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    I was escorted back to the front of the house by Captain Verlak, Doom striding off down that never-ending hallway toward – well, it wasn’t for me to think about. Just as my foot hit the top step, she called out to me.


    “Silvija Sablinova.”


    I turned to look at her. “What is it?”


    “You’re not one of us, so this might not mean very much to you,” she said, and there was an intensity in her voice that was almost as powerful as Doom’s. “But you should understand that you’ve been given a very special opportunity, one that Doctor Doom offers to very few people. Getting the chance to serve him was the most challenging thing I ever decided to do, and it proved the mettle of my character to me.”


    I shook my head. “I’m not serving him. This is a job, just like any other.”


    “Not like any other,” she replied. “Not even close. And I think you know that, Silvija. Just… tread carefully, and whatever you do? Don’t fail him.”
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    There are Silver Sable fans out there who've been eager for new content and who welcomed me into their fold as soon as they knew her book was coming. I hope this one makes you as happy as it does me!


  


  

    


  




  

    Chapter One


    What do you think of when you hear the name “Silver Sable”?


    Do you picture the mercenary? The freedom fighter? The woman who’s made some regrettable decisions when it comes to her personal life?


    All of these impressions are valid. So all-encompassing that sometimes, I can’t see beyond them myself.


    Tonight, though, I needed to see past them. I needed to go all the way back, to ground myself with the very earliest tendrils of my memory, because given the meeting I was about to walk into, I couldn’t afford not to be ready for anything that might be brought up.


    When you’ve been invited to a talk with Victor von Doom, it always pays to be prepared. Even when your preparations hurt.


    It’s difficult for me to remember my own past. Not all of it, of course – as a mercenary, I need to be able to put names to faces fast, memorize and retain the layouts of buildings and cities, anything that makes taking down my target easier. Every job I take leaves an impression, whether it’s hunting down Nazis, fomenting revolution against tyrants, or underwater battles with benthic beasts.


    But the early years, those are so much harder. To recall the person I so briefly was, the child who didn’t even know what to fear beyond spiders and dark places and unquiet dreams… it’s almost impossible to get a clear mental image of what I experienced so long ago. However, to properly move forward sometimes requires a hard look back, and so… let me see, how do these stories start?


    Ah, yes. Once upon a time.


    Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Silvija who lived with her parents in a small but beautiful home in the country of Symkaria. They loved her very much, and she was so happy with them. Her parents hoped their daughter would grow up in a peaceful land, with the freedom to live any sort of life she chose for herself.


    Then one day, her mother was murdered in front of her. Her father’s enemies gloated in the light of the terrible fire that consumed Anastasia Sablinova, and little Silvija screamed and begged and wept for the impossible – for her mother to be returned to her. It couldn’t happen, of course. Not even her father’s vengeance could turn back time and heal that first deep, terrible wound.


    Silvija’s hair went from gold to silver, and after that day, she never cried again. Not from pain, not from heartbreak, not even from joy. She learned to fight from her father, pushed herself to train until she couldn’t be broken, hardened her heart and gathered allies and set herself one great, overarching goal: to serve her home nation of Symkaria to the best of her ability, for as long as she was able to. After all, families could be taken away but nations, those were permanent… weren’t they?


    Silvija learned the hard way just how wrong she was. Wars could be fought, leaders could be overthrown, nations and their people could be conquered. The fate of Symkaria seemed to be one of subjugation, over and over again, by a string of dictators with more will than wisdom, more cruelty than compassion. And so Silvija Sablinova became Silver Sable, and she fought the same battle, over and over, and each time it destroyed her a bit more, until she became the woman she was now.


    A woman willing to consider another path. A woman desperate for a different choice. A woman capable of putting even the depredations of Doom into the dark places in her memory, so that she could try to make a brighter future for her country. A country that was currently under the rule of none other than Victor von Doom himself.


    All of which leads me to tonight, with me standing in the boarded-up remains of the old Symkarian embassy in New York City and staring at myself in a full-length mirror in what used to be the Symkarian ambassador’s bedroom as I prepare for dinner with Doctor Doom.


    “Oh no,” Juliet said abruptly as she reentered the room, her head shaking a negative as she looked at me. “No, you’re not going to dinner with one of the most powerful men on the planet wearing a pantsuit that makes you look like you just stepped out of the eighties. Shoulder pads, Silver, really?”


    I frowned at her. “The saleswoman said they were making a comeback.”


    “She was a lying liar who lies,” my coworker – and fashion consultant, apparently – said flatly. “They’re not making a comeback – at least not that wide of a comeback. What are you, a linebacker?”


    “A what?”


    Juliet waved her hand dismissively. “It’s an American football term, don’t worry about it. Truly, though, Silver… no. Tell me you brought something else to wear.”


