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Vanguard flew down from the night sky and landed carefully on the roof of the Chandler building, making sure of his footing in the wind before he let his weight down. He'd only fallen off a building once, but that had taught him sure enough to be careful. He reached his gloved hands up, pulled off the red motorcycle helmet he wore and breathed the night air. This high up, it was almost cool, and the breeze felt good after the closeness of the helmet. Maybe it wasn't the best disguise, but he just could not see himself in a mask. With the leather jacket and pants, he'd have looked all weird.
He stopped here a lot on his nightly patrols, because the Chandler building was the tallest in downtown Houston, but also set a little out from the main drag, so it had a good view. He could see the streets like rivers running with light far below, and he could watch for the telltale flicker of police or ambulance lights that meant trouble. Not that he ever found much. That was one thing about being a super hero – or trying to be one – you never saw in comic books. Batman always showed up right as the bad guys were getting down to business, and the hard part was beating them up. Who knew the hard part would be finding the bad guys in the first place?
He checked his watch – 10:08. Great, just 2 more hours before he had to be at work. He had to get on a day shift, this midnight to nine a.m. crap was really cutting into his hero time, but you can’t tell your boss you need nights off so you can go be a super hero. Some bosses might buy that, but not Dan.
Van looked out to where the harbor lights glittered on the bay. Clear night, so no ships to rescue, like that one time. He smiled at one of his fondest memories in the six months he’d been at this. Pulling people from the sea, saving lives, that was what made it worth his time. It will get better, he thought, like he always did. I’ll get better at it. Heck, his parents had been at this for years, so what business did he have getting discouraged after six months? It always made him ashamed of how easy he’d expected this to be.
One more sweep over the harbor, then maybe a low flyover in the bad section before he headed home to change. Looked like this particular Thursday night was going to be a bust.
Suddenly, light caught his attention as four police cruisers below snapped on their lights at the same time and went tearing down the boulevard, weaving between traffic with their sirens screaming. He could hear other sirens firing up all over the place. All right, he thought, something big. He quickly donned his helmet again, snugged it down and then launched himself off the edge of the roof. The night wind roared as he picked up speed and sped after the cop cars, following the flash and pop of the lights. He held his speed down, so as not to get ahead of them. After all, he didn’t know where they were going. He would have to settle this out in a hurry, but it must be something good to cause all this excitement.
***
Inside the secure offices of the Hauser Trade Holding Facility it was quiet as a tomb and half as exciting. The reception area was huge, with glassy-smooth walls and floor, and an entrance like a bank vault. Behind a black faux-marble desk two guards sat reading magazines and watching the clock. Unless there was a late delivery or something, their night was unlikely to get interesting. Hauser was the premier company for transport and delivery of valuables from jewels to high-tech prototypes, and it prided itself on security. The company was very good at security, which meant very little ever happened.
There was a muffled explosion, like the sound of a truck crashing into the front of the building, and right away the alarms went off and the power to the doors cut, sealing them shut with their sheer weight. The guards nearly fell out of their seats with surprise, grabbing for their guns and trying to calm down. Forty-eleven alarms had just been tripped from here to Stockholm, and not only the cops, but private security would be scrambling like minutemen this very second. All they had to do was hold tight, because nobody was ever going to get in here.
A metallic blow clanged on the doors, and their jaws dropped as the massive doors actually shuddered. That was insane. The three-ton double-layer doors wouldn't even move unless you hit them with a tank shell; they were rated to withstand even armor-piercing rockets. What the hell was out there? One of them finally thought to check the monitors, backed up and looked at the row of screens behind the desk as another blow fell on the doors, like a big hammer. He gaped. There was a guy in the lock, and he was huge, he was stooping to fit inside the seven-foot-high chamber. As the guard watched, the intruder shook back shaggy blonde hair and rammed his shoulder into the door, and they heard the deep booming of the impact like a bell.
“What the hell is it?” one guard said to the other. “A damned tank?”
They were all distracted by a crackling sound. They looked back to the doors as frost spread across the smooth metal, thickening until the doors were covered with ice that looked an inch thick. They stared, unable to even grasp what was going on. The guard at the monitors suddenly understood and threw himself behind the desk.
Chunks of frozen steel alloy exploded across the room and crushed the other guard like an ant in an avalanche. The metal was so cold it steamed and shattered like glass when it hit the floor, sliding across the lobby in a jagged spray.
The figure that stepped through the aperture was an enormous man, over seven feet tall, maybe eight. He had shoulders four feet across and his arms were nearly as big around as telephone poles. He had a mean, brutal face like a prize-fighter's, and an arrogant swagger. Badly cut blonde hair hung to his shoulders and over his face. He wore some kind of advanced armor that looked like the polymer-coated ceramic cops wore for riot gear. His boots crunched on the frozen metal as he lumbered into the lobby, blowing glittering dust from his fist with a puff that fogged in the air.
"Are you open?" he bellowed. "I want cigarettes!" Then he laughed.
Now other figures were entering through the shattered doors. The remaining guard crawled to where he could see the monitors, so he could see what was happening without being seen himself. His gun was slick with sweat in his grip. He knew how badly he wanted to shoot, and what a bad idea that would be.
More men poured through the doorway, six of them all dressed alike in black armor, much more advanced than the stuff the big guy had on. These were exosuits, powered armor like special forces troops wore. They had full helmets with dark visors so nothing could be seen of their faces. They fanned out across the room, exotic-looking weapons sweeping back and forth.
The next person through was also armored, but this was like nothing the guard had ever seen. It was a plated silver suit like something out of a sci-fi movie. The helmet was skull-like, and on the chest was a red shield-shaped thing with a stylized black scorpion stenciled on it. The guy had a red cape billowing behind him, and he wasn't that tall, even with the thick-soled boots he had on. Behind him a woman almost as tall as the other giant strode in, a cloud of white hair surrounded a hard but beautiful face on top of a killer body her armored outfit was obviously designed to show off. She wore a kind of quiver over her back with what looked like spears in it.
The giant stopped beside the fallen guard. He was still alive, still moving, trying to pry himself from under a huge chunk of door. The giant looked down at him, clapped his hands to his mouth in mock horror. "Oh my gosh, are you hurt? I'm so sorry! Let me help!" He placed a huge foot on the metal slab and pressed down. Bones popped and the fallen man screamed weakly. It was more than the other man could take.
Without thinking he leaned over the desk like a barricade, squinted, and fired, squeezing the trigger perfectly. The shot cracked, and the giant's head jerked to the side like he'd been slapped. Not taking any chances, he fired twice more, and the big man yelled and swore, holding a hand in front of his face. The black-suited guys whipped up their weapons, but the giant was faster than he had any right to be, and not nearly as dead.
He just pointed, and there was a sudden chill, a jet of air from the giant's hand turned gray and formed ice crystals. And then the guard was simply frozen solid in place, fused in a block of ice the size of a refrigerator.
Dr. Scorpio growled through his voice-distorting helmet. "Frosthammer, stop acting like an idiot and seal the door."
Frosthammer scowled at him, rubbing at his mouth. "Bounced off my fucking tooth." He stomped hard on the semiconscious guard at his feet and heard more bones crush. Satisfied, he turned back to the door. "All right, everybody out of the way."
Deathlance sauntered aside just as Blackflash and Hell's Angel came in, 'Flash looking freaky with his field on, like a walking patch of night, and Angel was as creepy and sexy as ever. That young girl's body covered in red scales, with those feral yellow eyes. Not his style, really; he liked a girl who could talk. He smiled his one-sided grin. Girl can’t talk dirty if she can’t talk. Deathlance was more his thing, and he looked at that rack of hers under the polymer bustier thing she wore, the thick, muscled belly below. That's what I'm talking about, he thought. Then he turned his power on the doorway and in seconds filled it with solid ice.
"Finally," Scorpio grunted. "Let's get to work. Frosthammer, Deathlance, get to the vault and get it open. I don’t want to be here all night. Captain Blackjack, get the loading bay open and establish a perimeter."
"A perimeter where?" spoke one of the armored men.
Scorpio rolled his eyes unseen under his helmet. "I mean keep a lookout, so we will know when the police are here. He waved at Blackflash. "Howard—errr, Blackflash. Make this paramilitary buffoon do something to justify how much I'm paying him." He turned away as though disgusted, caught his cape and draped it over his left arm like a Roman senator.
The man-shaped patch of blackness turned to Captain Blackjack. "He's going to want point-of fire positions and observation points on likely breach locations, and establish a lookout post on the roof so we can coordinate fire."
The man called Captain Blackjack nodded, snapped a sarcastic salute at Dr. Scorpio and hustled his men out. Scorpio shook his head. "If we wouldn't need him later, I'd have left him behind. Arrogant oaf." He looked at Frosthammer and Deathlance, still watching him. "Well? Get to it! What are you standing around for? Move!"
Frosthammer shrugged and lumbered towards the heavy door that led to the vaults. Deathlance scowled. "Why do we care when the cops get here? Cops can't stop us."
"Because we're going to kill a lot of them, so they will have trouble following us when we escape with our loot. Now stop asking stupid questions and get to work, you juvenile delinquent!" His voice boomed like the voice of a god through the helmet's distorter. Deathlance gave him the finger and sauntered off after Frosthammer, giving the impression that she was just doing this because hey, she would have anyway. Scorpio shook his fist at her back and the red-scaled girl beside him hissed, starting forwards.
"No, no dear." He stroked her stringy hair with one armored hand. She was always so protective of him, even though he was never sure how much of what was said she understood. She drew back and crouched at his feet, puffed out a little blossom of fire. "It's all right, dear," he said, soothing her. "All right. You'll have something to burn soon, very soon."
***
Vanguard was startled by how many emergency vehicles there were. The entire parking lot of the huge, blocky building was crammed with cop cars. All the popping, blinking lights made it hard to even look at. So far, there were no aerial units, so Van awkwardly landed on top of a streetlight on the edge of the lot and almost fell right off, barely managing to grip the metal perch well enough to hang on.
