him and a low growl leaped from her throat, “And then, you shot me.” 

Clint stepped back with a blink as realization set in.

That’s where he shot her. 

He’d never shot (F/N), he’d shot Ghost. 

Wait. No. No. 

It was too easy. 

Anybody with access to Ghost’s files could find that out.

He swallowed nervously, “You went into the Seine and then took off to—”

“Barcelona,” Cavanaugh hummed from behind them, “Did you get our postcard?”

Clint licked his lips with a nod, his eyes still staring into (F/N) as she paused next to Wraith-possibly-
not-Wraith, “We didn’t see each other again until—”

“Technically Rome…” she said, relaxing back again, “You and Romanoff didn’t see me coming in
Dubai.” 

“Still, it’s…no.” He shook his head, “I don’t believe you.”

“What do you want me to do, Barton?” (F/N) asked, raising a brow, “I’m not dropping my pants to
show you what your arrow did. So, like, anything besides that.”

— Barton sighed, closing his eyes as he cradled the child against his chest and turned to shield him
from the onslaught of bullets. He prepared for the impact of the bullets, but it never came. — 



— He and the child were thrown out of the way, along with Pietro who had appeared from nowhere.
Clint blinked at the shape that had thrown them out of the way as they fell. — 

— (F/N). — 

— As the four of them fell, (F/N) pushed away— — 

— Ghost pushed away from Natasha and rolled midair. As he spun, he drew his pistol and fell to his
back before loosing two rounds and sliding across the marble floor. He rolled over his shoulder, his
boots screeching across the floor before he came to a stop. — 

— The masked soldier spun through the air, pulling his sidearms and firing at Taskmaster as he hit the
ground. Ghost slid across the dirt for only a moment before rolling over his shoulder to his feet. He
growled, his darkened voice rumbling through the air as his name flashed on the side of his helmet.
— 

Of course. Of course, it was her. It wasn’t a similar move. It was the same move. She’d saved him
time and time again. 

It was her. 

Clint scoffed to himself as realization dawned on him, “It was you the entire damn time.” 

(F/N) smirked with a nod, turning to her team as he collapsed back onto the chair. 

Yelena frowned, looking him over with a sigh, “Does this mean I don’t get to kill him.” 

“You’re not killing Clint Barton.” (F/N) shook her head, not allowing her another word as she glared
at her. 

“Черт.”

Clint scoffed, an unbelieving smile playing on his face before it fell as his eyes wandered to Wanda
again, “Wait. Wait—How long did you two know? Why didn’t I know?”

“I—” Wanda started before he cut her off. 

Clint pushed himself out of the chair, quickly following (F/N) through the crowd of people
surrounding him, “Wait. Wait. Everybody shut up. If you’re Ghost…who the hell is Walsh?”

“He’s—” Rogers began before he, too, was interrupted. 

“Oh my god, he’s Wraith. That’s why he hasn’t been wreaking havoc. I thought he went underground
for a while after Greece. That he was gearing up for something big…” Clint spouted off, pinching the
bridge of his nose before he froze. He glanced up to Cavanaugh as she slipped her hand into Steve’s,
“And he did it. Going after you in the Tower and Cavanaugh at the Compound. That was his plan?”

(F/N) nodded slowly, her face falling again as he looked over her team. 

But it wasn't just Cavanaugh at the Compound.

No. 

Walsh had said (F/N) had taken down some of his bases. But it wasn't her, it was him. 



Walsh had gone after her, after them…all of them. 

That's why Rogers had lied, to protect them. 

But that didn't skirt over the fact that…

“You didn’t fuckin’ tell us?”

Cavanaugh raised a brow, looking him over as he stalked toward the couple, “Language.”

“Shut up, Cavanaugh,” he hissed, glaring at her before Steve stepped between them. 

“Barton—” He tried holding up a hand before Clint turned on his heel toward Wanda. 

“And you!” he seethed, pointing at her until (F/N) stepped between them, “You didn’t tell me?”

“I—”

He shook his head, quickly moving toward (F/N), “You didn’t tell us? What is wrong with you?”

The woman scoffed lightly, “We don’t have time to go through the list.”

He sighed, setting his hands on his hips. 

(F/N) had played them from the beginning—She’d played them so damn easily and they didn’t even
notice. 

Even then, even after all they’d been through with her, they still didn’t hesitate to believe Walsh. 

Walsh. 

Shit! Walsh!

He blanked, his eyes darting to the door as he pushed past (F/N) and Wanda, “Wraith has free reign of
the Tower. He’s too close. I need to tell Natasha—”

He was stopped in his tracks by the pair of Russians and Wraith 2.0.

“Нет,” the Russian said slowly, glaring down at him, “You leave…you tell…you jeopardize this
team.” 

The Wraith wannabe nodded, “And we won’t let you do that.”

Clint swallowed, looking up at the man and holding his ground, even if he towered over the top of
him.

“Stand down, Bennet.” (F/N)’s voice came from behind him, her hand landing on his shoulder. 

Bennet glared at him a moment more before backing away from him, “Whatever you say, Cap.”

Clint nodded, his eyes flicked back to the door and he took a step toward it before he paused in his
stride. 

 He was so close. 



Walsh could waltz from one side of the Tower to the other without so much as a sideways glance.
Stark trusted him enough to give him full access to his labs. 

And…(F/N). 

After her performance tonight, there was no doubt in some of the minds surrounding him that she
wasn’t on their side. 

Even if she was to confess everything, not everyone would believe her. 

It made Walsh more powerful than he already was. They were simply puppets to him, nothing more. 

He could destroy them if he wanted. 

Clint sighed, turning around to face Steve as his gaze dropped to the floor and his voice dropped to a
whisper, “He’s too close. He’s way too damn close.”

“He is.” Rogers nodded, “We play this wrong, we’re gonna be in a world of hurt.” 

“He says he has plans for each of you,” (F/N) said slowly, still standing in between him and Wanda
protectively, “Says he knows how to get rid of you.”

“Great,” he groaned, “How do we get him off us?”

“We’re working on that,” the auburn-haired man said from across the room, “We’ve managed to
worm our way back into Stark’s system, that way we have eyes on the inside.” 

Cavanaugh hummed in response, a Cheshire grin erupting across her face, “And we’ve left a nice
little present in Walsh’s case.” 

“For now we have the upper hand,” (F/N) said, folding her arms over her chest with a wince, “But
we’re gonna have to fight to keep it.”

“Why not just have her…” Clint glanced at Wanda with a nod before lifting his hands in front of him
and wiggling his fingers, mimicking the way her fingers danced around her powers, “Ya know?”

Another voice came from across the warehouse, from who Clint suspected was one of their computer
guys, “Everything seems to be pointing at a Hydra cell that’s deeper underground than we thought.” 

Rogers nodded, brushing hair out of Cavanaugh’s face, “One me and Sam missed.”

“You wouldn’t have found him,” (F/N) whispered, “You coulda looked for a hundred years and only
seen shadows of him. Never enough to paint a full picture.”

“So what’s the move, boss?” a British voice asked, from beside the man with the cane, “We can’t stay
here forever.”

“We gotta draw him out,” (F/N) said lowly, setting her hands on her hips, “Get him confident enough
to make all the mistakes.” 

“How do you plan on doing that?”

She shrugged, “Ollie just got his favorite toy back, we might as well make him use it.”



Wanda frowned, watching as (F/N) pushed away from her and toward the door, “What does that
mean?”

“It means they’re going to disappear again,” Steve said, sighing as he pressed his lips to Cavanaugh’s
temple, “Back into the shadows.”

Clint ran a hand down his face, glancing between each of the people surrounding him, “So, what’s the
plan?”

“As long as you're in?” (F/N) asked, turning to him with a raised brow. She looked him over slowly,
almost as if she was sizing him up if he were to say no. 

He nodded curtly. 

He was in. 

If Walsh was as powerful as they said he was, he was going to be a bitch to take down. 

“Cavanaugh, brief them,” (F/N) said, turning away from them once more, “Norway, double-check all
our routes and see if you can’t track down Ollie. I don’t need him tipped off if we can help it. Hadar,
Hugh, once you get the go-ahead from Norway, I want you prepping the plane. Belov, Belova help
Mendez pack up and report back. I’ll have you two and Cavanaugh escort them back to their
safehouse. Dugan, Bennet, we’re gonna need a heading.” 

Duke sighed, running a hand through his hair as Zac handed him a laptop and he ducked out of the
room. 

The night had turned a hundred times more stressful than it had been a few hours before. Barton could
have ruined everything they’d worked for. They could have been put back to square one before they
even made it off of it. 

But that wasn’t the worst of it. 

The instant Duke had stepped foot in the warehouse and set eyes on Jack, he knew something was
wrong. 

There was a look in his eye, one he’d only seen in one other person he knew. 

(F/N). 

It was dark and dangerous and terrifying. 

He swallowed trying to push away the dread that was eating at him as he pressed his back against the
cold cement wall of the warehouse and tried to ground himself. 

Sure, he’d killed his fair share of people—as had Jack—but they’d never let it overtake them, not like
(F/N) had. She had no qualms with it, there was a possibility that, once upon a time, she’d even
enjoyed it. 

 That was the look. 

The last shred of humanity leaching out of her soul as she entered into shutdown mode until it came
creeping back in after the fight.



It was one of the most frightening things he’d ever laid eyes on. 

Duke sighed, forcing a deep breath as the door beside him opened and Jack ducked into the hall
beside him. 

He didn’t even have to blink and Jack’s arms were wrapped around him, pulling him against his chest.
Duke pulled away from him, cupping Jack’s cheeks before pulling him quickly to his lips. 

Jack almost immediately relaxed in his arms, pulling him closer and threatening to deepen the kiss
before Duke pulled away. 

“You okay?” he whispered against his lips. 

Jack scoffed tiredly, stealing another quick kiss, “I’ve had better days.”

“Yeah?”

“And worse days.” His face fell as he pulled away from Duke before he caught his hands. Jack
winced lightly as he did and a frown fell across Duke’s face. 

He glanced down at his hands, finally noticing the black and blue bruises that were littering his
knuckles, offset by broken skin that cracked so deep into his hands, Duke swore he saw bone. 

Duke swallowed thickly, looking back up at his husband worriedly, “What’s going on?”

Jack licked his lips before shaking his head and trying to pull even further away from him. Duke
grabbed him before he did, pulling him against him again. 

“No,” Duke croaked, “Don’t shut me out. Please. Don’t do that to me. What’s going on? What
happened?”

“I beat the shit outta Walsh,” he said simply. 

Duke frowned, reaching up to cup his cheek, “Any other day, I’d say that’s a good thing…but…”

“I couldn’t stop myself,” he whispered, “I-It was like something else took over and I couldn’t control
it. I was gonna kill him until (F/N) pulled me out.”

Jack took a shuddered breath, backing away from him to lean against the wall as he ran a hand down
his face, “And then he shot her. She saved his life from me and that’s how he repaid her.”

“Baby,” Duke hummed, gently grabbing Jack’s waist and pulling him against him, “I’m sorry.”

He grumbled slightly before finally melting into his touch, “This is not as fun as I previously
anticipated.” 

“We’ll figure it out.” Duke forced a smile, pulling away to brush a stray curl out of Jack’s face,
“Together.”

Jack managed a small smirk before it fell. He bit his lip, glancing behind him before turning back
toward Duke, “We might have one other problem.”

He sighed, holding back a groan as Jack ran a hand down his face, “Sounds about right.”

“(F/N)’s gonna take off on us,” he said simply, noting the look in Duke’s eye as he said it. 



Of course, it had to be that. 

Of course, she would. 

Walsh threatens them once more and her first thought was to bail and draw fire for the rest of them.
Which was appreciated, but also completely unnecessary. 

They could handle themselves, and revenge wasn’t a dish (F/N) was going to get to enjoy on her
own. 

Nevertheless, he was going to have to figure out a way to make sure she didn’t do something stupid. 

He sighed with a scoff, “It’s always fuckin’ somthin’, isn’t it?”

“Always.” Jack nodded before reaching into his pocket and producing a pair of objects. He rolled
them around his hands for a moment before placing them in Duke’s, “They’re Walsh’s. She stole them
from him.”

Duke glanced down, at the brass knuckle-esque weapons in his hands. 

Dark metal glinted in the low light. 

“Vibranium?” he asked, glancing up at Jack. 

“Wraith’s weapons of choice.” Jack nodded. 

“Great,” he sighed, finally turning to the laptop Norway had given him and booting it up, “Where we
heading?”

Jack shrugged, turning to the map and wrapping an arm over Duke’s shoulder, “Gonna have to be
somewhere good. We can’t lose the lead we have. And our safehouses are few and far between.” 

Duke nodded, looking over the map as Jack poured over the possible options. 

They were going to have to go somewhere safe, that was a given. Preferably somewhere they could
land the plane and get back to it relatively easily. And somewhere with medical supplies. Even better?
Somewhere with a functioning med lab, that way they could finally get some answers for him and
Jack. 

Duke hummed to himself, glancing down at the metal in his hands before he paused and a smile
erupted across his face, “I have an idea.”

“Yeah?” Jack glanced up at him. 

“Yeah.” He nodded, “But we gotta get this (F/N) situation under control first. Keep your eyes on her,
I’mma get some backup.”

Steve sighed, relaxing back on one of the crates as Boone scurried around the warehouse for various
files and any information she might have been missing. A sigh of relief hummed from his lips as he
rolled up his sleeves and glanced at Wanda. 

Things had escalated into chaos, right when he thought they were in the home stretch. Boone had
been late at their meet time, he and Wanda had almost turned back around when she finally showed



up with Belov and Belova…and Barton in the back. 

The entire ride back to the rendezvous was filled with the two women arguing back and forth in
Russian and the Belov yelling at Belova in English. 

He wished he could say it was the wildest thing that had happened that night, but it was not. 

Luckily, things went better at the warehouse than they had at the Palacio. 

“I can’t believe you lied to me,” Barton grumbled, his brows furrowed and his arms folded defiantly
over his chest. 

Steve shook his head, “I didn’t lie.”

“No?” He raised a brow, “What about Cavanaugh? You said she was dead.”

“Did I?” Steve asked with a shrug, “I must have gotten confused.”

Wanda nodded from beside him, smiling to herself as scarlet energy danced around her fingers, “Old
man brain.”

Steve rolled his eyes before he hummed, “My memory’s not what it used to be. Do you know how old
I am?”

“Very funny.” Barton let out an exasperated sigh, “I knew it. Shit. I knew it. In Sokovia. She saved my
ass just like she did in Paris.”

“She had us all fooled,” Steve said slowly, glancing up as Boone made her way back toward him. 

A bright smile curled her lips as she caught his gaze and a blush fluttered across her cheeks, “Hey
there, stud.”

“Hey, beautiful,” he crooned, a smile mirroring itself on his face before it fell. 

Dugan raced to Boone’s side, whispering sharply in her ear and earning himself a crack in her facade.
Her Cheshire grin fell for only a moment before she nodded and turned back to them. 

She pulled a pair of phones from her pocket and gave one to Wanda before tossing one to him,
“Apologies, Agent Barton, you weren’t part of the plan.”

“I see that.” Clint deadpanned, glancing between them with a frown, “What’s the plan, kid?”

“What it’s been for the past month,” Boone said, much to Steve’s chagrin. 

“Lie low. Keep quiet?” Wanda asked, a frown crawling across her face as well. 

“Montana, we’re running out of time here,” Steve said, pulling her toward him before dropping his
voice to a whisper, “And I’m running out of patience.”

“Patience, hm?” Boone purred, dragging her eyes over him, “I’m sure I could help you with that—”

“Not now, Montana.”

She smirked, sticking out her tongue on him before turning back around and perching herself atop one
of the crates, “What (F/N) stole in Afghanistan was a little something called Aerocell. It was a



precursor to Project Insight and Oliver Walsh’s pride and joy. We made some modifications before we
gave it back to him—”

“Gave?” Clint asked, “(F/N) almost killed us.”

“Trust me, Agent Barton, if she wanted you dead, you wouldn’t have left that building.” She winked,
a twisted grin curling to her lips before she moved on, “We put in our own homing beacon into
Aerocell, along with a few other surprises. Once we pin down where the rest of his cell, we get the
drop on him. With your help.” 

Steve shook his head slowly, “That’s not a plan, Cavanaugh.” 

“That’s why we have these,” she hummed, tapping the phone in his hands, “Once we find him, we’ll
kick on the afterburners and it’ll be over before you know it.” 

He sighed, shoving the phone in his pocket before glancing at Wanda. She was staring at the phone
Boone had given her before she reached out to hand it to Barton. 

“Steve will keep me informed, will you?”

Clint swallowed, glancing between her and the phone before taking it from her gingerly, “If you’re
asking me if I’m in…I’m in. As long as you promise you’ll get Walsh away from the rest of them. If
that piece of shit hurts any of them—”

“You’ll kill him?” Boone mused, raising a brow playfully even as Barton glared at her. 

“And then you.” 

“Get in line.” She smirked, “We’ll be in touch. Sooner, rather than later. New York, we need to talk.”

Her hand landed in his before she tugged him away and the two Russians in her employ rounded the
corner to round up Barton and Maximoff. Steve glanced over his shoulder only once before squeezing
her hand as she took him around the corner.  

“What happened?” he asked, looking over her worriedly, “What did Dugan tell you—”

He was cut off as Boone threw herself at him, burying her head in his chest and holding him tight.
Steve paused, a frown finding its way to his face before he relaxed into her touch and wrapped his
arms around her. Taking a deep breath, he relaxed at the familiar smell of her perfume and set his chin
atop her head. 

“I meant what I said,” he murmured, humming as she rubbed his back, “This has gone too far.”

“I know,” she replied, her voice muffled by his chest. 

Steve pulled away gently, curling a finger under her chin and raising her face to meet his, “He’s gotten
way too close to the team. Someone’s gonna get hurt.” 

“Not if we can help it,” she whispered gently. 

“Montana,” he sighed, carding his fingers through her hair, “What happened?”

“It’s (F/N).” 



His frown returned, “What happened?”

“We’re not sure,” she said, keeping her voice low and steady, “Walsh pushes all the right buttons and
she goes right back to being the reckless killer Commander Weston always wanted. “She’s gonna bail,
at least, that’s what Dugan thinks.” 

“And you?”

“I think she’s one bad day away from losing all her shit,” she huffed, “We really gotta get her in line
with a therapist.” 

Steve scoffed gently, “What do you need from me?”

“Infamous pep talk?”

“Montana…We both know how stubborn (F/N) is,” Steve sighed. 

“Yeah, but we both know she likes you.” Boone tried again with a pleading smile, “Please?”

Steve sighed with a nod, “Anything for you.”

You closed your eyes, looking over the newly empty warehouse as your team began to filter out
toward the vans. As much as your headache reveled in the silence, the painful memories that trickled
through your head thrived in it. 

A cracked sigh huffed through your throat as you finally opened your eyes. 

The wind fluttered in through the open door, almost enticing you to follow it out into the stormy
streets. 

Run. Go. While you still can. We can finish this ourselves. Oliver won’t know what hit him, I promise. 

You shook your head, trying to shove away the voice that was constantly whispering to you, but
taking a step toward the door anyway. 

Maybe it was right. Maybe this was the last opportunity to go out on your own. Maybe this was the
last opportunity you had to make sure no one else was hurt. 

Maybe this was it. 

Besides, Rogers was more than obviously worried. Clint wasn’t 100% on board. Wanda wasn’t ready
to be thrust into your world. 

At least this way, you’d get Walsh off their backs. They could still continue to operate, you would just
be a distraction. Ollie would follow you through the world; he’d hunt you, and you’d let him. 

And then you could strike.

— You swallowed, pulling a pistol from your holster and handing it to Ollie, “Take that.” — 

— He hesitated, grimacing at the weapon and shaking his head, “How many times do I have to tell
you—” — 



— “Inside not outside.” You winced with a groan, trying to straighten yourself, “I don't know if
you've noticed, Ollie, but we're outside.” — 

— He sighed, coughing on smoke before pinching the weapon between his fingers. He stared at it a
moment before correcting his grip, “I hate this.” — 

— “Double taps. Center mass.” — 

No. No. No. We’re not gonna shoot him. We’re gonna make him suffer. He has to feel it. 

You nodded to yourself, taking another step toward the door before a hand wrapped around your arm.
You whipped around, trying to shrug yourself away from whoever was behind you before you
stopped. 

Steve. 

His grip on your arm loosened as a smile spread across his face, “Hey.”

He wants something. I can see it in his eyes. 

You frowned, pulling further away from him, “What do you want?”

“To talk.” He shrugged, tilting his head to the side as his face fell. 

Your brows furrowed, “Nuh-uh, I don’t want a pep talk.”

“Who said it was a pep talk?”

“I see the look in your face, Rogers,” you said, shaking your head and brushing past him, “I don’t
want it.” 

“Okay,” he said, easily keeping his stride with you as you moved through the warehouse, “No pep
talk. Then let’s just talk.” 

Don’t do it, it’s a trick— 

You shook away the voice, pinching the bridge of your nose with a groan and finally forcing yourself
to stop. 

Just talk?

Talk about what? How you were losing control of the little voice inside your head? Or how you were
sure Walsh had a contingency plan for each of them? Perhaps he’d like to talk about which way he
thought Ollie would take him out, or the rest of his friends. Or—

“I accidentally turned one of our guys into a super soldier,” you blurted out, wincing the second the
words left your mouth. 

“You did what?” Steve blinked in surprise, looking you over quickly, “You can do that?”

“Apparently.” You shrugged, “He was bleeding out. What was I supposed to do? I wasn’t gonna let
him die.”

Steve swallowed thickly, his eyes almost searching the warehouse for words but he couldn’t find any. 



“If Hydra finds out about that—”

“We’re screwed,” you finished for him, “I know.”

“All the more reason you should stay with the team.”

You cocked your head to the side, “Who said I was leaving?”

Steve hummed with a shrug, turning away from you and walking away before you chased after him. 

“Damnit, Cavanaugh…or Dugan…or Bennet!” you said with a nod, “It was Bennet, wasn’t it.” 

“Are any of them wrong?”

“No. They’re not.”

Steve came to a stop next to a pile of crates, leaning against them and looking you over curiously. He
patted one, inviting you to sit beside him and you obliged. 

You sighed, gingerly sitting beside him and folding your arms over your chest with a sigh.

“So, you turned a guy into a super soldier?”

“I told you, it was an accident. He attacked us with everything he had. We’d already lost three…I-I
couldn’t lose another.” you spoke quickly, “You shoulda seen what he did, Steve. To the base, to my
friends…to me.” 

— “Raffa,” you said slowly, silently pleading with him, “I can’t lose another one.” — 

— “Neither can I.” He nodded, reaching toward the kid, “Let’s do it.” — 

“I don’t want him to hurt anyone else.” You winced, shaking away the sight of Jack bleeding out on
the table in front of you, “It’s all my fault.”

Steve sighed, gently throwing an arm over your shoulder, “C’mon, kid—”

“If I would’ve just stayed away, none of this would’ve happened.” You shook your head, trying to
shrug him off of you but he held you steady. 

“Or, it would’ve all happened the same,” he said, “And you wouldn’t have been there. And then what
would have happened?”

He was right. 

Had you not taken up Turner’s offer, you still would have gotten Bucky out of the country. Oliver still
would have attacked the house in New Eden, and you would have either been caught or you would
have run…and you’d still be running. If you ran, he’d have to do something to draw you out, whether
that be going after Bucky or going after Aftermath. Either way, you wouldn’t have been able to stop
him. 

Or we woulda killed him, first try. 

You shook your head and glanced back up at Steve, “How does it feel? For you?”

Steve frowned, looking over you in confusion, “What do you mean?”



“The serum,” you said slowly, “How does it make you feel?”

Steve paused for a moment, staring off into the distance before he finally answered, “Overwhelmed.
Used to, at least. I went from one end of the spectrum to another. It was like stepping into an entirely
different world from the one I grew up in. Then I went from the streets of Brooklyn to the front lines
and…here. It was one thing right after the other.”

You nodded slowly, “You ever have a hard time controlling it?”

“Controlling what?” he asked, a frown still curled to his lips. 

“Yourself.” 

“Sometimes. Why?”

You licked your lips with a shrug, struggling to find the right words before you shook your head.
Hugging your knees to your chest with a wince, you set your chin on top of your knees. 

“You were a good man, before the serum, right?”

“I dunno.” He shrugged, “That’s what some people said and I’d like to believe it, at least a little bit.”

“And the serum made you better—the best,” you said, “Me? Steve, before all this, I was a killer. It’s
all I’ve ever been. Pulling the trigger is easy, it’s always been easy. And the serum made it so much
easier. I’ve been holding it back for so long, I don’t know how much longer I can do it. It’s easy to
kill.” 

“It’s even harder to survive and, yet, here you are.” He paused, chewing on his cheek and lifting his
gaze from you, “Maybe it is time you let loose. Get it out of your system.”

“What? Why?”

“Because, the sooner you do, the sooner you come back to this.” Steve nodded toward the entrance
where your team was gathering around the vans, “They love you and they’re worried about you. The
sooner you take care of your shit, the sooner we get you back.”

He pushed away from you, stuffing his hands in his pockets and heading for the door. 

You frowned, glancing between him and the door with a blink. You hopped off the crate, quickly
following after him, “Are you playing me right now?”

Steve raised an innocent brow, “What?”

“You’re playing reverse psychology,” you said, “You don’t want me going off on my own. You’re
trying to get me to stay.” 

“Obviously.” He stopped in his tracks, turning to you with a sly smile, “Listen to me, you go out there
on your own and he catches you, what happens? Not only do you screw yourself over, you screw us
all over.” 

You paused with a blink and for the second time that night, there was a moment of clarity. 

What? No! 



It wouldn’t help if you left. If anything, it would just end badly for you. You would be alone with no
backup. Ollie’s forces ran deep, if you weren’t careful he’d get the drop on you. 

No. No. No. No. No. 

“You’re not helping,” you said, chasing after him. 

“Isn’t it?”

You sighed, glaring at him as Belov ducked back into the building. 

“It’s time to go, Batman. We’re running out of time.”

You sighed, nodding in thanks to Steve as he turned to follow Belov. He smiled softly as he stepped
toward the door before you darted toward him. 

Steve heard you coming, turning in an instant and letting his smile grow as you wrapped your arms
around his waist.  

“Thank you,” you mumbled, “I needed that.”

Steve nodded, patting your back gently, “Be careful. Bucky’ll kill me if his best girl gets hurt.”

You nodded, waving to him as he ducked into one of the vans with Belov and Yelena. Boone dipped
into the van quickly, pressing a quick kiss to Steve's cheek before he grabbed her and pecked another
kiss to her lips. She smiled before hopping out of the van and Duke offered her his arm, leading her
back toward you. 

Duke nodded to you as they stepped back into the warehouse, followed by Jack, “Good?”

“I knew it was you.” You rolled your eyes with a smirk. 

Jack lifted a finger, “Actually—”

“It was all three of you,” you said, “Yeah. Figured that one out. Relax. I ain’t goin’ anywhere. Yet.”

“Well, we have to go somewhere,” Boone hummed, moving from Duke’s arm to curving her arm
around yours, “Hugh’s got the plane ready, she just needs somewhere to go.”

You nodded, turning to Duke, “What do you got, Dugan?”

He sighed, “A hail Mary.”

You raised a brow as he tossed you Ollie’s Vibranium knuckles. You frowned, turning them over in
your hand before looking up at him. 

“They’re not gonna let us in,” Boone said slowly, shaking her head, “We’re outsiders.”

“All our other safehouses are compromised,” Duke said, “Unless you got a better idea”

You blinked, your eyes darting between the two before you understood what he was talking about,
“Walsh would never look for us there.”

“And they’re going to have supplies.” He nodded, “And a lab. And a hospital.”



His gaze flicked to Jack, who nodded with a sigh before he glanced up at you.

“We both need some help,” he said, “And we need some more allies.”

You nodded slowly, “Let’s move.”

Ollie sighed in relief as he relaxed back in his chair, twisting the Aerocell chip over his knuckles with
a hum. 

Sure, he may have lost (F/N), but this little baby would get him on top and would help him stay on
top. 

“Sir?” his assistant asked, poking her head into his room, “Are you sure you don’t want to go to
medical?”

“I’m sure,” he said with a curt nod, waving her away and laying back in his chair. 

It wasn’t like he could feel pain anymore. He figured out how to turn it off two weeks into getting the
serum. Sure, there was a dull sensation but it was easy to tune out.

He didn’t know why more super soldiers didn’t do it. 

It made everything so much easier. 

“Sir?” his assistant’s voice came again, “Dr. Novak is on the line for you.”

Oliver perked up, sitting up straight in his chair with a smile. 

“Doc—”

“I am going to assume you lost her again.” 

His face fell to a low sneer, “I don’t need this right now.”

“No?” 

“No.” He shook his head, “I was going to inform you that there’s another super soldier on the loose.”

Novak went silent for a moment and a smile erupted across Oliver’s face, splitting the cut in his lip. 

“You are lying.” 

“I am not.” He grinned, “She did it. She must’ve. There’s no other explanation. We would have
known if Aftermath was trying to develop another serum.”

“She did it,” Novak breathed, “I knew it. She is the key to everything.” 

Oliver nodded to himself, “I’m going to need help to get her.”

“Help? What kind of help do you require?” 

“You know what I need,” he hummed, a wicked grin curling across his face. 

“I have four battalions at my disposal. You get one.” 



“Perfect.”

“Sho blaftuni.” 

Find them.   
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War Dogs

Chapter Summary

And, for a moment, a weight was lifted off your shoulders.

For a moment, the air was still.

For a moment, you felt the peace he’d told you about.

The stillness, the clarity, the calm.

The King broke the silence after a moment, “We have a saying here: Rain beats the panther’s
skin but it does not wash out the spots.”

You glanced up at him, with a deadpan, “No matter how hard I try, I can’t escape who I am?”

“Something like that.”

“That is not helpful, your Highness.”

T’Challa chuckled, looking you over carefully before reaching over to wipe a stray tear that ran
down your cheek, “You have to accept yourself. That is what I mean.”
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However long the night, the dawn will break.

The ceiling above his head began to crack. The lights lining the hallway flashed and popped before
being replaced by strobing red that painted the stone walls with creeping shadows. A silhouette
loomed down the hall, one he recognized as he shakily made his way toward it.

“(F/N)?” Bucky called, his voice barely audible above the explosions that echoed below him.

The silhouette darted away as the ground beneath his feet shifted, nearly throwing him off balance as
he sprinted down the hall.

He stumbled as he turned the corner, wincing as a glass door shattered and he caught his reflection in
the shards.

His hair fell in his face, his eyes seemed darker than normal, a mask silenced him.

Bucky shook his head, pushing himself to his feet as he ran after the form he’d only caught a glimpse
of.



“(F/N)?” he yelled again, growling as a piece of the ceiling crashed to the floor. He hurtled over the
top of it and continued to wind his way through the collapsing maze of hallways before he froze.

A gun was pointed at his head; its muzzle pressing dangerously against his temple. He turned quickly,
grabbing the thing before it went off and wrestling it away from the shadow beside him. Whipping
around, he aimed it at the shadow on the floor before his breath caught in his throat.

(F/N) was on the floor in front of him, her dog tags glinting in the flashing light as she scrambled
away from him. Blood poured from her temple and her eyes were wide as she tried to get away.

Bucky lowered the gun, shaking his head as he took in the fear etched in her eyes.

“Doll,” he said, shaking his head as he threw the gun away, “Please, it’s me.”

She said nothing.

Instead, a pair of bootfalls responded behind her. They were slow and menacing, echoing in time with
the cracking of the building before a hand slowly crept from the darkness. (F/N) tore her eyes away
from him, reaching for the hand as it helped her return to her feet.

Wraith stepped from the shadows, tucking her protectively against him as he handed her another
pistol.

And she raised it against Bucky.

Bucky lurched from his sleep, as a trio of shots echoed from the weapon.

But it wasn’t real.

He blinked, wincing at the cold, gray light that seeped from the curtains before he rubbed his eyes. He
was nowhere near a bunker, nowhere near the explosions, or her. He was still in Colombia.

His duffel bag was at his feet and the bed he’d made that morning was already a mess of sheets.

Bucky forced a breath before he sighed, bowing his head into his hands as another trio of knocks
echoed from the door.

“What?” he grumbled, not bothering to look up as he massaged his temples.

“You okay?” Sam’s voice came from the doorway, finally coaxing him to look up.

He nodded slowly, brushing hair out of his face as he rocked to his feet, “Yeah. I just dozed off.”

“It was a late night,” Sam said, picking up the last of his bags from the floor, “You packed?”

Pointing to the bag on the floor, he finally rolled over and snatched it into his arms.

— “I rolled an extra blanket up in there,” she said, “And a backpack full of food, money, notebooks
and pens, just in case you get bored.” —

— “Thanks,” he scoffed, snapping the notebook closed and taking the backpack from her to slip it
inside, “But I can’t take all of it.” —



— She rolled her eyes, “You’re taking it. No arguments.” —

Bucky paused, glancing down at the bag he’d gotten from her before trying to shake away the sound
of her voice from his head. A sigh hummed through him as he turned to the window and gently
opened the curtains.

Rain still pattered against the glass, but a warm breeze blew through the city. Flashes of lightning still
arched over the mountains but the sound of the thunder that followed them was all but gone. Birds
chirped through the trees, playing in puddles that were leftover from the storms that had raged
through the night.

A soft smile spread across his face as he watched them before he paused, feeling Sam’s presence
behind him. He turned slowly, taking in the look on the man’s face with a frown.

He’d never seen the look before. It was something of a cross between sadness and quiet anger.

Bucky forced another breath.

Had they found something? In the short time they’d been loading up the jet, had they stumbled upon
something?

Had they stumbled across her?

He swallowed thickly, “What happened?”

“Nothin’, man.” Sam shook his head, setting his bags on the bed before folding his arms over his
chest, “I’m just thinking.”

Bucky sighed, rolling his eyes slightly as he moved past him, “That’s never a good sign.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Whenever you or Steve think, it’s never a good thing for me.” Bucky scoffed lightly to himself,
stepping out into the hall and pausing for only a moment so that Sam could catch up.

“I’m thinkin’ Romanoff might be right.” Sam stopped as Bucky rolled his eyes with a low growl,
“You’re tellin’ me the way she was buddy-buddy with Wraith didn’t rub you the wrong way?”

“I’m not sayin’ that,” he said, “What are you trying to say?”

“It’s just freakin’ me out, man.” He shrugged, “Winter Soldier is triggered by her and she’s able to
control Wraith? Those don’t line up just outta the blue, unless—”

“Don’t.” Bucky stopped, turning on him with a glare, “I know what you’re saying, but…just don’t.”

Sam sighed, looking over him earnestly, “It’s all Romanoff and Stark are talking about.”

Bucky’s glare darkened, unnerving Wilson for only a moment before the man bounced back with a
nonchalant shrug.

“Just thought you should know.”

“Thanks,” he said as he turned his back on the man and quickly stepped up the stairs toward the roof.



He was hoping that Steve would be right. That all they needed was some rest and that it would put the
rumors and conspiracy theories to bed.

Steve was wrong.

It gave them time to think things over and now things were worse than they were.

(F/N) wasn’t just Wraith’s handler, she had a relationship with him. (F/N) wasn’t brainwashed or
coerced into working with him, she was doing it freely.

She wasn’t forced into Hydra.

She was simply working for them.

She’d been working for them from the beginning.

She wasn’t their friend, she was a manipulator that had been lying to them from the start.

Bucky sighed, trying to shake away the thought from his head as he pulled up his hood and ducked
into the rain. He jogged across the rooftop, pulling his sweatshirt tighter around him as he stepped up
the ramp and into the Quinjet that was waiting to take them back to New York.

He stopped as he stepped into the cabin, watching as Steve shoved his bag into a compartment before
slumping down into a chair.

The man looked as though he hadn’t gotten a second of sleep the night before. His hair was a mess
and his eyes were so tired, he could barely keep them open.

Still, Steve managed to peel one open to take a quick glance at Bucky before it slipped closed again,
“How’d you sleep?”

“Better than you, apparently.” Bucky scoffed, shoving his bag below his seat and slipping off his
hood.

Steve chuckled lowly, running his fingers through his hair, “That bad, huh?”

“It’s something,” he sighed, casting him a short glance, “It’s gonna be a long ride home.”

He nodded slowly, squeezing his eyes shut with a yawn before opening them as more of their team
began to filter into the jet.

“Oof.” Stark’s voice echoed from the ramp as he moved toward the cockpit, “Why do my World War
Two veterans constantly look like shit?”

“Not now, Tony,” Steve hummed with a shake of his head as he settled back in his chair.

Stark shrugged, spinning around in the pilot’s chair as he started the engines, “Maybe it’s time you
just accept that (F/N)—”

“Shut your mouth, Stark,” a low growl hissed from between Steve’s teeth, making Bucky wince as the
men glared at each other.

“He’s not wrong, Steve,” Natasha hummed, stepping between the two men with Clint by her side.

It was Bucky’s turn to shake his head, “Don’t wanna hear it, Romanoff.”



She nodded, plopping down next to Steve as the twins and Vision snuck into the jet, followed by Sam
and then…Parker.

That damn kid.

He’s managed to skirt around Stark’s disappointment the night before but, now?

Now, they were stuck in a confined space with one another.

“Well then,” Stark started, turning once more in his chair as he laid eyes on the kid, “If we don’t
wanna talk about (F/N), maybe you’d all like to hear about Mr. Parker’s adventures, hm?”

Bucky couldn’t help the sigh of relief that left his throat as he relaxed back, everyone’s attention
turning from him to the kid.

“What adventure, Mr. Stark? I don’t know what you’re talking about—” Parker grimaced, turning on
his heel to leave the craft by stopping as the ramp closed.

Locking him inside with all of them.

He sighed, turning back toward them and setting down his backpack. A cheeky smile spread across
his face as he looked around them, “You’re not gonna believe this—”

Stark shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose, “Neither is your Aunt May.”

You winced lightly, holding your side as the C-17 soared over the Atlantic. The plane jostled back and
forth over turbulence as you squeezed your eyes shut and knocked your head against the window.

— The plane roared over the white-capped ocean with thunderous engines. Lightning tore through
ragged, black clouds in streaks of light, illuminating your face as you gazed out rain-spattered
windows from the comfort of your cot. —

Alpha Two had packed up the warehouse shortly after Steve and the rest of your informants had left.
You were on your way back to the mansion and into the plane before you even really knew what was
happening.

You were tired. Your body was tired. And so was your mind.

Between the bullet wound in your side, the never-ending headache that pierced through your skull,
and the low whisper that hissed in your ear, you hadn't had a second of rest.

— “Good,” Weston smiled, flicking the butt of his cigar into the trash bin, “Now suit up, this plane
ain’t stopping.” —

— “You’re saying I have to jump?” —

You shook your head with a flinch, trying to wave away the smell of cigar smoke that wafted into
your nose.

Jump.

We’re not jumping out over the Atlantic.



Lame. You’ve done it before.

— “Damnit, (F/N)!” Ollie screamed, hanging onto his chair, “You better have a plan.” —

— “We’re gonna jump.” —

That was over the Pacific.

Same difference.

You sighed, opening your eyes tiredly as the voice relented for a moment, leaving you with only a
headache and a strobing pain in your side. Grabbing the pillow Boone had snagged for you, you
curled up in a corner of the C-17, as far away from the rest of your team as you could.

And surprisingly close to the emergency exit.

You frowned, shaking your head as you jumped to your feet and snatched your pillow.

Steve was right. You couldn’t just leave them. They needed you and you needed them.

Just like Ollie needed you?

You winced as the voice returned and you paused in your stride, your body involuntarily turning back
toward the exit.

— “Listen to me very carefully, Ollie,” you yelled over the wind as you held onto the side of the plane
with one hand and the back of Oliver’s shirt with the other, “We’re at 17,000 feet and losing altitude,
at about 4,000 feet, no matter what, you need to pull this cord.” —

— “But (F/N)—” —

— “No matter what, Private,” you growled, “Pull. The. Fucking. Cord.” —

You’d saved his life so many times—even if you were the one that got him into trouble anyway. And,
despite everything that he’d done to you, you saved him from being beaten to a pulp by Jack.

No, no, no. You didn’t do it to save him. You did it because you wanted to kill him yourself.

No. You shook your head, turning away from the exit again and heading toward the main cabin. Jack
didn’t need the blood on his hands, not when he didn’t understand what was happening to him.

Aw, but then we’d match.

You sighed, trying to mentally swat away the voice before you paused, your eyes dragging themself
toward a row of parachutes that were hanging next to the exit. You swallowed thickly, watching them
as they swung back and forth slowly, like a hypnotist’s pendulum.

You relaxed slowly, taking a slow step toward them as you eyed the door.

Jump—

“Don’t fuckin’ jump, you dipshit.” A hand landed on your shoulder, pulling you back toward the
cabin as Boone appeared beside you with a low drawl.

You blinked slowly, pulling away from her and turning to face her.



Boone raised a brow, setting her hand on her hip before she brushed past you to slide the door shut on
the parachutes; hiding them from your view.

“Seriously?”

“I-I wasn’t gonna,” you stuttered, shaking your head and hugging your pillow against your chest, “I
was just…thinkin’ about it.”

Boone’s face fell from a playful smirk to a worried frown as you slumped down on top of Raffa’s
desk. She crossed the plane in a few strides, hopping onto the desk beside you and swinging her legs.

“You need to rest,” she hummed softly, taking your hand and squeezing it, “When’s the last time you
slept?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Ya know,” Boone continued, barely missing a beat, “Stan says that sleep deprivation leads to
hallucinations…”

— “It’s amazing what you can do to a person when they’re knocking on death’s door. High as a kite,
blind as a bat,” he chuckled, the sound chilling you to the bone as it rolled across the table. He
leaned forward, dropping his voice to a rasped whisper, “It’s amazing what you can do with a
hallucinogen, blood packs, and blanks.” —

You shook your head, looking up at her as a frown stretched across your face, “I’m not hallucinating.
I’m just…”

“What?”

“Weighing my options.”

Boone clicked her tongue, hopping off the desk and taking your hand to tug you along with her.

“Weigh your options after a nap,” she said, “And a snack. Trust me, it’ll make you feel better. Plus,
the longer you sleep, the sooner we’ll get to where we’re going.”

You scoffed, smiling softly as she tossed you a handful of fresh fruit, “You sure this is a good idea?”

“It’s a better idea than jumping out of a plane over the middle of the Atlantic.” She shrugged with a
playful smirk, “Even if it would be just a bit entertaining to see what you would do.”

“Shut up.” You rolled your eyes, “We don’t even know if they’ll let us in.”

“They will.” Boone nodded to herself, “Maybe. If not, we’ll just camp out until they take pity on us.”

“And, if they don’t?”

“Then we’ll figure things out, like we always do,” she said, “I bet they have the second-best sunsets in
the world.”

You raised a brow, looking her over slowly, “Second best?”

“Nothin’ beats a sunset in Big Sky Country,” she mused, a fond grin curled to her lips as she grabbed
your hand again, “C’mon. You’re going to bed.”



Another scoff puffed from your nose before you finally nodded and followed her through the plane.
You winced slightly as it hit turbulence again, the sound of Jesse’s dog tags chiming through the cabin
hiding the pained hiss that snuck through your teeth as you strained your stitches.

— “I didn’t ask what you think,” you growled, cinching him in as tight as you could, “I need you to
do exactly as I say, do you understand?” —

Jump.

T’Challa placed his hands behind his back as he let his eyes float over the charred columns that lined
the garden. A film of soot sat atop what was left of the water in the room. Smoke still swirled from
the far corners of the garden, embers glowed beneath the earth.

The faint remnants of the heart-shaped herbs disintegrated with every step his gardeners took, trying
to save anything that was left of the plant.

He sighed, shaking his head as he looked over the room once more.

Thanks to N’Jadaka, it was likely T’Challa would be the last holder of the Black Panther mantle.

A blessing and a curse placed upon him by Bast herself.

The last Black Panther and King of Wakanda.

A title any of his predecessors may have bore on their own.

But T’Challa had plans.

“Have you thought about my offer?” he asked out loud, feeling the presence behind him before he
even turned around.

Nakia looked over him slowly, tilting her head to the side as a smile spread across her face and he
joined her, “I have.”

T’Challa smiled, turning his back on the herb garden and taking her hand in his, “And?”

“An outreach program is ambitious,” she said, her green dress swishing as she moved down the hall
with him.

“Mhm.”

Nakia paused for a moment, glancing up at him and smoothing his robes, “What do the elders think of
it?”

“I…do not entirely care,” he said slowly, gauging her reaction carefully, “We have been in the
shadows for far too long, my love. It is time to step into the sun.”

“What of the Queen Mother?”

“She is standing beside me.” He smiled, “At least, for now.”

A large grin spread across Nakia’s face, the corners of her eyes crinkling in the way T’Challa loved
before she raised a brow.



“Have you told the Princess yet?”

“Not yet.” A sly smile spread across T’Challa’s face as he shook his head, “I thought I would surprise
her. She will love it.”

“Yes, she will.”

T’Challa paused in his stride, taking Nakia’s hand and pulling her closer to him to press a chaste kiss
to her temple, “Thank you, my love.”

Nakia reached up to cup his cheeks, gently thumbing his lips as she opened her mouth to say
something before they were both interrupted.

“My King!” Ayo’s voice echoed down the hall as she stepped swiftly toward them.

T’Challa’s face fell as she stopped in front of them, bowing her head in time with her spear sharply
hitting the ground.

“What is it?”

Nakia’s smile turned to a frown as she glanced over the woman, “What now?”

Ayo lifted her head, her jaw set into place, “A military cargo plane has touched down on the western
border. What is left of the Border Tribe is racing to refortify the border.”

“Show me.”

Ayo turned on her heel, leading the two of them through the Citadel as more of the Dora Milaje began
to gather together within what was left of their war room.

Shuri was at the far end of the room, trying desperately to get their border security functioning while
Okoye watched over her shoulder.

“What is it?” T’Challa asked, his voice echoing through the room and quieting the Dora Milaje that
were there. They stepped aside, bowing their heads as he moved toward his sister.

“Brother! I am not sure,” Shuri said with a frown, barely casting him a glance as she continued to
work, “N’Jadaka destroyed all my things.”

Nakia frowned, looking over the flickering video feed, “Did he have reinforcements arriving?”

“We do not have the manpower for this right now,” Okoye whispered as T’Challa stopped by her side.

“Manpower?” Another voice came from the room.

T’Challa turned, watching as Agent Ross finished fixing his jacket, and winced back as a glare came
from Okoye.

“Why do we need more manpower?” he asked, looking over T’Challa worriedly, “Your Highness,
what is happening?

“I don’t suppose that belongs to you.” T’Challa nodded toward the glitching image of the plane just
outside their border.

“As far as I know, no one knows I’m here,” Ross said, frowning as he came closer, “What is it?”



“It’s a military cargo plane on the western border,” Shuri hummed, pulling up a tablet with a light
growl and a shake of her head, “It does not have a tail number. The Border Tribe is moving to keep an
eye on it.”

Okoye nodded, glancing at Shuri with a smirk as she took a closer look at the plane, “And hopefully
getting your technology working again.”

“It is not funny.” Shuri returned a glare, her eyes narrowing at the General, “Perhaps they are just
lost.”

Nakia raised a brow, “They landed right outside the border. That is not a coincidence.”

“Um,” Ross spoke up from behind them, pointing at the screen, “They’re not lost. They’re trying to
get your attention.”

T’Challa frowned, his gaze flicking back to the craft as its ramp began to lower. He took a step closer
to the screen, watching as a woman ducked down the ramp with a large disc in her hand.

No, not a disc.

A shield.

And not just any shield.

Libra.

“Oh, shit,” Ross whispered under his breath, pinching the bridge of his nose, “You’ve got to be
kidding me. Cavanaugh.”

T’Challa raised a brow, a small smile working to his face as the woman turned toward their border
and waved—even if she couldn't see the cameras that were currently on her.

He smiled, shaking his head as he turned from the room, “Get me a Talon Fighter. General, gather
your guard. Ayo and Aneka, stay with Mother. Shuri, with me.”

You stretched slightly, setting down on the floor of the C-17 and looking out the ramp as the sun set
on the horizon. You hummed a sigh, taking in the warm air and sun as it sent golden hues into the
plane.

It was almost the complete of how you’d left Colombia. Clear blue sky replaced the gray and the
warm, golden sun replaced the dreary rain.

You winced as its light was reflected into your eyes. You blinked with a squint, your eyes darting to
Boone as she held Duke’s shield just right she flung the sun right into your eyes.

A Cheshire grin spread across her face as you glared at her before she set her sights on annoying
Duke.

He was standing opposite you, leaning against the plane and staring off into the distance as she sent
the sun in his direction.

“Stop,” he warned her, less than amused as she flipped his shield through her hands.



Boone pouted, rolling her eyes as she spun his shield on her palm, “Wanna play frisbee?”

“Fuck off, Cavanaugh.”

“Oh, come on.” She rolled her eyes, tossing it to herself before spinning around to throw it at him.

“No! Don’t scratch it!” Duke snapped, snatching it before it hit the ground and glaring at her. He held
the shield to his chest with a scowl, “It was a gift.”

Boone giggled, turning on her heel to waltz farthing down the ramp and bask in the sun.

You managed a scoff, pushing yourself to your feet with a grown as you stepped from the shadows
into the sunlight to join her.

The sun dipped below the horizon, silhouetting the trees that were littered through the landscape and
the flocks of birds that were moving through the sky.

“Yo,” Raf called from the plane, “You think they noticed us yet?”

“They’re probably trying to figure out who we are,” you said, crossing your arms over your chest as
you let the sun warm your skin.

“If King T’Challa doesn’t recognize this face, then there’s a problem,” Boone mused, trailing her
fingers over the scars that tracked down her face.

Belov rolled his eyes, tiredly closing his eyes as he lay, sprawled out, across the floor, “Shut up,
Беда.”

Boone turned on him, sticking out her tongue with a whine before swinging back toward the ground.
She hopped down the ramp before taking a step into the lush grass that was below the ramp. She ran
her fingertips through the grass, picking some to anxiously rip between her fingers as she began to
pace.

“What happens if they don’t let us in?” Jesse asked, reclining back into Ari as he wrapped his arms
around her.

“Delta Base is on the other side of the country,” he said, glancing up at you, “It is an option.”

“I don’t wanna go where Wraith expects us to go,” she said, chewing on her cheeks, “And, I don’t
think we have enough fuel for that.”

Yelena shrugged, staring out the window with a sigh, “We are going to have to walk.”

“I’m not leaving my plane,” Jesse said before pointing at Ari, “And he can’t walk.”

“We are on plane full of super soldiers.” The Russian shrugged again, “I’m sure someone can carry
him.”

Ari sent a glare her way, “No.”

You chuckled lightly as Yelena laughed at him before you turned your back on them and followed
Boone into the grass.



The breeze rambled through the stalks, shifting and moving them to look like waves in the ocean as
the sun glimmered off the crests.

“It’s been ages since I’ve been to Africa,” Boone sighed as you reached her, a small smile spread
across her face, “Oh, I’ve missed it.”

You smiled, taking in the sun before movement caught your eyes. You spun around, looking at the
border of Wakanda as it began to shimmer and shift like a mirage.

You swore you could see shapes form on the other side and a low engine whirring as the air shifted.

“Tell me someone else is seeing this,” you whispered, watching as the mirage began to fade.

“Oh, I see it,” Boone hummed, nudging you gently, “And I’m really glad you can see it too. I cannot
be trippin’ balls right now.”

You laughed, shaking your head as the mirage faded and the look on your face fell.

What was once open space was replaced by a line of warriors watching you and a trio of jets quickly
making their way over the field.

“Everybody up,” you called over your shoulder, taking a slow stride toward the ramp and catching
Jesse’s attention, “If there’s trouble—”

“We can’t run, mate.” She shook her head, “Gonna have to face it head-on.”

You sucked a breath through your teeth before turning to Boone and Duke. “Cavanaugh, Dugan.”

Duke rolled his shield through his fingers, tossing you the Vibranium you’d stolen from Walsh, “I was
expecting a different kind of welcoming committee.”

“I wouldn’t say we’re really welcome,” you muttered, watching as the three jets landed in front of you
and the familiar red uniforms of the Dora Milaje flashed into view.

You watched them carefully as they poured out of two of the jets, their spears and jewelry glinting in
the sun as they moved toward you before they stopped. The third jet opened slowly before a form
finally stepped toward you and you relaxed.

King T’Challa.

A breath of relief ran through you as you nodded to Boone, “Let’s go.”

Boone stepped in front of you, letting you and Duke flank her as she took confident steps toward the
King and his guards.

She stopped a few feet from the border, carefully toeing the line as the Dora Milaje sized her up
before she spoke with a warm smile, “King T’Challa.”

T’Challa nodded to her, stepping through the grass toward her as he studied her, "Agent Cavanaugh. It
has been a while.”

“It has.” Boone agreed, gesturing to the robes he was wearing, “You look good.

“And you are healing,” he said, gesturing to the scars on her face.



“Thanks.”

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” he asked, tilting his head to the side with a small smile until it fell,
“Unless this is not a pleasure.”

Boone sighed, glancing back at you and Duke before turning back to T’Challa, “Our base in the States
was attacked about a month ago. We lost a lot of operatives and the rest scattered. We—I lost three.
We’ve been on the run since and now…I have more injured.”

T’Challa’s face fell even further, “I see. Agent Cavanaugh—”

“Look,” Boone said, wincing as she interrupted him, “I know it’s asking a lot—and I’m not expecting
you to let us in. But, please, Your Highness, we need medical supplies.”

He looked her over once more before turning his attention to you and Duke and then the rest of the
plane, “Who attacked you?”

“Wraith.” She frowned, “He found us. Wormed his way into our bases and threw us into the dark.”

T’Challa nodded slowly, “We were attacked as well.”

You frowned, instinctively taking a step toward him as you took in his words.

He was attacked as well? By who?

Oliver may have been an idiot, but even he wasn’t that dumb. He’d never go after an entire country.

Would he?

“By Wraith?” Boone asked, glancing at the Dora Milaje as they stared you down.

“No, no.” T’Challa waved her off with a soft chuckle, “By…my cousin.”

You both relaxed slightly, taking a step back as Boone sighed in relief.

“Sounds messy.”

“Incredibly.” He nodded, “But, that is no reason we should not help each other.”

“We don’t want to intrude.”

“Nonsense.” T’Challa waved her off again, “Besides, I am sure my sister needs help rebuilding her
lab.”

Boone blinked, her eyes lighting up as a smile spread across her face, “If you’re offering me a once-
in-a-lifetime chance to look inside one of the Princess’ labs, I am so in.”

She paused, glancing over at you with a pleading look in her eye, “Right? We’re in?”

You nodded, smiling at T’Challa as he turned his attention to you and Duke. His eyes were on the
shield that Duke securely held in his hands before they moved over Duke himself.

“Libra?” he asked, raising a brow as Duke nodded and took a step forward.

“Sergeant Duke Dugan,” he said, “It’s nice to finally meet you, your Highness.”



T’Challa nodded to him, another smile finding its way to his face, “You are not what I expected.”

“We’re just getting started,” Duke said with a sigh before gesturing at you.

The King’s smile faltered slightly as he turned to you. His gaze wandered over you for a moment
before he finally spoke, “We know each other?”

“We do.”

T’Challa looked over you confused as you reached into your pocket and produced the Vibranium
you’d promised to return. You held them out to him and he gently took them from your hands. He
rolled them through his hands for a moment before he looked up at you in understanding.

“One of the first things you ever told me was—”

“Ghost,” he said quickly, “Nobody wages war with ghosts.”

A smirk curled to the corners of your lips as you nodded and his eyes widened.

“You—”

“Ghost is a woman?” a familiar voice shouted from behind the Dora Milaje. You winced back,
cocking your head to the side before a smile spread across your face and Princess Shuri appeared
beside her brother. She looked you over excitedly, “I do not believe in the gods but...Praise be to Bast!
Brother—”

“—are Ghost.” T’Challa finished, chuckling as his sister continued to look over you.

You nodded with a small smile, “I am. Captain (F/N) (L/N), your Highness.”

T’Challa’s smile grew with yours as he took you in for a moment more before he nodded to himself,
“We will take care of your aircraft. Okoye, alert the Palace that we’re going to have more guests.”

Oliver ducked into the darkened building, wincing at the sound of New York City traffic as he did
before he found himself in the cool silence of the brick building. He stepped through the lobby before
slipping into an elevator in the far corner of the room.

He hummed to himself, watching as the elevator doors slid closed and left him inside a metallic box.

Pausing for only a moment, he took in the severity of his reflection.

The entirety of his face was bruised. The cut on his lip was swollen. Each of his muscles felt as if they
had been torn and forcibly reformed.

He looked like shit.

No wonder people were staring at him on the streets.

A wicked cackle left his lips as he ducked out of the elevator before he paused. The room he entered
was almost deathly quiet, the only sound was that of a red pen scratching across a pile of papers.

Merek Novak sat at a large leather chair, his glasses sliding off the end of his nose as he snapped the
papers in front of him into a folder. He glanced up at Oliver only once before his eyes snapped back to



his paperwork and he stopped.

Novak straightened, cocking his head to the side as he took in Oliver before he clicked his tongue, “I
see she beat you again.”

“I got Aerocell back.” Oliver rolled his eyes, stepping further toward the man before taking a seat
across from him.

“You lost.”

“I did not,” he snapped, “It was…”

“What?” the Doctor snapped, “A draw?”

“Something like that,” Oliver grumbled, folding his arms over his chest in annoyance, “With Aerocell
back online, she can’t hide from me. I can close the ground between us within a few days.”

“I have no doubt that she has more tricks up her sleeve,” Novak said, raising an unconvinced brow as
he took his glasses off to clean them, “What interests me is the second super soldier you saw. You are
sure?”

“That he was enhanced? Yes.” Oliver slid closer to the Doctor, setting his elbows on his desk and
dropping his voice to a whisper, “She has more people with her. She has—”

“What?” Novak hummed with a smirk, “Someone like me? No. She has no desire to recreate what
happened to her. Which means—”

“It was an accident.” Oliver blinked, cocking his head to the side as a wicked grin curled to his lips,
“She did it by accident.”

The Doctor nodded slowly, mirroring his smile, “The question is: Is this new soldier stable? And can
we bend him to our will, instead of hers?”

He chuckled, pushing himself to his feet.

Novak relaxed back in his chair, “You are into the Avengers’ inner circle, yeah?”

Oliver nodded, already knowing where he was taking things.

“And you can hold it?”

“I’ve got Stark under my thumb. Romanoff’s close to going.”

The Doctor nodded, smoothing his suit, “Use her mistrust to your advantage.”

“With (F/N)’s display in Medellín, it won’t be hard,” he said, “They’re all sinking deeper.”

“And the Soldier?”

“Holding steady.”

“Break him. Do what you must,” Novak said, earning him a hum of confusion from Oliver. The
Doctor paused, glancing up at him, “If you cannot manipulate him, use him to manipulate her. Get
closer. Make amends where needed and get me my super soldier.”



You’d never seen such a sight. A city so clean and beautiful and bustling with people even as the sun
faded. The city glittered to life in elegant hues of purples and blue, a stark contrast to the golds that
had sparkled in the sun.

The Golden City was carefully cradled inside the mountains while a river flowed to the foot of the
Wakandan Palace.

The Citadel.

“It’s beautiful,” you breathed, glancing to T’Challa as the jet you were in soared over the city.

“Thank you,” he hummed, “It has not been seen by outsiders in decades—”

“Wow!” Boone sighed from across the jet, leaning further against the window to get a better look.

“Boone,” you snapped, “Don’t touch anything.”

“Sorry.”

You rolled your eyes, earning a chuckle from T’Challa as the Jet soared over the Citadel and began to
land.

“You know, you could have called us,” you said, glancing playfully at T’CHalla, “We woulda kicked
your cousin’s ass for you.”

He smiled, shaking his head as the jet came to a stop and the engines died down, “It was something I
had to take care of. As Black Panther and King of Wakanda, I must be prepared to protect my nation.”

“Fair enough. Looks like you could’ve used the help, though,” you said, nodding to the spiral smoke
that came from the hills beyond the city.

“Perhaps.” T’Challa smirked, “The same could go for you.”

“Meaning what?”

“You could have come for help sooner.”

You shrugged, “Something we both need to work on, I guess.”

“Indeed.” He nodded, leading you and the Dora Milaje out of the jet and toward the entrance of the
Citadel.

The doors swept open for him and the Dora Milaje stood aside to let him pass before following after
you and your team.

The halls of the Citadel were brightly lit and adorned with bright colors and patterns. Even with the
bold colors, it was quiet and calm, and welcoming.

Right until another woman stepped in front of your group. She was wearing black and adorned gold
with an intricate isicholo placed on her head.

“My son,” the woman said, stopping T’Challa in his tracks as she raised a brow.

“Mama.” He nodded, glancing at you only once as she looked you over.



“What is this?”

“Friends,” he replied with a curt nod.

The woman nodded slowly, still looking at you suspiciously, “Are they here to pick up the other one?”

You frowned, turning to your team to take a headcount before turning back to T’Challa, “What other
one?”

“Don’t worry about—” T’Challa shook his head before he was once again cut off by Boone.

“Ev?”

You blinked, turning on your heel to catch Agent Everett Ross coming down the hall toward you.

“Cavanaugh?” he asked, shaking his head in disbelief as her jaw dropped, and then both pointed to
each other in unison.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“I went on a mission for an alibi after I faked your death,” he said with a shrug.

“And you ended up here? Lucky man.”

Everett rolled his eyes, shaking his head as Boone pulled him into a quick hug.

“We have a lot to talk about.”

“T’Challa,” the Queen Mother raised her voice, catching the attention of everyone in the group, “That
does not answer my question.”

“Friends, Mother,” T’Challa said again, “Friends that have helped me in the past and now need my
help.”

“Mama,” Shuri said quietly, stepping toward the woman, “This is Ghost.”

“Ghost?” The Queen Mother blinked, “As in the masked madman that saved my Shuri?”

“No, no.” Duke shook his head and raised his hand, “That was me.”

You groaned inwardly with a roll of your eyes.

“What?” he asked, almost incredulously, “I take full credit for the coolest catch in the world.”

Shuri nodded with a smile, “It was a very good catch.”

“See?” Duke grinned, sending you a wink as you glared into the floor, “Even the Princess says so.”

The Queen Mother sighed, looking you over once more before she nodded. She turned away from
you, heading back down the hall before calling over her shoulder, “The Elders will not be happy about
this.”

“I will deal with it later.” T'Challa shrugged before continuing on. You followed quickly after him,
taking in the halls and rooms of the palace before he turned to you, “Agent Cavanaugh said you
needed medical supplies. Are you the only one hurt?”



He nodded to the reddened stain on your shirt.

You shrugged, “Hurt is a loose term.”

T’Challa paused in his stride, quickly letting his gaze flick over you, “Something else is going on.”

“Well—”

“That was not a question,” he said, quickening his pace, “You are surprisingly easy to read without
your mask.”

“Damn,” you sighed, “We need some time to sort some…blood work out.”

Once again, he paused. His eyes wandered your form for a moment before he nodded to himself.

“Come,” he said, “We’ll get you settled for the night and Shuri will take you to her labs tomorrow.”

“Thank you for this,” you said quietly, “We really do appreciate it.”

“As I see it, I owe you,” he hummed, “You saved my sister’s life and then mine.”

You blinked, looking him over in confusion as he led you further into the Citadel.

“Vengeance,” T’Challa said, “It is a thing that consumes and then destroys. You helped me see that.”

You managed a chuckle before your smile fell.

You helped him see the vengeance inside of him. And he used that to better himself.

So, what in the fuck were you doing?

Having fun, duh. That’s a stupid question.

Shut up.

You sighed, shaking your head as you looked up at him, “Can you help me see it?”

T’Challa frowned, glancing down at you before placing a steady hand on your shoulder with a sure
nod, “We’ll get you settled in, then we’ll talk.”

Steve grumbled to himself, stretching as he rocked to his feet and the Quinjet finally landed at the
Tower.

Bucky was right. It was an incredibly long ride home.

And Steve was wrong. Incredibly wrong.

Sleep did not help the situation at all. Both Natasha and Stark came back with more and more
theories.

And the worst thing about it?

If he hadn’t been in on it, they would have made sense.



(F/N) was notorious for keeping secrets and being mysterious. It didn’t lend well to her case.

And it didn’t help that Walsh was getting closer and closer to Stark, or that Romanoff was definitely
leaning towards Stark’s side.

A sinking feeling was beginning to eat away at him. Stark was close to being too far gone. Barton
might have been able to pull Natasha back into clarity, but Stark?

He’d been betrayed one too many times. (F/N)’s was just another in a long line of them.

To make matters worse, he was pretty sure he was losing Sam and Parker was long gone.

It wasn’t looking good.

Walsh was good, he’d give him that. And he always seemed to be around the Tower.

“You good?” Barton asked, sneaking around the corner to meet him as he ducked into the Tower.

“Walsh is on his way.” Steve shook his head, “Wants to talk to Tony.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

He paused in his stride, glancing over his shoulder before turning back to Clint with a glare, “I don’t
want him to get close to Romanoff.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Clint said, nodding as Steve turned away from him before he called after
him, “Hey.”

He stopped turning back to him as nonchalantly as he could.

“What did she tell you?”

Steve raised a brow, “Who?”

“Cavanaugh.”

He swallowed thickly, praying Barton wouldn’t ask any more questions, “That I need to talk to
(L/N).”

“What did you talk to (L/N) about?”

Damn.

“Don’t lie, Rogers,” he added, “You may be a surprisingly good liar for your age, but I’m tired of
being lied to.”

Steve grimaced, “I don’t know what happened when Romanoff gave her that gas but it screwed with
her.”

“What do you mean?”

“She was gonna go solo.”

“Solo?” he asked with a frown, “Like she used to?”



Steve blinked with a shrug, “She said she was thinking about running. She said that killing was easy
—”

“Not surprising.” Clint interrupted him, glancing over his shoulder before his face fell, “You should
have seen her back in the day. You didn’t want to be on the receiving end of her rifle…or her fists.”

“And…” Steve trailed off, following Clint’s gaze as it landed on a pair of redheads across the room.

Natasha and Walsh.

He frowned, quickly turning away from them before they noticed his stare.

“And?”

“She said…she…” he said slowly, watching as Sam and Pietro ducked down the stairs before he
continued, “She accidentally turned one of her operatives into a super soldier.”

Clint jumped, turning back to him with wide eyes and a low growl, “Accidentally? How do you
accidentally turn someone into a super soldier?”

“Don’t look at me!” Steve hissed with a shrug, “I don’t have a damn clue.”

“Does Walsh know?”

“Considering he was…on the receiving end of her friend I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“They’ll target her now,” Clint whispered, “Walsh won’t stop until he gets to her, even if he has to go
through us.”

“I know.”

“Hate to break it to you, Cap,” he said, “But we might have to go off script for this.”

“Stick to it for now,” Steve sighed, “Montana knows my patience is wearing thin.”

Glass crinkled beneath Shuri’s feet as she swept up the remnants of the bay window that had looked
into the mines. She’d give it to Ross, he’d stayed behind much longer than she anticipated and the
glass had held up to the attack much better than she thought possible.

Perhaps she’d have to reinforce it even more.

Shuri nodded to herself before glancing over the lab with a frown.

There was not much in the main sector of her lab, luckily, the medical wing was mostly intact.

A perfect spot for Ghost and his…her…team to recoup.

She’d hardly been able to sleep that night, the chance to finally meet Ghost and Libra and Agent
Cavanaugh, after T’Challa had talked so much about them, was far too exciting.

It was a shame that her lab looked like this, though.

If only they’d shown up a week prior, it would have been in working order.



Shuri set her hands on her hips, glancing over the room once more before her eyes landed on the
gauntlets Killmonger—N’Jadaka had destroyed.

That was twice now that they’d failed her.

Sure, the first time it had only been a prototype, but N’Jadaka had been able to destroy it easily.

And she wasn’t able to stop him.

Shuri stepped across the room, letting her fingers drift over the damaged metal with a sigh.

She was going to have to be better. She was going to make them better.

Shuri nodded to herself, whirling around to grab her tools before she paused, eyeing the two
Vibranium objects Ghost had given her brother.

They were primitive, that much she was sure about. The person that had forged them had done a
subpar job, but she was sure the weapon had performed well enough.

Well, not well enough to stop Ghost from taking them.

They were formed like a classic pair of brass knuckles but the tips of each one were carved to a dull
point. Not meant for slicing or stabbing. No, they were meant for breaking. To apply as much blunt
force as humanly possible.

The base was also thicker than regular knuckles and, in the center of the bottom, was a singular port.

Or, at least, what she thought was a port.

Though, she couldn’t find anything that would plug into them.

Shuri frowned, poking at the things with her nail before backing away from them with a shudder.

She didn’t want to know where they had been or what they had done.

She couldn’t begin to imagine what Wraith had done with them.

Shaking her head, she turned away from them before she paused.

The main elevator opened from across the room. She watched as Ghost and her team ducked out of
the elevator, following one of her scientists through the room before ducking toward the medical
wing.

Her eyes fell to Ghost as she moved through the room.

She wasn’t at all what Shuri expected.

The way she moved and walked, it was a toned-down version of what she looked like in the suit. But
it was her face that caught her attention.

The way (E/C) eyes tracked every movement that surrounded her, taking it and studying it before she
moved on. But her eyes were tired—strained. More so than Shuri thought they would be. Dog tags
jingled from her neck and combat boots thudded lightly against the floor.



It was Libra that caught her eye second; well, it was his smile, actually. It was bright and cheeky,
offset by auburn hair that was shaved on the side with longer pieces on top. He wasn’t as analytical as
Ghost was but his companion was.

The man that was wearing the same ring as he was.

The man’s eyes were a striking blue that darted everywhere, all at once. They took in everything, just
like Ghost’s. Dark tattoos trailed up his left arm, leading under his shirt before reappearing at the back
of his neck.

“Boone,” Ghost’s voice drew Shuri back to the woman as they moved through the lab, “Keep your
hands to yourself.”

Agent Cavanaugh popped up from the other side of her work table with a pout on her face.

Shuri paused, her face falling as she took in the scars that littered her face.

The scars she received from the same explosion that took her Baba’s life.

She swallowed thickly as Agent Cavanaugh swung toward them with a whine, “But—”

“Put your hands in your pockets, Boonie,” Libra called, not bothering to glance over his shoulder as
they stepped up toward the medical wing, “C’mon.”

“Aw. But, Duke, this place is cool.”

“Don’t care, you ain’t touchin’ shit.”

Cavanaugh stuffed her hands in her pockets, glaring at the group before giving in and following after
them with a huff.

None of them were at all what she was expecting, especially when they stepped off the plane the day
before.

They’d all looked so disheveled and displaced, it was no wonder that T’Challa had taken them in.

It was also no wonder that Okoye had told her to stay away from them.

They were spies and soldiers after all, and after the havoc that N’Jadaka had wrought upon the capital,
it was no wonder they didn’t know who they could trust.

Killmonger was just like them after all.

He was trained to destabilize governments, taught to kill without remorse.

They were just like him.

But that didn’t mean that she wasn’t curious.

Shuri bit her lip, eyeing the medical wing and taking a step toward it before she paused.

Okoye didn’t want her to go up there. She wanted her to stay out of the way and as far away from
them as possible.

But since when did she take orders from Okoye?



Shuri nodded to herself, taking another step toward the wing before she felt a presence behind her.

“It’s been a while.” a voice came from beside her.

Shuri whirled around, going to grab her gauntlets before she paused.

Somehow, Ghost had managed to sneak back around her lab without her noticing and was quietly
looking over what was left of her work.

“Did you finally get those working?” Ghost asked, cocking her head to the side and she pointed to the
gauntlet in her hand.

“I did.” Shuri nodded.

“So, why do they look like that?”

“N’Jadaka destroyed them in our fight.”

“You fought him?”

“I tried.”

“Well, you’re not dead, so I’d say you came out on top,” Ghost said, eyeing the gauntlet once more
before she nodded, “They look good.”

“Thank you.”

“(F/N) by the way,” she said, placing her hands behind her back as she wandered toward Wraith’s
weapons, “Just in case you wanted to know.”

“Shuri,” Shuri said, “My name is Shuri.”

Ghost—(F/N)—chuckled, “I know your name, Princess. We’ve met before.”

Shuri nodded, following after (F/N) as she continued through the lab before she stopped beside
Wraith’s weapons.

She stared at them for a moment before she spoke, “What do you think?”

“Rudimentary work.” Shuri shrugged, looking over the pieces, unimpressed.

(F/N) scoffed, “I thought they worked pretty damn good.”

“You saw them up close?”

“I saw the aftermath.”

Shuri nodded slowly, picking up one of the weapons carefully, “Maybe you can tell me what this is
here. It looks like an information port but there is nothing stored inside.”

“He electrified them,” the woman said, glancing at them once more before turning away from her,
“That must’ve been what he used to connect it to his suit.”

A frown found its way to Shuri’s face as she turned them over in her palm before tossing them back
onto the table, “How did you get them off?”



“Brute force.”

Shuri raised a brow, looking over the woman quickly.

“I’m not sure if it’s all of the Vibranium he took,” (F/N) continued, “It’s Ollie’s latest gadget but he
hasn’t been wearing the armor lately. He could have scrapped it to make this or this could have been
extra from the shield. I’m not entirely sure.”

Shuri blinked, a frown finding its way to her face.

Ollie?

Who was Ollie?

She didn’t know anyone named Ollie…did she?

Unless…

“You unmasked Wraith?” she asked, “And you know him?”

“Unfortunately.” (F/N) nodded, “We know each other very well.”

“Agent Cavanaugh told my brother you were attacked,” she said, “This was before you took off the
mask?”

“He took off the mask himself,” (F/N) hummed, still strolling through her lab, “Put us on our heels
and has been after us ever since. He’s manipulating the Avengers to think he’s me.”

“No offense, but it’s not a hard sell,” Shuri said slowly, gauging the woman’s reaction as she moved
toward her, “He had your mannerisms down on the convoy. If you weren’t in the same place at the
same time, I would have gotten you confused.”

“Don’t say that,” another voice drawled from the stairs, “She doesn't like when you equate him to
her.”

Agent Cavanaugh stepped carefully toward the lab, taking in everything around her as she did.

“Sorry.”

Ghost shrugged, a soft smile playing on her face as she nodded to Cavanaugh, “What do you think?”

“I think I’m in love,” Cavanaugh crooned as she turned toward Shuri, “I am incredibly jealous. Your
labs are beautiful.”

A wide smile spread across her face, “Thank you.”

“Were you the one that designed your jets?” Cavanaugh asked, stepping down toward the shattered
bay window and glancing down into the tunnels.

“The Talon Fighters?” Shuri asked before shaking her head, “No. They were here long before I was,
but I made them better.”

“Atta girl,” she hummed with a proud smile, “I’ve only come into contact with it a few times, but
your use of Vibranium is amazing.”



“Thank you,” she said, stepping away from (F/N) as the woman continued to investigate, “Just
because you’re complimenting me, doesn’t mean I’ll give you any. I am not as generous as my
brother.”

“Merde,” Cavanaugh chuckled with a wink, “Dugan always gets the cool stuff.”

Shuri scoffed, shaking her head as she turned back to (F/N) as she stared into the Vibranium knuckles
on the table.

The woman’s smile had faded, her jaw was set into place and her eyes had narrowed.

She cleared her throat softly, rejoining (F/N) as she continued to stare into the weapons, “I wanted to
thank you again. Face to face.”

“Now seems an appropriate time.”

“My brother told me what you did for him.”

“I didn’t do anything,” (F/N) said, “I was just protecting Barnes.”

Shuri raised a brow, “And setting T’Challa straight in the process.”

“I wouldn't go that far.”

“I would.” She nodded to herself, “You saved me and you saved my brother, for that, we are in your
debt.”

(F/N) scoffed before a smile finally spread across her face. It fell a moment later as the elevator swept
open again and Okoye stepped through.

The General’s eyes darted between the two of them before she spoke, “The King wishes to speak with
you, Isiporho.”

(F/N) nodded, smiling to Shuri before stepping quickly toward the warrior and disappearing into the
elevator.

“Isiporho?” Another voice came from the stairs as Libra quickly jogged down them, “What’s that
mean?”

“Ghost.”

“Ah, that makes sense.” Libra hopped across the lab, nodding to her with a smile, “You seen
Cavanaugh?”

“She’s right…” Shuri turned to point only to frown at where Cavanaugh was, she suddenly wasn’t,
“She was right there.”

Libra sighed, shaking his head, “Can’t take my eyes off that one.”

Shuri chuckled, glancing over the man with a smile, “You are taller than I remember you to be.”

“Really?” he asked, raising a brow and looking her over, “Maybe you just got smaller.”

“Very funny.”



Oliver slipped out of the elevator before the doors opened fully, his eyes flicked up to the landing pad
as the Avengers began to filter out and back into their Tower. A small smile reached his lips as they
moved right past him.

They were so used to him now, they barely even noticed him anymore. He had free reign of the
Tower.

And none of them were the wiser.

Oliver paused, watching as the Vision and one of the Maximoff twins ducked back toward their rooms
while Barton and Rogers stopped on the level above him to chat with each other. Parker stepped
quickly down the stairs, his backpack held tight against his shoulders as he trudged down toward the
training rooms.

He paused, watching the kid move before another smile spread across his face.

Maybe his focus shouldn’t just be on Romanoff and Stark. Maybe, he should expand his reach to
Parker.

He was already down the rabbit hole. And he was one of the few that could tangle with (F/N).

And, he was one of the few that she wouldn’t dream of hurting.

He was just a kid.

It was perfect.

All he had to do was pull a few more strings and they’d all fall into place beneath his fingers. Stark
was in control of half of the team, Romanoff could gather up the rest and he’d have them.

Rogers and Barnes would be trickier, but he’d put all his focus into Barnes. That would be the key to
getting (F/N) back into the fray and keeping her there.

There were only a few wildcards after that.

Well, one.

One single wildcard.

Wanda Maximoff.

He knew she was in his head. He knew that she knew.

He was going to have to do something about that.

Perhaps… Lagos 2.0. That would get her out of the way, at least, for a while.

The speedster might be a problem but, if (F/N) could take him out, so could he.

Now, all he had to figure out was the android—

“Hey.”

Oliver whirled around, blinking with a sore smile as Romanoff stopped by his side, “Hey.”



“How’s the face?” she asked, wincing lightly as she looked him over.

He shrugged nonchalantly, “Still attached.”

Romanoff scoffed, folding her arms over her chest, “Listen, about Barnes—”

“I overstepped. I deserved it.” He nodded gently, falling back into his role with a soft smile, “I realize
that you might not see her the way I do. I just have a hard time remembering it.”

“Her and Wraith—”

“Are closer than I thought they were,” he finished for her, “I knew she and the Soldier were close—I
didn’t know she and Wraith were…”

“Friends?”

Oliver shrugged, shaking his head with a sigh as Romanoff raised a brow.

“Or something more?”

He licked his lips, pulling a disappointed look over his face, “I don’t know if she knows.”

She frowned, “You were right. She wasn’t brainwashed.”

“I’m only sorry you had to find out that way,” he said, mirroring her look.

“You warned us. We didn’t listen.”

“I don’t blame you. We didn’t know either. We were close. She saved my life more times than I can
count, but…she was playing us. And we didn’t figure it out until it was way too late.”

“Just like us.”

“It’s what she does,” he chuckled softly, “She’s good at it, too.”

“Damn right,” Romanoff sighed, “You got a lead on her?”

“Not yet. I’m working on it…” Oliver started before he trailed off, his eyes finally landed on Stark
but, when they did, the man was striding across the floor above them with Ms. Potts, “I was gonna get
in touch with Stark, but…”

He trailed off again, carefully watching as Barton stepped down the stairs toward him.

“He’s a little busy,” Romanoff finished for him.

Oliver nodded, backing away from her with a soft smile, “I’ll catch up with him later.”

She smiled back as he turned away from her and ducked down the hall.

As soon as he was out of her sight, his timid smile turned to a wicked smirk.

Damn. He was good.

He nodded to himself, pulling out his phone and putting Aerocell to work in an instant.



The sooner he found (F/N), the sooner he could get this all over with.

The Doctor wanted another super soldier, he was going to get him two.

The third was his. And she wouldn’t survive what he had in store for her.

Oliver grinned to himself before he stopped in his stride, listening to the sound of punches being
landed in one of the training rooms. He poked his head around the corner, peeking into the room as
another smile spread across his face.

Parker.

He watched him for a moment, taking in the angry strikes that he landed on the training dummies.

Parker threw them across the room without hesitation, his brows knitted together as he continued to
beat them to a pulp.

Perfect.

Oliver whirled back around toward the door, slipping inside to marvel at the kid as he continued to
beat the thing.

“You had her on her heels, you know,” he said, wincing to the side as Parker glared up at him and
fired a shot of webbing at him.

He tilted his head to the side, watching as the webbing went by and he moved farthing into the room.

“Mr. Stark says he’s thinking about revoking my Tower card,” Parker glared, punching one of the
dummies across the room, “And that he’s gonna put me back on Granny Duty.”

“Granny Duty?”

He nodded, finally straightening himself slightly, “Walking old ladies across the street. Stopping bike
thieves. Not real missions.”

Oliver scoffed, raising a brow with a shake of his head, “I’d say you did a damn good job. You kept
up with her. Threw her off her game.”

Parker blinked, looking up at him with a slight smile, “Really?”

“She just knew your moves.” He nodded, stuffing his hands in his pocket with a shrug.

“I thought using what she taught me against her would work out a little better, you know?” he asked,
“The rules.”

“The rules?” Oliver laughed, shaking his head with a roll of his eyes, “Please. She throws out the
rules the second they’re an inconvenience to her.”

He paused, looking over the kid with a sly smile, “What if you use something she doesn’t know?”

“She’s fought me before.” Parker shrugged, “And, besides, I’m not gonna get a chance to go up
against her again.”

“I wouldn’t say that. “



Parker raised a brow, looking up at him hopefully.

“Prove what you can do. Show Stark you can handle yourself,” Oliver said, raising his fists in front of
him, “Show me what you can do, and I’ll teach you everything she doesn’t know.”

You straightened your shoulder, mirroring the posture of the five warriors that surrounded you in the
elevator as you rose from the Princess’ labs. They each were staring straight forward, but you knew
they were carefully watching you. They never shifted but some of their grips tightened on their
spears, and the Vibranium hummed quietly as they did.

Each warrior had bruises peeking out from beneath their armor, leftovers from a battle you’d just
barely missed.

“The King was speaking to the Elders,” General Okoye spoke, finally turning to face you, “He is on
his way here from the Citadel.”

You nodded, folding your arms behind your back as the elevator came to a stop and the doors spread
open.

The five led you out onto a cliffside but it was what covered the cliff that made you pause.

The statue of a panther prowled out of the mountain, standing watch over the Golden City and its
residents. You could see the mountains surrounding the city clearer now, they towered over it
protectively.

It was no wonder it had taken the world so long to find Wakanda. It was practically impenetrable.

Practically. And you said impenetrable, but that doesn't mean we can’t break out of it.

No. We’re not breaking out of Wakanda. People have spent years trying to get here, we can’t just
leave now.

Oliver is out there. There’s nothing here for us.

You shook your head, smiling lightly to the General before she and her warriors left you to your own
devices. They waited by the elevator as you took a slow step out toward the cliffside.

You couldn’t lie, Wakanda was beautiful.

And, even if a battle had been waged just a few days prior, it didn’t mean there wasn’t a peaceful
feeling in the air.

You could get used to it.

No, you couldn’t. We’d get bored.

Shut up.

You winced, shaking your head as you took another step closer to the edge.

“Careful,” T’Challa’s voice came from behind you, “It is further down than it looks.”

“I bet.”



You turned to him with a smile, but it wasn’t returned as he strode to your side.

“What’s wrong?”

“I told you that you helped me overcome my vengeance,” he said slowly, “I wish you could have been
here to help my cousin. But, I fear he was too far gone.”

“I’m sorry.”

T’Challa nodded, folding his arms behind his back as he moved through the small clearing, “He died
in my arms, right here. But, in all N’Jadaka’s hatred and anger, I only feel peace here.”

A soft smile spread across your face, “I wish I could feel peace as you to, your Highness.”

“T’Challa, please.”

“T’Challa.” You nodded slowly, “Your General said you were speaking with your Elders.”

“Mhm.”

“How’d that go?”

“I asked you to meet me in a place I felt at peace, so—”

“Not well,” you finished for him with a nod.

T’Challa scoffed, nodding slowly as he turned to you, “They say your team is a team of War Dogs.”

“I don’t know what that means,” you said, pulling your eyes away from the horizon and back to him.

“Our spies.”

“Ah.” You nodded, “Well, you can tell them that we only have three spies—four…maybe five, on our
team. If you wanna get technical.”

He relaxed back for a moment, chuckling as he shook his head, “They mean the way you observe.
The way you watch. They are also curious as to why you need medical supplies when only one
member of your team seems to be in pain.”

“Simple.” You shrugged, “Because I can turn it off, Hadar can’t. I am healing faster from a bullet
wound than he is from a broken leg. And that’s the problem.”

His face fell for a moment, confusion painting his features, “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

Will you stop talking? He’ll take care of Hadar, we need to take care of Walsh before he does anything
else.

You sighed, giving up on pushing away the voice as you shook your head. Of course, the voice in
your head wanted you to run…but she wasn’t the only thing talking to you.

No.

There was another speaking to you.

Call it your heart or, even, common sense.



But it was telling you to tell him everything.

From the beginning.

But you couldn’t, your words were lodged in your throat.

So, T’Challa continued digging.

“Some of my scientists have informed me your doctor is looking to run blood work on another of
your soldiers. And my sister says you now know the name of Wraith. Agent Cavanaugh says you
were attacked,” T’Challa paused, taking a breath as he looked over the city.

“It is a running saying between us: Do not wage wars with ghosts...but someone is waging war with
you.”

You nodded slowly, still unable to say the right words as you stared at the ground.

“I have many questions, Captain,” he said, “Many start with ‘Why are you here?’ but, perhaps, I
should start with ‘How did you get here?’.”

“With a plane.”

You said it before you could stop yourself, grimacing as the words left your mouth and you looked up
at him apologetically.

T’Challa chuckled, shaking his head as he turned back to you and gestured for you to start talking.

“From the beginning?”

“Preferably.”

You sighed, licking your lips nervously before nodding to yourself and letting the words pour out, “I
joined up right after high school, ended up running three tours before I was recruited into Aftermath.
We went after everyone no one else wanted to touch. We took down dictatorships, drug cartels, human
trafficking rings. Anything you can think of, we went after and we took down. We knew each other
inside and out; they were my family. I fell in love.”

— “We shouldn’t have done that,” you said, humming softly as Danny pulled you further against him.
He tucked his chin against your back, pressing soft kisses to your shoulder with a chuckle. —

— “Regret me in the morning, mi amor,” he hummed, hauling a blanket over the top of you, “Stay
with me tonight.” —

— “I don’t really have a choice, do I?” —

— Danny laughed again, his breath whispering across your neck as he buried his face there, “I'm not
afraid to throw your pretty ass out in the snow.” —

— “You think I'm pretty?” —

— “I think you're beautiful.” —

You paused, a smile spread across your lips as the sound of his voice rang through your ears, “It was
stupid, really. We knew it probably wouldn’t work out. We were killers fighting killers, after all.



Running into danger headfirst was our job. But he knew me. The real me. I didn’t have to hide
anything from him.”

“What was his name?” T’Challa asked, watching you carefully.

“Danny. He matched my crazy. I matched his bloodlust. Or vice versa,” you hummed, playing gently
with your dog tags as you looked out over the horizon, “Everything was great, we were unstoppable.
And then we got a new recruit. He was a tech kid, Oliver. We ran with him for a while but everything
started going wrong. I thought it was my fault. I thought I’d gone too far into a world I didn’t know,
but I should have seen it sooner.”

T’Challa’s smile faded, “He betrayed you.”

“We were ambushed in the desert.” You nodded slowly, “My Commander and Danny were killed and
I was taken. Ollie played along. I spent damn near two years being tortured and doing nothing about it
because I couldn’t figure out how to get him out with me. I wasn’t going to leave without him…”

Either of them.

— “That would never work,” he said, his eyes unchanging and dark as he smoothed hair gently away
from your face before withdrawing his hands. —

— “Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against
your fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?” —

— “Where would we go?” —

— You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer. “Anywhere,” you managed to mumble,
“Everywhere!” —

— The Soldier backed away from the table, back into the shadows, “Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая
девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl —

You stopped again, your face darkening slightly, “And then, in a last-ditch effort to make me talk,
they killed him in front of me. And I lost my shit. Among other things.”

— “Y-You promised!” you spat, lunging at him as he walked forward. —

— “Oh, darling,” he grinned, “I said nothing of the sort.” —

— “It’s amazing what you can do with a hallucinogen, blood packs, and blanks.” —

“And you escaped,” he said softly, bringing you out of your thoughts.

“Barely,” you scoffed, “They were trying to recreate the super soldier serum. And they were
successful. To a point.”

T’Challa blinked, taking in your words before he fully understood, “You. They turned you.”

“They helped me in my own escape.” You nodded, pushing away the phantom explosions that rocked
through your ears as you settled down onto the grass, “Even if I was starving and exhausted, I was
stronger, faster, smarter. But it enhanced everything I had in my head, too. Turns out I have a
penchant for violence that doesn’t play well with others. I made it home, by some stroke of luck—
good or bad. I swore off Aftermath but…”



You trailed off, scoffing lightly, “I always found my way into another fight. New York, DC, Sokovia.
And then I fell in love again.”

He nodded slowly, joining you on the ground, “Sergeant Barnes.”

A smile graced your lips, even as tears stung your eyes, “I didn’t think it was possible. Not after
Danny. But, Bucky, he knows me better than he realizes. And he doesn't know me at all. I came back
to Aftermath to keep him safe. They promised.”

“Which is how you knew he was innocent.”

“Among other things,” you said, trying to ignore the feeling of your throat closing in on itself, “The
second I stepped foot back into the fray, Wraith followed. And, for a while, I thought I had him
figured out. I thought a fighter that knew me better than I knew myself was so hard to come by, it
could only be one person.”

T’Challa frowned, “Your fiance.”

“I thought I had a second chance to save him,” you whispered, looking up at him earnestly, “But it
wasn’t him. It was Oliver. He waited for his moment and he struck—hard. He destroyed everything
and now he’s using Bucky against me. And…”

“And?”

“And I feel the old me coming back. And she scares me,” you admitted with a sniff, “After all this
time of trying to keep her away, she’s back and I don’t think I can stop her.”

T’Challa nodded slowly, letting silence overtake the air between you for a moment.

And, for a moment, a weight was lifted off your shoulders.

For a moment, the air was still.

For a moment, you felt the peace he’d told you about.

The stillness, the clarity, the calm.

The King broke the silence after a moment, “We have a saying here: Rain beats the panther’s skin but
it does not wash out the spots.”

You glanced up at him, with a deadpan, “No matter how hard I try, I can’t escape who I am?”

“Something like that.”

“That is not helpful, your Highness.”

T’Challa chuckled, looking you over carefully before reaching over to wipe a stray tear that ran down
your cheek, “You have to accept yourself. That is what I mean.”

“Even if myself is absolutely shit for brains and off her rocker?”

He paused, seeming to think about it for a moment as a weak smile spread across your face, “You may
have a point.”



The two of you laughed, the sound carrying off the mountain as you shook your head and your smile
faded.

T’Challa pushed himself to his feet, walking along the cliffside before he called over his shoulder,
“What do you think your fiance would say? If he saw you now?”

You frowned, glancing up at him quickly as he continued away from you.

“I…I don’t know—”

“Listen,” T’Challa said, pressing a finger to his lips with a sure nod, “In my culture, death is not the
end. And, if you listen closely, you can hear them guiding you.”

“I love your crazy ass. You can do this. We can do this together. I love you, mi amor.”

Bucky threw his bag across the room and slammed the door behind him with a low snarl. He wished
he would have been able to sleep on the way home, at least then he wouldn’t have had to hear the
bullshit that was spewing from Stark’s goddamn mouth.

Of course, he knew what it looked like. He wasn’t stupid.

Of course, he knew that there was something going on between (F/N) and Wraith. But it wasn’t what
Stark thought it was. It couldn’t be. She wasn’t his handler, it just looked bad.

It all looked bad.

— (F/N) was glaring at him, shivering in the cold as she clutched her side with one hand and pointed
a pistol at him with the other, “Let him go.” —

— Bucky shook his head, watching as her finger hesitated toward the trigger, “Don't do this. Doll,
please, don’t.” —

— “James,” she whispered with a shuddered breath as she finally allowed her finger to drop into the
trigger guard, “Let him go. Now.” —

But it just looked that way. It wasn’t true.

It couldn’t be true.

Could it?

No. No. No.

That’s just the way they were spinning it. It had to be.

(F/N) wasn’t…she couldn’t be—

A gentle knock on the door launched him from his thoughts and he whipped around to face it with a
growl, “I don’t wanna talk right now, Rogers.”

Bucky snatched his bag from across the room and ripped it open without a thought as the door to his
room opened and he began putting things away.



“I said, I don’t wanna talk, Steve,” he snapped, glaring up at the man before he paused.

“Good thing I’m not Rogers,” Walsh said, standing at the edge of the room with a frown.

— “Walsh!” Bucky yelled, catching her as she fell, “What the hell?” —

— He cradled her in his arms, quickly helping her staunch the bleeding as she caught her breath. —

— “Fuck, doll,” he murmured in her ear as he held her close, “That’s not good.” —

He leveled a glare at the man as he looked up at him, his eyes narrowing into thin slits as his brows
furrowed.

Bruises littered his face and his nose was slightly crooked. There was a split in his lip that threatened
to crack open and a thin sheen of sweat covered his brow.

“Also a good thing I just want you to listen,” Walsh continued, taking a slow step into the room
before he froze at another scowl from Bucky.

“Bold of you to assume I want anything to do with you right now.” He turned away from him, going
back to putting his things away with a low huff.

Walsh nodded apologetically, “I figured as much. Look, I just wanted to apologize.”

Bucky whipped back around, striding across the room to stand face to face with the man, “I warned
you.”

“I know.”

“You’re lucky you’re not dead.”

“I know.” He nodded with a smile, “I appreciate your restraint.”

Bucky scoffed, shaking his head at him as he moved back away from him, his hands clenching in and
out of fists.

“I was hoping I could make it up to you.”

He raised a brow, not bothering to turn toward him, “How the fuck do you plan on doing that?”

Walsh responded with a gentle laugh, “I need help. Finding her. No one knows her better than you.”

“Why the hell would I help you?” he asked, whipping back around, “You could have killed her.”

Walsh sucked a breath, folding his arms over his chest as he took another step into Bucky’s room and
took a tentative seat on the couch, “I’m sorry. We have a lot of history, me ‘n her. Spending that week
following her and then finally catching her face to face, it brought back a lot of things I thought I’d
buried.”

“Is that what you said to her?” Bucky asked, cocking his head to the side as he took a cautious step
toward the man, “Is that what set her off?”

“I may have gotten ahead of myself.”



“And I always thought you were the cold and calm one,” he said, raising a brow before sitting across
from Walsh.

“I have my weak points,” he said slowly, meeting his gaze, “We both do.”

Bucky glared at him a moment more before he sighed, reclining back in his chair and running his
fingers through his hair, “I had her.”

“I know.” Walsh nodded, “Look, I know you don’t want me to be the one to find her, but I’m your
best shot.”

“And if you do find her first…”

“It’s not going to end pretty,” Walsh admitted, “I need your help.”

Bucky sighed, glancing up at the man as his jaw clenched.

Walsh was right.

Out of all of them, he was going to be the one to find her. And, if he was, Bucky wanted to be there
too.

“I call the shots,” he said slowly.

Walsh nodded, rising from his chair with a smile, “And I find her.”

Bucky rocked to his feet too, closing the distance between them with a snarl as he grabbed onto
Walsh’s collar, “If you hurt her again, I will not hesitate to snap your goddamn neck.”

“Understood.”
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Flashback : The Man in Grey

Chapter Summary

“I don’t remember anything.”

He shrugged, nodding to one of his guards as he backed away from you and took back his
notebook.

“We shall start with something easier, hm?” Novak said, settling down in his chair with his book
and another file, “Who else is on your team?”

“Make no mistake, Lieutenant, I will break you,” he snarled, his voice low and dark, “I do not
care how long it takes. I do not care what I have to do to you, I will do it. And you will give me
what I want.”

You leveled another glare against him, wrenching your chin out of his grip, “Never.”

“We shall see.”

Chapter Notes

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

Chapter 5 // Flashback : Aerocell

Chapter 9 // Flashback : Cocaine and Corona

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/16619029
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/19915585


Chapter 13 // Flashback : Crimson Octopi

Chapter 19 // Flashback : Under Paris Skies

Chapter 29 // Flashback : Midnight in Paris

Chapter 31 // Flashback : The Phantom of Paris

Chapter 35 // Flashback : There's a Ghost in Tokyo

Chapter 42 // Flashback : Haunting Tokyo

Chapter 49 // Flashback : The Devil in Dubai

Chapter 55 // Flashback : Seven Targets, Seven Kills

Chapter 60 // Flashback : The Merchant of Death

Chapter 70 // Flashback : The Sword of Damocles

Chapter 80 // Flashback : The One to Survive

See the end of the chapter for more notes

https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/23092986
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/30824145
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/43342700
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/48651068
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/56373538
https://href.li/?https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/75506153
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/80197033#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/85203226#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/91361011#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/98319855#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/107336793#workskin


Be someone’s light when they are hopeless.

There were 42 tiles on the ceiling. 16 of them had cracks. Nine of them had weird fuzzy spots…which
could have been the spots that were warping in and out of your vision because they were constantly
moving.

You blinked slowly, trying to rid yourself of the spots before trying to adjust yourself on the table.

Novak had left you there again, not bothering to loosen the straps that held you down even as the tips
of your fingers began to tint blue. A huff puffed from your nose as you turned your attention to them.



Red marks were burning on each wrist, developing slowly into bruises from fighting against the
straps. You frowned, twisting your wrists to try and free them…even if you’d tried before and knew
there was no getting them out.

Your whine echoed through the room as you tugged at the straps.

You had to find a way out of there. There had to be some way you could sneak out. You couldn’t hold
on for much longer. The Doctor was intent on bringing you to your knees and, luckily, you were intent
on…not doing that.

Preferably, you’d do the opposite of that.

Somehow.

All you had to do was get free—

“Останавливаться,” the shadow from the corner said, taking a long stride out of the darkness and into
your field of view. His arm flashed in the buzzing lights that streamed from above you. Stop.

Another whine came from your lips as you knocked your head against the table and his metal fingers
curled around your wrist. You paused for a moment, relishing the cool metal that soothed the irritated
skin as he ran his fingers between your wrist and the straps. You hummed a sigh as he did, loosening
the straps only slightly before he dipped back into the shadows.

“Ты навредишь себе,” he said, his voice gritty and low and muffled by his mask as steel blue eyes
melted into the dark. You’re going to hurt yourself.

You rolled your eyes slightly, relaxing back as he watched over you, “Доктор уже делает это.”

The Doctor is already doing that.

You let your gaze flick up to the track marks and bruises that littered your arm.

It had only been a few days since he’d started actually talking to you instead of you just talking to a
wall.

But that didn’t necessarily mean anything.

You were still mostly talking to yourself. He surprisingly didn’t know the answers to a lot of things.

And that confused you.

You figured he’d know everything that was going on in the building. You figured he was the Doctor’s
right-hand man. He was with him in…wherever you’d seen him first…and he knew you were coming
to the warehouse in…in…Where was that?

He’d kept you alive in the…the…

— “Останавливаться,” Metal Arm Dude snapped as another grabbed your arm, “Отпусти ее.”
—

— Stop. Let her go. —



— They didn’t listen to him, dragging you back before a pair of gunshots rang out. The two men
dropped you, letting you fall back to the desert floor. —

— One of the men fell immediately, staring blankly into the dust as the other clutched at his chest. —

— “Он сказал не причинять ей боль,” the soldier spat, striding across the sand and stepping over
you, “Это были его приказы.” —

— He said not to hurt her. Those were his orders. —

When everyone else had died, you’d survived.

Metal Arm Dude had made sure of it.

He’d made sure other guards never laid a hand on you, while also letting Novak’s guards do whatever
they felt like.

The Doctor had left him with you for a reason.

Maybe it wasn’t just to keep an eye on you and make sure you didn’t try to escape again.

Maybe it was because he was in on it. Maybe he was trying to get you to talk to him. Maybe he was
trying to get you to tell him everything you weren’t telling the Doctor.

Maybe—

A light touch fluttered on your wrist again, bringing you out of your head. Metal fingers brought you
back out of your head. You winced lightly, Metal Arm Dude’s cold touch sending shivers through you
as you blinked with a shake of your head.

“Do you know what day it is?” you croaked, letting your eyes meet his before he stepped away from
you.

“Нет.”

“Ты знаешь где…где…” You trailed off with a frown as your mind went blank.

Do you know where…where…

Who were you with again? What was his name? The one with the…the hair…and the…the…

The computer guy. That was it. What was his name?

You shook your head, turning back to Metal Arm Dude with a deepening frown, “М-мой друг. Have
you seen my friend? Is he okay?”

What the fuck was his name? He had the…with the…and he…

— “You have a plan, right?” —

You swallowed thickly as your heart began to pound.

Why couldn’t you remember? The Doctor said he was going to make you remember. So, what the hell
was this?



Fear raked through your body as your blood ran cold.

If you couldn’t remember him then…then you couldn’t remember…

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —

— Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I— —

Him.

You squeezed your eyes shut as your chest began to heave, “Danny.”

— “Danny,” you whispered, trying to hide your face from him as he looked down at you. —

— “Yes, mi amor?” —

— “If…” You started, playing with his shirt, “If I had a really, really big secret…and I kept it from
you a really, really long time—” —

— “(F/N), mi amor,” he mumbled back, shaking his head as he began to rub your back, “Stop. You
don’t owe me all your secrets.” —

You couldn’t let the Doctor take it any further. You had to get out of there.

You couldn’t let Novak take Danny from you twice.

You whimpered, your throat closing on itself as you peeled your eyes open.

You had to come up with a plan. Fast.

— “You don’t have a plan, do you?” Oliver asked, “We’re gonna die here, aren’t we?” —

Oliver.

A sigh of relief managed to warp through you before you froze as the door to your cell flew open. You
gritted your teeth with a growl as you glanced up and the Doctor himself slithered into the room.

Novak smiled at you, adjusting his glasses as he set his papers on his desk and took a seat. He rolled
his chair closer to you, glancing over your straps before running his fingers over the bruises on your
arm, “Has she been behaving?”

He glanced up to the shadow in the corner, who didn’t answer but, evidently, that was all the answer
the Doctor needed.

“Report to my office for treatment, Солдат,” he said, pulling on a pair of gloves, “You have been on
duty for far too long.”

Metal Arm Dude nodded, glancing at you before ducking from the shadows and leaving you behind.

“Now, Ghostie. Let us have a chat, yes?”



You sat up against the wall before pushing yourself up with a grunt. Your legs were shaky and the rest
of your body didn’t seem to want to listen to you.

You didn’t blame it. It had been through so much in the time you’d spent with the Doctor.

However long that time was.

But, enough was enough. You were getting out. Right then, right there. Whatever you had to do.

Just get outta the cell.

You nodded, pushing off the wall and limping toward the door.

Get outta the cell and find Ollie.

You clutched your arm as the needle marks began to throb.

Get outta the cell, find Ollie, and get the hell outta Dodge.

That was the plan. It was easy. Simple. One three steps.

Though, you were worried about one thing.

You hadn’t seen Metal Arm Dude since Norman—that’s not right—had taken him. What if he was
just waiting for you outside of the door? What if Nomad—nope, not that one—had found out you
were talking to him and separated the two of you? What if—

No. No more what if’s.

You had three things to do and they were the only things important.

You had to get out. It didn’t matter what Noodleman’s name was. Metal Arm Dude didn’t matter.

All that mattered was the cell, Ollie, and escape.

You had to get him out. You had to keep him safe.

“I promised,” you whispered to yourself under your breath as you straightened yourself up the wall
and let your gaze flick to the door.

You forced a deep breath as your eyes narrowed and your ears pricked up. The sound of heavy
footsteps echoed down the hall, getting closer and closer with every breath you took. Nodding to
yourself, you snuck closer to the door—waiting for it to move.

The second it did, your fingers latched around the edge and you threw it open, throwing a guard into
your cell as well. You ignored him. Instead, going for the guard behind him.



He was surprised by your sudden presence, reaching for his pistol but unable to reach it as you kicked
out his knee and snaked your fingers into his hair. You tugged him down as you launched your knee
up and it cracked against his skull.

You pulled his pistol from his holster and turned on the two guards behind him. You didn’t hesitate,
your finger finding its way to the trigger of its own accord and pulling it.

Your body moved by itself, firing single shots into the two guards before turning on another three that
were coming down the hall. You winced as you did, the sound of the gunshots reverberating through
the hall and almost deafening to your ears as they began to ring.

You could feel your heart pounding in your chest, every breath burned and tasted of iron as you
moved quickly down the hall.

Step one: Get outta the cell. Check.

One step down, two more to go. All you had to do was find Ollie.

You nodded to yourself, ducking down another hall and raising your weapon at the guard that was
there before you froze.

That wasn’t just any guard.

Metal Arm Dude.

You stopped, a shiver running up your spine as he glared into you before taking a long, slow step
toward you. A shudder shook through you as you took a step back, he was so much bigger than you
remembered him. You swallowed thickly as you stared at him before lowering your weapon.

There was no way you could take him. Not in a million years.

The next best option was to avoid him at all costs.

In other words:

Run.

You turned on your heel, taking off in the opposite direction and coming to another stop as a group of
guards came hurtling toward you. You yelped, raising the pistol against them before a metal hand
wrapped around it and squeezed.

The pistol shattered in your hands, nearly disintegrating as Metal Arm Dude threw it away from you
before he snatched your wrist.

A screech tore through your throat as he tugged you into him and you lost your footing.

“Let go!” you screamed, struggling against him as he dragged you through the group of guards
without so much as a glance at you. You clambered back to your feet, trying to wrench your arm free
as he moved, to no avail.

It was like fighting against a walking brick wall. You couldn’t break his stride or his grip and hit him
didn’t so much as earn a grunt or a growl. It barely earned you a glare as he hauled you back toward
your cell.



“Stop!” you cried, wrapping your fingers around his to try and loosen his grip as he practically shoved
another guard out of his way to return you to the room.

Metal Arm Dude kicked the door open, rattling the hinges as he threw you into the cell and slammed
the door behind him.

He simply tossed you to the floor before attempting to return to the dark corner he always lurked in
but you managed to hop back to your feet before he could.

“What the hell are you doing?” you snarled, shoving his shoulder with a darkened glare, “You
could’ve just let me—”

You were cut off as a metal hand wrapped around your throat and you were pinned against the wall. A
wheeze breathed past your lips as you clawed against the metal and your eyes met his.

Steel blue had been replaced by something different and distant. He was somehow colder. He was
somehow darker.

You froze with a whimper as your blood ran cold and he yanked you away from the wall.

He didn’t loosen his grip as he virtually flung you onto the table. You squeezed your eyes shut,
waiting to knock your head against the metal table but it never happened.

He may have been rough with you but it wasn’t enough to bruise or leave a mark…it wasn’t enough
to hurt.

— “Он сказал не причинять ей боль,” the soldier spat, striding across the sand and stepping over
you, “Это были его приказы.” —

— He said not to hurt her. Those were his orders. —

Metal Arm Dude set you down almost gently before grabbing your wrist and pulling it toward the
strap that was waiting.

“No,” you whined, trying to squirm out of his grip before he wrapped the leather strap around your
wrist, “Please, don’t. Please.”

He didn’t listen, continuing with your other wrist before moving to your ankles.

You tried to kick him away from you but not even that stopped him from his task. After you were
safely strapped down he backed into his corner, his darkened eyes never leaving your form even as
the door to your cell swung open.

Norman—god fuckin’ damnit, that’s not fuckin’ right—stepped over the body you’d left in the hall as
he cleaned his glasses with a grumble. He sighed as he slid them back on and glanced up at you with a
shake of his head.

“It must be exhausting, Ghostie,” he said slowly, tilting his head to the side as he circled you and
more of his guards entered the room.

“Listening to you talk? You have no idea,” you hissed, narrowing your eyes as he came closer, “Look
at me…tired already.”



“No. No.” The Doctor shook his head, “It must be so exhausting, being able to hold onto hope for so
long. I am surprised it did not die in the desert…”

He trailed off, staring at you for a moment longer before he nodded to Metal Arm Dude in the corner,
“You are going to be more difficult to break than he was. Perhaps that is what will make you perfect.”

“Perfect?” you asked, your brows furrowing, “Perfect for what?”

Your eyes flicked from the Doctor to the soldier standing in the corner but were ultimately drawn to
the blue vials of liquid that one of his assistants brought in.

“No,” you whispered with a shake of your head as panic and fear began taking over, “Not again,
please.”

“How has your memory been faring, darling?” Novak asked, pulling on a pair of gloves and taking a
syringe from a tray, “Better? Worse?”

You could barely hear his words as you watched him draw some of the blue liquid into the syringe
and flick it. His glasses slid down his nose as he looked it over before he grabbed a red pen and jotted
down some notes on a clipboard.

Your jaw clenched, “Go fuck yourself.”

Novak chuckled, a smile stretching across his face as he turned back to you, “You know, you’ve
lasted longer than the rest of my patients.”

“Patients or prisoners?”

“Whichever you prefer, darling.” He shrugged, “Get her up.”

“What?” You frowned as the guards unstrapped you and hauled you to your feet, “What are you
doing?”

You glanced over the room, your gaze landing on a single guard as he pulled a knife from his belt. A
yelp escaped your throat as you were pushed, face first, into the wall and the two guards holding you
up held you steady. Craning your neck to see over your shoulder, you froze as another guard unfurled
a whip.

“No!” you shrieked, fighting against the two men as the guard with a knife approached you from
behind, “Don’t touch me.”

The man didn’t bother to listen to your pleas as he grabbed onto the back of your tac suit and sliced.
The tip of the blade ran up your back, barely breaking skin as it cut through the fabric. You winced as
your back was exposed to the freezing air of the cell and the guard spread the suit over your shoulders
before the two holding you backed into the center of the room with you in tow.

Leaving your back a clean canvas for whatever the Doctor had planned.

“What the fuck are you doing?” you hissed, trying to fight back before you nearly collapsed in pain.

A crack echoed sharply through the cell and you swore your heart stopped in your chest as a slash of
pain cut across your shoulders. You shivered as a trail of wetness trickled down your back.

Another crack. Your knees gave out but the two guards held you up.



Another. A scream finally snapped from your lips.

A fourth. You were shaking almost uncontrollably as tears welled in your eyes.

“Why are you doing this?” you spat, wincing as a pair of footsteps echoed from behind you before
Novak entered your peripheral.

He glanced you over slowly, as he took some notes before he spoke, “I am testing to see if your
healing time will be altered.”

“What—”

A fifth. Tears fell freely down your cheeks as you shook and bile worked its way to your throat.

One of the guards holding you up wrenched your arm toward the Doctor as he readied the syringe.
You tried to fight back but the guards held you steady while Novak slipped the needle into your skin.

The blue liquid oozed into your body. Your veins almost seemed to illuminate as it trickled into your
bloodstream.

And then it burned.

Another shriek left your lips as the guards dropped you and you fell to your knees.

You could feel it slithering through your body as you doubled over, the pain of the lashing completely
forgotten as the liquid went to work.

Though, the skin on your back seemed to tighten and stretch no matter which way you turned.

Your scream cut through the cell as your heart pounded in your ears.

— “I got eyes on target. Repeat. Ghost has eyes on the target,” you murmured, watching him move
further into the crowd, “Target is armed but alone. Red robes. Nighthawk, you have a better angle.
Confirm.” —

In an instant, you could smell it. The market in Kabul. The saffron your target had purchased wafted
from the bag. Spices littering the stalls tickled your nose and caged songbirds sang in your ear.

— Like the main bay of the bunker, the room was bright white and glinting with metallic objects.
Scalpels and other sharp shiny things were neatly placed alongside an operating table that was lined
with heavy straps. You felt your heart sink as you took in more of your surroundings. —

You could taste the blood in your mouth, smell the hay that stuck in your hair as it mixed with
formaldehyde. You could feel the texture of the paper as you went through the Doctor’s notes.

— “Now the real question is,” Business Suit Man said, as you stood, “How many are going to end up
dead because of you? Especially if we include the body count from Colombia and Afghanistan.” —

You could hear the scream of the people fleeing the building. You could feel the sting of Novak’s
guard’s bullets against your chest-plate. The whir of your helmet buzzed in your ear and the smell of
Barton’s cologne still floated in the air.

— Weston blinked, turning away from you and pouring himself another drink, “I got the analysis back
today. The samples match the chemical makeup of the bioweapon you snatched in Paris, minus the



catalyst that makes it deadly.” —

Dust and wet soot filled your nose. Timbers creaked and vibrated under your feet as you balanced in
the shadows. Metal Arm Dude’s arm whirred from across the room. Blue vials clinked together in the
plane as the engines whined. Ollie’s heartbeat fluttered from across the cabin.

— “No, but this is,” he said, slipping off his suit jacket to reveal a climbing harness. He tossed the
rope off the ledge, letting it unfurl in the wind as he clipped himself to the line and slipped on a pair
of gloves, “Do you trust me?” —

Danny’s arms were around you as the wind whipped through your hair laced with the smell of the sea.
The rope whistled through Danny’s hands and the sound of the guards behind you grew even as you
fell.

— Three spent bullet casings were balanced precariously on the rock in front of you. You only stole a
glance at them as you juggled four live rounds through your hands and pressed a single one into
place before chambering it. Dropping the other three into your pocket, you leaned forward against a
rock and waited. —

Your rifle was cold in your hands, the smell of gunpowder wafted around it. Birds sang in the trees as
a caravan of cars came around the corner. The smell of pine blew through the trees on a cold wind.

— “What’s the worst that could happen?” he asked, glancing at you then the door, “We just throw it
out the door.” —

— “It’s a desert, right?” You nodded, wiggling your brows, “It’s sand.” —

— Danny nodded, the sharp smile on his face growing, “It’ll have a soft landing.” —

— “Unless it hits a rock.” —

Gritty sand swirled through the railcar, taking Danny’s familiar scent with it.

— Danny took the brunt of the blast, shielding you as he hugged you against him. Both of you were
thrown from your feet as two rockets blasted into the desert sand. —

You felt the instant Danny went limp and let you go. Felt your bones snap as the Humvee landed on
your legs. The smoke burned at your lungs, sand clouded your vision, but Danny’s hand was in yours.

Then you heard his last breath—his last heartbeat

You screeched as a shiver worked through you and it was over. The pain numbed to a tingle as heat
coursed through your body.

“How do you feel, Lieutenant?”

You shook your head, crawling toward the wall to try and get your bearings before one of the guards
kicked over your shoulder and sent you onto your back.

The bright lights above you nearly blinded you as you tried to sit up before you collapsed back to the
floor.

“I said—”



“The bioweapon…it was the same as…Tokyo,” you whispered to the ceiling, “In the plane.”

Novak’s silhouette cocked its head to the side as he slid closer to you, the sound of his chair’s wheel
scratching across the floor, “Oh, yes. You did a wonderful job with that. I was rather impressed.”

“Why…why did you need it?” you asked, licking your lips as you shivered.

“So it will not kill you when I give you a full dose,” he said simply.

“What—” a pained shriek tore through your throat as your veins began to boil, “S-so a bioweapon
won’t kill me? I don’t understand.”

“Two negatives make a positive, Ghostie.”

You shook your head, barely managing to roll to your side, “I know math, I’m a…I’m…”

You paused with a frown as your mind went blank.

What were you?

What did you do?

William was the boss. David was your fiance. Thomas was the medic. Owen was the computer guy.
So…what were you?

Wait. No. That wasn’t right. Those weren’t their names.

Why couldn’t you remember their names?

You glared up at Novak as he jotted down more notes on his clipboard.

— Chemical formulas were scribbled erratically on every page along with notes that you couldn’t
read. Most were crossed out in red ink, except one. The long formula was circled multiple times and
you took a while to read it. —

You could see it. The chain of letters and numbers that was circled again and again and again.

“My chemicals destroy the body before making it better—faster—stronger,” Novak said, bringing you
out of your thoughts, “It required two parts, darling. Two very, very deadly parts. After you destroyed
my work in Colombia, I tried to collect the last sample of my perfected stabilizer in Paris.”

“Yours?” you asked, “No. No. I-It wasn’t yours. It was—”

“Rogue scientists?” Novak smiled as he pushed away from you and nodded to his guards,
“Convenient.”

“But…Tokyo…in the plane,” you said quietly, flinching as the guards hauled you to your feet, “I-It
matched. You didn’t need both…”

— “Turner told me about the samples,” you cut in, earning yourself a glare which shut you up
immediately. —

— Weston blinked, turning away from you and pouring himself another drink, “I got the analysis back
today. The samples match the chemical makeup of the bioweapon you snatched in Paris, minus the
catalyst that makes it deadly.” —



“The catalyst,” you whispered, “The bioweapon was in two parts. Tokyo had the base…you needed
the catalyst. A positive and a negative make a negative. The catalyst was the negative.”

Novak paused, glancing at you as he snapped his notebook shut, “Your memory is improving. Strap
her down.”

The guards shoved you against the table as they began to file from the room before a hand as cold as
death wrapped around your wrist.

“Stop,” you snarled, turning on Metal Arm Dude as he moved to get you on the table, “What are you
doing? Let me go!”

You turned in his grip, managing to wrestle your wrist away from him and hop up onto the table to
create distance between the two of you. Bringing your knees to your chest, you kicked the soldier
away from you.

Flinging him across the room.

You froze, as did Novak as a growl ripped through Metal Arm Dude’s teeth. Rolling over your
shoulder, you fell to the floor as you crawled your way to the door before the soldier’s fingers
wrapped around your ankle and yanked you backward.

“Отпусти меня!” you yelled, trying to fight against him as he got the upper hand and hauled you onto
the table. You managed to get in one more blow, knocking him in the head with your elbow before he
strapped you down to the table.

Let me go!

“So much fight in you, Lieutenant,” Novak hummed from the doorway, watching you struggle against
Metal Arm Dude with an enamored smile, “It is admirable, Ghostie. It truly is.”

The Doctor slammed the door shut behind him, the lock clicking menacingly as the soldier strapped
down both your wrists.

“Не смей пинать меня,” he mumbled as he moved to your ankles and strapped them down too.

Don’t you dare kick me.

You looked up in surprise, the sound of his voice suddenly whispering through the room.

He glanced up at you, the darkness in his eyes long gone as he gently tied you down before returning
to his corner.

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —

— Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I— —



You were staring at the ceiling again.

Counting tiles and the edges and their defects. Trying to figure out what stains were on the wall and
how they’d gotten there.

The blue stuff hadn’t worn off like it had before, it was lasting longer and you didn’t like it.

The sounds of footsteps from outside your cell gave you a headache. The feeling of the metal on your
back was so cold it was painful. The smell of Novak’s chemicals stung your nose and lungs. The taste
of blood and bile in your mouth was overwhelming. The lights above you were as bright as the sun
and your eyes never seemed to be able to adjust.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

The worst was the phantom voices that swirled through your ears and the shadows that played at the
corners of your eyes. Shadows that took familiar forms and paced through your cell. Shadows that
you couldn’t name but looked ever so familiar.

A man with brown hair and eyes stared into the wall as though it was a window, smoking a cigar and
letting the smoke swirl through the room.

Another with beautiful blue eyes that dug through the Doctor’s things without opening a single
drawer.

A third with fiery red hair that paced the room with a frown.

And that last stood in the corner, his hazel yellow eyes drifting over you with a calm smile as he
whispered sweet nothings.

— “I love you,” he breathed, his hands finding their way to your hips, “You know that?” —

You’d smile at the shadow, reveling in the calm voice that reverberated through the room.

— “Well,” you puffed, sitting beside him with a roll of gauze in your hands, “Where doesn’t it hurt?”
—

— He looked up at you, a mischievous smile curling to his lips before he pointed to his unbroken
wrist, “Here.” —

— You raised a brow, reached out to the wrist before bringing it to your lips. Danny’s grin grew as
you did before he pointed to his cheek, “Here.” —

— A smirk found its way to your face as you pushed out of your seat and he pulled you between his
legs. You pressed a kiss to his cheek, earning yourself a giggle before Danny pulled away. He pressed
a finger to his lips, “Here.” —



But then they’d leave. Leaving you in an empty room except for the masked soldier in the corner,
steel blue eyes drifting over your form silently.

You blinked, the smile on your face falling into a frown.

“Eres un pendejo,” you mumbled glaring at him as he stared into you.

Metal Arm Dude’s eyes flicked to you as the words left your mouth but he stared at you blankly.

“Du bist ein Arschloch,” you tried again watching him carefully for a reaction but he barely blinked.

“I said: Ты мудак—”

You are an asshole—

“Я услышал тебя в первый раз,” Metal Arm Dude said simply, his eyes narrowing at you and his
voice hoarser than it had been a few days before. I heard you the first time.

You glared at him before a giggle managed to escape from your lips. Which you regretted almost
instantly. Your lungs and stomach hurt and, before you knew it, you descended into a coughing fit
with a wince.

A cool hand landed on your wrist, bringing your attention back to the soldier as he finally stepped
from the darkness and to your side. But it wasn’t the coolness of his metal arm, like you were
expecting. It was his flesh hand, gently thumbing at your wrist in an effort to soothe you.

You swallowed, your gaze shifting from his hand to his eyes before he flinched back from you.

“Что с тобой случилось?” you asked before he could retreat away from you fully. What happened to
you?

Metal Arm Dude stayed quiet for a moment, his blue eyes raking over you before he finally spoke
slowly.

“Они берут их у меня,” he whispered, his voice barely audible through his mask. They take them
from me.

“Что?” What?

“Мои воспоминания.,” he said, “Все. Они взяли все.”

My memories. Everything. They’ve taken everything.

You frowned, cocking your head to the side, “Почему?” Why?

“Я не знаю.” I don’t know.

“Вы знаете, кто вы?” you asked as he drifted closer to his darkened corner before he finally stepped
back toward you. Do you know who you are?

“Нет.”

“Что ты знаешь?” What do you know?

“Как убивать людей.” How to kill people.



“Oh. Me too,” you said slowly before you paused, your eyes widening slightly, “Он собирается
сделать это со мной? Он уже все забрал... все, что у меня осталось... может быть, мне лучше их
потерять. Было бы меньше боли.”

Is he gonna do that to me? He's already taken everything...all I have left are...maybe I'm better off
losing them.

It'd hurt less.

“Не меньше болит. Это хуже.”

It doesn't hurt less. It's worse.

“Солдатский мальчик, ты думаешь—” Soldier Boy, do you think—

“Я не знаю.” He shook his head, his eyes softening slightly, “Надеюсь нет.” I don't know. I hope
not.

Your frown deepened as you knocked your head against the metal slab and looked back up to the
ceiling. You winced as the lights flashed in your eyes, blinding you for a moment as the soldier
stepped back into the shadows and the world seemed to warp again.

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

You winced as the shadow changed, smoke tendrils curled from his ballistic vest and blood dripped
down his face. Yellow eyes stared at you from burnt skin as the shadows pushed out of the shadows
and to your side. Your heart leaped to your throat as you tried to get away from the shadow.

You flinched as a broken hand lashed out toward you before a cool hand landed gently on your
shoulder. You blinked, the shadow suddenly replaced by Metal Arm Dude as he gazed down at you
curiously. A sigh of relief managed to breathe through your lungs as yellow eyes were replaced by
blue as a gloved hand reached up to brush hair away from your face before it paused.

The soldier’s eyes changed, his hand returning to your forehead before he took off the glove and did it
again.

You frowned, looking him over as he held his hand there for a moment, “What’s wrong?”

“У тебя лихорадкаm,” he said, pulling his hand away and replacing it with hit metal one.

You have a fever.

Another sigh slipped from your lips as you closed your eyes and relaxed.

The cold sent shivers through your body but it felt so good. A light smile spread across your face
before it fell.

Metal Arm Dude slipped away from you, quickly returning to his corner.

You grumbled. Paired with the sound of footsteps in the hall, you knew what it meant.



The door to your cell opened with a creak before Novak and his entourage entered the room. Novak
didn’t bother to send a glance to the soldier and instead pulled his chair beside you. He pulled up his
clipboard, looking over your vitals before writing down some notes and finally turning to you.

“How do you feel, Ghostie?”

“Like I wanna wring your damn neck, motherfucker,” you snarled, unable to stop yourself before the
words slipped through your teeth with a hiss.

The Doctor chuckled, shaking his head as he looked over you, “And the formula? Do you feel like
giving it to me now?”

“No.” You shrugged with a roll of her eyes, “Not really.”

Novak sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he pushed away from you and nodded to his men.
They nodded, quickly taking out his ECT machine and hooking you up to it.

“Aw,” you whined, “C’mon. This one doesn't work, remember? If you’re such a damn genius, you
better come up with something better.”

Novak paused, turning back to you with a raised brow before he nodded slowly, as though an idea had
just sparked in his mind. He reclined in his seat with a low smile as a pulse of electricity strobed
through the room and you held back a yelp with a growl.

“Tell me, my little phantom, how do you create something like you? What must we put a person
through to become perfection?” Novak asked, adjusting his glasses as he clicked a pen and started
taking notes.

You didn’t answer, instead clenching your jaw shut and glaring at him.

“Hm, not very talkative today are you?” he mumbled not bothering to even look at you, his pen
scratched against the paper before he gestured to one of his lackeys and a pulse of electricity tore
through your body.

You pushed back a yelp, stopping it in your throat before it could reach Novak’s ears, “I just don’t like
the topic of conversation.”

“You will,” he said, reaching over to the machine and turning up the dial with a nod before he pressed
the button himself.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

A high-pitched whine left your throat as you shook away the scream that was itching to be released.

“It’s okay, Ghostie,” Novak grinned, setting down his notebook and rising from his chair to stride into
the light. His glasses slipped down his nose as he walked, light glinting off them as he came closer,
“You can scream for me.”

“Go fuck yourself,” you managed to bite out.



Another pulse.

You groaned.

Novak chuckled.

“What makes you tick?” he asked, leaning down on the table to look into your eyes, “What makes
you, you?”

“Солдатик, если они заставляют тебя забыть обо всем, откуда ты знаешь, как что-то делать?”
you asked, mindlessly wiggling your toes. Soldier Boy, if they make you forget everything, how do
you know how to do things?

“Я не знаю,” he sighed, relaxing back against the wall. I don’t know.

“Если они заставляют вас что-то забывать, должны ли они каждый раз учить вас, как что-то
делать?” you hummed a small smirk working to your face as he folded his arms over his chest.

If they make you forget things, do they have to teach you how to do stuff every time?

“Я не знаю,” he said again, raising a brow with a scoff. I don’t know.

“Почему у тебя никогда нет ответов, Солдатик?”

Why do you never have any answers, Soldier Boy?

“Вы задаете трудные вопросы.” He shrugged, pushing off the wall as you tugged on your bonds.
You ask hard questions.

It was your turn to scoff as he adjusted the straps on your wrists and you rolled your eyes. You hated
to admit how much you were relying on him now. It seemed he was the only one that could keep the
shadows at bay and you hated it.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

He’d tried to kill you. He worked for Novak. He wasn’t supposed to be the only support you had.

Then again…maybe he didn’t want to.

They took his memories from him. He didn’t know who he was.

Maybe he needed you as much as you needed him.

But you only needed one thing:



To get the fuck outta there.

Then it would be your three-step plan to success.

Break outta the cell, find Ollie, and escape.

But…

You paused, glancing up at him as Metal Arm Dude stepped away from you.

Maybe you’d make it into a four-step plan to success.

Get outta your cell, find Ollie, escape, and take your new soldier friend with you.

You glanced at the door before flicking your eyes back to him, “Как насчет легкого? Выпустите
меня отсюда.”

How about an easy one? Let me out of here.

He raised a brow, looking you over slowly before he shook his head, “Это был не вопрос.” That
wasn’t a question.

You pouted, jutting out your bottom lip with a whine as you shook the leather straps that held your
wrists, “Пожалуйста, выпустите меня отсюда?” Will you please let me outta here?

“Нет.”

“Aw.” You frowned, “Почему?” Why?

“Мне не разрешено.” I’m not allowed to.

“Мне нельзя с тобой разговаривать, и я все равно это делаю.” You shrugged with a small smile.

I’m not allowed to talk to you and I do it anyway.

“Я в курсе.” He deadpanned, with a sigh. I’m aware.

“So…” you hummed slowly, “Отпусти меня?” Let me loose?

“Нет.”

“Пожалуйста?” Please?

“Нет.”

“Aw…come on,” you whined, squirming against your restraints with a groan, “Soldier Boy, please?”

Metal Arm Dude sighed again, pushing away from his corner and reaching out to press your shoulder
down to the table, “Оставайтесь внизу.” Stay down.

You grumbled lowly, glaring at him as he ducked back away from you.

You were going to have to come up with a new plan. Maybe it wouldn’t be a four-step plan, maybe
you would stick with the three-step one. But, to do that, you would have to find Ollie first.



Tearing your gaze away from Metal Arm Dude, your eyes flicked to the door as it opened. An audible
groan worked from your chest as a group of guards filtered into the room. You waited for Novak to
come in after them, but he never did.

You raised a brow, letting your eyes float over the men in front of you, “What’s up, boys? Miss me?”

“Dr. Novak wants to speak with you,” one of the guards said to Metal Arm Dude as he moved to free
you.

You glanced up at the soldier as they began to unstrap you before they hauled you off the table. Metal
Arm Dude walked out with you before moving down the hall in the opposite direction.

“Where we going today, fellas? Disneyland?” you asked with a giggle as they dragged you out of your
cell and into the hall, “Vegas? That shitty county fair I almost died at?”

The men didn’t respond as they took you down the hall and into another room.

You winced as they threw on the lights and you groaned again.

A pair of chairs with straps and IV poles sat in the center with their backs to you. A nurse moved
through the room, pulling out some IV bags. The men threw you into one of the chairs and began to
strap you back down.

“Oh…come on…” you grumbled, rolling your eyes as they finished, “You couldn’t be any more
creative? We’ve done this like a million times.”

Again, the men didn’t answer as they left your side and the nurse quickly approached you. You didn’t
bother to fight back as she stuck you with a needle and hung a bag on the tree.

“Ow,” you hissed, relaxing back into the chair.

If there was anything you were thankful for, it was that you were transferred to a dimly lit room where
the lights didn’t hurt and you were given an hour alone—

“Holy shit,” a familiar voice whispered, “You look like trash.”

You sat up straight, your head whipping to the voice that came from the chair beside you, “Ollie!”

A wide grin found its way to your face, splitting one of the cracks in your lips but you didn’t care.
Ollie smiled back as he relaxed against the chair. He was paler than the last time you’d seen him, dark
circles were under his eyes and he was sporting a few fading bruises on his face.

“You okay?” you asked, letting a sigh of relief burst through you as a weight lifted off your shoulders.

“I’m not dead so, I’d say I’m good.” He shrugged with tired eyes, “You?”

You raised a brow, twisting your wrist to gesture at yourself.

He scoffed with a nod, “I see your point.”

You chuckled lightly, looking up at the nurse as she worked at her desk before you lowered your
voice, “Where are they keeping you?”



Ollie followed your gaze, watching the woman carefully before he nodded with a whisper, “They
have me in a solitary cell a couple floors down. You?”

“This floor. A few cells down.”

He chewed on his cheek, turning to you with a worried look in his eye, “You give them anything?”

“Nah.” You shook your head, “They ain’t gettin’ anything outta me.”

“How boutta plan?”

“Still workin’ on that one.”

Ollie raised a brow, with a small smile, “Can you hurry it up a bit?”

“I said I’m workin’ on it,” you said, shooting him a playful glare and earning a light laugh before your
face fell, “You haven’t given them anything, right?”

“They haven’t been asking me the questions,” he said, his face falling to a frown, “You fucked up big
time.”

You rolled your eyes before closing them as you relaxed back, “Shut up.”

The three-step plan was still in play. Now, you knew where he was. You knew you had to go down
and then go back up. It would be more difficult to get out, sure, but you could do it.

Maybe you would have to implement the four-step plan.

You bit your lip, glancing at him quickly, “You said they’re keeping you lower?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“‘Cause I ain’t leavin’ without you.”

You waited. And you waited. And then you waited some more.

You tried to find a pattern after you left Ollie. How many days would go between beatings and
interrogations and ‘feedings’—if you could even call it that. You tried to figure out when Metal Arm
Dude was taken, how many days he would stay away, and when he would come back different.

You tried to figure out how to bring him back to you but it seemed to be different every time. You
couldn’t pin down what brought back his memories. The four-step plan seemed more and more
unlikely to happen. Plus, you weren’t entirely sure you could trust him. He left more often than you
liked, you weren’t sure if he was telling Novak everything you were telling him.



If you told him the plan, you might be screwed before you even tried to get away.

The three-step plan it was.

But you had to escape first.

The men would take you to get your nutrients, the soldier would go the other way. Once he was gone,
you would strike. You’d get your nutrients and once they unhooked you from the chair, you’d cripple
them. You’d take out the guards, then make a run for the floor Ollie was on. You'd take out whatever
guard got in your way and get Ollie out. Then, you’d have him do some hacking, or whatever it was
he did to shut down the main elevator.

Then you could hijack it for your own and you’d have a one-way ticket out of the bunker.

Easy.

Out of the cell, free Ollie, escape.

Done.

You nodded to yourself, watching the guards as they sent Metal Arm Dude away before freeing you.
They dragged you off the table and you grunted as your feet hit the ground before they took you out
into the hall.

Step one: Done.

You glanced over your shoulder as Metal Arm Dude left you before a frown found its way to your
face.

You couldn’t leave him, could you?

No. You had to go back for him.

The four-step plan it was.

You let them take you to your chair in the room. Let the nurse hook up and you received your
nutrients in silence, keeping your eyes on the guards at the door as you did. The nurse unhooked you
once you were done, she left as the guards came to collect you.

Four of them came for you, two of them watching the other pair carefully as they freed you once
more.

And then you waited.

The instant you were free, you struck.

A kick to one guard’s knee, you felt a snap beneath your foot before you shoved the other one into the
spectating guard. The two went tumbling to the ground as you dove out of the chair. You snatched
away one of their weapons, immediately turning on the last standing guard before rolling over your
shoulder to your feet.

You stumbled, falling to the floor before locking eyes with one of the other guards. You spun on the
tile, quickly swinging around to fire three more shots.



The room fell into silence again as you struggled to your feet.

It was easier this time. Your lungs didn’t burn as bad as you grabbed a pair of pistols and limped back
toward the door.

Poking your head into the hallway, you glanced around before quickly stepping fully out of the room.
You nodded to yourself, slowly sneaking down the hall toward the stairwell before breaking into a
sprint.

The elevator would be too slow, especially if Ollie didn’t have full control of it.

Lowering your shoulder, you shoved open the stairwell door and vaulted over the railing.

The faster you found Ollie, the better. This way, at least, no one would be able to follow you.

You hopped to the railing below you, intending to balance on it before you slipped onto the stairs
below you. A quick yelp escaped your lips as you tumbled down the stairs, losing both pistols and
what was left of your dignity, before you hopped back to your feet.

Shaking yourself off, you grabbed the one pistol you could find before continuing down the stairs and
ducking into the nearest door.

You paused as it swung open to a darkened hall, something completely different from the halls above
you. You swallowed thickly, fumbling for a light switch or anything to help you as you took a hesitant
step into the hall.

The instant you did, a light sprang to life. Another step, another light.

“Ollie?” you whispered, quickly stepping through the hall.

Doors lined the walls but they seemed to lead to more labs rather than other cells. Maybe they’d be
around the corner—

“Ah!” you yelped, turning the corner and finding a group of guards already coming your way,
“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

You ducked back around the corner the instant they saw you. Pressing your back against the wall, you
forced a deep breath as you checked the single pistol in your hands before swinging back around with
your weapon raised.

The guards had expected you to run, they hadn’t expected you to be waiting for them as you turned
your weapon on them. You fired three rounds, taking out each guard before you grabbed another to
shield yourself from a spray of bullets.

You grabbed your shield’s sidearm, turning it against his comrades before emptying the magazine
completely. You threw the spent weapon at another guard, ducking under a swing from him before
turning on another.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

You wheezed a breath as you backed the men into a corner with a gritted grin. Your knuckles found
their targets each time you swung, the skin splitting with each hit until a hand wrapped around your
wrist.



An angered shriek cut from your throat as you turned on the man behind you, only for your fingers to
collide with a metal forearm.

It should have hurt, you should have frozen in pain—but you didn’t.

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You swung again and again, not offering Metal Arm Dude a reprieve as he shielded himself from an
onslaught of furious hits. You had him on his heels, you just had to keep him there.

You swung again, driving a punch toward his gut before he finally spun out of the way. He ducked
under one of your punches, twisting around you before wrapping an arm around your throat.

“No!” you snapped, elbowing him in the gut with a snarl as he began to squeeze, “Come on! Let me
go!”

He dragged you backward easily, despite your kicking and screaming as you tried to fight against him.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” you shrieked, clawing at his arm as he hauled you back toward the
stairwell, “Let go. Soldier Boy!”

You yelped as he threw you over his shoulder and made his way up the stairs, “Ugh. This is
embarrassing.”

A sigh made its way through your throat before you relaxed and let him take you back to your cell.

Foiled again.

“I made it farther this time,” you muttered, “I think.”

Metal Arm Dude didn’t answer as he threw open the door to your cell and set you down. You
expected him to latch onto your wrists and return you to the table for Novak to deal with later, but he
didn’t. Instead, the Doctor was already there…along with a group of replacement guards.

And none of them looked happy.

And, somehow there was a new addition to your cell.

Ropes and shackles that hung from the ceiling.

“When I said come up with something new, this isn’t what I meant,” you said tiredly as the guards
yanked you away from Metal Arm Dude.

“My patience is wearing thin, Lieutenant,” Novak snarled, his face darkening as he tossed a bloodied
whip to one of his men.

You winced as another guard grabbed the back of your already torn suit and ripped it open— ripping
with it the healing slashes that had stuck to the fabric. The men attached the metal shackles to your
wrists before raising the cable above you high enough that your toes barely brushed the cement floor.

You sucked a breath as you struggled to stop yourself from spinning.



Novak circled you like a vulture, his pen scribbling quickly across the pages of his notebook before
he shook his head and handed it off to his assistant, “It’s not strong enough.”

His assistant frowned, “She took down—”

“The body isn’t healing at the optimal rate,” he said simply, poking one of your wounds with his pen
and shaking his head as you hissed at him, “We’ll do it again.”

“No!” you snarled, glaring at him as he circled you again.

Novak nodded slowly, taking a step toward you with a growl, “Then tell me what you remember.”

“I don’t remember anything.”

He shrugged, nodding to one of his guards as he backed away from you and took back his notebook.

You flinched as the whip tore across your back again, holding back a hiss of pain with a grit of your
teeth.

“We shall start with something easier, hm?” Novak said, settling down in his chair with his book and
another file, “Who else is on your team?”

You glared at him, closing your eyes as another lash ripped through your flesh. Before you opened
your eyes, Novak’s hand wrapped around your chin. He yanked your face to face his, earning himself
a yelp.

“Make no mistake, Lieutenant, I will break you,” he snarled, his voice low and dark, “I do not care
how long it takes. I do not care what I have to do to you, I will do it. And you will give me what I
want.”

You leveled another glare against him, wrenching your chin out of his grip, “Never.”

“We shall see.”

Your head lolled forward, your eyes barely able to stay open even as you shivered so violently that
your shackles clattered and clanked. You weren’t sure how long you had been there, hanging limply
from your wrists as Novak let his lackeys go to town. You couldn’t even feel your back anymore, the
tingling of the wounds meshed with the tickling trickle of blood down your skin.

Novak had been watching the entire time, scribbling down notes and taking closer looks at your back
when he felt like it.

You sniffed, barely able to raise your gaze to the Doctor as he rose from his chair. His assistant
brought in a tray of chemicals, arranging them along the examination table for him to go through. He



looked through them, muttering to himself before he chose one and gave it to his assistant.

He snapped on a pair of gloves, turning to you as his assistant handed him a syringe.

“Have you changed your mind, Lieutenant?” he asked, drawing from the vial as he looked you over.

You glared at him, wheezing a breath as he took a step closer.

He clicked his tongue with a shake of his head, “This is going to hurt. You tell me what I want and I
will stop.”

“Do your worst.” You bared your teeth at him, a low growl rumbling through your chest as he took
another step toward you.

“You are so ridiculously stubborn,” Novak hissed, grabbing a fistful of your hair and yanking your
head out the side to expose your neck to him before plunging the needle into the soft flesh there.

It was just like the rest. The pain hit you almost immediately. Then the burning that radiated through
your veins to the rest of your body.

Then everything went numb. Dull sensations of burning and thudding pain in time with your heartbeat
as it began to race.

“Let me know how it works, Ghostie,” Novak whispered in your ear, cupping your cheeks as he
forced you to look at him again, “We will keep going until you work properly. You understand, yes?”

He nodded with a wicked smile before letting you go and chuckling as you went limp. Your head
dropped to your chest as your body began to shake again. The wounds on your back felt tight, the skin
quickly trying to stitch back together.

You winced as the dull sound of the door slamming shut echoed through the room.

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —

— Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I— —

You squeezed your eyes shut, whimpering at the pain that coursed through you. Even your skin
prickling in the cold hurt. Every breath hurt. Everything—

A hand landed gently on your hip, the sudden sensation sending another jolt of pain through you as
your eyes popped open.

“Please don’t,” you whispered, unable to lift your head as Metal Arm Dude moved to stand in front of
you, “No…please. It hurts.”

He didn’t say anything as he pulled you against him, one hand on your hip steadied you as the other
quickly flicked one of your wrists free.

You sucked a hiss as your arm fell to your side before he gently grabbed it and wrapped it around the
back of his neck.

“Держись за меня,” he mumbled, working to free your other wrist.



You didn’t hear him, your brain unable to make sense of his words as he spoke. You looked up at him
blankly, still shaking in his arms as he paused. The soldier studied you for a moment, before he
reached up to smooth hair from your face.

“Посмотри на меня,” he tried again, his brows furrowing as you continued to stare through him,
“Soldier Girl, look at me.”

You blinked, shuddering a breath at the sound of his voice.

“Держись за меня,” he said again, “Hold on to me.”

You nodded slowly, curling your free hand around his shoulder as he went back to work to free your
other wrist. You tried to hold yourself against him as he did but the instant he freed you you fell,
nearly slipping through his arms before he gently caught you; careful not to press too hard against
your back.

With a wince, you wrapped both arms around him as he held you against him.

“I thought you were gone,” you mumbled, tucking your head into his neck as he pulled you into his
arms.

“I thought you were supposed to be smarter,” he whispered hoarsely, carrying you across the cell to
the table.

“No,” you whimpered, pulling yourself tighter against him, “Not yet, please.”

Metal Arm Dude stiffened, pausing in his stride before he sighed, “Ты собираешься доставить мне
неприятности.” You’re going to get me in trouble.

You managed a light scoff, holding him tightly as he sat on the table and pulled you securely into his
lap as you started to shake.

You held onto him like your life depended on it—as though he was your lifeline.

“Am I gonna die?” you whispered against his neck, clutching his tactical suit as you tried to breathe
and tears began to form in your eyes.

Metal Arm Dude shook his head, “Нет.”

“No?”

“Worse,” he hummed, “You're going to live.”

You frowned, letting your tears fall and your chest began to heave, “It hurts.”

He sighed, wrapping his arms around you, “I know. I know. Just breathe.”

— “Deep breaths,” he whispered, squeezing your hand, “Deep breaths. You're okay.” —

You nodded through the involuntary shakes that wracked through your body as you clung to him.

His breathing was steady, just like his heartbeat.

“Is it always going to feel like this?” you whispered, trying to relax against him as he reached up to
tuck a piece of hair behind your ear.



“I don't know.” He shrugged, setting his chin atop your head, “It's new.”

“You're not making me feel better.”

“Sorry,” he sighed, thumbing your thigh as he held you and you began to calm down.

“Promise me something?” you asked with a shiver, “Don’t leave me, okay?”

“I’m not going anywhere, Soldier Girl.”
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Lockjaw

Chapter Summary

Jack swallowed thickly, his gaze falling to the floor, “I don’t wanna hurt you.”

“I can take it. Let go.”

“Still.” Jack shook his head again, setting his hands on his hips with a sigh, “I don’t wanna hurt
you.”

“You won’t,” you tried again, “Trust me.”

“You don’t understand, (F/N), I—”

“Perhaps you should stop talking and make better use of your time,” a voice called from above
you, cutting Jack off.

You raised a brow, glancing up at General Okoye as she looked down at you from one of the
balconies. Cocking your head to the side, you looked her over.

“Maybe you should come down here if you think it’s so easy.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

You've got me growlin' like a pit bull, brother

I'm about to lock my jaws

I'm a time bomb tickin' a real live wire

Boy a shot in the dark, I'm a bullet in a bonfire

Oliver winced to himself, pulling his coat tighter around himself as he ducked out of the car and into
the cold and dreary Tokyo day. A chill blew through the air, the harsh rumbling of engines
overpowering the soft sound of lapping waves off the edge of the docks. Even then, the shipping
district was much calmer than the streets of the rest of the city. The smell of the city was overcome by
the rank smell of fish and the smokey scent of charred lumber.

Then there was a sweet one. One that he could almost taste.

Burnt sugar. Nitroglycerin.

They really had been sloppy. He was going to have to be careful with this one.



Oliver sighed, his eyes flicking to the three men ahead of him as they ducked through the blackened
remains of the building.

He wasn’t sure where (F/N) had run off to—causing more trouble, no doubt. He’d been minding his
business on their sad excuse of a plane when he’d felt a cold gust of air and she was gone. He didn’t
even know it until an argument between Weston and Gonzalez drifted through the plane.

Something about letting her go off on her own or something like that.

He didn’t care.

What he did care about was the fact that they were getting far closer to the Doctor’s work than they
were supposed to. He swallowed thickly, flicking his phone from his pocket as he tiptoed through the
debris.

I can’t keep them away for much longer. They have me digging into the timeline. You better have a
plan.

He quickly pressed send, his lips pressing to a thin line as he stepped over metal that was folded like
paper before nearly slipping on wet ash. Oliver caught himself on a timber with a grumble before
correcting himself.

Folding his arms over his chest, he glanced over his shoulder before continuing after the rest of the
team.

Weston stood in what was left of the corner of the building. His gaze raking over the rubble as he took
a deep drag off his cigar and blew away the smoke.

Johnson was adorned with black gloves and swabs. He was cautiously creeping through the
warehouse and carefully taking samples before placing them in individual vials in his bag.

And then there was Gonzalez.

He stalked through the debris, his eyes sweeping over every inch of the warehouse. He moved like an
animal—like a predator.

Oliver paused as Gonzaelz’s yellow eyes met his before the man went back to work. He gulped,
heading in the opposite direction as the team continued to work and he pulled out his phone again.

Where are you?

Shaking his head, he heaved a heavy sigh and made his way toward the edge of the warehouse.

It had been perfect when it was still standing. With bay doors facing the street and the waterfront so
that they could ferry the good Doctor’s chemicals off of the boats and into the city without being
detected.

It had been stacked with crates so meticulously organized they could find whatever the Doctor wanted
within seconds. The staff there had been so tight-lipped, they’d worked in silence.

And, now? All of it was gone. Within seconds, the Doctor had nearly wiped it off the face of the earth
on a whim.

With the exception of…



Oliver paused, his gaze meeting the remnants of a chair.

Not just any chair.

The chair.

But what was it doing here? He’d thought that the Asset had been put back in cold storage after
Kabul. But, if Novak still had it in his possession, perhaps…

Oliver pulled up his phone again, glaring at his unanswered messages.

If you have the Asset on hand, have him finish them off. I don’t know where the girl is.

He stuffed his phone back in his pocket and turned on his heel before he froze.

Weston was standing right behind him, staring at the chair with a frown before he turned to him.

“You see anything, Walsh?” he asked, clasping his hands behind his back with a raised brow.

Oliver shook his head with a blink, “No, sir.”

Weston’s frown deepened his forehead creasing as he nodded before stepping away from him and
working his way back through the warehouse.

“I got some samples and some buddies at the base,” Johnson said, straightening himself and
throwing his bag over his shoulder, “I’ll get these sent off.”

“What’s your timeframe?” Gonzalez asked, appearing by Walsh’s side in an instant and earning
himself a flinch.

How in the hell was he able to sneak around like that?

“A few weeks,” Johnson said with a frown.

Weston grumbled, leading them back toward the car, “Keep digging ‘til then.”

“Yes, sir.”

Oliver’s face fell as the three packed up. He shook his head, fighting the urge to run a hand down his
face.

If they didn’t find anything, they were going to turn to him. He had to come up with something to keep
them off the scent.

Oliver sighed, his eyes flicking up to the cameras that were mounted around the plaza.

He was sure that the Doctor’s team had already doctored the footage, he was also sure they’d left him
just enough to play with. And considering he was the only one that knew how to get into them, he was
sure he could keep the team spinning until Novak was ready to strike.

They wouldn’t even be able to tell that he was playing them.

A low smirk slid across his face as he ducked into the back of the car before burying himself into his
computer.



He’d keep them off the trail for as long as he wanted. They’d never be able to trace the warehouse to
anything as long as he was around.

His smile grew as his phone finally buzzed in his pocket, but his face fell the instant he started
reading.

The girl was in Paris. She has my stabilizer and now she is on the run. — MN

Shit. Shit. Shit!

Of course, (F/N) was at the center of another disaster.

And, of course, she was probably the cause of yet another disaster.

He hissed a sigh, letting his fingers fly across his phone before he paused again.

Keep their eyes on the distribution center while we ferry the rest of our supplies out of the city. —
MN

There were still supplies in the city? They hadn’t gotten it all out beforehand?

Great.

Even more he had to cover up.

If the girl arrives, tell me. — MN

Oliver nodded with a grimace.

What are you going to do?

He clenched his jaw, tapping his foot impatiently before he finally got a reply.

You do not want to know. — MN

Birnin Zana.

A wash of gilded sunlight flowed through the city, sparkling off of pristine buildings and clean streets.
Even the deep green of the mountains surrounding the city was tinted into shades of warm amber.

The Golden City.

You sighed, breathing in the fresh air as you slid on your jacket—though, you didn’t need it.

The temperature was perfect, just like the rest of the city. A smooth, sweet breeze that cooled the air
before the sun warmed it back up.

You closed your eyes as you took another deep breath of the air and you loosely braided your hair
before you winced. The stitches in your side stretched a bit too far and caught you off guard. You
whimpered to yourself, pressing your palm to the wound with a hiss as you shook your head.

You really should have taken Raffa up on his offer to take a better look at it. But…the room…

The room…



— The guards slammed you back onto the table, fighting against you as a screech tore through your
throat. You threw them off of you, lunging back toward the Doctor before Metal Arm Dude caught you
midair. —

— “It is working,” Novak crooned, grinning wickedly as you fought against the soldier before he got
the upper hand and shoved you back onto the table. The Doctor’s face fell as you gave up, your chest
heaving as your grip on the soldier went limp, “We are getting closer, Lieutenant.” —

— “No, you’re not,” you croaked, glaring at him with a hiss, “How does it feel to fail again, Doc?”
—

You shook your head and turned on your heel, away from the balcony that looked out onto the city.

No. No. Not again.

You didn’t want to be anywhere near an examination table again, no matter whose it was. Whether it
was Raffa’s or one of T’Challa’s healers or…Novak’s.

— “Just kill me,” a pained scream hurled from your lips, “Please!” —

— “What happened, Lieutenant?” Novak asked, cocking his head to the side with a smirk, “Are you
finally broken?” —

— “Please.” —

— “Give me what I want. I’ll make all the pain go away.” —

You held in a groan as you ducked into the hall.

It was quiet there, unlike the constant flood of memories that washed through your head. The halls
were dark, yet warm. Daylight peeked from the ends of the hall along with a lone Dora Milaje warrior
that watched you from afar.

They’d been following you since your arrival in Wakanda; more than likely following the General's
orders.

And you didn’t mind, they’d keep their distance and you’d keep yours.

For now.

“Not right now,” you hissed under your breath with a shake of your head.

Yes, right now. You know they’re sizing us up.

“Doesn’t mean we have to fight them.”

Lame.

You sighed, pinching the bridge of your nose as you stalked down the hall. Even if Birnin Zana was
one of the most peaceful places you’d ever been, it hadn’t stopped the constant barrage of voices and
memories that cut through your head. Even if King T’Challa had promised you’d be safe as long as
you were within the walls of the city, you’d still been up pacing the entire night away as Boone tried
to sleep. That was, until she’d personally dragged you off to bed.



You’d only awoken once more in the early morning hours as she got up to meet the rest of the team at
the Princess’ labs. They knew, just as well as you, that you couldn’t hide away in Wakanda forever.
Walsh was still out wreaking havoc and Wakanda wouldn’t be as welcoming forever.

We’re running out of time. He’s still on his heels. We need to keep him off balance.

“Stop,” you whispered to yourself, smiling softly and bowing your head to one of the Elders as they
looked you over suspiciously before disappearing into the throne room. You glanced in for only a
moment, accidentally making eye contact with the Queen Mother before you quickly slithered out of
her sight.

She’d been watching your team almost as closely as General Okoye had been. And you knew what
she would say behind closed doors…mostly because you could hear everything she said.

Not that you blamed her, she was only trying to protect her children and her country.

Trust was a rare thing in Wakanda, especially after what had happened with N’Jadaka and before him
and, you supposed, from the very beginning.

You shook your head, quickly stepping away from the meeting in the throne room. You didn’t want to
hear anything you weren’t supposed to but, as T’Challa met with his advisors and the Tribal Council
for a second time in less than three days, it worried you.

Especially because you knew they were meeting about you and your team.

You paused in your step as you passed a balcony.

The city was quickly coming to life and you couldn’t help but watch it.

Even with the stress of the Council and the Queen Mother breathing down your neck, you couldn’t
help but relax at the peace in the air. Despite the chaos the country had been thrown into, it did
nothing but radiate warmth and serenity.

But, still, it was different.

Your mind was still racing in the background. It was never truly peaceful inside your head, not like it
had been…

— “I am so sorry,” you stuttered, your eyes continuing to widen and a blush beginning to form on
your face as you tried to pull away. —

— “Wait, wait,” he mumbled through half-opened lids, “you’re fine...stay…” —

— You stopped, staring at his face as his eyes fluttered closed again. —

— “Barnes...” you started, eyes flicking over him. —

— “Please?” he asked his arm that was curled around your waist pulling you closer, “You’re warm.”
—

…New Eden.

As much as you hated to admit it, nothing could compare. Sure, there was a sense of reprieve in a
place like this.



No one would ever think to look for you there, just like no one would ever have found Bucky if things
hadn’t fallen apart like they did.

But, after he’d left, had New Eden really felt the same?

Perhaps you hadn’t had enough time to find out. Or, perhaps, the peace you felt hadn’t come from
New Eden at all. Maybe that’s why you couldn’t feel it in Birnin Zana.

The peace you’d felt hadn’t come from them at all.

It had come from him.

And it hadn’t just been in New Eden and the Golden City that you’d felt it. You’d felt it at the Tower
every day when you woke up beside him.

Bucky had taken it with him when he’d left New Eden and you’d lost it the instant you’d fled.

You wouldn’t get it back unless you went back to him. Which, quite honestly, didn’t seem like it was
going to happen any time soon.

Unless…

Don’t start.

We take care of Walsh now…

You rolled your eyes with a low groan and looked back over the city.

If only you could feel how the city looked. Tranquil, calm, serene, and quiet punctuated by the sounds
of chanting.

You blinked, raising a brow as you leaned over the balcony.

The sounds of a chant echoing from below the Citadel reaching your ears in an instant.

You watched as a group of people made their way to the Palace. They were adorned in furs and
ornately fashioned armor and they followed behind a large man with a staff before they moved into
the Citadel.

You hummed to yourself with a shrug before turning away from the balcony and pausing; your
stitches stretching uncomfortably tight as you placed your hand on your side. Forcing a deep breath,
you continued down the hall.

You promised Boone you’d meet up with them later, all you had to do was figure out how to get to
Shuri’s labs.

You were sure there was a bus…or a train thing—

Maybe we’ll steal a jet.

—maybe you’d steal a jet.

You paused again, groaning to yourself as you shook your head.

You’d figure it out eventually.