    I reached into my bag at the foot of the bed and pulled out an outfit that I would be far more at ease in. “How about this?”


    “Your body armor?” Juliet brushed a shock of short purple hair out of her face and crossed her arms as she considered it. “I mean, it’s very ‘you.’ I guess it wouldn’t be out of character, but… is that the tone you’re going for?”


    Tone? My armor was flexible, comfortable, and effective. Did all of that constitute a “tone”? “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, you’re going to dinner, not heading into a fight. Wearing armor might send the wrong message.”


    Ah. I hadn’t considered it from that angle. While nothing would make me feel better than punching Doom in the face before sticking one of my throwing knives up his nose, that would be taking things in the wrong direction.


    “Besides, that’s the set that’s still all messed up from the shark bite,” Juliet added, pointing at the mended section on the left thigh of the suit. My own thigh twitched with reluctant muscle memory at the reminder of that little incident. “Wearing half-assed armor would be even worse than a pristine set.”


    “I don’t have anything better,” I confessed. “The pantsuit was the only thing I bought when I went shopping earlier today.” I had some lounging clothes, a few pairs of jeans and shirts to help me blend in if I was out walking around the city, but those wouldn’t work for this.


    “Not a problem.” Juliet checked the phone on her wrist. “When’s the dinner? Maybe we have time to sneak in a quick trip to a department store.”


    “In half an hour.”


    “Oh.” She looked at the pantsuit and sighed heavily. “Well, if we rip the shoulder pads out and pair it with a really nice blouse, maybe there’s still hope.”


    I didn’t have a really nice blouse with me. I had three fitted T-shirts and a men’s gray Henley, a leftover from one of those “regrettable life decisions” that I’d kept because it was so darn comfortable. “Um…”


    “Silver.” Juliet shook her head. “Tell me you have another shirt to wear under that jacket. The one you’re in is so wrinkled!”


    It was, wasn’t it? “I just bought this thing,” I muttered, pulling at the base of the shirt irritably. It was pink. Pink. Pink was not my color – it showed blood abominably, for starters – but the color was the least of my worries right now.


    “Didn’t they fold it before they put it in the bag?”


    I frowned. “Why bother?” Buy, shove, leave. That was the most efficient way to shop.


    “Silver! This is linen, you can’t treat linen like that!” Juliet looked at me like I was a particularly slow puppy who still hadn’t learned not to scratch at the door. “Shoot, OK. We need to iron it, at least. Let me check around to see where they keep it…” She began opening doors – there were a surprising number of them, for a single room. A large room, but a single one. I tugged in frustration at the shirt again, smoothing all the wrinkles out – then watching them reappear.


    Like magic. Ha.


    I didn’t like magic, not of any kind. I was going to have to keep that sentiment to myself tonight, though. Victor von Doom was one of the greatest sorcerers the world had ever known, a man who kept his home country of Latveria safe – and subdued – as much with spellcraft as with more typical armaments. Guns I could deal with, robots I could handle – heck, until recently I’d been using an android avatar myself to do my work, to help conceal the fact that I was still alive. But magic?


    No, thank you.


    “Um… Silver?”


    I glanced over at Juliet, who was standing in front of the opened closet, her eyebrows so high they were nearly touching her hairline. That was uncommon enough as to be alarming. I immediately went into professional mode.


    “Is it a bomb? What sort, can you tell? Can you see a trigger mechanism? Let me–”


    “It’s… not a bomb,” she interjected, her voice still a little stunned but her surprise diminishing. “Just, um. Well. Look.”


    I joined her in front of the closet, which was – oh.


    Oh.


    “That’s a lot of dresses,” Juliet said carefully. “I thought the last ambassador of Symkaria to the States was a man.”


    “He was,” I confirmed. “And he was unmarried, but he did love to, ah… be generous to his guests, from what I hear.” He had abandoned the embassy in a very big hurry after the scandal had come out about him facilitating illegal weapons dealing on embassy grounds. That had been years ago, but these dresses still looked nice. Fashionable. Expensive. A little dusty, but you couldn’t have everything.


    “Pick one,” I said, pulling my jacket off and throwing it onto the bed. “I’ve got five minutes before I have to leave.”


    “You don’t just throw clothes around like that,” Juliet muttered, pawing through the dresses even as she shot me an exasperated look. “This is why your shirt is a mess.”


    “You wear nothing but tank tops and yoga pants.”


    “That doesn’t mean I don’t know how to treat nice clothes!”


    “I thought you hated that jacket anyway.”


