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Chapter 1  

 
 Even if Tony Stark had been paying attention, he 
wouldn’t have seen anything particularly arresting in the rough 
crags straggling down to the sea. A faint sliver of a moon drew 
the shadows deep, the bush lupines soft on the rocks; a third 
glass of scotch drew a pleasant haze over the vista. 
 He wasn’t quite drunk, although by now he was working 
toward it. He’d tinted the windows and directed Jarvis to screen 
his calls—specific orders, no one over twenty-five gets through 
unless it’s Angelina Jolie asking for kinky phone sex. No 
communications in, and none out. 
 Tony wiped the sweat from his brow. “Take the 
temperature down to sixty-five degrees,” he called out, and he 
immediately heard the click-whirr of the climate regulators. He 
leaned back, neck cracking, head resting on the back of the 
couch while his fingers drummed arrhythmic on his knee. 
 This felt too restless to be downtime; he felt like he was 
waiting for something, anything, an outlet or a threat. 

* * *  

 
 Boxes. It was all about goddamned boxes. And a rocket 
that had hit the basement of a shop in an area of New York 
where that kind of heavy weapon discharge wasn’t expected. 
Lucano family, Frank deducted. While the cops were running in 
circles like headless chicken and the press, gleefully, celebrated 
yet another 9/11 memories revival, the question was not: Who 
were the victims, but: How did the Lucanos get that amount of 
firepower.  

 These days, it was only Frank who asked the right 
questions.  

‘Lucky’ Lucano had been forthcoming, after Frank had taken 
some gardening equipment to his fingers. Un-Lucky Lucano 
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knew just enough about his uncle’s business to tell Frank the 
shipment had been grey—not quite legally purchased, but it had 
come straight from the source. Nobody had stolen it, it hadn’t 
fallen off a truck; milspec kit rarely did that, anyway, but Frank 
was nothing if not thorough. And it was certainly a good idea to 
get out of the city anyway. Military-grade rockets that hit a 
mafia hangout really made him the prime suspect. And the news 
story that it was The Punisher who was going all 9/11 on ‘his’ 
city was bad for business. So bad, in fact, that it was screeching 
to a halt. The mafia was sitting tight, the cops were randomly 
stopping cars and detaining anybody who could fit the 
description of Frank, and if he’d learnt one thing in Vietnam it 
was to evade the heat when it got too bad and strike from a new 
angle. 

 The cliff side was riddled with traps—mostly sensor 
equipment, but Frank was no fool rushing up that hill. He left 
that to amateurs. He moved carefully, climbing, had approached 
by boat and was using ropes and irons to take the cliff. It was a 
solid two hours of climbing, not overly tiring, just the focus, the 
concentration, the one-ness with the task, which always helped 
banish any deeper thoughts.  

 He pulled himself up, spent a few moments to breathe 
and scan the environment. There. A generator. From the low 
hum he expected it was being used. It would suit Stark to have 
his own source of power. It was likely not the only one, so he 
rigged it with some explosives and moved on, detonator in his 
pocket. Stark specialised in fireworks? Well, so did he.  

 He moved closer to the house, a white, elegant palace 
right on top of the cliff. This had to be the door that led to the 
lower level. Stark wasn’t the first man who’d ever inhabited that 
place—there had been a documentary on the architect who’d 
built it, and Frank’s library card was still valid so he could 
indulge his interest in this architectural period in general and the 
floorplans in particular. The lower level was where he expected 
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to find Stark. A tour of the area told him that this was the 
likeliest point of entry, and the best one he could reach. 

 He shot out the camera that watched the approach, then 
rigged the door with more explosives, ducked behind the solid 
wall and triggered both detonators. 

* * *  

 
 The lights flashed out—the floor shook, as though an 
earthquake had made the ground tremble. More even than the 
lights, that low rumble churned Tony’s gut and made him stand, 
unsteady. 
 The lights flickered back on. “There has been a security 
breach at the ground-level vehicle entrance,” Jarvis informed 
him, unperturbed—as though Tony weren’t already leaping over 
the coffee tables, flinging himself down the stairs to his 
workshop. “The primary generators have been destroyed. I have 
activated the backup generators. Shall I run a diagnostic on the 
structural integrity of the house?” 
 “Yeah, yeah, do that—get my suit ready,” he called 
back. “Can you give me stats on them?” 
 “Security cameras have detected one intruder,” Jarvis 
answered, as though it weren’t impossible that one man could 
invade Tony fucking Stark’s house without being invited. “He 
has disabled the camera without showing his face. It will be 
difficult to make a positive identity match. Shall I attempt to 
cross-reference with other—” 
 His voice cut out. The silence was icy, clear, deep. 
 “Jarvis,” Tony called, low, commanding as though Jarvis 
had only been distracted for a moment. He wanted to throw up. 
He wanted to crush the bastard who’d raped and gagged his 
house, wanted to smash him, burn him, destroy him— “Jarvis! 
Jarvis, dammit!” But there were the glass doors, bulletproof and 
blastproof now—there was the access panel, and he keyed in. 
 If Jarvis could still suit him up, the bastard was going to 
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regret being clever. He was going to regret being born. 
 

* * *  

 
 Frank had taken a fire axe to what looked like a fuse box, 
right after the door, again going for damage before subtlety. He 
was the Punisher, he reflected wryly, not the Surgeon. 
 Then Frank broke into a run—top speed, the webbing 
holding his full kit close to his body, everything was silenced, 
not a rattle to warn anybody—sound didn’t matter after an 
explosion, but habits died hard. Running faster, he managed to 
barely squeeze under another security rolling gate that was 
coming down, and after just another fifty meters or so, he was in 
the garage.  
 Nice cars, Cabrios, shining, sparkling, perfect, and some 
apparatus that didn’t make a lot of sense to him. He moved 
forward, closer to the wall now, pulling a gun and sliding the 
fire axe into a loop at his webbing. Approaching the workshop. 

* * * 

 In the shop, the platform remained immobile below 
Tony’s feet. Nothing rose; nothing attached; he kicked the floor 
and sprinted to the console. “Bring up house monitoring 
systems—bring up JARVIS—” 
 An electronic floorplan came up, three-dimensional as a 
design matrix. The destroyed circuitry gleamed red, readouts in 
tiny print; just as Tony touched them, made them expand to a 
readable size, he heard the footsteps. “You—” he called over his 
shoulder to an attentive robot; “Put out this electrical fire. Take 
someone with you, line up the blue wires. The blue ones, the 
other ones don’t matter—take the back way, there’s a guy 
coming—” 
 And then he looked up. No silhouette in the doorway, 
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that would’ve been stupid even for an ordinary break-in; there 
was a shadow by the door that didn’t belong, though, and Tony 
straightened. 
 “Welcome to my house,” he called, all bravado. “You 
should’ve called ahead, I would’ve let you in.” 
 “I doubt it.” The shadow grew a pistol-shaped 
appendage, muzzle pointed at Tony’s head, and the intruder 
advanced. Heavy boots, dressed head to toe in black, the combat 
trousers and long-sleeved tight top showed the characteristic 
shapes of kevlar plating. Military-style, black webbing held 
pockets and kit, pistols, rope ...  
 The man was tall, not hulking, but wide in the shoulder, 
and the face was worn, stoic, not young in a way that weathered 
stone wasn’t young, black hair, light eyes, dark circles under his 
eyes like somebody who worked only nightshifts. His identity 
was only revealed by the white skull emblem on his chest, and a 
decidedly grim skull at that. “I’m not the type who gets 
appointments with PAs,” said the Punisher. “Don’t move a 
finger, Stark.”  
 Tony very carefully didn’t move a finger. “Right, 
absolutely, you’re not the kind of guy who makes appointments. 
I understand that.” He knew the face—and more importantly, 
the skull—from the news; he knew the man’s criminal record, in 
the same casual way that he knew John Wayne Gacy’s or Al 
Capone’s. 
 The Punisher moved closer. “Turn around, hands behind 
your back, wrists crossed.” As casual as he’d compliment Stark 
on his taste in terms of workshop equipment. “If you want to 
live, that is.” The tone seemed to suggest ‘make me.’ Or maybe 
it didn’t. It was hard to tell from the voice alone, because not a 
muscle in his face moved.  
 “Right, sure.” In turning himself, Tony managed to make 
it just a step further away from the design table, a step closer to 
the platform. “Hey, if you hear a kind of sexy voice saying 
‘Diagnostic complete’ or something, don’t shoot me, okay? 
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That’s just the house monitoring system. Jarvis.” He crossed his 
hands neatly at his back, looking down so that the Punisher 
wouldn’t catch him watching the proceedings in the reflections 
on the glass doors. 
 “Jarvis. Got you.” And what kind of freak would give a 
house system a name? Let alone a male one. But Stark was said 
to be eccentric. The Punisher kept the gun trained on the back of 
Stark’s head, reaching with the other to his belt where he kept 
the restraints. Maneuvering the loop over Stark’s crossed wrists, 
he pulled the plastic tight with one hand, gun never wavering. 
He put the gun away and took Stark by the shoulder. “Talk time. 
Looks like I’m your host for the evening.” If that was meant to 
be a joke, it was delivered with absolutely no inflection.  
 “You could offer me a drink.” Tony mentally charted the 
distance between the workshop and the sabotage site, trying to 
calculate how long it would take before Jarvis could access the 
system again. “So, what do you want to talk about?” 
 Irreverent motherfucker. Frank pushed Stark—granted, 
with more force than necessary—towards a chair and sat the 
man down heavily, that was, pressing down on his shoulders and 
when Stark initially resisted, kicked the legs from under him.  
 “Your company. I want to know who you sell to. Every 
name. Every company. Everything.”  
 “Wait, wait, didn’t you see that press conference? We’re 
taking a break from weapons.” Tony leaned forward in the chair, 
bound hands uncomfortable pressed against the back of it. 
Bravado didn’t impress the Punisher, and honesty probably 
wouldn’t be much more effective.  
 “I don’t watch TV much.” The Punisher stood in front of 
him, arms crossed, black against the white of the skull.  
 “We have a standing contract with the army—the U.S. 
one—but as far as I know, they’re the only ones still getting 
Stark weapons. More than a year back, the records are a little 
messier. I can’t give you everything unless you let me get into 
the company’s files.”  
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 “I’ll get into the company’s files. You will give me the 
passwords.”  
 “You sure? I could probably do it faster.” 
 “Probably.” The Punisher took the back of the chair and 
merely pulled Stark with him towards the terminal, seating him 
close enough to keep a good eye on him. “Walk me through 
this.” Beyond using internet mail for a few contacts, he wasn’t 
much of a web person. He could modify most guns, he was good 
with electronics, but that did not include computers.  
 “Okay.” Tony could’ve used the voice-recognition 
software, brought things up on his own—but better to keep that 
back, keep it up his sleeve for the moment. Tony felt remarkably 
clear-headed, despite the drinks; he was strategizing, planning. 
“See that icon, first row, second from the top? You can connect 
to the network through that. Just touch the screen—not too 
hard—” 
 The Punisher tapped the screen, a concentrated look on 
his face, every now and then checking the surroundings. “I’ll 
take the data with me—might have triggered an invisible alarm, 
and I don’t need SWAT up my ass.” Glancing at Stark to 
confirm his suspicion. He didn’t trust the bastard, and keeping 
moving was a good bet, always. Unless he took the industrialist 
hostage and kept him for a while until he’d worked it out. That 
was the other option. 
 “Fine, fine. Now, touch the second icon that comes up. 
Password is ‘Angus.’“ Tony made a mental note to change the 
password as soon as this was over with.  
 “Angus.” The Punisher typed that in. 
 “Do you have a storage card? A USB drive? A floppy?”  
 The Punisher didn’t, because back in the days, it had 
been print-outs. “I’ll use one of yours.” 
 And then suddenly, irreversibly, the game changed. “Full 
functionality has been restored. Do you wish me to complete 
your directive?” Jarvis inquired mildly. 
 The Punisher looked up, alarmed at the voice that 
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sounded goddamned natural and real. His hand went back to the 
pistol and pulled it, pointing it at Stark’s head again.  
 “That’s Jarvis, that’s Jarvis, don’t point that damn thing 
at me!” Tony leaned back, eyes wide and looking along the gun, 
sighting along it in reverse. “Can I tell him to finish what he was 
doing?” 
 The Punisher snarled, the pressure wanted out, but he 
lowered the gun and pointed it at Stark’s groin now. “What’s the 
directive?”  
 “Just something mechanical, it’s not important. But if 
you want me to, I can just tell him to cancel and do it later. 
Jesus, put the gun down, what am I going to do to you in this 
chair?” 
 The Punisher looked dubious, then shrugged, unwilling 
to move away from his top priority, and that was the data. He 
hadn’t seen any gun turrets and doubted very much that ‘Jarvis’ 
could shoot him or call the police. And even if he called the 
police—fuck, he was starting to think of the system as ‘he’, 
too—that wasn’t the first time he’d made a narrow escape. Plus, 
he had a hostage that nobody wanted to see killed. “No games, 
Stark, I can break your neck even if you screw me.”  
 “You can, obviously. You’re in great shape.” Tony 
gestured with his head to the drawer on the left of the computer 
table. “There’s a spare memory card in there, hardly used. Just 
let me tell Jarvis to cancel. One second.” 
 He didn’t expect the Punisher to look away, but that was 
all right. Tony Stark didn’t need him to look away. “Jarvis? Full 
lockdown over here.” 
 And then he was kicking off with his feet—pushing his 
chair backwards with every ounce of strength he had, cracking 
his head hard against the cement floor—but even then, the 
blastproof walls nearly clipped his feet as they crashed down 
around the console station, and the Punisher’s bullet hit the 
exact place where Stark’s groin had been just a second ago.  
 Trapped. Frank dropped the memory card he’d held, 
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cursed under his breath, felt stress notch up a bit. Motherfucker. 
He’d kill him. He’d seriously kill him. But right now, he was 
surrounded by walls that didn’t look impressed in any way by 
the bullet that had hit them. He gritted his teeth, looked for an 
exit, stared that the computer, felt the need to smash everything 
he could reach. Stress making his veins pound and throb. “You 
are dead,” the Punisher promised darkly.  
 “Actually, I’m still tied up. Want to give me a little help 
with that?”  
 “No.”  
 “I was talking to a robot. Not you.” A helpful robot arm 
reached down to cut the plastic binding him, and Tony rubbed at 
the back of his head. “Son of a bitch—” he muttered, making his 
way toward the platform to be suited. “Okay, now. Punisher. I 
am talking to you this time. What the fuck are you doing in my 
house?” 
 “Investigating your company.” Frank crossed his arms in 
front of his chest, frowning, trying to determine the angle of 
attack. The playboy millionaire was likely going to call the 
police. He hated fighting the cops, but he’d do it. Breath still 
faster than normal, he kept thinking of a way to escape. 
“Working out whether you’re innocent. Or guilty.” Because the 
guilty need to be punished.  
 “You haven’t suddenly decided that weapons are bad, 
have you? Because I have to tell you, that gun of yours looked 
suspiciously like a weapon.” A dozen tiny, finely-tuned metal 
hands were folding wiring into place on Tony’s arms and chest, 
completing delicate circuits, fastening metal over it, and Tony 
Stark grinned as the mask came down. 
 “No. I’m a fan of your father’s … some of his kit helped 
us kill Charlie in droves.” The Punisher kept looking for an exit, 
while expecting an attack. Cops. Gas. Something as maniacal 
and insane as ‘Jarvis.’  
 “And I bet Charlie never got his hands on a Stark 
Industries weapon,” Tony spat.  
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 “No, it was Special Forces stuff.” Frank was trying to 
win time, tried to work out what Stark’s intentions were. Cops?  
 “Jarvis? End the lockdown.” 
 The walls rose around the console. To all intents and 
purposes, Tony Stark had vanished—only Iron Man remained, 
hulking and impenetrable and grim-faced as a metal god. 
 The Punisher looked at the … robot, immediately 
understood on a completely visceral level, broadened his stance 
and raised the gun, shooting the thing in the ‘face,’ then the 
‘throat,’ hoped for any area that was weak, or could be 
weakened. Striking sparks off the armor, the bullets ricocheted 
with a high-pitched ‘clang’; the Punisher stopped after he’d 
expended his magazine, and reloaded, retreating. There had to 
be a way out.  
 “Seal off the workshop, Jarvis. I’m not done with him 
yet.” The statement was more for effect than anything else, and 
the effect wasn’t lost on Frank, who felt his hackles rise; the 
security protocols had already shut down the vehicle exit, and he 
knew (he’d tested) that the glass doors were impenetrable 
without the combination.  
 “Why the sudden interest, Frankie?” 
 Facing an invulnerable foe, Frank retreated further, 
checked the exit—sealed, no visible mechanism to open it—and 
remained standing there, because the glass wall looked sturdy 
and the lock looked impressive, too. Bullet-proof? He assumed 
so. Bastard. “Get it over with, Stark. You coward.”  
 “I’m just curious. Really.” Tony was clanking closer, 
moving with more grace than he should have with all of that 
weight, catching Frank by surprise. “Why so interested in my 
company all of a sudden?”  
 It was absurd, clichéd, too fucking close to reality to say 
that his hand gripped the Punisher’s shoulder like a steel vice, 
and Frank felt every muscle in that grip yell with pain, bone and 
cartilage protested, and he grabbed the metal hand with both his 
and tried to open it, but nothing moved. Fuck. Frank gritted his 
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teeth, kept pushing, tried to find an angle, knowing he didn’t 
stand a chance hand-to-hand. If that grip closed fully, he’d crush 
bones.  
 “You fucking pussy,” he snarled. “That all you can do?”  
 “Nope.” With a flick of his wrist, Iron Man flung the 
Punisher against a wall.  
 The impact was hard enough to bruise his back and 
shoulders, and pain exploded in Frank’s body, converting the 
rage into pain, which transformed into helpless pain. He hit the 
ground, half-conscious, coughed to catch breath that had been 
knocked out of him. He’d lost the pistol, like a beginner, but 
right now, it was just about absorbing pain—he could do that. It 
could kill him, sure, but he could do that. Coughing hard, Frank 
glowered at Stark from below, the stare of a vicious dog that had 
just been wounded. I don’t owe you an explanation, he thought.  
 Iron Man stooped, picked up the pistol, and bent it in 
half with his fingers alone, which answered each and every 
question Frank might have had about the actual strength of the 
suit. Robot. Hard to imagine it was that playboy millionaire in 
there—right now, it was a machine. “You know, Frankie, I used 
to trust people. I used to just let them into my house and let them 
fuck me up. So you’ll excuse me if I don’t say there’s some kind 
of honor among vigilantes, and I just want to help you, and I’m 
going to let you go.”  
 “I didn’t ... fuck you up,” Frank snarled, getting back to 
his feet, knowing that the suit better not get hold of him again. 
Bones didn’t bend like metal.  
 Under the expressionless mask, Tony was grinning. “So 
the question is, whether you’re going to cooperate in one piece, 
or several.” 
 “I’m not getting a paycheck from you, Stark. I’m not part 
of your ... corporate machine. I’m not taking orders from you. 
Kill me, sure, but that’s the worst you can do.” Frank was 
checking through his pockets, as if patting them for a cigarette.  
 The C4 might take them both out—alternatively, he 
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could attach it to the suit and force Tony out of his little toy. 
Armor could be a liability, just like any tank in military history. 
Attach a charge, and see the crew get blown to bits or scamper 
off like dogs. Frank exploded into motion, jumped, dived, barely 
made it past the robot and slammed a C4 pack between Stark’s 
shoulder blades, activating the charge—all he had to do was live 
long enough to find the detonator and press it.  
 Immediately, Iron Man turned on him and fired a 
repulsor blast from his hands—it slammed the Punisher 
sprawling, would probably have killed him without the Kevlar. 
It happened rarely that Frank thought about retiring—
‘retirement’ in his line of work conjured up images of a suicidal 
attack and going down in a not-so metaphorical blaze of glory, 
but being slammed by a force that made every bone in his body 
groan and ending up between that and an unyielding floor 
tempted him. In fact, he was in so much pain he wasn’t even 
sure he could move. But he had to. Fucked up, he still had to 
take out the enemy, even if it killed him. Arm moving, slowly, 
which hurt like fuck. Down to thigh pocket ... crawling, fingers 
pulling the arm along like dead weight. Detonator. 
 “Jarvis, what’s that on my back?” Tony demanded, 
reaching for it like an itch that he couldn’t scratch. 
 “C4,” Jarvis replied, coolly. “You may wish to remove 
your backplate and dispose of it.” 
 “I may—” 
 “Hastily.” 
 No time to be neat or official—Tony got his fingers 
under the seam, ripped at the plate until it tore loose, wires 
dangling, metal mangled. No time to do anything but search for 
where the C4 would do the least damage and fling the backplate 
far across the workroom— 
 The charge, portioned to take out a well-armored door or 
rip a hole into a wall, went off, as the Punisher had managed to 
press the button, largely unaware of the situation around him, his 
mind a pinpoint of focus, a tiny, very intense thing that could 
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only hold one goal: press the button. 
 The roar of the explosion was deafening, pressure wave 
and heat, the shards of metal turned into shrapnel, two of which 
made it to Frank, penetrated the armor and embedded 
themselves in his shoulder and thigh. Frank was breathing, felt 
the impact, but it was just sharp pain versus the dull, throbbing 
pain, all he could see was the workshop floor, and he lacked the 
strength to turn his head. Don’t pass out. Get away. Truth was, 
his body just didn’t obey. He needed a rest, and all he could do 
was keep fighting the darkness of unconsciousness.  
 The explosion rocked the suit, shock-blinded Tony for a 
moment—he could hear shrapnel striking metal, hear burning 
and rough breath. He turned toward it, bent down, seized the 
Punisher by his arm and lifted. Sore muscles stretched into 
anguish; the Punisher dangled, feet only inches from the floor, 
the bloodied face turning just enough to look into the glowing 
slits that were eyes.  
 Sometimes, there was no more satisfying solution than a 
swift punch to the head. The Punisher went limp. 
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Chapter 2  
 