Boone sighed, leaning over the railing to watch as the Princess’ assistants hurried through the lab like
ants. The amount of work they’d gotten done in only a few hours, it was impressive. They were very
quickly getting the lab back into working order and Boone couldn’t wait to see it.

Everything was, at one point, state of the art. And she had no doubt that they’d be back up and
running by the end of the day. But, she couldn’t help but look over the place and wonder what it had
looked like before it had been destroyed.

Black blast stains marred what would have been pristine white equipment. Dark cracks dug into the
dark flooring and up the walls and glass glittered in the white lights.

Boone’s frown deepened at the sight, her eyes quickly flicking over the broken tech that littered the
lab.

Despite the destruction that had been wreaked here, it looked 10 times better than what hers had
looked like.

Hers was nearly buried under the rubble of the Main Hub. It had been filled with dust and broken
light fixtures that sent sprays of sparks into the air. Most of it had been caved in, blocks of cement
from the upper levels of the Hub had blocked off every hallway and crushed every computer in its
path.

At least the Princess could come back from this. At least bits and pieces of her lab could be salvaged.

Most of Boone’s had been destroyed, some of the memories there had been lost forever.

All she had left was a recycled suit and helmet, Duke’s SOS button, and a glitching Athena that was
currently being reprogrammed.

Boone’s frown deepened as she drummed her fingers on the railing with a sigh. She glanced over her
shoulder as the rest of her team huddled in the examination room they’d been given. Of course, she
was too antsy to sit in the room all day, so they’d given her guard duty. At least then she could pace
outside of the room they were working in, making sure that no wandering eyes made it anywhere
close to them and making sure no one else found out about Jack and his…issues.

She heaved a sigh, leaning further against the railing and scrunching her nose.

If only she could get down into the labs. If only she had something to keep her mind preoccupied—

“Go,” Belov’s voice came from behind her before he arrived by her side and leaned against the railing
with her.

Boone raised a brow, glancing over him quickly as a smile erupted across her face, “Really?”

“Да.” He nodded, waving her away from him, “You are driving me crazy, Беда. With your pacing and
your mumbling and your—”

“Yay!” she exclaimed, pulling him into a hug before she pushed away from him, “Merci,
Christopher.”

He rolled his eyes, scoffing at her as she skipped down the stairs, “Зануда.” Nerd.



She grinned, racing down the stairs to join the other scientists in the lab and letting her eyes race over
each object that caught her attention. She reached her hand out to one, watching it carefully before
Belov cut her off.

“Беда. Смотреть,” he warned her, shaking his head as she snapped her hand back into her pocket,
“Не трогай.” Look. Don’t touch.

Boone pouted, turning on her heel to face him and sticking out her tongue before turning her back on
him. She heard him scoff above her as she wandered further into the lab.

“What did he say?” a voice asked from behind her as she stepped closer to the device she was
examining.

“To behave,” she said simply, turning to the source of the voice before she straightened herself,
“Princess.”

The girl smiled with a curt nod before she raised her brow, “Please, call me Shuri.”

“See, but then I don’t feel as distinguished when I say it, Princess.”

Shuri chuckled, shaking her head as she turned back to dust off one of her tables. Boone smirked,
stepping away from the device and letting her gaze move around the room again. She watched Shuri’s
assistants move through the room before she reached out to grab a discarded broom.

She did it almost subconsciously, carefully catching each crystal of glass and sweeping them toward
the pile in the center of the room.

“You do not need to do that, Agent Cavanaugh,” Shuri said from behind her, watching her carefully as
she fired up the holotable in front of her.

Boone snickered with a shake of her head as she fished glass out from under a chair, “It’s the only
way I’mma be able to keep my hands to myself.”

Shuri scoffed lightly as Boone moved through the room, carefully sweeping up debris as she moved
through the room before she paused.

A glint of metal caught her eye on one of the tables as she moved. She let the objects steal her gaze
and she paused for a moment.

Wraith’s knuckles.

Shuri might have called them rudimentary but they were still a sight to behold…and analyze.

Walsh had more Vibranium. That much she was sure of but, what he was going to do with the rest,
she didn’t know.

If he made more knuckles from the leftovers, she was going to have to build something that would
stop them. She’d have to up the ante on the Aegis’ chest plate and other armor.

But, if he went down another route, if he decided to make something more brutal, she was going to
have to come up with a new plan.

“Whoever forged them didn’t do a great job,” Shuri said from across the lab, not taking her eyes off
her project as Boone paused and set down the broom, “They didn’t heat up the Vibranium enough.



There are some cracks around the base.”

“I have a feeling he didn’t really care,” Boone hummed, tracing the metal with the tips of her fingers,
“They worked the way he wanted them to. You wanna know what my question is?”

The Princess finally looked up at her, pushing away from the table to join her, “Hm?”

“What’s he gonna do next?” she asked, folding her arms over her chest, “And how the hell do I stop
him?”

“I would say you have a team upstairs that will help you figure that out,” Shuri said, nodding up to
Belov as he stalked the hall above them.

“Yeah, but they don’t have the answer either.” she paused, her jaw clenching as she finally lifted her
fingers away from the metal, “It’s my job to figure it out.”

The girl nodded slowly, lifting her gaze from the weapons as Boone grabbed the broom again and set
back to work, “I’m sorry we couldn’t be more help.”

“This is plenty,” she said, watching as Shuri returned to the table and it finally awakened, “Trust me.”

Boone paused as the lights in the lab seemed to dim before a disembodied voice echoed through the
room.

“Good morning, Princess,” the voice said smoothly, “I ran the numbers for you last night. The labs
should be fully operational by the end of the week.”

Shuri nodded, her smile widening as Boone set down the broom and joined her at the table, “Thank
you, Griot.”

Boone mirrored the grin on her face as lines of code quickly swept across the holotable.

“He’s so sophisticated,” she whispered, reaching out to let her fingers dance over the code as it
seemed to glow, “You’re beautiful.”

“Thank you, Agent Cavanaugh.”

She scoffed lightly at the sound of her name as she kept her gaze on the scrolling code before Shuri
swiped it away.

“Have you ever tried to make one?” she asked.

Boone nodded slowly, reluctantly turning away from the table, “Her name is Athena. She’s part of the
reason we’re still alive. I let Agent Norway take care of her now.”

Boone paused, chuckling to herself, “They’re handfuls when they figure things out. Is yours sassy
yet?”

Shuri shook her head, “We are getting there.”

“Just wait. They grow up so fast,” Boone hummed before she paused as the device that had originally
caught her eye stole it again. She pointed at it, “What’s this?”



“A fabricator,” the girl said slowly, raising a brow as Boone took a step closer to it, “You don’t have
one?”

“Aftermath does. We use it for mass production.” She paused beside it, fighting every urge to touch it,
“But I’ve never used one before.”

“Really?”

Boone nodded with an embarrassed smile, “I like building my prototypes by hand. Call me old-
fashioned. But there’s some things your hands just can’t do, huh?”

“Maybe.” Shuri shrugged with a laugh before she paused, her gaze flicking between Boone and her
wandering hands, “If you find yourself growing bored. I have an auxiliary lab we don’t use often and
a box of scraps if you wish to—”

“Yes,” Boone said, swinging around with an excited giggle before she paused with a grimace, “Please.
Just point me in the right direction.”

Shuri smiled, nodding to one of the boxes before pointing down the hall.

“You’re going to regret that,” a familiar voice came from the other side of the lab. Everett ducked to
her side as Boone picked up one of the boxes and pressed it to her hip.

“Nah. I’ll be good, Princess. I promise,” she said, glaring lightly at Everett before he picked up one of
the boxes, “Thank you.”

Everett rolled his eyes, following Boone down the hall with a playful smile before she spoke again.

“I gotta say, Ev,” she hummed, glancing at him with a smirk, “I was surprised to see you.”

“Same here,” he said, adjusting the box with a grunt, “You’re supposed to be playing dead.”

Boone shrugged with a Cheshire grin, “Not one of the games I’m good at.”

“Bullshit.”

She chuckled, kicking open a door at the end of the hall and slipping into the room as it lit up
automatically.

“What about you?” she asked, setting down the box and looking over the small lab before she paused,
“I thought you were steering clear after our field trip.”

The lab was made into the rock of the mines. The natural stone lined the walls with a desk built into
it.

“I was,” he said, dropping the box to the floor and swinging into a chair with a shrug, “And then I got
tangled up with the Wakandans.”

“What kinda tangled?”

“The kind that means I got shot.”

“Typical,” she chuckled, ignoring the glare that he shot toward her with a smirk, “I’m kidding. You
gonna fill me in, or what?”



“How much do you know?”

Boone paused, leaning against the wall with a sigh before she folded her arms over her chest,
“T’Challa’s told (F/N) a little but not enough that she’s willing to share.”

“Eric Stevens.”

Boone paused, raising a brow with a frown as she looked him over, “You say that like I know who
that is.”

“Killmonger.”

She blinked, tilting her head to the side as she took in the name before she nodded slowly, “Outta
JSOC? Them was your boys, Ev. Not mine.”

“They were not mine,” Everett clarified with a shake of his head, “You were my gal.”

“Yeah and then you left me in Russia,” she said, grabbing one of the boxes from the floor and
glancing through it, “And then forgot about me in prison.”

“To be fair…” Everett paused, turning to catch sight of one of the Princess’ assistants watching them
from the end of the hall. Boone turned too, managing a small wave before she dumped the box onto
the ground. Its contents spilled across the floor with a metallic clang, scaring away the assistant as a
smirk worked to Boone’s face and Everett continued, “I thought you were dead.”

“No. Not fair.” Boone shook her head, kicking around the scrap heap with a frown before she looked
back up at him, “What happened?”

“Turns out he was T’Challa’s cousin,” Everett said simply, kicking the other box and watching as a
metal washer went rolling across the floor, “Wanted the throne, among other things.”

Boone’s frown deepened as she picked up a few pieces of scrap.

No wonder none of the Wakandans, save for Shuri and T’Challa, wanted them there. A single JSOC
member was nearly as deadly as an Alpha Operative. And, now, Wakanda had a whole team of them
in her capital city.

“We’re not gonna have a warm welcome for long, are we?” she asked, kneeling down to grab an
armful of bits and pieces.

“Probably not. You got a plan?”

“I’m working on it.”

“And the Wraith problem?”

Boone sighed, leaning back on her heels and shaking her head, “Is becoming an even bigger
problem.”

Everett’s face fell to a frown, “Anything I can help with?”

“No.” She shook her head, “We don’t need to drag anyone else into this.”

Boone closed her eyes with a grit of her teeth.



They had less time than she had originally thought, which was a double-edged sword.

She knew New York couldn’t hold it together for much longer. Barton was only a temporary patch to
a sinking ship that Walsh was constantly blowing holes into.

They were either going to have to strike hard and fast, and hopefully, win. Or, they were going to have
to find a new way to float.

And that was the trouble. They didn’t have a plan. They didn’t have a lifeboat to jump to. They didn’t
have a life preserver.

They didn’t know what they were going to do. If they were kicked out of the one place that may keep
them safe, they’d be out in the open and Walsh would have no problem blowing them off the map.

“If it makes you feel better,” Everett said slowly, ripping her from her thoughts, “I got to fly a remote
control talon fighter.”

“Remote control?” she asked, unable to stop her eyes from lighting up, “Full-sized? How?”

“Full sized. I saved the day.” The smirk on his face grew as she threw some metal bits over her
shoulder and sat beside him.

“How?”

“It was like this sand stuff—”

“No. Shut up,” Boone snapped, quickly diving through the lab’s desk to find a pencil and paper,
“Okay. Go. Start from the beginning. Tell me everything.”

T’Challa forced a deep breath, trying to calm himself as his mother and the Elders continued to argue
behind him. He wished he was used to the sound of their bickering but he wasn’t, especially when his
own mother wasn’t on his side.

He felt like he was a child again, being scolded by every parental figure in the Palace.

Even then, he saw their side of things.

Ghost’s team wasn’t something they wanted to handle right now. They wanted to rebuild—to mend
what had been torn apart, not worry about a team that could tear them apart overnight.

Wakanda was on the verge of being torn apart. Those who had sided with N’Jadaka were seen as
traitors, though some had simply been doing their duty to the throne.

It was a complicated problem, one that was complicated further by a team of killers that had arrived
for sanctuary at the wrong time.

“My King,” one of the Council members behind him rasped, “Are you listening?”

“Yes, I—” T’Challa turned back to them but was cut off in an instant as the doors to the throne room
were thrown open. A sigh of relief unintentionally spilled from his lips as M’Baku and his advisors
swept into the room.



“I am sorry we are late,” M’Baku’s voice boomed through the room, silencing the squabbling Council
as his staff clicked across the floor with every step he took, “We were not informed there would be a
meeting. Nor that we had more visitors.”

“M’Baku. I am sorry,” T’Challa said smoothly, setting himself upon the throne as M’Baku took a seat
beside him, “The Council thought it appropriate that we meet about our guests.”

M’Baku raised a brow, “Are your guests always this much trouble, T’Challa?

“There may be a bad habit forming.” He shrugged with a small smile as the leader of the Jabari
relaxed back.

“My son, this cannot go on,” his mother said, coming to his side in an instant, “Wakanda has already
been weakened by Killmonger’s attack. We cannot allow this to continue—”

“As I have told you—all of you—this is only temporary,” T’Challa cut her off, pushing himself off
the throne with a frown as he leveled his gaze against each member of the Council, “We owe the
Ghost and her team—”

“Ghost?” M’Baku asked, his brows furrowing as he looked around the room, “What ghost? Since
when are we being haunted by ghosts? Why was I not informed?”

Ramonda sighed, shaking her head at the man, “M’Baku…”

“What?” he asked, looking around the room incredulously, “Am I wrong to be concerned by ghosts in
this, the Golden City? I must warn my people if your ghost problem persists and leaks into
Jabariland.”

“No. That is not…Never mind,” T’Challa waved him off with a shake of his head, “As I was saying,
Captain (L/N) and her team saved my sister. She saved me. She has assured me that they only need a
few days to rest before they leave Wakanda. All I ask is patience.”

“T’Challa—” His mother tried again but he shook his head once more.

“You may continue your meeting without me,” he said, gesturing to the man with a nod, “While Lord
M’Baku and I take a walk. We have much to discuss.”

M’Baku nodded solemnly, rising from his chair and quickly moving after him.

The doors of the throne room swept open for them and immediately closed the instant they stepped
foot out of it.

“You are welcome for my timely appearance,” M’Baku said, smirking as the two walked down the
hall, followed by both the Dora Milaje and his Jabari warriors, “This is the third time I have saved
you. Another dangerous habit.”

“This does not count, M’Baku,” T’Challa chuckled, “But I thank you. They were tearing me apart.”

He scoffed, shaking his head, “You have been back on the throne for less than a week, T’Challa, and
you have already angered your Council and the Queen Mother.”

“I know,” he sighed, “It was not my intention.

M’Baku hummed, “What ghosts are wandering through this Palace?”



“Friends,” T’Challa answered simply, “They saved Shuri from Wraith.”

“A ghost and a wraith?” he asked, pausing in his stride for only a moment, “You do have a problem.”

“Yes.” Okyoe’s voice came from down the hall before she stepped behind them, “He does.”

“Okoye,” T’Challa sighed, “Do not start.”

“They are trouble,” she continued anyway, her voice low and unimpressed, “They are like our War
Dogs, but worse.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

M’Baku chuckled, “I must meet these ghosts that anger the mighty General Okoye so.”

Even if his back was to her, T’Challa could feel the glare the two received in the back of his skull.

“The Captain left for Mount Bashenga,” Okoye said, “The rest of her team are already there. We have
been watching them closely.”

“Mm,” M’Baku hummed again, pursing his lips as he glanced at T’Challa, “They sound like such
esteemed guests. They have the Dora Milaje following them with every step.”

“There are more Killmongers in our country,” she hissed, despite the warning glare that T’Challa gave
her, “And these ones were invited.”

“Okoye.”

“What?” she asked, “It is the truth. That is what they are.”

A light chuckle came from the shadows, a voice that T’Challa was finally glad to hear, “I’m sure it is
not that bad.”

Nakia stepped in line beside Okoye as the group stepped from the Palace and toward the Royal Talon
Fighter.

“Ghost and Libra saved Shuri when they didn’t have to,” he said, not bothering to glance at the
General as she rolled her eyes and he ducked into the aircraft, “N’Jadaka would not have done that.”

“Unless he wanted something,” Okoye muttered, grimacing as T’Challa finally spun to face her.

“She has a point,” Nakia said softly, wincing slightly at the look in his eye.

“Nakia.”

“What?” she asked, “They are a team of soldiers and spies. Who better to judge them than her and I?”

M’Baku chuckled as the craft powered up and T’Challa shook his head.

“Judge them all you want,” he said, “That does not change what they have done for me and my
sister.”

“Personally,” M’Baku practically sang, “I cannot wait to meet these soldiers and spies that make
Wakanda’s General shake with fear.”



“It is not fear, M’Baku,” Okoye hissed, “It is general annoyance.”

The man smirked as T’Challa stepped between the two.

“Ignore her,” he said, sending her one final warning encased in a low glare, “They are good people.
For the most part.”

The sound of Zac’s fingers racing across the keys filled the otherwise silent lab as Duke stood in the
corner with his arms folded over his chest. Jack was sitting quietly on the examination table as Raffa
quickly checked his vitals. Mendez muttered to himself as he wrote down different numbers before
returning to Ari’s side. The two men poured over different results together, whispering back and forth
to each other as Jesse looked over their shoulders. Belov and Yelena were standing guard outside of
the doors, making sure no one dared come closer as the rest of the team waited for results.

He wasn’t sure where Boone had run off to, nor was he worried.

He sighed, running his fingers through his hair before slinging his necklace between them.

He hated how long it was taking. Hated how many different numbers he couldn’t read popped up on
the screen. Hated how lost Jack looked as he stared off into the distance, playing with his wedding
band.

Duke pushed away from the wall, crossing the lab in quick strides before stopping at his husband's
side and pressing a quick kiss to his temple.

“How you doing?”

“I feel fine,” Jack said slowly, still staring off into the distance, “I think.”

“You think?”

Jack nodded before finally blinking his way back into the room. He bowed his head, wincing lightly
as worry lines etched themselves across his forehead. Duke frowned, smoothing back his hair and
nearly flinching back at the heat that was radiating from his skin.

He shook his head, “What’s going on?”

Jack sighed with a shrug, “Just taking everything in, you know?”

“It’s moving fast.” Duke nodded, reaching up to rub his back and earning himself a wince. He paused
for only a moment before he placed his hand on the small of his back gently.

“You have no idea,” Jack muttered, holding his head in his hands before he shot up straight, his head
flicking toward the sound Duke didn’t hear.

He followed his gaze, waiting for movement until one of the Princess’ assistants walked down the
hall. He brushed past the two Russians before quickly moving down the stairs in a hurry.

Jack’s head cocked to the side, watching the man before he tore his gaze away and covered his ears.
Duke’s hand returned to his back. He winced again before relaxing and leaning into his touch.

He turned, wrapping an arm around Duke’s waist and pulling him against him, burying his head in his
chest.



“We can’t keep running,” he mumbled, his voice barely audible as Duke ran his fingers through his
hair, earning himself a groan.

“I know.” Duke nodded, “We gotta figure you out first.”

“No shit.”

Duke chuckled, gently setting his chin atop Jack’s head with a sigh as Jack’s arms circled tighter
around him.

“I don’t know how the fuck she does it.”

“Who?” Duke paused, pulling away from him.

“(F/N),” Jack said, peeling open his eyes with a grumble, “This shit is wild.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, pulling Duke back into him and hiding his face against his chest, “It fuckin’
hurts.”

Duke frowned, running his fingers softly down his back, “I’m sorry.”

“Ain’t your fault,” he sighed, “What are we going to do?”

He shrugged, cupping his cheeks and pulling away from him. Duke tilted his face to look up at him,
“We’re gonna make sure you’re okay and then we’re gonna take it step by step.”

“You’re adorable,” Jack scoffed with a tired smile.

“And you’re sexy as hell—”

“Nope,” Raffa cut in between them, shaking his head as he took a seat next to Jack, “Don’t start that
shit here.”

Duke chuckled, rolling his eyes as he pressed his lips to Jack’s, “Later then.”

A deep blush spread across Jack’s face in an instant along with a sheepish grin and a laugh before he
shook his head and turned to Mendez.

“How are we lookin’, Doc?”

“Hot—”

“We knew that already—” Duke started before he was cut off by Raf.

“Dugan, cállate. This is serious,” he said, pulling out his notes, “Reflexes are good. Obviously. Pulse.
Good. Blood pressure, surprisingly good after everything we’ve been through. Temperature…”

“High,” Jack finished for him with a frown.

“Too high.”

“Like hers?” Duke asked, taking Raffa’s notes from him and skimming them as if he knew what any
of it meant.



“Just like hers.”

— “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he sighed, collapsing down on the bed and looking up at (F/N),
“I don’t want him to turn into something like you.” —

Like her.

Duke sighed, massaging his temples as he wrapped an arm around Jack.

Vitals were stable. That was a good thing.

And a bad thing.

If he wasn’t stable, it was a problem.

If he was…it was an entirely different problem.

“Hadar?” he asked, “What do you got?”

“Sample looks good,” Ari hummed, turning to them with a curt nod, “This is the healthiest panel I’ve
ever seen in my life.”

“Since Walsh destroyed all our files, I can’t compare but…” Raffa paused as he jumped off the table
and looked over the numbers, “I would’ve remembered this. Your body is in peak condition.”

A low sigh came from Jack as he bowed his head to massage his temples before resting his chin in his
hands.

A blessing and a curse. That’s what this was.

He was stable, healthy. A blessing considering he’d damn near died.

But, it also meant that (F/N) could transmit the serum running through her veins to other people. And,
if she could, Jack could too.

It made Jack a target.

And it made her one of the most powerful people in the world.

It made them the most powerful people in the world.

“We’re all thinkin’ same thing, huh?” Raffa asked, glancing around the room as he took a seat next to
Hadar.

Ari nodded, “If you’re compatible with (F/N)...”

“You can turn into whatever I am,” Jack said slowly, running hand down his face before his eyes
flicked to the lab below as a loud crash came from a group of Wakandans. He winced, squeezing his
eyes shut as Duke crossed the room to dim the lights.

“And, if Walsh or Novak get their hands on either of them…” Duke said slowly.

“Things will go from bad to worse,” Ari sighed.

“Listen, güey,” Raffa groaned, “Things already turning worse.”



“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Jack snapped, his gaze darkening suddenly as he whipped
toward the doctor.

“Woah, cálmate, bro.” Raffa held up his hands in submission, “Not you. Her.”

“You don’t have to be a doctor to see it,” Jesse said quietly, fidgeting with her fingers, “You can see it
in her eyes.”

“Here we go,” Duke sighed, unplugging one of the machines that was emitting a low drone of
electricity.

He knew that (F/N) was half of a bad day away from diving off the deep end. He knew that they
wouldn’t be able to hold her back for much longer. He knew that sooner, rather than later, she’d run
off on her own.

“What are we going to do?”

Ari shrugged, cracking his knuckles and grabbing his cane from Jesse, “We cannot stay here for much
longer.”

She nodded, “Neither can she.”

“Neither can I,” Jack grunted, hopping off the table with a stuttered shake of his head. He took a deep
breath, pressing his forehead against Duke’s temple, “I need some air.”

Duke frowned as Jack turned on his heel before freezing in his tracks as (F/N) ducked into the room.

She raised a brow, looking over each of them as Jack tried to brush past her.

“We’re leaving already?” she asked, “I just got here.”

“Just me. I need…” Jack started before he paused, looking her over before grabbing her arm, “You.”

“Wait. What?” (F/N) blinked, looking over him quickly before glancing at Duke in confusion. Duke
shrugged, his frown deepening as Jack turned back to her.

“I need an aggression outlet.”

“An aggression outlet?” she sputtered, “Take that up with Duke. Just don’t break the bed again.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he hissed, his eyes narrowing at her. (F/N) smirked, her gaze searching his
before she nodded slowly.

“Oh, that kind of aggression outlet,” she said, nodding slowly in understanding, “I can make that
work.”

“(F/N)...” Duke shook his head, “Dont—”

“What?” she asked, “I can take him.”

“What are you talking about?” he stuttered with a blink.

“What are you talking about?” she hummed, “He’s gonna throw some punches. I’mma throw some
punches. He’ll feel better afterward and I’ll send him back to you, as long as you promise not to break
a bed—”



“(F/N),” Jack growled, “Shut up. And come on.”

Duke groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose as the two left.

“Well,” Raffa said slowly, watching the door close with a sigh, “It was good knowin’ them.”

“What are you talking about?” Jesse’s brows furrowed as she glanced over at him.

“One of them’s gonna kill the other.”

“Shut up, Raf.” Duke rolled his eyes, “We’ve got one problem figured out. Let’s figure out the other
and get the hell outta here. Norway.”

“What?” Zac asked, sitting up straight and spinning around in surprise, “What happened? I wasn’t
paying attention.”

“You got a pinpoint on Walsh?”

Zac nodded, pointing at his computer, “That I do.”

“Don’t lose him.”

He shook his head, “That I won’t.”

“Hadar, Mendez, pack up,” Duke continued, “Everything you have on Jack, destroy. I don’t want the
Wakandans to know anything. Nobody needs to know anything.”

“You got it, boss,” Raffa said as Duke turned away from the group and ducked out of the room.

He stopped beside Belov and Belova, “Where is she?”

“Bottom of lab.” Belov pointed down one of the halls.

Yelena nodded, “Down the hall to the left.”

“Thanks,” he said, quickly stepping down the stairs and across the lab before calling over his
shoulder, “Keep an eye on them.”

“Да.”

Duke hurried through the lab, wincing as glass crunched under his feet. He ignored the stares of the
Princess’ scientists as he moved quickly down the hall. He paused, the frown on his face deepening as
Boone’s laugh echoed from inside a room.

His brows furrowed as he swung into the room.

Boone was laying on the floor beneath a metal contraption set atop a pair of boxes.

The thing looked as though it was barely being held together by a couple of bolts and band clamps.

Everett Ross was sitting at a desk, chuckling to himself as he leaned back in his chair. The man’s
smile faded slightly as Duke took another step into the room.

“Dugan, right?” he asked, glancing between him and Boone as she slid out from beneath her creation.



“Yeah,” he said slowly before nodding toward the door, “Do you mind if I have a minute with her?
Alone.”

Everett’s face fell further as he looked back at Boone before slowly hopping to his feet and brushing
past Duke to leave the room.

He looked over his shoulder, watching the man disappear before he turned back to Boone. Shaking his
head, he took in the mess that surrounded her with a scoff.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Boone sighed, working her way up to her feet and tossing a black strand
of hair over her shoulder, “I’m bored.”

“I can tell,” he said, “You’re not the only one.”

Boone’s eyes narrowed as she set her hands on her hips before she nodded slowly, “I know. All the
pep talks in the world can’t keep her with us.”

“She got a pep talk from a king and Captain America,” Duke sighed, running both his hands down his
face, “I knew she had authority issues, but this is ridiculous.”

Boone chuckled lightly, kicking one of the many pieces of junk at her feet before she found one she
fancied and bent down to retrieve it.

“She’s not gonna stick around for much longer,” Duke continued, chewing on his cheek with a quick
shake of his head, “We can’t stop her.”

“No, we cannot.” Boone shook her head, “She’s gonna go after him, whether we go with her or not.
And she’s gonna kick his ass.”

Duke glanced up with a deepening frown, “You sayin’ we’re holding her back?”

“I’m saying that maybe we need to see what she does,” she said carefully, “She put Walsh on his
heels, she’s the only one that can keep him there while we rally the troops.”

He sighed, steepling his hands in front of him with a shake of his head, “I don’t like it.”

“You think I do?” she asked, “This is terrifying. If we fuck this up, we’re dead. And I’m talking more
than fake dead. I’m talkin’ dead dead.”

Duke nodded, “We’re gonna have to come up with a plan.”

The Royal Talon fighter landed smoothly, barely making a sound as the ram lowered and T’Challa
stepped out onto Mount Bashenga. He wished the short flight to the labs had been as smooth and
quiet, but it hadn’t.

Okoye was keen on changing his mind. Nakia tried to be on both of their sides but found herself
siding with Okoye. And…M’Baku enjoyed agitating Okoye.

Luckily, now, they would have to behave.

Or so he hoped.



A small smile found its way to his face before it faded as Captain (L/N) and Sergeant Bennet exited
the elevator and began heading toward them.

He raised a brow, looking over them carefully before his smile continued as silence enveloped the
group behind him.

“Captain (L/N),” he said with a nod, smiling warmly at her as she and her friend stopped in front of
him.

(F/N) bowed her head slightly, “King T’Challa.”

Bennet did the same, though there was not a smile on his face as he looked up at him, “Your
Highness.”

She glanced at him, placing a gentle hand on the small of his back, “We were just looking for you.”

“Oh?” T’Challa hummed, looking over them slowly, “Have your tests gone well?”

“They have.” (F/N) nodded slowly, glancing at Bennet with a small smile, “And now, we were hoping
we could…run some theories, as Shuri would put it.”

He frowned, “What do you need?”

“A training room.”

T’Challa blinked, the smile on his face fading completely to be replaced by a frown before he nodded.

“Okoye will show you to our training center,” he said, “But, first. May I present Lord M’Baku, Son of
Wakanda. And Nakia, Daughter of Yaa.”

“Captain (F/N) (L/N),” (F/N) said, nodding to each of them, “This is Sergeant Jack Bennet.”

“You are the ghost that haunts this land?” M’Baku asked, raising an unimpressed brow, “You do not
look like a spirit.”

(F/N)’s smile faded slightly, her eyes darkening as she cocked her head to the side, “Looks can be
deceiving, Lord M’Baku.”

“And they call you it anyway,” he said, folding his arms over his chest, “Almost reverently,
Isiporho.”

“I’ve gone by many names,” she continued, her shoulders almost hunching forwards as she tilted her
head to the other side, “Would you like me to show you how I earned them?”

T’Challa smirked as the grin on M’Baku’s face fell before he stepped between them, “Sorry, Captain,
but that will not be necessary. Okoye, please.”

Okoye nodded slowly as she stepped past them and back toward one of the elevators. The two
soldiers followed her quickly, not bothering to look over their shoulders as they moved.

M’Baku stayed quiet for only a moment before he nodded to himself, “I like her.”

“I think she could beat you in battle any day, M’Baku,” Nakia hummed, taking T’Challa’s arm as they
moved toward the open elevator.



His lips pressed to a thin line in annoyance, “I am not liking you.”

Nakia chuckled, holding close to T’Challa as they stepped into the elevator.

“That being said, I can see the General’s worry,” he continued as the doors closed, “The look in that
woman’s eye rivals that of N’Jadaka.”

“As does Sergeant Bennet’s,” Nakia said, her face falling slightly as she patted T’Challa’s arm, “My
love, it may be best to listen to your advisors.”

“And throw them out?” he asked, raising a brow before he shook his head, “No. (L/N) has assured me
that they will be leaving soon.”

“Do you really trust them?”

“I do.”

Nakia nodded slowly as the doors to the elevator whisked open and the three stepped into Shuri’s lab.
He paused at the bottom, looking over the lab as it slowly came back together. Wakandan workers
were fitting new windows looking over the mine while others were dusting off some of Shuri’s
equipment.

But it was the group that was holding a hushed conversation in the medical room that caught his eye.
The entire group was there, huddled around each other with the lights dimmed. There were only four
missing. Bennet and Ghost were accounted for but, Cavanaugh and Libra were missing.

“Shuri?” he called, his brows knitting together before his sister appeared by his side.

“Brother.” She smiled, “How was your meeting?”

He shot her a quick glare, wiping the smile off of her face.

She grimaced, “That good, huh? Seems like it is going around.”

Shuri pointed to the team above them with a frown.

Nakia followed her gaze, “What are they talking about?”

“I’m not sure. Their next move, probably.” Shuri shrugged, “They got their test results this morning.
Interpreted them immediately and then destroyed all the samples.”

“Odd.”

His sister nodded, noting the look on his face before she pointed across the lab, “Agent Cavanaugh
and Libra are down the hall. They sent away Ross to have a private discussion.”

“This is getting better and better, T’Challa,” M’Baku hummed, smirking to himself as T’Challa shot
him a glare.

“M’Baku—”

T’Challa was cut off as a loud boom echoed from down the hall, followed by the high-pitched drone
of an engine. He flinched, tapping his necklace and waiting as his Panther Habit unfurled before he



ran across the lab with M’Baku and Nakia on his tail. Ghost’s team was also on their tail in seconds as
they ran down the hall before T’Challa froze, his mask receding back as he stopped in his tracks.

A cackle echoed from Shuri’s auxiliary lab as he came to a stop, catching sight of Agent Cavanaugh
and Libra. A warm burst of air swirled through the room as an indigo glow came from a machine that
hovered in the center of the room.

“Icarus!” Agent Cavanaugh yelled over the sound of the engine, “You live!”

Shur arrived by his side, prototype gauntlets in hand before she lowered her weapons, “I left you
alone for five minutes, Agent Cavanaugh!”

“No. No.” She shook her head, a wild smile on her face as Dugan slid past her and out into the hall to
safety, “It was 45 minutes. I counted.”

“Oh, Boonie,” Dugan said, gently grabbing Shuri and pushing her further back into the hall away
from it, “That's janky as shit.”

Another one of Ghost’s team shook his head, “I am not getting on that thing, amiga.”

“How in the hell did you—” Another asked before she cut him off with another cackle.

“In a cave! With a box of scraps! And power tools!” Cavanaugh giggled, reaching out to run her hand
over the rough metal of the glider.

T’Challa scoffed to himself, a purple glow came from the engines. Illuminating the rough stone of the
lab before the entire place was engulfed in light.

He winced, jumping in front of Nakia as the glider exploded as his helmet covered his head and Libra
pushed Shuri behind him. Agent Cavanaugh went flying into the hall, narrowly avoiding M’Baku as
she went sailing through the air before sliding across the tile with a screech.

“Is everyone alright?” T’Challa asked as smoke wafted out of the lab for only a moment before it
cleared, “Shuri?”

“I’m alright, brother.”

“Damnit, Cavanaugh,” Libra growled, glaring at the woman as she rolled over her shoulder to her
feet.

“Okay, I admit it,” she said, dusting herself off and striding back into the lab to grab a fire
extinguisher, “The power source was not as stable as I said it was when I told you to turn it on. And it
was missing some pieces.”

T’Challa sighed, shaking his head as his mask once again disappeared, “Agent Cavanaugh.”

Cavanaugh looked up at him with a grimaced grin, “Your Highness, my apologies.”

“You see?” M’Baku asked, lowering his staff with a sigh as Cavanaugh put out the few flames that
had erupted over the craft, “This is what happens when you invite people into Wakanda. Chaos.”

Shuri glared at him before glancing at Cavanaugh with a small smile, “I did not leave you a power
source.”



“I made one.” Cavanaugh shrugged, tossing the extinguisher over her shoulder before joining them in
the hall.

“In 45 minutes?”

“You can do anything you put your mind to if you try hard enough.”

“Lay off, Cavanaugh,” a British voice sighed behind them.

“Yeah, I know,” she said with a groan, “That was cheesy, I’m sorry.”

“To what do we owe this pleasure, your Highness?” Libra asked, shaking his head as he wiped
Cavanaugh’s face.

“Libra, I wanted to introduce—”

“M’Baku of the Jabari.” M’Baku stepped forward, squaring up to Libra with a growl, “I have come to
Birnin Zana to learn why the King of Wakanda continues to allow outsiders into our lands. So, Libra,
why has he allowed you trained killers here?”

Dugan paused, slowly looking over M’Baku before he stepped up to the Jabari leader with a small
smile, “As a soldier, I would suspect it is because he felt he owed us. As a leader who knows how to
bullshit an answer, I’d say it’s good to have allies outside of your borders. Especially in the
increasingly heated climate in the outside world.”

M’Baku raised a brow, “Does he think you can protect Wakanda?”

“Me? No. Us. Also no.” He shook his head, not backing down as M’Baku took another step toward
him, “Wakanda is probably one of the most powerful nations in the world. It doesn't need our help…
yet.”

M’Baku’s eyes narrowed as he took another step forward before Agent Cavanaugh stepped between
them. She glared up at him, the wild look in her eye gone and replaced by a feral, cat-like scowl.

“When the time comes,” she hissed, her face softening as M’Baku took a step back and she turned to
T’Challa, “We’ll repay the favor. Wakanda will always have Aftermath as her ally.”

He’s telegraphing. Duck.

You ducked, swinging out of the way of a punch from Jack as you moved quickly across the training
arena. He kept up with you easily, stutter-stepping toward you as you kept just out of reach.

He’s getting impatient. He’s gonna hook your ankle.

You shook your head, taking another step away before Jack dipped to the ground. He kicked out his
leg and swept it behind yours, taking out your ankle and sending you to the ground. You grunted,
falling backward before rolling across the ground and away from him before he could pin you.
Rocking onto your knees, you hopped back up to your feet with a grunt.

Okoye had set you up in a beautiful training arena. The place was carved into the leftover stone from
the Vibranium mine. It was set deep within the mountain with a skylight that reflected cool afternoon
light. The stone had been carved smooth and a small fountain fed into a water filled boundary that
surrounded the arena.



Ferns and vines curled off the ramp and balcony that led down into it, bringing pops of color into the
room.

Pay attention, dipshit.

You blinked, whipping out of the way of another kick from Jack before you pressed a punch to his
gut. Jack growled, stepping away from you before launching back at you with an onslaught of hits.
Wincing back, you waited for contact but it never really came.

Jack never followed through fully.

“C’mon,” you muttered, licking your lips as he backed away from you and raised his fists, “Let
loose.”

Jack grunted in response. His jaw was set into place and his eyes were narrowed as he lunged back at
you. He continued with a pair of combinations, some of which you dodge while others you took in
stride. Still, the ones that made contact weren’t truly hits.

He’s pulling his punches.

You dodged again, watching as his fist went flying past you before you shook your head, “Don’t hold
back.”

He paused again, sucking a breath and closing his eyes before he nodded.

You’re gonna regret that.

You nodded to yourself, your eyes widening as Jack threw himself at you.

He moves with a pattern. Four hits up top. Two hits to the middle. One kick.

“Shut up,” you growled to yourself, dodging three of the four hits up top and wincing as he landed the
fourth. You took a step back, backing away from the next two punches before catching his leg on his
final move.

Walsh isn’t going to be this easy. Up the ante.

He grunted, keeping his balance as you stalled the fight. Another hiss crept from between his teeth as
his brows knitted together. Jack glared at you for a moment more before his gaze flicked up to the five
Dora Milaje that had joined Okoye and were watching your fight.

“Looks like we have an audience,” he growled.

“What?” you asked, cocking your head to the side, “You wanna give ‘em a show?”

Jack smirked, raising a brow before you threw away his leg and used your momentum to land your
own kick to his side.

“Your senses are enhanced now,” you said under your breath, “You can use each of them in a fight.”

He nodded, the smile on his face falling and he jogged in place to recenter himself before you sprung
at him, catching him off guard. Jack fell back to his heels, blocking your hits as you made them.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick—



Seriously? Walsh knows this. Everyone knows this. It’s time to switch it up.

To what?

Use his against him.

You sighed, quickly switching your tactics.

Four hits to the top. Two jabs, a cross, and a hook.

Two to the middle. One pair of uppercuts.

One kick.

Jack grunted as you landed each hit before his face darkened and he realized what you were doing.

“Really?” he asked, cocking his jaw to the side with a shake of his head, “That’s how you want to
play?”

Oh, you fucked up.

This was your idea.

You yelped lightly as Jack swung back at you in a frenzy.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick. Then two rights. A left cross. Two uppercuts. A roundhouse.

A gritted grin worked on your face as you tried to keep distance between the two of you and Jack
finally let loose.

This is more like it.

You’d be the first to admit it, he was a force to be reckoned with. Once he found his groove, he was
there and he was in it to win it. The issue was, he wasn’t able to hold it together mentally.

He saw everything. Heard everything. Felt everything.

The good and the bad. The important and the static.

He couldn’t filter them. Not yet, at least.

When he did, he’d be an ally you wouldn’t want to lose but…if he went off the deep end..there were
only a handful of people that would be able to take him down.

And that was if you didn’t take a dive into the water first.

Will you pay attention?

You growled, unable to keep up with him as he pressed a few more hits into your gut. He had you on
your heels in seconds, moving you back across the arena before you froze in place as your feet passed
over the water boundary. Wheezing a breath you tried to keep your balance as he cornered you.

“Gotcha,” he murmured, squaring up to you with a smirk.

“You’re good,” you said, glancing behind you with a frown, “I’ll give you that. Finish it.”



You’re off balance. Correct it and throw him off balance.

Jack nodded, his eyes darkening as he threw one final punch. He was aiming straight for your chest
but it never connected.

He blinked as your hand wrapped around his fist, taking the heat off of his strike like a shock
absorber.

It was the sound that startled you. A ‘boom’ ricocheted through the training room.

Jack licked his lips before his jaw dropped, his gaze flicking between his fist and you as an
inadvertent smirk slithered across your face and your head tilted to the side.

“You’re good, Jack.” You grinned, adjusting your grip on his fist, “But you don’t got me yet.”

He tried to pull away from you as your grip tightened and your other hand reached up to grasp his
wrist. Whipping around, you twirled under his arm before stepping away from the water boundary
and throwing Jack over your shoulder.

Atta girl. You’re almost ready.

A short cry escaped from his lips as he flew through the air before crashing into the shallow water
boundary. Jack groaned as he fumbled through the water before he scoffed to himself and shook his
head with a small smile.

“Rule 25,” you hummed, holding your hand out to him, “Don’t ever underestimate an opponent.”

He chuckled lightly, taking your hand and letting you help him out of the water as he shook his head,
“Rule 25b: Don’t underestimate an opponent that’s been doing it better, for longer.”

“Damn right.” You smiled before your face fell, “It takes getting used to. You’re still holding back.”

Jack swallowed thickly, his gaze falling to the floor, “I don’t wanna hurt you.”

“I can take it. Let go.”

“Still.” Jack shook his head again, setting his hands on his hips with a sigh, “I don’t wanna hurt you.”

“You won’t,” you tried again, “Trust me.”

“You don’t understand, (F/N), I—”

“Perhaps you should stop talking and make better use of your time,” a voice called from above you,
cutting Jack off.

You raised a brow, glancing up at General Okoye as she looked down at you from one of the
balconies. Cocking your head to the side, you looked her over.

Oh, look at that. A real challenge.

No. No. We’re not challenging a Wakandan general. That will not go well for us.

Bet.



“Maybe you should come down here if you think it’s so easy,” you hummed, unable to stop yourself as
the words came spilling out.

Jack glanced at you, quickly shaking his head, “(F/N)...”

No. No. No. Terrible idea.

No. Best idea.

“(F/N),” Jack tried again but you cut him off with a wave of your hand.

“C’mon, General,” you said slowly, “If you’re worried, bring a few friends. I promise, I’ll go easy on
them.”

You shook your head, unable to stop yourself before you sighed with a grimace.

Here we go.

Okoye glanced down at you, pursing her lips before she nodded slowly. Her spear thudded on the
ground twice before she and the rest of the Dora Milaje walked down the ramp toward you.

“Fuck me,” Jack whispered, raising his fists before you waved him off.

“That’s Duke’s job,” you growled before nodding to the benches that lined the arena, “Go sit down.”

He glanced at you once more before turning on his heel as Okoye rounded the corner to stand in front
of you.

“Don’t mind if I do,” he whispered to himself, wringing out his shirt before taking a seat.

They each have a spear. This arena isn’t big enough for long-range combat. Expect quick bursts of
thrusts and parries.

Shut up.

You want my advice?

Do I have a choice?

Learn their moves and steal a weapon. Use it against them.

You sighed, shaking away the voice in your head, “Are you sure about this?”

“Are you, Isiporho?” she asked, walking over the water border and allowing the rest of her team to
surround you.

“Yeah.” You nodded hesitantly, “It’s gonna be fun.”

Okoye scoffed, nodding to her team as they got in position.

Go.

You nodded to yourself, watching as the last warrior got into place before you struck first.

It didn’t matter which one you went for, all you wanted was to see what they would do.



Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

Each one was blocked with her spear before she threw you away from her and the rest of the warriors
closed in around you.

They move as a unit. You’re going to have to take them out in pairs.

You grunted, swinging out of the way of a spear as it went ringing past your ear while two more went
low. One spear hooked around your ankle, while the other went for your knee and dropped you to the
floor.

They’re not going for a kill.

Obviously.

They’re distracting you by going for your head. That means those hits aren’t as committed as the ones
that are going lower.

“I know,” you growled to yourself, knocking away a spear and returning to your feet before dodging
another.

— “You’re not gonna beat him hand-to-hand, Danny,” you yelled over the cacophony of the fight,
your camouflaged voice reverberating through the building. —

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You spun out of the way as a grin found its way to your face. The spears hummed as they slashed past
your face, and you kept moving.

Strike.

Your grin widened as three of the women launched an attack. One went high, two went low and you
jumped.

You caught one spear mid-air, a hiss working through your teeth as you yanked it toward you. The
Dora it was connected to came with it with a yelp as you threw her off balance. Adjusting your grip,
you swung her toward another warrior and the two collided.

They tripped over one another and out of the arena into the water boundary.

Twirling the spear through your hands, you blocked another pair of hits before launching an attack of
your own.

Thrust right. Slash left. Stab toward the middle. Take out the legs.

The warrior you were fighting fell to her knees before you swung a kick to her chest and sent her
flying out of the arena.

The spear in your hands seemed to sing as you moved, the sound resonating through the room as you
turned to the final three.

They were waiting for you as you turned, already in another formation.



Nicely done. Let’s try something new, hm?

Let’s.

You nodded with a smirk, letting your gaze flick between the women before you dove toward them.

— “Stay low. Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You slid across the floor, knocking their spears away from you as you swung around; taking out one
of the women’s ankles. She yelped, falling to the floor as you rolled over your shoulder and back to
your feet before swinging again. Your spear collided with the other warrior’s leg, sending her to the
ground as well.

The instant she tried to get up, you slid back across the floor to her side and launched a kick to send
her out of bounds as the first warrior tried to get back up. You turned, grabbing her spear and yanking
her toward you before grabbing her wrist.

One more turn and you were on your feet with her over your shoulder before tossing her away from
you and into the water.

Five down, one to go.

— “Estás tan caliente cuando tienes esa mirada en tus ojos,” Danny muttered as you sent the car
screaming around a corner. You're so hot when you've got that look in your eye. —

— “Easy, Gonzalez, we’ve got one more thing to do.” —

You smiled at Okoye as she squared up to you with a frown and a growl. You kicked away a pair of
spears that lay on the arena floor before you tossed away the one you had stolen.

Leaving you unarmed against General Okoye.

T’Challa took a deep breath as he led Nakia and M’Baku, along with Ghost’s team through the halls
of the mountain with Shuri at his side.

“It was not smart to leave Okoye with them,” Shuri muttered, glancing up at him with a knowing
look.

“Okoye will be professional. I am sure of it…” He paused, the sure look on his face falling as the
sound of ringing Vibranium weapons echoed through the halls.

Nakia raised a brow, “How sure are you?”

“Less so than I was a few seconds ago,” T’Challa muttered with a shake of his head as he burst
through the doors of the training center. He paused at the top of the ramp, glancing down at the arena
before he groaned to himself.

He’d hoped to see (L/N) and Bennet in the center of the arena. Not (L/N) and the General of his army.

“I told you—”

“Shuri,” he warned her, sweeping down the ramp toward the arena. He paused as he met a group of
dripping-wet Dora Milaje and Bennet, “What happened?”



Bennet glanced up with a shrug as he leaned against the wall to watch the ongoing fight, “(F/N)
challenged them. I’m staying out of the way.”

Dugan scoffed, brushing past them and to Bennet’s side, “You alright?”

“I’m fine,” he said, puffing a hair from his face, “Got a little overconfident and she took me down.”

T’Challa sighed, glancing back to the arena and the fight finally caught his eye.

(F/N) was able to keep up with Okoye easily, even if she was unarmed. The women moved against
each other like mirror opposites, neither able to land a hit as they moved in unison.

Even then, (F/N) wasn’t moving like he’d seen her move in Berlin. She was moving like a Wakandan
warrior. As if she had been studying the Dora’s techniques for years.

She moved like a ghost, smooth and almost unnatural as she mirrored Okoye like a shadow.

“I take it back,” M’Baku said, watching the fight intently, “She moves like a spirit.”

“And, thus, her name,” Agent Cavanaugh hummed, watching the women move before a smirk curled
to her lips and her eyes seemed to line up.

“No,” Dugan said quickly, shaking his head with a scoff.

Cavanaugh glanced at him innocently, “I didn’t say anything.”

“You just had an idea.”

“I did. It’s genius. But…I’mma need some help…” Cavanaugh paused, glancing at Shuri with a grin,
“And a fabricator. Can’t do everything with my hands, right?”

Shuri returned her smile with a nod before wincing out of the way as Okoye was thrown out of the
boundary and into the water boundary, sending a spray of water toward them.

Okoye stood with a low hiss, glaring at (F/N) as she stood alone in the center of the arena. (F/N)
smiled softly, relaxing back and twirling the spear through her hands, mirroring Okoye perfectly.

But she didn’t finish the move as the General did, by slamming the spear on the ground.

Instead, she twirled it through her hands once more before catching it and offering it back to Okoye,
“That was fun, General. I enjoy watching you work.”

Okoye sighed, looking over the woman before a small smile spread across her face, “I am impressed
—”

“Yes. That was fun. For me,” M’Baku cut in, instantly enjoying the look on Okoye’s face, “Not so
much for you. Did you enjoy your swim, General?”

T’Challa chuckled, shaking his head as Okoye glared at him and slammed her spear to the ground
twice to regroup her Dora Milaje. He nodded to (F/N), gesturing for her to join him as he moved
through the group of people behind him.

He paused as he did, his eyes finding Agent Cavanaugh and his sister talking excitedly in whispers.
While M’Baku turned his attention to antagonizing Dugan and Bennet. His eyes quickly fell as his



gaze finally landed on Nakia.

She glanced over each of (L/N)’s team with a frown before she looked back up at him with a curt
smile and melted into the shadows.

“Your Highness,” (F/N) said, watching him carefully as he moved back up the ramp toward the
elevator.

“Captain,” he started slowly, biting his lip as he looked up at her, “I—”

“I know.”

T’Challa raised a brow, “Do you?”

“Yes.” She nodded, clasping her hands behind her back, “We can’t stay. Wakanda is healing. You are
healing.”

He sighed, pausing in his step to look over the woman, “My country must come first. I wish I could
help you more. I wish I could help you defeat Wraith.”

“Don’t. You’ve done enough,” (F/N) said, meeting his gaze with a smile, “And, Wraith? He’s my
fight. Not yours. Wakanda needs you.”

T’Challa clicked his tongue, bowing his head slightly, “The Council and the Queen Mother wish you
to leave.”

(F/N) hummed slightly, “Do we have a deadline?”

“That will be up to me,” he said, “Though, I have a feeling my General would like to speed up the
process.”

“That’s fair,” she chuckled, “I’ll talk to my team, we’ll figure out a timeframe.”

He smiled gently, “Thank you.”

You winced lightly as you jogged down the hallway. You’d sent Boone to gather up the rest of the
team as you changed into a set of non-sweaty clothes. You were already sore, some of the hits from
Okoye’s warriors had connected and were now throbbing in pain.

But that didn’t matter now. What mattered was an exit strategy…and an after-that strategy.

You sighed, holding your side as you slipped into Duke and Jack’s room. The rest of the team was
already there. Zac and Belov were sharing a laptop with both Boone and Jesse looking over their
shoulders. Jack and Duke chatted quickly back and forth with Yelena and Raffa checked over Ari’s
leg.

Duke glanced up at you, clearing his throat as he nodded to you as you took a seat beside him.

“What do you got, Boone?” you asked, glancing over at her as she stole Zac’s laptop and turned it
toward you.

“Zac’s tracking Walsh,” she said, pointing at a blinking blip on the screen, “He’s still lurking in New
York.”



You nodded, relaxing back into your chair, “There’s a lot of distance between us. Let’s keep it that
way.”

“Anywhere we go, he will follow,” Belov said slowly, fiddling with his fingers, “With Aerocell back
in his hands, he will know wherever we run.”

“So, we can’t run,” Duke sighed before his gaze flicked to Ari, “Some of us literally.”

“What you are saying is: we don’t have any good options,” Ari deadpanned, glaring at Duke before
Jesse came to perch on the armrest of his chair and he wrapped his arm around her waist.

We’ve been over this. You have one option: Kill the little motherfucker and move on with your life.

Your jaw clenched at the thought as you tried to shake away the sound of your own voice echoing
through your head.

You couldn’t just go after Ollie, could you? He’d see you coming. You wouldn’t make it two steps in.

Or, he’d never see us coming. Remember what his Highness said?

— The King broke the silence after a moment, “We have a saying here: Rain beats the panther’s skin
but it does not wash out the spots.” —

— You glanced up at him, with a deadpan, “No matter how hard I try, I can’t escape who I am?” —

Embrace it. Draw Walsh out. We’ll take care of the rest.

No.

We both know we can’t run anymore. None of them can. You’d just be dragging them further into
danger.

You sighed, you hated to admit it but maybe…you…were right.

“Even if we could run, we can’t,” you said slowly, finally caving into the voice in your head, “We’re
going to have to face him head-on.”

Ari raised a brow before he shook his head, “He will see us coming.”

“No. He won’t,” you sighed, “Because he’ll be watching me.”

“Whoa. No.” Jack shook his head as he sat up straight in his chair, “What are you saying?”

“She’s saying she’ll distract him,” Boone said, biting her lip as she glanced up at Duke.

He nodded, dropping his gaze to the floor, “While we sneak up from behind.”

“I thought we weren’t splitting up.” Jesse frowned, glancing between the two of them before looking
up at you, “We talked about this.”

“Listen, if Ollie wants to play dirty, then we’re going to have to play dirty to catch him,” you said,
chewing on your cheek as you leaned forward to rest your elbows on your knees, “I’m his target. If I
can keep his attention, you can rally the troops and we can ambush him before he does any more
damage.”



“And what kind of damage will you be causing?” Jack asked, “We know what he’s capable of. He’s
willing to try to kill you.”

“And he’s willing to kill you,” you said, “We have to find a way to get out ahead of him. I’ll keep him
on his toes—try to open up other options.”

Boone stared into the floor, avoiding your stare as she nervously played with her hair, “We’re gonna
have to regroup with Steve and the others.”

“They’re on the ground with him. They’ll know how he operates when he’s in front of them,” Yelena
said slowly before she paused, “I’ll get in contact with Mama. We can stay at Widow’s Nest for as
long as we need.”

Belov glanced at her, worry etching his features, “As long as Walsh doesn’t find us.”

“Since we embedded ourselves in Aerocell, I might be able to keep us hidden,” Zac chimed in,
“But…It’ll be easier if we have a distraction.”

“Ay, so we’re just going to let her go loose on the world?” Raffa asked, shaking his head with a
frown, “Or do you have a plan to keep him distracted?”

You shrugged, “I’m sure I can think of something.”

“You won’t have to,” Zac said, a small smile working to his face as Boone lit up from across the
room.

“Oh, Zachary has a plan,” she crooned, “What do you got?”

“I can hijack Aerocell,” he said, “If I can track him, I can track the rest of his Hydra cell.”

Duke nodded, lifting his gaze to you, “You can give (F/N) targets.”

— But Weston didn’t want them all dead in one sitting. He wanted to send a message. He wanted all of
them and their men looking over their shoulders. —

— He wanted you to play with your prey before you finished the job. —

— So you had to get them moving. It was like waking a hornet’s nest. You had to disrupt the hive to
get the swarm, that way you could see them. All of them. —

— Incite a little chaos and watch them scramble. Some would protect the nest. Some would protect
themselves. Either way, you could exploit them. —

“I don’t like it,” Jack growled, “What if he gets the drop on you?”

“He won’t,” you said as confidently as you could.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news but…” Ari started before he trailed off before gesturing at his leg,
“Some of us still can’t fight.”

“I’ll leave Wakanda first,” you said slowly, clasping your hands in front of you with a nod, “Duke, see
if you can’t talk T’Challa into extending your stay, even if it’s outside the border. Jack, I’ve pissed off
Okoye enough but she might be able to help you train a bit more. Boone—”



“I already have a plan.”

You raised a brow, glancing at her curiously, “What do you got?”

“I was watching you against Okoye,” Boone said, digging through the couch and producing a
notebook, “The way you moved. The way you tracked her, it was just like how Jack used the
Taskmaster helmet.”

Duke shook his head, folding his arms over his chest, “If she wants to be a distraction, she can’t be
wearing a mask, Boonie.”

“Didn’t say she was going to,” she continued, handing you the notebook, “I talked to the Princess,
she’s going to help me fabricate something new.”

You raised a brow as Duke scrambled to your side. The two of you looked over the page skeptically.

It was a simple circle with what looked like a circuit grid in the center. Scrawled over the top of it was
a pair of words:

Perseus Lens.

“Contacts?” you asked with a blink.

“Contact lenses?” Duke clicked his tongue, “That’s your plan? Hate to break it to you, but they’ve
been out for years.”

“Not just any contacts, dummy,” Boone drawled, ripping away her notebook with a pout, “They’ll
have the Taskmaster protocol embedded in them. Instead of the helmet, you’ll just need this. And…”

Boone trailed off, flipping the page and showing it to you with a smile.

It was a new suit. Something completely different from anything she’d ever made.

“It’s a prelim sketch,” she said, watching you carefully as she took back her notebook.

“You callin’ in more favors from the Princess?” Duke asked, taking her notebook once more and
flipping between the lens and the suit.

“No.” She shook her head, “I can recycle most of the material from Jack’s suit.”

“How much time do you need?” you asked, trying to relax back into your chair.

“Two days.”

“You have one,” you said simply, “We’ve drawn this out long enough. Belov, Mendez, collect
Bennet’s suit from the plane. Norway, keep an eye on Walsh and give me a heading. Belova, don’t
make contact with Vostokoff until you’ve left Wakanda. We don’t want Walsh to know where we are.
Hugh, Hadar, prep the plane. Duke…keep an eye on your husband and keep him safe.”

Duke nodded, taking his seat back next to Jack, “Easy.”

“I’ll lure Ollie away from New York,” you continued, “As soon as I have him on my scent, you will
move in. Rendezvous with Cap and Barton and come up with a plan. If you need to contact me,
don’t.”



Zac glanced up from his laptop, looking at you over his glasses, “How will you know when we’re
ready?”

“We can’t connect to suit,” Belov said with a frown, “It will give away our location.”

You shrugged, shaking your head, “You’re just going to have to be ready.”

Yes. That’s more like it. Once we’re outta here, we’ll hunt him down and finish what he started.
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Jekyll & Hyde

Chapter Summary

You growled lowly, the snarl scaring a scientist as you forced yourself up the stairs, “Shut up—”

“I haven’t even said anything yet.”

You paused with a blink, snapping your gaze up at the man in front of you as he stared down at
you.

Raffa was leaning against the railing, watching you intently as you took a slow step to his side.

“Where the hell did you come from?” you asked in confusion, glancing up at the suite that you
swore he’d been in.

“Were you talking to yourself?” he hummed, looking you over skeptically as you turned away
from him.

Yes.

“No.” You shook your head quickly, “I-I was just thinking out loud.”

That’s just fancy talk for talking to yourself, stupid.
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There's a face that we hide 
Till the nighttime appears, 
And what's hiding inside, 
Behind all of our fears, 
Is our true self...

Oliver hummed to himself, reclining back in his chair as his Aercocell chip hummed from across the
room. The sound was music to his ears.

After being lost for over a month, his prized possession was back in his hands. Not only was it back in
his hands, but it was actively working for him.

The program was dredging through every camera in the world. It was throwing a digital dragnet
around the entire globe, the second (F/N) or any of her team members made a move, Oliver would be
the first one to know. It was only a matter of time before Aerocell found her—before he found her.



And then she’d be screwed.

A wicked grin curled to his lips as he watched Aerocell trawl across the map.

(F/N) couldn’t have gotten far but, at the same time, she could have gotten anywhere.

She had more help. More than he originally thought.

That was going to be a problem.

Aftermath was still a problem.

Oliver’s smile faded as he leaned forward in his seat, “We still have a list of their safehouses, yes?”

“Yes, sir.” One of his techs nodded, avoiding his gaze and Oliver turned toward him.

“Hunt them down,” he growled, glaring at the screen, “Flush them out.”

“You are not going to find her there.” a familiar voice came from behind him. Oliver whipped around,
his face falling to a frown as Dr. Novak strode from the shadows. The man barely cast him a glance as
he cleaned his glasses before gingerly setting them back onto his nose, “You will not find her unless
she wants you to.”

He leveled a glare against the man with a quick shake of his head as he slowly rose to his feet, “I may
not find her, but other Aftermath operatives are still out there. We take out their safehouses one by
one, they’ll have nowhere else to go. And (F/N) will step up to the plate to defend them.”

Oliver paused as a twisted smile returned to his face and he stared down the Doctor before turning to
his assistant, “Kill any of them you find.”

He nodded, bowing his head slightly, “Yes, sir.”

Oliver scoffed to himself, turning away from the two men and moving through the room.

(F/N) would screw up and he’d find her. And he wouldn’t be alone this time. He’d have the Winter
Soldier by his side the entire time.

Hopefully.

As long as he didn’t piss him off. He just had to keep his cards close to his chest and he’d get the
winning hand eventually.

He just had to have patience.

Oliver nodded to himself, stalking through his darkened building before stopping in front of a window
and throwing open the curtain with a snap.

Light flooded into the building, bathing him in light and earning a low hiss from him. Oliver
narrowed his eyes as he looked out over the city before his gaze landed on the sparkling ‘A’ across the
city.

Patience.

He had to have…



Oliver froze, his ears pricking at the sound of footsteps behind him.

They were slow, steady, and annoyingly intimidating.

The Doctor’s steps were quiet, but unmistakable

Oliver swallowed, turning from the window as his brows knitted together, “What are you doing
here?”

Novak paused, slowly tilting his head as he joined his side, “I was…curious.”

“Were you now?” he asked, lifting a single brow as he turned back to look out at the city, “About the
super soldier?”

“No, no.” The Doctor shook his head with a quick click of his tongue, “How did you get it back?”

“What?”

“Aerocell,” Novak said slowly, “How did you recover it?”

Oliver blinked, looking over the man slowly before he shook his head with a snarl, “What do you
want?”

He scoffed lightly, pursing his lips as his glasses slid down his nose, “I want to make sure you are not
wasting my resources.”

“Yours?” he snapped, turning to the man with a feral growl, “Aerocell doesn’t belong to you.”

“You do.”

Oliver whipped toward him, towering over the man before he froze. Dark eyes met even darker ones,
ones that made Oliver’s blood run cold.

Any anger that had spontaneously bubbled to the surface was stopped in its place as the Doctor took a
slow step toward him.

He licked his lips with a quick shake of his head, backing away from the man.

“Not anymore you don’t. Remember?” he asked, swallowing thickly as Novak looked him up and
down, “You freed me. I don’t need you anymore.”

“No?”

Oliver frowned, wincing as Novak tugged the curtains closed; leaving them both in darkness.

“You know what I mean.”

“You have used my resources for years. And you have squandered them,” Novak said slowly,
glancing up at him with flashing eyes, “Look at me, boy. I will protect what I have left. I will not let
you take what I have unless you prove to me you have found her or you are sure what you saw was a
—”

“Super soldier?” Oliver spat, his eyes narrowing to thin slits, “Look at my face? She didn’t do this.”



The Doctor seemed to pause, looking him over slowly before a sinister, snarled smirk curled to his
lips. Backing away from Oliver, Novak turned his back on him before a deep hiss echoed from his
chest and he chased after the man.

The second Novak’s eyes left his, his fury returned.

“You,” he hissed, grabbing onto Novak’s shoulder and spinning him back toward him, “You are going
to give me what I want.”

Novak barely blinked as Oliver froze, the sound of a pair of rifles snapping off their safeties down the
hall clicking to his ears. The Doctor raised his hand, holding his guards at bay for only a moment.

“Or?” he asked, almost amused by Oliver’s attempted display of dominance.

“Or I’m gonna take it from you,” he said, not backing down even as Novak’s personal guards edged
closer to them. He dropped his voice lowly, allowing himself to stoop to eye level of the doctor as he
held his ground, “I’m gonna take it and I’m gonna destroy them, then you, then her.”

“Wraith—”

Oliver shook his head, flicking his hand out to grab onto Novak’s collar and drag him closer. A grin
made its way to his face as a flash of something that almost looked like fear snapped across the man’s
face.

“You made me, motherfucker. Now you gotta live with the consequences.”

Bucky looked out over the city, leaning heavily against the window with a deep sigh. The Tower was
dead silent even as the city bustled below it.

He’d only been back in New York for a few days, but it felt as though he was acclimating to the
environment for the first time. The atmosphere of the Tower had changed completely as Stark buried
himself in the lab and Romanoff tried to get information from her and Barton’s old contacts.

From the look—and sound—of things, it wasn’t going well.

(F/N) had disappeared yet again, but this time was different. It felt different.

Probably because she disappeared into the shadows with a partner.

Wraith.

Of all the things he thought were coming, that wasn’t it. He hadn’t expected her to be so comfortable
with him but…then again, maybe it made sense. She had been comfortable being around Bucky when
he first arrived at her door. Maybe it wasn’t too hard to jump between an amnesiac assassin to
psychotic soldier.

Or…maybe there was something more between them.

Maybe…

— “You were never going to bring her home,” Walsh said, stopping in the plaza and finally facing
him, “It’s just like I told you. She wasn’t brainwashed. She’s just a lying manipulative bitch!” —



Maybe she was…

No. No.

That was the last thing he wanted on his mind. He needed to shift his thoughts to something else.

Maybe to the fact that he’d just made a deal with the devil.

Bucky shuddered at the thought, pushing away from the window and back into the common room. He
flopped over onto one of the couches and squeezed his eyes shut, pressing the palms of his hands to
his temples.

He really had.

— “I call the shots,” he said slowly. —

— Walsh nodded, rising from his chair with a smile, “And I find her.” —

He’d made a deal with the devil.

But it was the only way in hell he was going to find her first. It was the only shot he had in bringing
her home safely instead of being blown apart by Walsh…or, at this point, Romanoff and Stark.

She’d managed to piss them both off so much that Stark was multitasking. He wasn’t only trying to
find her, he was designing a suit specifically built to withstand a fight against her.

Bucky would be lying if he said he’d underestimated just what she was willing to do…especially with
Wraith by her side.

— (F/N) went down surprisingly fast. The vial burst through the air, releasing sparkles of red dust into
the chaos. It sprinkled over her skin as she froze in place before she panicked with a pained shriek.
(F/N) staggered out of the cloud of dust, her eyes flicking around the room before she fell to her knees.
—

— She tried to crawl away as they edged closer before her gaze snapped up to Barton. Bloodshot eyes
narrowed as her lips curled to a snarl. —

— But she didn’t fight back as they came ever closer. Bucky held out his hand, stopping Barton from
moving forward as they circled her. —

— “(F/N)? Doll?” Bucky managed as he took another hesitant step toward her. He relaxed slightly as
she flicked her gaze to him, “Can you hear me? Sweetheart?” —

— She nodded slightly, her face softening as she looked up at him and Bucky tried to offer her his
hand before Walsh cut him off and she tensed again. Bucky shook his head, trying to get her focus
back on him as Steve stopped Walsh and (F/N)’s chest began to heave. —

— He had to stop him. He couldn’t let Walsh take her. He couldn’t let— —

— His thoughts were cut off as the building began to shake. Cracks exploded up the walls as the glass
roof above them shattered. Bucky tried to dart forward, tried to grab (F/N) as glass rained down on
her but Steve managed to catch his shoulder, holding him back as the frigid Colombian wind and
storm rushed into the building. —



— But it wasn’t the only thing that dropped into the Palacio. —

— No. As the dust and the glass settled, as the explosion waned, it was replaced by a darkened figure
that crouched over the top of (F/N); shielding her from the glass and the elements. A black mask
disguised his face and a red light scanned back and forth across the visor as he drew a rifle into his
hands. —

— “Miss me?” its mechanical voice came. —

— Wraith. —

— Bucky’s heart sank as he backed away from the two before his gaze snapped back to (F/N). —

— She was steadying herself against Wraith’s leg, holding onto his belt as he stood before he offered
her his hand. —

— And she took it. —

Bucky shook his head, trying to get the image out of his head as Wraith held (F/N) close, as they
fought side by side…as they defended each other.

He desperately wanted to believe that there was an explanation or that it was all a fucked up dream
but…

It wasn’t.

And he had a horrible feeling that it was only going to get worse.

“You need to take a break,” Steve's voice came quietly from behind him.

Bucky groaned, throwing a hand over his eyes as he laid back on the couch, “I haven’t even done
anything.”

“You don’t look good, man,” Sam said, carefully perching on the back of the couch as Bucky slipped
his arm off his face and peeled open his eyes.

“If either of you tries to tell me to take a vacation right now, I will punch you in your nose and
strangle you,” he grumbled, glaring up at the man before Steve peeked over the side.

“Nothing will be worse than being thrown off a Helicarrier.” Sam shrugged, glancing at Steve as he
scoffed.

“Or being used as a human shield and then tossed out the window.”

Bucky raised a brow, sitting up in a flash with a shake of his head, “I didn’t do that.”

“Bucharest.” Steve nodded, coming to sit next to him with a smirk, “Right outta your apartment
window.”

“Mhm,” Sam hummed, folding his arms over his chest, “Never even apologized.”

“If anything, he laughed,” Steve said with a groan as he reclined on the sofa.

“I did not.” Bucky started before he paused. Steve shot him a sideways glance, raising an
unconvinced brow before Bucky managed to crack a smile, “Okay. I may have laughed.”



He chuckled lightly, running his fingers through his hair as he shook his head.

— “You okay?” he asked, pressing a kiss to her nose. —

— “I love you,” (F/N) said quietly, nuzzling against his chest as he tugged on his bedsheets to lay
them over the both of them. —

Bucky’s smile fell slightly, the feeling of her skin against his fading along with her whispers. They
were replaced by the darkened anger that flashed through her eyes as Wraith helped her to her feet
and the feeling of her blood dripping between his fingers.

— “I love you.” —

Was that something else she’d lied about? How much of it was real and how much of it were her
following orders? She’d been with Wraith in Prague, she’d practically followed Bucky there.

Was she there to protect him? Or was she there to keep an eye on him…and an eye on Wraith?

Was she really the one in charge? Or was she only there to keep Wraith in line?

Did they know he called her from the Alliance? Did they know what he said to her? Did she even take
the call willingly or was she forced to answer?

Did they threaten her? Did they hurt her?

Were they hurting her now for losing the case?

Was Wraith…

— “No, no. Listen to me,” (F/N) pleaded, wincing as Wraith tried to shove her out of the way. She
stepped between him and Walsh again, reaching up to grasp his helmet and forcing him to look at her,
“We’re done. Take a breath. Let’s go. C’mon. Let’s go home.” —

—Wraith paused a moment before he relaxed, knocking his helmet against (F/N)’s forehead with a
sigh. —

— “Let’s go home,” she said softly with a nod, “Let’s go.” —

Were she and Wraith…

— (F/N) shook her head, a smile playing on her lips as she reached up to brush a stray piece of hair
behind his ear. Even with her sitting on the counter, he was still half a head taller than her. Bucky
leaned into (F/N)’s touch, getting closer to her. —

— “You need a haircut,” she managed to breathe as he snickered. He was only a few inches away
from her now, their foreheads nearly touching. —

Was she…

“Hey,” Steve said softly, gently placing a hand on his shoulder and bringing him out of his thoughts,
“You okay?”

“No. Not really.” Bucky shook his head with a scoff, “Have you heard from Walsh?”

It was Steve’s turn to frown as he glanced up at the lab before booking back up at him, “No. Why?”



“He said he’d keep me updated.”

His frown deepened, “I didn’t know he talked to you.”

Bucky nodded, shrugging away Steve’s hand as he rocked up off the couch, “We’re gonna go after
her.”

“We?”

He paused, glancing back at Steve as he raised a brow in confusion.

“Yeah. We.”

“You think he’s gonna be able to find her before Stark?” Sam asked, glancing up at the man that was
pacing in the labs above them.

“I know he is. He’s Ghost,” Bucky said, “He was able to find me without any trouble. He’ll find her. I
just have to keep him from killing her.”

“Sounds like a hell of a partnership,” Steve said slowly, “Or a lotta trouble.”

“It’s Ghost.” Sam shrugged, “It’s gonna be a lot of trouble. Like usual.”

Bucky scoffed lightly, rolling his eyes as Sam playfully nudged him even as Steve’s frown deepened.

He was going to be the first to find (F/N), before she or Wraith could cause any more damage.

He was going to find her if it was the last thing he did.

The warm Wakandan sun flowed into the Talon Fighter as the ramp lowered and you took a step onto
Mount Bashenga. The grass around the stone border swayed in the wind, it rustled and glimmered in
the golden light but was barely audible over the sound of your footsteps combined with that of the six
Dora Milaje warriors that were escorting you toward the entrance to Princess Shuri’s lab.

Things had gone slightly off the rails after you’d come up with a game plan. Boone and Shuri had
spent the entire night in the lab. They’d called for Belov and Zac early in the morning and you hadn’t
seen either of them since.

You’d spent most of the day cooped up in your room, staring over Birnin Zana as though it would be
the last time you’d get to enjoy a view that magnificent.

It probably would be.

With the Queen Mother and the Tribal Council constantly watching and assessing you, you’d be
surprised if you were ever allowed into their borders again—especially after you’d taken down some
of their best warriors in a friendly sparring match.

But, something told you they didn’t take it nearly as friendly as you were hoping. Especially
considering that you’d been assigned a group of Dora Milaje to follow you around everywhere.

Honestly, you were surprised you hadn’t been thrown out of the country yet.



Then again, T’Challa constantly seemed to be advocating for you, but you couldn’t expect him to
keep fighting for you for much longer.

Which made the view from your balcony even sweeter.

You cherished it, soaking in the calm and the view before you were called away.

The Princess had sent a message to your room. She requested your presence in her labs and you were
off before Griot even finished speaking. The instant you’d left your room, your bodyguards were on
your tail and calling for a Talon Fighter to take you to the labs.

And now all of you were stuffed into an elevator.

Which wasn’t at all comfortable.

You kept your eyes forward, staring blankly into the elevator doors as it whisked you deeper into
Mount Bashenga.

Even then, you could feel eyes on you and you fought the urge to turn and meet the gazes that slowly
looked you over and sized you up.

You could totally take them.

We’re not beating up any more Dora Milaje.

What? Why?

We’re in an elevator.

So? We gotta get in the practice.

That practice of what? Beating people up in elevators?

You never know when it’s gonna be useful.

You rolled your eyes at yourself, slowly shaking your head as the doors swept open and you stepped
into Shuri’s lab.

It was a far cry from what it had been a few days prior.

Instead of empty and near silent, the entire room was bustling. Dozens of scientists danced around the
room, moving from different machines and working on different projects. But it was the group in the
center of the room that caught your attention.

Boone and Shuri were working together on one machine while Belov and Zac traded off on a laptop.
The two women were grinning at each other and giggling back and forth as they worked.

Shuri was actively teaching Boone how to work one of her fabricators and, it seemed, Boone was
catching on quicker than anticipated. She moved quickly, manually modifying code with the help of
Griot before handing it off to Shuri and returning to a mannequin behind the fabricator.

Belov handed the laptop back to Zac, pushing away from the man and slinging a screwdriver through
his fingers as he began dismantling the components of Jack’s helmet. Each piece of the helmet was



carefully set across the table in the center of their workspace while Zac worked on the other end of the
table; opposite Belov.

You glanced behind you, quickly looking over the Dora Milaje behind you before slipping away from
them and toward the group in the middle of the room.

“Batman,” Belov said, squinting as he unscrewed a piece of Jack’s helmet, “У вас есть охрана.” You
have security guards.

“No shit,” you hissed, stealing another glance over your shoulder with a groan, “Они не оставят
меня в покое.” They won’t leave me alone.

“That is your own fault,” Belov hummed, picking apart a few circuit boards and handing them over to
Shuri to be recycled.

Zac scoffed lightly, adjusting his glasses as he rubbed his eyes, “Nice goin’, genius. You brought that
on yourself.”

You glared at him, rolling your eyes slightly as he set back to work, “I don’t need shit from you,
Norway.”

He lifted a brow, finally looking up at you, “No?”

A sigh escaped your lips as he turned his computer toward you with an expectant smirk.

“Yes, yes I need shit from you,” you grumbled, quickly ducking past Belov and pulling up a chair
next to Zac, “What did you find?”

“You’re gonna love this.” Zac grinned, pointing to a pulsating point on his screen, “Walsh is actively
using Aerocell as we speak.”

“Beautiful.” You hummed, glancing at him with a smirk before it dropped, “Where is he?”

“New York.”

“Is he at the Tower?” you asked as a frown dropped across your face.

“Нет,” Belov answered for him, “He’s on other side of Manhattan. For now.”

Your frown deepened, “That’s not far enough.”

So lure him out.

You shook your head, wishing you could smack yourself upside the head and silence the voice that
was constantly talking to you…sometimes for you…

“You figure out a way that I can lure him out?”

“I sure did.” Zac nodded, turning the laptop back toward him and letting his fingers fly across the
keys.

Belov nodded too, glaring at one of the pieces of the helmet before pulling a hammer from his
toolbelt, “He has found many ways.”



He licked his lips as he stared at one of the pieces, lining up a swing before Boone plucked the
hammer from his hands and Shuri took the piece off the table. Belov sighed, turning his glare onto
Boone before grabbing another piece of the helmet.

“Walsh made a call the other night,” Zac said, directing your attention back to the laptop, “I can’t tell
to who but there was a lot of movement following it.”

“He’s activated a cell,” you said slowly, watching as dozens of dots blinked onto the screen.

They showed up all over the world; blinking and moving almost in unison.

Woah. That’s a lot.

More than we thought. This might be tougher—

—Funner than we thought.

“They’re already on move,” Belov said, twisting a circuit board through his fingers before sliding it
across the table to the Princess, “You will have to work to catch up.”

It’ll be easy. Take out a few and Ollie’ll follow you anywhere.

“You got size on any of them?” you asked, tracing your finger over the dots as they moved and came
together.

“That is a…negative,” Zac said slowly, shaking his head with a frown.

Belov nodded with a deep sigh, leaning against the table and gesturing at the screen, “It is bigger
network than anticipated.”

Great!

“Great.” You deadpanned, fighting the urge to run a hand down your face, “Send it to Dugan and
Bennet. They’ll know where the best place to strike first will be.”

“Got it.”

You turned away from the two, glancing at Boone and Shuri as they continued to work together
before your attention was caught by the figures moving up in the medical suite.

Jesse was pacing back and forth as Raffa leaned against the windows. Hadar was laying back on one
of the cots, relaxing back under the watchful gaze of Raffa and Yelena as a Wakandan doctor looked
over his leg.

You glanced at each of them once more and took a step toward them before you were tugged back
into Boone and Shuri’s part of the lab. Boone grabbed your hand, spinning you back toward the table
as she produced a measuring tape and began muttering to herself as she measured your shoulders.

You frowned, holding still as she twirled around you, “I thought you had my measurements
memorized.”

“Mhm,” she hummed, halfway ignoring you as she moved before she whispered, “New body armor.
New calculations. Just triple-checkin’.”



You scoffed lightly, watching her focus before you spoke again, “How’s the lens coming?”

“Perfectly,” Shuri answered for her as she, too, watched Boone work.

“It’s gonna have a three-point integrated system, not just the lens,” Boone finally said, whirling
around and grabbing a pair of objects from the fabricator, “Audio and visual will be your main points
of contact with an added point at the base of your neck.”

You raised a brow, watching her carefully as she inserted one of the objects onto the back of the
mannequin, “You sure that’s a good idea?”

Shuri nodded as you took a step toward the mannequin, “It will sense your movements in time with
the lens.”

Only a chest-plate was currently on the mannequin. It was an all-black, smooth metal that extended
all the way up the neck and stopped just underneath the chin. The back dropped to just beneath the
shoulder blades but scaled metal worked its way up to the nape of the neck; right where Boone was
inserting a chip.

“It’s a critical point in the system,” Boone said, carefully placing the chip and grinning as the
overlapping metal spine seemed to glimmer, “And since we know Wraith is trigger happy…”

“We reinforced the armor to your back, neck, and chest plate.” Shuri finished for her, running her
fingers across the metal with a smile.

“With what?” you asked, quickly looking over the metal, “I thought you were using scraps.”

“We were.” Boone shrugged before her Cheshire grin curled to her lips, “But, I may have been able to
talk my way into getting Wraith’s scraps.”

Shuri nodded sheepishly, grinning as Boone winked at her, “They will no longer be used to harm, but
to protect.”

“Recycling,” Boone crooned, turning back to you and running the tape across your shoulders once
more before she nodded to herself, “It’s great.”

You smiled softly as the two went back to work and you finally backed away from them and toward
the stairs to the medical suite.

We’ll be unstoppable—

“Shut up,” you hissed under your breath, bowing your head as you quickly stepped past some
scientists, “Just stop talking—”

I’m you, dumbass. I’m your inside voice.

You growled lowly, the snarl scaring a scientist as you forced yourself up the stairs, “Shut up—”

“I haven’t even said anything yet.”

You paused with a blink, snapping your gaze up at the man in front of you as he stared down at you.

Raffa was leaning against the railing, watching you intently as you took a slow step to his side.



“Where the hell did you come from?” you asked in confusion, glancing up at the suite that you swore
he’d been in.

“Were you talking to yourself?” he hummed, looking you over skeptically as you turned away from
him.

Yes.

“No.” You shook your head quickly, “I-I was just thinking out loud.”

That’s just fancy talk for talking to yourself, stupid.

Another hiss snuck past your lips as you tried to shake away the voice before you noticed the frown
that was on Raf’s face.

“You okay?”

You mirrored his look, crossing your arms over your chest as you leaned against the railing.

“Gonna take that as a no, Capitana,” he sighed, gently placing a hand on your shoulder, “You don’t
have to do this.”

You sighed, shaking your head slowly, “Yes, I do. It’s the only way we’re gonna stop him. We gotta
get out in front. I gotta get out in front.”

“(F/N),” Raffa tried again, “You don’t have to do shit. We can do it together. You don’t have to do it
alone.”

“Zac showed me the cell Ollie activated. It’s massive,” you said, “You think you’re ready for that?
You think Hugh and Hadar are ready for that? You think Bennet is ready for that?”

“Are you?”

“You know I am.”

It was his turn to sigh as he dropped his hand from your shoulder with a quick shake of his head, “I
don’t like seein’ you go down this road again, Capitana.”

“You think I’m happy about it?”

“Yeah.” He nodded without a second thought, “Creo que estas emocionada. Creo que estas lista.” I
think you’re excited. I think you’re ready.

You cocked your head to the side, “Lista para que?” Ready for what?

“Para causar algo de caos,” he said simply, emphasizing his words with a nonchalant shrug, “You’ve
got a look in your eyes.”

To cause some mayhem.

“I don’t have a look.” You shook your head with a roll of your eyes.

“Yes, you do.” Raffa smirked, patting your back before his face fell, “Just, promise me something?
Don’t lose yourself this time.”



You scoffed lightly before heaving a heavy sigh, “I don’t wanna disappoint you.”

“You won’t.”

Oliver glanced down at his tablet, carefully watching Aerocell’s progress as the elevator to the
Avengers Tower sept open. He glanced up only once, taking in the sight before him as he stepped into
their common room.

The Tower was abnormally quiet.

Wilson, Rogers, and Barnes were talking in hushed tones amongst themselves, while the twins and
their…android…thing chatted quietly across the room.

Oliver glanced back down at his phone before shoving it into his pocket.

The twins and their android.

The three things that would cause him trouble.

He was going to have to come up with something to get rid of them. At least, two of them. All three
would be a miracle.

That didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

If only he hadn’t talked Rumlow into blowing himself up; Brock seemed to have the best ideas…
when he wasn’t ranting and raving about killing Captain America.

Getting blown to shit the first time had really fucked him over. He really shouldn’t have been allowed
to play with more explosives.

Oliver shook his head, shoving away the thought and turning back to the task at hand. While Aerocell
was working, he would be too. Forging and reinforcing relationships.

He just had to pick and choose with who.

Stark was already with him, they’d been communicating back and forth since their return to New
York. In another world, he and Oliver would have been the perfect team; they could’ve been equals.

Rogers was a lost cause, for more than one reason. He believed too much in people, which wasn’t
what Oliver was anticipating. He was hoping that taking out Cavanaugh would turn him against (F/N)
in an instant…instead, the man was still defending her. Perhaps it was simply because he wanted to
support Barnes, or…there was something else.

Either way, Oliver was running out of time with him.

Romanoff was folding and, with her, would come Barton. Her mistrustful nature and influence with
the Avengers would be (F/N)’s undoing.

The twins didn’t matter and, if the android was doing any digging of his own, he wasn’t finding
anything on (F/N). He would stick to Stark’s side.

Wilson was attempting to form his own opinion but was frequently linking up with Romanoff and
getting information from her. She’d do most of the work for Oliver and Wilson would take her side.



Parker was by far the one that had fallen furthest into Oliver’s fabricated world. His rage had blinded
him, pushing him over the edge to be so easily manipulated, he was nothing more than a marionette.

Then there was Barnes.

All he needed was one more little push and it was over; a push Oliver was sure (F/N) would have no
trouble providing.

Oliver smiled to himself, quickly stepping up the stairs to the lab before he paused, feeling a presence
behind him.

“Walsh,” Romanoff hummed, moving up the stairs after him.

His smile turned gentle as he waited for her to catch up, “Romanoff.”

“What do you got?”

“Nothin’ yet,” he sighed with a shake of his head, “You?”

She frowned, “Tony’s been up all night, but he hasn’t gotten anywhere.”

“Great.”

“What about Wraith?” she asked, nodding to him as he let her go past him toward the lab.

“Back into the shadows.”

Natasha sighed, looking over him slowly, “And you’re alright?”

“Fine. It was only my face.” He shrugged, earning himself a light chuckle as she rolled her eyes,
“What? I got a mask for a reason.”

She scoffed, the soft smile on her face falling slightly as she dropped her voice to a whisper, “He’s
psychotic.”

“Wraith?” he asked, “You have no idea.”

“No?” She raised a brow, “He’s tried to kill me, multiple times.”

Oliver paused, trying to count each of the times they’d crossed each other before he smirked lightly.

“True,” he said slowly, “Didn’t throw you off a train, though.”

She rolled her eyes again as a playful smile curled to his lips and he relaxed back against the railing,
“No, that was you.”

“You deserved it.” He winked, his smile growing as she deadpanned.

“You haven’t let that go yet?”

Oliver shrugged, “You shot me.”

“Three times.” Natasha nodded with a sigh, shaking her head as he pushed off the railing and into the
lab.



He paused at the entrance, carefully watching as Stark swung around the room in a frenzy.

“Walsh,” Stark said, staring at the map in front of him intently.

“Stark.” He nodded, glancing at Natasha as the man’s eyes almost fluttered closed, “I’ve heard sleep
is a rare thing with you. You’re not Tesla.”

“No, I am not.” Stark shook his head, peeling his eyes open with a groan, “I’m better. Much…”

He trailed off again, leaning his head in his hand as he stared into the screen.

“...Better.”

Oliver frowned, stealing another look at Natasha, “It might be a good idea—”

“To get Pepper?” she asked with a curt nod, “On it.”

Oliver smiled softly as she turned away from him before it curled into a darkened smirk, “Thanks.”

Clint frowned at the sound of Natasha’s laugh as it echoed from the stairs and down into the common
room. He watched the two of them carefully, his glare darkening with each step she took with Walsh.

He was way too damn close to her. She was way too damn comfortable with him.

He glared at them for a moment more before Natasha spun away from Walsh and back down the
stairs. Clint pushed away from the shadows, meeting up with her as she returned to the common room
and he forced himself to relax.

“What’s he want?” he asked, trying to keep his voice light as he glanced up at Walsh as he took
another step into the lab.

“Asked me to get Pepper,” Natasha said simply, pausing in her stride for only a moment so that he
could keep up with her.

Clint quirked a brow, “For what?”

“She’s the only one that might be able to talk Tony into bed.”

Clint frowned, glancing back up at the redheaded man as he disappeared further into the lab.

They were screwed.

They were so fuckin’ screwed they might not be able to come back from this. It was something that
might truly tear them apart if they weren’t careful.

Worse than Ross. Worse than the Accords.

The secrets that they were keeping amongst themselves would truly screw them over when it came to
light.

But exposing them now might be even worse.

“What’s wrong?” Natasha asked, stopping this time as she took in the look on his face.



“He doesn’t freak you out a bit?” he said, glancing up at her as he chewed on his cheek.

If only he could plant a seed of doubt…

Right. A seed of doubt that would grow into something that would overpower the already fully-
fledged doubt she had of (F/N).

As if…

“Walsh?” she hummed, raising a brow with a smirk before her face fell, “Kinda. Ghost always has.
Why?”

He shrugged, shaking his head as he chewed on his cheek.

“What?” Natasha asked, her brows knitting together as he finally met her gaze, “What is it?”

— “We play this wrong, we’re gonna be in a world of hurt.” —

— “He says he has plans for each of you,” (F/N) said slowly, still standing in between him and
Wanda protectively, “Says he knows how to get rid of you.” —

Clint sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose with a groan as he tried to find the right words to get her
off his back, “He shot (F/N).”

“And apparently you’ve shot her before.” She shrugged as she turned away from him, “When the hell
did that happen?”

“Still workin’ on that one,” he said, quickly chasing after her, “You know he holds a grudge.”

“Who?”

“Ghost. Walsh. Whatever you want to call him.”

“He hasn’t killed us yet,” Natasha hummed as she led him down the hall toward Pepper’s office, “And
he definitely could have.”

“Right.”

Clint sighed, stopping as Natasha ducked into the office.

This was going to be much harder than he originally thought.

You winced lightly as Boone tilted your head back and gently inserted one of the lenses into your eye.
You blinked a few times, adjusting to the feeling as she turned away from you to grab the other.

You’d only caught a glimpse of the lenses before Boone insisted on trying them out.

They looked like a regular pair of lenses except for a nearly clear circuit running through them with a
copper ring circling the very edges.

Boone returned to your side a moment later, curling a finger under your chin and tilting you to look
up at her again before she inserted the second one.

You blinked quickly, your eyes watering before you closed them completely.



“Open, beautiful,” Boone crooned, still keeping a hold on your chin before you finally peeled your
eyes open.

The lenses didn’t impede your vision at all. They were a little itchy but nothing you couldn’t get used
to.

Boone grinned as your eyes met hers, “You got such pretty eyes, princess.”

You rolled your eyes, trying to push her away from you, “Shut up, Boone.”

She snickered lightly, keeping a grip on your chin as she reached behind her and Shuri handed her an
earpiece, “They might be uncomfortable for a while.”

You nodded, holding still as she pressed in the earpiece before letting you go.

“You’ll have Athena running on a closed network,” she continued, checking over Zac’s shoulder and
nodding to herself, “She’ll do whatever you need her to.”

Zac looked up from his work, adjusting his glasses as he pushed away from the table and crossed the
room to look into your eyes too, “Think of her as an Aftermath card but a lot smarter.”

“We had to revert her to earlier version,” Belov added from beside you as he leaned back in his chair,
“She might have lice.”

“Bugs,” Zac corrected him, earning himself a low glare.

“Whatever.”

“She’s smart enough that she should be able to work out any issues by herself,” Boone said, whirling
quickly through the lab and joining Shuri again, “She’ll just ask you for permission to fix them.”

“Perseus is almost ready,” Shuri said, turning back to the table and quickly running some calculations,
“Griot, check the connection to Athena and upload Perseus.”

“Connection to Athena is stable and secure, Princess,” Griot hummed, “Starting upload now.”

“Thank you, Griot,” Boone crooned, patting the fabricator as she pulled the rest of your suit from the
table.

It was complete now, and something completely different to what you were used to.

It wasn’t about concealing your form anymore. No. Instead, it was all about the armor. Jack’s chest-
plate had been repurposed throughout the suit and was replaced by Vibranium that snaked from the
chest and formed into what looked like a neck brace before trailing down the spine.

You raised a brow, looking it over as Shuri stopped by your side, “You weren’t supposed to give her
any more Vibranium.”

“She is very persuasive.” The woman shrugged with a smile as Boone whipped to your side.

She pressed a pair of pressure points on the neckpiece, disconnecting it from the main suit and turning
it over in her hands.



“You have audio and vision already,” she said, turning the neckpiece around to trail her fingers along
the scaled metal pieces that made up the neck and spine brace, “The third point is embedded in the
neckpiece. You can disconnect it if you need to but I’d just keep that bad boy attached.”

“All three points must be allowed to sync before you use them,” Shuri said, taking the armor from
Boone and placing it around your neck, “Athena will diagnose the connection and then give you a
green light.”

You nodded slowly, holding still as the two women fitted the piece around your neck before clicking
it into place.

In an instant, all three pieces hummed to life and you were greeted with a circling HUD in front of
you.

“Woah.” You flinched back, almost falling out of your chair as the program began to boot up.

“What does it look like?” Boone asked, pulling up a chair beside you as you began to study your
surroundings before you paused.

“You didn’t test it?”

“Nope.”

Your jaw clicked to the side as you rolled your eyes before glancing at Shuri.

The Princess shrugged, “We didn’t have time for a prototype stage.”

Belov nodded with a small smirk, “You are our hamster.”

“Guinea pig.”

“Whatever.”

Shuri held in a laugh as she turned from you, “Griot, run a diagnostic.”

“Yes, Princess.”

“Don’t worry,” Boone muttered in your ear, “I bypassed all the safety stuff, but it should still work.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Nah.” She grinned, “I’m just letting you know.”

You sighed, shaking your head as you pinched the bridge of your nose, “How do I fix it if it—”

“You don’t,” Boone sang with a quick shrug.

Zac nodded, “You’re basically screwed.”

“Seriously?”

“This is what happens when you only give us a day to prep,” Duke’s voice came from behind you.

You chuckled, rolling your eyes lightly and glancing up at him as he pushed Boone from her chair and
sat beside you. He cupped your cheek, turning you to look at him before he began to study you.



“How do they look?”

Duke stayed quiet for a moment, looking at you for a moment more before he finally spoke, “You can
hardly tell they’re in there.”

You smiled softly, leaning back in your chair as he withdrew his hand, “Did you and Jack have time to
look at Zac’s map?”

“We did.”

“And?”

“And I don’t like any of it.” He shrugged, playing gently with his necklace as he sighed.

“Great.”

“It’s about sixes,” he said, reaching back to grab Zac’s laptop and quickly look over it, “They’ve got a
few smaller cells mobilizing in Central Europe if you feel like starting small. But…we both know you
don’t want to do that.”

You nodded with a shrug, “In with a bang and out with a bang.”

“As per usual,” Jack said from behind you as he stepped down into the lab from the medical suite.

You scoffed lightly before nodding toward Ari’s silhouette in the room above you, “How is he?”

“Getting there,” Jack sighed, hopping up on one of the tables and swinging his legs idly, “Give it a
few more days. The Wakandans are doin’ something sciency.”

“It’ll give me enough time to get you where you need to go,” Jesse called from the stairs as she
jogged down toward you, “By the time I get back, we’ll pack up and head for New York.”

You paused, a frown finding its way to your face as you caught her eye.

You couldn’t do that to her, could you? You couldn’t separate her and Ari. Not after everything they’d
been through.

Plus, the instant you left Wakanda, you’d end up on Ollie’s radar. Even if Zac was meddling with
Aerocell, it wouldn’t stop him from finding you. Even if Boone and Belov and Shuri had built you a
suit that should keep you hidden, it wouldn’t stop him.

It wouldn’t stop him from tracking down Jesse and the plane.

No.

No.

You couldn’t do that to her. You couldn’t leave her out in the open…alone.

“No.” You shook your head.

Duke raised a brow, “No?”

“No,” you repeated yourself as Jesse stopped beside Jack, “You’re staying here. With them.”



Jesse frowned, glancing over the group as they looked at you, “How are you going to get to the
cells?”

“I’ll figure it out,” you said, dropping your gaze to the floor, “I’m not separating you assholes. You’re
stronger together.”

“You’ll also be alone out there,” Duke said quietly, “No backup.”

“But you’ll be safe.”

Duke paused, looking at you for only a moment more before bowing his head with a sigh.

“Yeah,” Boone drawled, taking a seat next to Jack on the table, “Right up until we step outside of
these borders.”

“She has a point,” Shuri said, “If Wraith has access to the technology you say he does, it will be a
matter of minutes before he finds you.”

Boone nodded slowly, glancing between the two of you, “Athena will keep you off grid for a while,
but you’re gonna have to keep moving.”

“I’ve added our safehouses to Athena’s memory files,” Zac said quietly, “Whether or not they’re
actually safe is…questionable.”

“Great—” You started before you were cut off as the HUD that had slowly faded from your sight
suddenly flashed back and a voice echoed in your ear, “Holy shit.”

The Aftermath logo blinked in front of you before the laurel faded and the ‘A’ expanded into a name.

Athena.

“Upload complete,” Griot’s voice echoed around the lab, but you could hardly hear him over the
sudden voice that hummed in your ear.

“Good morning, Captain,” Athena said smoothly, “I’ve uploaded Agent Norway’s points of interest
to my database and I’m initiating the Perseus Protocol.”

A map dropped to the lower corner of your sight, blinking with different points before it faded and
was replaced by a loading screen.

“T-Thank you?” you muttered, nearly falling out of your chair, “Boone, what the hell is happening?”

“Relax. It’s fine,” she said, waving you off as she turned to the Princess, “I think. Shuri, how we
lookin’?”

“Athena and the Perseus Protocol are linked together and stable,” Shuri hummed, turning to you
expectantly, “Griot, start recording.”

“Rad.” Boone grinned, nodding to you, “Give it a go.”

“Perseus Protocol initiated,” Athena said, bringing up even more information into the lenses.

Figures were outlined in red, their movements and threat levels tracked across your vision. The
probabilities of attack came up as percentages before each person in the room was identified.



You blinked, shaking your head as you tried to take everything in, “Less info, Athena. You’re giving
me a headache.”

“You got it, Captain.”

Most of the numbers were swiped out of the way as you took a look around the room.

Not only was Athena watching people, but she was also watching objects. The height and weight of
some objects in the room and calculating what would make good impromptu weapons. She had
escape routes out of the lab already planned.

And…

You paused, the hair on the back of your neck standing up for only a moment before an alarm ringing
in your ear.

“Projectile detected.”

You whipped around, easily knocking down a clipboard Boone chucked at you before Boone herself
lunged toward you with a screwdriver raised as a weapon.

You winced back, trying to balance your attention between Athena and the attack that was currently
being thrown at you.

Boone grinned, throwing a pair of punches before stooping out of the way and sweeping her leg out to
attempt to catch your ankles.

You kept out of the way, two steps ahead of her as Athena predicted her moves before another alarm
blared in your ear.

“Second assailant detected.”

You spun around, grabbing Duke’s fist in midair as he tried to sneak up behind you. Holding onto his
wrist, you spun around and threw him over your shoulder into Boone. She yelped, hopping over the
top of him and flicking the screwdriver toward you.

You winced out of the way, glaring at her as she practically skipped back into the fight with you.

This time she brought Belov.

Belov’s figure was outlined in red and blinking as Athena scanned him and Boone launched an
onslaught of hits at you. You stayed ahead of her, easily blocking each hit before Belov’s outline
finally held steady.

He swept below Boone, attempting to use her as a distraction as she continued to fight against you.

But, Athena saw it coming.

You gently kicked his attack out of the way, stepping over the top of him and away from Boone
before you grabbed the back of her shirt and tossed her away from you.

“Whee!” Boone screeched with a giggle as she went flying into Belov and the two landed in a heap.



You smirked to yourself, relaxing back for only a moment before Athena beeped in your ear again.
You swung around, ducking out of the way as Jack lunged at you.

“He’s faster than the others,” Athena advised, “Stay on your toes.”

You nodded to yourself as Jack pressed punch after punch toward you.

“Go low.”

You dove to the ground, barely dodging a hit before sliding across the ground. Your hand wrapped
around his ankle, holding it tight as you swung yourself back around to trip him up. Jack grunted as
he fell to the floor.

The two of you moved in near unison as you slid over your shoulders and returned to your feet.

Jack scoffed, “I don’t know why I tried. You always kick my ass.”

You grinned, relaxing back slightly, “Athena, that’s enough.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That was amazing,” Shuri breathed, the beaming smile on her face lighting up the room, “Do it
again.”

You scoffed, “That…”

That felt fuckin’ good.

“That was cool.”

“Right?” Boone asked with a gleam in her eye, “It works perfectly.”

“Yeah, it does.”

Oliver ducked out of Stark’s lab as Potts finally lured Stark away from his work. He nodded to her
gently as she ushered the man away before he slowly started down the stairs.

As much fun as the whole lying thing was, he really wanted to get back into the action. And, this
time, he’d have backup.

Backup that (F/N) wouldn’t dare hurt.

She wouldn’t be able to fight back properly without digging herself deeper and deeper into an overdue
grave.

“How’s the face?”

Oliver paused, stopping in his stride to look over the railing and scoffing as he caught sight of Barnes.
He shrugged lightly as he hopped down into the common room, “Healing. How’re you doing?”

“I’ve been better,” Barnes said, folding his arms over his chest, “Did you find her?”

Oliver scoffed lightly, shaking his head with a small frown, “Not yet. Just, checkin’ in on Stark. Once
she surfaces, we gotta be ready to move.”



“I know.” He nodded, biting his lip before his piercing gaze flicked back up to him and fell into a
glare with a snarled breath, “You just better not move without me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He shook his head, raising his hands in surrender as he stepped closer to
Barnes, “You just be ready.”

Barnes sighed, running a hand through his hair before nodding slowly, “I’ll be ready. You got any idea
where she’d go?”

Oliver paused, glancing up at him with a slow shake of his head as he held back a wicked smile.

It was working.

It was working better than he ever thought possible. He had them all.

All the major players were in the palm of his hand. All of them were falling for his lies and bluffs and
acting.

He had them hook, line, and sinker.

All he had to do was keep up the charade and all the pieces would fall into place.

“She’s tricky,” Oliver said, holding back the grin that was threatening to curl to his lips, “I don’t think
she’s gonna come up in North or South America.”

Barnes frowned, running his metal hand down his face, “Which leaves us with the rest of the globe
for her to be.”

Oliver nodded, placing a gentle hand on Barnes' shoulder and wincing as Barnes waved him off.

“Don’t worry,” he said, backing away slightly, “I’ll find her.”

Barnes’ gaze darkened again as he squared up to him, “You touch her—”

“You’ll kill me,” he said, allowing himself a small smile, “I don’t doubt it.”

Steve fought the urge to slam the door to his room behind him.

Things were not going to plan. Of course, they weren’t. They were following a nonexistent plan. They
were flying by the seat of their pants and it was not going well.

Of course, it wasn’t.

Great.

Stark was a lost cause, as was Parker. Walsh had Romanoff under his thumb and Sam was flipping
back and forth. Bucky was losing hope and Vision and Pietro were going either way.

They needed to come up with a plan, ASAP.

Steve groaned to himself before collapsing down onto his couch.

Before he even sat down, the door to his room was thrown open and Clint and Wanda burst into his
room. Steve didn’t even bother to turn toward them as he ran a hand down his face and Clint quickly



closed the door behind him.

He shook his head as the archer quickly moved across the room, “Don’t say it—”

“We’re losing,” Clint said, ignoring him completely and beginning to pace the room.

“Natasha’s a ‘no’ then?” he asked, pinching the bridge of his nose as Wanda sat beside him.

“She’s been suspicious of (F/N) from the beginning, you know that.” He continued to pace through
the room, glaring into the floor as he went, “And Walsh is surprisingly likable.”

“Especially considering the thoughts running through his head,” Wanda said under his breath.

Steve frowned, turning to her as he took in her words, “What?”

“He’s trying to plan something,” she murmured, “He was thinking about Lagos today.”

“Great.” Clint deadpanned, kicking a throw pillow out of his way as he paced, “We don’t know where
(F/N) or her team are and Walsh is running this joint. We’re screwed.”

Steve nodded slowly, “Without Stark and Romanoff on our side—”

“And Viz.”

Clint paused, raising a brow with a frown, “Vision too?”

“He’s been doing research into (F/N),” she said, playing nervously with her nails, “Agent Cavanaugh
has scrubbed her clean from the web…”

The archer sighed, roughly massaging his temples, “Which makes it look like she never existed.”

“What do we do?” Wanda asked, looking up at Steve worriedly.

“I…” Steve trailed off, “I don’t know.”

You checked yourself over in the mirror, staring at your own eyes as the copper ring around your eyes
caught the light and glimmered. You’d finally changed into the entire suit and you had to admit it:

You looked good.

It looked nothing like the normal Aegis suits. Armored tactical pants were sewn into your usual style
and tucked into combat boots. The undershirt and chest-plate were hidden safely beneath a leather
jacket and your dog tags clinked against the Vibranium.

A holster was built into the pants, something you could collapse if you wanted but would keep your
dual pistols safely by your side at all times. A pair of ka-bars were concealed within your combat
boots and a pair of gauntlets were clasped to your wrists. If needed, they’d project a more detailed
schematic of your HUD and would provide direct control of Athena if you needed it.

Nodding to yourself, you check yourself over once more before ducking out of the bathroom. You
paused as you caught sight of Boone throwing things into a backpack before stooping to grab a piece
of paper and write something down.



“What are you doing?”

Boone glanced up, stopping for only a moment before dropping her gaze back to the paper and
continuing, “Well…I was thinking.”

“I think you’ve done enough thinking for a few months,” you said, folding your arms over your chest
with a grin, “Maybe a few years.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She waved you off, “I’ll take a vacation when this is all over.”

She snapped her pen close and tossed you the pack before handing you the paper.

“What’s this?”

“Address to one of my weapons caches in Paris.”

— “Sir?” —

— “I have a mission for you,” he smiled with a puff of smoke, “Solo, in Paris. An old friend of mine is
calling in a favor.” —

— “Friend?” you asked, glancing over the file in interest, “I didn't know you had friends.” —

“Paris?”

Boone smiled softly, trying to conceal the worry that flashed through her eyes, “Figured we’d
continue the journey to the past.”

She paused, snatching the paper from you again and clicking the pen before adding another line of
writing, “Here’s another one in Morocco and, if you find yourself—”

You didn’t let her finish before pulling her into a tight hug. Boone paused, tensing in your arms for a
moment before pulling you close.

“It’s enough, Boone,” you said softly, resting your chin on your shoulder as she did the same.

“Not really, no.” She shook her head as she pulled away from you and cupped your cheeks with a
small smile, “Be careful.”

You nodded, “You too.”

Throwing your backpack over your shoulder you followed her from the room to find the rest of Alpha
Two waiting for you in the hall. They glanced up at you all at once, each of their gazes wandering
your form before Duke stepped forward and wrapped his arms around you.

“Everything good?” you asked, sinking into his hug as he nodded.

“This better fuckin’ work,” he muttered in your ear.

“It will,” you said, frowning slightly as he pulled away, “I promise.”

He looked you over a moment longer before he nodded, “I know. We’ll stay a few more days here
then, we’ll meet you in New York.”



“I took the tracker out of the suit,” Boone said, “Walsh won’t be able to find you very easily. But he
will find you eventually.”

“We won’t,” Duke said, “We can’t risk getting caught by him. You’ll be on your own and we won’t
know where you are, “If you beat us there—”

“I’ll stick around the Widow’s Nest.” You nodded, glancing to Belova, “Send Yelena, I’ll keep an eye
out for her.”

“I’ll get in touch with Steve as soon as we get there,” Boone hummed, “We’ll figure out another plan
from there.”

“Just…” You trailed off, looking over each of them slowly, “Be careful.”

The group nodded, some giving you sad smiles before they were interrupted by footsteps down the
hall. They stood at attention as T’Challa strode down the hall toward them.

He paused as he caught sight of you. The smile on his face fell and was replaced by a slight frown as
you took a step to his side.

“I like the suit,” he said finally.

“Yeah?” you asked, glancing down at yourself, “It’s different.”

He nodded, raising a brow as he caught sight of the metal chest-plate, “The Vibranium is good.”

“I hope you don’t mind.” You flushed, shooting a look to Boone, “Cavanaugh went overboard.”

“I don’t,” T’Challa said with a smile, “I know you’ll take care of it.”

You returned his smile with a bow of your head, “Thank you for this.”

“Anything for a friend, yes?”

“Yeah,” you said, “Anything.”

“Come.”

You nodded, following beside him as he led you through the halls of the Palace.

“If you should require any assistance…” T’Challa started before you finished for him.

“I’ll pitch a tent outside the border,” you said, earning yourself a chuckle. You grinned nodding to the
Queen Mother as the two of you passed the throne room before you sent a wink toward the Princess
from where she stood before the Queen. You turned to him, “The same goes for you. Anytime.
Anywhere. You need something. I’ll be there.”

“Thank you.” He paused as a pair of guards opened the doors to the Palace and he led you toward an
awaiting Talon Fighter. He paused, another frown finding its way to his face, “This is where I leave
you.”

You sighed, turning away from him to catch one last glimpse of the Golden City before you looked
back at him, “Thank you. For everything.”

“Sala kakuhle, Isiporho.”



Goodbye, Ghost.

“Ndizakubona.” I’ll be seeing you.

T’Challa smiled, gesturing at the Talon Fighter and nodding as you moved away from him.

Ducking up the ramp, you took one last look over your shoulder. Catching sight of Alpha Two, the
Princess, and the King watching after you before the ramp began to close.

The jet's engines whirred as it ascended from the Palace and began heading for the border.

“I will admit,” General Okoye said from the pilot’s chair, a small smile on her face, “It was a good
fight, Ispihiro. Next time, I will be ready.”

You chuckled, looking over the empty craft before striding across the cabin to her side.

“Next time, I want to be fighting by your side, not against you.”

Duke took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart as (F/N) disappeared into the sky. He heaved
a sigh, chewing on his cheek nervously as he shakily played with his necklace before Jack wrapped an
arm over his shoulders and pulled him close. Boone snuck her way to his side, too. She snaked her
arm around his back and tucked herself into his side, forcing him to throw an arm around her.

“This is gonna end bad, huh?” she asked, glancing up at him with a frown.

He nodded, “More than likely.”

“I tell her not to run off like Batman,” Belov grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Does she ever listen?” Yelena asked.

“Нет. Not once.”

Duke closed his eyes, relaxing back as the golden sun danced across his skin.

“I don’t like this,” Jack muttered in his ear, “I can hardly control myself and she’s…she’s…”

“Crazy?” Zac hummed with a deadpan.

“Watch your mouth, Norway,” Boone said, sending a glare his way.

He shrugged, “Fair enough.”

“Hadar has a few more days to heal,” Duke said, ignoring them and pulling away from Jack and
Boone, “Which means we got a few more days to figure you out. And (F/N) will keep Ollie running
as long as she can.”

He looked out over his team as they grouped up around him.

Duke nodded to himself, if only to reassure himself as he tried to reassure them, “We have time. We’ll
figure it out.Together.”



Bucky knocked his head against the wall of the elevator as it took him below the Tower’s main living
quarters. Ms. Potts had only been able to drag Stark away for a few hours before he came back with a
vengeance. Walsh had linked up with him as he worked away in the lab before they were joined by
Parker and Wilson.

Then the Tower had exploded with sounds as they all tried to track down the women that kept evading
them. It was more than he could handle, the voices as they traded theories and connected points as
they tried to find her.

And he couldn’t do a damn thing.

All he could do was sit and watch and wait.

And he hated it.

He hated not being able to do anything, he hated that it was all out of his hands.

Bucky heaved a heavy sigh as the elevator doors whisked open and he stepped out into the random
room he’d pressed a button for. He took a step out of the elevator before he froze, as he stepped onto
the Avengers’ private platform in the room that had held the Stark Gala.

“Shit…” Bucky mumbled to himself, turning on his heels to return to the elevator before it left
without him. He sighed again as the doors shut in front of his face and the elevator closed.

— “Hey, Soldier Boy.” —

He froze, glancing over his shoulder as he frantically pressed the elevator button.

— She wore a smile on her face like she did in the picture in his pocket but she was even more
beautiful than he remembered. Her voice was sweeter, like music to his ears. Her eyes were brighter
and her dress… —

— It was like she was blanketed in the night sky. Like a thousand stars had fallen from the heavens
and placed themselves perfectly on her form. They glimmered and glittered with every move. He was
unable to tear his eyes off of her as she took a slow step toward him. —

— Black fabric hugged her curves all the way to the floor but it was her right arm that caught his
attention. It was cascading in silver beads, shining as though it was made of pure, liquid metal. —

He groaned, pressing his forehead against the cool metal of the elevator doors before he pushed away
from the doors and turned toward the stairwell. He shoved his shoulder into the door and ducked into
the stairway.

— He stopped a second later, sucking a breath with a hiss before he whispered, “Let’s get outta here.
Just you and me. My room.” —

—(F/N) smirked, raising a brow as her hands traveled up and down his chest, “Now?” —

— “Doll, I needed you yesterday.” —

He paused, leaning heavily against the railing as his heart drummed in his ears; desperately trying to
drown out the smooth sound of her voice. Shaking his head once more, he forced himself to trudge up
the stairs.



Even in a place that she’d only been a handful of times, Bucky couldn’t manage to escape the thought
of her.

Of course not.

(F/N) had always been difficult. It only stood to reason that even when she wasn’t by his side, she was
going to be difficult.

Bucky managed to scoff at himself as he shoved open the door to the main floor.

Even if she was lost somewhere in the world, she was still by his side and annoying the shit out of
him.

Shaking his head, he threw the door closed behind him and wandered down the hall back toward his
room.

“Wow,” Natasha’s voice came from behind him, “I don’t think I’ve seen anyone so miserable.”

Bucky sucked a hiss, “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“I couldn’t tell.” She smiled softly, “Walsh told me you two are teaming up. You sure that’s a good
idea?”

He stopped, grumbling lightly as he rolled his head toward her with a frown, “Ask him. He’s the idiot
that came up with it.”

She snickered softly before she shook her head, “You’re gonna kill him.”

“I know.” Bucky nodded with a sigh, turning toward her as she backed away from him toward the
common room.

“He’s impulsive,” Natasha said, watching him carefully as he followed her, “Always has been.”

“I know,” he hummed, shoving his hands into his pockets, “But, so is she. I can handle it.”

“Just be careful—”

“I found her!” Walsh’s voice suddenly echoed from down the hall. The sound of his footsteps
followed before he tore around the corner, “Barnes, we gotta move.”

“Again?” Stark yelled from the lab, his voice somehow even louder than Walsh’s, “You’re shitting
me. How the hell are you doin’ it?”

Bucky ignored him, backing toward his room and throwing open the door. He grabbed his duffle bag
from the floor as he called over his shoulder, “Where is she?”

“Paris,” Walsh said, “She’s in Paris.”

Like the night it's a secret 
Sinister, dark, and unknown 
I do not know what I seek, yet I'll seek it alone
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Prey Drive

Chapter Summary

He shook his head again before repeating, “You can’t stop him.”

“We’ll see.”

A soft smile curled to your lips before it fell to a twisted smirk and you lunged forward. You
drew a ka-bar and threw the coffee table out of your way in one motion. Your knife embedded
itself in his thigh before he could react.

The sound that tore through his throat would have been haunting, if it was your first time hearing
it. He clawed at your hand as it held the knife in place before your other hand wrapped around
his throat.

“Tell me what his plan is,” you hissed calmly, grunting as he fought against you.

“He’ll kill me if I do,” he wheezed, unable to get you off of him as he continued to try and fight
back.

“And I’ll kill you if you don’t,” you said with a shrug, “So, pick your poison. Him or me.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

An eye for an eye, a leg for a leg

A shot in the heart doesn't make it unbreak

She really didn't wanna make it messy

She really, really didn't, but the girl gone cray

A low rumble of thunder shook the building, the sound of rain was almost constant as it pattered
against the metal roofing. The sound echoed through the building, bouncing off the metal walls and
humming through the wooden storage units that lined the building in tall rows. A cold draft ran
between the units, sinking into their seams and freezing their contents.

Lucky for you, Boone had hidden her Jeep and a load of blankets in her unit.

Not that it really helped.

You hummed a groan as you peeled your eyes open, a combination of the thunder from outside and
the sound of Athena’s chiming wakeup call in your ear finally easing you from your sleep. A shiver



rolled through you as you stretched before curling back up in the cramped nest you’d managed to
make in the back of the vehicle.

A green glow radiated from a spare lamp Boone had left there who knew how many years before. It
cast long, eerie shadows off of the boxes that had been meticulously stacked and marked before they
had been left behind.

You’d already managed to dig through most of them, carefully packing a bag full of everything you
thought were essentials. Grenades, flashbangs, smoke bombs, an extra pair of mags for your pistols,
some knives, a rifle that folded easily into your pack, and an array of bullets, just in case. After
arriving in Paris, it was your first stop. Somewhere safe and out of the rain that sprinkled through the
city.

— Dark clouds covered the stars, but lights from the shops lining the streets brought warmth back to
the gray cobblestone. Laughter filled almost every corner and conversation buzzed all around you.
Walking quickly through the sea of people, you gracefully slipped into a darkened alley. You wound
your way through a maze of pitch-black streets, the sounds of people gradually disappearing and
replaced with silence save for the rain that drizzled on the roofs and dripped down to the ground. You
braced yourself from a freezing breeze as it whistled through the alley, whipping up newspapers and
leaves from the drenched ground. —

It wasn’t the kind of weather you were expecting, not after spending the past month in the warm air of
Medellín and then the glittering city of Birnin Zana. You’d even had to swap out your signature
leather jacket for a warmer, heavier coat with a hood, just to make sure you didn’t freeze.

Then again, nothing was really what you were expecting.

You thought you’d at least struggle getting from Africa into Europe but, even if it wasn’t a walk in the
park, it went smoother than you ever could have imagined. Athena had planned your entire trip out for
you almost instantly. If there was any sign of trouble, she instantly recalculated the route and moved
you somewhere safer. She even managed to keep an eye on New York and the Tower for you, making
sure Walsh was staying where you wanted him until you were ready to strike.

That being said, the instant you stepped foot in the city, you allowed a single camera to capture your
form before you stole away back into the shadows. You knew Ollie would find it and, then, he’d find
you. Still, you had to stay in the shadows just a bit longer.

Just long enough to stake out the cell’s safehouse once more and then you’d—

No. You need to strike now. Hard and fast. Finish it.

You rolled your eyes, grumbling at the voice as you finally sat up and pulled your coat tighter around
you.

“Good morning, Athena,” you finally rasped, knocking your head against the back of the Jeep as your
vision suddenly leaped to life with her HUD.

“Good morning, Captain,” she said, the sound of her voice humming through your ears as you
rubbed your eyes.

“How’s the weather lookin’?” you asked, cracking your knuckles before climbing over the seat and
into the passenger seat. You reclined back, kicking your feet up onto the dash with a sigh.



“There are currently scattered thunderstorms throughout most of the city.”

“Great.”

Get up. You gotta go. Walsh will be here soon.

You groaned again, curling in on yourself and holding your head in your hands.

The voice hadn’t shut up since you’d left Wakanda. It was always whispering in your ear. Telling you
to strike, to stray off the path you’d already chosen.

It wouldn’t stop.

It was infuriating.

And it was getting harder and harder to not agree with it. It was getting harder and harder to hold back
the monster that ate at every fiber of your being.

But you had to.

Ollie’s call to assemble was still hitting ears throughout Europe. They were still making their way to
each of their cell’s respective hideouts. You had to wait—

No more waiting. You don’t need any more time—

“Shut up.”

“I didn’t say anything, ma’am.”

“Not you,” you groaned at the sound of Athena’s voice with a shake of your head.

The more time you gave them to arrive, the more time they would have to get settled and comfortable.

But it also means Walsh will have more time to warn them.

Damn.

Another sigh tore through your throat.

It was right. You’d given Walsh plenty of time to tell the cell you were there. Now, you had to make
sure you did something big enough to lure him from New York. Then you just had to keep him
moving and keep his eyes on you, rather than Alpha Two as they made a break for it.

You nodded to yourself, reaching behind you and pulling a blanket from your makeshift bed. Pulling
it over the top of you, you bundled up in it for just a moment more; reveling in the leftover warmth
that was still hiding in its folds before a frown curled to your lips.

— Bucky shifted under your touch, his hands sliding from the small of your back and underneath your
shirt. His metal hand was cold as it crept up your back, cradling you closer as a shiver fluttered
through you. —

You weren’t going to lie. The instant you’d left Wakanda, loneliness had started creeping in. You
hadn’t realized how much you’d been relying on Duke and Boone and the rest of Alpha Two. Now
that you were out on your own, you almost regretted it.



Stop it. You’re fine.

No, you most definitely regretted it. You missed having someone to talk to. You missed having
someone to laugh with.

You missed Bucky.

Damn, you missed him.

You missed the way he held you. The way he made you feel safe. The way he knew you—

Thought he knew you. He doesn’t really know you, does he?

There wasn’t anything you wouldn’t do to go back to him. There wasn’t anything you wouldn’t do to
finally run away with him.

But Walsh would never let you get close to that. As long as he was out there in the open, he was a
threat to you and to Bucky and the Avengers and the rest of Aftermath.

As long as you let him run free, he would have a chance to ruin everything for you.

And he’d take that chance every time he had it.

So take him out of the equation. He’ll kill him if you don’t take care of him. He’ll kill him, them, us.
All of us will be dead because of you.

Finish it.

You nodded slowly to yourself, throwing away the blanket and shoving it into the backseat before you
threw open the door and stepped into the frigid air of the unit. Taking a deep breath, you reached for
the glowing lantern before stooping to pick your already packed backpack up from the floor.

“I would recommend eating something before we embark, Captain.” Athena’s voice came in your ear
as you turned to the door.

You shook your head, grabbing an old protein bar from a box on the bumper. Stuffing it in your
pocket you paused by the door, listening for voices for only a moment before you pressed your
shoulder into it and ducked into the rest of the facility.

Your boots thudded against the concrete as you moved, the sound of thunder booming from outside
sent a shudder through the building. Snapping your hood over your head, you shoved open the door
and stepped out into the rain.

“Athena,” you snarled, glaring up at the rain as you moved down the sidewalk, “Let’s get this over
with.”

Duke quietly packed the last of his clothes into his bag as the first rays of sunshine began breaking
over the horizon; beginning his last hours in Wakanda. He wasn’t going to lie, he was going to miss it.

It was tranquil there. Peaceful. Quiet.

He didn’t get a lot of that anywhere else.



And they sure as hell weren’t heading toward anything like that either.

No, they were heading straight back into the chaos they’d fled from. Straight back to the city he’d
almost died in.

Then again, he’d almost died in a lot of cities, not just New York.

But that one held a particularly special place in his heart.

That was a lie.

A frown fell to Duke’s face as he looked over his shoulder, his eyes landing on the sleeping form in
his bed.

It was the city he almost lost Jack in. It was the city where his nightmares almost became reality. It
was the city that led them into this downward spiral.

And now they were nearly spiraling out of control

At least, one of them was.

(F/N). She’d been gone for nearly a week and they hadn’t heard a peep from her.

Which was a good thing, but also absolutely terrifying. All he could do was hope that she had
everything under control and that she’d cleared a path for them to move safely back to the city now
that they had Ari back on his feet.

Which, if Boone’s intel was to be trusted, Walsh was already on the move out of the city. That was the
closest thing to a signal they were going to get.

Now, they just had to get there undetected.

Duke took a deep breath, trying to calm himself as he zipped up his back as quietly as he could before
wandering back toward the bed.

As calm as things were now, everything could turn on a dime. His nightmares could become reality
within the next few days.

It was taking everything in him not to stay there.

In Wakanda.

With Jack.

A small smile crept to his face as he stopped beside the bed. His husband looked so peaceful when he
slept.

Duke’s smile widened.

His husband.

It still didn’t feel completely real. But the matching rings on both their fingers said otherwise.

Duke scoffed to himself, spinning his ring around his finger while his eyes wandered Jack’s form.



His breathing was steady and, every so often, he hummed a sigh that was music to Duke’s ears. His
ring glinted in the sun, the dark inlay offsetting the gold banding much like the wandering ink that
crept up his arm and back, and shoulders.

“You just gonna stare?” Jack asked, his morning voice gruff and hoarse even as a smirk curled to his
lips, “Or, are you gonna join me?”

Duke chuckled, shaking his head as Jack peeled open an eye, “I have to pack.”

Jack raised a brow, glancing up at him as Duke turned back to his bag before he snapped his hand out
to grab Duke’s wrist and haul him into bed with him. He laughed again, the sound filling the room as
Jack pulled him against his chest and nuzzled against his neck.

Duke sighed, breathing in the scent of Jack’s aftershave before he completely relaxed.

He hadn’t realized how fast his heart had been beating or how his mind had been racing until it all
stopped.

All he could focus on was him.

Jack chuckled lightly, pressing his lips to Duke’s neck and earning himself a shiver.

“What?” Duke asked, rolling over to face his husband with a soft smile.

Jack shrugged lightly, “I heard it.”

“Heard what?”

“You relax,” he said, “Your heart slowed down. Just a bit.”

Duke raised a brow, “That’s freaky.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jack sighed, “This whole thing is freaky.”

Duke frowned, looking up at him before reaching up to shove a stray curl out of his face as he waited
for him to continue.

“But, hey, I know how to get your heart rate back up…” he said, a mischievous grin finding its way to
his face as he wrapped his arms around Duke’s back before pressing his hands lower.

“Ah!” Duke shook his head, “Not now.”

“Now is the perfect time—”

Duke sighed with a giggle as Jack reached down to squeeze his ass, “Jack.”

Jack froze, his face falling as the tone of Duke’s voice dropped.

“Don’t change the subject on me,” he said, tracing his fingers along Jack’s tattoos.

He sighed with a roll of his eye, leaning forward to press his lips to Duke’s before whispering against
them, “I like the other subject better.”

Jack pulled away in an instant, ripping the covers off and rolling out of bed. Duke frowned, reaching
out to grab him this time.



“So do I but…” he trailed off, letting his hand fall into Jack’s, “I’m worried about you.”

Jack paused, glancing down at Duke’s hand before he clasped it with his and squeezed. Duke smiled
tiredly, bringing the back of Jack’s hand to his lips before glancing down at the wedding band that
adorned his finger.

Three diamonds glittered in the golden sunlight, offset by black and grey hexagons that were set
between two shimmering bands of gold.

Duke thumbed the ring gently before his hand wandered up the runic text that swirled up his arm
before he tugged Jack into his chest. His arms wrapped around the man, taking in the warmth that
radiated from his body.

“I know,” Jack sighed, setting his chin on Duke’s shoulder, “What else needs to be packed?”

“Just your clothes.” Duke rolled his eyes as Jack pulled away from him. He shook his head, falling
back onto the bed, “You changed the subject again.”

“I did. Didn’t I?” he asked, smirking as he glanced back at him as he slipped a shirt over his head, “I
feel fine, Duke.”

“But?”

“It’s too hot all the time. And too loud. And too bright. And…” Jack trailed off as he poked his head
through the shirt with a grumble as he bent over to pull on a pair of jeans that were laying on the floor.

“And?”

“I’m just worried that I’ll never get used to it.”

Duke frowned, looking up at him for a moment before sitting up again and pushing off the bed,
“(F/N) did.”

“Yeah. After everything she went through, she finally has a little bit of control back,” he said, running
his finger through his hair, “I have no clue what I’m doing.”

“And that’s okay—”

Jack turned on him in an instant, his brows furrowing and his eyes narrowing as his voice dropped to
a growl, “Not when there’s a possibility I can beat the life out of someone without breaking a sweat.”

Duke frowned, shaking his head as he broke the distance between them and reached up to cup his
cheeks, “How many times do we gotta tell you that we’re gonna figure it out together?”

Jack relaxed slightly, leaning into Duke’s touch with a scoff, “Once more?”

Duke smiled, leaning up to press a kiss to his lips, “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.”

He tried to pull away but Jack’s arms wrapped around him, pulling against him as he deepened the
kiss. Duke hummed against him, letting his hands trail down Jack’s chest as he nipped at his bottom
lip before Jack broke the kiss and tugged his shirt over his head.

“You’re gonna get us in trouble,” Duke muttered, letting his fingers trail across Jack’s bare chest.



“Don’t care.” Jack shrugged, looping his thumbs into Duke’s waistband and pulling him against him,
and pressing another kiss to his lips before a knock at the door interrupted them.

Duke rolled his eyes, pushing away from Jack with a grumble, “Fuck me.”

“Later,” Jack said without missing a beat, “It’ll be fun.”

A laugh leaped from Duke’s throat as Jack scooped the rest of his clothes into a bag and he crossed
the room to open the door. He jumped as he caught sight of the person on the other side of the door.

T’Challa.

“Your Highness,” Duke stuttered, his eyes widening slightly as he heard Jack leap back across the
room to put his shirt back on.

“Sergeant Dugan.” T’Challa nodded, trying his best to hide the smile that curled to his face, “May I?”

“Actually, we were just heading to the jet,” Duke said, glancing behind him as Jack gathered up their
bags and joined him at the door, “Walk with us?”

“Of course.”

Duke ducked out of the room, glancing behind him with an embarrassed smile as Jack strayed behind
them slightly. He turned back around, glancing at T’Challa before his face fell.

The King’s smile had faded as he led them through the palace.

“Somethin’s on your mind,” Duke said slowly, studying him as silence enveloped them before
T’Challa nodded slowly.

“I was thinking about what you told me in Berlin.”

“Berlin?” he asked with a snicker, “All I remember is you called me wise.”

“He did?” Jack raised a brow, “He called you wise. I don’t know about that.”

Duke clicked his tongue, shaking his head as he turned back to T’Challa and relaxed as the king
laughed lowly.

“No,” he said, turning to him with a smile that quickly fell, “You told me that I could not be judge,
jury, and executioner.”

“Damn,” Duke breathed with a scoff, “That does sound pretty wise.”

T’Challa nodded, “I fear I may have made a mistake.”

“In calling me wise?” he asked, “Nuh-uh. No take-backs. The King of Wakanda called me wise. I get
to put that on my resume for the rest of my life.”

T’Challa chuckled again, shaking his head before he paused in his stride, “I told Captain (L/N) that
the rain cannot wash away the panther’s spots. But, I think the panther she is—”

“Has been overtaken by revenge.”



“Judge, jury, executioner.” He nodded, “I am afraid I have fed her vengeance. I did not realize it ran
so deep. It is almost as if it has been intertwined with her soul.”

“It could be argued she doesn’t have one of those anymore,” Duke said slowly, “But, I see where
you’re going. She’s been through a lot and she’s managed to get herself out of everything she’s gotten
herself into. She’ll get herself out of this. Hopefully.”

“Mm,” T’Challa hummed, “It is the spirit that walks a person through the darkness. Isiporho will walk
her way through hers. She will make it back.”

Duke paused with a scoff.

How in the hell did this guy always sound like he knew so much? And why in the hell did he call him
wise when he sounded so much better saying it?

“It’s always darkest before the dawn,” Duke said, continuing down the hall with the king, “We’re just
a little stuck in our morning twilight.”

“When she steps foot in the sun again, tell her to bask in the light.”

“That I can do, your Highness.”

“Thank you, mhlobo wam.” T’Challa said, leading them out of the palace and toward the Talon
Fighter that was waiting for them, “I am happy we were able to meet again. And that I was able to
meet your family.”

“Thank you, King T’Challa.” Duke held out his hand, “I’m sorry we weren’t here for you when you
needed aid. If it ever happens again, we’ll be there. At your side instead of on the sidelines.”

T’Challa nodded, taking Duke’s hand with a smile, “I will meet you at the border. Bring your
husband. And the shield.”

“I will. Thank you.”

Bucky glared out the window, wincing at the flood of raindrops that splattered sharply against the
glass. The flight to Paris had been more eventful than he thought it would. The instant they’d hit
France, they’d hit rough weather and, to make matters worse, the instant they’d found (F/N), she was
gone again.

If anything, at least they knew where she was. And they’d be close once she popped up again.

He backed away from the window, turning back toward his chair and swinging on the jacket that was
hanging on the back for him. He pulled it over his navy blue stealth suit, hiding the glinting silver of
his arm with a sigh. He wasn’t sure when (F/N) would strike, but if she struck during the daylight, he
didn’t want to catch the eye of every civilian in Paris.

A sigh coursed through his throat as he glanced down at the light that shimmered off his fingers.

— It was like she was blanketed in the night sky. Like a thousand stars had fallen from the heavens
and placed themselves perfectly on her form. They glimmered and glittered with every move. He was
unable to tear his eyes off of her as she took a slow step toward him. —



— Black fabric hugged her curves all the way to the floor but it was her right arm that caught his
attention. It was cascading in silver beads, shining as though it was made of pure, liquid metal. —

— She was a mirror image of him. If he were to hold her hand, that hand, his metal one would have to
take it. —

— She was proudly displaying his calling card. She was letting everyone in the room know who she
was with. Who she belonged to. —

A small smile managed to leap to his lips, the thought of her in his arms coming and going in a flash.

It felt so long ago that she was with him. It felt like it had been years since he’d been able to hold her
in his arms.

And, now, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to have her again. Not after what happened in New York
and then Medellín and…whatever she had planned for Paris.

If it was even her plan.

Who was he kidding? The longer she spent out of his reach, the more he grew unsure of himself. He
already knew she wasn’t who she said she was. What else didn’t he know?

What else hadn’t she told him? What else was she hiding?

— “I’ll be right back, okay?” —

What else had she lied about?

Bucky shook his head, folding his arms over his chest as he turned toward the cockpit.

Whatever she was up to, he wasn’t looking forward to it.

Especially now that he had two more passengers that had talked themselves onto the trip.

Romanoff and Barton.

They’d managed to talk their way onto the trip. Claiming that he and Walsh were going to need a pilot
and co-pilot.

Even if, right now, the jet was on autopilot and the two were beginning to suit up.

Another sigh huffed through him as he shook his head. His initial plan was already falling apart and it
hadn’t even started yet.

If he managed to find (F/N), there was a high chance she’d take off again before he was even able to
talk to her. With Walsh gunning for her and Romanoff and Barton’s meddling, he couldn’t see it going
any other way except sideways.

As usual.

(F/N) would feel threatened. She’d feel surrounded; cornered.

If he could just talk to her. If he could get her all to himself, then maybe he’d be able to talk her down.
Maybe he’d be able to stop whatever she had planned, or they had planned or he had planned.



Wraith.

— “No, no. Listen to me,” (F/N) pleaded, wincing as Wraith tried to shove her out of the way. She
stepped between him and Walsh again, reaching up to grasp his helmet and forcing him to look at her,
“We’re done. Take a breath. Let’s go. C’mon. Let’s go home.” —

—Wraith paused a moment before he relaxed, knocking his helmet against (F/N)’s forehead with a
sigh. —

— “Let’s go home,” she said softly with a nod, “Let’s go.” —

He shook the thought from his head the instant it crossed it.

He hated it. The way she seemed so comfortable with him even when the masked soldier was
rampaging around the room. How it seemed she knew he wasn’t going to hurt her.

How it looked like she knew exactly what to do to stop him.

Forcing a deep breath, Bucky turned toward the map that was flashing across the holotable in the
center of the craft.

He needed to focus. He needed to figure out how the hell she managed to get from Medellín to Paris
without Walsh catching wind of her. Honestly, he was surprised Walsh hadn’t figured it out yet. The
man had been staring at the map the entire flight in silence.

His dark eyes took in every sighting of her, trying to study the patterns in the routes she was taking.
And, by the looks of it, it wasn’t going well.

Meaning yet another piece of Bucky’s plan was coming loose. If Walsh went into the mission pissed,
he would take it out on (F/N) the minute they found her.

He paused in his thoughts as the holotable chimed before both Steve and Stark appeared on screen.

“How are our intrepid adventurers?” Stark asked, a playful smile on his face as Bucky stepped in
front of the table with Romanoff and Barton.

“Beginning final descent now,” Natasha hummed, tapping the table as Clint pushed away toward the
cockpit.

“What’s up with you?” the archer called over his shoulder.

“Nothin’.”

Steve scoffed, shaking his head with a roll of his eyes, “We just wanted to make sure you were ready
for this.”

Bucky raised a brow as the man shot a glance toward him.

He knew it was directed toward him and he answered his friend with a curt nod.

“We’re ready,” Walsh cut in, turning on him with a small smile, “She just has to show her face.
Right?”

Bucky nodded again, despite the queasy feeling in his stomach that suddenly took over.



What happened when she did show her face? What if she wasn’t alone? What if Wraith was with her?
What if it was simply a trap?

What if she was working with him again?

What if she was working for him?

No. No. That wasn’t it…

What if he was working for her?

What if this was all simply a plot to get them out into the open? What if this was a way for her to get
her hands back on the Soldier?

No. That couldn’t be it either.

She would have tried something sooner…right?

Maybe.

“Barnes?” Walsh asked, placing a hand on his shoulder with a frown.

“Buck,” Steve said, his brows furrowing, “You alright?”

“Yeah.” He nodded slowly, glancing back up at the screen, “I’m good. I’m ready. We just need to find
her.”

“Great thing I am a genius,” Stark hummed, sliding back into frame with a grin.

Walsh raised a brow, stepping away from Bucky and leaning against the table, “You have eyes on
her?”

“Showed her face this morning,” Stark said, “She’s heading south on the…”

“Rue de Seine.” Steve finished for him, “Then west on Rue Saint-Sulpice.”

Stark nodded, “I’m sending you the coordinates.”

Bucky let his gaze drift to the map as it shifted, showing off (F/N)’s route before he glanced up at
Walsh.

A look of confusion had crossed his face, mixed with something that resembled worry.

Something he couldn’t remember ever seeing on the man’s face.

But he couldn’t blame him.

Every other time they’d managed to locate her, (F/N) had randomly popped up on the map.

But, this time?

This time it was an easy route. A straight shot.

She had a clear-cut destination this time.



“Keep your eyes open,” Steve said, almost as if he could read the thoughts that were running through
Bucky’s head, “Watch each other’s backs.”

Bucky nodded slowly, wincing lightly as the jet landed and the ramp almost immediately began to
lower. He glanced over his shoulder, barely catching sight of a caravan of SUVs Walsh had procured
for them.

“We do got this right?” Clint asked, glancing between Bucky and Steve with a frown.

“We’ll be fine.” Walsh shrugged, grabbing his helmet from his chair, “She has no idea we’re coming.”

“No,” Steve said, his voice darkening slightly. Bucky looked up at him, the frown on his face
deepening, “She surfaced for a reason. She got all the way from Colombia to France without you
finding her. If we found her now, it’s because she wanted us to.”

Steve said it slowly, nodding to Bucky with a sigh as he clenched his jaw.

“I know.” Bucky nodded to himself, “I’m ready.”

Boone hummed to herself, head banging along to the music in her head as she unscrewed the last bolt
that was holding together the deranged-looking Icarus glider and put it in the box that was beside her.
She took apart the last few pieces before delicately placing them in their scrap boxes and rocking to
her feet with a sigh. Boone gingerly ran her fingers over the pieces of metal before she hugged both
boxes to her chest and stood.

She meandered out of the lab Shuri had let her borrow and wandered back toward the main lab.

She’d been on her own for the past few days. Minding her business in her own private lab while Ari
got back on his feet and Everett left her to return to the States.

It had taken everything in her not to hijack Aerocell in an attempt to track down (F/N) but she knew,
if Walsh was using Aerocell to find her too, she didn’t want to be anywhere near the thing. No, she
had to wait till the timing was right. She didn’t know what Walsh had up his sleeve.

Nor did she really want to find out.

Which made her even more nervous for (F/N).

If Walsh smelled anything fishy, he would retaliate. And, right now, he was closest to the Avengers.

To Bucky.

To Steve.

And she didn’t like that.

She didn’t like it almost as much as she didn’t like the fact that (F/N) was out there alone without
backup. Sure, Boone had spent plenty of time running on her own and most of the time it turned out
fine.

But it was lonely.

And, maybe, it was what (F/N) needed to clear her head.



Boone nodded to herself, ducking quickly into the lab and skirting between scientists as they worked.
She smiled softly, looking over each of them before her smile fell.

Her labs were almost this busy. People were constantly shuffling between labs, bringing new things to
life.

But, now?

Now all of that was buried beneath Olympus. What had once been the crown jewel of Aftermath was
now simply rubble.

And, if they weren’t careful, every other base would end up the same way. The Pit and the Delta, the
Alliance and the Defiance were all still standing but, if Walsh had his way, they all could be destroyed
in a matter of minutes.

Boone sighed, shaking her head and setting her boxes on Shuri’s workbench before turning her
attention to the Princess. The girl was carefully placing the finishing touches on her new and
improved gauntlets.

A smile managed to break across Boone’s face as she watched her.

She’d managed to learn a lot from her in a rather short amount of time. And, truth be told, Boone
didn’t really want to leave.

Then again, she wanted to go home.

“They look good,” Boone said softly, leaning against the table as Shuri looked up at her with a wide
grin.

“My new gauntlets will be double as powerful,” she said, “And twice as strong. They will not fail me
again.”

“Third time’s the charm, right?” she asked, “Make sure to reinforce those insulators. If you increase
your power flow, you might burn them out.”

Shuri raised a brow, “I know.”

“I know you know.” Boone grinned, running her fingers along one of the gauntlets before she paused
and glanced at the time on her watch.

The Princess’ smile faded, “Is it time?”

“Yeah.” Boone nodded, “I’mma be late. As usual.”

“You are packed?”

“I don’t have anything to pack. It’s just me.” She shrugged, gesturing to herself as Shuri led her
toward the elevator, “And my boys…and girls…girl.”

Shuri sighed, stopping in the elevator and watching as the doors slid shut, “I am sure she is fine.”

“Oh, I know she’s fine,” Boone said, waving her off before she paused, “But, also, I know she’s
stupid. So…I’m a little bit worried. But not too worried. Just, like, the right amount of worried.”



Shur raised her brow again, “You are very worried.”

“Yes, I am,” she sighed, running her fingers through her hair, “There’s a lot at stake. For all we know,
Walsh will see us coming and have us shot down over the…Atlantic.”

Boone paused, an idea coming and going through her head so fast she almost missed it but a Cheshire
grin still curled to her face.

“Did you just have an idea?”

“Yes, yes I did.”

Shuri smirked, wincing as the elevator opened, letting the warm morning sun shine into the box
before they stepped out onto Mount Bashenga, “Was it a good one?”

Boone paused, taking a deep breath and taking in the fresh Wakandan air as she looked over the
mountains before she followed the princess toward the jet that was waiting for them, “All my ideas
are good ideas.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

Boone chuckled as she stepped aboard the jet, following Shuri to the front of the craft as it lifted away
from the mountain. Her smile faded slightly as the jet turned back toward Birnan Zana.

The Golden City, with its towering buildings and bustling streets and technological feats.

It was almost like home.

Almost.

Except home was buried under a layer of dust and ash.

Perhaps, when this was all over, they could return to Olympus. Maybe they could rebuild. Maybe,
when it was all over and done with and Walsh was taken care of, everything would return to normal.

Aftermath operatives all over the world could come out of hiding and return home.

They could go back to normal.

Then again, that normal wouldn’t be like the old one.

And, in order for that to happen, someone else would be plunged into chaos.

The Avengers.

(F/N) was going to have to tell them. If they wanted any semblance of normalcy, she was going to
have to come clean.

But that was going to break them.

And it wasn’t going to be pretty.

Boone swallowed thickly, crossing her arms over her chest as the jet soared toward the palace.



“What is it like?” Shuri suddenly asked, breaking the silence between them.

“Hm?”

“Being on the run all the time,” she said, glancing toward her, “What is it like?”

“Stressful,” Boone said slowly, watching the girl as she turned back toward the cockpit, “Especially
when you have an entire organization counting on you.”

“Our War Dogs are all over the world,” Shuri said, “They rarely come home and, when they do, they
rarely talk about what happens out there.”

“It’s taxing.” Boone shrugged, “Always being on your guard; watching over your shoulder. You don’t
know who to trust, what to trust, when to trust. Sometimes you bring that home with you.”

Shuri nodded, turning toward her with a frown, “You will be okay, right?”

“I dunno. Probably. As much as it pains me, I can’t see the future” she scoffed playfully, “But, what
fun would life be if I could?”

“Are you scared?”

Boone’s smile faded as the jet descended toward the palace before she nodded, “All the time. But that
doesn’t mean I’m gonna stop. I mean, come on. Fear’s only a speed bump. And I like goin’ flying
over those bastards.”

“Of course, you do.” Shuri rolled her eyes, turning on her heel as the jet landed and the ramp began to
open.

“What I’m tryna say is that fear is only an obstacle. And obstacles are meant to be overcome.”

“You are surprisingly insightful.”

“Only sometimes.”

You wrapped your coat tighter around you as drizzling rain continued to move through the streets. As
dawn broke over the city, painting it in soft pastel shadows and rainbows that danced on the mist
instead of the dark, harsh neon of that night so long ago. As the golden sun lit up the city instead of
the silvery moonlight that had peeked through the darkened storm clouds.

— Natasha nudged you as she walked by, a soft smile on her face, “You were our hero, Ghost.” —

You shook your head, checking over your shoulder with gritted teeth as you marched in time with the
crowd that surrounded you. Your eyes swept over the people surrounding you and you winced each
time you made eye contact with one as Athena chirped before giving you the person’s entire
backstory.

“Athena,” you hissed under your breath, looking up to the dreary sky as a bolt of lightning cracked
across the sky, “That’s enough.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How much further?”



“Two more blocks, Captain. Keep moving south on the Rue de Seine. Then turn west onto Rue Saint-
Sulpice.”

— You could feel the concrete crumble beneath the wheels of your vehicle. The way they spun as they
finally broke free and the engine began to whine before it was dulled as you crashed into the water.
The cab of the vehicle whistled as water began seeping in through the floorboards and air tried to
escape through the shattered bullet holes. —

— The water was freezing, it curled through your boots before sliding up your legs and then it began
pouring from the windows; drenching you even further. Goosebumps flooded across your skin. —

You nodded to yourself. You’d give it to this cell, they’d put it somewhere that you never would have
thought to check. Along a busy street in the middle of Paris, somewhere with lots of people and
traffic. Somewhere that no one of good moral standing would want to attack while civilians were
surrounding it.

Good thing you have no morals.

“I do too,” you seethed, rolling your eyes at yourself as Athena chimed in your ear and you stole away
from the crowd into the alley.

— You darted through the night, your feet thundering through puddles in the alley. Rain pelted you
from overhead. The sound of gunshots ricocheted off the brick walls, masked by thunder cracking
over the city. Sliding around a corner, you narrowly avoided whizzing bullets. —

Shaking your head again, you quickly swept through the alley before stepping back toward the street
and glancing up at a traffic camera that looked down on you. You glared at it for only a moment
before you continued on your way.

“Alert.” Athena chimed in your ear, her HUD flashing across your eyes as you moved. She brought
up an image of you, one that had just been taken by the traffic camera, “Nearby camera has caught a
clear picture of your face, Captain. Would you like me to wipe the data?”

“No.” You shook your head, glancing over your shoulder as you moved down the street, stepping
through puddles as you went, “We need to leave him a trail to follow.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

It was only a matter of time before Ollie found you. And you knew he’d be bringing backup. Which
meant he’d be bringing Bucky. Barnes was stubborn enough that he wouldn’t let Ollie out of his sight.
Which was both a blessing and a curse.

You just had to stay one step ahead of him.

“How are we looking Athena?” you asked, checking over your shoulder once more as you moved.

“Target straight ahead.”

An unassuming storefront stood in front of you. Off-white stone stood above you, contrasted with
windows framed in black metal and sheltered by mint-green awnings. Planter boxes were attached to
each one, overflowing with greenery that swayed in the cool breeze. A honey-colored wooden door
stood open at street level, showing off the interior of the ‘store’ and its ‘customers’.

Customers. Ha! You mean Hydra sympathizers.



You nodded to yourself, carefully watching every person that walked inside the building as you
slipped into a nearby alleyway.

Athena identified each one of them as she scanned their forms. Each one matched the list Norway had
compiled.

But you couldn’t hear her.

Hydra. Hydra. Hydra. Hydra. Hydra. Hydra. Hydra. Hydra. Hydra.

It was the only word that looped in your head.

Each person in that building was a target.

They were all there, all you needed was a plan.

Meh, you got this. Just go right on in there and give them hell.

“I need to keep Walsh’s eyes on me,” you whispered to yourself, “I have to hit him where it hurts.”

Let’s make some waves.

You’re starting to sound like Rumlow.

Oops. That's not good. get a hold of yourself.

I'm trying.

You’re doing a terrible job at it.

You’re not helping.

A small frown managed to slip across your face as you pushed away from the wall before another
person caught your eye. A man moved through the street, not even casting you a glance as he moved
toward the building.

Oh, look at that. An old friend.

You shook your head, your eyes tracking the man before he disappeared into the building.

— “Armand Russo is the reason we’re here,” he said, tapping his papers against the table before
pulling out a photo, “Millionaire, playboy, terrorist.” —

— Spiked blond hair and brown eyes. He was dressed like a guy from Jersey Shore, he even had
horribly orange skin from fake tan. —

— “Cute,” Boone confirmed, you relaxed at the sound of her voice, “But little Armie’s so much more
than that. He’s also an amateur gangster, responsible for a couple hits in Dubai last summer.” —

He wasn’t a friend.

Armand Russo.

Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.



“Kill him?” you asked with a shake of your head, “No. No. He’s supposed to already be dead.”

— The case was laying in the dirt in the middle of the clearing, Crossbones must have dropped it.
Russo was ducking behind a truck, the buyer behind another. Both were eyeing the case. Then they
eyed you. Then each other. —

— The two men darted toward it, running across the bullet-filled and body-laden clearing as you took
a slow step forward. Without thinking you fired four shots, a double tap to both men’s chests, and
strode further into the carnage. The two fell instantaneously and you plucked the case from the
ground, holstering your pistol. —

“A-Athena,” you muttered, staring at him through the windows, “Tell me you ran that check. Tell me
you’re seeing him too.”

“I did, Captain,” she said slowly, “ID confirmed as Armand Russo.”

Looks like you missed.

“I don’t miss,” you hissed, “I never miss.”

Your eyes narrowed as Russo dipped further into the building, disappearing from your burning gaze.

“How the hell did he get here?” you asked, stepping from the alley and beginning to stalk down the
street, “I thought that the Avengers took care of the body.”

“It seems he slipped through their fingers in Prague,” your AI hummed, “He’s been on the run ever
since. I’ve tried to track his movements but they’ve been concealed by someone.”

“He’s been running on Ollie’s dime.”

“More than likely.”

“Why?”

Let’s find out. Go ask him.

You nodded slowly, taking a careful step toward the building as a group of civilians moved past you.

Be careful.

You paused with a frown, wincing at a second voice that hummed through your head. Sucking a
breath, you looked over your shoulder once more before you spoke, “Athena, you got an interior of
that building?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Chewing on your cheek, you pulled one of your pistols from your side and reached into your pack to
pull a suppressor from one of the pockets. You screwed it onto the barrel slowly as Athena flashed the
blueprints for the building across your vision. Nodding slowly, you continued toward it; hiding your
firearm under your coat as you glared at passing strangers.

You paused in your stride, glancing back and forth across the street before you slowly prowled across
it, “We’re gonna blow it. Get me weak points.”



“Yes, Captain,” Athena said before another alert chirped across the HUD, “Ma’am there has been
another camera that has captured your photograph. Would you like me to get rid of it for you?”

“Nah.” You shook your head, “I’ll be out of here before it’s much of an issue. Fire up Perseus.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Athena’s indigo glow faded away from your HUD before it was replaced by orange as the two began
to work together.

Reaching out for the door, you shoved it open and stepped into the building you’d only ever seen the
exterior of.

The inside was clean and polished. Bright crystal lights hung from the ceiling, bouncing off of white
tile flooring and illuminating the room.

A bell attached to the door rang as you opened it, silencing the inhabitants as you entered. Water ran
off your coat, dripping to the floor as you paused in the doorway. Each person that was in the room
looked up at you, looking you over curiously as you studied them.

Kill them. Kill them. Kill them.

Each one was identified by Athena almost immediately before Perseus set to work. It boxed each of
them in red as it scanned them before they began to glow orange. There were six of them in the front
room. One man at the desk, two men and a woman on your right and another two men to your left.

The man at the counter pulled a faux smile, “Comment puis-je vous aider?” How may I help you?

Your head cocked to the side as you reached behind you to close the door and lock it. As you turned
back around, the man’s face fell and he glanced at the group across from him as he began to reach
beneath his desk.

“Target One has a Beretta M9 below his desk,” Athena hummed, “Targets Three and Six have SIG
Sauer P220’s and Target Two has a pencil.”

You lowered your hood with a dark smirk as you looked up at him. The man’s eyes widened, he
seemed to recognize you instantly.

As did everyone else in the room.

“Vous ne pouvez pas.”

You can’t.

The man lunged forward, attempting to grab his weapon below his desk before you pulled your pistols
from your sides. You fired twice into his chest before he had time to move, the suppressed shots
barely echoing through the room before you turned to Targets Three and Six.

You downed them next, watching them fall to the floor before they could even draw their weapons.

“Target Four and Five are running,” Athena said, “I recommend slowing them down.”

You nodded, stepping quickly across the floor as you holstered your weapon and grabbed both men by
the collar as they tried to escape into the backrooms. You yanked them back toward you before



Perseuse lit up to a threat behind you.

You spun around, narrowly dodging a spinning kick from the woman and snaking your fingers to grab
a fistful of her hair. She let out a yelp that you cut off as you jerked her back toward you and raised
your knee to blast into the back of her head. The woman fell to the floor before you pulled your pistol
again and fired four more shots.

Felling your last two targets.

You relaxed back slightly until a groan came from the woman. She tried to scramble to her feet as you
turned back toward her, but she never made it.

“Hail Hydra—” she shrieked before you cut her off with a single shot, and watched as the slide
popped back empty.

The woman fell to the floor and the room went quiet.

Save for the footsteps above you and the voices that echoed from the backrooms

“More targets identified. An alarm has yet to be raised,” Athena said, “Sweep left toward the stairs,
then right. Place explosives in both side rooms, then move up into the stairwell.”

Taking a deep breath, you knelt down and slid off your backpack. Reaching inside you grabbed
another magazine and dropped the spent one safely into your pack. Glancing over your shoulder, you
grabbed another suppressor as you holstered your pistol and pulled the other one from your side.

Another deep breath and you grabbed a smoke bomb before placing it in your pocket and slinging
your pack over your shoulder. You returned to your feet, grabbing both pistols and rolling your
shoulders forward with a growl before ducking into the back. You crept down a darkened hallway,
raising your weapon and grabbing the smoke bomb from your pocket. Slipping your thumb into the
pin, you popped it and let it fall to the floor as you held in the lever and paused in your step.

To your left, there was a stairwell, to the right was another narrow hall that led to two different rooms
opposite one another.

“Alert,” Athena said, “An Avengers Quinjet has landed nearby. Wraith also has forces mobilizing on
him. They will be scrambling to this location soon.”

You frowned, kneeling down as you snuck further toward the pair of doors on your right and tucked
your pistol into your pocket for a moment.

“I’ll be done by the time they get here,” you muttered, reaching up to one of the doors and silently
turning the handle. You swung it open just enough to toss the smoke bomb into the room before you
closed the door. Keeping a firm hand on the handle, you kept it shut as panic began to rise in the room
and you reached into your pack to grab another smoke bomb.

Yes. In and out. Easy peasy lemon—

Don’t get overconfident—

“How many times do I have to tell you to shut up?” you snarled, popping the pin on the second bomb
with a grunt as the people in the room behind you tried to escape. You reached across the hall and
opened the other door, letting this one swing wide open as you tossed in the grenade before you pulled
both your pistols into your hand and stepped squarely between the two doors.



You raised your weapons without a second thought, letting Perseus outline your targets before you
down each and every one of them. You only needed single shots this time as the panicked occupants
attempted to escape; only to earn themselves a bullet.

Don’t forget your target.

You froze, the voice echoing in your ears as the last body dropped to the floor and you lowered your
weapons. Holstering both, you reached into your pack to grab your rifle and popped it into shape. The
weapon found its way to your shoulder almost immediately before you took a step into the smoke and
quickly swept through the room.

There were no survivors.

Perfect.

“Athena,” you said, “Is Russo here?”

“I can’t tell, Captain.”