    “You–” She rolled her eyes, pulled a sparkly pouf of silvery fabric out of the closet, and threw it at me. “Put that on.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I ignored her sotto voce diatribe about how I didn’t appreciate her and pulled the dress free from the hanger, then stepped into it. It was… oh, huh, surprisingly comfortable. Snug but not too tight around my chest, didn’t have a terribly deep neckline, left my shoulders free for ease of movement, and the bottom half might cling to my hips a bit more than I liked, but then it opened up into a… what were the things called… fish style? Yes, fish style.


    “Mermaid cut for the win,” Juliet said, moving in to zip up the final inches of the back. “This looks good. Like you want to look nice, but you’re not trying too hard.” She sniffed and winced. “Smells a little like mothballs, but we don’t have time to screw around with it. Get your shoes on.”


    “I already have them on.”


    Juliet sighed. “No, I mean your high heels.”


    “Yes… I have those on,” I said slowly, like she was the cute but dim puppy now. “You saw them just a moment ago, on my feet.”


    “Oh. Huh.” She looked down at the hem of the dress, which trailed a good two inches of fabric onto the floor. “Dang, you’re short.”


    I smacked her on the shoulder. “Shut up, I’m the perfect height.”


    “For climbing through tunnels and crawling between walls and fitting into other tight spaces, yeah. Not for this dress. And I didn’t bring any heels with me.” She turned slightly. “Maybe X-Ray has some–”


    “Her feet are twice as big as mine!” I protested. “And she’s no more likely to wear high heels than you or I. No. I’ll just have to… um.”


    Juliet snapped her fingers suddenly. “I’ve got it! Hang on, let me grab something out of the ops center, don’t move!” She ran out of the room, leaving me standing there in a dress that would try to trip me the second I took my eyes off my feet, with my silver hair tied up in a simple bun at the back of my head, without jewelry, without makeup, and without anything that made me feel like me.


    I glanced at the bed. Well, that, at least, I could take care of.


    Twenty minutes later I stood in front of Doctor Doom’s Manhattan brownstone with the hem of my dress only a bit uneven, thanks to Juliet’s hasty stapling job, and my katana strapped across my back. I had my derringer at my hip as well, but I’d left the chais back at the embassy. There was such a thing as over-armed, after all.


    I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was about to come. No way out but through. He can’t say yes unless you give him the chance. Slightly fortified, I reached out to ring the bell.


    The door began to open just before my hand touched the button.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Even if I hadn’t known ahead of time that this unexpectedly modest – for New York City, at least – home belonged to Doctor Doom, I would have been suspicious that it was more than it appeared. There were a plethora of security cameras on it, as well as numerous cameras on other homes and across the street that were directed here, rather than at their own front porches. The bay window facing the street looked normal, but I knew deceptive architecture when I saw it. Whatever that “glass” was made of, it was heavy enough to warrant extra support beneath it. And if I looked carefully, I could just make out the hair-thin crack in the porch that ran lengthwise beneath the kitschy welcome mat beneath my feet.


    If I so much as looked at this door the wrong way, I had no doubt that the ground would open up beneath me and send me down into some dark, inescapable laboratory in the depths of Doom’s home. Or maybe it would just deposit me straight into the sewers. Either way, I didn’t care to test it.


    The biggest clue that this home belonged to Doom was the woman who opened the door. She loomed over me, and not simply because she had six inches on me. Looming was probably part of the job description for the head of Doctor Doom’s personal guard, and Kariana Verlak was as expert at that as she was at everything.


    I had never met her before, but I knew her by reputation. A Latverian patriot and a true believer in Victor von Doom and all that he stood for, if Captain Verlak got the slightest inkling that I meant her boss any harm, he wouldn’t need to use his magic to incinerate me or throw me to a Doom bot. She would shoot me through the eyes without blinking.


    Or, well, she would try.


    I kept my hands away from my weapons and tried for a nonchalant expression. The last thing I needed was to get into a staring match with this patrician-looking woman right now. I was a guest here, and a supplicant; as much as I hated it, I needed to act like it. “Captain Verlak.”


    “Ms Sablinova.” She looked me over, then smirked. “Nice dress.”


    “Thank you.” You jerk. Captain Verlak was wearing a set of fitted black fatigues with Latverian-green accents on the shoulders and lapels. She looked disgustingly comfortable in them, too. I counted up to three weapons on her, then stopped. No sizing her up. You’re not here to pick a fight.


    “Please come in.” She stepped aside, and I felt a brief wash of relief as I stepped off the unreliable front step.


    My relief vanished as a matrix of red laser light suddenly appeared over my body. I couldn’t help it – I pulled my katana, holding the blade out in front of me as I searched for the origin of the light.


    “Scan complete,” a pleasant robotic voice said in Latverian. “Visible armaments only. Threat assessment level – two.”


    Oh. This was just the next layer of Doom’s personal security. I felt slightly embarrassed as I slid my sword back into the sheath.