He counted twenty-five police cars before another three drove in and made him lose count. Geez, he’d never seen this many in one place. He squinted at the building, seeing only the name ‘Hauser’ on a small sign in an undramatic font. This was obviously a place that valued a degree of anonymity, like an armored car depot.
It was impossible to tell what was really happening, but it had to be some kind of standoff, because the sheer number of guns the police were pointing at the building was really impressive. Not just pistols, but shotguns and rifles were locked and loaded and pointed right at the door, which…Van squinted, had to pause and push the visor of his helmet up to get a better look. Was the doorway packed with ice?
***
Frosthammer stepped back from the vault door, leaving it frozen and steaming, covered with crystal patterns. He gestured to Deathlance, smirking. "After you, Milady."
She rolled her eyes but hit the door anyway. She wasn't as strong as he was, so her first blow only cracked it in half. She snorted angrily and hit it again, cracking it more heavily. Frosthammer chuckled, shook his head. "Here, here, I'll do it."
She glared at him and drew one of those spears from the quiver on her back. It was a four-foot spar of polished steel with a flattened, barbed tip at one end. She curled her fingers around it and squinted. Frosthammer stepped back and watched – he'd wanted to see this ever since he'd signed up with this bunch.
The metal spear began to glow, first a dull red, then brighter, until it was almost too bright to look at. She backed up a dozen steps and he did too. Then she threw the weapon at the frozen door, hitting it square on. There was a flash and a detonation like a grenade, and then there was nothing left of the door but a smoking hole. She gave him a smug look and sauntered forwards, right through into the vault. Frosthammer followed her, watching her big ass in that tight armored poly. Yeah, this was his kind of woman.
In the lobby one of the armored commandos put a hand to the side of his helmet. "Cops are here." He turned to Blackflash. "They’re still calling for Special Weapons, so we should have maybe six minutes before they arrive in force."
Dr. Scorpio bounced impatiently on the balls of his feet. "Do we have the loading doors open yet?"
The man nodded. "They're cutting them open now. Less than four minutes."
"Too slow." He gestured to Blackflash. "Get back there and have that Neanderthal psychopath break open the loading doors while he's there. I want the truck loaded in two minutes!" He turned to the commando. "Do we have a lookout on top of the building?"
"Yes."
"Yes what?" he bellowed.
The black helmet hid the man's sigh. "Yes, Doctor Scorpio."
"Good. I want to know the second the police look like they’re making a move." He stroked Hell's Angel's black hair gently. "My pretty wants things to burn."
***
The night was a festival of swirling, popping, flashing lights as almost thirty cop cars formed a barricade in the parking lot of the Hauser building. Officers piled out of their cars and readied pistols and shotguns, powered up their stun guns and loaded gas grenades. Almost unnoticed, a dark van arrived and six men in paramilitary gear piled out of the back, carrying heavy, exotic weapons. The cops tried to hold them back, but the Hauser Security IDs got them right up front.
The Hauser Security chief was a big, neckless man with a whitewalled crewcut so severe the light made it invisible. He stalked up to the officer in charge. "What have we got here?"
The cop was directing his men and trying to peer at the door through binoculars. "Dunno. We know the alarm tripped, and the doors were blown, but it looks like the entrance is plugged with . . . um, with ice."
"Ice?"
The cop nodded. "That's what it looks like. Look for yourself." He handed over the binocs.
The security man stared hard. "That has to be some kind of advanced sealing polymer. It can’t be ice."
"Whatever it is, I ain't sending anybody in there until my aerial units show up." He chewed his gum thoughtfully. "Don’t even know how many guys are in there, or if they have hostages."
The security man stiffened. "The only people in there would be Hauser employees, and we all sign non-hostage agreements." When that got no response, he tried another tack. "Have you cordoned off the back yet? My men and I--"
"On it, got a squad moving around the back now, I should--"
With a sound like a big firework going off, the chunk of ice – or whatever – blocking the door exploded outwards, scattering bits of itself over a fifty-foot swath. A figure strode confidently out through the mess. It gleamed like steel, and a red cape billowed behind it.
The cop stopped chewing, and the security man stared. "What the hell is that?" he said.
***
Vanguard watched the gleaming armored figure stride arrogantly towards the police as almost fifty weapons were trained on it. Behind the first figure followed another, a slim female shape that walked oddly and looked painted red. He pushed up his tinted visor again to see better. "What the hell is that?" he said. He looked at the unconcerned stride of the silver shape and felt cold. Either this guy was about to get himself killed, or he knew something the cops didn't.
Below, Doctor Scorpio surveyed the gathering of law enforcement officers, smiling behind his helmet. So many uniformed officers, all waiting for him to make a threatening move so they could gun him down. Hell's Angel crept up beside him, her tongue flicking and he chuckled, the sound echoing through the helmet's voicebox. Now it came to it, he could not resist a bit of theatrics. "Greetings, my fine officers. Allow me to introduce myself. I am the great and mysterious Doctor Scorpio, and this is my associate, Hell's Angel." He nodded to her. "Go ahead my pretty, show them what you were born to do."
There was a moment when the air shimmered around her, like a heat mirage, and then she was enveloped in a globe of fire. The cops leaped in shock, and not a few of them fired out of simple reflex. Bullets snapped out, chipping off the pavement, skating off Dr. Scorpio's armor, or flashing in the mass of flame as they vaporized before they could strike the shape within. The thing called Hell's Angel shrieked a furious cry like a peacock crossed with a panther and sent a wave of flame spilling over the ground. It slammed into the first row of cars like a burning hammer, and the force of it lifted them like toys and flipped them over. Men scrambled to get out of the way, yelling and shouting as they too caught fire.
A horrible, chattering scream came from the shape inside the fire and a jet of flame shot out and slammed into the security van, lifting it more than ten feet off the ground as it was hurled away, and then as it flew the power cells caught and it simply exploded in a white flash, raining debris all over the lot. Streetlights went out as the heat burst them. Vanguard could feel it from a hundred feet away.
"Son of a bitch!" he swore. The whole thing had taken only seconds. Now the whole lot was chaos as burning cops ran like ants, beating at the flames, shouting and screaming. More than a dozen cars were overturned and burning, and a dozen blackened bodies already littered the pavement. A fusillade of gunfire went off like firecrackers, but none of them seemed able to harm the armored Dr. Scorpio or his flaming minion. Van snapped down his visor and called upon his power. The golden stone embedded in his chest pulsed and a globe of amber force surrounded him; it would stop almost anything. He smacked his right fist into his left palm and dove.
Hell's Angel was sweeping a jet of fire across the massed police when the golden force field with the red-clothed figure of Vanguard within it swooped down and slammed into her like a wrecking ball. He hit her dead-on and swept up, flinging her flaming body thirty feet in the air and smacking her into the solid concrete wall of the building so hard the surface cracked. He might hurt her, but he wasn't inclined to cut a scaly monster that parboiled cops a lot of slack. She hit and then fell like a stone to strike the paving right next to the door.
Dr. Scorpio seemed to lose his cool at that. "Casey!" he cried through the distorting voicebox. He turned on Van and energy crackled around his hands. "Fiend! You'll pay for that!"
"Ah, crap." Van grunted and braced himself as twin bolts of white energy screamed into him, crackling like lightning His field held, but the impact sent him hurtling backwards like a pinball. He caromed off the side of the building and ricocheted off into the night, spinning end over end inside the protective globe. He caught himself, shook his head, and started back. One more good shot oughtta finish this, he thought, aiming right for the unmissable silver figure of Dr. Scorpio.
<><><>
Chapter Two: One-Legged Ass-Kicking
Green laser beams flashed from the roof and bounced off his force field; he barely noticed them. Dr. Scorpio pointed his hands and unleashed his blinding white power bolts again. This time, with Van going full-throttle for him, they only slowed him up a little. He drove through and then shoved the field once he was close; at his command the golden energy barrier lunged out from him and flattened Scorpio like a blow from a big fist.
Scorpio cursed and fired another bolt, but Van jinked out of the way and swooped in. The armored figure was struggling awkwardly to rise and Van kicked him like a football. Hard. With his forward momentum the blow landed like a battering ram, sending Dr. Scorpio spinning through the air to slam into a burning cop car forty feet away.
Van landed, his force field momentarily down, and he turned back to check on the burning girl, just as a blow slammed into his head like a truck. His motorcycle helmet shattered into a hundred pieces and he flipped end over end through the air. He tried to right himself but only half-managed it, landed on his hands and knees in a heap of burning wreckage. He shook his head to clear it. That was a hell of a hit. He looked up and saw an eight-foot giant advancing on him, grinning.
"Well, looky here! A super hero! I ain't kicked a super hero's ass in years!" He cackled and hefted a burning car like it was made of styrofoam. Van hastily raised a force field overhead as the giant threw the car at him. It boomed on the amber field, cracked in half and fell to the side. The giant snarled. "Hey, no fair!"
Van smiled and smacked him with the force wall, sending him reeling back, but not nearly far enough. This guy was heavy. He took to the air just as a glowing spear screamed through the place where he had been a second before. It hurtled across the devastated parking lot and blew up a fire hydrant. Water geysered into the night sky. He turned and saw another giant – a woman – running towards him, another glowing spear held in her fists. What was this? A convention? How many super-criminals was he going to have to deal with?
Dr. Scorpio tore himself out of the burning car, his cape in flames. He swore and ripped it off, threw the burning cloth back into the wreck. He obviously needed a sturdier cape. A mental command activated the armor's lifters and he sailed through the air like an astronaut on the moon. He landed beside Hell's Angel, the place where she had fallen blackened and cracked. She was already rising, hissing her fury. He helped her, gentled her with his hands. "Shhhh. Shhhhh. There, my pretty, you'll be fine." She was very tough, and the effects of the procedure had given her great recuperative powers. Even so, she seemed unsteady on her feet. That buffoon had hit her tremendously hard.