 
 The Punisher didn’t look so intimidating, with his skull 
shirt and his Kevlar stripped off, his weapons put neatly away in 
a locked case. There was a crease between his brows—not pain; 
Tony didn’t think he owned low-grade anesthetics—but 
otherwise, his face was as blank in repose as it had been in 
threat. He had rows of neat stitches now where the shrapnel had 
gone in. 
 He was also strapped down to the makeshift surgical bed 
at wrist, ankle, and neck, since Tony Stark was not a stupid man 
even if he was a reckless one. He leaned against the counter, 
watching impassively, polishing off a beer as he waited for the 
other man to wake. 
 Some remote bit in the reptile part of Frank Castle’s 
brain decided that being out was bad, and clawed its way back 
into control, to the surface, to consciousness. He woke, as usual, 
with a near-violent jerk, slapped awake by his instincts as a 
soldier and a man whose head was wanted by every member of 
the mafia rank and file and who could not even rest when he was 
out and cold. Being out was also when memories returned, 
which was more painful than waking. The jerk was fully 
absorbed by the restraints, and the Punisher was now truly 
awake, staring at Stark before he even understood where he was, 
but it all came back, and his face darkened. 
 Successively, he began to tense muscles, checked his 
body, felt the numbness of anesthetics, the dizzy feeling, and, 
seeing the freshly treated injuries, he put two and two together 
while his memory returned. All that took no more than twenty 
seconds. It took another thirty seconds to fully understand he 
was tied up and at the mercy of the guy who’d clearly won the 
first battle in his current war. The muscles rolled under his pale 
skin, making many old and less old and recent scars move, and 
his bound fists tested the restraints. He didn’t expect them to 
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give, but he needed the confirmation. Always work with what 
you have. At the moment, that was precious little. He relaxed, 
staring at Stark with cool, blue eyes. He was not afraid of pain, 
or death. Stark didn’t have the guts to dismember him, and even 
if he did, Frank’s reptile brain was weak on self-preservation. 
 Tony Stark grinned to see the rolling muscles, the coiled 
strength tied down. “Good morning. Here’s your first lesson on 
hosting a bondage party—host serves drinks.” And he tipped the 
dregs of his beer over Frank’s face. 
 Frank shook his head, glaring, body jerking upwards 
again, more violent this time. Seething anger gave his face an 
expression, and it was clear he’d rather dislocate and rip out his 
own arms than stay down. Trouble was, he didn’t have the 
strength, and the restraint around his throat prevented him from 
mustering enough strength to hurt himself. 
 Only then did the words register. Bondage party. What 
the hell was that supposed to mean. He stilled for a moment, 
feeling the liquid run into his hair and pool around the back of 
his head. “You could call your buddies in NYC,” he proposed. 
“They’re better at the interrogation game. More entertaining.” 
Eyes narrowing. 
 Tony racked his brains, searching for anyone he knew in 
New York City who might’ve at some point run afoul of the 
Punisher. The only possible answer made him laugh. “You got 
detained by the Coast Guard? And I thought I had enemies.” 
 Like all law enforcement agencies on the ground, they 
loved the Punisher. He sometimes created some paperwork, but 
at least he got jobs done and airholed people the grunts on the 
ground couldn’t touch. “For a man so clever, you’re fucking 
stupid.” 
 “So enlighten me. Who’re my friends in NYC?” 
 “Try Lucano. Or some of their buddies. Got a cellar full 
of rocket-propelled grenades and other hardware and are 
working on wiping out the Milaneses. Some small families are 
beginning to change sides, which is making my job more 
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complicated. Never mind blowing shit up like that is put on my 
credit card these days.” Frank snorted. “I wish.” 
 “Wait, wait. The mafia has my weapons? That’s what 
this is about?” Tony cracked his knuckles. “Fucking Obadiah—” 
 “It’s not the Association of Pizza-Makers.” Frank 
groaned. “Guess as long as their money’s good, eh, Stark?” 
 “Uh, no. Maybe you missed this in your campaign of 
wanton destruction, but I was stuck in a cave in Afghanistan for 
three months—and my board was sneaking around behind my 
back before and after. You think I would’ve personally approved 
selling to the mafia?” 
 Frank continued to give him a level stare. Fact was, he 
had missed it. He didn’t watch much TV, and he didn’t read the 
Wall Street Journal or the usual gossip magazines—where 
Stark’s story had featured especially widely. 
 Tony asked coolly, “Then why didn’t you just fucking 
kill me? That’s what you do, right?” 
 “I wanted the data and proof first. So I pull out the root 
with the weed. If I had been sure, I’d have taken you out with a 
high-caliber rifle in the middle of your cocktail crowd. There are 
one hundred ways to kill a guy like you, Stark. But I wanted the 
connections, and I wasn’t sure you’re guilty.”  
 “How about now? Are you sure now?” 
 “You want the truth? I’ve been fucked and betrayed 
often enough to not trust anybody. And that includes you.” 
Frank shrugged. “Don’t take it personal.” 
 “Join the club. We meet Tuesdays. We never share the 
location with each other, and we show up armed.” It was 
fascinating, watching Frank shrug with his neck and wrists held 
down—watching his muscles shift, half-sinuous between the 
restraints. Tony was gawking a little, and he moved closer on 
the pretense of checking the stitches. 
 “Sounds like a club I’d even join.” Frank still didn’t 
relax, there was tension in his body he likely wasn’t aware of it 
himself, even though there was nothing he could do with the 
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readied strength. The anesthetic was still potent, but he had the 
feeling lying down was generally a good idea. He glanced at the 
stitched wounds, frowning. “Did I lose a lot of blood? You 
stitched me up, right? Both were just in the meat, I guess.” 
 Tony nodded, absently, tracing the stitches featherlight 
with a fingertip, impassively watched by Frank. “Had Dummy 
stitch you—that’s the robot with the arm. You stained my floor 
pretty badly, and I wouldn’t go donating to the bloodbank for a 
few weeks, but you’ll be okay. Jarvis says it missed the big 
arteries.” Nothing in his voice suggested whether he approved or 
disapproved. 
 “Live to punish another day.” A faint touch of humor, 
mostly caused by the vaguely dizzy feeling. Blood loss, then. 
Frank wasn’t on the blood donor register anyway. He glanced 
down at his body, realizing he wore nothing but briefs, but he 
wasn’t cold. He wasn’t much of anything, just tired, tense, 
vaguely irritated he couldn’t move, and at the same time too 
proud to remind Stark to untie him. If he would. As if he would. 
But with immediate danger gone, and with Stark not going to 
torture him—no, he reminded himself, you already sung like a 
bird there—his brain gave in to the friendly chemicals that told 
him he should really get some rest, and his eyes half-closed. 
“Wake me before you start cutting off my fingers,” he said. 
“Would be a shit way to wake up otherwise.” 
 “I’m not the finger-cutting type,” Tony answered, level 
enough. “I’m more the sleeping until noon type. Which I’ll be 
doing. My PA will bring you breakfast when she gets in. If you 
don’t mind that I made you an appointment?” 
 “Okay.” Looked like he’d be staying down here in the 
workshop, like a weird humanoid machine that tended to 
become violent and therefore had to be tied down like this. Not 
that he could go anywhere ... or get anywhere. In his state, he 
wouldn’t be able to find a secure bolt hole, and he wouldn’t 
make it down the mountain. Spending the rest of the night in a 
workshop surrounded by robots with names was the lesser, if 
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strange, evil. And truth was, he was getting goddamned tired, 
didn’t even mind the feeling of beer around his head and his 
face. Had slept in worse conditions. Very gradually, his body 
relaxed, and it didn’t take long until his head moved to the side, 
exposing his neck and throat as his fists opened. 
 Tony watched him fall to quiet, if not to sleep; watched 
the way Frank bared his throat as though daring Tony to cut it. 
There was a kind of absurdity to the situation—the Punisher had 
been running around causing mayhem for decades, evading 
souped-up villains and law enforcement alike, and now the only 
man who’d never had a vested interest in Frank Castle had 
managed to get him tied to a table. He had no idea what to do 
with his prisoner, no idea whether it was better to keep him or 
turn him over to the police or let him go. 
 Tony left him, telling Jarvis to dim the lights. He was 
sleepy (exhausted), buzzed, aching from the violence and the 
adrenaline; his head still hurt from smacking it on the cement. 
At the same time, though, he couldn’t have gone to sleep if he’d 
drugged himself. 
 Once he was past the glass doors and out of hearing 
range, he ordered a full-scale background check on Frank 
Castle, formerly Castiglione, alias the Punisher. 
 The data was waiting for him by the time he sat down at 
the computer. 
 Castle’s background was widely known—he’d been a 
darling of the press and never bothered to cover his tracks. 
Unlike other vigilantes, he didn’t hide behind any masks, 
because he had no life that a sane man would want to protect. 
 Born in Queens as Francis Castiglione into a family with 
Italian roots, Frank had originally studied to join the Catholic 
Church as a priest, but was never ordained and didn’t even finish 
the seminary. 
 He reappeared on official records when he enlisted in the 
USMC, going through Recruit Training, Infantry School, 
USMC’s Reconnaissance, Force Reconnaissance and Sniper 
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Schools—probably the only schools where he’d felt right at 
home. Attaining dockets, Castle went through U.S. Army 
Airborne School and U.S. Navy Underwater Demolition Team 
training, and qualified as a Navy SEAL. 
 Following training, Castle served in the Vietnam War in 
the Special Forces Unit as a point man. He was badly injured by 
a VC explosive, which accounted for some of the scars Tony 
had seen. Castle still hadn’t had enough but then signed on again 
as a Scout Sniper. For the third tour, he illegally re-entered the 
USMC under the name Frank Castle, which still stuck. He’d 
risen as far as Captain, married his wife Maria, fathered two 
children. Photos of that time showed a much younger, far more 
human-looking soldier who stood close to his buddies and 
smiled for the camera. 
 For heroism, he was decorated with the Congressional 
Medal of Honor, the Navy Cross, the Silver Star three times, 
Bronze Star, the Purple Heart four times, and the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom. After Vietnam, he ran Special Black Ops 
training missions for Marine Recon Commandos in the upper 
New York State area. 
 One day, he, his wife and their children Lisa and Frank 
Jr. went to New York’s Central Park for a picnic, where they 
witnessed a mafia gangland execution. To eliminate witnesses, 
the Costa crime family gunned them down; only Castle survived 
(which explained more scars). Frank identified the shooters, but 
corruption prevented the proper course of justice. 
 This was when Castle, having recovered from his 
wounds, vanished from civilized society and took the fight to the 
enemy, first eradicating the Costas, and then, as if he’d gotten a 
taste for it, continued to wage his one-man war against 
organized crime, first and foremost the mafia, but he wasn’t 
choosy, fighting just as well against the Russian mob, yakuza, 
drug cartels, Aryan Brotherhood, triads, yardies, Irish mobsters, 
biker gangs, street gangs, gunrunning militias, muggers, killers, 
rapists, psychopaths, racists, sadists, pedophiles, thieves, and 
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corrupt city officials, including a few kills that seemed to have 
been corrupt cops or bureaucrats. The list of his victims was 
extensive, mythical in proportions, and he’d even raked up a 
considerable body count when he’d been incarcerated at Ryker’s 
Island prison. 
 From what people assumed, he had to have many bases, 
had to fund himself with money found on his victims, and while 
many activities were in New York, he’d been seen abroad. 
 The only thing nearly as epic as the list of his victims 
was the list of criminal charges brought against him, but it was 
near impossible to compile such a list without at least tacit 
backing, and to many cops on the streets, he was a hero. He 
‘took out the trash,’ as an eye witness had put it, and never 
killed cops. Unless they were corrupt, as it was indicated, and 
many suspected he had sources from within law enforcement, 
ex-military buddies, secret services types that fed him 
information and protected him. 
 Called anything from ‘dark angel of justice’ to 
‘psychotic killer,’ his psychological profile showed above-
average intelligence, heavily focused on practical matters, and a 
lack of remorse, even as a soldier, which, some said, had made 
him an even better soldier than he was by talent and inclination. 
 “Whew,” Tony said to himself as he finished skimming 
the more sensational headlines and eyewitness statements. “And 
I’ve got him locked up in my basement.” 
 Still, it was impossible to avoid a strange sympathy for 
the man. Just as personally motivated in his war on corruption, 
with just as few compunctions about mowing down his 
enemies—but he’d been doing it a lot longer, with a lot less to 
work with. Tony had to wonder what they could accomplish 
together if they chose it; he had to wonder what kind of smooth 
devastation the Punisher would be in a suit of his own. 
 Like an Old Testament angel, Tony thought to himself. 
The kind so pants-shittingly terrifying that they had to announce 
themselves, Fear not. 
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 He went to bed with that image driving his dreams, and 
he woke past one in the afternoon, late for a meeting with the 
board. He only glanced in on Frank’s cell—no better word for 
it—on the way to his car. “Did Pepper get you breakfast?” 
 The Punisher had been resting again, sleeping off the 
blood loss, the wounds, and the serious bruising he’d sustained. 
He turned his head. “She seemed surprised you’re keeping semi-
naked men tied up in your workshop.” That, and she’d refused 
to untie him for a ‘bathroom break,’ as he’d gingerly put it. It 
might have been complete bullshit, but seeing the PA had 
brought out a weird chivalric notion in Frank, and it wasn’t 
because she was beautiful and translucent, somehow, and smart. 
Women did that to him, at least the kind he felt compelled to 
protect. So, she had fed him some scrambled eggs and orange 
juice, after he had informed her what he wanted. Being fed by 
the smartly-dressed person had brought up an image of a nurse 
in the military hospital that he would have developed a crush on 
if it hadn’t been for his pregnant wife. 
 Turning his head, he noticed how much in pain his body 
was, and after testing his restraints thoroughly after ‘breakfast,’ 
he’d realized there was no escape. It would have to be through 
his captors, in the literal sense. 
 “Great. I hope she’s not going to have moral issues.” 
 “Unlikely. She works for you,” Frank murmured, darkly. 
 “She’s going to have your clothes cleaned, too, betcha. 
She does that with the people who follow me home.” Tony 
waved, just a flick of his fingers. “Back in two hours, probably.” 
And then he ducked out again. 
 Frank glared after him, gave another frustrated tug of his 
restraint. Fuck Stark. All he could do was rest for the moment 
he’d be free again, or Stark decided to dispose of him. His eyes 
wandered around, finally resting on part of the armor— or 
maybe it was a prototype, sitting there like a silent, metal 
sentinel.  
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* * *  

 
 He’d have to see about finding something less 
undignified but equally powerful to restrain the man. He 
couldn’t have the Punisher pissing in a bottle indefinitely. 

 He hooked a Bluetooth over his ear, placed a call to 
Pepper. “Order some more of that glass we got for my workshop 
doors. Oh, and some chains. Big, heavy ones.” 
 “Is this about the man in the workshop, sir?” she asked, a 
little more sharply than usual. “He seemed pretty harmless.” 
 “He blew up the generators, blasted through the garage 
door, and tried to shoot my balls off. I’d say he’s about as 
harmless as Godzilla with P.M.S. Just order the glass.” And he 
rung off before she had a chance to answer. 

 

* * *  

 
 Frank came back round, having dreamt something he 
couldn’t remember. Sounds from somewhere behind him—
outside his field of vision.  
 “Yes, it’s about—no, I want to buy a dragon, what do 
you think this is about?” Tony made a frustrated noise. “That 
man is one of America’s most wanted. He’s harmless when I’ve 
got him strapped to a table, but I wouldn’t turn my back on him 
otherwise.” 
 Frank gave a small groan. He knew by now that the 
restraints wouldn’t give, but flexing against them now seriously 
hurt his arm, the pain intense enough to bring tears to his eyes. 
He was no longer drugged—that felt almost natural. The 
tiredness was gone, too.  
 “I want it here by this afternoon—by midnight at the 
latest.” 
 “All right, sir,” Pepper answered; her tone was doubtful, 
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disapproving, the way it had never been before they’d done that 
awkward flirtation thing. They rung off almost simultaneously 
with each other, and Tony turned back to his prisoner. 
 “So. This is what a vigilante looks like after about thirty 
years, huh? You’ve held up pretty well.” 
 Frank glanced at him. “Sensible, balanced diet, a lot of 
exercise, at least two liters of water a day.” He shrugged. “You 
going to keep me in a cage like a gorilla?”  
 “For a little while. Until I decide you’re not a dragon.”  
 “What’s this ‘dragon’ talk?”  
 Tony heaved himself up, sat on the countertop. With his 
jacket off, the arc reactor in his chest shone through his 
undershirt and his shirt alike, and the Punisher’s eyes rested on 
that. Weird, he’d thought it had been part of the armor, but it 
was pretty damned close to Stark’s athletic body. Gym, he 
assumed. Personal trainer, two to three times a week. Good, trim 
waist, the latissimus could use a little more work, but overall, 
Stark was well-built and fairly well put together.  
 “Don’t get me wrong, I approve of what you do and who 
you do it to. But I don’t know for sure if you’ve decided that I’m 
on your shit list, so I’d rather keep an eye on you.” 
 “Makes sense,” Frank agreed. He hadn’t decided either, 
on what list Stark was. Entirely possible he was innocent. 
Entirely possible the man played him. Without proof, he 
wouldn’t make a decision on the matter. 
 “Cheer up. I’ll make you a good dungeon. Maybe even 
get you a Playstation—or a newspaper, or whatever it is you do 
for fun.” 

 “Modify guns, heal up, exercise.” Frank shook his head. 
“Well, one’s an option right now.”  
 Tony shrugged. “I know it’s not fun to be imprisoned. 
Really, I do. This isn’t going to last any longer than it has to.” 
 “I’m a patient man, Stark.” One third threat, one third 
self-assessment, one third smalltalk.  
 All good things came in threes. “You could call me 
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Tony. Or Iron Man. People seem to like that one lately.” He 
gestured, vaguely in the direction of the suit. “For obvious 
reasons.” 
 “‘Tony’ would be fraternization.” Frank said. “And Iron 
Man ... is that the one you like better?”  
 Another shrug. “It’s as good as the Punisher, if it’s less 
technically accurate. So, yeah, go ahead and call me that.” 
 “But you are calling me Frank. Frankie.” 
 Tony laughed. “The Punisher sounds like a dominatrix 
name. I feel like I should be begging you to flog me.” 
 “Maybe you should.” Frank gave him a dark stare, not 
seeing the humor. “Depends whether you were an evil boy, 
Stark, or not.”  
 “So you’re into that kind of thing, huh? Recreationally 
instead of professionally, I mean.” Tony slid down from the 
counter, moving closer, touching the hard metal strap over the 
Punisher’s wrist. It had left marks on the skin there; he kept his 
hands clear, only touched metal, tried not to do anything that 
would make him look like a rapist. 
 Frank gave him a stare, which then turned into his eyes 
following Stark’s hands. “Recre...” He blinked, at loss for an 
answer right away. “What’s recreational about getting fucked 
up?” His eyes then flickered over to an empty bottle on a work 
surface. 
 “Don’t give me ideas.” Tony gave the Punisher’s body a 
long, slow look—didn’t know the names for the most interesting 
muscles that stood out under the skin, but enjoyed the look of 
corded forearms, densely muscled chest, even the tendons at his 
wrists and ankles. “It can be fun getting a little fucked up once 
in a while.” 
 Frank stilled, hackles rising. That was not the probing 
glance of a torturer, not the searching glance that was all about 
finding the best place to start. Instead it was altogether too 
interested. Or Stark was screwing with his mind. “Open those ... 
and I’ll oblige you,” Frank said, sounding more pressed than 
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he’d wanted to.  
 “If you were getting hard, I might actually believe you. 
It’s like a polygraph for this kind of thing.” Tony patted the 
metal one more time, backing away. 
 Fuck. Frank stared at him, not believing Stark had 
actually hit on him. Just now. Speechless. ‘You are sleeping 
with women?’ wasn’t a good answer. He’d had a few passes in 
prison, but after the first ‘suspicious’ death there had been 
plenty of room under the shower. “I’m not easily impressed,” he 
murmured. 
 “I’m just easy,” Tony returned—mostly sincere; he 
wasn’t discriminating, fucked without regard for gender, race, 
creed, or anything but attractiveness. “But I get the feeling you 
wouldn’t respect me in the morning.” 