You sighed, quickly creeping through the room and checking each body before moving to the other
side of the hall. It was more of the same, bodies layered on bodies.

But none of them were the man you were looking for.

A growl warped through your lips as you turned on your heel.

“He’s not here.”

“There are more targets on the upper floor.”

You nodded, puffing a tendril of smoke from your face as you reached into your bag and pulled out
two explosives. They looked like early prototypes of Duke’s explosives, which meant they probably
weren’t at all stable.

Perfect.

Be careful.

You shook your head, rolling one of the explosives under a table in one room and tossing the other
into a planter in the other. Pausing for a moment, you waited for the two explosives to emit a red light
before you moved on.

Jogging back down the hall, you slung your rifle over your shoulder and reached for one of your
pistols. Grabbing the last magazine from your pack, you dropped the spent one and snapped in the
new one before cracking back the slide and continuing toward the stairwell.

— “Two floors down, just below the loading dock,” she continued, “They look like they’re being held
in a small room in the southwest corner. You’re gonna want to take the door outta this room, turn to
the left and take the service stairs down.” —

— You slipped both of your ka-bars out of their sheath, “This might get a tad messy,” you murmured.
—



You winced lightly, quickly stepping up the stairs before you froze and fired two shots without
thinking. The two men that were moving down the stairs keeled over almost immediately. They
toppled over one another down the stairs before landing at your feet, where you fired two more
rounds.

You’re wasting bullets. One shot. One kill.

You nodded quickly, hopping over the two bodies and sprinting up the stairs. Perseus kept in time
with you as you shoved open the door with your shoulder. It identified three targets in front of you
almost as fast as you did.

And three more suppressed shots echoed through the building.

They had to know you were coming now, right? They had to be ready for you in that final room.

Don’t forget your target.

You stopped for a moment, glancing down at the three men you had just killed and checking their
identities before you moved on.

None of them were Russo.

Which meant he was waiting for you at the end of the hall.

Glancing down at your pistol, you mentally counted bullets as you reached back to grab your final
smoke bomb.

The door at the end of the hall was open, almost as if it was waiting for you. You pressed your back
against the wall, cautiously creeping toward the door before you knelt to roll your final smoke bomb
into the center of the room.

A shriek tore through the building as it rolled into sight of the inhabitants before it was kicked back
into the hall and the door slammed shut.

You blinked, cocking your head to the side and glaring at the thing as it leaked smoke through the air
before you shrugged and rocked to your feet.

Turning toward the door, you raised your weapon and kicked in the door. It flew off its hinges, taking
with it a trail of white smoke and making the room erupt in chaos. You paused for a moment, letting
the smoke shroud your form before you dove into the mayhem.

An accidentally wicked grin curled to your lips as you moved, firing twice to down a man in front of
you.

Twice more to kill two more men.

Once more and another man hit the floor as the slide popped back empty. You hurled your pistol
across the room, hitting one man in the face and knocking off his shot as the remaining group tried to
fend you off.

Bullets glanced easily off your chest plate before you dove to the floor. You slid across the tile, going
low and hooking your ankle around a man’s knee and taking him down to the floor with you before
you kicked out another man’s knee. Your fingers fell to the ka-bars that were concealed in your boot



and you pulled them out with a grunt. You threw one across the room, watching it quickly embed
itself in a man’s chest as you turned to finish off the two men on the ground with you.

Rolled over your shoulder, you tossed the knife in your hands and caught it by its tip before turning to
the man that was standing behind you.

Then you stopped.

Russo.

He was frozen like a deer in the headlights. Unable to move as you locked eyes with him before you
spun back around and threw the knife into one of the last men standing. Vaulting across the room, you
retrieved your knife from the man and tossed it to join its mate in the other man that was still
somehow standing. He gurgled a last breath before falling to the ground as you wrapped your hands
around the last man’s neck and twisted it with a snap.

You took a deep breath, looking over the carnage for only a moment as you puffed a piece of hair out
of your face before your gaze returned to Russo.

He blinked this time, looking between you and the bodies that littered your feet before he moved
away from you.

“No,” you snapped with a curt shake of your head as you swung your rifle into your hands, “Bad. Sit.
Down.”

Russo froze, raising his hands above his head before slowly moving back toward the couch in the
center of the room. You nodded slowly, retrieving the pistol you had thrown and holstering it.

“Good.”

You kept a careful eye on him as you checked each body before you pulled both your ka-bars from the
chest of one of the men and you straightened yourself. You waltzed slowly through the settling
smoke, looking over Russo carefully before you sat across from him; setting both knives and your
pistols on the coffee table in front of you.

“Hello, Armand,” you hummed with a rasp, taking both your knives and cleaning them off on your
pants before replacing them in your boots, “Long time, no see. Quite literally. I don’t think we’ve ever
actually met face to face.”

Armand licked his lips nervously, dropping his gaze to the floor, “You.”

“Me.”

You scoffed lightly, taking one of your pistols into your hands and unscrewing the suppressor slowly.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, still unable to hold your gaze as you set your bag on the floor
and tossed one of your suppressors inside, “H-How are you here?”

“I walked.” You shrugged, unscrewing the second pistol and shoving the suppressor into the bag. You
paused, digging around inside your pack before you found your last two explosives, “Duh.”

Russo gulped, watching you carefully as you tossed the explosives to the other side of the room.



The smile on your face fell after a moment, as you finally turned back to him. You let your eyes
wander him slowly as you grabbed your rifle and disassembled it before stuffing it back in your bag,
“How are you here?”

“W-what?”

You raised a brow, zipping your bag closed as you looked him over with a shake of your head, “That’s
not a hard question. Hawkeye and Black Widow were supposed to take care of you in Paris the first
time. Somehow, you got away. I shot you in Prague. And, still, you walked away.”

He stared into the floor, shakily playing with his watch, “I-It wasn’t really a walk.”

“Mm,” you hummed, tilting your head to the side, “More of a run?”

“Yes.” He nodded slowly, “A very, very fast run.”

“Good for you.” You leaned forward in your seat, looking him over carefully, “But, you still haven’t
answered my question.”

“No.”

“No?” you asked, taken aback slightly as he looked up at you.

Armand shook his head, “Mnm.”

You scoffed, letting an incredulous smile cross your face, “I’ve killed people for answering less
important questions.”

“I know.”

“And?”

“The Black Widow left me in Paris,” he said slowly, fighting to keep your gaze, “I was of no use after
they stole my identity. I was no use to anybody…until Wraith came.”

“How much did he give you?”

“As much as I wanted,” he said, “As long as I did what he said.”

“And now what does he say?”

“H-He says…” Armand started before he trailed off and quickly shook his head, “You actually think
you can stop him? You can’t. He always gets what he wants.”

You frowned, leaning forward slightly and letting your fingers creep toward one of your knives,
“What does he want now, Russo?”

He shook his head again before repeating, “You can’t stop him.”

“We’ll see.”

A soft smile curled to your lips before it fell to a twisted smirk and you lunged forward. You drew a
ka-bar and threw the coffee table out of your way in one motion. Your knife embedded itself in
Russo’s thigh before he could react.



The sound that tore through his throat would have been haunting, if it was your first time hearing it.
Armand clawed at your hand as it held the knife in place before your other hand wrapped around his
throat.

“Tell me what his plan is,” you hissed calmly, grunting as he fought against you.

“He’ll kill me if I do,” he wheezed, unable to get you off of him as he continued to try and fight back.

“And I’ll kill you if you don’t,” you said with a shrug, “So, Armand, pick your poison. Him or me.”

Armand didn’t answer, his eyes narrowing as his face began to turn as red as the blood that stained the
couch.

You sighed, squeezing tighter, “Fine.”

Easy. You need him to talk.

You paused, the voice flitting in your ear again before it was gone.

— Crimson liquid seeped into his robes, deepening the red of the garment as he began to curse you.
—

— “When is the swap?” you snapped, your grip never wavering on the knife as you applied more
pressure. —

— He went silent, sucking breaths to keep himself calm as he glared into you. —

— You frowned, your jaw clenching as you began to twist the knife in his leg before you growled
through gritted teeth, “When is the swap?” —

You nodded to yourself, releasing his neck and twisting the knife in his thigh, “Tell me. What does he
want?”

Another shriek tore through the room, “Okay! Okay! Please! The Avengers!”

“He wants the Avengers to what?”

“Out of his way,” Russo stuttered, “H-He put his contingency plans into motion.”

You stopped, glancing down at him before you relaxed back. You yanked the knife out of his leg and
backed away from him, drying the blade on your pants before sitting back down on the couch across
from him.

“Put pressure on that,” you said, twirling the knife expertly through your fingers, “And keep talking.”

Jack snuck past Duke and toward the jet as he and the king continued their conversation. A sigh
huffed through his nose before he winced at the bright light that tore through the city. A high-pitched
whine came from one of the jets, making him cringe as he stooped to grab one of Zac’s boxes of gear
and he stepped up into the jet.

He forced a deep breath as he did, setting his things down against the side of the jet and leaning
heavily against one of the chairs before he paused. His jaw clenched as he stiffened, feeling a pair of
eyes on him.



His eyes flicked toward the lone woman that was standing in the cockpit, carefully looking over him
as he straightened.

General Okoye.

He matched her gaze, slowly dragging his eyes over her before he finally spoke, “Your warriors are
impressive. They’re a force to be reckoned with.”

The woman stayed quiet for a moment, letting her eyes flit over him a few more times before she
nodded, “Yours could use some work.”

Jack raised a brow, sucking a hiss through his teeth before forcing himself to relax, “Yeah, I know.
We’re still a little rusty.”

“If you want to defeat Wraith, you are going to have to be—”

“Not rusty?” he asked, “I’m aware.”

The General tilted her head to the side, “You are going to need work too.”

He gritted his teeth, his eyes narrowing slightly as he forced another breath and a smile, “Don’t
remind me.”

“You are their leader. You need to hold a level head.”

“I’m working on it,” he said, “Things are just different now. I’m still working them out.”

She softened slightly, a smirk finding its way to her face, “When you do, I would like to request a
rematch.”

“Against (F/N)?”

“Against you,” she hummed, “I think I would find it entertaining.”

“I don’t know how to take that.”

“It means she would rather fight you than the ghost that now haunts her nightmares,” a new voice
came from behind him as a man stepped up the ramp.

Jack held back a scoff as the General's face fell.

“M’Baku,” she seethed, “I do not fear—”

“Oh, great Hanuman!” M’Baku exclaimed with a mischievous grin, “The great General of Wakanda is
scared of a ghost story.”

Okoye rolled her eyes, “You and I both know that woman is not just a ghost story.”

The man laughed, the sound filling the jet before his eyes landed back on Jack, “You know, that
means you have one full disaster before you come back here. That is plenty of time to figure out…
whatever you have to figure out. And then you will be welcomed back to Wakanda, just to beat the
General.”

“I would not say welcome—”



M’Baku cut her off with a wave of his hand, “Then you will be welcomed to the Jabariland as a
champion with a celebration for your victory over the great General—”

Jack held back a snort as Okoye leveled a dark glare at the man, “If that’s what the General wants but
I’d prefer if we were on the same side next time.”

“Isiporho said something like that,” she said with a scoff before she paused. She seemed to think
about it for a moment before she nodded, “But, I think I would prefer that as well.”

“That being said if either of you need anything,” Jack said, nodding between the two.

M’Baku smiled, “I’m sure one of the General’s War Dogs will track you down.”

“We’ll keep our eyes open,” Jack hummed before turning to the rest of his team as they began to load
up into the jet. “Lord M’Baku. General Okoye.”

The two nodded to him. M’Baku left the way he came and Okoye took her position at the helm of the
Talon Fighter.

Jack relaxed back as the two finally left him before Duke returned to his side and he looked over the
group of people that had just boarded, “Where’s Cavanaugh?”

“Late as per—”

“No, I’m not,” Boone’s voice came as she ran up the ramp and skidded to a halt in front of them, “I’m
right here.”

“Нет,” Belov hummed, not bothering to look up as he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes,
“You are late.”

“Well, then it’s a good a good thing I came with a plan.”

Zac perked up from his chair, adjusting his glasses with a frown, “I thought the plan was to fly to New
York.”

Boone glanced at him with a shrug before turning back to Jack and Duke, “Where are we going to
land without getting caught?”

“Now,” Ari hummed from his seat, raising a brow as he looked at Jesse, “That is a good question.”

She clicked her tongue in annoyance, “I can land anywhere.”

“Boone has a point,” Duke said slowly, “We’ll be good in the air but the instant we land, we might
have a problem.”

Jack nodded, folding his arms over his chest, “You said you had a plan, Boone.”

“The Alliance.”

Raffa peeled open an eye before muttering through a yawn, “It’s off-grid in the Atlantic.”

“And it’s a nuclear carrier,” Zac added, “It doesn’t need refueling for another decade. As long as it has
supplies, it could be anywhere.”



“Exactly.” Boone nodded, “It’s off the radar. But, it can get us onto the Norfolk base without arousing
suspicion. Then we just carpool right up to the city.”

Duke sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose before casting a glance at Jack.

Jack hummed to himself with a shrug.

If Walsh caught them in the air, they could be targeted and easily shot down.

If he caught them on the Alliance it could mean the entire ship would be targeted. Then a whole lot of
people could die.

But it also meant they would have access to more of Aftermath’s tech. And a home base if they
needed it.

Jack nodded slowly, letting his eyes flick to Boone, “Find the Alliance. Give Hugh your heading.
Let’s move.”

Natasha glanced down at her taser, flicking the switch on each to fire them up as she glanced out the
window. Grey clouds swirled through the sky and rain continued to pelt the car. She grumbled lightly
as it tore around the corner and she hung onto her seat with a roll of her eyes before she glanced over
to Barnes.

His jaw was clenched and his eyes narrowed as he stared ahead of them.

She sighed, reaching back to pull up her hair before she nudged him, “How you feeling?”

Barnes didn’t even look at her, “Not good.”

“Great,” Clint muttered, shrugging as she sent him a glare, “What? Our fearless leader isn’t feelin’
good about this. That means I don’t have to feel good about it.”

“You two didn’t have to tag along,” Barnes said without missing a beat.

“That’s what I told her.”

Natasha sent another glare to Clint, “The more hands you have, the easier it will be to get her.”

“Or the more likely it’ll be that she’ll run,” Barnes whispered, pinching the bridge of his nose with his
metal fingers.

Clint nodded, despite the final warning glare he received from her, “You heard Rogers.”

“You think it’s a trap?” Walsh turned in his seat, glancing back at the three of them.

“I think the only reason we found her is because she likes playing with her food.” Clint shrugged,
barely able to dodge the nudge that Natasha threw his way, “What?”

“We’re here,” Barnes growled, ignoring them both as the SUV came to a stop and he threw open the
door.

Natasha sent one more glare to Clint before she slid out after him and she took her first step on
Parisian soil.



A frown found its way to her face as she looked over the building in front of them. It looked innocent
enough. She paused, waiting for Clint and Walsh as the archer flicked out his bow and the soldier slid
on his helmet.

“Safehouse?” she asked, glancing at Clint as they took a step toward the building.

“Maybe.”

Barnes slid past them, following their gaze before reaching for the doorknob. He turned it in his hands
but when he pressed against the door, it didn’t budge. He sighed, glancing at them with a nod as he
backed away from the door. Natasha reached to her side, pulling her sidearm as Clint nocked an arrow
and Walsh took a step back to cover them.

“Ready?” Barnes cleared his throat, not waiting for them to confirm before throwing himself against
the door and sending it flying off the hinges.

Natasha and Clint moved in unison, ducking past Barnes and into the store with their weapons raised
before the two froze. Natasha’s face fell as her eyes flitted over the floor.

Bodies covered the front room. Smoke filtered through the light in the windows.

She frowned, glancing at Barnes as he and Walsh joined them.

“This isn't a safehouse,” Clint said, his jaw clenching and unclenching.

Natasha nodded, “It’s another attack.”

Barnes seemed to freeze, his eyes darkening as a sad look crossed his face before he shook it away,
“Walsh, with me. We’ll sweep the lower level. Barton, Romanoff—”

“Heading upstairs.” She nodded, “Clint.”

“Moving.”

Natasha swung around the corner, feeling Clint’s presence behind her as they moved down the narrow
hall together before splitting away from Walsh and Barnes. Her eyes wandered the darkened back
rooms as she did.

(F/N) had hit it hard and fast. She’d gotten in quick and downed anyone that had stood in her path
before they could raise an alarm. Half of the bodies that littered the floor looked like they hadn’t even
fought back before she had disposed of them.

Natasha swallowed thickly as she strode toward the stairwell and came across a pair of bodies.

“Holy shit,” Clint whispered, following close behind her as she stepped over the two and kept
moving.

She didn’t know what she had been expecting. She’d seen (F/N) in action, working with and against
her. She knew that the woman didn’t mind adding more and more kills to her body count.

But, this…

Most of these people were unarmed when she’d cut them down. It was as if she didn’t care; as if it
was just a mindless killing.



Natasha paused at the top of the stairs, staring down the hall before pointing to the left, “Check the
balcony and fire escape. I’ll go this way.”

“I don’t think we should split—”

“Not asking.”

“Telling. I know. I know.”

She nodded to herself, adjusting her grip on her pistol as she moved down the hall. A single light was
on, shining at the end of the hall. Taking a deep breath, she slid down the wall and paused at the
doorway before she spun into the room with her weapon raised.

She blinked as she caught sight of the man that was sitting on the couch.

Armand Russo.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she snapped, pointing her pistol at him as she took a quick step
into the room.

“I…I…” Russo started, shaking his head with panicked breaths.

“Where is she?”

“S-She went—” he tried before raising a single finger and pointing behind Natasha.

“Hey there, Red.” a familiar voice purred.

Natasha swung around, her finger falling to the trigger before a knee slammed into her gut. A
wheezed grunt escaped her lips as all the air in her lungs was forced out and she flew across the room
—her weapon clattering to the floor as she did.

She forced a breath, sucking in as much air as she could as she scrambled to her feet.

“What are you doing here (F/N)?” she rasped, holding her stomach as she leaned against the wall and
caught her first glimpse of (F/N).

She seemed to be wearing all black except for the green of her coat. The metal armor of her chest
plate glinted in the light as she stepped through the lingering smoke.

“Working.” The woman shrugged with a smile, “You?”

“Looking for you.”

“Ah.” She nodded, “So, we’re both working. What’s new, right?”

A smirk worked its way to (F/N)’s face as a snarled sneer crept across Natasha’s and she pushed off
the wall to go barrelling toward the woman. Natasha sprinted across the room, planting her foot to
launch a kick at the woman and yelped when she moved just out of reach before swinging back
toward her. (F/N) grabbed onto her ankle, yanking Natasha toward her and throwing her off balance.

She stumbled across the room but righted herself almost immediately before turning back toward the
woman with her bite tasers raised. She let off two blasts, both of which (F/N) dodge with minimal
effort and a growing grin. A frown leaped to Natasha’s face as she finally leaped toward her.



It seemed as though she could read everything that Natasha was going to do. Like she knew every
move Natasha had up her sleeve. Which wasn’t surprising, they’d fought by each other’s sides for
years. But, even when she pulled out new moves she’d been working on, (F/N) saw it coming from a
mile away.

Natasha grunted, trying to press a punch to (F/N)’s gut but her swing was caught as (F/N) latched onto
her wrist and pulled her into her. (F/N)’s arm curled around Natasha’s throat as she pulled her back
into her and began to squeeze.

Natasha tried to elbow her in the stomach but the woman barely even flinched.

“Russo,” (F/N) hummed, not bothering to cast a glance at the man that was still sitting on the couch,
“You may go now.”

Russo bolted from his seat, limping across the room and launching himself out the door…directly into
Clint.

Clint was thrown to the floor as Russo scrambled to get as far away from (F/N) as possible.

Natasha grunted, grabbing onto (F/N) and ducking into a squat before throwing the woman over her
shoulder and freeing herself from the chokehold.

“Get Russo!” she snapped with a gritted growl, “Now!”

“Got it.”

(F/N) flew across the room, turning midair before landing on her back and rolling over her shoulder
with a huff before returning to her feet and mirroring Natasha’s stance.

A streak of lightning split the sky, illuminating the room for only a moment but it was long enough to
expose flashes of gold surrounding (F/N)’s eyes.

— “You’re not Wraith,” she said slowly, looking over the mask as it flashed red, following her every
move. She cocked her head to the side, watching as the masked man did the same. —

— She growled, lying back to her back before swinging her legs above her and launching herself into
a crouch. When she got there, the mask was staring back at her. —

— Its visor flashed red, as though it was scanning her movements and she readied herself for another
onslaught of attacks. —

“You’re not a Widow,” Natasha growled, watching the woman carefully as another flash strobed
through the room.

(F/N) shook her head, “No.”

“Then what the hell are you?”

“A nightmare,” she said as a wicked, twisted grin curled to her lips. Her teeth flashed in the light,
offset by the gold in her eyes, “Born and bred.”

A chill rolled down Natasha’s spine at the sight, she licked her lips nervously as (F/N) took a slow
predatory step toward her.



“You need a minute?” she asked, tilting her head to the side, “Need a breather?”

“No.” Natasha shook her head as the sound of footsteps echoed from down the hall, “Just a little
backup.”

(F/N)’s face fell, her eyes seeming to glow again as she jumped away from the masked man that threw
himself at her.

Walsh.

He managed to throw her off her feet, sending her crashing through the room before he stopped at
Natasha’s side.

“You alright?”

“Good.” She nodded, raising her fists in front of her as (F/N) returned to her feet with a click of her
tongue, “She’s good.”

“I’m the best, Red. You should know that by now,” she said, “Nice suit, rookie. But I liked lookin’ in
your eyes when you realized you were beat.”

Walsh growled at her, his mechanized voice echoing darkly through the room, “I wasn’t beat.”

“No?” She cocked her head to the side again, “Just biding your time, eh? Yeah, right.”

“Fuck off.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” She grinned, glancing between them and the doorway before pouncing toward
them.

Walsh jumped in front of Natasha, shielding her from a barrage of hits from (F/N) as she set to work
against the two of them. Even with the two of them against her, she was able to match them hit for hit.
Attack for counterattack.

Right up until she got bored.

(F/N) ducked under a hit from Walsh, grabbing a bag from the floor and slinging it over her shoulder.
Natasha raised her taser, aiming it at the woman before she paused. (F/N) pulled a grenade from her
bag with a smile, popping the pin easily with her thumb.

“As much as I would love to continue this. I have a very busy schedule to keep.”

She nodded with a wink, tossing the grenade over Walsh’s shoulder and toward Natasha before
darting out the door. Before Natasha could think, Walsh was practically flying through the air. He
tackled her around her waist and pulled her to the floor before shielding her as the grenade went off.
A flash of light filled the room, along with a piercing boom but no explosion sent them up in flames.

Flashbang.

Again?

Natasha blinked, shoving Walsh off of her as he returned to his feet before he reached down toward
her.



“That could have gone better,” he muttered, helping her to her feet.

“No shit,” she said, pressing her finger to her ear, “Barnes, she’s heading your way.”

You slipped out of the room, flinching lightly as the flashbang you’d left in your wake went off. You
looked over your shoulder, waiting for the two you’d left in the room to emerge but they never did.

At least, not that you saw.

As you turned back toward the stairwell, you ran face-first into a brick wall.

If brick walls were people.

Bucky.

A grunt sounded from the two of you as you slammed into him before you both dropped to the floor.

“Damnit, (F/N),” Bucky growled, wrapping his arm around your waist as the two of you fell on your
sides and you tried to cradle his head from hitting the floor, “Ow.”

“Sorry. My bad,” you said quickly, pushing away from him with a frown as you looked him over,
“Are you okay? Your head? Good?”

“I’m fine,” he croaked, sucking a breath as you brushed hair out of his face, “I’m okay.”

He looked up at you with a scoff before he paused and your eyes locked with his. A soft smile curled
on his lips and you couldn’t help but do the same as you gently carded your fingers through his hair
and you relaxed as he set his hands on your hip.

“You’re a brick wall,” he said, his voice barely audible as he looked you over.

“No, I’m not,” you chuckled, watching him as he curled an arm underneath you and rolled to his
back; taking you with him, “You are.”

Bucky rolled his eyes, carefully keeping you straddling his waist as he placed both hands on your
hips, “Bullshit, doll.”

You laughed again, shaking your head as your hands landed on his before his face fell. You paused,
“What?”

He swallowed thickly, nodding back down the hall, “What did you do to Romanoff?”

“She’s hangin’ out with Ollie. Relax. She’s fine.” You shrugged as nonchalantly as you could, even as
his grip on you tightened, “His ego’s gonna be bruised, but he’ll walk it off.”

“You sure about that?” he asked, sitting up as you tried to get off of him and easily keeping you in
place against him.

“About his ego? Yes.”

“(F/N),” he sighed, shaking his head slightly before reaching up to cup your cheek. You glanced up at
him, your eyes locking with his for a moment that seemed to drag on forever.



He looked like he did when you brought him home the first time. Sunken cheeks, dark circles under
his eyes. You frowned, brushing away another stray strand of hair.

“You need to sleep,” you said, gently thumbing his jawline.

“You need to come home.”

A smile made its way to your lips at the thought.

Waking up in bed with him. Breakfast in the mornings. Drinking coffee next to the fire and laughing
at each other. Working on pieces of junk in the shop or sparring with each other in the afternoon.
Spending your evenings cooking together in the kitchen. Cuddling together on the couch before bed.

Um…hello? Did you not hear what Russo said? Walsh is planning something big. We gotta get outta
here.

You shook your head, unable to fight it anymore as you pushed forward to press your lips to his.
Bucky responded almost immediately, his grip on you tightening as he pulled you against him. You
grabbed fistfuls of his suit, keeping him against you as he deepened the kiss and you moaned against
his lips.

Walsh is going to kill him if he finds you like this.

You blinked, pushing away from Bucky with a jump as you sucked a breath and inhaled his scent
before you shook your head.

“I can’t,” you said, out of breath as you wiggled from his grasp, “I have to go. I-If he finds me with
you, we’re both in trouble.”

Bucky frowned, grabbing your wrist as he jumped to his feet, “If who finds you? Wraith?”

“Yes,” you said, clawing at his hand, “I have to go. Please. I’m just getting started.”

“Started with what?”

The big finale.

You shook your head, trying to free yourself from him before you sighed and pulled him into you
again. Your lips met his once more before you pulled away again.

“I have to go,” you whispered against his lisp.

“Doll—”

You cut him off with one more chaste kiss, trying to savor it as long as you could before you pulled
away for a final time, “The building’s rigged with explosives. Get out. Now.”

You pushed away from him in an instant, narrowly escaping his grip again as you darted past him.

“(F/N)! Wait! Don’t!”

You didn’t listen, vaulting over the bodies in the stairwell and into the hall before bursting out of the
back door. Sprinting down the nearest alley you looked over your shoulder, hoping to catch one last
glimpse of Bucky before you stepped back into the shadows.



But you didn’t.

Don’t forget your target.

You stopped, nearly slamming into the wall.

Russo.

You couldn’t just leave him, could you?

You said you wanted to make waves.

Nobody crosses you three times and gets away with it.

Yeah, you don’t need him anymore.

And the Rookie doesn't need any more allies. Give ‘em hell.

You nodded slowly, rubbing your temples as a piercing headache cracked through your head. Wincing
as a bolt of lightning lit up the sky before you pulled your hood over your head. Slipping down the
alley, you trudged into the nearest crowd on the street before heading away from the cell’s hideout.
You glanced over your shoulder once, making sure that Bucky, Natasha, and Clint made it out of the
building before you ducked down another alley.

Reaching back into your pack, you pulled your rifle back into your hands and folded it into shape.

“Athena, when I tell you, I need you to make a call.”

Bucky’s heart dropped as (F/N) slipped from his grasp and, yet again, turned her back on him.

“Wait!” he yelled, slamming into the stairwell as she took off away from him, “No! (F/N)! Stop!”

By the time he got there, (F/N) was gone. She’d practically leaped all the way down the stairs and, by
the time he made it to the bottom of the stairs, the backdoor was hanging wide open.

And she was gone.

Again.

“What happened?” Natasha’s voice came from behind him, “You alright?”

“He missed her again,” Walsh said with a deadpan as the two joined up with him.

Bucky stopped, his eyes narrowing at the tone of Walsh’s voice.

“Listen,” Bucky snarled, turning on his heel toward the man with a glare, “I’m not the one that started
the fight—”

“Started it?” Natasha asked, raising a brow, “She hit me with my back turned. She—”

“We’ll talk about it later,” Bucky cut her off, “She’s rigged the building.”

“Of course, she has,” Walsh sighed before pressing his finger to his ear, “Everyone out. The building
is going to explode.”



Natasha nodded, brushing past the two of them and running down the hall, “FRIDAY, call in local
authorities and the bomb squad.”

“Are you freakin’ kidding me?” Barton asked over the earpieces, sounding out of breath and patience.

Bucky followed quickly after her, taking off toward the entrance as Natasha ran back out toward the
street.

“Barton,” she called, “Clear the street.”

“I’m working on your runaway.”

Bucky frowned, glancing at Natasha as he joined her in the street, “What runaway?”

“Get away!” she yelled, ignoring him completely as Walsh ducked out into the street with them,
“Éloignez-vous du bâtiment! Éloignez-vous! Rapidement!”

The crowd surrounding the building took off almost immediately, recognizing Natasha instantly.
Bucky grabbed her arm, hauling her away from the building and behind one of the SUVs as Barton
turned the corner with another man with him.

Barton had the man by the collar, dragging him behind him as he ducked behind the SUV with them.
Bucky pressed his back against the SUV and waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Barton blinked, glancing up at them with a frown, “How sure are we that she actually is gonna blow
up the building and she didn’t just lie to your face.”

Walsh scoffed, rising to his feet with a shake of his head, “We aren’t.”

Bucky rolled his eyes, following the soldier’s lead before his eyes landed on the man that Barton had
apparently apprehended.

“Who the hell is this?”

“Armand Russo,” Natasha said, “Been a minute.”

The man winced as Barton shoved him to his feet. Bucky frowned, his gaze searching the man before
it landed on a bloodied wound in his thigh.

“What happened?” Bucky asked, nodding to the wound and looking up at Natasha.

“That’s how I found him.” Natasha shrugged, leaning back against the SUV.

“It doesn't matter,” Walsh said, taking off his mask and glaring at Russo, “It’s Hydra. I’ll take him”

Bucky blinked, his brows furrowing as he took a step away from the man before Walsh grabbed onto
Walsh with a snarl and Bucky jumped.

His phone went off in his pocket, the sound nearly giving him a heart attack. Reaching into his
pocket, he pulled it out before glancing at the screen.



Unknown.

Bucky shook his head, knowing who it was in an instant, “What do you want?”

“Easy, Soldier Boy.”

“(F/N).” Bucky shook his head, lifting his gaze to wander the crowd that was surrounding them,
“Where are you?”

“Don’t worry about it,” (F/N) purred, “Can you do me a favor, baby?”

Bucky’s jaw clenched, shaking his head slowly before he finally sighed, “What do you want?”

“Hand the phone to Ollie, would you?”

He shook his head again, glancing up at the man with a glare.

“Oh, don’t be so grumpy,” (F/N) said, “Put me on speaker, Soldier Boy. Please?”

Bucky froze, realizing in an instant that she was still somewhere where she could see him. He licked
his lips, letting his eyes wander the crowd once more before he turned to Ollie and lowered the phone
from his ear.

He swallowed thickly, “She wants to talk to you.”

Walsh frowned, watching him carefully as he switched the phone to speaker, “(L/N), where the fuck
are you? And what the hell do you want?”

“Oh, I just wanted to know if you knew the consequences of working outside instead of inside?”

Walsh’s brows furrowed, “What are you talking about?”

A low giggle came from (F/N)’s side of the line, “Move your head a little to the left.”

Walsh blinked, taking in her words slowly before his eyes widened, “Get down!”

A shot echoed through the streets before they could.

Glass shattered before they could get away.

A body hit the ground before they could do anything.

The sound rang through Bucky’s ears as he ducked away, it harmonized with horrified screams from
the crowd on the street as Armand Russo collapsed to the ground. Bucky blanched, watching as the
man slid down the side of the SUV.

The instant he hit the ground, the building behind them went up in flames. A blast reverberated
through the street, knocking the SUV a few feet away from the building and sending smoke swirling
into the grey sky.

Bucky flinched as glass from the windows sprinkled across the street, orange flames painted the side
of the building and a ringing echoed through his ears. He blanked quickly, rubbing his eyes as he
staggered to his feet.

She really had rigged it. She’d just waited till they were outside.



But she’d made it sound like they were timed…not like she had it on remote detonation.

She’d only said that…to get away from him.

But, why?

Why did she wait?

Bucky licked his lips, his eyes flicking to Barton as he moved to cordon off the crowd that was
panicking around them and Walsh barked orders to his men. Natasha was still on the ground, staring
at a hunched-over Russo before Bucky reached out his hand toward her and helped her to her feet.

Was that why? She waited to blow it just so she could take a shot at Russo?

But…why?

Why would she kill a fellow Hydra operative? And who were the people she’d massacred in the
building?

Bucky shook his head, turning to Natasha, “You okay?”

“I’m gettin’ really sick of this,” she said, still glaring at Russo.

“I don’t understand,” he sighed, running a hand through his hair.

Natasha nodded slowly, “She killed Russo. She let him go earlier. Why go after him now?”

“A distraction?” Bucky asked, turning his attention toward her.

“No.” She shook her head, “She killed everyone in there. She was interrogating him.”

“Or she was getting rid of evidence,” Walsh cut in, “We have to get out of here. Now.”

“Maybe he knew something she didn’t want us to know,” Bucky said slowly, frowning as Walsh’s
men took care of Russo’s body.

“Or, she wanted to send a message.”

— “Distractions?” he asked, pulling his lips into a forced frown, “Really?” —

— “You once told me, always catch your opponent off guard,” she said, reaching up to cup his
cheeks, “Basic strategy, remember?” —

Steve pressed his palms to his eyes, shielding his gaze from the leftover explosion that had rocked the
streets of Paris and that was currently on repeat on the news. The French media was covering the
explosion on every channel.

The headline?

Three Avengers and a masked man were on the ground.

In an instant, the Tower had erupted into chaos. In an instant, dozens of calls were coming into Pepper
and Tony’s offices. In an instant, he knew that Ross was going to be back on their ass.



“FRIDAY, get me a visual,” Tony snapped, swinging out of his chair and sprinting back up toward his
lab.

“Yes, boss.”

“Vision, Wilson—”

“We’re already moving,” Sam called, grabbing his wings from the ground and racing up the stairs as
Vision bypassed them completely, “Is the ground team okay?”

“Everybody’s still standing,” Stark called, “No scrapes, bruises, or other such maladies.”

“I’m attempting to track Lieutenant (L/N) but she’s gone dark again,” Vision hummed.

“FRIDAY, start sweeping through all our back channels. She can’t have gotten far.”

Sam scoffed, “I think you’re forgetting who we’re dealing with. She’s a shadow.”

Steve forced a deep breath, standing quickly from his place on the couch and stepping up the stairs
toward Tony’s lab.

How had it all gone so awry? Was this some kind of stunt by Walsh? Or had (F/N) really just tried to
blow up an entire Parisian block?

Knowing (F/N), he was leaning toward the latter.

He hadn’t been lying to Bucky when he said she wouldn’t surface without a reason. The entire time
was supposed to be underground. Montana wouldn’t let her be spotted unless it was for good reason.

And (F/N) wouldn’t blow up a building unless it was for a good reason.

Hopefully.

He leaned against the entrance to Stark’s lab, watching as he barreled around the room, “You got
anything?”

“She killed some Hydra dude we saw in Prague.” He shrugged, “The other bodies haven’t been
identified yet.”

“What did Walsh say?”

“Dunno. I’m more concerned with what everyone else is saying.”

Stark turned his back on him, wincing as the private line to the lab began to ring and Steve backed
away slowly.

(F/N) killed a man from Prague? Why? And why were there more bodies? She wouldn’t kill
innocents, so…

Steve paused, his eyes widening before he groaned.

Another Hydra cell had surfaced. That’s what she was doing. Taking care of a problem before it began
to fester.

He grumbled to himself, running a hand down his face as he moved back toward his room.



He and Wilson really hadn’t been as successful as he thought they had been.

Shaking his head, he bent over to grab the mail that had been left outside his door and ducked into his
room before he froze.

Blackberries, warm vanilla, and violet.

The smell wafted from a small box that had been left at his door. He tilted his head, tossing the rest of
his mail on the counter before stepping back out of his room and down the hall as he looked it over.

To: Steven Rogers.

From: Brania Chechenev

He scoffed, shaking his head with a sigh as he lifted the lid from the box and slipped a slim phone into
his hand. He turned it over, checking it over carefully before it came to life in his fingers.

Steve couldn’t help himself as he quickly opened the contacts to find a single number programmed
into the phone. He pressed on it almost immediately, lifting the phone to his ear and listening to the
dial tone before he paused, making eye contact with the camera that was mounted in the corner of the
hall.

He pulled the phone away from his ear, about to hang up before a voice purred on the other end of the
line.

“Hey there, stud. Excited, aren’t we?”

A smile worked to his face as he breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of her voice, “You saw that,
huh? Sorry.”

He glanced up at the camera, giving it a small wave before he turned away from it.

“I did,” Boone said, giggling lightly before she continued, “But, don’t worry, I’ll take care of it for
you, handsome.”

“Thanks,” he hummed with a smile before it fell and his voice dropped to a stern whisper, “I’m
assuming you saw what happened in Paris.”

“We did.”

“What is she doing?”

“She’s supposed to be a distraction—”

“She’s taking it seriously.”

“As usual.”

Steve sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “Where are you?”

“Moving over the Atlantic.”

“And where are you heading?”

“Toward you.”



Steve paused with a blink, perking up slightly at her answer “Really? You have a plan?”

“We’re working on it,” Boone said, “(F/N)’s keeping Walsh on his toes while we make a break for it.”

“Keeping him on his toes?” he asked, raising an unconvinced brow, “By killing people—”

“Hydra people.”

“That makes it better?”

“Infinitely.”

A low scoff puffed through him, “She’s keepin’ all of us on our toes, Montana. And I don’t think
that’s necessarily a good thing.”

“I know,” she sighed, “We’re working on it.”

“Kitten—”

“I know. I know,” Boone groaned, “But it’s gonna get worse before it gets better.”

Steve paused, his face falling, “Ça va empirer?” It’s gonna get worse?

“Oui.”

“The things I do for you,” he groaned, “Tu me dois, chaton.” You owe me.

“I know,” she snickered, he could practically see her smile, “Je te retrouve chez Melina dans trois
jours.” I’ll meet you at Melina’s in three days.

“Je ne peux pas attendre.” I can’t wait.

You tugged your coat against you, steeling yourself against the cool air as you trudged down the
street. You lowered your head, cautiously looking over a crowd of people in front of you taking
photos of each other as you moved.

“Athena,” you whispered tiredly, “Keep me hidden.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

You looked over your shoulder, watching a pair of people cross the street behind you before you
continued on, “And find me a new target.”

Be careful.

You hadn’t returned to Boone’s cache yet; too paranoid that you’d be followed back by Ollie and get
cornered. After what you’d done to his cell and Russo, you wouldn’t be surprised if he retaliated soon.

You just didn’t know what that would mean.

Russo wasn’t as helpful as you wanted him to be. Though, he had given you a head’s up.

Walsh was starting his contingency plans.



Which wasn’t good. At all.

You had to keep him moving and you had to take out whatever allies he had left. If you cut off those
ties, he wouldn’t be able to follow through with his plans.

Hopefully.

If you kept him distracted, you could keep him away from the Avengers and Alpha Two but…what
would you be sacrificing in order to do that?

Doesn’t matter. You have work to do.

You nodded, keeping your head down as you crossed the street but keeping your eyes up. They
searched the walls that you passed, looking for a single mark. You’d been wandering for hours
looking for it and hoping you hadn’t passed it by accident.

Then again, you weren’t even sure what you were looking for or where you should look for it. You’d
checked everywhere you thought it would be.

A ballet theatre. An opera theatre. Another dance studio. Another different dance studio.

You were running out of theatres and studios to check.

You sighed as you glanced over your shoulder again before you paused, eyeing a white chalk mark on
the brick wall behind you. A small smirk curled to the corner of your lips as you backtracked and
reached out to the mark that was scratched on the wall.

An hourglass.

Your fingers traced the mark before you glanced up at the building it was written on.

An art gallery.

That’s new.

You shrugged to yourself and dipped into the alley behind it. Reaching into your pocket, you
scrambled to find a piece of paper and a pen…both of which you were 90% sure you’d packed.

A sigh of relief ran through your entire body as you found both and quickly jotting down a note.

You had to get a message to Alpha Two without raising suspicion. They couldn't contact you but that
didn’t mean you couldn’t warn them about what Walsh was up to. You knew you could keep his eyes
on you but you needed someone running behind the scenes to stop whatever conspiracy he was
cooking up at the moment.

Folding up the letter, you checked over your shoulder once more before you turned the corner and
continued down the alley before you paused.

Three women were at the end of the alley. They were lounging on a fire escape behind one of the
buildings and they watched you like hawks. They studied you as you studied them and you
approached slowly before you raised your voice.

“Мне нужно, чтобы ты передал сообщение Мелине Востокофф в Нью-Йорк.” I need you to get a
message to Melina Vostokoff in New York.



One of the women looked you over, hopping off the fire escape in an attempt to draw your attention
from the other two as they flanked you, “Я не знаю, о чем вы говорите.” I don’t know what you’re
talking about.

Perseus flashed in front of you, warning you that the two women were working their way behind you.

You scoffed, cocking your head to the side as you lowered your hood and holding the note out to her,
“Tell her it’s from Ghost and she needs to get it to Yelena Belova or Boone Cavanaugh.”

The woman in front of you shifted slightly, glancing up at her comrades before nodding and
cautiously taking the note from your fingers

“Только ее глаза,” you said, holding onto the note for a moment before the woman nodded.

Her eyes only.

You backed away from her, flipping back up your hood and ducking back toward the main street.

“Athena,” you hummed, watching the women above you as they watched you depart, “Tell me you
have a target.”

“There is another cell assembling in Zürich,” she said, bringing up a map that glowed from your
gauntlets, “Though, they appear to be on the move after your recent activities.”

“Get me there.” You slipped down another alley, speeding up your step as the sun began to dip below
the horizon, “Give Ollie some breadcrumbs.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Be careful. Think this through. Give them hell. 
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Dead Drop

Chapter Summary

Standing from your hiding place, you rushed through the smoke and back into the fight without a
second thought. You barely took in the people that were coming at you before you fired.

One shot, one kill.

You were pretty sure some of them were wearing tactical gear, others were dressed as civilians,
and others were dressed in expensive suits.

But it didn’t matter what they were wearing.

None of it mattered.

None of it, even as you stole weapons and used them as your own. Nothing mattered, even as
bullets glanced off your chest plate with a spray of sparks. None of it, even as the smoke and
flames licked up the side of the stairs and the far end of the room collapsed.

“Do you know who I am?” one man yelled, clad in a business suit with his tie askew.

“I don’t care.”
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

Not everything deserves to live.

Walsh glared across the tarmac, pressing his binoculars against his eyes so hard he thought they
might break through his skull.

How had this all gone so wrong?

It had been simple. Keep them away from the warehouse until the rest of Novak’s supplies could be
evacuated from Tokyo. But, no.

Something just had to go wrong.

She had to show up.

She had to show up and ruin everything. She’d figured it out in less than an hour, barely giving him
time to alert his allies in the city that the team was coming. She just had to figure out it was a trap
before they’d even revealed themselves.

Fuckin’ (F/N). She was always in the way. She was a menace. She was going to be the death of him—



“Walsh!”

Oliver flinched, spinning around with his binoculars still pressed against his eye sockets when (F/N)
appeared by his side, “Lieutenant!”

How in the hell had she made it away from the Asset? How in the hell was she—

“Where are they?” she asked, wasting no time as her gaze flitted over the tarmac.

“Don’t know.” He lied with a quick shrug as if they hadn’t been the ones he’d been staring at for the
past five minutes. He paused, glancing down at his tablet, “Wait. The truck or the team?”

“Both.”

“Oh. Don’t know.”

“Ollie.” (F/N) rolled her eyes with a sigh, unable to see the annoyed shiver that ran through him at
the nickname.

“They snuck in through that hole in the fence,” he said, pointing at it and hoping she’d go through
next, leaving him out of whatever scheme she was sure to come up with, “Left me here to try and track
down which plane they’re loading.”

“And?”

“There’s a lotta stuff shipping out of here,” Oliver said with a few quick—useless—taps on his tablet,
“And a lotta different manifests to go through.”

(F/N) sighed again, her hands resting on her hips as she looked over the airport again. Her gaze
drifted over the crafts and personnel slowly, taking each of them in before her eyes seemed to widen
slightly.

“They had a private airstrip.”

“What?” he asked, raising a brow and following her gaze.

“And their cover was World War II. They were working together.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ollie, is there a World War II-era plane on this airstrip?” she asked, her eyes never leaving the
tarmac, “Or a flight with a manifest full of War Era antiques.”

Oliver frowned. What the hell was she talking about? Why the hell did that matter?

He glanced down at his tablet, checking through the manifests and years of each of the crafts before
he paused.

1944.

C-47.

Those idiots. Of course, Las Serpiente Blanca was still full of idiots. Of course, it was (F/N) that
would figure that one out.



“Why the hell would there be—holy shit—there’s both.” He pointed to his tablet as he glanced back
up at her with feigned excitement, “A modified 1944 C47 with antiques in the manifest is taking off in
five minutes.”

“Let’s go. Now.”

Your head knocked against the cool, rain-splattered window of a train as it sped through the night. It
shot out of Paris like a bullet, putting distance between you and Walsh before he even knew you had
fled. Raindrops raced each other on the window as you stared out into the darkening landscape.

The Hydra cell in Zürich was moving fast, you were going to have to move faster to head them off.

Thus, a train going nearly 200 miles an hour.

It was something Ollie would never expect and something that made you a little nervous.

Cameras were mounted in the main car, glaring down at you as you tried to relax back. Sure, Athena
was taking care of most of the heavy lifting, making sure you took a seat where the cameras couldn’t
see you as well and digging into the cameras so that she could obscure your form even more. But that
didn’t mean you were fully relaxed.

Even if your eyes were so heavy, you could barely open them up as you basked in the cold glass
against your temple and you pulled your coat around you.

You’d laid low in the Paris street the entire night, waiting until the early morning sun to finally sneak
your way back into Boone’s weapons cache. After a quick nap, you were awakened by one of the
voices in your head. You weren’t sure which one it was but it told you to keep moving.

So you did. You repacked your supplies, getting rid of any spent or broken weaponry and replacing
them with help from Athena

According to her, the Hydra safehouse in Zürich was bigger and more fortified than the one in Paris.
And, in Zürich, you wouldn’t have a safe place to come back to.

You'd be fully on your own this time.

Perfect.

Be careful.

You shook your head as the whispering voices hissed in both your ears and you curled up in your seat,
finally letting your eyes close and your body relax.

— “Put pressure on that,” you said, twirling the knife expertly through your fingers, “And keep
talking.”

Armand didn’t move, wincing at his leg before pressing forward to place his hand on the wound with a
shaky groan.

“I said talk,” you snarled, leaning forward with a gritted growl. He glanced up at you, his eyes
flitting toward the door once more before you shot forward to squeeze the wound in his leg and
earned yourself a screech, “Prague.”



He hissed a breath before forcing himself to sit up straight, “To understand Prague…We have to go
back.”

“Back to what?”

“Langley…the Pentagon,” he muttered, wheezing as you released his leg and blood began to gurgle
between his fingers, “It was a trap.”

You paused, raising a brow and wiping his blood on the couch, “What are you talking about? Boone
stopped Ollie from getting into our system and Stark's—”

“And he didn’t even put up a fight,” he said, whimpering slightly as blood continued to pour through
his fingers, “What do you think he was doin’? We needed to know how good your right hands were.
And they were good. They were really good.”

Armand paused, licking his lips nervously as he slid his gaze back toward the door. You shook your
head, pulling a pistol into your hand and gesturing for him to continue. “You can’t run. And if Walsh
comes through that door, you’re a dead man. Tell me what I want and I might let you go. Might even
let you get a headstart.”

Russo blinked, his eyes back on you in an instant before words quickly began spilling from his lips,
“Prague was the real attack on Stark. We were supposed to plant the threat right under his nose and it
worked perfectly. I surfaced and suddenly you and Barton and Romanoff were interested—”

You shook your head, cutting him off as your finger slipped to the trigger, “How are you alive,
Russo?”

“Ballistics vest,” he answered, wincing as you raised the weapon before you scratched your back
with the muzzle and he relaxed again, “Wraith made it with you in mind.”

“He did all that for you? You must be pretty special, Armie.”

“I made a good middleman for him.” Russo took a shaky breath, looking down at his leg as the
bleeding began to stop, “How do you think he found out about Cairo? Lagos? I have friends
everywhere, they don’t mind telling me things for the right price.”

A frown found its way to your face, your eyes narrowed as you leaned forward to rest your elbows on
your knees, “Cairo and Lagos were your ideas?”

“No. No.” He shook his head, “Wraith wanted weapons and Rumlow wanted revenge. Cairo was
supposed to help us even the odds against Novak’s greatest weapon. Lagos was supposed to thin out
the Avengers.”

“And now?”

“Rumlow failed. No Avengers died in Lagos…and it seems Wraith lost the weapons he was going to
use against you,” he said, nodding to the Vibranium on your chest, “So, you tell me. What’s his
plan?” —

You sat up straight, a startled hiss slipped through your teeth as the train came to a stop. Blinking
slowly, you watched as passengers slid past you and out the doors. You stretched with a sigh, ducking
down behind your chair as you caught sight of one of the cameras, “Athena, where are we?”

“We’ve just crossed over the border into Switzerland, Captain.”



You yawned slightly relaxing forward to hide your face from boarding passengers, “You’ve got eyes
on the next cell?”

“Yes, ma’am. Though, they seem to be on the move.”

“Moving where?”

“As far away from you as possible.”

You chuckled slightly, curling up in your coat as the train’s doors closed, “We’re going to have to
head them off. Do I continue to Zürich?”

“Continue to Zürich. Most of the cell has yet to move.”

You nodded, letting your eyes float over the new passengers before they flicked up toward one of the
emergency exits and you relaxed back.

As long as we strike hard and fast they won’t see us coming.

Watch your back. Walsh will be breathing down it in a matter of hours.

Exactly what I said. Strike fast.

You nodded to yourself, resting against the window with a hummed sigh.

If Ollie had failed in both Lagos and Cairo, then he wouldn’t be keen on failing again. Whatever he
was planning this time would be bigger and better. But, if you could keep him focused on you, then it
might just distract him long enough that you could stop it.

You had to stop it.

You had to stop him.

Oliver growled to himself as he trudged through the doors of his home base. He barely cast the
Avengers a sideways glance as he stalked into the room where his techs had set themselves up.
Closing the door behind him, he let it click softly into place…fighting the urge to slam it shut as he
turned through the room.

It had been one day. One damn day since she’d appeared and then fled Paris. And he’d spent it
cleaning up after her, just like usual.

“Where is she?” he growled, his voice low and threatening as he loomed over one of his techs as they
worked at their desk.

The agent gulped, forcing themselves to look up at him, “We’re not sure, sir.”

Oliver’s jaw clenched as he leveled a glare at the tech before turning to another, “Are you using
Aerocell?”

“Yes, sir. W-we’re trying—”

“Try harder,” he said, “And figure out what Russo gave her.”



He turned on his heel with another growl, beginning to pace the room as his agents set back to work
before he paused in his stride.

“How did she know?”

How had she known where they were? How had she figured out how to find them?

What was she playing at?

“S-Sir?”

“How did she know where that safehouse was?” he asked, staring into the wall with a shake of his
head as he began to pace again, “How did she get to Paris from Medellín?”

No. No. He didn’t have time to figure all that out. If she knew where the Paris sector was, she could
find the rest of Europe’s. He had to stop her before she threw a wrench in his plans.

If she wanted to play games with him, he’d figure out how to play them better.

A slow smile slid across his face as he turned back toward the door.

All he had to do was get rid of a few of her friends and then she’d come running—

“She’s heading east,” one of his agents called, “Fast.”

“Prep the team in Russia. Head her off,” he said simply, glancing at the map to memorize her route
before he turned away from the screen and back toward the door.

“Yes, sir.”

This would be the last time she evaded him. The last time she was able to run and get out ahead of
him. The last—

— “You have her sample.” He shrugged, “You have everything you need.” —

— “No, no.” Novak shook his head, “I do not have everything. I do not have her. She is everything.”
—

— Oliver scoffed, shaking his head as he turned from the Doctor, “I’m working on it.” —

— “You are not going to catch her.” The Doctor pinched the bridge of his nose, “I have told you this
a thousand times.” —

Oliver shook his head, ducking through the door and back toward the Avengers before he paused.
Barton and Romanoff were on the other side of the room. Romanoff was still on the phone trying to
smooth things over with French authorities while Barton put together some kind of report for
someone or the other.

Then there was Barnes.

He hadn’t moved all afternoon. He had simply sat down on the couch and stared at…

A body fell to the street before an explosion rocked the street. Smoke billowed out of windows and
flames licked at the stone as the building began to crumble. The crowd outside scattered as the fear of
a shooter still above them loomed. Panic overtook the street.



The footage was on repeat; Barnes’ gaze never left the carnage that (F/N) left in her wake.

Perfect.

Oliver took another step toward the man before he was stopped in his tracks by a deadly glare. He
raised his hands with a quick shake of his head, “It wasn’t my fault this time.”

Barnes raised a brow, unconvinced as he turned back toward the footage, “Right.”

“Listen,” he tried again, taking another step toward him before coming to perch on the arm of a chair
across from him, “She was already whaling on Romanoff by the time I got there. I didn’t want her to
be another body on the floor.”

Barnes sighed, running his hands down his face before his eyes flicked to a new target.

The body that repeatedly crumpled to the ground and brought with it chaos.

Oliver’s jaw clenched again as he pushed away from the chair and reached toward the television. He
flicked it off without a second thought before turning back to the man.

If he wanted to catch (F/N) off guard, he was going to have to keep Barnes on target and by his side.

Oliver turned back to the man, folding his arms over his chest as he leaned against the wall, “What’s
the plan?”

Barnes blinked, looking up at him with a quick shake of his head, “What?”

“You said if we were going to do this, you were going to call the shots,” he said, nodding to Barton
and Romanoff with a slight frown, “We just didn’t factor in the other variables.”

He sighed, “I don’t have any shots to call right now. We don’t have anything to go off of—”

“She’s moving east. Fast,” Oliver said quickly, dropping his voice to a whisper, “I’m not sure where
she’s heading but I have a team in Russia that’s ready to move on her.”

A frown slid across Barnes’ face as he turned to glance at Barton and Romanoff, “What do you
want?”

“If we leave now, we might be able to head her off.”

His eyes narrowed, “You said you didn’t know where she was heading.”

“But the closer we are, the faster we can respond when she pops up.”

Barnes licked his lips, keeping his voice low as he turned back to Oliver, “We’re still cleaning up here
—”

“I’m not sayin’ bring everybody on this one,” he said, stealing a look at Romanoff, Barton, and then
even his own men, “You were right. We backed her into another corner and she retaliated. Four was
too many and she spooked.”

“Just us?” Barnes asked, nodding slowly as Oliver nodded.

“Might as well give it a try.” He shrugged, “You’re the only one that can talk to her. I think you’re the
only one that can end this.”



He scoffed slightly, looking up at him once more before rising from his seat, “Let’s move.”

The city was shrouded in darkness when you stepped off the train. The moon shimmered through the
glass ceiling above you, keeping you carefully in the shadows as you threw your bag over your
shoulder and ducked through the station.

The streets of the city were still bustling, warm light streamed down from the street lamps as you
dodged them into the darkness.

Flipping your hood over your head, you checked over your shoulder only once before slipping down
an alley and disappearing into the night.

A low hum sounded through the room as Boone let her fingers fly over the keys of her computer. The
Perch was dark, a far cry from what it was when it was at full capacity. Now, only a few operatives
moved through the halls of the Alliance.

She’d openly admit that it had been hard to find. It was entirely off the grid; entirely untraceable.

Luckily, Boone was the one that had come up with its emergency maneuvers. Even if it had cut all
communications the instant they received word that Olympus had been attacked and then high-tailed
it into the middle of nowhere, Boone had found them.

And then, through some stroke of luck, the tower recognized the C-17 instead of shooting them down
and letting them sink to the bottom of the ocean.

But that still didn’t mean that they were given a warm welcome when they landed. They’d been
surrounded by armed operatives the instant Jesse put on the brakes and met by a very very pissed
General once they identified themselves.

Again, luckily, Duke was able to talk them out of that one and now they were all safely nestled below
deck as the Alliance cut through the ocean toward Norfolk.

…That didn’t mean they weren’t given a very stern talking to by said General. She and Duke may
have been the engineers and architects of Aftermath when they restarted the operation, but that didn’t
mean they didn’t get chastised every now and again.

Besides, no one messed around on General Garner’s ship.

Including them.

Thankfully, as soon as everything had settled down, Boone had set to work. She’d managed to get a
message out to some of the Widows in New York who very kindly followed her instructions to the T
and sent a package to Steve for her.

Right before shit hit the fan.

She wasn’t sure what she was thinking would happen when they set (F/N) loose, but it definitely did
not include her nearly blowing an entire block off the map of one of Boone’s most favoritest cities in
the whole wide world.

And then she simply vanished without a trace.



Also a good thing and a bad thing.

Boone hated that she couldn’t track her as she moved through Europe but she had other things to
worry about.

Like finding them a route to the city that would keep them safe and hidden. And, how to take down
Walsh with as few casualties as possible.

Boone paused, her fingers hovering over the keyboard as an alert chimed at her door and a monitor to
her side lit up with the security feed outside of her office. She glanced at the screen before sliding
quickly across the floor and pressing a button to allow entry to the two men outside her door.

The door swept open quickly as both Duke and General Garner slipped inside before it closed again
and locked shut. Turning off her computer, she turned to the two of them with a tired smile, “What do
you got for me boys?”

General Garner sighed, placing his hands behind his back as he looked out onto the empty Perch
below them, “Sergeant Dugan and I have been discussing what our next step is going to be.”

“How’s that going?”

“Not well,” Duke said, leaning back against her desk with a groan before reaching over to ruffle her
hair.

“Our operators are scattered,” Garner said, keeping his gaze out on the floor before he turned back to
them, “When we got the call to go dark, we cut all ties. Delta Base, the Pit, everyone cleared out of
there. We haven’t heard word from the Defiance.”

“She’s out there somewhere,” Boone hummed, tucking her knees to her chest with a nod, “She’s just
waiting.”

“We can’t wait much longer,” the General said, an air of warning in his voice, “We need to get back to
work. I’ve got undercover agents that are still out in the field praying their covers aren’t blown. They
need somewhere safe to come home to.”

Boone sighed, dropping her gaze to the ground.

Whatever they were going to do, they were going to have to do it fast.

“New York,” she whispered to herself, earning Duke’s attention before she looked up at him, “New
York will be the last stand. (F/N) will lead him to us and we’ll finish it.”

“Unless she finishes it herself.” Garner turned from them, looking over her workbench.

Duke raised a brow, his head cocking to the side as he reached down the play with his necklace,
“What does that mean?”

“My techs have been trying to track her—”

“Tell them to stop,” Boone snapped, unable to stop herself as she jumped to her feet, “If Walsh
catches wind of them, he’ll track us all down.”

“And it’ll be over before we know it,” Duke said, placing a hand on her back and guiding her back to
her chair with a sigh.



“Noted.” Garner nodded, beginning to pace the room, “She’s headed east. We’re not sure what her
target is but she’s underground again.”

“It doesn't matter.” Duke ran his fingers through his hair, “We need to get our butts to New York.”

“A plan would be nice to have first.”

Boone paused, the words leaving her mouth before she had a chance to stop them. She winced lightly
as Duke scoffed and nudged her gently.

“If you woulda said that to me a few years ago, I woulda thought you’d been possessed.”

Boone laughed lightly, “I’m just tired. We all are.”

Garner gazed between them, before he relaxed back and took a seat across from them, “Even if
Aftermath is scattered, we’re all still waiting for the call. The Alliance will follow you from Norfolk.
Meander our way up the coast. If you’re gonna take this Wraith guy down, you’re gonna need all
hands on deck.”

“Thank you, General.” Duke nodded before the security system chimed again. Boone slid across the
room, checking the monitor for only a moment before she buzzed the group waiting outside into the
office.

Garner straightened himself as the rest of Alpha Two filed into the room. He nodded to Duke, then to
her before excusing himself and leaving the room as the door closed.

“What’d he want?” Jack asked gruffly, his eyes narrowing as he entered the room.

A frown stretched across Boone’s face, his tone striking her wrong as he shielded himself from the
lights before he glared at Zac as he fired up a computer.

She nodded slowly, reaching over to turn off Zac’s computer and then her own before turning the
intensity of the lights down in the room, despite the confused stares she got from the rest of the
team…and the silent curses she felt from Zac as he glared at his computer.

“Hey—” Zac tried, reaching for it again before Boone slid the keyboard away from him.

“Later,” she whispered before turning back to Jack, “Garner says she’s moving east. He had his techs
tracking her but he’s pulling them off it now.”

“He’s prepared to drop us off at Norfolk and walk the Alliance up the coast to New York for backup,”
Duke continued, spinning his pin through his fingers.

“If we get hands on Walsh—” Boone started before Jack cut her off with a curt growl.

“Who says we’re keeping him alive?”

“Cálmate, güey,” Raffa said, glancing at him worriedly as the man glared at him, “Don’t be
overdramatic, bro.”

Duke scoffed, grabbing Jack’s hand and pulling him toward him before nodding for him to take a seat
next to him on the desk, “We need to be prepared for either way this goes.”

“What kind of cell will hold a super soldier?” Hadar asked, raising a hand and a brow.



Jesse shrugged, “The same ones Ross had Barnes in.”

“Нет.” Belov shook his head, “Containment unit only worked on Barnes because he was compliant
with his capture. Once the Winter Soldier was activated, he broke out of unit.”

Zac nodded, reaching for the keyboard and slowly pulling it away from Boone, “We’re gonna have to
build something stronger—”

“We’re not going to have time to build anything like that,” she cut him off, stealing the keyboard
away from him before stooping below her desk to unplug the computer completely.

“So, we’ll kill him,” Jack said simply, glaring into the wall with a slow nod.

Duke set his hand on Jack’s shoulder with a frown, “Sedation?”

Raffa raised his hand, “Did you forget the super soldier part?”

“We were able to sedate (F/N) when she came home,” Boone said slowly, “It was rough but we did it.
We might be able to do the same with him.”

“It’s too risky,” Duke said, “He could play it off and make an easy escape if we’re not careful. We’re
gonna have to build a cell.”

“The Alliance has Hard Drive agents onboard,” Zac hummed, glaring at Boone as she handed him
back his keyboard, “I’m sure they can come up with something.”

Boone smirked as he pulled the keyboard back into his hands before she froze as Jack turned his glare
to her.

It was cold. Almost distant. Almost deadly.

Boone cocked her head to the side with furrowed brows.

“You got transport ready in Norfolk?”

“Working on it.”

“Safehouse in the city?”

Ari cut in for her, taking the brunt of the glare from Jack as his voice echoed through the room, “We
are not going back to the last one.”

She nodded, “Also working on it.”

“While she’s doing that,” Duke said, setting his hand on Jack’s knee with a worried look, “Everyone
get supplies gathered up and tallied.”

The team nodded, each of them getting up to leave before Belov quietly raised his hand.

“Yes, Christopher?” Boone asked, chuckling slightly as he put his back down.

“What about Yelena?”

She sighed, looking at Duke with a shrug before slowly turning back to Belov, “We give her the
location of the safehouse and leave her with Melina. (F/N) knows to go to the Widow’s Nest, Yelena



will bring her to us when she does.”

The team nodded slowly, glancing between each other before Jesse lifted her hand with a frown.

“Jesse?” Duke asked, shaking his head and nudging Jack to relax.

“What if she doesn’t make it?”

The entire room seemed to freeze, all eyes suddenly darting to Jesse in an instant as the words slipped
from her mouth.

Boone blanched, of all the things she had been preparing for she wasn’t ready for that. It hadn’t even
really crossed her mind.

“You said to be prepared for everything,” she continued, placing her hand in her lap with a frown,
“What if she doesn’t make it back? What if she never shows up?”

Raffa shook his head with a click of his tongue, “She will.”

“But what if she doesn’t? How long do we give her?” Jack asked, leaping up from his seat before
beginning to pace the room, “You heard what Garner said—”

“No, we didn’t, güey,” Mendez said, “We don’t have super freaky, superhuman hearing.”

“We’re running out of time.” Jack ignored him, continuing to pace through the room and nearly
running over Zac as he tried to plug his computer back in, “Walsh either needs to be in custody or six
feet under sooner rather than later. So, what’s the plan then?”

“We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it,” Duke said, standing in front of Jack to get him to stop
moving before he nodded to the rest of the team, “Go.”

They glanced at each other before ducking out of the room, leaving Boone with Duke, Belov, and
Zac. Duke moved to follow Jack but was stopped in an instant and Boone flicked her eyes to him and
shook her head.

“What?”

Boone shook her head again, watching the door close before she waltzed toward it, “Jack. Walk
away.”

A low growl sounded from out in the hall, followed by footsteps as the man retreated away from her
office. She managed a chuckle before turning back to Belov and Zac, “Make sure he’s out of earshot.”

Belov nodded, hopping to his feet instantly but Zac frowned, pointing at his nearly started computer.

“But…but…” he whined, rolling his eyes as Boone raised a brow before he finally rolled to his feet to
begin trudging from the room. She sighed, grabbing a laptop from her desk and handing it to him on
his way out before closing and locking the door behind them.

“What?” Duke repeated himself, looking her over slowly as she brightened the lights and folded her
arms over her chest, “What is it?”

“Your husband has (F/N)’s look in his eye.”



“I know,” he sighed, raking his fingers through his hair with a groan, “What are you thinking?”

“I think he should sit this one out but I don’t think we can do it without him. Or her,” she said, licking
her lips nervously as she perched on the edge of her desk, “And…looking at her…”

“She’s gone off the fuckin’ deep end.”

Boone nodded, rubbing her tired eyes as she stared at the floor, “If she doesn’t come back—”

“Don’t get that thought in your head,” he snapped, crossing the floor quickly to her side, “She’s
coming back.”

“I know,” she sighed, “But we did say we’d take everything into account. We’d plan for everything. If
she doesn’t come back, Jack’s going to have to step in for her. And we’re gonna need him at the top of
his game.”

Duke frowned, looking her over slowly, “What are you suggesting?”

“I was hoping you had the answer to that one.”

A tall stone building towered above you, warm light came from within the building barely unable to
reach you as you stalked through the darkness. The moon’s cold light bounced off intricate carvings in
the stone, steeping them in shadows until they looked like scars that marred the stone’s surface and
highlighting the statues that stood like sentries on each corner of the roof. The front door stood in
front of you, cascading in light from the illuminated windows and bordered by two balconies above it.

Strike now. Strike fast.

There were rows of cars in front of the building and a distant hum of voices beckoned you closer as
the golden eyes of Perseus flashed in your own. The Vibranium spine that went down your back
whirred slightly as you moved toward the building and you reached into your pack for one of your
rifles.

Watch your back.

You took a slow step up stone-carved stairs until you came to a stop in front of the door.

“Athena, ready?”

“Activating Perseus,” she hummed, her HUD reflecting in your eyes for only a moment as another
whir went down your back, “Perseus activated.”

You nodded, relaxing back on your heels and flicking the safety on your rifle before you pressed
forward to kick the doors off its hinges.

Peter whipped through the city, the sun shining on his suit as he moved. He soared over building after
building, barely feeling the wind as he let himself fall from the sky.

It was the only thing that kept his mind off of things. Moving through the city like that.

Everything else was soaked in chaos and he felt as though he was drowning in it.



Colombia was a bust and now there was mayhem in Paris.

All because of her.

— “I trusted you!” —

Peter sighed, finally landing on Aunt May’s apartment building and quickly climbing down toward
his bedroom window. He couldn’t stop thinking about it…how he’d failed in Colombia.

He had her on her heels and he’d let her distract him. He hadn’t done enough. He wasn’t good
enough. Even after a few lessons from Walsh, he didn’t feel like he could stand up to her again.

He wasn’t ready.

He needed to work hard, spend more time in the training room and out on patrol. He needed to be
ready for anything and everything.

Maybe then they’d finally be on even ground.

Maybe then he could finally get back into the normal swing of things.

Heh. Get it? Swing of things.

Peter scoffed to himself, carefully sliding his window open before slipping inside and freezing as
Aunt May walked past his room. She didn’t notice him as she tore through the apartment working on
something or another…

He really needed to start paying more attention to her…to everyone. He’d still hardly had time to do
homework or spend time with Ned, all he wanted to do was get ready.

And, dang it, he was going to be ready.

Peter quickly crawled across the ceiling, before reaching over to close his bedroom door and safely
falling to the floor. He nodded to himself, tugging off his mask and tossing it over his shoulder before
he froze.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he turned before locking eyes with a person behind him.

Not just any person.

Ned.

Ned’s eyes were wide, his mouth hanging open as he looked over Peter before the Lego Death Star
that was in his hands slipped to the floor. Peter winced as the thing shattered into hundreds of pieces
and spread across the floor…and alerted Aunt May.

“What was that?” she asked from the hall.

“Uh, it’s nothing.” Peter spun around on his heel, quickly placing his palm on the door and locking it
with a nervous smile toward Ned, “It’s nothing!”

“You’re the Spider-Man,” Ned breathed, pointing at him in awe as he stood up, “From YouTube.”

“I’m not.” He shook his head, pressing the emblem on his suit and letting his suit practically fall off
of him before he kicked it as far away from him as possible, “I’m not.”



“You were on the ceiling,” Ned squeaked even as Peter continued to shake his head.

“No, I wasn’t,” he tried again before changing the subject, “Ned, what are you doing in my room?”

“May let me in,” he said, pointing to the door before pointing down to the cluster of Legos at his feet,
“You said we were gonna finish the Death Star.”

“You can’t just bust into my room!”

Peter froze as the door to his room swung open and Aunt May appeared with a smile as she waved
away smoke as it wafted from the kitchen, “The turkey meatloaf recipe is a disaster. Let’s go to
dinner. Thai? Ned, you want Thai?”

“Yes,” Ned answered almost immediately with a quick nod.

“No,” Peter hissed before turning back to Aunt May with a feigned smile, “H-He’s got a thing.”

Ned nodded slowly, “A thing to do after.”

“Okay.” She grinned before turning back to Peter and gesturing at all of him, “Maybe put on some
clothes.”

Peter nodded with a smile as she closed the door before he turned back to Ned with a frown.

Ned blinked, realizing in an instant why Peter was so frantic, “Oh, she doesn’t know?”

“Nobody knows!” Peter exclaimed with a whisper, “I mean, Mr. Stark knows because he made my
suit. And so do most of the Avengers but—”

“Tony Stark made you that?” he asked, gesturing to the shapeless lump on the floor as Peter shrugged
on a shirt, “Are you an Avenger?”

Peter paused, thinking about it for only a moment before he nodded, “Yeah, basically.”

“Whoa…” he sighed, leaning heavily against the bed as he took in everything he’d just been told with
a soft smile.

“You can’t tell anybody about this,” Peter whispered harshly, striding across the room, “You gotta
keep it a secret.”

“A secret? Why?”

“You know what she’s like,” Peter said, his voice somehow getting higher, “If she finds out people try
and kill me every single night, she’s not going to let me do this anymore. Come on, Ned, please.”

“Okay, okay, okay, okay, okay, okay.” He nodded slowly before shaking his head and letting a grin
wash over his face, “I’ll level with you. I don’t think I can keep this a secret. This is the greatest thing
that’s ever happened to me, Peter!”

“Ned!” He snapped, “May cannot know. I cannot do that to her right now, you know? I mean,
everything that’s happened with her, I... Please.”

Ned sighed, biting his lip before he finally nodded, “Okay.”

“Just swear it, okay?”



“I swear.”

A breath of relief managed to puff past Peter’s throat, “Thank you.”

“Yeah.” He smiled before pointing toward the suit, "Can I try the suit on?”

“No.”

“How does it work?” he asked, even as Peter shook his head and tried to usher him out of his room,
“Is it magnets? How do you shoot the strings?”

“I’m gonna tell you about this at school tomorrow, okay?”

“Great.” Ned grinned before it fell, ”Wait. How do you do this and the Stark internship?”

Peter sighed, running a hand down his face, “This is the Stark internship.”

“Oh,” he sang with a nod, almost winking at Peter before he was shoved out of the room.

“Just get out of here.”

Peter quickly closed the door behind him with a sigh before he shook his head.

Well, that solved two things. Keeping his mind off of training and spending time with Ned.

It was a win-win…right?

It was chaos the second the door went flying through the room. Panicked cries as people tried to hurry
toward nearby exits, defiant shouts as others grabbed the nearest weapons and tried to fight back.

None of them were successful.

Athena and Perseus picked out targets in sync with you, taking out nearby threats while stopping
others from escaping.

You didn’t catch what most of the interior looked like, instead focusing on the wide array of Hydra
operatives that were in your way and only stopping as spatters of blood splashed against white walls.
Even then, through the screaming and the yelling that seemed to dull the instant they hit your ears,
you were focused. Through the men and women that threw themselves in front of you to stop you,
you continued to rip your way through the first floor.

You didn’t stop until an eerie silence enveloped the floor but, even then, footsteps thudded above you.

Destroy it.

Leave no trace. Move.

Nodding to yourself, you grabbed one of the long curtains that hung above the tall windows and
yanked it to the ground before tossing the end into a roaring fireplace and turning on your heel toward
a set of stairs behind you.

“Athena, give Ollie my location. Let him find me.”



Duke pressed his back against the side of the van as it sidled through a narrow alley. It had been a
tense few hours as they wound their way toward the city. By the time they made it, it was engulfed in
darkness and an eerie, thick fog had snuck its way through the streets. A strained silence had
overtaken the van as it moved through the darkness.

The rest of their voyage on the Alliance had gone smoothly. They’d taken a small boat to shore before
borrowing—stealing—a van and heading toward New York as quickly as they could.

Norway had been keeping an eye on the news, checking to see if (F/N) appeared on the map again
while Hadar, Belov, and Mendez kept a lookout as Jesse eased them through the streets. Jack was in
the passenger seat, avoiding Duke’s glances at all costs as they moved. Boone was laying across his
lap, dozing in and out while Yelena packed the few things she’d brought with her.

But Duke’s attention was solely on Jack. Ever since they had left Wakanda, everything had seemed to
get worse. His intolerance to loud noises and bright lights grew and his patience wore thin. Every
little thing was overwhelming to the point he looked as though he wanted to destroy it.

Duke sighed, the last thing he needed was another super soldier losing their shit.

Tearing his gaze away from Jack, he turned his attention back to the road as Jesse took one final turn
toward the Widow’s Nest, and Duke softly smoothed Boone’s hair away from her face. He patted her
gently, waking her as the van came to a stop.

Boone uncurled from his lap, stretching before she froze. Her green gaze landed outside of the van
before she glanced back at Duke.

He frowned, following her look before he caught sight of what she had seen.

A squad of Widows was already waiting for them in the alley. Duke’s brows knitted together as he sat
up straight and the rest of his team tensed. Melina slipped from the Nest last, taking her place in the
center of the squad, and nodded to them.

He let his gaze flick to Yelena, “Did you tell them we were coming?”

“Нет.” She shook her head in confusion, “I’ve had no contact.”

Duke swallowed thickly, turning to his team slowly, “Belov. Cavanaugh.”

Boone nodded, grabbing a pair of knives from her bag as Belov checked the rounds in his pistol,
“Watch our backs. Christopher, keep your eyes on the street. Jesse, be ready to move.”

“Jack, you know what to do,” Duke said, carefully sliding open the van’s door and pointing to Yelena,
“Belova, let’s move.”

She frowned, quickly crawling out of the van with Cavanaugh and Belov behind her. Duke tailed
them slowly, resting his hand on the pistol that was tucked in the holster beneath his arm. Letting his
eyes sweep the street, he stopped beside the van and watched the three approach the Widows.

“After everything we’ve been through, this is where your trust begins to wear thin, Agent
Cavanaugh?” Melina asked, almost looking amused as both Ari and Jack armed themselves and stood
on either side of the van.

“We’ve had a rough month,” Boone said simply, “Мелина, никто не должен знать, что мы
придем.”



“Один человек сделал.” The woman raised a brow as she showed off a piece of paper pinched
between her fingers, “From our Nest in Paris. For you.”

Duke’s frown deepened, watching the woman carefully before he realized that none of his team was
moving. His gaze flicked to Boone and she cocked her head to the side. He simply nodded and she
turned from him.

“Mon soleil chéri, if you don’t mind,” Boone said to Yelena, letting her move forward first before
Belov followed her.

Yelena moved slowly, cautiously taking each step toward the Widows before she relaxed back and
reached for the paper. She swallowed, unfolding the paper and looking it over before she blinked.
Looking back up at Boone, she raised the paper, “It’s from the Captain.”

Boone glanced over her before she nodded, reaching out her hand as Yelena crossed back toward her.
She looked the paper over quickly, her face paling as her eyes widened and she moved quickly toward
Duke.

He snapped forward to take the paper, letting his eyes scan the quickly scribbled words.

Ollie is planning an attack. He needs weapons. Be ready.

Fuck. He knew that handwriting. And there was only one person in the world that knew they were
going to Melina’s.

(F/N).

“That’s vague and terrifying,” he whispered, handing the note off to Belov as he ducked back toward
the van.

“No, shit,” Boone hissed, forcing a deep breath and a smile as she turned back to Melina, “Sorry,
Melina.”

“You have every right to be cautious, Agent Cavanaugh.”

Boone glanced at Yelena, “You know where to find us. Be careful.”

“See you soon, Boone Cavanaugh.” Yelena nodded, shrugging her bag over her shoulder as Duke
retreated back to the van.

He stepped in quickly before pulling Boone in after him and closing the door. The instant it was
closed, Jesse took off into the city.

“An attack?” Zac asked, looking up from the paper in his hands, “She couldn’t give us anything
else?”

Duke shook his head, “It was risky enough to get a message to us.”

“Which means whatever source she got this from, she trusts,” Boone said, sitting on the floor of the
van and tucking her knees to her chest.

“Do I start tracking Walsh?”



“No,” Duke hissed, “She said he was sourcing weapons. We need to figure out where he’s sourcing
them from.”

Jack turned to Boone, fiddling with his ring, “You need to get a message to Rogers while we work on
the ground.”

“I’ll meet with him tomorrow night.” She nodded, “I told him we’d be in touch.”

“We need to take Walsh out of game,” Belov said, taking the note back in his hands before giving it
back to Boone.

“We do that and there’s a chance this attack will never happen,” Ari hummed, watching as Boone
slipped a lighter from her pocket and set a corner of the note on fire. He rolled down the window,
watching as wisps of smoke went curling out into the mist.

Jesse shook her head, “We need to get on safe ground first.”

“And I think we’re gonna need those reinforcements,” Duke said, turning to Zac, “Can you get a
message to Garner?”

Zac nodded, pulling up his laptop before pausing as Boone set a hand on his wrist.

She paused for a moment, her face illuminated by the flames of the note before she tossed it out the
window, “Be discreet.”

Jesse frowned, glancing back at them for only a moment, “You think it’s a trap?”

“I wouldn’t put it past Walsh,” Jack muttered, folding his arms over his chest as the smell of smoke
filled the van, “We’re gonna have to move faster than we thought.”

“If we know that, so does (F/N),” Mendez said, “We need to be ready to receive and move.”

Duke nodded slowly, his gaze stuck on Jack as he flinched at the brightness of a pair of headlights and
his leg began bouncing anxiously. He placed a hand on his husband’s knee with a sigh, “First things
first, we get to the safehouse. We’ll figure out the rest later.”

They were ready for you on the second floor, immediately returning fire the instant you appeared at
the top of the stairs. You ducked back down, studying the images that Athena had captured the instant
you looked at the room before you reached into your bag and pulled out a flashbang.

You tossed it onto the second floor, wincing lightly as more screams ricocheted from in the building
and bright white smoke burst from the weapon. It mixed with the darkened smoke that wafted from
the first floor and darkened amber flames began spreading across the carpet and furniture.

Standing from your hiding place, you rushed through the smoke and back into the fight without a
second thought. You barely took in the people that were coming at you before you fired.

One shot, one kill.

You were pretty sure some of them were wearing tactical gear, others were dressed as civilians, and
others were dressed in expensive suits.

But it didn’t matter what they were wearing.



None of it mattered.

None of it, even as you stole weapons and used them as your own. Nothing mattered, even as bullets
glanced off your chest plate with a spray of sparks. None of it, even as the smoke and flames licked
up the side of the stairs and the far end of the room collapsed.

“Do you know who I am?” one man yelled, clad in a business suit with his tie askew.

“I don’t care.”

Bucky took a deep breath, his eyes fluttering closed as he relaxed back in his seat. Walsh had torn
through Paris before getting them on a road out of the country. They were moving fast and, even then,
they weren’t keeping up with her.

Every now and then, an alert would light up Walsh’s phone with a sighting of (F/N). If they were
going to catch her, they would need some stroke of luck.

Hell, they were going to need a stroke of luck to even catch up with her.

— The road was old and winding, cracks littered the pavement and tore through faded paint. It was so
abandoned that wild, white daisies with bright green leaves were growing through the cracks. —

— Giant pine trees lined the road, they towered above him, swaying in the breeze with a rustling of
needles. Tall grasses grew around their stumps, golden stalks glistening in the late afternoon sun. —

— A low gasp left Bucky’s mouth before he could stop it as he caught sight of the expanse of land that
was laid out in front of him. —

— The Firebird was parked, almost strategically, next to an opening of trees that framed an open sky
and a sprawling mountain range. The mountains were still capped with white, even though it was well
into spring, and they were peppered with green clumps of pine and aspen. He approached the edge of
the road carefully, stopping when he hit the guardrail, to get a better look and the cotton candy clouds
that floated easily through the air almost touching the mountain peaks. —

— He couldn’t remember the last time he lost himself in that deep of a horizon, he caught himself
smiling as he breathed in the smell of daisy and pine. —

— “Pretty, isn’t it?” —

A small smile slipped to his lips as he closed his eyes. The feeling of warmth spreading over him. The
way the breeze had rushed through his hair and fluffy clouds had shaded them from the sun. The
feeling of peace that had almost instantly overcome him.

Even with how complicated things were back then, it was so much simpler than it was now.

Even then, there was a part of himself that knew she was trouble. It was so quiet, he’d simply brushed
it away but now he couldn’t shake away its words.

— ‘You know her, you knew her’ it pleaded in something barely above a whisper, ‘she’s dangerous,
you’ve got to remember.’ —

It was something he’d known the entire time, but he’d simply dismissed as paranoia. But, was it
right? If it was, how did he know her? And why couldn’t he remember?



Why was it so hard to remember?

Hell, why was it so hard to forget?

He had so many questions he wanted to ask, but there was only one person that could answer them.
And she was currently evading them.

But that only gave him more questions.

Why had she led him to Paris? How does she switch between killer and lover in an instant? How
could she go from nearly killing someone to holding him as though nothing had ever happened?

How could she turn it on and off instantly…how could she be so similar to the Soldier and he didn’t
even notice?

Bucky sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose with a shake of his head.

He desperately wanted to believe that she was being controlled, by Wraith, by Hydra, by anybody as
long it wasn’t really her.

Maybe Walsh was right. Maybe she was just simply manipulating him because she knew that she’d
never be able to win against him.

And he knew that he’d never be able to hurt her.

But that was the part that scared him. The part that meant she’d lied to him from the start. That she’d
simply been using him the entire time. That she’d only slept with him to get closer to him.

And if that was really her play…

Well, it had worked.

He’d been stupid enough to fall for her; her lies, her deceit, her tricks…her.

“You okay?” Walsh asked, breaking him from his thoughts.

“What?”

“You keep glaring into the road like that, it’s bound to catch fire.”

Bucky scoffed, rolling his eyes as he turned to the man and looked him over. His teeth were gritted,
his eyes narrowed at the road ahead of them and his knuckles nearly white on the steering wheel.

“You’re one to talk.”

Walsh chuckled, stretching slightly before he relaxed back in his seat with a yawn.

— Walsh frowned, watching him carefully as he switched the phone to speaker, “(L/N), where the fuck
are you? And what the hell do you want?” —

— “Oh, I just wanted to know if you knew the consequences of working outside instead of inside?” —

— Walsh’s brows furrowed, “What are you talking about?” —

— A low giggle came from (F/N)’s side of the line, “Move your head a little to the left.” —



“What’d she mean by that?”

Walsh raised a brow, turning to him slightly, “What?”

“‘The consequences of working outside instead of inside.’,” he said slowly, frowning at the way the
words left his lips, “Why would she say that?”

“It’s…” Walsh said slowly, swallowing thickly, “Something we used to say to each other before we
went on missions. We were always getting into firefights. Always poking at the idea of taking on a
desk job instead.”

Bucky nodded slowly, staring out onto the darkened road for a moment before he spoke again,
“Why’d she kill Russo?”

“I don’t know.”

“And the rest of the people in that building, who were they?”

Walsh sighed, sending him another glance, “They were too disfigured by the blast. We haven’t been
able to get an ID.”

“None of this makes sense. I—” He paused, watching the look on Walsh’s face as he opened his
mouth before Bucky’s voice dropped to a growl, “Watch it.”

He snapped his mouth shut, wincing lightly at himself before he took a deep breath and tried agan,
“She was after something. I just don’t know what.”

“She led us to Paris,” Bucky said slowly, folding his arms over his chest as he knocked his head back
against his seat, “She led us to that safehouse. She wanted us there. Why?”

“Next time we see her, you’ll ask her.”

“Yeah?” Bucky raised a brow, looking Walsh over slowly.

He heaved a heavy sigh, looking at him tiredly, “I’m tired of getting my ass kicked by her. It’s all on
you now.”

“Thank you.”

Another set of stairs. Another set of screams. Another round of fighting.

It was easier with every step, easier to read the operatives as they tried to save their own skin. Some
tried to bargain with you, others simply cursed you.

But it didn’t matter.

Their fates were all the same.

And, eventually, even the third and final floor fell silent.

Slow down.



And then you took a breath, a long, cold rasping breath that filled your lungs with smoke and heat as
your eyes wandered the sea of bodies that you had left at your feet. Screams were replaced by black
smoke as it swirled upward. Gunfire was replaced by crackling timbers on the floor below you.

You relaxed back slightly before movement caught your eye and you raised your weapon once more.

Yes, kill him.

No. You need answers.

He was one of the business suits

— The guards circled the room, their eyes solely on you before they shifted to a silhouette that waltzed
into the room. —

— Business Suit Man. —

— The Man in Grey. —

No. No. Not that one.

You shook your head, stalking toward the man with a low growl as he coughed before he caught sight
of you. He shook his head, trying to crawl away from you as you came closer and closer. His eyes
were cloaked in fear as he tried to run but fell back to the floor.

Glancing back at you one more time, he reached into his pocket and retrieved a pill.

Cyanide.

Stop him.

He tried to pop the pill in his mouth but the instant he moved, you drew one of your pistols and a
bullet tore through his hand. The pill went flying across the floor landing mere feet away from him as
a pained scream echoed through the room.

“I didn’t say you could go,” you snarled, grabbing onto the man’s collar and hauling him to his feet,
“I have questions. You’re going to answer them.”

Jack practically hurled himself out of the van, forcing a deep breath as a piercing headache split
through his head. He could smell the fumes from the engine, hear the whir of the belts whipping
around under the hood, the lights of the city were brighter than he remembered.

It was torture.

He stole a deep breath, pretending to watch their six as the rest of the team unloaded from the van and
ducked into the building Boone had found for them. The second they disappeared inside, he nearly
collapsed against the cool brick of the alley wall.

“You okay?” Duke asked softly, placing a hand on Jack’s shoulder as he bent forward.

“I think I’m gonna puke,” he rasped, feeling bile rise in his throat before he did, indeed, puke.



Duke winced, letting his hand fall to Jack’s back and rubbing it gently before Jack managed to
straighten himself.

“What’s going on?”

“My head hurts,” he panted, rubbing his temples so harshly he almost hoped his brain would squeeze
out of his skull like a banana. It would be less painful.

Duke sighed, reaching up to replace Jack’s fingers and carding cool fingers through Jack’s hair.

He took another deep breath, letting his eyes close at the feeling of Duke’s touch before he spoke
again, “This damn city is too damn loud. The plane was too loud. The fuckin’ boat was too loud—”

“Ship. Warship if you wanna get technical.”

“Whatever,” Jack groaned, “The sun’s too bright. The traffic sucks. I hate it here.”

Duke chuckled, gently massaging Jack’s temples and goading him into relaxing a bit more.

Truth be told, he missed Wakanda. The instant he left, a sick feeling had worked to his stomach.
Whether that was from the added sights and sounds of the C-17 or the stress of what would happen
when they left, he didn’t know.

What he did know was that he didn’t feel good.

He hadn’t felt good since…since…

— Four hits to the top. Two jabs, a cross, and a hook. —

— Two to the middle. One pair of uppercuts. —

— One kick. —

— Jack grunted as she landed each hit before his face darkened and he realized what she was doing.
She was good, he’d give her that, but if he was going to use his own moves against him, he was going
to give her a run for her money. —

— “Really?” he asked, cocking his jaw to the side with a shake of his head, “That’s how you want to
play?” —

Sure, it hadn’t been that long ago, but it was the truth.

He thought he finally had himself figured out.

He thought he was finally back in control.

She may have been kicking his ass but he’s managed to lose himself in the dance, forget about
everything that was troubling him. He didn’t have to worry he was going to hurt her because she
never would’ve let him.

— The General tilted her head to the side, “You are going to need work too.” —

— He gritted his teeth, his eyes narrowing slightly as he forced another breath and a smile, “Don’t
remind me.” —



— “You are their leader. You need to hold a level head.” —

And then everything came crashing down on him.

A level head? With everything that was going through it constantly? Ha! Yeah, right.

But, damnit, the General was right.

He knew it, Duke knew it, the team knew it.

If he didn’t get a grip on himself soon, he was going to be a liability. And liabilities wound up killing
everyone around them.

Jack sighed, leaning back against the wall and gently grabbing Duke’s wrists before he opened his
eyes, “We’re not ready for this.”

Duke nodded solemnly, “I know.”

“I’m not ready for this.”

“I know.” Duke nodded again, somehow even more solemnly.

Jack scoffed with a deadpan, “You’re not helping.”

“I know.” He smiled, slipping his wrists from Jack’s hold and reaching up to cup his cheek, “What do
you want to do, handsome?”

“I don’t know,” Jack said with an exasperated sigh, “I feel out of control. Not only of the situation but
of myself. The only few minutes I felt like me again was in the ring with (F/N). How fucked up is
that?”

“That violence seems to be the answer?” he asked, cocking his head to the side, “Very.”

“Duke,” Jack whined, wrinkling his nose with a pout, “You’re not helping.”

“Sounds about right,” Boone’s voice came from the doorway as she poked her head out into the alley.
She nodded inside, “It’s clear. Whenever you two are ready.”

“Stay,” Jack said, “Close the door.”

“Yes, sir, Sergeant Bennet, sir,” she said, hopping across the alley and climbing up onto the hood of
the van with a nod and a mock salute, “What’s goin’ on, tough stuff?”

“I need to figure myself out again,” Jack said, pushing away from Duke as he started to pace back and
forth across the alley, “Start from scratch.”

“Test your limits?” she asked, flopping across the hood of the van and staring up at the sky, “Jack, I
don’t know what you’re feeling but there’s a point where you need to stop.”

“Yeah, I know. I—”

“You need to find it.”

Jack paused with a frown, looking over to the woman as she stared into the obscured sky, “What?”



Boone sat up, crossing her legs as she turned to him, “You need to remember when you told yourself
you had to stop. When you drew a line in concrete and told yourself you’d never cross it. You need to
figure out where that line is.”

“That’s a dangerous proposition, Boonie,” Duke said quietly.

She shrugged, “If you think you need to find yourself again, this is the perfect place to do so.”

Duke sighed, nodding slowly along with her, “You came to Aftermath for a reason. It was to help
people, not hurt them.”

“We hurt people every day, Duke,” Jack said with a shake of his head, “That’s just part of the job.”

“But, knowing when to pull your punches is too,” he hummed with a soft smile, stepping in front of
him to stop Jack’s pacing and reaching up to cup his cheeks, “You’ve always known when not to
throw them and if you do, what the consequences are.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“This city’s heroes are currently chasing ghosts,” Boone mused, slowly sliding off the van and
stepping toward them.

“Maybe it’s time for you to step up to the plate…” Duke said, trailing off for a moment before he
continued, “Rain can’t wipe away the panther’s spots…”

Jack scoffed, allowing him a smirk as he raised a brow, “Did you just call me a panther? That’s sexy
—”

“Don’t start,” Boone cut him off with a roll of her eyes, “He totally stole that line from T’Challa.”

“That I did,” Duke shrugged before his smile faded, “But it doesn’t mean it’s not true. You’re a hero,
Jack. My hero. It’s high time you started acting like it again.”

You hauled the man up the stairs behind you, ignoring him as he choked on smoke before you kicked
the door open to the roof and a rush of air. A hacking cough sounded behind you as the man’s knees
gave out and you continued on across the building, dragging him behind you.

“The weapons,” you rasped, wincing at the sound of your cracked voice as you threw him to the
ground and took a breath of clear air.

The man glared up at you, spotting out a wad of blood with a hiss, “Fuck you—”

You rolled your eyes, turning back to him with a growl before the stock of your rifle collided with his
temple. He groaned, collapsing onto the roof as his eyes fluttered.

Latching onto his hair, you forced him to look up at you, “The weapons Walsh wants—”

“Who?”

“Wraith,” you corrected yourself, “The weapons Wraith wants. Where are they? Where’s he getting
them from?”

“Ich sage dir nichts!” I’m not telling you anything.



A snarl tore through your throat as you released him before reaching to your boot to pull out one of
your ka-bars.

“What are you doing? Wait! Wait! No!”

You seized his hand, letting your fingers pinch one of his before setting the knife against one of the
joints, “Jede Frage, die Sie nicht beantworten, ist ein Finger, den Sie verlieren.” Every question you
don’t answer is a finger you’ll lose.

“You promise to let me go and leave me alive?”

“Captain, Hydra reinforcements are making their way to your location,” Athena said, breaking your
focus for only a moment as you slipped your knife back into its sheath, “They are heavily armed and
moving fast. I advise you to move quickly.”

“Promise.” You nodded, grabbing the man’s shoulders and helping him to his feet. You brushed off
his suit as you relaxed back, “Start talking. Wraith’s weapons. Where’s he getting them?”

“He has a source in the States,” the man said quickly, talking so fast he nearly stumbled over his own
words, “I’m not sure who. We’re supposed to be meeting here and waiting for instructions.”

You raised a brow, “Keep talking.”

“That’s all I know.” He shrugged before noting the look on your face as your eyes narrowed, “I swear!
Wait! Wait!”

Kill him.

You grabbed onto him again, your grip so tight you nearly broke your own fingers as you dragged the
man toward the edge of the building. Taking a step onto the parapet, you took him with you before
spinning him and letting go.

Not yet.

A shriek tore through his throat as he lost his balance before you grabbed onto his tie and held him
steady.

Smoke swirled around the two of you, flickering light from the fire below the only way you could see
one another’s faces. A crack of brick ricocheted from the other end of the building as one of the
balconies gave way and crumbled to the ground; charred and glowing with hot embers.

“The attack,” you tried again, “What’s he planning?”

“H-How do you know about—”

Your grip loosened, letting his tie slip through your fingers and watching him drop before you stopped
him, “What’s his plan?”

“I don’t know!” he yelled, reaching for your wrist to hold on to, “None of us do! He doesn’t tell us
until it’s happening.”

He’s useless. Kill him.

No witnesses.



You nodded slowly, your grip loosening again until you were only holding the tip of his tie.

“Warten! Du kannst das nicht! Du bist ein Held,” he shrieked, clawing for your hands now, “You
promised you’d let me go…alive!” Wait! You can’t do this! You’re a hero.

— “Heroes don’t exist,” he said, avoiding your gaze as he let his fingers run across the strings of his
guitar with a sigh, “The world isn’t black and white. Good or bad. It all just depends on what side
you’re on and what you think is right.” —

— “I think you’re wrong,” you hummed, watching him pluck at the strings, “I think you’re a hero.”
—

— “And I think you’re psychotic,” Danny mused, leaning back in his chair walking his fingers up the
neck of the guitar with a sigh, “But what do I know?” —

“From where I’m standing…” you said slowly, a twisted smirk curling to your lips, “You are alive.
And I am…letting you go.”

His tie slipped through your fingertips, his shoes skid across the stone parapet for only a moment
before he fell through the smoke. A scream tore through his lips but it was cut short as he crashed to
the ground below.

Nodding to yourself, you backed away from the edge of the roof and toward one of the statues that
were placed on the corner of the building as you rifled through your bag for a rappel line. You
whipped it around the statue, simply tying it off before you slid it through a latch on your belt and
practically dove off the building.

You flew down the building, slipping through the smoke and skirting past the flames on your way to
the ground before your boots thudded against stone rubble. Unclipping yourself from the line, you
tugged on the line and grinned as it fell to your feet. You checked over your shoulder only once as you
coiled the rope through your fingers before ducking to the treeline that was shrouded in darkness.

“It seems Walsh and Barnes are on your tail, Captain,” Athena said as you moved through the thick
cloak of trees surrounding the building.

“What about Barton and Romanoff?” you asked, carefully wrapping the rappel line before stuffing it
in your pack and falling to a crouch.

A caravan of SUVs snaked quickly through the trees and toward the burning building, unaware they
had passed you.

Kill them.

You stood slowly, taking a step back toward the fire before you paused.

“I’m afraid they’ve left them behind.”

You froze, a frown finding its way to your face as your brows knitted together, “What?”

Kill them. You’ve done so well already. Just finish this. Finish them.

No. You’ve already sent a message. You need to get moving.



“Will you two shut the fuck up?” you hissed, holding your head in your hands as a piercing headache
shot through your temples, “I have to think.”

Why had Ollie left Barton and Romanoff behind? He wouldn’t just leave them, right? He needed them
to keep you at bay. He knew you could never really hurt either of them. So…why?

Did he know? Did he know that Barton was in on it?

Or was it something else? Was he trying to get close to Barnes? Was he trying to isolate him?

Natasha already believed you were no good. So did half of the Avengers. Ollie had them hook, line,
and sinker. But…Bucky? There was still at least a little bit of him that wanted you to come home with
him.

Was this Ollie’s way of isolating him so he could manipulate him? Was that his plan? Was—

Let’s stop hypothesizing and actually do something. Let’s lay a trap. We can take down the Rookie
before he even knows what hit him.

No. You need to get to the States. If there’s any chance we can stop this attack, we have to take
it.

But Hydra is still assembling. Even if you stop an attack now, they’ll come up with another plan. We
need to take out his firepower. We need to weaken him.

Have no mercy against a known enemy.

“Who’s side are you on?” you snapped with a shake of your head as you slipped through the trees.
Pinching the bridge of your nose, you sighed before nodding to yourself.

“Athena, make sure Ollie knows where I’m going. This ends now.”

Papers littered the table in front of Natasha as she stared at the files in her hand. The lights of Walsh’s
safehouse were dimmed, barely light enough for her to see the words in front of her.

But it was the picture that kept grabbing her attention.

Armand Russo.

The man was irritating each time they met, until the last. He looked scared then but that didn’t last
long. (F/N) had made sure of that.

But that wasn’t what was making her nearly pull out her hair.

It was how he’d managed to slip past her in Prague. Though, that wasn’t really a mystery, she had
jumped on a train to chase Ghost and Wraith after all. And Wraith had blown the vans…

That must’ve been how he did it.

Wraith had kept their eyes on him so that he could sneak away. But what made Russo so important
that Wraith wanted to keep him alive? Wherever Natasha had seen him, he had always seemed so
useless. What had Wraith seen in him?



And what had he done to deserve being killed by (F/N)?

Had he crossed Wraith? And then (F/N) used him to send a message?

Or was it a message to someone else?

But to who? Walsh? Sure, she’d wanted to talk to him but what did that mean?

And all the other people in the building. Why did she leave so much bloodshed in her wake only to
take her time with Russo? Why had she tortured him first? If they were on the same side, why did she
need to force information from him?

What was she playing at?

Natasha groaned, leaning back in her chair with a frown.

For the first time since (F/N) had been flushed from the Tower, she was beginning to doubt the feeling
in her gut. Sure, the first time they had met, they hadn’t gotten along. Sure, Natasha knew from first
laying eyes on her that there was more to her than met the eye.

But what was it?

What did any of it—

She paused in her thoughts as a hand came into view and latched onto the papers in her hands before
pulling them away from her.

“Hey.” She frowned, glaring up at Clint as he gathered up all her work into a haphazard stack.

“It’s time for bed,” he said simply, straightening the stack before turning to her.

She ignored him, reaching for one of the top files before he could stop her, “Did Walsh identify the
bodies?”

“You mean before or after he and Barnes left?”

“Left?” she asked, whipping around with furrowed brows, “They left?”

“Mhm.” Clint hummed, setting his hands on his hips with a sigh, “And the answer’s ‘no’, by the way.
Bodies are still unidentified. My best guess is we’re gonna need dental records.”

Natasha frowned, unfolding from her chair and striding toward the window to look over the darkened
city of Paris.

“And that’s gonna take a while so…Bedtime?”

Why the hell would they leave them? Sure, they’d invited themselves along but…still.

“Does any of this feel fishy to you?” she asked suddenly, turning away from the window and tossing
the file back onto the table.

Clint sighed, grabbing the file and setting it nicely back onto the stack, “Why don’t you listen to me?”

“I do. I just ignore you.”



“Great.”

Natasha shook her head, turning back to him as she dug through the pile again, “She killed a fellow
agent.”

“Here we go,” Clint groaned, running a hand down his face, “Maybe she had a bad day. There are
some days I wanna kill you. Like right now.”

“Why?” she asked, not listening to him as she dug through the pile before he snapped his palm on top
of hers.

“Because sometimes you’re mean.”

“What?” she asked with a blink and a shark of her head, “I’m not mean.”

“You just hurt my feelings.” Clint pouted, “I’m sensitive, Tasha. You know that.”

“Funny. But…” Natasha trailed off with a sigh, “I’m serious, Clint. She led us to that safehouse. She
wanted us to find her and then she killed Russo in front of us…in front of him. She was sending a
message to him…why?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged, withdrawing his hand and turning away from her.

She paused, her brows knitting together as she straightened at the tone of his voice. It was sharp, even
if he was trying to dull it. Either she really had hurt whatever feelings he had or he knew something
she didn’t.

Natasha folded her arms over her chest, “When did Walsh and Barnes leave?”

He turned back to her with a shrug, “A few hours ago, why?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did,” he said nonchalantly, “You weren’t listening to me…You were ignoring me.”

Despite the smile that curled to his face, despite the one that mirrored itself on hers, despite the
millions of questions she had, she was sure of one thing:

Clint Barton had just lied to her.

“Hit the hay, Tash,” he said softly, “We’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

Natasha nodded, watching as he ducked out of the room before her smile dropped.

Whatever the hell was going on with him, she was going to figure it out.
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Great Power, Great Responsibility

Chapter Summary

“Hey!” Peter yelled, vaulting over the fence, “Wait! Where are we going?”

“We're not going anywhere,” the Shadow said, continuing to march through the brush and back
toward the bridge where they had first started, “You’re taking that back to Stark and figuring out
where the hell it came from.”

“Aw, man.” Peter frowned, “But we made such a good team.”

The Shadow paused, looking him over with a shake of his head, “There’s somethin’ comin’,
Spider-Man. You have to be ready.”

Peter’s frown deepened as the man stepped further into the darkness.

“What does that mean?” he asked, moving after the man before he froze. The man was gone,
he’d seemingly melted into the night.
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Attack the evil that is within yourself, rather than attacking the evil that is in others. 

(F/N) latched onto his hand, tugging him behind her as she led them both through the maze of planes
and trucks. Oliver grimaced, trying to drag his feet to slow her down…but nothing could stop her.

Nothing could stop (F/N) (L/N).

Not an ambush with the Asset, not a close encounter with the Doctor’s soldiers, not a plane full of
Hydra operatives with…with…

Shit.

With crates and pallets of the Doctor’s chemicals. If they were to fall into the wrong hands, their
entire lives' work would be on the line…unless…

Oliver nodded to himself, stepping in line behind (F/N) as she moved.

“Kingpin,” she said, her eyes flicking over the tarmac, “We’ve got a location on the plane. Blackhat
and I are en route.”



“We’re heading your way, Ghost…”

He stopped listening to the Commander’s voice as he glanced back down at the tablet before looking
over the sea of planes in front of him.

How hard was it to find a War-era plane? It should stand out like a sore—

“There!” he snapped, pointing out across the tarmac at a plane with a truck backed up to its ramp.
Three armed guards stood sentry while others loaded the cargo.

The instant he pointed at them, they noticed.

Oliver sighed, flinching as (F/N) pulled her weapon into her hands

“Kingpin, this is Ghost,” she said, pulling a pistol from her side, “I’m engaging.”

“Negative Ghost—”

The instant she drew her weapon, the guards began to shoot. (F/N) snagged his arm, pulling him
along behind her as she provided her own cover fire while getting them to safety behind another
truck. He sucked a sharp breath, trying to ignore the bullets whipping past his ears before the sound of
the plane’s engines starting greeted his ears.

That was a good thing. As long as the plane took off without her, she wouldn’t get her hands on the
chemicals—

“We need to get on that plane!” (F/N) yelled over the engines before sprinting toward the plane as it
began to move.

“No, we don’t!” Oliver shook his head, “God! Why does this always happen to me?”

Fuck…Yes, he did.

If she was able to bring the plane down, they could get their hands on the chemicals. They’d know
what they were working on. He had to make sure they were destroyed before they got to the ground.

He had to make sure everything was taken care of.

He had to be on that plane.

It’s what the Doctor would want.

“Sorry, Private!” (F/N) called, shoving him up onto the ramp with a grunt.

“Ugh!” he grumbled, slipping against the ramp before struggling into the plan, “Fuck me!”

(F/N) stepped up behind him, grabbing his collar and dragging him across the plane as the guards
began to fire at them, “Walsh, I’ll take out the guards. I need you to take out the pilots.”

He blinked, looking up at her incredulously before looking down at himself.

How in the hell did she expect him to do…literally any of that. He wasn’t even supposed to be there
and, yet, there he was.

“Lieutenant! Seriously?”



(F/N) sighed with a roll of her eyes, “Yeah, yeah. You’re a Cryptological Network Warfare Specialist.
I know, I know. You work inside, not outside. Whatever.”

She grumbled to herself, shoving him against the wall before she prepped herself for a fight. (F/N)’s
eyes wandered over the interior before they landed on one of the refrigerated crates. She paused,
looking it over before reaching over to lift the lid.

No. No. No. No. No.

She swallowed thickly, blue chemicals reflecting from inside the crate and illuminating her face as she
frowned and her eyes began to glaze over.

She knew. She knew. She knew.

(F/N)’s nose twitched slightly as she stared at the vials before the unit began to beep at her and she
slammed the lid shut.

“What is it?” Oliver asked lowly, trying not to glare at her as she glanced back at him.

She shook her head, trying to keep herself calm with a small smile, “I don’t know. But we need to stop
this plane.”

No, no. He had to destroy the plane.

That was his last option.

Peter sighed, shrugging his bag over his shoulder as he trudged down the sidewalk beside Ned.
Despite the traffic, the morning was quiet and cool. Almost peaceful as the two moved down the
street.

It was the most peace he’d gotten in the past few months, even if he knew it was going to be shattered
at any moment.

Ned was practically shaking as he glanced back and forth between Peter and the road. He was nearly
ready to explode with unanswered questions he had been queuing up since the night before.

Peter was just glad that he hadn’t messaged him throughout the night, though that meant he had time
to come up with a million questions. Then again, it meant that Peter was able to keep his mind off of
everything else.

He took a deep breath, stealing a glance at Ned and catching his eye before he nodded, “Okay. Go.”

“Really?”

“Yup.”

“You mean it?”

“Yup.”

“For sure?”

“Ned,” Peter sighed, rolling his head to look at him with a scoff, “Go.”



Ned’s eyes lit up, the grin on his face widening as he tightened his grip on his backpack, “How’d it
happen?”

“Spider bite.”

Ned stopped, clapping a hand on Peter’s shoulder with a gasp as thousands of questions began lining
up on the tip of his tongue, “You got bit by a spider? Can it bite me?”

Peter blinked, glancing up at him with a shake of his head as he tried to answer before Ned continued
talking to himself.

“Well, it probably would’ve hurt, right? You know what?” he asked himself with a shrug as he gazed
into the sidewalk with a nod, “Whatever. Even if it did hurt, I’d let it bite me. Maybe.”

Ned stopped in his tracks, smacking Peter with wide eyes, “How much did it hurt?”

“The spider’s dead, Ned.” Peter deadpanned before he scoffed as Ned’s face fell.

“Aw, man.” He continued on with a trudge, kicking a pebble out of his way, “Wait. When I called you
a few weeks ago and you said you were busy…”

It was Peter’s turn to stop, his brows knitting together as his face darkened slightly.

— “Parker?” (F/N) croaked, shaking her head as she backed away from him, “What the hell are you
doing here?” —

— His glare darkened as he raised his fists in front of him, “Using everything you taught me.” —

Peter’s jaw clenched as he shook her voice away from his head and moved on, leaving Ned behind
him.

“W-Wait!” Ned called, jogging across the street to catch up with him, “What happened? You just had
a superhero flashback.”

“What?” Peter turned on his heel with a raised brow, “No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did.” He nodded, “You stared off into the distance and everything.”

“No, I didn’t—”

“What happened?”

Peter sighed, playing idly with the straps on his backpack as they stepped into the shade of a building,
“I snuck onto one of Mr. Stark’s missions and ended up in Colombia—”

“Colombia?” Ned asked, his eyes widening, “Wait…Did you get in a fight? Did the Avengers find
out? Did you win?”

“We almost set the building on fire.”

“We?” Ned grinned, “You’re an Avenger?”

“I mean, yeah, kinda—”

“What were you doing in Colombia?”



“The lady that trained me ended up being Hydra—”

“You fought Hydra!” Ned all but yelled in excitement before Peter covered his mouth with a glare,
“You fought Hydra?”

“I tried, she kicked my butt.”

“Oh.” His smile faded as they stepped onto Midtown’s campus. Ned pursed his lips, smiling at the
people who surrounded them with a nod before he leaned into Peter with a whisper, “Do you lay
eggs?”

“What?” Peter blinked, unable to stop the smile and snicker that left his lips, “No.”

The night was dark, no street lamps lined the small town backroads as you flew through the night.
You hummed to yourself, tapping idly on the steering wheel as you navigated the winding roads.
Silence had overtaken the car for the past few hours after you’d shut down Athena and Perseus to
allow yourself a break.

You’d made it out of Zürich without a hitch after you’d stolen a car. It was smooth sailing the instant
you left the city, Ollie was still hundreds of miles behind you and it gave you plenty of time to take
down smaller cells that Athena had identified before you moved on.

And, now?

Now, since you’d had plenty of practice, you had a decision to make.

Follow the flow of Hydra agents toward more of the larger cells. Or, find a way back to New York.

It had been easy enough blowing through the rest of the cells, you were sure you wouldn’t have much
trouble continuing to cut them down. But, Russo’s stories had you doubting yourself. If Ollie really
was considering another attack, you had to be there to stop it. But, you were having way too much fun
taking down the splinters of Hydra that were running rampant.

Then again, if you made it to Germany, you might be able to hitch a ride out of Ansbach and get back
home. Or, the simpler option, you could just keep going.

You could keep on killing.

You could keep on destroying.

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of
distant rumbling. —

— His jaw dropped slightly. —

— “Death,” you nodded to the corpse of a guard beside you. —

— His arms fell limp around him in defeat. —

— “Destruction,” you waved your arms wickedly around you. —

If he gets bored of you, he’ll launch his attack. We have to get to New York. We have to regroup.



No, no, no. Keep going. The less he has to work with, the better for us.

“Stop.” You shook your head, “You’re not helping.

Part of the reason you’d shut down Athena was because she was constantly talking into your ear. Not
that it helped much as other voices continued to run rampant.

Squeezing your eyes shut, your grip tightened on the wheel as you tried to force the voices into
silence. A sigh wracked through your throat as you peeled your eyes open tiredly, wincing at the
lights in front of you as you came upon a sprawling city.

Skyscrapers were curled in lights on the horizon, their spires disappearing into the clouds as you
swept into the city on a side road. You watched them carefully, watching the lights twinkle as you
curved through the backroads before finally getting enough courage to slip into the city.

You managed a smile, watching the buildings go past before your face fell.

Wait…where the hell were you?

Fuck.

You sighed, reaching into the passenger seat and fumbling around for your earpiece.

It doesn’t matter where you are. Just ask your robot thing where the nearest cell is and take care of it.

It does matter if we’ve passed Ansbach. You’ll have to circle back if you want a chance in hell of
getting stateside.

“We’re fine,” you hummed, frowning as you tried to dig your earpiece out from in between the seat
cushions, “We’re probably somewhere in Germany.”

How long have you been driving for?

“I don’t know.” You shrugged, “A few hours. Why?”

That sign is in Polish.

“What?” you snapped, looking around wildly before your gaze fell upon a shop sign…that was
clearly in Polish, “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”

Why weren’t you reading street signs?

Yeah, genius—

“Shut up, just…” you groaned, running a hand down your face, “Stop talking to me.”

Just keep on going straight through.

Circle back to Ansbach. Get the hell outta here.

“I said, stop—” you yelled at yourself before you slammed on the brakes.

You froze like a deer in the headlights as a line of trucks lit up their headlights directly in your face,
silhouetting armed soldiers that used their trucks as cover.



“Shit,” you growled, cocking your head to the side as you plugged in Athena’s earpiece and waited
for her to boot up.

I told you you should have went to Ansbach and gone to New York.

No, you didn’t.

“Athena,” you said, clenching your jaw as she pulled up your HUD, “Lemme guess. You were going
to tell me about this.”

“Yes, ma’am. About two hours ago.”

“Great,” you hissed through your teeth as you reached down to your pistol.

— “Stop,” you mumbled, your heart dropped as you began undoing your straps. You tried, pushing
past all of them to the driver, trying to get him to stop, “Commander! We have to stop.”—

— “Mi amor, what is it?” Danny asked, his head snapping in the direction you were looking before
his face fell. He understood in a second, his eyes narrowing to slits as he lunged forward. —

— “It’s an ambush—” —

Stealing a deep breath, you glanced over your shoulder before grimacing as another line of trucks and
armed men gathered behind you, trapping you completely. With a shake of your head, you shoved the
door open and took a slow step out; your hand resting idly on your pistol.

“You’re gonna wanna move, dude,” you called tiredly, wincing as Athena and Perseus set to work to
identify threats…which was everyone in front and behind you.

“Drop your weapons and give yourself up.”

They were the only words they replied with, followed by the wound of their rifles racking bullets.

You groaned, pinching the bridge of your nose, “Why do all the fucked up parts of my life start with
an ambush?”

Taking a huffed breath, you glanced behind you once more before drawing your pistol and firing a
single shot. It hit its mark in an instant and less than a second later, the men surrounding you returned
fire. You rolled your eyes, slipping back into the car and hitting the gas with a grunt as you ducked
below the dash to avoid fire.

Glancing out the windshield, you winced as bullets burst through the glass and you continued surging
toward the barricade. You didn’t let up on the gas until you were nearly nose to nose with one of the
trucks and you ripped the wheel away from the line; sending your vehicle sliding into a group of men
before you slammed into the trucks.

A grunt escaped your lips as you hit, rocking you inside the car before you grabbed your bag and
kicked open the door. You slung your bag over your shoulder and pulled your pistol in one smooth
motion, taking out two men in front of you before you grabbed onto one and used him and his
bulletproof vest as a shield.

“The secondary barricade is on the move toward you.”



You nodded, swinging around with your pistol raised and aiming at one of the tires. It burst easily,
sending the truck careening down the road and into two more trucks before the darkened street was
bathed in amber light.

A low smirk found its way to your face as you slipped quickly toward the smoke and flames.
Glancing over your shoulder, you made sure you were being followed before reaching into your back
and wrapping your fingers around a grenade.

You’re in a city. We don’t need a repeat of Paris.

Oh, killjoy. Just pull the pin. Do it.

There could be civilians nearby—

Just do it.

You shook your head, placing the grenade back in your pack before darting down the street.

“Athena, give me a hiding place.”

“Jump the fence on your left. Avoid the barbed wire if you can.”

You nodded, checking over your shoulder before taking off toward the fence. You hopped up onto a
dumpster before taking a running leap over the fence and into a grassy area. Flattening yourself, you
hid amongst the tall grass as it waved in the breeze and armed guards went running past you.

Licking your lips, you carefully made your way into a crouch before taking off toward the derelict
building that was behind you. You darted inside, careful to avoid windows as you made your way up
the stairs until you paused with a sigh.

Even if you were able to circle back to Ansbach, there was no way you were going to be able to hitch
a ride.

You’re not sure about that—

Yes! Let’s take down the rest—

And, even if you continued on to the bigger cells, you wouldn’t be able to take them down on your
own.

What? No!

So, the third option.

There was a third option?

Rule 28: Don’t plan on playing fair. And, there’s always another option.

Show off.

“Athena,” you hummed, sliding down the wall with a sigh before relaxing back, “Make sure Ollie
knows I’m here. And give me a route back to the States when we’re done. We’re finishing this now.”

“Yes, Captain.”



Peter nodded to himself, mouthing the words he was writing in his notes as he went before he glanced
back up at the board and adjusted his safety goggles. His eyes swept across the board with a flick
before he glanced back at the Bunsen burner that was on his desk and reached to adjust the heat.

The instant he leaned forward, the telltale sound of Ned’s chair rolling toward him made him pause.

Peter closed his eyes with a sigh. He was right, Ned had literally millions of questions. He’d literally
stayed awake in bed all night coming up with them as he stared at the ceiling.

Peter didn’t cast him a glance as he pulled up beside him with a whisper, “Can you spit venom?”

He kept his eyes glued to his notes before finally reducing the head on the burner, “No.”

“Can you summon an army of spiders?”

Peter’s nose twitched slightly as he looked back up at the board, “No, Ned.”

Ned sighed, rolling his chair away as Peter continued to scribble across his notes and adjust his
goggles again before Ned was suddenly at his side again.

“How far can you shoot your webs?” he asked in a forcibly hushed whisper.

“It’s unknown,” Peter groaned, shooting him a quick glare, “Shut up—”

“If I was you,” he continued without a second thought as he raised his arm as though he had one of
Peter’s web shooters, “I would stand on the edge of a building and just shoot it as far as I could—”

“Shut up, Ned,” Peter raised his voice slightly, wincing as the girl in front of them turned to stare at
them with narrowed eyes.

They both grimaced, waving awkwardly at her before Peter swept his foot onto Ned’s chair and
kicked him away. Ned pouted as his chair rolled back to his place on the bench and Peter turned back
to his notes.

Clint groaned to himself as he ducked back into the Tower. He kept his gaze as low as he could as he
led Natasha past Stark’s labs; trying to avoid the glare from the man as he lugged his bag over his
shoulder.

He knew that Tony was going to be pissed, but that wasn't anything he was completely worried about.

No.

What worried him was he knew that Natasha knew that he knew something he shouldn’t know.

He also knew that he screwed up…well…not exactly. He’d never been great at keeping secrets from
her. Her and Laura, they could both read him like a children’s book.

Clint knew it would be easier if he just told her, she was going to find out eventually anyway.

But the problem…the problem was complicated.



The walls of the Tower had ears…and by walls, he meant all the goddamn cameras Stark had all over
the place. They were constantly listening and Stark wasn’t the only one that had access to them.

That was the problem.

“That went well, huh?” Tony growled, leaning heavily against the railing as Clint snuck past him.

“Walk in the park.” Clint shrugged, finally glancing up at him with a huff, “If that park was full of
dynamite and already on fire.”

Natasha nodded, stopping next to Tony and watching him carefully, “He’s not wrong.”

Clint yawned, ignoring her stare as he hopped down the stairs before stealing a glance at Rogers.
Rogers nodded, following closely behind him as he slid back toward his room.

“You got something?” Clint asked, checking over his shoulder as they moved down the hall.

Rogers nodded, letting his gaze flick up to the cameras, “Some old friends are back in town.”

“Yeah?” he hummed, keeping his voice steady as he yawned again, “They go down to the ballet? I’ve
heard they’re putting on a new show.”

“They’ve already been,” he said, pausing in front of a row of windows at the end of the hall, “Staying
across town. They invited us to dinner.”

“Mm.” Clint shook his head, “I got dinner with Tash.”

Steve paused, raising a brow as he turned to him before looking back up at the cameras.

“We had a talk last night,” Clint continued, following his gaze as he made contact with the camera, “I
got on her nerves. I…need to smooth things over.”

Steve nodded slowly, watching the camera as the light on the side went from recording red to standby.

“Your girlfriend’s back in town, huh—”

“Drop it,” Steve growled, “What does Romanoff know?”

“Nothing concrete,” Clint said, looking over his shoulder again, “I just need some time to smooth
things over. What do you got on them?”

“They made contact after (F/N) torched Paris.” He kept his eyes low, “I haven’t been to see her
though.”

“Her?” Clint scoffed, allowing a small smirk to curl to his lips, “She’s got you wrapped around her
little finger, Rogers.”

“Who’s saying I don’t have her wrapped around mine?”

“‘Cause I know better,” he chuckled before his smile fell as footsteps came down the hall, “We need
to split. No contact. If she finds out you know somethin’ she’ll break you.”

“Your confidence in me is astounding.”

“You were good, I’ll give you that.” He nodded, “But she doesn’t play around.”



“I know.”

Clint nodded to Natasha as she came down the hall before whispering under his breath, “Act mad we
lost Barnes and Walsh.”

“You what?” Steve snapped, turning to him with a glare, “You what? Barton, are you fuckin’ kidding
me?”

Clint grimaced, quickly ducking away as Steve’s jaw set into place with a glare before he turned on
his heel and stalked away.

Natasha frowned, watching Steve for a moment before she turned to Clint, “What was that?”

“He’s not happy.” He shrugged, adjusting his bags with a sigh, “Wanted to know how we managed to
screw up so badly we lost (F/N) and Barnes and Walsh all in the span of, what? Six hours?”

Natasha nodded slowly, pursing her lips slightly as she allowed her gaze to dart between them.

“Let’s get some food,” he said, dragging her attention back to him, “I’m starving.”-

Peter blinked slowly, trying to avoid Ned’s stare and watching as Coach Wilson wheeled an antique
TV into the middle of the gym. An extension cord stretched behind it, getting caught on the wheels of
the cart before it came to a stop in front of them. Wilson turned away from them, turning on the TV
with a nod before patriotic music echoed through the gym.

Peter sighed, squeezing his eyes shut as Captain Rogers appeared on screen and he prepared for the
onslaught of questions as Ned gasped.

Wait for it.

“Hi. I’m Captain America…”

Wait for it.

Ned slid closer to him, his voice dripping in excitement, “Do you know him too?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, trying his best to pay attention, “We’ve met.”

A small, unintentional smile curled to his face as Ned’s jaw dropped in awe. Ned relaxed back,
processing his words with a dazed smile before Peter leaned over to him.

“We trained together.”

“What?” Ned squeaked, turning to him with even wider eyes, “For real?”

“Mhm,” Peter hummed, trying to hide his grin, “And the Falcon and the Black Widow and the Winter
Soldier and…”

— “Fast, strong, and...sticky,” (F/N) said with a chuckle, hopping to her feet as she looked at him
with a sly grin, “I don't know whether to be grossed out or impressed.” —

— “Personally, I think it's pretty cool,” he said, relaxing back as (F/N) approached and showing her
his bracers, “I came up with the chemical formula myself. I use CO2 canisters inside the…” —



— He trailed off, noticing the look on her face and sighing as he raised his fists. —

— “Rule Fourteen: Distract the target before you make your move,” he deadpanned, flinching away
from her punches. —

Peter shook his head with a frown, jumping as Coach Wilson’s whistle split the air through the gym.
He looked around him as the rest of his class stood from their seats on the bleachers and stood slowly
as Ned continued to stare at him.

“You did it again.”

“Did what?” he asked, following Ned down the stairs.

“Superhero flashback—”

“That’s not a thing, Ned.”

“I think it is.”

Peter rolled his eyes, stopping beside one of the mats and taking his place on one. He hadn’t even sat
down for two seconds before Ned was in front of him again.

“Do Avengers have to pay taxes?”

“Ned!” Peter sighed, wincing as Coach Wilson blew his whistle again, “Shh!”

“What does Hulk smell like?” he continued without a care as Peter began doing sit-ups.

“Shh!” he hissed again, glaring at his friend before he finally caved, “I haven’t met him yet.”

“I bet he smells nice.” Ned nodded to himself

“You have to shut up—”

“Is Captain America cool?” he asked, not bothering to keep count as Peter continued to do sit-ups,
“Or is he like a mean, old grandpa?”

“Ned, just, shh, okay?” Peter grunted with a roll of his eyes, “He’s cool. So was his girlfriend.”

“Captain America has a girlfriend?”

“Had.”

“Oh.” Ned frowned, reading Peter’s face for a moment before he continued, “Hey, can I be your guy
in the chair?”

Peter blinked, “What?”

“Yeah.” He nodded with a smile, “You know how there’s a guy with a headset telling the other guy
where to go?”

Peter raised a brow with a slow, confused nod.

“Like, like if you’re stuck in a burning building, I could tell you where to go,” Ned continued
excitedly, “Because there’d be screens around me, and I could, you know, swivel around, and...



‘Cause I could be your guy in the chair.”

“Ned,” Peter sighed, “I don’t need a guy in the chair—”

“Looking good, Parker,” Coach Wilson said as he passed by their mat.

Peter paused, realizing just how fast he’d been doing his exercises before he puffed a breath and fell
back to the mat.

He hadn’t even broken a sweat yet, the last thing he needed was someone finding out he was—

“Well, what about the Spider-Man?”

“It’s just Spider-Man.”

Peter froze, his eyes snapping to the group that was sitting on the bleachers. The group where…Liz
was…

He blinked, licking his lips nervously as he looked up at her. She was so pretty and smart and funny
and nice and...

...And talking about him. 

Oh...Oh shoot! She was talking about him!

“Did you guys see the security cam on YouTube?” Liz asked, glancing between her friends, “He
stopped those carjackers.

“Oh, my god.” One rolled her eyes, “He hasn’t been seen in weeks. It’s one video. She’s crushing on
Spider-Man.”

Liz shrugged, “Kind of?”

“Ugh, gross.”

Peter glanced back at Ned, making sure he was hearing the same conversation as he was. Ned grinned
with a nod before Peter looked back at Liz.

She was talking about him! She had a crush on him! Well, on Spider-Man but they were the same
person so, technically—

“Peter knows Spider-Man!”

Peter’s jaw dropped as Ned’s voice echoed through the gym, bringing everyone to a halt and drawing
all eyes to them. He scrambled away from his friend, struggling to his feet with a hidden glare at Ned
before he turned back to Liz, “No, I don’t. No. I... I mean…”

“They’re friends,” Ned said with a nod, ignoring the look from Peter as he tried to make himself
smaller.

“Yeah, like Coach Wilson and Captain America are friends,” Flash laughed from across the gym.

“I-I’ve met him. Yeah.” Peter nodded slowly, trying to ignore Flash as he came closer and he turned
back toward Ned, “A couple times. But it’s, um... through the Stark internship. I’m not really
supposed to talk about it.”



His voice dropped to a whisper as he narrowed his eyes at Ned and his words slithered through set
teeth.

“Well, that’s awesome,” Flash chuckled, unconvinced, “Hey, you know what? Maybe you should
invite him to Liz’s party. Right?”

“Yeah, I’m having people over tonight,” Liz said slowly, a smile slowly spreading across her face as
she nodded, “You’re more than welcome to come.”

Peter blinked as he looked her over.

A party? Where he could get closer to her—No. Take his mind off of things. Yeah, that’s it. A party to
settle the nerves and clear his mind. Just like Mr. Stark did all the time…Maybe that’s not a good
thing—

“Yeah, it’s gonna be dope,” Flash continued, coming closer with a smug grin, “You should totally
invite your personal friend Spider-Man.”

Ah…man.

Peter swallowed nervously, “Um…”

“It’s okay.” Liz smiled softly, assuringly, “I know Peter’s way too busy for parties anyway, so…”

He relaxed back slightly, returning her smile before Flash appeared by his side.

“Ah, come on.” Flash continued to taunt him with a smirk, “He’ll be there. Right, Parker?”

Peter winced, opening his mouth to say something—anything—before the bell cut him off and the rest
of the class began to disperse. He sighed, glancing back at Liz as she nodded to him before following
her friends away.

That went bad. Very bad. So bad it hurt.

Why the heck would—

Peter whipped around, pointing at Ned and stopping him in his tracks as he came toward him, “What
are you doing?”

“Helping you out,” Ned said in a nonchalant whisper, “Did you not hear her? Liz has a crush on you.”

Peter shook his head.

No. No. She didn’t have a crush on him. She had a crush on Spider-Man…

But he was Spider-Man.

Did that count? That didn’t count, right? But what if it did?

“Dude, you’re an Avenger,” Ned continued, “If any one of us has a chance with a senior girl, it’s
you.”

Peter sighed as Ned walked away from him before he ran his hand down his face.

Maybe it was something worth looking into…



Jack hummed to himself, wincing as the sun cast shadows through the city as it set. Even on top of the
abandoned building Boone had taken over, he could hear the traffic below them. The sound was a
screeching cacophony to his ears, feeling as though someone was taking a sharp blade to his brain.
The sun glinting off of cars and windows stabbed through the back of his eye sockets like dull
daggers.

— “Jack!” Jesse screamed, her eyes filled with terror as he slumped forward. Blood gushed from the
metal shrapnel that stuck from his chest. His stomach churned as he fought for consciousness and the
jet began to spiral down to the ground. “Mayday! Mayday! Operators down! Olympus, come in!
Artie, are you okay? ” —

He winced slightly, sucking a hiss through his teeth as he shook away the macabre memories that
flashed in his mind. Leaning heavily against the railing atop the building, he forced a deep breath and
regretted it instantly.

He’d just been able to get used to the sights and sounds and smells of Wakanda but New York City
was an entirely different animal.

And the abandoned building Cavanaugh was attempting to make feel like home was nothing like the
mansion in Colombia or the palace in Wakanda. He wished he could say it was because he’d liked
having a taste of the good life, but it wasn’t. Even then, nothing felt like home.

He wasn’t comfortable in his own skin anymore, how could anything ever feel like home?

— Screams. That was one of the few sounds that reached his ears. Screams and shrieking of metal and
crackling flames. His eyes were desperately trying to stay open as he fought to unstrap himself from
his seat. —

— “Ari!” Jesse’s scream came from beside him as she tried to kick away a bent piece of the control
panel that was crushed around her leg, “Raffa! Anybody!” —

— “We’re here,” Raffa said, fumbling with his harness before he crawled the debris to her side,
“We’re here.” —

— “Jack’s bleeding!” she cried, kicking away the metal enough she could escape, “Help him! Please
help him.” —

— “Belov! The exit!” —

— “It’s crushed. We’re trapped.” —

— “The window!” —

— “Hadar, I’mma need some help over here. Stay with me, Jack.” —

To make matters worse, he was back in New York City.

The city where he’d almost lost his life and Duke. The city where he’d lost friends and been turned
into…whatever the hell he was now.

He didn't know what he was and, even less so, who he was. Everything was so terribly different, it
was like he was an entirely new person. He’d completely lost who he was and the few remaining
pieces of his former life were splintering off him and shattering until it was forgotten forever.



But there were other things that weren’t forgotten. Some things he wished would stay buried and as
far away from him as possible.

He didn’t want to remember the screams of his family as Daedalus One went down. He didn’t want to
feel the metal shrapnel that pierced through his chair and then his chest. He didn’t want to hear the
wails of Jesse as she attempted to free herself or the shrieks of Hadar as he moved through the
wreckage with broken legs to pull Jack out.

He didn’t want to smell the fire and the smoke and the blood as it gushed between Raffa’s fingers as
he kept pressure on the wound. He didn’t want to see Belov smashing open a window and helping Zac
through before sprinting away to find help. He didn’t want to see Zac melt into breathless pants as he
rocked back and forth and Hadar sheltered Jesse from Daedalus Two as it came down on top of them.

He didn’t want to taste the iron in his mouth as Raffa began spouting off orders only for Jesse to dash
toward the second jet’s wreckage before diving into the fire, despite more yells and screams from
Hadar. He didn’t want to hear Raffa forcibly keep himself calm as he talked Zac down from a panic
attack and tried to keep Hadar from going into shock as he tried to stop the bleeding and Jack finally
lost consciousness as Belov returned with a newly stolen car.

He didn’t want to remember hearing (F/N)’s voice as her hands replaced Raffa’s or the needle that
was gently pressed into his arm, suddenly pumping him full of chemicals they didn’t know would
transfer.

He didn’t want to remember Duke’s hand in his as he died only to be reborn again.

He didn’t want to remember the pain or the fear or the shock.

Even if he didn’t want to remember any of it.

He did.

He remembered all of it.

All of it.

“Hey.” A soft voice came from beside him, guiding him gently from his own head as Duke arrived by
his side and placed his hand on his.

Jack managed a shaky sigh, turning to him with a forced smile, “Hey.”

Duke didn’t bite. The frown on his face stayed even as he reached up to tuck a black curl of hair from
Jack’s face. He looked over him slowly before he nodded back toward the roof’s door, “Boone wants
to see you.”

He paused, glancing over his husband before dropping his gaze to the ground.

Duke was smart enough to know that he wasn’t okay. It was all over Jack’s face, after all. He didn’t
even bother to ask, he already knew the answer.

Which also meant he knew this wasn’t a good idea. Letting him loose on the street to let him figure
himself out was insanity. He could destroy everything they’ve worked for.

He could destroy himself.



“You changed your mind,” he said quietly, trailing behind Duke as he moved toward the door.

Duke turned back toward him, raising a brow with a scoff, “About letting you go galavanting through
the city, possibly wreaking havoc? Nope.”

Jack cocked his head to the side in confusion, “Then what does she want?”

He simply shrugged, watching him carefully as he finally took a step toward him before Duke
wrapped an arm around Jack’s waist before he winced.

Every touch he wasn’t prepared for felt like millions of pinpricks, stabbing through his system.

Duke withdrew his arm in an instant, looking over Jack worriedly as he raised his hands, “Sorry.”

“It’s not you.” Jack shook his head, quickly grabbing Duke’s hand with a strained smile, “I promise.”

His husband managed a sad smirk before he led him down the stairs and further into the building.
Stopping in front of a door, Duke pushed it open with his shoulder before nodding for Jack to enter.

Most of the room was still empty. Dust plastered the majority of the room, coating the cracked
wooden flooring that was covered with footprints. Newspapers were taped to cracked windows while
newly purchased curtains were covering others, concealing them from the outside world. Only a
handful of lightbulbs were actually working in the room, blinking and flickering and casting sharp
shadows through the room.

But it was what was in the center of the room that caught his eye.

Black fabric was carefully laid across a table, offset by dark green darts of mesh and gray slats of
armor. A tactical half mask stood beside it along with a pair of combat boots and a utility belt.

“You like it?” Boone asked, glancing up from her place across the room with a smile.

She took a careful step from the flickering darkness, showing off freshly dyed navy blue hair before
she stopped beside the table.

Jack raised a brow with a scoff, “This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

“No?” she asked with a frown before she glanced back at the suit with a pout, “Merde. I knew I
should have gone with white.”

“Boone…” He shook his head with a click of his tongue.

“What?” She shrugged, turning to him without a care, “If you’re gonna go out there and break your
knuckles, I’d prefer it if you didn’t break the rest of you in the process.”

Duke nodded slowly, letting his fingers run over the fabric before he took the mask in his hands, “And
keep yourself hidden, too.”

Jack swallowed, his face falling as he reached for Duke and pulled him against him to rest his chin
atop his head with a sigh before he glanced back to Boone, “Where’d you get it?”

She grinned, running her fingers through her hair as she shrugged, “I’ve got friends in low places.”

It was Duke’s turn to raise a brow, “What’s that mean?”



“(F/N) warned us Walsh was up to something,” Boone said, “I decided it might be worth putting some
feelers out there, just in case someone knows something.”

“And?”

“Nothin’.” She shook her head, “Ended up with some sweet threads, though. So, it was worth it.”

Jack looked over her slowly, “Did you give yourself away?”

“You do know who you’re talking to, right?” A Cheshire grin curled to her face in a blink.

He managed a scoff, “Thank you.”

Boone winked at him before gathering the fabric from the table and tossing it onto him, “Put it on.”

Jack nodded, catching the suit and dipping into one of the bathrooms that were still standing in the
building.

The fabric was soft, yet strong. Something that wouldn’t irritate the prickling sensations that ran
across his skin, but it was also something that would keep him safe.

Jack paused as he slipped it on before zipping up the front and glancing at himself in what was left of
a shattered mirror.

Most of the suit was black with only a few strips of dark green mesh accenting it. Dark gray armor
was fitted perfectly over the chest, thighs, wrists, and shoulders.

And it fit like a glove.

A small smirk managed to girl to his lips as he looked himself over.

It was perfect. Something that would allow him to move to take down whoever he saw fit. If they
attempted to fight back, the armor would give him time to retaliate.

Perfect.

With a nod, Jack spun out of the bathroom and back toward Boone and Duke before he froze.

Duke was staring blankly at him, his arms folded over his chest defensively as he played with his
necklace. His face was stoic and serious and worried.

And then there was Boone.

Her grin had somehow widened as her eyes flicked between him and Duke. She nudged Duke gently,
“See?”

“What?” Jack asked, glancing down at himself before looking back up at her in confusion.

“I told you his butt would look good.”

Jack sighed, ignoring the cackle that came from Boone as Duke blushed and lowered his gaze quickly
to the floor; attempting to hide the smile that spread across his face before he relaxed.

Stepping quickly across the room, Jack reached forward to take Duke’s hand with a soothing smile.
Duke relaxed for a moment, sighing as he nodded to Boone and she slipped from the room in a blink.



“Promise you’re not gonna do something stupid,” Duke said, his words coming out as a demand
rather than a request.

He nodded, “Only as much as normal.”

He shook his head with a low hum, “You’re not the stupid one, Jack. And I don’t got enough brains to
be the smart one.”

“Bullshit,” Jack crooned, curling his finger under Duke’s chin to meet his eyes.

“You know what I mean,” Duke whispered, “I don’t wanna lose you. Jack, I can’t lose you.”

“You won’t.” He shook his head quickly, his smile fading in an instant, “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Jack.”

Jack sighed, shakily pushing away from Duke and avoiding his gaze, “I don’t know who I am
anymore, Duke.”

“You’re my husband.” He shrugged, bowing slightly to catch his eye, “And my best friend.”

“What if that’s not enough?”

After everything they’d been through, after the hell they’d both barely managed to climb out of before
being thrown back into it…What if that wasn’t enough?

What if they weren’t enough?

What if he wasn’t enough?

He couldn’t let Walsh take anything else from him. He couldn’t let Walsh continue to run rampant. He
had to take him down.

He had to end it before Wraith rose again.

And there was only one way that was happening.

Oliver Walsh had to die.

Jack had to be enough.

Duke clicked his tongue with another shrug, “Then we’ll figure it out.”

Jack shook his head, backing away from Duke even further.

No. He had to figure it out. He had to figure himself out.

If he was going to do this, he needed to know his limits. He needed to know how far he was able to go
and how fast he was able to do it. He had to—

“But, if this is what you think you need to do…” Duke cut into his thoughts before trailing off. He
brushed his fingers across the mask that was still sitting on the table, “Just be careful doing it.”

“I will. I promise,” Jack said, trying to keep his voice even as he smiled, “What’s the worst that could
happen?”



“Don’t say that,” Duke groaned, rolling his head back with a grumble, “That’s the worst thing you
could say.”

“What?” he asked with a nonchalant shrug, “It’s New York City. I could run into thieves and thugs—”

“No.” He shook his head, “It’s New York City. Anything could happen.”

The lights were dim in Liz’s house. Music bounced off the walls and voices droned beneath it. Peter
nodded to some of the people as Ned led him through the house. He swallowed thickly, tugging at his
sleeves to hide the Spider-Man suit that was hidden beneath his clothes.

This was a bad idea. A really, really bad idea.

What was he thinking? He shouldn’t be at a party. He should be out on patrol Or, he should be at the
Tower training for the next time—

“Okay,” Ned said, swinging around to him and grabbing his arms, “We’re gonna have Spider-Man
swing in, say you guys are tight, and then I get a fist bump or one of those half bro-hugs”

Peter blinked, shaking his head quickly, “I don’t think—”

“Can’t believe you guys are at this lame party.” A voice came from behind them.

Peter jumped, turning quickly on his heel before catching sight of the girl behind them. Michelle was
barely looking at them, carelessly spreading jam across a slice of toast.

Ned tilted his head in confusion, “But…you’re here too.”

“Am I?” She raised a brow, taking a slow bite of her snack before walking past them.

Peter sighed, shaking his head as he eyed the door.

Nobody had seen him yet. If he just slipped out, he could make it far enough away to call Aunt May
to come get him. And then—

“Hey, guys.” Peter’s face fell as Liz came around the corner with a soft smile, “Cool hat, Ned.”

“Hi, Liz,” Ned hummed, tipping his hat to her before glancing at him.

Peter smiled nervously, fidgeting with the hems of his sleeves before he managed to squeak, “Hi,
Liz.”

He winced at the high-pitched sound of his voice as he folded his arms over his chest with a gritted
grin.

Liz laughed gently, “I’m so happy you guys came. There’s pizza and drinks. Help yourself.”

Peter licked his lips, rocking back and forth on his heels, “What a great party.”

“Thanks,” she said, looking him over slowly before the shattering of glass caught her attention. Her
smile faded slightly as she looked between them and the source of the sound, “My parents will kill me
if anything’s broken. I gotta—”



He nodded, waving to her slowly as she walked away before his smile dropped and he smacked his
own hand with a shake of his head.

“Dude,” Ned whispered harshly, “What are you doing? She’s here. Spider it up.”

Oh, yeah. That was a thing he had to do. Was it, though? Was it the smartest thing?

“No, no, no. I can’t... I cannot do this.” Peter quickly shook his head, “Spider-Man is not a party trick,
okay? Look, I’m just gonna... be myself.”

Ned scoffed with a sigh, “Peter, no one wants that.”

“Dude—” Peter frowned, his heart sinking slightly as he pushed away from Ned and back toward the
door before he was cut off by a voice that echoed over the speakers.

“Penis Parker, what’s up?” Flash’s voice sounded through each room.

He paused in his step, looking over at him tiredly

“So, where’s your pal Spider-Man? Let me guess. In Canada with your imaginary girlfriend?” he
continued, earning himself laughter as he took over the DJ booth with an arrogant smirk, “That’s not
Spider-Man. That’s just Ned in a red shirt.”

Peter’s face dropped, glaring at Flash for a moment before nodding to himself and ducking out the
door.

Maybe it wasn’t just for Liz. Maybe it was just to prove he wasn’t a liar. Maybe then Flash would get
off his back.

That was it. Spider-Man wasn’t a party trick, it was just to prove to everyone he was who he said he
was.

An intern for Mr. Stark…who also happened to know Spider-Man.

Yeah, that’s it.

Steve growled to himself, his brows furrowed as he walked down the third dimly lit alley for the night
with Wanda right on his heel. He’d been on a wild goose chase for the past few hours. First, it was
meeting Boone at Melina’s, only to find out that she wasn’t there. Then it was run over to Yelena’s
apartment, only to get an address to a shady-looking building that was shrouded in darkness.

He was really getting tired of this shit.

“You sure this is right?” Steve asked, not bothering to look down at the address on the paper in his
hands.

Wanda nodded, staring blankly at the building, “I can hear them.”

“Great,” he sighed, “I love it when you say stuff like that.”

Wanda scoffed, watching him carefully as he dipped further down the alley before knocking on what
he assumed was the remnants of a door before shoving it open with his shoulder. He froze as a cold
metal object was pressed against his temple.



Steve’s jaw clenched, barely allowing himself to flick his gaze to the man that was standing beside
him, his finger resting outside the trigger guard, “Back on your feet, Agent Hadar?”

“Standing tall, Captain,” Hadar hummed, lowering the weapon before holding the ‘door’ open for
Wanda, “Come.”

Steve took a step into the building, grimacing at the state of the place. It was something of an old
apartment building, left to rot before being condemned. How Montana had even found it was a
mystery to him. Why they chose to stay there instead of at the Widow’s Nest, an even bigger one.

It was packed nearly full of old furniture that had been recently rearranged and turned into weapons
tables. Thick dust covered every inch of the space and dim lights cast long shadows.

“Where is she?” he asked, turning back toward Hadar.

The man pointed to the stairwell, “Waiting for you upstairs. Two flights.”

“Thanks.” Steve nodded, taking one last look around him before hooking his arm with Wanda’s and
leading her up the stairs, “We need to finish this.”

“I know.”

“Now.”

“I know,” Wanda repeated herself with a frown as he pushed open a door with light streaming beneath
it.

Steve stepped in slowly, making sure that there wasn’t another operative waiting for him before he
entered the room entirely. Montana and Dugan were working side by side, going over a series of
maps, while Norway sat in the corner with a laptop on his thighs.

Dugan caught sight of them first, his eye flicking between the two quickly before he spoke, “Where’s
Barton?”

“Romanoff’s getting suspicious,” Steve said, the sound of his voice suddenly reaching Boone’s ears.
She sat up instantly, her eyes lighting up as she caught sight of him. She looked even more exhausted
than the last time he’d seen her but she was trying to hide it behind a thin layer of makeup and a new
hair color. Steve shook his head with a sigh, “He’s attempting to keep her at bay.”

“Attempting,” she hummed with a drawl, rolling to her feet before crossing the room toward him,
“That sounds promising.”

She reached out to him before she froze, catching the irritated look on his face.

“I’m not happy with you, woman,” he hissed under his breath.

“Yeah, I know.” Montana frowned, dropping her gaze to the floor to avoid his glare. Steve sighed,
reaching forward to grasp her wrist before he pulled her against him, “I’m sorry, New York. I really
am.”

“We are running out of time,” Wanda continued for him, looking up at Dugan with a curt nod toward
Steve, “He’s out of patience.”

“I see that.” The man nodded, “We’ve got developments.”



Boone sighed, hugging Steve tightly before she pulled away from him, “(F/N) sent us a message
through the Widows after she blew up Paris.”

“Walsh is prepping for another attack.”

Steve frowned, looking at Wanda in surprise, “While he’s after her?”

“She says that he’s looking for weapons,” Boone said, perching on the edge of a three-legged table,
“As far as we can tell, it’s gotta be someone stateside.”

Wanda raised a brow, “Where are you getting that?”

“He’s keeping our eyes on Europe,” Agent Norway spoke up from the corner, “Where aren’t we
looking?”

“Here.”

Steve paused, setting his hands on his hips as the perpetual frown that seemed to be on his face
returned.

They were both distractions. (F/N) was attempting to keep Walsh’s eyes on her while her team
prepared for a fight. Walsh was trying to keep their eyes on the two of them, what was he preparing
for?

What was his plan?

What was he attacking?

Unless…

The Avengers had their eyes everywhere but on their home turf. They were distracted by (F/N)’s
escapades. Just like they had been with Wraith was causing havoc, their eyes were on him when…
when…

— Boone’s eyes finally flicked to Steve but she shook her head, “I’m dead.” —

— “No, you’re not.” Steve frowned, shaking his head and pulling away from her as her fingers fisted
into his shirt. His gaze dragged over her, quickly looking for injuries, “Y-You’re okay.” —

— “No. No,” she said frantically, her nose scrunching as realization set in, “I-I’m dead—” —

“Where weren’t we looking?” he muttered to himself, running his fingers through his hair with a
scoff.

“New York?” Boone asked, stepping from the table toward him, “What is it?”

“We never stopped to ask how,” he said slowly, looking up at her before locking eyes with her and
reaching toward her.

— “New York, you’re not listening to me,” she whispered, barely able to hear her own voice over the
ringing in her ears as she reached up to wipe away his tears, “I’m dead.” —

— Boone gently tilted his head toward the remnants of her car and she nodded. —

— “But—” —



— “I need you to trust me, New York,” she whispered, “I died.” —

“How what?” Dugan asked, watching as Steve drew Boone closer to him.

“How did they rig your car?” he asked, looking down at her with a whisper as his heart began to race,
“No…No…Who rigged your car? Without us seeing. Without us knowing.”

“It’s Hydra,” Wanda said softly, simply, “They have people everywhere.”

“But, who else is there?” Boone asked slowly, searching Steve’s eyes with a nod, “Where else are
they?”

“They were in the Compound. His people are our people,” Steve said, “We need (F/N) back here. Call
her off.”

“Oof,” Norway snickered slightly, wincing as Steve’s glare snapped toward him.

“What does that mean?”

Wanda looked him over slowly before she sighed, “It means that they can’t.”

Dugan nodded slowly, “She may have…gone off on her own.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“We are not—”

“I gave her a pep talk in Medellín so that she wouldn’t go off on her own,” he seethed, “You’re telling
me you let her anyway? Montana, find a way to pull her off.”

Boone flinched lightly as he glared down at her with a warning.

Dugan took a step toward them, pulling Boone away from him, “You underestimate just how deep she
is in this.”

“Does it look like I give a damn?” he growled, “Find her. Bring her home.”

“I’ll work on it,” Boone mumbled, backing away from him slowly before he shook his head and
pulled her toward him.

“I can’t do this anymore, Montana,” he mumbled, gently reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind
her ear before he curled a finger under her chin, “They deserve to know.”

“I know.”

“What do we do until then?” Wanda asked, raising her hand slightly, “If Wraith had men inside the
Compound, he has them in the Tower too.”

“If they find out you know…” Dugan said slowly, looking at Boone with a frown.

She nodded, still unable to meet Steve’s gaze, “It’ll be catastrophic.”

Steve sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he squeezed his eyes shut.



His worst nightmare was beginning to play out in front of him. Not only had he missed an entire
faction of Hydra, they were beginning to grow their numbers again and now they were sneaking back
into place just as they had been before he’d stood up against them.

“You have a week,” Steve said softly, “That’s it. We’re out of time. With her or without her, we’re
finishing it.”

Jack’s footsteps were silent as slipped down from a fire escape and into an alley. He melted into the
shadows, his movements barely visible as his eyes flicked over the few cars that were on the road.

He’d tried to force himself to acclimate to his new senses. He thought that by jumping in headfirst,
he’d be able to get used to it.

He wasn’t.

It had nearly driven him crazy the instant he stepped out the door. The rest of his time out on the
streets was spent trying to get away from the noise…which also meant straying away from his
original plan to get his hands dirty.

He didn’t understand how the rest of them did it. How every other super soldier seemed to have
gotten a handle on things before they lost their minds.

But, him?

Jack was starting to lose it. He knew he was.

The noises and the smells and the sights, they were constantly overstimulating him—constantly
leaving him on edge.

He couldn’t process the amount of information that was going through his head. He couldn’t manage
to keep up with the thoughts that were racing through his mind.

Luckily, the further he strayed from the main city and toward one of the quieter neighborhoods, the
better he was getting. But it also meant he was leaving behind his main objective.

His urges to maim and hurt and kill were still running rampant. The impulse to destroy and leave his
enemies in ruin was constant.

It was instinct.

It wasn’t something he could fight.

It was…It was…Exactly what (F/N) was doing at that moment.

Jack paused, his racing thoughts slowly for only a moment.

She wasn’t doing it because she wanted to keep them safe, she was doing it to distract herself from the
rage that they shared. The rage that had been amplified by unwanted chemicals and experiments.

(F/N) had stopped fighting it, she’d allowed her baser instinct to take over. She was…gone.

What if Jesse was right? What if (F/N) didn’t come back? What if it was just them against Walsh and
the rest of Hydra?



What if he were to become her?

Would he be lost too? Would he be able to drag himself out of the killer instinct that coursed through
him? Would he be strong enough to stop?

What if he wasn’t? What if he got stuck in an endless cycle of violence?

Jack gritted his teeth, glancing down at his balled fists before he shook his head with a growl.

No. No…What if he didn’t allow himself to get started in the first place.

Sure, it wasn’t the original plane but…Duke was right.

Of course, he was.

He’d come to Aftermath for a reason, it was to help. To save not to kill—even if that was a byproduct.

The main objective was to help.

His main objective was to help.

He couldn’t go around wildly swinging at anything that moved, he had tact and composure. He was a
leader.

He was the leader of Alpha Two.

He was the Trickster of Aftermath.

He was Jack fuckin’ Bennet.

And he wasn’t going to let some funky Hydra serum turn him into something he wasn’t.

He had to fight. He had to find his limits some other way, not by beating thugs and thieves to bloody
pulps despite how therapeutic it sounded.

He had to…return to the safehouse and tell Boone she made him a suit for no reason.

Jack grimaced with a sigh and a scoff as he ran his hand down his face and removed his mask. He
took a deep breath, wincing at the smell of exhaust and electricity as it flowed through his nose.

He paused with a blink.

Electricity?

He took another breath, breathing in the smell of smoke and dust as darkness covered the city before
it strobed with light. A frown curved to his face as he took a step from the alley and glanced down the
street. An arc of blue light flickered and bounced off of buildings.

Jack closed his eyes, tuning out the feelings of his other senses as he forced another deep breath to
slow down his mind.

“Now, this is crafted from a reclaimed sub-Ultron arm straight from Sokovia,” a voice echoed to his
ears as Jack took another step toward the sound, “Here. You try.”

“Man, I wanted something low-key.” Another came, “Why are you trying to upsell me, man?”



Jack tilted his head to the side, his eyes narrowing as he placed the mask carefully over his face again.

“Okay, okay, okay. I got what you need, all right?” the first voice came again, “I got tons of great
stuff here. I got black hole grenades, Chitauri railguns…”

A what now?

He blinked, breaking into a sprint without a second thought.

Duke was right.

It was New York fuckin’ City, where anything could happen.

Peter slipped off his jacket, tossing it to the ground and kicking it into a pile at his feet. He sighed,
hopping on his toes and rolling his shoulders before he crouched down to hide amongst the roof line.

“Hey, what’s up?” he muttered to himself, rehearsing quickly before he dove into the party with his
mask before he stopped. He glanced down at the white shirt he was still wearing before tugging it
over his head, “I’m Spider-Man. Just thought I’d swing by and say hello to my buddy Peter. Oh,
what’s up, Ned? Hey, where’s Peter, anyways? He must be around…”

He stopped with a groan, shaking his head as he glanced down at his mask, “God, this is stupid. What
am I doing?”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, he reached back for his shirt before he paused, catching sight of Ned
at the party below him. He rocked back and forth with pursed lips, looking out over the darkness
outside the party.

Looking for him.

Ah, man.

Okay, so it wasn’t for Liz. And, it wasn’t for Flash. No, no, no. He could deal with Flash another day.
And, if Liz liked him for who he was, then why would he even try to impress her with Spider-Man.

But…Ned?

Ned was counting on him. Even if he was the one that got them in this mess in the first place.

Still, he had to stand up for his friend. He’d deal with the rest of it later.

Peter nodded to himself, rising from his position and about to slip on his mask when he paused.

A blue arc of light slid across the horizon.

It was like lightning but it was constant. And it was growing.

“What the hell?” he whispered to himself, his eyes narrowing at the light as it continued to grow.

He didn’t even bother to hesitate. His legs were working before his brain was as he took off across the
roof and dove down toward the street, slinging webs as he swung between trees and streetlamps.



He whipped through the air, whooping lightly as he flipped onto a roof before diving back to the
ground and onto a freshly manicured golf course. Hopping in place, he loosed another web and
watched it…and watched it…and watched it…

He was on a golf course. Golf courses don’t have anything to—

Focus, Parker! Weird blue light! Get going!

He nodded to himself, taking off across the grass and into the darkness.

“This sucks!”

Bucky sighed, cracking open an eye as Walsh pulled the car over to the side of the road. It was the
middle of the night, a lone street lamp the only source of light on the lonely expanse of road that
stretched in front of them.

He stretched with a yawn as Walsh fumbled for his seatbelt and snatched his phone from the
cupholder, “Good?”