Blackflash descended the front steps. "Sir, the goods are loaded and the men can help with the defense now."
"No." Dr. Scorpio said. "Tell them to take the truck and get going. The police aerial units will be here soon, and we have to be gone by then. Go get the Wing and prepare to withdraw. We have what we came here for." He glanced at the lot and saw the stranger enveloped in a ball of ice, Deathlance closing in for the kill. "They can handle him just fine."
***
Van saw the big guy point at him and instinctively raised his field, was surprised to see ice spread across it and englobe him in seconds. The air inside got very cold, cold enough that his jacket crackled when he moved and ice formed on his upper lip and on his short beard. Through the thick ice he saw a glow coming closer and knew it must be the giant woman with the spears. These two were like a tag team from hell.
A flicker of his power expanded the field suddenly and the ice shell burst apart like a grenade. The woman ducked flying shards of ice and went down under a big chunk, threw her spear even as she tripped. It screamed at him like a damned missile and he leaped aside. The explosion sounded like a bomb going off when it hit the paving behind him. He rolled, came up, and then the giant was right there, swinging.
A thousand hours of boxing practice brought his left arm up in a block, but still the power of the blow threw him sideways into a metal light-pole that rang like a bell when he hit it. He grunted, turned and ducked as the big guy slammed a fist right at him. Instead of his face the blow hit the pole and dented it in like a cardboard tube.
Van launched himself up, driving a fist into this guy's chin with all the power of his legs behind it. The giant flew twenty feet up and somersaulted backwards to crash into the pavement a dozen feet away; his impact cracked the smoking blacktop.
He pushed himself up, grunting, face red. He glared at Van. "Okay. Okay, so you're strong. But now you've pissed me off. And if that's the best you can do, I am going to kick your ass so hard."
Van stood, couldn't resist crooking his fingers at the guy. "Let's see you do it, then."
The giant sidled closer, circling to the left, and Van might have fallen for it if the asshole hadn't flicked his eyes left one too many times. Just in time he twigged and threw himself down as another glowing spear shrieked past, close enough to feel the heat. The giant charged, but Van sprang up like a jack-in-the-box and smashed a fist into that mean, ugly face. The giant was braced, so he only skidded back a little. And then the girl grabbed the bent light-pole and ripped it right off its bolts. Van ducked another swing, snapped two jabs into the giant's face, and then the girl giant hit him full-out with the alloy pole. He staggered back, rolled over a few times and then caught himself.
The giant gestured and he was suddenly being engulfed in ice. He threw out a force field but wasn't in time to stop it all. He was stuck to the ground and had to take a second to rip free. And then the light-pole was flying at him, glowing like it had just come out of a forge. He had a second to brace himself, put all his strength into his force field, and then the pole hit and blew up like a bomb.
The detonation threw him back, and the blow upon his defense was so enormous he blacked out for a second, was only slightly aware of skidding and rolling across the paving, slamming into a car that crumpled like a soda can.
It was only for a second. He shook it off and peeled himself out of the car, became aware that cops were staring at him from where they crouched behind whatever cover they had found. They looked like they didn’t know whether to shoot him or cheer him. And my helmet is gone, he thought. So much for a secret identity. He smiled at them. "Uh, hi." Then he looked up and saw another car tumbling through the air towards him. "Oh crap. Duck!" he shouted. He launched into the air and caught the hurtling auto in mid-flight, but then there was a familiar scream and the car exploded around him as a spear hit it square on. Van fell from the sky in a shower of flaming debris and the giant hit him before he landed, the blow hit like a piledriver and threw him fifty feet, across the road, and punched him through the wall of the next building over. Another spear came shrieking in and exploded, kicking him through a few interior walls and dropping several tons of the structure down on top of him.
***
Frosthammer lumbered towards the building as the side caved in, but Deathlance caught his arm. "Naw, c'mon. We gotta get back or the Doc'll leave without us."
He spat. "Hit it one more time."
She whipped out another spear, fired it up, and hurled it into the sagging office building. It tore right into the wreckage and went off with a muffled boom, one whole side of the building sagged and then collapsed.
He laughed. "Man, that is so damned cool. C'mon, I need a cigarette. We get back to Florida, I'll get you a beer and we can hang out, sound good?"
She snorted. "Tell me your real name then, 'cause I ain't gonna call you 'Frosthammer'."
They started back, jogging across the lot. A few shots snapped at them, and Frosthammer spread some ice around until it stopped. "Perry," he said. "You?"
"Lisa-Ann."
"Right. Let's get out of this hick toilet and you can tell me all about how you got hooked up with this fucked-up outfit."
***
It was hours later when Vanguard finally crawled back into the window of his second-floor apartment. His jacket was dusty and torn, his pants similarly ripped and dirty. There was drywall dust all over him. He peeled off the remnants of his costume and kicked them into a corner next to the bed, sat down. His bed was only a mattress and box spring on the floor, and so it was pretty low for him. He leaned over and brushed at his hair, sent dust raining down.
Some hero I am, he thought. My first real fight with real supercriminals and I get my ass kicked. He looked at the clock, and it said 1:37 accusingly in bright red letters. He swore and leaped for his phone, trying to think of a good excuse to give Dan for being an hour and a half late.
The screen on his phone said he had two messages. He grimaced and punched in his voicemail code.
"Percy? Hi, it's your mother. I was just wanting to know how things are going. I know last time we talked you were pretty discouraged, and I just want you to know I'm here to talk whenever you want to. Don’t stay out too late. You may not get tired but you'll get loopy if you don’t sleep at all, trust me. Call us when you get the chance…Oh, and your father says hi. Love you, bye."
Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.
"Percy? Where the hell are you? It's one in the morning and you're an hour late. So this is just to let you know you're fired. I warned you last time, and I guess you didn’t believe me. So you can turn in your safety belt when you come in to get your last paycheck on Monday. Sorry, man, but you can't just skip out on work like that. Bye."
He sighed and flopped back on the bed. Fired again. That was the third job since he'd come here. Three jobs in six months, and now unemployed again. He looked at the pile of bills on the overturned crate he called a nightstand. He could pay the rent with his last check, and maybe hold off the electric company with a partial payment. . . . He covered his eyes and sighed again. Too much, it was too much. How was he supposed to do this and have a job and pay bills? His mom and dad had been supported by the government back in the old days, they'd had it easy. He felt justified in being a little bitter. Maybe Dad was right and he should go back to school.
He sat up. Florida. The giant had said something about Florida. They were based out of Florida, that bunch. Two more days, and that last paycheck would buy him a storage bin for his stuff, and a hotel room in Florida. He wouldn't need a plane to get there at least. But there was something else about Florida that his punch-addled brain wasn't remembering, and then it did. The Steel Avenger was down there. Retired, yeah, but, but. . . .
The idea, the whole of it came over him like a revelation. He'd always thought epiphanies were made up, and now he had one of his own. He'd need help, but he could do it. And if those guys were as serious as they looked, it had to be done. His hand strayed to the deep amber jewel set in his breastbone. It was time to make his dad proud.
<><><>
Dr Scorpio paced across the huge, cathedral-like lab space, his boots ringing on the polished metal floor. Metal, the whole place was metal, and buried in a damned swamp to boot. Frosthammer cracked his beer and drank it down with one gulp, crushed the can into a little ball with one hand. He looked up and the Doc was glaring at him – at least he thought it was glaring, with that helmet who could be sure?
"Are you quite finished Mr. . . Mr. Hammer?"
Frosthammer swallowed the beer belch, shrugged. "Sure."
"Good. Good. Because I want you to pay attention when I am ranting!" His voice boomed from the helmet, and the eyes glowed red. He didn't come any closer, though, because even with the two-inch platform boots the guy was only about 5'8". Probably bald too, which explained why he never took off his helmet. Either that or his pet firestarter had melted his face off.
Said pet was crouching on top of some kind of tank and hissed at him, her yellow, lizardy eyes glaring. It was like the scaly bitch could smell what he was thinking.
"Oh, she doesn't read minds, Frosthammer," the doc said, chuckling through his voicebox. "Who would need to read minds to be able to tell what kind of simple-minded globs of stunted intellect are drifting across the wasteland between your ears?" He clenched a fist and energy crackled around it. Frosthammer bristled. Pay or no pay, he was getting fed up with this pint-sized fascist.
Deathlance was leaning against the wall, looking bored. Scorpio rounded on her. "And you! Maybe you'd like it better back where I found you: Unemployed in Nevada!" She glowered but said nothing. Scorpio shook his fist at her. "You two. I give you a simple job like this and you screw it up!" He rounded on Frosthammer. "Didn't I say it? Didn't I say 'kill the superhero'? Didn't I?"
"No."
"So you need everything spelled out for you? You colossal idiot! When you go after someone who is in our way, someone who obviously has power enough to be a threat to my plans, someone who has dared to lay hands on my precious Angel. Do I really have to say 'kill him, and bring me his head'? Do I?"
Frosthammer shrugged. "I guess you do."
Scorpio clenched his fists, shook them in front of his face. It looked so funny it was hard for Frosthammer not to laugh at him, so it was a good thing the guy chose that moment to turn away and stalk across the room. Frosthammer looked at his retreating back, with his new cape billowing behind him, and his hand inched out. It would be so easy to wrap the little spud up in an ice cube.
Just then Blackflash came in through a side door. Without his field on he was just a short, wiry guy with a crewcut and black fatigues on. He caught Frosthammer's eye and shook his head slightly, as if to say 'bad idea.' They were the only two of this crew who knew each other from before, not well, but they'd met before back in Chicago. Frosthammer knew Blackflash was a serious dude, even if he was a religious nutcase. He was nobody to fuck around with, and if he was putting up with this kind of crap from Scorpio, there had to be a good reason.
The Doctor crossed the huge room to stand before a bank of controls. Hell's Angel slipped down from her perch and followed him, crouched at his feet like a big cat. Frosthammer wondered, not for the first time, what the deal was with her.