 Frank coughed. Respect was the least of his worries right 
now. He hardly respected the man right now, because he had no 
idea whether he was a two-faced arms profiteer or had been 
screwed himself. Keeping his distance. On the other hand, if that 
would get him free ... and what are you thinking, Frank Castle, 
he heard his own voice in his head. “Hard to respect somebody 
who keeps me tied down like a hog ready for slaughter.”  
 “Hard to respect someone who blew up my generators.” 
Tony took another step back. “And you made me tear up my 
suit, too. I’m going to be soldering for an hour to get the wiring 
right. Let me know if you need a snack or a piss, Punisher.” 
 He could really do with both, Frank thought, but the 
pride was still bigger than any need. Plus, it was getting 
uncomfortable, he wanted to stretch, massage the hurting 
muscles.  
 Tony left by the open doorway; no way to shut off this 
room, no way short of blindfolding or hiding to keep Frank from 
seeing Tony if he wanted to. And if he took his soldering 
directly into Frank’s line of sight—that was a kind of 
exhibitionism, too. Freedom and industry on display as much as 
the Punisher’s body, and the smell of rosin core electric in the 
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air. 
 Frank watched. There was nothing else to do, and he’d 
slept enough. His muscles were tightening up, the bruising was 
fully there, his body dealing with the damage. And seeing Stark 
work ... he seemed absorbed, wearing a white wifebeater that 
showed the glow of whatever Stark had on his chest. The 
shoulders were well-formed, good, strong hands, the confidence 
and obsession of the work as the playboy millionaire was 
repairing his damaged toy. He waited for at least an hour, but it 
was impossible to deny that now. “Hey. Tony. I need to piss.”  
 Tony looked up, flicking off the soldering iron. “Just a 
second. Let me get you a cup.” He searched through the forest of 
mugs, bottles, and other detritus on his desk, finally coming up 
with a wide-lipped bottle that he thought might’ve contained 
wine of some kind. He carried that over, setting it by Frank’s 
stomach and pulling his briefs down, which immediately tensed 
Frank’s abs, showing the near-perfect pattern that came from 
doing crunches hanging down from a steel beam.  
 The other man’s skin was warm, surprisingly soft at his 
hips; it sent little pulses of heat through Tony’s fingertips every 
time they grazed flesh, and the Punisher very nearly flinched. 
That Stark had hit on him gave this an added edge.  
 Tony couldn’t restrain a smirk as he took the Punisher’s 
dick in his hand and guided it to the lip of the bottle, because 
there was life in that dick, it was swelling, growing heavier, 
gaining in width and length. Frank’s hands formed fists again. 
Relaxing enough to piss was now the real issue.  
 “I spoke too soon, looks like.” Tony’s smirk widened; he 
made eye contact, unrepentant and engaged, his hand tightening 
slowly. 
 Frank met the gaze, tensed up, muscles rolling again, 
breath visibly flowing as he breathed deeper and slightly faster 
now. The very fact that Stark was holding him, and that Stark 
was ‘easy.’ That was the problem, wasn’t it? He was easy, 
holding him. And there was very little he could do. The 
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tightness only encouraged his body. Getting hard with 
somebody else involved. That had been ... forever. Years. He 
didn’t visit prostitutes, there had been a few desperate flings 
with women who’d been dead-set on sleeping with him, usually 
women as screwed up as he was, hurt, anguished people who’d 
seen strength in him. This ... was Tony Stark, holding his near-
hard cock.  
 “Go on. I’m not going to hold this here forever.” 
 Frank gritted his teeth, grinding them as he just couldn’t 
relax enough. Instead, the strength and warmth of a hand, the 
same hand that built weapons held him. “No use.” He shook his 
head. Hoping Stark would release him now, and hoping he 
wouldn’t.  
 Tony only tightened his hand again, moving slowly, 
deliberately—feeling the smoothness of skin, the soft rise of 
veins under his palm as he stroked. “Want a hand?” 
 “Yeah,” Frank said, after a few seconds’ struggle. That 
little bit of stroking already made him fully hard, the cock 
leaping to the task, and he tensed harder in the restraints. Fuck. 
He was expecting mockery, was expecting Stark to pull dirty 
tricks, but at the moment, he did no such thing, and Frank closed 
his eyes, didn’t want the glare of the lab, didn’t want that 
smirking face with the trimmed, neat goatee, but remembered 
the muscular shoulder and arms, fingers. He groaned, 
suppressed, breathing going faster, arms tensing in the restraints, 
face looking tortured by need.  
 It wasn’t a beautiful look—not beautiful, but 
extravagantly sexy, mouth opening in a hard, tight O and neck 
straining, eyes curved to thin crescents. Tony left off the bottle, 
let it fall between Frank’s legs; he touched those muscles that he 
had admired earlier, lowered his mouth to the smooth V of flesh 
at Frank’s hips, which made Frank Castle, the Punisher, who 
took pain like it was part of life, shudder. He hadn’t been 
touched there in ages.  
 Tony was getting hard in his trousers, not touching 
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himself even as his thumb brushed over the head of Frank’s 
cock and his other hand was mapping abs, pecs, scars, making 
Frank groan and push up, towards the hand, the only source of 
friction. Eyes firmly closed, firmly ignoring his predicament, 
taking what was offered: a hand, hoping it wasn’t some 
elaborate form of torture.  
 If it was torture, though, it was psychological—not 
enough friction to hurt, not enough denial to make his balls 
ache. Tony let the other man fuck his hand, gave each 
downstroke a slight twist to make him shiver, and all of Frank’s 
thoughts focused on his cock, on his need, the tensing, and the 
fucking pleasure. If he’d been jerking off, it would have been 
faster, more brutal, something he did to get rid of a distraction 
that sometimes happened, but this was ... different. Slower. 
Tightening up, balls tight and heavy—getting close. Wanting 
nothing but to take that weight off him, stop being so fucking 
vulnerable to the man who did this ... closer ...  
 Tony brought his other hand down, cupping Frank’s 
balls and squeezing them lightly—tempted to push past the 
Punisher’s defenses, to reach down and press his fingers in deep, 
to undo the restraints and just fuck him— 
 —that way lay madness; he bit hard into the skin on 
Frank’s hip, making a low sound through clenched teeth for the 
pleasure of it. 
 The sensation of teeth—nowhere near the pain of getting 
pierced by shrapnel, but an added edge that made Frank arch up 
as much as the restraints around his neck allowed. He could do 
nothing, couldn’t reach, couldn’t force, unless he asked for it 
and Stark was feeling generous. Maybe he was. Generous. He 
groaned, pushing and thrusting, but unable to bring his strength 
to bear. Concentrating fully on getting more intensity, more 
friction, to get rid of the enormous pressure building up. He felt 
Stark’s hair against his hand, close enough to reach, which 
brought the reality home of who this was, who played him like 
this. Frank groaned, breath going hard now. “Get me …” off. 
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The closest he’d come to begging. 
 Tony levered himself up, leaned over, leaned close 
enough that Frank had to feel breath on his cheek. “Look at me,” 
he said, increasing speed and pressure until the dry touch nearly 
ached. 
 When Frank’s eyes opened, his glare was just as fierce as 
that of the Iron Man armor, lust mixed with rage, held in check 
by the metal restraints as much as superior willpower—seeing 
Stark and being aware of him, plus the man’s strong, near-
scathing touch, the fact he controlled him, and gave him orders, 
but at the same time giving him exactly what he needed. Frank 
tensed up more, sweat forming between his pecs, his abs, as he 
continued to fuck the hand. Then, his climax ripped through 
him, a physical pain in the restraints, with the wounds, at the 
hands of what nearly amounted to an enemy, spurting across 
Stark’s hand and his own abs.  
 He relaxed, finally, feeling heavy and sated on the most 
primal level, and regarding Stark from under heavy eyelids, 
trying to gauge his reaction, sullen and defensive on the outside. 
 Tony straightened, smirking and self-satisfied. He 
grabbed a rag and wiped his hand on it, being sure to clean his 
fingers before wiping down Frank’s abs. He left the rag lying 
close, nearly touching Frank’s arm, like a reminder. Goddamn 
playboy—he wore that smug attitude like it was his skin. When 
he took hold of Frank’s dick again, it was casually, as though he 
owned it. He brought the bottle close. “I’m not going to ask you 
a third time. Are you ready?” 
 “Yeah.” Much easier now, still a humiliation, especially 
as he was well capable of doing it himself, unlike the times in 
the military hospital. Feeling vaguely flustered while at the same 
time physically relieved, when he managed to relax enough to 
piss. Just for how long Stark planned to control him like this was 
a mystery.  
 “Any chance for me to get up?” Frank looked at him 
levelly and noticed that Stark seemed turned on as well. Maybe 
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that was a chance. Perverse, yes, but a small step from getting a 
handjob from the guy who held him captive. Not the worst thing 
that had ever happened to him, even though he had to get his 
head around the fact that this industrialist playboy had a thing 
for men. Or, he corrected, for seasoned vigilantes strapped to a 
table that couldn’t defend themselves. He pointedly looked at 
Stark’s groin. “What is your plan?” 
 Tony shrugged, putting aside the bottle and unzipping. “I 
was planning on taking care of it,” he said, and slid his hand 
under the elastic of his briefs. 
 Frank nodded, eyes on that hand, Tony’s casual way of 
doing this, like that was an everyday occurrence. Possibly came, 
like all eccentricities, with the money. It would be stupid of 
Stark to trust him that much. Sex always opened up a lot of ways 
to hurt a body, whichever position or limb was involved. Tony 
was, physically, clearly weaker, and Frank was ruthless enough 
to do anything to a human body, especially one that he hated. Or 
had reason to hate. “Won’t keep you from it,” he said with the 
barest hint of irony, “but there are other ways.” He could still 
make that offer. It only had to look casual—maybe it would 
make sense in StarkLand. “You let me go, and I ... return that 
favor.” Order carefully chosen. 
 “Or, I let you go and you go. Or I let you go and you 
take me hostage.” Tony tilted his head back, closing his eyes at 
the feel of his own hand, as shamelessly enamored as a narcissist 
as he bared his throat. “You’re really, really good at what you 
do. No.” 
 Frank gave a sigh, vaguely fascinated against his will by 
the gesture, that boundless ego and the weirdness of this guy 
acting the exhibitionist. Flasher. “By that logic, you won’t let 
me go.”  
 By that logic, Stark would ensure he’d vanish in 
prison—a maximum security facility, likely, one even he 
couldn’t escape from, or put a bullet in his head, or screw him, 
permanently, in some other way. With such funds, all that set 
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limits was an imagination that had come up with robot armor 
suits that crushed enemies with some kind of force field.  
 Was that the end then? Not a hail of bullets, or bleeding 
out after he’d crawled back into one of his hideaways without 
managing to plug some of the holes in his body? He usually 
didn’t allow such thought, usually didn’t have them, because he 
just accepted and reacted and made plans. Right now, there was 
too much time to think about implications, which made him try 
again. “Prove to me you’re innocent, and I will not kill you.” 
Which, of course, was only an option if Stark was innocent, or 
forged the data. No perfect solution, but better than being tied 
down. 
 Tony held up his free hand. “Just a second, busy here—” 
and he spat on his hand, stroked long and powerful, bit his lip 
and came across the cement floor, watched by Frank, who felt 
his guts tighten.  
 He reached for the rag again. “What do I need to show 
you to prove I’m innocent?” Because the Punisher didn’t watch 
the scandal-mongering shows, didn’t read the magazines that 
had made Tony Stark their darling; because if he made a false 
move, he’d be dead in an instant. He was itching to have his suit 
fixed and get back inside it.  
 Even tied down, even physically sated, the Punisher 
radiated malice in a way that made the skin between Tony’s 
shoulder blades itch. 
 “Two options. One: give me the data I wanted. Your 
customers, your accounts, your transactions. Two: trace the 
shipment yourself. Tell me who sold it, and how it ended up in 
the hands of the Lucano clan. And how much more of the stuff 
is there so I can destroy all of it.” Or drop a hint to my friends 
with NYPD, if they needed a spectacular headline that declared 
them heroes for securing caches of milspec kit destined to kill 
civilians. 
 “Did you get a serial number? It’s pretty hard to trace 
any shipment without a serial number.” 
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 “No, but I have photos. Unless your PA didn’t take them 
out before bringing my clothes to the cleaners.” Talking of 
clothes ... maybe he could at least get dressed again. Another 
point he could bargain about. 
 “Photos of weapons, or photos of boxes? Because I love 
my missiles like they’re my babies, but even I can’t tell them 
apart without a serial number or at least a SKU. And even the 
SKU’s iffy.” Thinking of clothes, he adjusted Frank’s briefs 
back to a moderately decent position. 

 “I have the arsenal. Pieces lying around, closed boxes, 
open boxes.” Frank tried to roll his neck and failed, the restraint 
was too tight. “Maybe part of that is in the news. The suspected 
‘car bomb.’ That was a rocket. The one that drove into that 
Italian restaurant when one of the clans had a ‘lunch meeting.’” 
 “Shit, I did hear about that.” The Punisher’s concern was 
legitimate, at least; this was a definite threat, to innocents and 
the company alike. Tony hadn’t realized until now that he’d 
been in denial. 
 “Yeah. No innocents involved, though, it stayed in the 
family.” 
 “I’ll check all transactions records for the New England 
area. Every name, doesn’t matter. They could’ve bought it with 
a fake name, not that Obadiah would’ve needed that.” There was 
something manic in his eyes, suddenly half-feverish; Frank 
wouldn’t have known that this was how Tony always looked 
when an idea struck him hard. “And if I can prove to you that 
it’s not my fault, I’ll take the bastards out.” 
 “Company-side or street-side?” 
 “I’m going to hit them and not their bank accounts, if 
that’s what you’re asking.” Tony went to his computer and 
changed his password over—Ulrich; kept it in classic rock so 
that he’d remember it drunk—then started tracing the company’s 
transactions. He’d meant to do this earlier. He’d meant to find 
out where every shipment had gone and what had happened to it. 
 Frank watched him, then turned his head to look at the 
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top half of armor propped up, standing there. Hit them. He 
couldn’t help but think that if he actually did that, he’d respect 
the spoilt rich kid more. 
 I get the feeling you wouldn’t respect me in the morning, 
Stark had said. If the night would have been slaughter, killing, 
punishment, he would. And maybe if he’d get a shave and a 
shower and a dump first. He glanced at the restraints with 
annoyance, but still complete helplessness. “I start wishing you 
get those chains and glass parts delivered quick, maybe I can 
fucking move then,” he snarled.  
 “All things in time,” said the man not chained down. “I 
could probably undo your neck.” 
 “Or chain me to that pulley … you use that for your … 
building stuff, right?” Oh, to stand on his feet again, loosen up 
those muscles.  
 Tony thought about that. The idea did work—still 
limited mobility, but the pulley was on a bar with a swivel joint, 
and he could set that to turn freely. It would be a little like 
having a dog on a chain, but it would at least shut the Punisher 
up. “Okay, we can do that,” he agreed. 
 Frank visibly relaxed, the anger was still there, but 
maybe he was playing ‘nice’ so Tony would actually do it rather 
than talk about it.  
 The records for New England finally came up on the 
screen; Tony stood from his chair and fixed a strong length of 
chain to the pulley, snapping it locked so that Frank couldn’t 
throw it free. He slid his left arm into the arm of his suit, then—
like holding a gun to Frank’s head as he made his way over to 
unscrew the bolts, all watched by the Punisher, whose bared 
flesh betrayed the return of tension. He remembered well what 
those ‘force fields’ could do.  
 Tony undid Frank’s neck first, pulling the metal aside 
after he’d gotten the first bolt free. “I don’t have to tell you to be 
good, right?”  
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 “No.” Gruffly, because it took a major effort for Frank to 
just let that happen. Had been his idea, was a friendly gesture, 
would make him less uncomfortable, but fuck, it was, at least in 
theory, a shot at getting free.  
 Then Tony moved on to the legs, slowly, keeping out of 
range. Then at last, to Frank’s arms, freeing first the left and 
then the right, leaning in to get the bolt free. 
 The Punisher’s fists closed fast, violently, but he 
managed to keep himself from grabbing Stark and ramming him 
against the wall until his skull split. A low hiss betrayed the 
strength that cost him. He sat up, immediately, the motion stiff, 
and painful, his bruised body protesting in a dozen places and 
then some. “Fuck me,” he said, darkly, glancing at Stark and his 
weapons that just looked like circles of light, then looked at the 
chains. No way. He wouldn’t get tied up “Don’t.”  
 Tony stepped back quickly, almost too quickly to keep 
his balance, his metal-gloved hand extended with the palm out—
betraying his unease when his face was stone-still. “Don’t?” 
 “Don’t …” The Punisher pointed at the chains. “Chain 
me like a dog. Fucking again.” Staring into the white circle that 
seemed an ironic counterpoint to the very very dark round 
blackness of a traditional weapon.  
 “Okay. So get up. Come look for yourself at my records. 
Stay where I can see you. Then see if I’m innocent, and I’ll see 
if I’m going to chain you up again.” He backed toward the door; 
no way he was going to turn his back on the Punisher when he 
knew he had him riled. 
 Frank stood, hissing as the pierced muscle had to carry 
his weight again, and it was fucking relief to be able to touch the 
stitches on his arm, just to check how sensitive they were. He 
glanced around for his clothes, but it seemed they hadn’t been 
dropped off again. “Right.” Taking a step with gritted teeth, 
favoring the good leg, he followed, slowly, and found a chair to 
sit in. He still wanted to bash Stark’s skull in, if somewhat less 
urgently.  
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 “Go on. Just scroll down. Time, date, quantity, location, 
authorizing signature, and recipient.” A smirk. “And SKUs for 
the shipment, serial numbers for the weapons. The records are 
neater than the desk.” 
 Frank moved in front of the computer, and looked at the 
list, bent forward, naked shoulder showing each and every 
movement of his muscles clearly. Company names, too. He’d 
spent some time on mapping the Lucano operation, and none of 
the names appeared on these, not as far as he could tell. But 
there. A delivery to a ‘security firm’ that was located in a 
building complex that the Lucanos owned. “That’s the 
shipment.”  
 “That’s the one? Same weapons?”  
 “No, but I recognize the address.”  
 Tony leaned over the Punisher’s shoulder, forgetting 
safety for a moment, feeling as though they had the same goal, 
and the Punisher just shot him a baleful glance that betrayed a 
sudden, violent urge that was fought down.  
 “Whose signature authorized it?” 
 “John C. Tye.” Frank frowned. “Know him?”  
 “Yeah, yeah, he’s on the board. But he doesn’t have the 
authority to finalize shipments—” 
 Which meant somebody higher up did it. Frank glanced 
up, estimated Stark’s exact position and angle, and, impossibly 
fast, grabbed a screwdriver with one hand and Stark’s neck with 
the other, holding the tip against his voicebox. His leg almost 
buckled as he got to his feet with the speed and strength he 
needed for that.  
 Tony didn’t move, didn’t speak—froze, his hands 
halfway up to pry the Punisher’s hands off. Fucking stupid, he 
should’ve chained the man up—he forgot for a second that he 
had his repulsors, even, for the sudden chill terror of being held, 
that coiled strength turned deadly again. 
 “Drop those weapons,” said Frank, and his voice was 
very cold.  
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 “You can’t just drop it, there are wires hooked up to my 
chest, I mean—there are sockets, joints, it won’t come off by 
itself—” and Tony was babbling, eyes fixed on Frank’s. 
 “Then take it off. I don’t want to be hit by that again.” 
Frank kept the point flat against the cartilage in Stark’s throat. 
“Or deactivate, or whatever.” Hooked up to my chest? What was 
that supposed to mean?  
 “Okay, okay, just let me get my fingers in here—” He 
slipped his hand under one of the wires that ran up his arm, 
could tell by feel that this one fed power into the suit. Tony 
moved to the next one; it fed sensory data in to keep his grip 
delicate when he needed it to be. Right now, unnecessary; he 
tore out the wire and powered down the repulsors. “There. It’s 
deactivated.” 
 Frank released Stark’s neck, turned his head slightly, 
then his hand moved to Stark’s chest, quickly examined the area 
that glowed. It was on the skin, a round, hard thing right on—or 
in—his flesh. He frowned, surprised, intrigued, but he 
concentrated immediately on his captive. “We’ve reached a 
dead-end, Tony. Somebody in your company authorized this. 
Who tells me it wasn’t you?” 
 “If I was in Afghanistan on that day—check anywhere, 
you’ll find the dates—then it was Obadiah Stane. Who’s dead 
now.” 
 Frank forced Stark’s head to turn away. “What were the 
dates? When were you in Afghanistan and not here?” He’d seen 
the date of the shipment, probably Tony hadn’t, and he’d still 
double check everything.  
 “Six months ago. Six months ago last week.” If he could 
get that screwdriver away from his throat, he might have a 
chance. 
 “Looks like you’re innocent.” Frank tightened his grip 
around Tony’s throat, squeezing off the blood supply to the 
brain. It was all about timing. Too many seconds, and Tony 
would wake up not the MIT-graduated brilliant engineer, but a 
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vegetable with a goatee. Frank grimaced, holding Tony under 
control while he struggled. “Congratulations. Means you’ll wake 
up tomorrow.”  
 The body went limp, and Frank released him, lowering 
him to the ground. Then, he was looking for clothes—anything 
to wear. The best he could find, however, was a gym bag, with 
grey slacks, a red t-shirt with Just do it! across the chest, and 
even trainers that were too small and tight. Stuff smelled like 
Stark, too, or at least that was what he imagined. His armor, his 
weapons—gone. He found Tony’s wallet, took the two fifties 
that were in there—enough to make it to a bolt hole. To heal. To 
think. And to plan.  

* * *  

 

 Tony woke with his head aching and his vision still a 
little blurred. He could hear his phone beeping, somewhere, not 
in his pockets but under a pile of tracing paper. Getting to his 
feet unsteadily, he rustled through the papers until he found it. 
 1 message received, the phone told him. Glass & chains 
came in.  
 “Shit,” Tony hissed, tossing the phone down on the table. 
Beating his head against the wall didn’t make the headache go 
away. 
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Chapter 3  
 
  

 While Frank’s wounds healed, he did his homework 
regarding John C. Tye. He gathered material on the man, but he 
seemed just a corporate shark, a pinstripe-suited corporate raider 
that had led a hostile takeover or two and had got a few title 
stories in Forbes and similar magazines that applauded that type. 
 Frank’s bolt hole was a cellar room in San Francisco, 
which he hadn’t used in a while, but it was still fully stocked 
with everything he needed, armor, weapons, ammunition, and he 
found a car, too, concentrating on getting his wounds healed up 
a bit and getting a clear picture of the target. It shouldn’t take 
much to take him out. There was a shareholder’s ball for Stark 
Industries in two weeks time, and the Punisher decided to send a 
clear message to all the other, surviving, shareholders. 
 For that he’d need suit, waistcoat, a shave—armor for 
the corporate world, designed to conceal personality more than 
weaponry. Easy enough to find, and more legal than most of the 
supplies he’d acquired. 
 He picked up a newspaper, just to get his hand back in; 
wasn’t used to this side of the country, and probably never 
would be. If he’d had a beat, San Francisco wouldn’t have been 
it, although he could feel the heat and the cautious attention on 
him when he walked through the Tenderloin. Anyone who 
remembered him would be there, drug dealers recalling the way 
their old bosses had had their brains splattered across concrete, 
alleyway pimps and serial rapists still going cold at the sight of a 
skull. Ironic, how close the area was to the scenic, touristy 
places, but he could get a coffee and a paper on Market and no 
one there knew him from Adam. 
 Just plain coffee, none of those frou-frou drinks with 
Italian names. Not that any Italian worth his nationality would 
ever mess with a good coffee the way people these days did—
flavorings all the rage that turned any brew into a cloying cause 
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of instant diabetes. He sat with the Styrofoam cup warm in his 
hand, flipped the paper open. 
 It had made the front page. NYC Mafia bust; from the 
huge cover photo, looked like someone had blown the shit out 
the Lucanos’ hideout. ‘The NYPD rounds up survivors,’ read 
the caption. 
 Frank leaned back, pleasantly and unpleasantly 
surprised. Pleasantly, because it appealed to his sense of justice 
when Mafiosi got hit, and unpleasant because that would have 
been his next hit. Well, the next hit after the shareholders 
meeting. His instructors had drilled him to take one after the 
other and not try to open too many fronts. It was still his major 
temptation in life. 
 He fished the disposable cellphone from his pocket, 
flipped through the list of contacts and called. 
 “Hello?” 
 “Who hit the Lucanos?” 
 His cop buddy coughed, sounded wet like he’d just been 
having coffee himself. “Fuck, Frank. If it wasn’t you, we sure 
don’t know.” 
 “Doesn’t look like your typical Punisher copy-cat.” 
 “Hell, no. Somebody claims he saw some tall 
motherfucker blow the place out, wading right in. We put this 
hit on your list.” 