    “Feeling a bit jumpy?” Captain Verlak asked. There was absolutely no effort to hide her smug smile this time around.


    I forced a return smile. “Perhaps. After all, you never know what lurks in the shadows behind a laser targeting system, do you?”


    “This is the house of Doom. You doubt his ability to rule within it?”


    “Only in New York City,” I replied without thinking.


    Captain Verlak narrowed her eyes as her smile became a scowl. “What exactly do you mean by that?”


    Fabulous. All I had to do was rule my own tongue for one night, and I had already let it run a bit too free. There was no getting around it now, though. Best to be honest. “Well, this city is home to the one group of superhumans who consistently overcome Doctor Doom’s schemes. If there were any place where he was at a disadvantage, it would be here.”


    The captain’s expression darkened further. “You have the audacity to stand here and criticize Victor von Doom in his own home? You–”


    “Now, now, captain.” The voice was deep, sepulchral almost, and sent a shiver of completely warranted terror down my spine. I fought to conceal it – I had met with Doom before enough times that I was fairly certain of my reception. If he wanted to kill me, he wouldn’t go to the trouble of inviting me here. He’d wait for a convenient moment when I was nearby and simply do it. Perhaps he’d just grab me out of the air and break my neck, like he did with–


    No. I couldn’t think about that right now. I couldn’t, not if I was going to keep my head. Unburying every wrong Doom had ever done me would get us nowhere right now, and I had places to be.


    “There is freedom to be found in the truth,” he went on. “I would no more deny my defeats than I would ignore my successes.” Doom stepped forward into the light of the crystal chandelier that hung fifteen feet above our heads. “There are very few people who would ever say as much to my face, though.”


    I didn’t know I had said it to his face, but I should have figured as much. I was in his territory, and Doom was nothing if not thorough when it came to protecting what was his. “My apologies.” I inclined my head to him. “I meant no disrespect.” It was true, and not just because every inch of him was intimidating.


    Victor von Doom was tall and broad-shouldered, that breadth only emphasized by the dark green cloak he wore over his armor. His face, hidden as it was behind his iron mask, shouldn’t be as affecting as it was, and yet I didn’t even need to make eye contact with him to feel pinned as he focused his attention on me. The will of Doom was a palpable thing, something those of us who were Latveria’s neighbors knew well.


    His enemies knew that very well, too.


    “I know,” he said, picking up the conversation that I’d nearly forgotten about already, weighed down as I was by his regard. I straightened my back and focused my gaze on his chin. Better. “And that is why you are still invited to dinner and not battling alligators in the sewers twenty feet down. Come.” He turned and moved deeper into the brownstone, cloak billowing out behind him in a way that shouldn’t be possible without wind.


    Now it was my turn to hide a smirk. It was a little reassuring to know that my host wasn’t without his own subtle sense of vanity.


    I followed in his footsteps, and Captain Verlak fell in behind me. We walked… and walked… and walked, marching along a hall more reminiscent of Versailles than the strictures of the New York real estate market. There were doors on both sides, some of them open, and a quick glance inside showed expansive rooms that were far, far larger than ought to be possible. Had Doom actually built extra dimensions into his house? Or was this nothing more than advanced holographic projections designed to discomfit and confuse a visitor?


    Either way, it wasn’t for me to be concerned with. I followed, and soon enough we were turning and stepping into a small – by comparison – room with dark wood walls, a polished marble floor, and a table set with a white cloth, two crystal wine glasses, and an extensive dinner spread. To my surprise, Doom sat at the chair that had no place setting, while Captain Verlak sat down to his right, leaving the chair straight across from him for me.


    Great.


    Well, dinner was part of the deal. I sat, taking my katana off and setting it to the side of my chair, and the captain poured the wine, then dished up the first course, a creamy kohlrabi soup. I inhaled the warm, familiar scent and smiled slightly. This wasn’t a dish I’d ever readily found in the States, and neither I nor anyone on my team was much of a cook. I reached for my spoon, then paused.


    “It’s not poisoned,” Captain Verlak said lightly before taking a spoonful for herself.


    “I…” Honestly, I felt awkward eating without my host joining in. To my surprise, it was Doom himself who allayed my concern.


    “There will be a time for speaking of serious things,” he intoned, “but first I invite you to partake of my hospitality without reserve.”


    “Thank you.” Thus encouraged – or commanded, really – to dig in, I ate through the soup, then a plate of piping hot cabbage rolls with polenta, sour cream, and sausages on the side, and finally finished the meal with a small serving of thick, blood-red, sour cherry varenye. I resisted the urge to scrape the side of the crystal bowl with my spoon once I was done, and instead set it down on the edge of the plate. The captain, who’d easily kept pace with me while I was eating, stood up, cleared the dishes, and stepped out of the room.