Doctor Scorpio laughed mildly, flexing his fingers. "Ahhhh. Cretins, cretins. You have no idea of the powers I command." He whirled on them. "Do you think my power is in this metal armor? In this mechanical suit? Hah! This is nothing! This merely serves to protect the true seat of my might from harm. Here!" He pointed at his armored skull. "My power is the power of my genius, and my mind is more powerful than all of you!" He pointed at Deathlance, who was smirking. "You think I'm an idiot? I will show you! I will show you part of what my mind can do to those who might be so foolish as to oppose me!"
He touched a control and the entire wall shivered, began to move. They stared as it split apart and rolled back to vanish to the sides with a resonating boom. Behind it was a great wall made of transparent polymer holding back a vast chamber of dark fluids. It was a tank, an enormous tank brimming with a strange bath of unguessable mixtures, and in it floated a monstrosity that made even Blackflash turn pale.
Another touch of the controls and the fluid began to drain away, emptying the great tank and leaving the titanic shape to lie on the wet alloy floor. Robot arms extended and detached tubes and sensors, withdrew. The wet scales heaved as the thing breathed, stirred.
Doctor Scorpio cackled, the sound magnified grotesquely through his helmet. "Behold! Ha ha! My greatest creation! My living weapon! Reptilicus!" He flipped open a panel on his armored forearm, touched controls.
The thing twitched, its tail slithered back and forth once, and then it set massive three-fingered hands to the slick floor and pushed itself up, rose to its feet and looked around itself. It stood fully twelve feet tall, so massively built it made Frosthammer look slim by comparison. Its shoulders were almost nine feet across, its head as big as an air conditioner. Arms as big around as truck tires hung almost to the ground, ending in simple, three-fingered hands. Its legs were somewhat stunted for its size, but as thick as trees, like the legs of an elephant. A tail stretched twenty feet behind it, saw-edged like an alligator's. In fact the whole thing was covered in thick warty scales that gleamed a shiny green-black in the fluorescent lights.
"Hahahahahaha! Look on him! You see now what I can create? Come forth!" He touched another control on the console and the great transparent wall slid down into the floor ponderously as a glacier. The thing called Reptilicus turned towards the sound and the others all stepped back. That face was almost human, like a rude mockup of a man's face covered with scales. The jaw was heavy and low-slung, the eyes small and close together and dark as tinted windows.
Frosthammer and Deathlance backed away as the creature took two steps and emerged from the tank that gave it birth. The footfalls actually shook the alloy floor – Frosthammer could feel it in his back teeth. The monster had to weigh at least a couple of tons – maybe more like three or four. It was bigger than a damned elephant. It strode carefully at first, then with more confidence as it emerged, leaning forward with that tail for balance. Blackflash held very still and watched the tail carefully. He knew a regular gator could break a leg with a tail swipe; he could only imagine what this one would do, but he had a pretty good idea.
The mountain of armored flesh took another stride towards Frosthammer, it looked down at him – down. The dark protective membranes on its eyes rolled back for a second and he saw the yellow, reptilian stare underneath. The slit pupil narrowed and then the dark cover snapped closed again. One great hand folded into a fist the size of an engine block.
Doctor Scorpio touched a control on his wrist and the giant subsided. It leaned back on its tail and shuffled back to stand beside him, its expression blank. He laughed again, patted the armored thigh that was bigger around than he was. "Don’t worry Frosthammer, I won’t let him hurt you. Hahaha! No no, I have complete control of this creation of mine. He will do as I command. And so if we run across any more would-be heroes, Reptilicus will crush them, even if you can't." Hell's Angel looked up at the beast and hissed. Scorpio patted her on the head. "There there, dear. Don’t do that, you're still my favorite."
He turned back to them. "He will come with us on Sunday night, just in case we encounter any problems. Two days, people, as soon as I have some more info, we will be in action again, and you reprobate, freeloading, recidivists can start earning your keep! Now get out, and stay out of my way, and be ready as soon as I want you for something! Scram!"
Frosthammer and Deathlance made a hasty retreat, but Blackflash stayed, approached the Doctor as he fiddled with his console controls. He looked warily at Reptilicus, but the monster stood still as a woodcarving.
"Fine-tuning that control sequence?"
"What? I thought I told you - Oh, Howard." He waved a hand in irritation. "No, checking my email. That Blackjack goon hasn't checked in yet."
"He will, he's a pro."
"He certainly wants to be paid like one. He'd better deliver the goods." The Doctor ground his armored fists in irritation.
"Security there is going to be tight, give them time. Unless you can find what you need somewhere easier." Howard looked at his reflection in Scorpio's helmet.
"No, no. There's only one place that will have the hardware I need. That's the place, it has to be there. I just want to be sure where it is inside before we go in, otherwise those monkeys," he gestured after Frosthammer and Deathlance, "are liable to blow it up or crush it."
Howard peered up at the giant beside them. "You sure you can control this one?"
"Sure I'm sure. This isn't like the other one. I grew Reptilicus from a cell, spliced right from the zygote. There's human DNA in there, but he was never human like Berserker. He won’t go off the signal."
"I hope not."
"He won't," the Doctor was glaring at him.
"Okay."
"Forget Berserker. He was just a failed experiment. Now he's escaped he's someone else's problem. We'll probably never see him again, unless it's on the news." He turned back to his computer screen. "Now go keep an eye on the other two, will you? I still don’t trust that Frosthammer dolt around my base. Make sure he stays out of things he shouldn't be into, like everything."
"Frost is okay. He's rough, but he'll do the job. This'll go smooth, you'll see."
"It had better," Doctor Scorpio growled, as if to himself. "It had just better."
<><><>
Chapter Four: The Steel Avenger
Alex Grayson leaned back in the upholstered chair, swirling the fine merlot in his glass while looking through the candles at the blonde beauty across from him. Cheri was a magnificent south-Florida girl, with her dark-blonde hair and her lovely skin browned to a shade two tones darker. The dress she had on must have cost her daddy at least six grand, and she wore it very well, filling every inch of it with her firm, rounded body. Her dark eyes were fixed on him with open invitation, and he smiled as the sommelier poured her wine.
"You know that merlot comes from the Etruscan for 'ambrosia'?" he said.
She lifted the glass and smiled at him, resting her perfect chin archly on the back of her hand. "No," she said.
"It does. It means 'food of the Gods'. They considered it an aphrodisiac." He arched a brow in the way he had practiced so many times in front of the mirror. "I wonder why that would be?"
Cheri giggled, raised her glass. "A toast?"
He raised his own. "To you, my lovely. And the extraordinary way your face catches the light."
She covered her smile as though she were embarrassed, though of course she wasn't. They chimed their glasses together lightly and drank. He sighed inwardly. A cheap vintage, but she wouldn't know the difference, any more than she knew what 'aphrodisiac' meant. College girls, it was like shooting fish in a barrel, with a shotgun: hardly a challenge, yet somehow still compelling entertainment.
The Pacific Cove was hardly the best place in Tampa, and not even his favorite for food. But it was quiet and had lots of atmosphere, and a view of the beach, which always helped get women in the mood. There were lots of big fake plants and low lighting, so intimacy was never a problem. Its main advantage was that it looked far more expensive than it was.
"Shakespeare said: 'to taste of the vine, is to sup from the goblet of desire,' don’t you agree?"
She giggled again. "Oh yeah, you should hear some of the stories my sisters tell about the times they had too much. I know this girl? She did it with like three--"
The waiter loomed over the table and Cheri dropped whatever she had been about to say, which was either just as well or too bad, depending on how he thought about it. Alex didn't recognize the waiter, but he was huge, towering more than six feet. He looked stuffed into his waiter's jacket.
"Ummmm. Is everything . . . satisfy . . . uh. How is everything?" he said brightly, smiling too wide. He had short blonde hair that stuck up in front like a recovering crewcut and big, soulful brown eyes. His forehead was alarmingly expressive, and Alex wondered if his brows were going to retreat right up over his hairline.
"Well, considering we've only had the one sip of our wine, everything is swimmingly grand. Why don’t you buttle off and give us some time alone, hmm?" Alex tried to be only lightly sarcastic, but it came out medium. Cheri was dim as a ten-year-old light bulb, but she was built like a pinup artist's fantasy, and he was sure she wasn't wearing any underwear. He was miffed at being interrupted.
The waiter nodded. "Right, right. Of course sir." He just stood there, looked around as though seeking something to do, then he began to toy idly with the flower arrangements. Alex watched him over the rims of his glasses while the man turned and began to brush dust from the leaves of the plastic plants.
Cheri didn't seem to notice he was still there. "Anyway, this girl - not me - she had like ten Smirnoff Ices and went into the locker room after this jai-alai game? She was so wasted she started--"
Alex lifted a hand to stop her. "Sorry, my dear. We shall get to your story in a moment." He turned to the lingering waiter. "Is there a problem?"
"Hmmm? Oh no sir, just. Uhhhhhmmm. Just cleaning up a bit, you know sir. Dusty." He grinned like a second grader caught urinating in the coatroom.
"You don’t even work here, do you?"
"Well, um. No, actually, I wondered if I might talk to you for just a second."
Alex' eyes narrowed. "About what?"
"Well. You're the Steel Avenger--"
"Oh for--" Alex pressed his thumb and forefinger to his brow, shook his head.
"I know, I know. This is lame, but you are impossible to get in to see and I-"
"Shut up." Alex said. He turned to Cheri. "Would you excuse me for just one second?" He rose and caught the fake waiter by the arm, it was like grabbing a tree branch. He propelled the hulk to one side as best he could.
"What do you want? You want something signed? I don’t do that stuff anymore. And this, this is unacceptable. You don’t come and fanboy at somebody when they're trying to go on a date. Now get the hell out of here!" Alex kept his pissoff on low, in case this guy was nuts.