 “Did he glow?” 
 “What?” 
 “Did the suspect glow? Glowing eyes? Glowing hands?” 
 “I … could check that, but it wasn’t mentioned.” 
 “Right.” Frank took a sip from his coffee, for all intents 
and purposes a tourist with a coffee. “Did he punch through 
walls, bend guns in his hands?” 
 “I’m not sure I like the sound of that, Frank.” 
 “You wouldn’t. Just have a look at the crime scene for 
me or talk to the guy working the case. Or talk to the survivors.” 
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 “Any hints from a concerned citizen?” 
 “Just do your job. I’ll take care of it.” One way or other.  

 

* * *  

 
 A small army of robot helpers made fixing the back of 
the Iron Man suit a breeze. Jarvis did make a disapproving noise 
when Tony returned the next evening riddled with dents from 
AP ammo, but he only asked whether it would be less trouble to 
reconstruct the suit entirely. “It might be nice to have a spare,” 
was all that Tony said by way of reply. 
 “Should I interpret that as an order, sir?” Jarvis inquired. 
 “Not yet. How’s the security overhaul progressing?” 
 “Swiftly, sir. Your design for patrol drones seems highly 
effective. Will you be writing the intruder identification program 
tonight?” 
 “Tonight? Can’t I sleep off a major Mafia bust?” But 
Tony was already wheeling a chair over to his workdesk, 
settling himself at the console. He didn’t hand-code anymore, 
thank God for that; designing smart—nay, genius—missiles had 
meant designing a smarter AI program writer. He could pretty 
much drag and drop sensory processes and appropriate reactions 
into the program. 
 Thought while he worked about what a drone would 
consider an enemy. Obviously not Tony, Rhodey, Pepper, 
whoever Tony was shagging on that particular night—not guests 
at a party, either, if he ever threw a party again after that 
gorgeous Russian spy had broken in his work area. Had to be a 
way to validate who could enter the premises at any given time. 
 And what about the Punisher? If Frank Castle ever 
decided that he wanted in, should the drones just tazer him like 
any other hostile? Probably not; Tony smirked, remembering 
that Kevlar. Better throw in an auto-scan for body armor. 
 They were sort of on the same side. He’d just spent the 
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night fighting Frank’s battle, smashing through cinderblock, 
concrete, rebar—blowing hardened Mafia thugs away with 
hands and weapons. Got smashed pretty badly himself, at that, 
all for a man who’d strangled him and rifled through his wallet. 

* * *  

 
 It was surprising just how many people Frank actually 
knew—and how many had no compunctions about helping him, 
no questions asked. 
 In this case, his former buddy—lieutenant ‘Teeth’ 
Teedburger—was the best connection he could dig up. Teeth 
had left the army and joined a ‘hedge fund,’ which meant he got 
to bet with other people’s money, had an incredibly plush office 
in a very nice historical building and earned his money from 
‘fees’—so people paid him outrageously to gamble with their 
money, and whether he won or lost didn’t seem to matter all that 
much. It happened that this hedge fund owned around five 
percent of Stark Industries, as far as Frank could research, and 
that meant they were stakeholders and entitled to free tickets to 
the party.  
 Teeth didn’t ask questions, merely said, sure, he hadn’t 
planned to go to the party anyway, and as long as Frank covered 
his tracks and claimed he’d stolen the valid invitation, he could 
have it. Teeth didn’t ask any more questions; Frank figured he 
was either busy or figured it was none of his business. 
 Frank assumed security would be tight, and he had 
decided against a confrontational approach for the moment. It 
should be easier to grab Tye after or during the party; he could 
still kill him later. At the moment, he wanted to know how the 
transaction had been handled, through whom, and whether there 
was a chance it would get repeated. 
 Checking himself in the mirror after an appointment with 
a hairdresser and barber, he thought the dark suit should mask 
his built and intentions as much as possible. Best possible 
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outcome was probably they thought he was part of the security 
detail and left him in peace. He had a ticket, had memorized 
Tye’s face, and even unarmed and unarmored he was still a 
mortal threat. 
 Strange, though, that Stark had bothered to destroy the 
weapons cache. Might have been some kind of message, and 
definitely would have been his job. Had Stark told him that he’d 
do his housecleaning on his own? 
 And what would Tony do when he recognized him? And 
what then? Frank decided he had a legitimate reason to be there, 
and everything else would come down to improvisation. 

* * *  

 
 Even with Obadiah gone, there were still people who 
didn’t want to see Tony at official functions. Couple of board 
members who’d gently warned him that he should keep a low 
profile now that he was an infamous vigilante; slightly more 
personal friends who’d warned him against pulling a Lindsey 
Lohan—especially when he insisted on driving himself around 
at outrageous speeds. 
 It wasn’t like he was an alcoholic. He drank to pass time, 
never enough that it really incapacitated him. And even if he did 
get absolutely plastered at the party and made a fool of himself, 
he could always put the car on automatic steering. Tony Stark 
wasn’t a stupid man. He knew his limits, mostly, and he mostly 
stayed inside them. 
 He’d chosen a neat, pin-striped suit, thin periwinkle 
stripes on Baltic blue and cut to flatter his trim waist. 
Complementary tie, pocket square. Dapper brush of soft-hold 
gel to his hair, enough to give it an interesting wave. A little bit 
of foundation under his eyes to hide the dark circles; it had been 
Pepper’s idea a couple of months ago, and not a bad one even if 
it felt too girly for words. He could call it an investment in 
getting laid. 



 

46 

 Now into Los Angeles proper—he took the red Pagani, 
wasn’t enough of a fop to coordinate suit to vehicle. Anyway, he 
could get a pleasant bite off the turns in the Pagani when he took 
them a few dozen miles per hour too fast; it was built to handle 
speed, totally worth the price. 

 

* * *  

 
 Frank arrived by taxi at the venue, not too early so he 
avoided having to queue, and the media sharks had already had 
their fill—any photos would have to be in to make it in time for 
the morning papers. It would have been too amusing to see the 
Punisher queue up for a stakeholder’s ball, just before—
potentially—a member of the board vanished or got seriously 
hurt. It was all still very much up in the air. 
 A pretty young thing took his invitation and waved him 
through, all under the watchful gaze of security. The suit made 
it, but light was low and ‘intimate,’ Frank thought. Some jazzy 
soft classical music was playing live, and rich and beautiful 
people were gathering up drinks. There would be a dinner, too, 
later; at the moment, people were still arriving, talking, 
laughing, and drinking. Frank Castle had rarely—if ever—felt so 
unable to have a conversation. 
 Then, there was some collective ooh-ing and ahh-ing, 
with a little, friendly applause. It sounded very fake, but there he 
was, Tony Stark, his usual self—the grand entry. 
 Frank was half-hidden by a pillar near a wall. Tony 
completely missed him there, surrounded as he was by fake 
smiles and well-wishing. A few of the older men got too close 
when they shook his hand and asked how he was—checking his 
breath, Tony thought, seeing if he was enough of an ass to get 
drunk before a major social event. He almost wished he had. 
Would’ve been fun to make a stir. 
 The stakeholders weren’t fond of him these days, he 
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could tell that much by how they turned away when he looked 
like he was going to say more than “hey, hello, how’ve you 
been.” Melting into other conversations, women in pleated gold 
gowns flirting with fifty-year-old guys already liver-spotted on 
their hands. He wasn’t a businessman, even if he was rich; he 
didn’t know how to handle money, which mattered to the people 
whose money his company handled. He felt a wave of 
resentment for these sharks in business suits, their fashionable 
barely-legal daughters sipping at martinis. 
 Ah, well. Fuck them all. He caught a glimpse of a few 
board members talking in a corner, all in dark suits and red 
power ties even at a ball. Was one of them Tye? Too far away to 
tell; he could recognize a pair of them, Roscoe and Larsen, but 
the others he couldn’t be sure about. Tony made his way through 
the crowd, trying to look past decorative flower arrangements 
and faux-marble columns to get a better fix. 

 

* * *  

 
 Frank scanned the crowd while following Stark’s course 
through the throng of people. Just why everybody was having so 
much fun was beyond him, an alternative reality that barely 
allowed him a foothold. At least nobody approached him, which 
was just as well, as he had no idea about what the hedge fund he 
unofficially represented would have done here. Teeth’s jokes 
about ‘shareholder activism’ had been directed at the wrong 
person. 

 Following Stark, he triangulated some other people. That 
was the CFO—who was ultimately responsible for the number 
crunching, and might or might not have been implicated. Tye 
over there? Yes. Him. Surrounded by peers, high-flying 
corporate eagles. Frank hoped he’d go to the toilet alone, at 
least, which seemed like the best place to talk to him—or catch 
him out. Tony reached the suit first, though, greeting him 
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and shaking his hand warmly. “Tye! Tye, it’s great to see you. 
Hey, listen, I never got a chance to thank you for everything you 
did while I was gone. I was just going over some records last 
night, and I realized that you’d taken on some authorizations 
while I was away.” Said in Tony’s friendliest tone, trying to 
draw out more information with a smile. 
 Tye nodded to his cronies and took Tony a few steps to 
the side, possibly as a matter of caution more than protect any 
commercial secrets. “The goods were flying off the shelves ... 
and nobody knew when you’d be back, so yeah, we shared that 
responsibility. Good we sold some stuff before you very nearly 
killed the business.” Laughing like he’d made a joke. 
 “Yeah. Absolutely. But the green energy’s been a 
goldmine, just like I’d hoped. We really would’ve tanked after it 
came out Obadiah had been selling our weapons to terrorists—if 
we’d still been just a weapons company,” Tony answered, just 
as jovial, ignoring the lemon bite expression in Tye’s face. 
“How’re sales in China? You represent the stakeholders in 
China, right—or was it the continental US? I can never 
remember these things. Bad head for business.” 
 “Sales are going strong, Tony, don’t worry about it. 
Leave that to boring accountants and people with a mind for 
sales.” Tye clapped his shoulder. “You’re the resident genius, all 
we do is to keep you happy and productive.” 
 Earnestly, Tony asked, “But you do vet all of the buyers 
before you approve a sale, right? Meet them in person, check 
their records, make sure they’re licensed to own what we sell ... 
all of the things you’d do if you were selling a handgun?” 
 “Of course, Tony. All the paperwork is taken care of, 
and the people we don’t have relationships with, they come with 
strong credentials from historical buyers.” 
 “Thanks.” He shook Tye’s hand again, warmly. 
“Personal attention to detail—that’s key. You’ve been a real 
lifesaver.” 
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 “You’re welcome, Tony. Enjoy the dinner.” Tye returned 
to his friends and peers.  

 

* * *  

 
 Frank had seen—and especially heard—enough. Unless 
the guy was an outrageous liar, he did have his ass covered, with 
potential weaknesses those credentials or forged paperwork. 
Looked like this was getting bigger and bigger. Frank decided to 
talk to Tye, too, and leave him less ways out this time, which 
meant stepping on his toes and grinding them into the ground.  
 He remained in the shadows, kept an eye on the 
manager’s whereabouts, but he didn’t leave the room once, 
instead shook lots of hands and was talking to a great many 
people. Frank was leaning against a wall, a bit out of the way, a 
good position to watch and wait for Tye to head to the 
restrooms. 
 Tye must’ve had a bladder like a steel box, though; he 
didn’t so much as cast a longing look in the direction of the 
toilets. Tony was tossing back high-grade bottled water, 
ostentatiously not drinking; trying to get into little cabals of 
conversation with a smile and professed ignorance. It was an 
unbelievable performance, as far as Frank was concerned; Tony 
was business-stupid, but he wasn’t fucking blind. But there 
people were, patting his back in a patronizing way, shaking their 
heads at each other as he moved on. 
 Soon enough, Tony was making his way toward the 
restrooms, hitching up the waistband of his trousers in what he 
probably thought was a surreptitious way. 
 Frank headed the same way. If he couldn’t get his hands 
on Tye, he could always ask Tony, but everything he’d seen had 
indicated that Tony, albeit a bastard, was also the least of all the 
evils in that room.  
 He followed right behind Stark—a quick glance told him 
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they were alone, and he swiftly moved the cleaner’s sign 
outside.  
 “Hi, Tony.” 
 Tony tried not to look surprised or frightened—but his 
lips tightened until they were lined with white, and his eyes 
darted to the door. Seemed Frank didn’t actually need the skull 
shirt, armor or weapons to get proper respect.  
 “We’re on a first-name basis now, huh? I could get used 
to that, Frank.” 
 “Some buddies in NYC try to work out why I changed 
my modus operandi in hitting the Lucanos—body count was too 
low, so they think the Punisher is getting old or soft.” Frank 
crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I wonder why you are 
doing my work. Not that I was available, but I had them lined 
up.” 
 “It was my work. My weapons, sold by my board. I was 
just cleaning them up.” 
 “Fair enough. What happens if he doesn’t come to work 
Monday morning?” A rhetorical question. 
 “He? You mean Tye?” 
 “Yes. He’ll be inconvenienced.” 
 “There will probably be an inquiry. Investigation of foul 
play.” He met Frank’s eyes. “A fucking enormous lawsuit, if 
you do anything to him. He’s got a lot of friends.” 
 Frank shrugged. “Are you going to stand in my way?” 
 “I was thinking more along the lines of, drive the 
getaway car.” 
 Frank blinked. “You want to be my accomplice when I 
break his kneecaps?” 
 “Well, not if you’re going to torture him.” He turned, 
standing at the urinal and undoing his fly as though this weren’t 
a disconcerting echo of their last meeting. “But I’d definitely 
claim to have no idea what happened or where he might be.” 
 “Good enough for me.” Frank moved closer, behind 
Tony, close enough to almost brush him, eyes meeting in the 
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mirror. “Good technique, by the way,” he added, cryptically. He 
didn’t move away, just stood there. 
 The closeness was electric, making Tony’s skin tingle 
and raising every hair on the back of his neck. He held Frank’s 
gaze, shook dry and tucked himself in. “Thanks,” he answered 
without knowing what he was being complimented on; he knew 
he should go wash his hands, maintain a safe distance, but that 
would’ve meant losing the proximity. If he leaned back, he 
would be resting against Frank’s chest, head on his shoulder, 
feeling Frank’s hands mussing his immaculate suit— 
 He zipped up, tucked his shirt in, buttoned his jacket. 
Turned around, still close enough to touch. 
 The Punisher didn’t budge. Not an inch, not a breath 
more space. Frank Castle simply claimed the room and exuded 
the confidence that whatever space he held, he would be able to 
defend.  
 “I do think you’re innocent. Innocent like Oppenheimer, 
I guess, but innocent.” Frank moved even closer, face to face, so 
close their faces blurred. “Keep it that way, Stark.” It sounded 
almost, strangely, affectionate, like chiding a boy, or a son. 
 “Yeah, I’ll keep my nose clean,” Tony muttered, too 
close to care about how wrong this was going to feel later. He 
put a hand to the Punisher’s collar, felt the smooth, solid curve 
of the trapezius muscle under his palm. 
 Frank still didn’t move back, instead, weirdly, saw 
Tony’s face get all serious and almost meditative. He wasn’t 
sure what he was doing there or why he didn’t give Stark more 
space, why he wasn’t stalking Tye and making preparations to 
bust the guy’s kneecaps. Time froze, heated, expanded, 
collapsed. He swallowed, frowned. Stark did have a strange 
magnetism about him, that well-groomed, devil-may-care 
attitude that was irritating but right now gone, translucent. The 
‘real’ Tony Stark. Wouldn’t the tabloid like that. Just like the 
‘real Punisher.’  
 “Tell me ...” Frank moved his face past Tony’s, scraping 
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his re-emerging stubble past Tony’s cheek as he very nearly 
touched his ear with his lips. “You pitch or you catch, Stark?” 
 “I play the field,” he answered, just a breath of sound, 
catching the lobe of Frank’s ear between his teeth, and the 
muscle under his hand tensed as if Castle was about to bolt. It 
sounded stupid, just one more speaking gaffe; he was only ever 
witty on script—better to shut up and lick along the shell of 
Frank’s ear, let his body say plainly that they could fuck any 
way he damn well pleased— 
 Tongue. Kneecap. The conflict was almost comical, and 
a small part of Frank Castle that hadn’t drowned in darkness was 
appreciating the irony. Stark kept him on his toes like few 
people did that weren’t shooting at him. And the magnetism 
worked, Frank wasn’t sure he could turn back now. Kneecaps 
later. He blinked, took Stark’s shoulders and turned him away 
from the wall. The stalls?  
 Undecided. “Any ... safe place here? Close?” he asked. 
 “Are you kidding? There are paparazzi everywhere. 
They’d piss themselves for photographs like this.” Tony 
laughed, broke himself out of what almost felt like a trance and 
went to wash his hands. “But I could wait up for you, if you’re 
interested.” 
 Frank blinked, had to adjust mentally, waiting was not 
what he wanted, now that this had sidetracked him from the 
original target. Tye wouldn’t get away. Or maybe he would—
warned by Tony’s questions. “Your place?” 

 “Yeah. I’ll tell the security drones not to shoot you. 
Please don’t blow anything up this time.” 

 Frank gave him a level stare, then shrugged. “Won’t be 
necessary.” Back into the cave of the lion. “Later.” 

 He could bust the kneecaps now and then meet up with 
Stark. Yes. Order restored, focus back, no opportunities missed. 

 He slipped through the door to get Tye back into his 
sights. 
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 Timing was nearly perfect; Tye was near the exit, 
shaking hands with a woman in a trim pants suit and a pearl 
choker. She let him go, waving graciously, and Tye ducked past 
the doormen and into the lobby. 

 The Punisher followed, had a quick chat with the valet, 
and a quicker chat with Tye’s driver, who sweated all the way 
back to Tye’s place, not quite buying that Frank Castle was an 
old buddy of Tye’s. Once the car stopped, the Punisher reached 
over and knocked the driver out cold, tied him up quickly, and 
then left the car, walked around it and opened the door for Tye. 

 The manager wasn’t stupid, but he had nothing to resist 
the Punisher with, no weapons, no close combat experience, and 
it was only a matter of time until Frank had him where he 
wanted him, after he’d smashed his cell phone.  

 They had an extended chat in the guest house, and Tye 
spit out the whole story, how he’d done it and even who was his 
scapegoat in the corporation … he could always blame his 
secretary for giving him things to sign that he had never had any 
time to read, rushing between golf club and private jet and 
meetings. Most of all, he reacted indignantly at the suggestion 
he was personally responsible, claiming ‘market forces’ and 
‘cost efficiency’ as his protection and excuses. It was without 
joy that the Punisher shot him. Too easy, in a way, a kind of evil 
that was so common that Wall Street would have been a 
wasteland if he’d killed all those bastards—and even Stark 
might have been ignorant, but he wasn’t innocent; stained with 
whatever dirt and blood Tye and his smart bastards had grubbed 
onto Stark Industries. Maybe that was the unnerving thing about 
corporations. They worked like the mafia, just minus the 
thieves’ honor. It seemed like an impossible war to get rid of all 
of them, all things considered. 
 But shoot Tye he did. The Punisher knew better than to 
leave powerful enemies behind. 
 He was doing Tony’s dirty work, in a way—like Tony 
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had done his in New York. One hand washing the other, neither 
of them getting clean. It was near enough to make him 
reconsider that rendezvous at the absurd mansion on the hill. It 
was impossible to sustain that tension, that interest, through the 
interrogation and kill. While he focused on understanding what 
had happened, Tony faded from his mind and so did the odd 
invitation.  
 He left the house not much later, headed to the cellar 
room and had a change, getting out of the impractical suit-for-
hire, which he dropped off at the drop-off point, doubtlessly to 
get cleaned of any genetic traces that could link it to the murder.  
 The invitation re-appeared in his mind after he’d slept 
off the hit. While the taxi took him to Stark’s place, he 
rationalised why he was going back in the six hours between 
San Francisco and Malibu. Stark was, himself, a weapon, that 
clever mind of his was, and it would be worth checking how 
much that weapon had gained control over itself. Secondly, 
talking about weapons, Tony made weapons, and Frank Castle 
was a weapons connoisseur. Thirdly, and very relatedly, there 
was that robot suit, which held a fascination that was part 
morbid and part simply awed. Frank went to Stark’s place 
mostly to have a closer look at this very new, very different and 
very powerful weapon. 

* * *  

 
 By the time Frank reached the security checkpoint on 
Stark’s drive, Tony had entirely given up on their meeting. He’d 
kept his options open until three—testing the properties of his 
blastproof glass, its tensile strength, the thickness at which it 
could stop bullets, and the temperature at which he could shape 
it. When those initial diagnostics were complete and the data 
filed away, Tony had been dead tired and probably not up for 
anything more than a cuddle anyway. He’d called it a night. 
 The following afternoon, he was already fully immersed 
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in shaping molten glass when Jarvis murmured, all apology, 
“You had requested that you not be disturbed, sir, but there is a 
taxi at the gate.” 
 “Tourist?” Tony asked, putting the small dome aside to 
cool. 
 “Perhaps a terrorist,” said Jarvis, the apology giving way 
to a rather snide tone. “The man who destroyed your generators 
is requesting entrance. Shall I send a security drone?” 
 Frank? thought Tony, backing away from the heat jets 
and drawing off his welding helmet. Even with the heatproofing, 
he was drenched with sweat. “No, no, send him in.” 