Walsh responded with a low, growling grumble before he stepped from the car and slammed the door
shut behind him. Bucky frowned, watching the man carefully as his brow knit together.

Most of the ride had been silent, allowing Bucky to catch up on some much-needed sleep but for the
past few hours, Walsh had been more tense than usual.

Staring at the man for a moment more, Bucky allowed his gaze to drop to the tablet that was tucked
between seats before he pulled it into his hands.

The screen sprang to life the second he looked down at it and a map greeted his eyes.

Warsaw.

He scoffed lightly, shaking his head as a dot continuously blinked on the screen

She’d managed to make phenomenal time. She was hours ahead of them and…

Why didn’t Walsh tell him about it?

And why were there dozens of other dots surrounding and converging on (F/N)’s dot?

Who was he kidding? He knew exactly why.

Bucky grit his teeth, shoving open his door and stalking out into the night. He glared at the man,
watching as he paced down the side of the road and argued with someone on the other end of the line.

Bucky paused, waiting less than patiently for Walsh to finish his conversation. As he did, he looked
back down at the screen and felt his frown deepen.

The converging dots were quickly disappearing while others were moving to chase the single dot
before it disappeared completely.

She’d vanished again. And she’d taken some of Walsh’s forces with her.



Bucky swallowed thickly, glaring up at Walsh as he hung up and started back towards him.

“Warsaw, huh?” he asked lowly.

“What?” Walsh cocked his head to the side in confusion.

He held up the tablet, “You said I was calling the shots.”

“I also said I had a team ready to move on her,” he said slowly.

A low growl cracked from Bucky’s throat as he snapped the tablet in two before chucking both halves
at the man and surging toward him, latching onto his collar.

“I said—” Bucky snarled, his grip tightening on Walsh even as the man did nothing to escape him.

“You call the shots.” He nodded, raising his hands in compliance, “I know.”

“We had a deal.”

Walsh raised a brow with a quick shake of his head, “No, we didn’t.”

Bucky twitched as his grip on Walsh changed and he was suddenly standing over the man as he
slammed him against the hood of the car, “Да, мы сделали.” Yes, we did.

Walsh froze at the sound of Bucky’s voice as it echoed through the night.

Bucky froze too, his blood running cold at the familiar sound before he released Walsh and pushed
away from him. He cleared his throat, forcing a deep breath to calm himself down, “Warsaw.”

“My forces managed to cut her off but she cut them down,” Walsh finally admitted, sitting up slowly
as he rubbed the back of his head, “The remaining men have the city surrounded. She’s not getting
out.”

“You lay a single finger on her,” he snapped, pointing at him with a hiss, “I will kill you.”

Bucky turned his back on the man, ducking back into the car and slamming the door behind him.

Not noticing the low grin that curled to Walsh’s lips.

Jack crouched in the darkness, carefully watching the scene in front of him as he slowed his
breathing. A car was smoldering across the clearing, nearly hidden by a bridge that loomed over the
top of them. Two men were moving around each other, talking in hushed tones while a third dug
through the back of a van.

But it was what was glowing in the back that caught Jack’s gaze.

Chitauri and Ultron weaponry.

Something no one should’ve been able to get their hands on.

Something others would kill to get their hands on.

— Ollie is planning an attack. He needs weapons. Be ready. —



“Look, times are changing,” one of the sellers murmured to the buyer, “We’re the only ones selling
these high-tech weapons.”

“I need something to stick up somebody,” the buyer scoffed with a shake of his head, “I’m not trying
to shoot them back in time—”

“I got anti-grav climbers,” the seller digging through the back of the van called, pausing as the buyer
perked up.

“Yo, climbers?”

Jack perked up too, rocking to his toes and about to rise to his feet when the sellers suddenly froze.

“What the hell was that?”

And he froze too, to the sound of…yodeling?

He tilted his head to the side, looking up at where the sound was coming from.

It was someone’s phone. Someone else was here.

Jack leaned back into the shadows, his gaze snapping from the sound’s source and back to the men on
the ground.

“Did you set us up?” one asked, pulling a pistol on the buyer. Jack’s hand fell to his holster, his jaw
clenching as the buyer raised his hands with a shake of his head.

“Hey, man…” he started to plead, continuing to shake his head as he tried to back away.

He pulled his pistol from the holster, glancing back and forth between the two sellers before rising
from the shadows and letting his finger slip to the trigger. He aimed at the man with the pistol, pulling
back on the trigger before the three were joined by a fourth figure.

“Hey! Hey, come on!” the fourth said, stepping into the light in red and blue spandex, “You gonna
shoot at somebody, shoot at me.”

What in the actual fuck was that thing?

Jack blinked, looking over the masked thing with a frown.

What was that and why did it sound familiar?

“All right,” the man with the gun said, barely hesitating as he swung the pistol toward the—

Kid! Oh, fuck, it was the spider kid from Colombia.

The kid didn’t hesitate either, slinging webbing at the man and disarming him in an instant before
charging at him. Before he could make it, the second seller spun back around, this time armed with
what seemed to be an electric gauntlet.

A gauntlet that looked familiar.

Jack winced, ducking back down as electricity sparked through the air and sent the kid flying back
into the bridge with a hiss of hydraulics and a cackle.



Wait…hydraulics?

No, it couldn’t be.

Sure, he’d only seen it in pictures but it…it had been collected in Lagos, hadn’t it? There was no way
anyone would let Crossbones’ gauntlets get into anyone else’s hands. Right?

Jack shook himself out of his thoughts as the two men jumped back into the van and took off.

The instant they did, another strand of webbing shot through the air, and the spider kid went flying
past him with a screech. Jack flinched, whipping his head to follow the flash of blue and red as it went
bouncing across the ground behind the van.

He sighed, shaking his head slightly before sprinting after it. Another yell came from the spider kid as
he flew into a trash can but didn’t let go of the webbing that was stuck to the van. Jack tried to keep
up with the van as it stopped back onto the pavement, wincing as the kid tried to climb up the
webbing before a flash of purple swept through the night.

It knocked the door off the back of the van, nearly hitting the kid as it tumbled toward Jack before he
hurtled over the top of it.

“Oh, my butt!” the kid yelled, holding on for dear life as he was swung down another road.

Jack grunted, forcing his legs to move faster as he began to overtake the van.

The sound of the weapon priming for another shot threatened Jack’s ears as he sped toward the man in
the back of the van. He took aim, grinning as he locked the kid in his sights before Jack dove into the
back with him.

“What the hell?”

A blast of energy burst from the weapon, barely missing Jack as it blew through the van. Jack growled
lowly, his eyes narrowing to slits as the man struggled to hold onto the weapon that was now in Jack’s
grasp before he let go completely, sending Jack hurtling back out of the van.

Peter held back a grunt as the van turned another corner, he closed his eyes with a wince as he
slammed into a car, then a line of garbage bins, before coming to a stop in the center of a brick pillar.

“Ow,” he groaned, rolling out of the debris and forcing himself to his feet before he froze. His eyes
landed on a darkened silhouette that was also working at his feet, but this one was holding the energy
gun that had just tried to kill him. Peter swallowed, raising his fists in front of him and preparing to
shoot webbing at him before the man glanced back at him and threw the gun at him.

Peter paused with a frown, catching the gun and locking eyes with the man before he pointed back
toward the van with a nod.

“Shortcut?” he asked the masked man, earning himself another nod, “Let’s go.”

Peter took off like a shot, high jumping over a fence before landing on a car and continuing to run
before he waved at a pair of men that were playing table tennis, “Good game, guys! Have fun!”

He continued his sprint, vaulting over fences before checking over his shoulder for his new masked…
friend?



The second he paused in his stride, the man went shooting past him. Peter blinked, taking off after
him as he moved so fast even he could hardly keep up.

Peter grinned, shooting off a web and swinging himself up into the night air, one-handed, as he chased
after the masked man and the van.

“Whoo!” he whooped, flipping through the air as he swung on trees and lamp posts to keep up with
the man before he swung against a treehouse that looked a little more rickety than it should have.

Peter yelped, falling to the ground as the treehouse gave away and he went tumbling to the ground
with it. Shaking himself off, he rolled to his feet and continued to sprint through another backyard
before he leaped up to the top of a shed and shot another web…

And then the roof gave out underneath him.

He winced, falling into the shed with a grunt before shoving an old lawnmower and a couple pool
floaties out of his way until made it to freedom. He puffed a breath shaking himself off before pausing
in his stride.

“What?” he asked the masked man as he stood at the other end of the yard watching him, “You’ve
never fallen off a treehouse and into a shed before?”

He blinked slowly, raising a brow with a shake of his head and holding out his hand expectantly.

Peter sighed with a nod, tossing him the energy gun, “Yeah. You got a point.

The man slung the weapon carefully over his shoulder before taking off and leaping over a bush.

“Wait up!” Peter called, racing after him and into the night.

Swinging himself back up above the neighborhood, Peter followed the glowing purple of the energy
gun through the night before his gaze was caught by the sparking metal of the van.

“On your two o’clock!” he yelled at the masked man, diving back through the air as he raced across
the roofs of the houses. He ignored the slate shingles slipping under his feet as he locked onto the van
before swan diving toward it, “Thought you got away from me, didn’t you? I got you right where I
want you.”

He reached for the van, aiming for the wide open back as he flew through the air before metallic
talons curled around his ankle. A scream tore through his throat as was shot into the sky.

“What the heck?” he yelled, fighting back against the talon with a grunt before a purple ball of energy
cracked through the sky.

It impacted the flying machine, earning a grunt from Peter before he was freed from its claws and
began to fall back to the ground.

Wait…fall?

Shoot!

Ehhh…what did he do? Spiders didn’t fly…did they?

He was not prepared for this.



But his suit was. It beeped in warning, the emblem on his back flashing red before a parachute
unfolded…right behind him.

And he fell right into it.

Great. Just great.

How the heck did he get out of this one?

Peter fought with the chute, shoving it out of his way before tangling in the cords with a grunt before
the fabric finally flew open and slowed his descent. He grunted, hanging from the cords like a half-
finished marionette before he thudded to the pavement below. He sighed, knocking his head against
the road.

Of course, it had to go like that.

The one night he wanted to impress someone and he ended up tangled in his own webbing…
parachute…cord. Whatever.

Peter tried to sit up and untangle himself but the group of knots surrounding him just seemed to get
worse and worse. Until a hand landed on his shoulder.

He froze, glancing up into sharp blue eyes as the masked man returned to his side.

“You didn’t go after the van?” he asked, shoving away the fabric of the parachute as it blew in his
face.

The man didn’t answer as he pulled the fabric out of Peter’s face and pinned it under his boot before
slipping a knife from his boot and starting to cut Peter free.

He really screwed this one up. At least it was a strange man with a mask that found him instead of Mr.
Stark.

That would be really embarrassing.

Not that this wasn’t already embarrassing, but it would have been so much worse.

Peter sighed, watching the man as he rocked to his feet and offered Peter his hand, “Thanks.”

The man nodded, grabbing the rest of the chute and shoving it in the nearest garbage bin before
turning on his heel.

“Hey! Wait!” Peter called, quickly stepping through the darkness after the man, “I’m Spider-Man, by
the way. You are?”

He paused, waiting for the man to say something but getting no reply

“Nothin’, huh?” he asked, jogging to keep up with him, “Strong silent type, huh? You know my aunt
says they're the ones that hide all their pain behind their tough exterior.”

Peter smiled, pausing in his steps for only a moment but the masked man didn’t stop, “Hey! Wait!
Where you going? You sure you don’t gotta name? No? I think I'll call you...Silent Bob.”

The masked man paused, turning back to him with a raised brow.



“No, you’re right, that's not it,” Peter hummed, tapping his foot with a frown as he placed his hand on
his chin to think, “What about…The New York Shadow...ohh...That sounds good. Write that down.”

The New York Shadow rolled his eyes, shaking his head before slipping over a fence and out of the
suburbs.

“Hey!” Peter yelled, vaulting over the fence, “Wait! Where are we going?”

“We're not going anywhere,” the Shadow said, continuing to march through the brush and back
toward the bridge where they had first started.

“It speaks!” He grinned, falling in step with the Shadow, “C’mon, we gotta figure out where that van
went.”

“No.” He shook his head, grabbing the energy blaster and handing it back to Peter, “You’re taking that
back to Stark and figuring out where the hell it came from.”

“Aw, man.” Peter frowned, “But we made such a good team.”

The Shadow paused, looking him over with a shake of his head, “There’s somethin’ comin’, Spider-
Man. You have to be ready.”

Peter’s frown deepened as the man stepped further into the darkness.

“What does that mean?” he asked, moving after the man before he froze. The man was gone, he’d
seemingly melted into the night, “Wow. He really is the New York Shadow.”

Novak hummed to himself, flipping through the stack of papers that had just been set on his desk.
Each was carefully color-coded and in perfect order. Green for Ghost’s latest sightings. Yellow for her
possible routes. Orange for remaining forces. And red…red was for her kills.

“They tried to corner her in Warsaw,” his assistant said, keeping his voice low.

Novak raised a brow, leaning back in his chair and slowly pulling a handkerchief from his pocket. He
slid his glasses down his nose, staring off into the distance as he cleaned them, “How many?”

“Ten this time.”

“Two dozen in Paris. Thirty-three in Zürich,” Novak hummed in a singsong voice, striking tallies
across the papers in red ink, “Six in Augsburg. Three more in Mainburg. Five in Klatovy. Sixteen in
Milovice. Ten in Warsaw. And she has yet to run out of bullets.”

His assistant nodded slowly, watching as Novak replaced his glasses with pursed lips, “Ninety-seven.”

“What do you want to do, Doctor?”

He sighed, glancing down idly at the stained papers that were spread across his desk. Sucking a hiss
through his teeth, he lightly tapped his fingers across the desk, “Where is she?”

“They’ve set up barricades around Warsaw. As far as we know, she’s still inside.”

“She is waiting. She is waiting for them,” he said softly, a smile curling to his lips. Novak turned from
his assistant, pushing away from his desk and quickly waltzing across his office to the bookcase that



towered from floor to ceiling behind him, “Perfect. She’s perfect. Charter a plane.”

“To?”

“Warsaw.” Novak ran his fingers down the spines of his books, before he came across the one he was
looking for. 

His assistant frowned, gathering up his paperwork as Novak rose from his desk, “Sir?”

“Wraith has outlived his usefulness,” he crooned darkly, letting a glare slip past his facade as he
flipped open the hollowed out book and found what he was looking for, “It is time to cut our losses
and cut a deal.”

“A deal?" His assistant blinked, watching cautiously as he poured the book's contents carefully into
his palm, With who?”

“Ghost, of course.”
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Sins of the Father

Chapter Summary

No. No. No. No. No.

It couldn’t be him. No.

Athena would have told you if he was in the city.

He wouldn’t come anywhere near you. Not when you were like this. He was smarter than that.

Your chest tightened as the crowd around you brushed past you and you slowly turned to face the
man in the window. His dark, nearly black, eyes met your and, in an instant, your mouth went
dry. Your body went rigid. Your breath was caught in your throat as your stomach tightened in
endless knots.

 

— “You think he is going to save you?” he asked, staring down at you as you fought against your
restraints, “You think he is going to be the one to release you?” —

— A screech tore through your throat as the Soldier simply watched the blade slip across your
shoulders. He didn’t move. Didn’t react to your pleas for help. —

— “He is not a hero,” the Doctor whispered, slashing the blade through more skin, “He is a
weapon. And weapons, my dear, they do not weep. They do not scream. They do as they are
told.” —
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The gods visit the sins of the fathers upon the children. 

Bucky frowned, looking over the debris that was in front of him. A car was still smoldering, the sound
of fire crackling barely audible over the voices that surrounded him. The smoke curled through the
air, flitting off of the other vehicles that had been wrecked in the short scuffle that had occurred there.

They’d tried to cut her off. And, just like everything they’d tried, it didn’t work.

They’d back her into a corner and she’d taken them out. Just like she usually did.

Warsaw was simply a repeat of everything they’d already seen.

Mayhem. Destruction. Death.

— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” —

Bucky flinched, the voice shooting through his head at the same time a headache pierced behind his
eyes. A wince rocked through him at the sound. He bowed his head, avoiding the sun as it broke over
buildings.



What the hell was that?

When the hell was that?

Who the hell was that?

It was so faint. Offset by explosions and alarms and red lights. But he could hear it clear as day.

Why the hell couldn’t he see it?

Bucky shook his head, brushing off the voice as he slipped through the wreck before coming up
behind Walsh. His men had insisted that she was still inside the city. They just didn’t know where.

They’d planned on closing her in, tightening their circle until she was trapped in their line of sight.
He’d told them that it was a terrible idea. The instant they backed her into a corner was the instant she
became even more dangerous; even more unpredictable.

But they still had to find her.

Bucky hummed a breath, glancing over the debris once more before catching his reflection in the
broken window of a car.

— “Please don’t,” she whispered, unable to lift her head to look at him, “No…please. It hurts.” —

Another wince shook through him as he tore his gaze away from the reflection and back toward
Walsh.

“She took out 10 of us before she took off,” one of his men said, setting his hands on his hips as he
looked over the wreck.

“Where?”

“Lost her in the chaos.” The man shrugged, “We thought we caught her off guard.”

“Fuck,” Walsh groaned, raking his fingers through his hair, “Find her.”

“Yes, sir.”

Walsh hissed a sigh, shaking his head as he turned back toward Bucky. He paused as he looked him
over, before he clicked his tongue, “You need some sleep.”

“I’m fine.” Bucky deadpanned, barely casting him a glance as they moved back toward the car.

“You don’t look fine—”

“Shut up,” he snapped with a low growl, “Do you got anything or are we on our own again?”

“She’s somewhere in the city,” Walsh said slowly, “And she’s not getting out any time soon.”

“Ah,” Bucky nearly mocked him with a roll of his eyes, “So, we’re on our own again. Great.”

He scoffed, ignoring the look Bucky shot in his direction, “I’ve got a safehouse set up in the city.
We’ll find her and then we move…”



Bucky raised a brow, stopping in his tracks as the man moved toward their car. Walsh stopped too, a
grimace crossing his face before he sighed and looked back at him.

“If that’s okay with you,” he said, backtracking slightly.

Bucky stared at him for a moment, his eyes narrowing before he finally nodded, “Fine. I’m driving.”

“Whatever you want, boss.”

Something was going on.

Something was happening behind her back.

Natasha prowled through the Tower, her gaze held low to the ground as she moved. She wasn’t sure
what the hell was going on but she knew something was.

Barton had tried to smooth things over with her at dinner. He’d tried to put her mind at ease with
jokes and memories.

But that didn’t take away the fact she knew something was going on. Clint was on the defensive,
trying to play catch up to put her at ease.

Like hell, he’d actually get one over on her.

Natasha shook her head, ducking into the kitchen and throwing open the silverware drawer to grab a
spoon before she spun to grab a bowl from another cupboard. Her gaze flicked up to the common
room as Clint walked in.

He was on the phone with Laura by the looks of it. He was probably telling her that he was going to
be late again.

Was his secret really that important?

She hummed under her breath, spinning once more through the kitchen and reaching above one of the
cupboards to grab a cereal from her secret stash. She poured it without looking, keeping her gaze
solely on Clint before she quickly closed the box and tossed it back into the cupboard.

What was she going to do?

Break into his room? Go through the files he purposefully doesn’t keep just so this kind of thing
doesn't happen? She could place a tracker on him. Or a bug. She could listen in on his
conversations…

And ruin their friendship in the process.

Her frown deepened as she turned toward the fridge and grabbed a carafe of milk.

Or, she could just ask him.

And then he’d keep denying it.

And they’d be stuck in an endless circle.



Maybe she’d go after Steve. He’d be an easier one to break. The man wore his emotions on a sleeve,
after all. If he really was in on it, she could get him to talk.

Natasha paused, twirling her spoon through her fingers as Sam came up beside her, “Wilson.”

He nodded, leaning up against the counter beside her and following her gaze as Clint got off the
phone and met up with Wanda.

“What do you got, Romanoff?” he asked lowly, glancing between her and her cereal; a look she didn’t
notice as she continued to stare at Barton.

“You see it too?” she hummed, straightening as she raised a brow and turned her attention toward
him.

“What?” he scoffed with a blink before he shook his head, “I was talking about your breakfast, but
now I'm interested.”

She sighed, dropping her spoon into the bowl and holding her chin in her hands before she turned to
him, “Clint's hiding something. He's trying to get me to lay off (F/N). I think Steve knows something
too.”

Sam pulled a look. One she couldn’t quite place as he pursed his lips. His gaze flicked to Clint, then
Wanda, then he checked over his shoulder to spy Steve reclining on the balcony by himself.

“What?”

Sam shook his head, keeping quiet for a moment as he gathered his words before slowly muttering
under his breath, “The last time you had that look in your eye, I got myself in trouble.”

“What?” Natasha clicked her tongue with a shake of her head, “No—”

“And Steve had to bail me out,” he continued, folding his arms over his chest with a huff, “And the
other time you had it, we ended up nearly blowing up a building in Medellín. And that was for
nothing.”

“Ouch.”

He chuckled, turning away from her to lean against the counter and stare out onto the balcony before
his smile dropped away, “Then again…”

She blinked at the sound of his voice.

It dropped to barely a whisper. As though he was really contemplating what she had said. As though
he had seen something too.

“Then again?”

“Could be nothing.” Sam shrugged, licking his lips before nodding to the balcony, “Steve and Wanda
went out again last night.”

And? Sure they’d been hanging out a lot since Boone’s death. She just figured the telepath was easier
to talk to than the rest of them.

Then again, before that, he didn’t have any issues.



She swallowed, her brows furrowing, “What’s that supposed to mean? You think she’s in on it, too?”

“I dunno.” He shrugged, pushing away from the counter and toward the balcony, “Personally, I think
you’re paranoid. But, what do I know?”

Natasha scoffed with a roll of her eyes, “Where are you going?”

“Away from you,” Sam said, “You’re gonna get me in trouble. Again.”

“No, I’m not.”

He glanced over his shoulder at her with a grin before he ducked out onto the balcony. Natasha
clicked her tongue with a shake of her head before her gaze landed back on Clint and Wanda.

They were whispering to each other and Clint didn’t look too happy with what she was saying.

Had she and Steve gone somewhere last night and now they were relaying information back to
Barton?

Had—

No. No. Stop that.

Maybe Sam was right. Maybe she was simply too paranoid after everything that had happened.

Or, maybe she was onto something.

Warm morning light flowed through the city. It sent long shadows through the streets and somehow
dulled the sounds of traffic as Jack snuck up the fire escape of the abandoned building he’d left the
night before.

He meant to be back hours ago but he couldn’t leave the city’s streets until he figured out where the
men had gone after nearly killing Spider-Man.

He was wildly unsuccessful.

The men had disappeared without a trace…but he’d find them.

Jack nodded to himself, pulling himself onto a ledge and carefully sliding open a window. He swung
himself inside, barely making a sound as his boots hit the floor.

Dust danced in the morning light, sparkling as it flowed over the rearranged furniture of the room.
They’d changed it again since the last time he was there. Moving a few tables to accommodate more
maps of the city and stolen couch cushions that were currently acting as a makeshift bed.

A smile lifted to Jack’s face as he caught sight of the lump that was curled up under a scratchy blanket
on the floor. Auburn hair stuck out the top, the rest of the form was hidden beneath the blanket as Jack
took a step closer.

The rest of the team had bunked downstairs, leaving Duke to his own devices as he waited for Jack to
return.



His smile widened as he knelt to unlace his boots before he silently kicked them off and crossed the
room in a pair of strides as he tossed off his mask. He was under the blanket before he could blink,
wrapping his arms around his husband as he slept.

Duke barely stirred, but a content hum purred through the room as Jack pulled him against his chest.
He sighed, breathing in his husband’s cologne as Duke relaxed and tired eyes met his.

“You’re back late,” Duke croaked through half-lidded eyes. A smile curled to his lips as Jack pressed
a kiss to his jawline.

“Early,” he hummed lowly, “It’s early.”

“The sun’s coming up,” Duke said, stretching slightly and turning in Jack’s arms to face him, “You
were supposed to be back hours ago. You’re late.”

“Whatever.”

A chuckle sounded through the room as Duke took a deep breath and looked him over. He paused
with a blink, rubbing his eyes before looking over him again. Reaching up to thumb Jack’s cheek, he
studied him for a moment more.

“There are you,” he breathed in wonder, a wide smile breaking across his face as he shoved a curl
from Jack's face, “I’ve missed your eyes. Fuck me, they’re beautiful.”

Jack scoffed, shaking his head as Duke ran his fingers through his hair, “Calm down, sexy.”

Duke rolled his eyes with a chuckle, “How’d it go?”

“Mm.” He shrugged, “Lost my nerve halfway through.”

“And then?”

Everything fell to shit. Well, not completely.

First, they did alright. Then, it fell to shit.

He hadn’t even been able to find the guys that nearly killed him and the kid.

“And then?” Duke asked again, patiently waiting for Jack to answer as he clenched his jaw. He
blinked, looking up at him through a mess of auburn hair, “You found something.”

“Ran into some trouble.” He nodded, heaving a heavy breath and pulling Duke closer, “I think I know
where Walsh is going to get his weapons.”

Duke sat up in an instant, nearly flinging the scratchy blanket that was covering them across the room
before Jack caught it, “What?”

“They’ve got tech,” Jack said, laying flat on his back with a sigh, “Chitauri, Hydra. If he’s getting
anything, he’s gonna get it from them.”

“You follow them?”

“No.” He shook his head, “I ran into even more trouble.”

It was Duke’s turn to sigh, “Of course, you did.”



Jack hummed, throwing his arm over his eyes, “Spider-Man.”

“A what?”

“The kid that gave (F/N) a run for her money in Colombia.”

“The sticky one?”

“Mhm.”

“Ugh,” Duke groaned, rubbing his eyes again as Jack glanced up at him, “We really can’t catch a
break, can we?”

“Nope.”

He shook his head, reaching over to play with Jack’s hair, “He didn’t get hurt, right?”

“Nah,” he hummed, shaking his head, “We…worked together.”

A scoff came from Duke as he raised a brow, “You’re Spider-Man’s sidekick?”

“No,” Jack said quickly.

A little too quickly.

It earned him a laugh from Duke as he clicked his tongue.

Sidekick? No! He wasn’t a sidekick. If anything, he was in charge. He was older…But Spider-Man
had been a superhero for longer…right?

How old was this kid? Didn’t matter. Jack definitely had seniority.

Right?

“Right,” Duke continued to laugh quietly, “You’re definitely Spider-Man’s sidekick.”

Jack huffed a scoff through his nose, shaking his head, “The kid’s supposed to give the weapon we
recovered to Stark. I need a bit more time to track down the sellers. If we can stop their operations,
Walsh won’t have anything to buy.”

“Just be careful.”

A soft smile curled to his lips as Duke laid beside him, gently cupping his cheek, “Always.”

“Bullshit.”

Jack chuckled, turning toward the man and wrapping his arms around Duke’s waist before pressing a
kiss to his lips.

After weeks of chaos in his head and physically around him, it was like he’d finally figured out how
to find peace. Even if his brain was going a million miles a minute—even if all his senses were
picking up things he never knew existed—the instant he was with his husband, it all slowed down.

And everything made sense.



Even in the unfathomable, unpredictable world they had been thrown into, they made sense.

Jack grinned at the thought, deepening the kiss as he rolled Duke to his back before he was pushed
away with a low hum.

He frowned, his eyes flicking wildly over Duke as he shook his head, “What’d I do?”

“Nothin’,” Duke hummed, nodding toward another lump of blankets on the floor, “We just have
company.”

Jack’s frown deepened as he followed his gaze before he caught sight of a shock of blue hair. It was
barely visible beneath the pile of blankets, but it was there.

A growl leaped from his throat, “Damnit, Boonie.”

“Give her a break.” Duke shrugged, settling back into the couch cushions, “She had a rough night.”

Jack raised a brow, glancing back at him, “Didn’t Rogers meet up here last night?”

“Mhm.”

“And she didn’t sneak off with him?”

Duke shook his head, “He wasn’t very happy with her.”

He sighed, flopping back onto the cushion beside him, “How the hell have we managed to piss off
Captain America?”

“I don’t fuckin’ know.” He shrugged, “We’re gonna piss off everyone before this is over. He’s given
us a timeframe.”

“Yeah?”

“One week,” Duke said slowly, “Then he’s moving. With or without us.”

Jack frowned again, “Which means I have a week to get the weapons situation figured out.”

He nodded, stretching again with a sigh, “And we have a week to find (F/N).”

“We’re not gonna find her,” Jack sighed, rolling off Duke’s makeshift bed and to his feet, “She’s a
ghost.”

“Don’t be cliche.”

“Am I wrong?” he asked, glancing at Duke as he undid the utility belt on his suit.

“No. No, you’re not,” he scoffed, watching Jack carefully as he shrugged off the rest of his suit. Duke
reached behind him, grabbing a bag of clothes and tossing it toward him, ”I don’t know what she’s
thinking.”

“Everything,” Jack said simply, reaching for the bag and pulling on a shirt, “All at once. And she feels
it too.”

Duke nodded slowly, “She’ll come back.”



He paused, shaking his head slowly.

Would she?

He was already having a hard time taking it all in and he wasn’t feeling half of what she felt.

Revenge. Anger. Hatred. Betrayal.

Jack took a deep breath, “I don’t know if she will.”

“You did.”

Sam bit his lip, glancing over his shoulder to catch a glimpse of Romanoff as she turned back to
watch Barton.

Nuh-uh. He wasn’t going to get caught up in that again.

Even if she was probably right.

Sure, she’d used him to follow a hunch about (F/N) years ago and, at the time, she seemed to be
wrong. Looking back on it now? She’d been right. One of the only ones that had seen through (F/N)’s
facade.

So he’d trusted her when she assumed she was a Widow. Well, he assumed (F/N) was a Widow.
Natasha had given her the benefit of the doubt and hoped she was simply under the control of a mind
control serum thing.

He still didn’t understand how that worked.

But Natasha was wrong that time.

So, where did that put her? Where did that put them?

A tie? A draw? A deadlock?

And where did that put him?

He scoffed to himself, ducking out onto the balcony and softly closing the door behind him.

Confused. It made him confused.

He’d been confused for the past month and a half. And, once he’d thought they’d figured something
out, he was confused again. (F/N) was a traitor and then she was brainwashed and then she was a
traitor again.

But did that mean he believed Natasha? Was there something else going on behind their backs?

Maybe. Probably.

Confusion.

Romanoff was probably right. She always had something up her sleeve, why wouldn’t her counterpart
have something as well? As for the whole Maximoff and Rogers thing…



That was, again, confusing.

Steve would talk to him about things that were bugging him, right? That’s usually how it happened.
Had something changed?

Sam scoffed at himself, running a hand down his face and leaning up against the balcony. He didn’t
dare send a look to Steve, not yet, at least.

He had to think this one through.

Maybe everyone was simply stressed. Or sleep deprived.

He had a hard time sleeping after Colombia, he wouldn’t be surprised if everyone else was too. Even
if they were super soldiers and spies and scientists and enhanced beings and—

Didn’t matter.

Maybe that was it. Maybe it was simply the stress that was setting everyone biting at each other’s
ankles. As for Steve, maybe he just needed a different listening ear. He’d gone through so much in
such a short amount of time, it wasn’t surprising he was trying to find someone to listen.

And, with Barnes now in the wind with Walsh, the stress was probably getting worse and worse.

And now that Romanoff was on Barton’s ass, things were going to go from worse to terrible.

Sam could feel it in his gut.

They weren’t going to win like this. They were divided, tearing each other apart from the inside out.

He forced a deep breath, leaning heavily against the balcony’s railing and looking out over the city.

Things were so much simpler a few years before, at least, he thought they were. Fighting Hydra used
to be a lot easier when one of them wasn’t someone he’d called a friend.

Damn Nazis never knew when to quit.

Another heavy sigh left his lips as he stretched his neck before he caught movement out of the corner
of his eye.

Rogers was hunched over one of the couches. A steaming cup of coffee was on the table in front of
him as he scratched a pen against a sketchbook.

Sam paused, tilting his head to the side as he took in the sight.

He hadn’t seen him with a sketchbook since the day Wraith had blown up the Compound. He hadn’t
seen one in his hands since the day he’d lost Boone.

Maybe things were looking up.

Sam cleared his throat, slowly striding toward Rogers as he continued to scratch at the paper,
“Haven’t seen that in a while.”

“Haven’t been in the mood,” Steve answered, glancing up at him with a tired smile.

Or, maybe he was simply more stressed than normal.



Sam sat beside him, trying to catch a glimpse of what he was drawing, “And now you are?”

Steve shook his head with a scoff, “Walsh and Buck are missing and so is (F/N). We have no idea
where she is or they are. And I am stuck here.”

Stressed it was.

He nodded, relaxing back as Steve turned the book away from him, “And that’s the only thing that
you have control over.”

“You could say that.” He shrugged, watching Sam as he pushed off the couch and back to the balcony.

He stayed quiet for a moment, glancing over his shoulder to watch Steve and not speaking until the
man had begun to sketch again, “Romanoff thinks Barton’s up to something.”

Steve paused, looking up to stare at his coffee before he sat up straight and relaxed back, “Great.”

“And she thinks you’re in on it,” Sam added after a moment, turning to watch Rogers a little closer as
he took his coffee from the table and took a sip.

“Of course, she does,” he said after a moment, shaking his head as he leaned back against the chair
and knocked his head back with a groan.

“You’re not surprised?”

He scoffed, shaking his head as he turned back to his sketchpad, “She’s a spy.”

“And that means?” Sam raised a brow, coming back around him slowly.

“She notices everything.”

“So, you are up to something?”

“I didn’t say that,” Steve sighed, setting down his pen and turning fully to him with a frown, “Nat was
betrayed by (F/N). She didn’t trust her in the first place and over the years…”

“What?” he asked, “She went soft?”

“She let her guard down. She learned to trust her,” he said, looking him in the eye with a sigh,
“(F/N)...used us and now Nat’s looking at all of us and rethinking all her decisions.”

“Mm.” Sam nodded, perching on the arm of the couch, “So where do you and Maximoff keep
sneaking off to?”

“Ah,” Steve scoffed, “There it is.”

“There’s what?”

“Romanoff’s rubbing off on you. She’s got you doing your own interrogation.”

Sam blinked, shaking his head with a frown, “I was just curious.”

“Right.” He licked his lips, reclining against the couch, “I just needed to talk.”

“And what am I?” he asked, his brows furrowing, “Or Barnes for that matter? Chopped liver?”



“Wanda knew Boone better. Bucky’s off fuckin’ around with Walsh. And you’re stressed out enough,”
Steve said slowly, a frown finding its way to his face, “If you wanna go for walks with me that’s
fine.”

He looked over Sam slowly as he nodded before he turned back to his sketchpad.

Sam stole another glance, finally catching a glimpse of what Steve was drawing.

A woman. With eyes so familiar and catlike, he knew exactly who it was.

Cavanaugh.

It was a rough sketch, the pen strokes nearly piercing through the paper. But she was unmistakable.

Sam swallowed thickly, tearing his gaze away from the man before softly muttering, “I was kidding.”

He watched Steve for another moment, carefully tracking each stroke of the pen and the line of ink
that followed before he started to head back inside.

“Are you okay?”

Steve’s words came so softly, Sam nearly didn’t hear it.

“What?” he turned back toward him with a frown.

He didn’t bother to glance up as he took another sip of his coffee, “You look tired.”

“So, do you.”

“I know.”

“Get some rest, Wilson,” Steve said, fiddling with the pen as he looked up at him, “You need it.”

Sam nodded, ducking back through the doors and into the Tower. The smile on his face fell the instant
he did.

Stark was in the lab yelling at someone on the phone. The twins were arguing with Vision in a mix of
Sokovian and English. Romanoff was watching Barton from afar.

And he was in the middle of all of it.

Sam sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Maybe it was paranoia or sleep deprivation or some combination of both.

Either way…

They were being torn apart.

And maybe that was what someone was counting on.

Peter rolled the hammer through his hands. He glanced over his shoulder once more before turning
back to the glowing purple weapon that sat on the table in front of him. Everyone else was busy,
working away and not paying him any attention.



Just like usual.

He’d hidden the weapon in his backpack. Intent on taking it to the Avengers Tower after school but
curiosity had gotten the better of him and, halfway through shop class, he’d finally taken the thing out
to take a look at it.

And then his curiosity got even worse.

And now he was dismantling the weapon himself.

Mr. Stark wouldn’t mind. Peter would just do most of the work himself and then take the pieces to
Stark. If anything went wrong…he’d say that he’d found it like that.

Yeah…that’s it.

He nodded to himself, licking his lips nervously and raising the hammer before he paused. Looking
down at the purple light, he sighed before reaching to grab one of the pairs of safety glasses that hung
on the pegboard behind his workbench. Setting them on quickly, he turned the hammer once more
through his hands before swinging it down atop the weapon with a wince.

Peter hit it once, twice, three times. Each time he flinched, waiting for the weapon to send waves of
energy through the classroom but it didn’t. A few more hits before the metal casing finally began to
crack apart to reveal a glowing orb in the center.

He stopped, studying the core for a moment before he set down the hammer and began to slowly dig
it out from its casing.

It was surrounded by a carefully constructed web of wires.

It was clean work. The electronics inside completely reworked alien tech.

But reworked by who?

“Hey.” Ned’s voice came from behind him, scaring him slightly as he glanced over the room again,
“Thanks for bailing on me.”

“Yeah, well…” Peter trailed off, looking up at Ned and pointing at the core, “Something came up.”

“Oh,” he mumbled, watching as Peter grabbed a screwdriver and began to pry away the wires that
connected to the core, “What is that?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged, trying to free the core but sighing when it didn’t budge, “Some guy
tried to vaporize me with it.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“Awesome,” Ned breathed, hypnotized by the purple glow and hum that came from the orb.

He was completely unaware of the look that Peter shot his direction.

“Dude…”



He blinked, looking up to Peter with a grimace, “I mean, not awesome. Totally uncool of that guy. So
scary.”

“Well, look, I think it’s a power source,” he said, turning back to his project and trying to remove the
core.

“Yeah, but it’s connected to all these microprocessors.” Ned pointed to the wires that ran through the
weapon, “That’s an inductive charging plate. That’s what I use to charge my toothbrush.”

“Whoever’s making these weapons is obviously combining alien tech with ours.” Peter nodded,
giving up for a moment and staring at the thing before muttering under his breath, “The Shadow was
right. I’m over my head.”

“That is literally the coolest sentence anyone has ever said,” Ned said excitedly, watching the core
before glancing back at Peter as he raised the hammer again, “I just want to thank you for letting me
be part of your journey into this amazing—”

He was cut off as Peter slammed the hammer onto the core. The two winced as a loud hum shook the
classroom and the core went flying out of the weapon. Peter froze with a grimace, glancing over his
shoulder at the other students and the teacher that were still working.

Mr. Hapgood didn’t even bother to look up from his book, “Keep your fingers clear of the blades.”

“I gotta figure out what this thing is and who makes it before I get it to Mr. Stark,” Peter said to
himself, glancing up at the clock and brushing all the debris into his pack before reaching for the core.

“We’ll go to the lab at lunch and run some tests.” Ned nodded, packing up his bag with a grin before
he reached for the core.

Peter plopped the orb into his hand, watching as his friend’s face lit up in excitement.

“So…” he said slowly, rolling the core through his hand, “Who’s the Shadow?”

“What?” Peter blinked, looking up at him with a wince.

“The Shadow. You said the Shadow was right.”

“Oh…Uh…”

Ned gasped, looking up at him with a bright grin, “Did you meet another superhero? Is he really
called the Shadow? What happened?”

“He saved my butt.” Peter shrugged, plucking the core from Ned’s palm and stuffing it in his pocket,
“And then he disappeared into the night.”

“Thus the Shadow.” Ned nodded in understanding, “Cool.”

Peter chuckled, shaking his head as Ned dropped them into the elaborate secret handshake they’d
come up with when they’d first met.

“Hey! You think I could meet him?”

“Who?” he asked, “The Shadow?”



“Yeah.”

“No.”

Ned sighed, shaking his head as the bell rang and the two began walking side by side, “What about
Tony Stark?”

“No.”

“Captain America?”

“I said, no, Ned.” Peter chuckled, dipping through the halls as the rest of the students began to head
out for lunch and they started for the now quiet labs.

“First, I say we put the glowy thing in the mass spectrometer,” Ned said, drawing his attention back to
him.

He hummed with a scoff, “First, we gotta come up with a better name than ‘glowy thingy.’”

“Yeah.” He nodded, “You’re right.”

Peter chuckled, shaking his head again as they turned the corner before he froze; the hair on the back
of his neck raised as he caught sight of a pair of silhouettes walking toward them.

Two men walked down the hall toward them.

And he’d seen them. Boy, had he seen them before.

And, by seen, he meant:

Had almost been freaking vaporized by one of them the night before.

“Crap!” he squeaked, turning on his heel and leaping out of the hall and back to safety.

Ned, on the other hand, didn’t move.

“Ned!” he whisper-yelled at his friend as Ned looked around in confusion. He waved him closer,
“Come on, come on, come on, come on, come on, come on.”

Ned raised a brow in bewilderment, shuffling slowly toward him as he glanced between Peter and the
two men that were sneaking down the hall.

“Dude, what are you doing?”

Peter sucked a hiss through his teeth, pointing around the corner, “That’s one of the guys that tried to
kill me.”

“What?”

What was right. What the heck were they doing there? How had they found him? What was their plan
now?

“We gotta get out of here,” Ned whispered, holding onto Peter’s backpack as they glanced around the
corner again.



The two men ducked toward the shop classroom they had just left.

“I gotta follow them,” he whispered back, “Maybe they can lead me to the guy that dropped me outta
the sky.”

“You got dropped outta the sky?”

“Yeah.” Peter shrugged, “It was not good.”

“Peter—”

Peter didn’t listen, carefully sneaking out after the two men before holding his hand out as Ned moved
to follow him, “No. Stay there, Ned.”

“But—

“I’ll be right back!”

Peter snuck down the hall, leaving Ned behind as he listened for the men’s voices and footsteps. He
reached into his bag, retrieving one of his web shooters before he stuffed the pack into an open locker
and followed the men down the stairs.

“Can you imagine what the boss would say if he knew where we were?” one of the men asked, his
voice echoing through the classroom and Peter crept down the stairs.

The men had gathered by his and Ned’s workbench. One was holding some sort of machine while the
other searched around the station.

“It’s saying there was an energy pulse right here,” the other said, ignoring the first completely as Peter
dropped to their level. He swallowed thickly, reaching for his web shooter and switching the settings
from shooting web fluid to a tracking device he’d gotten from Agent Romanoff after the fiasco in
Colombia.

He wasn’t going to lose another bad guy any time soon.

“There’s no sign of the weapon,” the first said, shaking his head and looking around the workbench
once more, “And even if it was here, now it’s gone.”

“So are we,” the second growled, turning back to the door and barely missing Peter as he dove to the
ground.

Peter winced, scrambling to hide himself under another bench as the men snuck their way toward
him. The stool that was carefully set atop the bench wobbled slightly, giving him away as the two men
came closer.

But they only stopped for a moment, unable to see him as he pressed himself to the underside of the
bench. He ignored the wads of gum that were peppered beneath the desk as the two men began to
climb the stairs and he outreached his hand.

The second the men passed him, he fired the tracker.

It was right on target; activating and scurrying into the man’s shoe in less than a second.

Peter swallowed, waiting for the sound of the door shutting before he dropped to the floor.



The Shadow was definitely right. He was gonna need some help with this one.

We have to get out of here. They’ve surrounded the city, it’s only a matter of time before they
start closing in.

No, little Ollie is in the city. We can finish this here and now.

You shook your head, hissing in pain as your headache worsened along with the voices that were
causing it. They never stopped talking. So much so, you’d gone quiet in an attempt to get some peace.

It didn’t work.

They argued back and forth constantly. You couldn’t even sleep, let alone get a moment of quiet. And,
when they did decide to shut up, Athena decided that you needed to be informed of something.

Though, the last time she went off, it was about something rather important.

Bucky and Ollie were in the city now.

Which had fucked you over enough you’d finally unplugged her again.

It made the voices start again. And they argued about everything. One wanted to kill Oliver, the other
wanted to make a run for it.

It was like they were playing tug of war with your psyche. And you didn’t know whose side you were
on.

If you made a run for home, Oliver would follow you and you could expose the rest of your team. If
you made a run at him, Bucky could get caught in the crossfire. Ollie had him with him for a reason,
it was to protect himself.

You scoffed to yourself, pulling your hood over your head as you ducked out of an alley and down a
crowded street. Keeping your head low, you kept a tight hold on your bag as you moved.

You had been so hellbent on destroying him the day before but, the instant Bucky inserted himself
into the situation, you’d lost your nerve.

Not to mention your lack of sleep. Even if you were a super soldier, you could feel your strength
waning. Your body was beginning to shut down. You were tired, you felt sluggish. Your focus on the
mission was fading. Your mind was constantly running circles and you had no help from the voices as
they tried to tell you what to do. You couldn’t eat, you could barely sleep.

You knew you needed a warm meal, somewhere safe to rest your head. Even then, you couldn’t push
yourself to do it.

You needed to go home.

You nodded to yourself, looking up at the crowd you were moving with tired eyes as you
camouflaged yourself within their ranks.

You needed to find a way out of the city. You could hitch a ride with someone or sneak into the back
of someone’s truck. Then you’d go to Ansbach.



You’d be safe in Ansbach.

You had to be safe in Ansbach.

Yeah, right. You won’t be safe anywhere until you finish it.

No. No. No.

Yes.

You just had to get to Ansbach. Get out of the city and to Germany. I-It wasn’t that far…

It’s pretty far—

“Shut up!” you squeaked, trying not to call attention to yourself and failing miserably, “Just stop! I
wanna go home!”

— I wanna go home,” you sniffed, scrunching your eyes shut and clenching your jaw, “I promised
him…” —

— “I know, Soldier Girl,” he said, smoothing hair away from your face before adjusting his arm so it
curved under your legs, “I know.” —

A shudder ran through you as you pulled your coat tighter around you.

That was it. You were done. You were going home. Ollie couldn’t stop you. His goons couldn’t stop
you.

Nobody could stop…

You stopped in your tracks as you passed in front of a cafe, your heart suddenly thudding in your ears
as your chest began to heave.

A man was sitting in the booth beside the window.

No. No. No. No. No.

It couldn’t be him. No.

Athena would have told you if he was in the city.

He wouldn’t come anywhere near you. Not when you were like this. He was smarter than that.

Your chest tightened as the crowd around you brushed past you and you slowly turned to face the man
in the window. His dark, nearly black, eyes met your and, in an instant, your mouth went dry. Your
body went rigid. Your breath was caught in your throat as your stomach tightened in endless knots.

— “You think he is going to save you?” he asked, staring down at you as you fought against your
restraints, “You think he is going to be the one to release you?” —

— A screech tore through your throat as the Soldier simply watched the blade slip across your
shoulders. He didn’t move. Didn’t react to your pleas for help. —

— “He is not a hero,” the Doctor whispered, slashing the blade through more skin, “He is a weapon.
And weapons, my dear, they do not weep. They do not scream. They do as they are told.” —



He smiled, cocking his head to the side in time with you as your wheezed a breath.

You couldn’t move. It felt as though you were instantly paralyzed. Like your brain had immediately
stopped functioning; as though it was unable to tell you to do anything.

Dr. Novak raised a finger, beckoning you into the cafe.

Don’t it’s a trap.

Do it. Kill him. Get him. Kill him.

Your body moved of its own accord, slowly moving down the building toward the open door and
making you slip into the cafe. The world seemed to swirl like a funhouse mirror, the drone of the cafe
drifting into a muddled haze as you moved. You couldn’t stop as you approached his table and he
looked up at you with a soft smile.

He was wearing his signature suit, though it was in a darker shade of gray than usual. His hair was
smoothed back and his glasses were set on the table beside him. A large binder was set on the table,
marked with an array of tabs and spattered with red pen.

— Crimson splattered the floor as you heaved a breath. Warm liquid spilled down your back and sides
as the guards released you from your restraints and shoved you off the table. A bloodcurdling scream
tore through your throat as already cut skin felt as though it had torn even deeper and you were left in
a pool of your own blood. —

You came to a stop beside his table, your eyes narrowing to thin slits as you glared down at him.

“What are you doing here?” you managed to breathe as a shiver ran through you.

Novak turned away from you, marking down notes in the margins of his files, “Sit down, please.”

“No.” The word was out of your mouth in an instant, your fingers itching to curve around the pistol at
your side.

But you couldn’t fuckin’ move.

He hummed, not bothering to look up at you, “Sit down. Now.”

You were moving before you could stop yourself.

What were you doing? Why were you listening to him? What the hell was happening?

It was as if you lost control of your entire being. As if he had always been in control and he had
simply waited for you to fall out of line with him.

You felt as though you were about to vomit, your stomach curling as you came to sit across from him.
You sat a little too straight.

A little too stiff.

A little too quiet.

A little too…

Obedient.



Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.

Keep an eye on your six. He’s up to something.

“Hello, my dear,” Novak said after a moment, looking up at you with a smile as he closed his files and
shifted everything out of his way. His gaze raked over you slowly and you squirmed under his
unblinking stare, “You look perfect.”

A snarl worked to your throat as you opened your mouth to speak but, before you could, a waitress
stopped by your table. She placed a cup of steaming tea in front of the Doctor along with a pair of
sugar cubes and a small container of milk before she turned to you, gently setting down a piping hot
cup of black coffee directly in front of you before she backed away.

She left the two of you in silence and a shaky breath tore through you as you opened your mouth to
speak again.

This time, it was Novak who cut you off with a simple wave of his hand.

“Black coffee,” he crooned, carefully dropping both cubes into his drink before pouring a drop of
milk into it. He grabbed a spoon, looking up at you with another smile as he began to stir. The metal
clinking against porcelain echoed through your ears in a slow rhythm, “The way Marines like, yes?”

A hiss finally snuck through your teeth, “What are you doing here, Merek?”

Novak chuckled lightly, setting his pen to the side and putting his glasses on before he reached down
beside him to produce a small black box with a bow on top of it. He placed it lightly on the table
before sliding it toward you.

It stopped in the center of the table and he looked up at you expectantly.

You didn’t dare to move, your gaze flicking between the box and him.

“The fuck is this?”

He scoffed lightly, tilting his head slightly as he looked over you, “Payment.”

Novak said it so simply. As though it was an answer that should mean everything. As though you
should have known what it meant the instant he said it.

“For what?”

His smile widened as he tapped his spoon against his cup. Novak stared at you for a moment more
before he took a slow sip. He seemed to treasure the taste, looking down at the tea fondly before he
looked back up at you and finally spoke, “I need you to kill someone for me.”

You blinked in confusion, your brows furrowing as you looked between him, his files, the box, and
your drinks.

Something was wrong. Something was very, very, very wrong.

You had to get out of there.

Run. Don’t look back. Just run.



Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.

But you couldn’t. You couldn’t move. It was like something was keeping you glued to your seat.

A shudder worked through your entire body, visibly shaking through you as he continued to stare at
you.

— The blood was cold and sticky by the time you managed to move—to drag yourself from the
freezing puddle of red. A yelp tore through your throat, drawing even more blood as you crawled to
the corner to curl up into a ball; despite the way the wounds on your back tore open again. —

— It hurt. It hurt so bad. It hurt so badly, you couldn’t see. —

— A scream slipped from your lips. It echoed through the halls of the bunker before leaving you in
silence. —

You swallowed, forcing a shaky breath as you shook your head, “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”

You slammed your palms onto the table, physically forcing yourself out of your seat as you turned to
the door.

“Sit down,” Novak snapped, leaning forward in his seat with a growl before relaxing back as you did
what you were told.

As you…A-As you did what you were told.

Your breath caught in your throat again, tears stung at your eyes as you glared at him, “What do you
want?”

Novak hummed, taking another sip of his tea, “Wraith has gotten out of hand. I cannot control him
any longer.”

“And you think you can control me?”

“No, no. Of course, not. Even I cannot control you, Ghostie,” he sang with a shake of his head, even
though an amused smile curled to his lips, “I need you to fix my mistake.”

“Why would I do anything for you?” you spat, your hands balling to trembling fists, “After
everything you’ve done. I should—”

“Because he will not stop until he destroys everything.”

You managed a scoff, “That's a problem for you now.”

“Now? Yes. Later? No.” He shook his head, “No. It will be our problem.”

“No.” You seethed, breaking your gaze away from him to eye the silver knife that was on the table,
“What’s stopping me?”

Novak blinked slowly, the amused smile on his face growing as he followed your gaze before he
shrugged nonchalantly.

“What’s stopping me from coming across this table and killing you where you sit?”



“Curiosity. Mine and yours.”

“Bullshit,” you muttered, “This isn’t curiosity.”

“Try it then.” Novak nodded, the smile on his face never faltering, “How will you do it, darling? Do
you really want to stab me? Or would you choose something more gruesome?”

He chuckled gently, shaking his head as he slid his files back in front of him, “I have been following
your adventures. You truly are creative. But…Is this really creativity? Or is it simply instinct?”

A rasping growl left your throat as you lunged for the knife.

But your fingers couldn’t wrap around the object. You couldn’t reach it…even if it was within your
reach. A pained gasp left your lips as you tried again, “What are you doing?”

The words came out in a panicked huff as you began to shake.

“I am doing nothing,” he said, watching you carefully as he lifted his pen and began jotting down
notes.

“Bullshit!” you squeaked, squirming in your seat before once again reaching for the knife and finally
wrapping your fingers around the smooth metal.

“Wraith will destroy all of my work,” Novak hummed, watching you as you struggled to adjust the
knife in your hands.

“You think I care?” you asked, glaring up at him, “You deserve to have everything you’ve ever made
destroyed. It should all rot.”

“You misunderstand,” he said, tilting his head to the side with a frown, “I made you. And, in turn, we
have both made your new super soldier.”

You froze, your eyes widening slightly as you looked up at him, “What? How did you—”

“Wraith informed me.” Novak ignored you, turning back to his notes before taking a sip of his tea, “I
do not believe it is Sergeant Dugan. You would not try something so reckless on your friend. Then…
there must be others that have survived. Others that needed your help, yes?”

— “Ay!” Rafael yelled from across the room, the crack in his voice making you wince, “I need help
over here! Hang in there, buddy.” —

You didn’t answer, your glare darkening as he nodded to himself. Your grip on the knife tightened as a
hiss slipped through your teeth.

But you couldn’t do it.

“One could assume that it was then an accident. But, how did you do it, I wonder,” he continued,
studying you carefully before he wrote down more notes, “If your friends were hurt, you would do
anything to save them. Even if it was quite reckless. You would do it. A transfusion, perhaps?”

— “Raffa,” you said slowly, silently pleading with him, “I can’t lose another one.” —

— “Neither can I.” He nodded, reaching toward the kid, “Let’s do it.” —



Your jaw clenched, the metal in your fingers bending slightly as your nails began to dig into your
palms.

“Yes, of course.” He nodded, “But Dugan did not need a transfusion. Wraith told me he hurt him but
not in a capacity that he would require a donation from you. That means there was another. There are
more.”

— “It’s okay.” You took a deep breath, lifting your gaze to the ceiling, “I’ll be fine.” —

— “¿Estás seguro de esto?” You’re sure about this? —

— “Whatever I have to do to save him. Whatever it takes.” —

“When you came for him, you only had time to save him. You would not have wasted time placing
explosives. Someone else did it for you.” Novak struck tallies across his notes, the sound of the pen
making you flinch, “That makes three, my dear. One that helped you with Dugan and another that lay
dying as you did, yes? And you saved them. You have given them a blessing.”

“No,” you whispered, letting go of the deformed knife and trying to calm your breathing, “It’s a
curse.”

“Perhaps.”

You shoved yourself to your feet, finally getting your body to respond to you.

“If I was able to put it together, Wraith will as well,” he hummed, pressing the gift box toward you
with a single finger, “He will grow weary of your game and deal another hand. Wraith will destroy
your family and then you and then me.”

You shook your head, your lips lifting to a feral snarl, “Shut up.”

“Wraith will not stop with Aftermath. He will move on to the Avengers,” he continued even as you
turned your back to him, “And then your Soldier Boy will be left alone. And he will come home to
me.”

You froze, whipping around with a snarl as you snatched the knife from the table and lunged at him.
He held up his hand, holding a business card in front of your knife and stopping you in your tracks.

“Wraith will be there,” he said, turning back to his notes, “I expect you to be there, too.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“Mm,” he chuckled, barely wincing as you dropped the knife to the table and took the card, “Just like
old times.”

— Your jaw clenched, “Go fuck yourself.” —

— Novak chuckled, a smile stretching across his face as he turned back to you, “You know, you’ve
lasted longer than the rest of my patients.” —

— “Patients or prisoners?” —

— “Whichever you prefer, darling.” —



You stole quickly away from him, crumpling the card in your fist but unable to throw it away as you
dipped out of the cafe and back into the street. Joining up with a crowd, you put as much distance
between him and you as you could. The instant you took a breath of fresh air, the weight on your
chest seemed to lift.

But the card in your hand remained.

You took a shaky breath, wiping away the stray tears that rolled down your cheeks as you unfolded
the card and glanced down at it.

This is it. You can find him. You can kill him.

Something’s wrong. We need to leave.

Or you could finish it. Right there and then.

You could kill Ollie before he even knew you were there. You could kill him and everything would go
back to normal.

Then you could go home.

Peter sighed, bouncing back and forth on his heels as the elevator shot him up the Tower. He held his
bag close, his knuckles turning white as he held onto it, despite being the only person in the elevator.
He hadn’t bothered to check the tracking device he’d left on the two men and he’d decided to skip
studying the core with Ned.

If those guys showed up at his school, what was stopping them from coming back or being able to
find it at his apartment? What if they went after Aunt May?

Nope. No, thank you.

He was getting the core to Mr. Stark ASAP just like the Shadowman told him to.

Oh! Oh!

The Shadowman! That was so much better than the New York Shadow. Yes! Super cool!

But that didn’t matter. What mattered was getting the orb thingy to Mr. Stark. Then he could study it
and take care of it while Peter…While he…Did something else.

Now, wait a minute.

Peter frowned as the elevator doors swept open.

If he were to tell Mr. Stark what happened, would he be allowed to keep trying to find the bad guys?
Or would Mr. Stark just send the Avengers?

Technically, Peter was still ‘grounded’ from Colombia.

If he handed over the core…if he told Mr. Stark, he’d never get to see the end of it.

But the Shadowman said to tell him…That something was coming…



He sighed, shaking his head as he ducked through the common room before he paused again.

It was strangely quiet in the Tower. Usually, there were a couple Avengers hanging around to greet
him. Peter looked around for a moment, still rocking back and forth before he finally took a step
toward the stairs. He jogged up them, ignoring the sounds of the weapon's pieces clattering together in
his bag.

Wincing lightly, he slipped into the lab and opened his mouth to speak before he froze again.

Mr. Stark was pacing back and forth. He was talking into an earpiece that glowed blue and he looked
angry.

Even more angry than he’d been at Peter when he’d shown up in Colombia.

Peter waited for a moment, watching Mr. Stark as he paced before he stopped. He opened his mouth
to speak, waving at the man before Mr. Stark’s voice growled through the lab.

“What do you mean the tracker in Barnes’ suit has been deactivated?”

Mr. Stark turned away from him, beginning to pace again as he caught sight of Peter and held up a
finger before whisper-yelling into his earpiece.

Peter cleared his throat, taking another slow step into the lab. He set his bag onto one of the tables,
opening it slowly, “Mr. Stark, I think you should—”

Mr. Stark waved him off, shaking his head as he pulled up a computer and manually tried to track
Sergeant Barnes, “I don’t have time, Parker.”

“But, Mr. Stark—”

“Parker.” He took a deep breath to calm himself down as he glanced toward him, “I just lost Ghost,
the Winter Soldier, and the woman they’re both chasing. I don’t have time. Report whatever you have
to Happy.”

What? Happy? No!

He wanted to be the one to tell Mr. Stark. Peter knew how important it was! He should tell it to Mr.
Stark directly!

The frown on Peter’s face deepened as he down at the purple glow that came from his bag before he
zipped it back up.

No. No. No.

If Mr. Stark was so busy, Peter would take care of it himself.

Yeah, that's it. He’d stay out of Mr. Stark’s way as he dealt with (F/N) and Peter would take care of
the weapons guys. The Avengers were busy anyway, he could take care of a few thugs and a flying
guy.

He totally had this.

Right?



Mm…

Peter sighed, shrugging his bag over his shoulder and slowly backing out of the room.

He could use some help…

A smile spread across his face.

And he knew exactly who could help him.

Bucky stared into the road, blinking quickly as he yawned and pushed a stray strand of hair from his
face. Walsh was right. He really needed to get some sleep. Whispers were beginning to push
themselves to the forefront of his mind.

They were voices he swore he recognized but he couldn’t quite place.

— “Stop the car,” he barked, chambering a bullet. —

— “I can’t let you do this, Bucky,” (F/N) said, with a quick shake of her head. —

— “Who the hell is Bucky?” he snarled, earning a wheeze from her before she slammed on the
brakes. —

Bucky hissed, shaking the sound of his own voice from his head. He had other things to think about.

He had to find her. Preferably before Walsh went and did his own thing again.

And he knew the man would.

All Bucky wanted was to get her home. All Walsh seemed to want was her dead or in captivity.

Something told him that neither of those things was going to happen.

Not without a fight, at least.

“Dude,” Walsh said, glancing at him with a frown, “Blink.”

Bucky let out a low snarl as his eyes flicked to Walsh, “This isn’t going to end well. You have her
boxed in. She’s gonna lash out.”

He shook his head, waving him off casually, “We’ll find her before that.”

“You’ve said that a million times.” He shook his head, “I thought you were better than this.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ll let you figure that one out.”

“Very nice,” Walsh scoffed with a roll of his eyes, “Turn here.”

Bucky nodded, turning down another side street with a sigh. He rolled his shoulders before he paused,
catching a glimpse of a silhouette at the end in the middle of the road.

There was no one else around. There was only a single shadow standing in the distance.



They didn’t move as he continued toward them.

Bucky frowned, sitting up straight as his foot hovered over the brakes before he realized who it was.

(F/N).

— He whipped around to see that damn sniper silhouetted against the compound’s bright lights before
he seemingly disappeared, like a ghost, into the pandemonium. —

— He’d missed, the sniper was still alive. —

— “Fascinating,” his handler crooned, looking at the spidering glass, “We must do some research
into this.” —

And then he realized what she was doing.

But he was far too late to do anything about it.

She had her rifle raised in an instant, her finger slipping onto the trigger seamlessly before she fired.
A pair of shots blasted through the street as Bucky slammed on the brakes. Walsh yelped, ducking
below the dash as the bullets slammed into the windshield.

But they didn’t go through.

The bullets lodged themselves in the glass, unable to find their target completely.

“Fuck!” Walsh snapped, peeking over the dash as Bucky caught his breath.

(F/N) lowered her hood, glaring at Walsh with narrowed eyes before she took a step toward them.

— “One more fucking move,” a hiss came from the corner of the room as his vision returned, “I put a
bullet through your fucking head.” —

— The voice was dark and stern, with a menacing growl spiking at the back of it. He blinked again,
the figure in the corner becoming clearer.

— “(F/N)?” —

She had the same look on her face. It was cold and dark and blank. She stared at Walsh, only letting
her gaze flick to him for a moment before her finger slipped to the trigger again.

Bucky winced, his hands frozen on the wheel before his foot suddenly pressed on the gas. He sent the
car barreling toward her, despite the gunfire that smacked into the glass but never punctured.

She didn’t move, staring at their car as it came ever closer.

“Move. Move. Move,” he whispered under his breath, the word coming out like a prayer.

She stayed where she was, staring them down without any emotion.

No. No. No.

— With a growl, he let out an onslaught of bullets, a scare tactic of sorts. He paused for a moment,
waiting for his rival to make the next move, finger poised on the trigger. —



— Just as he had hoped, the young shooter jumped out from behind his cover, rifle lifted to fire. —

He winced, trying to slip his foot off the gas but he couldn’t move.

— “I got him,” (F/N) scoffed, rolling to his side and taking the fuse. She watched as Stark left the
room before turning back to him and brushing her lips against his knuckles again, “I got you.” —

— Bucky smiled, reaching over to cup her cheek before she got back to work, “I love you.” —

(F/N) swung out of the way at the last second, her form whipping past his window as their car went
flying down the street. He could faintly hear a frustrated growl tear through her throat as he continued
to drive.

He glanced back in the rearview mirror before he winced as another pair of pullets were fired into the
back windshield.

Bucky ducked, waiting for another onslaught of bullets.

But they never came.

He sat up cautiously, peering in the mirror only to find that the woman was gone.

Swallowing thickly, he sat up straight before glancing at the man in the seat beside him.

Walsh was nearly curled up on the floor, a look of surprise plastered across his face as he clambered
back in his seat. He blinked, heaving a deep breath before he glanced over his shoulder, “Why didn’t
you go backward?”

“I panicked!” Bucky exclaimed, looking in the mirror again, “Where’d she go?”

“I don’t fuckin’ know! Just drive!”

Bucky nodded, tearing down the street and glancing to the safehouse that Walsh was pointing to
before he shook his head.

The front door was wide open.

She’d been there already.

“She knew where we were going,” he breathed, blasting past the safehouse without a second thought.

“Impossible.” Walsh shook his head, his face falling as he caught sight of the open door. His jaw
clenched as his face turned from surprise to anger in less than an instant, “She can’t get out of the
city.”

“Can’t?” Bucky asked, raising a brow as he caught his breath, “Maybe you don’t know her as well as
you think. If she knew where we were going, she has a way out of here.”

“No. She can’t—”

“Maybe she has someone inside Aftermath,” he cut him off with a shrug, ignoring the glare he got
from the man.

“What—”



“She’s been one step ahead of us from Colombia.” He licked his lips nervously, “Maybe you need to
check your seals.”

Walsh scoffed, shaking his head as he rubbed his temples with a low growl.

“Don’t get mad,” Bucky muttered, “You pissed her off. You were asking for it.”

“Me?” he spat with an incredulous shake of his head, “She nearly killed us both.”

“Mm.” Bucky shrugged, “She was aiming at you. And, to be fair, you kinda deserve it.”

“Who’s side are you on?”

“At this point? It’s varying.”

“That’s cute, Barnes.”

Bucky managed a light scoff before his face fell completely.

What the fuck was she doing? What had she just tried to do? Was it an order? A whim? Revenge for
trapping her in the city?

No.

What was this?

What was she thinking?

Was she even thinking?

Bucky blinked in realization, straightening in his seat slightly.

She wasn’t thinking. She was following orders.

He shouldn’t be asking what she would do. He should be asking what he would do.

If (F/N) was thinking on her own. She would have been out of the city by now. Just as she had every
other place she had been. Or she’d wait for them to find her.

But she hadn’t.

She’d come after them directly.

Something had changed.

Now the question wasn’t where she was going. It was:

Would she leave the city if her target was still standing?

Bucky wouldn’t.

The Soldier wouldn’t.

He’d stay to finish the job.



And, so would she.

She’d be waiting for them.

No.

She’d come after them.

“You’re right,” Bucky murmured after a moment.

“About?”

“She’s not leaving the city.”

Walsh hummed with a knowing look, “She can’t get out—”

“No.” He shook his head, “If she wanted to get out, she would have gotten out. She’s waiting for us.”

He paused, glancing at Bucky with a frown, “What do you want to do?”

“We’re gonna find her first.”

Jack took a deep breath, wincing at the lights and sounds of the city. It was easier than it had been.
Taking in the colors of the lights and the droning hum of the city.

But that didn’t mean it was painless.

The lights still glimmered sharply and the sounds still ricocheted through his ears. The clouding smell
of exhaust still fumed through the city, giving him an instant headache.

It was easier.

It was easier.

But he still wasn’t in full control.

But that didn't matter.

Jack had one week. One single week to find the men that had narrowly evaded him the night before.
That was if the Avengers didn’t find them first.

The thought was entertaining. The look he imagined would be on Walsh’s face when the Avengers
unwittingly foiled his plans, even more so.

But, until he was sure that they were moving in on them, he’d be there. Stalking the shadows and
watching for the men.

It wouldn’t be hard. It seemed they were selling to just about anyone on the street. Meaning they were
only professional to an extent. In all reality, it was the random flying asshole that had him worried.
The guy came outta nowhere and was intent on causing harm to the Spider-Kid…Man…Whatever.

And then there was how they factored into Walsh’s grand scheme.



What was his plan? Was there something else going on? Or was this simply a backup plan to his
backup plan?

Jack frowned, glancing over the city once more and glancing down at the mask in his hands.

Either way, he would be there. If the Avengers weren’t, he had to be.

He paused, his ears pricking up at the soft sounds of footsteps behind him. Jack dipped his head,
slipping on his mask before straightening again, “I’m assuming you took the weapon to Stark.”

He didn’t have to turn around, there was only one person in the city that would purposefully go
looking for him and try to sneak up on him, all in one go.

“Umm…Yeah,” Spider-Man’s voice came from behind him. It sounded unsure of itself, “I totally did
that…”

Jack clicked his tongue in annoyance, turning toward the kid as he joined him at the edge of the
building, “Don’t lie.”

“I wasn’t lying,” he said, setting his hands on his hips with a quick shake of his head, “Spider-Man
doesn't lie.”

“Mhm.”

“But, yeah.” He shrugged, “He was a little bit busy, so…it’s just me and the New York Shadow.”

Great.

Great!

Great.

That was the last thing he wanted to hear.

It meant he was all on his own.

He scoffed, sucking a hiss through his teeth and backing away from the parapet, “That’s not my
name.”

“Cool, cool, cool,” Spider-Man said, quickly chasing after him as Jack walked away, “It’s a good
thing I came up with a new name, right? The Shadowman!”

Jack paused, turning toward him and raising a brow before shaking his head, “No.”

“But it sounds so cool!” he called, sighing as Jack hopped over the side of the building and clambered
down to the fire escape, “Come on!”

“No.” He shook his head again, swinging down the ladder and to the alley below.

“Hey!” the kid yelled after him as he landed silently beside him and Jack began to walk away, “Wait!
I have questions!”

“No—” Before Jack could get away from the kid, a shot of white webbing went hurling at him. It
wrapped around his wrist and sent it into the wall, trapping him there. A growl echoed through Jack’s
chest as he pulled against the webbing and it didn’t give, “Seriously?”



“Yeah. I have questions,” the kid said, stopping in front of him and holding up four fingers, “Who’s
side are you on? Who are you? How’d you find the bad guys last night? What’s your plan?”

Jack sighed, rocking back to his heels and massaging his temple, “Not the bad guys’ side. I found
them the same way you found them. And I’m working on it.”

“Sweet! So we can team up.”

He shook his head, wrenching his wrist against the webbing and feeling it give, “Absolutely not.”

Spider-Man groaned, rolling his entire head in disappointment, “Come on, we’d make a great team.”

“No,” Jack repeated himself, finally prying himself free of the webbing. He grimaced, looking over
the strands before flicking them off of him and ducking through the alley.

“Hey! You didn’t answer my other question!”

Jack ignored him, shaking his head as he moved further through the brick-lined alleyway.

If he was going to stop Walsh, he was going to have to stop the weird flying guy and his posse. And
he didn’t know where to start.

“I found one of the guys! I put a tracker on him!”

Jack froze, turning back toward the kid as he cocked his head to the side, “You did what?”

“Listen, if we’re gonna work together, we have to be honest with each other.”

“We’re not working together.”

“Then I’m not telling you where they went.”

Jack knocked his head back with a groan as he ran a hand down his face.

Teenagers. Great.

“Fine.”

The kid laughed, seemingly proud of himself as he ducked in front of him, “Who are you?”

“Kid, I’m wearin’ a mask for a reason.”

“That’s fair,” he said, gesturing to his mask as Jack turned away from him, “Hey, wait! You gotta give
me somethin’, Shadowman.”

Jack stopped again, forcing a deep breath as he glanced at the kid.

It would be easier if he worked with him. He wouldn’t have to start from square one. If he really had
placed a tracker on one of the guys, he’d be able to track them down easily.

Sure, he could ask Zac or Belov, even Boone, for help but they had their own problems.

Jack swallowed thickly, looking Spider-Man over once more, “I’m an Aftermath operative. At least, I
used to be.”



The kid perked up, the eyes of his suit widening slightly, “Did Ghost send you?”

Well…kinda. But he was mostly on this because she was halfway across the world losing her marbles.

The kid didn’t need to know that.

“No. Kind of,” he sighed, taking another deep breath before he turned fully toward him, “We’ve been
on radio silence since Wraith attacked our base. I’ve been getting my own intel…” Jack trailed off,
“Wraith is planning an attack. He’s trying to gather weapons.”

“The bad guys!” he exclaimed with a nod as it all clicked into place, “You think they’re the ones
Wraith is gonna get stuff from? And you need help!”

Jack nodded slowly, “Yeah. I could use some help.”

“Yes! Let’s go!” the kid whooped, fist-pumping the air, “Spider-Man and the Shadowman ride again!”

“I already regret this.”

A screech tore through your throat as you slammed the door behind you and you flung your rifle away
from you. A cloud of dust burst through the room as you stalked into the abandoned building you’d
been living in. You tore off your back, snapping one of the straps before you hurled it into the wall
and watched as it cut through the rotten plaster.

“Ma’am, your heart rate is above—”

“Shut up!” you screamed, tearing out your earpiece with a sob in a pathetic attempt for a moment of
quiet.

You missed? How the hell did you miss?

You need to leave the city. We have to go. Now.

You fuckin’ missed? How could you miss?

“I-I don’t know!” You cried, “I-I don’t miss. I-I never miss. I can't miss. I didn’t miss. I swear.”

It was reinforced glass. You didn’t miss.

He just outsmarted you again.

You growled, shoving away the voices as you began to pace.

How had you been so stupid? Why did you listen to him?

Why had it felt so fuckin’ good to squeeze the trigger?

Why had the fear in Oliver’s eyes put you at peace?

Why had you barely even recognized Bucky in the driver’s seat?

No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No.

It didn’t matter.



All you had to do was focus on the mission.

Walsh.

He was your mission.

And you weren’t going to fuck it up again.
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Achilles' Heel

Chapter Summary

You laughed, “You tryin’ to protect me?”

“If that is how you want to see it,” he said, taking off his glasses and cleaning them on a
handkerchief, “Then yes.”

“It’s not.”

“Then no,” he chuckled, sliding his glasses back up his nose, “I am not protecting you. But that
changes nothing, Ghostie.”

“Doesn’t it?”

He was towering over you before you even knew he moved, his frigid touch chilling you to the
bone as he wrenched you up to look at him.

“Look at me,” he snarled, every bit of composure he had left melting away in an instant,
“Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy. He will
annihilate everything you love. Demolish everything you have built. His patience is running thin,
it will not be long before this game of yours is over. All the pieces across the board will crumble.
Everything we have built will be gone. Your family. Your friends. My inventions. Everything.
You must destroy him before he destroys you.”
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The serpent knows where Achilles' heel is.

“Strap in,” (F/N) ordered, jumping into one of the pilot chairs and grabbing the controls. Her gaze
flicked across the control panels with a grimace, “This might get ugly.”

Of course, it would.

He was running out of options.

(F/N) had her uses. She’d keep him safe as long as he needed. And, in truth, he was thankful that
she’d kept him alive this long. The men on this mission wouldn’t have kept him alive. Nor would they
have listened to him.
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But now it was his turn.

Since the men could not destroy her, he had to destroy the chemicals.

And, if that meant destroying the both of them, so be it.

But…just to be sure.

“Please, for the love of everything, tell me you know how to fly a plane!”

If she didn’t, the evidence would destroy itself. All they’d have to worry about was getting off the
plane.

“Eh…” (F/N) trailed off, her hesitance enough of an answer for him even over the whistling of the
wind through the cabin and the chimes of warning that came from the control panel, “I’m gonna be
completely honest with you…I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

“Damnit, (F/N)!” he cried, trying to hide the relief in his voice as he turned to her, “You better have a
plan.”

Even if she didn’t, at least it would be quick.

(F/N) paused, looking over the control once more before she shook her head, “We’re gonna bail.”

“What?” he asked incredulously, looking up at her as she shoved herself out of her seat.

“We’re gonna jump.”

“Are you fucking nuts?” it came out of his mouth before he could stop it.

“I’m gonna go with…Yes.”

He sighed, shaking his head as he threw away his straps and rocked to his feet, “I didn’t sign up for
this.”

It was true. This was not in his briefing when he signed up for the mission. It was supposed to be
simple and, yet, here he was.

In a currently crashing plane.

“By the way,” (F/N) called over her shoulder and she grabbed a parachute from a cabinet before she
turned to him, “There’s only one chute.”

“What?” he snapped, fumbling the chute in his hands as he shook his head.

He really, really didn’t sign up for this one. Why was he always the one to get paired with the crazy
ones?

“Lieutenant, I’ve never done this before.”

“It’s okay,” she said completely unbothered as the plane began to pitch, “I jump out of planes all the
time. It'll be a great teaching moment.”

“Without a chute?” he asked, raising a brow as she took back the chute and looked it over.



She shrugged, ridiculously nonchalant about the whole thing, “No. This is a first. But I think we can
do it.”

“Think?” he deadpanned, a whine hitching on the back of his throat as she began to strap him in,
“(F/N), I just want you to know, I think this is a terrible idea.”

He didn’t even know why he said it. He knew that there was no changing her mind or another way to
get him out of this situation.

“I didn’t ask what you think,” (F/N) growled, snapping one of his straps and pulling him close to her,
“I need you to do exactly as I say, do you understand?”

“But (F/N)—”

“Exactly as I say, Private,” she repeated, “Now..here’s the plan: We both jump. I hang on. I tell you
when to pull the cord, you pull the cord...I keep hanging on...hopefully.”

Hopefully?

Hopefully!

“Hopefully? That's your plan?”

“You gotta better one?”

This woman really was going to get him killed.

“No, but…” he trailed off, eyeing the ramp with a sigh.

He had to destroy the evidence. He couldn’t let it get into the Commander’s hands. And, if that meant
him dying for the cause, then…Hail Hydra.

But, if there was a chance he could walk away from it.

“No.” He closed his eyes, wincing as she patted his shoulder and checked his straps.

“Listen to me very carefully, Ollie,” she yelled over the wind, “We’re at 17,000 feet and losing
altitude, at about 4,000 feet, no matter what, you need to pull this cord.”

“But (F/N)—”

“No matter what, Private. Pull. The. Fucking. Cord.”

Great. Great. Great.

And then what? He just floated to the ground like a crippled butterfly?

“But what about you?” he spat, shoving away her hand, “What are you gonna do? You honestly think
we can do this?”

“Yes.” She shrugged, rolling her eyes as she looked back out over the plane.

“(F/N), what if when I pull the cord you can’t hang on?”



“Well then, my landing’s gonna suck ass.” She grinned as he sighed with a shake of his head, “Don’t
worry. It’s gonna be fine.”

“Again, respectively, Lieutenant,” he mumbled, staring out into the air as the plane continued to
drop, “This is dumb.”

“Yeah, yeah.” (F/N) waved him off as she brought him closer to the edge of the ramp, “Just remember
don’t deploy the chute until I tell you, understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She didn’t even give him a warning as she shoved him off the ramp and out into the open air. A series
of shrieks left his lips and he clutched onto the vest for dear life. His fingers grappled for the straps as
he tried to find the pull cord.

He hadn’t signed up for this. It was supposed to be in and out. He wasn’t supposed to be toted halfway
across the world—Twice.

Oliver tried to turn himself in the air, tried to face the ground as he plummeted toward it and his
fingers finally wrapped around the pull cord. He glanced down at the altimeter that was strapped to
his vest.

He barely got a glance at the numbers before he was tackled midair and sent tumbling through the
clouds.

He winced, catching sight of (F/N) as she latched onto him with a terribly calm glint in her eye.

“This was a terrible idea!” he yelled at her, trying to ignore the sick feeling that churned in his
stomach as they spun through the air.

“I never said it was a good idea!”

“I don’t think this is gonna work, (F/N)—” Oliver tried to protest before he was cut off by her again
as she rolled them through the air.

“We don’t wanna land in the water. And we really don’t wanna land in the middle of the city.”

(F/N) almost hummed to herself, her brows furrowing as she thought about where she wanted to land.

Wait. What?

“You don’t have a spot figured out yet?” he snapped, wincing as she rolled him through the air again
and he almost lost his breakfast, “(F/N), I hate to break it to you, but–”

“If you wanna survive this…” The woman’s face changed with a snarl, silencing him in an instant as
she sent a glare directly into him, “Don’t finish that sentence.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He squeezed his eyes shut as she continued to think through a plan that was already in
motion.

“We have less than 70 seconds before you pull the cord,” she said suddenly, threading the ripcord
through her fingers and placing it in his hand. She steered the two of them through the air before
rolling over so that he could see the ground they were plummeting toward.



“Do I have to?”

“Do you want us to die?”

Well, it would be better than spinning violently through the sky as a crashing plane buzzed above him,
but…

“What? No! But, can’t you do it?”

“Oliver,” she sighed, completely ignoring the look he sent in her direction, “The second that cord is
pulled, I need to be hanging on. Only one of us can pull it, and if we both wanna survive this, you
need to do it.”

“I hate you,” he seethed, shaking his head to disguise the malice that was dripping from his teeth,
“How much longer do we have.”

“Ten seconds.” She shrugged, seemingly entertained by the looks that flashed across his face, “Five.”

Anger. Fear. Fury. Hesitance.

Still, he shook his head. Either way, he was going to survive this.

But, if he could lose her…

“If we don’t survive this—” he said, hiding a glance at her grip on the chute and trying to subtly
adjust it.

“Four.”

“I just want you to know—”

Her grip was tight, if he could just loosen one of the straps…

“Three.”

Oliver forced a smile as the strap slipped slightly, “It’s been a pleasure.”

“Pleasure’s all mine.” She grinned, not noticing as he undid the other strap, just enough to knock her
loose.

He nodded, pulling the cord and wincing as a sudden rush of air pulled him backward. A grunted,
closing his eyes as (F/N)’s hands came loose but her weight never left the harness. Peeling his eyes
open he groaned inwardly.

(F/N) wound her hands through the loosened harness straps, holding on for dear life as she looked
below them before she looked up at him with a grin.

Oliver couldn’t help it, looking down at her incredulously before a scoff worked through his throat.
She laughed too, an excited smile stretching across her face as he allowed himself to descend into
hysterical laughter.

Of course.

Of fuckin’ course.



After everything he did, everything he’d gone through, she was still there.

Hanging on by a thread and unwilling to let go.

“You’re not dead!” Oliver exclaimed, “I’m not dead! Hey! We’re not dead!”

(F/N) nodded in excitement as she adjusted her grip before a dark voice echoed through their
earpieces…

“You may not be dead up there. But the instant you dumb-fucks hit the ground, I’mma skin both of
you.”

Bucky was pacing. He hadn’t stopped since he’d arrived in the hotel that was now Walsh’s secondary
safehouse. They hadn’t stopped to check the other safehouse, it was confirmed an hour later that (F/N)
had hit it first.

She was looking for Walsh. She was hunting him.

And the look on her face was frighteningly familiar.

Bucky shook his head, finally breaking himself out of his pacing before snatching his phone off the
bed and dialing Steve’s number.

He’d seen the look on her face before. She looked like he did when he was on a mission in the few
fleeting moments he’d caught his reflection.

She looked like the Soldier.

He could see the dark and calculating look on her face. He could feel the cold flush that was frozen
across her rigid body.

Because that’s what he looked like.

That’s what the Soldier looked like.

Bucky winced as the ringing of his phone was replaced by Steve’s voice in an instant.

“Buck!” he exclaimed, his voice warm if not a bit annoyed, “Where the hell are you—”

“She shot at us,” he snapped, with a hiss, “At him. She came outta nowhere. And she’s gone again.”

“Whoa. Slow down,” he said, “What happened?”

“What part of ‘shot at us’ don’t you understand?”

Steve seemed to pause at the growl that came from Bucky’s throat before he spoke again, “The ‘us’
part. (F/N) is a lot of things but throughout all of this, she’s never tried to hurt you.”

“It was mostly at him,” Bucky sighed, trying to slow himself down as he ran his hand down his face,
“She was gonna kill him.”

“What changed?”

He blinked, a frown stretching to his lips, “What?”



“She was on the defensive in Colombia,” Steve said softly, “Now, she’s been actively working against
Walsh but she’s never faced either of you head-on unless you track her down. Why’s she on the
offensive now?”

“I don’t know,” Bucky grumbled, flopping down on his bed and shoving his bag out of the way, “I
haven’t seen her like that. It…”

He trailed off, his frown deepening as he tried to find the words.

“What?”

“It was like looking in a fuckin’ mirror.”

Steve went quiet for a moment, leaving him with his thoughts as he took in his own words.

She could go from one end of the spectrum to another in an instant. From laying in his arms in
Medellín to nearly killing him in Warsaw.

But she didn’t.

He wasn’t her target. He wasn’t her mission.

Walsh was. But why?

“You okay?”

He scoffed sadly, shaking his head and running his fingers through his hair, “No.”

“You need me to send backup?”

“No. No!” he exclaimed, sitting up straight in bed with a shake of his head and wide eyes, “It’s only
going to make it worse. What if she goes after you like she did Walsh’s men?”

Bucky managed a tired scoff, “You shoulda seen it. She cut through their barricade like a hot knife
through butter.”

Steve paused, Bucky could practically see the look on his face, “What barricade?”

He winced lightly, forcing a shrug, “Walsh was able to cut her off in Warsaw.”

He paused waiting for Steve to say something but he was only answered by silence.

“Steve?”

“I thought you were in charge. I thought that was your deal with him.”

Steve’s words came softly across the line but they hit hard.

He was right. That was the only reason that he’d gone along with Walsh’s plan. Bucky was supposed
to call the shots.

Bucky paused, his eyes narrowing to thin slits as he glared at the door to Walsh’s room, “You know, I
keep thinkin’ the same thing. And I keep thinkin’ wrong.”

Steve sighed, “I know you don’t want me to say it, but maybe you should come back to the Tower.”



Despite the glare he was sending at the door, he shook his head, “We’re close.”

“And it sounds like both Walsh and (F/N) are about to go off the deep end,” he said, “Maybe stepping
away—”

“And what? Recentering?” Bucky asked with a scoff, “You sound like Wilson.”

“He has some good ideas. You should listen to him more often.”

He scoffed, shaking his head, “The last time we lost her, she came back with a vengeance.”

“Against who? You or Walsh?”

Bucky’s brows furrowed as the door to his room opened and Walsh ducked his head into the room.

“I gotta go,” Bucky said quickly, nearly tossing the phone over his shoulder before Steve could get
out anything else.

“Be careful—”

He nodded to Walsh, watching the man carefully as he stepped closer to him.

The confusion and fear that had painted his face a few hours earlier were long gone. They’d warped
into something that could only be described as fury.

Which wasn’t a good thing for Bucky.

Or (F/N) for that matter.

“What do you got?” Bucky asked, pushing himself off the bed with a frown as Walsh looked him over
slowly.

“She’s in an abandoned building next to the blockade,” he said quickly, “My men have it surrounded.”

Bucky’s frown deepened even further as he took a slow step toward him, “Call them off.”

“No,” Walsh said simply, barely even blinking as Bucky stopped in front of him.

“You said I was in charge. That was the deal.”

“Yeah, it was.” He nodded, “But that was before she started shooting at me.”

Bucky scoffed, raising a brow with a low growl, “She was shooting at you before. Nothing’s
changed.”

Walsh clicked his tongue with a scoff, “You don’t have to come.”

He blinked, looking over the man before catching the sight of the helmet in his hands.

Bucky took a step back, “What are you doing?”

“Ending this.” Walsh shrugged, glancing down at the mask before he snapped his gaze back up at
Bucky, “Here and now. I’ll give you two options. Either you help me bring her in now or I’ll put her
down.”



Bucky’s jaw clenched as he stiffened, his eyes darkening as he held himself back from lunging at the
man, “You’re not touching her.”

“Great,” Walsh mused with a smooth smile, “Then it’s the first option. You have 30 minutes. Then
we’re leaving.”

He turned from him without a second thought, the smile on his face fading as he turned his back on
Bucky.

Bucky leveled a glare at the man’s back, watching as he closed the door behind him.

Fine.

Fine.

If that’s how Walsh was going to play. He’d play.

Bucky wasn’t going to let him get his hands on (F/N) and, if he was going to change the rules, then
he’d let him face the consequences.

(F/N) would eat him for breakfast.

A small smirk worked to his face as he grabbed his bag and threw it open to pull out his Stark suit.

She’d get Walsh out of the way and then he’d be free to talk her down from whatever she was
planning on doing.

This was it.

The last stand.

The end of the line.

Your jaw was set into place, your gaze flitting over the men that were surrounding the building as you
kept yourself hidden behind a pile of bricks and debris. You’d taken over the upper floors, the ones
that were once under construction before being abandoned completely. Scaffolding and piles of
materials cast long enough shadows for you to hide in. Plastic sheeting fluttered on the softest of
breezes, hiding your movements as you crept along the side of the derelict building. Crumbling brick
surrounded broken windows with shards of glass that covered creaking floorboards.

You missed. You missed. You missed. You missed. You missed. I can’t believe you missed.

Stop. The glass was reinforced. There was nothing we could do.

Of course, there was. Why didn’t you see it coming?

— “He’s coming! He’s gonna find me!” the words burst from your lips as you tried to claw out of
Duke’s grasp. —

— “Easy, (F/N),” he hushed you, letting you pull away just enough so he could wipe tears from your
eyes before he tugged you back into his chest, “You’re safe. You’re safe.” —



You tried to shrug them off, tried to push away the red-hot fury that was boiling through your veins as
you tried to get your thoughts in order.

Who were you kidding?

The voices in your head were far too loud for that.

You winced, holding your head in your hands as one of the men below you switched on a searchlight
and began flashing it across the building. You stumbled away from the crumbling window you’d been
crouched behind and into the safety of the building with a hiss.

— Bright lights, squinting eyes. Cold metal on your back, sending chills through your body. —

Shaking your head, you took cover against a teetering pile of crates. You curled in on yourself,
holding your coat tighter against you before you shoved your hands into your pockets and you froze.
Your fingers wrapped around a piece of paper in your pocket before you nearly gagged as you pulled
it out.

Red pen stained the card—or perhaps it was blood—either way, Novak’s handwriting was
unmistakable across the face.

— “How has your memory been faring, darling?” Novak asked, pulling on a pair of gloves and
taking a syringe from a tray, “Better? Worse?” —

— You could barely hear his words as you watched him draw some of the blue liquid into the syringe
and flick it. His glasses slid down his nose as he looked it over before he grabbed a red pen and jotted
down some notes on a clipboard. —

You kicked it away from you, glaring at the paper with a snarl.

What were you thinking?

Why couldn’t you stop?

He didn’t get to tell you what to do. Not after everything he’d done.

But he’s right.

No, he’s not.

You gotta kill Ollie. It’ll end then.

Or, it’ll get worse. We need to go home.

No, no. We kill Ollie, then we track down Novak and end him too. Then we can go home.

Of course, he was using you. That wasn’t a question.

But he was right.

He’s right.

He’s right.



Ollie will destroy everything if you weren’t careful. He was like a disease, spreading and threatening
everything that he comes across.

And you weren’t going to let him take anything from you again.

Then again, it was Novak. And, after everything he’d done to you, he deserved some hell.

“Athena,” you croaked, reaching forward to pinch the paper in our hand and stuff it back in your
pocket.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“You got a lock on Ollie?”

“Yes, Captain,” Athena hummed in your ear, “He is heading in your direction.”

“Find Novak,” you snarled, working yourself back up to your feet as you carefully made your way to
your bag, “He’s gotta have another safehouse somewhere in the city.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And activate Perseus.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Perseus’ orange glow covered your vision in nearly an instant, his HUD washing your darkened world
with color as he brought up a map to show you Oliver’s location.

 

You nodded to yourself, reaching into your bag and going through your remaining weapons.

 

You won’t miss again.

You didn’t miss. You don’t miss.

You shook your head, slinging your rifle over your back with a gritted smirk, “I won’t miss.”

No, you wouldn’t miss again.

Not again.

Not this time.

This time, you’d finish it.

This time, you’d finish your mission.

This was the end of the line for Oliver Walsh.

Jack took a deep breath, looking over the colors of the city with a sigh as he relaxed back before
glancing over at his…partner.



It was a terrible idea, really. He would be the first to admit it, but the kid knew the streets better than
he did and he’d said that he had something very exciting to show him.

Even if that meant Jack had to climb Spider-Man’s second favorite building just because he liked to
look out over the city from there.

He’d pulled up a hologram that showed the entire city. A line wandered through the streets before
leaving the city, leading toward a single, pulsing point.

Jack swallowed as he looked over the map, “Where’d you get this?”

“Mr. Stark,” the kid said simply, pulling away the hologram and placing it back on his suit, “We’re
really good friends—”

“No.” He shook his head with an inward groan, “I mean, how’d you get the tracker on them?”

Spider-Kid paused, glancing down at the device before looking back up at him, “Um. Well. I had time
the other—”

“No, you didn’t,” Jack said without a second thought as he turned back to the city.

“How do you know I didn’t?”

He shrugged, “Because you were getting your ass kicked.”

“What?” the kid asked, his voice rising before he dropped it lower than normal, “I wasn’t getting my
butt kicked. Nah—”

“Yah.” Jack rolled his eyes, pushing him up to sit on a ledge with a shake of his head, “It was
embarrassing for both of us.”

He sighed, slowly stepping across the roof to join him, “It doesn't matter. What matters is—”

“They’re 300 miles away,” he said, without missing a beat.

“At their evil lair.”

It was Jack’s turn to pause as he looked over him.

Despite his best intentions, there were times he forgot he was dealing with a literal child. He wouldn’t
lie, the kid was good, but he was still a kid.

Then again, Jack was younger than he was when he was shipped off to military school, but he wasn’t
running around a city trying to protect it.

Jack scoffed to himself, pinching the bridge of his nose as he sent a look to the kid, “Evil lair?”

Spider-Man shrugged, “What do you want me to call it? Villain hideout?”

“Base of operations.”

“That doesn't sound as cool.” He shrugged, hopping off the ledge, “I can get there. I think.”

“You think?” Jack asked, looking up at him with a raised brow.



What was he thinking? The kid probably didn’t have a driver’s license.

“Yeah, well, we’re making a trip to—”

“Wait, wait, wait.” He cut him off with a frown, “We? Who’s we?”

The kid stopped again, turning to him with a grimace Jack could practically feel beneath the mask,
“My…guy in the chair.”

Jack opened his mouth to speak but it snapped shut in a second.

He didn’t have time to figure out what that meant. Nor did he have time for much more of this.

If he could shut down whoever these guys were, he could stop Wraith—or, at least, he could slow him
down.

“You’re sure they’re all out of the city?” he asked, changing the subject.

“No. But the guy I tagged seemed like he was in charge.”

Jack stopped, glancing at the kid and cocking his head to the side, “The flying guy? You were able to
tag the flying guy?”

“Uh…” he trailed off before shaking his head, “No, a different one. How do you know the flying one
is the guy in charge?”

“The guys in the van were dealers, they called for help from the big guy when they realized they were
made.”

“Right.” He nodded, seeming to take notes in his head before turning back toward Jack, “How about
you keep an eye on the city.”

He blinked, shaking his head slightly, “What?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, “While Spider-Man is away, Shadowman is New York’s nanny.”

Jack raised a brow with a shake of his head.

And this, this was why he didn’t work with rookies. They got too confident, too fast. And then they
crashed and burned.

But, at least then they learned.

Besides, Jack couldn’t afford to leave the city. Could he?

“This city literally has the Avengers in it,” he said slowly, “And they’re too busy for alien tech being
sold in the city?”

“Yeah, well…” The kid shrugged, “They’re chasing down the lady that killed Agent Cavanaugh. I
thought you’d rather them do that.”

Jack whipped around, a low snarl ripping through his throat, “Don’t—”

— “There’s been an explosion at the Avengers Compound,” Norway managed to croak as he curled
away in the corner, as far away from the blood as he could, “They’re reporting that Agent Cavanaugh



is…” —-

— “Нет,” Belov breathed, his breaths shallow as he glanced back at them, “Please, don’t say it.
Пожалуйста.” —

— “She’s down.” —

He gritted his teeth, shoving away all the forgotten memories and fear and fury that bit into him as he
turned on Spider-Man with a snap.

He paused, forcing a deep breath as the kid winced away from him.

His voice dropped to a whisper as he relaxed back with a shake of his head, “Don’t throw her around
like that.”

Spider-Man straightened slightly before he took a hesitant step toward him with a soft mumble, “I
knew her too.”

“I…” Jack trailed off, shaking his head as he looked up at the kid before turning toward the city. He
paused, looking out over the glimmering lights that only a few nights before had given him
headaches, “I knew them both. Before shit went sideways. For all of us.”

The kid moved slowly, stopping quietly by his side.

“We were all scrambling, we’re all still scrambling,” he said quietly, his words so small it seemed as
though they were swallowed up by the sound of traffic below them, “My family is hurt and scattered
across the globe. I don’t even know how many people we lost.”

He nodded, “And now there’s a chance we could get ahead of Wraith.”

“And, if we don’t,” Jack muttered, dropping his gaze to his gloved hands with a small sigh, “Who
knows how many more people could be lost.”

“So we stop him together.”

Jack scoffed, looking up at the kid.

He had to admit, he had courage. And he had smarts. If the kid could keep it together, they just might
be able to do it.

“Together,” he said, allowing a smile to curl to his face as his eyes crinkled, “You got this, Spider-
Man. I’ll keep an eye on the city.”

“Heck yeah!” Spider-Man nodded, holding out his fist to Jack with a laugh.

Jack shook his head, letting his knuckles smack against the kids before he shook his head, “Don’t
push your luck.”

“Don’t worry, Shadowman, I’ve got this.”

Bucky took a deep breath, glancing up at the darkened building that was illuminated only by a circle
of light from a searchlight mounted on one of the trucks surrounding the building. He frowned, taking
a tentative step out of the vehicle and glancing down the road.



The building was surrounded, not only by Walsh’s men but also by a chain link fence that was topped
with coils of barbed wire. But that wasn’t what caught his attention.

No.

His eyes were drawn to the still smoldering vehicles that had been towed out of the way of the main
street—remains of Walsh’s failed barricade.

(F/N) had taken shelter in a building that was just a stone’s throw away from the main road.

Bucky frowned, his eyes flitting across the sight in front of him.

Something was wrong.

(F/N) didn’t run very far away from the barricade. If she was planning on hiding or hunkering down,
she wouldn’t be there. She’d be further into the city, somewhere crowded so she could disappear into
a crowd if need be. If she was planning on taking some hits, she’d force Walsh’s men into relocating.
She’d get them off their footing as she drew them out.

Either way, whenever she went dark, it took them ages to find her. She’d been able to go dark almost
instantly in Paris, but now? They’d found her in a matter of hours after her attack.

She was up to something. Maybe she knew something they didn’t.

Or, she was simply waiting for them.

For him.

Bucky shivered, glancing up at the building and wincing as sheets of plastic fluttered in the wind. He
swore he saw a shadow dart into the building, he swore he saw yellow eyes dip back into the
darkness.

— He could see Nighthawk’s face clear enough, though. The almost yellow eyes burned into him and
those white, almost fang-like, teeth grinned in an animalistic snarl. —

Bucky frowned, shaking away the memory before he turned back to the men that were cutting their
way through the fencing.

“I appreciate your subtlety,” he said, glancing at Walsh with a scoff.

He shrugged, tugging on his helmet, “Isn’t always my strong suit.”

Walsh took a confident stride toward the building brushing past his men and through the fence.

Bucky followed suit, nodding to one of the men that held the fencing open for him before he slipped
into the long grass that surrounded the building.

His footsteps were silent, the men behind him less so as he caught up with Walsh.

“She’s been waiting for us,” he muttered under his breath, glancing over his shoulder as they ducked
into the building side by side, “She wants us here.”

Walsh scoffed, glancing at him with a low chuckle, “Then this is the only time I’ll give her what she
wants.”



There were only a few splintered remnants of a door in front of them as they came off the main
entrance. Bucky shoved it open, glancing inside before gesturing to Walsh to go in front of him,
“She’s going after you first.”

Walsh paused, looking into the building after him, “Does that mean you want to lead?”

“Nope,” he said with a curt shake of his head, “I’ll let her have you first.”

“Great.”

Walsh ducked past him, glancing through the building before leading Bucky into the building.

It was dark and quiet. The searchlight outside shooting pale light through the decaying brick as they
stepped toward a set of stairs. Bucky paused in his stride, letting Walsh take the lead as he reached
into his pocket and retrieved an earpiece.

He had no plans on using it but, just in case he really did need backup, he could get in touch with
Stark in an instant. The earpiece chirped in his ear as it activated and he finally willed himself to step
after Walsh.

Their footsteps fell in near unison as they quickly stepped up the flight of stairs. Walsh skipped the
first few flights, moving farther up the building as his men ducked into the doors behind him to clear
the level and he kept climbing.

The further they made their way up the building, the more signs of old construction they found. Crates
and tools and piles of supplies littered the floor, each covered with layers upon layers of dust.

Bucky swallowed thickly, following closely behind Walsh as the man pulled a pistol from his side. He
glanced at the weapon, glaring at it for a moment as he finally dipped onto one of the floors.

Following suit, Bucky let his gaze flick over the space; noting the fresh tracks that were in the dust.
His ears perked up, the hair on the back of his neck standing up as he took a tentative step onto the
floor. He winced lightly, each step he took echoed off the walls as the floorboards beneath his feet
creaked.

Bucky licked his lips nervously, glancing up into the rafters in front of him as he finally cleared the
doorway and the men behind him tried to filter onto the floor.

The second that they did, a pile of piping and scaffolding collapsed.

The piping shrieked as it fell in front of the doorway like a barricade and the scaffolding folded with a
screech as it barred them in.

Walsh grimaced, lowering his weapon with a frown, “That’s not good.”

“No, it’s not,” Bucky sighed, rubbing his temples before he paused. He was barely able to catch a
snap of movement above them, “Look out!”

Before Bucky could react, he was kicked out of the way as a silhouette swung down from the rafter.
He grunted, falling to the ground before rolling over his shoulder to his feet and letting his gaze snap
up to the figure.

His face fell the instant he did.



(F/N).

She barely seemed human. The shadows cast on her face made her features look sunken; nearly
animalistic as she threw herself at Walsh. Her eyes seemed to glow orange in the dark as she
continuously lunged at him.

Bucky froze in place, wincing as she landed each hit. Every swing was wild, each one connecting
with the armor Walsh wore and seeming to leave dents in the dark material.

(F/N) had Walsh on his heels in a matter of seconds. The man was wildly unprepared for the feral
strikes she was throwing at him.

Bucky finally made his way to his feet, finally getting himself to move toward her. He tried to tackle
her around the middle but was thrown away in an instant, though he managed to get her off of Walsh
and get between the two of them.

(F/N) rolled over her shoulder, her darkened glare shifting from Walsh to him and nearly stopping his
heart.

Her eyes were narrowed and bloodshot but they truly were glowing orange in the darkness and they
were nearly blank. A savage growl was on her lips, her teeth glinting in the sharp light.

— “Come with me,” she whispered, holding out her hand with a soft grin. Her fingers bruised and
broken, her face gaunt and eyes hollow. —

Bucky sucked a breath, forcing himself to his feet as she did the same. (F/N) looked him over, glaring
at him as he glanced down at his fists.

He couldn’t do it.

He looked back up at her, meeting her gaze and hoping she could see how he was silently pleading
with her.

She didn’t. But she did see him hesitate.

And both she and Walsh used that to their advantage.

Walsh threw himself at her first, getting her on her heels for only a moment before she got the upper
hand, yet again. She was practically trying to rip him apart, her fists hammering into his armor and his
helmet; doing whatever she had to do to hurt him.

To finish him.

Just like he would have.

But Bucky couldn’t do anything. He couldn’t hurt her. He wouldn’t hurt her.

But he had to step in.

She had Walsh on his back before he knew what was happening. (F/N) straddled him, pinning him to
the ground as her fists pummeled into his helmet.

— “Your name is James Buchanan Barnes,” she said as another engine gave way in a deafening
boom. —



— “Shut up!” he shrieked, lunging after her instead. A metal hand enclosed around her neck lifting
her into the air. She didn’t struggle against him as his grip tightened. —

— “I’m not gonna fight you,” she choked out. —

Bucky winced, pushing himself forward as she hit Walsh hard enough to earn herself a crack in his
mask. Walsh tried to fight back, unable to shield his head as her knuckles broke against his helmet and
Bucky finally made it to his side.

His hand wrapped around her wrist as she snapped back for another blow.

— “Come with me,” she said, barely above a whisper as another blast echoed and she took his hand.
—

— “Нет.” No. —

— “Ты моя миссия.” You’re my mission. —

— “Пожалуйста?” she stuttered, taking another step away from him. Please? —

“(F/N)!” he tried, pulling her away only to have her wrench her arm away from him and smack him
away from her, “Stop!”

Three more hits and Walsh’s mask cracked into two, revealing the panic on his face as she pulled back
her bloodied fist with a gritted grin.

“Familiar, Ollie?” she asked lowly, her grin growing as fear flashed over his face.

— She took off down the hall, trying to get away from him. Before she was out of reach, he managed
to grab a fistful of her hair. He pulled her backward. —

Bucky grunted, throwing himself at her as she wound up for another hit. He tackled her to the floor,
the two of them rolling over each other before she shoved him away from her.

He looked up at her, mirroring her stance as she worked her way back up to her feet.

He wasn’t the target, that was more than obvious. She wanted to, needed to, was ordered to, get rid of
Walsh. If Bucky stepped between them—if he could keep them separated—he could stall the fight.

“Doll,” he tried again, holding out a hand to keep her at bay, “Listen to me.”

Her jaw clenched as she shook her head, trying to circle past him and back to Walsh, “Move.”

“Baby, please—”

“I said move,” she snapped, not listening to him as she lurched toward him.

Bucky winced, blocking a pair of hits from stained knuckles as he tried to stay between the two of
them. Even if she had him moving backward, he could tell she was holding back.

— “You’re pulling your punches,” she snarled, catching one of them and wrenching it out of the way
while bringing up her leg to kick him in the stomach. —

— “Uh-uh, babygirl, not again,” Bucky grunted, grabbing her leg while sweeping his to take out her
other knee, resulting in him pinning her to the floor. —



She didn’t want to hurt him either. If he could just get through to her, maybe he could end the fight.

“Please, (F/N),” he whispered, grabbing one of her fists and trying to pull her against him, “Just stop.”

“Get off me!” (F/N) snapped, pulling away from him with a hiss as she tried to force a deep breath,
“Bucky, please, just move.”

— “Get off me!” she shrieked, weakly fighting back against them as they started to drag her back
toward where the Soldier was waiting in the dust and shadows. —

— “Don’t you touch her!” Another man snarled, coming out of nowhere to come between her and the
men that were surrounding her. —

He winced, shaking away the memory as she pulled away from him, “I can’t let you do this.”

(F/N) growled, her breathing heavy and tight as she backed away from him with a shake of her head.
Her gaze flicked over him before it sighted in on Walsh as he worked his way back to his feet. She
glanced back at Bucky for only a moment before she flipped her coat out of the way to grab her
sidearm.

“No!” Bucky snapped, lunging toward her as her finger fell to the trigger and she tried to fire a pair of
shots in Walsh’s direction.

Bucky made it to her before she could, sending the two bullets ricocheting through the building as he
tried to knock away the weapon.

“No!” she screamed, turning on him in an instant. (F/N) elbowed him in the gut, keeping her grip on
the pistol as she shoved herself away from him, “Dammit!”

(F/N) wheezed a breath, glaring at Walsh as he took cover behind some rubble. As he did, the men
that had been trapped behind the pipe and scaffolding broke through. She hissed, sending a look at
Bucky before she glanced upward.

“Don’t,” he pleaded with her, trying to step after her as she slipped into the darkness, “Please.”

A growl warped through her throat as she shook her head. Her eyes narrowed as she turned away
from him. (F/N) launched herself off a pile of bricks, shooting up into the rafters and nearly
disappearing into the darkness.

“(F/N)!” he yelled, darting after her as he climbed through the rafters out of her. The weak boards
bending and warping as he hauled himself up to the next floor through a hole, “Stop it!”

“Go away!” (F/N) snapped back, her footsteps barely audible as he scrambled out onto the floor and
rolled to his feet. He sprinted after her, ignoring the snapping of boards behind him as he slipped
between sheets of plastic.

“Get your ass back here!” he snarled, his voice deepening slightly as it boomed through the building.
(F/N)’s footsteps stopped, the floor going quiet, save for the voices that reverberated below them.

Bucky barely caught sight of her silhouette behind a sheet of plastic as he wound his way through the
maze of materials. He paused as he stopped in front of her before he pulled the sheeting out of the
way.



She was standing further away than he thought she was. Almost as if she was keeping her distance
with every step he took.

“Stop,” he said softly, holding his hand out to her.

(F/N) shook her head, turning to him with a frown as her eyes flashed above them, “No.”

“Seriously?”

She shrugged, a small smile working to her lips before it dropped in an instant and she took off.

“Fuck!” he snapped, barreling after her as she took off again.

— “Ah, c’mon,” she sighed, rolling her eyes, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of,
comrade?” —

— “Where would we go?” he asked lowly, entertaining the thought for only a moment. —

— “Anywhere,” she mumbled, “Everywhere!” —

She tried to take off into the rafters again but he made it to her before she was able to get a good grip.
His metal hand wrapped around her wrist, yanking her backward and into his chest. The move earned
him a yelp as he held her in place.

(F/N) writhed against him, trying to get away until his hand locked into place.

“Please,” he muttered, wincing as she weakly fought against him, “Doll, that’s enough.”

“No. No.” She shook her head, smacking one of her fists against his chest, “I-I gotta finish it. I gotta
finish it then I can go home.”

Bucky paused, noting the change in her voice as she stopped fighting and he finally released her.

“(F/N),” he whispered, letting his metal arm snake around her back to hold her against him before the
fingers of his other hand curled under her chin, “Look at me.”

She swallowed thickly, shaking her head for a moment before she let her eyes meet his.

“We can figure this out,” he promised, letting a smile stretch across his face as his hand landed on her
hip, “I can take you home right now. You don’t have to do anything. I promise.”

— “I thought you were gone,” the girl mumbled, tucking her head into his neck as he pulled her into
his arms. —

— “I thought you were supposed to be smarter,” he whispered hoarsely, carrying her across the cell
to the table. —

— “No,” she whimpered, pulling herself tighter against him, “Not yet, please.” —

— He stiffened, pausing in his stride before he sighed, “Ты собираешься доставить мне
неприятности.” You’re going to get me in trouble. —

— “Am I gonna die?” she whispered against his neck, clutching his tactical suit as she tried to
breathe and tears began to roll down her cheeks. —



— He shook his head, “Нет.” —

— “No?”—

— “Worse,” he hummed, “You're going to live.” —

Bucky blinked, wincing lightly before he pushed away from her.

(F/N) frowned, worry staining her features as she reached out to him and her voice changed almost
completely, “Bucky? What’s wrong?”

— “What are you doing?” the girl asked, fear racing through her eyes as they darted to search his.
The cold blade he had pressed between her wrist and the leather straps flicked suddenly, making her
flinch. —

— “Не говори,” he said lowly, whispering it against her ear, holding her close before pulling away
and flipping the knife back into its sheath, “Обещай мне.” Don’t tell. Promise me. —

“James?” she asked, taking another tentative step toward him, “What happened?”

— “Don’t tempt me…” —

Bucky blinked, looking back up at her as his jaw dropped slightly, “Моя маленькая солдатская
девочка...” My Little Soldier Girl

(F/N) froze, her eyes widening slightly as the words left his lips. She backed away slowly before she
stopped and she nodded.

He took a shaky breath, looking over her slowly, “You?”

(F/N) licked her lips nervously, taking another quick step away from him as she began to wring her
hands, “I-I—”

She was cut off in an instant as a sudden pain slammed across his temple and he collapsed. (F/N)’s
arms wrapped around him, saving him from dropping to the floor as everything went black.

“Вставай, Солдат.”

Get up, Soldier.

Bucky blinked, looking back up at you as his jaw dropped slightly, “Моя маленькая солдатская
девочка...” My Little Soldier Girl

You blanched, your breath hitching in your throat. It felt as though you were going to choke on your
own words as Bucky looked over you in realization. The sound of his voice sent shivers down your
spine as his words echoed through your ears.

He knows. He knows. He knows.

Tell him. Tell him. Tell him—

“You,” he whispered in disbelief. A flood of memories rushed through him as you tried to find the
words to explain.



“I-I—” you tried before a metal bar went swinging through the air. It thudded against his temple,
sending him hurtling to the ground the instant it connected.

You darted forward, catching him before he hit the ground and holding him close as he slumped in
your arms. Sinking to the floor, you gently set him down. You cupped his cheek, shaking him gently
as his eyes fluttered to the back of his head.

And the voices in your head went silent.

“Bucky? James? Baby?” you stuttered, panic and bile building in your throat, “Can you hear me?”

“It’s amazing how you manage to melt between characters,” Ollie’s voice came from in front of you
as he stepped from the shadows, his words accompanied by the sound of a metal bar being tossed over
his shoulder to the ground, “I gotta give it to you, you're good.”

A growl scratched through your throat as you glared up at him, holding Bucky protectively against
you, “What did you do?”

“I got Bucky Barnes out of the way.” He shrugged with a low smile.

“That’s not gonna help you.”

“I know,” he sighed, his smile turning smug in an instant, “But the man that’s gonna take his place
will.”

You blinked with a frown, taking in his words before you froze. Your gaze flicked to the man in your
lap before you realized what he’d done.

Angry blue eyes locked with yours as the man in your arms shoved you off of him and you scrambled
away. You whimpered, rocking to your feet as the Soldier rose to his.

“You took the code words,” Ollie sang, his voice edging on a cackle, “I just had to figure out a way to
get through to him. And, look, it worked.”

Walsh relaxed back, watching the Soldier as he sized you up.

“What’s your plan, Walsh?” you asked, backing away slowly, “They already think I’m Hydra. You
think he’s not gonna realize something’s up when he comes out of this?”

“If he comes out of it.”

“Fuck you.”

“Солдат?”

“Я готов отвечить.” Ready to comply.

“Shit,” you whispered, backing away from him with wide eyes

Ollie leaned back against a post, “Солдат, закончи свою миссию.” Soldier, finish your mission.

The Soldier turned back to you, almost mechanically as he looked you over before he lunged at you.

“Bucky!” you shrieked, ducking out of the way of him as he came at you, “Stop! Please!”



He didn’t listen, his arm calibrating dangerously fast as he launched a flurry of strikes against you.
You dove out of the way, trying to stay ahead of him as he drove you backward.

You’d been banking on a lot of things in this fight.

That Ollie would be the only real part of the fight. And that Bucky would never hurt you.

And, though you knew that Oliver would play dirty, you hadn’t thought he’d try something like that.

But, you hadn’t expected to fight the Soldier ever again.

You were already weak. You’d given your all earlier in the fight, hoping to finally finish off the man
that had taken everything from you. All your energy was not gone against the man that really, truly
could kill you if he got his hands on you.

You were in trouble.

Of everyone you had to fight, you never wanted it to be him.

Oliver knew what he was doing by setting him on you. The Soldier didn’t care about you—not this
version, at least. But, you? You cared about every version of the Soldier. You couldn’t hurt him.

Ollie knew that.

You couldn’t do that.

And, if you couldn’t land a hit, then you need to cut and run.

But you couldn’t leave him with Walsh, not like this.

You ducked, wincing as his fist flew over your head and you slipped behind a sheet of plastic to take
cover from the man.

You paused, glancing at the closest window and pausing in your sprint. Perseus and Athena lit up in
unison, Athena giving you an escape route as Perseus warned you that the Soldier was coming closer.

You weren’t winning this fight. Either way, it went. Either you were hurting Bucky, the Soldier was
killing you, or you were ending up back in Novak’s care.

Maybe it was better if you just—

You hesitated, rocking toward the window and you paused; even as Perseus’ alarms went off in your
ear.

You couldn't leave him. Not like this—

Before you could move, a metal fist collided with your back. Vibranium knuckles smashed against
Perseus’ Vibranium brace that ran down your back with a snap.

A scream cut through your throat as you fell forward, clutching your back as the metal embedded
itself into your skin and Perseus’s HUD went completely dark. The metal cut through the skin,
sending trails of trickling blood trailing down your back and soaking into your shirt and coat.

Athena’s alarms rang in your ears as you fell to your knees. You tried to release it from your skin,
clawing at the fabric of your coat before a hand wrapped into your hair.



Bucky’s flesh fingers snatched a fistful of your hair before you were forced to your feet.

He held you still as another pair of footsteps echoed through the building.

Ollie appeared in front of you, an amused look in his eyes as he looked you over before he frowned.

His gaze met yours, immediately realizing that the orange glow that had been there earlier was gone.

“Tricky girl,” he hummed, his face falling to a sneer, “You had help.”

Walsh cocked his head to the side, coming toward you before you snapped a snarl and kicked the
Soldier in the side. He released you, letting you collapse to the ground in agony as you hit the brace
again and it lodged even deeper into your back. You whimpered to yourself, trying to crawl away
from him as he waltzed toward you.

“Where are they?” he asked, kicking you in the side before pressing his foot atop your back and
earning himself a scream, “Who did I miss?”

“Fuck you,” you managed to wheeze, glaring up at him as he released you.

Walsh raised a brow before he rolled his eyes and turned to the Soldier, “Заставь ее говорить.” Make
her talk.

You glanced over your shoulder, watching as the Soldier strode toward you and Walsh walked away.
Turning back around, you tried to crawl away. Tried to find cover in the building materials that
surrounded you, not that they would help in any way…

You paused, your eyes landing on the metal rod that Ollie had thrown away. Reaching for it, you
pulled it against your chest as you forced yourself to breathe through the pain.

“You know what I went through with Novak,” you hissed, “You think I’m talkin’ to you? Ever?”

Oliver shrugged, perching atop a pile of bricks, “Only if you wanna see your Soldier Boy again.”

You faked pushing yourself to your feet, adjusting the rod in your grip before you collapsed back to
the floor and reached for the pistol that was still at your side.

And then you waited.

The Soldier’s footsteps were slow as he came toward you, analyzing the best way to hurt you as he
came closer and closer.

— You took a deep breath, steadying your breathing as heavy boot falls fell from one of the vehicles.
You could feel the steps through the sand as they came closer and you closed your eyes. —

The Soldier latched onto your collar, yanking you to your feet and clearing the way for you to turn on
him. The metal rod struck his temple again, immediately sending Bucky to the floor like a ton of
bricks and you pulled your firearm and targeted Walsh.

A flurry of bullets was sent his way, the muzzle flash lighting the room as Walsh made a run for it.

You grunted, glaring at where Oliver leaped for cover before you took a step toward him; only to fall
to your knees.



You were dizzy, pain was flooding your system even as you tried to stop it. You were weak, your
lungs fighting for every breath.

Fight. Flight. Freeze.

You needed to run.

Run.

Bucky groaned as you worked your way to your feet and glanced down at him. He grimaced, holding
his head in his hand before his eyes opened slightly and they met yours.

His eyes. Not the Soldier’s.

You nodded slightly to yourself, tossing the rod to the ground and moving toward the window.

All you had to do was get through Walsh’s men that were surrounding the building. You could—

Your thoughts were cut off as a kick lodged into your back, forcing the brace even further into your
back as you fell to the ground.

Oliver was right behind you in an instant. He kicked you again, sending you rolling to your back and
earning him a cried scream.

“Tired yourself out, huh?” Ollie grinned, easily pinning you to the floor, “Payback’s a bitch.”

You forced a pained laugh as you glared up at him, “I didn't know your mom was here.”

He chuckled, pressing you against the floor and grinning as something in your back popped, “You
really want that to be your last words?”

“You really think I’m gonna let you be the one to kill me?”

“You don’t have a choice—”

Oliver’s snarl was cut off as Bucky arrived at your side. He threw Ollie off of you before stumbling
into a wall and holding himself up. He blinked quickly, trying to keep himself conscious as he caught
sight of you.

But it was a different look.

It wasn’t the Soldier looking back at you, it was Bucky but…

He didn’t remember.

— “Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against
your fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?” —

— “Where would we go?” —

— You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer. “Anywhere,” you managed to mumble,
“Everywhere!” —

No. No. No.



You didn’t have time for this.

Run.

You struggled to your feet, keeping your eyes on him as you backed toward the window.

“I’m sorry,” you managed, looking him over once more before you dove—more like fell—out of the
window.

You were only supposed to fall for a moment before you grappled onto a window but your grip failed
you in an instant, sending you hurtling down the side of the building before you finally managed to
stop yourself by landing on scaffolding. You wheezed a breath as you landed on your stomach before
you rolled to grasp onto one of the metal bars and swung yourself off the platform.

Scrambling down the side of the scaffolding, you barely avoided the swinging light of the searchlight
as it shot across the building. You dropped to the ground, hiding for only a moment in the grass before
you tried to quickly limp through the rubble.

You could feel warm liquid running down your back as you tried to squeeze through a hole in the
fence, only to snag your brace on the chain link and ripping your coat on a stray piece of barbed wire.

— “You have exhausted my patience, Ghostie,” Novak said, looking you over as the men yanked you
off the table and spun you around. They threw you back down in an instant, shoving you against the
cold metal before ripping the back of your shirt. —

— “What are you doing?” you asked, trying to fight against them only for them to put your shackles
back on. —

— “But, I have decided to give you a gift.” —

You shook your head, trying to find your way through the darkness without stumbling.

— “I must say, my dear, the human body intrigues me,” Novak paused, twirling a scalpel in his hand,
“But I am not a surgeon.” —

— “This is going to get a tad messy.” —

You didn’t know where to go. You’d left the little that was left of your supplies behind and there was
no way you were getting out of the city without help.

Reaching up to your earpiece you tapped it twice, praying to hear Athena’s telltale chirp.

And you did.

“A-Athena,” you stuttered, leaning heavily against a wall, “Please tell me you got something.”

“I’ve begun calculating a route to Ansbach,” she said before pausing for only a moment, “I also have
a location on Dr. Novak. As you requested, Captain.”

You flinched at the sound of his name as you gasped for breath.

You weren’t making it to New York, let alone Ansbach like this. And it wasn’t like you could walk
into a hospital without alerting the police or Ollie’s men.



“Novak,” you choked out, “Get me to Novak.”

— “You think he is going to save you?” he asked, staring down at you as you fought against your
restraints, “You think he is going to be the one to release you?” —

“But—”

You shook your head with a pained whimper, “Now!”

Bucky panted, his eyes narrowing as (F/N) dove out of the window and he held his head in his hands.
His ears were ringing with the sound of her scream and gunshots.

He didn’t know what happened. One second he had finally gotten (F/N) into his arms again, the
next…

He was on the floor and Walsh was on top of her.

And then she screamed. There was nothing Bucky could do but react. So, he did the only logical
thing, he went after Walsh.

He was sure the fucker had done something to deserve it.

Bucky grunted, working his way to his feet before he sent a glare to Walsh.

The man was already up and about, yelling orders at his men—Or yelling at Bucky, he didn’t know.

He also didn’t really care.

Bucky pushed off the wall he was leaning against, stumbling toward the window that (F/N) had
disappeared out of and peering down onto the grounds surrounding the building.

There was nothing.

She was gone.

She’d been ripped from his arms, yet again.

By Walsh.

It was always Walsh.

Bucky gritted his teeth. How could he have been so stupid? Walsh never intended to let him bring
(F/N) home. No. He’d simply wanted to use Bucky to lure her out of hiding.

He was so caught up in his revenge plot, he didn’t care who he’d hurt.

Bucky was done. He’d gone as far as he could go. Taken as much as he could take.

If he truly wanted to bring (F/N) home, he was going to have to do it on his own.

Bucky nodded to himself, glaring out into the city as the distant sound of a muffled voice came closer
before he was ripped from his head. Walsh’s hand latched onto his shoulder, tugging him away from
the window and bringing his attention to the man.



“What the fuck was that?” Walsh snapped, squaring up to him with a snarl.

“You hurt her,” Bucky growled back, leveling a glare against the man and closing the distance
between them, “What the hell happened?”

Walsh paused with a blink, his jaw clenching before he relaxed back, “Wraith came the fuck outta
nowhere.”

Bucky paused, a frown finding its way to his face as he backed away from the man.

Wraith? Where the hell had he come from? And where the fuck was he now?

“I wasn’t the target,” Walsh said slowly, looking over him quizzically before he continued, “You
were. They were trying to bring you in. She was a distraction.”

Bucky raised a brow, shaking his head in disbelief.

No, that couldn't be it. Sure, he got hit in the head but (F/N) wouldn’t…She would have warned him.
She wouldn’t have let Wraith hurt him.

No. Something wasn’t right. He was missing some pieces.

He swallowed thickly, still shaking his head, “And she just has a personal vendetta against you?
That’s why she beat your face in? Again?”

“Consider it a mutual vendetta.” Walsh shrugged, managing a small smile.

Bucky didn’t return it as he finally snapped toward the man with a growl, “Then consider me out.”

Walsh blinked in disbelief, “What?”

“I’m done,” he said, tapping his earpiece twice and waiting for it to chirp, “I’m done being used. I’m
done being lied to.”

The man’s jaw clenched as he scoffed lowly, “Fine. I’ll find her on my own.”

Bucky swung back around instantly, towering over Walsh with a low, gritty snarl, “You hurt her. I hurt
you. You hunt her. I hunt you.”

Walsh nodded, raising his hands and backing away as Bucky turned away from him.

“FRIDAY, get me Stark,” he snapped, stalking back through the building and toward the stairs.

“On it, Sergeant Barnes.”

He took a deep breath, trying to calm himself as he left the building before Stark’s voice finally
echoed through his ears.

“Hey, Manchurian Candidate!” Stark exclaimed, though the crack in his voice gave away his
exhaustion, “Been a while since we’ve heard from you. What’s going on?”

“I need you to send me a jet.” Bucky didn’t look back as he left the building, wading through the
grass before jogging to the road and shoving his way through some of Walsh’s men.

“Everything okay?” Steve’s voice came from the line, surprising both Bucky and Sark.



“Where the hell did you come from?”

“Listen,” he sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose and unzipping the top of his suit as he turned
down the street, “Just send the jet.”

“What happened?” Steve asked, ignoring the tone in Bucky’s voice.

The one that said he didn’t want to answer any more questions.

But Steve always had a hard time hearing that tone.

Either that or he ignored it.

“We lost her. Again. And…” Bucky trailed off after a moment, rubbing his head gingerly where there
were…two bumps. He frowned, “…I got knocked in the head.”

Stark hummed lowly, “Did our friend make an appearance?”

— “Bucky? James? Baby?” (F/N) stuttered in a panic, her fingers carding through his hair, “Can you
hear me? What did you do?” —

“Just send the jet.” Bucky shook his head, not allowing them to finish the conversation as he plucked
out the earpiece with a groan.

He was missing something. That much he was sure of but…

What was it?

Boone hummed to herself, her gaze lackadaisically drifting over the maps that stretched out across the
tables in front of her. She let her fingers run through the streets; tracing paths between the Avengers
Tower and the Widow’s Nest before she wound her way to the coastline.

They had almost everything they needed to launch a counter-attack nearly two months in the making.
All they needed now was a place to launch their attack.

She sighed, pulling navy blue hair atop her head into a messy bun as she pulled away from the maps.

And they need to make sure that whatever weapon Walsh was trying to get his hands on, they’d get to
first.

But the thing she was mostly worried about was (F/N).

And if she was ever going to get her head out of her ass.

Well, that wasn’t exactly fair.

She was working through things the only way she knew how.

By killing people.

Boone was no stranger to the feeling, but she’d always seen (F/N) as the one that had already figured
it out. Apparently, she was wrong.

“What are you thinking?” Duke’s voice came from behind her, dragging her from her throughs.



She glanced up at him, puffing a stray strand of hair from her face as she forced a tired smile, “That
Jack is better at this than I am.”

“Yeah, well…” Duke sighed, coming to stand beside her and placing his hand on her shoulder, “He’s
a little busy.”

“I know,” she hummed, turning her attention back to the maps. A frown replaced the smile that had
cracked across her face, “Even if (F/N) has been going after all those cells, there are gonna be agents
slipping through the cracks.”

He nodded slowly, looking her over before stepping away, “We’re gonna need help.”

“We’re gonna need eyes,” Boone said, “We can’t be everywhere at once.”

Duke stayed quiet for a moment, wandering around the table before he stopped. He snuck a glance up
at her as he knocked his knuckles against the table to earn her attention, “Garner’s on his way here.”

“Now?” she asked, checking the nonexistent watch on her wrist before glancing out the boarded-up
window, ”Isn’t it past his bedtime?”

“Don’t say that in front of him,” he chuckled with a shake of his head, “He’s spry for his age.”

Boone giggled, keenly watching as Duke stepped away from the table before her grin faded in an
instant; only to be replaced by a yawn. She leaned heavily against the table, her eyes squeezing shut
as she groaned.

Boone was tired. Moreso than she’d ever admit. The feeling of homesickness that had started in
Colombia had followed her to New York and was eating at her even more now.

Now. Now that she was even closer to home than she had been.

Perhaps it was because New York, her New York, had been in and out of the building in less than 20
minutes. Perhaps it was because he left her in such a hurry that she couldn’t even apologize.

She knew he was pissed and, if it was any other man, it would have possibly entertained her.

But Steve was different, he was…Good. A good man.

Something she’d been searching for for years and finding it in a lie before being betrayed and
swearing it off entirely. She’d sworn off falling in love after Moscow; after him. But, there she was,
falling in love all over again.

And now, he was mad at her.

And Boone didn’t like that one bit. But she was gonna fix it if it was the last thing she did.

She knew it was wrong of her to ask him to lie for her and that she may have been slightly
manipulating him out of habit, but she was going to make it up to him.

Steve was one of the few people she actually felt guilty about lying to and she was over it. After they
took down Walsh, she was going to take time off. She was going to put as much time and effort into
him as he had into her.



A small smile worked to her face at the thought before Duke returned to her side. He cleared his
throat, gently setting his hand on the small of her back to bring her out of her daze before she turned
to him with a nod.

To get back to New York, she had to focus on the task at hand.

She already had Zac and Christopher sorted. Zac would take out Aerocell and Christopher would aid
him if needed.

One hit of a button and Walsh would lose everything, but that wasn’t what she was planning for.

Boone was worried about the fallout, amongst other things.

How would Walsh react to his plans falling through and what would he plan next? But she first had to
figure out what he was going to hit with the weapon he was planning on acquiring.

And why was he turning his sights back on New York?

(F/N) was kicking his ass on the European front, perhaps it was a distraction for her. Or, perhaps, it
was a part of his plan all along.

Which Boone doubted. They’d already fucked over his plan too many times to count.

But it didn’t matter.

What mattered was this was the last stand.

It was the end of the line for Oliver Walsh.

Boone only hoped that (F/N) would be joining them to see it.

“Boonie?” Duke asked softly, pulling her out of her thoughts for a third time.

“Yeah?”

“You good?”

Boone hummed under her breath, “I hope to Hades she gets her bearings.”

“But if she doesn’t,” a familiar voice boomed behind them, “We have to be ready.”

“By the way…” Duke muttered in her ear, “The General is here. And, we have another guest.”

Boone took a deep breath, holding in a sigh as she rubbed her eyes before straightening herself and
turning toward the door with a smile. She nodded to the General before blinking in surprise at the
second man she saw.

“A guest that is supposed to be in a safehouse just in case things go south,” Duke mumbled, glaring at
the man with a quick shake of his head.

Senator Turner Johnson.

A genuine smile worked to her face as she pushed away from the table toward him.



“Things already went south, Dugan.” Turner shrugged with a smug grin on his face as he nodded to
Boone, “I plan on being on the frontlines when it happens again.”

General Garner raised a brow, shaking his head with a sigh, “The confidence you have in them is
astounding.”

Duke rolled his eyes, moving away from Boone and directing the General toward the plans that were
pinned to a board at the other end of the room. She let her gaze turn back to Turner, letting them
ramble over him slowly.

He wasn’t in one of his suits. He’d traded it for a pair of loose linen pants and a relaxed shirt. He
looked good, despite returning from Colombia to the chaos that Aftermath was currently in. He
looked good.

She, on the other hand, did not.

And she knew he saw it.

The tiredness that ringed her eyes was more than obvious and paired with the shivers of anxiety that
rolled down her back, it was more than obvious.

“Haven’t seen that look in a long time,” he said after a moment, folding his hands in his lap as she
scoffed.

“Well, my friend,” Boone tried to drawl as she shoved her hands into her pockets, “I have seen some
shit. We have seen some shit.”

Turner nodded, looking over her for a moment more before he spoke again as he looked around the
room expectantly, “(F/N)?”

“Working things out. Her way.”

“Bad?”

Boone scoffed, shaking her head with a hiss sucked through her teeth, “We both know Garner’s
already briefed you. So, you tell me.”

Turner shrugged, dropping his gaze to the floor as he rolled further into the room and gathered his
thoughts before he finally looked back up at her, “Not the worst thing I’ve ever seen. You got eyes on
her?”

“No, but I got eyes on Walsh,” she said, pushing herself up onto the table and letting her feet dangle
in front of her, “He and his men ended up in Warsaw.”

“Mm.” He nodded, chuckling lightly, “So she’s doing a European tour.”

She chuckled, “We couldn’t afford front-row tickets.”

“It’s not something you wanna see up close and personal,” Turner laughed lightly before his face fell
with a click of his tongue, “What’s your plan?”

Boone sighed, hopping off the table and nodding to the corner where Norway and Christopher were
working, “Zac and Christopher are ready to erase everything Aerocell has on Aftermath. Jack is



working on tracking down the weapons Walsh is planning on using. Garner will provide
reinforcements.”

Turner nodded slowly, even if Boone spoke quicker than usual, “You got a lot hinging on Bennet.”

“He’ll follow through.” She shrugged, even if a frown found its way to her face, “He always does.
Even if he doesn’t. Walsh is the kinda guy that’s gonna want to see what he’s buying before he gets
his fingers on it. As long as I don’t lose him and we move quick enough—”

“We’ll get the drop on him and his men.”

Boone hummed with a nod, watching as he came closer to the table and let his fingers run over the
map. She closed her eyes, turning away from him with a low sigh as she relaxed back against the
wall.

Maybe she needed a nap. Or a snack. Maybe both.

…When was the last time she had either.

“You doin’ okay?

Boone peeled open an eye, glancing down at him as she knocked her head against the wall with a
grumble, “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

Turner raised a brow, looking over her with a frown before he cleared his throat for her to continue.

She sighed, rolling her head to look at him, “Steve gave us a deadline.”

“And you’re nervous.”

“No. I’m excited,” she accidentally snapped. Boone paused, rolling her eyes at herself and taking a
deep breath to slow herself down, “This gets to be over. And, things may not go back to normal, but I
get to see him again. Like a normal person.”

Turner blinked, a bewildered look crossing his features as he looked up at her, “Normal? That’s it,
I’m scheduling an appointment with Dr. Lee.”

Boone chuckled, shaking her head with a light smile, “I have been all over this past month. A
wedding in Colombia, seeking asylum in Wakanda. And all I could think about the entire time was
getting back to him.”

“Mm,” he hummed, relaxing back with a smirk, “You’re in love.”

“Mhm.” Boone nodded, folding her arms over her chest with a sigh and dropping her gaze to the
floor, “Unfortunate, isn’t it.”

“No,” Turner chuckled softly, “It’s good, Boone.”

She looked up at him, a soft smile working to her face before she jumped. Her phone vibrated in her
pocket. Boone snatched it out of her pocket and glanced down at it.

The name on the screen made the smile on her face grow even brighter before she froze.

Buck is leaving Walsh in Warsaw. Something happened.



Boone cleared her throat, catching the attention of both Duke and the General, “Barnes is leaving
Warsaw without Walsh. New York isn’t sure what happened but they’re breaking up the band.”

Duke perked up but his brows furrowed as he crossed the room, “Any news on (F/N)?”

“Nothin’.” She shook her head, “Norway, see if you can track her down.”

Zac nodded from the other side of the room, “On it.”

“Christopher, keep an eye on Walsh,” Boone continued, “He doesn’t cross the street without you
knowin’, yeah?”

“Да.”

“If they’re separating something big happened,” Duke said, holding out his hand and catching
Boone’s phone as she tossed it to him, “Barnes would follow him anywhere to get (F/N) back.”

He was right. If Barnes was heading home, something happened in Warsaw.

Something big. Something bad.

Boone froze, swallowing thickly as she glanced up at Duke, “You don’t think she’s…”

Dead.

She trailed off, bile rising in her throat as the thought cross her mind before she shook it away,
“...Or…”

Or worse.

“No.” Duke cut her off before she could speak again, “If that was the case Walsh wouldn’t let Barnes
walk away. She’s still out there. Somewhere.”

Boone nodded, biting her lips as she glanced down at the maps in front of her, “Then let’s pray to the
gods she gets her ass here.”

Oliver’s face fell to a darkened sneer as Barnes disappeared into the city. His hands dug into the
crumbling brick before it finally shattered, sending fragments and dust into the air before he finally
tore himself away from the sight.

It didn’t work. Well, it did, just not as he wanted it to.

And now he had a small dilemma.

Did Barnes know? Had he realized what was going on? Did he know that Oliver wasn’t who he said
he was?

No. No. He didn’t know. If he did, Oliver would be a bloodied pulp.

Perhaps, the crisis was averted but another problem had arisen.

His pawns were dropping like flies.



His human shield had just walked away from him; the only person standing between him and (F/N)
was gone.

Oliver was running out of options.

He took a deep breath, sucking it between his teeth before he turned to one of his men with a raised
brow, “Gone?”

“Gone.” He nodded, folding his hands behind his back as Walsh brushed past him.

“No matter,” he snarled, straightening himself as his men looked to him for orders, “Pack up. We’re
leaving.”

As much as it pained him to pull away from (F/N)’s trail, he was going to have to reinforce his moves
in New York. He’d been aiming to push (F/N) beyond her mental limit and then watch her crash and
burn but that wouldn’t happen.

Not unless he sacrificed some of his own pieces.

If he wanted to destroy her, he was going to have to destroy them all.

And, as much as he hated to admit it, he’d never be able to stop her on his own. He had to weaken her
even further; until she couldn't fight back at all.

He had to destroy her heart.

Oliver ducked out of the building, nodding to one of his assistants, “Get in contact with Toomes. Tell
him I’ll meet him in person. And get us a flight to New York.”

You stumbled through the street, practically using the wall to walk as you moved. Blood smeared
across the brick as you sniffled a breath. Scarlet was seeping through your shirt and onto your coat,
painting a Rorschach test across your shoulders as you moved.

You supposed you were lucky. If you were walking through the streets in the daylight, you would
have been swarmed with people.

Not like they’d want to help you.

Then again, you were in such an amount of pain that you couldn’t turn it off. The Perseus brace dug
and cut and pierced into your back.

Not much further. You’ll be okay.

— Crimson splattered the floor as you heaved a breath. Warm liquid spilled down your back and sides
as the guards released you from your restraints and shoved you off the table. A bloodcurdling scream
tore through your throat as already cut skin felt as though it had torn even deeper and you were left in
a pool of your own blood. —

Athena was gently guiding you through the city, the sound of her voice pulling you in and out of your
thoughts as you stiffly limped down the street. Your heart was thudding in your ears as you moved,
your breaths were wet and ragged, and your muscles ached with every step you took.

You’re weak. You couldn’t even finish it.



You’re almost there. Stay strong.

“Third door on your left, ma’am.”

You glanced up, looking around you as you fought to stay awake. It was a relatively nice
neighborhood. All the buildings seemed to be connected and each one was painted a different color.

You wheezed a breath, reaching for the railing and struggling to haul yourself up the stairs.

Was this really a good idea?

No.

Gotta agree with that one. But we don’t have much choice.

“Stop it,” you snapped, lurching to the landing and glancing up at the dark wooden door framed in
stone in front of you. You forced a deep breath and reached up to rap your knuckles against the door.

Your knuckles were split, splattering dark liquid across the wood as you did before your fist dropped
down to your side. You froze, closing your eyes as you held your breath and listened for footsteps
inside the building.

Listening quietly, the footsteps came closer before stopping at the door and the clicking of a few locks
rang to your ears before the door was finally tugged open.

A man you didn’t recognize opened the door, he paused looking you over slowly with a raised brow.

For a moment, you thought you were in the wrong place before you lifted your head to show off the
rest of your face and the man seemed to recognize you.

He stiffened, looking over you quickly before stepping away and slamming the door in your face.

Great. That went well. New plan—

Shut up.

“Wait,” you croaked, hoping to hell the man could hear you, “I need to see him. I need to see the
Doctor. Please.”

Be patient.

You nodded, sucking a breath through your teeth as you waited before the door finally opened again.
The man returned, opening the door just a crack and looking you over again before he opened the
door the rest of the way and ushered you inside.

You winced as you did, your toes curling as the brace dug further into your back and your toes curled
as blood trickled down your back. It dripped to the floor beneath your feet as you stopped in the hall.

— You were covered in soot and blood, the ripped uniform you were wearing showed off your bruised
and scarred skin. Dirt and blood crusted your matted hair as you turned to face him. Your eyes and
cheeks were sunken into your gaunt, smiling face. The flickering lights that surrounded you darkened
your every feature with harsh shadows. —



— “You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of
distant rumbling. —

A pair of armed men started toward you, their eyes quickly searched you before a third man joined
you.

Kill him. Kill him—

Not now.

He didn’t look like the other, he was dressed in a suit just like Novak normally was. Studying you for
a moment, he finally nodded before walking toward you and holding out his hand, “Your coat.”

You scoffed at yourself lightly, wincing as you slid your coat off and handed it to the man. He
blinked, instantly noting the bloodstain that seeped down the back before he shrugged and gestured
for you to follow him.

It was ironic.

You had spent so long trying to escape the Doctor, only for you to go crawling back to him.

Ironic…or just desperate.

Be careful.

The man in the suit led you down the hall before stopping in front of a pair of double doors with your
coat draped in his arm, he shoved them both open before stepping aside for you to enter.

You nodded to him with a wheeze as you limped into the room.

It was dark, with only a few warm lamps lighting the room as you entered. A dark wooden floor
spanned the entire room, covered in a dark red rug with leather couches circling it.

Dr. Novak was in one of the armchairs, his hands steepled in front of him as he looked over his notes;
his red pen daintily popped between his fingers.

He didn’t even bother to look up at you as he flipped through his files, “I did not expect you to report
back to me. Perhaps your training still lives in that head of yours.”

Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him. Kill him.

Be strong.

You didn’t answer, glaring at him as an unintentional whimper worked through your throat as you
wobbled slightly.

Novak’s gaze shot to you, a frown finding its way to his face as he glanced over your before his
assistant joined your side to show off the bloodied garment you’d given him.

“Please,” you finally managed, cursing yourself for showing weakness in front of him as a tear rolled
down your cheek and you licked your lips, “Please, it hurts.”

Weakling.

Asking for help isn’t weak.



It is when you’re asking him.

Novak leaned back in his chair, his gaze undecipherable as he flicked his files closed and snapped his
fingers. The men surrounding you jumped into action as the Doctor delicately set down his files and
rose to his feet. He crossed the room in a trio of long strides before he motioned for you to follow
him.

“I am going to assume you did not complete your mission,” he said, adjusting his glasses as he led
you down another hall as his assistant hurried in front of him.

“He activated the Soldier,” you slurred, wincing as a pair of his men helped you move, “I couldn’t.”

“Could not or would not?”

Couldn’t because you’re—

In love.

You glared at him as he turned to you with a raised brow, “Whatever the fuck is easier for you to
swallow.”

Novak chuckled, shaking his head before slipping into a room and you followed, “I have missed your
verve, Ghostie.”

— “It’s okay, Ghostie,” Novak grinned, setting down his notebook and rising from his chair to stride
into the light. His glasses slipped down his nose as he walked, light glinting off them as he came
closer, “You can scream for me.” —

— “Go fuck yourself,” you managed to bite out. —

You bit out a growl as the men let you go and you stepped into the room after Novak before you
froze. It was a makeshift examination room, used for who knows what before you arrived.

Dr. Novak waltzed into the room, taking a seat beside the table as another doctor put on a pair of
gloves.

“Come,” he said, pulling a small notebook from his jacket pocket and relaxing back as you finally
forced yourself into the room. The door was closed behind you, leaving you alone with Novak, his
assistant, and the other doctor.

Kill them. Kill them. Kill them. Kill them. Kill them. C’mon, it’ll be easy.

You need medical attention. Let’s see where this goes, just stay on your toes.

His assistant turned to you, your coat still draped over his arm and staining his suit before he held out
his hand, “Your shirt.”

You nodded with a wince, barely able to shrug it off with a yelp before you handed it off to him.

He nodded, glancing between you and the two doctors before he left the room as well.

The doctor turned to you, grabbing your shoulder with a gloved hand and looking over your wound as
the Doctor rose from his chair. Novak opened a cabinet, pulling out a blanket before handing it to you.



“Sit.”

You did as you were told, as much as you hated it and despite the way you were shaking. Pushing
yourself up onto the metal table, you took a shaky breath as you unfolded the towel and held it against
your chest as the doctor cut your bra loose.

An almost sigh of relief coursed through you, as pressure was relieved from the brace before the pain
returned. You bowed your head with a grimace, trying to ignore the fascinated hum that came from
Novak as he looked over your wound.

You flinched as his fingers ran along the Vibranium.

“What is it?”

“Our version of the Taskmaster Protocol,” you whispered, kicking yourself for answering the question
as he pulled away from you before coming to sit in front of you.

“Fascinating. It was your Agent Cavanaugh, I presume. We tried to recruit her once, she took three of
my men’s fingers.” Novak chuckled, clicking his tongue with a shrug before turning to the doctor,
“Fix her.”

— Novak hummed lightly as he settled back into his chair, gently flipping through the pages of the file
in his hand. —

— “It says here that your parents were killed when you were three,” he began, adjusting his glasses to
sit higher on his nose, “Can you tell me how?” —

You shivered, shoving the memory from your head before a yelp sounded through the room as the
doctor set to work.

Novak glanced up at you, looking over you as though he was disappointed before he snapped, “Turn it
off.”

You gulped, trying to avoid his gaze and tune out the pain as the door behind you opened and you
glanced over your shoulder. The doctor that was working on you grabbed your head with bloodstained
hands before turning you back around without a word.

Holding in a whimper, you let your eyes flick to the assistant as he returned to Novak’s side.

“Evacuate the premises. And leave us,” Novak said simply. The man nodded, taking a step away from
Novak before he raised his hand, “Wait. Bring me the box.”

They’re leaving him alone with you. Kill him. Finish it.

Take a deep breath. Work through the pain. You’ll be alright.

He waited for his assistant to leave, watching the man closely before he turned back to you, “My dear,
we may not see eye to eye yet but I need you to understand something—”

“You just want me to do your dirty work,” you snapped, glaring up at him with darkened eyes, “That’s
all this has ever been about. Ah!”

You yelped again, wincing as a piece of the brace was peeled out of your flesh with a crunch.



“No. No.” He shook his head, “This is more than that. You are more than that. You always have
been.”

“Fuck you.”

“Wraith will destroy you,” he continued, ignoring you completely, “Just as you destroyed Aerocell,
Las Serpiente Blanca, my bioweapon. He will cut you down like you did the Seven.”

“Yeah?” you managed a scoff, “How’s that?”

“Without hesitation,” he hummed, reclining back in his chair with a nod, “You must finish your
mission. Or it will be the end of both of us.”

You laughed, shaking your head as you hugged the towel closer to your chest and tried to ignore the
feeling of the gauze that was pressed against your back, “You tryin’ to protect me?”

“If that is how you want to see it,” he said, taking off his glasses and cleaning them on a handkerchief,
“Then yes.”

“It’s not.”

“Then no,” he chuckled, sliding his glasses back up his nose, “I am not protecting you. But that
changes nothing, Ghostie.”

“Doesn’t it?” you snarled before you doubled over on yourself, “Fuck!”

The rest of the brace peeled away from your back, the sickening sound echoing through the room as
bile worked in your throat and the blood-soaked brace was thrown to the table beside you. You sucked
a breath, reveling in relief for only a moment before Novak’s spindly fingers wrapped around your
chin.

He was towering over you before you even knew he moved, his frigid touch chilling you to the bone
as he wrenched you up to look at him.

“Look at me,” he snarled, every bit of composure he had left melting away in an instant, “Everything
you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy. He will annihilate everything
you love. Demolish everything you have built. His patience is running thin, it will not be long before
this game of yours is over. All the pieces across the board will crumble. Everything we have built will
be gone. Your family. Your friends. My inventions. Everything. You must destroy him before he
destroys you.”

He glared down at you, holding you fast in his fingers before he released you and turned back to his
chair as the door behind you opened.

You knew better this time, not daring to turn around as Novak’s assistant returned and handed him the
black box he’d had in the cafe with him.

He glanced down at it, rolling it through his fingers and fluffing up the bow before he set it on the
table beside you.

Throw it at him. Then kill him—

Don’t piss him off now. We can’t afford for him to change his mind. In this state, they could
overpower you—



Bullshit—

“How much time do you need?” Novak asked, regaining his composure in an instant as he smoothed
back his hair.

“She’s already healing,” the doctor said, “She doesn’t require sutures. Five more minutes.”

Novak nodded, watching as the man placed gauze on your wound before he turned away; granting
you little privacy as the doctor wrapped you with bandages.

“Mark my words, Ghostie,” he said softly, his back still turned to you before he glanced to the floor
and turned around, “Wraith will not stop until he destroys you, and he will destroy me by proxy. Kill
him and we shall start over. Kill him and you may go home.”

You pulled the towel tightly against your chest as the doctor left the two of you alone. Novak stepped
past you, grabbing a neatly folded shirt and placing it on his chair before turning back to you.

He lifted the black box from its place and set it in your lap, “Stay here as long as you require. There
are supplies and clothes. Take them.”

You avoided his gaze as he moved to leave before he stopped beside you.

“Remember what he has done to you,” he said, folding his handkerchief neatly and placing it into his
pocket before he paused, “And, you should know one thing.”

“What’s that?” you croaked, lifting your head to look at him.

“I did not order the ambush that killed your family.”

— “Stop,” you mumbled, your heart dropped as you began undoing your straps. You tried, pushing
past all of them to the driver, trying to get him to stop, “Commander! We have to stop.” —

— “Mi amor, what is it?” Danny asked, his head snapping in the direction you were looking before
his face fell. He understood in a second, his eyes narrowing to slits as he lunged forward. —

— “It’s an ambush—” —

“You’re a fuckin’ liar,” you growled, returning your glare to the floor as he slipped past you.

“Perhaps,” he crooned with a chuckle as he strode out the door, “Finish your mission, Ghostie. Good
luck.”

Novak closed the door behind him, leaving you alone as you listened for his footsteps to recede and
you tried to relax.

You felt as though you were frozen in place, the pain from your back radiating through your entire
body. Shaking your head, you glanced down at the box in your hands before placing it onto the table
and slowly sliding off of it.

Grabbing the shirt he had left you, you tried to pull it over your head. It took you a couple of tries to
get it on and, when you finally managed it…you puked.

Steadying yourself against the counter beside his chair, you vomited the only contents of your
stomach: Bile.



Ew, gross.

Just breathe. You’re alright. You’re gonna be alright.

A groan worked through your entire being as you straightened yourself and turned away from the
sight to lean against the exam table. You paused as you did, catching sight of remnants of the Perseus
brace.

It was bent and broken, completely misshapen by the Soldier’s fist. You hissed a sigh, shaking your
head as you reached out to gather it up before you stopped again; the black box catching your eye.

Don’t. It’s a trap. He’s testing you—

Be careful.

You stared at the thing for a moment, your brows furrowing as you studied it before you finally took it
into your hands.

It was lighter than you anticipated and you had no clue as to what it could be.

You shook your head, setting back on the table and backing away from it.

What could Novak possibly want to give you? What could he have that you could ever want?

It’s a trap.

Leave it.

You shook your head again, reaching for the box and cautiously sliding off the ribbon before popping
off the lid.

A frown found its way to your face as a golden glint sparkled through the room. You reached into the
box, your fingers pinching around the object before you pulled it out.

But it wasn’t the only thing that came out of the box.

And you recognized it instantly.

Oh.

Oh.

A plain golden band that sparkled like the sun; almost as brilliant as his eyes. A thinner band with a
single, shimmering diamond that sparkled like stardust. And the chain they were both connected to.

A pair of dog tags.

But not just any dog tags.

— Danny smiled as he pulled you against his chest before he pressed a kiss to your temple, “Don’t get
mad at me, okay, mi amor?” —

— “What?” you hummed, glancing out over the sunset as it glanced off the dunes in front of you. You
turned to him, looking him over slowly as he reached into one of the pockets of his tac suit, “What are
you doing?” —



— A cheeky grin curled to his face, his teeth glinting in the sun as he took your hand before he
dropped down to one knee and produced a simple ring with a single diamond, “Lieutenant (F/N)
(L/N), mi amor…—

You choked, tears streaming down your face as your breathing became shallow.

They were completely undamaged—No. No! That couldn't be them. They were lost in the desert.

They were supposed to be buried with Danny.

You scrambled for the tags, your fingers shaking by the time you got them in your hands. You could
barely read them as your eyes flicked over them.

CAPT. GONZALEZ, DANIEL C.

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he murmured, holding you against his chest as you began to struggle.
He turned quickly, his back to the pair of rockets that were shooting toward you. He whispered in your
ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te—” —

— Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I love you. I love you. I— —

The box slipped from your hands, dropping to the ground as you cradled the tags and rings to your
chest before you froze.

The box jingled as it hit the floor, part of its contents spilling out.

Another chain.

You paused, clutching Danny’s tags in your hand as you reached down to gingerly pull on the chain. It
produced another set of tags, these ones not nearly as cared for as Danny’s and possibly much older.

They were slightly discolored, the chain various shades of brown, and the tags themselves bent
slightly.

A frown stretched across your face as you looked them over before you grabbed the tag to read it.

JAMES B. BARNES

32557038…

You froze, your breath hitching as you gingerly rolled them through your hands.

— “Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy.” —

The voices in your head stopped, as you clutched both pairs of tags against you and sunk to the floor
with a sob.

Oliver was going to destroy everything and you were helping him. Every hit you made, every person
you killed, it was only making it so much worse.

And…now…now?

You might’ve lost Bucky. If he believed anything Walsh was saying about you, if Walsh got any
closer to him…



He was gone.

No. Get up.

You winced at the sound of the voice in your head before you nodded at its words and pulled yourself
up to your feet.

Go home. Rest, mi amor. You’ve done enough.

— “Listen,” T’Challa said, pressing a finger to his lips with a sure nod, “In my culture, death is not
the end. And, if you listen closely, you can hear them guiding you.” —

You gasped a breath, nodding as you finally placed the voice and tears continued to stream down your
cheeks. Gathering up the last bits of Perseus, you kicked away the box before limping out of the
room.

A sniffle echoed through Novak’s safehouse as you wandered down the hall. It was dark now and
quieter than you thought it would be. A single lamp was on in the main room. Beside it, your coat was
carefully slung over the back; the bloodstain miraculously gone.

You swallowed thickly, grabbing your coat and gently laying it over your shoulders before turning
toward the door, “Athena. Get me to New York.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Glancing down at the dog tags in your hands, you pulled them both over your head to clink and jangle
with yours.

Let’s go home, mi amor.

Novak’s assistant waited on the doorstep, the Doctor’s coat carefully hanging between his fingers as
the man dipped out of the safehouse. Novak took his coat, shrugging it on and taking a deep breath of
crisp night air before gliding down the stairs.

His assistant cleared his throat, earning the good Doctor’s attention as he slowly waltzed toward the
waiting SUV, “What do we tell Waith about her?”

“About who?” the Doctor asked, glancing over his shoulder at his assistant with a frown.

“Ghost.”

Novak raised a brow, worriedly looking over him with a shake of his head, “I have not seen any
ghosts.”

He raised his voice loud enough for each of the men surrounding him to hear.

“But—”

“You need some sleep, dear boy.” The Doctor nodded with a kind smile and a shake of his head as he
slipped into the car waiting for him, “These late nights are doing nothing for your mind. Ghosts do
not exist. They are only figments of our fears conjured up by our minds. What you saw was nothing.”

His assistant paused, slowly understanding what he meant, “Nothing?”



“Nothing.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Hold the Line

Chapter Summary

“Tasha?” he asked, sitting beside her as she turned away from him to look out the window, “Что
происходит?” What’s going on?