"No, no. It isn’t like that at all. I have this idea, and I…well. I have a problem actually--"
"I can see that."
"No! I'm . . . well, I'm Vanguard. You probably haven’t heard of me. But I'm a superhero, like you, and I want to-"
"Oh fuck, not another one." Alex stopped him. "Look. I don’t know what your problem is, but you should discuss it with your shrink, okay? I'm not the Steel Avenger anymore. I quit. Retired. Finito. I don’t do that crap anymore. Got it? You do not have superpowers, aliens are not taking over the earth. Everything is fine. Now go home and leave me alone. Maurice! Get this goon out of here!" He waved up the doorman, and in a moment several employees had gathered to usher the nutcase out. It looked for a second like he might put up a fight, but then he went along quietly, shrugging off the big white jacket as he went.
Alex sighed and went back to the table. It had been years since he'd had to deal with one of those. Six years since he retired from all that hero crap. He sat back down across from Cheri, who was looking bored. "Sorry, my lovely. I get those obsessed fans sometimes. Not so much anymore."
"What did he want? Something about a Steel Avenger?"
"Yeah. That was something from way back." He sipped his wine. It was really relentlessly mediocre.
"Oh yeah! The Steel Avenger! Wasn't that a TV show?"
"Something like that." He was pinching the bridge of his nose. There was a pain.
"So anyway, this girl, not me, who had soooo much to drink? And she went into this locker room. . . ."
***
The night was warm and sultry outside, with just a hint of breeze off the bay as Alex stepped outside with Cheri on his arm. She was still twittering on about something, but he wasn't paying much attention, as he'd discovered she didn't notice if he paid attention or not so long as he made interested noises now and then. He handed his ticket to the valet and waited while they fetched his Jag. He put his hand on the small of Cheri's back, felt the smooth, smooth skin right above the place where the dress started up again. He controlled a shiver. She was really vapid, but also so very hot.
They brought his red Jag around, handed him the keys with an unctuous smile. He absently tipped the kid a C-note and opened the passenger door for Cheri to get in. She flashed a gratifying amount of leg climbing in and smiled up at him in a way she probably thought was coy, but was really equivalent to presenting like a mandrill. He grinned and closed the door, went around to the other side. He was so in. A quick turn around the scenic parts of the bay, then to his beach house and he could put this bint to the purpose she was quite obviously meant for. He reached for the doorhandle and then stopped, looking at the scuffed boots that had appeared on the top of his car.
He looked up and saw the same idiot from inside. He knew it was him, even with that helmet on. His shoulders were just too huge to disguise. He had on some ridiculous half-assed costume consisting of a dreadful red vinyl jacket and red plastic pants. He looked like a futuristic fireman. He held out his arms and golden energy began to radiate from him in expanding spheres of light.
"What the hell are you doing?" Alex hissed, hoping Cheri hadn't seen this fruit yet or he'd be up all night explaining it to her.
"I'm showing you my powers!" The kid's voice was muffled inside the helmet. "I can form almost unbreakable force fields and control their motion. I can fly, and I'm strong enough to--"
"No, I mean what are you doing standing on my car? You're scuffing the wax-job!"
"Oh, sorry!" The giant lunk levitated a foot in the air. "See? I told you I could fly."
"I don't care! I don’t know why you are here, or what on earth you want with . . . is that a motorcycle helmet?"
Vanguard flipped up the visor. "Well, yeah." He looked defensive. "It's not like I can just go to 'Helmets R Us' you know. This is the best costume I can afford right now."
"Sorry, I don’t care. Just take your plastic pants and get lost."
"But I need your help." Van said.
"You need somebody's help, obviously. But I don’t deal with crazy people, or superheroes, or anything like that anymore. I'm retired, kid." Alex opened the door and got in the car.
"But . . . but. No! I need you to help me! The world needs you!" Van landed beside the car, leaned in close. "I need you to help me found a team of superheroes to protect the world from evil!"
Alex looked at that earnest face for a long moment. He leaned closer. "Let me know how that works out for you. Piss off." He slammed the car door and it caught the open visor on the helmet and snapped it off. Then he hit the gas and the car roared off, leaving the stunned-looking Vanguard in its wake.
Van looked around, saw the valets and the maitre'd all gathered and staring at him. He sighed. This was way harder than he had expected. It never happened like this in the movies. He picked up his visor and fumblingly snapped it back onto the hinges, feeling very awkward with the valets and now the wait staff staring at him. He closed the visor and nodded at the audience, smiled and then felt stupid because they couldn't see his face. So he waved and took off, grinned at the gasps and swearing he heard as he lifted up into the evening sky and came around to follow the road. He wasn't about to give up this easy.
***
At last, Alex thought, pulling through the coded gate in front of his beach house. He'd had to spend most of the ride reassuring Cheri that no, that guy was crazy, and he didn't know him anyway. Now it would be another half-hour at least getting her in the mood. Bother. He parked in front of the house, let the engine cycle down. He went around and helped Cheri out of the car, gave her a moment to reflect on the tasteful house, the soft sounds of the sea from right beside it, and how very, very rich he was to afford all this.
Inside it was all soft marine colors and tasteful décor. He had cheap copies of his expensive art collection elaborately framed on the walls. The holographic fireplace, and the lights and soft music keyed to motion sensors. As soon as they entered the living room the fire leaped, the piano music began plinking in the background, and the pre-chilled champagne with two glasses rose up through the hatch in the end table. He took Cheri's elbow and guided her to the leather couch. "C'mon, let's have a nightcap. I've had a bottle of '35 Merde breathing and chilling especially for you."
They sat, he poured the cheap bubbly, and he raised his glass to toast to her hotness again, when a voice drifted in from the other room.
"Alex, baby? Is that you?"
Alex froze, his smile plastered on his face. He cleared his throat.
Cheri frowned. "Who's that?" she said.
"Hmm? Who's what?"
A hispanic woman dressed in only a black bra and panties sashayed into the room. Her figure was heroic enough to make Cheri look rather waifish and she had a cloud of silky black hair flowing unbound to her waist. She paused in the doorway, smiling sleepily at Alex, and then she noticed the other woman. Her eyes narrowed. "What the hell is this?"
Alex turned to face her as though he had just noticed her standing there. "Anabelle, sweetheart. What are you doing still here? I called you a cab, remember?" His grin had become a rictus.
"I wanted to stay and surprise you when you got home." She glowered at Cheri. "But it looks like I am getting the surprise. Who the hell is this? You said you were working late."
"I was! I was, but you know, things happen, time flies." He gulped down his champagne. "This is Cheri." He turned to the other girl. "Cheri, have you met Anabelle?"
Cheri was glaring daggers at him. "You complete fuck!" she said and threw her drink in his face.
Alex smiled, licked the crap champagne from his lips. Oh boy.
The two women were alternating staring daggers at each other and at him, and it looked like they were both gearing up for a real wowser. It was pretty hot, actually. But just then the intruder alarms went off all over the house, and an instant later the front door burst right off its hinges. A huge helmeted figure rushed in wielding what looked like a shotgun.
"Alex Grayson! You lily-livered wife-stealing sonovabitch! You've had your fun, and now I'm going to kill you and any woman you've touched! So that your seed shall be wiped . . . clean from the damned, raaaaarh!" The figure lunged, brandishing the gun, and both the women screamed as he charged past them. As one they raced for the door, and Alex could hear their heels clicking as they raced down the walk, screaming for the police.
Alex didn't get up, just took the towel from the champagne bottle and patted his face clean. Van pulled off the helmet and lowered the umbrella. He peered out the door. "Did it work?"
"Seems like it did." He sighed. "Did you follow me?"
"Um. Yeah, sorry." He tried to close the door and it just fell over. "Oops. Sorry about that too. It looked like you needed a rescue."
"Seems I did." He sighed again. "Look. Let me call my security guys off or we really will have the cops out here. They can take the girls home."
"Then can I talk to you? I just want a minute."
Alex rubbed his forehead again. Pain pain pain. "Yes, okay. You've earned that much. But I'm not making any promises, you got me?" He fished his phone out of his pocket and dialed his security code.
"Fine, absolutely!" Van bounced on his feet, wanting to turn in circles. Vanguard to the rescue!
***
Alex' workspace was in the back, on the half upper floor. Van looked around with intense curiosity at the book-lined walls and the desk covered with papers and bits of half-assembled tech knicknacks. There was a metal toolbox with a billion tiny drawers and compartments against one wall, and a lamp with a big magnifying lens attached to it. Alex sat down, gestured tiredly to the only other chair. "Go ahead, sit down. Tell me about your revelatory idea."
Van stared at a toy robot on one of the shelves. "Oo! It's the twelve-inch Steel Avenger Stealth figure, with the UV camouflage and the space wings!" He plucked it reverently up from its place. "I never could find one of these."
Alex cleared his throat. "I'm happy you were a fan," he said, sounding bored.
"Well, my dad was too. He was the Golden Avenger, and he always wondered if—"
"Wait, your dad was the Golden Avenger? Oh man. I thought that force field looked familiar."
"So did you get the name from him? He always wondered about that." Van set the action figure down carefully.
"Maybe there was a little sideways homage there, yeah. Now what's this about you needing my help?"
"Right. Um. So I've been trying to be a hero for about. . . six months now, and I just can't make it work. I can't pay the bills and work a steady job and have time for hero stuff, you know? So it occurred to me that you were one hero who didn't ever have those problems." Van was very nervous, now that it came too it. He wasn't very good at explaining himself when he got excited, never had been.
"Well, there's the little fact that I'm rich. That might have had something to do with it." Alex had his index finger pressed to his upper lip.
"Exactly! So you see, I thought that there must be more guys like me – guys who want to use their powers for good but can't fit it in, because it isn't a job. Being a super criminal pays, but being a hero doesn't. That isn't right at all." He paced like a bull in a library.
"Well, okay. Point taken. So you came to Florida from wherever—"
"Houston."