    Interesting. There was no other staff member present, not even a robotic one. This more than anything informed me that our conversation was being treated with the utmost secrecy. I supposed I should be grateful he wasn’t spreading Symkaria’s misfortune around any more than he had to.


    This was the moment that Doom finally chose to get down to business. “Tell me what you’re here for tonight, Silver Sable.”


    Interesting. While Captain Verlak had gone out of her way to use my original name, Doom was going by my professional moniker. Time to get down to business, then. “I’m here to discuss the future of Symkaria with you.”


    “Your embattled home country, of course. You’re welcome.”


    I frowned. “I’m sorry?”


    “Surely you know that without our annexation of Symkaria, your country would be in a state of mass exodus, its people abandoning it and restarting their lives far from the land of their ancestors. Under Latverian leadership, that abandonment has been delayed.”


    It was hard to tell if he was being sarcastic or earnest as he said this. Either way, I didn’t like it. Gratitude wasn’t my foremost reaction to seeing my country subsumed to the will of yet another dictator.


    “But at what cost?” I asked. “You’ve been selling off our assets at a breakneck pace. Before long, Symkaria won’t have a single functional museum or working factory.”


    “Your country has debts,” Doom replied simply. “They must be paid. I assure you, the terms I obtained from the World Bank are far more favorable than any you would have gotten otherwise.”


    “They’re still ruinous!” I threw my napkin onto the table in frustration. “You’re stealing all Symkarians’ hope for an independent future by getting rid of our cultural treasures and the machines that would make independence possible! You–”


    “Symkaria has no functional government.” Doom’s voice cut through my diatribe like a bolt of lightning, silencing me in an instant. “Symkaria has had no functional government for years. It has careened from the control of petty tyrant to petty tyrant, and they have done far more damage to your country’s future than I ever could. You yourself refuse to step into a position of true power in your own homeland, despite your royal lineage.”


    “It’s because of that lineage that I can’t simply step into power,” I said, desperate for him to understand. “I’m not going to be another Countess Karkov, telling people that I should rule over them simply because of who I happened to be born as.”


    “Your people adore you. Surely they would vote you into power.”


    I sighed. “What body would organize and oversee the elections? How would we pay them? How would they be certified? Who would I even run against? I’ve considered all these possibilities, but the truth of the matter is that Symkaria has become too used to tyrants. They’ve lost confidence in democracy. I would be a tyrant by default.” That was something I had never aspired to. The people of Symkaria already felt voiceless. I wasn’t going to add to that subjugation, even unintentionally.


    “So, you do not wish to be a tyrant, yet you acknowledge there is no other way for you to take power. You would work to do right by your people, but you see that once you were in power, you would be regarded as something you despise.” Doom shook his head. “You carry a head full of contra­dictions and a heart full of frustrated yearning, and yet you would still petition me for… what, exactly? Can you even articulate it? Or are these merely the outbursts of an angry child?”


    Don’t stab Doctor Doom. Stabbing Doctor Doom would be bad… no matter how satisfying you’d find it.


    Get it together, Silver.


    “Perhaps my country isn’t quite ready for total independence,” I said. “But there must be another way to pay off our creditors. If Symkaria is to recover, it needs to be free of all sorts of tyrants, monetary included.”


    “What solution are you suggesting?”


    I took a deep breath. “Allow me to take on Symkaria’s debts. Sable International is highly profitable, and I’ve got interested investors who can help me take my work to the next level. I’ll be able to hire more people, complete more jobs, and earn more profit than ever before. I’ve already got ten times our annual operating expenses in the bank. That should be enough to pay off at least a few of the–” I stopped, because I was being treated to a sound I never thought I’d hear. It wasn’t a pleasant one.


    Victor von Doom was laughing. At me. He was full-on laughing at me, the sort of low-chest laugh that would have made any voice boom, but with him made it sound as though his voice was echoing with its own chuckles and chortles. It was humiliating to be the focus of such a laugh, and I felt my cheeks flush hot even as my palms burned to grab at my blade or unholster my derringer here and now. Whether to shoot Doom or myself I didn’t know. I felt brutally humiliated.


    His laughter finally rolled to a stop, and he steepled his fingers together as he looked at me. “Ah, Ms Sable. You are correct. You would make a terrible politician. A good leader,” he clarified, and the slightest hint of my mortification faded, “but a bad decision-maker. Do you have any idea what the debt of Symkaria is currently?”


    A chill gripped my throat and clamped down. I forced out a hoarse, “No.”


    Doom named a number, and I just about fell out of my chair. Holy… I would have to work for a hundred years nonstop to pay off that amount of money, and that wasn’t even considering how much interest it would undoubtedly accrue as time went on.