Natasha shook her head, curling into a ball as she pushed away his hand before a near-silent
whisper came from her lips, “Я доверял ей.” I trusted her.

“Who?” he asked, letting down his guard and wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

“(F/N),” she muttered, “Even though we…And I…I trusted her.”

Clint sighed, gently rubbing his hand over her back, “Talk to me, kiddo.”

“I have trust issues.”

“No shit?” he hummed, raising a brow with a scoff, “I hadn’t noticed.”

Natasha chuckled lightly, sitting her chin on her knees with a sigh, “She saved my life. She
fought by my side for years—by our side—and we just turned on her.”
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Hope is being able to see that there is still light despite all the darkness.

The sound of a bell echoed through the bus, punctuated by excited answers before cheers as Liz told
them they were right. Peter nodded to himself, listening to her carefully and watching as the bells
were passed around the bus.

He was multitasking, just like Mr. Stark would want him to.

He was helping out his classmates and he was tracking down a group of highly dangerous criminals.

Mr. Stark was gonna be so proud.

Peter smiled, smacking his hand against the bell, “Strontium, barium, Vibranium.”
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“Very good, Peter,” Liz said, holding back a smile as she looked down at her cards before she glanced
back up at him, “Glad to have you back.”

He nodded, sinking in his seat slightly as a blush rose to his cheeks, “Glad to be back.”

The two shared a smile for only a moment before Peter’s phone went off in his pocket. He jumped,
snagging the thing out and glancing at the screen before his face fell.

Happy.

Uh-oh.

He hadn’t heard from Happy since he’d snuck a ride to Medellín…and then failed in sneaking off the
jet before anyone noticed. He’d gotten a lecture from Mr. Stark in the city, Captain America on their
way home, and then from Happy the second his feet hit the ground at the Tower.

This wasn’t going to be good.

“What is the current standard unit of radioactive—” Liz began before he hopped out of his seat and
interrupted her.

 

“Can I take this real quick?” he asked quickly, already sneaking toward the back of the bus, “I’ll only
be a sec.”

“Yeah,” she said slowly, a frown finding its way to her face, “Fine.”

Peter ducked his head, internally wincing as he brought the phone to his ear, “Hello?”

“Got a blip on my screen here,” Happy said, sounding less than impressed, “You left New York?”

What? How did he—

“We put a tracker in your suit after Medellín, kid,” he continued, “You don’t leave New York without
my say so.”

“Uh, yeah.” Peter grimaced, scrunching his nose as he ducked through the bus before sitting behind
Ned, “No, it’s just a school trip. It’s, uh, it’s nothing.”

He paused, glancing into Ned’s seat to check the hologram of the tracker he was holding.

Biting his cheek, he tried to relax back in his seat, “Look, Happy, I gotta say, you tracking me without
my permission is a complete violation of my privacy.”

Ned scoffed from beside him, raising the hologram ever so slightly to show Peter before he was
waved off.

“That’s different,” he muttered with a quick shake of his head.

“What’s different?”

Shoot! He really had to figure out how to use his more discrete inside voice.



“N-Nothing,” he said quickly, ignoring the shrug from Ned as he turned back to the hologram, “Look,
it’s just the Academic Decathlon. It’s no big deal.”

“Hey, hey,” Happy snapped, “I’ll decide if it’s no big deal.”

Crap. Crap. Crap. Crap. Crap.

What would happen if Happy said ‘no’? Would he send a jet down to come get him? Would he tell
Aunt May? Would he—

“Sounds like it’s no big deal.”

Peter sighed a breath of relief, making sure to keep it quiet as Happy continued, “But remember, I’m
watching you.”

The line went dead after that. Happy’s not-so-happy voice disappeared in an instant as Peter slowly
hung up the phone and slipped it back into his pocket.

Great. Just great.

He was going to need some help with this one.

Bucky groaned, cracking open an eye as the smell of coffee rolled through the room. It was followed
by bright, shooting light that snuck beneath the blinds that spanned the height of the windows. He’d
finally landed at the Tower early that morning, before the sun had even begun to think about rising.
The instant he’d stumbled into the Tower, he was hit by a wave of exhaustion.

He didn’t even make it to his room. Bucky had simply dropped his bags at the foot of the stairs and
flopped onto one of the couches.

He’d assumed he’d be awakened when it finally broke over the horizon or when Steve decided that he
needed to go on his morning run.

But neither of those things happened.

Instead, someone had closed the blinds and kept the common room quiet until the early afternoon. But
now, the smell of breakfast and coffee was wafting to his nose.

— Bucky had eggs and bacon sizzling on a frying pan and coffee in the pot before he even realized it.
A hum rolled through his throat as he shook the pan while reaching across the counter for the salt and
pepper that (F/N) kept on the window sill. —

— He was just about to grab them when a pair of arms slid around his waist and a forehead rested
against his back. He paused for only a moment before a small grin appeared on his face and he
continued on. —

— “G’morning, doll,” he chuckled, resting a hand on hers, “How’d you sleep?” —

He frowned, the feeling of her in his arms coming and going so quickly he nearly missed it.

He nearly missed it.



It had been so long since he’d held her in his arms without her being ripped away from him. Without
gunshots and blood and violence swirling around them.

He missed the days it was just the two of them, alone, in New Eden. When they would hold each
other into the night and make their meals together.

He missed when she was his.

Bucky grumbled to himself, shaking his head and immediately regretting it as the world began to
spin.

He wouldn’t lie, she’d hit him harder than he thought.

Maybe that’s why he couldn’t remember anything.

Except her scream. And the feeling of his fist colliding with her back, his knuckles cracking against
skin. And the snarled, gritted growl that was on Walsh’s face as he pinned her to the ground.

He hadn’t hesitated. The instant he’d seen the panic on her face, he’d acted.

And then she’d run again.

Bucky sighed, rocking to his feet and stumbling slightly. His ears were ringing and the light coming
beneath the blinds was painful. A deep groan worked through his throat as he bumped into one of the
couches and unsteadily made his way toward the kitchen. Leaning heavily against the counter, he
forced another deep breath before setting himself down in a chair.

To say he was upset was an understatement. After everything he’d been through, he couldn’t even get
her back.

He never should have left her.

At least then there was a chance that they’d still be together in the still and quiet of home.

“Or you’d be in Hydra’s hands.”

Bucky jumped, his eyes flashing open as a plate was slid across the counter and into his hands.

“Did I really say that out loud?” he asked, glancing up at the man in front of him.

Steve shrugged, his back turned to him as he poured a cup of coffee, “You’ve been muttering to
yourself for the past 20 minutes.”

“Great,” Bucky sighed. He held his head in his hands, wincing at the tender bruises that were healing
there before Steve set a cup of coffee in front of him, “Thanks.”

He scoffed, shoving the plate into his hands and nodding to the toast that was there, “You know, it
used to be, I’d come home with the bruises and you’d be the one making breakfast.”

He laughed lightly, carding his fingers through his tangled hair as he relaxed back and took a sip of
his coffee, “I know.”

“And,” Steve continued, smirking into his cup, “I’d be on the receiving end of a lecture.”



Bucky sighed, shaking his head and sending Steve a warning glare, “Save the lecture for when I give
a shit.”

“I think those were my exact words, too,” he said, coming to stand in front of him with a grimaced
smile, “And I don’t think you listened.”

He rolled his eyes, settling back in his chair and waiting for the inevitable scolding he was about to
receive.

But it didn’t come.

“You alright?”

Bucky paused, glancing up at his friend with a huffed hum, “Do I look alright?”

He, in fact, did not look alright.

Not with blooming dark bruises and cracked blood on his temples. Not to mention the dark rings that
rounded his eyes.

Nevertheless, Steve shrugged, “I’ve seen worse.”

“Funny.”

Steve chuckled, the sound echoing through the room and making Bucky smile softly.

It was a sound he hadn’t heard in a while.

But it was gone in an instant as Steve’s face fell and he leveled that look against Bucky.

“Don’t give me that look,” he grumbled before Steve could even say anything.

“What look?” he asked, tilting his head out the side, “I’m not giving you the look.”

Bucky raised a brow, looking Steve over slowly until he finally scoffed with a shake of his head.

“What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“No?”

It wasn’t a lie. He remembered walking into the building and the darkness that enveloped it. He
remembered the echoes of the stairs as they made their way up them until (F/N) cut them off.

And then it went fuzzy.

— “Солдат?” —

— “Я готов отвечить.” Ready to comply. —

“The Soldier made an appearance,” he said slowly, wincing at the look Steve shot in his direction.

His jaw tightened, his eyes narrowed to slits as his brows furrowed, “How?”



Bucky shrugged, avoiding his gaze, “Walsh said Wraith was there. But I don’t…”

He didn’t remember. He didn’t remember seeing Wraith.

But he heard him.

He swore he heard him.

“I don’t remember. “

Steve huffed a breath, biting his cheek as he turned to Bucky with a frown.

Bucky looked up at him, “He said Wraith hit me upside the head but…I don’t remember seeing him.”

“No?”

— “Солдат, закончи свою миссию.” Soldier, finish your mission. —

“But I heard him, I think.”

“And (F/N)?” he asked as a frown spread across his face.

He paused, his face dropping.

He remembered her face. He remembered how tired she looked, how starved and sickly she looked.
And he remembered that for a span of a few seconds, she was back in his arms.

Then it all went downhill. (F/N)’s scream echoed through the building as his fist collided with her
back. Fear snapped through her eyes as he stalked toward her. His fingers threaded through her hair as
he hauled her to her feet and another screech tore through her throat.

“Buck?”

“I hurt her,” Bucky whispered, dropping his gaze down to the table in realization, “I—”

“Wait. Wait. Wait.” Sam’s voice came from behind them as he slipped into the kitchen, “Wraith
activated you and then you went after her?”

Steve raised a brow, glancing at him with a click of his tongue, “Seems counterintuitive.”

“Their relationship confuses me,” Sam hummed, sliding into the seat beside Bucky. He flinched as
Bucky glared at him, “What?”

“They don’t have a relationship,” he snapped, unable to stop the growl that echoed through the room.

“Keep telling yourself that,” a call came from Stark as he poured himself a cup of coffee before
ducking back toward the labs.

It was Steve’s turn to glare at him, “Not now, Stark.”

Stark shrugged, stealing up the stairs as Steve turned back to Bucky.

— He grabbed the back of her collar, lifting her to her feet before she struck. (F/N) turned on him in
an instant, an animalistic snarl on her lips as she struck him. —



Bucky was quiet for a moment, trying desperately to remember what happened before a low murmur
left his throat, “She’s the one that brought me out of it.”

Sam frowned, glancing between him and Steve, “Sounds like they weren’t on the same page.”

“I don’t think he was supposed to be there.” He shook his head before holding it in his hands, “She
said…She said that all she had to do was finish it and then she’d come home.”

Steve glanced up at him, “Finish what?”

“Killing Walsh, probably.”

“It’s not like they’d let her go if she did that,” Sam said, pushing away from the counter as Bucky
turned to him with a growl.

“She seems convinced otherwise.”

— “Please,” he muttered, wincing as she weakly fought against him, “Doll, that’s enough.” —

— “No. No.” She shook her head, smacking one of her fists against his chest, “I-I gotta finish it. I
gotta finish it then I can go home.” —

She’d felt so cold in his arms. Her face was gaunt, almost hollow. And she looked so tired.

But he was so happy to have her there, even as she turned and he looked into her eyes and realized…

He realized…

He couldn’t remember.

It was right there. She was right there. And then it was all gone, replaced by the deadly and monotone
voice of Wraith.

“Buck?” Steve asked softly, gently bringing him from his thoughts, “You alright?”

“I hurt her,” he muttered, the horror of the words cracking on his breath, “I hurt her.”

Steve’s hand landed lightly on his shoulder, keeping him anchored to the present as he frowned,
“What happened?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember,” he stuttered, “I can just…hear her. A-And I see her. She was
scared. Hurt. She wanted to come home. I swear.”

“You should rest,” he hummed, a worried frown creasing against his features, “You’ve had a long
couple weeks. We’ll talk once you’ve taken a nap.”

Steve paused, nudging him playfully with a grin, “Maybe a shower.”

“Definitely a shower.” Sam nodded, scoffing as Bucky rolled his eyes before rolling to his feet.

Steve pushed away from the kitchen, striding across the common room before stooping to grab both
of Bucky’s bags from the floor. He paused as he did, his gaze locking with an oblivious Barton as the
archer ducked into the room followed by a suspicious-looking Natasha.

Bucky frowned, watching the two before Steve cleared his throat and led him down the hall.



“You got any word on Walsh?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care.” Bucky shrugged, taking his bags from Steve, “Why?”

It was Sam that answered for him, a cheeky grin spreading across his face, “He’s trying to schedule
his stern talking to’s.”

Steve paused, shaking his head with a scoff, “They’re not stern—”

“Yes, they are,” Bucky cut in, earning himself an annoyed click of the tongue.

“Go take a shower,” he sighed with a roll of his eyes.

“The beginning’s of a stern talking to if I’ve ever heard one,” Bucky muttered to Sam.

The man chuckled with a bright smile on his face, “Damn right.”

“Listen—” Steve started before shaking his head in defeat as the other two began to laugh.

Bucky shrugged his bags over his shoulder before he paused, his arm glinted in the light as he moved.

But it was the dried flakes of blood on the back of his knuckles that caught his attention.

— “Bucky!” she shrieked, ducking out of the way of him as he came at her, “Stop! Please!” —

The panic in her voice sent chills rolling through him as he paused in his step.

— (F/N) hummed to herself, running the cleaning solution along his arm before she took his hand in
hers and rolled it. She pressed her lips to his knuckles, smirking at the sigh he huffed through his
nose. —

— “You feel that?” —

“Buck?”

“I’m fine,” he said quickly, flexing the plates in his arm before brushing away the dried flakes, “I’m
okay.”

He brushed past Steve and Sam, leaving them behind before he ducked into his room.

“Um, Peter?” Ned asked, frowning as Peter shook his backpack and emptied the contents across his
bed.

A mess of tangled wire came tumbling out of the bag, followed by the purple glowy thingy and the
rest of Peter’s notes before he turned to open the bag with his suit in it. He pulled it out, digging
through the folds before he found the port he was looking for and shoved in one of the cables. He
handed the other end to Ned with a nod.

“Why are we taking out the tracker?”

Peter shrugged, pinching a flashlight between his teeth as he dug through the circuits that ran through
his suit.



“Because I gotta follow these guys to their boss before they move again…” he paused slightly,
wincing at the next words that came out of his mouth before they even started, “And I don’t really
want Mr. Stark to know about it.”

“So you’re lying to Iron Man now?”

“No, I’m not lying,” he said quickly with a shake of his head, “He just doesn’t really get what I can do
yet.”

Ned eyed him warily, watching as Peter traced the circuits before he found what he was looking for.

“Gotcha,” he hummed, unintelligible because of the flashlight still hanging from his mouth. Peter
slipped a pair of tweezers under the tracker before pulling it free and dropping the light. Nodding to
himself, he turned toward the closed inanimate object that would stay put, “All right, Happy. Enjoy
tracking this lamp.”

Ned scoffed, shaking his head slightly as he turned back to the code that rolled across his computer
screen, “There’s a ton of other subsystems in here…”

Peter paused, raising a brow as he turned to him, “Hm?”

He chuckled slightly, biting his lip to keep himself from chuckling, “...but they’re all disabled by the
Training Wheels Protocol.”

“What?” he snapped, diving across the room to look over Ned’s shoulder, “Training Wheels
Protocol?”

It was true. In big red letters:

TRAINING WHEELS PROTOCOL: ACTIVE

Peter deadpanned with a roll of his eyes, “Turn it off.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Ned said with a laugh as he continued to giggle to himself, “I mean,
they’re probably blocked for a reason.”

“Come on, man,” he sighed, “I don’t need training wheels.”

It was most definitely true. It was one thing for Happy to be tracking him but for Mr. Stark to block
him out of his own suit—that Mr. Stark had made for him—was something else entirely.

He’d gone up against two Hydra operatives and not died. That was more than a lot of people could
say.

Peter jumped on his bed before flopping down onto it with a grumble, “I’m sick of him treating me
like a kid all the time. It’s not cool.”

“But you are a kid.”

“Yeah, a kid who can stop a bus with his bare hands.”

“Peter,” Ned tried again, “I just don’t think this is a great idea. I mean, what if this is illegal?”



Peter rolled off his bed with a roll of his eyes, “Look, please. This is my chance to prove myself. I can
handle it. Ned, come on.”

“I really don’t think this is a good idea.”

Peter paused, huffing a sigh before a small smile spread across his face, “The guy in the chair.”

Ned froze, shaking his head even though he knew that was his one major weakness.

Ned’s kryptonite.

“Don’t do that.”

“Come on,” Peter whispered, grinning as Ned heaved a heavy sigh before he let his fingers dance
across the keys.

The instant he did, Peter’s suit was enveloped in a blue light that surged through the circuits.

“Yes!” Peter whispered, jumping excitedly as he took the fabric into his hands before he paused,
“Ned, I need one more thing.”

“Nope.” He shook his head, setting down his laptop, “Guy in the chair was fun for two seconds but
now I’m worried SWAT’s gonna show up outside our door.”

“SWAT’s not gonna show up.” Peter waved him off, “Come on. I just need you to patch me through to
the Shadowman.”

Ned paused, his eyes lighting up, “The Shadow what?”

“The New York Shadow.”

“Does he control shadows? Is he made of darkness? Who is—”

“What? No. No. He works for Aftermath.”

“The Aftermath of what?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Peter sighed as he reached into his piles of notes and pulled out the one he
needed, “Here. Shadowman gave it to me. It should be a code to a private communications channel.”

Ned took the piece of paper in his hands, a grin growing across his face as he took his laptop and dug
through the suit’s settings before he found what he was looking for. He glanced down at the paper,
quickly typing in the code that was sprawled across it before hitting enter.

The computer chirped and the move earned another flash of blue light from the suit as it synced up
before a voice echoed through the room.

“You’re early.”

“Oh, he sounds so serious and cool,” Ned muttered, grinning as he bounced on the bed and Peter
unplugged his suit to slip it on.

“Who the hell is that?”



“My guy in the chair, duh,” Peter said, mirroring the look on Ned’s face; even as an exasperated sigh
came from the Shadow’s end of the line.

“Listen, there’s no movement in the city,” the Shadow said, “Which means they’re all down there with
you. You’re sure you can handle this?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Peter nodded, slipping on his suit, “I got this.”

“Target’s are holding steady in the same location,” he continued, “Take them down.”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it,” he said, shrugging on his jacket and pulling the hood over his head as he turned
to Ned, “The glowy thing, it’s evidence. Keep it safe.”

“Got it.”

“You took the power core with you?” the Shadow asked, incredulously.

“Where else was I gonna leave it?”

The Shadow didn’t answer for a moment, but Peter swore he heard him facepalm through the comms.

“Forget it,” he said.

“Hey, Peter—Spider-Man!” Ned said, correcting himself with a wince and a wink, “Bad guys are
moving.”

“Got it.” Peter nodded, stepping toward the door, “Stick with me, Shadowman.”

“Be careful.”

Sam frowned as Barnes closed the door behind him before he turned to the man beside him. Steve
was staring at the door, his hands resting on his hips before he turned away. His face was unreadable
but there was something different. Maybe it was the way that his brows were still a little furrowed, or
the way that his jaw popped as his teeth clenched.

Sure, Steve had assured him that everything was okay.

Something was definitely not okay.

Not when he was walking around with that look on his face.

Sam sighed, shaking his head as he followed after Steve.

Plus, it meant that Natasha was on to something. And that never ended well.

He cleared his throat, jogging to keep up with Steve as he ducked back into the common room,
“What’s going on?”

Rogers didn’t stop, he barely even glanced over his shoulder at him, “Just thinkin’.”

“I can tell,” Sam called after him, “There’s smoke comin’ out your ears.”

Steve scoffed, shaking his head as he returned to the kitchen to grab his coffee. He used the mug like
his shield, trying to deflect the curiosity that was coming from Sam.



He shook his head, slowly rounding the corner but giving Steve plenty of space. He kept the counter
between them, giving Steve just enough room to think and just enough room to read the look on his
face.

“What’s going on?” he asked again. He held his ground as Steve shot a confused look at him, “You’re
acting weird. I’m starting to think Romanoff is right.”

He raised a brow, “We’ve been over this.”

“Yeah.” Sam nodded with an unconvinced scoff, “And now you’re shooting weird looks all over the
place.”

Steve’s jaw set into place as he looked over him before he relaxed back with a shake of his head and
he licked his lips nervously.

And, in that instant, he knew it.

Romanoff was right. There were no ifs, ands, or buts about it.

Something else was going on. Rogers knew something and, if he knew something, she was probably
right about Barton too.

But, that raised the question:

Would Rogers keep anything from them if it wasn’t important?

“Something is going on,” he said lowly, “Rogers, talk to me.”

Steve dropped his gaze for a moment, seeming to stare off into the distance; as though he was looking
for the right words. He took a deep breath, opening his mouth for just a moment before snapping it
shut with a shake of his head.

“Romanoff was right, wasn’t she?” he asked, “You are up to something? What’s going on?”

He still stayed quiet, the blank stare drifting across the floor before it focused back in and became a
light glare that snapped back up to him.

Sam nearly flinched backward as he did before Steve softened immediately.

The man sighed, running a hand down his face as he straightened, “Do you trust me?”

He asked it quietly, the words barely making it to Sam’s ears.

He licked his lips with a scoff as he looked up at Rogers, “Man, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. But,
you gotta trust me.”

“I do,” Steve said quickly, nearly cutting Sam off as he jumped with a nod before he paused and a
frown found its way to his face, “There’s just…It’s just.”

Steve trailed off, rolling his eyes at himself as he leaned against the counter with a grumble.

He seemed at a loss for words, something Sam hadn’t seen very often.

Steve cleared his throat, “I got a bad feeling about Walsh.”



Sam frowned, raising a brow to look him over, “You’ve had a bad feeling about Ghost since you met
him.”

Steve grunted a hum, turning away from him with a sigh, “It’s gotten worse.”

Of all the people that he surrounded himself with, he didn’t think Rogers would be the one with
debilitating trust issues.

“And?”

“And…” Steve trailed off, rolling his eyes at himself before he finally continued, “I might be working
with Barton behind his back. We’ve got some friends doing their own digging on her.”

“But you haven’t found anything.”

“No.” He shook his head, avoiding Sam’s gaze, “She’s off the radar.”

Steve paused, folding his arms over his chest and staring into the floor, “I think there’s more to her
story than meets the eye. I think we’ve just hit the tip of the iceberg and we’re not ready for the rest of
it.”

“She’s the distraction,” Sam said slowly, his brows furrowing as he came around the counter.

“Tracks with her methods,” Steve muttered, “But…Wraith popping up out of nowhere? That doesn’t
feel right.”

“Maybe you should talk to Nat,” Sam tried to catch Steve’s gaze, “She’s already trying to flush your
asses out.”

“I know. It’s just…” Steve sighed, finally breaking his staring contest with the floor to look up at
Sam, “I don’t want anything bad to happen.”

“If we’re working together, it won’t.” Sam nodded with a grin.

“I wish I could believe that.”

“Considering you’re the one that taught it to me…” He shrugged nonchalantly even as the smile on
his face fell, “I hoped you did.”

Steve scoffed, a smile working to his face, “Considering the past month and a half…”

“It’s hard.” Sam nodded, placing a hand on his shoulder, “But we’ll get through it like we always do.”

“You’re a good man, Wilson.” Steve managed a smile but it never reached his eyes as she dumped the
rest of his coffee into the sink and ducked away from him.

Sam stared after him with a sigh, his gaze flicking to Natasha as she gave the cold shoulder to Clint.

This was definitely not going to end well.

Peter quickly closed the door behind him, glancing over his shoulder before slipping down the quiet
hotel hall.



He was gonna do this. He totally had it.

All he had to do was stop the bad guys. They wouldn’t even see him coming. And—

“Hey, Liz,” Peter squeaked, glancing up as the girl came around the corner with a towel slung over
her shoulder and an ice bucket full of candy bars cradled in her arm.

“Perfect timing,” she whispered with a grin, stopping by him for a moment and waving at the group
of his classmates that were sneaking up behind her, “We’re gonna go swimming. Come on, come on,
come on.”

“What?” He blinked, watching as the group went running past him before Flash slapped his butt and
he jumped with a frown, “Hey!”

Liz giggled, stopping to wait by him and nodding her head down the hall.

He paused for a moment, almost nodding and going with her before he stopped.

Focus, Parker!

“I was…” he trailed off for a moment before he shook his head, “I was gonna go study, um, in the
business center.”

“Peter, you don’t need to study,” Liz laughed quietly, “You’re, like, the smartest guy I’ve ever met.”

He stopped, his jaw dropping as a small smile twitched to his face.

“And besides…” Liz trailed off with a blink before she continued, “Um, a rebellious group activity
the day before competition is good for morale.”

It was Peter’s turn to blink as he cocked his head to the side, “Hm?”

“I read that in a TED Talk,” she said before shaking her head, “I-I heard it in a TED Talk. And I read
a coaching book.”

“Wow.” Peter smiled softly, looking over her slowly as he nodded, “This is really important to you.”

“Yeah. It’s our future.” Liz shrugged, “I’m not gonna screw it up. Besides, we raided the minibar and
these candy bars were, like, eleven dollars. So get your trunks on and come on.”

She tossed one of the candies to him before turning away from him and following the rest of her team
toward the pool.

Peter swallowed thickly, wanting to follow after her but his feet wouldn’t let him.

“Are you seriously flirting right now?”

“What?” he jumped, unaware that Shadowman had been listening the entire time, “No. No!”

“Next time put me on mute, please.”

“I would if I knew how,” he sighed, turning on his heel and checking over his shoulder before he
hopped up onto a railing and then climbed up toward the roof, “You’re telling me that you’ve never…
done that during a mission.”



“Done what?”

“You know.” Peter shrugged, “That.”

“Flirted?” he asked before he sighed, “Well, I guess, technically—”

“Exactly, so just deal with it.”

He hopped onto the roof, glancing down at the pool as his teammates all dove in and he shrugged off
his jacket before tugging on his mask.

“Listen, kid, lemme tell you something—”

The Shadowman’s voice was cut off as he put on the mask and his suit seemed to spring to life before
a woman’s voice echoed through his ears.

“Good evening, Peter.”

“What?” he squeaked, flinching as he looked around, “Hello? Hello?”

Shoot! He was caught. Mr. Stark had sent someone to come get him. SWAT was here to stop him
from—

“Congratulations on completing the rigorous Training Wheels Protocol and gaining access to your
suit’s full capabilities.” the lady continued as his suit began to power up.

A blue and teal HUD flashed in front of his eyes, calibrating his suit and flashing a series of screens in
front of him.

“T-thank you,” Peter stuttered, trying to swipe away the images in front of him.

“So where would you like to take me tonight?”

“I-I-I put a tracker on someone,” he said quickly before setting his hands on his hips with a curt nod,
“He’s a bad guy.”

“Tracker located.” A map flashed in front of his eyes, zooming through the streets before it came to a
stop, “Plotting course to intercept target.”

“Wow,” he breathed, straightening as he looked over the city before he cinched up his bag, “Thank
you. One more thing?”

“What do you need?”

“Patch me back into the guy I was talking to?”

“Sure.”

Peter stopped, watching as a waveform appeared in his peripheral.

“—Which is why we have to stay on target. You got that?”

“Yeah.” He chuckled to himself, “I got it.”



Clint grumbled to himself, shaking out his wet hair and slipping on a sweatshirt as he ducked out of
the bathroom and back into his room. For a lazy day at the Tower, it had been surprisingly stressful.
He couldn’t breathe without Natasha being on his ass about it. He couldn’t move without her
following him through the Tower.

It was exhausting. She was relentless.

Which is probably why they got along so well…When they were on the same side.

When they weren’t, it was a nightmare.

Which was exactly what he was walking into.

“We’ve talked about this, Tasha,” he said, not bothering to take a glance at the form that was sitting in
the corner of the room, “If you need something, knock. Don’t break into my room.”

“You’re out of practice,” she said, somehow more than unimpressed as she looked him over, “I’ve
been here for 30 minutes.”

“And you didn’t bring me dinner?” he asked with a smirk, finally glancing over at her as he slicked
back his hair.

Natasha raised a brow, shaking her head, “No.”

He paused at the tone of her voice. It was dry, nearly dropping to a rasp as she spoke.

It was the tone she took with him when he was in deep shit.

So, one of two things was happening:

One, she’d found something that supported whatever theory she had that he was up to something.

Or, two, she was digging for more information.

Considering he didn’t have anything in his room that was incriminating, he was going to guess it was
the latter. And luckily, even though it was painful, she was going after him instead of after Rogers.

He’d break under the pressure of her gaze in an instant.

Unluckily, she was going after him instead of Rogers.

He sighed, turning away from her to go through the fridge in his kitchenette, “What’s wrong?”

“Barnes came back.”

“I don’t see how that’s a bad thing,” Clint paused, raising a brow as he shoved the door shut, “Is it a
bad thing?”

“I don’t know,” Natasha said, rising from her chair with a frown, “Is it?”

He stopped again, scoffing as he turned to her with a shake of his head.

He knew what she was doing. Natasha liked doing this kind of thing with harder targets. She’d rile
them up and get them talking. He supposed he was lucky that she thought he was a difficult target.



Then again, that wasn’t necessarily a good thing for him.

Clint knew she wouldn’t quit. She never did.

“What happened?” he asked, keeping his voice steady as he looked back up at her.

“Wraith came outta nowhere,” she said, stalking across the room before she came to a stop by his
breakfast nook, “Fucked up Barnes’ head pretty good.”

He stopped, glancing up at her as he tried to contain his surprise, “Wraith?”

What did she mean Wraith made an appearance? The guy that played Wraith was here in the city. And
Walsh wouldn’t make that kind of mistake, would he?

Or was he up to something else?

“Why’s that surprising?” Natasha asked, studying him carefully.

“Why wouldn’t it be? We haven’t seen him since Medellín and, as far as we know, he hasn’t been
running with her in Europe,” he said with as nonchalant shrug he could muster before he turned to
her, “What’s this about, Tash?”

She turned to him, a frown painting across her face, “You know something.”

“Here we go,” he sighed, “Tash, I know a lot of things.”

“You’re hiding something.”

“I am going to remind you that I am hiding a lot of things,” he hummed, turning to her with a scoff,
“It’s in my job description.”

Natasha snapped her gaze to his, her face dropping as she looked up at him and her voice cracked,
“But not from me!”

“Nat,” he sighed, setting a hand on his hip as he looked her over and she slumped her shoulders, “You
really think I would keep something from you without reason?”

“I don’t know,” she muttered, sounding nearly defeated before she shook her head, “No! I…I don’t
know.”

Clint paused, a deep frown curving across her face as she slid into a chair at the breakfast nook and
held her head in her hands. Natasha let down her walls as she ran her fingers through her hair with a
wince.

For a moment, he thought it was just another one of her tactics; that she was simply going through her
arsenal of charades until she found one that was going to break him.

And, if this was one of those, she had him.

Hook, line, and sinker.

“Tasha?” he asked, sitting beside her as she turned away from him to look out the window, “Что
происходит?” What’s going on?



Natasha shook her head, curling into a ball as she pushed away his hand before a near-silent whisper
came from her lips, “Я доверял ей.” I trusted her.

“Who?” he asked, letting down his guard and wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

“(F/N),” she muttered, “Even though we…And I…I trusted her.”

Clint sighed, gently rubbing his hand over her back, “Talk to me, kiddo.”

“I have trust issues.”

“No shit?” he hummed, raising a brow with a scoff, “I hadn’t noticed.”

Natasha chuckled lightly, sitting her chin on her knees with a sigh, “She saved my life. She fought by
my side for years—by our side—and we just turned on her.”

Clint frowned, continuing to gently rub her back.

He needed to tell her. She deserved to know. She deserved to know that the woman she called her
friend for years didn’t betray her. She deserved to know that the masked soldier they’d worked with
since the beginning wasn’t who she thought it was. She…

He paused, catching sight of her reflection in the window. A sly look crossed Natasha’s face for only a
moment before it was gone in a flash.

Damn.

She was good. He knew that. And she’d gotten him good.

Right when he was about to spill his guts out to her.

But he still wanted to tell her.

But, if he did, what were the chances she’d actually believe him?

He didn’t have any proof on him. And it really wasn’t the most believable story.

So, how did he get her off his back?

Or, did he say anything and run the risk of her tipping off Walsh?

Luckily, Cap gave them a week. The instant that Walsh showed up in the city, they were on his ass
and it would be over.

Unluckily, they had a few more days.

Which meant a few more days of dealing with Natasha.

But he couldn’t leave her out to dry.

“I’ve got a feeling we don’t know the whole story,” he said slowly, patting her shoulder before sliding
out of his chair, “C’mon, let’s get some dinner.”

Natasha paused, glancing over her shoulder as he looked through his fridge again.



“Why?”

“Why have dinner?” he asked, not bothering to glance over his shoulder as she unfolded herself from
her seat and glared at him, “Well, in my professional opinion, it’s the second most important meal of
the day, Tash.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head as she folded her arms over her chest, “What makes you think we
don’t have the whole story?”

Her tone dropped again, even more evidence that she’d just attempted to play him.

“Besides the fact that she’s been actively targeting Walsh and he’s been actively targeting her?” he
asked as he turned to her.

Her jaw was clenched and her eyes narrowed as her tone changed again, as though she hadn’t just
been about to pour her out to him.

Ouch. Big ouch.

He looked back up at her, “The fact that you’re not sure either. Or is that just your trust issues?”

Natasha scoffed, shaking her head with a low hiss, “You’re hiding something, Barton—”

“—Oh, come on, Tasha—”

“And, believe me,” she snapped, turning on her heel toward the door, “I will figure it out.”

“Right,” he hummed with a roll of his eyes, “Next time, don’t try to guilt trip me. We both know that
one doesn't work. It was a poor choice.”

She clicked her tongue before calling over her shoulder, “I didn’t think you’d see it coming.”

“I know you better than you think.”

Natasha slammed the door behind her, leaving him in quiet as he dug through his cabinets for a
takeout menu.

Clint wouldn’t lie, she really did have him and he hated lying to her.

He only needed a bit more time.

But, now that Barnes was out of the way, he was worried that Walsh was going to be an even bigger
wildcard.

And that was going to be a problem.

“One hundred meters from destination and closing,” the suit lady said with a hum as Peter balanced
on the back of a truck, “Jump now.”

He nodded, diving off the truck and into a patch of grass before he rolled down the hill and back to his
feet. He took cover in a bank of bushes, exactly like Shadowman told him to do as he snuck through
the night.



“Detecting three individuals.”

He paused, his face falling into a pout as he crouched behind a line of bushes.

A darkened gas station stood in front of him. A pair of trucks were parked along the side of the
building with a van hiding between them, barely silhouetted in the moonlight.

“Why is their secret lair in a gas station?” he muttered with a frown, “That’s so lame.”

“Stay on target, Spider-Man.”

“Yup, got it.” Peter nodded, hopping onto a sight that overlooked the parking lot before he hid himself
in the darkness.

Another thing Shadowman had told him to do. Become one with the shadows.

He hadn’t actually said it like that. But Peter likes it better that way.

“Hey, suit lady,” he muttered, squinting in the dark to look at them, “What are they doing?”

“Do you want to hear what they’re saying?”

“I can hear what they’re saying? Uh, yeah.”

“Activating Enhanced Reconnaissance Mode.”

“You had that this entire time?”

“Uh,” Peter winced at the sound of the Shadow’s voice, “It’s new. Especially for this mission. Now
quiet. I’m working. ”

“I got the gauntlet from the Lagos cleanup. The rest is all my design.” one of the men said as a
thermal image was flashed across his HUD.

“Whoa,” Peter breathed, “That’s so cool.”

“I can’t believe they’re still cleaning up that Triskelion mess.” a second voice came.

“I love it,” said a third, “They keep making messes, we keep getting rich.”

“Target inbound.”

“Whoa, Shadowman? You got that?”

“I got it.”

“They’re in the middle of a heist! I could catch them all red-handed,” Peter whispered excitedly, “This
is awesome. Okay, I’m gonna get a little closer so I can see what’s happening.”

“Would you like me to engage Enhanced Combat Mode?” suit lady asked.

“Enhanced Combat Mode?” He grinned with an excited nod as he perched on the sign, “Yeah.”

“Activating Instant Kill.”



“You’ve had a kill button this entire time?” Shadowman asked as Peter’s suit primed for a fight. The
eyes narrowed to pinpricks as they glowed red, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No, no, no, no, no, no, no!” he exclaimed with a quick shake of his head, “I don’t want to kill
anybody!”

“Deactivating Instant Kill.”

A sigh of relief ran through Peter as his suit returned to normal and he jumped off the sign to flip a
string of webbing and swing across the parking lot.

But that didn’t happen. Instead of a string, a pellet of webbing shot from his shooters and he went
hurtling to the asphalt.

He grunted, the sound echoing through the lot as he tried to pick himself up off the ground.

“What the hell just happened?” he snapped with a groan, “What was that?”

“You jumped off the sign and landed on your face.”

“Pfft,” a laugh came from Shadowman before Peter shook his head and muted him before trying it
again.

He shot a pellet up toward the top of the station, watching it fall with a frown.

“Suit lady!” he exclaimed before making a break for a sign that he could hide behind, “What’s wrong
with my web shooters?”

“Rapid-fire is the default for Enhanced Combat Mode.”

“Why would I need rapid-fire?” he asked with a squeak

“Would you like to see more options?” she asked. Peter glanced down, watching as his HUD
illuminated his hands in blue to show off various combinations, “You have 576 possible web-shooter
combinations.”

“Whoa,” he breathed, shaking his head with a sigh before he tapped his mask to unmute the Shadow,
“Mr. Stark really overdid it.”

“Don’t mute me like that ever again.”

“You said you didn’t wanna hear me earlier,” Peter said, glancing over his shoulder before looking
down at his hands as a flurry of options were scrolled across his HUD, “Fine! Fine! T-That one!”

“Great choice. Would you like me to set this as your new default?”

“Yeah—” Peter started, shooting a web up at the sign he’d been on before ducking down with a wince
as an electrified web was flung at the sign; illuminating the lights of the gas station and making them
flicker, “No, no, no!”

“I’m picking up a power surge in your area,” Shadowman said, sounding more and more
unimpressed, “You good?”



“Yeah, yeah,” Peter said, wincing as sparks shot from his wrists before he shook his head and made a
run for the station, “What is that?”

“Taser webs,” suit lady answered nonchalantly as he clambered up to the roof.

“Taser webs? I don’t want taser webs.”

“You have taser webs? You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

“You seem to be very unfamiliar with your web-shooter settings,” she continued, ignoring
Shadowman like Peter was trying to do, “Would you like to run a refresher course?”

“No, just...You choose.”

“Sure thing.”

“This is going to end poorly.”

“I have visual.”

“Just, everybody shut up,” Peter hissed, ducking down on the roof as the men below him began to
move.

“Green light, green light.”

Peter frowned, glancing up at the road as a trio of trucks moved past him and a pair of green eyes
flashed overhead.

“Oh, that’s him.” He straightened with a nod, “Shadowman, I’m going in.”

Wanda winced, flinching as the door to Clint’s room was slammed shut. A grimace worked to her face
as Natasha prowled down the hall and into the common room. She could feel the anger and mistrust
radiating off of her from a mile away.

It was a feeling that had been permeating through the entire Tower since (F/N) had made a run for it.

What was she thinking? She was the one that got them into this mess in the first place. If she hadn’t
blackmailed (F/N) from the beginning, she wouldn’t be caught up in the middle of it all.

She wouldn’t be lying to her friends and her family.

And a psychopath wouldn’t be stalking through the shadows of the Tower.

Wanda would be lying if she said she hadn’t considered taking Walsh out on one of his many laps
through the place, but he always seemed to be shadowed by his men. And, without going through
every thought that flowed through the Tower, she would never be able to tell who was on his side and
who was on theirs.

She’d drown in the sea of minds that streamed through the Tower.

That was another thing, she’d come so far in controlling her powers but there were times that she
wished they’d finish rebuilding the compound. She needed peace and quiet, the Tower was far too
loud to let her relax.



It would really help if they could get rid of Walsh.

Then, (F/N) could come back and everything would go back to normal. The stress and anger that had
been drifting through the halls and nearly infecting her would be gone.

Wanda paused, glancing up from her book as Natasha growled to herself and stalked toward the
kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder before looking back at the Widow with a wave of her fingers.

The move was nearly undetectable; only a small flash of red curled across her fingers before lighting
the green of her eyes scarlet for only a moment. Natasha relaxed slightly, taking a deep breath and
sinking into a chair at the counter.

Laying back in her chair, Wanda tore her gaze away from the woman and back to her book. Sure, she
felt bad about it. After everything that Natasha had been through, she didn’t need anyone else messing
with her mind but it was the only thing that slowed them down.

Them.

She’d been subtly taking care of all of them, she knew what would happen if she didn’t.

It would be the Accords all over again.

She wasn’t going to let that happen.

Wanda nodded to herself, watching Natasha for a moment more before she turned as the doors to the
lab slammed shut.

Stark.

He was surprisingly worse off than all of them. He’d been working tirelessly to track down (F/N) and
the rest of her ‘cell’. Which was probably the cause of his irritability.

With a short sigh, she twisted her fingers with a flurry of red energy.

There was only so much Ms. Potts could handle and, if Wanda could help him sleep, then—

“I saw that.”

She blinked, glancing up as her brother sped to her side with an unimpressed glance as Stark hunched
over his computer in one last futile attempt to keep himself awake.

“Hm?” she hummed, glancing up at Pietro as he flopped down beside her.

“We’ve talked about this,” he said lowly, glancing up once more at Stark as he slumped down to his
desk.

Wanda shrugged, turning back to her book, “He hasn’t slept in 36 hours.”

“You’ve counted?” he asked, raising a brow as he looked over his sister.

Wanda nodded, pointing towards the lab’s windows, “His coffee mugs are adding up.”

“Mm. Still,” Pietro said, taking her book from her fingers, “They said no.”



She raised a brow, glancing over him with a shrug before pointing up at the now sleeping Stark, “He
needs his rest. I’m just…helping.”

Pietro sighed with a roll of his eyes as she uncurled from her place on the couch and dipped through
the common room and down the hall.

Sure, it wasn’t necessarily a good thing to do but it was the right thing to do…right?

Wanda scoffed to herself, shaking her head as she wound her way through the hall before she came
upon the auxiliary labs. They were dark, quiet, a place that Stark only used if he was in one of his
moods.

And the place that Vision liked to be.

Probably because it was the quietest place in the Tower; a place where he could work in peace.

And working he was.

Vision stood in the middle of one of Stark’s holo-computers. He commanded the thing with such
elegance, you’d almost think he was one with the machine.

Blue and white soared around him as he went through file after file. Everything he could find on
(F/N) and Hydra strobed across the screen, followed by everything he could find on Walsh.

Swallowing nervously, she watched the images intently as they flashed in front of her.

Hydra in World War Two and everything they knew about them, including their resurgence and her
and Pietro. Any picture he could find of (F/N) was also flashing up across the screen; images that
she’d never seen before, images that were few and far between. They jumped between her childhood
and adulthood, with most of them centering around her time at the Tower.

Then there was Walsh.

There was nothing. Literally nothing except for the rare images of him that had been caught on the
Tower’s cameras.

It didn’t look good for either of them. And, depending on who you believe, either of them could be
placed in the other’s shoes and fit.

(F/N)’s pictures were few and far between because she was an Aftermath operative. Or, it’s because
she was recruited by Hydra in her youth before she was stationed with SHIELD and the Avengers.

Walsh’s images were nonexistent because he’d been scrubbed clean by Hydra. Or, he’d been given a
clean slate by Aftermath.

It was troubling, (F/N) was in deep shit no matter which way it was spun.

“Wanda?” Vision’s voice came from in front of her, a hint of curiosity spiking at the end of it.

“Hm?” she hummed, perching on the top of a desk with a small smile.

He didn’t turn toward her, still focused on his work before he spoke again, “Are you alright?”

She nodded with a soft shrug, “Just thinking.”



Vision paused, turning toward her with a blink as he tilted his head to the side. He looked her over
slowly before offering his hand to her. Wanda pushed off the table to take his hand as he led her to the
center of the computer before he turned away from her.

“What are you thinking about?”

“I just…” she sighed, smiling slightly as Vision worked magic around her, bathing them both in blue
light as strings of code raced around them like runes, “I want this to be over. I’m tired.”

“Perhaps you should rest,” he hummed, swiping away some of the code in front of him, “It seems
Ghost is on his way back to New York. Which means there’s a possibility Lieutenant (L/N) is also
bearing toward us.”

Wanda paused, a frown finding its way to her face, “You’ve been watching them?”

“I’ve been attempting to track Lieutenant (L/N) but she has gone off the grid again,” he said,
gesturing to a patch of code, “I think she’s using Hydra technology to stay off our radar, so I’ve been
relying on Walsh’s location to find them both.”

Her frown deepened as he turned back to his project.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked again, before she could become too deeply buried in her own
mind, “I know you were close to her.”

“She is—was—my friend. She promised she’d keep me and Pietro safe and now…” she sighed,
looking up at him with a small frown, “I just want her to be okay.”

Vision nodded, looking down at her with a reassuring smile, “We’ll find her.”

“I know.”

Peter held onto the back of the truck for dear life, shuddering at the wind as he blew past him and he
pulled himself onto the top of the truck’s cargo. The flying guy had disappeared, replaced by a
glowing purple haze that drifted over the top of the crate and showed the inside.

“Whoa, cool,” he muttered, smiling softly as he reached to touch the shimmering haze. It hummed as
he ran his fingers over it.

“What do you see?”

“It’s some kind of matter phase shifter,” he said, before ducking out of view of the flying guy.

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Portable portal thingy.”

“Mm, yes, another thingy.”

“You’re not helping.” Peter rolled his eyes, ducking down as the flying guy jumped back up onto the
top of the crate. He crawled around to the front of the crate, watching the guy carefully as he turned
his back to reach for the purple energy that glowed across the roof, “Hey, Big Bird! This doesn’t
belong to you!”



Hehe…Big Bird. He came up with that one on the fly.

Peter chuckled to himself before his face fell as glowing green eyes snapped to him, “Oh, god.”

Big Bird hopped off the back of the truck, instantly pairing back up with his wings before he swooped
down toward him.

“Big Bird, really?”

“Not right now,” Peter grunted, flipping over the top of Big Bird, “I’m working.”

Peter swung back around, shooting a pair of webs at the guy with a gritted grin before it fell.

The webbing shot out in tendrils, daintily flying on the wind before floating past and away the bird
guy.

“Suit lady, what was that?” he exclaimed, backing away as the flying guy came closer to him.

“You told me to choose.”

“Terrible choice!” he yelled, dodging out of the way of the bird guy, “Ah!”

Peter panicked, ducking out of the way of talons as they went whipping past his head.

“Don’t let him get you on your heels!” Shadowman said, “And stay low. Use the truck to your
advantage.”

“Would you like me to activate instant kill?”

“Probably a good idea—”

“No! No!” Peter exclaimed, latching onto the Bird Man’s bag and hauling it toward his chest, “Just set
everything back to normal!”

“Activating all systems.”

He managed to rip the bag out of the talons, tearing the strap and stumbling backward. He let out a
victorious cry before his foot found the ledge created by the portable portals.

“Ah!” he yelped, falling backward and knocking his foot against one of the cubes holding the portal
in place. He dropped into the truck with a grunt before shaking his head.

No. No. No.

He couldn’t let him get away. Not when they were all in one place and he was so close.

Peter shook his head, immediately jumping toward the ceiling only to find that that was all it was.

Ceiling.

No portable portals to be found.

Just a solid roof above his head.

Which really, really hurt.



The hum of voices echoed through the safehouse, whispered tones scurried in the shadows and
hushed murmurs ducked around corners. They were punctuated by the rustling of paper as files were
handed off between Alpha Two operatives and a trio of General Garner’s techs and the sound of
Norway’s fingers tapping against the keys of his computer.

Work lights were hung throughout the room, swinging from exposed rafters while their light glinted
off of dancing dust particles that were kicked up with every move made in the safehouse.

Clouds of dust burst at Boone’s feet as she paced throughout the room; as she had been from the past
45 minutes.

Their meeting had started an hour ago. Her team had gathered everything they could, which wasn’t a
lot, and compiled it with everything General Garner and his team had…

Which also wasn’t a lot.

She was hoping that Jack would come back with something but they hadn’t heard from him in hours.

She was also hoping that Steve would come up with something. The problem was, he hadn’t even
shown up.

He was supposed to be there. He was supposed to have walked through that door over an hour ago.

And now the worst scenarios were going through her head.

Romanoff had figured them out and now they were getting their asses chewed by the entire team. Or,
Walsh had figured them out and was now waiting to strike.

Or something even more horrible than they’d ever been through had happened and there was nothing
that Boone could do to stop it.

Boone frowned, crossing her arms over her chest as she continued to pace before she stopped to peer
out the window and into the darkness of the alley.

Nothing.

“Boonie,” Duke said, coming up behind her slowly and placing a gentle hand on her shoulder, “Deep
breath. They’re fine.”

“Or they’re not and they had a tail,” she mumbled, chewing on her cheek nervously.

“Then they’ll lose it and they’ll get here.” He shrugged, wrapping an arm over both her shoulders
even as worry stained every ounce of her features. It was Duke’s turn to frown as he nudged her, “We
need you, kid.”

Boone shook her head, pulling away from him with a furrowed brow, “Five more minutes.”

Duke scoffed, fluffing her hair with a sigh as she peeked out the window again.

She had every right to be worried. If Barnes was back in the city, it meant that Walsh wasn’t far
behind. If Romanoff was getting suspicious, it could get back to Walsh and then they were in big
trouble. He could flush them out from the inside, or worse.



He could kill them all.

A shuddered breath worked through Boone as she shivered at the thought. She almost pulled away
from the window before she caught sight of three shadows coming down the alley.

And she recognized one almost instantly.

A sigh of relief worked through her as she threw the door open and a smile worked to her lips. It fell
the instant her gaze landed on Steve.

If she thought he was pissed the last time, he was something else entirely.

His eyes were dark, his lips pressed to a thin line and his shoulders terribly rigid. Boone shrunk away
from him, letting him enter as he let a glare cross the room before it landed on her and it softened.

Steve ushered Barton and Maximoff through the door before closing the door behind him. Boone
paused, looking up at him as he looked over the room before he wrapped an arm around her back and
pulled her against him before leaning down to press a kiss to her temple.

Boone relaxed in an instant, pulling herself against him with a sigh, “Are you okay?”

“Not really.” Steve shook his head, “Tower’s getting suspicious.”

Boone frowned, “Is Sweetcheeks okay?”

He shrugged, keeping her against him as he strode toward the rest of the team, “Wraith hit his head
pretty good.”

“Wraith?”

“Yeah.” Steve forced a deep breath with a tired roll of his eyes, “Still trying to figure that one out.”

Duke scoffed from beside them as they came to a stop in front of their war table, “Tell me you guys
got something.”

“Vis says that Walsh is coming back to the city,” Wanda said from across the room, nervously
fidgeting with her fingers.

“Does he have better eyes?” Zac asked, pausing to adjust his glasses as he turned toward them, “Even
using our patch into Aerocell, he’s gone off the map.”

“He didn’t say.” She frowned, dropping her gaze to the floor, “He said he’s been using Walsh to track
(F/N) but he’s lost her .”

“What about you?” Barton asked, leaning against the table and looking over the notes and files that
were sprawled across it, “You got anything on the weapon?”

“We’ve got a guy working on that one,” Duke said with a quick nod.

“If we get hands on Walsh first, we may not have to worry about it,” Hadar grunted, looking either
tired or bored as he relaxed back in his chair.

“That’s gonna be his first stop,” Boone hummed, pursing her lips, “We’ll have to move quick.”



“Once he surfaces, we move.” Steve nodded, keeping a hand on her waist as he glanced over their
plans, “We have any eyes on (F/N)?”

“No.” Turner shook his head, “She’s taken out quite a few of his forces throughout Europe but she’s
gone quiet for a few days.”

“Either she’s moving or…” Duke said slowly, wincing as Boone shot a glare in his direction.

“Don’t finish that sentence.”

“If Wraith and Sergeant Barnes are back Stateside,” General Garner said from his side of the table,
“She’s stopped her attacks.”

Zac nodded, holding up a hand, “All his forces in Europe are frozen.”

“What about Stateside?”

“Mobilizing.”

Steve frowned, tugging Boone protectively against him, “So, we’re not only going up against him.”

“We’re going up against all of his men too.” Barton nodded, folding his arms over his chest before he
flinched.

A thud sounded above them, followed by a thumping that crossed the room above them. Steve’s grip
on her tightened as the footsteps ran down the stairs.

“You expecting anyone?” he muttered, positioning himself between the stairs and Boone.

“Relax,” Duke hummed, waving him off with a smirk, “It’s Jack—”

“We’ve got a fuckin’ problem!” Jack snapped, tearing off his mask as he flew down the stairs and into
the room before he paused as he realized just how many eyes were on him. He cleared his throat,
“We’ve got a problem.”

“Great.” Barton deadpanned, “What now?”

Jack sighed, running his fingers through his hair as he calmed himself down and strode further into
the room, “We tracked down the smugglers—”

Steve raised a brow, “Who’s we?”

“Spider-Man,” Boone answered for him, already knowing what was about to erupt through the room
as she hid her face into Steve’s chest with a wince.

“You’re working with the kid?” Barton asked, raising both his brows with a groan, “What the hell is
wrong with you?”

“Many things but that’s not the problem right now,” he said with a quick shake of his head, “I lost
him.”

“What the fuck do you mean you lost him?” Duke snapped incredulously, “Here? In the city?”

“No. He’s in Maryland,” Jack paused, “At least, I think he’s in Maryland.”



“This is why we don’t let him babysit,” Boone muttered, running a hand down her face before
whispering to Steve, “I swear things go more smoothly normally.”

“I doubt that,” Steve sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “Tony put a tracker in his suit after
Medellín.”

Norway nodded, turning back to his computer, “I’ll find him.”

“He was supposed to be tracking down their lair—hideout—base,” Jack paused with a growl and
shake of his head, “Turns out they were planning another heist. We lost comms after he made
contact.”

“Great,” Steve sighed, letting go of Boone and nodding to his team, “We’ll go back to the Tower. Get
the team and—”

“Don’t.” Jack winced at the glare that was sent in his direction, “He thinks I work for Ghost. If Walsh
finds out…”

“We’re more fucked than we already are,” Barton finished for him.

“What do I do?” Jack asked, glancing over the table as everyone surrounding it jumped into action.

Boone flinched as a drone of voices overtook the table. She backed away slightly, watching as they all
set to work.

Gods. If something happened to that kid.

She froze, her ears beginning to ring as her eyes glazed over. This was all her fault. If she’d just let
Steve tell the truth right out of the gate, he wouldn’t be involved. This wouldn’t have gotten so far out
of hand.

“Montana?” Steve asked, his voice cutting through the blank haze.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, her voice barely above a whisper, “I didn’t think it’d get this bad. I-I
though we could fix it sooner. I shouldn’t have gotten you into this.”

“We’ll get through it.” He shrugged, wrapping his arm around the small of his back, “I think you
should move.”

“Move?” Boone blinked, glancing up at him, “Where? Into your place?”

“Safehouses,” he said with a shake of his head before he paused, “We’ll talk about my place after this
is all over.”

“Yeah?”

Steve hummed with a small smile, “But it’ll probably be your place. It’s nicer.”

“No, it’s not,” she chuckled, the smirk on her face growing as he splayed his hand across her back,
“Mine was blown up.”

“Then my place, it is.”

Boone snickered, shaking her head before her face fell, “Steve? New York?”



“Hm?”

She paused, looking up at him as he glanced down at her with sparkling eyes that seemed like they
were reading her like a book.

“I’m really sorry,” she said slowly, “I didn’t think it would go this far. I hope you can forgive me.”

Steve scoffed lightly, licking his lips before he shrugged, “I’ll think about it.”

Boone’s face fell in an instant as she looked up at him with a frown. Her heart stalled in her chest, her
eyes widening as she studied him. The panicked look in her eyes caught his and Steve softened
slightly.

He huffed a laugh with a shake of his head, “I’m kidding.”

“Not funny,” she said, rolling her eyes and relaxing as he leaned down to kiss her cheek.

Steve smiled against her cheek before nuzzling against her ear, “But you do owe me.”

“I know.” Boone couldn’t help the sheepish smile that spread across her lips, “I have some plans
regarding that.”

“Do you now?”

“Mhm,” she hummed, “I think you’ll enjoy it.”

Steve chuckled, hiding the blush that painted itself across his cheeks by pressing another kiss to her
hair, “You’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

“You knew that the second you met me,” Boone whispered with a tired smile before craning her neck
to press a kiss to her lips. Her smile fell slightly as she pulled away, “Je t'aime.”

“Je t'aime aussi, chaton.”

Oliver ducked out of his jet, glaring at the group of people that were waiting for him on the tarmac.
He winced as his nose twitched, popping one of the multiple breaks that were scattered across his
nose.

“How are we looking?” he asked, stalking toward the group with his men on his tail.

“Perfect,” one of his men said, producing a folder and handing it to him, “We’ve got our hands on
most of the components you requested.”

Oliver nodded, taking a quick glance at the papers, “What are we waiting for?”

“The power source.”

“You’ve set up the meeting?”

“Two nights.” He nodded, keeping pace with Oliver until he paused, “There’s something you should
know, sir.”

He groaned, knocking back his head, “What now?”



“There was a disturbance in the city.”

“A disturbance to what?”

“Toomes’ operation,” he said, glancing warily over his shoulder, “Something about a couple masked
men chasing them around the city.”

“Masked men?” He raised his brow, looking over his men with a frown.

“Avengers something or other.”

Wonderful.

They never could stay out of his way.

He was going to have to move a lot sooner than he thought.

“Get me my power source and I’ll take care of them.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Flashback : The Writing on the Wall

Chapter Summary

“Are you ready to cooperate, my dear?” Novak’s voice was soft, nearly sounding kind and warm.

You didn’t answer, barely able to form thought as your world came back into view let alone
words as you stared blankly into the ceiling.

Still, Novak’s disappointed hum filled the room and, in an instant, you were lugged off the table
and back toward the center of the room. An IV tower was wheeled behind you, connected by a
single needle in your arm that threatened to come loose as you were tossed up onto the hook.

You yelped, awakened by the ache in your ribs and the stretching of sores on your wrists.

Your eyes widened as you took your first deep breath in what felt like ages.

For a moment you felt reborn, like a phoenix bursting through ice shards and flames.

Almost like you had been remade.
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Hope is the one thing that can help get us through the darkest of times.

Water had never been anything but peaceful in your life. It was the gurgle of a stream as you chased
butterflies and Uncle Tim chased after you. It was the ripples that lapped onto shore at the lake in
New Eden as your best friend skipped rocks and told you all his troubles. It was waves crashing to
shore as you wandered through warm sands with Danny’s hand in yours.

But, now?

It was darkness. It was cold; frigid beyond all belief. It was panic.



It was burning lungs as you held your breath and fought against the hands that held you under. It was
loud, your heartbeat beating in your ears and fragments of ice smashing against the side of a metal
tank; reverberating through the water like machine gun fire.

It was drowning in fire; strangling any spark left in your chest and leaving it cold and hollow.

But it was bruising fingers that left you fighting for the spark. They curved around your shoulders and
through your hair, shoving you further into the darkness as you writhed and struggled until you were
sipping arctic water breaths.

But, even then, somewhere, somehow, there was peace in the chaos.

The freezing water washed away dried blood, soothed swelling cuts, and gently swept over dark
bruises.

But it didn’t soothe the panic that rose through your body like molten bile. It didn’t stop your
bloodied fingers clawing at the hands holding you under; even if your hands were bound together.

And it didn’t stop you from praying—to whatever god was listening—that Danny would burst
through the door and save you. Or that he’d step through the light that was billowing from the
darkness and offer his hand to you.

But the Doctor wouldn’t allow that.

No. No. No.

He wouldn’t let you die. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

Oh, but you could imagine it. The pain ceasing; the panic ending.

The peace. Oh, the peace.

The grip on your hair tightened as you were finally pulled from the darkness and you forced a wet
breath as burning air finally sputtered through your lungs.

But, perhaps you wouldn’t finally find yourself in peace. Perhaps, you’d find yourself in hell.

No, no. You were already there.

Hell wasn’t alight with fire, it was flooded with frigid water with ice that stuck to your skin.

You groaned, your head lolling to the side as the men grabbed your bound hands and heaved you onto
the hook in the center of the room. Your heart hammered in your chest, freezing droplets of water
beaded down your hair before splashing to the ground like pearls tinted pink. They mixed with the
blood there, painting abstract crimson against gritty concrete.

A cough wracked through your entire body as you hacked up water and blood that had collected in
your lungs and throat. Your head hung to your chest, your eyes crusted over and barely able to open;
even after the multiple times you’d been forced into the tank.

Before you could catch your breath a fist landed against your stomach, earning a weak yelp as you
winced and tried to lift your head before another blow came. Your breaths were torn out of your chest
with more blood and more water until a hand fisted in your hair.



It twisted between the matted tresses and yanked your head up until your eyes locked onto the man
that was sitting in front of you. His suit was neatly pressed and his hair slicked back as he relaxed in
his chair, one leg over the other. He barely looked up at you as he made notes in his book.

He had been waiting patiently.

As he had for the past…however long you had been there.

He’d waited patiently as you made the rounds throughout the facility. They had decided on something
of a regimen, bouncing you through the different rooms and rarely offering you a reprieve. They’d
start it again if you didn’t answer his questions. There would be beatings, then lashings, then it was
back on the table for a date with the electric shock machine. Then the Doctor would let his lackeys do
whatever they wished before they washed you down and hung you up to dry.

The Doctor would ask questions then, patiently waiting for answers to come from bloodied lips before
he’d dismiss you. Then the vials and the needles would come, adding to the growing constellation of
track marks on your skin.

The drugs would cause a reset, healing anything that was skin level before they started all over again.

This was the only chance you had to catch your breath, and even that was constantly interrupted by
fists plunging into your sides or your back, or your stomach.

You tried to hold back a whimper, only to fail as a violent shiver ran through your body. The sound
echoed off the stone walls, making you flinch and the grip on your hair tightened. Your eyes cracked
open, wildly looking around the room and trying to avoid the Doctor in front of you before they
landed on the shadow that hid behind the man.

Stormy blue eyes nearly glowed in the darkness. They met yours instantly, blankly staring into you as
you silently begged him for help.

He was so close, he was just right there. He could get you out if he really wanted to. He could save
you.

The two of you could get out of it together.

He barely even blinked as you wordlessly urged him to help you. He was stronger than you. He could
take out the guards and free you. You’d help him get out and then you’d make a run for freedom—

You paused in your thoughts, the feeling of dark eyes on you suddenly capturing your attention as
your gaze slowly slid to the man sitting before you.

The Doctor was staring at you.

No.

He was staring at the both of you.

As though he was eavesdropping on the inaudible conversation that was happening between you.

You shuddered a breath, stiffening slightly as Novak rose from his seat, tossing his notepad away and
carefully slipping away his pen. Charcoal eyes wandered over your form before they landed on your
face and he nodded to the man that was presenting you to him. The man’s fingers slipped from your
hair and your head, once again, drooped to your chest.



You were running out of time. And courage. And resilience. And strength.

And you were sure that Novak was running out of his patience.

He was growing tired of watching you drop to the brink of death before he raised you back out of it.
Then again, maybe this was all part of his plan. He’d send you to death’s door—nearly shoving you
into Danny’s arms—before injecting you with experimental chemicals and forcing you back to life
kicking and screaming.

Maybe he was enjoying this.

Maybe you were his idea of fun. You were his favorite lab rat in his fucked up experiment.

You rasped a sigh, your ears thudding so loud you could only hear muffled words before a palm
collided with your temple; replacing the rhythmic thudding with ringing that pierced through your
brain.

You blinked in confusion, barely able to lift your head before a long tendril of a finger curled beneath
your chin and gently brought your head up. Novak was directly in front of you, lightly sweeping his
thumb along your jawline as he smiled.

“Wake up, Ghostie,” he crooned softly, his smile long and sharp, “I need you to focus.”

You swallowed thickly. Somehow your throat was dry, despite inhaling half a lung of water.

“Fuck…” you rasped quietly, hardly able to form words as they sliced through your throat like
daggers, “...Off.”

You wouldn’t even classify your words as words anymore. They were slow and slurred and mumbled
barely above a whisper.

Novak scoffed, his chuckle reverberating through the room before a fist found its way to your
stomach. A wheeze replaced his laugh as you nearly doubled over, held up only by your wrists as they
tugged against the chains that held you aloft.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, the smile on his face never leaving as he reached into his jacket
pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. He smoothly wiped his fingers, cleaning away any trace of
sweat or blood he’d picked up from you.

You growled, your voice managing to rise, “How the fuck do you think?”

Another strike. This one was aimed high and into your ribs.

A crack sounded through the room, followed by a low shrieked moan as a sob tore through your
throat. Your toes curled as you struggled to keep yourself upright.

From the corner of the room, one of Novak’s assistants emerged from the darkness with the click of a
stopwatch. He slipped to Novak’s side, grabbing his notebook from the Doctor’s chair and following
him as the Doctor began to circle you.

He rounded you slowly, like a vulture around a carcass.

But you weren’t dead yet.



You couldn’t be. He wouldn't let you be. 

Novak turned to his assistant, “Healing times?”

“Surface-level is faster. Not optimized,” he said, checking his notes with a curt nod, “We’re currently
testing the serum’s ability to heal breaks.”

“Brain function?”

“That shit’s optimized,” you mumbled incoherently, “Fuckin’ perfection, motherfucker.”

Novak’s assistant raised a brow, “Needs work.”

“Douchebag.”

“Mm. Perfection? Not quite.” Novak turned to you, stopping in front of you, and reached out to run
his finger down his cheek before he pulled away as you snapped your teeth, “But we are getting
closer. Tell me what I want and it will be over.”

Over?

— Chemical formulas were scribbled erratically on every page along with notes that you couldn’t
read. Most were crossed out in red ink, except one. The long formula was circled multiple times and
you took a while to read it. —

No. No. No. It wouldn’t be over. It would only be the beginning.

— There was one more file at the bottom of the drawer, it was yellowed, fragile paper; Project Rebirth
was stamped on the outside. Delicately, you set it on the desk and opened it. This file was different
from the rest. Not only was it much older, but the handwriting within was not the same. You glanced at
the picture and then the name. —

— Steven Grant Rogers. —

If you gave it to him, what was stopping him from creating more of them? What was stopping him
from starting World War Three?

And winning.

No, he wouldn’t even need to start a war. He could win the battle before anyone else even knew he
was coming.

“Go to hell,” you managed to bite out, already wincing by the time a fist came into your view and
lodged itself into your stomach.

Novak sighed, barely moving as he watched you squirm in place before he held up a hand, “Leave
us.”

His assistant shook his head as most of his guards left, “Sir, perhaps we should consider—”

“No,” he snapped, fragments of a temper flaring for only a moment before they fizzled away, “If we
begin conditioning, we may lose what fragments she has of the formula. We just need more time.”

“We don’t have time—”



The Doctor held up another hand, silencing his assistant before he paused with a blink. A smirk
twitched to his face, an idea visibly forming in his head as the smile grew. He turned from you,
nodding to Metal Arm Dude and then pointing to the door. His assistant nodded slowly, turning
toward the door and relaying a message before he poked his head back into the room.

You watched him carefully, your eyes tracking her movements as he strode across the room and
opened a metal case.

Blue liquid danced in the light as he ran his fingers over a series of vials before he chose one and
pried it from the case. He paused, setting it down on the table before grabbing a pair of gloves from
the box and slipping them on.

As he did, the last two pairs of guards in the room came toward you. Two lifted you from the hook
while the other two went for your legs.

“No!” you spat, kicking at the men and trying to shrug off the others as they wrestled your arms out in
front of you, “No! Get off me!”

The men held you easily as the assistant drew some of the chemicals into a syringe before he turned to
you.

It happened before you could stop it. The needle finding its place with the rest of your scars before the
liquid disappeared into your veins.

It burned instantly, making your body go rigid before it convulsed, then went limp. The men holding
your legs released you as your body relaxed. They worked quickly, dragging you toward the door
before you found any strength to fight back.

But this wasn’t what usually happened.

Usually, you were left on the cold ground, writhing and screaming in pain. They’d come back a few
hours later with nutrients before ripping you back into the cycle.

“What are you doing?” you asked through a mumble, the blood on your lips sticking together and
peeling apart as you spoke.

One of the guards slid open the door before standing aside as Metal Arm Dude ducked through behind
Novak. You and your guards followed suit as you began to convulse again.

Your entire body seized, the strength of them nearly enough to shake you out of the guards’ grips.
They kept a hold of you, dragging you down the hallway and leaving trails of crimson behind you
before your body relaxed.

The chemical seared through your veins, charting its course through your body as it went to work on
each of your wounds. It was painful as if what had inflicted the strikes and cuts and bruises was
happening in reverse but giving you no relief.

The burst of adrenaline and strength hadn’t kicked in yet. Wherever they were taking you, they
wanted to get there before it happened.

Before the chemicals wore off completely.

The men dragged you toward an open elevator, pausing only a moment as Metal Arm Dude stepped
toward the back; flanked by the two guards. Novak had all but disappeared with his assistant but that



was the least of your worries as you were loaded into the elevator and the doors swept shut.

A whir came from the elevator as it began to descend and the panic in your chest began to rise.

They were sending you further down into the depths of hell.

You winced, a pained yelp echoed through the elevator.

The elevator screeched further above you, the sound ricocheting down the shaft and to your ears. The
men’s fingers on your skin felt bruising, as though they would break skin if they squeezed any harder.
The smell of lingering chemicals from the injection site stung at your nose.

Another cry tore through your throat as you shuddered before you shoved an elbow into one of the
men and you were dropped to the floor. You couldn’t even catch yourself as your eyes rolled to the
back of your head and your muscles tensed.

You found yourself staring up at the ceiling as your guards adjusted their grip on you before your eyes
fell on Metal Arm Dude. Even with his mask, you could tell that a frown was on his face. His eyes
had fallen to yours, sadly looking down on you as you were dragged back into the men’s hands.

They dragged you backward as the elevator doors opened, sweeping down a hallway and ignoring the
screeching skin of your feet as the friction burned off skin. You glanced once more up at Metal Arm
Dude as he strode after you. The guards with him had changed positions, this time leading him down
the hall before they came to a stop at the door.

“No…” You shook your head, limply fighting against the men as Metal Arm Dude stared after you,
“You promised! You promised you wouldn’t leave me!”

He didn’t respond before he and the guards disappeared into the room and you were dragged around
the corner. You winced as they stepped through a pair of double doors and you were lugged into a
hallway with lights that seared into your retinas.

You couldn’t see in the light, the brightness overpowering before the men’s grip tightened and you
were heaved off your feet.

They tossed you away easily, like they were tossing away trash, and you found yourself shoved into a
small metal and concrete room. You barely had time to take in your surroundings before the metal
door behind you was slammed shut.

A large latch was swung shut on the other side of the door, its hinges shrieking as they were close.

And you were left in darkness.

Dark darkness. The kind you couldn’t even see your hand in front of you.

You forced a breath, trying to calm yourself as you felt your way through the room.

It was small, that much you were sure of, not much bigger than a closet. The walls were metal and
wet to the touch. The floor was stone, sharp and gritty.

Your fingers slid down the wall and you winced at the cold before you finally reached the bottom. The
metal wall turned into a vent of some kind, freezing air seemed to blow out of them. Tracing the
outline with your fingers, you nodded to yourself.



If you could get your hands free, you could pry away the grate and slide through the vents to freedom.

You shivered at the cold blast of air that filtered through the vents before you paused.

You tried flexing your fingers but they didn’t seem to want to move. A frown found its way to your
face as your eyes began to flutter. You swallowed thickly, sliding down the wall and to the ground.

The room was cold enough to soothe your fever…it was also cold enough to send shivers wracking
through your body.

Your eyes were heavy, barely able to stay open as your head knocked against the wall and you forced
a shallow breath.

You had to get out of here. This was your chance, probably the best one you were going to get.

But you couldn’t move.

You were frozen, even as your mind moved a million miles a minute…

You couldn’t fuckin’ move.

And you were left alone in the darkness.

You felt as though you were in limbo; somehow stranded between life and death and somehow stuck
between waking and sleeping. But you weren’t dead. And you were still fully aware of your
surroundings, even if you were unsure of how long you had been stuck there.

You were trapped in the shadows, alone with your thoughts and the voices that whispered from each
darkened corner.

It should have been comforting. The shadows cradled you in their depths, the darkness was supposed
to keep you safe. And it had.

No blow had been landed to your body in…well…you weren’t sure how long.

It didn’t matter.

You were a shadow, you belonged in the darkness.

At least, you were pretty sure that’s what you were.

Maybe you weren’t. Maybe you were something else entirely.

…Who were you again?



A killer.

A lover.

Someone. You were someone.

A shiver trembled through you, enough to send you sliding further into the ground. You definitely
weren’t in the same spot you were when you were first shoved into the small room.

And, there was something else.

There was someone else.

You weren’t alone in the empty room.

You could feel someone whisper in your ear. There was a hand on your shoulder. A breath on your
neck.

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

It was maddening.

And, even if there hadn’t been a hand laid upon you in…however long you had been there…there was
still pain.

So much pain.

It wasn’t like the electricity drip or the beatings or the lashings…it was different.

It was ice spreading through your veins. They shifted and grew like glacial daggers, cutting your body
from the inside out.

You were in hell.

Hell wasn’t alight with fire and brimstone. It wasn't flooded with frigid water with ice that stuck to
your skin.

It was darkness and silence and flecks of glimmering ice that cloaked your entire body like a
crystalline statue.

— He nodded, clenching his jaw and forcing another breath as he squeezed your hand, “Tell me you
love me.” —

— “Danny…I—” —

— “Please.” he shuddered another breath, “Please, mi amor. Tell me. I wanna hear it.” —

You were trapped somewhere impossible to get out of. If you couldn’t move, you couldn’t escape.

There was no physical enemy to fight against, there was no one to outfox or run from. There was no
one to comfort you or to talk at.



It was just you and your mind and your own demons tormenting you.

You were dying slowly, you were sure of it. You couldn’t last much longer.

It was almost comforting in a way. It would be over soon. You’d be free soon.

You’d be back in Danny’s arms soon.

You could feel it.

— You swallowed, licking your lips before letting the words slip from your mouth, “I love you, mi
amor.” —

— “One more time.” —

A choked sob stung at the back of your throat, hanging on the freezing air.

Was anyone still looking for you? How long had you been gone? Had they given up?

Or did they think you were dead?

Did they mourn you? Did they bury an empty box? Did they bring your favorite flowers and trade
their favorite stories, unaware of who you really, truly were?

Did they know what happened?

Did anyone even know you were missing?

No one knows, you’re on your own.

Fight it. Fight back. Stay strong.

— “I love you so damn much, Daniel,” you sobbed, letting tears fall freely down your cheeks, “I love
you so, so much.” —

— He scoffed, squeezing your hand with a cocky smirk, “I love you more.” —

Another choked gasp managed to escape your lips with a shallow breath.

The voices were so loud and they never seemed to stop, each word bringing with it an ache that
seared through your head. And then there was the heat of your fever, soaking you with sweat before it
froze to your skin.

It was the pain of molten rock and frigid water forcefully mixing together in a painful hiss of steam.

— You took a deep breath, steadying your breathing as heavy boot falls fell from one of the vehicles.
You could feel the steps through the sand as they came closer and you closed your eyes. —

You sighed, unable to close your eyes as another shiver sent you curling further into the ground. A
rhythmic thudding echoed through the room, your heart must have been echoing through your ears as
a faint light began seeping through the room.

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor,” he whispered in your ear, cradling your head against his neck, “Te
quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero.” —



A small smile twitched to your lips at the sound of his voice as the others in your head finally ceased.

Get up.

Wake up.

You hummed, closing your eyes as the light grew brighter. It was time. This was it. You were—

A hand grasped your arm, tugging you out of your head, “Get up.”

Your eyes opened slowly as you were suddenly picked up off the ground and slammed into the wall.

“Wake up.”

You blinked, wincing at the light before it began to subside.

The door to the room was open and blurry silhouettes had entered to pull you out of your waking
death. Shaking your head you forced your eyes open, barely catching sight of glimmered ice crystals
that coated the walls of the room and that decorated your hair and skin.

You groaned as the figures lifted you off the floor and onto a table, out of the room.

“Please,” a near-silent rasp came from your throat as you were hooked up to a machine that sent a
piercing beep through the hall, “No more. Let me go.”

Your fuzzy vision returned slowly as a doctor muttered something under his breath about vitals before
nodding to one of the guards surrounding you. The table began to move, carted quickly down the hall
by the guards as they ducked through a pair of doors and toward the elevator.

Maybe you hadn’t been in there for nearly as long as you thought you had. Maybe it had only been a
few hours…maybe a few days before you were released.

You swallowed thickly, glancing around you as you were shoved into an elevator and it began to rise.
None of your body seemed to be functioning as your head lolled from side to side before the elevator
doors slid open.

“How did she fare?” a voice came from beside you, long fingers gently smoothing frozen hair from
your face.

“The team in cryogenics said she responded well to treatment,” a second one said as your table began
to move again and your eyes opened, “Despite not undergoing sedation or chemical hardwiring.”

The world was clearer, the faces of the guards surrounding you came into view. You’d never seen
them before, at least you couldn’t remember them.

But the men walking alongside the table you recognized.

Dr. Novak and his assistant.

“If we give her another dose now, she’s ready to go under until we have another formula,” the
assistant said, barely glancing down at you as the table came to a stop, “And, sir, it's the opinion of the
team that they're separated. The Asset is being reported as unstable, even after recalibration. I
recommend that—”



“No,” Novak snapped, watching as you looked up at him. He reached down, gently cupping your
cheek before letting you go as the table was wheeled into another room, “We are not separating them.
They will be conditioned together as soon as she gives us the formula and it is completed.”

You whimpered as hands found their way under your body and you were lifted off of the table and
onto another. A wince rocked through you a moment later as a needle was stuck into one of your
arms. You sipped a breath, suddenly missing the cold as your fever returned as the sweat that had
been frozen to your skin thawed.

You shook from the heat, writing on the table to try and find relief before a cold hand landed on your
forehead.

“Are you ready to cooperate, my dear?” Novak’s voice was soft, nearly sounding kind and warm.

You didn’t answer, barely able to form thoughts as your world came back into view let alone words as
you stared blankly into the ceiling.

Still, Novak’s disappointed hum filled the room and, in an instant, you were lugged off the table and
back toward the center of the room. An IV tower was wheeled behind you, connected by a single
needle in your arm that threatened to come loose as you were tossed up onto the hook.

You yelped, awakened by the ache in your ribs and the stretching of sores on your wrists.

Your eyes widened as you took your first deep breath in what felt like ages.

For a moment you felt reborn, like a phoenix bursting through ice shards and flames.

Almost like you had been remade.

Fight.

Fight back.

A growl tore through your throat as you found a burst of energy and lashed out at one of the men
surrounding you. He wasn’t fast enough to get away from you, yelping as your knee connected with
his side. He stumbled away, nearly falling to the ground as you flung both of your legs behind you
before swinging them back to your chest.

The movement was enough to dislodge you from the hook and send you hurtling to the floor. The
instant you landed on the floor your knees gave out, sending you sprawling to the ground with a grunt
and yanking out the needle in your arm.

A pair of hands latched onto you as you fought to rise to your feet, they pulled you up before you
could. You were hauled to your feet and held in place to face a frowning Novak. Metal Arm Dude was
behind him, his eyes blank as he reached in front of Novak to stop one of your kicks that went in his
direction.

He cocked his head to the side, taking a step back and away from the soldier, “You are not ready?”

A hiss twisted through your teeth before you spat at him.

Novak blinked, unimpressed, before he nodded, “As you wish. She is yours.”



A frustrated screech tore through your throat as you were dragged backward toward the table and the
hum of electricity burst through the room.

“Get off me!” you screamed, fighting back as they moved to strap you down to the table. You
managed to kick another guard, sending him flying across the room before his hands were replaced by
a metal one and you were pinned down to the table.

Hope.

What even was hope and why did you cling to it? At what point did it become cruel?

At what point did hope become so corrosive to the soul that it flickered like a smothered flame before
going out completely.

And then it was gone; leaving nothing but an empty, aching hole in its wake.

Hell wasn’t fire and brimstone. It wasn't flooded with frigid water with ice that stuck to your skin. It
wasn't darkness and silence and flecks of glimmering ice that cloaked your entire body like a
crystalline statue.

It was hope.

Hope damned you to hell.

Hope keeps you alive. Keep going. Stay strong. Stay awake.

You didn’t know what day it was, what time of day it was, or where you were. They’d taken you out
of the ice box and right back into the cycle.

You hadn’t been allowed to sleep or eat. They’d hadn’t replaced your IV drip, leaving you dehydrated
and hungry. Your head felt as though it was being crushed by a thousand tons, your stomach as though
it was collapsing in on itself, and you were shaking from cold droplets of water that ran down your
skin and soaked into your tactical suit.

You were back where you started. Drenched in freezing water and hanging from a hook.

All you were waiting for were the last two steps.

Questions and chemicals.

Then you’d start over.

From there you’d be reborn in fire and ice.

Tempered and beaten like steel before being quenched and hardened in arctic waters.

And you weren’t ready.



Of all the things you wanted, it wasn’t to go back in the ice box. Somehow being stuck along with
your thoughts was worse than breaking skin and bones.

Then again, perhaps it was better than being stuck in a room with your fading hope standing in the
corner.

He stood silently, staring at you through every torture you went through. Though, that wasn’t his fault.

He’d said it himself. They take his memories from him. He’d forgotten you.

And, if he was gone, your hope was gone; its burnt-out torch was all that was left of it.

Then again, he’d promised. He promised he wouldn’t leave you.

He lied.

He doesn’t remember.

He’d left you. He’d simply watched them tear you down piece by piece and he’d done nothing.

And now you were more broken than you were before.

You were tired.

You were done.

Maybe, if you talked, he’d let you sleep. Maybe, if you answered his questions, he’d give you food.

Maybe, if you told him what he wanted to know, he’d let you go.

You shuddered a breath, unable to lift your head as the door slid open and Novak’s lone footsteps
entered the room.

“Hello, Ghostie,” he hummed, waving off the guard that stepped toward you to force you to raise your
head. He clicked his tongue, taking a step toward you before reaching up to gently brush your hair out
of your face, “Are you ready?”

You took a shuddered breath, closing your eyes before you rasped a weak sigh, “Yes.”

“Good.” The Doctor smiled, relaxing back as he patted your cheek before he pulled out his notebook
and took a seat in front of you, “What was your Commander’s name?”

“Mikhail Weston.”

“Where was he from?”

“I don’t know.” You wheezed a breath, wincing as one of Novak’s men came toward you. You steeled
yourself for a strike but it never came.

Metal Arm Dude stalked out of the darkness as Novak raised his hand. He stepped between you and
the man, sending a glare into him that stopped him in his tracks.

“Вернись,” he growled, the sound rumbling through the room and sending chills down your spine.
Get back.



“Who else is on your team?” Novak continued, ignoring both of them completely to set his gaze on
you.

“Just us,” you said quietly, dropping your gaze to the ground, “Just the ones in the desert.”

A hum of disapproval came from his throat as he pushed back in his chair. It shrieked as it scratched
along the stone floor and he stood. Cold, spindly, nearly spider-like fingers curled around your throat
before your face was tugged to meet his.

Your heart nearly froze in your chest as your eyes met his.

Somehow, his eyes were darker than you thought they were. Darker than charcoal, darker than pitch.

There was no life behind them.

“You are sure?” he asked, staring into you unblinkingly, “You are not lying to me?”

“No.” you whispered, unable to tear your gaze away from his, “Please, it’s the truth, it’s just us.”

He raised a brow, his grip on you tightening, “The pilots? Where did they come from?”

“Borrowed from the Air Force,” you began to babble, fear rising in your chest, “We don’t have any
pilots on hand. Please. They didn’t do anything. They didn’t know. Please—”

“Tech support?”

“Just Oliver, please, there’s nobody else.”

The Doctor’s face hardened as he looked over you, his eyes searching yours for something.

It was like he knew something you didn’t. It was like he was trying to test you.

It was like he was baiting you into saying something.

What did he want?

“You are a liar, Lieutenant,” he said, not releasing you even as you began to struggle against him,
“There is someone else.”

Who else was he talking about? There was only your team. The pilots weren’t part of it—Wait.

Tech support.

Boone.

Your heart hammered in your chest. She was the only living link to Aftermath. If Novak found out
about her, he could go after her.

He could hurt her.

He could kill her.

Or worse, he could bring her here.

You couldn’t give her up. You couldn’t ruin her life.



You shook your head, allowing a tear to stream down your cheek, “No. No. Just us. It was just us.”

You whimpered as his grip tightened even more around your throat; like a snake coiling around its
prey before it was consumed.

“Please,” you murmured, silently pleading with him, “No. It was just us. Just us.”

Novak frowned, his grip on you releasing before he reached up to stroke your cheek before swiping
away the tears that stained them, “Do not worry, my darling. I believe you. I believe you.”

You swallowed thickly as he released you and he returned to his chair. Metal Arm Dude followed
after him, taking his place by his side before he sunk into the shadows.

“Now,” he hummed, twirling his pen through his fingers, “The formula.”

— Chemical formulas were scribbled erratically on every page along with notes that you couldn’t
read. Most were crossed out in red ink, except one. The long formula was circled multiple times and
you took a while to read it. —

You could see it. You could read it just like you had been that day. You could let it roll off your lips
like a memorized poem.

But you couldn’t.

No. You couldn’t let it go that far.

A shaky breath left your lips as you shook your head and dropped your gaze, “I don’t know.”

Another lie. And, this one, he saw right through.

Novak didn’t give you another chance as he snapped his notebook closed before rising to his feet,
“Prep her.”

No. No. No.

Not again. You weren’t letting him do it to you again. You couldn’t do it again.

Fight back.

Fight back.

Fight back.

A fire ignited in your stomach, it bubbled up into your throat as your eyes narrowed you kicked at one
of the men that was coming toward you.

“Fuck you!” you shrieked, kicking another man as you were lifted off the hook and shoved toward the
table. You turned on the man in less than a second, pressing your elbow into the man’s gut before
lunging at another, “Get your fuckin’ hands off me!”

You wriggled out of another’s grip, hurling yourself toward the Doctor before Metal Arm Dude stood
between the two of you and the guards behind you countered. They latched onto you, pulling you off
your feet before slamming you into the table, “You motherfucker! I ain’t givin’ it to you! Never!”



“Make her talk,” Novak said smoothly, relaxing back even as you fought back against the men, “I
want details, Lieutenant, details.”

A pained howl ripped through your throat as they strapped down your wrist and Novak’s assistant
went through the box of vials. You were close enough this time to see their labels. They had dates
going back three decades and version numbers that seemed so out of order he must have started over a
few times.

The assistant pulled one of the vials from the case, running it through his hands as he grabbed a
syringe.

No. No. No.

Not again.

How many times would he break your body just to fix it and break it again? How many times would
he find different ways to break it? How many times would he find new ways to send pain bleeding
through the air? How many times would he pull you back from the brink of collapsing into death's
arms?

How many times could you take it before you broke? Before you shattered? Before it was impossible
to put yourself back together again?

Before it was impossible for them to put you back together?

You shook your head, glancing up at your hand before managing to tear your thumb from its socket
and let your body go limp.

They weren't there to pick up the pieces. He wasn't there to see what was missing. He didn’t care.

He didn't care that the outside might have been whole but the inside of you was splintered beyond
repair. He didn’t care that you were bleeding pieces of yourself. Or that those broken, jagged pieces
were lost in the cracks on the floor and in the humming silence of the room .

He wanted you broken and beaten and bleeding.

He wanted you at his mercy.

Fight back. Fight like you have nothin’ left. Fight back.

Stay low. Stay fast. Fight back, damnit.

And like hell were you going to give it to him.

You knew what you had to do.

It was either him or you. It was the only way you could end the cycle.

It was either him or you. You didn’t care which it was.

You glared up at his assistant, watching as he drew blue liquid into the syringe and you slowly freed
your hand. They’d let their guard down, thinking you’d given up once they pinned you down.

But you didn’t.



You wouldn’t.

You struck before any of the guards had time to think. Latching onto the back of the table, you lifted
your legs to kick away the vial and roll over your shoulder. The blue liquid spilled through the room
before the vial shattered against the wall.

Wrenching your other arm free, you ducked under the table as a guard tried to tackle you. You slid
across the stone floor, wincing as the tattered remnants of your tac suit caught on the gritty rock
before you rolled over your shoulder to your feet and your eye found their target.

Novak.

Kill him. Kill him.

Fight back.

He’d taken a short step back as you freed yourself and he took another step back the instant your eyes
found his.

Him or you.

You lunged at him without a second thought, a growl tearing through the room as you hurtled toward
him.

You could finish it. Right there and then. Then it would all be over.

But the flash of a metal arm got in your way and you were thrown off course. You yelped as metallic
fingers wrapped around your wrist and tugged you backward, away from the Doctor.

“Get off me!”

Shoving yourself into him, you threw the two of you off balance and stumbled through the room
before he released you. He grunted, the sound muffled and distant as your gaze flew back to Novak
and you shoved the soldier away from you.

He managed to catch you again, barely snagging his flesh fingers on the collar of your suit and pulling
you backward. Sweeping your arm behind you, you batted away his hand and shoved him backward;
not bothering to watch as he slammed against the wall before you turned back to the Doctor.

He hadn’t taken another step back, he’d held his ground. He was staring at you almost in curiosity as
you began to stalk toward him. Novak cocked his head to the side, watching you carefully as you took
another step toward him.

Him or you.

Fight back.

It was over. You were going to finish it—

A hiss snuck through your teeth as a needle suddenly struck through your shoulder, stabbing into
muscle before striking bone and releasing its contents. You reached for your back, swiping away the
syringe and throwing it to the floor as you glared back at Novak’s assistant.

He stared back at you, backing away and watching you carefully as you took a step toward him.



Stay on target.

Take a deep breath.

You whipped back to Novak with a snarled sneer before lunging back at him, only to be intercepted
once again. Metal Arm Dude’s hand wrapped around your neck, pushing you backward and away
from the Doctor before you were shoved against the wall and held fast.

“You son of a bitch!” you spat, trying to push him off of you but failing as his grip tightened, “Let
go!”

His eyes narrowed, his hands unwavering as he held you steady and the chemicals began to burn
through your veins.

“You promised,” you wheezed in pain, your hands holding onto his wrist as your knees gave out,
“You promised you wouldn’t leave me. You lied. Liar! You lied to me.”

The soldier’s eyes seemed to soften slightly but he didn’t waver.

“Can’t you see?” Novak’s assistant asked under his breath, tearing off his gloves with a shake of his
head, “They’re both unstable. She can’t take much more—”

“I know what she can take,” the Doctor snapped, his eyes never leaving you, “It is almost over. Out.
All of you.”

He waved them all off, watching as you succumbed to his experiments yet again. You were shaking,
leaning heavily on Metal Arm Dude as you clutched to his wrist.

“Отпусти ее.” Novak turned away from you, waving off the soldier and waltzing out of the room as
though you hadn’t nearly tried to kill him. Let her go.

The instant the words left his lips, Metal Arm Dude’s grip loosened and you dropped to the floor. The
metal door slammed behind the doctor, masking the snap of your knees hitting the stone floor.

You were shaking again, unable to push away the burning feeling that curled through your veins;
seeming to paint them in rhythmic blue that beat along to your heart.

Shaking your head with a grit of your teeth as bile rose in your chest.

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

“You left me,” you cried, trying to push yourself to your feet before falling back to your hands and
knees before you gaze up at the soldier with tearful eyes, “You promised you wouldn’t leave me.”

The man didn’t answer but the sound of his boots did as he walked away from you.

A defeated sob tore through your throat as you bowed your head, pressing it against the cold stone to
try and soothe the heat running through you. You squeezed your eyes shut, shuddering a breath as
three of Novak’s men began to reset the room.

That was it. The only chance you had was gone.



You couldn’t beat him. Not when you were in constant pain.

Get up. Kill them. 

Fight back. Don’t quit. 

Kill them. Kill them. 

Get up.

You cracked open an eye, watching as one of the men bent over to clean up the broken vial you’d
flung against the wall. He had his back to you, sweeping the glass into a neat pile but one glimmering
piece was left. 

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

Your brows knitted together, your muscles tensing before you could stop them as your shoulders
rolled forward. 

If you couldn’t get Novak the easy way, you’d get him the hard way. You’d play dirty. You’d do what
you were good at. 

You’d kill them. 

Every single one of them. 

Stay low. Stay fast. 

Kill them. 

Eyes narrowing, you curled off the wall as your jaw clenched. 

Him or you. That was the game. 

And you weren’t going to lose. Not to him. 

You were going to fight. 

You were going to fight with fists and teeth and tears. 

Whatever it took. 

Get up. 

Kill them. 

Your nose wrinkled with a snarl, your eyes finding their target on the dark, bloodstained floor.
Moving slowly, you glanced at the door. A pair of guards were there. You could only see their legs
and feet, the rest of their silhouettes obscured by the examination table. 

They were unaware of your movements as their colleague cleaned up your mess. You rolled to your
toes, the pain running through your body subsiding as your vision faded in and out before zeroing in
on your mark. 



You prowled forward before any of them could stop you, your fingers wrapping around the single
glass shard that had been left behind. 

It was thick and jagged and it fit in your hand perfectly. 

It fit in the side of the man’s neck even better. 

— Weston smirked, nudging away the man’s body with his foot and watching him drop to the ground,
“Atta girl.” —

The shard sunk beneath his skin before he had time to react. Tugging him backward, you latched onto
the knife held in the holster on his hip. You rolled over your shoulder, slicing the glass further into the
man’s neck before throwing the knife towards one of the men guarding the door. The knife stuck out
of the man’s chest, forcing a cry that died with a wheezed breath. He fell to the ground in a heap,
startling the man beside him. 

The second guard jumped, his eyes locking with yours as you stood slowly. Your shoulders were
hunched, your eyes narrowed to thin slits and a hiss managed its way from your gritted teeth. Rocking
to your feet, your hands balled into fists as you stared down the last man standing.

— “Get ‘em, girlie!” Turner nodded, flinching as bullets glanced off the side of the Land Rover. —

He blanched, backing away from you with a gulp before he shoved open the door. You sprinted after
him, a snarl echoed through the room as you moved; any and all pain melting away as your bare feet
smacked against the stone floor. The guard tried to slam the door shut behind him, your fingers
clawed into his uniform before you yanked him back into the room. Jerking him back into the room,
you let him stumble to the floor before you lowered your shoulder and tried to dive out the door. 

— “One more. Finish it.” Danny grinned, kissing your neck as another truck went flying. You nodded,
racking one last bullet and taking aim. —

Before you could slip to freedom, a metal arm wrapped around your waist—tugging you back into the
room. 

“Get off!” you snapped, throwing an elbow into Metal Arm Dude’s gut and ducking out of his grip. 

He grunted, snapping out his arm to latch onto you but missing as you dove toward the door. As you
dashed toward the door a hand curled onto your leg. A yelp sounded from your throat as you fell to
the floor. 

But you didn’t feel yourself hit, despite hearing the sound echo through the room. 

Your knees cracked against the stone, cuts splitting across them as you turned to the owner of the
hand. The first guard you stabbed was still alive and kicking, one hand pressed against his neck and
the glass shard that was embedded there while the other held you fast. You turned on him in an
instant, kicking him in the face and crawling away from him before clambering back to your feet and
toward the door. 

You didn’t make it. 

Metal Arm Dude was already up and waiting for you. 

He slammed the door shut before you could get to it. The latch clicking into place as a screech ripped
from your chest. Blue eyes met yours as you lunged at him. 



He barely had to move, lifting his flesh hand to catch a strike before you threw another one. He
caught that one too but you managed to slam him back into the door. Metal Arm Dude’s brows
furrowed as you pressed against him. 

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

His metal arm whirred against you, the plates recalibrating quickly as you shoved him further against
the door. You could hear the internals clicking, you could feel it beneath your fingers. You could hear
his heart thudding in his chest. 

It was slow; steady. As if he wasn’t worried about this fight getting out of hand any time soon. 

“Get out of my way,” you hissed with a low snarl, nearly flinching at the raspy sound of your own
voice as it dropped lowly, “Now.”

He said nothing, instead pushing against you and shoving you off of him, away from the door. 

As he did, the third guard finally retaliated. 

He’d drawn a knife at some point between being thrown to the floor and rising back to his feet. He
slashed it down at you and you winced backward, but you weren’t fast enough. You held back a gasp
as you raised your arm in front of you, trying to catch the man’s arm but missing as the knife tore into
your skin. 

Snapping away from him, you pressed your hand against the deep cut that traveled from your elbow
to your wrist. Scarlet seeped between your fingers as you stared down at the wound; the droplets
splashing to the ground and sending sprays of blood onto your feet. 

You glared up at the man, holding your arm against your chest as you backed away from him. He
raised the knife in front of him, rocking back and forth as you tried to straighten yourself. 

Pain was flooding back into your system; starting in your chest like an ember slowly growing like a
flame. It scorched out of your lungs, burning through your throat and then into your veins. 

“Останавливаться,” a low growl came from Metal Arm Dude, his eyes flicking between you and the
man as the guard stepped closer to you. Stop. 

The guard didn’t listen, his eyes trained on you as you stared into him. 

You stole a quick breath, your eyes darting over him as you rolled your shoulders again and relaxed
with a nod. A small grin seemed to slip over the man’s face before he leapt toward you. You readied
yourself, rocking to your back foot and ready to dodge before Metal Arm Dude stepped between you. 

“Останавливаться—” he started before the men tried to shove him out of the way. 

He didn’t move an inch. The look on his face didn’t change before he shoved away the man. 

“Stay outta the way, comrade—”

“Она моя миссия,” he hissed, the words snarled through his mask with a rumble, “Держись
подальше от меня.”



“They were right. You really are broken—”

— “Promise me something?” you asked with a shiver, “Don’t leave me, okay?” — 

You didn’t let him finish, leaping from behind the soldier and tackling the man to the ground, sending
his knife flying. He yelled in surprise as you downed him and he began to claw at you. 

But he couldn’t stop you.  

Your fist cracked against the man’s face. You felt bones crumble beneath your knuckles with the first
strike. Your knuckles split on the second, the force of the punch making you cut yourself on teeth
before you wound up for another. Another hit and your blood mixed with his. 

A fourth and the man went limp. 

The fifth never landed. 

Your wrist was caught midair and you were tugged off the dead guard. Metal Arm Dude plucked you
away from the man as if you were as light as a feather before he discarded you away from the man. 

Skidding across the ground, you rolled over your shoulder with a low snarl as your gaze flicked back
up at him. Metal Arm Dude glanced over the floor, staring at each of the guards for a moment. 

The first was still clutching at his neck, his fingers still wrapped around the glass shard even as he
stared lifelessly into the ceiling. The second was slumped against the wall beside the door. The third
was unrecognizable. 

Your jaw clenched, your eyes landing on the third man’s knife before you looked back up at the
soldier and crept toward it. You snuck the blade into your hands, twirling it through your fingers as
you glanced back at the door. 

You were in control this time. You weren’t going to lose it. 

It was Novak or you. 

You were going to win. 

“Положи,” the soldier said, finally turning to you and eyeing the knife in your hand. He took a step
toward you, outstretching his hand toward you. 

Your eyes narrowed, your grip on the knife tightening as he took another step closer before he knelt in
front of you. He looked almost gentle, as if if you handed him the knife, it would all be okay. 

But that was a lie. 

He was a liar. 

“You left me,” you murmured, “You promised you wouldn’t leave me.”

“Дай это мне—” he began, still holding out his hand before you snapped at him. 

You didn’t leave him time to think as you plunged the knife into his leg before tackling him around
the waist. He grunted, grabbing your wrist as the two of you fell through the room; knocking over a
tray of tools.



Ignoring them, you reached for his belt to find the knife he had concealed there before you pulled out
the first knife. He knocked it away the second you pried it out of his leg but he couldn’t shake away
the second one. Your fingers wrapped around it as he tried to roll over the top of you and pin you to
the floor. You snapped a shriek, sweeping your leg around his waist and kicking him off of you as you
pulled out the knife and twisted in through your fingers.

Metal Arm Dude growled, slowly rising to his feet as you rolled over your shoulder and did the same.

Run.

You nodded to yourself. You couldn’t fight him and win, you had to get out before an alarm was
raised. As long as he was locked in the room, you could get out with what was left of the serum
running through your veins.

You backed toward the door, your hand wrapped around the handle and tightening as you tried to
open it.

But it wouldn’t budge.

You grunted, turning back to him with his knife raised toward him.

“The key,” you snapped, “Give it to me.”

Metal Arm Dude tilted his head to the side, his brows furrowing slightly as he reached down to pluck
the shard of glass easily from his leg, “У меня нет ключа.” I don’t have a key.

“Bullshit,” you said, your chest heaving and your head dizzy as blood flowed down your arm;
dripping to the ground as your eyes ran over the men, “Hand it over.”

None of them had keys hanging from their belts, you hadn’t heard any jingle in their pockets either.
They didn’t have any, which left only one person in the room that would have a set. 

“У меня нет ключа,” he repeated himself, relaxing back slightly as you lowered the knife.

No. No. No.

Of course, he wouldn’t have a key. He wasn’t here willingly. You knew that.

This cell was his just as much as it was yours.

You were both trapped there.

You swallowed, your throat closing in again, “Help me get out of here.”

“No.”

“Why? Why not?” you asked with a sob building in your chest, “Why can’t we run?”

“We’re not allowed to.”

“Bullshit!”

You were moving before you could stop yourself, lunging at him with his knife and moving him back
through the room. You slashed and hacked and thrust forward, trying to make a connection only to
have him snatch your wrist out of the air.



The knife was gone from your grasp faster than you had been able to get it. It clattered to the floor
before you were simply tossed in the opposite direction.

You blinked, glaring up at him as he strode toward you.

This wasn’t even a real fight for him. It was easy.

Enough. You had to get out of here.

You were running out of time.

You have to fight.

A frustrated grunt left your lips as you launched yourself toward the variety of tools that had fallen off
the tray and clattered to the floor. You grabbed a scalpel before hopping back to your feet and
stabbing toward him.

You moved faster than you could control but, somehow, there was more precision in your strikes.
Somehow, they were always on target for their mark.

Metal Arm Dude was just barely able to stay out in front of you.

A hiss snuck through his mask as you slashed down at him and he caught your wrist. His metal arm
strained against the strength of the blow before he pushed you off of him. You stumbled backward,
something he used to his advantage as he swept his leg out to hook your ankle and send you tumbling
to the ground.

Your back hit first—flat against the ground—it was enough to knock the wind out of you before you
tried to scurry away from him. He grabbed your wrist, pinning it above your head with a gentle grip
before you kicked his side and slid away from him. Rolling over, you caught sight of his knife and
crawled toward it.

Only for Metal Arm Dude to grab your ankle and drag you back toward him.

“No!” you screamed, rolling back over and raising your leg to kick him in the face. He caught your
foot, barely avoiding it colliding with his nose before you kicked away from him and out of his grasp.

You scrambled toward the knife, bending over to get it before an arm wrapped around your waist and
pulled you backward.

“Let me go!” you yelled, struggling against him until he did, indeed, let you go.

But that’s when you felt it.

A stinging pain in your neck. Something so small, you nearly didn’t feel it.

You pressed your hand against the pain, turning back toward him as the room began to spin and you
grew queasy.

“What did you do?” you asked, trying to glare at him as you lost your footing.

He didn’t answer as he pocketed what looked like a syringe back in his pocket.

How long had he had that? What was it?



Why was it working?

You were still on a serum high, it shouldn’t have been working at all.

But it was.

It was made for someone like you.

Someone like him.

“What have you done?” you managed to ask, still holding your neck as the soldier crossed the room
toward a row of counters.

He pulled open a drawer before reaching inside and pressing a hidden button concealed beneath the
surface. You stumbled backward, your ears beginning to ring as you caught yourself on the table.

Shaking your head, you tried to focus. You had to stay awake. You had to…

You paused, catching sight of the dried blood on your arm.

And the cut that appeared to be slowly closing.

It was getting stronger. The Doctor was getting closer. 

Your knees gave out as a sob cut through your entire body. Before you hit the floor, a metal arm found
its way around you and held you steady.

Metal Arm Dude gently lowered you to the ground, wincing lightly at the sound of footsteps running
down the hall.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured in your ear as your eyes began to flutter closed and the door to your cell
was flung open before everything went dark.

You woke up slowly, unable to make out the sounds around you or open your eyes as you came to.
You felt like you were a marionette, carefully maneuvered into place and unable to control your own
limbs. But that was probably because you were being thrown around like a ragdoll.

A grunt huff from your lips as you landed face first onto a metal table and the world began to come
back into focus. You were pretty sure you were still in your cell and you were pretty sure that there
were a lot of people with you.

You forced a deep breath, savoring the air that filled your lungs.

Whatever they had given you was stronger than it should have been.



Another groan hummed through your throat as you tried to sit up, only to be stopped by a pair of
guards.

“You have exhausted my patience, Ghostie,” Novak said, looking you over as the men yanked you off
the table and spun you around. They threw you back down in an instant, shoving you against the cold
metal before ripping the back of your shirt, “You have taken three more of my men from me. Do you
know how many that is? Twenty-three. You have taken 23 things from me. I do not like when things
are taken from me.”

The sound of his voice shoved you out of your stupor as your bare back was exposed to the room and
you were shoved down onto the table facefirst.

“What are you doing?” you asked, trying to fight against them only for them to put your shackles
back on. You winced as they pulled your shirt and tac suit down over your shoulders.

“Nonetheless,” The Doctor ignored you as you looked around wildly, “I have decided to give you a
gift. You have been strong, darling, but I need you to be something else for me.”

A whimper curled through you as your gaze finally landed on Novak. He’d shed his suit jacket and
tie, both of which were carefully draped over the back of his chair. His sleeves were rolled up to his
elbows and a black pair of gloves shielded his hands as he waltzed toward you.

Metal Arm Dude was behind him. His head was bowed, almost in submission—almost in shame.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doin’?” you asked, trying to keep your voice from cracking as
chills ran through you.

Novak didn’t answer as he glared at you. His nose twitched slightly as he reached up to fix his glasses
and he took another step toward you. His dark eyes stayed on you the entire time before he stopped
beside you and his gaze flitted along your body before landing on the jagged mark on your arm.

He raised his hand, running his gloved fingers along the mark.

It was nearly fully healed, only silvery pieces of skin had been left behind to tell the tale.

“I need you to be perfect.”

You tried to wriggle away from him, unable to get away from his touch as he traced the mark;
following its curve from your elbow to your wrist. You lunged at him with gnashing teeth before a
guard’s hand landed on the back of your head and held you down.

The Doctor took a step back, glancing at the reconstructed tray that you had spilled in your scuffle. He
delicately lifted a scalpel from its place, running it through his fingers and watching as it caught the
light before he turned his gaze back to you.

“I must say, my dear, the human body intrigues me,” he hummed, licking his lips as he reached for
your arm again, “But I am not a surgeon.”

“What are you doing?” you asked, your voice cracking this time as your eyes flicked between him,
the scalpel, and Metal Arm Dude.

The soldier still hadn’t raised his head but his blue eyes flicked to yours the second you looked toward
him. He didn’t react as you silently begged him for help again before you flinched.



Novak ran the scalpel along the mark you had left on yourself and you managed to barely yank your
arm away before his fingers were suddenly wrapped around it.

He was stronger than he looked, his grip on you like a vice as he yanked you back into place and he
leaned down over you. His breath tickled your ear, making you writhe against the table before his
hand replaced that of the guard’s.

His fingers tangled in your hair, slamming your face against the table as he leaned down to whisper in
your ear, “You are not allowed to mar what belongs to me.”

You tried to shake your head but your body shook instead, “I don’t belong to you. A-And I didn’t—”

“You did. You let him hurt you. And, oh, but you do.” he muttered lowly, “You have. You have
belonged to me from the day you first got in my way, to the last. And now. You are mine.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

Novak hummed a laugh, releasing your arm and your hair as he straightened before he tapped your
shoulder with the tip of the scalpel.

“Now…” he sang, pursing his lips slightly, “What shall I give you?”

You kept your mouth shut, your jaw tightening as you looked away from him and tested your bonds.
They’d tightened them, not allowing you to pop your thumb and free yourself.

You were trapped.

You needed help.

You looked back up at the soldier standing in the shadows, catching his eye once more as you begged
him to do something. Anything.

He swallowed thickly, taking a slow step forward and igniting the embers of hope in your chest before
he froze.

A smile had spread across Novak’s face as he watched your silent conversation, “You know, my dear
Ghostie, he does not remember his own name. I would hate for you to forget yours.”

“W-What are you talking about?” you asked, your eyes widening as you placed his hand on your back
with a crazed hum, “What are you doing?”

“This is going to get a tad messy.”

The scalpel was embedded in your left shoulder without warning. It dug through your skin, puckering
it together before tearing through it to create serrated cuts.

A scream echoed through the room and pain rocketed through you, stealing away your breath as the
metal curved through your skin. Your toes curled as he rounded your shoulder before pulling away.

You barely managed a breath before he sliced another thin line down your back.

G



You gasped a breath, taking whatever reprieve he would off as blood began to pour over your
shoulder and onto the table.

Then three more lines joined in slow succession.

H

You tugged against your restraints, trying to get away from Novak as he went over the three lines
again. Squeezing your eyes shut, you tried to slow down your heart but you couldn’t as the scalpel
found its way to the middle of your back.

A gasp screamed through you as Novak curled the tool in a slow circle.

O

Your eyes cracked open as blood spilled over your neck and warm liquid spilled down the front of
your uniform. Once again, your eyes landed on Metal Arm dude. He snuck another step closer, his
brows furrowing as his eyes met yours.

Please. Please. Please.

You begged him silently.

Don’t let him do this to me. Help me. Help me.

Novak’s bloodied fingers fisted through your hair, pulling you back toward him, “Focus, Ghostie—”

“Stop,” you sobbed, wincing at the sound of your restraints as they clattered from your shaking body
but you never took your eyes off of the soldier, “Please. Please. Just stop it.”

“You think he is going to save you?” he asked, staring down at you as you fought against your
restraints, “You think he is going to be the one to release you?”

A screech tore through your throat as the soldier simply watched the blade slip across your shoulders.
He didn’t move. Didn’t react to your pleas for help.

“He is not a hero,” the Doctor whispered, slashing the blade through more skin, “He is a weapon. And
weapons, my dear, they do not weep. They do not scream. They do as they are told.”

You couldn’t find a way out. You couldn’t do it on your own. You needed help. And the only person
that could help you was frozen in the shadows.

You were alone.

A choked sob left your throat as you dropped your gaze from the soldier and Novak released you. You
pressed your cheek against the metal, blankly staring into the wall as the Doctor continued.

And the pain seemed to dull.

The tug of the scalpel faded to the back of your mind as your eyes glazed over and you relaxed. It
pulled before the skin broke, but you couldn’t feel it.

You couldn’t feel anything.

You were alone.



S

You closed your eyes.

Focus.

Savor the cold.

Deep breaths.

It was almost over. You knew what was coming.

You knew what he was doing.

He was marking you like a child marked a toy as theirs.

T

It reached the side of your right shoulder, nearly rounding itself around your arm.

A sigh of relief came from your lips as the scalpel was pulled away from your skin before spindly
fingers yanked into your hair again and you were knocked back into the world, “What did you do?”

“I didn’t do shit,” you muttered, balling your hands to fists as he nearly pulled you off the table.

“You turned it off,” he hissed, his voice dropping in anger.

“I didn’t do anything!”

Novak’s head cocked to the side before he pressed a gloved hand against the open wound on your
back to earn himself a scream.

“I didn’t do anything! I swear!”

Novak didn’t respond as he grabbed the bloody scalpel against and plunged it back into your shoulder.
He retraced the already jagged cuts, pressing deep and deeper with each pass until you were sure he
was hitting bone.

You screamed, the sound enough to send chills even through you as he set to work. You wanted to
squeeze your eyes shut, to shut out all the pain but you couldn’t. You were frozen in pain and in fear.

Until your gaze landed him.

He’d taken another small step toward you, barely noticeable if you weren’t looking for it. Metal Arm
Dude’s fists were balled at his sides, constantly clenching and unclenching as though he wanted to
help but something was holding him back.

Your eyes met his once more and, for only a moment, the pain stopped.

And then the scalpel was tossed away. It clattered onto the table with a spray of blood as Novak
peeled off his gloves and took a glance at you.

Your eyes shifted to him as you shuddered a breath and he knelt to your level,

“You are going to behave.”



You didn’t answer him as he smoothed hair away from your face before he backed away and your
shackles were released. Before you knew what was happening, you were shoved off the table and to
the ground.

Crimson splattered across the floor as you hit, heaving breath after breath as warm liquid spilled down
your back. Another bloodcurdling scream tore through your throat as already jagged skin tore deeper
across your back and you were left in a pool of your own blood.

Tears rolled down your cheeks as you tried to move only for more pain to flood through you before a
cold grip gently wrapped around your chin and lifted your gaze.

“Behave,” Novak muttered, a warning clear in his eyes as he released you before straightening
himself. He waltzed away from you, grabbing his jacket and tie from his chair before nodding to his
assistant and guards and leaving you alone in the room.

You shuddered a breath as your blood was soaked up into your suit and you tried to move. You
whimpered with each breath you took as you tried to crawl away from the bloody ground.

But you couldn’t.

It hurt to move. It hurt to breathe.

Even the blood rolling down your back stung like acid.

You winced as footsteps started from across the room before coming to a stop beside you. A low,
pained growl barely escaped your lips as Metal Arm Dude’s boots came into your vision. They were
covered in droplets of blood before a hand caught your attention. Metal fingers glinted in the light as
it reached for you but they didn’t dare touch you.

“I can’t do it,” you whispered, staring at his hand before slowly taking it, “I can’t do this.”

“Give him what he wants,” Metal Arm Dude said simply.

“I can’t,” you cried, tears streaming down your face as he slowly pulled you toward him and you
reached for him. Your fingers balled to fists in his suit, holding him closer as his metal arm curved
around the small of your back and you buried your face into his neck.

“You promised you wouldn’t leave me,” you choked out through heaved sobs.

“I don’t remember that,” he mumbled, snaking his other hand around your legs to hold you as close to
him as he could, “I only remember you—”

“Promise you’ll stay,” you said, wrapping your arms around him as he lifted you to your feet,
“Promise you won’t go.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can.” You nodded against his neck, “You have to.”

“I can’t.”

You sniffled, wincing as he let go of your legs to let you stand on your own. You were shaky, your
legs felt as though they were made of jelly and you were lightheaded, but the soldier held you steady
and let you lean against him with a shaky sigh.



“Promise me, Soldier Boy,” you whispered, letting your eyes flutter shut as you relaxed against him,
“Please.”

He said nothing but a sigh huffed through his nose and he held you a bit closer.

That was a yes. That was his promise. You were sure of it. You were—

The two of you flinched as the door to your cell was flung open and a group of guards burst into the
room. You yelped, trying to push away from the soldier but he wouldn’t let you. His eyes narrowed at
the men, his grip on you tightening as he carefully shoved you behind him.

Blue eyes flicked over the room as his brows furrowed and a low hiss snuck from his teeth.

The guards stopped in front of you, each of them looking over the two of you in confusion before they
were joined by Novak. You expected a flash of anger to roll over his face but it didn’t.

Instead, a small knowing smile curled to his lips. As though something he had planned from the very
beginning had finally come to fruition.

“Солдат,” he said, his smile dropping slightly as Metal Arm Dude didn’t move, “Отпусти ее.”
Soldier, let her go.

“Нет.”

Novak blinked, taking a step toward the two of you but pausing as the soldier pressed you behind
him.

“Сейчас-” Now—

“You said my mission was to protect her,” he growled, holding you steady as you began to sway.

“And, it seems, you have failed,” Novak snapped, glaring darkly at the man, “Let it go.”

“No.”

“I told you,” Novak’s assistant muttered, “He’s unstable. He needs a clean slate. This isn’t working
—”

“No.” The Doctor shook his head, anger beginning to line his features even as a smile worked to his
face, “It worked perfectly. Take them both.”

The guards took a step toward you but he didn’t move. His gaze was flicking between every face in
the room and he was rocking back and forth as though he was debating his next move…as though he
was debating his loyalties.

But all that changed the second one of the guards made a move toward you.

Metal Arm Dude growled, keeping you pressed against him with one arm as he snatched the guard
and flung him across the room. He turned toward the door, eyeing it carefully as he towed you behind
him and easily knocked away anyone in his way. He let you go only once, knocking one man off of
his feet and grabbing the neck of another before squeezing until a pop sounded through the room and
he tossed away a corpse. Then his hand found yours again, gently leading you through the chaos as
guards yelled all around you.



And then Novak stepped in front of him.

Metal Arm Dude didn’t stop until a single word echoed through the room.

“Спутник.”

The soldier went down in an instant, collapsing as though he had been hit over the head with a
cinderblock. And he took you with him.

“Soldier Boy?” you squeaked, cradling his head as he fell to the floor. He didn’t answer, his eyes
rolling to the back of his head, “No. No! What did you do?”

The Doctor didn’t answer as he turned to his assistant, whispering something as a pair of guards
snatched you away from the soldier and hauled you back across the room. Two more guards stormed
toward Metal Arm Dude, heaving him to his feet as he finally blinked away the confusion that had
overtaken him.

“Let him go,” you whispered, earning Novak’s attention, “Please. He didn’t do anything.”

He stared at you a moment, watching you curiously before he turned to the men keeping Metal Arm
Dude on his feet, “Wipe him.”

The soldier was led out of the door, not even bothering to put up a fight as you were dragged back
toward the Doctor.

“Prep them both.” Novak ordered, cleaning his glasses with a sigh, “Put her back in the isolation
chamber until she decides she would like to chat. And someone clean up this mess.”

You frowned, your breaths quickening as you were dragged out the door after Metal Arm Dude. You
were shaking, unable to fight back as you were heaved back toward the elevator.

“No! No!” you whimpered as the elevator doors shut, “Please, don’t do this. I don’t wanna go back.”

The guard’s grips didn’t falter as the doors swept open and you were dragged out into the hall.

Metal Arm Dude walked beside you, escorted by two guards that led him down the hall. His eyes
were blank, he was dazed and confused as they came to a stop in front of his door.

You shook your head, throwing an elbow into one of the men and freeing yourself despite tearing
open more of your back. You scrambled across the floor, throwing yourself at the soldier. He blinked
slowly, glancing down at you with a raised brow.

“I’m sorry!” you whispered, clutching onto his suit as your guards returned and clamped onto your
arms. You screamed, trying to kick them away as he tore you away from the soldier, “Don’t let them
take me, Soldier Boy! Help me!”

Metal Arm Dude cocked his head to the side, watching you for a moment before he ducked into the
room and away from you.

“No! Soldier Boy!” you yelled, your voice cracking as tears rolled down your cheeks and you were
dragged back down the hall, “Don’t leave me! Please! No!”

The guards threw open the doors, taking you through them once again before you were thrown up
against the wall. One of Novak’s assistants was by your side in an instant, stabbing a needle into your



neck before you could react.

And, before the drug could start working, you were shoved back into the small room.

The door slid shut before you could get your bearings, leaving you in darkness as the chemicals began
to flow.

“No!” you screamed, unable to keep yourself on your feet as you sank to the floor, “Let me out!
Please!”

You slammed your fist against the metal door, feeling it dent beneath your hands as the serum began
to burn and the vents lining the bottom of the room began to hiss. Your tears began to sting as ice
began to form as the serum running through your veins began to knit the slashes across your back
together.

You sucked a breath, letting your palm slide down the door before you curled up on the floor.

Hell wasn’t fire and brimstone. It wasn't flooded with frigid water with ice that stuck to your skin. It
wasn't darkness and silence and flecks of glimmering ice that cloaked your entire body like a
crystalline statue.

It was hope. 

Hell was hope. 
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Silent Running

Chapter Summary

He hadn’t had a nightmare like that in ages. The kind where he couldn’t make out faces or
voices. The kind where people became blurred shadows or flickering faces.

Why did his brain choose to remember those when it could be reminding him of what happened
in Warsaw? Then again, perhaps he didn’t want to know what happened. The pain on (F/N)’s
face was enough to tell him that he’d hurt her. He didn’t need to remember what their fight had
looked like…

Then again…

He didn’t remember what any of their fights had looked like. He couldn’t remember her in DC,
only the fear on her face in the vault or the determination in her eyes on the Helicarrier.
Everything else was terribly blurred. In New Eden, he remembered her anger after he’d nearly
killed her.

And Warsaw…He remembered pain.

The actions in between, they were hazy; nearly dreamlike.

It was as though she had been purposefully erased from his mind.
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Oliver’s jaw clenched as (F/N) stole Johnson’s glasses. She plucked them off his nose before letting
them perch on hers, spinning the room around his monitors. He winced lightly, glaring at the screens
as Weston stepped behind him.

Luckily the old man knew nothing about computers.

“Blackhat, you got control of the elevators?” (F/N) asked, walking down the hall and away from the
noise of the party.

He nodded, licking his lips as he turned back toward the screen of code that scrolled across one of his
screens, “Affirmative.”

“What floor are they headed to?”

“120,” he said without even checking.

He already knew where the Doctor was heading. He knew because he was the one that set up the
meeting.

The Seven were supposed to help him clean up his mess in Tokyo. They were supposed to lead the
good Doctor to replace the chemicals he wanted.

The chemicals that Oliver had helped (F/N) destroy.

“Get me there,” (F/N) breathed, stepping into an open elevator as the doors closed.

“Working on it,” Oliver said as the elevator began its descent, his eyes flicking to watch Weston’s
reflection in the screens as he sent the elevator shooting past its destination.

“Private,” she warned him. Oliver rolled his eyes as he pressed another button and the elevator came
to a sudden stop.

“Yeah, sorry,” he muttered, purposely stopping the elevator with a shrug, “That floor’s bugging out,
they’ve got it jammed. I can’t get you there.”

He paused, his fingers hovering over the keyboard for a moment.

He could do it.

The Lieutenant was in a giant metal box dangling hundreds of feet in the air.

He could do it. Right then and there.

He could get rid of the one thing that had been plaguing him from the very beginning of this mission.

“Can you stop at 119?”



He sighed, rolling his eyes with a shake of his head, “That I can do.”

No. He couldn’t do that.

He’d piss off the Doctor once again.

And he wouldn’t be near as pleasant to deal with the third time he pissed him off.

Oliver swallowed thickly, turning his gaze back to the swinging picture that stuttered across the
screens. He sighed as (F/N) popped one of the panels of the ceiling off and climbed out of the elevator,
“And that’s a terrible idea.”

“It’s the only thing that’s gonna get me close.”

He sighed again, watching as the woman worked her way up to the next floor and attempted to open
it.

“Can you open the door?”

“Negative,” he said instantly. Like hell, he was going to actually let her in there with the Doctor,
“There’s something weird about this floor.”

And, yet, she still managed to get into the same damn room as him.

And, she still managed to get her sticky fingers on some of his tech.

He knew it in an instant. The foggy code that had streamed across his screen cleared instantly as the
device he’d gifted to the Doctor to keep him safe was removed.

“I’ve got full control of one of the elevators back.” Oliver sucked a slow hiss through his teeth, “I
don’t like this Ghost.”

“Neither do I.”

He watched as (F/N) moved down the hall, the video feed from the glasses she’d stolen worked
perfectly.

It transmitted images of everything in the Seven’s apartment. All their weapons. All their business.

All of them.

“Are you guys seeing this?”

“Affirmative,” Weston said from behind Oliver, “Ghost, I think you might be onto something.”

“No shit.”

(F/N)’s voice was quiet as she laid eyes on the Doctor. Her eyeline locked on him and stayed there.

She recognized him. Of course, she did.

She’d be stupid if she didn’t realize what was going on at this point.

“Get me IDs on them, Blackhat,” Weston ordered, making him flinch slightly as his gruff voice came
from behind him.



“Affirmative,” he said through gritted teeth.

He kept his eyes on the screen as (F/N) panned around the room. He didn’t even need to try, barely
glancing down at the keyboard as he set to ‘work’.

The Seven’s images flashed up on the screen, their names following suit.

But the good Doctor’s...

They didn’t need to know him.

And, even if they did, they couldn’t.

His name, his picture, his everything was locked and sealed beneath everything Oliver could think of.

Behind everything the Ace of Spades could come up with.

“I’ve got names on all of them except the man in grey,” he said, typing random keys with a curt nod
as Weston came to lean against his desk.

 

“Try again.”

“Yes, sir.”

Soon, soon this would all be over. It would all be behind him.

And he could definitely speed things up.

Oliver watched as Weston pushed away from him before snatching his phone.

She’s right behind you.

His eyes snapped back to the live feed, watching as Novak’s gaze flicked toward his phone.

He knew.

“Blackhat…” (F/N) said slowly. She knew too, a smirk worked to Oliver’s face, “Have the elevator
ready.”

“Lieutenant, what’s wrong?” he asked, cocking his head to the side as his smile fell and Weston
stopped by his side.

“I’ve been made. Get me outta here, Rookie.”

Oliver nodded, moving back toward the elevators and locking himself out again.

Even if he was ordered to keep her alive, he wasn’t going to make it easy for her.

And, hey, if she ended up dead in the process…

It wasn’t his fault.



Peter groaned, peeling his eyes open as the floor around him rocked back and forth before it all
stopped. Everything around him rattled, the grid of storage units swaying before the hum of an engine
purred to silence. He sat up slowly, his head lolling to the side before he caught it in his hands.

Hissing a breath, Peter latched onto one of the units and slowly hauled himself to his feet.

This was definitely not how this was supposed to go. It was supposed to be in and out. Catch the bad
guys, impress Mr. Stark, and…

What was the third thing?

Was there even a third thing?

Dang it. His head hurt.

“You appear to have a mild concussion.”

Peter grunted again, biting his lip as he stood and the world began to spin.

If this was only a mild concussion, he’d hate to see a major concussion.

His eyes floated over the unit shelves as he rubbed his head before he straightened with a frown,
“Where am I?”

“I’m not sure,” the suit lady said, her voice steady and smooth and just enough to keep Peter’s heart
from skyrocketing, “The container walls are hindering my sensors.”

Great. Just great.

Now his head hurt like heck and he was stuck in a truck that had nearly been heisted.

But it hadn’t.

Thanks to him.

Gotta keep it a little bit positive.

Peter scoffed to himself, a smile breaking across his face before it fell.

Wait a second. Wait a second!

The Big Bird wouldn’t have just left. No. No. He wouldn’t have just let Peter foil his plans. He wasn’t
going to walk away empty-handed.

“They must have hijacked the truck and taken me to their evil lair,” he muttered to himself, glancing
around the container before nodding toward the door and bouncing to his toes.

No big deal. No big deal. All he had to do was tell the Shadow to tell Mr. Stark and they could
track…

Aw, man.

He took the tracker out. And, if Suit Lady couldn’t get a signal from inside the container, there was no
way he could contact the Shadow.



Or help.

He was going to have to get out of this one all by himself.

He ignored the headache that hummed through his head as he scooted to the far back of the container
and readied himself, “Okay, Suit Lady. We’re gonna have to fight our way out of this one.”

Peter took off toward the door, lowering his shoulder before he threw himself against it and both
doors were thrown off their hinges. He kept his head low, dodging the debris from the container
before he rolled across the floor and back to his feet with his fists raised in front of him.

He paused as he did, his eyes bouncing around the walls of black containers that surrounded him.

But he was alone. There weren’t any bad guys to fight or angry Shadows to yell at him.

He was alone.

“What is this place?” he asked, spinning around again to make sure his concussion wasn’t making
him see things, “Suit lady, where am I?”

“You’re in the most secure facility on the Eastern Seaboard,” she said, her sensors alerting him to his
location on the HUD that flickered in front of his eyes, “The Damage Control Deep Storage Vault.”

The lights of the city began to flicker off, one right after the other. Their yellow lights faded away as
cool, silvery light from the sun began to break over the horizon and through the streets. Even at
daybreak, the city was still packed with noise and people. Their movements and sounds were almost
dizzying as they mazed through the towering building.

Which wasn’t a bad thing.

Especially not when you were trying to blend in.

You limped down the sidewalk, trying to hold yourself tall and not catch anyone’s eye as you moved.

But it didn’t really help.

You were stiff, barely able to keep yourself upright. Especially not after you’d stowed away on a
plane for nearly 13 hours. Even then, it hadn’t been nearly as uncomfortable as you’d originally
thought.

Maybe that was just because of the amount of pain you were in.

Or, maybe it was because the voices in your head had nearly gone quiet. They were still there, their
swirling whispers still catching your attention now and again but they were quieter. Softer. Almost
manageable.

“Take a left here, Captain.”

It would be better once you found the team. As soon as you were surrounded by friends, you would be
okay.

You had to be.



You winced as you checked over your shoulder. The sun peeked over the horizon, the sharp light
enough to send piercing aches through the back of your eyes. Squeezing them shut, you rolled
Danny’s ring through your finger and forced a deep breath.

— A cheeky grin curled to his face, his teeth glinting in the sun as he took your hand before he
dropped down to one knee and produced a simple ring with a single diamond, “Lieutenant (F/N)
(L/N), mi amor…—

— “I’m gonna kill you,” you whispered even as a smile spread across your face and Danny looked up
at you. His black tac suit was smudged with sand and dust, his hair hastily swept back and settling
atop his green shemagh. But his grin was clearer than ever, his eyes glimmering in the sunset. —

— “I love you,” he whispered, holding tight to you as tears began to well in your eyes, “I want to
spend the rest of my life with you. From this breath, to my last…” —

You sniffled, wiping your nose on your sleeve as you glanced down at your hand. You didn’t
remember when you’d done it but your engagement ring was back on your finger. It glinted in the
sunlight as you moved, the sound of three pairs of dog tags around your neck echoing through your
ears.

It was an unfamiliar feeling. You’d only worn it a handful of times. Both you and Danny had been
terrified that it would reflect the sunlight from any sniper’s nest you manned, giving away your
location to any enemy that was looking for you. He also knew that you were constantly getting into
scraps, and the possibility of you losing it was ridiculously high.

So he wore them. They were with him for every mission, every moment; dangling around his neck
just above his heart.

Even then, it was the ring on your thumb that caught the most of your attention.

Danny’s ring. He’d gotten one right after he’d proposed, wanting to match you even if you weren’t
wearing yours. It was far too big to fit on any of your fingers, you were lucky if it even thought about
staying on your thumb but that’s where it stayed. You constantly played with it, twisting the smooth
metal around your thumb and through your fingers.

Perhaps a part of you was hoping that if you touched it, just right, he’d appear by your side again.

But he didn’t.

You sighed, cutting across a street and down into an alley with a wince.

Your back may have been healing fast, but pain still boiled through you. Not only physical pain that
radiated down your back from where the brace had lodged itself but the mental pain of having been
awake for nearly three days and not eaten a bite.

Then there was the fear. The paranoia. The anxiety.

Perhaps the voices in your head had simply evolved. Shadows followed you down the street, their
footsteps only inches behind you.

Novak was sitting at the coffee shop.

Ollie was watching you from the fire escape.



Danny was reclined against the alley wall.

Your own reflection followed your movements with a low glare that didn’t quite mirror the look on
your face.

— “Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy.” —

You managed a shudder as you swept down an alley and toward your destination.

You were running out of time, Ollie had easily beaten you to the city. Athena had alerted you the
instant he landed and kept an eye on him until she lost him.

If he’d returned to the city, he was there for only a couple of reasons.

His weapon. And to lure you back onto the playground of his choosing.

You had to be ready. He would strike before you had a chance to get yourself set up.

But he wouldn’t strike at you.

No. No. No.

He’d go after everything you held near and dear to you.

— “Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy.” —

He’d go after Bucky and the rest of the Avengers. He already thought he’d taken out Aftermath. He
knew that the rest of the pieces had to be flung from the board as well.

Then it would just be him and you.

Novak was right. You had to strike fast and first. You had to destroy him before he destroyed you.

— “He is not a hero,” the Doctor whispered, slashing the blade through more skin, “He is a weapon.
And weapons, my dear, they do not weep. They do not scream. They do as they are told.” —

No.

Even if everything inside you was telling you to end him. You couldn’t do it.

You couldn’t be Novak’s weapon to wield and control.

You couldn’t let him win. Not again.

Swallowing thickly, you checked over your shoulder once more before stopping in front of the door of
an abandoned building.

It was quiet. There were no signs of life as you raised your fist to the door with a flinch.

It hurt to move. It hurt to breathe. It hurt to think.

Your knuckles rapped against the door and you stood still for a moment, holding your breath as you
waited for movement on the other side of the door. There was nothing. You waited a moment more,
closing your eyes and listening for the sound of footsteps or voices but there was nothing.



A frown found its way to your face as you reached forward for the door and gently pushed it open.
You were greeted with darkness as the hinges screamed into the building before you took a step in.
The building was untouched, the window boarded up and no signs of life anywhere.

“You’re sure this is the place?” you asked, your voice raspy and cracking as you spoke barely above a
whisper.

“This was their last known location.”

You sighed, shaking your head and looking through the darkness.

Maybe Athena had been damaged in the fight too. Maybe her getting you onto that plane in Warsaw
had been a fluke. Or, maybe she was simply starting to shut down without noticing.

Maybe—

You paused, your face contorting as your brows knitted together and a familiar smell greeted your
nose.

The faint scent of amber and citrus and spice.

Duke.

Another breath and another smell joined in. Blackberries.

Boone.

They were there. Both of them.

But, then again, they weren’t.

They weren’t there.

You choked on a sob as you limped into the room with a sniffle, leaning heavily on the broken table in
the middle of the room.

— The sound of his voice shoved you out of your stupor as your bare back was exposed to the room
and you were shoved down onto the table facefirst. —

You winced, your jaw tightening as you tried to straighten yourself.

“Find them.”

He’d tried everything to get the darn door open. Kicking it, punching it, trying to pry it open…
nothing was working. So then he waited.

And waited.

And waited.

And waited.

He waited long enough that he gave Suit Lady a real name—Karen. And then did some homework.
And then finished said homework.



…He really needed to sneak away on missions more often. It gave him plenty of time to finish his
physics homework.

The problem was, he finished it.

And the doors were still sealed shut. So, he found another way to pass the time.

Webbing coated the walls of the vault. A ricochet web, a web grenade, a splitter web…Karen really
wasn’t kidding when she said there were over 500 combinations. Mr. Stark had really gone overboard.

And then he got bored again.

Luckily, Karen made a pretty good therapist.

Right up until he ran out of things to say. To be fair, it was a lot. Who else could he talk to about high
school crushes and revenge plots against the lady who trained him?

“Hey, Karen,” Peter sighed, laying back on a container with a thud, “How long we been here?”

“37 minutes.”

Peter jumped, snapping up fast enough to make the vault spin as his headache returned, “What? 37
minutes?”

Oh, come on.

He’d already done everything. He couldn’t wait any longer. He had to get outta there.

Shrugging off his hoodie, he mazed through the containers to the one he’d broken out of.

There had to be something that he could use.

Right? Damage Control collected everything from everywhere. There had to be some type of tech
they’d confiscated that he could use.

Or…Or! The Big Bird must’ve taken something he could use.

Yeah, that was it. He would’ve taken things that were useful.

Peter nodded to himself, diving back into the container and sifting through the bad guy’s duffel bag.

Random metal piece. No. Random metal piece. Also no. Glowing robot head. Cool, but no.

The purple glowy thing that looked exactly like the purple glowy thing he and the Shadow had taken
from them early…No.

Wait a second.

“Check it out, Karen,” he said, bringing the thing up to his face so she could see it, “It’s like the other
glowy thing we found.

“That glowy thing is an explosive Chitauri energy core.”

Peter blanched, nearly throwing away the glowy thing before he paused and gently set it back into the
bag with a grimace. He backed away from it with his hands raised, “You mean, we’ve been carrying



around a bomb?”

“It would require radiation to transform it into an explosive state.”

He yelped lightly, diving toward his hoodie and snatching out his phone. He had to call Ned. He had
to warn him.

Ugh! He was so stupid! He let his best friend walk around all day with a bomb! What kind of friend
does that?

His fingers flew across the screen, instantly finding Ned’s contact and rushing to press it.

The call didn’t go through.

No. No. No. No. No. No. No. No.

Peter sprinted out of the containers and toward the door, slamming into it before banging against it
with his fists.

He had to get out. He had to warn him.

Screams. They echoed through his ears. He wanted to move, he wanted to help. But his feet were
cemented to the floor. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t help.

Blood. A scalpel slashed through skin that wasn’t his but hurt just the same. Then there was the smell,
somehow metallic and electric at the same time. It hit him like a ton of bricks. But he still couldn’t
move. He couldn’t help.

(E/C) eyes stared into him. Begging him. Pleading with him. Reaching for him. They were so familiar
and yet so distant.

Voices. They were sinister and dark and somehow calm despite the screams and whimpers that
harmonized with them.

— “You promised,” she screeched, wheezing in pain as her grip on him tightened as she stumbled,
“You promised you wouldn’t leave me. You lied. Liar! You lied to me.” —

Bucky sucked a breath, sitting up straight in bed and nearly falling to the floor as his legs tangled in
the sheets. He breathed through his teeth, his eyes wildly looking over his darkened room as the
voices and screams began to fade. His heart was pounding in his chest as he kicked off the sheets and
rolled out of bed.

The sun was rising above the building, illuminating his room just enough that he could untangle
himself.

Even if his sleep had been plagued by nightmares he couldn’t place, he’d managed to sleep through
the night.

He hadn’t been able to do that in ages.

But he also hadn’t had a nightmare like that in ages. The kind where he couldn’t make out faces or
voices. The kind where people became blurred shadows or flickering faces.



Why did his brain choose to remember those when it could be reminding him of what happened in
Warsaw? Then again, perhaps he didn’t want to know what happened. The pain on (F/N)’s face was
enough to tell him that he’d hurt her. He didn’t need to remember what their fight had looked like…

Then again…

He didn’t remember what any of their fights had looked like. He couldn’t remember her in DC, only
the fear on her face in the vault or the determination in her eyes on the Helicarrier. Everything else
was terribly blurred. In New Eden, he remembered her anger after he’d nearly killed her.

And Warsaw…He remembered pain.

The actions in between, they were hazy; nearly dreamlike.

It was as though she had been purposefully erased from his mind.

Then again, maybe she had been.

Bucky shook his head, brushing his hair back with his fingers as he trudged through his room and at
the door.

Maybe he knew her. What was he saying? Of course, he knew her. She knew him. He could see it in
her eyes, in the few fragments he could gather.

She knew him.

He knew her.

“How’s your head?” a voice asked from beside him as he ducked into the common room.

He glanced up at Sam with a shrug, “It’s been worse.”

To be perfectly honest, he’d forgotten about the blows he’d taken. They were already healing over
despite the darkening bruises that dotted his temples.

“Which means it’s also been better,” Sam said with a raised brow as he relaxed back on one of the
couches.

“Yeah, well.” Bucky shrugged again, “A lot of things have been better.”

He hummed in response, watching as Bucky moved across the room before he spoke again, “You got
a look.”

“I’ve always got a look.”

“You are not wrong,” he chuckled, shaking his head as Bucky plopped down across from him, “It’s
sketchy as hell.”

He clicked his tongue with a scoff and a sigh before his face fell, “How long do you think this is
going to last?”

“How much you think (F/N) has left in her?”

“Not much,” Bucky said, trying to shove away the image of how she looked in Warsaw and replace it
with the way she’d looked in his arms at the Gala, “You shoulda seen her. She looked…”



“Bad?”

“Worse. But…If she’s got Wraith with her, who knows how long she can keep going,” he spat, trying
to push away the sting of bile at the words that left his mouth.

The thought of it was bad enough but, finally saying it? That was even worse.

“So,” Sam said slowly, gauging his reaction as he leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees,
“Next time we meet up…You ready to throw everything we have at her?”

“Not at her.” Bucky shook his head quickly, “At him.”

“Separate her out and bring her in.” He nodded slowly before he winced, “She’s gonna put up a
fight.”

“Maybe not,” he said, rubbing his head, “She went after Walsh in Warsaw.”

“Just him?”

“Only him.” He nodded, the look in his eyes darkening slightly, “We use him as bait then get his ass
out of the way. “

“He’s not gonna go for that.”

“Don’t care.” Bucky shrugged with a short, careless smile, “We just gotta find her again.”

Sam’s face fell slightly as Bucky rocked to his feet and headed toward the kitchen.

One more time. That was all he needed. One more time and it would be over.

“You know, even if we bring her in, he’s gonna try to take her.”

Bucky paused, his nose twitching as Sam’s quiet words met his ears.

His jaw clenched as he turned back toward the man with a low growl, “He can try.”

“Barnes.” He held up his hands with an uneasy laugh, “We don’t even know who she is.”

“I—” Bucky paused, his words catching in his throat.

Did it matter? Did it matter that she may have never been on their side? Did it matter that she’d sided
with the man that had nearly killed him?

Maybe it didn’t. Maybe, as long as whatever their relationship had been was real, it didn’t.

“I don’t care,” he managed to breathe, shoving away all the thoughts that were racing through his
head, “I just want her back.”

“Doesn’t mean things are gonna go back to the way they were.”

“We’ll figure it out. Together.”

247. That’s how many sequences they’d run until the vault’s doors finally opened. He’d wasted so
much time trying to get out that the sun had already risen. He winced as the light hit his eyes and he



hurdled onto another truck.

As much as he was relieved that he was finally out in fresh air again, his heart was pounding in his
chest. He flattened himself against the top of the truck, grimacing at the guards lining the Damage
Control building. They didn’t notice him as the truck he was on went rushing past.

Peter pulled out his phone again, quickly redialing Ned’s number.

“Karen,” he said, rolling to his feet and eyeing another truck as he left the building. He swallowed,
bouncing to his toes and firing a web before shooting out over traffic and the other truck, “You have
to get me to Decathlon as fast as possible.”

“Sure thing. Just tell me where it is.”

“Right across the street from the Washington Monument,” Peter said, his voice cracking as he pressed
his phone to his ear and ducked down beneath the truck.

“Hey, it’s Ned. Leave a message.”

“Ned, call me back!” he cried, “The glowy thing is a bomb!”

No. No. No!

He was in trouble. He was in big trouble.

Why did he decide to do this on his own? Why would he—

Wait.

“Karen, patch me into the Shadow!”

“On it.”

The line went silent as Peter hopped from truck to truck, following Karen’s instructions as she guided
him through the city. If he was lucky, he could get to the Decathlon before anyone noticed he was
gone.

But, he was never that lucky.

“Spider-Kid?” the Shadow’s voice finally rang through his head. It was gravelly and low, like he
hadn’t had a wink of sleep since…

“Shadowman!” Peter exclaimed, relief flooding through him, “You won’t believe what happened.”

“No, shit—Yeah. I got him. No. Can you track him through comms?”

He frowned as the Shadow paused to talk to someone else, “What’s going on?”

“We’ve been trying to find your ass all night, genius,” the Shadow spat, less than impressed, “You
scared the shit outta me.”

“Wait. Wait. Wait.” He shook his head, hopping onto another truck, “Who’s ‘we’? Did you tell Mr.
Stark? Ghost? Oh, god, please tell me you didn’t tell Ghost.”



“No. I…have some friends outside the city that have been trying to find you…Doesn’t matter,” he
said, “What happened?”

Peter grimaced, shooting himself onto the top of a van and watching traffic as it sped past.

The Shadow had been up all night trying to find him? Who said they weren’t partners?

“I’ll tell you later.” Peter waved him off, “What matters is the purple glowy thing we found is a
bomb.”

“Considering it’s the power source that shot at us, I’d assumed you had that clocked already.”

“It seemed mostly stable most of the time.”

“That means nothing.”

“Doesn't matter! What does matter is my computer guy has it and there’s a possibility that he could
set it off.”

“What? Why didn’t you start with that? What do you need?”

“I don’t know,” Peter hissed, ducking under an overpass with a wince, “Backup?”

“I’m going to remind you that you made me stay in New York.”

“You didn’t follow me?” he asked incredulously, hopping onto another truck.

“You told me to stay!”

“I almost died and you didn’t even bother to come check on me?” Peter shook his head, diving off the
van and onto the top of a bus.

Okay, so, he had no backup but that was fine. All he had to do was make it to Ned before they went
through any security checks. He had enough time.

He had to have enough time.

He flinched as his phone began to ring in his pocket, the familiar sound of Ned’s ringtone playing as
finally caught sight of the monument, “Oh, Ned, you’re alive!”

“Peter, are you okay?”

Ned’s voice was like music to his ears. He wasn’t too late. He still had time.

“Ned, Ned,” he said quickly, wheezing a breath as he dove off the bus and onto the street, “Where’s
the glowy thing?”

“Don’t worry, it’s safe. It’s in my backpack,” Ned said, sounding slightly annoyed as Peter raced down
the street, ignoring the looks that he was getting as he move.d

“No, Ned, listen!” he exclaimed, wincing at the sound of loud voices on Ned’s end of the line. He
couldn’t hear him. If Ned couldn’t hear him, he couldn’t save him, “No, no, Ned, the glowy thing is
dangerous.”



“What? Peter, I can’t hear you. Listen, we’re at the Washington Monument now,” he continued
without a care in the world, “You gotta—”

“Ned? Ned!” he yelled, shaking his head as he continued to run.

The line was cut off.

But Ned wouldn’t just hang up on him. They were cut off somehow.

He glanced up at the monument, it was still in one piece.

The glowy thing hadn’t gone off.

But, if they were there, that meant they were going through the security checks.

Ned had just stepped through an x-ray with the glowy thing.

“Shadowman! Karen! What do I do?” Peter asked, his breaths heaving in his throat as he sprinted
toward the monument.

“Have your suit lady call ambulance, fire, and bomb squad. See if she can start evacuations,” the
Shadow said calmly, “You’ve still got time to get there but we’re gonna have to be preemptive here—”

Peter froze as the ground shook, dust came off the tip of the monument as it cracked and shards of
purple light shot into the daylight.

No!

He stopped next to the building, eyes wide as more debris rained down from above. He moved
without thinking, webbing up a pair of tourists and tugging them away from the building, “Karen,
what’s going on up there?”

“The Chitauri core has detonated and caused severe structural damage to the elevator.”

His heart stopped as his HUD sprang to life. It flashed against the monument, zooming in to show
him multiple points of damage and the outlines of people that were still in the elevator.

They were alive.

They were alive.

“Listen, Spider-Man, I’ve had my computer guy dispatch fire and rescue but they’re a few minutes
out,” the Shadow said, “Talk to me what are you seeing?”

“The explosion screwed up the insides of the monument, there are still people inside,” he said, taking
a step toward the towering building before he shuddered, “Shoot. That’s tall.”

“You’re gonna have to get in there, kid.”

“I can’t. That’s way too tall.”

“Kid, they need you—”

“My friends are up there!” a voice came from behind him as Michelle jumped up from a bench.



“What?” he squealed, turning back toward the monument.

The people in the elevator…Ned…

He had to get up there. He had to…

“Take a deep breath,” the Shadow said smoothly, pulling Peter out of his head, “You’ve got this.”

Peter nodded, setting his jaw into place, “I’ve got this.”

Oliver hummed to himself, stepping from his car and toward the Tower with a nod. His assistants
were right on his tail within seconds, both of them flanking him as he stepped down the sidewalk. He
knew all eyes were on him and the convoy of cars that had pulled up with him.

But he didn’t care.

For the first time in ages, all eyes were on him. On his face. Not on the mask he wore as (F/N)’s little
friend or as the second fist of Hydra.

On him.

He’s stepped out of all the shadows that had been cast around him, dancing around him like liquid
darkness. He was finally stepping out of her shadow and dragging his own behind him to snuff away
hers in a blink.

A smile found its way to his face as he strode through the doors of the Avengers Tower and into the
front lobby. He’d made a point of always entering through the public entrance, never the private.

That way they could see him.

They could all see him.

He directed his smile as one of the women at the front desk which was then accompanied by a wink
and a nod to the elevator. She grinned back, a flush rushing across her cheeks as she pressed a button
to summon the private elevator for him.

He slipped into the elevator, his assistants and a pair of soldiers right behind him as two more guards
posted up on either side of the elevator. The doors slid shut and the smile on his face fell.

Even if he knew he was in the lead, even if he was three steps ahead of her, he knew that the great,
unbeatable (F/N) could stage a comeback at any time.

Which meant he had to be ready.

Which meant he had to keep his plans in motion.

(F/N) had a horrible habit of making it out alive, he was about to change that. She wasn’t going to rise
above him again. She wasn’t going to figure out his plans until she was two seconds away from death.

And Oliver would count down the seconds and then put her out of her misery.

The smile found its way to his face again.



He was going to kill her.

Fuck the plan. Fuck the Doctor’s orders. Fuck being the second fist of Hydra.

It was his turn to take control.

And rain down the chaos.

“You have everything ready for our meeting?” he asked, relaxing back as the elevator rose into the
heart of the Avengers Tower.

“Yes, sir,” his assistant hummed with a nod, “Payment has already been scheduled upon delivery of
the…Goods.”

“Good,” he said, taking a satisfied breath with a sigh, “I want eyes on him.”

“Sir?”

“If he even thinks about backing out of our deal,” he said, his voice dropping to a growl, “I’ll kill him
myself.”

“Yes, sir.”

The doors swept open with a hiss as the elevator came to a stop and Oliver sauntered into the
Avengers’ common room.

And then he stopped.

Narrowed blue eyes glared at him from across the room.

Captain Rogers was waiting for him.

Which was less than ideal. Of all the Avengers he thought he was going to have a problem with, he
didn’t picture it being Captain fuckin’ America.

Oliver managed a smile, relaxing back as he nodded to the man.

“Captain—”

“I don’t wanna hear it,” Rogers snapped, leveling a glare at him as he pushed off the wall toward him.

“Captain Rogers—” Oliver tried again, slinking backward slightly before deciding to hold his ground.

“Save it for someone who gives a shit,” he growled, stopping in front of him with a hiss, “You
could’ve gotten him killed.”

He cocked his head out the side with a small smirk, “Glad to know you were worried about us.”

Rogers stared at him for a moment, as though he was trying to read him like a book. Oliver
instinctively let his fingers curl around the grip of his sidearm before the man spoke again, “You’re
lucky.”

“Am I?” He raised a brow, dropping his hand as Rogers backed off slightly.



“Buck said Wraith showed up,” he said slowly, his eyes never leaving his, “Outta nowhere. You’re
lucky you made it out.”

Oliver paused, trying to stop the smile that worked to his face at the sound of his name on the
Captain’s tongue.

The sound of fear that echoed through his voice.

“You pull a stunt like that again,” Rogers snarled, suddenly much closer to him as his voice dropped
to a sinister whisper Oliver didn’t think was possible to come from Captain America, “I’ll kill you
myself.”

“Cap—”

“Yeesh, Rogers,” Stark hummed, coming around the corner with a piping hot cup of coffee, “It’s too
early for talk like that. We save death threats for at least noon, remember?”

Rogers scoffed, his face never softening as he backed off, “Must’ve slipped my mind. Sorry.”

Rogers stared at him a moment more before he finally turned his back on the two of them and left.
Oliver scoffed lightly, watching him with a small smirk before he turned back to Stark with a shrug.

“Honestly, Ghostie, I’m surprised you showed your fast so soon,” Stark said, shaking his head and
turning toward his lab, “It’s like walkin’ on eggshells around here.”

“Wasn’t one of my better moments,” he sighed in feigned disappointment, “You got anything?”

Stark pointed aimlessly at the monitors that were mounted across the room, “We thought we had a
sighting outside of Warsaw.”

“And?”

“Nothin’,” he said with a whistle before forming a zero with his hand, “She’s there and then she’s
gone.”

Oliver grumbled to himself, shaking his head and running his fingers through his hair, “Like a
shadow.”

“FRIDAY can’t keep up with her,” Stark continued, taking a seat at his desk with pursed lips before
he turned to him, “I can’t keep up with her, which is sayin’ something.”

“No one can,” Oliver admitted despite his annoyance, “That’s how she was trained.”

“Eh.” He shrugged, taking a sip of his coffee, “She’ll show up eventually. I have FRIDAY monitoring
—”

“Boss, there’s a situation in Washington DC.” Stark’s AI sounded through the room.

“Does it involve (F/N)?”

Oliver paused, glancing up at a map that flashed on screen.

DC? What the hell was she doing in DC? Was there something important there that he didn't know
about?



“No, boss. But it involves Mr. Parker.“

Oliver’s frown deepened as a newscast spanned three different monitors.

Breaking News: an explosion has gone off at the Washington Monument. Tourists are reported
to be trapped inside.

His eyes flicked over the footage from the outside of the building and smoke and debris swirled
around it before footage taken from a tourist before the explosion flashed on screen.

A purple shockwave had started near the top of the building before it ricocheted up to the top and it
cracked.

Oliver’s face darkened as he watched it again and Stark sprang into action.

He knew what that was.

He knew exactly what that energy pulse had come from.

Toomes was a dead man.

Duke smoothed back his hair, trying to ward away the headache that was threatening to crack between
his temples as he relaxed back on the floor.

They’d taken off as soon as their Avengers had left, not daring to leave a trace, just in case they were
followed. A quick stop at New York’s Widow’s Nest just to update Yelena and pick up supplies, then
they were on their way. Most of their equipment had been unloaded and brought into their newest
safehouse. The rest of it was still carefully packed away in the van.

Belov and Ari had already come and gone, off to warn the Alliance that they’d moved and then wind
their way back through the streets, making their own labyrinth just in case someone attempted to
follow them back. They’d returned with even more supplies from the ship in large crates that filled up
every corner of the room.

Boone had decided to use most of them as furniture, fashioning ones that held explosives into chairs
while others became tables. That is, until she was called away by Jack.

He’d spent the entire night awake with Zac and Belov, trying to track down the Spiderling after he’d
disappeared. They weren’t successful until well into the morning and by that time, even more chaos
had graced them with its presence.

And now a historic landmark had nearly been blown to pieces.

And, still, that wasn’t what had been worrying him.

They hadn’t heard anything from (F/N) in days. Not that they had before but, at least she left a trail of
bodies in her wake that they could follow. Now, there was nothing.

And, if she was looking for them, they’d just inadvertently thrown her off their scent.

The thought made him sick. (F/N) was out there.

Alone.



Hurt.

And he couldn’t do anything about it.

He couldn’t do anything to protect her. It wasn’t as though she needed it but he preferred it when she
was with them, by his side.

It was the same feeling he had when Jack went out into the city on his own. Even then, the thought of
the Spider-Kid being out there with him made him feel the smallest bit better.

Still, each second that the two of them were gone was marked by unease in his chest.

Duke sighed, twiddling his necklace through his fingers as he worked his way to his feet.

Most of the team was working. Hadar and Hugh were sorting through crates of weapons while Belov
and Norway were working on tracking Walsh. Mendez was passed out on one of the cots in the
corner, his head shoved under a pillow to shut out the sound of Boone’s footsteps as she paced back
and forth.

They were getting closer. A few more days of tracking Walsh and they’d come up with a plan to take
him down.

But, that was part of the problem.

Half the time, Walsh disappeared into the city. The other half of the time, he didn’t have any set path.
He was already hard to read but it seemed he was getting more and more hasty. Ansty. Careless.
Reckless.

Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe he’d make that would lead to his downfall.

Maybe it was all on purpose. Maybe he was baiting them into moving on him.

Duke hummed with a shake of his head, watching as Boone came to a stop in front of one of her
makeshift tables.

A map of the city had been unrolled there and her black-painted nails trailed through city streets as
she leaned heavily against the crates. Her green eyes were nearly glazed over as she blankly glanced
over the map before he arrived at her side.

“Leave it to Jack, Boonie,” he muttered, trying to catch her attention.

“Jack’s not here,” she murmured, her eyes still fixed on the map, “He already has enough on his
shoulders.”

“Then we’ll let Garner—”

Boone let out a sharp laugh, her gaze finally flicking to him as she shook her head, “He wants to
storm Avengers Tower with whatever forces he has on the Alliance. Catch Walsh off guard.”

“That’s a terrible—”

“I’m aware.” Her smile dropped, “Which is why…”

“We’re coming up with something else.”



“Exactly,” she hummed, relaxing back with a sigh, “The Tower is fortified and Walsh has it
surrounded by eyes. We wouldn’t make it in the doors without him noticing. We wouldn’t make it
closer than a block before we’re blown.”

Duke nodded slowly, trying to pull her away from the map, “So, we lure him out.”