"Houston, right. You came to ask me for money? To what? Support you while you fly around and save people?"
"Yes! No! Not really! Urrr. It sounded much more noble when I had this in my head." He sat down. "I want to create a foundation, like a charitable fund to support full-time heroes and the work we do."
"We?"
"Well me to start with, and there could be more. We could hire new ones, make sure they did good and worked hard for it. But it would give them a living so they could use their powers to help people. My mom and dad got government support in the old days, but things are different now, and there is no incentive for young people with special powers to try and do great things. The few real heroes we have are like you and the Red Shadow up in Wraithport – rich guys who can afford to spend their time doing good."
"Your mom? Oh, right. Aurora." Alex leaned forward. "I heard the Golden Avenger got hurt pretty bad, and that's why they both retired."
"Yeah. It was that last battle with Lord Omega, after he kidnapped my mother. They don’t talk about it. Using the stone requires a certain degree of concentration. Lord Omega used some kind of sonic device that broke my dad's control long enough to really hurt him." Van looked uncomfortable. "He's in a wheelchair now, even with the stone. So he gave it to me, said it should do some good even if he . . . if he can't."
"So that's true? The stone?" Alex looked really interested.
Van unzipped his jacket and pulled down his shirt to reveal the egg-sized honey-colored stone fused to his breastbone. "Right here. He found it in a wheatfield when he was seventeen. Nobody knows where it came from. The government guys tried to figure out what it is, but they never could."
"And it just…comes off?"
"If you want, yeah. He just took it off and stuck it there. It felt really, really weird." He zipped his jacket back up. "Listen, I ran into these supervillains back in Houston—"
"Supervillains?" Alex sounded amused.
"Well okay, criminals anyway. They were bad news. There were like four of them, and this guy called himself Doctor Scorpio . . . hey it isn't funny! These guys were for real!"
"I'm sorry," Alex stifled his snickering. "I heard about the Hauser job, and it sounds like those guys were just really well prepared."
"Hey, they kicked my ass. And I followed them here. They came here and they are going to do more bad stuff, I can tell. If I'm going to fight them next time I'm going to need help. So that's when I had the idea for an organization to fund superheroes. Like a . . . like a grant program or something."
"Paid for by me."
"To start with, yeah. But after that, we could fund it with donations or something."
"Like PBS? Do an annual fund drive?"
Van stood up, began to pace again. "Look I know you retired, but the bad guys didn't. Don’t you want the chance to make a difference again? You must have wanted to be a hero once before, or you never would have started. Well you can still help, even if you never become the Steel Avenger again. A lot of other heroes look up to you, even now. I remember watching stuff about you on TV when I was twelve or thirteen. I thought you were the best hero ever. You have all this money, and you know so much that could help guys like me. Why won’t you use it?"
Alex sighed, leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. "How old are you, Van—don’t you have a real name?"
"Uhhh, well. Percival, actually. Percy."
"Percy? Never mind. How old are you?"
"Twenty last month."
"Twenty, Christ." Alex shook his head.
"Well what are you? Thirty-five?"
"Yeah, but that feels older than you think, trust me. I don’t expect you'll understand this. But I quit because I was tired. Tired of having so much responsibility, tired of being so visible all the time, of having people want things from me all the time. I just got tired. And even after six years I'm still tired." He took off his glasses and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "Just talking about it all again has made me even more tired." He put his glasses back on and looked at Van. "You want my wise advice on being a superhero? My advice is: don’t get started. Because it never frigging ends. Case in point." He stood, took the Steel Avenger toy from the shelf, handed it to Van. "Here. You can have that, because it doesn't have anything to do with who I am anymore. You're a good kid, I can tell that. But the hero game is not what it looks like in the comic books and on TV. It's a 24 hour-a-day job that never goes away. It's hard and it's dangerous and it is hell on your social life. Just ask your dad. Do yourself a favor and quit now, while you can. Go be a stuntman, or a farmer, anything else."
Van's face grew stubborn, and his jawline set. "This is what I'm going to do, no matter what. I have this power, and I'm going to use it right."
"I thought so. Good luck, Van. Sorry I can't help you."
"Yeah," said Van, looking down at the Steel Avenger in his hands. The smooth shiny surface of the armored suit offset by the faintly glowing traceries of the glow-in-the-dark decals. "Me too."
<><><>
Van looked out the window of his tiny hotel room at the lights of Tampa spread out below, still unused to the sight of palm trees growing right there by the street. He held the phone to his ear. "Yeah, Mom. I'm in Tampa. I came down to see the Steel Avenger."
His mother's voice came through the slight hiss of the cell connection. Their farm was way out in the boonies, and the phones were always iffy. "So did you see him? The actual Steel Avenger? Your father would be so excited."
"Well yeah, I did. I did see him. Is Dad there?"
"I'm here." His father's voice came from the other line.
"That's just great," his mother said. "What did you talk about?"
"Ummm. Well, I had this idea—"
"You are getting enough sleep aren't you? I've told you if you don’t sleep you'll get kind of dopey and start forgetting things. Just ask your father."
"Uh, yeah. Dad? Are you there?"
"Yeah."
"So what was your idea?" His mother said. "Are you going to relocate to Florida? Because you know we miss you. Your sister was asking me about when you're going to come home."
"Uhh. Well, I wanted to try and create a kind of grant fund for heroes, to start a team—"
"Well, that's a wonderful idea. I worry about you doing that all by yourself. Especially after that trouble in Texas. You know super-criminals are not anything to take lightly. Just ask your father."
"Yeah," his father said.
"Right, well. Are you guys OK? Dad?"
"Yeah, I'm fine."
"We're fine dear. We just miss you. I wish your sister was home, I'd put her on the phone. She's missed you so much. You're all she talks about."
"Where is she?"
"Well, she . . . she had another episode. So Doctor Nelson is keeping her in Lawrence overnight for observation."
Van sighed. "Did she break something?"
"She just got frustrated. You know how she is. She lost her temper and knocked down a wall at school. Nobody was hurt, thank goodness. But I wish you'd been here."
"Mom. I'm just not ready to come home yet."
"But you could go to school at Kansas State and stay here at the house. You wouldn't need a job at all. And your sister misses you so much, and we could use your help around the—"
"Dear," his father broke in.
"Mom—" Van was still looking out the window and so he could see the lights of the city go out in a wave of darkness. There was a sizzling sound and the lights in his room went out, the air conditioner spun down with a sullen whisper. The whole place was suddenly very quiet, and a muffled detonation rolled in from the distance, echoing off the buildings. Somewhere a siren started up. Van stared out at the suddenly dark city. "Holy shit."
"Percy!"
"Crap. I'm sorry Mom. I meant crap. But the lights just went out in the whole city."
"All the lights?"
"The power. The power is off everywhere, and I heard an explosion."
"That'll be the power plant," his dad said.
"What?" Van was distracted as more sirens went off.
"The power plant. Bad guys always hit the power plant when they want to start something. Creates so much confusion they can pull off anything." His father sounded utterly calm. "You'd better get out there."
"Uh, yeah. Yeah I'd better. There's going to be anarchy and looters and stuff. People will need my help."
"Percy, be careful!"
"I will Mom, Dad. I love you. Bye." He tossed the phone on the bed and grabbed for his costume. His father was right, he'd better get out there.
***
Alex was in his study going over a chip design when the lights went out. He sat still for the five seconds it took for his backups to kick on and the lights came back up, the AC revved up again. He frowned, went down to his living room and clicked on the TV, checked the weather channel on his satellite: clear. He frowned again. Odd. His personal phone went off in the study and he had to sprint back up the stairs to grab it off his desk. It showed the ID of his company security.
"Yes?"
The voice that came through was desperate, and the background noise sounded like a war was going on. "Alex? Alex, it's Jack! The facility is under attack!"
"Attack by who?"
"I don’t know. Supers of some kind! They hit us right as the power went down and knocked out the reserve generators before they could come on line. We're completely cut off. The gates won’t even open!" There was a sound like thunder in the background. "Jesus Christ! They have some kind of mutant! It's huge! It—" There was a burst of static and the connection went dead.
"Jack? Jack!" Alex threw down the phone. Power out, and his R&D complex was being hit by superbeings of some sort. He knew a plan when he heard one. There was only one thing for him to do, and he was mad enough that he didn't have a spare thought for anything else. He leaped back down the stairs and ducked into the garage. There was a keypad on the wall and he punched in a code. The pad slid up and he pressed his hand to the print plate revealed. With a hum of concealed motors a hole opened in the floor five feet away and a shiny pole slid up out of it. He grabbed the pole and slid down.
As he hit the bottom the lights came on automatically. The air down here was stale. He hadn't been in this room in three years. It was just a steel-lined box the size of a storage unit. Against one wall was a workbench with a welter of tools laid out on it. Against another was a big computer setup with a dusty screen and a stack of data discs. But the important thing in here was in the center of the room, covered in a plastic tarp. Impatiently he yanked it off and the Steel Avenger stood revealed.
It was a seven-foot powered exoskeleton, bulky and powerful-looking, layered with armor and bristling with implements and weaponry. He touched a control on the computer console and the suit unfolded, the helmet rolled back, the body split and revealed the padded interior. Alex took a deep breath and took off his shirt.
Climbing into the thing, after all these years, made him glad he'd kept in shape. Still, the contours of the inner lining felt odd, no longer familiar as his own body. As soon as he was in place the suit automatically closed around him, folding him tight within it. He slipped his arms into the arms, held his head steady as the helmet swung down and sealed in place with a clank. The displays came to life before his eyes and he ran a quick check. The umbilicals that had kept the suit charged and maintained all this time unhooked and withdrew, and he straightened, feeling the power of the Steel Avenger for the first time in years.