* * *  

 
 Frank Castle walked in, not much later, in civilian 
clothes; sturdy boots that looked well-worn and practical, 
washed-out jeans that were fraying, black leather belt, white t-
shirt, leather jacket that was several years and about two 
hundred dollars away from being fashionable. With the dark 
circles under his eyes, stubble and square jaw, he looked a lot 
like a trucker or builder.  
 He glanced around in the workshop, acknowledged 
Tony, then looked at the thing he’d been working on, then 
looked quizzically at Tony again. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 “If what you think it is, is a helmet, then you’re probably 
right.” Tony had toweled off his face, but his hair was still damp 
and stuck up where the towel had brushed it; the thick, heavy 
heatsuit had drawn circles of sweat under his arms. He didn’t 
honestly look much neater than Frank at the moment, and he 
probably smelled a hell of a lot worse. “So you finally decided 
to drop in.” 
 “It got late last night.” Frank moved closer, then leaned 
against the workbench, arms crossed, just a yard and a half 
away. “And I’m still on New York time.” Eyes resting on 
Tony’s chest and neck. Very different man when he worked, 
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more real than in the suit. The glow of work, a sheen of sweat. 
Something honest about it. 
 “And still on New York temperature, it looks like. How 
do you not melt in that jacket?” 
 “It’s where I keep my knives and a gun. Impossible to do 
in shorts and a Hawaii shirt.” Frank patted the leather. “Don’t 
mind the temperature. It’s not quite Tonkin.”  
 Tony laughed, sitting on the workbench with his knees 
splayed and his hands clasped between them. “You’ve been here 
a couple of weeks. Where are you holed up? LA?” 
 “Frisco. Nicer city.” Frank did take off the jacket, though 
and placed it on the workbench. “If you want to finish that piece, 
go ahead. Don’t want to interrupt you on the job.” 
 “Nah, it’s finished. Next I’ll get to work on the 
shoulderplates. There’s a technical term for them, isn’t there? 
It’s not gorget, that’s the thing at your neck—” Seeing Frank’s 
expression, Tony smirked. “Yes, I’m building another suit. 
Hopefully one that’s harder to fuck up.” 
 “You build them from scratch?” Frank should have 
expected that, every prototype was incredibly labor-intensive, 
and unless Stark wanted his whole company in the know and the 
technology out there, ready to be stolen, he had to do it himself. 
That meant, he could watch him. Possibly. He was intrigued, 
and seeing it being built meant understanding it, really getting it. 
“Field testing the new equipment must be fun,” Frank ventured, 
a moment of lightness, almost flippant by his standards, with a 
small grin, no less. 
 Tony glanced uneasily up at the ceiling. “After you get 
the hang of it, it’s pretty amazing,” he allowed. “Took a few 
months to get the hang of it.” He blew a low breath between his 
lips, looking Frank over. He looked more fit, somehow, in a t-
shirt and jeans, no Kevlar, not naked; the way the cloth stretched 
tight at his shoulders only hinted at the firm muscles beneath. 
Sexier when something was left to the imagination. 
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 “So, are you just here to talk shop?” 
 Frank moved his head as his eyes followed Tony’s eyes. 
Got checked out again. Rare enough that that happened. “No. I 
guess ... I’m here to step up to a promise that I kind of made.” 
Keeping it vague. But it had been a promise. Do you pitch or 
catch. That was what had committed him, too, or at least showed 
an interest. Which got him an invitation. He wasn’t very good at 
the casual thing, he already felt strange, like a dinosaur that 
hadn’t learnt the strange twitter and sounds of the small fast 
furry creatures that had somehow sprung up at about ankle 
height. He grinned wryly. Different rules of the game, very 
different, but he wasn’t easily intimidated by strangeness. He’d 
seen too much, done too much, and his emotions had been 
bleached out too much to pose a real obstacle. To anything. 
 “Mmhmm.” With the same casual, suicidal smirk that he 
always seemed to wear, smashing Frank against a wall or 
stroking his cock, Tony leaned over and pressed a kiss against 
Frank’s mouth. “That promise?” 
 Frank jumped, a little, a sudden contraction of major 
muscle groups like he’d been punched or unbalanced and 
regaining his footing. Lips. Stark. Beard. Smell of fresh sweat, 
an expensive soap still lingering in the background, a faint 
fragrance like vanilla and musk. Another smell, sharper, like 
circuit boards and cable sheathing.  
 Closer than any man had been for a long time—any guy 
he wasn’t strangling or wrestling, that was. Stark kept surprising 
him. Not healthy. “Yeah.” He stared into Stark’s face, and 
needed to get back in control of the situation. But all sentences 
that came into his mind he discarded right away, none of them 
sounded quite right. Nothing deeper to it, Stark just did it 
because he could, and he very much doubted that Stark knew 
himself why he was doing this.  
 He raised a hand and placed it against Stark’s neck, 
which was a bit sweaty, and he could feel the pulse thunder 
behind the flesh. A living, breathing body. Fingers curved to 
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follow Stark’s neck, touching the area above the spine, curving 
more, with a bit more strength for leverage as he brought his 
head closer, hovering, smelling Stark and, with concentration as 
if he had to fight down resistance inside, touching his lips to that 
of the other man, briefly, chaste, but this wasn’t painful either, 
just very strange. Still within the parameters, human. But he’d 
never kissed a man on the lips. 
 “So you’re not a kissing guy. I can be okay with that.” It 
was easier for Tony if this didn’t really mean anything—just his 
hand tracing down the corded lines of lats, smoothing over hard 
pecs; heat radiating from another person’s body and into his 
hand, his lips. Emotions got in the way, distracted him from the 
pleasure of touch and scent. Frank smelled of plain deodorant; 
probably just an antiperspirant applied to reduce the discomfort 
of soaked fabric on skin. Practical, simple. 
 “I’m not ...” much of anything, Frank thought. Not a 
lover, not a husband, not even much of a widower or orphaned 
father. He was an instrument of vengeance, of punishment. 
Kissing didn’t figure much in his life. His hand moved along 
Stark’s jaw line, such a vulnerable area of the human body, 
thumb moving forward and touching the neat and tidy goatee, 
the corner of his lips. Moving forward again, almost stubborn, 
trying it again, how that kiss felt, opening his lips just enough to 
give, just a little, the kiss now more insistent, more forceful. 
 Tony gave back everything offered—returned and 
deepened the kiss, catching at Frank’s lower lip with his teeth, 
letting the other man take charge and press him against the 
bench if he wanted. Give and take; he slid the tips of his fingers 
into the back pocket of Frank’s jeans. 
 Frank’s free hand moved across Tony’s front—muscles, 
more wiry, the unmistakably broad chest of a man, breathing 
against him. Growing more insistent, like he was beginning to 
wake up, win back initiative and confidence. He wouldn’t let 
Stark realize how strange this was. Moving him back, one leg 
between Stark’s, much, much closer now, grinding against him. 
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“You ...” Take it? How did one say such a thing, between guys? 
 “I’m going to need more than that. Do I like this? You 
probably don’t need to ask—” and he was grinding back, getting 
aroused at the pressure of Frank’s hip against his cock and his 
thigh between his legs—Tony was close to laughing, for how 
cautious this was, how exploratory. “Do I want more? Don’t 
need to ask that either.” 
 Frank nodded. What the hell. Human body. He knew 
human bodies. Their weakness, their capabilities. What could go 
where. And how. He realized he was psyching himself up and 
grimaced, bringing his teeth to Stark’s neck to hide that, taking 
that strong muscle between his teeth and running his teeth up 
towards where it vanished to support the weight of the skull. 
“More,” he demanded, pressing his hip in, getting aroused by 
the closeness and strength. That was it, that really pressed the 
button. Strength. Male. Close. Risk. No betrayal, just ... just 
what it was. 
 Tony didn’t bother to suppress a gasp, the teeth sharp 
beneath his ear and dangerous, close enough to rip at his 
throat—couldn’t help imagining it, a graphic momentary image. 
“More, yeah,” breathed against Frank’s cheek, while he curled a 
hand between them—just more pressure, his own knuckles 
ground against his hip, his palm hard against Frank’s shaft. He 
could smell arousal, clean sweat; not fear, but something like it, 
sharp and animal. 
 Frank pressed closer, against that hand, yes, and his teeth 
went to Stark’s deltoid, digging deep into the flesh. He forced 
Tony to almost bend backwards over to work bench, hand in his 
hair now; he didn’t remember when he’d taken that as a handle. 
But it was just long enough to work as that. He was wearing too 
many clothes. 
 Tony let his head roll back with the grip in his hair, 
bared his throat, sank back the last few inches onto the bench—
there were bolts there, washers, but he didn’t care; they were 
sharp, good digging into his back. “Hey,” Tony breathed, each 
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breath coming sharp and panting, “You wanna fuck me?” 
 “Right here? Between your toys?” Frank’s hands were 
already on Stark’s trousers, no belt, opening, then pulling them 
down to his knees, then pulled off the shoes, socks, working 
quickly, efficiently in baring more skin. Stark was toned, 
chiseled, personal training, clearly, the best money could buy 
and as much as he could probably be bothered to attend. Quite 
the catch. Only who had caught whom and how it had all started 
... didn’t matter. 
 Didn’t matter—nothing mattered but hands skating down 
thighs, that cocky grin that Tony knew was at least half-control; 
he could feel that this was new and uncertain, and he wanted 
more of it. “Yeah, yeah, right here—I’ve got toys all over the 
house, it doesn’t matter—” He leaned forward to draw up 
Frank’s shirt, deliberate and efficient, kissing up his chest to 
follow the fabric. 
 Frank’s abs tightened—baring those scars again took a 
different meaning when a body was as unscarred as that of Tony 
Stark. Skilled man, much more experience than he had. He 
raised his arms and helped Tony pull the shirt off, tossed it onto 
a chair two yards away, then moved to Tony’s chest. The glow 
through the shirt. He pulled the shirt off, and saw what seemed 
like ... metal inside his chest, sealed with a glowing ring of light. 
Technical. It looked ... alien, very advanced, and it sat in Stark’s 
chest like nothing he’d ever seen. His brow darkened. 
Unexpected. “Oil?” Looking at the workspace, there had to be 
oil. 
 Tony didn’t answer that request—didn’t like how 
Frank’s brow had knitted on seeing the arc reactor. “Don’t look 
at me like that. Go on. Touch it.” He brought Frank’s hand to 
touch the smooth metal, warm but not hot, vibrating almost 
imperceptibly against his fingertips. 
 One finger on the flesh, one on the ring of metal. Damn, 
that looked like it was going deep. Into the chest. The glow. 
Same glow that the suit had. It wasn’t difficult to work out—this 
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was the connection between the metal and the man. Functional, 
very much so, vibrating power, like a generator, like something 
was spinning inside. And pecs. Nipples. Abs. Frank’s free hand 
reached down to Stark’s cock, taking hold of it.  
 The touch was unexpected, electric—Tony arched into it, 
mouth opening wide, groaning as he fucked that broad, callused 
hand; back curving, head thrown back. “Oil,” he managed to 
gasp; “Tray, on the floor—” 
 Frank grinned, thoroughly enjoyed Tony like that. Being 
needed. Wanted. Able to … give this. Like he was human again. 
He squatted down enough to reach the oil, got very close to 
Tony’s cock like that, but couldn’t bring himself to do anything 
more but keep offering resistance. Moving the oil bottle between 
his fingers, he squeezed some into his hand, distributed it with 
his fingers, then changed hands, the oiled hand now pumping 
Tony’s cock. “Turn.”  
 “You do know what you’re doing, right?” Tony asked, 
token protest—he was already turning over, bracing his hands 
on the smooth metal of the bench, relishing the feeling of slick 
skin touching skin as he displayed himself, no shame at all and 
no fear. If Frank had wanted to destroy the playboy, the 
industrialist, he would never have had a better chance than now, 
the man’s legs spread and his ass presented like an offering. 
 Human body. How difficult could that be. The strong 
back, surprisingly narrow waist, very good muscled ass, long 
legs—no wonder Stark pulled the way he did, whoever he 
wanted. A body to crave, to appeal to all tastes … He had no 
fucking clue how to fuck a man. Some fumbling, handjobs, yes, 
but this. He assumed taking it easy was a good start. And more 
oil. And closer. Opening his fly with oily fingers, wiping some 
on his thigh to get traction with the buttons. Oil on his cock, 
closer, his cock against the ass cheek, one hand flat against 
Tony’s back, pressing him down with his chest on the work 
bench. Perfect height.  
 Tony curled a hand beneath himself, awkward angle with 
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his chest pressed hard against metal; wanted more stimulation, 
the hand on his back not enough, the slick shaft against his ass 
far too close and not nearly enough—wanted it inside him, 
strong hips grinding into his ass, heat and closeness and being 
claimed. “Come on, come on,” he muttered, fisting a hand 
around his own cock, feeling leftover oil to smoothe his strokes. 
 More oil. Frank let it run down inside the crack. Shit. 
And that was really it, wasn’t it. He wanted, he was hard, and 
Stark being so … needy turned him on more. He moved closer, 
positioned his cock, and pressed against the resistance, hot, 
tight, not as yielding, not as accommodating.  
 Tony winced, shuddered and almost pulled away—
hadn’t done this without more preparation since his first time 
with a man; hadn’t expected that it would still hurt this fucking 
much after all these years. Should have expected that Frank 
could only claim him by ripping him open, and he pressed back 
into the burn of it, too much contact suddenly after not enough. 
 Frank felt the sudden tension, the way Tony’s breathing 
changed, but there was heat, and tightness, and, above all, a dark 
pleasure that he couldn’t put a name on, but it was about Tony 
bent over, naked, at his mercy, and mercy wasn’t his strongest 
character trait. He wouldn’t have done this to any of his buddies, 
had been gentle, always, with women, just because of his 
strength, and nature, but this was a completely different matter. 
Moving deeper into the strong flesh that gave a lot of resistance, 
despite the oil, he had to fight for every inch and relished the 
fight, taking it slow, but insistent, all his attention focused on his 
cock, and the shuddering man who took it. 
 He gritted out a tense, terse “Fuck,” and it could’ve been 
a curse or a command—Tony was glad they weren’t face to 
face, couldn’t have stood having Frank see the expression of 
banked agony in his drawn-tight brows, open mouth. He pressed 
back against the burn of it, wanted Frank balls-deep—wanted 
him hard and needing the way Tony was needing. Eyes focused 
abstractedly on a bolt only an inch from his face; titanium/gold 
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alloy, strong and light and easy to shape, tempered. Wanted to 
be like that in the Punisher’s hands. 
 Frank didn’t force himself in fully, Tony’s movement 
and resistance were just too good in that moment, too good to 
not pull back and thrust in, going a little deeper after retreating, 
feeling, fuck, feeling how the tightness moved around him and 
the man struggled. Forceful, slow, but accepting no escape, no 
mercy in any of this, just insistent thrusts that got deeper, and 
Frank groaned when he managed to get in fully, after, what, a 
dozen thrusts. This was ... good, in an altogether different way, 
and the fact that Stark sweated and shuddered and ... suffered? 
made it better.  
 “Keep going, don’t stop,” Tony said, low and right on 
the fine line between begging and demanding. His hand was 
moving faster beneath him; he’d found an easy angle and now 
there was only the slide of his skin under his palm, slight edge 
from his own calluses—the burn of each thrust gorgeous, 
wicked and aching. “Don’t stop—” 
 Frank’s hands moved to Stark’s hips, leverage, more 
control, and his thrusts became longer, more force crept in, like 
he was trying to break through that resistance that engulfed and 
held him, the need burning in his body, heating him up until he 
began to sweat, the concentration and the strength he mustered, 
moving with again more strength, very little Stark could do 
about it but take it, fingers digging into the sculpted, perfect hip 
muscles as he began to pound that ass.  
 That force, strength a change from the women Tony was 
used to fucking—even the women who’d pressed him to the 
sheets and rode him hard; there was something soft about them, 
yielding even as they dominated. Now there was only being 
pummeled, being used and giving into it—giving in with his 
whole body, head bent and hips bruised under punishing 
fingertips. That submission was alien, electric—realizing it, a 
jolt to his cock, and he saw white like a magnesium flare for a 
moment before coming hard over the cement floor. 
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 Every muscle shifting again inside, more tension, which 
made Frank grit his teeth because he wasn’t quite ready to go 
there, couldn’t lose it yet, the feeling too good, fierce and alive, 
something he actually felt. Rare. He hardly knew how to deal 
with that apart from grow fiercer, and use ever more force, 
pushing himself further with each hard, vicious thrust, until he 
managed to get there, too, with a force that was several levels 
away from anything he’d felt in ... decades. A violent urge to kill 
the man, take him apart, claw and bite, like an animal, but he did 
nothing like that, instead stayed inside until he could feel the 
climax fade, and sweat run down his back. Pulling away, 
outside, with regret, and feeling heavy and strangely elated. He 
felt good, tired, wanted to rest.  
 “Nice,” grunted Tony, standing and stretching, digging 
up a rag to wipe himself clean. Felt a sticky fluid, lukewarm, 
slipping down his thigh, and cursed under his breath. “You 
couldn’t wait to put on a condom? I could have eleven different 
STDs.” 
 Frank was tugging himself in and sat down heavily in a 
chair, glancing up to the other man. “Yeah. Very likely that will 
kill me.” He stretched his shoulders.  
 “Uhuh. Syphilis could mess you up. You’d get spots, and 
then your brain would rot. Textbook death by STD. Sex is like 
welding—don’t do it without your safety gear.” Tony bent to 
grab his clothes, slip on at least the boxers and jeans. Shoes 
could wait until he was more coordinated; shirt came next, 
covering up the arc reactor just enough to mute the glow from it. 
 Frank wasn’t concerned, and he just shrugged. “I don’t 
care much ...” whether I live or die. “But last time I saw a 
doctor, I was alright. Healthy.” Watching Stark closely, a body 
he understood now, one he knew well, and how the fuck had that 
happened? And in this way? Was Stark flustered? Seemed 
almost that way. “Want me to leave?”  
 Tony shrugged—yes, flustered; couldn’t call this a one-
night stand, exactly, definitely couldn’t call it a relationship. “If 
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you feel like leaving. You seemed pretty interested in watching 
me work glass, earlier.” 
 “I don’t have to be anywhere.” Frank looked around. “I 
could do with something to eat, maybe a shower.” 
 “Sure. You want steak? We could do steak, and you 
could shower. I’ve got some pretty amazing showers.” 
 “ Some?” Frank stood, rolled his shoulders. “How dirty 
can you get to need more than one?”  
 “I have guests sometimes. Hard as it is to believe, I’m 
usually not sleeping with all of them, and there are actually 
some of them that I’d rather not see naked. So—multiple 
showers.” Tony handed him his shirt, tweaking a delt almost to 
prove he could. 
 “Didn’t say you did.” Frank took the shirt. “Upstairs?” 
Pointing at the staircase beyond the glass door. “Or which one 
do I use?” Moving carefully in a house that held a lot of traps. 
He’d learnt his lesson and wouldn’t make that mistake again.  
 “I’ll show you. Let me get my shoes on.” Didn’t bother 
with socks, just slipped his sneakers over his bare feet and then 
led the way to the glass doors. Frank followed behind, up the 
spiral staircase and into the opulent main room. It was wide-
open, only displays of trickling water and matte black portrait 
frames to break up the line of sight; the couches were low to the 
ground, elegantly bare in a way that probably cost thousands, a 
place like Frank only knew from television, if that, but he didn’t 
stop or stare, just long, sweeping glances, noticing doors and 
windows. It was a habit.  
 Tony led him through without grandstanding, as though 
used to having the fastidious luxury of it go unremarked. Led 
him, instead, to a bathroom as large as a bedroom in any other 
house, with a spa-quality hot tub and an immaculately tiled 
shower. No curtain; this must not have been a bathroom for 
people he didn’t want to see naked. Tony stepped back, 
impassive, looking at his own reflection in the broad mirror. 
Vain, toying with his hair as though he could make it look less 
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like it’d been wrung and twisted. 
 Shower. Or bath. The quick versus the luxurious. Frank 
leaned over to work the levers of the tub. “There’s no rush,” he 
observed, and glanced at Tony. “That chest light... that bothers 
you, right?”  
 “It’s called an arc reactor—and yeah, I guess it bothers 
me a little, but it’s keeping me alive, so I really can’t complain.” 
He leaned against the sink, lazily watching the tub fill up. 
 “Something wrong with your heart?” Frank pulled the t-
shirt off again and placed it at the side, and smirked because he 
hadn’t brought a change of clothes or his toothbrush. Used to 
traveling light. He took his jeans off, too. Stark had seen him 
naked before and not objected to the sight. They were past that.  
 Tersely, “Shrapnel.” Tony folded his arms, distracting 
himself from the memory by looking his fill. Frank had been 
attractive, pinned down; he was gorgeous, every muscle in 
smooth and coordinated motion. It would’ve been a lie to say 
that he looked younger than he was, but he had weathered the 
decades well and come out of them hardened, tempered, poised. 
 Frank glanced at him, then paused, something flickering 
in his eyes. Understanding. He knew about shrapnel, and seemed 
almost sorry he’d asked. He didn’t fully turn his front to Stark, 
instead faced the tub, looking at him over his shoulder. “And it 
powers the suit ... and its weapons,” he added. “That force that 
knocked me down. It comes from there.”  
 “Yep. It’s a pretty powerful gadget,” said Tony levelly. 
“A bigger one could power a plant—a little bigger, and you 
could power a small town.” 
 “Another genius invention.” Frank’s voice sounded 
sincere, not mocking. “Like that suit.” He raised the leg to step 
into the tub, pulling the other leg in as well, and settled in the 
hot water that was climbing up, allowing a groan of pleasure as 
he leaned back, arms on the rim. “Ah. That’s good.”  
 “You sweettalk my suit and my hot tub, and all I get’s a 
sound fucking. I see how it is.” But Tony was smiling, letting 
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Frank see the joke in it, and Frank exhaled noisily, which might 
well have his way to laugh. “Mind if I join you?” 
 “Come. Plenty of space and heat.” Frank inhaled deeply, 
forcing his muscles to relax, which was easier after sex and in 
the hot water. Watching Stark, studying his body with interest, 
the care and vanity that had gone into it. “If you’d stop the water 
when it’s full.”  
 “Better leave it only partway full. I don’t like to get this 
thing wet if I can help it,” and he tapped his chest. “It’s 
waterproofed, but if the waterproofing fails—well, that’s the last 
I’ll know about it.” He turned the water off at three quarters full, 
stripping himself and slipping in. His own body was less 
relaxed, tensed up from what had felt like invasion, but it eased 
as he sank into the water with a sound like half a sigh. 
 They sat there for a while, soaking up the heat, and 
Frank very nearly drifted off. With a start, he opened his eyes, 
straightened, shook his head and rubbed his face, then reached 
for a sponge and found liquid soap, and went to clean himself, 
because otherwise he’d have fallen asleep.  
 Tony smirked at him across the tub. “Been a while since 
you got laid, huh?” 
 “We were standing.” Frank dropped the sponge in the 
water above Stark’s lap.  
 “Don’t argue semantics. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. 
Seriously. I’ll put you up in a guest room, let you sleep it off.” 
He picked up the sponge himself, carefully cleaning his 
shoulders, his chest, his back. 
 Nothing to be ashamed of. Sex. Sex with another man. 
One much younger, much richer, and by far more attractive than 
he was. Powerful out there, in the light. A celebrity, while all 
Frank Castle had been for decades was the embodiment of fear. 
Sleep in his house, a house that became an enemy at a spoken 
command. “Okay. But I’d be interested to see what you’re 
building. How you do it.”  
 “I’ll let you watch, after dinner,” Tony said in low, 
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intimate tones, as though it were a different kind of invitation. 
“You want to eat now, or are you too tired to see straight?” 
 “I’m okay for food.” Frank wiped his face, then pulled 
himself up. Damn he was tired. Standing up, the water ran down 
his body, over his heated, reddened skin. He reached for a towel, 
then climbed out of the tub. If he’d been alone, he’d just have 
fallen asleep. Blaming it on Stark. The climate, his internal 
clock that was still running on a different time. Or just his age 
and the hard work behind him. He toweled himself down, then 
tied another towel around his waist. He didn’t want to get back 
into his clothes. And his weapons were downstairs, but he didn’t 
feel like getting them. And what reason did Stark have to attack 
him in his sleep?  
 Tony grinned, finding it somewhat absurd to see the 
towel tied around Frank’s waist—like a big napkin, on a man so 
imposingly built. “Don’t let Pepper see you like that. She’ll be 
jealous.” He got out of the tub himself, also toweling dry, 
although he dressed himself fully. “Going to eat in your little 
toga?” 
 Frank looked down at himself. And what was perfectly 
fine in a bolthole ... he’d wear maybe a towel and a shoulder 
holster, tinkering with something if he were alone ... was 
ridiculous here. But he was sweating, and needed to cool down, 
and not wearing clothes was a luxury. “If you have a bathrobe 
that won’t split if I breathe in.”  
 “Give me a second. I think I might have one—just one. 
Don’t ask how I got it; it’s really not a funny story.” Tony left 
for a moment, closing the door behind him and padding up to a 
storage closet. Leftover lovers’ clothes had a box there; a 
woman’s lace panties, a man’s argyle socks, and—there. He 
returned to Frank with an enormous, faux-Chinese and faux-silk 
bathrobe, black patterned with swirling clouds and dragons in 
gold and peacock-blue. Whoever had worn it last had been huge; 
even on Frank’s sturdy frame, it hung loose. 
 Frank tied the belt with a barely suppressed grin. It was 
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too tempting to ask the story behind this, but he kept it to 
himself. The silk was perfect, though, it cooled, smooth, light. 
Last time he’d worn something like it ... he shook his head. No 
use adding up numbers. “That works. I’ll assume you have a 
monstrous Mexican cleaner or gardener who forgot this here.”  
 “That’s uncomfortably close to the truth. Let’s get some 
steak.” He led them back to the kitchen, all smooth stainless 
steel appliances and polished surfaces; while Frank found 
himself a stool to sit on, Tony opened the refrigerator and took 
out a Perrier for himself, as well as a pair of nicely marbled 
steaks. “Jarvis,” he called, dropping them into what looked like 
nothing so much as the lovechild of a microwave and a barbecue 
pit. “Medium rare, please. Unless you like them well done?” 
 “No, medium’s good.” Frank looked up, as if he was 
trying to locate ‘Jarvis.’ “Talking to your house. But it’s even 
stranger when it answers.” Frank watched him drink, and, damn, 
the moving throat, the Adam’s apple ... he was reasonably sure 
he’d never looked at a man that way, not unless he’d been 
horny, but something about Stark ... maybe knowing what he 
sounded like when he came, how he felt from the inside ... “So 
... do you like Italo-Americans? Old men? Ex-soldiers? Or cold-
hearted killers? What is it, Stark?”  
 Tony shrugged, closing up the cooking machine. There 
was a sound like a rush of air; he opened the machine again, and 
the steaks lay sizzling on the grill; Frank assumed that had to 
have a patent somewhere, it sure looked as if it should. “I don’t 
really have a type. You were sexy, interesting, and available.” 
 Sexy. He wasn’t a man who was called that often. Or 
even at all. “Dressed in black, wearing Kevlar and a skull and 
blowing up your house, that suit at the party, or tied up and 
naked?” Frank ventured forward, not sure why he was asking. 
Getting some, and then picking it apart. Maybe no different than 
a debrief after a mission. Trying to understand how the 
unexpected had happened.  
 “I didn’t say you weren’t really fucking annoying, too.” 
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With a turner that could’ve flipped a pizza over, Tony fished the 
steaks out and dropped them neatly onto plates. “No hard 
feelings about being tied up, right?” Somewhere under the 
flippant words, a bit of sincere regret. 
 “You didn’t torture me. I’d have taken that personally.” 
Frank glanced up. No, Tony Stark wasn’t villain material. Not 
enough bragging, no torture. Taking his plate when Stark 
offered it, and feeling his stomach growl like a starved beast. 
“And looks like you fixed the damage. You keeping my clothes 
as trophies?”  
 “You want them back? They’re in storage right now.” 
Tony got out steak knives from a drawer, forks; he set them on 
the dining table and sat, looking up over his plate. 
 “Would be practical.” In case I go on the hunt. Killing 
somebody in a suit and waistcoat was weird. He wasn’t James 
Bond, he liked to go in prepared and kitted out. 
 “Speaking of fixing damage. What did Tye have to say?” 
 Frank began to eat, not missing a beat. “Said his 
secretary is his cover. Making him sign things he hasn’t read. 
But it goes to a front for mercenary outfits. Think Blackwater … 
only not as big. I wouldn’t be surprised if that outfit didn’t order 
more gear than they needed and sold the surplus.” The meat was 
just right, bleeding inside. “I’ll have to go to New York City and 
break a few heads there. That should be all the middle men I can 
get. For the moment.”  
 “I’m guessing you wouldn’t be eating steak in my dining 
room if you still blamed me for it.” But Tony did blame 
himself—harder to clean up your mess when it was on American 
soil, people screaming for help in English rather than Arabic, 
Pushtu. The Punisher’s daily fare, no doubt, after decades on the 
hunt for wrongdoers. 
 “I wouldn’t have fucked you if I did.” Frank chewed, 
delighting in the good, clean flavors. “Of course, hitting a 
mercenary outfit …” He swallowed and cut off another bite. 
“Must be carefully planned. These boys do collateral. They’re in 
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it for the money. Just like the mafia. Only that the mafia doesn’t 
get government licenses.”  
 “We used to do legit business with mercenary outfits, 
you know. They were on our side, even if they were for hire; it 
was okay, you know?” He finally cut into his steak, admiring the 
perfection of a molecules-thick blade slicing neatly through 
well-cooked meat. Better to focus on the aesthetics of the meal 
than the conversation.  
 “It was legal. Was it okay?” Frank gave him a long 
glance. “Letting mercenaries fight a state’s war? Everything is 
wrong with that picture.”  
 “After Afghanistan, though, I broke us out of those 
contracts. Lost millions.” 
 “Yeah, I can see the economic hardship.” Frank shook 
his head, felt anger rise to his throat and tighten it. “Some gangs 
sell people for money. There’s a buyer, plenty of supply, and 
there’s always some guy to pay a few grand for a virgin whore. 
And when they are used up, they can still feed the fish.”  
 “I’m trying to do the right thing! It’s harder than it looks, 
okay? It takes a long time, especially when I have to fight my 
own suits to do it. My business hates me, my investors hate me, 
the military thinks I’m a nutjob—America loves me, but I don’t 
have to see America every day.” And the business looked better 
through the bottom of a glass. 
 “And you’re only getting away with it because they can’t 
replace you. Hotshot engineer, the American Dream in circuit 
boards and cables and rocket propelled grenades.” Frank 
finished off the steak. “You can quit the race and do your own 
thing. Or fight them to the death. You certainly got the guns … 
and what you don’t have, you can build easily down there.” 
Frank stood, pushing the plate away a little.  
 “Going somewhere?” 
 “I’m too tired to think straight,” Frank admitted. “I don’t 
have a reactor to keep me going.”  
 “You make it sound like I’ve got Chernobyl in my 
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coffee. Let me get you a room.” He left the steak; couldn’t finish 
it anyway, even hungry as he was, even perfect as it was. Might 
come back to it later, after he’d finished shaping more of the 
glass. Was that really all he was? A guy who was smart enough 
to blow up the world if he wanted? Better not to think of that, 
either. He caught Frank by the elbow, led him down the hall. 
“I’ll have all your clothes put outside your door, when you want 
them.” 
 “Will be a few hours.” Frank was amused by Stark 
leading him to a room, but less amused by what he’d learned. 
He’d have to think about it, think it through. Stark was a 
valuable ally, and by his standards, he’d unwittingly caused all 
that, which opened a shelf of cans of worms that he’d have to 
examine. Plus the other things he was starting to get entangled 
in. Stark’s claim that he wanted to do the right thing. Hell, if he 
wanted to, he just would have to do it. Decision, planning, 
execution, debriefing, analysis. That was how it worked, and 
Stark seemed trapped somewhere in the first stage or just after. 
But the potential.  
 He shed the bathrobe, and stretched out on the huge bed. 
The room was wide and airy, felt unprotected after the cellars 
and heavily fortified placed he usually used. Exposed up here on 
the rock. The potential was, quite clearly, Tony Stark’s brain. 
His ability to make things work, and a certain willingness to 
make things work that most people didn’t even consider. And 
his thoughts returned to the suit. Building a better model right 
now, down there. A genius of destruction. Maybe Stark was the 
modern-day equivalent of the first man who’d combined the 
ingredients for gun powder. The first engineer who had thought 
of adding a string of sinew to flexible wood and shooting a 
miniature spear with it.  
 Frank closed his eyes, felt the tiredness, the leaden 
weight in his body, the slowing thoughts. He rested very much 
like he ate, drank, and worked out. Basic functions. 
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Maintenance. And eventually, he fell into a deep, dark sleep—a 
form of unconscious despair that allowed his body to recharge. 
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Chapter 4  
  