    “Ah,” I managed after a few more seconds of internal writhing. “I see. Yes, that’s… untenable.”


    “Untenable indeed.” The tenor of his voice changed again, becoming a trifle softer, almost… kind? How strange. I wasn’t even sure he was capable of kindness. “Your notion is a noble one, but you simply do not have the means to pay off this debt on your own. It may be hard to believe, but auctioning the items in your museums and selling machinery to interested companies is one of the least destructive ways to handle this, and in all likelihood it still will not completely discharge Symkaria’s debt.


    “Companies have already come to me asking permission to mine your mountains and cut down your forests. Our neighboring countries want to divert your rivers and lakes to fuel their agriculture, and offer your people visas to come and work for them – but never allow them to attain citizen status there.”


    It was worse than I imagined. So much worse. Without our natural resources, Symkaria wouldn’t be able to feed its own people. Once we lost our people, our nation would be nothing but a land of dust and memories, and even those memories would fade with time. I clenched my hands around the chair’s armrests. “There must be something I can do.” An uncomfortable note of pleading had entered my voice, one I despised but couldn’t quite do away with. Doom respected honesty, and I was honestly desperate right now. “Some way to make this better. If I can’t take on all the debt, there must at least be a way that I discharge part of it, or–”


    “You may be able to discharge all of it.”


    I was so startled that for a moment, I couldn’t even speak. “But…” I shook my head slightly in an effort to clear it. “But you said that there was no way I could pay off my nation’s debts.”


    “You yourself cannot, that much is true,” Doom said. “But I could.”


    I took a second to parse what he was saying. “You mean you would repay Symkaria’s creditors on… my behalf.”


    “Precisely.”


    Well, if this didn’t sound like a deal with the devil, I didn’t know what did. Unfortunately, I was out of options. All my life, I had tried to put the needs of my country ahead of my own. It seemed like every time I tried to focus on myself, every time I did something just because I wanted a diversion, it went badly for me. I’d nearly died the last time I was in New York thanks to one of those “diversions,” and my brief marriage hadn’t ended on a much happier note.


    I was at my best when I put the needs of the many ahead of my own. I was a symbol of Symkaria. It was time I started acting like one. “What is it you want in return?” I asked as evenly as I could.


    “I want you to hunt down an item that could potentially reshape my own life as much as I have the potential to reshape Symkaria’s future,” Doom said. He leaned forward, and his eyes, that were so hard to see in the low light, glinted intently. “I need you and your Wild Pack to find the Clairvoyant.”


  




  

    Chapter Three


    The Clairvoyant… Obviously it was a reference to an ability to see into the future, and one that was oddly familiar, but I couldn’t place it off the top of my head. I didn’t know if it was a person, a place, or a thing. “What exactly is the Clairvoyant?”


    “A device that can see into infinite futures and show the user a host of potential solutions for them.”


    That sounded… well, it sounded self-defeating, honestly. Anyone could imagine infinite futures – what did it matter if a device did the same thing? Unless Doom was looking for a specific future – maybe one he wanted to avoid, or purposely bring about. If this device could show not only a potential outcome but the arc of how the person using it got there, then that might be very interesting indeed. Especially for someone who craved control as much as Doom did.


    Clairvoyant, Clairvoyant, who had I heard talking about that… ah, yes. Spider-Man. It had come up in a random bit of conversation when we were flying to Symkaria to take on the Green Goblin and Countess Karkov. He’d mentioned something an old friend of his had built, and then–


    “Wasn’t the Clairvoyant destroyed?” I asked. I was sure Spider-Man had said that the device had been destroyed.


    “One of them was, yes.”


    “One of the– how many are there?”


    “The device’s creator, James Tolentino, built two of them,” Doom said. “He did indeed turn one over to be destroyed by Spider-Man, but he was unable to resist the lure of making another. As far as I know, he is using it even as we speak, and evading apprehension with great facility.”


    Well, sure. If you had a device that could look into the future and foresee all the different ways you could be captured, it couldn’t be that hard to look for the best way to escape as well. I imagined that peering into the future all the time could get dizzying for the user after a while, but that wasn’t my concern. “Is pursuing this man going to cause a problem with Spider-Man?”


    “Mr Tolentino is hardly careening around the world like a cannonball with Spider-Man’s blessing, if that is what you are imagining.”


    That wasn’t what I was imagining, exactly, but it was tough to believe that Spidey would sign on to letting a friend of his run around with a piece of technology that was rare enough – and powerful enough – to keep the interest of someone like Victor von Doom. Heck, Spider-Man had destroyed the last Clairvoyant, if I recalled correctly. They must have had a falling out.