She paused, an interested hum coming from her throat as she nodded, “I can fake (F/N) sightings.
Leave a trail of breadcrumbs for him to follow.”

“Stark’ll see ‘em too. And the Avengers will come running,” he said, finally pulling her away from
the map, “Rogers won’t be able to keep ‘em off of us.”

“So we come clean.”

Duke paused, his eyes snapping to her as she sent a tired look his way, “Boone Cavanaugh, you want
to be honest for the first time in your life.”

“You’re hilarious,” she said with a deadpan.

He didn’t bother to entertain the thought. He knew she hadn’t either, she knew what the consequences
would be if they weren’t careful.

Walsh would strike again.

He’d strike without mercy. He wouldn’t care who he hurt or killed.

But, if they waited…It could be even worse.

Duke shook his head, “We can’t do that. Not without her.”

“It may be the only way they believe us,” Boone sighed, grumbling to herself as she perched atop
some of the crates and leaned back. She glanced at him through half-lidded eyes, “I’m tired.”

“Me too, kid.”

He sat beside her, wincing at the sound of explosives shifting below him before Boone set her chin on
his shoulder and he wrapped his arm around her waist. His gaze slipped back to the map, mentally
tracing the streets as they shifted through the city.

He wondered where Jack was. Was he hiding out on a rooftop somewhere? Was he slinking through
an alley?

Was he okay?

Duke paused, lifting his gaze as a soft knock came from the door and he pushed away from Boone.

He didn’t bother taking a headcount as he reached toward the door. He’d thought Hadar had run back
out to the van to grab something.

Duke swung the door open, stepping out of the way before he froze.

A rigid silhouette stood in front of him, outlined by the afternoon sun.

(F/N).



She looked like a walking cadaver. Her cheeks had sunken in. Dark circles ringed her eyes, making
them look hollow and near-animalistic. She had a slight limp to her gate and she hugged a deformed
chunk of metal to her chest as she took a timid step toward him.

— The woman looked frail, her hair matted and blisters covering her body as she stared into the wall.
Her eyes were unblinking. If not for the faint rise and fall of her chest, she would have looked dead.
—

— “(F/N)?” Duke asked as Boone took a tentative step into the room. He grabbed her, tugging her
behind him as (F/N)’s head snapped toward them. —

— Her eyes narrowed. Her jaw clenching as she looked through them. She didn’t recognize them. —

— “Duke,” Boone warned, placing her hand on his shoulder, “Don’t.” —

— “It’s okay,” he said softly, “You’re safe now, (F/N)—” —

A sigh of relief echoed through his chest as he looked her over. Despite everything, despite the way
she looked like she was about to keel over right in front of him…She was there.

(F/N) sniffled, her eyes watering as they met his before she snapped forward.

— “(F/N)! Stop! It’s me!” Duke all but screamed as the woman launched herself at him. —

— Boone swung herself at the woman, instinctively kicking her in the stomach and grabbing Duke. —

— “Cavanaugh, get Johnson out of here!” —

She melted into his arms in an instant, holding him close as she began to sob and he wrapped himself
around her.

She was there. She was real. She was alive.

“Duke,” (F/N) cried, latching onto him as she began to shake, “I’m so sorry. I—”

“Shh. It’s okay,” he breathed, holding her tighter before she winced. He let go of her, grimacing as she
tried to stop him, “You’re hurt.”

(F/N) nodded, dropping her head to her chest as tears ran down her face. Her hands were still clasping
his shirt, not letting him let go of her.

He didn’t want to let go. He wanted to pull her into a bone-crushing hug and never let her out of his
sight again.

But he didn’t.

Duke slowly slid his hands beneath hers, untangling her from his shirt before he froze.

A pair of golden rings flashed in the light as he moved. He frowned, glancing them over once more
before shaking his head and pulling (F/N) into the safehouse. As he did, he paused.

The safehouse had gone silent, everyone had frozen in place.

Duke cleared his throat, “Mendez, get up. Boone—”



He didn’t finish his sentence as Boone darted to their side. She slid under (F/N)’s arm, holding her
steady.

Duke didn’t realize how much she was swaying, nor how heavy she was leaning on him.

“Hadar, door,” he continued, leading (F/N) through the room with Boone’s help as Ari sprung into
action, “Norway, make sure she wasn’t followed. Mendez—”

Raf appeared out of nowhere, somehow managing to make it from his cot to his supplies in less than
an instant. He already had his gloves on and his kit ready.

(F/N) whimpered lightly as they helped her sit down. Boone moved slowly, helping (F/N) peel off her
coat as Raffa began inspecting her. Duke reached up, smoothing away her hair and wincing as he
caught sight of yellowing bruises that were peppered across her skin.

“Where’s it hurt, Captain?” Raffa asked, looking over her as though he didn’t know where to begin.

“Everywhere.”

Peter grumbled to himself, wincing as he leaned back against the elevator and hugged his backpack
against his chest. He was lucky, that much he knew.

Without Karen and the Shadow’s help, he wouldn’t have made it. Even with their help, he’d barely
been able to make it.

But he had. By some stroke of luck, he’d managed to get everyone out of the elevator. And he hadn’t
been expelled.

What wasn’t lucky was that the explosion was being broadcast nationwide. Everyone knew about it.

Everyone.

The Avengers knew. And, even worse, Mr. Stark knew.

He was definitely in trouble.

He’d already been yelled at by Liz. And had a stern talking to by Mr. Harrington and everyone else on
the bus ride home. And then there was Ned, who swung back and forth between being mad at Peter
for not telling him the glowy thing was a bomb and totally excited that Spider-Man had saved his life.
And then by Aunt May for being there at the monument and then not being there because he skipped
the Decathlon completely.

Surprisingly, he hadn’t been yelled at by Shadowman…yet. He was sure that would come later when
he met up with him.

But, for now…

Peter grimaced as the doors opened and he stepped out into the common room.

He half expected for everyone to be there waiting for him.

But they weren’t.



And, yet, he was met by his worst nightmare.

A really, really, really pissed off Mr. Stark.

Ghost was above them, leaning against the railing outside the lab while Captain Rogers had tucked
himself further away against the wall.

But Peter’s eyes were on the man with his arms folded over his chest and a glare on his face, “Mr.
Stark…I…”

He trailed off as Mr. Stark glared at him, shutting him up almost immediately.

“We talked about this, Parker. Remember?” he asked, raising a brow as Peter took a slow step back
toward the elevator before the doors slid shut; leaving him behind and trapped with the man.

“Mr. Stark—”

“Do you remember? ‘Cause I remember it. Colombia. You said you wouldn’t pull a stunt like that
again, Parker. We agreed you’d be on Granny Duty,” he seethed, biting his lip as he stared into him, “I
honestly…I…I didn’t think you could do anything—”

“Stupider?” Peter asked, wincing at his own question, “Mr. Stark, it wasn’t stupid, I swear. I had a
good reason.”

Ghost chuckled from above them, shaking his head as he pushed away from the railing and strolled
toward the stairs, “This’ll be good.”

“Shut up, Walsh,” Captain Rogers growled, not bothering to glare at the man as he joined them on the
floor below.

If there was a time to tell Mr. Stark, it was now. If Big Bird had the means to get the glowy Chitauri
thing, he could get his hands on anything.

“There’s this bird guy,” Peter said quickly, hugging his backpack against him as he took a step toward
Mr. Stark, “He’s stealing from Damage Control. Stuff from the Chitauri, stuff from Hydra, and he’s
selling them to bad guys. I swear! I tried to tell you.”

Mr. Stark stared at him, staying quiet for way longer than Peter thought was possible. He shifted back
and forth, nervously looking over the man in front of him and waiting for him to speak.

He shook his head after a moment before finally scoffing with a hiss, “So your great idea was to go
after them alone? What the hell, Parker?”

“But, Mr. Stark—”

“Nope.” Mr. Stark held up a hand, shaking his head as though he was fighting to find something to
say before he gestured at Captain Rogers, “You wanna help me out here?”

Captain Rogers shook his head, still leaning against the wall before he stared into the floor.

Peter licked his lips, taking another step toward him, “Mr. Stark, please. I-I just wanted to—”

“To what? Blow up the Washington Monument?” Mr. Stark snapped, forcing a breath before he turned
fully toward Captain Rogers, “Are you sure you don’t wanna chime in here, Mr. America?”



The soldier sighed, finally raising his gaze to Peter, “Take it easy, Tony.”

“Easy?” Mr. Stark hissed, whirling back around to him, “Easy! Somebody could have died. Why
didn’t you tell me?”

Peter shrugged, opening his mouth even though he couldn’t make sense of the words coming out of it,
“I was going to but you were busy so I just thought I could—”

“Do it alone?”

He shook his head, “I wasn’t alone.”

Mr. Stark raised a brow, beginning to pace the room as Ghost leaned against the stairs and Captain
Rogers pushed himself toward him, “The kid that hacked into your suit doesn’t count.”

“I-I don’t know anything about that,” he said, trying to remain as clueless as possible.

“You do know that Karen reports back to me, right?”

Shoot. Of course, Karen was the one that ratted him out.

“I do now,” Peter muttered, folding his arms over his chest with a scowl, “But I know about the
Training Wheels Protocol. Not cool, dude.”

Mr. Stark went quiet, a deep breath huffed through his chest almost as if he was trying to extract his
composure from the air.

“And,” Peter continued, his brows knitting together, “I wasn’t alone.”

“The computer guy doesn’t—”

“No.” He shook his head, “I’m working with an Aftermath agent.”

He said it matter-of-factly, shooting a glance at Ghost as he paused against the wall. His eyes shot to
Peter in surprise.

“You what?” Mr. Stark snapped, his voice raising as he turned to yell at Ghost, “He what? You son of
a—”

“Whoa,” Ghost shook his head with a blink, “I didn’t know.”

“You’re the one in charge.”

“I don’t control all of Aftermath with an iron fist, Stark,” Ghost snarled before turning to Peter with a
raised brow, “Who are you working with?”

“Well,” he started, trailing off as his mouth went dry. He thought being glared at by Mr. Stark was
bad, but Ghost had a glare he’d never seen before, “I don’t actually know his name. But, it’s not his
fault. He was just there at the right time.”

Captain Rogers cleared his throat, glancing at Ghost with a raised brow, “I didn’t know there were
any other Aftermath operatives in the city.”

“They got separated after Wraith attacked them,” Peter said quickly, frowning at the look that crossed
Ghost’s face, “He decided to stay in New York until it was safe.”



“Of all the—”

“Stark,” Captain Rogers growled, cutting him off as he stepped between the two of them, “Enough.
Parker. You have homework to finish. Walsh. Out.”

Peter opened his mouth to object. He’d already finished all his homework, but the look on Captain
Rogers' face made him clamp his mouth shut and scurry past the three men toward the lab.

“And I want that suit—” Mr. Stark started again before he was cut off by Captain America again.

“Tony,” he said, lowering his voice softly, “We’ll talk about it. Just…Take a breath.”

Peter grimaced as he raced up the stairs before taking cover in the lab, closing the door behind him.
He lugged his backpack onto one of the desks and flopped into a chair before pulling his phone from
his pocket. He glanced down at the screen, opening a text from Ned and releasing a heavy sigh.

How’d it go?

Not good. Peter replied, shaking his head before knocking it tiredly against the desk, I think I’m
grounded.

He jumped as the doors to the lab opened and he hopped to his feet before whirling around.

“Mr. Stark, can we just…” Peter trailed off, locking eyes with Captain America.

Captain Rogers closed the door behind him, staring at him for a moment before he spoke, “FRIDAY,
disengage Skynet Protocol.”

“Voice identification required.”

“Capsicle.”

“Skynet Protocol disengaged. Manual redeployment required.”

“C-Captain Rogers, I—” Peter started, watching as FRIDAY’s lights left the labs.

“I need to know where you meet him,” he said, folding his arms over his chest as he took a step
toward him, “The Aftermath operative. We need to have a talk.”

“It wasn’t his fault,” Peter tried, kicking himself for being unable to keep Shadowman a secret, “He
told me to come to Mr. Stark in the first place. I didn’t wanna listen. I thought I could help.”

Captain Rogers nodded slowly, “I know. But I still need to talk with him. Tell me where he is.”

He frowned, fidgeting lightly before he sighed with a nod, “Okay.”

Jack sighed to himself, letting the golden sun wash over him as it set between the buildings before he
backed away into the shadows. His heart still felt as though it was beating a million miles an hour, it
had been that way since the night before when the kid had disappeared.

It had only calmed down when they’d finally patched through to each other again, only to skyrocket
the instant he found out what had happened.



And then what was happening?

They were lucky. Both of them were.

Usually, when an explosive of that caliber went off, it meant they were doing recovery missions, not
rescues. Thankfully he’d been at the safehouse when it happened, surrounded by people that could
help him walk the kid every step of the way. The kid’s AI was a lifesaver too. She’d been able to
calculate routes and odds faster than they could.

Truthfully, all Jack had to do was be the reassuring voice in the kid’s ear.

The kid did most of the work himself.

But it wasn’t until the kid was back on the ground, safe, that Jack could finally begin to breathe easy.
He didn’t relax until Boone told him that the kid had finally made it back into the city.

And, even then, relaxing wasn’t an option.

(F/N) had walked through the door right after Jack had left to meet up with Spider-Man. She’d
managed to miss most of the action, which wasn’t a bad thing. From what he’d been told, she was
banged up pretty good and she didn’t need any more stress.

He was glad that she was back. He was almost worried that she wouldn’t make it.

But, there she was.

And now he had to finish his job.

They had to figure out where Walsh was going to get his weapon.

Rather, they had to figure out where they were meeting and make sure Walsh didn’t get his hands on
whatever it was he wanted.

But they had to find the weapon smugglers first.

Jack nodded to himself, wincing as sunlight glanced off one of the buildings before his eyes adjusted
and he took a soothing breath. Now all he had to do was wait. The Spider-Kid would activate his
comms and they’d meet on that building, just like normal.

Then, hopefully, the kid would still have a tracker on one of them. Then they could take them out
before Walsh could meet with them.

He paused.

Unless they’d already met. Unless they were too late.

No.

Zac had been watching Walsh. He couldn’t move without her knowing.

They still had time.

Jack nodded to himself, wincing as the sound of soft footsteps came from behind him. He turned,
expecting the kid before he froze.



“Captain,” he said, his voice muffled as he straightened and reached up to take off his mask.

Captain Rogers stepped up from the fire escape, waving him off with a nod, “Easy.”

“I wasn’t expecting you.” Jack raised a brow, taking a step toward him as he glanced over his
shoulder.

“Yeah, well…” He trailed off with a shrug, “I’m not supposed to be here.”

Jack rocked back to his heels, a frown finding its way to his face, “The kid?”

Rogers nodded, moving away from him and toward the edge of the building. He pressed his palms to
the railing, leaning on it heavily as he looked out over the city.

“He alright?”

“For now,” he said, closing his eyes with a groan, “Not when Stark gets ahold of him.”

Jack sighed, joining him at the edge of the rooftop and relaxing forward.

Even if Jack had warned the kid to tell Stark ages ago, he couldn’t blame him for trying to take care of
it himself. He was surrounded by heroes that he looked up to; heroes that he measured himself again.

But he was still just a kid.

Somebody had to remember that.

“I’d be mad at him but…” Rogers said after a moment before he scoffed with a small smile as he
gazed into the city, “I was just like that at his age too.”

“I don’t think you managed to blow up a building at sixteen.”

“Would’ve if I could’ve.” He shrugged with a grin, “But, that’s not what I’m here to talk about.”

Jack frowned, snapping his head toward him as Rogers’ voice dropped, “What happened?”

“He let the cat out of the bag,” he said lowly, “Walsh knows he was working with an Aftermath
operative. He knows you’re in the city.”

A bolt of fear ran through him, sending a shudder so deep into his system Jack thought it had rattled
his bones.

Damn.

If Walsh knew there was someone in the city, he wouldn’t rest until he found them. And, maybe that
was a good thing. Maybe he would focus on that instead of whatever plan he had involving the
weapon. Or, maybe it would speed up his decision-making process. Maybe it would increase his
security so much that they couldn’t get to him.

Jack hissed a breath, “Great.”

Rogers nodded slowly, checking over his shoulder, “You move safehouses?”

“Team left Dodge the second you guys left.”



“Stay outta sight,” he said, pushing away from the ledge, “Don’t let him find you.”

“I’ll head in tonight. But, with Walsh back in the city, they’re going to be making a swap sooner
rather than later.”

“Just keep your eyes open.”

“Always.” Jack nodded, watching as the man stepped away before he stopped him, “Make sure Walsh
stays away from the kid. He’ll ask for the same thing you did.”

“I know,” Rogers said, “I’ll keep him off him. Just…don’t get caught.”

“I won’t.” He took a breath watching the man step toward the fire escape before he called after him,
“She’s home.”

Rogers froze, looking up at him with a breath of relief before it disappeared, “She alright?”

“I haven’t seen her yet.”

“Do me a favor? Go check on her.”

“I can do that,” he said, replacing his mask, “Once she’s on her feet…”

“We’re moving.”

You weren’t sure what you were expecting when you walked down the alley and caught sight of a van
in front of the second abandoned building you’d been to that day, but it wasn’t piles upon piles of
crates littering the floor. Some were stacked up to make improvised furniture, others were open and
waiting to be sorted through. There was a line of cots against the wall, hidden behind the crates and
shielded from the door.

Not the worst place we’ve ever stayed at.

A hiss snuck through your teeth as Raffa dabbed a wet pad of gauze against the mark Perseus had left
on your skin. Apparently, the wound was worse than you thought it was. Raffa at least liked to make a
little bit of small talk as he worked but he was completely silent as he cleaned your back. You thought
the back brace had simply embedded up near your shoulders and that Novak’s team had removed it
but Raffa had been pulling pieces of metal from your back for the past twenty minutes.

— Novak glanced up at you, looking over you as though he was disappointed before he snapped,
“Turn it off.” —

Bucky had shattered it with the force of his hit. Novak’s team had simply removed the bigger pieces,
leaving the little pieces embedded in your skin to be healed over.

You shuddered lightly, goosebumps flushed across your skin as he patted your back.

“Almost done, boss,” he muttered softly, tossing away the used gauze and grabbing another pad, “Just
hold on for me.”

You nodded slowly, keeping your eyes to the floor as he worked. You couldn’t look at them. Couldn’t
take the looks in their eyes. The worry. The fear. The pity.



Take a breath. It’s okay. You’re okay. You’re safe now.

Closing your eyes, you turned Danny’s ring over your thumb until a hand landed on yours. You
swallowed thickly, unable to look up at Duke as he knelt in front of you.

“Talk to me,” he said softly, “What happened?”

“A lot of things,” you whispered, avoiding him as he bent lower to try and catch your eye.

“Let’s start at the beginning, pretty thang,” Boone crooned, pulling up a crate beside you and placing
her hand on your knee as Raffa continued to work.

— “Tell me what his plan is,” you hissed calmly, grunting as he fought against you. —

— “He’ll kill me if I do,” he wheezed, unable to get you off of him as he continued to try and fight
back. —

— “And I’ll kill you if you don’t,” you said with a shrug, “So, Armand, pick your poison. Him or me.”
—

“What happened in Paris?”

“Paris…” you started, staring off into the distance as it all came to you in a merciless flood of
memories, “That…”

— “Warten! Du kannst das nicht! Du bist ein Held,” he shrieked, clawing for your hands now, “You
promised you’d let me go…alive!” Wait! You can’t do this! You’re a hero. —

— “From where I’m standing…” you said slowly, a twisted smirk curling to your lips, “You are alive.
And I am…letting you go.” —

“It…” you stopped again, shaking your head before you finally managed to find your voice, “It was
fun. All of it. ‘Til Warsaw. H-He found me.”

“Who found you?” Duke asked, curling a finger under your chin, “Walsh?”

— “Try it then.” Novak nodded, the smile on his face never faltering, “How will you do it, darling?
Do you really want to stab me? Or would you choose something more gruesome?” —

— He chuckled gently, shaking his head as he slid his files back in front of him, “I have been
following your adventures. You truly are creative. But…Is this really creativity? Or is it simply
instinct?” —

Boone shook her head, worry lining her features as she looked to you, “He shouldn’t’ve been able to
track you. Athena woulda—”

“It wasn’t Walsh,” you managed to bite out, shoving away Duke’s fingers. They felt too cold, too
spindly, too… “It was Novak. He found me. He was waiting for me.”

Boone’s face fell, her eyes solely on you as Duke glanced at her. You dropped your gaze again, unable
to take the way they looked at you before Raffa broke the silence.

“He do this for you?”



“No. Yes.” You shrugged stiffly, “But that was after. I found him after. I-I needed help. I didn’t know
where to go.”

“What’d he want, baby?” Boone hummed softly, her hand on yours as she gently rubbed circles with
her nails.

“He wanted me to kill him,” you spat, your body suddenly shivering, “Ollie. H-He said I had to. So I
did. I tried. I couldn’t get him. He said if I did, I could go home.”

Duke hitched a breath, his eyes darting from Boone to Raffa to you.

— “You turned it off,” he hissed, his voice dropping in anger. —

— “I didn’t do anything!” —

— Novak glanced up at you, looking over you as though he was disappointed before he snapped,
“Turn it off.” —

You whimpered lightly, shaking your head and clenching your fists as Raffa finished and the cool
relief of the cleaning solution began to heat with your body temperature.

“Did he say anything weird to you?” Boone asked, drawing your attention away from the pain and to
her, “Anything that could be trigger words?”

“No,” you whispered, horror eating at your words, “It was just me. I just did it. I couldn’t stop. I’m
sorry.”

Boone’s frown deepened, her gaze running to Duke before she tapped what was left of the brace,
“Barnes?”

“It wasn’t his fault.” You sat up straight with a shake of your head, “He didn’t mean to. He—”

— “Let him go,” you whispered, earning Novak’s attention, “Please. He didn’t do anything.” —

“Hey,” Duke said, his voice low and smooth, “We know. We talked to Steve. He told us what
happened.”

“He knew me,” you murmured, “He remembered me. He saw me. But Ollie hit him.”

Boone reached up, gently cupping your cheek before she swiped away a tear you didn’t even know
was there. She smiled gently before glancing over her shoulder, “Out, all of you. Now. Rafael…”

“I’m done,” Raffa said from behind you. He came into your peripheral, making sure he caught your
attention before he laid a hand on your shoulder, “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

You nodded, shifting your gaze to follow him and the rest of the team out of the room before you
turned back to Boone. She was digging through another bag, sifting through clothes you’d never seen
before she reached in and grabbed out a clean shirt. She cocked her head to the side, silently asking if
you needed help before you shook your head and gingerly took the shirt from her.

Slipping it over your head, you winced slightly before Boone’s fingers found their way to the hem and
slowly helped you put it on.



“So, he found you,” Duke said slowly as he reached to grab a blanket and gently placed it over your
shoulders, “You went after Walsh. Then he went after you. Then…you went after Novak.”

“I panicked,” you rasped, hugging the blanket around you with tired eyes, “I was bleeding. I didn’t
know where else to go.”

“What’d he say?”

“That Ollie was gonna destroy everything for us if I didn’t kill him.”

“Us?” Duke hissed, his brow raising, “Does Walsh know about us?”

“N-No. He meant me and him. And…h-he gave me…” you paused, holding up your hand before
reaching to grab the chains of the dog tags, “As payment.”

You bit your lip, sliding the tags off your neck and handing them to Boone when she held out her
hand.

“He had them the whole time,” you whispered, playing with his ring again, “He took them from
Danny. They were supposed to stay with him.”

It’s okay. They’re safe with you.

You flinched as the voice whispered in your ear, its breath fluttering over your ear as tears began to
stream down your face.

“Ah, kid.” Duke frowned, sitting beside you and slowly pulling you against him, “I’m so sorry.”

Boone sighed, delicately sitting beside you and placing her hand on your knee, “We’re gonna have to
sweep those. Can I see your rings, sweetheart?”

It’s alright. She’ll give them back.

You nodded with a sniffle, slowly pulling the ring off your finger before running Danny’s through
your fingers once more and handing them to her. Boone smiled softly, nodding to you in thanks before
she rocked to her feet.

“She needs rest,” Duke called after her as she took away your things.

“She can have my cot,” she said over her shoulder as she stole away up the stairs in the corner of the
room, “I’ll be back in a minute, sweet thang.”

You sniffled again, wiping your nose with the blanket as Duke began helping you to your feet, “I’m
sorry, Duke. I-I don’t know what’s happening.”

“Stress,” he said simply, managing a tense shrug as he held you steady and walked you toward the
line of cots, “Stress is happening. C’mere.”

He set you down on the cot, taking a pillow from another one and tossing it onto the cot before
grabbing another blanket. Duke sat on the edge of the cot, helping you get comfortable before
reaching up to smooth hair away from your face.

He was tired. You didn’t think it had been long since you’d seen him but, at the same time, it felt like
it had been a lifetime. His beard was longer, so was his hair. Both were begging to be trimmed by



Boone. You were sure she’d been pestering him about it for weeks and he was holding out just to
annoy her. It had been a fight to get him trimmed up for the wedding…

You blinked, glancing at the ring on his finger as he rubbed your shoulder.

“Is Jack okay?”

“Yeah,” Duke scoffed a smile, his eyes sparkling as he looked up at you, “He’s okay. He’s getting
better.”

“Did you get my note?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, making sure you stayed in the cot even as you tried to sit up, “We’re working on
it. Rogers wants Walsh out of the Tower ASAP. So, we need you to sleep. Okay?”

Close your eyes. Relax. You’re safe.

You managed a small smile as you relaxed back, “Okay.”

Duke stayed by your side as your eyes fluttered closed, his hand constantly massaging your shoulder
as you drifted off.

— Metal Arm Dude stiffened, pausing in his stride before he sighed, “Ты собираешься доставить
мне неприятности.” You’re going to get me in trouble. —

— You managed a light scoff, holding him tightly as he sat on the table and pulled you securely into
his lap as you started to shake. —

— You held onto him like your life depended on it—as though he was your lifeline. —

— “Am I gonna die?” you whispered against his neck, clutching his tactical suit as you tried to
breathe and tears began to form in your eyes. —

— Metal Arm Dude shook his head, “Нет.” —

— “No?” —

— “Worse,” he hummed, “You're going to live.” —

You jumped slightly, your breath hitching as your eyes flew open. Duke’s hand was gone, replaced by
another. One that drew intricate patterns along your arm. Boone sat beside you, her blue hair pulled
into a messy bun atop her head as she watched over you. She smiled lightly as your gaze met hers
before gently pressing your tags and rings back into your hands.

Go back to sleep. Rest. You’re safe here. I promise.

You swallowed thickly, a frown finding its way to your face as you took Danny’s ring back and ran it
through your fingers.

“What’s wrong?” Boone asked, sweeping hair behind your ear.

“Do you believe in ghosts?”

She blinked, tilting her head to the side and raising her brow with a light laugh.



“As in the physical manifestation of loved ones lost? No,” she said slowly, pursing her lips for a
moment before she spoke again, “But the residual energies they leave imprinted on our beings? Yes.”

She nodded to herself, a smile curling to her lips before it grew into a crooked grin as she leaned
forward with a glint in her eye, “Or do you mean: do I believe in the masked vigilante known as
Ghost? Because if that's the case then she’s sitting right next to me. So…Yes. I do believe in Ghost.”

You paused, a smile halfway on your face before it fell slightly and you shook your head, “No, that’s
not what I…I can hear him. In my head. I can hear everything. There’s so many voices, I don’t know
which one is mine.”

You swallowed thickly, your throat nearly closing in on itself as you tore your gaze away from her
with a shiver, “It feels like I’m drowning in my own head.”

Boone’s face fell as she settled beside you and feather her fingers over your hair. She stayed quiet for
a moment, tapping her fingers with a frown before she finally took a quick breath.

“I almost drowned when I was a kid,” she said slowly, carefully choosing her words, “Crossin' the
river on a drive. Papa's horse—Zeus—pulled me out.”

You raised a brow, a frown finding its way to your face as you cocked your head to the side.

Boone chuckled, rolling her eyes lightly before she sighed with a hum, “My point is, when you feel
like you're drowning, just know I’mma be here to pull you out. No matter what it takes.”

“You’re cheesy as hell, Boonie.”

“Part of my charm.” She shrugged with a laugh as you knocked your head back against the cot, “Now,
get some sleep. I’ll—”

She was cut off as the door to the safehouse was flung open. You shot upright, wincing as you pulled
at the wounds on your back.

— Crimson splattered across the floor as you hit, heaving breath after breath as warm liquid spilled
down your back. Another bloodcurdling scream tore through your throat as already jagged skin tore
deeper across your back and you were left in a pool of your own blood. —

You winced, jumping lightly as a man in a black tac suit ducked into the room. A black mask covered
the bottom half of his face while curly black hair hung in his face. You instinctively reached for the
pistol at your side, only to find that Boone had taken it from you when she had helped you undress
earlier.

“Jack,” Duke breathed, nodding to the man as he took off his mask and closed the door behind him,
“The kid okay?”

Jack nodded, shaking out his hair, “He’s fine.”

You croaked with a frown, sitting up in confusion even as Boone tried to coax you back down, “What
kid?”

“We’ll tell you later,” she hummed before turning back to Jack as he tossed his mask to her, “What are
you doing back?”

“The kid talked to Walsh.”



“What kid?” you asked again, waving away Boone with a frown.

Duke sighed, glancing between the two of them with a shrug, “Spider-Man.”

“Peter?” you snapped with a blink, “Does he know?”

“No.” Boone shook her head, placing a hand on your shoulder.

“What the hell is happening?”

Jack took a step toward you, holding up his hands, “We’ve been working together trying to track
down the weapon you warned us about.”

You raised a brow, wincing as you tried to push yourself out of the cot, “Together?”

“It’s a long story,” he said, “Long story short, he accidentally blew up the Washington Monument.”

“He what?”

Boone giggled, a Cheshire grin spreading across her face, “A kid after my own heart.”

Jack waved her off, “It Doesn’t matter—”

“Woah.” You shook your head, “No, that seems incredibly important—”

“Right now, it’s not,” he said, sitting on one of the crates and shoving off one of his boots, “Walsh
knows that the kid was working with an Aftermath operative. He knows I’ve been around the city.”

Duke grumbled to himself, massaging his temples with a sigh, “We’re running out of time.”

Boone nodded, “We’ve gotta figure out where these weapons runners are. There can’t be many places
they’re operating out of.”

“I’ll meet up with the kid tomorrow.” Jack leaned back against the crates, “Walsh will be searching
the city for me.”

“No,” you said with a shake of your head, “He’ll be watching Peter. Peter will lead him to you.”

“I’ll have Zac patch you into his suit,” Boone hummed, finally pushing away from you, “If he still has
a tracker on one of those guys, maybe we can find their base of operations.”

“If Walsh came back to the city, he’s gonna be meeting them soon,” you murmured, “He wouldn’t
have come back if he wasn’t. Boone, see if you can track him. Duke—”

His hand was on your shoulder the instant you tried to stand up, “Lay your fuckin’ ass back down,
right the fuck now. We may be running out of time but we still have time. Let’s make the most of it.”

“Starting with a nap for you while I whip up something to eat.” Boone nodded, folding her arms over
her chest with a scoff as you glared at her.

“Jack, call it a night,” Duke said, making sure you were laying down before he backed away from
you, “The city can live without you for the day.”

“I’ll let everyone upstairs know what’s happening,” Jack called over his shoulder before he ducked up
the stairs.



“You know we don’t have it,” you said quietly as Duke took a seat on the floor beside you.

“What?”

“Time,” you whispered, “We don’t have enough time.”

“We do. We’ll make it. Together.”

“I can finish the next order…” one of his men said slowly, gauging his reaction carefully, “But
without any new materials from that truck…”

“Damn it,” he hissed with a shake of his head, turning to look over the dwindling crates in the
warehouse, “We still have enough to do the Gargan deal though, right?”

“Yeah, but then that's it. But I don’t think it’s Gargan that we need to worry about.”

“I know.”

“He keeps checking his meeting times.”

He looked up at his man, raising a brow before looking over at his supplies with a wince, “Who does
this guy think he is?”

“Does it matter? We’re gonna show up and he’s gonna realize that we sold him short.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

He sighed, running a hand down his face in annoyance. Eight years. He’d been running the operation
for eight years and not once had the idiots in the Avengers Tower noticed. Not once had they cared.

But, now?

Not only did he have a masked psychopath up his ass, but he also had a dumbass in red tights trying
to bring him down.

He didn’t have the energy for this. But, first things first.

He didn’t want to be on the receiving end of the Wraith. All he had to do was give him something that
would keep him busy.

With a click of his tongue, he strode across the warehouse, eyeing one of the crates that looked like it
had been sitting there since the 40s.

“What are you doing?”

He shrugged, popping the lid off the crate and pausing as a golden glow spilled out the top, “Giving
Wraith more than he paid for.”

“But you said that—”

“I know what I said but we need that masked mercenary off our asses,” he hummed, gingerly
plucking the delicate orb from its place, “And we need to focus on the bigger problem.”



He nodded toward the TV, his eyes narrowing as the Man-Spider, or whatever the hell he was called,
crawled up the Washington Monument.

“I’m gonna kill him.”
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Genesis of a Firestorm

Chapter Summary

Every other memory had come so clearly. When he pulled the trigger in Odessa and Inessa.
When he trained soldiers and Widows in Siberia.

He could remember the cold in the chamber. The frost bursting and burning through his veins in
the darkness.

But there was also heat.

Heat and sand and sun.

It was numbed heat and a blurred face and whispers of a voice that cracked and rasped.

He knew her once.

She knew him too.

They’d made him forget her.

It was too dangerous to remember.

So they made him forget.

They erased her.

But he’d be damned if he didn’t find her again.
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Oliver ducked from the safehouse, wincing as the door creaked behind him and he snuck a glance
behind him.

The house was dark and silent. A stillness had overtaken it as the Commander finally retired. The only
flicker of light came from the TV, it outlined Johnson’s sleeping form and masked the high-pitched
whine of the door as Oliver slipped onto the street.

A cold chill ripped off the mountains surrounding the city, flowing through the quiet streets circling
the safehouse. He shivered, the feeling pricking at his skin before it was followed by a shudder. His
gaze darted between the shadows, watching for movement as he snuck down the street before ducking
down an alley.

He’d been working day in and day out trying to keep the Commander at bay as Hydra’s forces
scrambled to maneuver themselves out of the way.

If only the good Doctor had allowed him to take care of them sooner, they wouldn’t have threatened to
fester closer and closer to their ranks. Weston was relentless. Even if he wasn’t targeting their forces
directly, he was still getting in the way of their operations.

Davies and Stane were going to be key players in the Doctor’s operations since they’d lost Las
Serpiente Blanca. They and their friends would be allies for the cause but not if the Commander kept
sticking his nose into their affairs.

Once he was out of the way, they could continue their operations as if nothing had happened.

Only a few minor setbacks…

Setbacks that included an entire sect of weapons dealers being picked off one by one.

The Seven were falling like dominoes and there was nothing he could do. At least the good Doctor
could claim he’d done a favor to Davies and Stane; he’d gotten rid of their competition.

Well, he hadn’t.

She had.

She had moved faster than he thought she could. (F/N) was cutting through the men like they were
nothing but half-built speedbumps; they did nothing to impede her. And now that Gonzalez had
shipped out to join her, there was no doubt in Oliver’s mind that they’d dispatch the rest of the Seven
in record time.

He was running out of time.

If Novak wanted them out of the way, he was going to have to work fast.

Oliver warned him. He’d told him months ago that the team was going to be a problem but, did the
Doctor listen?

No. Of course, not.

And now they were almost screwed.

At least now Novak was taking him slightly seriously.



He’d sent someone to meet him.

Now, Oliver had the chance to show everything he had on the team to one of the Doctor’s assistants.
He could give them everything. Every weakness the team had.

How Weston was headstrong and stubborn and easily manipulated into going after a mark. How
attached Johnson was to his family back home. How Gonzalez saw everything before it happened and
planned for it; he could only be blindsided if (F/N) was in harm’s way. How (F/N) would jump into a
fight without a second thought and she wasn’t used to losing.

How they all let down their guard after a mission.

It would be easier to hit them after even the most minor of victories.

Oliver had been with them for months, analyzing each of their moves and weak points. With his help,
Hydra could overtake them with only a small team.

They could—

Oliver froze in his step as he caught a shadow move in the darkness. His breath stopped in his lungs
as the shadow turned toward him.

Even if he couldn’t see him, he knew exactly who it was.

Oliver swallowed thickly, trying to urge his feet forward but he was unable to move as flickering light
glanced off metal plating. He forced another breath before a rasped whisper managed to crack its
way from his lips, “Your mission?”

“Исправляем свою ошибку.”

Fixing your mistake.

— “Tell me what his plan is,” you hissed calmly, grunting as he fought against you. —

— “He’ll kill me if I do,” he wheezed, unable to get you off of him as he continued to try and fight
back. —

— “And I’ll kill you if you don’t,” you said with a shrug, “So, Armand, pick your poison. Him or me.”
—

A shallow breath slipped through your lips as you stirred. Stitches pulled at your back as you tried to
open your eyes.

But they were heavy. So, so, so heavy.

— “Warten! Du kannst das nicht! Du bist ein Held,” he shrieked, clawing for your hands now, “You
promised you’d let me go…alive!” Wait! You can’t do this! You’re a hero. —

— “From where I’m standing…” you said slowly, a twisted smirk curling to your lips, “You are alive.
And I am…letting you go.” —

You twitched in your sleep, unable to stop the shake that wracked through you as you forced another
breath. It felt as though a crate of brick had been set upon your chest as you struggled to breathe.



— You shook your head, your lips lifting to a feral snarl, “Shut up.” —

— “Wraith will not stop with Aftermath. He will move on to the Avengers,” he continued even as you
turned your back to him, “And then your Soldier Boy will be left alone. And he will come home to
me.” —

A low whine worked through your throat as you writhed under the thin blanket Boone had set atop
you; it wrapped around you like a snake tightening its grip.

— “Look at me,” he snarled, every bit of composure he had left melting away in an instant,
“Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy. He will annihilate
everything you love. Demolish everything you have built. His patience is running thin, it will not be
long before this game of yours is over. All the pieces across the board will crumble. Everything we
have built will be gone. Your family. Your friends. My inventions. Everything. You must destroy him
before he destroys you.” —

A hand landed on your knee, gently rubbing circles into it as your eyes finally flashed open.

You sucked a breath, snapping up out of the cot and kicking away both the blanket and the hand that
was on your knee.

“Ay, easy, Capitana,” Raffa’s voice melted through your ears, his hand finding its way to your
shoulder as you shoved the blanket off the rest of the way, “You’re okay.”

Your eyes were unfocused, the world around you blurry. You fought with every blink to clear it before
it finally focused in on him. A sniffle worked through your nose as your eyes watered and you took in
the room around you.

You half-expected the morning sun to be dripping in through the boarded-up window as the team
began waking.

But, judging by the long shadows of amber sunlight that were being cast through sparkling dust and
cobwebs, you’d slept the entire day away.

Zac and Belov were practically slumped over a pair of computers that looked as though they were at
least two decades old. Jesse and Ari were taking tallies of the weapons in the crates that were piled in
the middle of the room. They muttered low whispers between each other, sneaking glances at the map
Jack and Duke were working on.

The two men were silent, standing shoulder to shoulder as they stared into the map laid out across
their makeshift war table.

Then there was Raffa. He was perched right beside you, his hand still on his shoulder as he looked
you over. You nodded to him slowly, shrugging away his hand before you held your head in your
hands.

Your entire body hurt.

Each muscle felt as though it hadn’t been used in months like they were made of metal and left out in
the elements to rust and freeze. Your head ached in time with your heartbeat as it hammered in your
chest.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.



Shadows danced in your peripheral, their ghostly voices whispered in your ear. They begged and
pleaded and screamed for mercy. Their faces stretched into horrified cries. Their bodies marred and
mangled by fire and riddled with oozing bullet wounds.

A hum of pain worked through you as you tried to shake them away before Raffa appeared in front of
you. He had a flashlight in hand as he looked you over.

“Good evening, sleeping beauty.” He smiled brightly, pulling your focus to him as he flashed the light
into your eyes and you winced.

“Imma smack the shit outta you,” you mumbled. Your voice was rasped and hoarse and low.

Fuck. Even talking hurt.

“You slept for over eighteen hours,” he said, pulling back with a low scoff, “How the hell did you
manage to wake up cranky?”

“I’m talented.”

Raf chuckled, shaking his head as he stuffed the light into his pocket, “You’re somethin’, that’s for
damn sure.”

You managed a laugh, leaning back against the cot before swinging your legs off the side and to the
ground. A groan replaced the tired laugh as pins and needles pricked at your toes and you stretched.

Every joint in your body seemed to pop and creak as you moved. You tried to push your way to your
feet but the world began to spin.

— You drew one of your pistols and a bullet tore through his hand. The pill went flying across the
floor landing mere feet away from him as a pained scream echoed through the room. —

— “I didn’t say you could go,” you snarled, grabbing onto the man’s collar and hauling him to his
feet, “I have questions. You’re going to answer them.” —

“Slow down, Capitana.” Raf’s voice replaced the screams in your head as smoke began to fill your
vision, “Easy.”

“I’m okay,” you muttered, trying to wave him off but he held you down, “It’s okay.”

“Don’t lie.”

You rolled your eyes at him as he kept his hand on your shoulder before he took a step back and
offered it to you. You took it, letting him help you to your feet.

Your legs were shaky, barely able to support you as you finally managed to stand. The stitches in your
back pulled at the skin that was attempted to knit back together. You could almost feel the jagged
edges left by Perseus merging down your back.

— “You are going to behave.” —

You shuddered, leaning heavily against Raffa before taking a step of your own across the floor.

The dusty concrete floor was cold under your bare feet as you moved away from the cots in the corner
of the room toward the war table.



“How are we looking?” you asked, glancing between Jack and Duke as they glanced up at you.

Jack shrugged, adjusting his tact suit as he gestured at the map, “Meh.”

“Don’t say that,” Duke hissed, turning to him with a glare as he ran his fingers through his hair, “I’m
already stressed.”

Jack chuckled, patting his husband’s hip before pointing over the map, “If we can steal Walsh’s
weapon out from underneath him, we might be able to buy ourselves a few more days.”

“How do you plan on doing that?” You cocked your head to the side, “Last I checked, we don’t know
where your—What did you call him? Bird guy is. We don’t even know if they’re the ones he’s getting
it from. He might already have it—”

“No.” He shook his head quickly, “If Walsh is getting his hands on something, it’s gonna be whatever
the bird guy is selling.”

“You have eyes on them?”

Duke scoffed with a roll of his eyes, “No.”

“We’re working on it,” Zac called over his shoulder as he paused in his work to clean his glasses.

You nodded slowly before you paused, your gaze flicking over the team as a frown stretched across
your face, “Where’s Boone?”

Duke winced lightly, as though he was hoping you wouldn’t notice her absence, “Made a quick trip…
out.”

“Out? Out where?”

“To get rest of gear,” Belov hummed, not bothering to turn around as he took Zac’s place at his
computer.

You raised a brow with a frown as you cast a glance over the towers of crates they already had at their
disposal, “You need more?”

“She’s fine.” Duke waved you off as he turned back to the map and avoided your gaze, “She can
blend in better than any of us.”

You shook your head, looking him over slowly before you slid to the table beside him, “I can tell
when you’re lying, Duke.”

“I know.”

“Usually you play with your necklace,” you said, sucking a hiss through your teeth, “You been
working on your tells?”

“No use when you’re surrounded by assholes that can see right through you.”

“Where is she?”

“In a meeting,” he said, still avoiding your gaze, “The Alliance is just offshore, waiting for our go-
ahead. She’s currently both our Avengers and Aftermath liaison.”



“So, you put her between a rock and a hard place.”

“Something like that.”

You sighed, shaking your head as you leaned heavily against the table.

No wonder Boone had looked so stressed when you’d arrived. Not only was she working closely with
Steve while also trying to keep her distance, she was running back and forth to Aftermath.

While also being worried about you.

And now you knew how she felt when you were running around Europe like a crazed idiot.

Boone, however, was not currently being an idiot. She was trying to help clean up your mess.

A shudder of dread ran through you at the thought. She was out there, alone and without backup. Just
like you had been.

Just like she had been when Walsh had attacked you.

When he’d attacked them.

— Their blood was on your hands. —

You shivered, shaking away the thought as Duke wrapped an arm around your waist, “Stick with me,
kiddo.”

“I’m here,” you sighed, closing your eyes with a curt nod.

“You stayin’?”

“For now.”

“Mm,” he hummed with a shake of his head, “Don’t like that.”

You laughed lightly, glancing back up at Jack as he traced his fingers through the streets of New York.
His jaw was set into place before he nodded to himself and turned away from the table to grab his
mask.

“You got a way to find your bird guy?” you asked, cocking your head to the side as he moved.

“I’m working on it,” Zac said, leaning back in his chair with a yawn as Jack put on the mask and
grabbed a pair of pistols from a crate.

“I’m going with you,” you said, taking a step away from the table before Duke tightened his grip on
you with a growl.

“What?” You glanced up at him, trying to slither out of his arm, “If Jack catches up with bird guy,
he’s gonna need help.”

“No.” Raffa folded his arms over his chest, watching with a small smirk as you continued to try to get
away from Duke, “You’re not going.”

“What?” You paused, looking up at him in exasperation, “Why?”



“You were almost dead yesterday.”

“And?”

“And, as your doctor, I’m telling you: You ain’t going.”

“That’s not fair, Raf.” You deadpanned as Duke finally let you go and you tried to stop a pout from
forming on your lips.

“He’s a regular guy in a jumped-up bird suit,” Jack said, his voice slightly muffled as he pulled on a
pair of gloves, “I’ve got him.”

“But—”

“No,” he said simply, looking up at you with a shake of his head, “You’re not coming.”

“Can I at least be back up?”

Jack snapped a laugh, shaking his head as you glared at him, “I’m not callin’ your crabby ass.”

You rolled your eyes as his eyes crinkled with a smile hidden by his mask before he slipped out the
door. Leaning back against the table, you let out a low sigh.

“Maybe if you take another nap, he’ll invite you along next time,” Raffa said, leaning back in his cot
with a smirk as you glared at him.

“I will smack the shit out of you, Mendez.”

He shrugged with a light giggle as you gingerly moved across the room and stopped beside one of the
piles of crates. Hopping up onto one of the crates, you forced yourself to relax back.

Maybe it was for the best.

If he could get the weapon before Ollie could, you could worry a little bit less. If not, Ollie was a
ticking bomb.

It was only a matter of time before he went off and you sank back down to square one.

— “Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy.” —

You had to move on him before that happened. You knew you may have been his intended target but
you also knew he wasn’t scared to take out anyone that would get in his way.

You had to move sooner rather than later before it got any worse.

Your fingers danced along the gold band that rounded your thumb as you nodded slowly to yourself.

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?” —

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

— “I love you,” You sniffled, closing your eyes as the sun began to heat the desert again. It was
searing, almost as painful as the weight of the Humvee on your legs. —



The sooner you moved, the sooner it would be over.

The sooner you could finish it.

The sooner you could kill him.

Your fingers found their way to the trio of tags that hung around your neck.

— He smiled softly, pulling you against him and resting his chin on your head, “I love you.” —

— “I know.” You wrapped your arms around him, laying your head against his chest and listening to
his heartbeat as you relaxed, “I love you too, Soldier Boy.” —

You paused, your eyes flicking to Jesse as she moved to sit beside you. She rested against the crates as
she stared at Ari and Duke. The two men were pointing at the map with frowns plastered across their
faces.

You waited a moment, waiting for her to speak but she kept her eyes again. Her lips were pursed as
she chewed on her cheek and you looked over her as she folded her arms over her chest.

“You gotta slow down, mate,” she said after a moment, finally managing to look up at you, “If you
aren’t careful, you’re gonna burn-in. And you’ll take all of us with you.”

“I know.”

A low hum echoed through the Perch, the sound of machines and tools pierced through what was
supposed to be soundproof glass. Flurries of Hard Drive operatives worked below the observation
deck as Turner watched them solemnly.

His hands were folded in his lap, his eyes flowing along the assembly line that had overtaken the rows
of computers as techs from each of Aftermath’s bases came together.

For some, it had been years since they’d seen each other. They’d been separated by time and space.

For others, it had only been a few months.

But they’d been separated by something far worse as Aftermath fell under attack.

Many had lost friends who had been stationed in Olympus. Those who had survived and had been
pulled from the rubble were still reeling from the attack.

Their friends stationed at the other bases had been left wondering which friends had made it and
which hadn’t. They’d lived in fear since Aftermath had gone dark.

Just like Turner had.

His entire family had been moved from safehouse to safehouse without respite since they came back
from Colombia before they finally found themselves safely on the Alliance. His girls were growing
anxious, they weren’t allowed to go to school or see their friends. Nia had been burning through
books faster than he could supply them. Nea was practically bouncing off the walls in boredom after
being cooped up in small safehouses.



Imara hadn’t picked up a paintbrush since Colombia, she hadn’t even bothered to ask for paints or
canvas. She was normally so stubborn after a threat, always hellbent on showing whoever was coming
after them that she wasn’t afraid.

But, this?

This was something else entirely.

Walsh was something else entirely.

It seemed he brought out the worst in people.

Imara’s fear. Turner’s uncertainty.

(F/N)’s rage.

Walsh had taken everything from her. He’d put her through something worse than Turner could ever
imagine hell to be.

And, Walsh had betrayed him. Betrayal seemed to mark every move he made or even thought about
making.

Had he misread Walsh from the beginning? Had they been marked for death from the moment he
walked aboard their plane?

What if there were more of him? What if more Hydra agents were littered among Aftermath’s ranks?

What if Turner wasn’t good enough to have figured out who they were? He had never suspected that
Walsh would betray them.

Who was to say Hydra hadn’t taken that to their advantage and placed more moles into the
organization he’d worked so hard to build and fought so hard to protect?

What if it happened again?

What if he was ambushed and attacked by someone he trusted?

How many more operatives would they lose?

Would Turner lose his family again?

No.

No.

He wouldn’t let that happen.

Not again.

Turner shook his head, glancing over his shoulder as General Garner ducked into the room before
pressing a button on the table behind him. A video monitor sprung to life, bringing with it demon-
green eyes and dark blue hair.

“How are we looking?” he asked, glancing over Garner before letting his gaze flick to the monitor.



“Stretched thin, boss,” Cavanaugh hummed with a frown.

“We’ve got undercover shipments from the Pit coming in tomorrow morning,” Garner said, slapping a
pile of folders onto the table, “And more operatives are arriving in the city tonight.”

Turner raised a brow, slowly spinning his chair toward the table, “We gonna need them?”

“If we’re lucky, no.” Boone clicked her tongue, her frown deepening, “But, if I know Walsh, he’s
gonna put up a fight.”

Garner nodded, folding his hands behind his back as he looked over the Perch, “We need to have as
many operatives on hand as possible.”

“Norway has been trying to track the Hydra forces that Walsh commands but they’ve started
outfoxing us since (F/N) started hunting them.”

He looked up at her, his face beginning to mirror her frown as she shoved a blue strand of hair from
her face, “You think they’re here?”

“They were trying to converge on Paris before (F/N) wiped them off the block. If I was a gambler—”

“You’re not,” Turner finished for her before waving her off to continue.

“Their plan B is gonna be comin’ here.”

“More Hydra assets means more of a fight on our end,” Garner said, finally turning toward the table
in the center of the room. He placed his fingertips against the table before glancing up at Boone,
“What’s your plan, kid?”

“We’re working on it,” Cavanaugh said quickly, the sound of her fingers flying across a keyboard
echoed through the room before schematics of Bennet’s routes through the city came onscreen,
“Trickster is hoping to run an interceptor course on the weapons runners. If he can get his hands on
Walsh’s weapon, he might be able to buy us some more time.”

“He’ll try again. Wraith is persistent,” Garner said, looking more than unconvinced, “If he doesn’t get
his hands on what he wants now, he’ll find another way. We gotta—”

“I’m not letting you storm Avengers Tower.” Boone interrupted with a deadpan before she leaned
back and folded her arms over her chest.

“I’m just saying—”

“No,” she snapped before Turner could insert himself between the two, “Our relationship with the
Avengers will already be in the shits by the time this is over. You’ll only make it worse if you decide
you’re gonna run in there willy-nilly.”

“Just because you and Captain America are dating does not mean—”

“Keep him out of it,” she hissed before snapping her gaze to Turner, “You’re the one that sent me into
the Compound, remember? You’re the one who wanted me to improve relations before the Accords
went live. I did that.”

“I know.” Turner nodded, glaring up at Garner until the man stepped back from the table and
straightened.



“There are two of us who know what’ll happen if we just barge in unannounced,” she continued,
tapping her fingers against her computer, “It will not end pretty and we will lose assets.”

“So, what’s your plan then, Cavanaugh?” Garner asked, raising a brow with a scoff, “Lure him out
with a series of mind games? That’s worked so well.”

“(F/N) is back.”

Turner glanced up, his eyes meeting Boone’s, “Back?”

“In the city. She’s at our safehouse.”

“Is she okay?”

“I’ve seen her worse. I’ve seen her better.”

“I hate to break this up,” Garner said, cutting between them with a sigh, “But Captain (L/N) is not a
plan. She blew up a block in Paris. And, sure, her kill count has soared after her escapades, but that
doesn’t mean shit if we can’t get Walsh out of play.”

Turner sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose as he leaned back in his chair.

How was it that this had gotten so much more complicated after Wraith’s mask had come off?

Sure, he knew it was going to be bad, but that was when he still thought that Danny was under the
mask.

And the hope that had ignited through him had snuffed out the complication of the matter.

But Danny was gone. As was the hope that had kept him going through Wraith’s reign of terror.

He was never going to see his friend again.

Walsh had taken that from him.

He’d taken everything from him.

And he’d taken everything from (F/N).

Now, whenever they looked at the man that they had called a friend, every good day they had had was
tainted.

“If anyone can draw out Walsh, she can,” Cavanaugh said, driving him out of his thoughts, “He will
drop everything to get to her. He’s done it again and again. It’s a pattern. It’s an obsession.”

“One we can use to our advantage,” Turner said slowly, steepling his hands in front of him with a
slow nod. “Is she up for it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You gotta lot of faith in this girl,” Garner muttered, glancing between the two of them skeptically.

“If you wanna throw operatives at Walsh, be my guest.” Boone shrugged, leaning back in chair with a
sigh, “But, mark my words, he will cut them down one by one. She’s the only one that can go toe to
toe with him.”



“She’s one bad day away from breaking. You really want that on your shoulders, Cavanaugh?” he
scoffed, raising a brow before his face fell and he glanced to Turner, “Do you?”

“Enough.” He waved the both of them off with a shake of his head, “Cavanaugh, get back to your
base camp, figure out if she’s up for it. If she isn’t, we’ll have to consider escalating.”

“Yes, boss.” Boone nodded before her face disappeared from the screen.

Garner opened his mouth to speak again but Turner held up a hand and, once again, waved him
toward the door. Garner hummed a nod, “Sir.”

The General left without another word, turning away from him and whisking out the door; leaving a
stack of files behind on the table.

Turner barely took a glance at what they were.

He already knew.

More death notifications.

He’d barely made it through Zodiac and Powerhouse’s casualties. Hard Drive had taken most of the
hit. The folders were still piling up in his office. The thought of going through them made him sick.

Turner shifted his gaze away from the folders and back toward the workers below him as the doors
hummed open again.

“Once we get an update from Cavanaugh, we’ll discuss it, Garner,” he growled, not bothering to look
behind him as the doors slid shut.

“Hm,” a hum came from behind him, “Meeting went well, huh?”

He paused, wincing lightly as he glanced behind him to see his wife take a slow step in.

“Something like that.”

Imara chuckled lightly as she moved toward him before pausing as she looked below them. Her face
fell as tired eyes looked through the glass, “I heard she made it to the city.”

“So did I,” he said, following her gaze as the workers below continued construction.

“You gonna go see her?”

“I don’t know yet,” he sighed with a shrug, “It’s too risky to leave the Alliance. And bringing her here
—”

“Also risky. Gotcha.” Imara nodded slowly, the frown on her face growing as the operatives below
them lifted polycarbonate panels into a metal frame.

The woman went quiet for a moment, watching the movement below them as she began to chew on
her nails.

Turner hummed lowly, rolling to her side and pressing his palm to the small of her back, “Penny for
your thoughts, beautiful?”



Imara glanced at him, pulling away from the observation deck and moving to perch on his wheelchair,
“You remember when she came home?”

“I do. She tried to kill Dugan. Cavanaugh hit her over the head with a chair. I damn near pissed
myself. It was great.”

“Not what I meant,” she said, glancing down at him with that look on her face.

He sighed, shaking his head and reaching up to tuck a beaded braid behind her ear. A small smile
twitched to the corners of her lips as she looked down at him with the same sparkling eyes he fell in
love with all those years ago.

“She needed us. When she woke up,” he said, swallowing thickly before he spoke again, “She was
angry and she pushed us away but she needed us.”

Imara hummed in response, a knowing smile spreading across her face.

She was right.

(F/N) needed them. She needed them when she woke up from hell and she needed them now, when
she was about to descend again.

And, he needed her.

He couldn’t lose her again.

“Damn you,” he chuckled, wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her into his lap. Imara set
her chin atop his head, holding him close as the smile on his face fell.

Four panels became one as a reinforced steel top and bottom rounded out a hinged cube.

“Riddle me this, Jiminy Cricket,” he muttered, his jaw clenching as it all came together.

“Hm?”

“What do I do with him? Do I let (F/N) put him down?” he asked, looking up at her before nodding to
the newly built containment unit, “Or, do I bring him in?”

Jack’s feet pounded against stone as he sprinted along a parapet before hurtling over an alley and onto
the rooftop of another building. A grunt sounded through his chest as he landed in a crouch before
rolling over his shoulder and back to his feet.

It almost felt as though he was flying.

Like he was unstoppable.

His heartbeat was steady even if he had been sprinting across rooftops for the better part of the
evening. His breaths were even and steady as he moved. His mind was clear and focused.

The only thing that could make it better was if he could finally track down the damn bird guy.

“C’mon, Big Brother,” he murmured, “Give me something to work with.”



“I’m trying,” Zac said as Jack went barreling over another building, “They’re not giving me
anything.”

“Try getting into the kid’s tracker again,” he huffed, glancing up at a taller building and nodding to
himself. He launched himself off the rooftop he was on and latched onto a fire escape across the alley
before pulling himself up. He climbed up the framing, moving faster than he ever thought was
possible before he reached the roof, “See if you can get a location on—”

“Location on who?” a familiar voice swung from above him, “Who’re you talkin’ to? Is it your guy in
the chair? That’s so cool.”

Jack paused, glancing up at the red blur that whipped into her peripheral. He shook his head, “Where
the hell did you come from?”

Spider-Man landed beside him, pointing in a nonsensical direction with a shrug, “Over there, I think.”

Jack shook his head, relaxing back as he set his hands on his hips.

“What? Surprised to see me?” he asked, hopping back onto a parapet before hopping off it again.

Jack chuckled, looking over the kid who had nearly given a heart attack the day before.

He could have gotten himself killed—hell—he almost did die. But, there he was.

Standing right beside him as though nothing had happened.

Jack scoffed to himself, stepping up on the parapet and looking down at the city before glancing at the
kid, “You okay?”

“Yeah. I’m good.” Spider-Man shrugged gingerly, “A little sore but good.”

“Good.” He nodded, turning from him slowly before adding, “You don’t get to leave the city ever
again.”

The kid laughed, watching as Jack vaulted over the side of the building and down onto a ledge before
landing on another rooftop.

“What?” he called, swinging down to the building to join him, “You didn’t like babysitting?”

“Not when you’re out having all the fun.”

“I wouldn’t call it fun,” Spider-Man said as he rubbed his head, “I hit my head, like, really hard.”

Jack nodded, a smile growing beneath his mask, “And then blew up a national monument.”

“Accidentally.”

“Whatever.”

The kid laughed as Jack came to a stop at the edge of the building.

Night had fallen hours ago, leaving him almost in darkness as the city came to life. Its lights
glimmered like dancing starts. Trails of golden headlights and crimson tail lights crawled through the
streets, illuminating the people that waltzed down the sidewalks. The smell of exhaust was
overpowered by food trucks on the streets below.



He wouldn’t lie, he’d finally gotten used to the city.

Jack liked the way the sun glinted off the buildings as it set, outlining the skyscrapers that disappeared
into the darkening sky. But, if he was lucky, this would be the last mission he ever ran in New York
City.

There were too many bad memories flooded through the streets.

He’d have Duke get an apartment somewhere else. Maybe somewhere quieter, maybe closer to the
ocean. Maybe they’d get a villa, even a shack would do.

Hell, maybe they’d take over the mansion in Medellín and run the safehouse there.

He smiled at the thought before he turned his attention back to the kid as he stopped by his side.

“You scared the hell outta me,” Jack said, “You know that?”

“I know,” he sighed, ducking his head slightly, “I’m sorry.”

“Just, don’t do it again.”

Spider-Man groaned, finally looking up at him before he plopped down on the edge of the building,
his feet dangling off the side, “That’s what Mr. Stark said last night.”

“Yeah?”

“Mm. I think I’m a little grounded.”

Jack cocked his head to the side, “Just a little?”

The kid nodded, holding up two fingers, “Strike two, he says.”

“Yeah, well Colombia was stupid too,” he grumbled, stepping off the edge of the building and onto a
fire escape.

“I know,” Spider-Man sighed before he paused, straightening as he looked down at Jack, “Wait—
How’d you know about Colombia?”

Jack blinked, rolling his eyes at himself before he cleared his throat, “I got friends in low places.”

“Was it Ghost?” he asked, “He wasn’t very happy with me either.”

“No?”

“No.” He shook his head with a grumble, slipping down onto the fire escape with Jack and leaning
against the railing, “I might’ve also gotten you into trouble.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jack said, glancing down at the kid with a wink, “I can handle Ghost.”

“Stay on task, Trickster,” Zac cut through his earpiece, “We’re running out of time here. I think I
might have something for you.”

He straightened with a nod, “Standing by.”

“What?”



“Might have a location on your weapons runner.”

“Great. We can—”

“We?” Jack asked, raising a brow with a shake of his head, “I don’t think so. You’re on your third
strike.”

“I got a target. Northeast of your location. Get moving.”

“Moving.”

Jack vaulted from the fire escape, lifting himself back onto the building before breaking into a sprint.
His footsteps were joined by another as Spider-Man kept up with him.

No matter how fast he went, the kid stayed by his side.

“C’mon, Shadowman, we’re partners.”

Jack laughed, leaping to another building with a grunt, “Kid, you remember these guys kicked your
ass less than 48 hours ago, right?”

“Yeah, but you’re here now. If we team up, those guys don’t have a chance.”

“You’re gonna get yourself in trouble, kid.”

“That didn’t sound like a ‘no’ to me.”

Bucky’s face was cold and dark as he leaned against the railing on his private balcony. His mind was
racing, as it had been since he’d returned to the Tower. He’d hardly been able to sleep as he tried to
replay what had happened in Warsaw.

He remembered her shooting at them. He remembered the look in her eyes as their car went barreling
toward her before she stepped out of the way in the nick of time.

But, later…when they found her again.

He couldn’t see her. He couldn’t hear her. He couldn’t feel her.

But he knew he did. He knew she was there—somewhere—in the back of his mind.

And he knew that—somehow—it had changed everything.

But he couldn’t see it. He couldn’t hear it.

Bucky groaned to himself, turning away from the balcony and back toward his room. He paused as he
did, catching his reflection as he moved. He watched it carefully as he reached for the door, as though
he was willing himself to remember what it was he had lost

But nothing came to him.

He’d tried everything.

Writing it down in the nearly-full notebook she’d given him. Talking it through to himself as he
paced. Venting to Steve when none of it worked.



Hell, he’d even tried going back to the very beginning.

Though, it would help if he knew exactly where and when the beginning was.

Was it the vault in DC? Is that where (F/N) and his journey started? Or was it where it converged once
again?

What had happened before that? The look in her eyes told him that he’d known her. Or, that she’d
known him.

Either way, there was more to the story.

He was sure of it.

But he couldn’t remember it.

Then it bled into New Eden and New York but so much had happened between the two.

Then Kabul and Medellín and Paris—

— Barely able to see the sniper through the scope, he evened his breathing, waiting for the slightest
movement. Totally focused on this single task as hell came to life around him. —

— The shining of a flying brass shell caught his attention as another one of his men was hit and he
decided enough was enough. —

— The blast from his rifle echoed through the desert valley, but he caught movement as the other
shooter rolled out of the way and under the cover of a nearby rock. —

He winced, pinching the bridge of his nose as a torrent of memories came loose and bubbled to the
surface.

Kabul.

But it wasn’t in Kabul. No. It was just outside of it. In a small valley in the mountains. A bunker was
there, nested amongst the craggy cliffs.

The young sniper had been nested above them. They’d been warned about it but his handler didn’t
listen and it had ended in a failed mission.

He could see it. He could remember it.

And his handler kept making the same mistake.

He didn’t listen. He was warned. He knew they were coming.

Medellín.

He could hear someone talking about it. Something about an explosion. Something about research
lost.

He could see it. His handler frantically digging through the rubble.

He could remember it.



Paris.

Something was stolen in Paris. Something was destroyed in Paris. Someone had disappeared in Paris.

He could remember it. The sound of his handler’s voice as he was set upon a new mission.

There was a pattern.

He could almost see it through the haze or memories.

But, at the same time, it was almost blurred beyond recognition.

Every other memory had come so clearly. When he pulled the trigger in Odessa and Inessa. When he
trained soldiers and Widows in Siberia.

He could remember the cold in the chamber. The frost bursting and burning through his veins in the
darkness.

But there was also heat.

Heat and sand and sun.

It was numbed heat and a blurred face and whispers of a voice that cracked and rasped.

He knew her once.

She knew him too.

They’d made him forget her.

It was too dangerous to remember.

So they made him forget.

They erased her.

But he’d be damned if he didn’t find her again.

Jack came to a screeching halt as he came to the edge of a building. The gritted grin that had been on
his face had fallen with every block they passed. A pit began to form in his stomach, a feeling of
dread grew with every building he vaulted onto.

Something wasn’t right.

Whether it was because he was going into this situation nearly blind or the fact that he let the kid talk
him into defying the Tony Stark, yet again.

Maybe it was something else.

But something was wrong.

He was sure of it.



“I got a power surge coming from the next block over.” Zac said, his voice smoothly humming in his
ear, “Watch yourself, boss.”

“Got it.” He nodded before turning to the kid, “Next block. Keep your eyes open.”

“Got it.”

“Patch me into your suit.” Jack said, breaking into a sprint again before pointing toward a building
ahead of them, “See that building on the left? Take post behind that light. If there’s anyone on the
ground, they won’t be able to see you.”

Spider-Man nodded, diving off the building before he swung into sight and then disappeared into the
darkness.

Jack continued moving across the rooftops, watching the buildings below him before he jumped off
the building and onto a fire escape. He smacked his shoulder against the side of a brick building
before his eyes landed on one of the buildings across from him. He knelt down, his eyes flicking over
it quickly.

It was a darkened building, all the windows had been punched out and there was no sign of anyone;
save for the van that was parked in front of it. A small, square clearing of gravel sat between the two
buildings. It was overgrown with weeds and littered with glass from beer bottles and trash.

“I’m looking at this building, Big Brother,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he tried to look into the
darkness of the building, “No movement but I’ve got a van out front. Looks like the one we tangled
with the first time we saw these guys.”

“You’re computer guy is called Big Brother?” the kid asked through the comms, “Like the show?”

“Like from the novel,” Zac said, the deadpan look on his face evident through the monotone voice
that cut through his ears, “Boss, that signature fired five minutes ago.”

“There’s no way they packed up that fast.”

Jack nodded, slowly creeping down the fire escape, “Put that suit of yours to the test, kid. Get me
thermal.”

Spider-Man was quiet for a moment, leaving Jack in silence before he finally responded, “Five guys.
All at the front of the building. They’re waiting for something.”

“Hold where you are,” Jack said, his eyes still searching the building, “Big Brother, give me a few
routes outta here just in case things go south.”

“Calculating—I’ve got incoming,” Zac cut himself off, “CCTV caught four vehicles cutting off the
main road.”

“Heading?”

“Straight for you. Can’t tell who’s inside but the caravan looks armored.”

Jack blinked, his stomach tying in knots as his heart began to hammer in his chest.

If those vehicles were armored, he knew exactly who they belonged to.



“We’re too late,” he muttered, biting his lip as he tried to figure out some semblance of a plan.

He was fully prepared to go after the bird guy. He knew for a fact he’d be able to handle him.

But, Walsh?

That was a whole different story. Especially since Jack had the kid with him.

“Shadowman, what’s happening?”

Jack swallowed thickly as the group of trucks tore into the clearing and parked next to the van, “It’s
Wraith.”

Jack’s jaw clenched as the five men in the building moved out toward the caravan. Two of them were
carefully carrying a crate.

“Then we gotta move,” Spider-Man said, his words making Jack’s heart nearly stop.

“Don’t,” he snapped, glancing up to where he told the kid to stay, “Stay put.”

His gaze darted back to Walsh’s trucks. He didn’t know what to expect. If Walsh walked into this
unmasked, the kid would be demanding one hell of an explanation. And, if he didn’t, they were going
up against Wraith himself.

Either way, Jack was sure that Walsh would show up to do the buy himself.

And, either way, it was going to be one hell of a fight.

Jack stole a breath, his eyes glued to the trucks as their doors were flung open and Wraith himself
stalked onto the clearing. His men filtered from the caravan, practically surrounding the clearing.

— “Jack!” Jesse screamed, her eyes filled with terror as he slumped forward. Blood gushed from the
metal shrapnel that stuck from his chest. His stomach churned as he fought for consciousness and the
jet began to spiral down to the ground. “Mayday! Mayday! Operators down! Olympus, come in!
Artie, are you okay? ” —

Wraith was wearing exactly what he had been before the attack. An armored black tactical suit and a
helmet to hide his face; a red light scanned across the visor, almost looking like eyes.

“Eyes on Wraith,” he muttered, licking his lips nervously, “Big Brother, send backup.”

— Screams. That was one of the few sounds that reached his ears. Screams and shrieking of metal and
crackling flames. His eyes were desperately trying to stay open as he fought to unstrap himself from
his seat. —

— “Ari!” Jesse’s scream came from beside him as she tried to kick away a bent piece of the control
panel that was crushed around her leg, “Raffa! Anybody!” —

— “We’re here,” Raffa said, fumbling with his harness before he crawled the debris to her side,
“We’re here.” —

— “Jack’s bleeding!” she cried, kicking away the metal enough she could escape, “Help him! Please
help him.” —



— “Belov! The exit!” —

— “It’s crushed. We’re trapped.” —

— “The window!” —

— “Hadar, I’mma need some help over here. Stay with me, Jack.” —

A breath wheezed through his throat as he shook away the panic that was building in his chest.

He was alone. One, halfway stable super soldier against a fully unhinged psychopath.

How in the hell was that fair?

“Back up ten minutes out,” Zac said.

“That’s not enough time.”

Jack shook away the fear that was building in his chest. As much as he hated to admit it, the kid was
right.

They were out of time.

But there was no way in hell they were going to win this one.

His jaw set into place, he knew what he had to do.

“Spider-Man, go for the weapon,” he said, dropping down from the fire escape and into the alleyway
below him, “Make sure Wraith doesn’t get his hands on it. Once you get it, get the hell outta here. Big
Brother will direct you.”

“What? I’m not—”

“I’ll hold them off long enough for backup to get here.” Jack nodded to himself, sneaking toward the
clearing, “On my mark…”

Jack trailed off, his ears pricking at the telltale sound of the kid’s web shooters firing.

Shit.

“Damnit,” he seethed, reaching to his side and pulling his pistol, “Big Brother, Imma need them in
five.”

“What happened?” Zac asked as Jack snuck through the shadows, his fingers wrapping around one of
Duke’s explosives, “They’re not gonna make it.”

Jack forced another breath, slinking alongside one of the buildings and letting his eyes flick over the
men surrounding the convoy.

“This isn’t what we agreed,” Wraith snapped, his mechanical voice ricocheting off the buildings and
right to Jack’s ears.

“No. It’s better,” one of the men said, “For just a little extra. Trust me. You’ll like it.”



Jack frowned, dropping to a crouch as he crept closer. He barely caught sight of Wraith moving
toward the crate and dipping his hand in before producing a glowing gold canister.

Wraith cocked his head to the side as he studied the thing, “This what I think it is?”

“Last of the original formula from Tony Stark’s old man himself,” the man said, his voice booming
through the clearing, “Extremely volatile.”

Wraith stayed quiet for a moment longer, almost admiring the thing before he nodded, “It’s perfect.”

“We have a deal?”

He waved to his men, “Pay him—”

Before Wraith could finish, a lash of webbing latched onto the canister and it was plucked from his
hand. Jack winced, standing upright as the guards and Wraith turned their attention to Spider-Man as
he landed atop one of the trucks.

“We’ve been made,” Jack growled, shoving away the explosive that was in his hand with a shake of
his head, “Get me that escape route.”

“Well, well, what do we have here?” Wraith hummed, his gaze directed toward Peter as he stood from
his crouch.

“You guys are under arrest!” he exclaimed, pointing at each of them.

“I don’t think we’re allowed to do that,” Jack deadpanned, raising his weapon as he took a slow stride
toward the clearing. All of Walsh’s men turned to him, their weapons trained on him as he moved.

“Really?”

“Listen,” the bird guy said, a smile crossing his face as he activated his wings, “I’ll let you have the
original price if you let me have the Spider-Freak.”

“He’s all yours.”

Jack took off with a sprint, diving behind one of the trucks as an onslaught of bullets came at him. He
grunted, raising his pistol and peeking out from behind the truck to begin picking some of Walsh’s
men off.

He shook his head.

This was going to take far too long.

“Kid,” he snapped as he reached back behind him and grabbed the explosive once again, “Get the hell
out of—”

“Oh, shoot!”

Jack winced as the kid went shooting upward, trying to get away from the bird guy as the man flew
after him. He shrugged, taking the explosive into his hands and activating it before rolling it under the
armored truck behind him. Grabbing another, he winced away as the first went off before he tossed a
second one into the fray.



As he tossed it, he ducked further into the clearing; taking out a pair of Walsh’s men before the second
explosive went off.

The second one had landed near the middle of the clearing, placing itself directly in the center of
Walsh’s men. Their screams tore through the block as Jack grabbed a third explosive and activated it.
He was just about to hurl it toward another truck when a foot collided with his arm.

He shrieked, wincing at the impact as the explosive went hurtling from his hand and into the building.

It went off a moment later, peppering him with bits of brick and flame and sending him careening to
the ground. The building went up like a match, fire suddenly tearing up through the floors.

Jack winced, trying to correct himself before he went careening to the ground.

Wraith was suddenly on top of him, his boot against his chest as he looked down at him in curiosity,
“What do I have here?”

Jack gritted his teeth, latching onto Wraith’s boot and twisting. He managed to free himself, rolling
away from the masked man before returning to his feet.

“Have we met before?” the man asked, his head cocking to the side.

“Yeah,” Jack growled, “I enjoyed breaking your face in Medellín.”

Wraith paused, seemingly taken aback for a moment before Jack’s words sunk in.

“Copycat,” he hummed, “Come to finish the job?”

“With pleasure.”

Jack lunged at him without a second thought.

He went at him with everything he had, trying to keep Wraith on his heels for as long as he could. He
pressed punches to his side before switching tactics and letting his knuckles crack against the visor;
hoping he’d be able to snap it in two.

Wraith backed off, watching him carefully before he countered.

Before he knew what was happening, Jack was forced into defense and caught on his heels.

He was barely able to keep up as he pressed a fist to his sides and his stomach.

Jack grunted, backing away from the masked man with a frown as his brow knit together.

“You shoulda kept the mask. I can see fear in your eyes. Panic,” Wraith paused with a chuckle, the
sound twisted and wicked, “I like it.”

Wraith threw himself at him, sending a barrage of hits into Jack before a low snarl warped through his
throat.

No. He wasn’t going down like this.

Jack fought back.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.



He couldn’t help himself, watching as Wraith settled into the pattern before he quickly mixed it up.

Two rights. An uppercut. A roundhouse. An elbow to the gut. A left cross.

He made as much separation as he could before he finally stood tall.

Wraith backed away, his shoulders heaving as he retreated away from Jack.

Jack nodded to himself. He had this. He was going to do this. He was—

Jack froze as Wraith straightened, the tiredness he had feigned got as he lifted his hand.

Producing one of Jack’s explosives.

“You mind if I borrow it?” he asked with a laugh as he activated it before tossing it into the air.

Jack winced, watching as it flew through the night before he understood exactly what Wraith was
doing.

He’d tossed it directly into the kid’s path.

“Spidey!” Jack snapped, “Get the hell outta here—”

It was too late.

The explosive went off midair, slamming into both the bird guy and Spider-Man and sending them
hurtling to the ground.

The golden canister bounced from the kid’s hand, rolling across the clearing.

And then all hell broke loose. Walsh had nearly killed the bird guy and now his men wanted revenge.

Jack grunted, flinching out of the way as high-powered alien tech met trained mercenaries. He
scrambled across the clearing and to the kid’s side as he staggered to his feet. Spider-Man leaned
heavily against the wall of the burning building as he clutched his side.

“You good?” Jack asked.

“Y-yeah.” the kid stuttered before waving him away, “I’m okay. The glowy thing. Get the glowy
thing.”

Jack nodded, his gaze flicking back into the clearing before he caught sight of the thing and darted
after it. He made it nearly halfway across to the canister before he stopped in his tracks.

Wraith stepped between him and the weapon, a pistol drawn and aimed at him.

Jack set his teeth, shaking his head as he eyed the canister. He could make it.

If he could get his hands on it, he could pass it off to the kid and they could make a run for it—

His thoughts froze in their tracks as Walsh moved the pistol from him to the kid.

Jack’s eyes darted toward Spider-Man, hoping to hell the kid was up and moving.

But he wasn’t. He was still leaning heavily against the brick wall.



A bloodied piece of shrapnel in one hand while his other was still clasped to his side.

Wraith’s finger dropped to the trigger.

“No!” Jack snapped, sprinting back toward the kid without a second thought.

His legs were moving of their own accord as he darted through the firefight and back to the kid’s side.
His hand latched onto Spider-Man’s shoulder, yanking him to the ground before the shot finally rang
out.

— It was too late. —

— A puff of flames shot through the cabin, bringing with it a mass of shrapnel that went screeching
through the cockpit. —

— Jack choked, feeling a stray piece of metal pierce the back of his chair. His eyes darted down,
barely catching the glint of bloodstained metal sticking from his chest before he slumped forward. —

Jack grunted as he hit the ground and a pained hiss snuck through his teeth. The bullet ripped across
his shoulder, grazing through his suit and skin. He could feel the blood pouring down the back of his
suit as he worked his way back to his feet and his gaze landed on the kid.

Spider-Man had barely managed to get up, he had both hands pressed to his side now.

Jack glanced at him, his eyes focusing on him before they flicked to Wraith as he plucked the canister
from the clearing and tossed it to himself before offering Jack a faux salute.

Shit.

Jack shook his head, frantically looking over the clearing before he grabbed onto the kid and hauled
him to safety behind him.

“W-Wait! Where are we going?”

Jack didn’t answer as he pulled his secondary pistol and raised it against the men that were in his way.

“What are you doing?” the kid screeched, wincing as Jack fired into the men that were in front of
them.

“Big Brother, call off the backup,” he yelled into the gunfire, “Get me an exit.”

“On it.”

Zac’s voice faded slightly as Jack adjusted his grip on the kid. He pressed his hand against the kid’s
side, trying to staunch the bleeding as he led them down a series of alleys and streets before they
darted back up into the rooftops.

The instant they made it onto the roof, the kid pushed away from him.

“What the hell was that?” he yelled, his ears still adjusting to the calm air on the roof.

“A firefight,” Jack said, wincing as the eyes on the kid’s suit narrowed.

“You killed somebody.”



“That’s typically what happens in a firefight.”

“I don’t kill people.”

“I do.”

Spider-Man backed away from him, his hand still clutched to his side, “I thought you were better than
that.”

“You thought wrong,” Jack snapped with a shrug, “I told you once you got hands on it to run.”

“Heroes don’t run.”

“You’re not a hero. You’re a kid.”

Spider-Man backed away from Jack with a blink, his frame suddenly going rigid before he shook his
head.

Jack sighed, holding up his hands, “Wait, that’s…that’s not what I meant.”

“I thought you were different,” the kid said quietly, “I thought that…you thought I could do this.”

“Kid, I—”

He didn’t let him finish.

Before Jack could even blink, the kid was gone; disappearing into the night.

He groaned, running a hand through his hair before he paused.

There was blood on his hands.

But it wasn’t his.

Fuck.

A low sigh worked through your throat as you stepped from the steam of a scalding shower. You
couldn’t remember the last time you’d been so relieved to nearly burn your skin off.

Duke had somehow managed to cobble together a hot water line after Boone had returned and insisted
that you needed a shower.

And, though you’d fought it at first, you’d finally managed to relax and clean yourself up.

You’d definitely needed it.

The water had washed off a dark mixture of dirt and blood; only some of which was yours. And, no
matter how hard you scrubbed, there was always the smallest trickle of pink tinting the clear water.

By the time you’d given up, the water had turned cool but you didn’t mind.

It may have sent a shiver through your body but it felt like relief.

Like a cool hand trying to stop a fever from rising too high.



— “Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against
your fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?” —

— “Where would we go?” —

— You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer. “Anywhere,” you managed to mumble,
“Everywhere!” —

— The Soldier backed away from the table, back into the shadows, “Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая
девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl —

You clicked your tongue, shaking away the memory as you wrapped yourself gingerly in a towel and
began drying yourself off. You avoided your reflection at all cost as steam on the cracked mirror
hanging above the sink began to fade.

Even then, your own movements caught your eye and you stole a glance.

A wince wracked through you as you caught your form in the mirror.

Bruises and scrapes littered your body, each from a fight you could hardly remember. Your cheeks
were nearly as hollow as your eyes. There was a cut on your lip but you’d forgotten where it had
come from. A fresh burn was on your shoulder, blistered over and rapidly healing.

You didn’t look human.

Hell, you didn’t feel human.

Then again, were you even really human anymore?

You swallowed thickly, leaning heavily against the sink before you turned; trying to catch a glimpse
of the wound that ran down your back. You flinched as you caught sight of it.

Remnants of the Perseus brace were still embedded in your back, too deep for Raffa to dig out
without causing more damage. The wound itself ran down your back like a bolt of jagged, unbroken
lightning. It was dark red and swollen, cutting through the silvery lines that ran shoulder to shoulder.

A hiss sucked through your teeth as you turned away before your eyes caught your attention. A thin
line of orange still circled your irises. You sighed, reaching up to pinch out both of the contacts and
flicking them into the sink.

That was the last time you were ever trying that.

You scoffed to yourself, grabbing the pile of clothes Boone had brought you and slipping them on.
The smell of clean fabric wafted through the small bathroom as you tugged on a pair of pants and one
of the shirts Boone had stolen from your closet before you stepped into a pair of combat boots.

A low moan warped through your throat as you shrugged on a leather jacket before you straightened
and stole another glance into the mirror.

Somehow, you were halfway to looking more like yourself.

You nodded, adjusting the collar of your jacket before your gaze landed on the small pile of metal that
was carefully stored on the edge of the sink.



A trio of dog tags and a duo of rings.

You sniffed, glancing over them before slipping everything on.

The cool metal felt odd against your warm skin but, at the same time, it felt right.

A small smile managed its way to your lips as you curled Danny’s ring through your finger and
ducked out of the bathroom.

It was a miracle that they had survived and found their way back to you.

Maybe it was fate.

Maybe it was Danny’s guiding hand making sure they were safe.

Maybe it was just luck.

Or bad luck, depending how you looked at it.

You shrugged, carefully making your way down the rickety stairs and back to the main room the team
was in before you paused.

Zac’s panicked voice rose from the room, as did Boone and Belov’s as they snapped information to
one another.

You frowned, ducking into the room as your eyes narrowed.

What’d you miss this time?

“Alley to your left,” Zac said into his headset, “You’ve got four tangos on your six, get up above
them.”

Your frown deepened as you looked across the room. Boone and Belov were at the war table, their
fingers sliding across the map quickly as Jesse watched over Zac’s shoulder. Raffa was practically
sprinting across the floor to get to his medical gear and lay it out on one of the makeshift tables.

But Duke and Ari were gone.

And so was Jack.

You blanched, your chest and throat tightening as you realized what was happening.

Jack was in trouble. Duke and Ari had been dispatched as backup.

“Where is he?” you asked, entering into the fray alongside Boone and Belov.

“Rerouting to safehouse,” Belov said, tracking Jack along the map with his finger, “He will be
rendezvousing shortly.”

“Is he okay?”

“No.” Boone shook her head, her finger following another route, “Rafael, get your ass ready.”

“Ready.”



“Libra and Goliath are en route back,” Zac called, “Taking bravo route.”

“Tracking,” Boone called back, glancing between the map and her tablet, “Route is secure.”

“The weapon?” you asked, panic rising in your chest as you stood there helpless.

“It’s not lookin’ good, Cap,” Zac said with a wince as he caught your gaze.

You forced a shuddered breath.

How could you let this happen? You’d only taken a few minutes to relax and clean up and now Ollie
had struck again.

“You would not have made it,” Belov muttered, smacking you out of the way as he tracked Jack
through the city before looking over his shoulder, “NYPD are moving toward the blast site.”

Zac nodded, “Trickster, keep high. Use the noise to your advantage if you need it.”

You shook your head turning your attention back to Belov, “What?”

“Zac dispatched Hadar and Dugan as soon as he asked,” he said, his eyes glued to the map, “You
would not have made it.”

“Then it should have been me out there.”

“But it wasn't. It is not your fault, Batman.”

“You’re not helping,” you grumbled, folding your arms over your chest before you winced as the door
burst open.

“Norway, give me a location,” Duke barked the second he barged into the room with Ari on his tail.

“Two minutes out,” he said, “He’s making great time.”

Duke sighed, shoving the rifle strapped to his back off of him and shedding the holsters from his tac
suit before he paused. His eyes landed on Raffa as the man worked to get his kit ready.

His face fell as he paled, “He’s hit?”

“Said a bullet grazed his shoulder,” Boone hummed, pulling away from the table, “Still has full
function.”

Raffa nodded, snapping on a pair of gloves, “He’s gonna be fine.”

“I’m gonna puke.”

Your eyes snapped to Duke’s as he swayed lightly. You were by his side in an instant, easily steadying
him before helping onto one of their makeshift chairs. Boone was there too, her hand on his shoulder
as he sat down with a groan.

“How far did you make it?”

“A few blocks away,” he muttered, “Cops and fire crews are beelining to the site. They blew up
something. There’s smoke everywhere.”



“Great.” Belov deadpanned, his eyes fixed on his table, “Jack is blowing up city blocks. Just like
(F/N).”

“Must be a super soldier thing,” Zac muttered, not daring to turn toward you as you leveled a glare at
him.

“Seriously?”

Ari chuckled, also avoiding your gaze as he moved through the room, “Starting a pattern.”

“We are not starting a pattern,” you snapped, ignoring the chuckle from Duke as you shook your head,
“There is no pattern.”

He ran a shaky hand through his hair as you perched beside him and the two of you stared at the door.

Jack should have been right behind them. He was easily cutting shortcuts through the city.

He should have been—

Your train of thought was stopped as a thud echoed from above you, followed by footsteps that tore
down the staircase before Jack appeared.

“Front door was open, mate,” Jesse said, taking some of his gear as he threw it off of him and Duke
pushed himself to his feet.

You held him steady as he swayed slightly before he pushed away from you.

“I was already on the roof,” Jack muttered with a wince, undoing the top half of his suit and pulling it
down over his arm to reveal a dripping gunshot wound. He shrugged lightly, taking off his mask and
tossing it to Jesse as he turned to Raffa, “No point in coming down.”

“Are you okay?” Duke asked, settling beside him as Raffa set to work, “Does it hurt? Who the hell
did it—”

Jack scoffed with a shake of his head before pressing his lips to Duke’s to silence his worries, “I’m
fine. It stings. Wraith was going after the kid. I took it so the kid didn’t.”

“What happened?” Boone asked, coming to Duke’s side to pull him out of Raffa’s way.

“We tried to catch them off guard. There were too many of them.”

“The weapon?”

Jack winced again but this time it wasn’t from pain.

They’d lost it.

After all the work Jack and the team had put into tracking it down.

It was gone.

And it was in the hands of one of the most dangerous and unpredictable people in the world.

You nodded slowly, “You know what it was?”



“Not sure,” he said, avoiding your eyes with a growl, “Overheard the weapons guy say it was made
by Stark’s dad.”

Boone frowned, grabbing her tablet off the table, “You got a description?”

“Gold. Glowed. That’s all I got.”

“I’ll do some digging,” she said, “Christopher, watch the blast site. See if you can’t get a trace on one
of the trucks in that convoy. Zachary, find Walsh.”

With that, the room was plunged into chaos again as the three set back to work. Jesse tugged Duke
further away from Jack, making enough room for Raffa to work while Ari assisted him.

You moved to follow them, wanting nothing more than to stay out of the way before Jack latched onto
your wrist.

You winced at how cold his hands were but your gaze was drawn to his.

“The kid,” he muttered under his breath before he dropped his gaze down to his hands.

A frown stretched across your face as you followed his look before you froze.

His gloves were soaked in blood.

It wasn’t his.

It was Peter’s.

“Wraith saw us both.”

You shuddered a breath with a nod before backing away from him and grabbing a spare kit from
under Raffa’s cot. You shoved it under your arm before grabbing a holster and pistol and quickly
sneaking out the door without so much as a sound.

It was time to end this. Too many people were getting hurt because of you.

You’d had enough.

You were going to have to send Ollie a message.

Natasha growled to herself as she trudged through the streets. Her head was low as she tried not to
catch anyone’s eye. She wouldn’t lie, she missed the days when no one would recognize her and she
could move freely through the city.

Don’t get her wrong, she still could but it took a lot more preparation than it used to.

And she didn’t have the energy for that.

Not after she’d spent the last few days absolutely pissed off at the man she’d called her best friend for
years.

Natasha shook her head, keeping her eyes low as she slipped through a crowd of people in line for the
ballet theatre. She glanced up at it, shaking her head as she caught sight of Alexei’s name above her



before she continued through the crowd and toward an alley off to the side of the building.

Clint was hiding something. She was sure of it. Something else was going on and it seemed that
everyone else was in on it except for her.

It was annoying. She was annoyed. And she was annoyed that she was annoyed.

She trusted Clint. She had done so for years. He’d been with her through thick and thin, through every
argument and breakdown….everything.

What had changed?

Why didn’t he trust her?

Why didn’t she trust him?

Natasha grumbled to herself, barely managing a nod to one of the women that was guarding the
backstage of the theatre before she ducked into the Widow’s Nest.

She was greeted by a rush of noise as everyone backstage prepared for the curtain’s rise. Not chancing
a look around, Natasha ducked through the chaos as ballerinas in sparkling outfits moved through the
darkness and she quickly stepped up the stairs before she paused.

A wall of crates was stacked against one of the scaffolding, the wood branded with a familiar logo.
She frowned, glancing at the boxes before lifting one of them open only to have carefully packaged
weapons reach her eyes. She tilted her head, glancing back at the logo burned into the crate.

An unfinished ‘A’ enclosed in a laurel wreath.

Aftermath.

Raising a brow, Natasha carefully replaced the lid and continued up the stairs. The further she
climbed, the less hectic the building became before she finally found herself outside of Melina’s
office. She didn’t bother to knock before shoving open the door with her shoulder.

“I’m busy,” Melina said, not looking up from the paperwork in front of her.

“Don’t care,” Natasha hummed, swinging into the room with a glare.

Melina blinked, glancing up at her and taking off her glasses.

She looked almost surprised that she was there as she leaned back in her seat,

“Natasha. Sit,” she said, looking over her as Natasha sprawled across both of the chairs in front of her
desk. Melina sighed, gesturing at her with her glasses, “Don’t pout. What is wrong?”

“Everything.”

The woman scoffed, rolling her eyes with a sigh, “Don’t be dramatic.”

“It’s Clint,” Natasha muttered, folding her arms over her chest as she stared into the ceiling, “And
Steve.”

“What has the Archer and Captain America done this time? Hm?”



“Nothing. Maybe something. I’m not sure yet.”

Melina blinked slowly, tilting her head to the side with a deadpan, “You are mad at something they
may or may not have done?”

“When you put it like that it sounds ridiculous.”

“Natasha, it sounded ridiculous before I said anything.”

It was her turn to roll her eyes as she sat up with a frown, “You’re not helping.”

Melina sighed, shaking her head as she slipped her glasses back on and set back to work.

Silence filled the office for a moment, save for the sound of Melina’s pen as she scratched notes to
herself and glanced over various files.

Natasha broke it after a moment, staring blankly at her mother before her eyes narrowed, “You wanna
tell me why there are crates of Aftermath weapons downstairs?”

“Ask your sister,” she said without looking up, “I don’t work for them.”

“So, Walsh knows you’re moving them for him?”

This stopped Melina in her tracks. She frowned, glancing up at her in confusion, “Who?”

“Walsh,” she repeated herself, watching as the woman’s face never changed, “Ghost.”

“Да,” Melina waved her off, “Ghost knows.”

“I didn’t know the two of you were in contact.”

“We aren’t,” she sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose and taking off her glasses to gesture at the
door, “Your sister is. She’s Aftermath’s White Widow. I am a scientist.”

“A scientist that has bases all over the world for former Widows,” Natasha hummed, raising a brow
and sitting up straight, “Gifted to her by Aftermath.”

“Natasha,” Melina said, her stare turning to glare, “Do not take that tone with me.”

She hissed a sigh, shaking her head with a frown, “Sorry. Where’s Yelena?”

“Что?” she asked, raising a brow, “So you can interrogate her, too?”

“Да.”

Melina pointed to the door, “Выходим из-за угла—” Coming around the corner.

“Natasha!” Yelena called, interrupting their mother as she swung the door open with a grin before
Melina snapped between them.

“Елена, возьми сестру. Она мешает мне работать.” Yelena, take your sister. She is interrupting my
work.

Yelena scoffed, clicking her tongue with a shake of her head, “Mama.”



“I don’t need a babysitter,” Natasha said, pushing out of the chairs and to her feet, “I’m older.”

“Out.” Melina waved the two of them away as Yelena grabbed onto Natasha’s arm and tugged her out
of the office.

“What was that about?” Yelena asked, glancing over her shoulder as she led her down the hall.

Natasha sighed, trying to shake away the irritated edge of her voice, “I may have gone in there a bit
hot.”

“Why?” She raised a brow, “What’d you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” she whined, her voice rising along with her annoyance.

Why couldn’t she get straight answers out of anyone?

She was supposed to be good at this.

“Aren't you supposed to be on a mission or something?” she asked, slipping past a few Widow’s as
Yelena led her toward a private viewing box.

“No.” She shook her head, “Aftermath has suspended most missions ever since the…”

She trailed off, trying to find the words to say before she simply mimicked the sound of an explosion.

“Really? It's been months.”

“Yeah, well,” Yelena shrugged, her voice dropping as she ducked into the booth and took a seat, “The
Wraith guy is really freaking people out.”

Natasha frowned, taking a seat beside her as the lights of the theatre began to dim, “Then why haven't
they taken care of him?”

“We're trying—” She started before she shook her head, “Well, Ghost is trying.”

“Is he?”

“Well, s—he—just got a little bit distracted. I think,” she muttered under her breath, her words nearly
drowned out by music as it began to play, “I wouldn't know because I haven't seen…Ghost.
Recently.”

Natasha raised a brow, watching her sister carefully for a moment as the show below them started,
“Something is going on.”

She paused, glancing at her with a frown, “What? With your Captain Lady—”

“Lieutenant.”

“Whatever.” Yelena shrugged, shuffling to the edge of her seat so that she could put her chin on the
balcony and watch the show below, “What now?”

“She’s gone again. And Walsh is pissed. And Barnes is pissed. And Clint is being weird about
things.”

She hummed, “Sounds like a good time.”



“It’s not. I-” Natasha paused with a sigh, tucking her knees to her chest, “I feel like I’m missing
something. I know that Clint knows something but…he won’t tell me.”

A frown curled to her lips as she rested her chin on her knees, “You think I did something wrong?”

“What?” Yelena snapped, wincing as her voice echoed through the theatre, “You? Pft. No. He is the
stupid archer and you’re my sister. You’re the coolest.”

“That’s not helping, Yelena.” She went quiet again, her eyes staring straight into the wall of the
darkened theatre, “It’s falling apart again. It’s the Accords all over again. It’s tearing us apart. I don’t
know what to do.”

Yelena paused, her eyes watching Natasha for a moment before a sigh slipped from her lips. Running
a hand through her hair she leaned back in her chair with a grimace, “Сестра, there’s something I
have to tell—”

Yelena was cut off as Natasha’s phone vibrated in her pocket. Natasha frowned, holding up a finger
and fishing it into her hands before she paused.

Clint.

A hiss slipped through her teeth as she ducked out of the booth and into the back halls before she
answered, “What’s wrong?”

“Hey,” Clint said, his voice low and urgent, “We have some Wraight sightings. Reports of shots fired
and masked men running through the streets. It’s fuckin’ chaos out here.”

“On my way.” She nodded, jogging down the hall as Yelena poked her head out of the booth, “Send
your location to my cell.”

“Got it.”

“What’s happening?” she asked, chasing after Natasha as she moved through the building.

“Got some Wraith sightings,” she said, pausing at the top of the stairs, “You wanna come with me?”

“Not tonight, Natasha.” She shook her head, “Mama doesn’t want me calling attention to myself when
I’m in the city.”

Natasha shrugged, not noticing the frown that crossed Yelena’s face as she quickly stepped down the
stairs, “Suit yourself.”

“Наташа, будь осторожна.” Natasha, be careful.

A hiss wracked through Peter’s teeth as he shivered. Blood had poured from his side the entire way
home. No matter how hard he tried to staunch it, he hadn’t been able to do it until he’d made it to his
backpack and pressed some of his gym clothes against the wound.

It wasn’t the best idea, but it was the only thing he could think of.

Maybe he should have gone back to the Tower, Mr. Stark could’ve helped stitch him up but that
would have been his third strike. Plus, he’d thought it would have stopped bleeding by now.



It didn’t matter, he was sure Aunt May had something at the apartment he could use.

Peter nodded to himself, peeling away part of his suit to shove a t-shirt that was in his backpack
against the wound.

All he had to do was get into the apartment and make sure Aunt May didn’t notice the giant
bloodstain that was threatening to spill across his hoodie.

Peter forced a breath, limping toward the door and fumbling for his key before he winced. Blood
covered his hands from trying to stop the bleeding. He swallowed thickly, shoving the key into the
lock and slipping into the apartment.

Step one: complete.

All he had to do was make sure Aunt May didn’t notice.

“Hey, May,” he called, shielding himself with his bag as he slowly stepped into the apartment, “I'm
home.”

It was quiet for a moment and Peter managed a sigh of relief.

Maybe she was out picking up takeout. Or—

“Peter!” May called, swinging around the corner and nearly scaring Peter out of his shoes. A smile
was plastered across her face before it dropped as she muttered, “You didn't tell me you were having
company tonight.”

He blinked, carefully maneuvering his backpack so she couldn’t see the stain, “I am?”

“Yeah.” She raised a brow with a frown, “You’re having a meeting about your internship.”

“I am?” he repeated, wincing as she reached around him and led him toward the living room before he
froze in his tracks.

For a moment, he’d thought it was going to be Mr. Stark. Maybe he’d known that he’d been out with
the Shadow again.

Peter dreaded the thought but what was really lurking for him around the corner was even worse.

(F/N).

He about dropped his bag as he locked eyes with her.

Her face was gaunt, as though she’d gone days without eating or sleeping. It was a far cry from what
she’d looked like in Colombia. Even then, she was put together.

Her hair was carefully pulled to the top of her head and she wore her signature leather jacket and
combat boots as she reclined on May’s couch with a cup of tea in her hand.

All the rage he’d felt in Medellín melted away in an instant. It was replaced by fear as his Aunt led
him closer to her.

What was she doing here? How’d she find out May’s address?

Had Wraith sent her? Did she know what happened? Did she—



“Peter!” (F/N) smiled, the look on her face brightening as she sat up straight, “Finally!”

May smacked his shoulder with a shake of her head, “I can't believe you forgot to tell me you were
having guests.”

“Yeah...sorry—”

“Mm.” (F/N) interrupted him with a hum as she took a sip of her tea, “No. That's my fault. I should've
reminded him. He's been so busy, I can't keep up with him. This tea is fantastic, Ms. Parker.”

“Thank you.” May’s smile grew, “Call me May.”

“May. I never make it right. I usually stick with coffee,” (F/N) chuckled to herself as she took another
sip. Her face dropped slightly as Aunt May turned back toward the door to close it, “Burn that
sometimes too.”

Peter gulped, hugging his backpack against himself as he tried to sidestep across the room.

What was he going to do?

What was she going to do?

He stole a glance to May before reaching into his bag, hoping to grab a webshooter before anyone
saw.

But (F/N) noticed.

She always noticed.

She cleared her throat with a shake of her head, reclining back in her seat again just enough to show
off the pistol that was carefully holstered under her arm. He froze as he caught sight of it, slowly
pulling his hand out of his bag before she nodded and a smile returned to his face.

“You should be so proud of Peter, May,” she called, “Watching him work is so impressive. Have you
told her what you've been working on, Pete?”

Peter froze, his eyes widening as May came back around the corner with a shake of her head.

“He hasn't.”

(F/N) clicked her tongue in annoyance as her brows knitted together with a frown, “Peter, you really
need to start acting proud of your work. You're so young. You have so much potential. I think you
could be better than Mr. Stark one day.”

Peter managed a smile, still frozen in place as May perched herself on the coffee table.

“How long have you known Mr. Stark?” she asked, tilting her head to the side, “He surprised us here
once too. Stark Industries really must like dropping in. Or Peter just likes forgetting to tell me things.”

“Don't blame him,” (F/N) said with a wave of her hand, “He's been busy. Between the internship and
school, I'm surprised he hasn't dropped.”

May hummed, glancing between the two of them before she turned back to the soldier, “You didn't
answer my question.”



“Mm,” (F/N) took another sip of her tea with a nod, “Since New York. You know, with the aliens?
Wild times. I’d just retired from the Marines and was looking for work. Joined Stark Industries as
security and moved my way up from there. Now I oversee lab security…for the most part.”

“Oh, wow, what was—”

“Uh, May,” Peter muttered, flicking his eyes toward the kitchen, “I think something’s burning.”

“Ah!” May jumped to her feet, quickly stepping away from (F/N), “Sorry! You two have your talk,
I’ll be right back.”

Peter watched her leave, making sure she was as far away from (F/N) as possible before he turned to
her. He swallowed thickly, trying to find his voice again before the words finally came out, “What do
you want?”

(F/N) shrugged, a smile still on her face and her gaze still on where May had disappeared to, “To
talk.”

“Did Wraith send you?” he asked, dropping his voice as he finally got his feet to work, “What—”

“He didn’t send me.” Her face fell as she licked her lips and she rocked up to her feet, “He doesn’t
know I’m here. No one does.”

“Then why are you here?”

(F/N) sighed, glancing once more toward May before she reached behind her to produce a small black
box with a white cross on top of it, “I heard what happened. I want to help.”

“No.” Peter shook his head, backing away from her as she took a step toward him.

What kind of trick was this? What was she playing at?

There had to be something else going on—

“Peter. You’re hurt,” (F/N) said, her voice dropping to a whisper, “And you expect me to believe
you’re gonna do this all by yourself?”

She was right.

He hated to say it but, either he went to the Tower and got yelled at by Mr. Stark while getting
stitches, or he stayed and let her take care of it.

Peter nodded slowly, “Can you be fast?”

(F/N) hummed with a grimace, glancing toward the kitchen again, “It’s gonna hurt.”

Peter sighed, backing out of sight of the kitchen and keeping an eye on (F/N) as she moved toward
him.

“Hey, May,” he called, “We’re gonna talk in your office, is that okay?”

“That’s fine!” she called back, poking her head out of the kitchen with a beaming smile, “Dinner will
be ready soon.”



He nodded, not daring to turn his back on (F/N) as he backed down the hall and kicked open May’s
office door. He dropped his bag as soon as he was in the office, holding back a pained hiss as he
released pressure on his side.

“Lemme see,” (F/N) said, closing the door behind her and kneeling by his side as he carefully peeled
away his gym clothes and his suit, “Shit. You shoulda gone back to the Tower. This is bad, Peter.”

“I know,” he hissed, closing his eyes to avoid the dark wound at all costs as (F/N) began to dig
through the box, “But, I didn’t want Mr. Stark to yell at me again.”

(F/N) shrugged, as she cracked open a bottle of saline and grabbed one of his t-shirts. She pressed the
shirt below the wound before she gently began to clean it, “Yeah, well, you did blow up the
Washington Monument.”

“No, I didn’t,” he hissed with a wince, “Well…if you wanna get technical. It wasn’t even my fault. It
doesn’t matter.”

“You’re lucky, Pete,” she said, her eyes focused on the wound, “It’s already healing.”

“Really?” He blinked, glancing down at her with a frown.

“Mhm.” (F/N) nodded, “I was worried you were going to need stitches. And, technically, you still do.
But, I think we can get away with a couple of these doohickeys.”

She pulled out a wad of bandages with a hum as she set back to work.

Peter squeezed his eyes shut as she did, feeling her stick one end of the bandage down before working
to close the wound with the other.

“What are you really doing here, (F/N)?” he bit out through gritted teeth.

“To warn you,” (F/N) said slowly, her touch surprisingly gentle considering he’d tried to kill her the
last time they saw each other, “The guys you’re messing with are…above your paygrade.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, peeling his eyes open to glance down at her.

“It means they’ll kill you, Peter,” she muttered, finally tearing her gaze away from the wound and
looking up at him, “They won’t think twice. I’m not talking carjackers. I’m not talking throwing a
flashbang instead of a grenade. I’m talking they will shoot you dead if they ever see you.”

He frowned, his brows furrowing, “Why didn’t you? In Colombia. You had every chance.”

(F/N) shook her head, turning back to her work and grabbing another bandage to place over the top of
the wound, “It’s complicated, Peter.”

“Well, make it not…complicated…”

(F/N) sighed, carefully wrapping up the wound before she set everything back into the box and
quietly closed it, “Wraith will kill you if you get in his way.”

“Kill me?” he asked with a frown, backing away from her as she returned to her feet, “I thought you
were in charge.”



“Not as much as you think.” (F/N) tucked the box beneath her arm before she nodded and reached for
the door to May’s office before she paused, “Listen, if you get in his way, he won’t only come for
you. He’ll come for her.”

Peter froze, his eyes widening slightly as she turned back to him, “I-Is that a threat?”

“That’s a warning,” she murmured, avoiding his gaze as she opened the door before Peter rushed
forward.

He closed it before she could leave, “Did you tell him? Does he know who I am?”

“I didn't tell him.” She shook her head, carefully moving his hand and slipping out the door, “He
figured it out on his own. I’m sorry.”

Peter swore his heart stopped in his chest as he moved after her, “Wait—”

(F/N) turned back to him, her voice still low as they approached the kitchen, “I’ll try to keep him off
you for as long as I can but I can’t promise anything.”

“You’re saying I should drop it.”

“I’m saying, you need to be smart about it,” (F/N) said, looking at him once more before she wrapped
her arm around his shoulders and led him into the kitchen with a bright smile, “Thanks so much,
May! It was wonderful meeting you!”

May paused as she rifled through the cabinets, a small frown found its way to her face, “You sure you
don’t wanna stay for dinner?”

“I’d love to but I got places to be and Mr. Parker has homework to do,” she said with a nod before
glancing at him. Her face fell, “Right?”

Peter blanched, her gaze somehow felt as though it was piercing through his entire being. He
managed a nod.

A small smile reappeared, “See ya around, Peter. Bye, May.”

He watched her carefully as she left, slipping out the door and disappearing into the hallway. His eyes
didn’t leave the door before May brushed past him and he winced.

Peter didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath the entire time.

He needed to go to Mr. Stark. He needed to tell someone.

Anyone.

Or…

Maybe he didn’t.

Maybe, if Wraith knew who he was, it was high time he figured out who Wraith was.

You sighed to yourself as you moved down a back alley. Rolling your shoulders, you reached up to
unclip the holster and pistol that was carefully hidden under your arm before ducking toward the



abandoned building that was ahead of you.

It went better than you thought it would. Truth be told, you didn’t know what to expect when you
found yourself on Parker’s doorstep. Luckily, his Aunt was nice enough to let you in.

And, also luckily, Peter didn’t try to attack you the instant he laid eye on you.

That was called progress.

Or, something like that.

You shrugged to yourself, slipping toward the door and shoving it open with a sigh.

At least the kid was okay. That was all that mattered…

You paused as you stepped into the building, suddenly aware all eyes were on you. The entire team’s
heads swung toward you as you shut the door behind you.

Boone was leaning over the war table before she straightened, her lips pressed into a thin line of
disapproval, “Where in the Hades were you? We’ve been worried sick.”

“What?” you asked, managing a stiff smile as she glared at you, “I went for a walk—”

“Bullshit,” Duke snapped, joining Boone as his jaw set into place, “What did you do?”

You sighed, pulling the used medkit from under your arm and tossing it onto a crate, “The kid took
some shrapnel. He was too scared to go to Stark, so I took care of it.”

Both Boone and Duke blinked, glancing between each other in confusion before they turned their
glares to Jack.

“What did you think I was doing?” you asked as nonchalantly as you could manage, “Going after
Ollie? Please. I may be dumb, but I’m not that entirely dumb.”

“Are you sure?” Belov asked, raising a brow as you set down your pistol and holster.

“Yes, Christopher, I am mostly sure.”

“You sure that’s all you did, ‘cause I got CCTV footage that says otherwise.”

You sighed with a shrug, “I walked to Parker’s house, Boonie. I was bound to get caught eventually.”

Boone’s glare hardened before her face fell, “You did it on purpose.”

“That blast caught a lot of people’s attention,” you said, folding your arms over your chest, “It’s only
a matter of time before Stark and the Avengers find out Wraith was involved. And, if he’s in the city,
the chances are they’ll think I am too. I was just making sure they knew I was here.”

“You were making sure he knew,” Boone muttered with a slow nod, licking her lips nervously as she
glanced to Duke.

He didn’t look at her before he shook his head, “No.”

“She’s right,” you said, taking a slow step toward him with a soft smile.



“I didn’t say anything,” she whispered. Even then, she nodded slowly.

She was thinking the same thing you were.

The only way you were going to take down Ollie was if you got him out in the open.

“It’s time we end this.”

Duke looked up at you, shaking his head slowly before Jack slid to your side.

His shoulder was bandaged but he still held himself tall, “What’s the plan, Cap?”

“I’m the bait,” you said, glancing up at the team as they finally relaxed and stepped toward you, “I put
myself out in the open. Put him in our arena with our rules. We let him think he’s ahead and then we
strike. We strike hard. We strike fast before he can use the weapon.”

— “Everything you hold near and dear to your little black heart, Wraith will destroy.” —

“We strike together. Alpha Two and our Avengers.”

Duke sighed, shaking his head, “Walsh is gonna have help.”

“I know. Which means we’re gonna need backup.”

Bucky winced as he stepped from the car and into a cloud of smoke that ricocheted off buildings
before swirling to the sky. A totaled armored truck was on its side, it had nearly been blown apart and
was still smoldering; as was most of the building.

He didn’t need to know what had happened to know that a certain someone had been involved.

Wraith.

He was the only one with the stupidity to drive armored trucks through the city as if no one would
notice.

But, if he was in the city, maybe (F/N) wouldn’t be too far behind.

Bucky cleared his throat as he ducked past police tape and into the remnants of the small clearing that
had run between buildings before he arrived at Steve’s side, “What do we got?”

“Small-scale scuffle.”

He scoffed, glancing over the man as he surveyed the damage, “Wouldn’t call this small.”

“Got outta hand,” Steve said with a heavy sigh, “Witnesses report masked men and a firefight.”

Bucky nodded, wincing as he caught sight of a few bodies the EMTs were hauling away. He forced
his eyes away before he caught sight of a motorcycle pulling up to the block. Natasha slipped off the
bike before quickly jogging toward them.

“I leave for one night and you guys let this happen?”

“Funn,” Barton said, ducking toward Steve, “We got five bodies. No IDs.”



“And I got a feeling Parker’s Aftermath agent had something to do with this,” Stark hummed,
grimacing at the sight in front of him.

Bucky raised a brow, “What makes you say that?”

“Bullet fragments match standard Aftermath weaponry,” he said simply before turning away from
him, “FRIDAY, get a hold of Parker for me, see if he was with his little friend tonight.”

“Why don’t you just ask Walsh?” Barton asked, raising a brow as Stark walked away.

He answered with a wave of his hand, gesturing vaguely at another vehicle as it pulled up to the
scene.

Walsh was out of his car in an instant, quickly moving toward them with a frown plastered across his
face.

“You know anything about this?” Bucky called, folding his arms over his chest.

Walsh paused, his frown deepening, “Should I?”

“Aftermath’s fingerprints are all over it.”

“Funny,” he said with a deadpan, “We don’t usually leave fingerprints.”

“You might wanna find your guy,” Sam said, patting one of the firefighters on the back as he moved
back toward them, “He left a mess.”

“We’re still radio silent but I'll see what I can do.”

Bucky scoffed with a roll of his eyes as he looked over the scorched building. They were lucky it was
empty, it had burnt so hot and fast anyone inside wouldn’t have been able to evacuate in time.

He shook his head at the thought before his gaze landed on the cracks in the brick that had been made
from bullets. The firefight had escalated quickly as the men in the armored vehicles tried to make a
run for it. His frown deepened as he caught sight of another pair of tracks that headed in the opposite
direction before he shifted toward a half-burned crate near one of the buildings.

Bucky cocked his head to the side as he moved toward it.

He tapped it with his foot, watching as the old wood nearly fell apart before he paused.

An eagle was stamped into the top of the crate.

SSR was in a shield upon its chest.

“Stark,” he called over his shoulder, “Take a look at this.”

Stark grumbled as he moved toward him before he paused, the look on his face mirroring Bucky’s as
he looked over the crate. He tapped his palm, allowing part of his armor to unfold before he scanned
the crate.

He blinked as the results flashed across his HUD, “That can’t be right.”

“What?” Steve asked, ducking to their side before he stopped in his tracks.



He recognized the logo too.

“Gonna have to run some tests,” Stark muttered, “It’s showing trace amounts of…Nitramene. But
that’s impossible—”

“We have another problem,” Walsh snapped from across the clearing, he was glaring down at the
tablet in his hands.

“What now, Walsh?”

“She’s showed her face,” he growled, glaring up at them, “(F/N)’s in the city.”

 

Chapter End Notes

Hᴀɴɢ ᴏᴜᴛ ᴡɪᴛʜ ᴍᴇ ᴏɴ ᴛᴜᴍʙʟʀ !

• Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ Aʀᴄʜɪᴠᴇs •

ℙ𝕚𝕟𝕥𝕖𝕣𝕖𝕤𝕥 & 𝕊𝕡𝕠𝕥𝕚𝕗𝕪

⸨ Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ : Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ ⸩

♜♠ Tʜᴇ Sᴏʟᴅɪᴇʀ & Tʜᴇ Sᴘʏ ♠♜

⧗ Tʜᴇ Rᴇᴅ Rᴏᴏᴍ ⧗

☞  Bᴀᴛᴛʟᴇ Sᴄᴀʀʀᴇᴅ: Oʀɪɢɪɴs ☜

| Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ OC's |

⟦ Oʟʏᴍᴘᴜs Bᴀsᴇ Sᴄʜᴇᴍᴀᴛɪᴄ ⟧

✪ Tʜᴇ Tɪᴍᴇʟɪɴᴇ ✪

» Jᴏɪɴ ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴀʀᴋᴇ sɪᴅᴇ Tᴀɢʟɪsᴛ «

• Wᴇʟᴄᴏᴍᴇ ᴛᴏ Aғᴛᴇʀᴍᴀᴛʜ •

https://darke15.tumblr.com/
https://aftermatharchives.tumblr.com/
https://pin.it/2n933A0
https://open.spotify.com/user/317plva73irev7vj3zbj7gipdfqm?si=d4d6ac6501a74719
https://archiveofourown.org/works/6958552/chapters/15865612#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35496985/chapters/88485241#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/works/35645314/chapters/88874284#workskin
https://archiveofourown.org/chapters/119472631#workskin
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/649851671830249472/aftermath-ocs
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/673509447042269184/olympus-base-schematic
https://darke15.tumblr.com/post/660316909150093313/keep-in-mind-this-is-a-work-in-progress-and-the
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSciaXQAoHQlVGVmEf-lB5rPp98xP9PNw9pp0PL-QB5ojKHMbg/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://violetvictoriabarnes.tumblr.com/post/663740772353556480/meet-aftermath-the-attached-video-contains


Scorched Earth

Chapter Summary

“I think I’d rather just kill you.”

“Then?”

“Kill them.” He nodded to the door, “Pave the way for Hydra to rise again.”

“And Barnes?”

“They broke him once. They can do it again,” he said lowly, a snarl itching at the back of his
throat, “Then again, he broke you once too. Maybe you will survive through the night. You’ll be
right at home with the Doctor once again.”

“You know, it’s funny,” (F/N) scoffed, “He and I were talking…”

He blinked, the smile on his face dropping instantly, “What? What did you just say?”

“He came to me in Warsaw,” she said as a smile twisted to her face, “He had a job for me. Said
he wants you dead.”

“Did he?” he asked through gritted teeth, “And you took it?”

“I didn’t say I did—”

“Why didn’t you kill him?”

“I—”

A manic chuckle echoed through the building as he ran his fingers through his hair in disbelief,
“You couldn’t do it, could you? What was it? Curiosity? Stupidity?”
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A low hum flowed through the safehouse. Muffled voices whispered echoed off the walls before
reaching your ears. Muttered plans and information. Murmured directions and new details. The lights
in the room flickered as Norway and a pair of Aftermath operatives fired up a pair of computers.

You were tucked away from the main conversation, only catching small pieces here and there.
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Jack had taken over directing the team as Duke made a few last-minute adjustments to the cache of
weapons that the Alliance had smuggled into the city. Zac and Belov were working with operatives
from the Perch to get a better layout of the city. Jesse and Ari were making last-minute equipment
checks. And Raffa was coordinating with other medics on the Alliance, just in case things went south.

Which, knowing your track record, would happen more likely than not.

Then there was Boone. She was working toward a rendezvous with Steve, making sure that he was
filled in as quickly as possible before you made your move.

And there was you.

Despite the constant cacophony of noises that came through the building, your mind was surprisingly
quiet. The faint mutter of voices ricocheting through your head was silent, the only thing that
managed to race through it were outcomes.

If you weren’t fast enough, if you didn’t stop Ollie then and there, there was no telling what kind of
destruction would come your way. If you weren’t fast enough, Ollie would get what he wanted.

And, if you succeeded, there was a high chance that you’d still manage to lose everything you’d
fought for.

You’d lose him.

You swallowed thickly, shrugging on a leather jacket with a pained grunt before stepping into a pair
of combat boots and settling down on Duke’s cot.

You knew that Ollie would go down without a fight. Even if you’d planned for every eventuality, he
would always match you stride for stride. He’d proven it time and time again. He was no stranger to
changing up plans. He was no stranger to creating the chaos you both thrived in.

You’d never be able to get fully out in front of him, not without putting more people in harm’s way.
Then again, he’d never be able to fully get ahead of you either. You were ready for him now, you
knew that he’d operate quickly and without remorse. You’d never be behind, you’d never be ahead.

You’d match him.

Stride for stride.

Even if you’d spent months trying to get ahead, he’d always be by your side.

He’d match you.

Stride for stride.

You took a deep breath, folding your hands in your lap as you forced your eyes open. The chatter of
the room droned on in time to your thoughts before you leaned back with a sigh.

You paused at the sound of dog tags clanging against your chest. Metal glinted in the dim light,
catching your attention as your fingers tangled in the chains and you carefully lifted them over your
head.

The pair chimed together in unison, the names on them flashing as your eyes moved over them.
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You stared at them a moment, watching them shift in your hand before you carefully tucked them into
your bag below the cot before you stopped. A pair of bootsteps wandered toward you slowly. You
glanced up, your eyes meeting Duke’s in an instant as he moved toward you.

He was playing with his necklace, using the silver pin to pick beneath his nails before he twirled it
through his fingers.

You scoffed lightly, licking your lips nervously as you glanced up at him, “I’ll be fine.”

He hummed a low laugh, coming to a stop before sitting beside you, “I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to.” You smirked, dropping your gaze to the ground, “You have a look.”

“Very funny.” Duke rolled his eyes, stuffing his necklace back beneath his shirt as your smirk turned
to a tired smile. His face fell, his hand landing gently on your leg, “You’re sure about this?”

“No,” you said, shaking your head as your face fell further into a frown, “But have we ever really
been sure about anything?”

“Nah.”

You chuckled lightly, reaching down to grab the bag beneath the cot and pull it into your lap. It was
lighter than it should have been for being on the run for weeks. Perhaps it was a testament to just how
much you really needed to survive.

But there was so much more to life than just surviving.

You didn’t have time for it.

Maybe you would eventually but that wasn’t an option. Not yet.

Not until Walsh was gone.

All you had to do was stay on your feet long enough to do it.

To end it.

You nodded to yourself slightly as you took a deep breath and rocked to your feet before the door to
the safehouse burst open.

Boone slipped into the room in a whirl of blonde hair and a black coat. She swept through the room,
green eyes snapping across the room as she tossed off her coat and tugged off the wig she was
wearing. She tossed both over her shoulder before grabbing a case from the floor and tossing it onto
the war table.

“Ready to rock?” Duke asked, glancing up at her as she tucked a stray piece of blue hair behind her
ear.

“Ready to roll.” She nodded, popping open the case and digging through it. She produced a pile of
suits, something she’d managed to pilfer from the Alliance. She tossed them to each member of Alpha



Two, “New York has been briefed, he’ll catch the others up to speed. Everything else is up to you.”

She pointed to you with a click of her tongue as she kicked off her shoes to grab a pair of boots.

You nodded, forcing a deep breath as you fell back onto the cot with a grunt.

It had been twenty-four hours since you’d reared your head in the city. Twenty-four hours since you’d
made your final appearance as the villain in Ollie’s story. Twenty-four hours since Ollie found you.

And now you only had a few more hours until the final act.

You cleared your throat, “Who else is ready to move?”

“What’s left of the Delta, Echo, and Foxtrot teams have been filtering into the city all day,” Jack said,
zipping up his suit and grabbing his mask from the table.

Belov nodded, rising from his chair beside Norway to grab a suit from Boone, “They move to
Widow’s Nest to be outfitted with weapons before moving to rendezvous point.”

“There are two Daedalus jets aboard the Alliance,” Jesse continued, settling down on a crate of
weapons, “Plus two experimental craft that are ready for some testing. Everyone else is still grounded
until you give the word, Cap.”

You hummed a sigh, folding your hands in front of you to keep them from shaking, “Dugan?”

“Leave them grounded until Walsh is taken care of,” he said, pressing his palms to the war table and
avoiding your gaze, “Once we get confirmation, we’ll get everyone back up and running again.
Slowly.”

“The Perch is ready for tech support but they won’t do you any good if you’re going into phase one in
radio silence,” Zac said, turning toward you with a tired groan as he took off his glasses to wipe them
on his shirt.

“Yelena is on standby along with some Widows,” Boone hummed, slipping into her suit. Her lips
were pressed into a thin line, her jaw tight and tense, “They’re ready to move on your signal.”

“Hopefully, we don’t,” you said, looking up at Boone with a curt nod.

She chuckled, finally allowing a smile to crack across her face as she dipped her hand into another
crate to produce a small pouch. She tossed it to herself before handing it over to you, “Which means
we probably will.”

“Obviously.” You took the pouch from her, glancing over it only once.

It was a tool kit equipped with everything you’d need.

You glanced up at her with a nod before tucking it into one of your pockets.

“Captain,” Ari hummed from across the room, catching your attention, “General Garner is coming.
ETA five minutes.”

“He’s gonna wanna move the second he gets here,” Duke said, popping open another crate before
moving out of your way, “You got anything else, Boonie?”



“New York said they identified the weapon Walsh stole,” she said, pausing as you reached into the
crate before she reached out to tap the golden rings on your fingers. You paused with a wince,
carefully sliding both off and handing them to Duke, “They found trace amounts of a substance called
Nitramene.”

You frowned, looking up at her in confusion, “What’s that?”

“Nothing good. Even a small amount could level an entire city block,” Duke hummed, folding his
arms over his chest, “You think he has a target?”

“I don’t know.” Boone shrugged before sending a look to you, “But we need to get it back.”

“Got it,” you said, digging through the weapons crate with a nod. You grabbed a pair of ka-bars and
sheathed them at your side before grabbing a pair of smoke bombs and a single flashbang, “Walsh and
the weapon. I’ll figure it out.”

“You sure that’s all you wanna take?” Duke asked as you closed up the crate.

“The more I have the more aggression they’ll have,” you murmured, strapping the smoke bombs and
flashbang to the vest beneath your jacket, “Besides, this is all I’m gonna need.”

“And,” Boone said smoothly, reaching into her pocket and handing you one last device.

You turned the disc over in your hands before shoving it into a pocket, “Got it.”

“Need another tutorial?”

“Nah, I got it.” You shook your head, “It’s just like hotwiring a car.”

“Except this one explodes if you do it wrong.”

“It’ll be fine.”

Duke laughed, shaking his head as he ran his fingers through his hair before grabbing his suit from the
table and turning away from you to suit up.

It was definitely not going to be fine.

You were hoping that the faster you moved, the faster Ollie would walk away from the weapon he’d
only just procured. You were hoping that you could pull his focus away from it and then it’d just be
him and you.

But, of course, he had to complicate things.

And you couldn’t afford to fuck it up.

You had to keep him where he was.

You had to match him.

Stride for stride.

Your jaw clenched as the door to the safehouse opened and the sound of General Garner’s voice
boomed through the safehouse. You rolled your shoulders, ignoring the pain that still radiated down
your back and wishing the tension in your body would dissipate as you rocked to your heels.



It was time.

You reached up to your dog tags, thumbing them lightly before tucking them in your shirt and
dropping your hands to rest on the hilt of the knives at your sides.

It was an odd feeling to not have the grips of pistols awaiting your palms.

“Take a deep breath, girlie.”

— “Let’s get you outta here, girlie.” —

You winced, spinning around with a blink at the sound of a voice behind you before your eyes fell to
the man who had snuck up on you.

“Turner?”

“Hey, kid.”

You frowned, your brows knitting together as you glanced up at the door.

What was he doing there?

He was supposed to be in a safehouse with his family. Somewhere no one would find him even if they
spent a decade searching.

He wasn’t supposed to be here.

“What the hell are you doing here?” you barely managed to get out, looking him over in surprise.

“Checking in on you,” he said simply, folding his hands in his lap with a small smile, “Before we both
descend into hell.”

“Aw, we’re already there, Johnson,” you hummed, “We swan-dived in a long time ago.”

“Then where we headed?”

“Dunno.”

He chuckled, his smile tired and his voice gruff, “At least we’re in it together, right?”

You paused, looking over him for a moment before you nodded slowly, “Together.”

— You smiled weakly as Turner fist-bumped you, “We might actually make it out of this one.” —

— “What’re you talking about, girlie?” Turner questioned with a playful glint in his eye, “We always
make it out alive—” —

He returned the favor, studying you for a moment before he nodded to the knives on your hips,
“That’s all you’re taking?”

“You know I get trigger-happy,” you said nonchalantly, “Besides, the more firepower I bring, the
more firepower they bring.”

Turner blinked, looking up at you as his eyes narrowed.



“Bullshit,” he spat after a moment, shaking his head with a frown, “You just don’t want it to be easy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about—”

“When you kill him. You want to be up close and personal. You wanna see the whites of his eyes as
you make him pay for each and every sin he’s committed against you,” he said, his voice searing with
acid as the words slipped off his tongue in near jealousy before he stopped. Turner took a deep breath,
shaking his head and relaxing back, “Imara and I talked.”

“About?”

“Him.”

You cocked your head to the side, “And?”

He swallowed, dropping his eyes from you as he bit his lip before he spoke again, “ I want him alive.”

Your jaw clenched as a sudden fire lit in your chest, “In Medellín, you said dead or alive.”

“Changed my mind. If he considers himself the other hand of Hydra, he could be useful.”

“He’ll never talk,” you said, trying to ignore the anger that flared through your veins, “Not to you.”

“Then, you can have him,” Turner said, finally bringing his gaze up to yours. Stone-cold calm met
your fiery rage but he held his composure, “And you can put him down in whatever way you see fit.”

“I’m not makin’ any promises,” you snarled under your breath, “He won’t come quietly.”

“We both know this isn’t going to be a quiet fight,” he muttered, his eyes narrowing, “Bring him in as
loud as you want. If that doesn’t work out…”

Turner paused, flicking his gaze as the team began to make final preparations.

“Make him go quiet.”

 

Twenty-four hours.

Twenty-four hours since she’d shown her face in the city.

Twenty-four hours he’d been searching for her and only the smallest slivers of her seemed to reveal
themselves.

Twenty-four hours and his patience was already running thin.

Oliver growled to himself as he trudged into the elevator and snapped his fist against one of the
buttons and ascended into the Tower.

His patience had been tested for months. (F/N) had chipped away at it for ages and she’d damn near
broke him.

Close.



No cigar.

She may have been able to blindside him. She may have been able to step out into the lead for a
while, but he’d been closing the distance between them.

She wasn’t a few steps ahead anymore.

He wasn’t two steps behind.

They were matching each other.

Stride for stride.

He was going to find her. She was there in the city with about as much patience as he had.

And, if he couldn’t find her…

He’d force her out into the open.

He was ready now. He had everything he required to finally finish it. All he had to do was get (F/N)
out of the way.

Sure, he knew that she had help and that she’d somehow managed to keep herself just out of his reach
for weeks but this was the end of that. He had the Avengers on his side, at least, the ones that counted.
Whatever dissent worked through their ranks would be snuffed out the second he got his hands on
(F/N).

Oliver nodded to himself as the elevator came to a stop and he ducked out into the Avengers’ common
room. It was oddly quiet in the Tower but the low string of muttered curses coming from Stark’s labs
caught his attention.

“Nothing, huh?” he asked, taking the stairs two by two before slipping into the room with Stark.

He didn’t bother to turn around as he slid a hand down his face, “How the hell does she do that?”

“Hm?”

“Disappear like that,” Stark said, gesturing vaguely at the row of screens in front of him, “FRIDAY
should be able to find her like that. I should be able to find her like that.”

“She has help,” Oliver hummed, taking his place beside Stark and setting to work, “She wouldn't
surface like that and just disappear. She wants something.”

Oliver paused at his own words as they left his lips.

It was a trap. Of course, it was. She was luring him out.

Which meant she actually thought she could win.

Which meant she had something else up her sleeve.

He reached into his pocket for his phone, glancing down at the screen before letting his fingers race
across the keyboard.

PREP FOR A FIGHT. ALL FORCES ON STANDBY.



“It's a trap,” Stark said after a moment, echoing his thoughts, “If Wraith got his hands on what I think
he did, we have a major problem.”

“What'd he get?” a voice came from behind them.

Oliver straightened, glancing over his shoulder to find Agent Barton staring at them from the
doorway.

“An experimental and unstable chemical compound made by my dad,” Stark said nonchalantly, still
not bothering to turn around even as they were joined by the archer and his partner.

“Nitramene,” Romanoff hummed, glancing at one of the tablets there with a frown, “There's only a
few known samples in existence.”

“Blast radius 500 feet but, in Hydra's hands, who knows how they could modify it.”

And it would be glorious.

Pure panic would ignite throughout the world as the beacon of Hydra was set alight.

And then they’d rise from the shadows they’d spent far too long hiding in.

“Dad knew it was too dangerous to sell,” Stark continued, finally turning around with tired eyes, “He
vaulted it but…apparently…”

“There's a few samples still kicking around,” Barton finished for him as he folded his arms over his
chest, “Great. Exactly what I wanted to hear. The crazy asshole that's wanted to kill us from day one
has a bomb that could wipe out an entire city block.”

“Chances are, if we find (F/N) we find Wraith,” Oliver said, pausing for only a moment at the glare
the archer sent his direction, “Then we can relieve him of the explosive before he has time to lose it.”

Romanoff nodded, tossing away the tablet and turning to the screens in front of them, “The problem is
finding her.”

Oliver nodded, his lips pressing into a thin frown before a chime came from one of Stark’s computers.

“A problem that is now not a problem.”

He blinked, trying to hide the excitement that flashed through his eyes at the sound, “You found her?”

“She's moving through the city.” Stark nodded, “Fast.”

Oliver held back a grin, “Let's—”

“She's in a heavily populated area,” Barton said, studying the blurry frames that popped up on the
screens, “Unless she plans on detonating Wraith's new toy there, it's too much of a risk to move on
her.”

A frown found its way to his face.

If they struck then and there, Oliver could use the civilians against her. She wouldn’t want to bring
them any harm, despite her current state of mind.

But, if he couldn’t use them against her, then he’d use her precious Avengers.



Her friends.

Her…Soldier Boy.

Bucky forced a deep breath, zipping up his stealth suit before he flexed the fingers of his metal arm.
They glinted in the setting sun before it disappeared below dark clouds that shrouded the horizon. He
sighed, pulling his hair back before grabbing a pair of pistols from his bed before he paused.

(F/N)’s picture was barely visible, carefully tucked beneath the lamp on his nightstand.

He swallowed thickly, staring at it a moment before he tore his gaze away from it.

Away from her.

This was it. As soon as Walsh and Stark found her in the city it had been silently decided.

This was the last time they were going to go after her before Walsh took control of the entire situation.
This was his last chance to bring her in.

His last chance to bring her home.

And he was going to do it.

Even if it meant that he had to put down Wraith himself.

And even if it meant he had to fight off Walsh and Aftermath and Stark and the Avengers.

(F/N) was coming home with him.

Bucky nodded to himself, turning on his heel and throwing open the door to his bedroom before
striding quickly toward the common room.

Stark and Walsh had barely been able to find her and keep up with her, but they had. Even if
something about the entire situation made the hair on the back of Bucky’s neck stand up, he was glad
they found her.

But he knew that something else was going on.

He knew that she wouldn’t have been found if she didn’t want to be. And, with Wraith getting his
hands on something new, he knew exactly what it was. Even if he didn’t want to admit it.

If it had been anyone other than (F/N) he would have been calling it a trap the moment she showed
up.

That’s exactly what this was.

(F/N) was baiting them.

He hated that he knew what she was doing.

Bucky shook his head, trying to get rid of the thought before his attention was pulled to the elevator
as he stepped into the common room.



Steve stepped out before the doors fully opened. His brows were knitted together and his eyes were
narrowed into thin slits as he ducked toward his room.

“Where you been?” Bucky called after him.

Steve paused, whirling around with a blink and then a frown. His eyes softened as he looked him
over, “Needed a breather. Apparently, it was longer than I thought it’d be. They found her?”

Bucky nodded, stepping toward the lab and pointing toward the group that was assembling above
them. Steve sighed, running his fingers through his hair before following after Bucky.

“They’re tracking her through the city,” Bucky said, under his breath, “Everyone’s suiting up. The
faster we move, the quicker we can bring her in.”

Steve nodded, slipping into the lab and looking over the screens for only a moment.

“Capsicle,” Stark said, glancing over at him with a frown, “You’re late.”

“I can see that,” he deadpanned with a low sigh, “Where she heading?”

“Stopped at a warehouse district by the harbor.” Romanoff handed him a tablet, pointing at her
location with a nod, “She’s hunkered down there.”

“And Wraith?”

“No sign of him,” Walsh said, earning a glare from Steve as he straightened.

Bucky frowned.

If Wraith wasn’t with her, then he was sure to have eyes on her. Which meant he was lurking
somewhere close.

“She’s luring us out,” Stark muttered, staring at the pulsing dot in the center of the screen.

Steve raised a brow, “You think we’re the target?”

“I think it’s convenient that she’d show up right after Wraith got his hands on a highly unstable
explosive,” Raomnoff hummed with a deepening frown, “And then show up on our radar.”

“She doesn't have a trace of Nitramene’s chemical compound on her,” Walsh said, “And it looks like
she’s on her own.”

“Sweep the surrounding blocks,” Steve ordered, pressing his palms against one of the workbenches,
“Make sure she’s alone.”

“My men are mobilizing toward her position,” Walsh said, ignoring the look that Steve gave him as
he continued, “We’ll cast a net over the top of her before we start cinching. Then we bring her in.”

“We bring her in.” Bucky wasn’t able to help himself as the sound of his snarl grated through the
room, earning everyone’s attention.

Walsh raised a brow with a shake of his head, “She belongs to Aftermath.”

“We’ll see,” Steve snapped before Bucky could.



“Rogers—” Stark started before he was cut off by another one of Steve’s looks.

“Stark.”

The man held up his hands, backing away from Rogers with a shake of his head. He reached below
his workbench before producing a small crate, “Either way, she’s coming it.”

“What the hell is this?”

Stark shrugged, plucking what looked like a pair of handcuffs from the crate, “Little something I
borrowed from Ross.”

Bucky’s heart dropped as Stark tossed him a pair.

He glanced down at them, wincing at how heavy they were and how cold, even in his hands, they felt.

“Ross?” Steve spat out, waving away the cuffs as another pair was offered to him, “Seriously, Tony?”

“She’s been causing enough mayhem,” he said, “How else do you plan on bringing her in, Rogers?
Asking nicely? I think we’re past that.”

“You don’t have to do it,” Walsh hummed, holding his hand out for the cuffs, “I’d be more than happy
to—”

“Fuck you.”

Steve’s hand latched onto Bucky’s shoulder, tugging him away from the man before he could get too
close, “Enough. Let’s move before she does.”

“Whatever you say, Cap.” Walsh nodded as Steve turned away from him with Bucky in tow.

Bucky glared at the man for a moment, watching his dark eyes before he shook his head with a sigh
and glanced down at the cuffs in his hands again.

He didn’t want to do it but there was nothing worse than the thought of Walsh doing it himself.

He swallowed thickly, shoving the cuffs into one of his pockets before he jumped as Steve stepped in
front of him.

“I won’t let him take her,” he said lowly, barely above a whisper.

Bucky frowned, shaking his head, “I don’t know if we have a choice.”

“We always have a choice.”

He managed a scoff, shaking his head as a small smile cracked across his face, “I hate it when you do
that.”

“Do what?”

“The positivity bullshit.”

“It’s not positivity,” Steve said, clicking his tongue and rolling his eyes, “It’s certainty.”

“Well, you are certainly an idiot,” Bucky said, earning a smack from Steve on his shoulder.



“Punk.” He shook his head before turning away from Bucky.

Bucky’s face fell as the man moved before he called after him, “You promise?”

“Whatever it takes.”

Pain surged through Peter’s side as he leaned heavily against the elevator. The bandages that (F/N)
had given him were doing their job but whatever healing factor he’d gained from a stupid spider bite
was doing most of the work.

But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

He’d gone back and forth the entire day, trying to decide whether or not to tell Mr. Stark what had
happened. The truth was, he was still trying to decide even as the elevator came to a stop at his
destination.

But he didn’t know what to say.

‘Sorry, Mr. Stark, I decided to go on patrol last night and ran into Wraith. Also! I got stabbed. And
then the woman you’ve been chasing for months showed up in my apartment.’

Or,

‘Hey, Mr. Stark, did you find all those dead bodies the Shadow left for you? Really sorry about that
one, nothing I could do.’

Neither of them sounded very good.

He was just hoping that something smart would come out of his mouth by the time he ran into Mr.
Stark. Or, at least, something that would keep him out of trouble.

Then again, what he really needed was to tell someone—Anyone!—what had happened that night.

They needed to know that (F/N) was back in town. And so was Wraith.

And that (F/N) was…acting weird.

He didn’t know what to make of it. The longer he thought about it, the weirder it seemed.

If (F/N) really was the bad guy, why was she trying to protect him? Did she really just like him that
much?

Or was there something else going on?

Or—

Peter paused as the doors to the elevator slid open to reveal a busy common room.

Everyone was suited up. Agent Barton was checking the arrows in his quiver and writing things down
before slinging them over his back and meeting up with Agent Romanoff. Captain Rogers rolled his
shield through his hands before nodding to Mr. Falcon as Sergeant Barnes moved to their side.



“Whoa,” he murmured, glancing over everyone before a thud sounded from the Quinjet landing pad.
His gaze flicked above him as Colonel Rhodes stepped out from his suit, “W-What’s going on?”

“(F/N) is in the city,” Pietro said, speeding past him and toward the Quinjet as his sister and Mr.
Vision followed them.

“Oh. I-Is she? I didn’t know she was…here,” Peter said quickly, clutching his backpack to his side as
Mr. Stark and Ghost caught sight of him, “Where are you guys going?”

Walsh opened his mouth to speak but Ms. Stark waved him off, “Don’t answer that. Mr. Parker is in
enough trouble already.”

Peter swallowed nervously, wringing the strap of his backpack with a frown, “Mr. Stark, listen.”

“No,” he said without a second thought and a shake of his head before nodding to Colonel Rhodes,
“Rhodey’s here. Let’s move, gang.”

“Romanoff, brief Rhodes,” Captain Rogers started, nodding to each member of his team, “Barton—”

“Engines are primed and ready to move.”

Peter slipped past the two, trying desperately to catch up to Mr. Stark as he moved toward the landing
pad, “Um…Mr. Stark—”

“No.”

He frowned, trying not to limp up the stairs as the bandages (F/N) gave him stretched against his
wound, “But—”

Mr. Stark shook his head, not bothering to turn around as he stepped out the Tower’s doors and
toward the Quinjet, “You’re not coming.”

Peter slowed his step, watching the man leave as he came to a stop beside the lab’s doors and Mr.
Stark slipped into the jet.

A sigh worked through him as his shoulders drooped and Peter’s hand unconsciously fell to his side,
placing light pressure on his wound.

“Trust me, Parker,” a voice came from behind him as Captain Rogers stopped by his side, “Stay outta
this one. Take a break.”

Peter glanced up at him, managing a faux smile before it dropped as the man walked away from him.

That was it.

His last chance.

Gone.

Peter pressed his lips into a thin line as the rest of the team filed past him and toward the jet; leaving
him by himself.

Or, so he thought.



Movement in the lab caught Peter’s attention as Walsh swung a monitor away from him and cleared
his throat. Peter frowned, his gaze snapping from the man to the monitor.

It was a map. A pulsing dot in the center of it.

“You have ten minutes,” Walsh said under his breath, moving back toward a computer and typing in a
string of code, “I managed to get access to your suit. Stark won’t know you’re coming.”

“What?”

Walsh took a step toward him, staring him down with a curt nod, “She won’t ever see you coming.
Trust me.”

A smile spread across Walsh’s face as he moved past Peter and toward the door. Peter shivered, the
hair on his arms and the back of his neck suddenly standing on end as he turned toward the man. His
throat closed in on itself as his stomach suddenly churned.

Something was wrong.

Something was wrong and Walsh knew what it was.

Peter gulped, glancing back at the screen in the lab before nodding to himself.

He wasn’t going to get sidelined again.

And he was going to figure out exactly what was going on.

You slipped the toolkit back into your jacket as you carefully clipped the EMP disc into the control
box just like Duke had shown you before you closed the cover and stepped away. How Boone had
managed to scrape together a fully functional EMP in less than twenty-four hours, you’d never know
but she’d done it.

Now you just had to hope that you’d hooked everything together correctly.

Pulling your jacket tighter around you, you wandered through the darkness of a quiet warehouse.
Pallets and crates were stacked up in nearly every open space. So much so, you had to wind and maze
your way toward the row of windows on the opposite wall. You paused as you came upon them,
folding her arms over your chest and leaning against the wall to gaze out at the harbor.

A smooth blanket of fog was rising from the water, it moved and swirled as though it was alive as it
choked out the glittering light of the city. Darkness had enveloped the block of warehouses you’d
managed to take over. Long, harsh shadows sprang through the windows as security lights came to
life outside the building; they were the only source of light since you’d cut power to the block. Even
then, they were slowly fading as the mist rolled between the buildings in slow-reaching tendrils.

It should have been ominous, the way the hazy shroud moved toward you, but it wasn’t.

— “Stick to the shadows. They’ll keep you safe.” —

It was just another layer of protection.

You nodded to yourself, dropping your hands to your sides to rest on the pair of ka-bars there before
you paused with a low scoff.



You felt nearly naked without your usual weapons with you. Without your pistols, you nearly didn’t
know how to hold yourself. You felt off-balance.

Not to mention, you didn’t have an earpiece. For the first time in a long time, you didn’t have any
voices in your ears.

Or your head.

It left you in silence.

Alone.

The workers in the block of warehouses had left a long time ago. The night shift had miraculously
been canceled. A mass text had gone out to each worker, something about a leak or whatever lie
Boone had made up before she’d sent it out.

What it was didn’t matter.

What mattered was that the entire block of warehouses had been cleared, leaving you to your own
devices. Your own devices being cutting power to the entire block and then hooking an EMP into the
lines.

If Boone had made it correctly, and you’d wired it upright, it would short out whatever sensors Stark
had at his disposal. It would leave them in the dark, giving you the freedom to roam it just as you
were trained to.

All you needed to do was flip one switch.

You pushed away from the window, ducking back through the labyrinth of crates and pallets toward
the control box.

As soon as the Avengers got there, you knew you’d be surrounded. You had to work fast and
efficiently. You had to get Ollie away from them as fast as you could; along with making sure they
wouldn’t act as backup for him.

Luckily, you weren’t going to have to wait long.

You paused in your stride as the familiar sound of a Quinjet’s engines came over the top of the block.

They’d do one initial sweep in the jet before letting their aerial operatives take over. That way they’d
know exactly what they were looking at. You just had to give them enough time to figure out where
you were.

Then you could start taking them out of play, one by one.

You forced a deep breath, trying to ignore the sound of your heart as it began to hammer in your
chest.

Slipping through the warehouse, you came to a stop in front of the control box and you grabbed onto
the handle before closing your eyes.

The jet’s engines softened as it moved away from you before it was replaced by the sounds of a pair
of arc reactors and the Exo-7 Falcon wings.



You took a deep breath, waiting for only a moment more before you snapped the handle down with a
heavy thud.

The lights in each of the buildings came on with a flash before a spray of sparks shot out from the
control box. You winced back, flinchings as each of the bulbs in the building burst with sharp pops
before the room went dark again and the emergency lights began to flash in unison.

— Lightbulbs shattered with a pop, the hall going bright for only a moment before leaving you in
darkness. Red lights flashed in an ominous rhythm as you felt your way down the stone walls, the
building seemed to move with every step you took before you found yourself stopped by a metal door.
—

You nodded to yourself, glancing over your shoulder to look out the windows and finding the other
buildings just as dark as the one you were in. Taking a deep breath, you let a hiss sink through gritted
teeth before you slipped safely into the darkness.

 

Bucky stared blankly into the projection the holotable was throwing.

Near-perfect copies of the warehouse block spun as though they were on a turntable; FRIDAY labeled
each one before offering up routes in and out of them.

The Quinjet dipped over the warehouses, allowing her to scan once more before a figure showed up
on the second floor of Warehouse Five. The figure moved quickly through the building, getting as far
away from the windows as possible before coming to a stop in the center of it.

“Wilson, Vision, take the north end,” Steve said quietly, his eyes glued to the projection, “Stark,
Rhodes, the south. Barton, take us down.”

The four departed without so much as a word, diving out of the craft and into the night before Barton
brought the craft away from the block and toward the ground. A thick blanket of fog curled over the
harbor, nearly smothering the lightning that cracked further against the horizon.

“How we looking, Walsh?” Stark’s voice came through Bucky’s ear as the craft landed in the darkness
and the ramp lowered.

Walsh grabbed a pistol from the table and checked the chamber before he slipped it into the holster at
his side, “My men are in place. Once we move, they’ll start boxing her in.”

Bucky took a deep breath, unaware just how long he’d been holding it until he realized just how big
of an operation this was.

Walsh’s forces jumped onto the projection, they’d already surrounded most of the blocks around
them.

(F/N) was cornered. Even if she did manage to make her way through the Avengers, she’d never be
able to make it through the net that Walsh had cast.

This was it.

“Stark. Colonel Rhodes,” Steve said, catching Bucky’s attention again, “Eyes out for Wraith.”



“On it, Cap.”

“No sign of him, Rogers,” Tony’s voice came clearly through their earpieces, “(F/N)’s holding her
position.”

“We’ll circle around her,” Steve continued, a hint of worry etched in his voice as he stared at the mass
of men Walsh had brought with him, “Barton and Romanoff here. Maximoffs and Vision, here. Buck,
you’re with—”

“Walsh,” Bucky said before he could stop himself, “I’m going with Walsh.”

The man scoffed, turning to him as he crossed his arms over his chest and raised a brow, “I don’t need
a babysitter.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Buck and Walsh, here,” Steve said quickly, stepping between the two of them before the
conversation went further, “Wilson, you’re with me. Clear buildings as you move. If Wraith has
stashed that explosive anywhere, we need—”

Steve was cut off by a flash that strobed from the block behind them. A spray of sparks came from the
power lines as the computers and sensors on the jet went haywire.

Walsh shot forward, his fingers snapping against the keyboard of the main computer before a surge of
sparks shot through the jet.

“Computers are down,” he said, glaring at the darkened screen, “We’re flying blind.”

“What about comms?” Barton asked, desperately pushing buttons on one of the panels in hopes it
would start a reboot.

“Still online.”

“Stark?” Steve hummed, pressing his finger to his ear before ducking down the ramp and toward the
warehouses.

“We’re good. Sensors are down.”

“We lost eyes,” Natasha said, slipping to the ground after him, “We’re in the dark. What the hell was
that?”

“Looks like she was expecting us,” Sam said, the sound of his suit soared above them as Bucky
followed after Steve.

“We’re gonna have to move fast, Cap.”

THE QUINJET DESCENDS.

“Stick to the plan,” Steve snapped, nodding to Bucky as they snuck through the shadows, “Stick
together. Let’s move.”

“Me and Tash’ll get the lights back on,” Barton said, jogging after the woman as she began to move
toward the warehouse, “See if we can figure out what the hell she used.”



Bucky swallowed thickly, watching as the two snuck through the darkness before his eyes landed on
Walsh.

The man moved quickly through the dark, nearly disappearing before Bucky could even move. He
started toward him before Steve’s hand landed on his shoulder.

“I don’t like this,” he whispered, looking up at Bucky with a look he couldn’t exactly decipher, “Keep
an eye on him.”

“Got it—”

Steve nodded, letting go of Bucky with a sigh before his brows furrowed and he glanced back up at
him, “If you have a chance to extract her before he gets his hands on her, do it.”

Bucky blinked, a frown stretched across his face as he turned to the man, “What?”

“You heard me,” he said lowly, glancing over his shoulder with a dark scowl, “You make contact, you
and her get the hell outta here.”

You moved quickly through the dark, vaulting over crates and pallets silently as you made your way
toward the third floor. Glancing over your shoulder, you were barely able to make out the control box
as the crimson emergency lights continued to flash in warning. You nodded to yourself, jumping on
top of a crate before throwing yourself toward the railing of the third floor. You clambered up and
over it, landing quietly as you followed the railing through the dark.

The entire time your eyes were on the control box.

The Avengers' first order of business would be to get their sensors back online, though that would
take a few minutes to reboot. Their second order of business would be to get power back to the
buildings, no one likes hunting in the dark after all.

They wouldn’t send everyone in all at once. They’d expect you to move your position the second you
took out their sensors, so they’d have to check each warehouse manually. They wouldn’t expect you
to be waiting for them in the same warehouse you’d started in.

You’d managed to kill two birds with one stone; take out their sensors and get them separated.

All you had to do now was make sure they didn’t get in your way before you went after Ollie.

Once you took him down, you could give the signal to Steve and it would all be over.

Alpha Two would come in for backup, along with the remnants of Aftermath, and they’d clean up
whatever soldiers Ollie had brought with him.

Even then, you knew Ollie had a few tricks up his sleeve.

Luckily, you had some too.

You had to.

You had to match him.

Trick for trick.



Scheme for scheme.

Stride for stride.

You had to be patient. Tactical. Ready for anything and everything he was willing to throw at you,
even the things you wouldn’t be able to see coming.

Landing on a grated walkway, you snuck over the top of the control box before stopping in your
tracks and dropping to a crouch as the doors two floors below you swung quietly open. You moved
slowly and smoothly, careful not to draw attention to yourself as whispers came from below you.

“Entering Warehouse One,” Clint’s whisper hissed through the darkness, his silhouette moving
quickly as red strobed in and out of the building, “Got your back, Romanoff. Move.”

“Moving.”

You watched them as their silhouette became more and more detailed the closer they got. Clint had an
arrow already nocked, his fingers wrapped around the bowstring loosely.

He was never planning on firing.

Natasha, on the other hand, had her Widow’s Bites already activated. Their blue glow marked her
position as she moved. She had a pistol raised in front of her as she made her way toward the control
box.

But that wasn’t what caught your attention.

Instead, it was another piece of metal that swung freely from her belt.

A pair of cuffs.

Fascinating.

You moved quickly across the crate, your boots barely making a sound as you crept over the top of
the two before coming to a stop as they arrived at the control box below you. You wrapped your
hands around the railing before hopping onto the top rung and holding your balance there.

“Eyes on control box,” Natasha said, reaching toward it with a frown.

She opened the panel before a sigh worked through her throat.

“She hooked an EMP to the power,” she hummed under her breath, “We’re not getting lights on
anytime soon. Anybody have eyes on—”

You rolled over the railing, hanging onto it just long enough for you to swing directly into Natasha’s
path as she turned away from the control box. A surprised grunt sounded from the woman as you
threw yourself into her, knocking her off her feet.

Her pistol went clattering to the ground as she tumbled across the floor before rolling to her feet.

You landed in front of her, and your body somehow started to relax, “Hey there, Red. Long time, no
see.”

She growled, glaring at you as Clint disappeared into the darkness, “Not long enough.”



“Aw.” You frowned, “Ouch.”

Natasha scoffed lowly, rolling her shoulders forward and bringing her fists in front of her before
taking a slow step toward you. As she did, your ears pricked at the sound of footsteps behind you.

You ducked, narrowly avoiding the bow that Clint swung at your head. You felt the air sweep past
your hair as you slipped out of the way before lunging toward him. He tried desperately to keep you
at arm’s length as you swept toward him, trying to create enough distance to draw back an arrow.

Or, at least, to pretend to.

But he wasn’t fast enough.

He wasn’t trying to be fast enough.

Clint was well aware of what your plan was and he had no intention of getting in your way.

But he couldn’t let Natasha know that.

You couldn’t let Natasha know.

He used his bow to block each hit you pressed toward him before you latched onto the weapon with a
growl. Your grip tightened on it, keeping him from swinging it toward you before your eyes snapped
to Natasha as she slipped toward you.

A grunt escaped your lips as you tried to wrench Clint’s bow away from him but he didn’t let go. His
eyes met yours for a moment before they flicked to his quiver and back to you. You raised a brow
with a half-shrug as you kept your grip on the bow before twirling around to get a better hold on it.

You slid between Clint and the bow, knocking your back against his chest and swinging your head
toward his nose. A grunt sounded behind you but he didn’t let go.

And you used that to your advantage.

Just as Natasha came within range, you dropped into a low squat and yanked the bow hard enough to
send Clint flying over the top of you.

Directly into Natasha.

She yelped, dodging out of the way and sliding across the floor as Clint crashed into a pile of crates
and seemingly went limp. You swung back toward Natasha as she rolled over her shoulder and to her
feet with a low snarl.

“You sure you wanna do this?” you asked, cocking your head to the side as she straightened.

“You have no idea.”

— Natasha raised an eyebrow, “You sure you wanna do this?” —

— “Are you sure you want to?” you asked. —

You smirked, waving her toward you as you rocked back to your heels.

Natasha came at you quickly, faking a punch and going for a swift kick to your side. You hissed in
response, trying to back out of her way as she planted the foot and turned on her heel to keep the



momentum. You ducked out of the way of the second one, watching her foot go soaring over your
head.

She kept her momentum, moving with her foot she planted her hand to the floor before flinging one
last kick toward you.

You grabbed her ankle, your hand wrapping around it with a death grip before you yanked her toward
you. She growled, letting her other leg give out and letting herself fall to the floor.