 
 By the time Tony returned to his steak, midnight had 
passed and one o’clock was swiftly approaching. The uppermost 
plates of the new suit were finished and wired for temperature 
control and mobility; he had given the system orders to tint the 
panels and give them a good stress test. ‘Glass Man’ didn’t have 
the badass ring of ‘Iron Man,’ but he didn’t know if he was even 
going to be wearing this new suit; he might give it to Rhodey, 
possibly patent it and develop it for some legitimate special ops 
team. It was just an idle project, something to pass the hours and 
occupy his mind. He had too much mental bandwidth, had to use 
it up with idle processes or else drown the system in liquor. 
 Red wine went better with red meat, but there was 
something to be said for single-malt at 12:46 at night. 

 

* * *  

 
 Resurfacing from sleep, Frank took his time to wake up 
fully. There was no urgency beyond the nagging feeling that he 
always had. That he had to get out and fight criminals on his 
terms, by any means necessary, and that he was wasting his time 
if he didn’t plan, didn’t do research or didn’t work towards the 
next hit. Yet, he took longer to heal and recover these days. And, 
he could argue that what he was doing was strictly research.  
 Finding the light switch, sitting up, then rubbing his face. 
Deep sleep. He was rested, whatever the time. He was mostly 
active at night anyway, using the cover of night more often than 
not.  
 He had a quick shower to wake up fully, toweled himself 
down, then examined the stitches. He decided they could and 
should come out soon, they were beginning to itch. Stark likely 
had a sharp enough blade for that. Checking outside, he found 
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his clothes, both the civilian ones and the ones he wore for a 
mission. Both smelled clean. He decided for a mix, going with 
the black skull shirt and the jeans. The skull reminded him of his 
mission, the jeans were more comfortable, the civilian shoes, 
too, but he took a knife from his kit and placed it in the small of 
his back, fixed to the jeans. He was thirsty, and maybe there was 
more meat where the first lot had come from.  
 He saw Stark at the table, eating and drinking, but he’d 
clearly been busy in the workshop; the same kind of smell, that 
glow that he had when he worked. Frank was surprised when he 
thought that a repetition of that fuck wouldn’t be a bad idea.  
 “You’re not keeping regular hours, either,” he said and 
walked to what was hopefully a fridge. Yes, it was, and it held 
orange juice. He found a large glass too. The kitchen was 
ridiculously advanced, so advanced that Frank Castle had to feel 
his way around on working assumptions what was what and how 
it worked.  
 “Old habits from college—stay up as late as possible, get 
pissed, wake sometime the next afternoon. Keeps me young,” 
slurred Tony. More drinking than eating; work left too much 
room to process moral questions, whether he could ever clean up 
the company without jettisoning it entirely. 
 “Won’t keep you young. Look at me.” Frank had several 
huge gulps of orange juice, which tasted quite a bit more syrupy 
and sweeter than he was used to, but he could feel the sugar 
molecules race straight into his blood stream. “Show me what 
you did.”  
 “What I did? Went down to the workshop, worked some 
glass—” Tony hesitated. “Or—you mean the food. Right?” 
 “Wrong.” Frank set the glass down and leaned across the 
table, looking at Stark with newfound focus. “I want to 
understand what you can do, Stark. The things you put together. 
Show me.”  
 Tony looked up and met Frank’s eyes, his own bleary 
with exhaustion and intoxication together. “I’m tired. And 
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drunk. Never good to put anything together tired or drunk, never 
mind both.” 
 “Okay.” Frank pulled back, studying him. Men drank for 
many reasons, few of which could be respected, and Stark 
hadn’t lost a comrade or family. “Will the house attack me when 
I wander around?”  
 “It’ll keep you out of restricted areas—that’s about it. I 
think.” He smiled up at the ceiling. “Jarvis? Let him into the 
workshop. Only send a drone if he touches anything he 
shouldn’t.” 
 “Gladly, sir,” said the cool, dry voice of the house. 
 It struck Frank Castle that Stark looked very much at 
ease when talking to the house, smiling like to an old friend or 
lover. And it also struck him that the house had the right to 
attack a visitor. He walked around the table, close to Stark, but 
not touching. He remembered the sex, that moment, and he 
thought about joining Stark and pressing him into the mattress 
with each thrust. Fuck. “Guess you don’t want company.”  
 “Just what are you trying to say?” He stood as though he 
had an idea, though, moving comfortably into Frank’s personal 
space. Tony smelled of liquor and sweat, his breath coming 
sharp against Frank’s neck. He leaned closer, pressed a warm 
and suckling kiss against the skin there. No other point of 
contact; only lips and throat, tongue and teeth and skin. 
 “Or maybe you do.” Frank claimed that space, moved 
until he touched Stark, his hands touching his arms and sides, 
then one hand went to the small of his back. “Maybe I want to 
fuck you again,” he murmured against Stark’s throat, teeth again 
finding the sensitive spot. “I’m ‘interested and available.’”  
 “And I’m a hotshot engineer, genius with cool toy 
guns—” Tony leaned into every touch, molding his body against 
Frank’s with an easy, lethargic grace—loose-limbed, 
comfortable with the proximity. “That’s your type. Useful—” 
 Frank snorted, shocked that the other man had seen 
through him already. “You caught me red-handed,” he said, 
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kissing Tony’s throat, one flat hand moving to his groin, tracing 
the lines of the cock there. “You think I … think that I can get 
you to build me something?” Rubbing him, he thought, yes, 
maybe he could. Maybe he could try. Maybe they could strike a 
deal or some sort. Only that Frank had precious little to offer.  
 “Yeah, yeah, I could build you something. You don’t 
have to whore yourself out for it,” Tony answered, low. He 
closed his eyes and arched into the pressure against the front of 
his jeans, teeth finding Frank’s ear and biting there, sharp and 
needy, making Frank draw breath sharply.  
 “I’m not,” Frank said, pulling Stark’s shirt off, almost 
roughly, and found that arc reactor far less disturbing the second 
time. It fit the man, fit him well. He dropped the shirt, fingers 
then went for his pecs, the other hand down into the waistband, 
but not enough space to get anywhere interesting, and he had to 
unbutton the jeans before he could get to Stark’s cock in its 
briefs, rubbing through the lighter cloth. “Few things I wouldn’t 
do. But being a bitch for a favor …”  
 “Not—” Words harder to find with every layer of cloth 
stripped away; he was only half-hard, fighting alcohol and 
sleepiness, but the firmness of Frank’s hand on the soft fabric 
was good and almost enough to get him all the way interested. 
“Not a good business deal—gotta offer something—else—” 
Tony’s own hands were moving to the front of Frank’s jeans, 
clumsy on the button and zipper. Yeah, good he wasn’t building 
anything; he’d probably slice his own foot off with his 
coordination this shot. 
 “Businessman, all of a sudden.” Frank leaned down to 
take one of Tony’s nipples between his teeth to pull at them, and 
roll them, increasing the pressure against the man’s cock. “What 
do you want, Stark? What are you interested in that I can give 
you?” Apart from my cock up your ass… you’ll get that 
anyway.  
 Tony groaned, teeth on tender skin slowly undoing him, 
getting him hard, giving him everything that five minutes ago he 
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hadn’t known he wanted. “Deal—” he gasped, sliding his hand 
into Frank’s briefs and taking hold of his cock. “—give me your 
targets, I’ll give you mine—” 
 “Done.” Frank was hard, like his cock was very eager to 
get what it could while Frank chose to do things like that. “You 
want … to try a bed this time?” The kitchen would do, surely, 
but he did want Stark on his knees, doggy style this time—good 
idea, too, because Stark wasn’t completely steady on his feet.  
 “Yeah—bed, we could try a bed. Yours is closer; we can 
do that.” Tony leaned close, felt the other man’s stability and 
strength holding him straight as they made their way out of the 
kitchen. That was it—the sexiest thing about Frank Castle. A 
kind of stability, fighting or tied down, searching for answers or 
fucking him blind. A man who got up at least as often as he got 
knocked down, who refused to let himself be broken even when 
he was bloodied and bound. 
 Frank hadn’t made the bed, he very much led a 
bachelor’s life, too, and had been freed of any military structure 
a long time ago. He led Stark into the room, managed to keep 
his hands off him on the way, because they’d just end up 
fucking in the corridor otherwise. Somehow, that amused him, 
and getting Stark’s legs to bend when the backs of his knees hit 
the bed amused him, too. He was on top, taking Stark’s 
shoulders and pulling him up, shuffling to the middle of the bed, 
the arc reactor the only light in the room. It cast a ghostly shine 
over Frank’s features, making his blue eyes glow strangely as he 
leaned down and bit on the nipple again, then sucked it, opening 
his lips further to play with the pec, the smooth muscle. Not 
breasts, but damn, it seemed like the next best thing.  
 Every sensation felt strung out, muted and lengthened by 
the drink; the bites less sharp, touches spread all over his chest 
until the skin flushed. Felt like being touched everywhere at 
once; Tony slid his hands into Frank’s hair and held the man’s 
face close, trying to slide a knee between his legs and get any 
kind of friction, any kind of leverage. 
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 Frank shifted, took Tony’s trousers and pulled them off, 
then got out of his own shirt, half covering Stark with his body, 
skin against skin and metal, the arc reactor hard against him, yet 
warmed by Stark’s own flesh where it was embedded. He got to 
the other nipple while he pulled down his own trousers, kicking 
off the shoes, while holding his weight mostly on one arm, then 
briefs, Tony’s first, then his. Finally completely naked, and 
lowering more weight on Tony, cock against cock, which made 
him groan.  
 “You’re—you’re a natural,” Tony breathed, bringing his 
legs up to hook knees over hips, cross ankle over ankle at the 
small of Frank’s back. As though this was already sex; as though 
the rub of their cocks on each other could be enough. 
 “I’ve had sex before,” Frank said, taking Tony’s legs, 
shifting the angle a bit, stroking his powerful thighs while 
moving against the solid muscular body. The only difference 
was the amount of power. And the … angles. And the 
equipment. He gave an amused huff, remembering he’d wanted 
Stark on his knees, but this should work, too. “Can you reach 
any oil?”  
 “Over there—” Tony gestured to the bedside table with 
its one drawer, lazy on his back, not willing to move the extra 
foot or so necessary to reach it. 
 Stay there and hump, or move and get to fuck. No 
competition. Frank stretched, almost toppled himself and Tony, 
but he managed to get to the drawer, then, blindly, fished for 
whatever packaging it was. A tube, round top. Thumb found the 
indention, opened the stuff, smelled it, but it seemed neutral, like 
a watery petroleum jelly. Squeezing some into his hand, he put 
the tube down near Tony’s head and brought the cool stuff to 
Tony’s ass, using his body to change the angle so he could get at 
the hole properly. Yup. Hot and tight. Just to check, he pushed 
two fingers in, deep and hard, bringing plenty of the lube with 
them inside.  
 They slid in easily, Tony’s body relaxed and opening for 
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him, his legs drawing further apart to permit more access, more 
contact. He made a low sound, deep in his throat, reaching out to 
grab his knees (fumbling for them). “Deep, just—yeah,” his 
voice low and slurred, sensual. “Want it—” 
 Frank’s guts knotted at that request, no, begging, that 
was begging, and he shifted to be able to lube his cock pushing 
Tony’s legs higher as he positioned himself. Less resistance 
now, but it forced a deep groan from him. Tight. Strong. 
Wanted. No reservations, this guy didn’t have anything like it, 
just simply wanted, which made things very uncomplicated and 
Frank found himself wanting to be wanted … which had been so 
long it was practically new. Pushing in deeper, one slow push, 
all the way.  
 The simplicity of it cut through the haze—just one long 
push, steady and unrelenting, absolutely focused, filling Tony 
completely. Nothing new about it, nothing special, except that 
he was being met on someone else’s terms instead of his own. 
He looked up, met Frank’s eyes, reached out to draw him in by 
his shoulders; needed at least that much control, even if it was 
only the power to invite. 
 Frank kept most of his weights on his hands, but 
followed the urging, moving his hips to thrust, steady, low, he 
had to work out how exactly to move, didn’t want to slip out of 
the savage heat of this body, unfamiliar with the position, 
because, yeah, the angle was all wrong, and he moved further 
up, very nearly folding Stark in half. “Must be a killer on … the 
lower back,” he commented, dryly, baring his teeth in the white 
blue glow of the arc reactor.  
 “You get used to it—come on,” Tony muttered, no room 
spare for wit, too much sensation. He tried to lean in for a kiss, 
but the position was awkward, the angle changed too much; the 
next stroke missed, sliding hot alongside Tony’s sac. “Let me—
” He tried to turn himself over, still pinned under Frank’s 
weight. 
 “Yeah.” Frank pulled back when he realized what Tony 
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was trying to do, sat back and allowed him to shift and change.  
 Tony pulled himself unsteadily to his knees, turning 
slowly and fisting his hands in the sheets with his chest pressed 
almost against the bed. Easier, impersonal. Not as sexy, couldn’t 
look up and see Frank’s eyes focused and his brow dark with 
concentration, but Tony could imagine it—fuck. Sexy eyes. 
 Much better. Frank got behind him, sank his cock back 
where it had been, deeper, ran his fingers down the curved back, 
digging his fingers into the muscles as he began to thrust, 
relishing the echo in the other man’s body, just the resistance 
that the other had to muster to not get moved across the bed by 
the insistent, harsh thrusts, that became slower, more intense 
when Frank felt himself get too close too soon. This was too 
good to rush it.  
 “Give me a hand,” said Tony, moving back, pressing 
with his hands for leverage against the smooth sheets, trying to 
reclaim the pace. “If you—if you’re going to slow down—just a 
hand—” Couldn’t muster the energy to jerk himself off, not 
when his hands were white-knuckled on the bed and the pressure 
of it so good. 
 Oh. Yes. Frank didn’t, immediately, instead lowered his 
upper body to touch Tony’s back, staying deep inside, all the 
way, hands moving down his pecs, over the flat stomach, taut 
abs, shuddering with deep breaths, with the sounds Tony made, 
then deeper, using his right hand to curl around the cock that 
twitched in his hand. He began to thrust again, and it took some 
coordination, and most of all focus to do these two things at 
once, but that was the nice thing to do, and he found a rhythm, 
pumping the cock in time with his thrusts.  
 Full-body contact felt blindingly good, Tony’s whole 
body surrounded and mapped, caressed, fucked with slow 
concentration. His body sheathed against Frank’s and his cock 
sheathed in Frank’s hand, his entire self enclosed in that strength 
and control. Didn’t want it to end, wanted desperately to get 
off—couldn’t even beg for more, harder, could only make harsh 
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sounds like choked whimpers and let himself be taken. 
 Gradually, Frank sped up, using more force, to feel how 
the other body took it, reacted to it, resisted the strength. New. 
Always, somehow, unexpected, the other man’s ability for 
resistance and friction. He groaned with a harsh thrust, shifted, 
found a different angle, then did nothing but fuck him, fast and 
hard, forcing himself over the edge, needing the climax when 
the sweat rolled down his skin, pumping the other man with the 
same unforgiving harshness as a few more thrusts got him there, 
ripped through him, a split second well past any thought or 
emotion, but the overwhelming intensity of lust unleashed. He 
wiped his face on his shoulder, then ran his fingers across 
Stark’s back again. 
 Slowly, Tony leaned up into the touch, almost crawling 
back on his hands. Caught a split-second glimpse of their 
reflection in the room’s mirror, their skin slick with sweat and 
glistening blue-green, alien and unfamiliar—his own expression 
unrecognizable, well-fucked, his mouth hanging open for breath. 
The slow stroke down his back, so light and possessive, and that 
image—he came hard over Frank’s hand. 
 Frank smirked when he felt the hot liquid covering his 
hand and fingers, using some of it to keep pumping him, taking 
all of it, as if to prove that he didn’t mind, and he didn’t, he liked 
how the orgasm made him tense and twitch around him, the way 
he breathed, and definitely the sounds. He pulled back, with 
some reluctance, finally slipping free of the man.  
 He got up, knees a bit weak, and found his way to the 
bathroom in the dark, where he switched on the light and had a 
piss and a wash, and got a towel for Stark. 
 By that time, Tony was barely awake, only giving 
himself a cursory wipe-down and glancing distastefully at the 
stains on the sheets. “Someone should clean that,” he muttered, 
drawing the blankets over himself. “Not saying it should be you, 
I’ve got the house for that—just saying.” 
 Frank huffed. Like a spoilt child. He dropped the towel, 
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and only then realized that Stark was lying in his bed and in the 
process of falling asleep there. And while he’d wanted to look at 
what Stark was building, he was tired enough for some rest as 
well. He switched off the light, slipped under the blanket, his 
blinded eyes focusing on the soft glow of light that came from 
Tony’s chest. There was plenty of space in the bed, they didn’t 
have to touch, yet Tony’s body was well worth touching. He 
admired the muscle, the definition, a male kind of beauty, paired 
with strength.  
 “Tomorrow,” he murmured, in an afterthought, and 
stretched out, one arm behind his head, and deeply inhaling to 
relax enough to sleep. Sex did that—it allowed him to slip over 
the edge much faster, and tumble towards darkness before any 
dark thoughts could claim him.  
 