    “If you think that Spider-Man would never let something like this happen, think again,” Doom advised me. “I have it on good authority that while he is a soft touch for an old friend, he’s also a very busy young man. He cannot keep track of everyone who crosses his path, and it seems that Mr Tolentino is heavily invested in wanting to stay out of sight and ahead of capture right now.”


    I could hardly blame him. Being captured by Doctor Doom was very low on absolutely everyone’s list of things to aspire to. “What is he getting out of the Clairvoyant?” I asked.


    “Does it matter?”


    That… was a very good question. In all honesty, it should matter. After all, Jamie Tolentino built the thing. If anyone had reason to use it however he wanted to, it was him. On the other hand, how safe was it to go around with a device that could literally see into the future? How sane was it? How long could he stare into the abyss, so to speak, before it finally stared back at him, and he lost himself to it?


    I wondered if Doom had considered these outcomes for himself as well. Knowing him, he had, but had dismissed them just as fast. Doom was many things, but lacking in confidence wasn’t one of them. Besides, I’d taken worse contracts for much less on the line.


    This job was the key to a brighter future for Symkaria. If I could pull this off, I would put my country onto a better path. Yes, we would still be under the rule of Doom and Latveria, but we would have the means of production to build a better future as well as the historical artifacts to remind ourselves of our rich and prosperous heritage. All of that, and the only thing I needed to do for it was to hunt down one man, one man who had to sleep sometime and couldn’t always be watching his back, and get the Clairvoyant from him?


    There had to be a catch. “Why haven’t you gone after it yourself?” I asked, cleansing my palate with a sip of water. I shivered – it was surprisingly cold in here. Or perhaps it was the way the room seemed to chill as I questioned Doom’s ability to get what he wanted.


    “Consider, for a moment, the difference between me and you,” he said. “Not simply in a physical sense, but on a cosmic, metaphysical scale. Consider the impact our actions are likely to have throughout the multitude of universes that our choices move us into. Imagine them as ripples in a pond, and then tell me: which of us would it be easier to see coming?”


    I’d gone from mildly offended at the beginning of that explanation to… still mildly offended, but at least understanding where he was coming from. On the grand scale, Doctor Doom had a much larger presence than I did. “You’re telling me he’s finding it easier to evade you than he probably would me.”


    “Indeed. Mr Tolentino has evaded either myself or teams I directly sent after him three times now.” And didn’t he just sound thrilled about that. Not. “My powers are myriad, but even an intellect like mine can’t foresee every eventuality, and that includes finding ways not to be seen by the Clairvoyant.”


    And here I was, seriously considering getting him a way to foresee every eventuality. I didn’t know yet what Jamie Tolentino was doing with the Clairvoyant, but I could imagine a heck of a lot of things that Doom might do with it. Very few of them were benevolent.


    If I got this device for him, would he never again lose to the Fantastic Four? Would he find new ways to impose his will on other neighboring nations and incorporate them into his sphere of political influence, or expand Latveria outright? If I did this, would I really be handing over any hope of a free future for Symkaria by giving one of our oppressors the very tool he needed to ensure we never slipped away?


    “I can tell you’re thinking hard about this,” Doom intoned. “Rather too hard. You fear what I might do with the Clairvoyant, but let me assure you – there is no future I cannot bring about if I focus all my will upon it. None.” His voice was as hard as his armor. “You think I could not make something of this sort for myself if I truly desired to? Or use my darker arts to produce a prophecy, to lay out a glorious path into the future? The only thing that the Clairvoyant will afford me is a certain ease, Ms Sable. It will not tell me anything I couldn’t eventually figure out for myself.”


    It would be very easy to believe him right now. Doom had a quality of… call it conviction, call it self-aggrandizement, call it destiny, about him. It all came back to his unshakable belief in himself, the way he could set a goal and fight for it against hell, alien invasion, super-powered evildoers, and everything in between. What he decreed would come to pass almost always did.


    But maybe it only did because he played too many people like me for patsies, bending us to his will and getting him what he needed to play his epic-level games without even realizing we were being made fools of.


    Either way, it didn’t matter. I had already decided to do this. The potential reward was just as concrete as the potential downside was abstract.


    “I want a contract,” I said at last. “Laying out all the terms of our agreement.”


    “Agreed.”


    “And, in the interest of honesty, I want you to know that I’m going to have a copy of it held in trust to be sent to the Fantastic Four in the event of my untimely death or Latveria’s subjugation of Symkaria.” I held my breath. This would be an understandable place to balk, if he so chose; I was explicitly stating I didn’t trust him right now. That was the sort of thing that got some men rather… what was the word… spicy? Salty? Upset, anyhow.