You didn’t let her take you with you. Instead, diving over the top of her and to the floor before rolling
over your shoulder and back to your feet.

A small smile managed to make its way to your face as you stood but it fell in an instant.

You couldn’t keep this up. You were wasting time.

You had to be faster.

You had to finish it.

Your gaze fell to the cuffs that dangled at her hip before you looked back up at her. She didn’t notice
your look in the darkness as she snapped back toward you with a pair of punches aimed at your
stomach before you retaliated. You leaped back toward you, getting her immediately on her heels as
you worked her back across the warehouse floor and waited for an opportunity.

It came faster than you anticipated as you threw a relatively sloppy punch, baiting her into grabbing
your wrist. She tugged you toward her, using your arm as leverage and pulling herself into you to
wrap her legs around her neck. You grunted, barely managing to keep your balance and wrap your
fingers around the cuffs before she threw you away from her.

A groan worked through your throat as you rolled across the floor and tried to return back to your
feet.

Romanoff was practically on top of you by the time you got your bearings. What she didn’t know was
you were waiting for her to do just that.

She threw a punch toward your head, her Widow’s Bites whirring as she moved before you snapped
one of the cuffs onto her wrists. Natasha blinked, trying to yank herself away from you before
throwing another punch toward your head. You ducked beneath it, scurrying toward the nearest railing
before clipping the other end of the cuffs to it.

“Bitch!” she snapped, sending one last hit toward you.

One that you caught.

“Cuffs? Really?” you hummed, holding her fist steadily in your hand before you reached up to snap
the Widow’s Bite from her wrist, “That’s pretty kinky, Romanoff.”

A snarled screech tore through her throat as she swung at you again. You backed away with a shrug
before something collided with your back.

— Vibranium knuckles smashed against Perseus’ Vibranium brace that ran down your back with a
snap. —



— A scream cut through your throat as you fell forward, clutching your back as the metal embedded
itself into your skin and Perseus’s HUD went completely dark. The metal cut through the skin, sending
trails of trickling blood trailing down your back and soaking into your shirt and coat. —

You shrieked in pain as tingles began running up and down your back before you turned on the
culprit.

“Barton,” you snarled, your eyes narrowing to thin slits as you stalked toward him.

He said nothing, his eyes locking with yours once again before they snapped to his quiver. You
nodded slowly before you darted toward him. Your fists found his stomach in an instant as you
pressed a trio of punches into him before you kicked out his knee; leaving you enough room to reach
behind him and grab a handful of arrows from his quiver.

“Hey!” he snapped, barely trying to get them back, “Don’t—”

You didn’t let him finish before you kicked him away and into another pallet before snapping the tips
from the main shaft of the arrow and stuffing them into your pocket.

“Sorry, Barton,” you called, wincing at the remnants of the crate he was lying in before you turned
back toward Romanoff. She was trying desperately to slip her wrist from the cuff but you’d clicked it
a bit too tight for her to get out of, “Don’t have a key, Romanoff?”

She glared at you, “Fuck you.”

You shrugged, shaking your head before your gaze fell to her pistol on the floor. Without a second
thought, you kicked it toward her, watching as it stopped just out of her reach.

“Do me a favor, Red?” you asked, turning away from her and back toward the third floor, “Stay
there.”

“You can’t run, (F/N)!” she called after you, the chain of her cuff clanging against the railing,
“They’re gonna box you in. You have nowhere to go.”

“We’ll see,” you muttered under your breath as you worked your way up the stairs and tugged on
Natasha’s bracer.

“She’s moving south,” Clint’s voice came from below you, “We’re down. She took some arrows. You
okay?”

“She’s got my damn Bite,” Natasha snarled, her voice getting fainter as you broke into a jog.

Stepping quickly across the third floor, you shoved open a window and practically dove out of it onto
the roof of a connected warehouse. A grunt escaped your lips as you hit the roof before you rolled to
your stomach and made your way to your feet.

Stuffing your hand into your pocket, you pulled out the arrow tips you’d taken from Clint.

To your surprise, each of them had been hurriedly labeled with masking tape and what each one was.

These weren’t his regular arrows. He’d practically given you four of his trick arrows.

Net. Smoke. Electric. Explosive.



You scoffed to yourself with a shake of your head as you stuffed them back into your pocket and
moved quickly across the roof.

Fog still wafted over the harbor, masking anything more than a few feet from you as you stepped
toward the fire escape before you paused.

The sound of an engine droned above you.

You dropped to the ground in an instant, wincing as the engine snapped above you. It brought with it a
whoosh of air that churned up the dirt on the roof along with the mist that curled as Sam darted
through the night.

You scurried back to your feet, crawling quickly for cover as the sound of the man’s wings continued
to whisper through the night.

“Sam?” you called, ducking behind a ventilation duct, “Where’d you go?”

He didn’t answer as you searched through the fog for even a hint of where he was. Your fingers fell
into your pocket again and you glanced down as you procured one of Clint’s arrows.

Net.

That seemed like a halfway decent option.

You swallowed thickly, using your nails to pry at the compartment that was holding the net.

“Sam?” you asked again, slowly standing back up and creeping back toward the center of the roof to
make yourself an easier target. You turned on your heel, letting your eyes wander through the night as
you picked at the arrowhead until you finally felt a spring push against your fingers. Carefully pulling
the tip from your pocket, you kept your finger pressed against it before calling out once more,
“C’mon, Toucan-Sam. Where are—Fuck!”

— “No, no, no. I’m not just any bird, I am the Falcon!” he exclaimed as you began helping him
unstrap from his harness. —

— “Whatever you say, Toucan-Sam.” —

The instant you spoke you heard the whir of his suit. It practically screeched through the night as he
dove toward you. You ducked out of the way, barely moving in time.

He swept over the top of the roof before flipping toward you and landing across from you.

“Stand down, (F/N),” he said, the usual smile on his face long gone, “Don’t make this difficult.”

You frowned, the seriousness of his voice enough to send chills across your skin.

“Things are already difficult, Sam,” you called across the roof, “Besides, what fun would it be if it
was easy?”

“This isn’t fun,” he snapped, straightening as you took a slow step toward him, “It was fun when I
thought we were on the same side.”

“And now?”



“Honestly? I don’t know whose side you're on. And that means I can’t trust you.”

You took a deep breath, licking your bottom lip before biting it with a nod, “That’s fair, Sam.”

“Where’s Wraith?” he asked, his hand falling to his side as you took another step toward him; his
fingers hovered over the pistol that was there.

You raised your hand slightly, “I don’t know.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not,” you whispered with a shake of your head, “Not this time. This time it’s the truth—”

“I don’t believe you. “

You blinked at the sound of his voice.

He wasn’t messing around. Not this time.

And neither were you.

You lowered your hands, reaching behind you to slowly unclip the single flashbang you had
concealed, “I know.”

“You need to come in—”

You didn’t let him finish as you released the pin from the flashbang and chucked it toward him. He
was off the ground before you could blink, trying to avoid the canister as it came tumbling toward
him.

“Shit!”

The instant he tried to take off into the night, you hurled the net-tip at him. It fanned out the moment
you loosed it into the air. The net swirled almost like silk before it wrapped itself up into his wings
and he went crashing to the roof. He grunted as he hit, writhing against the net before he froze.

He’d landed directly beside the flashbang.

Sam’s eyes widened as he tried to get away but he couldn’t.

Not before you kicked away the flashbang before it could go off in his face.

It went off a moment later as it sailed over the edge of the roof, echoing through the night as it fell.

“Yeah,” you said quietly, looking down at him sadly, “I know but I got one more thing to do. Then I’ll
come in. Okay? Good talk, Wilson.”

You turned on your heel away from him as he struggled to free himself before you froze.

From the haze of the fog, another silhouette was already waiting for you. You sighed, cocking your
head to the side as the figure watched you for less than a moment before closing the ground between
you.

Steve.



He didn’t say anything but the dark look in his eyes said everything as he lunged toward you in a
flurry of hits.

You’re running out of time. Move your ass. We have to end this. Now.

You nodded with a grunt, catching the edge of his shield as he jabbed it toward you. Your feet skidded
across the roof slightly.

Steve was pulling his punches but not by much.

That was probably because the anger in his eyes was radiating through the rest of him.

You stepped away from him, leading him toward the edge of the roof as he continued to throw
punches and you continued to dodge until you were nearly standing on the edge. Your eyes flicked to
him and he gave you a curt nod, backing off just enough that you could create a sliver of separation
and jump onto the parapet.

You vaulted off the side of the building, scrambling to grab onto an open window and pause your fall
for only a moment before you lost your grip and went tumbling down the side of the building.

A groan ricocheted through your lips as you hit the ground, the breath suddenly knocked from your
lungs and you fought to catch your breath. You wheezed as you rolled to your stomach before
stumbling to your feet and began staggering through the fog.

Your lungs felt like they were on fire, you had to fight for every sip of air as you moved before you
were finally able to catch your breath. You shook your head, blinking away the blur in your vision as
you reached into your pocket to retrieve your toolkit and the explosive-tipped arrow.

Slipping off the Widow’s Bite you’d stolen from Natasha, you dropped to a crouch behind a building.
You rolled the bracer through your fingers before you caught sight of a seam. Stabbing a screwdriver
into it, you managed to pry it open.

If you managed to create a big enough distraction, you could go after Ollie while the rest of the
Avengers dealt with…whatever the hell would happen when you crossed a Widow’s Bite and an
explosive.

You nodded to yourself, carefully inserting the tip into the bracer and making sure it was secure. The
Bite would act like a detonator, giving the tip enough of a kickstart to go off…hopefully.

All you needed was something to control the Bite—

Before you could finish your train of thought, a silver blur snapped into the corner of your vision.

The next thing you knew, you were halfway across the block and lying on your back.

Your newly made weapon clattered to the asphalt.

“Fuck,” you moaned, working your way back up to your feet before something clipped your shoulder
again and sent you flying. A yelp tore through you as you tumbled across the road before you
corrected yourself and managed to land on your feet.

“What?” Pietro asked, coming to a stop in front of you, “Didn’t see that—”

— “What?” You smirked, “Didn’t see that coming?” —



— “Ooh, that’s a good one,” he managed a nervous smile, “Mind if I steal that?” —

“Obviously fucking not,” you snapped, not allowing him to finish as you glared up at him.

You straightened slightly, ignoring the pain that curled down your back and the new throbbing that
came from your ribs. Raising your hands slowly in front of you, you took a deep breath and nodded to
him.

Pietro raised a brow, a cocky smile pulling to his lips, “You sure you don’t wanna give up?”

“Not a chance.”

Pietro shrugged nonchalantly, looking you over once before he disappeared.

Damn.

You’d forgotten just how fast the guy was.

You paused, looking around you quickly before your gaze fell to the modified Bite that was lying on
the ground behind you. Glancing at it, you took a slow step toward it before you stopped.

— “Now you see me,” he stopped, just long enough for you to see him, “Now you don’t.” —

Swallowing thickly, you took a deep breath to steady your heartbeat. Then another breath to slow it
down as you bowed your head and closed your eyes. You winced to the side as footsteps surged
toward you, then past you; bringing with them a burst of air.

Another breath.

The footsteps returned, aiming right for you.

Another breath and you slipped out of the way, leaving a single foot planted in what you hoped was
Pietro’s path. A yelp confirmed you’d hit your target, even as you were also thrown out of the way as
his foot snagged your ankle. You stumbled to keep your balance, wincing at the sound of Pietro
tripping over himself before smacking into one of the warehouses.

You sucked a hiss through your teeth, kneeling to grab the Bite before you slowly walked to his side.
A scoff left your throat as you caught sight of him.

He’d somehow managed to get himself tangled into a spare sheet of fencing and was laid out on the
ground.

You shook your head, looking down at the bracer in your hands and checking to make sure the tip was
still there, “Gets easier every time.”

Pietro’s groan was cut off as his eyes snapped to you with a frown and he tried to get back up, “What
did you say?”

You shrugged with a hum, hooking his ankle again and taking out his leg so he’d fall back to the
ground, “Stay down. Please. Thanks.”

A smirk curled to your lips as you sent him a wink before turning on your heel and heading back
toward one of the warehouses before you froze.



“Damnit.”

“That’s enough, Lieutenant (L/N),” Vision’s voice came from the fog as he drifted toward you before
landing in front of you.

“If that’s even your real name,” Pietro spat from behind you.

“Pietro—” Wanda’s voice came from behind Vision as she took a slow step toward you.

“Move, Vision,” you snapped, “I don’t have time for this.”

You really didn’t. How the hell were you going to beat a synthezoid? It’s not like you could stab him.

He was built from Vibranium, for fuck’s sake.

He shook his head, “You’re coming back to the Tower with us.”

“No,” you said, holding your ground as he came closer, “I’m not.”

You had to find a way out of this one. There had to be—

“Then you’ll go with Walsh,” Wanda said slowly, scarlet energy curling through her fingers.

That was it. You’d seen how attached Wanda and Vision seemed. You'd seen the way he looked at her.

But you had to get her out of the way too.

You sucked a slow hiss through your teeth, “Yeah, I don’t like that one either.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Vision said, taking one more step closer before you raised the modified
Bite.

“No, I don’t.” Your finger slipped to the switch on the Bite, powering it up without a second thought
before you tossed it over your shoulder to a still tangled-up Pietro.

“No!” Wanda shrieked, lunging forward from behind Vision as the bracer powered up.

You reached behind you as he darted past you and toward Wanda. Your fingers wrapped around one
of the smoke bombs still waiting for you and you pulled it free. Popping the pin, you tossed it to the
ground just as Wanda’s red energy began to swirl around the bracer.

You turned on your toe, drawing a ka-bar from your side before slinging it toward the Bite. It tumbled
through the air, aimed directly at the explosive tip that was jammed into the bracer’s internals.

“Wanda, wait!” Vision cried, darting toward her as the knife impacted.

He shoved her out of the way just as she managed to send the Bite flying away from her bother.

A snap of light burst through the warehouse block, bouncing off the fog and nearly blinding you as
you sunk into the smoke that billowed from the discharging canister. The sound rebounded off the
buildings, hiding the sound of your footsteps as you sprinted for the nearest warehouse.

You slammed into the door, breaking it open with your shoulder before you skidded to a stop inside
the building to try and catch your breath.



You weren’t moving fast enough. You could practically feel your time running down.

You had to stay on target.

You had to get to Ollie before it was too late.

But you had to find him first.

If he was smart, he wasn’t going to be in on the action at first. He was going to let you go through
each of the Avengers so that they could wear you down before you finally got to him.

He was hoping for an easy fight.

You weren’t going to give it to him.

A hum strummed through your lips as you caught your breath and began making your way through
the darkened warehouse.

Even if you knew his strategy, you weren’t entirely sure where he’d be hiding. And there’d be no way
for you to flush him out unless—

You froze in your stride as the roof above you was pierced open and a large figure fell through.

War Machine. Colonel Rhodes.

A wince rocked through you as he landed nearly in front of you. The force of his landing rattled the
building and everything in it.

“Colonel Rhodes.” You looked up at the ceiling with a frown and a shake of your head, “You paying
for that?”

“No,” Tony’s voice came from above you as he dove through the hole and to the ground. His helmet
rolled back to reveal his face, “But I will.”

You sighed, licking your lips nervously as you glanced between the two men, “Evening, Mr. Stark.”

“(F/N).”

You swallowed thickly, wincing at the way Stark growled out your name almost as though it was the
worst curse word he’d ever said in his life.

“Don’t suppose we can talk this out, huh?” you asked, your gaze snapping to Rhodey as he took a
slow step toward you.

“I’m done talking.”

“That’s funny,” you scoffed stiffly, “I didn’t think you knew how to shut up, Mr. Stark.”

“Only when he’s pissed,” Rhodey said flatly as he square up to you. You nodded slowly, taking a slow
step back before your gaze landed on the arc reactor in the center of his chest.

“And I am very, very pissed.”

“Yeah,” you hummed, reaching your hand into your pocket as nonchalantly as possible and letting
your fingers wrap around the electric arrow tip as your other hand landed on the hilt of your last knife.



“Come quietly—”

You didn’t let Rhodey finish as you snapped the tip toward him nearly as fast as a bullet. The instant it
smacked into the center of his suit, arches of electricity lit up the warehouse.

“Oh, shit!” Rhodey shrieked, flailing in his suit until the light in his reactor went out.

“Rhodes?” Stark called, glancing at him before turning his attention back to you as you tried to flee.
A pulse of energy went sailing past your head, stopping you in your tracks.

“I’m good,” Rhodes called, the sound of his mechanical voice gone, “She overloaded the system.
I’mma have to reboot.”

Tony didn’t let him finish before he shot after you. You yelped, ducking out of the way of an
energized fist as he threw a punch toward you. You barely had enough time to dodge each hit he threw
at you and you didn’t dare create too much distance otherwise he’d have time to charge up a repulsor
blast.

The whir of his armor filled the building as you tried your best to stay ahead of him but every hit you
landed hurt you more than it hurt him. A hiss slipped through your teeth as you shook your head,
trying to find a way to disable him without doing anything drastic but it was like he knew your moves
before you did.

That probably had something to do with FRIDAY.

Wait.

A smirk found its way to your face as you stole a glance at a still laid-out Rhodey and you ducked
beneath another swing from Stark before you drew your final ka-bar.

You turned on Stark the instant you had the weapon in your hand.

And everything seemed to slow down as you caught sight of your target.

A small seam caught your eye, the one between the suit and the reactor. It was a small target.

But it was a target, nonetheless.

And you didn’t miss.

You never missed.

The ka-bar plunged between the suit and the reactor, wedging itself into the gap before you twisted.

And the suit lost power.

Stark collapsed to the ground like a pile of bricks as you broke the connection between his suit and
the reactor.

You winced at the clanging thud that sounded through the building before you pulled out the bent and
warped knife from his chest.

Glancing over the blade, you shook your head before trying to shove it back into its sheath before you
paused. Your gaze flicked back to Stark as you gently kicked his suit, “Mr. Stark? You alive?”



“I hate you,” he muttered barely audible through the powerless suit.

“Good.” You nodded, tapping his shoulder with your toe before whirling around and returning back to
your mission. You sprinted from the warehouse, ducking back into the clearing fog as lightning
flashed above you and you paused.

A flash of red hair caught your attention as the lightning strobed through the night.

Ollie smirked as your eyes locked with his and he stepped back into the shadows of the last
warehouse.

Oliver had lost Barnes the instant Romanoff and Barton had made contact with (F/N). In that singular
instant, all hell had broken loose over the comms as all the Avengers scrambled to come up with a
plan.

And then she cut through each of them as if it were child’s play.

So much for the world’s greatest heroes.

But, in the chaos, he found a source of calm.

He knew he’d never be able to take her down the way he wanted to if he were surrounded by the
Avengers. He knew he’d have to get her away from them.

But she was doing all the work for him.

Taking each of the Avengers down and making her an easier target.

Afterward, they’d be even easier to take down.

So, the instant he’d seen her take all of them down was the instant he took a step from the shadows.

A twisted grin worked to his face as she locked eyes with him before he swept away into the one
warehouse she hadn’t managed to trash yet.

Oliver plucked out his earpiece and tossed it to the ground before stepping on it. He took a deep
breath with a content hum as he reached into his pocket and retrieved his secondary earpiece.

Pressing it into his ear, his voice dropped to a low growl, “Status.”

“Moving into position.”

“The weapon?”

“Primed and ready.”

Perfect.

(F/N) had already managed to weaken each of the Avengers, all he had to do was round them all up
one more time then…

Boom.



He chuckled to himself, pausing in his step to glance over his shoulder, “I hate to say it but I’m
impressed.”

Oliver turned slowly, his grin widening as (F/N) stalked out of the shadows.

“To be perfectly honest, so am I,” she said, her voice a low growl as she took a slow step toward him,
“You’ve been busy.”

“So have you,” he crooned, a wicked glare flashed across his gaze as he looked her over. She looked
worse than she had in Warsaw. Gaunt. Bruised. Tired. “You look like shit.”

(F/N) scoffed, shaking her head with a roll of her eyes, “I think I have you to thank for that one.”

“Mm. I’m not the one that beat your ass.”

“And how much did that sting?”

Oliver’s face fell as he clicked his tongue in annoyance, “Fuck off.”

“What?” (F/N) cocked her head to the side with furrowed brows, “Ollie, now I’m confused. I thought
you wanted to give me a turn as the bad guy so you could play the good guy. Was I wrong?”

He scoffed lowly, “Terribly.”

A smirk curled to the corners of her lips, “Aw, that’s too bad. I’ve been having a lot of fun.”

“No shit.” Oliver relaxed back, mirroring her stance as he tilted his head to the side, “How many you
killed?”

“I’ve lost track.”

“No, you haven’t.”

“After clearing your safehouse in Warsaw?” she asked, looking up at the ceiling as she mentally
tallied each kill, “112. After tonight? Who knows.”

He shook his head, “Is that really your genius plan? Kill everyone I send after you until I run out of
men?”

“We both know I wouldn’t call it genius.”

“Yeah. No fuckin’ shit,” he laughed before his face fell, “You know what they say about Hydra. Cut
off one head two more will take its place. I won’t stop, (F/N).”

“I know,” (F/N) said, swallowing thickly as she took another slow step toward him, “Which means
I’m just gonna have to destroy you.”

Oliver raised a brow, shaking his head as a smile worked to his face again, “Who is your Shadow?”

“Why Nitramene?” (F/N) asked, ignoring him completely.

“Why put Parker at risk?” he asked, returning the favor, “What were you thinking?”

“What’s your plan?” she asked, “You really gonna bring me in?”



“I think I’d rather just kill you.”

“Then?”

“Kill them.” He nodded to the door, “Pave the way for Hydra to rise again.”

“And Barnes?”

“They broke him once. They can do it again,” he said lowly, a snarl itching at the back of his throat,
“Then again, he broke you once too. Maybe you will survive through the night. You’ll be right at
home with the Doctor once again.”

“You know, it’s funny,” (F/N) scoffed, “He and I were talking…”

Oliver blinked, the smile on his face dropping instantly, “What? What did you just say?”

“He came to me in Warsaw, Ollie,” she said as a smile twisted to her face.

“Don’t call me that.”

“He had a job for me. Said he wants you dead.”

Oliver raised a brow, tilting his head to the side nearly in time with her.

A smile played on her face as she relaxed back.

A frown stretched across his as each muscle tensed.

Of course, the Doctor would turn on him. Of course, the damn man that released him into the world
would want him stricken from it by his favorite creation.

“Did he?” he asked through gritted teeth, “And you took it?”

“I didn’t say I did—”

“Why didn’t you kill him?”

“I—”

A manic chuckle echoed through the building as he ran his fingers through his hair in disbelief, “You
couldn’t do it, could you? What was it? Curiosity? Stupidity?”

(F/N)’s face fell.

Oliver’s smile grew.

“Gullibility?” he asked, “Or are you too attached to him to kill your own creator?”

A growled shriek echoed from (F/N)’s chest as she threw herself at him. Oliver laughed, backing
away as she attacked him.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

Oliver fell into the rhythm with her, grinning as she pressed a punch to his stomach before he
backhanded her across the room. (F/N) grunted, barely phased by the strike before she darted back



toward him.

And they met each other.

Hit for hit.

Strike for strike.

Stride for stride.

Oliver grunted, dipping below a kick from her before he snapped at her. His fingers wrapped around
her throat as he shoved her up against the wall.

“Who did I miss?” he seethed, “Who is your Shadow? Your Copycat?”

“Merek said you’d be able to figure it out,” she grunted, latching onto his wrist and raising her legs to
kick at his chest. He released her, stumbling backward as she hit the floor before she took off up the
stairs to the upper floor.

“He figured it out,” she called over her shoulder as he vaulted over the railing and up the stairs, “Why
can’t you?”

Oliver managed to drop the gritted grin on his face as she stopped at the top of the stairs and turned on
him, her fists raised in front of her.

“I’m surprised,” he said, “I honestly didn’t think you’d let him use you like that.”

“I’m not being used.”

“No?”

“No.” (F/N) shook her head, “Our interests align, Ollie. That’s all it is.”

“Then you’d better get to work.”

Oliver lunged at her first this time, throwing everything he had at her without a second thought.

He wasn’t going to let her take him down.

No. No. No.

He’d worked far too hard to get where he was. He’d worked far too hard for it to fall apart now.

He was going to kill her. Then he was going to kill them. Then he was going to find the good Doctor
and, finally, Hydra would rise from the ashes.

Oliver snarled, throwing a hit directly at (F/N)’s face but she managed to catch it. (F/N) spun, curling
his arm with her before she threw him over her shoulder. He slammed into the ground with a grunt
before he worked his way back to his feet. By the time he got back up, (F/N) was already on top of
him.

Right. Two jabs. A left cross.

She moved him back across the warehouse as though she hadn’t spent the last thirty minutes exerting
all her energy on the rest of the Avengers.



Left. A pair of hooks. A right cross.

Panic began to boil deep within his stomach. He couldn’t even tell what it was at first.

Uppercut. A lead uppercut. A rear uppercut.

In a matter of seconds, (F/N) had managed to pull the fight in her favor. Oliver had to end it before
she got the chance.

Kick. A front kick that deliberately missed his face as she used the momentum to whirl into a back
kick that connected with his side.

Oliver went flying. He stumbled away from her quickly, trying to get enough separation between
them so that he could pull his pistol. Turning on her, he tugged it from its holster and his finger fell
into the trigger guard.

He was barely able to point it at her before (F/N)’s foot collided with his wrist.

A stray shot ripped from the pistol, the sound of the ricocheting bullet warped through the building
before the firearm hit the ground.

And Oliver followed suit.

(F/N) was on top of him before he could stop her, his head knocked against the floor as he glared up
at her.

“It’s over, Ollie,” she hissed, sweat soaking at her forehead as she looked down on him.

Oliver’s eyes narrowed as they locked with hers. Even then, he could make out the shape of a knife on
her hip in his peripheral. His fingers slowly crept toward the hilt.

“Not yet. It’s not over till I say it is.”

Peter practically flew through the night. He winced as a light rain began to pelt his suit.

It was oddly quiet. Though Ghost had made his suit impossible for Mr. Stark to track, he hadn’t
restored Karen or his HUD.

Leaving him completely in the dark.

But that didn’t matter. Even if it meant that he couldn’t contact the Avengers if he got into trouble.

No. It didn’t matter.

He had a job to do. Mr. Stark and the Avengers were walking into a trap.

He knew it.

He could sense it.

His tingle was tingling.

Ew. Don’t say that.



He really had to come up with a better name for it.

Peter paused atop a building, glancing over the clearing fog he’d been turning circled in for ages until
he caught sight of billowing smoke coming from a darkened section of the harbor.

A frown pulled to his face as he dove toward it. He could barely see anything in the darkness but he
could tell there was a hole in one of the buildings as red emergency lights pulsed on and off. Peter bit
his lip as he dove through the hole in the roof, snapping a web just in time that he didn’t hit the
ground but rather slowly rappeled down to the floor.

And then he saw it.

Mr. Stark.

He was lying motionless on the floor. His suit was dark even though his reactor was still glowing.

“Holy shit! Mr. Stark? Mr. Stark!” he called, dropping to the floor and running to the man’s side, “Are
you okay?”

“Kid?” his voice came from inside the suit, more echoey than usual, “What the hell are you—I told
you to stay—”

“Mr. Stark what happened to your reactor?” he asked, poking it carefully with a frown.

“Kid, listen—”

Peter flinched as the sound of a gunshot echoed from another building nearby. He jumped to his feet
before he could stop himself.

“You got this, right?” he asked, backing away from Mr. Stark and nearly tripping over Colonel
Rhodes as he did, “Oh. Hi, Colonel Rhodes. I’ll be back in a second.”

“Kid! Pete! Don’t!”

Peter was off without a second thought, darting back through the hole in the roof and searching the
warehouse block with a frown. His hand landed on his side again as it began to throb before he caught
sight of movement in a warehouse adjacent to him. He darted off the ceiling, firing a pair of webs on
either side of one of the windows before yanking himself toward it and breaking through the window
in a spray of glass.

He landed on his feet as glass shards settled around him, “That’s enough you…two.”

Peter paused for a moment, his eyes falling on (F/N) and Ghost.

(F/N) had him pinned to the floor, the two of them had stopped what they were doing the instant he’d
arrived.

“Am I interrupting something?”

“Peter?” (F/N) frowned, shaking her head in disbelief, “What the fuck are you—”

She cut herself off with a screech as Ghost suddenly snapped up to pull a knife from the sheath on her
hip before plunging it into her leg. Walsh shoved her off of him before reaching to grab the knife and
twisting.



Peter’s heart stopped in his chest and his hand moved before he could stop it; firing a pair of webs at
Walsh and sticking him to the floor.

“Get me out of—”

“In a minute,” Peter said, darting after (F/N) as she scrambled toward the railing before slipping
below the bottom rung. She fell to the floor below, not bothering to catch herself as Peter chased after
her.

But, by the time he hit the floor, (F/N) was gone.

He paused, wishing once again Karen was back in his head and scanning the room for him.

But she wasn’t.

“Where are you?” he asked, not necessarily expecting her to answer as he flinched at the sound of
footsteps.

“Rule Six: Stick to the shadows,” (F/N)’s voice hummed lowly, “They’ll keep you safe.”

“I’ll write that down when I get home,” he muttered, turning in slow circles, “You still haven’t told
me what Rule One is, though.”

(F/N) chuckled, stepping into the flashing light before Peter could find her. Lightning flashed outside
the warehouse, illuminating the building as (F/N) pulled the knife from her leg and shoved it back
into its sheath.

“You know what? I lied about that one.”

“Yeah?” he asked, taking a slow step away from her as she moved toward him.

“Mhm.” (F/N) nodded slowly, her eyes moving over him, “It is the most important one.”

“I knew it.”

She scoffed, a small smile working to her face before it fell, “You need to walk away, Peter.”

“No.”

He snapped at her without a second thought, slinging a pair of webs at her in the red light before she
disappeared in the darkness. He turned again, trying to find her in the deep shadows of the building as
another bolt of lightning cracked outside. Peter caught movement for only a moment, shooting
another pair of webs into nothing before an arm wrapped around his neck.

“Crap!” he cried, wincing as he was thrown to the ground.

He scrambled to his feet but before he could, (F/N) had his wrist locked against his back and he was
shoved against the wall.

“Rule Twenty-seven: Have a plan to kill everyone you meet,” (F/N) said before her voice dropped to a
whisper, “But you gotta know when to pull the trigger.”

Before he knew what was happening, (F/N) shifted her grip on him and the next thing he knew, Peter
had been flung through a window and back out into the night.



You turned away from the window with a growl, shaking your head as you wiped the dust from your
hands and turned your attention back to Ollie.

You were officially out of time.

The fight was supposed to be over ages ago.

You turned back toward the stairs before you froze.

A silhouette was already waiting for you there.

A metal arm gleamed in the flashing light.

Lightning flared outside the building, illuminating the face of the man that was standing between you
and your target.

And he was pissed.

He was tired.

He was done.

He watched you from the shadows the entire time; watching you best each and every one of them.

And now he was done with it. He wanted it to be over.

And, the thing was, so did you.

You swallowed thickly, licking your lips nervously, “Buck—”

“Where is he?” he growled, stalking toward you like a wolf toward his prey, “Where is Wraith?”

“I don’t know,” you said, though your eyes flicked up to where Ollie was, hoping beyond all hope
he’d get the hint.

He did not.

Bucky’s snarl filled the entire building, sending shivers through your body as he took another step
toward you, “Will you stop bullshitting me?”

“I’m not,” you tried again, your voice cracking against your will.

“No?”

“No.” You shook your head, your eyes flicking back toward Ollie as you tried to sidestep past him but
he didn’t let you, “Bucky, please.”

“I’m done, (F/N),” Bucky said, “This has gone too far for too long.”

“I know.” You nodded in agreement, silently begging him to let you past him, “But I can’t stop now.”

“Then I’ll stop you.”

“Don’t do that.” You turned your attention fully toward him with a frown, “Don’t do this.”



Bucky’s jaw clenched as he stood resolute between you and your target, “Then stop.”

You shook your head, “I can’t do that.”

He shrugged with a sigh as he raised his fists in front of him without another word. You took a shaky
breath, glancing between him and Walsh before you turned back to him with a nod.

You were out of time.

You darted toward him, ignoring the sting of tears that threatened your eyes as you fell into a dance
with him.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

Bucky grabbed your ankle, pulling you against him and holding your thigh to his hip.

“You’re pulling your punches,” he growled, flinching as you turned in his arms.

You threw your other leg over his head to hook his neck before you twisted your body from his grip
and sent him to the ground, “I don’t wanna hurt you.”

Bucky glared up at you, shoving you away from him as he rose to his feet, “You already have.”

“Buck—”

He didn’t let you finish as he snapped toward you, letting out a burst of anger-fueled strikes. You
managed to dodge each one before you grabbed the last. Latching onto him, you spun his arm over
your shoulder before throwing him to the ground.

And, before he could retaliate, you were on top of him. Bucky grunted as you pinned his metal arm
under your foot and the other with your hands. A snarl rumbled through his chest as he struggled
against you for a moment before knocking his head against the ground in defeat.

“Shithead.”

“Don’t be mad,” you sniffed with a shake of your head, “You’re the one that gave me an opening.
How is it that whenever we do this, I end up on top, Soldier Boy?”

Bucky rolled his eyes, relaxing back as the smallest of smiles managed to curl to his lips as his eyes
met yours. You paused for a moment, your heart tightening in your chest as your gazes met and you
softened. Releasing his flesh hand, you reached up to brush away a stray hair that had fallen into his
face.

He winced at your touch, making you pull away for a moment before he turned his head back toward
your hand.

You licked your lips, gently cupping his cheek as you released his other arm and straddled him as a
quiet whisper escaped your lips, “Run away with me.”

You hadn’t meant for it to come out. The thought had crossed your mind for only a fraction of a
moment but, suddenly, you were lost in it.

Running away.



Leaving it all behind.

It all sounded so good.

With him. And you.

Together.

Bucky blinked, looking up at you with a frown, “What?”

“Run away with me,” you repeated yourself, searching his eyes as he looked up at you blankly.

“(F/N).”

“No listen,” you shook your head, “We leave it all behind. Aftermath. The Avengers. Hydra. Forget
about it all.”

“What are you talking about—”

“We leave,” you said, practically begging him, “We go together. We just walk away.”

He shook his head slowly, “We can’t do that.”

“Yes, we can.” You nodded desperately, “You and me. Together. We could go anywhere.
Everywhere.”

Bucky’s frown deepened as he studied you for a moment. His metal hand reached up to gently cup
your cheek as a stray tear fell. He swiped it away.

“Please,” you whispered, “What are you scared of, Soldier Boy?”

Before you could get another word out, Bucky’s grip on you tightened and he sat up.

His lips were on yours in an instant. It started softly before his hand slid to the back of your neck and
he deepened the kiss. His teeth nipped at your bottom lip as you grasped fistfuls of his suit and
allowed yourself to get lost in him for the first time in months.

And then a sharp click pulled you out of it.

And then a cold band of metal around your wrist kept you out of it.

That wasn’t part of the plan.

Bucky winced at the sound of the cuff clicking into place. His stomach churned as (F/N) pulled away
from him, breaking the kiss as she realized what he had done. A look crossed her face, one he
couldn’t quite decipher as her eyes flicked between the cuff, then him, then the upper floor where
she’d left Walsh.

(F/N) scoffed, swallowing thickly before she forced a smirk, “Son of a bitch. Damn it. You’re good.”

“(F/N)—” he tried, his face falling as she shook her head and allowed a small chuckle.

“You’re a good man, James Barnes,” she said, tilting her head back to the ceiling in disbelieving
defeat.



“Not really,” he murmured, “We both know it.”

“Lucky for you,” (F/N) said, offering him her other wrist, “I choose to ignore it.”

Bucky sighed, gently taking her free wrist and clicking the cuff into place.

That was it.

It was over.

She was coming home.

Whether she liked it or not.

He gently patted her thigh and (F/N) shifted herself until he could slide out from underneath her and
return to his feet. Bucky kept a steady grip on her cuffs as he pulled her to her feet before he wrapped
a hand around her upper arm.

“I’m sorry, doll,” he murmured, tugging her with him as he moved toward the door.

“It’s okay.”

“I need to know where Wraith is,” he said, flinching as the remaining lights in the warehouses finally
sprang back to life, “I need to know where the bomb is.”

(F/N) shook her head, “I don’t know.”

“(F/N)—”

“If I knew, I’d tell you,” she tried again, glancing at him with a frown, “He’s taken things too far,
James. I can’t stop him on my own.”

“That why you’re here?” Bucky asked, pausing for a moment to glance at her, “Switching sides
again?”

(F/N) shook her head with a frown, her brows knitting together, “We’ve always been on the same
side, Buck.”

“I don’t know if we have.”

She scoffed, bowing her head as he pulled her out of the building and into the night air.

The fog had cleared and the storm that was passing over the top of them was hanging still. The
security lights mounted outside the warehouses had finally sprung back to life, illuminating the entire
block in sharp light. Bucky’s hand tightened on (F/N)’s arm as he moved her toward the open clearing
of the road.

(F/N) didn’t fight back, keeping pace with him even as Walsh’s reinforcements finally arrived.

Bucky glanced over his shoulder, his frown deepened as Walsh stalked from the warehouse they’d
been in with the help of Parker. Walsh’s eyes were glued on him and (F/N), making a shudder run
through him before Steve appeared at his side.

He grasped (F/N)’s other arm, keeping her from even thinking about making a run for it.



“Keep walking,” he growled.

(F/N) nodded, keeping her head and gaze low as she moved.

Bucky took a deep breath, keeping his eyes straight ahead of him as he moved and a frown stretched
across his face as he caught sight of the Avengers reassembling in the clearing.

Rhodes had only just been able to get his suit functioning again, Stark was still stuck inside his
without power from the reactor. Wilson was cutting netting off of his wings with the help of Natasha
and Barton. And Pietro was leaning heavily against his sister and Vision.

Even when he knew (F/N) was pulling her punches, she was destructive.

He paused for a moment, his eyes flicking to her.

She was pulling her punches. If she wanted to destroy them, she would have.

If Wraith wanted to destroy them, he’d just missed the perfect opportunity. They were spread thin. He
could have picked them off one by one.

But he didn’t.

Maybe (F/N) really was looking for help to stop him.

— “Run away with me.” —

Bucky winced, shaking his head as a headache began to form and he and Steve came to a stop in front
of the Avengers and Walsh’s forces. Walsh’s men exited their vehicles with their weapons primed and
ready, already aimed at her as they moved.

Walsh came up from behind them, picking away strands of webbing as he moved to join his men
before turning back toward (F/N).

“(F/N),” he said, folding his arms over his chest.

She didn’t bother to look up, “Oliver.”

“It’s over.”

“Nah.” A cracked smile curved over her face as she finally glanced up at him, “It ain’t over til I say
it’s over.”

“Calm down, you two,” Stark said, his voice echoing in his suit.

(F/N) snickered, “Stuck, Stark?”

“Like a sardine in a tin can,” Rhodes said, carefully keeping Stark’s suit from falling over with him in
it.

“Shut up,” Stark snapped, “Someone get her out of here. Walsh.”

Walsh nodded, taking a step toward them, “Pleasure.”

(F/N) tensed and Bucky’s grip on her tightened, he fought the urge to tug her toward him until a low
growl came from Steve.



“No.”

Walsh cocked his head to the side, “No?”

“What do you mean ‘no’?” Stark asked, his usual sass deafened by the non-functioning suit.

Bucky turned to Rogers with a frown, “Steve?”

“Rogers,” Natasha said slowly, taking a step forward with a frown, “What are you doing?”

“I’m taking her, Captain,” Walsh said, locking eyes with him.

“No, you’re not.”

“What are you talking about?” he snapped with a blink, “She's a fugitive of Aftermath.”

“Rogers, what are you doing?” Stark cut in, “Give her to the man, and let’s get the hell outta here.”

Walsh nodded, “She belongs in Aftermath custody.”

“Yeah.” Steve agreed but he made no move to hand her over, “But you're not with Aftermath. Are
you?”

Bucky’s gaze snapped to Steve in confusion. His stomach churned as his heart stopped in his chest.

“What?”

(F/N) cleared her throat, looking up at Steve with wide eyes and a shake of her head, “Not part of the
plan, Steve.”

“Plan?” Bucky spat, his eyes flicking between the two of them, “What are you talking about?”

“Fuck you,” Steve growled at her, “And fuck your plan. It was a stupid plan.”

“You’re being very aggressive, Steven.”

“What is going on here?” Walsh snapped, his eyes narrowing to thin slits.

“I’m not giving her to you because you’re not with Aftermath,” Steve said, shifting his gaze from
(F/N) to Walsh, “Are you, Wraith?”
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Flashback: A Dangerous Game of Death and Destruction

Chapter Summary

“Now, we are going to change the world. You and I,” he continued without pause, “Have you not
seen it? The entire earth is in near-irreversible shambles. The people, they take and take and take.
They play a game of death and destruction and they expect paradise to come from their greed.
That is not how it works. You and I know this. Do we not?”

“We have seen it. The both of us,” he answered for you, staring at you with a small smile,
“Dictators rule with an iron fist. Government agencies fund and facilitate military coups. Leaders
order the destabilization of their allies so that they may play the heroes. Politicians fold to greed,
creating war and terror to expand their own wealth.”

Novak finally paused, sucking a hiss through his teeth, “And what happens when one or the
other oversteps? Hm? They come to people like me for help and then I send people like you.
Why is that? Hm?”

You managed half of a shrug as you took in his words.

“With a few strokes of carefully curated violence, we have fixed their problem.” He smiled
brightly, “After all, what does one do with a dictator? A drug runner? A weapons dealer? A
human trafficker? A corrupt politician? I use them—”

“And then I kill them.”
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This destruction will be your rebirth. 

A shaky breath snuck through your teeth as a sharp shudder ran through your body. Your frozen
muscles tensed, cracking like ice cubes set into warm water. Each move was jarring, you gained more
range of motion with every shake.

Another breath, this one deeper and longer than the last.

Your eyes began to flutter open, only to be welcomed in by the darkness as you tried to adjust
yourself on the frozen floor before you stopped with a low, tired groan. As your heart rate returned to
normal, a slow, prickling burn started to spread from the remnants of the last injection sight. The



Doctor’s serum had been dispersing slowly through your veins, keeping you alive even as the
temperatures of the room dropped far further than you’d ever thought possible.

You had no idea how long you’d been left there, barely conscious and unable to move in the darkness
as stinging pain radiated from the gaping gashes in your back. The few embers of hope that you had
quietly smoldered in the darkness before they were extinguished by the cold.

Desperation had replaced hope as it spilled through your broken fingers like fine grains of gritty sand.
Empty frustration and anger and hatred filled the hollow hole in your chest. Luckily, most of the pain
had subsided in the frozen room. Your entire body was as numb as the tips of your fingers.

But that was beginning to change as the room thawed.

The wounds on your back throbbed as you became more aware of your surroundings; the sharp flakes
of ice covering the floor, the thin sheet of frost coating your once sweat-soaked skin. The wounds that
were unable to heal before you were thrown into the room knitted back together in jagged, tight lines.

A low hum murmured through your lips as you fought the urge to move; scared of what might split
back open if you were to move the wrong way.

The dull feeling of dread worked its way through you as melted frost dripped down the walls of the
room. As much as you hated being locked in what was essentially an ice box, it meant that the Doctor
and each of his goons didn’t get to lay their hands on you.

The fact that you were waking up meant that Novak had finally calmed down enough to try again.

You winced, your entire body rocked and shivered as the door to the room was thrown open. Harsh,
stinging light shot into the darkness. A yelp stuttered from your throat as a guard latched onto you,
yanking you from the room and into the hall. You were thrown onto a table with one smooth motion.
The slices in your back tore open in an instant, sending scarlet drops spreading across the metal table
when you landed.

You hissed lightly, not bothering to fight back as you were pressed onto the table and they wheeled
you down the hall. Managing to peel open an eye, you grimaced at the bright light that nearly blinded
you. You couldn’t make out any of the faces of the guards that were wheeling you down the hall; you
could barely make them out as shifting shadows.

You winced as a shadowy hand landed on your wrist. You couldn't help but snap away from it,
shoving away the hand…and accidentally sending one of Novak’s assistants stumbling backward. The
instant you moved, you were slammed back onto the table; sending another spray of blood spattering
through the air.

A shrill gasp filled the hall as your eyes snapped open and you tried to claw at the hand that was
holding you down.

Only to find the remnants of your nails scratching futilely against metal plates.

Your gaze flicked to the man standing over you, holding you steady and fast.

— His eyes were blank, he was dazed and confused as they came to a stop in front of his door. —

— “I’m sorry!” you whispered, clutching onto his suit as your guards returned and clamped onto
your arms. You screamed, trying to kick them away as he tore you away from the soldier, “Don’t let
them take me, Soldier Boy! Help me!” —



Soldier Boy.

But his eyes weren’t the same.

The confusion he had when they took him away from you was gone. The protectiveness that he’d had
before was also long gone.

It was replaced by laser-sharp focus and cold blue that looked directly through you. His stance was
rigid, his hold on you tight enough to hold you in place but not enough to bruise.

He was gone.

Again.

You’d lost him.

Again.

You opened your mouth to speak but not a single word managed to slip through your teeth.

I’m sorry. That’s what you wanted to say; to whisper. I shouldn’t have gotten you into this. I shouldn’t
have said anything. I shouldn’t have asked.

Forgive me. That’s what you wanted to beg, what you hoped he saw in your eyes as you stared up at
him. I thought we could make it. I thought we could get out. I was wrong. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

But the soldier didn’t seem to see it. Or, maybe, he ignored it.

No. He wouldn’t ignore you.

He knew you.

A frown managed to spread across your face as he removed his hand and the table came to a smooth
stop in front of a door.

You were thrown into the room without a word from the guards. A grunt managed to rasp through
your lips as you bounced across the floor before landing in a crumpled heap.

The thudding of boots across the floor caught your attention as you pressed your palms into the floor
in an attempt to get yourself upright. As you moved, your eyes flitted from the combat boots that
moved through the room toward the corner to the man lounging in the chair in front of you.

You swallowed thickly, recognizing who it was before you even had to look up.

Dr. Novak tapped a pen on a clipboard, not bothering to look at you as he stared at the paper in front
of him before he scribbled something down.

You tried to sit up as his assistant ducked into the room. He stopped behind the Doctor, whispering in
his ear before waiting for Novak to nod.

Your muscles shook as you attempted to stay upright before you face-planted back onto the damp
floor. You could feel your heartbeat in your ears, the sound drowning out the thrum of a voice echoing
through the room. Your frown deepened at the low echoes as you stared into the stained floor and
tried to make out what was being said.



You blinked slowly, unable to decipher the words before you finally found the strength to lift your
head.

Novak paused as you looked up at him; confused.

He cocked his head to the side, staring at you for a moment before he seemed to realize that his words
were falling on deaf ears. You swallowed thickly, dropping your head with a sigh as Novak dropped
his notes and rose to his feet.

You knew what was going to happen next. You knew the next step.

If Novak couldn’t ask questions, there was no point in him even being there. He’d be replaced with a
guard that would keep you company until you were ready to talk.

You might have a few more broken ribs and fingers by the time the Doctor came back, but that was of
no consequence to him.

But nothing they would do to you would be as bad as the last time.

You couldn’t think of anything worse.

Maybe that was why—

You paused in your thoughts, freezing as something was gently set on your shoulders. You blinked,
glancing at the grey fabric that was wrapped around you. Your fingers managed to wrap around the
softest thing you’d felt in…who knew how long.

A shiver was nearly stopped in its tracks as you worked your way upright and you managed to wrap
the blanket around yourself.

You sat like that for a while, your eyes heavy as you savored the sliver of comfortable warmth you’d
been given before a voice finally made it to your ears.

“How do you feel, Lieutenant?”

You paused, your brows furrowed at the sound of his voice.

Maybe you were hearing things.

Maybe your brain wasn’t working quite right yet but, you swore, there was an almost paternal tone to
his voice.

Almost as though he cared.

You glanced back up at him in confusion, your eyes searching the darkened ones that stared into you.

“Better?” he asked again, cocking his head to the side as he waited for you to answer.

You swallowed thickly, staring blankly at him before you managed a slow nod.

“Good,” Novak hummed, sitting back in his seat with a sigh as he took his notes back into his lap,
“You know, my dear, I have had some time to think about our last encounter. I believe I may have
been a bit brash.”



— Crimson splattered across the floor as you hit, heaving breath after breath as warm liquid spilled
down your back. Another bloodcurdling scream tore through your throat as already jagged skin tore
deeper across your back and you were left in a pool of your own blood. —

— Tears rolled down your cheeks as you tried to move only for more pain to flood through you before
a cold grip gently wrapped around your chin and lifted your gaze. —

Brash didn’t even begin to describe what he’d done to you.

Your teeth snapped together, your jaw tensing and relaxing as you glared up at him.

Novak ignored your look, tapping his pen against his clipboard before he continued, “I do not think
you fully understand what you have taken from me.”

You swallowed thickly, finding yourself backing away from him as he wrote his notes. You tried to
get as far away from him as possible but something stopped you before you could get to the wall.

Metal Arm Dude stood behind you, barely moving as you backed into his legs and he barred your
escape.

“I was going to change the world,” Novak said, drawing your attention back to him as the soldier
stood fast behind you, “Do you know how long I have worked? Decades. I have spent my entire life
working toward one, singular goal. And you stole that from me.”

You stiffened, licking your lips nervously as your gaze flicked between the Doctor and the door.

What was he playing at? What was he planning? What was—

“Now, we are going to change the world. You and I,” he continued without pause, “Have you not seen
it? The entire earth is in near-irreversible shambles. The people, they take and take and take. They
play a game of death and destruction and they expect paradise to come from their greed. That is not
how it works. You and I know this. Do we not?”

You pulled the blanket tighter around you, grimacing at the feeling of blood sinking into the fabric.

“We have seen it. The both of us,” he answered for you, staring at you with a small smile, “Dictators
rule with an iron fist. Government agencies fund and facilitate military coups. Leaders order the
destabilization of their allies so that they may play the heroes. Politicians fold to greed, creating war
and terror to expand their own wealth.”

Novak finally paused, sucking a hiss through his teeth with a shake of his head, “And what happens
when one or the other oversteps? Hm? They come to people like me for help and then I send people
like you. Why is that? Hm?”

You managed half of a shrug, wincing at the way skin stretched on your back as you took in his
words.

“With a few strokes of carefully curated violence, we have fixed their problem.” He smiled brightly,
his teeth whiter and sharper than they should have been, “After all, what does one do with a dictator?
A drug runner? A weapons dealer? A human trafficker? A corrupt politician? I use them—”

“And then I kill them,” you rasped, your voice barely above a decipherable whisper.



“Precisely.” Novak nodded, his smile growing as he leaned back in his chair. He looked almost proud
as he continued to scribble in his notes, “That is our game. That is how we play it. Death and
destruction to bring about peace, freedom, and order. We are the same. Can you imagine what we
could do together?”

You shook your head, dropping your gaze away from him with a shudder at the thought.

“You and I, we could change the world,” he said softly, the warmth of his voice luring you back to
him, “But, if we are going to work together, I will require something from you. My formula. I know
you remember it.”

Novak locked eyes with you, trapping you in his shadowy gaze.

“You are incredible. Near-perfection. We can help each other. Whatever you wish, I will give to you.”

You couldn't stop the slow nod that mirrored his as he rose from his chair and offered you his hand.

An end to the pain. That was what he was offering you.

An end to the exhaustion that plagued you every single moment of every single day.

An end to being trapped in a box and having molten liquid injected into your veins.

You stared at his hand, wincing as his spindly fingers reached toward you like the legs of a venomous
spider or the striking tail of a scorpion.

You paused, recoiling from him with a frown.

That’s what would happen. You’d take his hand only to have him bite you—strike you.

He had no interest in giving you what you wanted. He only wanted to use you.

You knew that.

“I-I want…I…” you started slowly, your voice cracking as though ice chipped off of your vocal cords
with every word, “I…wanna kill you. Slowly. I want you to feel everything I do—”

Novak rolled his eyes with a light scoff, his hand still outstretched to you, “Oh, darling, listen to me
—”

“No!” you snapped, throwing the blanket off your shoulders as you lunged at him without a second
thought, “You're a liar!”

Novak snapped back his hand, flinching away from you as you threw yourself at him before a metal
hand tangled in your hair and yanked you backward.

“You wouldn’t come to me for peace!” you snapped, your hoarse words building strength as you
writhed against the soldier, “What happens when you achieve it? What happens to me? To him? You
just throw us away? You don’t want fuckin’ peace, you want power! You want chaos!”

“Chaos breeds order!” Novak snapped suddenly, his calm demeanor suddenly disappearing as he
snarled, “With war comes peace.”



“Bull-fuckin’-shit!” you shrieked, fighting against Metal Arm Dude but he held you steady, “We’re
not the same! We don’t want the same thing! I want you dead, Merek!”

Novak growled lowly, pursing his lips as he gathered his notes with a shake of his head. His assistant
took a quick step out from behind him, plucking the bloodstained blanket from the floor and holding
it at arm’s length before he turned back toward the Doctor.

“This isn’t working,” he muttered, glancing from Novak to you and the soldier.

The Doctor shook his head with a sigh before he finally shrugged, “Then we use him.”

Without another word, Novak turned on his heel and moved toward the door. He and his assistant
disappeared into the hall, the sound of their footsteps masked by the slamming of the door and the
snap of the lock.

The instant they were gone, Metal Arm Dude released you. He let you fall to the floor, not bothering
to catch you before he returned to his corner and the lights in the room went out.

You didn’t bother to move from your position on the floor. Instead, you stayed curled up in the corner,
allowing Novak to come and go as he pleased as he tried whatever new tactic he was attempting.

He’d come in every few hours…or maybe it was days. At this point, who was keeping track?

He’d talk and rant and rave about something or the other. You’d gotten better and better at staring at
him blankly, letting him talk, and not absorbing a single word that came out of his mouth.

Even then, you always managed to catch bits and pieces of his ramblings.

The state of the world had gone downhill.

With your help, he could change it.

You could help him save the world.

But, it was a lie, right? A manipulation tactic he was using to try and control you. Right?

He wasn’t the good guy…was he?

Then again, were you? Were you really the good guy?

Were you the hero?

Or were you a puppet following orders?

Were you just Weston’s version of the man that stood behind you?



Were you simply a marionette created and strung and controlled by the Commander?

Or were you more than that? You had to be more, right?

You shook your head at the thought, curling up against the wall as you closed your eyes and your
stomach rumbled sickly. You’d barely managed to choke half a tray of food down every few days,
even when you did feel hungry. The instant it hit your tongue, you felt sick.

Without the serum running through your veins, you were beginning to waste away. Shadows shifted in
the corner of your vision, either your mind beginning to play tricks on you once again or, perhaps,
death finally beckoning you closer.

You didn’t know.

What you did know is that whatever anger and vengeance had clung to you was beginning to fade.
You were far too tired to deal with those feelings.

All you wanted to do was sleep.

But, of course, they wouldn’t let you do that.

You barely flinched as the door swung open. You didn’t even bother to fight back as a pair of guards
dragged you to your feet before hauling you from the room and down the hall. Your eyes were half-
lidded as they took you into another room before setting you down in a chair.

You let them strap you down without any complaints and stared blankly at the floor as a needle was
pressed into your skin. An IV drip hung to your side, the bag swayed as one of the guards walked by
before you were left alone in the room.

Glancing at the bag, you watched the liquid for a moment before dropping your gaze back to the floor.

It wouldn’t do much good. It might get you hydrated again. It might keep you going for a little while
longer but, eventually, it wouldn’t be enough. And, when the time came, Novak would escalate to
something new. He wouldn’t let you die.

He wouldn’t let you rest.

You sighed, knocking your head back against the chair with a groan as a low whisper hushed through
the room. It was so faint that, for a moment, you thought you’d imagined it but murmured words
finally made their way to your ears.

You sat up straight with a frown, glancing around the room before your eyes landed on a form across
from you; chained to the wall. He was sitting so far in the darkness you could barely even see him but
familiar red hair and deep blue eyes stared at you.

“(F/N)?” the voice asked softly, its words so low you almost missed them, “Are you okay?”

A frown found its way to your face as you stared into the shadow, trying to place the man’s face.

“Can you hear me?”

You nodded slowly, your eyes studying the man before you realized who it was.



“Ollie?” you croaked, looking over him slowly. He was chained to the wall, his hair and clothes a
mess but, otherwise, he looked relatively untouched with the exception of the IV tree that was
dangling over him and attached to his arm, “You look good.”

He frowned as a wet cough echoed from your chest, dredging up blood and mucus, “You look barely
alive.”

The sound of his voice was music to your ears even though it was soft and distant.

Yours, on the other hand, was raw. As though it hadn’t been used in years. It hardly even sounded like
your voice anymore. Then again, you couldn’t remember what it used to be like.

“I didn’t think you were still here,” Ollie murmured, fiddling with his fingers, “I thought they…
they…”

“They’re getting closer,” you muttered beneath your breath.

He frowned, glancing between you and the door, “I-I thought you were going to get us out of here. I
thought you had a real plan—”

“You were wrong,” you snapped with a low snarl, “I got nothing.”

Oliver blinked, his eyes widening slightly as the darkness of your voice and the weight of your words
sank in, “You’re giving up?”

“I don’t have many other options, kid.”

“B-But…” He shifted restlessly, the chains on his wrists clanking harshly, “You promised.”

You dropped your gaze away from him, grimacing at the knot that formed in your stomach, “I’m
sorry.”

“So, that’s it?” he asked, sitting back against the wall with a blank look on his face, “We’re done?”

Your gaze shot back to him as he slumped against the wall. Disappointment etched in his tone,
betrayal sat just behind his eyes as he looked away from you, tucking his knees to his chest.

You swallowed thickly, your stomach turning over on itself as tears formed in your eyes.

You were breaking your promise.

You promised you’d get him out of there. That everything would be alright.

You lied.

“I tried!” you cried, unable to stop tears from streaming down your cheeks as you struggled against
the straps holding you down, “I tried. I swear I did. I’m so tired, Ollie. It’s so cold. I’m sorry. I’m so
sorry, Ollie.”

Ollie hung his head, looking away from you before he spoke again, “What do we do now?”

“I don’t know,” you said with a sniffle, looking away from him as your heart hammered in your chest.

Eventually, Novak would grow tired of you. Eventually, he’d decide that he didn’t need you at all.
Maybe he’d go back to experimenting on innocent people until he perfected his formula.



Then you’d be useless to him

So he’d get rid of you.

Both of you.

You shook your head, blinking away tears with a growl.

No.

Ollie hadn’t done anything wrong. He wasn’t even supposed to be there with you, but he was. You’d
always dragged him into trouble and now you were both staring death right in the face.

Unless you did something about it.

A spark reignited in your chest. This time, it wasn’t a sliver of useless hope but determination burning
hotter from the rage that sat, deep-seated, in the hole in your chest.

No. Ollie wasn’t going to be punished for what you had done. You weren’t going to let Novak hurt
him just because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong person.

Ollie didn’t deserve it.

You couldn’t give up. Not yet.

Not until you could get him out of there.

Your jaw set into place as the door behind you opened and one of Novak’s assistants entered the
room. He barely looked you over before messing with your IV and pulling out another syringe. He
added the syringe’s contents to the IV with a nod before turning away from you and leaving the room.

You winced lightly, waiting for whatever it was he gave you to begin to burn; to make every memory
you had come to the forefront of your mind like you were watching it back in a theatre. You waited
for each of your senses to overload until you thought your brain would short-circuit.

But it never did.

What was it then?

You shook your head, ignoring the tingling sensation that worked through your core, and turned back
to the task at hand.

The instant you left the room, you’d never be able to find Ollie again. They’d ship him off through a
maze of hallways in the bunker. It would take you ages to track him down.

You’d have to wait.

You’d have to hold out until you were in the same room again. This room wasn’t heavily guarded. All
you would have to do is take out a couple of Novak’s assistants and a few guards and you’d be able to
sneak out of the building with Ollie by your side.

But you’d have to be stronger. You’d have to have as much energy as you could muster if you were
going to pull it off.

You had to have patience. You had to strike when the time was right.



You nodded to yourself, ignoring the dark shadows that danced at the corner of your vision as the
room began to twist.

Then again…

Another frown curved to your face.

— “No! Soldier Boy!” you yelled, your voice cracking as tears rolled down your cheeks and you were
dragged back down the hall, “Don’t leave me! Please! No!” —

If you could get both you and Ollie out of there, you could get one more.

You wouldn’t leave him behind.

You could get him out, take him with you.

But you had to make sure he was free of his own head first.

If you were going to escape the bunker, you had to take care of a few things.

First, you had to get your strength back. That meant choking down whatever meals were given to you.
Luckily, after he’d seen just how frail you were, Novak had ordered meals to be given to you twice a
day instead of whenever the guards remembered to feed you. Which was great. Now you not only
were getting your strength back, you were also able to count the days.

Second, you had to get Metal Arm Dude out of his head. Something that would be easy…if he’d
actually been in the same room as you. Unfortunately, Novak had recalled him to somewhere else in
the bunker. But, you knew he’d be back. All you had to do was cause a little bit of chaos and Novak
would send him back to you.

Third, once you got the soldier out of his head, you had to convince him to run away with you. He’d
always been hesitant about it but, if you could just dig a bit deeper, you knew you could get him out
of whatever programming they had him in.

Fourth was getting back into the room with Ollie. And, though you weren’t sure how you were going
to manage that, you knew you’d get back to him eventually.

But, there was another problem. One with an origin you couldn’t really place and one that you knew
would cause problems in the long run.

The shadows that lived in the corners of your vision were getting worse. Not only did they seem to
take shape in the darkness but you swore they whispered to you. Footsteps that should have been out
in the hall, were right beside you.



Voices came from behind you, bouncing off the corners of the room before whispering right in your
ear. You could feel their cold breath on the back of your neck as distant voices spoke to you and called
you by name.

Maybe it was nothing. Maybe you were just tired and stressed. Maybe it wasn’t anything you had to
worry about. Maybe it—

You paused, not bothering to move as the door to your cell opened before slamming shut and
footsteps slipped through the room. You waited for them to come closer, to bring you a new tray of
food before leaving but that didn’t happen.

Instead, the footfalls moved slowly through the room before taking up post in the corner.

A small smirk worked to your lips as you realized what it meant.

“I’ve been waiting for you to show up,” you said, unaware of the slur in your voice as you turned
toward the silhouette in the corner before you froze.

Daniel Gonzalez stood in silence in the corner of the room. Half his face was shielded by darkness.
Tendrils of smoke twisted off his body armor. His hazel eyes were piercing blue.

“Mi amor.”

You choked, your throat tightening as you pressed yourself back against the wall and your brows
furrowed.

— “Danny!” you screeched, squirming out of the man’s hold and back to the desert floor. You turned
on the man in an instant, kicking out his knees before crawling back toward Danny. You fumbled
through the sand, reaching for Danny’s hand, “Please, wake up! Mi amor! Please! I need you!” —

A wheezed breath squeaked through your lungs as you locked eyes with him and your head began to
spin.

“What are you doing here?” you croaked, your eyes wide as you slowly worked yourself up the wall,
“H-How are you here?”

Danny didn’t answer, his lips were pressed in a straight line as he raised a single brow.

You swallowed thickly, the bolt of fear that had run through you quickly dissipating as a smile worked
to your lips. Relief raged through you, fully burying the unease that edged through the back of your
head as you made your way slowly toward him.

Something is wrong.

Shaking your head, you took another slow step toward him. Maybe this was it. Maybe you were
finally slipping over to the other side.

But everything was going so well.

Maybe Danny was finally welcoming you to—

You reached toward him, outstretching your hand to cup his cheek only to have a cold hand wrap
around your wrist. A yelp burst through the room as you were thrown away from Danny and sent



tumbling across the floor. You rolled over your shoulder on instinct, trying to get your feet underneath
you before you stumbled into the wall.

You caught yourself against it, steadying yourself before turning back toward Danny in confusion.

But Danny was gone.

Metal Arm Dude stalked from the corner of the room, his eyes narrowed into thin slivers of blue that
glared at you.

You gulped, holding up your hands as he took a long, slow step from the corner of the room, “I-I’m
sorry. I-I thought…”

You trailed off, panic suddenly filling your throat like bile as you looked him over.

Why was he there? You hadn’t tried to get out yet. Novak had taken him from you because he had no
reason to watch you.

He wasn’t supposed to be there.

“Что ты здесь делаешь?” you asked with a stutter, taking another step away from him as he came
closer, “What are you doing here?”

“The formula,” he growled, his voice muffled by his mask, “Give it to me.”

You paused, your jaw clenching as he glared at you.

Metal Arm Dude never started in English. Never. You had to start in Russian before leading him
slowly to another language. And he never spoke at first. You had to do all the talking until he finally
decided he wanted to speak.

— “This isn’t working,” he muttered, glancing from Novak to you and the soldier. —

— The Doctor shook his head with a sigh before he finally shrugged, “Then we use him.” —

You stumbled slightly, the room starting to spin as your heart raced.

The Doctor had sent him. He knew the two of you were closer than you should have been. Maybe that
was his plan all along. Maybe—

“Give me the formula,” Danny said, replacing the soldier the instant you blinked, “Now.”

Don’t give it to him.

Fight.

Run.

“Soldier Boy,” you winced, trying to keep him at arm’s length as he replaced Danny again, “Please.”

You stumbled again, falling in a heap as he stalked toward you and you tried scrambling toward the
door. You barely made it two steps before a metal hand wrapped around your ankle and dragged you
backward. A shriek ripped through your throat as he hauled you backward, toward the table in the
center of the room.



“No!” you snapped, kicking at his hand as you clawed at the ground, “Soldier Boy, lemme go!”

Danny didn’t answer as you turned back toward him to try and wriggle from his grasp.

Burned hands were latched onto your ankle, skin sloughing off as he dragged you closer. Bloodied
fingerprints left their marks as you writhed on the ground; your hands searching for anything that
could help you.

Your fingers managed to find your food tray, you snatched it as fast as you could before turning back
toward Metal Arm Dude . He adjusted his grip as he came to a stop by the table, reaching down to
grab you before you took advantage of him.

The second he came into range, you swung the tray as hard as you could.

It smacked against his head with a sickening crack and he let you go in an instant as he and his mask
went flying. Danny grunted, a low growl warped through his throat as the tray bounced across the
floor.

“Mi amor.”

A cracked sob burst through you as you scurried out of his reach.

— Explosions rumbled through the wreckage, sounding like thunder while the snapping of bullets
onto the vehicles spattered like rain. —

— You paused again, resting your shoulder against a transport as Danny’s footsteps echoed behind
you. His hand landed on your shoulder, holding you back for a moment as he thumbed your uniform
before you glanced back at him. —

— His eyes softened as they met yours, the rest of his face covered by a green shemagh, “We need to
get outta here. Now.” —

It wasn’t him. It wasn’t him. It wasn’t him.

You held your head in your hands, squeezing your eyes shut as phantom explosions and gunfire
snapped through your head.

What happened? What’s going on?

It’s not real. Something’s wrong.

A dry scoff hummed from across the room as heavy bootfalls sounded on the floor. You winced at the
sound, burying your head in your arms to avoid the stare of Metal Arm Dude.

“Бля, девочка-солдат,” he said lowly, shaking his head as you stole a peek at him. He turned away
from you, snatching his mask from the floor before slipping it back on, “Блин.” Fuck, Soldier Girl.
Damnit.

You blinked, looking up at Danny as he straightened, fixing his shemagh in place against his face
before he turned back to you.

You closed your eyes, turning away from him as he came closer, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

He shook his head, coming to sit beside you as you avoided looking at him entirely.



“С тобой все в порядке?” the soldier asked softly, knocking his head against the wall as you stared
into the floor. Are you okay?

You didn’t answer him as you rubbed your temples, trying to clear the sharp shadows that darted in
front of your vision.

“Мне жаль,” he said after a moment, watching you carefully as you finally straightened. I’m sorry.

“For what?” you asked, still unable to look at him as you squeezed your eyes shut, “Scaring the shit
outta me? It’s okay.”

If you kept your eyes closed, Soldier Boy would stay. If you didn’t look, Danny’s disfigured form
would only stay in your nightmares.

“Я нарушил обещание.” I broke a promise.

“It wasn’t your fault,” you said, pulling your legs to your chest and setting your chin atop your knees,
“Это было мое.” It was mine.

The two of you sat in silence for a moment as you tried to get your wits about you.

Something was wrong. The shadows weren’t supposed to take shape like that; they weren’t supposed
to be there.

You sighed, leaning toward him before setting your head against his shoulder, “My head hurts.”

“И мой тоже.” So does mine.

“Sorry,” you mumbled, closing your eyes as he relaxed back, “They tell you to do that?”

Metal Arm Dude nodded slowly, “Я не хотел. Я никогда не хочу.” I didn’t want to. I never want to.

You frowned, finally peeling open an eye to glance back at him. A wince rocked through you slightly
as you waited to see which of the men you’d lay eyes upon. You relaxed slightly as you caught sight
of his masked face, “What do they do to you?”

The soldier didn’t answer. Instead, he shook his head before leaning over to knock his head against
yours.

“Does it hurt?”

“Они не сделают этого с тобой, Девушка-Солдат.” They’re not going to do it to you, Soldier Girl.

You pulled away from him, looking him in the eye as he glanced over at you, “How do you know?”

“Потому что ты будешь сопротивляться. Ты им не позволишь.” Because you’ll fight back. You
won’t let them.

A sigh huffed through your nose as you leaned back against him, “I’m tired.”

The soldier shook his head, “Нет. You’re going to get out of here.”

You pulled away from him again, pulling his gaze with you before your eyes met, “We’re gonna get
outta here. Together. I promise.”



He didn’t react, his eyes studying yours for a moment more before he pulled away. As he moved,
another shadow darted from the corner. It shifted and flowed like water as it pulled itself into another
form.

“Mi amor.”

You swallowed thickly, avoiding its gaze as you turned back toward the soldier and hugged his metal
arm against you.

Why? Why was this happening? What was happening?

Why, now, were you seeing things again?

You were eating again. You were getting stronger. You weren’t supposed to be losing your mind.

And why was Metal Arm Dude sent back to you? Why had they asked him to interrogate you
unless…

You paused, your eyes darting to your food tray before they widened.

Unless Novak knew what would happen.

Unless he was the one doing it.

— You shook your head, ignoring the slightly tingling sensation that worked through your core and
turned back to the task at hand. —

The Doctor knew he couldn’t win by playing nice. He’d done it on purpose. He’d left you to your
own devices on purpose. He’d scheduled real meal times on purpose. He wasn’t trying to get you
back to health, he was trying to make a weakness. He was trying to get you to make a mistake.

He’d put something in the food.

He was really playing dirty now.

But, what now?

You couldn't just stop eating. You needed to be strong enough to run when the time came.

You had to be strong enough to get the three of you out of there.

You paused as Metal Arm Dude sat up straight before shoving himself away from you and back to his
feet. He was across the room and back into his corner before you had time to think.

Danny—Soldier Boy—reached down, adjusting his scarf—mask—before he sunk deeper into the
shadows.

You sipped a breath, pressing yourself back against the wall as the door to your cell swung open.

Commander Weston ducked into the room, blood ran down the front of his grey suit as he stepped
toward you. You pressed your palms against your eyes, avoiding his gaze as he stopped in front of
you. He glanced between you and the soldier, his brows furrowing as he looked over the soldier.
Novak stared at the soldier for a moment, his eyes narrowing as he looked back at you before his gaze
fell to the misshapen tray that had landed across the room.



Weston took a deep breath before he sighed, smoke poured from his nose, “Did I not tell you to
behave?”

You swallowed thickly, staring up into black eyes as you cowered away from the man, “You did.”

“What did you do?” Novak asked, towering over the top of you as you winced away from him.

You shook your head, shoving away the fear that ate at you before you straightened, “What did you
do?”

Weston paused as he raised a brow in confusion.

You pointed toward the tray, “ I ain’t tellin’ you shit. No matter what you give me.”

Novak sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose in annoyance, “You have exhausted my patience. Both
of you. Wipe him. Run him through to the baseline this time.”

Novak’s assistant ducked into the room, with every step he took his face changed to someone you
swore you knew, “Yes, sir.”

“What does that mean?” you asked, shaking away the familiar faces that painted themselves across
the man’s face, “Wait. What does—”

“It means I am done playing games, Lieutenant,” Weston snarled, suddenly closer to you than you
thought he was.

“That’s funny,” you scoffed, forcibly shaking away the Commander’s face until Novak’s returned, “I
thought you said a game of death and—”

The back of Novak’s hand slammed against your cheek, sending you flying back into the wall. You
yelped, your eyes burning with tears as spindly fingers wrapped around your throat.

“I told you to behave.” Both Novak and Weston’s voices snarled in unison, “You did not. Now, your
friend goes away and he does not come back. You do not get him back.”

It didn’t matter if you decided to avoid whatever Novak was drugging you with. It didn’t matter if you
tried to eat less or not.

Whatever the Doctor wanted in your system, got into your system.

You shouldn’t have said anything. You should have kept your mouth shut.

What had been in your food was tasteless and went down easy.

But, now?



Now it was injected directly into your veins. The few weeks of freedom you had had to roam your
cell was gone, Novak had taken it from you as he strapped you back down to the table.

Metal Arm Dude was gone too, Novak had taken him away. You hadn’t seen him in…in…

The Doctor had taken away your meals. You’d lost all sense of time again.

That was all Novak did. He took and he took and he took.

And the things that he gave back were never pleasant.

“Keep your head up, girlie,” Weston said, glancing up from his notes as he tapped a red pen against
the clipboard.

“Eyes open.” Turner nodded, leaning over to mutter something in the Commander’s ear.

You shivered as you turned away from them to stare up at the ceiling as even more shadows and
shapes swirled around you.

“Focus.”

Somehow this was worse than the serum the Doctor had been giving you.

You could handle the burn and the pain and the overload that shocked all your senses.

But, this?

Hearing the Commander’s voice? Seeing Turner hand syringes to the Doctor as he worked.

It was worse.

So much worse.

“Stop,” you whispered, closing your eyes as tears pricked at them.

Weston stood from his chair, standing over the top of you, “Tell me what I want. Give me the damn
formula.”

His face changed at the last second, the smoke tendrils that curled from his lips gone in an instant as
Novak leaned over you.

A shrieked snarl made its way through your throat as you gnashed your teeth and lunged at the nearest
shadow before it withdrew. A pair of hands were on your shoulders in an instant, slamming you back
down against the table as you writhed and squirmed against the restraints.

“No,” you snapped, kicking and tearing at the leather straps with a frustrated grunt as you let your
eyes slip toward the corner of the room.

You hoped that you might catch sight of the soldier, that maybe he’d snuck into the room while you
weren’t watching.

But he wasn’t there. He was gone.

A hiss snapped through your teeth as you twisted your wrist once more and you were finally able to
slip your hand free.



Fight back. Fight back.

You lunged toward the nearest guard. With his back turned to you, he was completely unaware that
you’d managed to slip free.

He realized it too late as you latched onto his uniform and pulled him back toward the table. He was
unable to stop himself as you slammed him against the table and he went limp. You turned to your
other wrist, shakily pulling at the strap until it came free.

Novak took a step away from you, his assistant sprinted from the room.

Another guard’s hand was on yours before you could continue with the rest of the straps.

Kill him. Kill him.

You clawed at his hand, tearing it away from you before bashing it against the table and listening to it
snap. He screamed in pain as you flung yourself forward to release your ankles. Another pair of
shadows darted into the room, attempting to restrain you. You threw them away from you, writhing in
their grasp before you reached for the weapons at their side.

They moved quickly out of your reach, not allowing you to steal anything from them as they tried to
keep a grip on you. You managed to shove another one out of the way before lashing out at another
shadow that darted toward you.

A metal hand melted from the shadow, snapping to your chest before pushing you back down onto the
table. You screamed in response, trying to get it off you as Danny held you down. His face was
unreadable as two more shadows worked to restrain you.

Your eyes were wild as you fought against him before the straps on your wrists were replaced and
Metal Arm Dude held you down until you stopped.

And you stopped almost immediately.

Relief should have come washing over you as you realized who it was.

But it didn’t.

Something was wrong.

He wasn’t even looking at you. He was staring at the Doctor, waiting for his next orders. Novak
glared at you before nodding to Danny.

The next thing you knew, a hand was clasped around your throat and Commander Weston stood over
the top of you.

You wheezed as Danny’s hand began to squeeze.

“Tell me the truth. Now,” the Commander growled, tendrils of smoke curled from his nose.

You forced a breath, squirming in the soldier’s grasp as he replaced Danny.

“Now, Lieutenant,” Novak snarled, stepping through the smoke of Weston’s cigar and taking his
place.



“N-No,” you managed to spit out, gasping as the soldier’s grip on you tightened.

“Kremorga,” Novak snapped, turning away from you and waving off the soldier as a flurry of words
you couldn’t make out came from his mouth. He paused, taking a deep breath before turning back to
Metal Arm Dude, “She does not move. Да?”

The soldier didn’t react but took his place in the corner without a word.

He didn’t look like himself. Even when Soldier Boy wasn’t himself, there was always a little bit of
him left.

But… that look in his eye…You hadn’t seen that since…

Since the beginning.

“She will try to break you,” Novak said, glaring at you, “Do not let her.”

The soldier nodded, placing his hands behind his back as he stood in the shadows.

“We start again,” the Doctor spat, heading for the door with a growl, “From the beginning.”

It was your turn to nod, your jaw tightened as you turned toward the soldier.

From the beginning.

It was harder than it was the first time. Then again, you could barely remember what happened the
first time. It seemed like it was so far away, the first time you’d broken him out of his own head.
Maybe the first time was a fluke. Maybe it was an accident.

Maybe each time you’d gotten him out was a miracle or luck.

Maybe you were out of both.

Or, perhaps, the first time you got him out was because the Doctor wanted you to. He had
purposefully given Metal Arm Dude to you, just so when he took him away, it would hurt more.

Then again, maybe it was because he wasn’t the only one you were talking to.

Had you talked to shadows and dead people the first time?

Maybe that was the problem.

Maybe if the Commander wasn’t pacing the door of your grandma’s house. Turner wasn’t relaxing in
his bunk on the plane and Danny wasn’t staring at you from the corner…with strangely blue eyes…
you’d be able to…



Wait a second…None of that was right.

No. No. No.

You weren’t in New Eden. Or on the C17. And, Danny wasn’t there.

He was gone.

They all were.

“You are running out of time, Ghostie,” Weston said, turning his head toward you with a frown.

“I say we move to the auxiliary plan,” Turner hummed, folding his arms over his chest.

You frowned, rolling your head toward the sound of the men’s voices as they moved through your cell
—House. You blinked, your gaze flicking across the peeling wallpaper as you lay back on the couch.
Danny was leaning against the archway to the kitchen, his arms folded over his chest. Weston and
Turner were talking in the living room—No. Novak and his assistant were talking in the living room.

What were they doing in the living room?

You frowned, staring blankly over the two of them before you glanced back to Danny—No.

Metal Arm Dude stood in the corner, his eyes staring into you before Weston was suddenly blocking
your vision.

“How do you manage to be so difficult, my dear?” Weston asked, his voice strange and distorted.

You blinked slowly, studying him carefully before a sudden bolt of electricity ran through your body.
A yelp sounded through the room as you were suddenly thrust back into your cell.

Novak stood over you. His assistant was writing down notes. The soldier stared through you.

“Years of practice,” you managed to choke through gritted teeth before you squeezed your eyes shut.

Novak’s assistant scoffed, shaking his head, “I think it’s time, sir.”

“Again,” Novak snapped, ignoring his assistant with a shake of his head as another shock of
electricity snapped through you.

When Novak said that he was going back to the beginning, he meant it.

His raging rambles were gone. The regular meals and being left alone were also gone.

It really was as though you’d started over.

Beatings lasted for hours. The shock drip returned along with the near-drownings and lashings.

Luckily, the freezer was the last thing on Novak’s mind.

It was almost like he was running out of time. Or, as though he’d actually run out of patience this
time.

Instead of ending a session with one of his serums, Novak started the session with an unassuming
clear liquid that made the room spin.



He never allowed a reprieve. He never allowed you to heal.

You got a few hours to recover, that was it.

Whatever hope you had of making a run for it was long gone.

The next time you were put with Ollie, you would barely be able to walk.

You’d never be able to run.

And you wouldn’t be able to run without Metal Arm Dude.

You couldn’t leave him.

But he didn’t even know you. You couldn’t get him back.

Another screech tore through your throat as more electricity surged through you. You kept your eyes
closed, unwilling to watch the room change and morph in front of you or to watch the ghosts of your
family stalk in and out of the shadows.

The shock ended a moment later and, before you knew what was happening, the straps on your wrists
were released and you were yanked off the table. Your eyes snapped open and you came face to face
with a bloodied Weston and Turner.

Blood oozed from Weston’s uniform, painting itself through the sand-covered armor. Smoke wafted
from Turner’s vest as he reached out to you before a shriek ripped from your chest. You shoved them
away from you, falling to your knees as they let you go and you scrambled through the spinning
room.

You were in New Eden, clambering across the living room.

An incoherent yell echoed through the room as you scurried away from the shadows that charged at
you.

You were in the C17, knocking over the weapons lining Danny’s war table.

Glass shattered in your ears, making you flinch as you kicked away a shadow.

You were in the isolation chamber, frost glittered on the walls as the lights went out.

Your back hit against something, you grappled wildly to place a hand on the wall but your fingers
grasped onto something made of fabric.

You were back in your cell, steel blue eyes stared down at you in confusion. It was like something
clicked in them, a faint flash of recognition burned through them at your touch before it was gone.

A metal hand reached down to grab you but you slipped out of the way. You curled your arms around
his leg, holding on for dear life as the room spiraled out of control.

The soldier paused, looking you over slowly before he reached down to pry you off of him.

“No,” you sobbed, keeping your eyes shut as he tugged you to your feet, “Please, no. Please!”

You didn’t bother to fight against him as he lifted you to the center of the room.



What was the point? He was stronger than you were. You couldn’t fight him.

A pair of cuffs were snapped around your wrists before the clank of a chain sounded through the room
and your hands were lifted over your head. You slumped forward, your head falling to your chest as
your heart hammered in your chest.

“That is enough,” Novak snapped, capturing your attention. You opened your eyes, realizing just how
many guards were surrounding you; primed to punish your outburst, “Out. All of you. It’s time. Prep
him.”

You sighed in relief, hanging heavily against the chains as the men left the room. Novak barely cast
you a glance as he threw his clipboard against the wall and it shattered; his assistant scurried after him
before the door slammed shut.

Despite the pain that ran through you, a smirk played on your face.

Novak was putting his all into this one, you’d be the first to admit it.

But you’d be damned if you were going to let him break you this time.

“Nice goin’, mi amor,” Danny said from the shadows, a grin plastered across his face before he
winked, “Wait ‘til you’re with Walsh again. That’s your best bet.”

The Commander nodded, staring into the door as he puffed on his cigar, “Make sure he makes himself
useful.”

“Yeah,” Turner hummed, staring at the broken clipboard on the floor, “Get the kid to rig somethin’ up
for you. Then get the hell outta here.”

Danny’s smile fell slightly as he looked you over, “You’re going to get out of here.”

“I don’t think I will,” you muttered under your breath, “I’m tired, mi amor. I’m so tired.”

“Fight through it,” Weston said, casting you half a glance, “You get the jump on them, you get outta
here.”

You sighed, your voice cracking, “I already tried that. It didn’t work.”

“Try harder.”

You scoffed with a roll of your eyes before dropping your gaze to the floor to avoid the three of them.

The plan that had been your lifeline was gone. The man that had been your lifeline was also gone.

And you weren’t sure you’d get either of them back.

You swallowed thickly, looking up at the soldier in the corner of the room, “How much longer you
gonna make me do this?”

Metal Arm Dude didn’t answer. Hell, he barely even looked at you.

You’d been working on him for days.

Maybe even weeks.



Maybe even months and you still hadn’t even made a dent in him yet.

Then again, they had him on as strict a schedule as you were.

They took him every so often, resetting him before handing him back over to Novak and you. They
took him before you could get even a glimmer of recognition.

“Come on, Soldier Boy,” you begged him, unable to lift your head, “Пожалуйста. Мне нужно,
чтобы ты вернулся. Я не могу сделать это без тебя. Я не могу потерять и тебя. Пожалуйста.”
Please. I need you to come back. I can’t do this without you. I can’t lose you too. Please.

He didn’t answer. He never answered.

Fuck!

You’d done this before. You’d done it so many times you’d lost track.

He knew you.

Soldier Boy was lurking just beneath the surface but you couldn’t find a way to break the ice and pull
him out to safety.

“Please,” you whispered, “I promised.”

“Ты меня знаешь?” You know me?

You snapped upright at the sound of his voice, your heart suddenly soaring in your chest as you
looked at him.

He’d taken half a step from the shadows, staring at you curiously.

“Yes. Да.” You nodded hurriedly, “I know you. You know me. I-I’m…”

You paused, your mind going blank for a moment as your heart raced.

Who were you again?

You were…

You had a name…Once…

It was…No…That wasn’t right.

Your name was—

“Призрак,” the soldier said, nodding toward the gaping hole in the back of your suit. The one that
showed off the scars of a single word: Ghost.

— A smile had spread across Novak’s face as he watched your silent conversation, “You know, my
dear Ghostie, he does not remember his own name. I would hate for you to forget yours.” —

You blanched with a shake of your head, “Нет. No. I-I’m…”

You trailed off again, nervously licking your lips as you searched the room for your name. The soldier
took another slow step from the shadows, his gaze studying you as though he were reading a book.



A shiver rocked through you as his eyes roved over you and he crossed the room. He stopped in front
of you, watching you carefully before he reached up with his metal hand and grasped your chin. A
whimper slipped through your lips as he raised your head to get a better look at you.

His eyes were near-impossible to read as he searched you before they changed. Metal Arm Dude
relaxed back, “Девушка-солдат. Ты моя девушка-солдат.” Soldier Girl. You’re my Soldier Girl.

You started to nod before a trail of footsteps echoed from outside the door. The soldier pushed away
from you, his eyes glued to the door before he turned back to you.

“They can’t know that you know,” you whispered, “Please? I can’t lose you again. Promise me they
won’t know.”

Soldier Boy nodded slowly, looking you over for a moment more before he slipped back into the
shadows.

Blood leaked from your lip, streaming down your chin before dripping to the floor. You sucked a
strangled breath, your grip so tight on the chains above you, you thought you might break your own
fingers.

Again.

Your head hung low to the ground, avoiding the gaze of the Doctor as he stared into you. He hadn’t
said anything in ages. Instead, he’d opted to sit back and watch as his men went through their routine
with you.

It was like he was waiting for something now. As though he already knew what was coming next, he
was just waiting to catch you at your weakest.

Or, maybe, he was giving you one last chance to get on his last nerve.

That was something you were pretty good at.

You spat out a wad of blood as the guard in front of you relaxed back. He sighed, glancing at the
broken skin on his knuckles before shaking out his hand with a shake of his head. You sent a low hiss
his way, letting a spray of blood snake between your teeth as the Doctor glared at you from his chair.

He tapped his finger against his thigh, staring at you with a frown before he pushed himself to his
feet, “Prep her.”

You scoffed, rolling your head back with a roll of your eyes, “What’re we doin’ now, Doc? Is it gonna
be—”



Novak didn’t bother to send a glance your way before one of his men’s fists dug into your stomach.
You yelped, doubling over in pain before another strike was delivered to your thigh.

Before you could straighten yourself the chain above you dropped, sending you hurtling to the floor.
You groaned, wincing as the men undid your cuffs and dragged you off the floor and onto the table.
Your head smacked back against the metal as the men strapped you down and Novak’s assistant
jabbed a needle into your arm and injected its contents. You tried to shrug them all away, ignoring the
shadows that formed as they moved as you stared at the ceiling.

The assistant turned away from you for a moment before swinging back around with your worst
nightmare.

“Wait,” you rasped, wincing at the blue contents of the syringe.

You were hoping you were past this. You were hoping he’d given up on experimenting on you.

He hadn’t done it since you’d come out from the isolation chamber. You hadn’t had to feel the molten
liquid flow through your veins in what felt like months.

Novak’s assistant paused, cocking his head to the side, “You tell the good Doctor what he wants and I
won’t.”

“Fuck off.”

“Fine.”

The man plunged the needle into your arm without a second thought, releasing the liquid faster than
you could protest.

It hit you all at once. The feeling of bones trying to reset themselves and cuts slowly knitting together.
Your senses were all heightened at once.

The smell of Novak’s cologne overpowered your senses. The leather straps on your wrists burned and
itched as you strained against them. The taste of blood in your mouth was more than you could handle
as bile rose in your throat. Thudding footsteps echoed in the hall as though they were stomping right
past your ears. The lights above you were brighter than the sun but the shadows that you’d learned to
ignore were dancing around the halo of light.

A grimaced shriek echoed through the room as you nearly arched off the table. You wrenched one of
your arms free from one of the guards. It took two of them to pin it back to the table and a third to
strap it down.

You’d nearly forgotten what it felt like to have the scalding serum running through your body.

What it felt like to have your entire body rewrite itself in seconds.

You released another cry, your muscles tensing before you finally went limp and let the serum take its
course.

“That was stupid,” Metal Arm Dude muttered from the corner of the room, stepping out of the
shadows to stalk toward you.

A low, rasping laugh ground its way from your throat as he strode across the room. You managed a
shrug, wincing at the movement and covering the pain with a sly smile.



"I don’t have many options, do I?” you asked, your head thudding against the table as you looked up
at him.

The soldier cocked his head to the side, reaching up to smooth hair away from your face before he
said simply, “Tell him what he wants.”

You flinched away from his touch before your eyes fluttered closed at the coolness of his hand,
“Or…”

“Or?” he asked, glancing at the door as heavy footsteps walked by.

You could barely keep your eyes open as you looked up to him, “We run away together.”

“That would never work,” he said, his eyes unchanging and dark as he smoothed hair gently away
from your face before withdrawing his hands.

“Aw, c’mon,” you sighed, rolling your eyes lightly and savoring the coolness of his touch against your
fever, “We could totally take ‘em. What are you scared of, comrade?”

You’d been working your way up to it for ages. Metal Arm Dude, in all his previous versions, had
always been so hesitant about it when you brought it up. You’d waited for as long as you could, trying
to get him to remember everything before you tried to talk him into it.

“Where would we go?”

You blinked, not thinking he would take up your offer.

“Anywhere,” you managed to mumble, “Everywhere!”

Maybe this was it. Maybe this would be the time everything would come flooding back to him.
Maybe this time he’d remember—

The Soldier backed away from the table, back into the shadows, “Don’t tempt me, моя маленькая
девочка-солдатик...” My Little Soldier Girl

You stopped as he moved, his eyes flicked toward the door before you nodded with a frown.

Someone was coming. You stared at the door, waiting semi-patiently for the door to open.

Whatever they wanted you prepped for was coming faster than you anticipated. They must have been
planning it for a long time. You licked your lips nervously, your eyes glued to the door as more
footsteps accumulated out in the hall. Stealing a single glance to the soldier, you winced as the door
was flung open and Novak waltzed back into the room with a line of guards on his tail.

A smug smile was curled across his face, something you hadn’t seen in ages.

Something that made you more uneasy than you had been five minutes prior.

Novak swung off his jacket, carefully hanging it on his chair before he rolled up his sleeves.

“W-What are you doing?” you couldn’t help but ask as he pulled on a pair of black gloves and his
assistant arrived by his side with a tray of tools.



– A scream echoed through the room and pain rocketed through you, stealing away your breath as the
metal curved through your skin. Your toes curled as he rounded your shoulder before pulling away. —

Your body tensed, your eyes flicking between the Doctor and the guards that surrounded you. One
guard stooped below the table, pulling a pin before swinging the table upright. You flinched, closing
your eyes as the sudden movement made the entire world spin and bile rose in your throat.

Holding onto the straps, you kept yourself anchored to the table as the guard adjusted it before
pinning it into place.

“We are going to try something new,” Novak said after a moment, rolling across the floor on his chair
to grab his notebook from another table. He flipped through it with a nod before waving to one of his
guards. The man opened the door to your cell and slipped outside as the Doctor continued, “We have
established that you cannot be persuaded by pain; mental, physical, emotional. But, I think I have
found your weakness.”

An involuntary laugh left your chest as you raised a brow, “Really?”

Novak hummed in response, looking over his notes once more before he looked up at you, “Him.”

He pointed to Metal Arm Dude lazily before glancing back at you.

Your heart stopped in your chest, “What are you talking about—”

“And him,” the Doctor continued, gesturing vaguely over his shoulder as one of his guards returned
with another man in tow.

You blanched, your vision suddenly swirling as Ollie was flung into the room. He landed heavily on
the floor in front of you, his knees cracking against the tile before the guard behind him latched onto
his hair and yanked his head back.

Dark trails of blood poured from Ollie’s nose. His lip was split, one of his teeth broken, and his eye
nearly swollen shut.

“No—”

“You see, darling,” Novak said, ignoring you completely as he pushed away from his chair and came
to lean against the table, “You do not care what happens to you but…to them. To him…”

“L-Lieutenant…” Ollie stuttered, hardly able to keep his eye open.

“Wait, please—” you tried again, struggling against the restraints as Novak pushed away from you.

“I require that one,” he continued, pointing at the soldier before he turned to Ollie, “This one is
disposable.”

A gritted growl managed its way through Ollie’s teeth as he glared up at the Doctor.

Your eyes burned as you stared down at him, tears stung with every blink as you tried to figure out
what to do. You couldn’t get yourself free. You couldn’t save him.

“No, no,” you barely managed to sob through the tears streaming down your face, “Please don’t hurt
him.”



“I’m going to ask one more time, Ghostie,” Novak’s voice came from behind you, his hand landing
harshly on your head to smooth down your wily hair, “Tell me the formula and I shall make it all
stop.”

Your jaw clenched, eyes blurring from the bright lights as shadows continued to swirl in the corner of
your vision. The room was blurred, you could hardly see through the tears that fell down your cheeks,
mixing with the blood on your chin.

You gritted your teeth.

No. You couldn’t tell him. You wouldn't tell him.

You knew what Novak would do if he had the real serum.

You knew what he was capable of.

Shaking your head, you stole a deep breath with a wince.

He came around the table, his fingers digging into your hair as he forced you to look at Oliver.

“Do you think I’m bluffing, darling?” he growled, seizing your chin and wrenching it up to look at
him.

A snarl left your throat. It was all you could do.

Novak’s nose wrinkled and he clicked his tongue. Taking off his glasses, he set them next to a scalpel
on his tool tray before he turned to the guards holding Ollie and nodded.

Screams reverberated through the room, the sound loud enough to feel as though your eardrums
would burst. You couldn’t help but close your eyes, your grip tightening on the straps of the table
until Oliver’s screams were silenced.

Your stomach churned as the room began to spin and blur.

“Please,” you managed a whisper, finally cracking them open at turning to Novak, “He has nothing to
do with this–”

“Tell me what I want and I will let him go.” Novak shrugged, leaning against a table and watching
Oliver intently.

You swallowed, “I can’t remember–”

“Liar,” he snarled, nodding again to the guards as he began towards you and the screams started
again, “You know. You know it exactly, you just will not tell me.”

“No,” you whimpered, flinching as he brought his face closer to yours.

A growl left his throat as he spun away from you and Oliver’s screams grew.

You squeezed your eyes shut and hoped, somehow, closing them would get rid of Ollie’s cries.

After a few more moments, silence enveloped the room. A ragged breath left your lips as you opened
your eyes and you found yourself face to face with a bloody, beaten, and bruised Oliver.

“Lieutenant,” Oliver sputtered, blood streaming from his nose, “Please.”



“Ollie, I can’t—”

You were cut off as the guards went at him again and you couldn’t look away. Your eyes stung as
tears welled in them before they dripped down your face.

“I am tired of playing this game with you, Ghostie,” Novak sighed, sliding a hand down his face as he
walked past a guard, ruffling Ollie’s hair as he did. A high-pitched yelp left Oliver’s lips before he
hung his head.

Novak stopped in front of another guard, reaching forward to pull a pistol from the holster on his hip.
The doctor turned it over in his hands a moment before he popped back the slide to chamber a round,
“So I will give you to the count of three.”

Your eyes widened, flicking back to Ollie where your eyes met his.

What? No!

This was never an option. This wasn’t supposed to be an option.

It was supposed to be you. You were the one that was supposed to be staring down the barrel of a gun
because you wouldn’t talk, not Ollie.

It was never supposed to be Ollie.

“(F/N),” he whispered, his eyes wide with terror as Novak looked over the new weapon in his hand.

“One,” Novak said slowly, still turning the gun over in his hands and coming to stand next to you
where he clicked off the safety.

The weapon looked odd in his hands but the way he handled it let you know he’d done it before.

“Please, Merek,” you whispered, “I don’t know–”

“Two,” he continued, ignoring your protests as he lifted the gun to aim at Oliver’s head.

“(F/N),” Ollie repeated, panic evident in his eyes as they searched your face.

“Three—”

“Okay! Okay!” you screamed, lurching forward against your bonds. Novak hesitated a moment, his
finger still on the trigger before he rocked back to his heels and looked toward you, “Okay. Just please
don’t hurt him.”

Novak turned to you slowly, a small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and he set the gun down
on the tray next to his glasses. He turned to one of his assistants who handed him a notebook and red
pen before he pulled up a chair next to you, “Alright, Ghostie, let us get started shall we?”

You glanced back to Ollie, your jaw clenching for a moment before a string of words left your lips.

You didn’t even have to think about it. It was like you were in the Colombian bunker all over again.
Like you were standing in Novak’s morgue with his notebook in hand. You could feel the pages in
your fingers. The chemicals that stained the room burned your nose as your gaze flicked over the
formula circled in red pen.



Chemicals and numbers. Some of which you had never heard of, let alone said out loud, but it all
spilled out at once.

You dropped your head as you spoke, shuddering as each piece of Novak’s precious formula spilled
from your mouth.

Novak’s pen scratched against the paper, keeping perfect time with your babbling. It must have taken
about five minutes for you to finish. And the doctor grinned when you did.

“Very good, Ghostie.” He smiled, handing his notebook to one of his assistants and flipping the pen
into the pocket of his suit jacket. He stood from his chair and turned to put his glasses back on. He
handed the paper to his assistant, “Synthesize it. Now.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

After everything you worked so hard for…After everything you’d been through…

It was for nothing.

Every day, every hour, every week, every month you had spent in the hands of the Doctor, refusing to
answer his questions…

It was all for nothing.

No.

It was for Ollie. Novak was right. You didn’t care what happened to you as long as he was safe.

A sigh of relief had barely made it through your nose before your eyes widened again and you flailed
against the leather straps.

As Novak slid his glasses back on and he turned around, the gun was back in his hand.

He wasn’t handing it back to the guard.

He was pointing it back at Ollie.

“Y-You promised!” you spat, lunging at him as he walked forward. The straps on the table held you
back as you strained against them.

“Oh, darling.” He gave you a wicked grin, his eyes brighter than you had ever seen them, “I said
nothing of the sort.”

He didn’t give you time.

There was no time.

No split-second at all.

It happened so fast.

There wasn’t anything in the world that would have prepared you for the sound of the shot as it
ricocheted through the room.



Nothing, in all your years of death and destruction, prepared you for the spray of blood that flashed on
the wall. Nor the sound of Oliver’s lifeless body hitting the floor. Not the sight of his eyes staring
blankly into yours as a scream sounded through your throat.

You didn’t know what you were doing. You didn’t even know you’d managed to snap your wrist free
until you lurched forward. You sucked a breath, your heart thudding in your ears as you fought with
the rest of the straps until you collapsed to the floor.

You stumbled through the room, darting to Ollie’s side in an instant before any of the men in the room
could stop you. You held him in your arms, his skin cold to the touch as you hugged him against you.
Blood stained your hands as you held him, sobbing uncontrollably as he stared into the ceiling.

You weren’t able to form words as you shook him, trying to wake him despite the obvious bullet hole
that had demolished half of his face. You held him safely to your chest, the screams breaking through
your throat cracked and warped as tears rolled down your cheeks.

You reached up to cup Oliver’s cheek, searching his eyes for any sign of life—despite how futile it
may have been—before a metal arm curved around your waist and you were yanked away from the
redhead.

“No!” you shrieked, clawing desperately at the metal plates as you were dragged backward into the
shadows of the room. The entire world began to swirl as you doubled over, reaching out toward the
lifeless man before the soldier snaked an arm around your neck to hold you upright.

You fought against him for a moment, your entire body shaking before a low whisper made its way to
your ears.

“Успокойся, Солдатка. Все нормально. Ты в порядке.”

Take it easy, Soldier Girl. It's okay. You're okay.

You paused, barely able to make out his words before you broke down into panicked sobs. The soldier
continued to whisper to you, holding you tightly against his chest but you couldn't make out what he
was saying as you stared at Ollie.

The guards gathered his body up, dragging him from the room unceremoniously as the soldier rested
his chin on your shoulder, trying to grab your attention back to him. Another guard snapped the pin
from the table, leveling it out with a screech before he and the rest of the men filed out of the room.

Novak watched you carefully, a smirk playing on his face as he slipped off his gloves and tossed them
to the floor before grabbing his jacket and slinging it nonchalantly over his shoulder, “Tie her down
when you’re done with her, comrade. And fix that.”

He motioned vaguely at you, not bothering to elaborate as he slipped from the room; leaving you and
the soldier alone with your desperate sobs.

He held you fast, staring at the door for a moment more before you felt him shift his gaze to the table.
Metal Arm Dude took a deep breath, his soft whispers still filling your ears. You tried to listen to him,
tried to hang onto every word he said as he pulled your attention from the bloodstained wall and back
to him.

You didn't know his hand was slowly slipping away from your neck and toward your wrist. You
leaned your head against him, hanging on every word even if you only understood every other one as



his flesh hand fell to your wrist.

He took it gently in his hand, thumbing the joint you didn't know what dislocated before his grip on it
tightened.

A sharp pop snapped through the room.

Your knees buckled the instant he popped it back into place, pain running through you as your racing
heart nearly stopped beating. A silent scream whispered from your lips as you doubled over, nearly
slipping from his grasp.

But the soldier didn’t let you fall.

He hauled you safely against his chest as he slipped down the wall and pulled you into his lap. A
choked sob wracked through your throat as he released your wrist and began to massage the joint
between his fingers.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, “I’m so sorry.”

Another cry slipped from between your lips as you let your head fall into the crook of his neck and
you grasped at his suit. Your mind when blank and numb. Not a single racing thought was able to pass
as you closed your eyes; trying to rid yourself of the sight of Oliver’s last moments.

Metal Arm Dude held you securely against him, waiting patiently as your tears stained his suit and
your grip on him tightened.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

It was supposed to be you.

You were the one that deserved it. After everything you’d done. After every kill, after every sin you’d
committed.

It was supposed to be you.

Not him.

You’d fought so hard, for so long. And this is how you were rewarded?

You’d done everything you were supposed to do. You’d been strong. You’d taken the hits and the
punishments. You’d kept your mouth shut for as long as you could.

And, now?

Another promise was broken.

Another family member was dead.

All because of you.

You swallowed thickly, whimpering as the tears stopped flowing and you wrapped your arms around
the soldier.

You’d lost everything.



Now what?

Now what did you do?

“I wanna go home,” you sniffed, squeezing your eyes shut as you murmured against his neck, “I
promised him…”

“I know, Soldier Girl,” he said, smoothing the hair away from your face more gently than you thought
was possible before adjusting his arm so it curved under your legs, “I know.”

He stood with you easily resting in his arms before he strode across the room and carefully set you
down on the table.

You lay limply across the metal slab, the cool metal nearly soothing the fever that ran through your
body as you stared blankly into the ceiling, “I promised him…”

“I’m sorry,” the soldier said again, catching your gaze for only a moment as he carefully restrained
your wrists.

For what it was worth, he looked like he really meant it. His eyes held so many words, some of which
you could barely string together.

He reached up, carefully drying your cheeks before returning to his task.

You turned your attention back to the ceiling, staring at it through half-lidded eyes, “I told him I’d get
him outta here...I promised…”

Everything was quiet.

So, so quiet.

You’d been left alone in your cell for days, strapped down to the table and staring at the scarlet stain
on the wall. You could barely take your eyes off it.

A permanent marker of your failure.

They were all dead.

All of them.

It was your fault.

You’d failed.



Metal Arm Dude had stayed silent as he watched over you. Not that you could blame him. You
wouldn’t know what to say either. To be honest, you were surprised the Doctor even let him stay. He
must have known that you’d broken him. Maybe he figured you would have tried to retaliate, that the
soldier would be the only living thing able to hold you back.

But you were far too tired for that.

Your head rolled to the side as the door to your cell opened with a creak. Four guards walked into the
room flanked by four of Novak’s assistants each dressed in scrubs with a gurney rolling between
them. You watched them for a moment before turning away to stare at the ceiling.

What was the point of fighting back?

You didn’t have anything to fight for. You had nothing to go home to even if you were to get out.

You sniffled lightly, wincing as the straps on your arms were undone and you were picked up only to
be placed on the gurney. They strapped you right back down, making sure you weren’t going
anywhere before wheeling you from the room.

Metal Arm Dude followed after you. He stayed by your side as the assistants moved you down the
halls.

You took a shuddered breath, fear flowing through you as you kept your eyes to the ceiling. A
whimper still managed to weep through your lips even as you tried to stifle it as you shook.

A flinch rocked through you as a metal finger gently brushed your hand. You latched onto it without a
second thought, though you were unable to look at him. He squeezed your hand as you took a
shuddered breath.

You knew what was coming next.

Novak had already told you. He’d told you dozens of times.

— “With a few strokes of carefully curated violence, we have fixed their problem.” He smiled brightly,
his teeth whiter and sharper than they should have been, “After all, what does one do with a dictator?
A drug runner? A weapons dealer? A human trafficker? A corrupt politician? I use them—” —

— “And then I kill them.” —

But now he could afford to do it.

He had what he wanted.

You took a deep breath, another whimper running through you as the soldier’s hand left yours and you
were wheeled into another room.

This one was bright white. The lights mounted above you were so painful you nearly puked right
then. You shivered, your entire body shaking of its own accord as the soldier stepped away from you.

He was a stark contrast to the room.

His darkened suit was easy to find in the corner of your eyes as you tried to look around. You were
stopped the second you tried to move your head as a group of what looked to be nurses and guards
surrounded you. They unstrapped you from the gurney before transferring you to one last table.



A strap was placed across your forehead, another across your chest, two across your stomach and
waist, then three more down your legs. Your chest heaved as both your wrists were strapped down
away from your body, keeping you pinned securely to the table.

You swallowed thickly as the group backed away from you, only to be replaced by the one man you
didn’t want to see.

“Are you ready, darling?” Dr. Novak asked, looking down at you curiously before a smile erupted
across his face. He turned away from you as the sound of his chair being wheeled through the room
caught his attention.

“Please, don’t do this,” you whispered, trying only once to struggle against the straps. His assistants
ignored you as they circled you and began hooking you to various machines that surrounded the table.

Your plea fell on deaf ears as Novak took a seat beside you. He looked you over once, almost looking
giddy as he checked the straps before he nodded. Plucking something off the tray beside him, he
turned back to you with a vial in his hand.

“Thank you,” he murmured, the smile on his face never fading as he looked over the blue liquid that
seemed to shimmer and glow in the bright lights, “We are going to change the world, you and I.”

He hummed to himself, pulling on a pair of black gloves and grabbing an alcohol wipe from his tray.
He carefully cleaned the top of the vial before pulling a syringe from his tray and drawing up the
liquid. His eyes never left the swirling blue, seemingly drawn into the serum as he pulled back the
syringe and tapped it.

“You have only ever experienced the temporary effects of the serum,” Novak said slowly, grabbing
another alcohol swab and quickly running it across the inside of your arm. He studied the various
marks left by his previous attempts before he nodded, “This will be permanent. There will be
immediate change on the cellular level. Within a few hours, you will be…perfection.”

You tensed slightly, your eyes straining to watch him as he studied you for a moment.

“Relax,” he cooed, staring intently at the injection spot as you tugged against the restraints, “No. No.
Relax.”

“Please—”

You weren’t allowed to finish as Novak pressed the needle into your skin. You thrashed against the
bonds, unable to move as he emptied the syringe into the vein with ease.

Without a second thought.

Without even a care for whatever possible consequences would arise.

You felt it immediately. Every muscle in your body tightened. Your jagged nails stabbed into the skin
of your palm, drawing blood as your hand clenched into fists.

It was a pain you’d never felt before, one that almost seemed to make your heart ache and stop. You
could almost feel what it was doing. You could feel it move through your veins before seeping deeper
into your body.

You could feel yourself being rewritten.



Every imperfection the serum found, was corrected.

Every weakness was erased.

— “Ya know what, Spitfire?” Uncle Tim drawled, taking a long drag from his cigarette and looking
up into the colorful clouds that painted the sky. —

— “What?” you asked, swinging your legs back and forth off the edge of the tailgate as you sipped on
an almost empty juice box and chewed on a frosted pink circus animal. —

— “You’re gonna be somethin’ one day.” He beamed, the corners of his lips curling as a long plume
of smoke floated from his nostrils. He took a step forward, swirling his beer and blowing a smoke ring
into the air before turning to you, “Everybody’s gonna know your name.” —

You strained against the straps, hearing them stretch and groan as your body tried to fight against the
serum like it would an infection.

“Heart rate is increasing.”

“Temperature climbing.”

— The wind curled through your hair, you held on for dear life as Duke drifted around the corner with
howled laughter. The Roper twins were in the back seat, giggling like little kids as they glanced
behind them. —

— “They’re gainin’, Dugan!” Colt hollered, holding onto his hat as Duke’s car caught air. —

— Bronco’s crooked smile grew as it hit the ground, “Punch it, baby!” —

You couldn’t breathe, your lungs were so hot you thought they were on fire. You tried to force a
breath, feeling instead the growing burn of air instead of relief.

“Oxygen levels dropping.”

— “Raffa!” you yelled into your radio as you sprinted across dusty rooftops. You ducked out of the
way of gunfire, your heart racing as one whizzed by your head, “I’m on the roof! Don’t leave me,
okay?” —

— “We’re moving, Teniente,” he called back, his voice crackling through the radio, “Hurry your ass
up!” —

— “Moving!” —

A screech slipped through your throat. One of the straps holding down your arm snapped.

“Temperature still climbing.”

— “Best of the best?” You shook your head, “If you want the best of the best…then why am I here?
I’m nothin’ special, sir.” —

— He scoffed, the look on his face never fading, “Maybe not now, but I can see the potential. You’re a
sniper, (L/N), the best I’ve ever seen. And you got that look in your eye. I ain’t seen anything like it
before.” —



— “Sir?” —

— “Stick with me, girlie.” Weston nodded, reaching behind him to pull a cigar from his pocket and
snapping the end before flicking out a lighter. He paused for a moment, puffing out smoke before
taking a deep drag. He smirked, looking up at you as tendrils of smoke swirled around him, “You
don't know it yet but you’re going to be the best of the best.” —

You forced a breath, the wheeze sounding harshly through the room as you struggled to keep your
eyes open.

— “Eres cabezona, arrogante, temeraria—” Gonzalez started, listing each word off with his fingers
before you cut him off with a smirk. You are pigheaded, arrogant, reckless— —

— “Are you flirting with me, Captain? Or is that supposed to be an insult?” —

Tears burned in your eyes. Your body moved of its own accord, shaking the entire table as the world
around you swirled.

Your ears began to ring, the sound of Novak’s machines drowned out by the beating of your heart as it
hammered through your body.

— Danny grinned, his back pressed against yours, “Nice of you to join us, mi amor.” —

— “I couldn’t let you have all the fun, Gonzalez,” you snapped, tossing Turner one of your pistols as
you continued to fire. —

— He shrugged, his eyes falling on the chopper before he grabbed your arm, “Yeah, well, you’re still
late. Move your ass.” —

Your eyes blurred in the lights; they fluttered to stay open.

“—Climbing”

“—Dropping”

— “What’re we going to do?” Ollie asked, dusting hay off of himself, “Are you going to follow
Captain’s orders?” —

— “Oh come on Ollie,” you groaned in exasperation, “You know me better than that.” —

Pain screamed through your head, worse than any migraine you’d ever had. Every stream of light that
came from above blinded you.

— “I’ll say it right now,” you said, pressing an ice pack against the arrow wound in your thigh and
laying back into the sand, “Barcelona was a good choice.” —

— “Agreed.” Boone nodded, raising her whiskey glass into the air, “Best decision I’ve made all
year.” —

Another strap snapped. Your stomach twisted and churned like it was surging water. You could taste
the chemical in your mouth; a strange mix of bile and battery acid.

— “Hey there, babycakes,” Turner smiled as you approached him, he outstretched his arm toward
you, “How was Paris?” —



— You groaned slightly, taking his hand and shaking it slightly before he pulled you into a hug,
“Beautiful. Fantastic. Painful.” —

“We’re losing it—”

“Leave it. Let the serum run its course.”

— “I love you,” he breathed, his hands finding their way to your hips, “You know that?” —

—“That’s what you keep saying,” you smirked, straightening the tie before your eyes flicked to him.
—

— “Marry me?” —

— “You already asked. I said yes, remember?” —

— “No, mi amor, me refiero ahora.” No, my love, I mean now. —

“Oxygen rising…”

“Heart rate dropping…”

— “Hello, mi amor,” Danny purred from the shadows, stepping into the moonlight with a grin as he
holstered his pistol, “Miss me?” —

— “You have no idea.” You grinned as he took your hand and tugged you along with him. —

“Temperature is still rising.”

“Vitals stabilizing.”

– “Ghost!” Weston snapped, “Get ‘em off of us.” —

A clear breath burst through your chest, your lungs feeling as though you’d just stepped outside into
crisp, clean air. Your body began to relax; each muscle disengaged slowly. Tears slipped down your
cheeks as your vision returned.

“Temperature stabilizing.”

— “Danny?” you cried, your lungs closing in on themselves as you struggled to breathe, “Mi amor?
I’m scared. Stay with me, please?”—

— His hand lightly squeezed yours, “Always, mi amor.” —

You blinked slowly, sipping breath after breath as your exhausted body shuddered. You were covered
in sweat, your eyes fluttered as you fought to stay awake.

“Look at you,” Novak’s voice came, faint and distant even though he was standing over you, “You are
perfect.”

You stared blankly at him as he admired you.

“You are perfection,” he purred in your ear, gently smoothing away sweat-soaked hair, “A Goddess of
War.”



You couldn’t make a sound. Hell, you could barely string together thoughts in your head.

“This game,” Novak muttered under his breath, “This game of death and destruction, we will win.
Together, my dear.”

The Doctor pulled away from you, turning on his heel as his assistants continued to flit around you.

“Let her heal,” he snapped, “Then I want both of them wiped. They will be trained together.”

The strap across your forehead was released and your head lolled to the side before you could stop it.
You grimaced in the bright lights before you caught sight of a lone shadow in the corner of the room.

Blue eyes met yours in an instant.

They said more than you thought was possible.

I’m sorry.

Novak left you alone in the room with only your scrambled thoughts and a silent shadow. Neither of
which was very helpful and only one of which was comforting.

The pain from the serum eventually subsided, as it usually did within a few days. Anything left was
simply a dull ache that you’d managed to turn off at will.

But, the rest?

It still plagued you.

You could see everything. The droplets of water in the corner as they slid down the wall. The cracks
in the tile that spidered and branched out like dead trees.

You could smell everything. The dried blood caught in the cracks of the tile. The formaldehyde in the
next room over.

You could taste everything. The rancid taste of stale air. The metallic tang of blood in your mouth.

You could feel everything. The imperfections of the metal table you were on. The vibrations of the
footsteps down the hall.

You could hear everything. The constant, rapid-fire beating of your heart and the steady, soothing beat
of the soldier’s from where he stood by your side.

He hadn’t moved in days, even going so far as to defy an order from one of the guards. Luckily,
Novak hadn’t come to chastise him for it yet. His eyes were constantly glued to you, watching over
you attentively even though you couldn’t get anywhere.



Then there was something else.

It too had started as a dull ache inside your bones but it was growing to something more. You couldn’t
place what it was. It burned, not in the way the serum did. It was cold and molten at the same time.

It was something you knew you’d never be able to control once it boiled its way to the surface.

And it was coming. It was right there. Lurking just below your skin, waiting for the right moment to
claw its way free.

It scared you.

Nearly as much as the thought of becoming the Doctor’s newest plaything.

A shudder ran through you, though you were unable to shift your thoughts away from it. You turned
to Metal Arm Dude, tapping your fingers on the table to catch his attention.

“Hurt?” you croaked, grimacing with a shake of your head as only a single word came out. You
swallowed, clearing your throat, “Will it hurt?”

Metal Arm Dude stared at you a moment, his eyes searching yours before he nodded slowly, “Yes.”

“Is it fast?”

He shook his head, smoothing wild hair away from your face, “No.”

You bit your lip, looking away from him as tears welled in your eyes, “Will you be there?”

He nodded silently as he pulled his hands away from you to set them on the table.

“You won’t leave?”

“No.”

“Promise?”

The soldier sighed, placing a gentle hand on your wrist, “Yes.”

You swallowed thickly, ignoring the feeling of cold tears running down your cheeks, “I’m scared.”

“I know.”

Maybe this is what you deserved. Maybe this was your penance for not protecting your team. This
was your punishment for lying to the Commander; for getting them all killed.

You’d continue on as a mindless soldier; following orders until you were deemed worthless.

You sniffled, trying to drown out the sound of your fluttering heartbeat before the soldier’s hand
landed on yours. You paused as he pulled your focus to him. His cool touch against your fever. His
steady heart against your terrified one.

A small scoff managed its way to your lips, “I can't stand the sound of my own heartbeat. But yours…
It’s so steady.”



“Only sometimes,” he murmured, his eyes flicking over your form as he softly thumbed your hand.
You grabbed onto his thumb, squeezing it between your fingers as he tried to soothe you.

“I wanna go home,” you sobbed, your voice cracking as tears spilled down your cheeks, “I don’t
wanna do this.”

“I know,” he sighed, closing his eyes for a moment before his brows furrowed, “Ебать.” Fuck.

“What?” You frowned with a sniffle, confusion painting itself across your features as he shook his
head, “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer for a moment, his eyes flicking between you and the door, “Я говорил тебе, что ты
уйдешь отсюда. Помнить?” I told you you'd get out of here. Remember?

“That was a long time ago—”

A low growl cut you off as Metal Arm Dude shook his head. His eyes darkened as they flashed back
to you before he snapped his hand away from yours, letting it shoot to the knife he kept at his side.

Before you knew what was happening the blade was set against your wrist, sending shocked chills
through your system.

What are you doing?” you asked, fear racing through your eyes as they darted to search his. The cold
blade he had pressed between your wrist and the leather straps flicked, making you flinch.

“Не говори,” he said lowly, whispering against your ear. His hair tickled your neck as he pulled away,
flipping the knife back into its sheath, “Обещай мне.” Don’t tell. Promise me

You blinked, your eyes glued to the useless strap barely hanging to your wrist.

You had a free hand.

He’d given you a free hand.

“What—”

“Обещай мне,” he repeated, avoiding your gaze as he turned toward the door. He froze for a moment,
listening to footsteps outside it before they retreated, “Сейчас.” Now.

“I promise,” you whispered, your heart still hammering in your chest, “What do I—”

“You run,” he said sternly, “Ты не оглядываешься назад.” You run, you don't look back.

You shook your head, your free hand shooting out to grab his wrist as he backed away from you, “But
—”

“Они собираются забрать меня,” he continued, finally shifting his eyes to yours. His frigid gaze
burned into you, stopping you before you could speak, “You destroy this place before they take you
—”

They are going to take me.

You shook your head, your brows knitting together in confusion, “What about you?”

“Destroy me with it.”



The soldier said it simply. As though there wasn’t anything else to consider.

“No,” you whispered, letting go of his hand to undo the straps on your chest before trying to sit up,
“No. I can't do that.”

Soldier Boy placed a hand on your shoulder, trying to get you to lay back down as he shook his head,
“Try for me, Soldier Girl.”

“No,” you snapped, not leaving him any room for arguing as you brushed away his hand with a growl.
You shook your head as your voice cracked, “I’m not leaving you. I’m not. I can’t. I want you to
come with me.”

He hushed you as the sound of your voice filled the room. Ducking closer, he let you grip onto his suit
as you stared up at him. After a moment he sighed, his eyes softening as his jaw tensed beneath the
mask. He nodded to himself slowly as he reached up to wipe away the stray tears that streaked down
your cheeks, “Я найду тебя.”

I’ll find you.

“Promise.”

You weren’t asking this time. It wasn’t a request. You weren’t begging.

It was a demand.

The dull ache in your bones was pounding through your system. The burning freeze bubbled and
surged through your veins before igniting deep in your chest.

You had a chance.

Both of you.

You could feel it.

Your muscles were primed and tense. The flow of thoughts through your head clear and near-calm.
Even as rage and wrath and vengeance and grief churned inside you.

He scoffed, wrapping an arm around your waist to pull you against his chest, “We know how
promises work between us, Soldier Girl—”

“You made me promise,” you said, your voice barely above a whisper as you held him close, “You
gotta keep this one. Please.”

The soldier swallowed thickly, pulling away from you so that his metal hand could cup your cheek.
He tilted your head to face him, your eyes meeting one another’s, “You get out of here. You destroy
everything in your path. You run like hell. I’ll find you. Я обещаю.”

“Thank you.”

They took him a few minutes after he’d cut you loose. He’d barely been able to set the straps back
into place, making them seem as though they were secure before he was taken away.



It had taken you everything you had to not strike right then and there but he’d cast you a glance that
told you to wait.

Patience. His eyes had said as a group of guards gathered around him before leading him away.

You didn’t want to. You wanted to fight back right then and there.

Everything had shifted the instant the soldier had cut you free.

Fear had turned to anger. Desperation to vengeance. Grief into a shard of hope that lit through your
chest like a beacon. It flashed and shimmered, energizing your system as fury and vengeance danced
around it.

But you waited.

Because he asked you to.

You watched him with bated breath as he was led from the room.

You had to wait for the right time.

When you moved you needed weapons, you had to wait for more guards to come to the room. You
needed to make sure they wouldn’t be missed once you disabled them.

You needed to be sure before you moved.

You couldn’t let Soldier Boy down.

You couldn’t break another promise.

You swallowed thickly, craning your neck as a group of footsteps echoed from outside the door. A
deep breath blew through your nose as the door was thrown open and a pair of armed guards strode
into the room. Two more stationed themselves outside the door, closing the door after the first two
entered.

Your jaw clenched as you closed your eyes. Thudding heartbeats echoed all around you, yours already
beating quicker than the rest. The men’s gear jingled as they moved toward you and you slowly
peeled your eyes open.

Pistols were holstered on one of their sides while a knife was on the other, their expressions
emotionless as one grabbed the gurney from the corner of the room while the other stopped by your
side. You took a deep breath, trying to steady your racing heart as the man reached over the top of you
and you struck.

You latched onto his head, yanking him down against the table and making sure his head hit the metal
side with a snap before you snatched away his pistol. His partner didn’t have time to react as you
chucked the weapon at his head.

Everything happened so fast, you could barely comprehend what was happening.

Your strikes were harder than they had been before. Your aim was immaculate as the pistol hit its
mark.



Before the first man fell, your fingers wrapped around the knife on his other side. You scraped it
across the straps holding down your body before rolling over your shoulder. Your other hand was still
attached to the table but the second man was righting himself.

Tossing the knife to yourself, you caught the tip before flinging it toward the man.

It hit its mark in less than a second, embedding deep in the man’s chest with a crack. The man
stumbled backward, hitting the wall and sliding down it.

You paused watching as he dropped, lifeless, to the floor before you grappled with the last strap
holding you down.

Your fingers tingled as you pulled at the strap before it came free and you finally freed yourself.

A shaky breath left your lips as you looked between the two men before you quickly stepped toward
the second man. You knelt beside him, relieving him of his weapons before you relaxed back for a
moment.

You expected your muscles to ache and burn with each move you made. But they didn’t.

You expected your lungs to implode on themselves with every breath you took. But they didn’t.

You moved as though you hadn’t been locked in a cell for—

Six hundred nineteen days.

You winced at the number as it flashed through your mind.

Each day flashed through your mind in quick succession, sending sharp pain behind your eyes. You
shook your head, shoving away the thought as quickly as it came.

That couldn’t be right.

You hadn’t been there for that long. It wasn’t possible.

Was it?

A hiss sucked through your teeth as you shook your head again and your fingers wrapped around the
pistol. It felt right in your hands, as though it was an extension of yourself that you’d been missing for
—

Six hundred nineteen—

—Ages.

You rolled to your feet, your eyes narrowing as you strode across the room. Your bare feet tingled. It
felt as though you were walking across a floor of pins and needles with every step you took. The pain
dulled with every move as you tossed the pistol to yourself and glanced down at the weapon. You
dropped the man, checking each bullet before you snapped it back in and snapped back the slide to
chamber a round. Sticking it into the back of your tac suit, you rolled the knife through your hands
before coming to a stop in front of the doors.

You couldn't reveal yourself. Not yet.



You had to play this right.

Your hand landed on the door as you closed your eyes. Your ears pricked at the cacophonous sounds
of a pair of heartbeats in the hall before you shoved the door open. You moved without thinking.

The knife found its target in the back of one of the guards, dropping him instantly as the blade slipped
through his spine. Your hand latched onto the other man, dragging him back into the room with you as
you drew the knife from the other man’s back. You flung it behind you without looking, the dull thud
of the knife stabbing into the other man enough of a confirmation.

Grabbing onto the first man, you tugged him back into the room before a drop of blood was spilled on
the floor.

You took another breath, taking half a glance behind you to make sure both men were down before
you took a step away from the room and into the bunker.

The lights were brighter than you remembered them. A low drone echoed through the entire building,
humming through the walls. Other than that, it was quiet.

Your eyes flicked down the hall as you took a cautious step further into the hall. You hadn’t made it
this far in—

Three hundred and—

“Stop,” you snapped to yourself with a shake of your head as you made your way down the hall. You
glanced over your shoulder, your ears listening to every sound as you moved before you came to the
end of the hall.

The elevator.

Your way out.

You licked your lips nervously, taking a tentative step toward it before you paused.

— “You see, darling,” Novak said, ignoring you completely as he pushed away from his chair and
came to lean against the table, “You do not care what happens to you but…to them. To him…” —

— “L-Lieutenant…” Ollie stuttered, hardly able to keep his eye open. —

Your jaw clenched, your eyes narrowing to thin slits as your shoulders rolled forward.

No. You couldn’t leave yet.

You had to take down the Doctor before he hurt anyone else; before anyone like Ollie was caught in
the crossfire again. Novak’s formula couldn’t survive. He couldn’t be allowed to give it to anyone
else.

You had to destroy him and everything that he’d worked for.

And, if it destroyed you in the process, so be it.

Him or you.

You’d made a promise to the soldier. He told you to destroy it all.



And you would.

You promised.

A gritted growl ripped through your throat as you stalked toward the elevator and slipped into the
doors. Your eyes drifted over the line of buttons on the wall of the bunker before smacking the button
for the bottom-most floor.

You could hear power echoing deeper in the bunker; generators rumbled deep in the ground. If you
could get to them, if you could cut off power to the bunker, you could use the chaos and the confusion
to make your move. You could use it to find Soldier Boy.

The elevator sunk deep into the bunker, you leaned against the wall. Your fingers played with the
handle of the pistol stashed on your back before you paused. The elevator began to slow.

You were nowhere near the level you wanted to be on.

You sighed, rolling your eyes before your gaze snapped to the grated top of the elevator. You hopped
up to hang on the grate before popping off a service hatch and pulling yourself safely into the elevator
shaft. Shoving the hatch back into place, you crouched atop the elevator box and waited as the doors
slid open.

A trio of guards stepped into the box below you, unaware of your presence as they pressed another
button on the control panel. You watched them carefully before your gaze was captured by the room
they’d just left.

A weapons room.

Rifles and pistols lined the walls. Crates of weapons were carefully stacked in the center of the room.

Perfect.

A grin worked its way to your face as you steadied yourself on the elevator and it began to descend
again.

Using the noise from the mechanics, you removed the grate and dropped into the elevator box.

You moved faster than you thought was possible. Your fists slammed into the men before they could
even register you were there with them before you launched yourself to the control panel and pressed
the stop button.

The elevator came to a harsh stop, jostling the box as you turned back toward the man. One barely
managed a grunt as you turned on him, holding him steady against the side of the elevator before you
lifted your leg to kick another one of the men. The second man fell to the floor as the third lunged at
you.

He wrapped his arms around your neck, trying to pull you off the first man. A snarl snuck through
your teeth as you let go of the first man and latched onto the third.

You raised your knees to your chest, your muscles moving as though they hadn’t been neglected for
months.

Kicking off the first man, you and the third when tumbling back against the elevator; taking out the
second man again.



The third didn’t release you, even as his head slammed against the metal side. You clawed at him,
your eyes turning feral as you wrestled him off of you. You dropped down into a squat, taking the
man off the ground as you leaned over before you threw him off of you and into the first man.

The second man struggled to get back up the side of the elevator but, when he did, he darted toward
one of the buttons on the control panel. You latched onto his wrist, yanking him toward you before
grabbing a fistful of his hair and bringing his head to meet your knee.

He went down like a pile of bricks and a low snicker left your lips.

You glanced between the men before turning back to the control panel and returning the elevator to
the floor it had just been on. Grabbing a pair of knives from the men, you turned just as the doors slid
open.

The knives flew from your hands before you could blink. Both weapons found their mark in the
chests of two assistants who watched over the weapons room.

You returned to your feet, grabbing two of the men and hauling them into the room before returning to
the elevator to grab the third. You threw him away from you in an instant as you turned toward the
rest of the room.

There were plenty of things to choose from. If Danny was there it would be like taking a kid into a
candy store.

But he wasn’t.

Which meant you had to figure it out on your own.

You swallowed thickly before taking a deep breath and steadying yourself as you dug through the
crates.

You needed to inflict maximum damage. You needed to find something that would destroy everything
the Doctor had worked for; just like he’d destroyed everything of yours.

You paused, glancing in one of the crates before a wicked smirk curled to your lips.

C4.

Perfect.

You sprinted back to the elevator, slipping into the box just long enough to toss a pack of C4 through
the service grate and destroy the control panel before you slipped back out into the lowest level of the
bunker.

You’d grabbed as much C4 from the weapons room as you could, rigging as many packs as you could
to the generators that were lined along the walls. You risked returning to the armory only once, to
grab another reel of wire and three radios from the fallen guards.

It had been easy enough to rig together each of the C4 packs, you’d watched Danny do it enough
times to know how to do it. Making a trigger was another problem.

You’d only listened to Ollie talk about it once.



Apparently, that was enough.

You could hear him in your head as you worked, rigging together an impromptu trigger with the
radios.

Since each of the guards seemed to be carrying a radio, you assumed the signal would make it
anywhere in the bunker.

Meaning you had to get the hell out of there.

And you had to make sure no one discovered your project.

Thus destroying the elevator’s control panel and preparing it for demolition with one of the radios
you’d modified.

First things first, you had to get as far away from the explosives as possible.

You ducked into the stairwell, breaking the doorknob to the bottom level before you sprinted up the
stairs as fast as you could.

Your heart was steady, your muscles barely protesting as you moved up floor after floor before you
heard footsteps above you. You didn’t have to think about it as you leaped onto the railing and hurtled
upward onto the opposite railing. Pulling yourself up, you shoved yourself into a pair of guards. Your
fist found the jaw of one before you pressed your shoulder into the other; sending him sailing over the
railing and falling down the center of the stairwell.

The first man dropped the second you hit him, his jaw shattering the instant your knuckles impacted.

You left him on the stairs, continuing your journey up the winding staircase before you paused.

A single number caught your eye as you moved. You’d only seen it once.

When you were trying to find Ollie.

Three hundred and—

“Not now.” You shook your head as you placed your palm on the painted number.

You were close to the level they kept you on.

Which meant you were close to the level with the isolation chamber.

Which meant one thing.

Soldier Boy was down there somewhere.

The whole place was about to go up in smoke but you couldn’t leave him.

You promised.

You licked your lips before taking a deep breath and bursting through the door. A yelp worked
through your throat as you tumbled into a group of guards who were simply minding their business.
You winced, rolling over your shoulder as they realized who you were.



A hiss rolled through your lips as some reached for their weapons while others reached for their
radios. You pulled the pistol from behind your back. Your finger found the trigger in an instant.

Each bullet you fired found its mark, taking down each man before they could even think about
getting off a shot. You sighed, watching each of them drop before you turned on your heel with a
grimace.

That was sure to have caught someone's attention.

Right?

Wrong.

What caught everyone’s attention was the weak voice that spoke into his radio behind you.

“Red alert. Lockdown. She’s—”

You whipped back around, loosing another bullet without a second thought before the man could
finish his sentence.

Shit.

“Rule Twenty-six,” Weston’s voice echoed through your ears as an alarm blared through the bunker.

“Anything worth shooting is worth shooting twice,” you muttered to yourself with a roll of your eyes.
You turned back to the fallen group of soldiers, taking a pair of pistols from the heap before spinning
back around.

By the time you turned, a group of soldiers were already sprinting down the hall.

“Fuck!” you snapped, firing at them for only a moment before taking cover in a dead-end hall. You
flinched as bullets flew through the walls of the bunker, impacting and spraying dust as you curled in
on yourself with a growl.

You covered your head, squeezing your eyes shut as chunks of the wall practically disintegrated
before your fingers wrapped around the hijacked radio clipped to your suit.

If this was how you went out, you were taking each of them with you.

Nodding to yourself, you let your fingers wrap around the improvised trigger squeezing it in your
hand. You steeled yourself, grimacing as you waited for something—anything—to happen.

For a moment, you thought you’d screwed up. That you’d gotten wires crossed or that the radio signal
wasn’t strong enough.

As it turns out, detonating thirty bricks of C4 took a second.

But when it finally went, you fucking felt it.

The entire floor shook. The tiles beneath your feet cracked and shivered as chunks of the ceiling came
raining down on top of you.

You pressed your back against the wall, covering your head as more of the ceiling came down on top
of you. The elevator doors were thrown down the hall. The entire shaft filled with smoke as amber



flames climbed from floor to floor.

But the floor didn’t stop shaking.

Rumbling continued beneath your feet, throwing you off balance as you finally pushed away from the
wall and sprinted out from behind your cover. The lights flickered, going dark for only a moment
before the auxiliary power snapped on.

Giant rifts opened in the floor, shifting and spewing smoke as you darted down the hall. You glanced
around frantically, trying to get your bearings but not recognizing any of the rooms you poked your
head into.

“No,” you muttered to yourself, your eyes widely searching down the hall before you returned to the
stairwell.

It was practically black by the time you got there. Thick sheets of smoke billowed from below as
panicked voices echoed from above you. You ran up the stairs, slipping into the next floor to continue
your search.

That one wasn’t the one you wanted either.

Neither was the next one.

Or the next one.

You coughed, your eyes stinging as you shot into the next floor. More explosions sounded below you
as the fire worked its way through labs and weapons rooms full of flammable liquids and explosives.

Smoke clung to your figure as you swept down the hall, glancing in each room before panic began to
grip at your chest.

Had you killed him?

Had you missed him?

What if he was on the lower floors?

What if he was trapped?

What if he was hurt—

You paused as you poked your head into another room, hoping beyond all hope that you’d find him.

But you didn’t.

Instead, a darkened, disheveled office met your gaze.

Bookshelves lined three of the walls. Each one had been rifled through, books and papers were spread
across the floor haphazardly. Filing cabinets were hanging open. Files had been strewn and stuffed
into boxes before being left behind.

You frowned, your eyes shifting over the mess before you took a step into the room. The fire hadn’t
come close to this room but it had been cleared out.

It was important. It was…



Your entire body froze as you caught sight of the red pen that lay on the desk. Scattered notes on the
floor were filled with scarlet writing.

Novak’s office.

Your nose wrinkled into a snarl as you stalked into the room.

He was gone. He was already running.

You hadn’t even gotten your hands on him yet and he was running scared.

But it didn’t matter.

You were going to find him. And, when you did, you were going to kill him. You were going to make
him wish he’d never set eyes on you. That he’d never—

A scrap of deep green fabric stuff into one of the boxes caught your attention. Your head tilted in
confusion as you took a slow step toward it. The dark green had even darker stains hidden in the
wrinkles.

— “Turner's not here,” you mumbled, playing with a string on his vest. —

— Danny blinked, his brow creasing, “What?” —

You swallowed thickly, taking in the intricate black patterns as you took a step closer.

— “H-He got hit.” You sniffled, wiping your nose on your sleeve as Danny rocked you back and forth.
He slid off his shemagh, wrapping it around your thigh and tying it tightly, “I got him on an airlift
outta here.” —

— “You should have gone with it,” he sighed, pressing another kiss to your sweat-soaked hair. —

The fabric was in your hands before you had time to think. You slid it from the box and through your
fingers as your breath hitched.

You shook slightly, holding the bloodstained fabric in your hands as you closed your eyes.

— You shook your head, “I'm not leaving you.” —

— “I love you.” —

Swallowing thickly, you pressed the fabric against your chest before carefully weaving it around your
neck and rolling to your feet.

You couldn’t leave it there to be destroyed. You couldn’t leave him.

It was the only thing you had left.

You sniffed with a cough as smoke slithered beneath the door and you secured Danny’s shemagh over
your nose and mouth.

You had to get out of there.

But, first, you had to find Metal Arm Dude.



You promised.

You ducked out of the room and back into the hall without a second thought. Smoke stung your eyes
and embers sparked in the shadows as you turned the corner.

You stopped, your eyes lighting up as a lone figure stepped from the smoke.

Soldier Boy.

You coughed, your lungs finally beginning to burn as you sped toward him and a smile spread across
your face, “There you are.”

He didn’t answer. You could barely see his face but his eyes pierced through the haze.

“Come on,” you said, your voice hoarse as you reached out toward him, “I did what you said. Now
we can go. Come with me.”

Metal Arm Dude cocked his head to the side. The closer you got to him, the more you understood.

Soldier Boy was gone.

“No,” you whispered, backing away from the man as he cocked his head to the side, “Мальчик-
солдат?”

You winced, barely able to keep your balance as the floor beneath you shifted.

The soldier didn’t answer, his eyes glued to you as he took a step toward you.

“Red alert,” a voice echoed over the blaring alarms and strobing red lights as you retreated away
from the soldier, “Subject Thirteen is loose. Armed and dangerous—”

The ground beneath you cracked, cutting off the rest of the message and sending you staggering
against the wall.

But the soldier didn’t move.

It seemed like he barely had to. His eyes were trained on you, never once did he look away as he
came closer to you.

“Soldier Boy, you know me,” you tried, holding your hands out in front of you with a shake of your
head. Fear raced through your veins as he stared through you, “Пожалуйста?” Please?

The man’s expression never changed, though his gaze flicked to the pistol you held in your hands
before he looked back at you.

“Wait—” you started, nearly throwing away the weapon before Metal Arm Dude lunged at you.

He had a knife in his hands in an instant, nearly stabbing into your shoulder as he slashed downward.
You ducked out of the way with a yelp, flinching as the blade embedded deep into the wall. A hiss
came from his mask as you darted away from him, trying to put some distance between the two of
you.

Maybe you could get him out of his head. Maybe if you just talked to him a little—



He grabbed a fistful of your hair, yanking you backward before you could fight back. He threw you to
the ground in the same motion, watching over you as your head cracked against the floor.

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You blinked slowly, the world beginning to spin as liquid ran down your temple. Your fingers reached
for the sensation. They came away covered in blood as it oozed down the side of your face then
flowed along your jawline. You shook your head, trying to shove yourself up as another rumble
sounded; this one closer than the last.

A pained hiss worked through your lips as you turned back to the soldier. He pulled the knife from the
wall before rolling it through his fingers as he stared you down and took a single step toward you.

You raised a hand, trying to scurry away from him, “Wait. Please. You know me.”

Metal Arm Dude raised the knife, his glare on you darkening as you shook your head.

“Пожалуйста.” Please.

He took another step toward you, ignoring you completely as he stalked closer and closer.

You shoved yourself to your feet, stumbling slightly as blood stained your vision and you let him
close the distance between you.

The instant he was in arm’s reach, another explosion sounded below you and the floor split.

You shrieked as cement shifted below your feet and flames licked up from the cracks before it gave
out. The entire hall tilted, sending both you and the soldier flying before it snapped in half.

“No!” you screamed, barely managing to grapple onto a crack in the floor. You flipped around wildly,
your fingers wrapping around the soldier’s wrist as he nearly fell through the floor to the level below.

He blinked in confusion, looking you over as the two of you dangled through the crack.

But he did nothing to help you help him.

“You know me!” you bit out, straining to keep the two of you from falling, “Soldier Boy! Please!
Wake up!”

— “Danny!” you screeched, squirming out of the man’s hold and back to the desert floor. You turned
on the man in an instant, kicking out his knees before crawling back toward Danny. You fumbled
through the sand, reaching for Danny’s hand, “Please, wake up! Mi amor! Please! I need you!” —

“I-I need you,” you whispered, coughing on the smoke as the soldier stared up at you. He cocked his
head to the side, watching you for a moment before he flicked the knife against your hand.

You screeched, letting him go as blood ran down your fingers and he fell to the floor below you. He
landed in a crouch, rolling over his shoulder before returning to his feet and looking back up at you.

“No!” you snapped, grimacing at the cut that was left on your hand before you reached up to adjust
your grip.



You could do this.

You had to do this.

You had to get him out.

You promised.

Clinging to the crumbling cement, you steadied yourself before reaching your hand back down and
turning to where you left him.

“Come with me—” you started before you froze.

He was gone.

He’d disappeared into the smoke and the flames without a word.

Like a ghost.

A hacked cough sounded through your chest as you moved away from the smoke that billowed
behind you. You’d stayed in the lower levels as long as you could stand, trying to find Metal Arm
Dude before you finally retreated. You raced the fire up the stairs, leaving it behind as it consumed
and weakened the lower levels.

You really shouldn’t have blown up the elevator.

Another cough ached through your chest as you threw open the stairwell door and ducked into the hall
away from the smoke. You swore smoke spilled through your lungs as another cough wracked
through your throat and you straightened.

That hall that you entered was quiet. Practically untouched despite the red warning lights that flashed
in unison. You blinked, glancing around you before taking a slow step further down the hall.

Smoke wept through the cracks in the door, a warning of what was pursuing you. The explosions and
cracks that spat through the lower levels were simple vibrations in the floor. If you didn’t know what
was going on below you, you never would have known what was coming.

Perhaps that was why this level was so calm.

They didn’t know yet.

You sipped another breath, your heartbeat surprisingly steady as you stepped down the hall. Glancing
over your shoulder, you paused with a frown.

Scarlet footsteps followed after you.

A rasped sigh shook through your form as you glanced down at your feet.

You hadn’t even felt the cement slice through your skin or broken shards of glass stab through your
heel.

No matter.



You’d deal with that later.

Shaking your head you continued, glancing down the hall as you tried to find another way to the top
of the bunker.

Preferably one that wasn’t on fire.

Or, at least, less on fire than the other one.

You turned the corner, your brows knitted together as you searched for another way out.

Your entire body froze as you locked eyes with the man standing in the center of the hall. A gritted,
low snarl snapped through the hall as you squared up to the man.

Black eyes followed your every move as you tensed.

Novak stood in the idle of the hall, he was surrounded by a group of guards carrying rifles and
assistants carrying his files.

A smile broke across his face as he slid his glasses from his nose and pulled a handkerchief from his
pocket, “There you are darling.”

Your jaw tightened, your hands clenching to fists as you glared at him, “You.”

“Look at you,” the Doctor crooned, putting his glasses back on as he looked you over. He waved off
his guards as he took a step toward you, “Magnificent. You’re perfect.”

“Shut up,” you snapped, your eyes flicking across the men behind him as they raised their weapons,
“I’ve had enough, Novak—”

“It brings you peace, does it not?” he cut you off with a small smile as he gestured to the smoke that
filtered through the air, “This mayhem. You find such peace in war, yes?”

The growl curled to your lips softened, your face fell as you relaxed your hand.

He was right.

Why was he right?

Your racing heart had steadied. Racing worries were gone, replaced by a stream of thoughts that were
leading you toward your goal.

Despite the rage that burned through your chest, you were calm.

Despite the wrath that grew with every breath, you were collected.

Despite the undercurrent of vengeance that coursed through your veins, you were steady.

“Yeah. It does,” you said lowly as you took a slow step toward him, eyeing each of his guards, “And
you wanna know what’s gonna make me real happy?”

Novak cocked his head to the side with a curious hum, “Hm?”

“Killing you.”



A chuckle came from the man, the smile on his face growing as the smirk on yours fell. He studied
you for a moment. You swore there was a glimmer of pride in his eye and you shifted uneasily under
his gaze, “You see? I told you. In this beautiful game of death and destruction, you are a willing and
magnificent participant. A goddess of war—”

“Shut up!” you shouted, not willing to let him finish.

You had to listen to him for—

Six hundred nineteen days.

You were done. You were getting out of there. You were getting away from him.

You weren’t listening to him any longer.

You hurtled toward him without a second thought, ignoring the single bullet that pierced through your
shoulder as you moved. Novak flinched back, barely moving out of reach as his guards tugged him
out of your way. Your fingers wrapped around the barrel of one of the men’s rifles and you yanked it
just as muzzle flash strobed through the hall.

Snapping the rifle to your shoulder your finger dropped to the trigger. You squeezed before you had
time to think, Novak was right in your sights.

That was it.

It was over—

A metal hand clasped around the end of the barrel as you pulled the trigger. The bullet slammed
against a silver palm, sending the rest of the rifle up in smoke as you let go of the rifle. It clattered
across the floor as a frustrated grunt ripped from your throat.

You turned back toward the man, ducking out of the way as a fist flew over your head and Metal Arm
Dude stepped between you and the Doctor.

His suit was covered in a fine layer of ash and soot. The left side of his suit was singed, his hair was
wild.

Of course.

Of course, he’d come to find Novak.

Of course, he’d come to find you.

He promised.

What he didn’t promise—or, rather, specify —was what would happen once he found you.

You stared at him, your gaze flicking between him and the Doctor as Novak and his entourage made a
run for it.

You didn’t let him get far. You ran at Metal Arm Dude, slipping under him at the last moment to
sprint toward Novak. You managed to latch onto the back of his suit before you slammed him
backward. The Doctor went flying with a gasp. His assistants kept running. His guards turned on you
in an instant.



You scrambled on top of him, your fingers latching around the man’s throat with a snarl. He choked,
clawing at your wrists and fighting against you.

To no avail.

A gritted smile curled to your face as you squeezed before a piece of paper in his jacket caught your
eye.

It happened so fast, that you almost missed it.

It was carefully tucked in the inside pocket. It would have been out of view if he hadn’t fought back.

You held the Doctor down with one hand and snatched away the paper before Novak could stop you.

“Leave it!” he snapped, his fingers leaving your wrist to try and get the paper as you held it away
from him.

In less than a second, you knew exactly what it was.

You grinned, the shemagh covering your face fell, showing off the bloodied set of teeth you bared at
him as you crumpled the paper in your fist. Novak shrieked, his fingers digging into your skin as your
smile grew before you were suddenly thrown away from him.

One of his guards returned to his side, standing between the two of you as you stuffed the paper into
what was left of your pocket and returned to your feet. You ducked under a punch from him, hurling
yourself under his arm to shove him away and grab a grenade that was attached to his back.

Him or you.

Novak wasn’t getting out of there. You were going to make sure of that.

Whatever it took.

You pulled the pin the instant it was in your hand, tossing it toward the Doctor with a twisted smirk as
he searched the ground for his glasses.

The explosive bounced across the floor toward him until Metal Arm Dude once again stepped
between the two of you. He swept his foot, sending the grenade ricocheting down the hall.

“Cover!” one of Novak’s guards yelled, shoving an assistant out of the way before tackling Novak
back down to the ground.

You winced, diving around the corner as a flash of light lit up the hall. Flames and smoke shot down
the hall. The sound echoed and burst through the walls as you curled in on yourself.

Peeling open an eye after a moment, you unfurled yourself with a grimace.

You were covered in soot and dust and the shoulder of your suit was on fire.

You smacked it out, working your way to your feet as you searched the hall for the Doctor. A single
cough alerted you of his location and you took a slow step toward him.

The guard that had tackled him was dead. Singed to a crisp.



Novak shoved the man off of him, grasping his glasses and shoving them back onto his face as you
stooped to pluck a wayward pistol from the ground. He looked up at you, a smile still managing to
play on his face.

You raised the pistol toward him, your finger racing toward the trigger but, before you could pull it, a
hand tangled in your hair and tugged you backward.

A shriek left your lips as you were pulled away from the man and, once again, Metal Arm Dude stood
between the two of you.

“Ты меня знаешь,” you said, tentatively trying to move around him. You know me.

He didn’t respond. Instead, the second you made another move toward Novak, he struck.

You yelped, backing away from him as he pressed a flurry of strikes toward you. He stayed safely
between you and the Doctor as he gathered himself and shoved himself to his feet. You backed down
the hall, sinking back into the haze as smoke continued to fill the air.

Diving away from an incoming fist, you retreated away from the soldier as he snapped toward you.
Hit after hit sailed over your head as you stayed on the defensive. Metal plates smashed against your
arms as you shielded yourself from an onslaught of hits and he kept moving you backward.

You winced away, finally able to duck under a punch and elbow him in the gut. Metal Arm Dude
grunted with a low growl as he doubled over. You latched onto his neck, curving your arm around the
back of it and lifting yourself up. Kicking your legs into the air and using the momentum to throw
him away from you.

The move launched him across the hall, sending him hurtling across the floor. You landed on your
back and immediately rolled to your stomach. Your gaze darted to where you had left Novak and then
you paused.

He was gone. He’d vanished.

The Doctor was gone.

An angry screech tore through your throat, your fist smashed into the pristine white tiles. The tiles
cracked under the blow, blood sprayed from the cut on your hand. You growled to yourself, working
your way back to your feet.

The lights in the bunker flickered, the auxiliary power beginning to fail as the fire spread closer and
closer to you. It left you in darkness for a moment, red lights strobed around you before flickering
white ones came back to life.

A shadow darted toward you, the soldier suddenly on top of you the second you took your eyes off of
him. You grunted as the two of you rolled over the top of one another and the ground shook. You
shoved him away from you before he had time to pin you to the ground.

He lashed out at you, the metal plates in his arm winding dangerously as he tried to grab you. You
rolled out of the way, clambering as far away from him as you could before you returned to your feet.

“Soldier Boy, please,” you stuttered, trying to keep him at arm’s length as he stalked toward you,
“You know me. You’re my friend.”



He said nothing but his eyes narrowed, the steel blue turning nearly black as the lights went out again;
only to be replaced by red.

You retreated away from him, slipping further into the smoke before you finally made a run for it.

You couldn’t beat him in a fight. He was better than you were.

Stronger.

He actually wanted to kill you.

You couldn’t bear the thought of hurting him.

Nor could you bear the thought of losing. Of him dragging you back to the Doctor. You dove toward
the door to the burning stairwell, wincing at the sound of sizzling skin as you grabbed onto the door
handle and threw open the door.

Amber flames lit the hall as you froze, glancing behind you as the soldier’s silhouette stopped in its
tracks. He stared at you from the darkness as the lights flickered once again. Red warning lights
flashed in his eyes, he stared at you for a moment as you took a cautious step away from him.

“Find me,” you said, your voice cracking as your eyes and lungs burned. Smoke and flames licked
around you, “I’ll be waiting. Just find me.”

He tilted his head to the side, his brows furrowing as you stepped back into the fire. You left the door
open behind you as you ran up the stairs, coughing and choking on smoke as you climbed higher into
the bunker.

Your heart sank as you rose above the flames. Your throat was tight as you came to the top of the
stairs.

You’d failed.

Again.

Another promise.

Broken.

Your chest tightened as you glanced behind you.

The soldier wasn’t there.

He wasn’t following you.

You were alone.

You were alone.

You were alone.

Your hands shook as a desperate whimper wheezed through your throat. Your brows knitted together
as your hands shook before they balled into fists.



A feral snarl filled with rage you had never felt before screeched through the stairwell, roaring over
the sound of rumbling explosions. You were moving before you even knew what was happening.

One final set of double doors stood between you and freedom.

You hurtled toward it, throwing your shoulder against it in a gnash of teeth.

It flew off its hinges. You latched onto the top, using its momentum to throw yourself into…another
hallway.

Time seemed to slow as you flew into the hallway.

Guards were already waiting for you. They looked as if they were dressed in riot gear. Shields and
batons and pistols were at the ready. They held their ground as you soared over the top of them.

Your eyes flicked to each of them as you used the door to hurdle over the top of them. You landed in
the middle of them, dropping to a crouch you took out one man with a swift kick to his knee. Tearing
away his pistol, you hit the nearest man in the head with it before turning on the rest.

Every bullet you fired found its mark.

Double taps. Center mass.

You threw the pistol away when it was spent, slipping beneath the shield of one man as he shoved it
toward you. Grabbing onto it, you sent him easily flying into a line of more guards before leisurely
catching a rifle as one of the men dropped it. You ignored the group that was fumbling to get back up
and instead turned on the next wave of guards that were bursting through another set of doors around
the corner.

They’d been waiting for you. The second they found out you were loose and on a rampage on the
lower levels, they knew they had to put every single guard and soldier and mercenary in one place at
one time.

Even then, it was hardly a challenge.

You tossed away the rifle as it discharged its last round and, in one smooth motion, grabbed a pistol
from a man who was staggering away from you. There was no hesitation from you as you slipped the
pistol under his chin and fired before walking away from the man.

A smirk worked its way to your face as you stepped over each of the bodies you’d left in your wake.
Stooping down, you snatched a single grenade and tossed it to yourself before you stopped in your
tracks.

“Ghostie!”

Novak’s voice echoed from around the corner.

Your eyes widened, a sudden crack of fear running through you as you ducked under cover and a
sudden hail of bullets thundered from down the hall. Another wave of soldiers marched toward you,
their footfalls masked only by the reverberating explosions below you. Your jaw clenched, watching
the men move toward you as you stretched to grab a pistol from one of their fallen comrades.

“Darling?” Novak’s voice came again, this time closer as you checked over the pistol and stashed the
grenade behind your back, “Come now. We just want to talk.”



You scoffed with a shake of your head, nearly darting from your cover right then and there, “You’re
so full of shit.”

A volley of bullets snapped above you, piercing into the concrete wall as you shifted slightly. You
swallowed thickly, pulling yourself into a crouch before pushing away from the wall. You let off a
pair of shots, distracting the men that made their way down flickering corridors.

You tried to take in your surroundings, your brows knitting together as a frown stretched across your
face.

This had to be the first level, it was where the stairs led. So, how the hell did you get out of there?

Your gaze desperately searched the hall as the lights went out, leaving you in darkness as warning
lights continued to strobe. You pushed yourself out from your cover, using the shadows to move
through the maze of hallways before you came to an intersection.

“Shit,” you whispered, turning in circles as you tried to find your way out.

Your heart was pounding in your chest as another deafening blast thundered through the collapsing
bunker. A dark cloud of dust surrounded you as you darted down the hall. The floor cracked beneath
your feet, flames licked up through the fractures as tiles fell from the ceiling and shattered on the
ground.

“Lieutenant!” came a screech from behind you, “You can run, but you can’t hide!”

You winced at the sound of his voice. With each word the Doctor spoke, the more deranged he
sounded. You licked your lips nervously, backing away from the sound of his voice as the hall cracked
again.

“There you are.”

You turned on your heel, your heart stopping in your chest as you came face to face with Novak.

He looked just as bad as you did. His suit was stained black and torn. His hair was sticking up on end.
His glasses were shattered and barely hanging onto his nose.

A smirk managed its way to your lips as you took in the sight of him. Despite the circumstances, you
laughed.

It echoed louder than the blasts, a hollow, maniacal sound that was almost scarier than Novak’s.

But the smile on your face dropped a second later.

“Amazing. Absolutely amazing,” he said, admiration lining his ash-covered features as he took a step
toward you, “You are amazing. A predator. A kill. How else would you explain this?”

You swallowed thickly, glancing through the red-painted shadows at the carnage that lay in your
wake. Your jaw clenched as you hooked the pin of the grenade with your thumb, “I am pretty great,
aren’t I?”

The words slipped from your tongue like acid.

The arrogant sound of them was nearly painful.



Novak smiled, amused.

“So stay, as much as I've loved your fantastic display of…” he trailed off, gesturing around him with a
grin that didn’t seem human, “Chaos…”

He paused again, his eyes glimmering in enjoyment as another explosion sounded from below you. A
chunk of the hall collapsed, bringing with it a burst of flames that bathed the darkness in sharp amber
light.