His footfalls boomed on the metal floor as he turned and stepped to the pad in the corner. He gripped the handles and locked his arms in place as the magnetic rails activated and hurled him upwards. An unremarkable piece of his lawn disintegrated as the armored shape erupted up from the earth and hurtled into the night sky. The suit's sensors opened up around him and it was like seeing with his own eyes, only better. The dark world snapped clear. The suit's lifters roared and he banked out over the sea, turning south towards his destination. And for a moment he wondered how he had ever given this up. Whoever these jokers thought they were, they were about to get a very unpleasant surprise.
***
Van swooped over the downtown stretch of Tampa, feeling awkward because he didn’t know the city or how it was laid out. He didn't know where his strength should be best applied. There would be hospitals and such, but they'd have backup power, and he was no doctor anyway. There had to be things that required his particular abilities.
He heard shots and looked down, saw looters clustered around a row of storefronts, grabbing whatever they could and then running. Two cop cars had pulled up and as he watched they fired tear gas from behind their cars. It billowed over the street and the looters scattered. One of them was armed and turned to fire a rifle at the police.
He swooped down like a red meteor. The guy had time to fire twice before Van was on him. He took the rifle away and twisted it up like a pretzel, wood splintering under his fingers like overcooked chicken. The man stared at him, then turned to run, followed by a crowd of others carrying TVs and stereo equipment, their shirts drawn over their faces as they ducked to avoid the gas. Van reminded himself not to breathe and gestured, blocking the entire street with a shimmering golden force field. Running looters ran into it and fell flat. He jerked it back towards him and it knocked down the ones who had stopped in time.
The cops came running through the tear gas, looking like monsters with their gas masks and nightvision faceplates. Van pulled the field in and curled it up, swept all the looters together in a pile. The cops froze in amazement, their guns pointed at him half-heartedly. "Hey," one of them said. "Hey."
"No problem," Van said, then coughed as the gas hit his throat. "Here," he choked out. "Book 'em." His eyes were tearing. He dropped the field and took off, left the police and the looters staring up after him. He lifted his visor and let the night air clear away the gas, and he smiled.
***
Alex could see the facility was still under attack as he streaked in, staying just over the tops of the palm trees that lined the drive. Smoke was rising from the compound, and he could see that the nearest of the three buildings had a big hole in it three floors up. There was a fire somewhere, and as he watched, a cloud of flame appeared from behind the bulk of the generator blockhouse and billowed up into the darkness. He had no idea how many opponents were in there or what their capabilities were. He knew better than to waste time trying to find out.
He upped his speed and roared in over the fence. The layout of this facility was programmed into the suit's nav computers, so there was no risk he'd run into anything that was supposed to be there. Only things that weren't supposed to be. He bared his teeth and cut around C building and into the courtyard in the center. The suit's scanners picked up the first target instantly. The guy was big, over eight feet maybe, and wearing some kind of light personal armor. He barely had time to register that Alex was there. The suit's bracers locked forward in ram position and he was inches from hitting him when the impact alarms screamed and he was hit from the side.
Something powerful exploded against the suit's built-in force screens, waste heat baking on the armor. The impact and detonation threw him aside and the gyros fought to keep him on course. A bolt of white force crackled past him and suddenly the nav comp was trying to do too many things at once. He slewed through the air and plowed into the turf, dug out two long divots and then slammed into the stone base of building A, armor still smoking from the attack.
The big guy was coming for him, he cleared forty feet in one leap and then jogged towards him, one hand extended. The air smoked. "Haw! Damn!" the big lunk was ugly to boot. "You thought we wouldn't know you were comin', right? Haha!"
Alex snapped out his right hand, fingers spread, and let him have it with the pulsar. The projectors were built into the bracers and they created a converging field of staccato impacts. The air rippled and the wide-angle bolt hit the big guy with a sound like a jackhammer. Set wide, like this, it would fracture brick and bruise a human being all over, maybe crack some bones. As it was, the guy was lifted twelve feet into the air. Alex was up in a blur of motorized speed, caught him as he fell, and slammed him headfirst into the wall of the building. Another shot with the pulsar, at this range, on narrow beam, would break every bone in his body.
Something screamed through the night and he flinched back, barely evaded it. It struck the wall ten feet away and exploded violently. Alex turned and saw a woman almost as big as the first guy coming at him, a glowing spear of all things clutched in her hands. She reared back to throw it and he hit her with the pulsar, tight beam. It struck her dead on and threw her back twenty feet. He didn't count on her to stay down, he was too far back for the pulsars to hit full strength. They didn't have much effective range.
"Well, well." A voice boomed from above him. "This must be the renowned Steel Avenger."
He looked up and saw a silver-armored figure, wearing a cape like some kind of idiot, hovering thirty feet up. He didn't hesitate for even a second, he knew better than that. Quick as a switchblade the four-barrelled rocket-launcher snapped up over his right shoulder and fired. One two three four. Then he hit the lifters and powered into the air. There were too many of them, he couldn't afford to stay still.
The rockets went off below him and he heard amplified cursing, risked a look back long enough to see the silver guy hit the ground smoking. The launcher snapped back into its housing and reloaded from the rocket supply in the bulky backpack. He turned and the targeting system locked onto the two giants, both picking themselves up. And then a ball of fire the size of a human being was coming for him like an angry meteor. He just had time to register that there was a person inside the fireball, and then a bolt of fire slammed into him.
The screens wailed danger as they tried to shunt the heat aside, and the gyros fought to keep him airborne. This wasn't just a jet of flame, it was a bolt so hot it struck with all the impact of the expanding superheated air in its wake, like an explosion, and it roared like a thunderbolt. It hit him and the slabs of armor melted under the onslaught. He spun away from the impact, trying to right himself and evade the flames at the same time, but the burning angel followed him, hit him again just as he was about to recover. He somersaulted, smashed into the fifteenth floor of building C and saw a fire cloud explode through the rooms and offices.
He turned and opened up with both pulsars right into the flames, and the impact waves scattered the fire into patterns and whorls like ripples on a pond. He heard a grunt and saw the flames die off, saw the burning figure tumbling away. He snapped out the launcher and sent two missles after it. Then he leaped into the air. Data was pouring across his readouts, telling him that fiery blast had done no small damage to his armor. He had to finish this quick, if he could.
Ice formed on his lifters and they choked in seconds. The gyros managed to right him, but he was falling with no way to stop. He slammed down in the middle of the courtyard, driving his hands and feet deep into the soil. The scanners flickered and he saw the silver figure and the two giants closing on him. He stood, aware that his armor was damaged and he could not escape with frozen lifters.
"Steel Avenger," the silver shape announced in that distorted voice. "I would like you to meet . . . Reptilicus!"
Alex turned as the wall of building B disintegrated and a towering, armored mutant waded through, black eyes gleaming. It lashed a tail the size of a water main and bellowed into the night.
"Oh fuck," Alex said.
***
Van saw the explosion from almost a mile off. On the big bridge that crossed the whole bay a ball of fire mushroomed upwards into the dark. He turned and dove for it, going full speed. Forming the force field into an arrowhead shape for better aerodynamics, like Dad had told him to. It cut out the sound of the wind, and so he had no real idea how fast he was going, overshot the bridge by a good ways and had to come around. It let him get a look at what was happening though.
It was a tanker truck, loaded with something flammable, obviously. It had jacknifed and rolled over in the road, mashing another few cars into scrap as it did so. There was already a cluster of firetrucks and ambulances gathered at a respectful distance, so it must have crashed a while ago. Now the crews were keeping people back as the fire roared into the sky.
Van landed on the hood of a police car, the nimbus of the stone making him look more impressive. Cops and firefighters stared at him.
"What happened?" He asked in his best Big Damn Hero voice.
It was a fireman who answered. "It's capacitant gel! The foam won’t stop it and hoses will just spread it around! There's a woman still trapped in that car!" He pointed at a small red car almost buried under the truck's cab. The flames hadn't reached it yet, but they were spreading.
"How do I put it out?"
"You have to smother it! But we don’t have enough foam to do it!"
"I've got it!" he shouted over the roar and leaped into the fire.
His force field easily kept the burning gel and hot air at bay as he pushed through to the crumpled car. Geez, he couldn't even see anyone in there, it was so crushed. Could anyone be alive in there? He rushed to the car and peered inside, through the smoke and flickering light. A pale face was just visible, unconscious or dead, he couldn't tell. Enough. He ripped the crumpled door off one-handed and carefully used his force field to lever the truck cab off the wreck. As soon as the weight was off it he began to tear the car apart like he was peeling foil off a piece of candy. Plastic and alloy shredded under his hands until he could get at the woman. He was terrified of hurting her, but he had to get her out. He carefully began to lift her from the seat.
The fireman and emergency crews stared as the stranger lifted the whole truck cab and dismantled the car like a gum wrapper. They could see he was getting her out when another gel compartment went up in a bright yellow fireball. People screamed and shielded their faces from the heat. Police and EMT's covered their mouths in horror. That was it, there was no way.
And then the big guy came walking back through the flames, with that flickering field around him that pushed the fire back effortlessly. He was untouched, and he carried the injured woman in his arms.
Van handed her over to the EMT's, carefully, very carefully. Then he turned back to the fire. He held up his hands and covered the whole wreck in a golden field, shaped it around the blaze, catching the straggling pools of fire. He'd only made one this big once before. But then he had it, and for a moment there was no effect but that the field grew dark with smoke trapped inside. And then the flames died out.
He held it for a full count of sixty, to be sure they were dead. And then he let it go. The wreck lay silent and smoking, the ground blackened, but the flames were out. He let out a long breath, and he had so completely forgotten about the rest of the people that when the cheering went up he jumped like a spooked rabbit. The gathered crowd was clapping and yelling, and a fireman came forward and pounded him on the back like and old friend. And Vanguard remembered why he was doing this in the first place.
He turned and hurried to where the techs were loading the injured woman into an ambulance. "Is she going to be OK?"
The black man closed the doors and shook his head. "Can’t tell yet. Maybe." He clapped Van on the shoulder and then raced for the driver's seat.