    “I accept your addendum. Now, here is mine.” He leaned forward, and I found myself unable to look away from those eyes once more. “I will give you one month beginning from tonight to get this work done. After that month, our deal is over, the contract moot. I won’t punish Symkaria for your failings, but I will not give you the chance to make a deal like this with me again. If you fail now, you fail forever, and your future as the savior of your nation fails along with you.”


    I swallowed hard. I hadn’t been expecting this, although I should have. Almost every client set a time limit for how long they’d give me to complete a job, but this… this was no ordinary job. This was the difference between a future with the promise of independence, and one with the threat of lifetimes of indentured servitude. One month.


    I would have to make it count.


    “Agreed.”


    “Very good, Ms Sable.” He sat back, steepling his fingers again. “Captain Verlak, bring the contract.”


    I whirled toward the door, but no one entered. Doom shook his head. “She wasn’t crouched in the hallway peeping through the keyhole,” he said in a tone of mild amusement. “That would imply her listening in was unwelcome. She has been monitoring our conversation remotely from the moment she left the room.”


    I wasn’t entirely comfortable with being spied on like that, but… it wasn’t my house. “Why not let her stay, then?” I asked.


    “So that you could be assured you had my entire focus, of course. Something I do not offer to many people.”


    I was hoping to avoid having quite this much of Doom’s focus ever again. It was too tempting to break open the dark parts of my mind and demand answers to questions that I already knew he would never answer to my satisfaction. Better to let old pains lie, and focus on the future. Not my future, but Symkaria’s future.


    The contract – which had somehow been produced in seconds and contained every clause I could think of adding and more, including information on all of Doom’s previous attempts to lasso James Tolentino – was read through and signed by both parties in short order. Then it was just a matter of getting out of there and bringing our new job back to the Wild Pack.


    I was escorted back to the front of the house by Captain Verlak, Doom striding off down that never-ending hallway toward – well, it wasn’t for me to think about. She opened the front door for me, and as I stepped through, I felt fortunate she didn’t try to kick me on the way out. I fully expected to hear it slam shut a second later. Instead, just as my foot hit the top step, she called out to me.


    “Silvija Sablinova.”


    I turned to look at her. “What is it?”


    “You’re not one of us, so this might not mean very much to you,” she said, and there was an intensity in her voice that was almost as powerful as Doom’s. “But you should understand that you’ve been given a very special opportunity, one that Doctor Doom offers to very few people. Getting the chance to serve him was the most challenging thing I ever decided to do, and it proved the mettle of my character to me.”


    I shook my head. “I’m not serving him. This is a job, just like any other.”


    “Not like any other,” she replied. “Not even close. And I think you know that, Silvija. Just… tread carefully, and whatever you do? Don’t fail him.”


    On that surprising note, she did shut the door. I watched it close, then picked up my skirts and walked swiftly down the rest of the stairs.


    I had the job of my life to start planning.


  




  

    Chapter Four


    No matter what stage I got to in life, no matter how great – or how poor – my reputation was, I always worked with a team. As a mercenary, it was a necessity. When you were selling your services to the highest bidder, you needed extra insurance to make sure the person hiring you wasn’t going to try to do away with you once the job was done. Not to mention, using a team increased the odds of success of any job.


    Going it alone… the last time I attempted it, I almost died. If it hadn’t been for the quick actions of my ex-husband, I would have died. I had too much to do now to take my life for granted, so if that meant dragging the entire Wild Pack into a deal with Doctor Doom, then that was what was going to happen.


    That certainly didn’t mean they were going to be happy about it, as none of them were fans of Latveria or its tyrant-for-life. I’d do my best to butter them up in the morning, though.


    Unless we were actively working a job, evenings were time off for my team, so it was hardly surprising to get back to the embassy and find that the only person still there was Juliet, who preferred late-night video game sessions to hitting the bar scene. I was effectively alone for now, which was fine.


    I got past the basic security measures I’d set on the embassy since we came here – an off-the-shelf but decent video surveillance system, facial recognition software at all entrances, and a tripwire setup that would set off an alarm loud enough to wake the dead. Then I headed up to the former ambassador’s room, eager to get out of this borrowed dress and back into something that didn’t make the first two cab drivers refuse to let me into their cars.


    Or possibly that was the sword I was carrying.


    I took off my sword and gun, unzipped the dress and let it fall to the floor in a heap, then kicked the shoes off. They landed in the corner and ricocheted off the wall with a bang, tilted against each other like a pair of pointy-toed drunks. I pulled some comfortable sweatpants and a T-shirt out of my bag and slid into them, then sighed and grabbed the dress and shoes and put them away neatly, in the closet. There. Now Juliet can’t yell at me.


    I cleaned up – the other thing I’d taken care of as soon as we got to New York was getting the water turned back on here – and got into bed, then pulled up the files Captain Verlak had sent to me. It was time to get a better idea of what we were going to be dealing with.
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