“I would much prefer if we were on the same side,” he finally said, starting to circle you like a
vulture.

Your grip tightened on the grenade, holding the safety lever securely in your hand as your thumb
curled around the pin. Novak stopped after a moment, standing between you and a door at the end of
the hall.

You blinked, eyeing it carefully before you realized what he was doing.

He was stalling. He was standing between you and your exit.

“Yeah?” you asked, cocking your head to the side as you took a step toward him, “Here’s the thing: I
would rather starve out in that desert than I would ever, ever want to stay another second anywhere
near your crazy ass.”

A frown curved on his face as you took a step toward him.

“And, ya know what? That’s exactly…” you trailed off, taking the grenade out from behind your
back. His face fell further as he glanced down each hall looking for his reinforcements. A wicked
smile stretched across your face, one that rivaled his, “...What I’m gonna do.”

You popped the pin, taking another step toward him and eyeing the hall he was trying to stop you
from going through.

“You wanted to play a game of death and destruction, eh, Doc?” you howled over the sound of distant
rumbling. You held out the grenade in front of you as you gestured to a corpse at your feet and
Novak’s jaw dropped, “Death…”

Novak’s face fell, his arms hung limp at his side as you released the safety lever and gestured proudly
around you.

“Destruction,” you rasped, your twisted grin widening as you tossed the grenade to Novak’s feet,
“Your move.”

A shriek tore through his throat as the grenade tumbled toward him.

The two of you moved at the same time.

Novak dove down another hall, taking cover around the corner as you continued down the hall.

“You are going to regret this, Ghostie!” he yelled, his voice cut off as the grenade went off behind
you. You grunted, wincing as the flames licked at your back and the hallway behind you completely
collapsed.



You fell to the floor as silence overcame the darkness for only a moment. Cool concrete met your skin
as you took a quick breather and let the cold soothe your body.

Your muscles may not have ached at the beginning of the fight, but you were feeling it now.

But you were close. Oh, so close.

You shoved yourself to your feet as the ground shifted below you before taking off into a veil of dust.

Lightbulbs shattered with a pop, the hall going bright for only a moment as the auxiliary power gave
one last push before leaving you in darkness. Red lights flashed in an ominous rhythm as you felt
your way down the stone walls, the building seemed to move with every step you took before you
found yourself stopped by a metal door.

Your fingers danced along the stone walls as you jogged through the darkness before streaks of white
light came streaming through splits in the rock. You paused, wincing at the light as heat came
shooting through the fractures; bringing with it fresh desert air that hit you like a ton of bricks.

Dust and smoke sparkled in the light—sunlight.

You marveled at it for a moment before taking your final step to a final door.

Your hands wrapped around a lever barring the door, you strained against it. It creaked and groaned
before it finally gave way and you shoved it out of position. You shoved your shoulder into the door,
using all your weight to push it open before you sprinted through it.

The entire world was white. You could barely make out anything in front of you as you staggered into
the light. Hot sand sizzled against your feet as you ran into the light. The ground continued to shiver
and shake below you.

Sand and dust seemed to bubble as the bunker beneath the dunes collapsed.

You stumbled to a stop, crashing into the sand as you shielded yourself from the sun.

The sun.

You hadn’t seen the sun in—

Six hundred nineteen days.

You hadn’t breathed fresh air in—

Six hundred nineteen days.

You expected a smile to crack across your face. You wanted a smile to crack across your face.

— “You have a plan, right?” —

But it didn’t.

You expected the weight on your shoulders to lift, to ease. But it didn’t. It grew heavier. Until you
were wearing the weight of the world on your shoulders.

You were free. You’d made it.



— “I can't feel my legs!” —

But at what cost?

— “Mi amor…” —

At the expense of how many broken promises?

— “I’ll find you.” —

You wheezed a breath, trying to stand up in the sand only to fall to your knees in exhaustion. Your
head fell into your hands as a sob wracked through your body.

— “(L/N), get up!” —

You wanted to feel it, the wave of relief as you made it to freedom. The satisfaction of revenge as the
bunker collapsed beside you. The calm that came after the fight.

But you didn’t feel it.

You didn’t feel anything.

— “You don't have a plan, do you?” —

You gasped a sob, squeezing your head as pain rippled through your system. You tore off Danny’s
shemagh, flinching as molten sunlight blistered against exposed skin.

— “Tell my wife and kids I love them!” —

The world started to spin as you held the fabric to your heart. The heat of the desert made your fever
even worse. The light stabbed into your eyes, like hundreds of knives attacking each nerve ending.

— “You’re the only person I know that thrives on causing chaos.” —

They were gone.

You were alone.

— “Get up, girlie!” —

You were alone.

You were alone.

— “You run,” he said sternly, “Ты не оглядываешься назад.” You run, you don't look back. —

A strangled scream ripped through your throat as you pressed your hands over your ears and squeezed
your eyes shut.

— “We're gonna die here, aren't we?” —

It was over. You’d won the fight.

But now what?



What was left?

What was the point?

— “Save yourself.” —

Your jaw clenched, tears streamed down your cheeks as voices echoed in your head.

— “Ah! Mi amor, I think I’m in love with you.” —

Where would you go? You’d lost everything. What was there to return to?

What was the point?

You forced your eyes open, wincing as they began to adjust to your surroundings.

Ghostly figures danced in swirling sand and billowing smoke.

“Get up, girlie,” Weston said from behind you, his voice quiet and distant. It swirled like soft tendrils
of smoke, “We gotta go.”

Turner brushed your back, his hand as light as the breeze, “They knew we were coming.”

“You promised,” Ollie whispered, barely audible above the shifting sand.

Danny’s hand clasped to yours, tugging you away from the burning bunker, “Te amo, mi amor. I love
you.”

The soldier’s shadow shaded you for a moment, his cool hand resting on your shoulder before he
vanished, “You’re going to get out of here.”

Weston’s stern voice rose from the sand as another blanket of smoke rose from the hole in the ground,
“Get up! Walk it off.”

You weakly shoved yourself to your feet, hissing at the feeling of your muscles beginning to cramp
and tighten before you fell again. Your lungs burned. Your eyes stung with tears as you rocked back to
your heels.

You couldn’t give up now. Not when you’d come so far. Not when you’d fought so hard to survive.

Six hundred nineteen days.

You couldn’t give up. Not when you’d lost so much.

You couldn’t get lost with it.

You had to try.

— “ “Я найду тебя.” I’ll find you. —

You straightened, clutching Danny’s scarf to your chest before rising from the sand with a growl. You
glared into the desert, reaching into your pocket and pulling out the crumpled formula you'd stolen
from the Doctor.



You shredded it, making sure that each piece could never, ever, be put back together before you threw
it into the wind that swept through the desert.

You weren’t done yet.

You were only getting started.
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Rule Number One

Chapter Summary

“You think it’ll all just end when you kill me?” he asked, blood pouring from his nose, “It’s only
the beginning! The Doctor won’t just let me die!”

You gritted your teeth, not letting up as the skin on your knuckles split against his teeth.

You couldn’t stop.

You wouldn’t stop.

He’d taken everything from you.

“And, when I come back,” he panted, barely able to block the onslaught of hits, “I’ll take all of
you with me. Slowly. One by fuckin’ one.”

He caught himself on the railing at the edge of the building, barely able to stand up straight.

“I’ll dismantle them. Limb from limb. Flesh from bone,” he yelled at you, barely able to fight
back, “Aftermath will fall at my hands. Hydra will rise by my hand.”
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We create monsters and then we can't control them.

A low growl of thunder rumbled through the air. Static seemed to prick and surge on frigid wind and
rain. It was metallic in Bucky’s mouth. Or, maybe, that was that taste of blood on his tongue.

Fog lingered in place on the edges of warehouses, as though it had stopped the very instant Wraith’s
name was uttered through the clearing.

No. Not just uttered. Not thrown about haphazardly.

It was pointed. Direct. It was an accusation.
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Bucky’s grip on (F/N) tightened the second the word left Steve’s mouth. He could feel her tense under
his grip. Her eyes flicked from Walsh to Steve and back again before she seemed to steel herself.

Walsh stared at Steve blankly, an air of confusion about him before a long, slow smile began to slip
over his face.

“What did you just say?” he asked, quirking a brow for only a moment as the smirk on his face began
to grow.

If Bucky hadn’t been looking directly at him, the tone of his voice would lead him to believe Walsh
was, in fact, confused.

But he wasn’t.

His eyes darkened. The blue in them nearly disappeared as his face seemed to twist into something
wild and calculated. Even then, a darkness gleamed in them before. It was something Bucky had
never seen before.

He instinctively took a quick step back, trying to place himself between (F/N) and Walsh but the girl
didn’t move. She stood her ground as she and Walsh locked eyes.

“Very funny, Rogers. C’mon,” Tony said, the joints of his suit straining as he tried to move within the
suit, “Hand her over, and let’s get the hell outta here—What’s that look for?”

Tony caught the look in Steve’s eye. It was unyielding and resolute as he glared at Walsh. Steve’s grip
on (F/N) loosened, almost as if he was going to let her bolt if she wanted to. His shoulders rolled
forward, his fingers flexed on his shield.

Bucky couldn’t help but mirror him.

It wasn’t just an accusation.

Steve knew something they didn’t. He was getting ready for another fight.

Romanoff frowned, her gaze shifting between the two men before she slowly reached for the holster
by her side; only to find it empty, “He’s serious.”

Bucky tensed, his ear pricking at the sound of Walsh’s forces arriving with more and more firepower.

They seemed to come from everywhere. Dozens of trucks. Teams upon teams of soldiers.

And they were surrounding them.

It was overkill.

Bucky swallowed thickly, “Walsh?”

The man didn’t answer for a moment as he stared down (F/N) and she returned the favor.

When he finally did speak, it sounded like an entirely different person was standing there with them.
It was dark and gruff. There was hardly any emotion behind it except for wry exasperation.

“You bitch,” he hissed through his teeth. The corner of his lips curled to a sneer, his teeth gnashed
together like that of a starving predator foiled by its prey. His eyes were nearly as feral and somehow



they darkened even further as his nose wrinkled with a snarl, “I knew you’d make this difficult.”

“Walsh—” Stark started but before he could finish, the man cocked his head to the side with a smug
grin.

It was more of an invitation than it was an order. And, in an instant, the men surrounding them had
their weapons raised toward them. They moved faster than Bucky could react; even faster than the
twins could move. Wanda managed a wall of red energy, shielding them from the men around them.
She stepped between them and her brother, shooting a worried look at Barton before she flicked her
eyes to Steve.

He was right.

The man standing in front of them wasn’t the person he said he was.

Wraith.

Bucky tried to pull (F/N) behind him again but she wouldn’t move. It was as if she was anchored
directly to the cement even as Rhodey turned on Walsh; the gun on his suit whirred as he moved on
the man.

Walsh moved faster than Bucky thought was possible. He whipped around, grabbing the closest
person to him to use as a shield.

Parker.

“Ollie, wait—” (F/N) snapped, flinching forward before she stopped in her tracks.

Walsh’s arm wrapped around the kid’s neck before he could react and the muzzle of a pistol was
pressed against his temple.

“I knew there was more to this,” Walsh growled, ignoring her completely as Parker tried pulling him
off but the man didn’t budge, “I knew you wouldn’t just come out without something up your sleeve.
But, I gotta say, I didn’t expect to see this one.”

The kid clawed at his arm, trying to pull him away as Walsh dragged him out of the circle of Avengers
and into the ranks of his soldiers…

Hydra.

Bucky’s blood ran cold. His stomach began to churn.

“Don’t—” (F/N) started away from him again but Bucky didn’t let her go. He couldn’t let her go. Not
again.

“Shut your goddamn mouth.” Walsh’s finger dropped to the trigger, freezing (F/N)—and everyone
else in their tracks.

She bit her lips slightly, her gaze studying him as she tried to find another way in.

“I knew you’d put up a fight. But, this?” Walsh cocked his head to the side, the dead grin on his face
growing as he nodded to Steve, “Damn good surprise.”

(F/N) swallowed thickly, her voice dropping to match his, “Did I ruin your plans, Ollie?”



“No. Just moved some things up. Don’t worry,” he said, with a nonchalant air about him; as though he
was talking amongst old friends and not holding a literal child hostage, “I’m flexible.

Walsh’s finger danced dangerously close to the trigger in the way a spider’s web shook as the spider
crept toward a trapped fly. If it had been any other person, Bucky would have said it was nerves, but it
wasn’t.

Walsh was playing with them.

(F/N) cleared her throat, “Let him go, Ollie—”

“Don’t call me that—”

“He doesn’t have anything to do with this—” She tried again but he let out an excited snarl.

“Exactly! Exactly. I told you. Remember?” he asked, his grip tightening around the kid’s throat
enough to earn himself a yelp, “Contingency plans. I warned you. One by one.”

Bucky couldn’t help it this time. He stepped in front of (F/N) with a low snarl that sunk through his
teeth as Walsh continued.

“I’m gonna make you watch. I did your Alpha team first, then Aftermath, now…” he paused,
gesturing the pistol at each of them but pausing especially on Bucky, “And then, I’ll pick off
whatever’s left of your team.”

“Not happening,” Steve said, letting go of (F/N) to adjust the shield on his arm.

“We’ll see.” He shrugged almost playfully, “Now, (L/N), shall we finish this now?”

“Let the kid go and I’ll think about it.”

“No.” Walsh spat, shaking his head as his face curved to a scowl, “I don’t think I will. I’ve played
your game, (F/N). I’m tired of it.”

“Really? I thought we were playing your game,” (F/N) said, her tone suddenly lightening as she
smirked. She straightened, as though she was a chess master who had just watched her opponent
make a move to their downfall, “You’re just mad I’m winning.”

“You’re not winning—”

“Oh, yes I am. Watch.” (F/N)’s smirk turned to a grim smile, “Barton. Sniper. Six o’clock high.
Wanda—”

The two moved before she even had to finish speaking. Barton swung around, nocking and loosing an
arrow in one swift motion. Wanda snapped the glowing shield around them into Walsh, nearly
knocking him off balance as (F/N) wrenched herself away from Bucky’s grasp.

He reached for her, barely clipping the back of her jacket with his fingers as she catapulted into Walsh
and the kid.

“Steve!” she snapped, shoving Parker away from Walsh’s hold. She spun on the ground, kicking away
the pistol before curling her fingers around the chain of her cuffs. She spun again, trying to wrap the
chain around Walsh’s neck, “Go!”



Steve launched his shield into the nearest line of soldiers as all hell broke loose. It hit them with a
thud, taking out their weapons as he grabbed the kid from the ground and then latched onto Bucky,
“Rhodes! Vision! Air support. Move.”

Bucky was yanked behind the man, tearing him out of the trance he was in as (F/N) and Walsh
scuffled with each other on the ground.

“Buck. Bucky!” Steve snapped, shoving him toward a teetering Stark, “Get him to cover.”

“What the fuck is happening!” Stark yelled from within the suit as he hauled him away from the
firefight that broke out around them. Vision and Rhodes swooped overhead, returning coverfire as the
team on the ground ducked toward the nearest building for cover.

Barton loosed as many arrows as he could, trying to draw as much fire and create as much confusion
as he could. He fired a handful of trick arrows, setting off explosions down the entire block.

Bucky ducked behind the building, taking Stark with him as bullets whizzed past his head.

“Barton?” Steve snapped, sliding to cover with them with a wince.

“Path is blocked,” the archer replied sharply, “She didn’t by chance give you a plan ‘B’, right?”

“No.”

Wanda hummed lowly from where she was, deflecting a pair of shots that came her way with a wave
of her hand and a shake of her head as Pietro leaned heavily on her, “This is why we stick to the
plan.”

Bucky frowned, the knot in his stomach growing tighter, “What plan?”

Steve ignored him, his gaze drawn back out into the firefight, “Buck, get Stark. Wanda, help your
brother. Nat and Barton, watch our back. We gotta—”

Bucky winced as Steve was cut off with a flurry of bullets and a dark shadow shot over the top of
them.

(F/N) was hurled into the warehouse with a low grunt. She slammed into a pile of crates, sending
scraps of wood splintering across the floor. Another groan sounded from her throat as she worked
herself to her knees before she ducked again.

A volley of bullets chased her into the crate before they were cut off by a snapped shriek.

“No! She’s mine!”

(F/N) winced, shaking her head as splinters of wood fell from her hair before her eyes shot to Steve.
She nodded before rolling quickly toward him. Steve raised his shield as she moved before slamming
it down as she stopped in front of him. She yanked the chain holding her cuffs taut and closed her
eyes as the Vibranium tore through the metal in a spray of sparks.

“Thanks,” (F/N) said, rolling over her shoulder and into a crouch as she glanced down at the pair of
chains that hung from her wrists before she shrugged, “He brought more than I thought he would.”

“No shit,” Clint scoffed, tossing a pistol to her with a shake of his head.



She winced lightly, her brows furrowing as she checked the magazine before shoving it back into the
pistol and popping back the slide to chamber a round, “Get to the jet and get outta here.”

“That’s gonna be a negative, Cap,” Steve said, his eyes narrowing as she looked up at him.

“I’m not askin’, Cap.” She shook her head, “You got a broken genius and a shell-shocked kid. At least
get them outta here.”

“Can someone explain to me what’s going—” Tony’s voice echoed from inside the suit before (F/N)
rolled her eyes.

“We’re in the middle of a firefight, Tony,” she said nonchalantly as if this was all just a walk in the
park, “We’ll get into the details later. Wilson, get those wings up and going. Move.”

“Give me a hand, Buck,” Steve said, slinging his shield over his back as he grabbed onto Stark,
“Hang tight, Stark.”

Bucky nodded slightly but he couldn’t get himself to move, despite the gunfire that erupted all around
him.

He felt like he was about to short-circuit. As though his mind couldn’t comprehend exactly what was
happening.

If Walsh was Wraith, who was the Wraith with (F/N) in Medellín? If (F/N) wasn’t with Hydra…Who
was she?

Did he even know who she really was?

Did he even want to know?

— “No!” she shrieked, her voice cutting through the desert in a slurred yell, “Lemme go!” —

He was yanked from his thoughts as Steve pulled Stark up and took Bucky with him.

But he couldn’t take his eyes off of her as she took one last look at them before taking off back into
the fight.

He’d just gotten her back and, there she was, disappearing into the fray again.

Bucky didn’t even realize he was moving until the cold night air and a swell of rain hit his face.

Steve led them as far away from the fight as he could, as fast as he could. They cut through a series of
alleys. Wanda covered their back as much as she could, stopping wave after wave of bullets that the
men tried to send into them.

The thrusters on Sam’s wings whirred and died as they weaved toward the jet and he attempted to
reboot them.

— The girl hissed a scream as she fought against him. She brought severely broken legs to her chest
before throwing herself away from him and landing in the desert sand. —

— “Danny!” she screeched, turning on him and kicking out his knees before crawling back toward
the soldier who stared blankly into the sky. She reached for him desperately, “Please, wake up! Mi
amor! Please! I need you!” —



Bucky winced, holding Stark up as best as he could as the rain pelted the suit and he nearly slipped
from his grasp as they turned the corner toward the Quinjet.

He couldn’t get lost in forgotten memories now. He had to stay focused. He couldn’t—

A whistle shrieked through the air the instant they caught sight of the jet. The sound was so haunting
it stopped him in his tracks.

“Rogers!” Rhodes’ voice echoed in their ears, “Incoming! I can’t stop it!”

“Down!”

Wanda whipped around, spreading a thin sheen of red in front of them as a missile snapped through
the air. Heat and metal shot through the air. Flashes of lightning were overshadowed by the bright
amber of flames as the Quinjet detonated.

“Shit,” Barton spat, wincing out of the way of rogue debris that shot through the night, “Rogers, we
gotta get some cover.”

Steve nodded, adjusting his grip on Stark before he let go completely and whipped around. The shield
went flying into another group of Hydra agents that were strung along behind them. It bounced off
each man before smacking against a brick wall and then back into Steve’s hands.

“Wilson, how we looking?” he asked, returning to help Bucky with Stark before taking off into
another alley.

“Thrusters aren’t functioning,” Sam said, wincing at the deafening roar of the gunfight, “I’ll reboot
one more time but I might be dead in the water.”

“Mm,” Pietro hummed, holding onto Wanda as he limped on the ankle he’d more than likely lightly
sprained, “Like Mr. Stark.”

“Not funny,” Stark mumbled before managing to fling an arm at Steve’s face, “You wanna explain to
me what’s going on?”

“Not the time, Stark,” Steve said lowly, worry beginning to etch his features as he glanced over his
shoulder.

“I have nothing else to do.”

Natasha rolled her eyes, stealing a mag from Clint for her pistol, “We gotta get the suit functional
again.”

“Romanoff,” Stark said, almost sweetly, “I have been stabbed.”

“You’re fine.”

“No, I am not. I’m traumatized.”

“It’s about to get worse,” Clint muttered before stopping in his tracks, “Cap!”

Bucky winced as they were cut off by a team of Walsh’s—Wraith’s—soldiers. He raised his arm in
front of him, shielding himself as he shoved Stark in front of the others and Steve brought his shield
back into his hands.



They were boxed in.

The firefight behind them seemed to be growing. There had to be dozens of men on their tail, trailing
after them through the maze of alleys they’d taken to try and get away. Even if they were to retreat,
they’d be cut off.

Any man they took down would be replaced by another.

Cut off one head…

Bucky blanched, bracing himself as the men raised their weapons toward them.

But they were never able to fire.

A pair of darkened silhouettes shot through the storm. They moved so fast that Bucky could barely
make them out.

One was carrying a dark shield. He flung it into the nearest man as his companion kicked off the wall
to get a better hit at another soldier. She took him down in an instant, rolling over her shoulder and
grabbing the shield before tossing it back to her partner. He took out another man without hesitation
as the woman sent a flying kick into the last man standing before turning toward Bucky.

“New York!” she spat, lifting her coat just enough to retrieve a small blade from a hidden pocket,
“Move!”

Steve flinched, grabbing onto Peter and Wanda and yanking them out of the way as the woman hurled
the knife toward them. It somersaulted through the air wildly before coming to rest in its target.

A man who had attempted to sneak up on them.

Bucky sighed in relief before he paused.

He knew that voice.

Fuck. He knew that voice.

“Cavanaugh?” He could barely believe the words coming from his mouth as he said them. Then, he
could barely believe the sight right in front of him.

Boone Cavanaugh lowered her hood with a twisted Cheshire grin and a wink. Blue hair framed her
features as green eyes glittered through the night.

“Howdy, sweet cheeks.” She nodded toward him, the smile on her face growing as she turned to
Steve, "Hey there, stud. Sounds like you went off-script.”

Steve rolled his eyes as she sauntered toward him before letting her press a quick kiss to his cheek,
“Somethin’ like that.”

“Rebellious. I like it.”

“Not the time, Boonie,” another familiar voice came from the darkness.

Bucky froze, his mouth opening slightly in disbelief as Duke Dugan stepped from the shadows in an
Aftermath suit with Libra’s shield.



He swore his heart stopped. He swore his brain stopped functioning right then and there.

“We gotta move,” Duke said, auburn hair slicked back by the rain, “(F/N) can’t hold ‘em much longer.
Air support’s incoming.”

“Dugan?” Bucky barely managed to get out with a squeak.

Dugan didn’t notice the look on his face as he nodded toward him, “Sergeant Barnes.”

“Ground support’s a few blocks out too,” Boone added, swinging away from Steve to pull a pistol
from her side, “We gotta go.”

Dugan nodded, “Goliath. Firewire. We’ve got the packages. Moving towards secondary position. Be
ready to receive.”

You cut through Ollie’s men with only one thought in your head:

Find Walsh.

If you found him, you could end it all right then and there. Without him, his forces would turn tail and
run. And you’d let them run.

Right into the arms of a vengeful Aftermath.

They’d never stand a chance.

You finished your mag in the chest of a soldier before turning to fling away the spent pistol into the
head of another as you latched onto the rifle of the first. Bursts of gunfire erupted from the barrel of
your new weapon as you moved through the swarms of men that were at Walsh’s disposal and a frown
found its way to your face.

You were hoping you had taken out enough men during your European rampage that Ollie wouldn’t
have the numbers to launch this scale of an attack.

You were wrong.

There were more than you could have ever imagined.

It was as though you had stumbled upon an angry hive of wasps.

But it didn’t matter how many there were as long as you tracked down Oliver.

You knew he wouldn’t leave the fight. Not yet, at least. He wanted to see your fall just as much as you
wanted to see his.

But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t go after anyone else just to make it hurt more.

For all you knew, Steve and the rest of the team could have been pinned down by him as you were
working your way through his forces.

Without an earpiece, you were in the dark.

Maybe it wasn’t the best idea to come into a fight against him so empty-handed.



But you couldn’t change anything now.

Not that it mattered.

Steve had changed the plan. And, the more you looked at it, the more you were glad that he did.

If you’d waited a second longer, Oliver’s forces would have had time to set themselves up in a more
strategic manner. You all would have been sitting ducks and there would have been nothing you could
have done.

But there wasn’t time to think about that.

You had to find Ollie.

You had to finish it.

Your jaw clenched as you swung your rifle like a bat; hitting a man upside the head with it in a spray
of water and blood.

The rain was pouring now. The fog was long gone and replaced by thick clouds and bursts of thunder
and bolts of lightning.

“C’mon, rookie,” you muttered to yourself, quickly stepping toward a bullet-ridden warehouse to take
cover from a hail of bullets.

You pushed away from the building, working your way down the side before you ducked out of the
way of three more men. Dropping to your knees, you swung the rifle into one of the men’s guts before
kicking out another’s knee and launching yourself at the final man. You tackled him around the waist,
plucking away his pistol as the two of you fell before you released him and rolled away before they
could correct themselves.

You loosed a pair of shots into each of them before returning to your feet with a grunt.

The stitches running down your back ached and pulled against tightening skin as you moved. They
caught against the fabric of your shirt as it plastered against your skin and the wound in your leg left
bloodied footsteps that spread like watercolor in your wake.

But you couldn’t feel the pain. Not with your heart racing and your mind focused on the task at hand.

Find Ollie.

Track Ollie.

Hunt Ollie.

Unfortunately, he found you first.

He came out of nowhere. Suddenly slamming into you as you rounded the corner. You snapped a
surprised yelp as he latched onto you with a gritted grin. He knocked away your new pistol, sending it
clattering onto the concrete before his fingers wrapped around your throat and he shoved you back
into the wall of a warehouse.

“Gotcha,” he seethed. His grip was like steel as he pinned you back with a snarl, “You shoulda killed
me in Warsaw. Or Paris. Hell, you shoulda had the balls to finish it in Medellín.”



“Sorry to disappoint you,” you spat out, clawing at his hand as he towered over you.

For a single moment, fear seemed to overtake you as a look you’d never seen crossed his face.

It was dark and wicked and wild.

Everything you’d imagined his face to be under the mask but ten times worse.

Lightning arched over your head, flashing in his eyes as his grin grew.

“It’s your fault, you know,” he crooned, his grip tightening as you wheezed a breath, “If you woulda
had the balls to pull the trigger, this wouldn’t be happening.”

“I did pull the trigger. Remember?” you choked out, grabbing onto his wrists with a hiss, “You wanna
know what I saw in your eyes, Ollie?”

You yanked him away from you with a screech, feeling his nails dig into the skin of your throat as you
pried him away from you. Shoving him away from the wall, you kept your grip on him before
spinning around and throwing him over your shoulder.

He flew through the air as you tossed him away before he smacked into the ground with a low grunt
and you straightened.

“The same thing I see right now,” you said as he looked up at you with a blink, “Fear.”

“Fear?” Oliver spat blood from between his teeth as a twisted smile curled to his lips.

You nodded, taking a long slow step toward him as your jaw set into place. Your shoulders rolled
forward as you raised your fists in front of you.

His grin widened until the cut on his lip split, dripping thick strands of blood down his chin as he
stood, “Good girl.”

You paused with a blink, watching him for a moment before you dropped the mirrored smile that had
spread across your face. His shoulders were rolled forward too. His fists balled and in front of him as
the two of you circled each other.

Mirror images of one another.

You softened slightly, trying to shake the image from your head.

Oliver dropped his in unison, instead opting for a pout as he stepped toward you, “Weak.”

He lunged at you without a second thought. Not allowing you to dwell on the thought any longer as
he worked you further into the firefight.

Further away from your extraction point.

You slipped away from one of his punches, blocking another as you glanced over your shoulder.

Steve and the team should have been gone by then. The Quinjet should have been making a run for it
and Duke and Boone should be right around the corner with the cavalry.

A grunt sounded from your lips as Ollie pressed his knuckles to your gut before slamming his fist
against the stab wound in your leg.



You shrieked, shoving him away from you as pain finally flooded your system.

Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill. Kill.

You launched yourself at him as the mantra of a single word repeated itself in your mind. You didn’t
have to think about any of your strikes, each one was thrown of their own accord. Each one was right
on target. Each one pressed pain directly into the main that had ruined your life.

And he seemed to revel in it.

Because he was.

A maniacal laugh echoed from his chest as he backed away from you with an excited gleam in his
eyes. Before you knew what was happening, he was mounting his own offensive and you could barely
keep up.

You frowned, darting out of the way of a kick with a blink.

He was playing you. This was what he wanted.

He was goading you into a fight; lulling you into a false sense of security by giving you a few well-
placed strikes before he took over.

Oliver knew he couldn’t win if you were at your best. He’d drag you down, kicking and screaming, to
his level just so he could watch you fall.

You backed away from him, your fists falling to your side as you realized what he was doing.

“Oh, c’mon,” he snickered, the look in his eyes something you could only imagine in your
nightmares, “We were just getting started.”

Fuck, you wished he was wearing the mask again.

You shook your head.

You weren’t going to win like this. You weren’t going to let him win like this.

You had to get a hold of yourself.

You turned on your heel, ready to dart further into the firefight in an attempt to get the upper hand but
the instant you stepped away from him, a bullet tore through your shoulder.

You yelped, nearly stumbling to the ground as you pressed your hand against the wound and a low
growl came from behind you. You glanced up as a Hydra soldier rounded the corner with his rifle
raised toward you.

“No!” Oliver howled, his eyes blazing black as lightning flashed and you staggered away from him
and he pulled a pistol from his holster. He fired a single shot into the soldier as you made a run for it,
“She’s mine.”

What in the holy fuck was going on?

Nothing made sense. Everything was coming together and falling apart at the same time.



Of course, (F/N) wasn’t who she said she was. Obviously. Bucky had known that from the beginning.
It was whose side she was on that he wasn’t quite sure of.

At least that one was solved.

But, the others?

How in the hell was Cavanaugh alive? They’d taken a body from the Compound. Steve had…Steve
had lied to him. For months.

For months he’d watched as Bucky wracked his brain trying to figure out what was going on. For
months he’d sat and listened as Bucky poured over conspiracy theories; as he’d come up with far-
fetched dreams and schemes of getting (F/N) back.

He’d known.

And, now only did he know, Clint knew. Wanda knew. At least three of them knew and they didn’t tell
anyone.

Bucky shook his head, trying to clear the thought from his head as he helped Steve lug Stark toward a
locked warehouse. The storm was still raging through the city as they moved through the night.
Dugan and Cavanaugh did most of the work in getting them to cover, laying down cover fire, and
making sure they all stuck together.

He flinched as a bullet whistled past his ear. Reaching for the pistol at his side, he turned to return the
favor but Boone moved before he did.

Her brows were knitted together in concentration as she returned fire before Duke latched onto her
shoulder.

“Down!”

The entire team ducked as a barrage of bullets pelted them from across the block. They took refuge
behind a concrete blockade alongside one of the buildings. Dust burst from each shot that cracked into
the rock.

“Goliath,” Dugan spat, pressing his finger to his ear as Boone dropped a mag and reloaded with a
sharp sigh, “We’re pinned down east of your location. We’re gonna need some help down here.”

She glanced up to Bucky, locking eyes with him, “You guys good?”

“Confused but alive,” Stark said before he could answer, “Barely.”

“Stark, you’re in a bulletproof cocoon.” Dugan rolled his eyes, earning a snicker from Boone as she
slicked back her blue hair, “You don’t count.”

“Rude.”

Boone shook her head, nodding to Bucky before turning her sights to the kid that had taken shelter
beside him, “Peter?”

The kid didn’t answer.



Bucky’s eyes flashed toward him before reaching over to slide off the mask that was hiding his face.
His eyes were wide and he winced at the sound of gunfire surrounding them.

Luckily, most of Walsh’s forces had turned their sights to the Avengers that were in the sky but there
were a few stray bullets that were occasionally sent in their direction.

Bucky set a hand on Parker's shoulder, “Kid?”

“I-I’m good.” He nodded after a moment, licking his lips nervously with a gulp, “I’m okay.”

Bucky ducked as another volley of bullets flew over their heads, smacking into the metal siding of the
warehouse with a sharp ‘ting’. His jaw tightened as his fingers landed on his pistol and he turned on
the men that were firing at them.

“Goliath,” Cavanaugh said into her earpiece as Bucky ducked back down with them with a scowl,
“We’re running outta time here. We gotta get (F/N) some cover. We gotta move—”

Bucky’s hand shot out before he could stop it, wrapping around Boone’s wrist and keeping her in
place before she could get away.

“You’re telling me we’ve been chasing the wrong person the entire time?” he asked, glaring up at her
as she grimaced, “You’re tellin’ me that she’s been working for you?”

“She doesn't work for me,” Boone said with a shake of her head, “I work for her.”

Bucky’s nose twitched as a frown crossed his face and he turned his attention to Steve, “And you
knew? The entire time?”

Steve held up a finger, “Not the entire time.”

“You knew most of the time.” Boone nodded with a smile before Steve glared at her.

“Not helping, Montana.”

“You lied to us?” Natasha asked, her brows knitting together as she turned to Barton, “You—”

“Listen,” Clint said nonchalantly, sending an arrow into a nearby Hydra soldier, “I found out last.”

“If you want to be technical,” Pietro said, “We found out last.”

“We don’t have time for specifics.”

“Can we drop it?” Steve asked, adjusting his grip on his shield.

“No—” Stark started before Boone snapped forward.

“Duke! Enemy rear!”

Duke turned in an instant, raising his rifle toward the pair of soldiers that were attempting to sneak
toward him but he never got to pull the trigger as a pair of double taps came from the other end of the
building.

Another man crept from the shadows.

He was wearing a suit identical to Dugan’s and Bucky recognized him.



He’d been in Medellín. He was (F/N)’s buyer at the Palacio.

Except he wasn’t, was he?

Boone grinned as he arrived, taking his hand as he offered to help her up and she hopped to her feet as
Dugan slid to his.

“There is more than we thought there were,” the man said, handing Dugan an extra mag, “Walsh has
more soldiers arriving.”

“Any sign of the explosive?”

“Negative.” He shook his head, “We must move.”

The man held out his hand to Bucky and he took it before helping Steve haul Stark to his feet.

“Boone, get to work on that damn suit,” Dugan said, looking over Stark slowly, “Goliath get us outta
here.”

Before Bucky really knew what was happening, he was back on his feet and moving further into the
firefight.

Walsh’s soldiers were closing in from all sides; pushing them toward the center of the block and
trying to get them into the open.

Luckily, there were plenty of buildings for them to seek refuge in.

Unluckily, the soldiers were escalating.

Explosions burst through the night; shaking the ground and sending dark puffs of smoke into the
swirling sky.

— She took off down the hall, trying to get away from him. Before she was out of reach, he managed
to grab a fistful of her hair. He pulled her backward and threw her to the ground. Her head smacked
against the concrete and, when she turned back toward him, blood ran down her face. —

— “Wait. Please. You know me. Пожалуйста.” —

Bucky’s stomach dropped at the sound of her voice echoing in his head. He could almost see it now,
though her face was so hazy he couldn’t quite make it out. But…her voice. He almost recognized it
despite the hoarse rasp it had had.

It was her. It had to be.

He paused in his stride as they turned the corner and another man was waiting for them.

This one he really recognized.

Belov.

He nodded silently to them before he and Goliath turned toward the door he’d been guarding. Goliath
kicked it in like it was made of popsicle sticks before the two men ducked inside with weapons raised.

“Беда,” Belov called over his shoulder after a moment, “Clear.”



Bucky ducked in after Steve, the two of them struggling to get Stark through the door before he
finally let go and let Steve nearly drop him as they moved inside. He propped him up against the wall
like the cast-iron soldiers they used to play with as kids.

As soon as they were all inside, Belov closed the door behind them and locked it before joining
Boone as she attempted to get the knife out of Stark’s arc reactor.

For a moment, it was all quiet.

The thud of bullets was dulled as they were allowed to breathe. The explosions that echoed around the
block rumbled through the floor.

“Fuck,” Boone muttered to herself, trying to tug the knife out but it didn’t budge.

“See, I told you,” Stark said. Bucky could practically hear the pout on his face, “She stabbed me.”

“Quit bein’ a baby.” She rolled her eyes.

“Tell me you guys have a plan,” Barton said, glancing out the window with an arrow already nocked.

Natasha raised a brow, folding her arms over her chest, “You don’t have a plan?”

“C’mon, Natasha,” Boone crooned, pulling away from Stark with a frown, “Plans change all the
time…”

She trailed off, pressing her finger to her ear before she shot a look at Steve.

Bucky sighed, fighting the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose, “What now.”

“Leave it,” Steve said, waving her away from Stark, “Patch them in.”

She nodded, reaching into her pocket to pull out her phone before her fingers flew across the screen.
Static rolled over their earpieces before it was replaced by a voice.

“Be advised more of Wraith’s forces are mobilizing,” it said, “Shit. The whole damn city is moving,
Libra. Delta and Foxtrot teams are moving into optimal positions.”

“Get me an ETA on our air support,” Duke hummed, glancing between Stark and the stairs that led up
toward the roof, “We’re gonna need extraction.”

“Zoom is ten minutes out. Trickster is incoming. We’re gonna be a little late.”

“Better late than never.” Boone shrugged before moving toward the stairway, “Big Brother, we’re in a
building next to the harbor. Tell me when Zoom is close—”

Boone froze as a window on the floor above them shattered. Bucky flinched, immediately raising his
weapon as a person went tumbling to the ground before he froze.

(F/N).

She grunted, wincing as the man who had thrown her through the window ducked through it.

Walsh.



(F/N) didn’t have time to get to her feet before Walsh had picked up a length of chain on the ground.
The woman rolled over her shoulder, barely able to latch onto a metal bar and raise it above her head.

The chain slammed into the bar, nearly hitting (F/N) in the face as she scrambled away from him. He
whipped the chain down on her again, it wrapped around the pole and she managed to grab hold of it.
She pulled him toward her before kicking out his knee with a grunt. Swinging around, she tried to
kick him in the face but he slipped the chain free before she could.

He had it around her neck before she knew what was happening.

And Bucky was moving before he knew what he was doing.

He flew up the stairs without thinking. He threw himself at Walsh before he could stop himself.

(F/N) gasped for air as he tore Walsh away from her; the chain hit the floor with a thud as (F/N)
adjusted her grip on the bar and fumbled her way back to her feet.

“Aw,” Walsh crooned as Bucky shoved him away from her, “Look at you two. I missed this…”

He trailed off, his gaze wandering to the group behind Bucky before he cocked his head to the side.

“Well, well, well,” he sang, a grin curling to his lips, “Sergeant Dugan. Agent Cavanaugh. Long time,
no see—”

(F/N) cut him off before he could finish, whipping around to kick him in the chest and over a railing
to the floor below.

“Duke! Boone!” she snapped, “Get them the hell outta here! Now!”

“Moving!”

“(F/N),” Bucky tried to say but she shook her head, holding up a hand, “Go. Go now.”

“But—”

“Now, Barnes.”

Bucky shook his head but Steve’s hand landed on his shoulder and yanked him backward as a trio of
bullets came from below him.

Walsh was already up and going and gunning for them. Steve pulled him back, tugging him with him
down the stairs before breaking into a spring.

“Montana, we’re gonna need reinforcements,” he snapped, ducking back into the firefight with Bucky
on his tail.

“Mobilizing the Widows.”

“The what?” Natasha’s voice cracked through the comms.

Bucky winced, glancing over his shoulder as they left the darkness of the warehouse for the chaos of
the fight.

— “No,” she snapped, not leaving him any room for arguing as she brushed away his hand with a
growl, “I’m not leaving you. I’m not. I can’t. I want you to come with me.” —



— “Я найду тебя.” I’ll find you. —

You slammed onto the concrete below with a grunt, immediately rolling over your shoulder as
Oliver’s footsteps sprinted toward you. You threw the metal bar at him before he could get to you and
scrambled to your feet.

They were supposed to be gone. All of them. Steve was supposed to get all of them out in the jet.

Why were they still there?

Why had they let Walsh see them?

You had to keep his attention.

He’d seen them. He’d seen all of them.

He knew you weren’t alone now. He knew that he’d failed.

You had to keep his eyes on you.

You winced at the sound the bar made as it hit him but Oliver barely even flinched as it bounced off
his head. He blinked, not bothering to catch the blood that spilled from his temple as his gaze
followed Boone and Duke as they led everyone to safety.

“Cavanaugh?” he asked slowly as he cocked his head to the side. A smile slid to his face, one you
wished you never had to see, “Out of all the damn…I thought I got her. I worked hard on that one.”

“Sorry she’s better than you,” you said through gritted teeth, moving between him and the door to
steal his attention again, “Sorry they’re all better than you.”

“No. No.” His grin widened with a murderous excitement, “Now I get to do it again. And, this time, I
get to watch your face as they die.”

You snapped.

You launched yourself at him without a second thought; your knuckles finding the already broken
skin on his temple and slamming against it. He laughed as you hit him, the sound would have chilled
you to the bone if you weren’t already soaked in frigid water. You followed your fist, slipping behind
him before throwing your elbow to the back of his head.

Oliver stumbled forward, the smile on his face faltering for only a moment as he turned back to you,
“Can you imagine it?”

He swept away from you as you threw another flurry of hits before he caught your fist in midair. He
squeezed, listening to the sound of your fingers popping as though it was music to his ears.

You shrieked, kicking out his knee and shoving him away from you as he let go. Oliver’s fingers
curled into your hair before you were able to get out of reach.

— He grabbed a fistful of your hair, yanking you backward before you could fight back. He threw you
to the ground in the same motion, watching over you as your head cracked against the floor. —



— You blinked slowly, the world beginning to spin as liquid ran down your temple. Your fingers
reached for the sensation. They came away covered in blood as it oozed down the side of your face
then flowed along your jawline. You shook your head, trying to shove yourself up as another rumble
sounded; this one closer than the last. —

He yanked you back against him, letting an arm curl around your neck before he whispered in your
ear, “The looks on their faces when they watch each other die? Hm?”

“Get off!” you screamed, knocking your head back into his nose before planting your foot and back-
kicking him away from you.

“I can,” he cackled, throwing back his head with the smile you wished you couldn’t see, “I can see it.
It’s fuckin’ glorious!”

You knew what he was doing but you couldn’t stop yourself. He wanted you to be reckless and
sloppy.

He needed you to be reckless and sloppy and emotional.

You couldn’t let him do that to you. You couldn’t let him win.

You darted up a set of stairs, making sure he was on your tail as you moved. The smile on his face
never left, it stayed plastered against the blood and water that mixed dark red on his pale skin.

Slipping through an open window, you found yourself back on the roof as you sprinted into the open
before you turned on him with a swift kick. He grunted as you hit him in the gut before you sent
another fist toward his face. He slipped away from you, watching as the hit nearly brushed his nose.

You had to find a way to stay cold and calculated and level-headed.

— “You just gotta stay one step ahead of him, amor,” Danny replied smoothly, easily knocking away a
blow. He grinned, almost viciously, at Metal Arm Dude his hair falling slightly in his face, “Stay low.
Stay fast. That’s all you gotta do.” —

You nodded to yourself, backing away from him to take a slow deep breath before you lunged back
toward him. The instant you did, an explosion shook the building. It nearly knocked Oliver off his
feet.

He sent a sneered glare at the source once he caught his balance before he paused. You followed his
gaze and a quick sense of relief rushed through you.

Aftermath had arrived. Their telltale armored vehicles and suits moved through the storm. They
surged toward the firefight as one unit.

A small smirk worked its way to your face.

If you could keep Ollie busy for long enough, you’d eventually have some backup.

You nodded as a trio of operatives caught sight of you on the rooftop and came sprinting toward the
building.

“You aren’t touching them,” you said finally, calling his attention back to you, “You aren’t gonna get
anywhere near them.”



Ollie cocked his head to the side, “How much do you wanna bet, Ghostie?”

You backed away from him, making sure to turn him so his back would be to the operatives once they
arrived.

“You’re right, Ollie. I shoulda killed you in Warsaw,” you continued, locking eyes with him as your
smirk grew, “I shoulda finished it. Don’t worry, though. We’ll finish it now.”

The door to the roof slammed open and the three operatives burst toward you with their weapons
raised.

“Wraith! Hands!” one yelled, his voice distorted by his mask, “Show me your hands! Drop your
weapons!”

Oliver didn’t move, his eyes still locked on you as the three came closer. He raised his hand to his hip,
letting it rest on the pistol that was still in the holster and unclipping it slowly.

“Drop it!”

He smirked. The smug look on his face mirrored the one on yours as he let his fingers wrap around
the pistol before he finally flicked his eyes toward the sound of their voices.

Your face fell as his fingers dropped to the trigger, “Wait! Don’t!”

Oliver turned before you could stop him. And he moved before the three even knew he was moving.

He loosed three bullets.

Each one finding their target in the helmet of the three operatives that had come to your aid.

“No!” you shrieked, running toward them as they fell only to be tugged backward as Ollie latched
onto your shoulder and slammed you back down onto the roof.

He pinned you down before you could fight back, pressing the muzzle of the pistol against your
jawline as he grinned. Blood was threaded through cracked teeth.

“You’re right, (F/N),” he said, pressing the pistol to your chin, “Let’s finish this. My way.”

He released you in an instant, standing over you before kicking you to the side and watching as you
rolled off the glass rooftop. You clawed at the glass as you slid before a single shot rang through your
ears and the panel behind you shattered.

You screamed as you fell through the glass, scrambling to hold onto the rafters as glass sliced at your
hands and face.

Oliver cackled, waving at you with a grin before he slipped back into the shadows of the storm.

You knew what he was doing.

You knew exactly what he was going to do.

He was going after them.



“Delta squad en route.”

“Foxtrot team arriving now.”

“Echo team on standby.”

Bucky winced at the new string of voices in his ears. He rarely caught one that he recognized save for
when Boone or Duke were talking to each other.

He hadn’t heard from (F/N).

He didn’t know where she was or if she was okay.

All he really knew was he was miserable.

The gunfire erupting around him rarely ceased. The night air was frigid, he could feel the rain
freezing in his arm. Lightning flashed in the distance but the sound of explosions covered the thunder.

Whenever they took cover, Boone attempted to get the knife from Tony’s chest but she didn’t want to
force it. If the blade broke or she cut a wire, Tony would remain stuck until someone cut him out.

He was already planning on putting an emergency exit button somewhere in the suit.

Why that wasn’t already a thing, Bucky didn’t have a clue.

“Cap,” Rhodes’ familiar voice finally came through, “These guys are coming outta nowhere.”

Duke sighed, playing with his necklace nervously, “We’re gonna need a better plan.”

“Is there still even a plan?” Stark asked, “Was there a plan to begin with, Boy Scout? Or did you just
go for it?”

“There was a plan,” Boone hummed, the look on her face souring with every minute she couldn’t get
the knife out, “He just chose to ignore it.”

“We woulda been overrun,” Steve groaned, “They woulda taken her before we had a chance to get
moving. Then we’d be fucked.”

“Language—” Stark started before Natasha cut him off.

“Not now, Tony.”

“Then when? He—” He paused, somehow managing to turn toward Steve, "You lied to us! You knew
we were chasing the wrong goddamn person! We wasted months!”

“He would have killed us,” Steve muttered, avoiding Bucky’s gaze as he sent a glare his way, “We
welcomed him into the Tower without question. You didn’t even consider that (F/N) was innocent for
a minute—”

“She never gave us a reason to!”

“(F/N) fought by your side for how long?” Bucky asked, unable to stop himself despite the confusion
and anger that ate at him, “How many times did she save your life, Stark?”

“Oh, don’t even get me started with you—”



“I was in the dark too, Stark—”

“Guys,” Romanoff warned them lowly, shaking her head as Steve helped Tony to his feet.

“How many times have you been stabbed in the back, Rogers?” Stark continued.

“Not the point, Tony—”

“New York, enough,” Boone said, waving her hand in the air with a shake of her head, “Break it up.
There’s no use arguing with a soda can.”

“Oh, that’s it!” Tony exclaimed, the fingers of his suit trying to move so he could snap, “You weren’t
thinking with your head, Rogers! You were thinking with your dick—”

“Watch it—”

“It is a nice—”

“Boone, not now.”

She smirked, following Duke’s gaze as he nodded to their next stop, “Later than it is.”

She stepped out first, Belov and Goliath on her tail as they led them out in the open.

“We don’t have time for this.”

“You’re right. You don’t.”

Bucky froze at the low sound of Walsh’s voice as the gunfire around them began to slow. It made his
blood run cold as they turned slowly toward the man.

He was standing amongst his soldiers. A strange grin on his face as his eyes landed on Dugan and
Cavanaugh. Duke swallowed thickly, instinctively stepping between him and Walsh with his shield
raised.

They were now, truly, boxed in.

“Foxtrot team down,” Big Brother’s voice came through quietly.

Boone glanced to Duke, raising a pair of dual pistols from her hips before turning to Walsh with a
glare. Belov and Goliath had their rifles raised. Dugan had his shield at the ready. Red energy
shimmered around them, something that would stop the beginnings of an assault but it wouldn't last.

The only sound of gunfire came from across the block as Walsh’s forces kept Rhodey, Vision, and
Sam busy.

“Cap, we’re gonna need some help up here.” Sam’s voice came through.

“We’re gonna need some help down here,” Steve muttered, glancing over his shoulder.

Bucky followed his gaze.

They only had a few options.

There was a wall of cover behind them. Another wall further down the line.



Or, they could stay and attempt to fight.

But they wouldn’t last long.

Fuck. They wouldn’t last long.

“Agent Cavanaugh.” Walsh nodded, eyeing the pistols in her hand as she stared him down.

“Private Walsh,” she said, the usual look on her face gone, “Nice to meet you face to face.”

“Likewise.” He smiled before he frowned slightly, “Sorry about your car.”

Her jaw clenched. Her eyes darted to Steve as a low growl came from him, “That was my second
most favoritest car in the whole wide world. Next time you try to kill me, do it to my face.”

“Of course,” he scoffed as the grin on his face grew and he raised a pistol against her. He paused for a
moment, studying her again as she held her ground, “Not your style, Cavanaugh.”

“What? These?” she asked, glancing at the pistols in her hands and finally relaxing back with a slight
frown, “My daddy always told me never bring a knife to a gunfight. But, they’re so much fun. And,
you’re right. They’re not my style, are they? I should just…toss ‘em…”

Bucky’s gaze snapped to her, confusion painting his face as a Cheshire grin curled to her lips.

“Boonie…” Duke started but she ignored him.

She shrugged before quite literally tossing the pistols over her head.

“Boone, no!” Steve snapped, lunging forward but it was too late.

Walsh’s finger dropped to the trigger as she reached into her coat to produce a pair of knives. The
instant her fingers wrapped around the knives, a set of footsteps echoed behind them.

Bucky almost didn’t hear them over the sound of the fight. But they were there.

And then (F/N) was there.

She launched herself over the pile of crates behind them and practically soared through the air. (F/N)
grabbed both of Boone’s pistols, taking them as her own as moved.

Boone threw the knives just before (F/N) landed in front of her, sending them hurtling into a pair of
Walsh’s men before (F/N) loosed a volley of bullets.

“Cover!” she snapped as Boone grasped her shoulder and began leading her toward the nearest
concrete barrier.

“Moving,” Dugan responded, replacing Boone as she grabbed another pair of knives and sent them
careening into a man who was in their way. Duke led (F/N) toward the barriers as she fired before she
ducked down with them and a huff of relief sighed from Bucky’s lungs.

He didn’t even know he was holding his breath.

(F/N) handed off the pistols to Boone the instant she sat down before she snapped forward to Tony. A
light grin curled to her lips as she grabbed onto the knife that was stuck in his chest, “Miss me?”



She ripped the knife from the reactor, her smile widening as his suit powered back on and she handed
the knife to Boone in exchange for newly loaded pistols and an earpiece.

“You have no idea,” Duke said before Tony could make a comment, “Foxtrot’s down. We’re on our
own down here.”

(F/N) raised a brow, glancing over the barriers before she glanced up to the sky, “No, we’re not.”

You heard it before you could even see it in the darkness. The familiar whir of an engine you long
thought gone. You pressed your back against a crate, sending a wink toward Bucky before rolling
your shoulders and neck. You pushed away from it with Boone’s pistols raised and fired a pair of
shots, letting them shoot past Ollie’s ears and earning yourself a low yowl that echoed across the
battlefield.

Walsh turned toward you with a glare, his nose twitching in irritation before he stalked toward you.

The instant he did, the hum of an Icarus glider curled through the night. A darkened silhouette shot
past you, clipping Oliver’s shoulder and sending him flying. The man on the glider banked through
the air, barely avoiding gunfire as it soared over the firefight and the turrets mounted to the bottom of
the body began to spin.

Jack.

He was nearly invisible in the night, illuminated only by muzzle flash as he made a pass over the
gunmen surrounding you.

“Check it, Glitch,” he said, banking over the top of you for only a moment. Half of his face was
hidden by his mask, “Look what I found.”

“Icarus!” Boone grinned, her eyes gleaming as he soared over the top of you and back into the fight,
“My baby!”

“Focus,” you said, lurching over the top of the crates to get a better look at what was left of the
battlefield, “Anyone got eyes on the weapon?”

“Negative, boss,” Zac said.

“Boss?” Tony’s voice echoed through your ears, “You’re moving up in the world, (L/N).”

You rolled your eyes, letting your eyes wander over the fight before you frowned, “Don’t make me
unplug you again, Stark. Get airborne if you know what’s good for you.”

You couldn’t find Ollie.

He’d disappeared once again.

“Cover!” Jack called overhead, catching your attention as you slipped back behind a crate and gunfire
erupted again.

“We need a plan, kid,” Duke yelled, wincing as a bullet snapped through the crate he was hiding
behind.

“Working on it,” you said, glancing up as Jack made another pass over you, “Jack, got anything?”



“Give me a minute.”

Boone shook her head, pursing her lips as she looked down at her two remaining knives, “Don’t got
the time.”

“Zoom is two minutes out,” Belov said, tapping his watch impatiently.

You sighed, glancing over your shoulder and looking out over the battlefield.

Ollie was your main focus, the destruction he could reap in a single night was more than anyone could
think to imagine. If he had his weapon on him, you were screwed. If he didn’t, then there was another
target somewhere out there.

Either way, you had to bring him in.

You had to end it.

Then, there was the issue with his army. If they managed to bleed out into the city, they could
regroup. They could plan out another attack. They could follow out whatever contingency plan Ollie
had.

“Trickster,” you said, pressing your finger to your ear as an explosion sounded behind you, “We can’t
let them get to the city.”

“Delta squad, barricade the district,” Jack began without hesitation, “Echo team, we need you on the
ground. White Widow, round up any stragglers. Zoom, we need coverage.”

“On it.”

“Big Brother, keep eyes on the city,” Boone hummed, twirling her knives through her fingers, “Make
sure there’s no way they get out. And, if they do get out, get me a route.”

“Got it.”

You turned back to the Avengers. Somehow, they looked even more haggard than the last time you’d
seen them.

Then again, you couldn’t blame them.

They couldn’t last much longer.

None of you could.

You let your gaze wander to Bucky.

His eyes were glued to you.

“Rogers, get everyone outta here,” you said after a moment, still staring at Bucky, “We’ll take it from
here.”

“(F/N)—” he tried to argue but you cut him off as you finally flicked your eyes toward him with a low
glare.

“Walsh is mine,” you snapped, your eyes narrowing even as a low growl sounded from Jack. It
reverberated through your ears as he came to a stop above you and hopped down from Icarus to join



you. You shook your head, your jaw set into place as his eyes burned into you, “Mine.”

Jack nodded after a moment, finally relenting, “Get him.”

“All call signs…” you trailed off, glancing back at the Avengers as your team prepped for a fight and
they prepared to get the hell out of Dodge. You locked eyes with Bucky again. He was practically
frozen in place as he stared at you in confusion. “This is Ghost. Aftermath is go.”

Bucky wheezed, the sound of that name coming from (F/N)’s mouth somehow confirmed his worst
fears before she darted into the chaos; like she always did.

He knew who she was. He’d known who she was the entire time.

She’d been with him the entire time.

She’d let him go in New Eden. Then she let him go in Prague.

He’d saved her in DC. Then he saved her in Hong Kong.

But that wasn’t it. No.

— “Find me,” she said, her voice cracking as smoke-filled tears ran down her cheeks, “I’ll be
waiting. Just find me.” —

She was her. Her.

She was his.

His Little Soldier Girl.

And he’d found her.

Bucky couldn’t move. His mind was running in circles as memories kept circling through his head
like vultures spiraling overhead.

He could see it now. As clear as day.

(F/N)’s face as he pulled her out from beneath the Humvee in the desert. Her eyes as she begged him
over and over again to let her go.

He could hear her.

The sound of her voice as she challenged him in…Tokyo. The sound of her screams as the Doctor
hurt her over and over and over again.

It made him sick in an instant.

He couldn’t get out of his head.

Until a hand landed on his.

“Sweetcheeks,” Boone drawled, pulling him back to the present. Aftermath jets soared over the
harbor, merging with the aerial support they already had. More Aftermath operatives were filtering
into the block, their weapons drawn as they entered the fight, “Honey, we gotta go.”



“I-I can’t.” He shook his head, “I’m not leaving her. I can’t leave her.”

“She’s not giving us much choice, pal,” Steve said gently, trying to coax him to his feet as he pulled
away from Boone.

“No.”

He was moving before Steve could stop him. His eyes snapped over the battlefield as the fight
escalated again with the addition of the Aftermath teams but he found her instantly. She’d already
managed to find Walsh.

— “You run,” he said sternly, “Ты не оглядываешься назад.” You run, you don't look back. —

He could feel it. He could feel the electricity running through his veins as he was put in the chair over
and over and over again until he forgot every trace of her.

It wasn’t going to happen again.

He wasn’t going to lose her again.

Bucky launched himself to her side in an instant, letting his metal arm swing full force into Walsh’s
chest. The man flew away from her as she jumped back with a wince.

“James?” she asked, ducking out of the way of a stray bullet, “What are you—”

He cut her off before she could finish, his lips landing on her before she could protest. (F/N) sunk into
him after a moment, melting against him despite the mayhem spiraling out of control around them.

“Found you,” he whispered against her lips as he pulled away, “I found you. I promised.”

(F/N) blinked, her eyes lighting up as a small smile worked to her lips, “Soldier Boy—”

“Aw,” a low croon came from behind them. Bucky’s face fell at the all too familiar sound, “You two
are adorable.”

“Imma kick your ass after this,” Bucky muttered, licking his lips as her smile widened before she
nodded toward Walsh.

“I might just let you,” she said, “But…first…”

She flicked her gaze toward Walsh and Bucky nodded.

“Together?”

“Together.”

She moved with him in an instant.

It was almost as if they hadn’t been separated by months and miles. As if none of it had ever
happened.

But it had.

And, it hurt.



She’d lied to him but that was the least of his worries.

They had Walsh on his heels almost instantly. Moving him back toward a building before he could get
his footing. Bucky drew as many hits as possible, using his arm as a shield as (F/N) whirled around
him to land every strike she could.

Even then—even as they pushed Walsh back—a grin worked on the man’s face and it never left.

Even after every hit and kick.

Walsh pushed away from them, sucking a hiss through his teeth as he chuckled, “I missed this. I
really, really did—”

Walsh was cut off before he could speak further as a red and blue streak cut through Bucky’s vision.

Parker hurled himself at the man, sending him flying before he sent a barrage of wedding at the man.

“Rule Seven,” he said with a shrug, hopping away as Walsh lurched toward him, “Watch your back.”

Walsh growled, launching toward him but he was stopped once again as a pair of arrows pierced the
ground at his feet. Puffs of smoke burst in the air, blinding the man for only a moment before Wilson
swooped down from above. Walsh staggered back, shaking his head as his eyes watered. He flinched
as Romanoff launched herself at him.

She curled herself around his neck, flinging him around like a ragdoll before she sent him to the
ground. The instant he hit, he tried to get back up but was knocked down once again as Steve’s shield
ricocheted off the ground; followed by Dugan’s.

For a moment, everything seemed to fall into place.

Steve and Duke worked together with their shields, the two kept him boxed in as Trickster and Wilson
cut off any attempt at escape or reinforcements. Boone stepped in line with Natasha and Barton as
they worked to drive Walsh back against the building before he tried to break away from them. The
second he did, Parker clipped his shoulder one way; then Pietro hit the other. Once he was off
balance, Wanda sent him backward until a furious growl erupted from his throat.

His back hit the wall just as Bucky was about to step back in but, as soon as he stepped toward him,
the man reached behind his back to produce a canister.

For half a second, Bucky thought it was the weapon he was said to have stolen.

But then he popped the pin with a grin and tossed it at his feet.

“Grenade!” (F/N) snapped, moving toward it before he could stop her.

“Doll! No!”

“Jack!” (F/N) yelled over the panic. She slid across the ground to grab it before she threw it into the
air.

The man on the glider flew from above, grabbing the explosive out of the air before streaking toward
the harbor and chucking it away from him. He managed to retreat back before it went off.



Bucky breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short-lived as a round of bullets were sprayed toward them.
Walsh had stolen a rifle from one of his men and turned it on them instantly.

Bucky latched onto both Peter and Wanda, tugging them back against the wall as (F/N) went sprinting
toward Natasha. She shoved the woman out of the way, pulling her pistols from her side as she fell
and letting herself slide across the gravel as she fired toward Walsh.

She managed to hit the rifle, sending a spray of sparks into the air as Walsh dropped it before taking
off into one of the warehouses.

“Buck!” (F/N) snapped, shoving herself to her feet as her eyes stayed glued on the man as he made a
run for it.

Bucky was moving before she even had to say it. He was by her side without so much as a second
thought. They ducked into the warehouse together, sprinting after Walsh as he ran up the stairs. He got
a hand on the man first, latching onto his collar and tugging him backward into (F/N).

A gritted grin was plastered across her face as she glanced up at Bucky.

They worked together so seamlessly, it was almost surprising to him.

But, at the same time, it doesn’t. Because he knew her.

He loved her before he even remembered what love was.

Walsh grunted as (F/N) kicked him through the door to the roof. Bucky stalked through first, kicking
him across the ground before letting her stop by his side. Walsh laughed, the sound enough to make
his stomach churn.

(F/N) rolled her eyes, winding up a hit as she prowled toward him with Bucky on her tail.

“Look at you two.” He grinned, almost breathless, “Just like the Doctor envisioned.”

Bucky paused in his stride. (F/N) stopped mid-swing.

“The two of you. Working together like clockwork. Like a machine,” he scoffed, pushing the way up
to his feet as he leaned against the railing heavily, “Predictable.”

It was Bucky’s turn to roll his eyes as he strode forward to grab onto him.

But Walsh had other plans.

He latched onto his metal arm and pulled him toward him before he could react. As he did, he leaned
back against the railing and lifted his leg only to send a sharp kick to the tender seam of Bucky’s arm
and his shoulder.

Bucky yelped, wincing as he felt it shift before he was suddenly lifted off his feet. Walsh threw him
over the side of the railing, sending him off the side of the building. He tried holding fast to
something—anything—as he fell but there was nothing he could grab onto before a hand wrapped
around his.

“Gotcha, Barnes,” Wilson said with a wince, gently putting him back on the ground as a screech
sounded above them.



Bucky froze at the sound.

(F/N).

A scream cut through your throat with a crack as you darted toward him. You tackled him around the
middle, sending both of you to the ground before you released him and rolled over your shoulder,
back to your feet. Snapping back toward him, you kicked him in the side before he could get up.

Oliver grunted, rolling with the hit before stumbling back to his feet. By the time he got there, you
were already pressing a hit to his side.

Right.

He grunted as you threw another one, snapping your knuckles into his side. Then another. Then
another. And another until he managed to shove you away from him.

You slipped away from him, whipping around his back and letting your shoulder tap his as you
moved. You swung your elbow as hard as you could, aiming low and into his ribs before spinning on
your toe to deliver one more jab before you threw a cross.

Left.

Oliver tried to back away from you, the confident look in his eye fading as you threw hit after hit. You
moved him backward further and faster than he anticipated you to.

And, in one split-second, you knew that he knew he’d fucked up.

But that damn grin never left his face.

He tried to stay on top; tried to turn the tables but it didn’t work. You took each hit like it was nothing.

Despite the fact that stitches in your back tore and ripped and the stab wound in your thigh flowed
freely and you could feel the bullet in your shoulder shift against bone.

You threw another cross before immediately following with a lead uppercut. Then a rear hook to keep
him reeling backward.

Uppercut.

“Yes!” Oliver crowed, almost triumphantly, even as a glint of fear raced through his eyes, “There you
are!”

You kicked him in the chest, allowing a small smirk to roll to your lips as he stumbled backward;
breathless.

Kick.

“Here I am.”

Oliver’s smile faltered for a moment as you stalked toward him; your smile replacing his. He licked
his lips, almost nervously as you snapped toward him again.



You hit him with near surgical precision, swinging another kick to his face before using the
momentum to send a back kick into his chest and send him stumbling back.

“You think you can stop me?” he asked, the tone of his voice rising slightly. The fear in his eyes grew
but you didn’t stop. You couldn’t stop.

— “It’s amazing what you can do to a person when they’re knocking on death’s door. High as a kite,
blind as a bat. It’s amazing what you can do with a hallucinogen, blood packs, and blanks.” —

You didn’t stop even as he staggered away from you.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

“You think it’ll all just end when you kill me?” he asked, blood pouring from his nose, “It’s only the
beginning! The Doctor won’t just let me die!”

— “It’s amazing what one can do when they have all the brains,” he continued, “The power. The
guts.” —

You gritted your teeth, not letting up as the skin on your knuckles split against his teeth.

You couldn’t stop.

You wouldn’t stop.

He’d taken everything from you.

Jab. Cross. Lead uppercut. Rear hook. Snap kick.

“And, when I come back,” he panted, barely able to block the onslaught of hits, “I’ll take all of you
with me. Slowly. One by fuckin’ one.”

— “If it were up to me, I would have left you to rot here, in Medellín. If it were up to me, you and your
fiance would have been dead ages before the desert. But, no. He wanted you alive and now he’s
fucked us all over. Luckily, your entire team was too idiotic to see it. You didn’t see it until it was too
late.” —

He caught himself on the railing at the edge of the building, barely able to stand up straight.

Right. Left. Uppercut. Kick.

“I’ll dismantle them. Limb from limb. Flesh from bone,” he yelled at you, barely able to fight back,
“Aftermath will fall at my hands. Hydra will rise by my hand.”

— “I’ll find the codes and I’ll activate him. Then I’ll send him after you and all your little friends.
And then, I’ll bring your Soldier Boy out of it long enough for him to watch me kill you.” —

Ollie had nowhere to go. You had him on the ropes.

But he still kept fighting.

“And, when I finish with Aftermath. I’ll take down your Avengers,” he panted, “I’ll save your Soldier
Boy for last. I won’t be saving him for the Doctor next time.”



Your nose twitched as you latched onto the collar of his suit and yanked him back to his feet as he
began to slump.

“You sound like a doomed man, Rookie,” you hummed, glaring at him with a smirk.

“Cut off one head…” Oliver gave you a crooked smile before he snatched your wrists and held you
fast, “Two more will take its place.”

Before you knew what was happening, Oliver lurched over the railing.

Taking you with him.

You yelped, shoving him off of you as you tumbled down the side of the building before the two of
you landed in the dying firefight below. You landed on your side, wincing at the snap that came from
your arm before you rolled to your stomach with a wheeze.

— “Cierra tus ojos, mi amor. Te quiero. Te quiero. Te quiero.” Close your eyes, my love. I love you. I
love you. I love you. —

Your eyes snapped open as a cackle came from where Ollie had landed. You scrambled to your feet
before any form of pain from the fall could flood through you.

You were on top of him before you could blink.

You were going to kill him. This was it.

— “So, that’s it?” he asked, sitting back against the wall with a blank look on his face, “We’re
done?” —

Your fists slammed into his face without mercy. Even as bones snapped and teeth cracked beneath
your knuckles.

You were going to kill him with your bare hands. Up close and personal. Just like it was always
supposed to be.

You pulled back again, readying your fist before you paused as you looked down at the man beneath
you.

— “Lieutenant,” Oliver sputtered, blood streaming from his nose, “Please.” —

You froze.

The man looking up at you wasn’t Wraith. It didn’t have his twisted smile.

It wasn’t Oliver. It didn’t have the cold ruthlessness.

It was Ollie. It had his eyes.

It was your friend.

It was your brother.

Your throat closed in on itself as tears welled in your eyes.

“Do it, coward,” he rasped through a broken jaw, “Do it. Finish it.”



You raised your fist, your fingers clenching as blood dripped off your knuckles before you softened.

“You can’t,” he said weakly, “Can you?”

You shook your head, ignoring him, “Where’s the weapon?”

His lips twitched, “Coward.”

“Tell me, Walsh. Where is it?” you asked again, grabbing onto his collar as he laughed lightly.

“You’re weak. You’re pathetic. You—”

You pulled him closer to you, wincing as his head lolled to the side before you released him, “Tell me
where it is.”

A grin worked to his face, “I haven’t got a clue.”

He cackled, the sound gurgled through his chest even as you raised your fist again.

You tried to throw it. You tried to finish it.

“Heavy is the head that wears the crown. Remember?” he whispered, his smile falling slightly, “Your
morals. They’re always going to get in the way. You’ll always have your rules. You’ll never win.
You’ll never break ‘em. You’ll always be—”

“Rules?” you asked, cocking your head to the side with a growl, “You can break ‘em. All except one.”

“Rule Number One,” (F/N) said, letting go of Walsh and watching as he crumpled to the ground,
“Don’t piss off Ghost.”

She stood slowly, her shoulders rolled forward still before she tried to relax back. Bucky winced as he
caught sight of her. Blood rolled down her hands as she clenched them to shaking fists. He swore he
could see the white of bone through the dark scarlet before she took a deep breath and relaxed. (F/N)
stared at the man a moment, her eyes red and swollen as tears mixed with the rain.

Her nose was scrunched into a dying snarl and her lip quivered as she forced herself to breathe.

She was frustrated. That much was evident by the way she glared at the limp body in front of her.

She was going to kill him. He could see it from where he stood.

But she didn’t.

Something stopped her.

A frustrated, strangled screech echoed through the block; the feral sound ripping from (F/N)’s throat
as she stared over the man.

Dugan and Cavanaugh were moving before Bucky could fully recover from the sound as (F/N)’s chest
heaved with uneven breaths.

“Deep breaths,” Duke muttered under his breath, putting his hand on her shoulder but instantly
pulling away as she flinched, “You’re okay.”



Boone nodded, trying to catch her eye as she continued to stare at Walsh, “It’s over.”

“Not yet.” (F/N) shook her head with a wince, curling her right arm to her chest before she glanced up
to Trickster and Goliath as they strode toward her, “Take him to the Alliance.”

A low growl came from Trickster. He paused in front of her, glancing expectantly between her and
Walsh before she shook her head. (F/N) placed a hand on his shoulder, her eyes meeting the man’s for
a moment.

“Alive. For now.”

The storm that had hung over the city was finally slowing and the embering firefight came to an end
as Aftermath operatives emerged victorious. Their jets swooped overhead once more before they
began to land in the clearing and more reinforcements arrived.

The two men latched onto Walsh as another team of soldiers joined them with cuffs and they hauled
him to his feet.

A wave of relief washed over Bucky as the cuffs were clapped onto Walsh’s wrists and he was finally
contained.

Even then, his stomach was tying itself in knots. The slight calm he’d gotten the second he’d figured
it all out was gone. Replaced with a slight bitterness that ate at him.

She hadn’t told him. She hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him.

But she’d told Steve. And Wanda. And Clint.

Bucky’s jaw set into place slightly, the confusing concoction of anger and relief mixed together like
water and magma as she turned toward him.

Her eyes were different this time; the frustration behind them was evident as she strode toward them.

But she wasn’t looking at him, she was looking past him.

She nodded as Belov and two more soldiers Bucky assumed were Aftermath team leaders came up
behind him.

“Status,” she growled, her gaze flicking between the three.

“There are stragglers slipping through cracks,” Belov said slowly, nodding to Walsh, “The Alliance is
ready to receive…Him. Only him.”

“Orders, ma’am?”

“Send the Widows and Delta Squad to dispose of whatever’s left,” she said with a wave of her good
hand, “We take only one prisoner today. Have no mercy.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the first soldier said, nodding to (F/N) before turning on her heel and back toward the
team that was awaiting her.

(F/N) turned toward the second soldier, “Echo team. I want you accompanying the convoy back to the
Alliance.”



The man nodded without a word, nodding in thanks before moving away from her.

“Boone, Duke,” she continued, “We need to find that weapon.”

“Didn’t give you anything, huh?” Duke asked, glancing at Boone with a frown.

“No.” She shook her head, “Belov. Rendezvous with Yelena. I want the city cleaned out. And get Raf.
I’m bleeding…Broken.”

Bucky winced at the sound of her voice as it dropped from curt and blunt to something that cracked.
(F/N)’s brows knitted together as she glanced down at her bloodied hands and the broken cuffs that
were still around them.

The ones he’d put on her.

Bucky swallowed thickly as (F/N) turned toward him.

She softened slightly as she caught sight of him, “You guys alright?”

He wanted to say something. It had all come so easy during the fight but, now? Something was
holding him back. Maybe it was the shock of finding out exactly who she was finally sinking in. Or
the shock of finding out that Steve had lied to him—that (F/N) had lied to him—finally sinking in.

He couldn’t bring himself to say anything.

But Stark could.

“We’re barely alive,” Tony said, his helmet flipping back to reveal a face that was not very impressed
by the course of events that had happened that evening, “No thanks to you.”

“Here we go,” Duke sang under his breath as he turned away from him. Boone elbowed him as (F/N)
shot a glare at him.

“No thanks to all of you,” Stark said, sending a look to Steve.

He sighed, not bothering to look up even as he straightened, “Easy, Tony.”

“Easy? Easy!” Stark snapped, “We’ve been running around the world for months working with a
fuckin’ madman. And you assholes knew!”

“Again, I will say—” Barton started before Natasha smacked him, “I was an accident.”

“And you didn’t say anything,” she seethed, “You didn’t tell me. My sister didn’t tell me.”

“He would have killed you all if you found out,” (F/N) said, trying to step between everyone and pull
their focus to her, “He’s been planning it from the beginning.”

“Listen, (F/N)—If that is your real name,” Stark said before (F/N) interrupted him.

“It is.”

“Oh, wow. Look at that.” He rolled his eyes, “One thing you didn't lie about. Amazing track record,
Lieutenant.”



“Captain,” she corrected him with a wince as Rhodey landed beside him with an equally
unimpressed look on his face.

“You’re losing your credibility, (L/N).”

“Sounds like I didn’t have very much to begin with,” (F/N) sighed, forcing a small smile to her face.

Natasha clicked her tongue, raising a brow, “You did disappear and reappear in Kabul.”

“And then you killed a bunch of people—”

“Shut up, Clint. You’re not helping.”

“Can we go back to me, for a minute?” Tony cut in again as arguing began to erupt between them.

“Do we have a choice?” Duke asked, leaning against Boone as she began to massage her temples.

“Shut up,” he snapped, waving Duke off with a shake of his head, “I don’t know you.”

“Tony—” Steve started, holding up his hands to try and slow everyone down.

“I’m gonna punch you in your…perfect teeth,” Stark seethed, glaring at the man, “Damnit, Cap. You
knew! You fuckin’ knew! And you didn’t say shit.”

“We didn’t give him much of a choice,” (F/N) tried again, taking a small step toward them as Stark
stalked forward.

“But you still had a choice! You had a choice and you didn’t tell us. None of you did. And you let him
into our Tower.” Stark pointed to Walsh with a snarl as the man was hauled past them and toward a
heavily guarded jet.

A small smile worked on Walsh’s face as he looked them over. His eyes wandered lazily to (F/N)
before he sent her a wink.

(F/N) blanched slightly, wincing away from him before she turned back to Stark and Steve.

“You let a psychopath into the Tower! You let us trust him.”

“Stark, wait,” she sighed, stepping fully between them as they squared up to one another, “It’s my
fault—”

The instant she got in the way, Stark shoved her way from him.

“Watch it, Stark,” Bucky finally managed to snap as he stepped forward to catch her as she stumbled.

He really should have kept his mouth shut.

“And you!”

The man turned on him in a second but, once again, (F/N) stepped between them.

“He didn’t know, Tony. Leave him outta this.”

Bucky winced as he once again turned on her and the entire team descended into chaos. He couldn't
keep up with everyone. Barton and Natasha argued back and forth quietly in the background before



Yelena arrived with a smile only for it to melt away as she received the tail end of a rant in Russian.

The twins began to argue in Sokovian, their voices carrying through the night before Vision chimed in
and it got ten times worse.

Stark and Steve were undoubtedly the worst. Tony could throw and trade insults within seconds while
Steve tried to diffuse the situation only to make it worse before Stark turned on (F/N) again. Luckily,
both Wilson and Rhodes were attempting to break it up.

Parker stood to the side with Bucky, watching as everything began to fall apart.

Again.

“Enough,” a voice snapped from the sidelines as the Trickster returned from hauling Walsh away. His
eyes were narrowed as his voice, though slightly muffled, boomed through the night, “You can trade
insults later. We have more pressing matters to attend to.”

“Fine,” Stark snapped, “But I want you out. All of you.”

Bucky frowned, trying to figure out what Stark was saying before Boone piped up.

“There’s room with us—”

“Of fuckin’ course there is, Cavanaugh.”

“Don’t talk to her like that,” Steve warned him, only once, as his eyes darkened.

Stark scoffed, glaring at the man before he held out his hand.

For only a moment, Bucky thought Stark wanted a handshake. Maybe it was some form of peace
offering or apology.

But it wasn’t.

Steve nodded slowly before he handed over the shield, “We’ll talk about this.”

“Maybe.”

Trickster stepped in again, stopping by (F/N)’s side before muttering in her ear, “We gotta go.”

(F/N) sighed with a nod of her head before stepping back from the group as Steve took Boone’s hand
and moved toward the nearest jet. Wanda wrung her fingers, glancing between her brother and Stark
before Barton took her hand and led her away.

(F/N) was the last to leave, she looked at him expectantly but, when he didn’t make a move right
away she nodded to herself with a slight frown.

Oh, but a part of him wanted to go with her.

A part of him would follow her to the ends of the earth without any questions.

But he didn’t know her. Well, he did know her.

But he didn’t.



He couldn’t follow her.

Not yet.

He looked up at her with a frown, hoping to hell she could somehow sense what he was thinking.

Somehow, he was pretty sure she could.

(F/N) sent him a small smile and an understanding nod before she turned back to Trickster. She
walked away with him, making more knots form in Bucky’s stomach as she walked away from him.

— “Find me,” she said, her voice cracking as smoke-filled tears ran down her cheeks, “I’ll be
waiting. Just find me.” —
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Divided We Fall

Chapter Summary

“Destroy it,” the Doctor said without hesitation as the Soldier opened the door of an SUV for
him.

“Yes, sir.”

“Ace?” the man hummed, glancing over his shoulder and caught the redhead’s attention, “All of
it.”

Ace nodded, turning his back to the man and moving toward another car before he paused,
“What about her?”

“She is gone,” the Doctor said, grabbing a new pair of glasses from inside the vehicle and
sliding them up his nose, “For now. Come. We must move.”

The Soldier nodded, rounding the SUV and glancing down the hall before ducking inside the
vehicle. It took off before he had time to close the door. The sound of the engine hummed through
the dimly lit tunnel as it traveled.

The Soldier paused, glancing over his shoulder and at the darkening tunnel as the lights
flickered.

“What is it?”

“Кем она была?” Who was she?

“She is everything.”

The Soldier nodded slowly, facing forward as the Doctor turned to look at him, “Я знал ее.”

I knew her.
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A low hum radiated through the room. The sound seemed to drone deep in the walls as it worked
itself through the entire ship from the engine room. Dull thuds would sound every so often from the
flight deck as Daedalus jets gently touched down, followed by footsteps that came in unison before
the jet took off again. The lights in the observation deck had buzzed and flickered as the ship rocked,
nearly driving you insane before you’d turned them off.

You could barely make out the sound of waves crashing against the hull or the wind that whipped
through a singular cracked window in the tower that released a low groaning howl through the halls.
The cold wind crept across the floor, attempting to sneak beneath sealed doors and bring a chill to
every room on the ship.

But you could barely feel it.

Every bit of your focus was trained on the illuminated room before you. Armed guards stood in every
corner on the main floor of what used to be the Perch. More soldiers patrolled the catwalk above it,
their weapons carefully held in their hands as they kept their eyes on one man below them.

Oliver Walsh.

He was in something of a box but that was putting it nicely.

Four of the sides were made of a thick metal, held together by clean weld lines. Sheets of acrylic
reinforced by a metallic mesh were held together by steel angles; making up the top of the cell and the
front-facing one. A sealed door was on one of the metal ends; multiple locks kept it securely closed
and only accessed by a handful of high-level officers.

— “You don’t have a plan, do you?” Oliver asked, “We’re gonna die here, aren’t we?” —

— “I’ll think of something,” you said with a rasp, relaxing back as a guard’s footsteps went walking
by. —

— Oliver lifted his redhead to stare at you again, his bloodshot eyes seemingly staring straight
through you, “You promise?” —

Your eyes were trained on the man in the box.

He sat upon the cot that had been provided for him but he didn't look as if he had any intention of
sleeping anytime soon.

His face was disfigured. Whether it would stay like that or not, you weren’t sure. Black bruising
curled over his entire face. His nose was broken and crooked at an odd angle with a deep split on the
bridge. One of his eyes was nearly swollen shut, the other’s swelling had already gone down and was
showing off the bloodshot eye that flicked around the room. A smug smirk played on his lips, despite
the splits that slashed across his lips and the cracks that spidered across his teeth.

He should be dead.

You never should have let him walk away from the fight.

You should have finished it.

You should have killed him.



Your jaw tightened as you glared down at him. Your hands tried to curl to fists but you winced the
second they did. Raffa had carefully stitched each of the deep gashes that ran across your knuckles,
cursing to himself as he went before he moved on to the stab wound in your leg and the bullet wound
in your shoulder. You had been the last person he’d worked on, letting him and his team in the
medical facility make it through each of the Aftermath operatives that had been wounded during the
mission.

Then you let him turn his focus on you as the sun began to peek over the horizon before it was hidden
behind storm clouds again.

Nearly the entire wound Perseus left reopened during the fight; you’d popped the stitches Raffa had
done a few days prior and Oliver had somehow managed to tear it open further. The knife wound in
your thigh was cleaner than he’d thought it would be; the bullet in your shoulder wasn’t.

Neither were the breaks in your arm or the bruises on your ribs.

Everything seemed to hurt. Even breathing was sometimes difficult but you were slowly making it
through.

Raf had said you’d make it through it faster if you let yourself rest, but you couldn’t.

You had hardly been able to tear yourself away from the man in the cell below you.

Something was eating at you. Whether that was regret from not being able to finish it or the feeling
that the second you let your guard down, Oliver would find a way to strike back.

It had only been four—five—days since you’d effectively beaten him. You were sure that there was a
plan forming in his mind and that he’d retaliate sooner rather than later.

Then again, what if that was what he wanted you to think?

What if this was his plan all along?

What if—

You shook your head with a wince, trying to shove away the thought.

He never could have predicted this. He could never have known that Alpha Two was still alive. Or
that they’d be able to rally the troops against him and his army.

You had barely seen any of the team since you landed. Duke and Jack were monitoring the teams
hunting for Hydra as Boone and Zac aided them in the hunt. Ari was helping Raf and the medics as
more injured filtered in and Belov was aiding Jesse as she coordinated with the rest of the pilots on
the Alliance.

Zac paid you a visit every day, catching you up to speed on what was happening on and off the ship
before leaving you to your own devices.

They were almost done cleaning up the city. Turner and General Garner were coming in on a shuttle
in a few hours. He hasn’t heard word from the Avengers in the Tower but Rogers had been trying to
get ahold of Stark for the past few days.

There was no answer.



You didn’t think it was like Stark to give them the complete cold shoulder. He usually had some sort
of snarky retort for this sort of thing. Maybe you didn’t know him as well as you thought.

After all, he didn’t really know you.

Then again, if you were perfectly honest with yourself, you only cared about getting news about one
person.

Bucky.

It was selfish, you knew it. But you didn’t care.

You knew he was going to be angry, he had every right to be. You knew he was going to have
questions, you were ready to answer them.

Almost.

There was still a bout of fear that ran through you at the thought of coming clean to him. You didn’t
know why. You knew you could trust him with anything but…what if you couldn’t?

What if he wanted nothing to do with you once he learned who you really were?

What if the damage was already done? What if you couldn’t salvage the relationship you had?

What if it was over and you didn’t even know it?

You shook your head again, trying to get the thought away from you as quickly as possible as you
turned your attention and frustration back to Oliver.

He’d been uncharacteristically quiet since he’d been brought in. Then again, you hadn’t gone into the
room with him yet.

You didn’t think you could do it.

And, you didn’t think you should do it.

You didn’t know what would happen once you went into the room with him. If the deep-seated anger
that ate at you would finally surface and you wouldn’t be able to control yourself. Or if the fear would
finally consume you and you wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye.

Not that you could even get at him even if you wanted to. He was in a box that protected you from
him just as much as it protected him from you.

No. You wouldn’t go into the room.

Oliver was smart. He’d try to take advantage of you. He’d lie and manipulate and do whatever he had
to to fuck with your head. If you weren’t on top of your game, it might just work.

You’d let someone else take over. You’d let whoever Turner or Garner decided to interrogate him do
it. They’d let him stew in his cell for a while longer while the Alliance set sail into the Atlantic, then
they’d get on with it.

You paused in your thoughts as the door behind you quietly swept open.

You didn’t bother to turn around.



“What?” you asked, the word cracked and hoarse as it came from your lips.

Quiet footsteps answered you as they stepped across the room before Jack stopped by your side. The
man stayed quiet for a moment, staring at Oliver in the box below the two of you before he turned to
you in the darkness.

“You should have killed him.”

His voice was low and harsh; exhaustion mixed with frustration and animosity.

You swallowed thickly, “I know.”

“Why didn’t you?” he asked, turning back to the man and folding his arms behind his back, “Fear?”

You stayed quiet for a moment, studying his face as he trained his gaze on Walsh.

It was cold. His jaw set into place and his nose twitched in indignation. Only a few light bruises
littered his face but he was relatively unscathed.

“Love. For who he used to be,” you said finally, a low sigh sank through your teeth as you turned to
him, “I’m sorry. I thought it’d be easier. I thought I could do it.”

“The Senator says he ordered him alive.” Jack didn’t bother to turn to you, “You sure you weren’t
following orders?”

“When have I ever followed orders?”

He managed a short scoff, “Don’t kid yourself. You have. A few times.”

You quirked a brow, wincing slightly as a pain shot through your face and you turned back to Walsh.

He was so incredibly relaxed. It really was as if this was all part of the plan.

What had happened to the kid who hesitated whenever you went off-script? What happened to the
man who wanted a plan?

He’d never existed.

Ollie was all a lie. He’d been a plot, a manipulation. He always had been.

But he’d also been your friend.

Jack cleared his throat, calling your attention back to him as he reached into his pocket.

“Here. Boone told me to give them to you.”

He pulled out a tangled pair of dog tags and winced at the state of them before carefully unwinding
them and handing them off to you. He reached into his pocket again to pluck out a pair of gold rings.

You paused, letting your eyes wander them in the dim light before you took them from him.

“Thanks.”

“Johnson’s on his way.” He nodded, getting one last glimpse of Walsh before he turned on his heel,
“Get some rest. You need it.”



A smile quickly rose and then fell as he left the room. You shoved the tags into your pocket as your
eyes slipped to the rings in your hand and a frown leaped to your face.

— “Marry me?” —

— “You already asked. I said yes, remember?” —

— “No, mi amor, me refiero ahora.” No, my love, I mean now. —

You sniffed slightly, your eyes burning as you licked your lips and winced as you slid both rings onto
your fingers; they tugged slightly at the stitches and bruises there.

The diamond on yours sparkled like a star in the night. Danny’s band nearly glowed as gold as the sun
as it set.

— A cheeky grin curled to his face, his teeth glinting in the sun as he took your hand before he
dropped down to one knee and produced a simple ring with a single diamond, “Lieutenant (F/N)
(L/N), mi amor…—

— “I’m gonna kill you,” you whispered even as a smile spread across your face and Danny looked up
at you. His black tac suit was smudged with sand and dust, his hair hastily swept back and settling
atop his green shemagh. But his grin was clearer than ever, his eyes glimmering in the sunset. —

— “I love you,” he whispered, holding tight to you as tears began to well in your eyes, “I want to
spend the rest of my life with you. From this breath to my last. I love you through hell and heaven.
Chaos and peace. I’ll always love you. No matter the time, or the place, or the circumstance, or the
universe.” —

Bucky stared blankly out of the window of his room. Storm clouds had been gathered over the city for
days. Rain spattered against the window constantly, only allowing short bursts of reprieves before
pelting the city again. Overcast clouds flowed between the buildings and dipped down into the ocean
as he tried to catch a glimpse of the horizon only for it to be speckled by bolts of lightning that split
and arched across the sky.

The Alliance was out there somewhere, being bombarded by rain and crashing waves. And (F/N) was
with it.

His duffle bag sat on his bed. At that particular moment, it was empty. Thirty minutes ago it had been
fully packed. Thirty minutes before that, it had been unpacked.

He’d done it countless times over the past few days. It ebbed and flowed through his mind as
confusion and anger and doubt and fear circled themselves through him like vultures.

It made sense. It was like everything had clicked into place; that they’d been allowed to click into
place. He’d seen her face in his dreams, albeit a bit younger and yet to be scarred by the tortures she’d
gone through. She looked like a completely different woman when he woke.

Why hadn’t she told him?

Did she not trust him? Was there more to what she was hiding? Was there yet another piece to the
puzzle he was missing? Was it one that (F/N) didn’t want him to find?

Or, was he just being paranoid?



He sighed, running a hand through his hair as he forced himself away from the window.

Even if there was the stress of not knowing the details, there was one thing that he knew. And that
brought him a sense of relief.

She was alive. She was safe. And he knew exactly where she was.

But he didn’t know exactly who she was.

Then again, maybe he did. Maybe he knew better than anyone. Maybe he didn’t.

Either way, she wasn’t who he thought she was.

Neither was Walsh.

That part made him sick to his stomach.

Wraith had nearly killed him time and time again. And there Bucky was, alone with him and helping
him hunt (F/N).

He’d almost trusted him.

Bucky scoffed to himself with a shake of his head, moving through his room and leaving the duffle
bag behind.

Who was he kidding? He’d trusted Walsh as far as he could throw him. He’d trusted him to bring
(F/N) home. And, in a way, Walsh had.

Bucky had worked for months to bring her home and he’d gotten so close. Now, she was so close. All
he had to do was close the distance.

He paused, glancing back at the bag with a sigh before stepping toward the door to the hall.

His thoughts kept going in circles.

His confusion turned to anger, then doubt, then fear, then a longing that was overshadowed by
confusion once again. He was running himself in circles when he really wanted to run toward her.

He wanted to hold her again, to feel her in his arms and make sure that she was okay.

But then the confusion came back.

Why didn’t she tell him? Was she who he thought she was? Or did she have more secrets than he
dared even count?

Bucky stepped out the door before the thought could harass him any longer but a frown crept to his
face as he caught sight of who was waiting for him in the hall.

“No,” he said before Wilson could even think about speaking.

Sam clicked his tongue with a roll of his eyes, “Haven’t said anything yet.”

“Don’t care,” Bucky hummed, heading quickly down the hall as he tried to lose the man behind him.

“Yes, you do.” He jogged to keep up with him before cutting in front of him, “Hey. Hey!”



Bucky stopped as Sam stepped in front of him. He took a deep breath, releasing a sigh that worked
through his nose with a groan.

“I don’t wanna talk about it,” he said, avoiding the gaze of the man in front of him.

“Yeah, but I do.” He shrugged before Bucky managed to sneak past him. Sam grumbled to himself,
setting his hands on his hips and bowing his head to the floor before he called out after him, “You
didn’t know?”

Bucky paused in his stride, finally allowing himself to glance over his shoulder as he shook his head,
“No.”

“You sure?”

Bucky swallowed thickly, his face falling to a deepening frown as he dropped his gaze to his feet,
“No.”

“So, you knew but you didn’t know.”

Bucky shrugged with a low scoff as he finally turned from the man, “That’s one way of putting it.”

“ He knew.”

“What?” He stopped again, his blood running colder than it already was.

Sam was right.

The Soldier knew. There was a probability he knew her more than Bucky did. He could barely
remember the days and weeks they’d spent together in her cell. But the Soldier probably could.

“Steve knew,” Sam said, bringing Bucky back to him.

Oh.

Bucky blinked with a slight nod, “Yeah.”

That was the other issue. The other object of confusion that plagued him.

Steve knew.

Clint knew.

Wanda knew.

Three of them knew that they were wrong about (F/N). Three of them knew Wraith was walking their
halls. And they said nothing.

They did nothing. They allowed the Avengers to help Wraith hunt (F/N). And they allowed Wraith to
waltz through the Tower like he owned it.

“Steve wouldn’t have kept it from us unless it was important,” Sam said, moving with him as he
continued toward the common room, “Right?”

“Walsh said he had contingency plans,” Bucky said slowly, biting his lip, “Steve must've known that
he had something up his sleeve. Or someone told him that he did.”



He paused in his stride with a frown.

Wanda and Steve had been hanging out more than usual after Boone had ‘died’. He thought that Steve
was just looking for someone to console him or that he needed to talk things through with someone in
private.

But…did that mean that Steve had informed Wanda as to who (F/N) was and that Cavanaugh was
alive? Or, did she already know?

“Telepath,” Bucky said slowly, his face melting into confusion again.

“What?”

“That's how Maximoff knew.” He nodded to himself as Sam’s eyes widened in realization.

Wanda and Pietro said they met Ghost in Sokovia. Then (F/N) had gotten involved with the Avengers
while Ultron was on the loose and they’d met again in South Africa.

Wanda had known first.

“But why didn't (F/N) tell us?” Sam asked, stopping as they ducked into the common room and
Bucky came to a slow stop.

“Dunno,” he said slowly, letting his gaze wander over the dimly lit, empty room in front of him,
“Only one person knows the answer to that.”

Sam nodded, looking over the room before leaning against one of the couches, “Stark says they have
an aircraft carrier off the coast but you knew that already, didn’t you? If you think he's letting you take
a jet, you're dreamin’. He won't even take calls from Steve. Doesn't even put him on hold, just hangs
up on him.”

Bucky blinked again, his brows furrowing as he folded his arms over his chest, Steve called?”

“Three or four times now,” Sam nodded, “So’s Maximoff. She and Vision talked for a bit. Barton
called too. Didn't go well.”

“Romanoff answered?”

He let out a hum that turned into a low groan as he ran a hand down his face, “Said he's heading for
his family's house. If she wants to talk she knows where to find him.”

Bucky sucked a hiss through his teeth, flinching as a bolt of lightning illuminated the room and the
rain began again.

“We're falling apart,” Sam said quietly.

He nodded, folding his arms over his chest as he watched the rain for a moment.

If Stark didn’t want to talk to Rogers, he’d never get the answers he wanted. If Barton took off into
the shadows, he’d never know what really happened. There was only one way he was getting answers.

He wanted them more than anything.

That was a lie.



He wanted nothing more than to have (F/N) back. The old (F/N). The one that fell asleep in his arms
and made breakfast with him.

“No. Nope. Stop that.” Stark’s voice came from above them as he worked his way down from the lab
and sent a glare of warning in his direction.

Bucky’s frown deepened as he watched the man come closer, “What?”

“Lose the puppy-dog look, Barnes,” he said simply. There was an air of nonchalant to him but the
dark circles and gruff voice told a different story. He hadn’t slept in days. In all honesty, none of them
really had.

“Mind your business, Stark,” Bucky growled lowly, watching as the man came to a stop on the stairs.

“No.” Stark leaned against the railing, looking him over carefully, “I can't believe you're even
thinking about it.”

Sam sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “Tony…”

“Shh.” He waved off Sam with a wave of his hand, “She lied to you. For years. She nearly got us all
killed and you're gonna go skipping back to her like all is forgiven.”

Bucky swallowed thickly, glaring up at the man before he let out a low snarl, “All I wanna know is
what happened. I'm not gonna figure that out if you keep the conversation from happening in the first
place.”

Stark smirked, shaking his head in disbelief as Bucky began to turn away from him, “You really think
she’s gonna start telling the truth now? There are other ways to get answers, Barnes.”

The man shrugged before turning back up the stairs and disappearing into the lab as Bucky turned on
his heel.

No. Whatever Stark was cooking up in his head wasn’t something that Bucky wanted to be part of. If
he was going to get answers, he was going to go straight to the source.

He stopped as he crossed the room, nodding to Natasha as she snuck off the elevator and stood
between him and the hall to his room. She paused, looking him over with a frown, “You going?”

Bucky nodded, watching her carefully as she heaved a heavy sigh before stepping out of his way.

“He's not going to let you take the jet.”

“I'll figure it out.” Bucky waved her off before he looked back at her and Wilson, “You coming?”

Natasha shook her head, flicking her eyes toward the lab, “Someone's gotta stay here and make sure
Tony doesn't do anything stupid.”

“And she’s gonna need help,” Sam sighed with a curt nod, “We’ll talk later.”

Bucky nodded, beginning to slip past Romanoff before she stopped him.

“ Be careful,” she said lowly, “Yelena says there's still some of Walsh’s soldiers working through the
city.”



He cocked his head to the side, “You talked to her?”

“I wouldn't call it talking.” She winced before nodding to Stark as he slipped past the windows of the
lab and glared down at him, “Go. Before he comes back for round two.”

‘You know where to find me,” he said with a nod before rushing down the hall.

He ducked into his room, automatically finding everything he needed and tossing it into the bag on
his bed before he snapped open his nightstand to grab a pair of gloves and he paused.

(F/N)’s photo smiled up at him for only a moment before he slipped it into his pocket and tugged on a
pair of gloves. He snatched a jacket from the bed and slung his bag over his shoulder before ducking
out of the room.

Natasha frowned, watching as Barnes disappeared down the hall before she turned her attention back
to Stark.

“This isn’t going to end well,” Wilson said, glancing at her as she swept toward the stairs.

“I know,” she forced a sigh as she quickly moved up the stairs. She pulled her phone from her pocket
and quickly shot a text to both Rhodey and Pepper.

She was going to need backup for this one.

Though, Pepper was on the other side of the country at the moment and Rhodey had gone upstate to
check on the Compound’s construction and run some diagnostics on his suit.

Hopefully one of them would answer.

Natasha swung into the lab with Sam right on her tail, “What're you doing, Tony?”

“Nothin’.” He shrugged, very visibly doing something as he moved around the lab.

Each of the holo-tables were powered on and displayed lines and lines of code. Stark slipped behind
the control panel, quickly flicking his fingers over the keyboard and watching as the screens changed.

She swallowed thickly, watching him work before she stepped between him and one of the holograms
he was looking at, “In this business, we call that a lie.”

Stark hummed in response, moving away from her and continuing to work, “You are something else,
Sherlock.”

Natasha frowned, watching him as he studied the code and Sam joined her. Her brows furrowed as
she studied it herself. Though it wasn’t exactly her specialty, she knew exactly what he was
attempting to do.

“You're going to break into Aftermath,” she said slowly, watching as the code began to scroll through
the room.

“Call it returning the favor.” Stark nodded, raising a brow with a shrug as Sam sent a baffled glare at
him.



“Except when Cavanaugh did it she was saving your ass,” he said, taking a step back from the screens
as Tony continued to work.

“Teah, well. Good times are over.”

Natasha sighed with a grimace.

She understood it. Tony was angry and he wanted answers.

She was angry too.

Clint and Yelena hid things from her and lied to her for weeks. The two people she trusted most in the
world had kept her in the dark.

The phone call she’d had with Clint hadn’t gone well. He’d called her nearly as soon as she’d
returned to the Tower that night. He tried to smooth things over, to tell her what happened but she
hadn’t wanted anything to do with him. He’d told her to come visit him and Laura when she was
ready; that he’d be waiting.

She hadn't heard from him since.

He’d given her space to think, just like he had when they’d argued over the Accords.

But this time was worse.

At least with the Accords, they both had all of the facts but held different opinions.

This? Only one of them had answers.

But…This didn’t seem like the best alternative in getting the answers.

Natasha took a step toward Stark again, “Tony, the last thing we need is for Aftermath to come
storming in here.”

“Like hell, they're ever gonna be able to get in,” he muttered as he sat in a chair before spinning back
toward them and spreading his arms out wide, “From now on this is an Aftermath-free zone.”

“This is going well,” Wilson sighed, squeezing his eyes shut and knocking his head back against the
wall with a groan.

“Did you hear that, FRIDAY?” Tony said, ignoring him completely, “Aftermath-free.”

“Yes, boss.”

Natasha rolled her eyes and glanced down at her phone. Neither Pepper nor Rhodey had answered
yet. She needed more time. Shooting a glance at Sam, she sent a pair of messages to Rhodey.

Sam cleared his throat, folding his arms over his chest and pushing away from the wall, “You really
think you’re gonna be able to get through Cavanaugh’s system?”

Tony scoffed, not bothering to turn back around, “She’s good but she’s not that good.”

“Those are fighting words, Stark,” Sam said, “We’ve all seen what she can do.”

“She won’t even know what hit her.”



Wilson sighed, sending her a sideways glance and a frown. Natasha nodded, slipping her phone back
into her pocket and taking a step toward him. She opened her mouth to speak but Tony cut her off
with a shake of his head.

“You're telling me you don't wanna know?” he asked, swinging back toward her and tilting his head to
the side, “You're telling me you don't want answers?”

“We can get answers from Rogers.” Sam stepped in again, “And (F/N). They don't got anything to
hide anymore.”

“Don't they? Doesn't she?” He raised a bro skeptically, “How much you wanna bet she'd lie straight to
your face if you went out there right now and started asking questions?”

“Tony—” Natasha tried but he cut her off again.

“Don't give me that crap, Romanoff,” he snapped, pushing out of his chair with a low hiss, “You're
gonna give her the benefit of the doubt now? I thought outta all of us you'd have the brains to not trust
a liar. C’mon. We’re smarter than that.”

“That mean you don't trust me?” she asked before she could stop herself.

Tony paused, as did Sam. They both glanced at her as she stared at him.

Stark said nothing as he pursed his lips before opening his mouth to speak.

"Alright, that's my cue to step in,” Rhodey’s voice came from behind them before he appeared in the
lab, “Tony, c'mon, man.”

Tony frowned, nearly scowling at the man as he entered, “She called you? Great.”

Natasha stepped out of the way as Rhodey took over the conversation and she tried to melt into the
background as quickly as she could. She pressed her back against the wall with a sigh as she looked
up at the ceiling before Sam arrived by her side and gently nudged her.

“He didn't mean it like that,” he said quietly, “You know how he is.”

“Yeah,” she sighed with a half-smile and a curt nod, “I know.”

Turner moved down the halls of the Alliance as slowly as he possibly could. He’d put off returning to
the Alliance for a few days. At first, it was because Garner wanted to make sure it was safe for him to
come back.

But then it changed.

The more he thought about seeing him again, the more his stomach began to eat at itself. He thought
the hatred that fueled him would make it easy. That he’d be able to waltz in and out of the room with
him with ease.

But the thought had paralyzed him. Then it plagued him.

He couldn’t even begin to think about what would happen when he really did lay eyes on Walsh for
the first time.



To be honest, he was hoping that he wouldn’t have to face him. That (F/N) would go off script and put
him down before Turner even had to lay eyes on him.

But she hadn’t.

Not for lack of trying.

He’d been told that she was close to finishing him but that she’d stopped herself. At first, he was
confused as to why but, now?

Now he understood.

Underneath the masks that the man wore, he was still Ollie. He was still his friend.

Even if he never had been.

“Senator,” Garner’s voice came from behind him.

Turner winced, coming to an increasingly slow stop as the man easily caught up with him, “General.”

Garner nodded to him as he came to a stop before nodding toward the Perch and taking off at a brisk
pace. Turner sighed before moving to keep up with the man.

“We need to get underway,” the General said, not bothering to look at him as they moved down the
hall, “Sooner rather than later.”

“I know.” Turner nodded, almost grateful that he’d been taken out of his own head even though he
was now heading toward his fears faster than he’d wanted to. His heart hammered in his chest, “Give
the teams in the city a few more days then we’ll get the hell outta here.”

“What do you want to do with him?”

Turner paused, grimacing as they came to a stop in front of the door to the Perch’s observation deck.
He opened his mouth to answer as the General swiped his keycard and the door swept open.

He froze as he caught sight of a silhouette outlined against the deck’s windows.

(F/N).

He swallowed thickly, completely forgetting the man beside him as he slipped through the door and
toward the woman.

He could barely see her in the low light as he crossed the room before Garner flicked on the light and
Turner’s skin crawled.

She was wearing the same clothes she had when he’d seen her last. One of her arms was wrapped in
bandages and bruises littered her face. She’d ditched her signature jacket and was left in a light-
colored, bloodstained shirt.

Her eyes were dark as she stared down into the Perch.

He followed her gaze and immediately blanched.

The man below him wasn’t Ollie. At least, not in the way that he’d remembered him.



Sharp features were obstructed by cuts and bruises. The light look in his eyes was traded for dark blue
and bloodshot red. He was taller than he’d remembered him being. More muscular too.

Turner’s eyes went glassy as he stared at the man. His heart pounded in his ears so loud he had no
doubt that (F/N) could hear it. His chest tightened and his stomach churned.

Then his heart stopped.

Dark eyes flicked up at him as Walsh caught sight of him through the window. Walsh stared at him for
a moment, his eyes never changed as a smile split across his lips to show off cracked teeth. His stare
was blank, his smile nearly demented.

“Turn off the light,” (F/N) snarled, her eyes glued to the man below her before Garner did as she said.

Turner forced a breath, hoping the fear in his eyes never made it to Walsh’s. Then again, with eyes as
wild as his, he was almost sure the man could smell fear. He shivered, shaking his head before turning
his gaze to (F/N) before he paused again.

(F/N)’s eyes nearly matched Walsh’s.

They were emotionless and blank but somehow feral at the same time.

For a moment he wondered exactly what was going on in her head. What thoughts were swirling
through it despite the emptiness in her gaze?

Perhaps he didn’t want to know.

“I want him off this ship.”

Turner blinked, glancing up at her with a frown, “We can’t just throw him overboard.”

“Bullshit. Yes, we can,” she snapped lowly, her gaze still trained on the man.

“We’re not throwing him overboard,” Garner said, joining the two of them by the window, “He could
be useful.”

“Novak turned on him,” she continued, unblinking, “Ollie knows that. We need to disappear.”

Garner sent her a quick glance, “You think he’ll turn if we push the right buttons?”

“No.” (F/N) shook her head, finally stepping away from the glass and looking down at him, “But
Novak just lost his super soldiers. He’s going to want us back.”

She paused, sucking a hiss through her teeth, “I don’t wanna be stuck in the middle of an ocean when
they come.”

“We don’t have enough air defense to transfer him by jet,” Garner said, “We can meet with the
Defiance and do a trade-off before the Alliance resumes its patrol. Then we can transfer him to the
Pit, it’s a shorter route. And they’ve got a surplus of Hercules trucks. We make a convoy and hightail
it away from the coast.”

“Delta’s closer,” (F/N) said, flicking her eyes to the General, “We cross the ocean to Morocco and get
him on dry land.”



Turner shook his head, forcing another breath as he tried to get his heart rate under control, “Pit’s
more fortified. We get him there, they won’t find him.”

Garner turned to him, raising a brow, “That mean I can get the order to restore operations?”

He paused, looking up at (F/N) with a slight tilt of his head. She nodded slowly in response.

“Slowly,” he said, “If Walsh is gonna retaliate, it’s not going to be pretty.”

The man nodded, relaxing back as the room went quiet.

Turner couldn’t quite get himself to turn his gaze back to the Perch but, when he did, he locked eyes
with Walsh. He froze, his heart suddenly pounding in his ears again.

It was so cold and dark and void of any humanity.

He licked his lips nervously, unaware he was holding his breath before (F/N) placed her good hand on
his shoulder. He sucked in a breath, glancing up at her before he caught sight of something gold
glittering on her fingers.

He recognized them instantly. He hadn’t seen them in years.

“Where—”

“We have a lot to catch up on,” (F/N) said, cutting him off with a small smile, “But not now.”

“Why not?”

“Because I want you off this damn boat too,” she said simply, “I don’t want you anywhere near this
psychopath.”

“She’s got a point, Senator,” Garner said, leaning against the railing and staring down into the Perch.
He paused for a moment, “Unless you wanna talk to him.”

Turner shivered at the thought.

He could barely form sentences or thoughts when he wasn’t in the same room as the man. Who knew
what would happen if he saw him face to face?

“No,” (F/N) said for him.

“You gonna go in, Captain?”

(F/N) stiffened, dropping her hand from his shoulder.

“No,” he answered for her this time, “It’ll only make things worse.”

“Or,” Garner said, “He’ll start talking.”

“Yeah.” (F/N) nodded, “But, I wouldn’t trust anything that comes out of his mouth.”

“He’ll slip up eventually.” The man shrugged before he paused again, “Permission to begin
interrogation. I’ve got some guys from the CIA that are itching to get their hands dirty.”

Turner grimaced with a slow nod, “Granted.”



“Nobody goes into the box with him,” (F/N) said, sending Garner a warning as she glared at him.

He sighed slightly before nodding and turning on his heel to leave the room, “Yes, ma’am.”

Turner paused, glancing at the man as he left and waiting for the door to close before he turned back
to (F/N).

“Delta and Echo teams are still rounding up operatives.”

“Rounding up?” She raised a brow with a frown.

“Putting down,” he corrected himself with a heavy sigh, “You sure we shouldn’t save a few of
them?”

(F/N) didn’t answer for a moment, turning back to Walsh before she finally spoke, “They didn’t show
the Commander mercy. They didn’t show us mercy. They didn’t show Danny mercy. They don’t
deserve it. Neither does he.”

“Why didn’t you do it?” he asked, unable to help himself, “Why didn’t you finish it?”

“You asked me not to,” she simply, tearing her gaze away from the man before she sighed with a roll
of her eyes. (F/N) rocked back to her heels, finally relaxing slightly as she turned to him, “You know
why I didn’t. Look at him. After everything he’s done…He’s still..”

“Ollie.” Turner nodded. A frown found its way to his face as he slowly backed away from the
window, “Get some sleep. You need it.”

She glanced back at him with a small smile before turning back to the window as Turner left the
room.

A low hum worked through Boone’s cabin as she stretched across the bed with a sigh, she curled her
toes and cracked open an eye.

Rain splattered across the windows. The sun was hidden behind overcast clouds as he dipped toward
the horizon.

She sighed, watching the clouds churn overhead before she rolled over and a small smile worked to
her lips before it fell as quickly as it came.

Steve sat at her desk, his head in his hands and her phone in front of him.

Boone frowned, tugging the covers off of herself before crawling out of bed and moving to stand
behind him. He didn’t react, either too tired to notice that she’d gotten up or pissed off enough that he
was ignoring her.

She placed her hands gently on his shoulders, squeezing them slightly before letting the tips of her
fingers run up his neck before curling into his hair. She earned herself a low moan as she ran her
fingers through his hair before tugging gently to tilt his head back so he was looking at her.

Steve dropped his hands, taking a deep breath as she brushed through his hair before leaning over to
press a kiss to his forehead.

“Hung up again?” she asked carefully, smiling gently as he opened his eyes to look at her.



“At this point, he only answers so he can slam the phone down,” he said with a groan as she
continued to play with his hair, “I don’t blame him.”

Her face fell as she let her fingers rake through his hair once more before letting them drop to his
shoulders.

“I’m so sorry, New York,” she murmured, swallowing thickly as he looked up at her, “If I woulda
known how this was going to play out, I never would have asked you to do it.”

Steve scoffed lightly, shaking his head as he reached up to cup her cheek before bringing her closer so
that he could curl a strand of hair through his fingers. He didn’t say anything for a long moment; he
just played with the strand before she finally broke the silence again.

“I broke it, didn’t I?”

“What?”

“Us,” Boone said slowly, “Them. All of it.”

He didn’t answer again, his hands coming up to grasp her before she moved away from him.

She’d blown it. A part of her always knew that she would; that it wouldn’t last.

Steve latched onto her wrist before she could move away from him, he spun in his chair to face her
before tugging her into his chest. He curled his arm beneath her leg and hauled her to his lap with a
shake of his head.

“It was a group effort.”

She sighed, shifting slightly in an attempt to get off of him but he held her tight, “That doesn’t make
me feel any better.”

Steve pressed a kiss to her shoulder, “It was coming.”

“Hm?”

“We were never going to heal after the Accords. No matter how hard we tried,” he said, holding her
tight around her waist, “We’ve been walking on pins and needles for months.”

Boone frowned, resting her head on his shoulder, “I’m sorry.”

“Nothin’ lasts forever, kid.” Steve shrugged, gently massaging circles into her hip with his thumb
before she paused.

She pulled away from him, looking down into his eyes with furrowed brows.

“What?” he asked, his face mirroring hers as she pulled away from him.

“Be mad,” she said simply, looking him over slowly before she tried to get off of him again.

Steve held her fast, “What?”

“You’re mad but you’re bein’ nice about it,” Boone said, finally slipping out of his grasp, “You’re
allowed to be mad, New York.”



“Alright,” he said, standing slowly as she stood in front of him, “I’m pissed the fuck off. I’ve been
pissed for fuckin’ months.”

“And?”

“And I’m tired of it.”

Boone paused with a frown as Steve softened. He grasped her wrist again, pulling her close.

“I’m mad at Stark. I’m mad at Walsh and (F/N),” he muttered, wrapping an arm around her waist to
tuck her against his chest, “I’m mad at you.”

“I shouldn’t have gotten you into this,” she whispered, avoiding his gaze as he set his chin atop her
head.

“What would you have preferred, Montana?” Steve asked as softly as he could, even if there was a
bite in the back of his voice, “Walsh finding out that he didn’t get you? Or that you had been one step
closer to that damn car?”

Boone gulped at the thought before she shrugged and buried her face into his chest.

“We should have come back sooner,” she said after a moment, “I shouldn’t have let (F/N) go out on
her own and string everyone out like that.”

“Mhm. You’re right.” He nodded, “But that’s not what happened. Is it?”

“No, sir.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’,” he said with a roll of his eyes, pressing a kiss to her hair, “And there’s nothin’
we can do to change it.”

Boone shrugged, “Depends.”

“On what?”

“If I can figure out time travel this weekend,” she said simply as she pulled away from Steve with a
sharp, sure nod.

He raised a brow, shaking his head, “You’re not figuring out time travel this weekend.”

“Why?”

“You’re gonna be busy doing other things.”

Boone blinked, tilting her head to the side, “What am I going to be doing?”

“Me.”

Boone choked a laugh, pushing him away with her as a blush spread across her cheeks, “Promise?”

“Mhm—” Steve paused as the warm lights of her cabin shifted to purple, announcing Athena’s
sudden presence.

“Athena?” Boone frowned, snapping across the room to grab her computer, “What’s wrong?”



“There’s been a security breach, ma’am. I require assistance.”

Boone shoved her laptop open, her brows knitting together before she slammed it shut and put it
under her arm.

“I gotta—”

“Go.” Steve waved her away toward the door, “Go!”

Boone nodded, taking off toward the door before she paused and quickly darted back toward Steve.

“What are you—” She cut him off with a searing kiss and a Cheshire smile before she turned on her
heel, “Montana! Go!”

Duke quickly tugged on a hoodie with a relieved sigh as he stepped out of the shower and shook stray
droplets of water from his hair. He’d taken a nice, long shower for the first time in ages. Finally
letting tense muscles relax and allowing himself to take a deep breath.

He finally allowed himself a moment of peace and quiet. Frantic meetings in dimly lit safehouses
weren’t something he had to worry about for a while now. Running from place to place and not
getting comfortable was done; he could finally settle down. And, once the weather let up, he’d finally
get to see the sun for the first time since Wakanda.

He sighed, glaring out the window at the bullshit weather that was there before shaking his head and
ducking into the main cabin before he stopped. A smile spread across his face as he caught sight of
who was on the bed waiting for him.

Duke smirked, looking over Jack as he draped himself lazily across the covers, “Hey, handsome.”

“Hello, sexy,” Jack said, a slight purr on the back of his throat as Duke moved toward him.

His smile widened as he crawled up onto the bed next to his husband and wrapped his arms around
him. Jack sighed, pulling him close as his entire body relaxed.

Duke hummed softly, pressing a kiss to his temple and relaxing back onto the bed with tired eyes.

Jack returned his look with a soft smile. Dark circles were beginning to ring his eyes, the same way
they circled (F/N)’s. He wasn’t sleeping enough, or eating enough. Duke was sure it was something to
do with the whole super soldier thing.

A frown managed to find its way to his face.

They had to get that figured out. He had to get it figured out. It was Duke’s job to make sure Jack was
happy and healthy. He was his husband after all.

“You good?” Jack asked quietly, reaching over to brush hair out of Duke’s face.

“Tired,” he muttered, managing a soft smile, “But good. You?”

“Better now that you’re here,” he said with a wink.

Duke chuckled, shaking his head as he pulled Jack closer as a smirk curled to his lips, “When’s the
last time we—”



“Wakanda,” Jack answered quickly.

“Way too long, in my opinion,” Duke said, leaning over to press his lips to Jack’s.

“Agreed,” he hummed against him before pulling away with a frown, “Now’s not the time.”

Jack nodded to a stack of paperwork that had been left on Duke’s desk. Duke’s face fell as he caught
sight of it.

“Great,” he groaned, “It begins again.”

Jack shrugged, laying back into bed as Duke crawled out of it, “Better than running our asses ragged.”

“Debatable. What is it?”

Jack paused, his face paling slightly as he winced a grimace and shot an apologetic look to Duke.

Duke knew exactly what it was the instant Jack’s eyes met his.

Death notices.

The entirety of the Foxtrot team had been lost during the operations. Most of them didn’t have family
left, they’re notices would be sent within the Aftermath system to their closest friends. Those who did
have family that knew they were alive would receive a notice and explanation signed by Boone and
himself, personally delivered by an Aftermath operative.

Duke swallowed thickly, flipping through the stack of files.

There were more than there should have been. Then again, the mission was more of a shitshow than it
should have been.

He sat down at his desk, pulling a pen from one of the draws and opening one of the files before
Jack’s voice broke through the room.

“We need to talk about (F/N),” he said, barely above a whisper, “I think she’s slipping again.”

“Can you blame her?” Duke asked, not looking up from his papers.

“No.”

He sighed, wincing at the sound the pen made as it scratched across the paper in finality, “I’ll talk to
her.”

Jack rolled his head to face him with a frown, “And, when that doesn't work?”

“I’ll figure it out.”

Jack nodded before he paused. He sat up in bed, his eyes flicking toward the door with a frown.

“What?” Duke asked, swinging his head toward the door before Boone suddenly burst into the room.
He sighed, shaking his head as she darted to his side, “Not now, Boone—”

“Someone’s tryna hack us.”

Jack was out of bed before Duke could even think about moving, “What?”



“Where’s Zac?”

“Passed out,” she said, placing her computer down on his desk, “Like all the rest.”

Duke frowned, glancing at the screen like he’d suddenly be able to understand what was going on,
“You got it?”

“No.” She shook her head with a frown, “Athena’s fighting back but whoever this is is good.”

“Hydra?”

“No idea,” Boone said, “Their best hacker is in a box thataway.”

She nodded vaguely in the direction of Walsh’s cell.

“Who else is up?” he asked, jumping to his feet.

“(F/N)’s in the Perch,” Jack said, moving to open the door before he even finished speaking.

“Going.” Boone nodded, opening her laptop and setting to work as Duke placed his hands on her
shoulders and steered her down the hall. Her fingers flew over the keys as Jack cleared the hall and
Duke made sure she didn’t run into anything.

“Gangway,” Jack barked as he pulled his keycard from his pocket, “Move your ass.”

They were up to the Perch before Duke really had time to process what was happening. Boone barely
even blinked, her eyes glued to the screen as Jack stopped in front of the door and scanned his card.
He shoved the door open the second it unlocked and Duke practically shoved Boone inside before
both he and Jack sprang into the room.

“Fuckin’ hell. What the fuck are you—” (F/N) snapped, whirling around to face them as Boone
dropped down at a table.

“Problem,” Boone said, the sound of her working filled the room, “Big one.”

“We’re being hacked,” Duke said, grabbing a remote from one of the desks and dropping the blinds
before snapping on the lights.

(F/N) cocked her head to the side, moving across the room with a frown, “By?”

“Workin’ on it.”

“Ollie’s goons?” she asked, glancing between Jack and Duke.

Boone growled lowly, “I said workin’ on it.”

“If they get into the system, we’ll have to evacuate,” Jack said, pressing his fingers to the table as the
room lit indigo.

“If you’re worried about lifeboats we have more than enough,” Duke said, staring at the screen as
Boone continued to fight back.

“Very funny—”

“Not Hydra,” Boone snapped, her brows furrowing.



(F/N) raised a brow, standing behind Boone as she relaxed back slightly, “Who?”

“Stark.”

“What?” Duke growled, coming to stand behind Boone as well.

“Fuck,” she hummed, shaking her head, “He’s good.”

Jack sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, “I thought you were better, Cavanaugh.”

“He caught me off guard,” Boone said, pursing her lips, “I was almost in the middle of someone.”

“Funny, that’s what we were—”

“Enough,” (F/N) cut them both off with a roll of her eyes, “What’s he doing?”

“Accessing the Archives.”

“Looking for?”

Boone shrugged, “If I was a gambling girl—”

“Me.” (F/N) cut her off again, “He’s looking for me.”

(F/N) went quiet for a moment, her face undecipherable as she tapped her good fingers against her
thigh.

“Let him into my folder,” she said finally, her gaze still on the computer before she nodded to herself
and backed away from them, “Lock them out of everything else.”

“What?” Duke snapped upright, “You…You do know what’s in there right?”

“Everything Turner had on you has been computerized,” Boone said, stopping what she was doing for
a moment in concern, “Everything about you is…”

“There.” Jack finished for her as he began to study (F/N).

She managed to shrug with one of her shoulders, “Let him have it. Just make sure everyone else is
safe.”

“But—” Boone started before (F/N) cut her off again.

“Not asking. Telling. Ordering,” she said simply. She paused, turning back when she didn’t hear
Boone get back to work, “Do it. Now.”

“I’m in,” Tony said, a smirk playing on his face as Sam lifted his head from his hands.

It had only taken him an hour to get into Aftermath’s system. It had apparently been fighting back the
entire time.

Rhodey’s protests had only lasted for about twenty minutes before he gave in and joined the genius in
his madness.

“Don’t be cliche.” Rhodey rolled his eyes, “We both hate that.”



Sam glanced at the screen as lines of code were replaced by some kind of program. A login screen
greeted Tony for only a second before he was able to get through it.

“This is a bad idea,” he said lowly, glancing at Natasha and silently begging her for help.

Her face was blank as she leaned back into her chair and stared into the distance with a frown on her
face.

Sam sighed, shaking his head as he ran a hand down his face.

He should have taken off with Barnes. At least then he could talk to (F/N) and Rogers and whoever
else was involved with this mess.

But, what if Stark was right?

What if they just lied and lied again and again?

And what if they believed it again?

And it screwed them over again?

“We’re gonna find something she doesn’t want us to see,” he tried again in a last-ditch effort, “What if
we find something we don’t want to see?”

“How many people you seen her cut down over the years?” Rhodey asked, swiping a screen toward
Tony, “She’s got skeletons in the closet. Dozens—”

“Try hundreds,” Stark corrected him, scrolling through dozens upon dozens of names, “We’ll find
something.”

He paused for a moment as the screen began to glitch. Hundreds of the names disappeared as Tony
returned to his keyboard to try and regain control. As much as he tried, the names continued to
disappear until only one remained.

Ghost.

It stood in the center of the screen. Goading Tony toward it as the screen glitched again.

“They know you’re there,” Natasha said, nodding toward the name, “She’s letting you in.”

“I don’t like this,” he said again, raising his voice to try and get Tony’s attention, but he was ignored
again.

“Neither do I.” Natasha sat up in her chair, suddenly acting slightly interested as she stared at the
name on the screen, “But it might be the best way to get answers.”

“Or we could just fuckin’ ask her,” Sam snarled, grimacing as Stark selected the name, “Stark. This
isn’t a game. Get the hell outta there.”

“Mm. No,” he said, with a shake of his head, “What do we have here? Looks like they have her file
hidden behind next-gen security.”

“See, you’re not going to be able to get into—”

The screen glitched again, snapping back and forth before they were met with another screen.



“I am good,” Tony said to himself as Romanoff rolled her eyes before she paused.

Her eyes were glued to the screen, racing back and forth as masses of files began to populate across
the holo-screens. She stood from her seat, slowly wandering toward them with a frown.

“Hey, look. (F/N) (L/N) is her real name,” Stark said, smirking as Natasha flicked through some of
the files.

“That’s what she said already,” Sam said, trying to keep his gaze away from the screens before he
finally caved and glanced toward them.

“FRIDAY, give me the good stuff.”

Sam swallowed thickly as he took a step off the wall and followed Romanoff’s lead.

There were so many files spanning back to (F/N)’s younger years.

Where she grew up. What she did. Who her friends were. Where she went to school.

When she decided to join up with the Marines.

There were sub-files that included her family and friends.

It was a complete dossier of her life; pre-Aftermath it seemed.

She took seven bullets during her tour of Afghanistan. Retired afterward.

Then she disappeared from the public record.

And reappeared in the Aftermath Archives.

She was recruited out of the hospital by a man named Weston. Her first official mission was in the
Democratic Republic of Congo.

Then Kyiv. Beijing. Amsterdam. La Paz.

Each one contained a short handwritten account of the mission. According to a small note at the
bottom of one Weston hadn’t left behind a paper trail so each mission was coming from the memory
of one man.

Senator Johnson.

There was a flurry of old pictures buried in the files. Each image didn’t seem to have anything to do
with the mission they were on but as if they were mementos and memories saved by film.

In one, (F/N) lounged in the cargo hold of a plane. She was slinging a wrench through her fingers as
she glanced back at the man behind her as he played the guitar. The man had dark hair that fell just
past his chin, hazel eyes gleamed up at her as a smile curved to his face.

Labeled: Berlin.

In another, (F/N) was on the rooftop of a building. She was wearing hand wraps and had just been
tackled around the middle by the man.

Labeled: Dubai.



In the next, (F/N) was pictured with two men. The one Sam didn’t recognize and the other, which he
did. Senator Johnson. They were posed in the center of the street, white buildings towered over the
top of them.

Labeled: Frigiliana.

In another, she was in a swimsuit with a surfboard under her arm as she walked toward the ocean. The
man from the previous picture was hidden in the background, watching her as she moved.

Labeled: Cartagena.

The files told her story in brief spurts of information. She’d been everywhere at once, barely leaving
any traces of herself in the process. She’d turned into an urban legend in some places.

The Phantom of Paris. The Killer in Kyiv. The Specter in Sicily. The Devil of Dubai.

“France. She was in Paris,” Natasha suddenly spoke up, pointing to one of the files, “Fuck. She is…
She’s Ghost. Look. Dubai. Beirut. Belgrade…”

She trailed off, running her fingers across the hologram with a slow nod.

“Rome. Buenos Aires. Mexico City,” she scoffed, shaking her head before she pulled away, “We had
to stop chasing him—her. She was too fast. Too ruthless.”

More images flashed on screen the deeper Tony dug.

It was like diving into an unorganized filebox without looking and pulling a handful of items out.

There was a smile on her face that he’d very rarely seen before. Hell, she nearly looked like an
entirely different person.

She looked happy, posing with the man without a name. She was unburdened by years of…Whatever
the hell happened to her.

Sam swiped through the images before he paused, one of them caught his eye. He flicked it toward
the center of the room, watching as it magnified. His eyes were glued to it and, soon, everyone else
was looking at it too.

(F/N) and the man with no name were in the center of the image. They were both wearing black
tactical suits but the man was down on one knee with a ring in his hand.

He swallowed thickly, his eyes darting between the two before he took it back away from the room
and went on to the next.

He finally caught a glimpse of the entire team as they posed in front of a plane.

The man who he assumed was Weston looked stern and harsh. Johnson was there too, a grin was
plastered to his face. (F/N) and the man were in the center. The man pressed a kiss to her cheek as she
smiled and flushed.

And then there was one more.

“Walsh,” he muttered, flicking the picture away from him and toward the center of the room.



“I thought you said you weren’t interested,” Tony said with a smirk.

Sam didn’t answer. A sick feeling began to churn in his stomach.

They looked happy. Like they were a family.

What had happened that made Walsh snap?

“Cuts out after a mission in Tehran,” Natasha said with a frown, her brows knitting together.

Tony raised a brow, quickly flicking through another set of files, “Who were they going after?”

“You,” Rhodey answered without a moment’s pause.

“What?”

“They were tracking weapons trafficking in the Middle East,” he said, folding his arms over his chest,
“Trail was leading them back to you.”

Natasha moved away from her files to join Rhodey, “But they never made it.”

“Look at this,” Sam said, unable to stop himself as he came across the last file in his ‘stack’,
“Presumed dead. Until…”

He paused, his chest tightening and his stomach turning in knots as he stared into the file.

“Until what?”

He cleared his throat, “Six hundred twenty-three days later.”

He flicked the file away and immediately regretted it as an image snapped up in front of him.

It was a woman. He wasn’t sure it was (F/N). Hell, he wasn’t sure it was human. Hollow eyes glared
up at him. Her entire face was sunken in and the look on her face made him uneasy.

Sam swallowed thickly, avoiding the dark gaze of the image as he turned to the two reports that
followed with it.

For the first time in (F/N)’s file, there were official-looking documents on Aftermath letterhead with
stamps and signatures marking them top secret.

He snapped away from the file, unable to continue reading before Natasha stepped in.

Her face was set into a frown, “Found her in the desert. Barely cognizant. Aggressive. Hallucinating.
And—”

Before Natasha could finish the screens all around them glitched before going blank. Sam winced as
they flashed before a single line of text flashed across the screen.

Time’s up.

Then they went blank.

“Then what?” Sam asked hoarsely.



Natasha shook her head, sending him a single glance that told him he didn’t want to know.

He really, really didn't want to know.

The room went quiet for a moment as Stark relaxed and Rhodey sat up on one of the tables with a
frown as he closed his eyes.

“She should have told us,” Tony said finally, his voice low, “This never would have happened if she
had just…”

He trailed off, running a hand down his face as he stared off into the distance.

She’d been through more than they could have ever imagined. Every secret she kept, she kept for a
reason.

“Next time Steve calls, talk to him,” Sam said after a moment, backing out of the room with a shake
of his head, “I think it’d do you both some good.”

Bucky trudged down the street. He adjusted his cap as he moved, making sure it was low over his face
to hide himself from the people on the street and the rain that had nearly soaked through his jacket.
He sniffed slightly, the sting of the cold burning his eyes and nose as he took off around the corner
before checking over his shoulder. His eyes carefully wandered over every person that was on the
street before he dipped into the alley.

He’d been on high alert ever since he left the Tower. Natasha’s words of warning echoed through his
ears as he moved. He was only a few blocks away from the Tower when he thought about turning
around.

But he continued on through the cold and the rain and the paranoia.

Lucky for him, he hadn’t caught anyone following him; he’d doubled back a few times just to make
sure.

Bucky looked over his shoulder once more as he wound his way through the alleyway before he came
to a slow stop. The entire block of warehouses that (F/N) had taken over early in the week had been
cordoned off by caution tape. Armed soldiers patrolled the barriers in pairs.

He took a slow step toward them, carefully lowering his bag as he came out from the shadows before
slipping off his gloves.

“Hey,” he grunted, catching their attention as he silently turned the corner.

The two guards jumped, raising their weapons against him before he could even think about flinching.

“Drop the bag,” one snapped.

Bucky complied. Tossing the bag away without a second thought.

The other nodded, “Hands.”

Bucky complied again. He raised his head with his hands, letting his metal hand gleam in the overcast
light and letting his eyes meet theirs.



The first lowered her weapon, “Sergeant Barnes.”

“Sorry, sir,” the second said, following suit, “Didn’t recognize you.”

Bucky blinked, glancing between the two in confusion.

He figured that it would be harder to convince them of who he was or what he was there for.

“Agent Cavanaugh said we should expect you,” the first said with a curt nod, catching the confusion
in his eyes, “C’mon.”

He nodded slowly, watching the two carefully as he picked his bag up from the ground and threw it
over his shoulder. He followed a bit behind the two soldiers, his gaze flicking between the two as they
led him down the alley and toward the warehouse block before he paused.

In the darkness, he’d never been able to see the damage that was caused by the fight. Bullet holes
littered the buildings and nearly blew some of the concrete barriers to dust. Giant craters dug deep
into the ground and glass littered the asphalt. A few smoldering vehicles were quickly being disposed
of as Daedalus jets took off and landed in the center of the block.

“Fuckin’ hell,” he muttered, relaxing slightly at the sight of the familiar jets and the operatives that
roamed the block.

“Did one hell of a number on it, boss,” the second soldier said, shrugging his rifle over his shoulder,
“It’s impressive.”

The first nodded before turning to him, “What can we do for you, Sergeant.”

“You know where she is?” he asked, tearing his gaze away from the destruction in front of him.

The two glanced at each other.

“Ghost,” he clarified with a sigh, “Captain (L/N).”

The two glanced at each other once more before the first nodded, “Aboard the Alliance, sir.”

“Can you take me to her?”

“Shuttle’s just about to leave,” she said, pointing toward one of the jets, “They’ll be waiting for you.”

He nodded in thanks before cautiously wandering toward the jet. He looked it over a moment before
stepping up the ramp. It was already nearly filled with operatives. They held onto bars above their
head to steady themselves as the ramp began to close.

He blinked, glancing over his shoulder in surprise before joining them.

They barely paid him any attention as the jet’s engines began to hum before it lifted away from the
warehouse block.

Bucky grunted under his breath, adjusting his grip on his bag before shoving his hand into his pocket
to grasp the photo that was there. He thumbed it carefully, closing his eyes as the jet curved from the
city and toward the ocean. He closed his eyes, bowing his head as the jet banked through the skies and
he braced himself.



The Soldier braced himself against the wall as it began to crumble. Embers floated all around him as
the blast burst through the hall. It snapped out the fire surrounding him for only a moment before it
sprang back to life.

He forced his eyes open, stalking through the debris to latch onto the Doctor and drag him out from
beneath the rubble. The man latched onto him, grabbing his hair and tugging before a snake-like
sound slipped between his teeth.

"Kill it, goddamit,” the Doctor hissed in his ear, “Kill it now.”

The Soldier cocked his head to the side with a low wince as he let his eyes wander over the
destruction and darkness in front of him.

He saw nothing.

“Она ушла.” She’s gone.

“No,” the man snapped, shoving himself away from him with a snarl before he straightened, “Get me
out of here. Now.”

The Soldier nodded, latching onto what was left of the Doctor’s tattered suit before slipping through
the burning halls.

The smoke burned his lungs with every breath. His eyes watered and stung in the firelight.

— “Come on,” the woman said, her voice hoarse as she reached out toward him, “I did what you said.
Now we can go. Come with me.” —

His brows furrowed at the sound of her voice in his head.

Who was she? Had he seen her before?

— “Ты меня знаешь,” she said, tentatively trying to move around him. You know me. —

No.

He knew who she was. The Doctor’s experiment. Subject Thirteen. That was all.

And now she was another target. Another mission.

He shook away her voice, wincing as an ember landed on his suit. He dipped through the hall, turning
corner after corner before he came across a door. Without a second thought, he kicked in the door.

He didn’t bother to watch as it flew off his hinges and he entered an untouched part of the bunker.

The Doctor shoved away from him, smacking a button on the wall and activating the fire door;
sealing them inside. The two of them moved down a ramp, deeper into the earth before they came into
the garage.

“Structural integrity is dropping,” a man with fiery red hair said, glancing between the Soldier and
the Doctor, “We don’t have time to get everyone out.”

“Destroy it,” the Doctor said without hesitation as the Soldier opened the door of an SUV for him.

“Yes, sir.”



“Ace?” the man hummed, glancing over his shoulder and caught the redhead’s attention, “All of it.”

Ace nodded, turning his back to the man and moving toward another car before he paused, “What
about her?”

“She is gone,” the Doctor said, grabbing a new pair of glasses from inside the vehicle and sliding
them up his nose, “For now. Come. We must move.”

The Soldier nodded, rounding the SUV and glancing down the hall before ducking inside the vehicle.
It took off before he had time to close the door. The sound of the engine hummed through the dimly lit
tunnel as it traveled.

— “Find me,” she said, her voice cracking on smoke, “I’ll be waiting. Just find me.” —

The Soldier paused, glancing over his shoulder and at the darkening tunnel as the lights flickered.

“What is it?”

“Кем она была?” Who was she?

“She is everything.”

The Soldier nodded slowly, facing forward as the Doctor turned to look at him, “Я знал ее.”

I knew her.

Bucky flinched, his eyes snapped open as the jet began to slow. He took a deep breath and tried to
relax back as nerves began to eat at his stomach and his heart began to pound.

He’d be the first to admit he hadn’t exactly thought this one through but it was too late to turn back
now.

He winced as the jet touched down and the ramp began to open, sending rain and a frigid wind into
the cabin. Bucky was the first one off, making sure that he stayed out of everyone’s way before
following the returning operatives toward the entrance.

The weather was ten times worse on the Alliance as waves crashed over the side of the deck and the
wind carried the rain in sharp sheets.

He slipped toward the entrance before ducking inside and pausing.

Warm air welcomed him onto the ship the way it would an old friend. He sighed, glancing over the
familiar halls before making his way down the hall.

Then he stopped again with a frown.

He lived on the damn ship with Cavanaugh for weeks and now he was suddenly very unsure of where
to go.

That being said, he could probably make it to the mess hall.

Probably.



Bucky winced, rolling his eyes at himself with a shake of his head as he moved toward the stairwell
and ducked down it. He slipped from the stairwell, poking his head out of the door before taking a
step into another hall.

He hated how everything looked the same below deck.

Maybe if he found a map—

“Sweetcheeks?”

Bucky whirled around in surprise as Cavanaugh came down the hall toward him. She had her laptop
tucked beneath her arm and an incredulous look on her face that stayed for only a moment before it
was replaced by her signature Cheshire smile.

He sighed in relief, “Cavanaugh.”

Boone burst forward, nearly dropping her laptop as she enveloped him in a hug, “What’re you doing
here?”

He hugged her back for only a moment before he pulled away, “What do you think?”

She sighed with a nod, “I know.”

“Where is she?”

“Cabin’s down a level,” Boone said, nodding to the stairwell before she reached into her pocket and
produced a card, “You should have called, I woulda made you your own key.”

“Didn’t really think this one through,” he admitted, taking the card from her, “Thanks.”

“Wait.” She stepped between him and the stairwell, “There’s somethin’ you should know.”

“What happened?”

You tapped your fingers against your thigh almost rhythmically as you paced the observation deck.

The shades were still drawn, leaving you nearly in darkness. Light from the Perch slashed in from
beneath them, highlighting the blood and dirt on your boots.

Your heart was pounding in your ears but there was a strange sense of calm that had come over you as
soon as you gave the order. You thought there would be panic, that you’d feel sick at the thought of
everything you’d worked for years to protect being out in the open.

They knew now.

There was nothing more you could do besides wait. They’d have questions eventually, that was for
sure.

But they knew.

For the most part. Boone and Duke had gotten cold feet and she’d pulled the plug before Stark could
comb through everything. But he’d gotten through the important bits.



It may have been a cop-out but, at least now, you could focus on the threat that was sitting below you.

And they were going to find out sooner or later. Might as well make it sooner rather than later.

You slowly swept aside one of the shades, staring down into the Perch.

Oliver hadn’t moved a muscle in hours. He sat on the edge of his cot with his back straight and his
eyes blank. You’d never seen him this quiet.

You couldn’t shake the feeling that he was planning something in his silence. You knew his brain had
to be working. He had to be analyzing each bit of his cell. He had to be looking for weak points in the
structure and in the guards surrounding it.

He had to be—

Your thoughts paused as the door slid open behind you again. You sighed, closing your eyes tiredly as
you turned around.

“What now?” you asked in exasperation before you had even fully turned around.

“Nothin’,” Raffa said, already sitting at one of the desks behind you. He was slowly going through a
stack of papers on his lap before he looked up at you with an easy smile.

“Liar.”

“You are good, Capitana.” He finally looked up at you with a click of his tongue.

You sighed, crossing the room to stand in front of him, “What do you want?”

“For you to take a nap.”

“Funny,” you scoffed, shaking your head as you turned away from him.

“No,” he said with a sigh, setting down his papers and pushing himself to his feet, “Not funny. Estoy
siendo serio.” I’m being serious.

You sighed, dropping your gaze to the floor, “I know.”

“Nap. Food. Shower. Repeat,” he said, holding up a finger after each word as he leaned back against
the desk lazily, “At least three times. Maybe more.”

“But—”

“No buts.” Raffa shook his head, “We didn’t fight this long—this hard—for you to tear yourself apart
because of something you didn’t do.”

You swallowed thickly with a shake of your head, “He should be dead.”

“But he’s not.”

“I fucked it up.”

“You fuck things up on a regular basis, Capitana.” He waved you off nonchalantly, “Don’t change that
shit now. It’s what makes you so fun.”



You sighed with a shake of your head as you rocked back to your heels.

“One night,” Raffa said, “That’s all I ask. You can go back to brooding after one night.”

“And if I say no?”

He raised a brow, unimpressed before pointing toward the door. You followed him, eyeing both Hadar
and Bennet staring at you from the doorway.

“They drag you to bed,” he said, “Then I make Cavanaugh lock you in.”

You stared at him a moment, letting your eyes glass over him before you smirked, “Fine. One night.
That’s it.”

Raffa grinned to himself, grabbing his papers before nodding to the door, “Now.”

“It’s not nighttime yet, Raffa—”

“Yes, it is. When’s the last time you seen the sun, boss?” he asked, pointing to the door this time,
“Move your ass. Doctor’s orders.”

“That doesn’t count—”

“Yeah, it does. Go.”

You rolled your eyes with a sigh and raised your hands in surrender before you moved out the door.

“Good choice, Captain,” Ari said, folding his arms over his chest as you stepped into the hall and
Raffa closed the door behind you.

You rolled your eyes, “Shut up.”

“C’mon,” Jack scoffed, shaking his head as he ushered you down the hall, “I’ll make sure she gets to
bed. You two need to get back to the infirmary.”

The two men nodded. Ari turned almost immediately, heading away from you as Raf checked you
over once before chasing after the man.

You frowned, your gaze following them until Jack captured your attention again.

“There’s more?” you asked, your brows knitting together as he led you down the hall and toward the
stairwell, “I thought they had everything under control.”

“A team got into a scuffle with some of the stragglers,” he said, opening the door for you before
stepping in after you, “They just got a few scrapes that they want checked. Nothin’ major.”

The two of you went silent as you moved through the groaning halls of the ship. The lights flickered
every so often. The engines hummed a bit louder the deeper you sank into the depths.

“You’re doing okay, right?” he asked after a moment.

You shook your head, “It’s eating at me. Just like it is you.”

“When they said you felt things…more… More,” he said, his teeth clenching together as he flexed his
fingers, “I didn’t think it meant this.”



He stopped for a moment, waiting for a pair of operatives to go past before he continued, “There’s
nothing more I wanna do than smash his face in.”

You nodded slowly, your jaw setting into place.

“I wanna kill him,” he said slowly, “You couldn’t do it. I can.”

“Jack—”

“Let me do it,” he tried again, as you stopped in front of your cabin door, “You get the cell open. I
finish it. For us. All of us.”

You paused, pulling your keycard from your pocket slowly.

He was right. You hadn’t been able to do it.

Despite everything Oliver had done, you hadn’t been able to finish it. You might not ever be able to
finish it.

Jack could.

But you couldn’t let him do it.

Could you?

“I-I’ll think about it,” you said slowly, glancing up at him with a curt nod, “We’ll talk about it.”

He quirked a brow, watching as you swiped the card and kicked open the door as soon as it unlocked,
“Get some rest. You need it.”

You nodded, watching as he turned his back to you and disappeared down the hall before you stepped
into your darkened cabin. Flicking on the lights with a wince, you let your eyes wander over the
room.

It was bigger than most of the other cabins. Whether that was because you were special or if it was
because Boone had stolen it from another officer, you didn’t know.

A full-sized bed sat in the corner alongside a row of windows that reflected your silhouette as you
moved further into the room. The smallest kitchenette you’d ever seen sat against the same wall as the
door. Boone had mentioned it was fully stocked multiple times in an attempt to get you back to your
quarters. She’d also reminded you that your room had a bathtub and a bed.

Multiple times. Fully abandoned the concept of ‘subtle’.

But you still hadn’t been able to listen until Raffa threatened you.

You sighed, stiffly sinking down onto the bed with a grimace.

Your entire body felt brittle. As if one wrong move would shatter you into hundreds of pieces.

You glanced at the fridge, then the open door to the en suite, then down to the bed.

You weren’t hungry. The very thought of food made you sick. A shower was far too much work.

The only option was straight to bed.



But you weren’t crawling under the sheets in those clothes.

So, first order of business: Clothes off.

You nodded to yourself, trying to push yourself off the bed and to your feet before you gave up. It felt
like your muscles were made of jelly and weren’t responding to you at all.

Scratch that.

First order of business: Get back on your feet.

You hummed to yourself, the sound becoming a groan as you strained to get onto your feet. By the
time you got there, you were out of breath and pulses of pain shot to your fingertips and toes. You
leaned heavily against the desk beside your bed for a moment, trying to catch your breath as your
heart thudded in your ears.

Scratch everything. There was no way in hell you were getting anything done.

Your gaze dropped to the floor…Maybe you could just sleep there. You’d slept in worse places.

You paused as a beep then a light click echoed from your door. You didn’t bother to look up as light
bootfalls slipped into the room.

“Not now, Jack,” you hissed, pressing your palms against the desk as you listened to the footsteps,
“I’m not in the mood.”

“Who’s Jack?”

You straightened so fast that you almost got dizzy as you whipped around in surprise.

“Buck?” you wheezed, backing away as you caught sight of the man behind you. He took a slow step
into the room, his eyes wandering over it slowly. His face was hard, his brows knitted together into a
deep ‘V’.

He was mad. He was mad mad.

Of course, he was.

He wanted answers. You were the only one that had them.

Unless he already knew. Is that why he was there?

Did he know?

“W-What are you doing here?” you barely managed to get out as he took another step toward you and
you took one back.

He didn’t answer as his gaze finally locked onto you. He studied you carefully, the harshness of his
face faded as he took you in.

“Cavanaugh was right,” he said lowly, his eyes softening, “You need a shower.”

“No.” You shook your head, taking another half step back as he took another toward you, “W-We
need to talk. What you saw was—”



“I didn’t see shit,” he said, tossing his bag to the floor, “I was already on my way here. And, yes, you
do need a shower.”

“How did you—”

“You look like a hobo, (F/N),” he deadpanned. There was an exhaustion in his voice as he spoke, one
that you could feel in what was left of your soul. He paused, his eyes still trained on you, “And I ran
into Cavanaugh. She filled me in.”

“I-I’m sorry,” you gulped with a low whisper, tearing your gaze away from him and to the floor, “I
think we need to talk.”

“No, shit.” Bucky growled, his eyes darkening for only a moment before he nodded toward the
bathroom, “Go shower.”

“But—”

He shook his head, suddenly crossing the cabin before you could get away from him. He towered over
you with a glare, “I’m not asking. We’ll talk once you clean yourself up. Now go.”

(F/N) didn’t say another word. Instead, she quickly sulked into the bathroom and closed the door
behind her.

He breathed a sigh of relief the instant she did. Boone had said it was bad, he just didn’t know how
bad.

He could never have imagined how bad.

Bucky took a deep breath, straightening as he took another look around (F/N)’s cabin.

It was untouched. Like she hadn’t even taken a step inside since she’d gotten there.

He took a step through the room, kicking his bag out of the way before glancing through the cabinets
and fridge. He knew (F/N) would never cook anything on her own, not while she was in her current
state. Luckily, he had a few tricks up his sleeve.

A smirk worked to his face as he caught sight of the coffee machine.

“Bucky?”

His smile fell at the sound of his name. He turned toward the bathroom, his brows furrowing as he
strode across the room, “You alright?”

“Yes…” (F/N)’s voice came, “But also no.”

Bucky frowned, “What’s that mean?”

The sigh that left her lips rasped through the door, “Come in here.”

He swallowed, his frown deepening as he rapped his knuckles against the door before opening it.

(F/N) was standing in the center of the room. It was like she hadn’t even attempted to make a move
for the shower. She was frozen there, looking down at the floor and biting her lip as she avoided his



gaze.

“What?”

“I can’t…Get…” she sighed, purposefully avoiding him as he came to stand in front of her, “I-I’m
stuck. It hurts.”

A low chuckle managed to rumble through his throat as he shook his head, “You know when I
imagined the next time I got to undress you, it was not like this.”

(F/N) flushed, still avoiding him, “Shut up.”

A smirk curled to his lips before it fell. She was shaking slightly, her fingers tapped frantically against
her thigh before he curled a finger around hers.

“May I?” he asked softly, reaching up to tug lightly at the hem of her shirt, “I’ll be gentle.”

“I know you will,” she muttered quietly, “Just…”

“Hm?”

She swallowed thickly, and finally managed to lock eyes with him, “You’re not gonna like what you
see.”

(F/N) looked away from him again, staring into the floor as her eyes turned glassy.

He tilted his head to the side before he shook it and slipped his fingers along her hemline again, “I
doubt that.”

She allowed a small smile before she nodded, “Thank you.”

He let his fingers slip from the hem of her shirt for only a moment as he turned to start the water in
the tub before returning to her.

She sniffed light as he lifted her shirt before he paused. He wasn’t sure what the best way to go about
it was. There were bloodstains and wounds all over the damn place. His fingers drifted along her shirt,
trying to find a place to start before she spoke.

“I’m pretty sure there’s a knife around here somewhere—”

“I’m not cutting off your clothes, doll,” he drawled with a shake of his head and a low smirk, “I’m not
an animal.”

(F/N) laughed, winning lightly as he managed to lift and maneuver the shirt off her body.

The smile on his face fell almost instantly.

Bruises speckled her skin like freckles, some splotched across her skin darkly while others were
tinged yellow. He fought the urge to kiss everyone, to try to make it better despite everything they’d
been through.

He still loved her, despite it all. It hadn’t changed. But he was still so, so mad at her.

Bucky sighed, turning back to the task at hand as he tried to figure out how the hell to get her bra off.
His fingers fluttered over the back of the damn thing, looking for the clasp and finding none. He



carefully slipped his fingers beneath the band with a wince.

Stitches ran up the sharp wound on her back that looked as though it had just been torn open again.

Then there were the scars that ran across her back.

He winced at the phantom scream that tore through his head as he fought away a memory that tried to
force its way into his head.

He couldn’t help himself, his metal fingers softly ran across the letters on her back before she winced
and he pulled away.

The bra was more difficult than the shirt had been, it was much harder to pull over her head without
snagging on a stitch. Then he had to carefully slip it down her arms without hurting her.

Then there was the easy part.

He grabbed (F/N)’s hand as he knelt on the ground, gently setting it on his shoulder so that she could
keep her balance while he worked on her boots. He slipped them off with ease before looping his
thumbs into the band of her jeans and slipping them down her legs.

Bucky flinched as they snagged against a stitch and (F/N) let a hiss sneak through her teeth. He
looked up at her from where he was.

She covered herself, avoiding his gaze as the flush on her face grew.

“Want me to stop?” he asked with a pause.

(F/N) shook her head, allowing him to finish before he turned back to the tub. He hadn’t allowed it to
fill up as the water came to temperature. He nodded to himself as he ran his fingers beneath it before
offering her his hand and helping her into the tub.

Bucky paused as he caught sight of the cuts across her knuckles and he shook his head.

“You don’t have to do this,” (F/N) said quietly as he lowered her into the tub before grabbing the
shower head and gently running it over her skin.

Bucky shrugged, watching as the water ran red and he swallowed thickly, “You’d do it for me.
Right?”

“I would,” she answered without hesitation even as a shiver wracked through her.

He nodded, waiting for a moment as she brought he knees to her chest before he rinsed her hair free
of blood and dirt, “I’m so fuckin’ mad at you.”

“I know.” She sniffed, shivering again before he reached across the tub to bring up the temperature, “I
was gonna tell you. I promise, James. But then he…And I—”

“Not now,” he muttered with a shake of his head, “It can wait.”

“No,” she said, finally looking up at him with pleading eyes, “I’ve made you wait long enough.”

“I can go another day,” he said, rinsing her off once more until the water ran clear and he finally
reached over to plug the drain. He smiled gently, noting the way her eyes were beginning to flutter



shut.

He couldn’t help himself as he pressed a quick kiss to her temple, “Stay here for a while. I’ll be back
in a bit.”

“But—”

“Woman,” Bucky said, exasperated, “Quit arguing with me.”

You stared at the wall in silence as Bucky left. Your eyes were heavy and you slowly rolled Danny’s
ring around your thumb. You set your chin on your knees as you hauled them to your chest with a
wince. Every move you made seemed to pull against stitches and sore muscles.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

Regret ran circles through your head.

If you would have just told Bucky sooner, none of this would have happened.

An entire squad of Aftermath operatives would still be alive. Three pilots on Alpha Two would still be
alive. Countless operatives on Olympus would still be alive.

They were all dead because you let fear cloud your mind.

It was all your fault.

If you had just told Weston what was going on in the first place, maybe he would have been able to
figure it all out. Alpha One would still be alive.

Danny would still be alive.

But you hadn’t. You didn’t have the courage to say anything.

It was all your fault.

You sniffled, hugging your knees against you as hot tears slipped down your cheeks.

It had almost happened to Bucky.

You’d almost lost him. And it would have been your fault.

Your eyes darted to the door as Bucky announced his presence with a quick nod before he slipped into
the room. You wiped your tears before he could see them as he set down a pile of clothes and grabbed
a towel. He pulled the plug on the tub, watching as pink-stained water swirled and gurgled before he
wrapped you gently in the towel and scooped you into his arms.

He didn’t say anything as he dried you off, nor as he helped you get dressed before he helped you to
your feet. Bucky snaked an arm around your waist keeping you steady as your eyes began to feel
heavy. He watched you for a moment before scooping you carefully into his arms and sliding open the
door.

A familiar smell hit your nose almost immediately as he moved through the room and easily set you
down on the bed. You sat up with a curious look on your face as Bucky swept through the kitchenette



before returning to your side with a bowl.

“Is this…” you asked, glancing down at the soup he’d given you.

He nodded, making sure the spoon didn’t slip from the bowl as you stared down at it, “It’s the only
real recipe I know.”

You frowned, looking up at him as your eyes began to sting, “I only made it for you once.”

“Right after I found you,” he said with a tired smile.

“I’m so sorry, James,” you whispered, staring into the bowl, “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.
It was never supposed to go this far. I—”

Bucky cut you off with a searing kiss. He deepened it for only a moment before he pulled away from
you, “Shut up and eat something, doll. I told you we’d talk later.”

You nodded, tenderly curling up on the bed before taking a sip of the broth with a sigh and a low hum.
He never let you finish an entire bowl, always filling it up right before you were done. All the while,
he sipped on a cup of coffee before grabbing another spoon and the pot from the stove. He ate the rest
as your eyes began to flutter and close and you finally relaxed.

You leaned against him as he took the empty bowl from your hands and placed it in the pot before
putting them both on the nightstand. He tugged away the sheets and tucked you both beneath them
before holding you fast against his side.

“I love you,” you whispered against him as your eyes closed.

Bucky smiled lightly, pressing a kiss to your lips again, “I love you, too. Go to sleep. Rest.”
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