* * * 

 At five-thirty in the morning, Tony woke with his 
bladder on the point of bursting. He stumbled out of bed, got lost 
a moment before he remembered where he was, then found the 
bathroom and had a satisfying piss in the half-light coming 
through the frosted-glass window. Then he splashed some water 
on his face, hooked a towel around his waist, and stood for a 
moment in the bathroom door, just watching Frank Castle lying 
still. 
 Frank lay on his back, head to the side, with his features 
blank, empty. Not peaceful. The muscles responsible for a 
peaceful expression had to have atrophied with his usual stony 
face. The blanket covered his hips, one hand was resting there, 
the other was open, fingers pointing to the ceiling; one knee was 
bared, too, pulled up a bit. 
 He’d agreed to build this man something, he 
remembered that much—item unspecified, quantity unspecified, 
level of potential damage impossible to specify. The Punisher 
was a loose cannon, everyone knew it; but they’d agreed to 
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share targets, and maybe that meant he could swing the cannon 
around to suit his own ends. He didn’t mind using this man, his 
body and his prowess. 
 It was still too early to be thinking about this. Tony 
slipped out of the guest room, padding off to his own bedroom 
and locking the door behind him. 

* * *  

 
 Two hours later, Frank Castle drifted out of sleep. 
Finding Stark gone wasn’t a surprise. His smell lingered, that 
somehow technical smell that he had, on top of whatever 
fragrances were part of his grooming. There was no doubt that 
Stark groomed regularly and extensively.  
 He got up, had a shower and a shave, then got back into 
his clothes that nobody had abducted this time. Jeans and black 
t-shirt, like yesterday. If he was going to stay for longer, he’d 
need some other odds and ends. He headed towards the kitchen, 
vaguely remembered eggs and something that had looked like 
bacon in the fridge.  
 The food lay there, innocuous and impossible to cook 
without a conventional stove. He could see if Jarvis wanted to 
play nice and give him a hand with breakfast, or he could wait 
for Tony to haul his ass out of bed and make himself useful. 
That kind of dependency chafed—man or machine, didn’t 
matter. Frank checked the appliances, but he’d be damned if he 
had any idea what to do in this kitchen. That was grating for a 
man who’d learnt which maggots to eat in the Vietnam jungle 
and what to better leave alone. He would not starve in Tony 
Stark’s kitchen.  
 “Can I help you with anything?” said a voice from 
behind him. Polite and competent, female; he turned to see that 
red-headed PA, Penny or Pepper or something like that. She 
wore a neat skirt and jacket, her hair tied back and even her 
shoes carefully polished. She was every inch the professional, 
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impersonal; everything Tony wasn’t. “I admit, I didn’t expect to 
see you back here.” 
 “I was … invited.” Almost defensive. “Honest.” Frank 
turned to fully face her, and lifted his hands in a gesture of 
exasperation. “I guess you already had breakfast? Because I 
can’t work it out.”  
 “Mr. Stark’s kitchen can be intimidating,” she said 
politely, sliding the carton of eggs to the other side of the 
counter and touching a section of the plastic molding. A small 
receptacle slowly unfolded from the wall, its surface dark and 
shining, pitted like well-seasoned cast iron. “How do you like 
your eggs? Scrambled, sunny side up, over easy?” 
 “Cooked is fine.” He sat on the table, arms folded. “Or 
scrambled.” She was everything that Tony lacked, in epic 
proportions. Discipline. Tact. “You keep this whole place 
together, I assume?”  
 She smiled softly. “Me and Jarvis. Eggs scrambled, 
please,” she said to the cast-iron skillet in the wall, cracking 
three eggs into it. “Three’s enough if we make you some bacon 
to go with it, isn’t it? And there’s coffee in the pot; it just looks 
empty because it’s opaque.” She poured herself a cup, then 
hesitated over a cup for Frank. “Did you want any?” 
 “Yeah. Bacon and coffee.” He took the mug she poured 
him and watched her make breakfast. “We got off on a weird 
start.” One way to put it, as she’d seen him last tied up and half 
naked. “Stark and I had a disagreement about something up in 
New York.” Feeling his way around explaining things.  
 “I know. I ran your file,” she told him, slipping a plate 
into a gap below the skillet in the wall. Perfectly scrambled eggs 
fell onto one side. “Mr. Stark notified me that you might drop in, 
so I brushed up on your records.” The PA pressed the molding 
again, then dropped a few strips of bacon into the pan when it 
slid out. “Bacon, please,” she said, turning to face Frank. 
 “Makes for charming reading, no doubt.” Yet she didn’t 
seem intimidated. Almost everybody reacted with shock, horror, 
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disbelief. Some with pity, a few, which were the hardest to bear, 
because there was nothing that pity could change, and he took it 
like an insult, a mockery of his own helplessness. “But your 
boss is not my target. We worked that out.”  
 “He’s very interested in your work,” said the woman 
blandly, as though she had no reason in the world to be 
intimidated. 
 “What for? Why … which aspects of it?”  
 “The aspects that coincide with his work,” she answered, 
as the bacon dropped onto the plate. She set it on the counter for 
him. “Salt and pepper are on the counter, labeled.” 
 “Thanks.” He sat down, added some salt and pepper and 
began to eat, thinking about what she’d said. Killing methods, 
maybe his style, maybe how he’d traced the weapons. Maybe 
whether he’d consider him a target based on the profile of his 
missions so far. He drank some coffee, studying her. What was 
she thinking about why he was here? That they were comparing 
notes? “What does his schedule look like? I think he started 
work on something. A new suit.”  
 “That’s what it looks like,” she agreed. “He has a couple 
of meetings today, but I don’t know if he’ll go to them. One at 
3:40, one at 5:00, and a 6:00 dinner appointment with a couple 
of members of the board.” 
 That was about the time Stark would hear about Tye’s 
misfortune. How he’d react was anybody’s guess, but the 
Punisher didn’t care much. He’d done his duty, fulfilled the 
mission, and nobody got between him and the next target. “He 
gets easily distracted by his toys, I suppose.” He cleaned up the 
plate and leaned back. “How do you usually get him to wake 
up? Shouting? Coffee? Or just wait it out?”  
 The woman laughed, shaking her head. “He has an alarm 
clock, but he doesn’t really pay much attention to it. Usually I 
wait it out.” 
 “I need to buy some things, just basics. I’ll be in the area 
longer than expected.” Not strictly true, because Frank had no 
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idea yet how long he’d stay around, and Stark could kick him 
out any moment, even though that seemed improbable now. It 
depended how he reacted to his company having to hire a new 
manager and possibly having to pay out his life insurance. 
 “I could run into town if you have any particular 
requests,” the woman offered. “I’m Pepper, by the way. Pepper 
Potts. I don’t think I introduced myself properly last time—it 
wasn’t a great time for introductions—” She held out her hand 
to be shaken. 
 “No.” Frank took her hand and shook it, found her skin 
cool and smooth, well-cared for, very feminine. “Frank Castle. It 
would just be a quick dash, basics.” Like underwear, some t-
shirts, socks, the works, and a bag to carry it. A place like Wal-
Mart or similar. Where he could blend in and pay cash, too 
crowded to make it easy to track him on the cameras. “Maybe 
Stark can deal without us for half an hour? I’d buy you coffee.” 
A half-grin, plenty of thinly-disguised irony in there. She was 
younger than his daughter would have been now.  
 At that, Pepper glanced pointedly at her cup—still half 
full. “I think I’ll have to say no to coffee, but you could buy me 
a smoothie if you like. There’s a nice little place by a 
convenience store. Quiet. Probably pretty safe,” she murmured, 
her tone neutral enough to pass for tact. 
 “A smoothie, then.” Frank stood. “Let’s go?”  
 “We’ll have to be quick.” Unspoken: in case he wakes 
up and I’m not there. 
 “Absolutely.” What kind of life was that, he wondered, 
to have somebody wait on him, on his every whim and … need? 
Did Stark sleep with his PA? And it was none of his business. 
Loyalty was stronger anyway, service, duty, discipline. That it 
took female form didn’t make a difference. 
 She led him out of the kitchen nonetheless, to her modest 
little Subaru. It was understated, undetectable; not a flashy Audi 
or Pagani. “Take us to Tiffin’s General Store, please,” she 
said—and yet even the Subaru was voice-activated, self-starting, 
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engine revving even before she’d turned the key. “I want my 
hands free. No offense,” said Pepper. 
 “I’m keeping my hands here. See?” Frank placed his 
hands on his thighs, in her plain sight. “No hard feelings. You 
were doing your job, and I’m not on a mission. I won’t harm 
you.”  
 “I’m not afraid of you,” said Pepper calmly. Face 
unperturbed, serene and perfect as porcelain. “But the car would 
be useful. You have a reputation for being interested in useful 
things.” 
 “I can hotwire any car I need.” It might have sounded 
like bragging, but Frank was completely sincere. “Money is not 
an issue, either. Not by Stark’s standards, but within my modest 
version of financial freedom.” Drug money put to good use. He 
looked at her face. “You mean … Stark. You think I see him as 
useful.” Moving forward, probing. “And you feel … 
protective?”  
 “He’s not very good at taking care of himself,” she 
admitted. “I can joke about how late he wakes up or how many 
meetings he misses, but he really doesn’t pay much attention to 
what’s normal life for the rest of the world. You might not hurt 
him, but ... well, you’re not very normal, either, Mr. Castle. And 
he doesn’t have much normalcy to lose.” 
 “I’m a bad influence.” Frank looked out of the window, 
watching the landscape move past, houses and swimming-pools 
and the occasional jogger with dog. “I’d do anything to get that 
back,” he said. “But it’s like a blind man remembering the sun.”  
 “Do you really want it back?” she asked, eyes scanning 
him—shoes, jeans, shirt, face. Searching his face for a long 
moment. “You could have it, if you really wanted it.” 
 “They are dead.” Frank’s face was dark and stony, the 
blue eyes betraying a pain so old it had become part of him. 
“The war isn’t over. If I leave the front …” He shrugged. “No, 
only in a body bag.”  
 “Then you know why I worry about him. This—this 
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‘Iron Man’ thing is becoming who he is. When he comes home 
to be Tony Stark, he forgets how sometimes ... it’s like he’s 
pretending to be himself. I think that’s why he drinks.” Her 
expression went suddenly hard. “I wouldn’t tell you this if I 
thought it were a weakness. I miss Mr. Stark’s weaknesses. 
They made him human.” 
 He is weak, was what he could have said. Stark was 
weak, of sorts, when he fucked him. In that … submission, even 
if he was still giving orders, the pushy bastard. “Can’t be easy to 
know who and what you are if you’re born like that.” If 
everything and everybody existed to fulfill one’s every whim, 
what did that do to a man? Frank had no idea, but Tony was, 
very much, a spoilt child that refused to grow up. “He’ll find 
someone … have a family. Children. Men settle down when that 
happens.”  
 “No, I really don’t think he’s going to settle down,” said 
Pepper softly. Facade just briefly cracking—then they pulled 
neatly into a parking space, and by the time she’d opened the car 
door and stepped down, she was immaculately professional 
again. 
 Frank kept his promise. Shopping with him was a breeze. 
He walked in, knew his sizes and exactly what he wanted, which 
was some moderately cheap and unremarkable clothes in plain 
colors and a sports bag. It didn’t take ten minutes, he paid cash, 
packed everything in the bag and was done.  
 Pepper was waiting for him at the counter, amused at his 
purchases. “I didn’t think you were the type for ‘I Love Malibu’ 
shirts—not that you had much choice.” She let him stow his 
bags in the backseat, where the windows were tinted to 
discourage break-ins.  
 “Nothing like passing yourself off as a tourist.” Frank 
pointedly took a pair of cheap aviator sunglasses and positioned 
them on his head.  
 “You weren’t planning to stay long, were you?” 
 Every day I’m down here means I’m not up there killing 
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Mafiosi or related scum. But she was a nice girl, so he spared 
her that. “The next trail leads back to New York.” Looking at 
her, checking her face for reactions beyond professional 
politeness.  
 “Should I book a flight for you?” asked Pepper, all 
efficiency. 
 “I’m a wanted man. Travel isn’t that straightforward.”  
 “Tony does have his own plane, if you’re worried about 
the TSA—how did you get to California?” 
 “Slowly. Very slowly.” His own plane. Of course. That 
made Tony even more useful. “I’ll be gone soon enough.” Don’t 
you worry.  
 “I honestly didn’t expect anything else, Mr. Castle.” She 
opened the door to the smoothie shop—the place was done all in 
pastels, tasteful fake plants on the divider islands; everything on 
the menu looked overpriced, but that would’ve been just as true 
in a coffee shop. “Strawberry mango, small,” she requested. 
“Skim milk.” 
 Frank nodded to the girl behind the counter, indicating 
he’d pay. The drinks seemed weird, just like in one of those 
cloned coffee shop chains that kept springing up wherever he 
looked. “Chocolate chip banana,” he said. It was the first on the 
list, and was one of the less exotic combinations. He paid, and 
wondered what her words meant, but didn’t know how to breach 
the subject. The last couple days, he’d interacted more with 
humans than in the last year.  
 “You can’t wait to see me go,” he concluded. “That’s 
fine.” There was a lot he could have said, but he wasn’t self-
righteous enough, wasn’t bitter enough, and maybe simply too 
tired. Age got to him, was eating him, slowly, and all he could 
do was watch it chew on him until he was all gone. “We are 
what we are, no choices involved.”  
 “It’s not my business,” she said, as though she’d decided 
to close off that avenue of conversation once and for all. She 
sipped her smoothie—almost the same red as her hair. 
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 Frank watched her, that elfin face, the red of her hair that 
was, as strange as it seemed, her natural shade. Skin that could 
glow in the right kind of light. Fresh, despite her terse 
professionalism. Innocent. And resenting him from the bottom 
of her heart. He peeled the plastic top off his drink and drank it 
with several large gulps, again, like he did anything, efficient 
with almost no mind for pleasure. Keeping the machine running.  
 The drive back was almost silent, the quiet only broken 
at the security checkpoint when Pepper rolled down the window 
and leaned out, submitting to a vocal/retinal scan. After that, she 
slid back into the air-conditioned security of the driver’s seat, 
one hand going occasionally to the smoothie in the cup-holder. 
“You have access to a few areas,” she said when they parked. “If 
Jarvis tells you that an area is restricted, listen to your survival 
instinct.” 
 Frank gave her a glance. Survival instinct? More the 
need to do more work before, one day, there would be a mistake, 
a lack of strength, stamina, or simply a younger man just as 
vicious as he was. “Would be ironic, wouldn’t it?” He didn’t 
expect an answer as he took the bag and followed back to the 
house, deep in his own thoughts, the darkness had settled again 
where it was, and the nagging feeling that he should be on his 
way, to kill the guilty before they killed the innocent. But he had 
a deal with Stark.  