He was about to hit the sky again when he heard one of the cops yelling to another. "Hey! Get moving! We have some kind of terrorist attack at Grayson Labs—" both men stopped and stared at Van erupted skyward in a golden flare.
He arced over the bay and shot south. He knew where Grayson Labs was, he'd gone there twice trying to get in to see Alex. A terrorist attack in the middle of a blackout. That could only mean bad guys. He shaped his field into a torpedo and opened up full speed, and he didn’t even hear the booms behind him as the sound of his wake caught up with itself.
***
Alex had no time for screwing around. That Reptilicus thing was bearing down on him like a tank, and the peripheral optics showed the two giants closing in from behind. The armored leader and his pet fireball were off to the side, and his lifters were out, so there was no air escape. The mutant raised its fists and he saw a spear glowing in the giant woman's grip. Time to move.
The missiles were still locked on the two behind him, so he just triggered them. All four streaked out in quick sequence right for Reptilicus, but then they curved around as their guidance dug in and they all arced away and flashed behind him. He pointed both pulsars at the charging mutant and opened up. Tight beam, practically point blank. The hammering bursts bounced off the scaled monster like they were hitting six-foot-thick steel plating and the feedback kicked him back ten feet, rolled him over. A power indicator flared and went out. His left pulsar was overloaded and was dead. He heard the missiles go off with car-wrecking detonations.
"Fools!" Scorpio shouted. "Get him! He's just one man!"
Alex rolled and leaped aside from the mutant's charge, the suit's powered exoskeleton capable of great leaps even without lifters. He landed just in time for that swinging tail to slam into him like a battleship. The gyros wailed danger as he was hurled through the air uncontrollably. He bounced off a parked car in the VIP lot and then hit the side of Building B so hard his systems died for a second from the sheer impact.
It was just a second before the sensors came back on, Alex wrenched himself free of the pile of debris he was buried in. There were flickers in the visuals and the suit was responding sluggishly. His left arm wouldn't flex properly, and the damage systems helpfully told him it was warped out of shape. Man, that thing was strong, stronger than anything made of meat had a right to be. It was coming for him, thundering over the grass on its thick legs. And he could see the fireball coming up, gaining altitude for a clear shot at whatever Reptilicus left to fry.
Right pulsar was still good. He waited another second, then hit the soft dirt right ahead of the charging monster. The rapid-fire impacts practically liquified the soil and Reptilicus sprawled thunderously as its legs sank out of sight. The tail churned up earth clods the size of cars as it threshed to get loose. Alex didn’t wait. The targeting displays flickered in complex geometry and then two more missiles were streaking for the fireball – eight left – and over the left shoulder rose the plasma gun. Powerful magnets energized and fired a shell made of high-density metal at twice the speed of sound, the power of the magnetic fields superheated the bolt even as it was accelerating, and so what came out was a slug of metal so hot it was almost a gas. A few picoseconds was enough for it to cool back into solid before it struck Reptilicus dead in the face.
Nothing flesh should have been able to endure a five-thousand-degree impact like that, but the bolt almost splattered as it hit the mutant in the head and disintegrated. The scaled flesh smoked, but there was no other apparent damage.
It sure made him angry though. The fireball had taken a moment to shoot down the missiles. But Alex was still too badly outnumbered. The giants were coming, and ice formed over his armor, the force screens struggling to keep it from freezing the armor itself. The giantess was angling to the side for a clear throw, and the mutant was clawing free of the mud pit. Alex smashed free of the ice and aimed the plasma gun at the ugly giant. See how his face stands up to the punishment, he thought.
Doctor Scorpio watched his minions close in for the kill. This was too good. He'd get the equipment he needed, and kill the Steel Avenger in the bargain. A breeze flattened the grass around him and he frowned. That was odd.
<><><>
Van angled straight for the silver shape of the Doctor. He was going flat-out, and so he could not afford to miss. Scorpio just started to turn when Van reached out and grabbed him by the cape and slung him violently into Frosthammer, their impact sounded like a car crash, the crack echoing off the battered buildings.
But the spin he'd made to throw the Doc threw him out of control, he streaked through the air in a spin so fast the whole world was a blur. He never saw Reptilicus' enormous form ahead of him. And the impact was like hitting a tank. He bounced off and flew back across the quad, clipped a streetlight off and punched a hole clean through building C. Reptilicus, unprepared for the impact, was knocked off his feet and crashed to the earth hard enough to make the nearby parked cars jump a foot in the air.
The Doctor was groaning and moving slowly, sprawled on the grass. Frosthammer had landed on a car and flattened it in the middle. He rolled over and spat out blood. "Fuck," he said. Deathlance threw herself aside as the plasma gun flashed again, rolled and threw her lance.
Alex dodged the screaming weapon and tried to lock a missile onto her through the smoke. He grinned behind the remorseless helmet. Now this was going to get good. He dragged the sluggish armor into a lurching run, taking ten-foot strides. He jumped over the sweeping tail of Reptilicus and hit the giantess with his one good pulsar, knocked her flat. Up close, she was actually pretty damned good-looking, with a body like a pinup girl gone wrong. She rolled over with the impact, leaped for him and they crashed together. He rolled over her and held her down, slammed one armored fist into her face with a bit of regret. She spat and kicked him off with impressive strength. There was only one spear left in her sling, and she drew it out as she stood. It glowed in her hand like it was in a furnace.
Alex was waiting for her to throw, but instead she leaped at him with her lance raised high to skewer him. He hit her with a wide-angle shot from the pulsar and the spear blew up, the impact throwing them both back on their asses. Alex snapped another missile at her, leaped for space, and then the sky turned red over him, and fire exploded all around.
Van came back through the building like a high-speed train. He swept past the staggering Frosthammer and gave him a right cross that threw him twenty feet into a 'Private Parking' sign. Then he bore straight for Reptilicus. The giant mutant was free of the mudhole and seemed to be looking around for something to hit. Van grinned, smacked his right hand into his left palm, and hit the big ugly with everything he had.
He slammed into the monster's gut at better than 200 kph, and he bounced off and landed in the grass. Reptilicus staggered a bit and then seemed to see him for the first time. It bellowed, distorting that grotesquely human face and showing a mouthful of crocodilian teeth. It took two lumbering steps and slammed a fist down at him, which he barely rolled aside from. Van jumped up and smashed a fist into the outthrust jaw, had the satisfaction of seeing the monster's head jerk aside with the impact. Reptilicus snorted, blinked, and then backhanded him straight through a building.
Alex leaped aside as the fireball descended on him. He could see her now through the flames, a slim girl with horribly mutated reptilian features. She was keening with fury as she unleashed a boiling whirlwind of fire on him. The giantess dove for cover as the she-demon loosed enough heat to sear the earth right down to the rock and shatter a concrete bench into flaming bits. The intense heat actually helped him dodge away, as the rolling pressure wave of superheated air was pushing him along like a leaf in the wind. The suit's danger alarms were screaming, registering temperatures hotter than anything he'd ever seen. The force screens were telling him they couldn't hold it off much longer. And then a pair of bolts crackled and slammed into him, sent him flying through the air, overloading his defensive screens completely. He slammed into a parked car and fell hard on the tarmac.
Van picked himself up with a groan, looked incredulously at the hole he'd made in the building. He'd gone through so fast he hadn't even felt the interior walls as separate impacts. He shook his head. That thing was stronger and tougher than anything had a right to be. He took off and arced high over the building to come down on the battlefield from above.
As he cleared the edge he saw Doctor Scorpio blindside the Steel Avenger and send him crashing into a car. And then Hell's Angel came closing in for the kill. He streaked down and flung out a force field around the Avenger just as she hit him with a white-hot firebolt. He grunted as the feedback hit – he was barely holding it back. He plummeted down and met her in midair, kicked her as hard as he could and sent her arcing over building C like a burning football. Scorpio bellowed unintelligibly and lashed out with his force bolts, white energy crackling around his armored hands and shearing through the air like lightning. Van dodged lower to evade them, and walked right into a slap from Reptilicus' tail that smacked him into the dirt.
He dug a ten-foot-long divot with his face, rolled over and staggered up, the split halves of his helmet falling away from his head. Another one, damn it! He shook his head to clear it and almost fell over again. He was dizzy, and the world took a moment to stop being all blurry and wobbly. He turned to face his attackers and saw nothing. The quad was a smoking, scarred ruin, and at least one of the buildings was on fire. But the villains appeared to have left the scene. He heard sirens.
The Steel Avenger was trying to get up, but his armor looked like it had been left too close to a wood stove. He went over and helped him up, leaned him against the wrecked car. "Mr. Grayson? Are you okay in there?"
"I'll live. Geez, my armor is fucked."
"I know. Oh man, how can you fix damage like this?"
"Are you kidding? I have like three more suits in storage, and lots of spare parts."
"Oh, right. Maybe we should go before the cops get here."
The suit opened up and Alex climbed out, looking sweaty and red-faced, but otherwise fine. He took a hard case out of his pocket and opened it, took out his glasses and put them on. "Those aren't cops. Listen to the sirens, those are my security guys coming with reinforcements. Besides, I own this place, why would I leave?"
"Oh, right." Van looked down at himself. His vinyl jacket was ripped in half, his pants had one half of a leg left, and his helmet was in pieces. He hurt all over and was covered in dirt and a grass stain from hell. "Man, am I going to ruin my costume every time I fight these guys?"
"So," Alex said, looking at his wrecked facility. "That was the Doctor Scorpio you mentioned, the guy who robbed the Hauser place in Houston?"
"Yeah. I told you he was serious."
He shrugged. "You were right. That guy is very serious. Advanced equipment, mutant slaves. And I swear I've seen that ice-making fuckhead somewhere before." He looked around, twisted his back and unkinked his neck. "Very, very bad news."
"What do you think they were after?"
"Hmmm?"
"I mean," Van stuttered, "are you working on something high-tech and top-secret, like a new weapon or some kind of invincible super-hyper something-or-other? I mean he must have come here to steal something."
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