* * *  

 
 It was another two hours before Tony Stark blinked 
lazily awake, naked in his own bed, with light streaming through 
the windows. He felt sore, a little hung-over; he fumbled a pair 
of generic painkillers out of their childproof bottle for the 
headache, then winced at the sunlight and went to get a shower. 
The lights in his bathroom stayed dim, the water lukewarm to 
keep the sensory stimulation down. Brushed his teeth, put on 
deodorant, shaved his cheeks; chose clothes that could stand 
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grease stains and slipped into those, then wandered downstairs 
for breakfast. 
 Frank was sitting in the kitchen. He’d discovered Tony’s 
gym and had even been allowed to use it, or at least Jarvis 
hadn’t zapped him. He’d used the ropes to warm up, ignoring 
the three different treadmills that were lined up near the window 
front. Stark could run here, staring at the sea below. Frank was 
sure Jarvis’s voice had been full of cool resentment when he’d 
asked him whether he wished music to work out. He’d declined. 
Safer that way.  
 Once he’d worked up a sweat, he hit the free weights, 
and then did pull-ups, one-handed, both sides, a few hundred 
crunches hanging down, went back the ropes to keep his pulse 
interested, push-ups on thumbs and first fingers, set wide apart, 
moving slow, legs crossed. Finishing it all with another go at the 
ropes. Stark had far more advanced equipment than that, 
machines that probably isolated every muscle he wanted, but 
any machine was too restricting for Frank’s taste, he didn’t like 
to be told what the acceptable range of movement was. He knew 
perfectly well what he was doing.  
 All in all, it was a good ninety minutes worth of exercise, 
every time getting to the burn, the low level pain that told him 
his body was responding. He shed the gym shorts and the t-shirt, 
went for another shower and got dressed again, determined to 
force the kitchen into yielding something edible.  
 He’d worked up an acceptable source of calories with a 
tub of yogurt, a few hands of cereal, and half a fruit basket filled 
with mangoes, kiwi fruit, apples and oranges. He wouldn’t be 
able to cook anything hot in here, not knowing all the buttons 
and with Jarvis decidedly not forthcoming, as if the system bore 
him a grudge. It was a light meal, but as long as he got 
something more solid in a few hours, he was alright. The heat 
made this kind of meal actually pleasant.  
 He noticed Stark coming in. “Good morning,” Frank said 
and swallowed some of the improvised second breakfast.  
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 “Morning,” Tony muttered, moving mechanically to get 
a bowl of cereal and milk for himself. “Did you know, as good 
as drinking is, it isn’t as much in the morning?” 
 “Would never have occurred to me.” Frank smirked. The 
sense of misery about a hung-over guy was amusing, in some 
lighthearted way, and reminded him of comrades too pissed to 
walk, and any number of amusing stories that had happened 
when life had been good, or rather, had had a light and a dark 
side. “You want that fluid replaced.”  
 “I guess you’re not suggesting hair of the dog.” Tony 
poured himself orange juice without comment. “Pepper told you 
about how things work around here, right?” 
 “Stay in the authorized zones or Jarvis will zap my ass.” 
Frank shrugged. “Anything else?”  
 “She didn’t teach you to use the kitchen? It’s mostly 
voice-activated, so it’s easy once you know where everything is. 
Meat gets cooked here—” he touched the microwave grill “—
there’s a skillet, a wok, and a saucepan here, for anything you 
want to fry; that’s ascending order, the panels are color-coded—
” 
 “I don’t think she expects me to stay for lunch.” I 
honestly didn’t expect anything else, Mr. Castle. Frank looked at 
the ‘appliances.’ “Didn’t think Jarvis would follow my orders.”  
 “He’s programmed to follow orders in a hierarchy—
mine, Pepper’s, Rhodey’s, then a guest’s. You’re on the list. Just 
don’t tell him to do anything I’ve ordered him not to.” 
 “Ah, right.” Frank glanced up at the ceiling, wondering if 
the system had hard feelings for getting some cables torn out. 
“You wanted to show me what you’re building. I didn’t even try 
get to the workshop. I had a workout.”  
 “You found the gym, huh? Third-best room in the house, 
and you’re asking to see my favorite.” Tony gulped down his 
cereal and juice, contemplating bacon for a second and deciding 
against it. Better to go straight down to the workshop and pound 
the hell out of something. Never helped his headache, but the 
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rhythm and heat and scent of hot metal—that was as good a 
hangover remedy as he had. “Ready, or do you need a second?” 
 “I’m good. Let’s go.” Frank left the rest of his second 
breakfast sit there, more intrigued by seeing the things that Stark 
worked on, curiosity a stronger force than the need to take in 
calories.  
 They descended again by the spiral stairs, pulling up at 
the door while Tony keyed in. He knew the code like he knew 
the melting point of any alloy, the tensile strength of any metal; 
his fingers danced over the keypad and the doors slid open 
smoothly. “What did you want to see?” he asked as they entered 
the shop. 
 “The suit.” Single-minded? Hell, yeah. Frank had 
thought a lot about that suit, especially after his cop buddy had 
called to tell him, yes, the suspect wading through the Lucanos 
had ‘glowed.’ He was childishly excited like back in special 
forces, when they’d got some experimental kit and were told to 
‘find out whether they liked it.’ Frank was always the guy in the 
platoon who spent just as much time taking the new kit apart and 
putting it back together as he was shooting or testing it. 
Assembling and disassembling was part of testing it. He had to 
understand how it worked.  
 “The suit—if I’m lucky it’ll be obsolete in a few days.” 
But at the same time, there was a kind of glee in his eyes, an 
almost childish pride for what he’d made on his own terms and 
to his own specifications, no thought for expense or mass-
production or what the market demanded. “Jarvis, construct the 
suit to mimic active use.” 
 “Directly, sir.” Pieces suddenly sprang out of a panel on 
the floor—sliding together neatly, dozens of tiny mechanical 
fingers working screws, joining wires. The suit stood before 
them, dead-eyed, powerless, and yet overwhelmingly present. 
 Seeing the suit being put together—the speed, precision, 
how small pieces joined to become larger pieces. Not 
threatening this time, not attacking him, but fuck, it was 
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imposing. The perpetual scowl on the face plate, the red and 
gold, broad chest, slim waist, the weapons on its arms. And 
Stark fit in there. The pilot. Frank circled around it, teased by 
the thing, intrigued, but he was no closer to the mystery than a 
dog was to a rolled-up armadillo. He reached out and touched 
the cavity in the chest. That had glowed, too. The arc reactor 
powered it. He was impressed, there was a glow in his eyes, of 
the same appreciation he’d have for a new gun, or most sane 
men his age would have for a vintage Cadillac.  
 “It’s a titanium-gold alloy, silicone gel lining to absorb 
impact, enough wiring to outline a football field. Sexy, isn’t it?” 
Tony stood with his arms folded, smirking. “You want one. Go 
on—admit you want one.” 
 Frank pulled his hand back. Sexy was exactly the word. 
He’d been at the receiving end of this, and he’d heard the reports 
from New York. Walking through walls. Flipping cars over. If 
he could do that, he’d go killing with a raging hard-on. He 
looked at Stark, expected to be teased. Of course he did. 
Admitting it was a bit of a defeat, because it made him 
dependent. There was nothing in the world he wanted that he, 
himself, couldn’t make happen. Giving him something he could 
want, something that could be denied, most of all, was … he 
shook his head. “What self-respecting vigilante wouldn’t?”  
 With the care of a creator, Tony ran his hand down the 
chestplate. Let his fingers hook around the dark place where 
light would spill out, when he wore it; traced a sculpted, 
inhuman ideal of male beauty. It was sexy like a car, a gun, a 
fighter jet—power. The ability to destroy on an obscene scale, 
simply because Tony Stark wanted to. “It’s a bit of a niche 
market, I guess.” 
 Frank nodded, walked to the other side, the back, 
standing close to the suit, and looking into Stark’s face. “Makes 
me wonder about the price tag.”  
 “As you might be able to guess, I’m not after your 
money.” 
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 “What are you after?” What the fuck do you want, Stark?  
 “How about access? I want to know your contacts, your 
targets, your system. You’ve been doing this longer than I 
have—a lot longer. I mean that in a good way,” Tony said 
hastily. 
 Frank smirked. As if his age bugged him more than it did 
anybody. Stark would get there, too. Contacts, targets, system. 
The ‘Punisher method,’ so to speak. Wasn’t that how one 
corporation got the other out of business? Get the key clients, 
produce the same goods, and improve the operational side. He 
looked at the armor. He was damned if that wasn’t an 
improvement. The next step up in vigilantism. But Tony did the 
work on the west coast, while NYC was plenty of work, plus the 
jobs that Fury sometimes loaded on his shoulders. The way the 
world looked these days—what he couldn’t ignore—there would 
be rather more work than less. “It’s more than taking my 
rolodex, get the crime family album. The system is complex.” 
But so was this machine that stood there in all its destructive 
glory. “And it takes time.”  
 “Yeah, of course, time. It’s not like I don’t have time. I 
can work for things, once in a while.” Tony laughed—it felt like 
he’d only just begun to learn to work for things. Captivity had 
changed him, picking up his own private war had changed him, 
and he liked the changes. “It takes time to learn to handle one of 
these, too. You can’t just go wading into battle—you’ll fall on 
your ass.” 
 Frank looked at the suit again, the way the light was 
gentle on the brushed surface. He wanted to touch the metal, 
where Tony had been forced to rip it apart. “I’ve trained men in 
the art of war,” he stated. “How to wage war and win it.” He’d 
drilled plenty of young men. None of them had been anywhere 
near Stark in terms of ego and sense of entitlement. “That’s part 
of the ‘method.’ Training.” He looked into Tony’s face. “I can 
teach you war, if you teach me to wear one of those.”  
 “You’ve got a deal,” said Tony immediately, offering his 
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hand to be shaken. His grip was firm—not nearly firm enough. 
And it was ironic, thought Frank, that the suit was right in the 
middle. 
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Chapter 5 
 
 

 He watched Stark work then, a strange understanding 
with the handshake. They’d done a deal, and it meant Frank 
wouldn’t return quite so swiftly to New York City. That itched 
him. It was ‘his’ city in a way, the cops certainly thought so. The 
phone rang in his pocket and he pulled back to not disturb Stark, 
who was working. He didn’t want to throw him, because Stark 
had found a rhythm, a single-minded purpose about him that 
made him appealing. ‘Sexy,’ he’d put it.  
 “Yeah?” 
 “Teeth here. Frank?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Just had a set of cops here asking whether I had any 
idea where my old ‘Nam buddie was two nights ago.”  
 “They’re quick.” 
 “Not really, I think it took them a day to get their tails 
out between their legs.” Teeth laughed. “Listen, Frank, I’m 
covering you there, but the next time you kill one of those guys, 
tell me beforehand.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because if you’re waging war against Stark Industries, 
I’d appreciate a warning so I can sell the stock before the 
markets are acting funny and not lose millions, okay?” 
 “I’m not at war with Stark Industries. We settled our 
difficulties.”  
 “That’s good to hear. Keep your ass covered, Frank. And 
I’m calling from a safe line.”  
 “You would. Thanks for the warning. And the ass 
covering.” They both hung up. Interesting. That meant he’d have 
to ‘talk the talk’ with Tony. Before the cops ran down this door, 
too. He moved towards Tony’s workbench.  
 Tony looked up, snapping up his welding helmet. 
Soldering iron wasn’t bright, really, but the light of it was just a 
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little too much while his head was still aching. Wires showed up 
well against each other, good contrast; he didn’t lose too much 
visibility. “What’s up?” 
 “Some cops should show up any minute… Unless 
Pepper has kept them off your back.” Frank crossed his arms in 
front of his chest. “Tye died. The driver identified me. They are 
working to track me.”  
 “He—” Sudden comprehension. “What the fuck? I never 
told you to kill him!” 
 “I’m not taking my orders from you, Stark.” Frank met 
his gaze levelly. “I’m at war. Always. Tye made this happen, he 
had to get punished. Just because he didn’t pull the trigger didn’t 
mean he was innocent.”  
 “So why am I still alive? Because I’m useful? Because 
you were horny?” Tony’s expression was ugly, twisted and 
snarling. “I thought you had a standard.” 
 “You did not authorize the sale.” Frank shook his head. 
“The driver’s alive. That’s my standard. Would have been easier 
to kill him, too. But he didn’t sign papers to authorize a grey 
sale.”  
 “Fuck, they’re going to think I sent you to assassinate 
him. Did you even fucking think—” 
 “There’s no connection between us that suggests that. I 
don’t take jobs like that, and not from people like you.” Frank 
uncrossed his arms. It was impossible to feel guilt, maybe a low 
level of regret that Tony was shocked, but the deed itself … was 
what he did. “You can deny all involvement. I got the tickets 
from somewhere else, and we haven’t been seen in public. You 
are safe.” 
 “You should’ve told me this earlier—before the police 
were at my fucking door.” Tony put down the soldering iron, 
threw off his helmet. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me earlier? I 
asked you what he said—that would’ve been the time to spring 
it on me that you’d murdered him.” 
 “I executed him.” Frank met the angry glare. “This type 
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never goes to prison, and the legal way to punish him would 
have brought Stark Industries into the headlines. What’s better, a 
vigilante killer taking out a single manager, or a long, drawn-out 
legal battle where everybody sniffs through your paperwork? 
Not that that would happen.” Too much power, too many 
connections, too much corruption. The bitterness was there. “He 
might not have been the only bad apple.” 
 “You still should have told me. I had a right to know.” 
Tony was still shaking with rage, some fear—after the mess 
with Obadiah, he’d faced possible criminal charges, a vote for 
expulsion from his own company, having to justify to himself 
that it hadn’t been murder but defence. Of himself, Pepper, the 
city, the company—and there had been that fucking 
sanctimonious detective asking whether he had felt that his life 
and the lives of others were in legitimate danger, when there had 
been people flung across a road and their cars twisted into scrap 
just because Obadiah was having fun— “Shit, I had a right.” 
 “Maybe.” Conceding that much. Frank hadn’t expected 
all this to go on for so long, or having to answer questions two 
days later. Very rarely did he stick round for that long. “Just tell 
the cops what they want to hear.” He drew a bit closer, not quite 
touching distance. “I’m not at war with your company,” he 
repeated. 
 “You’d better start acting like an ally, then,” said Tony 
coldly. “Sharing information starts now. You take even a step 
onto my turf, I want to know about what you’re doing there.” 
 “I don’t take your orders and I don’t need your 
approval,” Frank growled, hackles rising at the tone of 
command in Stark’s voice. No one talked to him like that—not 
even Nick Fury, who gave him orders but knew enough not to 
make them sound like corrections. He knew that he was doing 
right. 
 “I’m not asking you to get a handstamp—just to tell me 
what the hell you’re doing,” said Tony. He tossed off the work 
gloves, ran his hands through his hair. “I’ll go play nice with the 
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fuzz. You had better hide yourself well, because I don’t feel like 
protecting your ass at the moment.” 
 Frank gave him a stone-faced look. Needing Tony 
Stark’s protection was about as absurd as needing his approval.  

 

* * *  

 
 When the cops did show up, it was a team of two 
plainclothes guys from homicide, a typical old dog young guy 
team. The old hand was potbellied and had dark, clever eyes, 
whereas the younger cop was fresh-faced, very nice blue eyes 
and short cropped blond hair, and who couldn’t hide his 
amazement at the house. 
 “We appreciate you taking the time, Mr. Stark,” said the 
older cop. “It shouldn’t take long.” 
 “We’re here regarding the death of John C. Tye, and 
we’re wondering whether you could provide us with some 
insight ... the last time most people saw him alive was at the 
shareholder’s ball of Stark Industries, two days ago.” 
 “He—wait.” Tony sank down on the couch. “He’s dead? 
I was just talking to him at the ball ... he was looking great then. 
Just the same as he always did.” Faltered, as though thinking it 
through. “What happened? Have you found his ...” And there 
was real curiosity in it, too: Tony burning to know what had 
happened while he had been oblivious, how the Punisher had 
drawn information out and then destroyed an enemy. Executed. 
 The cops exchanged a glance, it was the newbie looking 
for approval or disapproval. “That, uhm, must come as a shock 
to you, Mr. Stark,” said the younger cop, who seemed too aware 
that his older partner was watching. “He was murdered.” The 
younger cop paused for a moment. “And, uhm, he was probably 
tortured, but we are still waiting for the report.”  
 “He was shot point blank in the forehead, doused with 
fuel, and set alight,” the older cop added. “But it wasn’t a 
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robbery, so … we are looking at enemies. Are you aware of any 
enemies on the board? What about the unions? There been 
layoffs in the weapons side of the company?”  
 “We’ve been transferring employees to—I mean, there 
are new openings every day in energy—Jesus. They set him on 
fire.” His veins like ice; Frank Castle had shot a man, set his 
body on fire, and then come over the next day for a casual fuck 
against the workbench. What kind of man did that? 
 The young cop looked on with sympathy. “We have an 
efit. The driver saw the murderer.” When his older partner 
nodded, he pulled a folded piece of paper from the jacket and 
opened it, smoothing it out on the table. “Do you know this 
man?”  
 There it was—spread out on the table, smooth contours 
of a generic face, Frank’s twin and yet as inhuman and unlike 
him as Iron Man’s face. No expression on it; only pale grey-blue 
shading under the brows, around the nose. “He’s not on the 
board, I can tell you that much,” said Tony, with perfect 
honesty. 
 The older huffed the humorless laugh of a man who 
didn’t see much laughing matter in his job. “No, he’s not.”  
 “Do you know Razorback Capital Partners? Do they 
have a reason to … uhm, want Tye … deceased?” The younger 
cop tried hard to be tactful, and openly met Tony’s gaze, maybe 
too openly.  
 Tony shook his head. “I’m really not that involved with 
the business end these days. Things were really hairy after 
Afghanistan, and they didn’t get better after—” He looked down 
at that face again. He was already imagining it done in blued 
steel, eyes glowing merciless blue-white. “Well. I mainly, uh, go 
to the parties these days.” 
 Another exchanged glance between the partners. “We 
have a suspect,” said the older cop. “This man is a very good 
match for one Frank Castle, AKA the Punisher, a psycho 
vigilante based somewhere in New York City.” Trawling Tony’s 
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face for recognition. “He knows the managing director of 
Razorback Capital Partners, from their tour in Vietnam, where 
Castle apparently ‘saved his life.’” Making quote marks with his 
fingers in unveiled sarcasm.  
 “We still need a motive,” said the younger guy. “If you 
have any idea … any leads … or anybody on the board you 
think has a better idea of what was going on there, we’d be … 
grateful.”  
 There was recognition in Tony’s face—impossible that 
there shouldn’t be; he was never a good actor at the best of 
times, even when he had a prepared speech. “The Punisher? You 
don’t think he’s ... I mean, am I safe?” 
 “Oh,” said the younger cop, and seemed flustered and 
concerned.  
 “That’s hard to say, Mr. Stark, but we can of course 
make sure you get protection. Maybe we should issue the same 
warning to the rest of the managers. The Punisher is a homicidal 
maniac more than a hired gun. Still, there is a connection to 
Razorback.”  
 “Do you require police protection? We can arrange that, 
that’s no problem,” said the young guy.  
 “No, no, I have my own security system—but I need to 
know if I should beef it up. How about you tell me about 
Razorback? I need to know everything I can find out.” This was 
getting easier as Tony went: plug a real need for information 
into fake fear, real anxiety, and the cops lapped it up. Was this 
how the Punisher operated? Did he have that much deception in 
him? 
 “From what we understand,” the old cop pulled a face, 
“Razorback is a hedge fund, which means they buy shares in 
companies and then use their shareholder rights to put pressure 
on the board. These guys play pretty hard, and that managing 
director served with Castle in Vietnam. I can’t imagine a few 
bodies would disturb that man overly much.”  
 “It definitely sounds like you should look into them, 
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then. If they had shares in Stark Industries, they might’ve—” 
Tony shook his head again, clenching his hands on the table. 
“But you don’t kill a guy just because he won’t play ball your 
way. Shit.” 
 “Yeah, we have an eye on him,” said the younger cop.  
 “But it doesn’t all fit yet,” the older cop said gruffly. 
“That’s quite excessive use of force.”  
 “And with the torture,” added the younger guy. “The 
method seems off just for getting rid of him.”  
 “Yeah. Anyway. You might want to talk to the board, 
and if you see anything suspicious …”  
 The younger guy stood too, and pulled a card from his 
jacket, handing it to Tony. “Call anytime.”  
 Tony mustered a weak grin. “Not in the mood today, 
sweetheart—I’ll keep the number.” He stood to take the card, 
put it in his back pocket, and leaned against the wall. “You’ll 
call me if anything comes up, right?” 
 The younger cop paled first, then flushed. “Uhm. Yeah. 
As much as we can, for … strategic purposes.”  
 “I really appreciate that. I mean, really appreciate it.” 
Then Pepper stepped out of a doorway—had likely been 
listening quietly to the entire exchange—and said something 
polite to the police. Probably telling them that she’d show them 
back to their car, or saying that she hoped they would find 
whoever the killer had been; Tony watched her put her hand on 
the young cop’s arm to lead him down a hallway. 

* * *  

 
 Frank had to have been watching the police car leave—
not much later, he came down the stairs. His face betrayed 
nothing, no curiosity, no concern. “How did it go?” 
 “You twisted bastard. You sick fuck. You set him on 
fire?” 
 “He didn’t feel it.” A strange thought that killing a body 
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was less bad than burning it. Maybe Tony didn’t mind the 
killing if the corpse looked pretty?  
 “Exactly—exactly. I could understand if you’d set him 
on fire because you didn’t have any other way of killing him, 
but after he was dead? What the hell was the point? They 
recognized the body, they knew how you’d killed him—it’s 
gratuitous, that’s what it is.” 
 Frank’s face twitched. There had been a different kind of 
anger. He’d wanted more than just to shoot him. The man’s 
smugness and superiority had grated on him. And he’d 
rationalized it by the fact that he wanted to destroy things like 
fingerprints or hair, but then, the driver had recognized him, and 
that had been only a matter of time. It was a pointless extra. 
Apart from the fact that he’d wanted to send a message as well. 
There was nothing stolen in his house, not even the wallet. It 
was supposed to look like something personal. “It sent a 
message to his friends.”  
 “You’re damn right it sent a message—’we are dealing 
with a really twisted son of a bitch here.’ They’ll do everything 
they can to pin you down now.” 
 Frank shrugged. “I had not planned to stay in California 
for long. They can try and flush me out on my home turf. That’s 
the problem with cops: They are very regional critters.”  
 “Yeah, and they know your region’s New York. It’s not 
going to be smart to be there for a while—Tye’s got a lot of 
money, and so do his friends. You can bet they’ll have the 
NYPD after your ass the second you get back on your own turf.” 
 “Maybe homicide. Vice and organized crime loves me.” 
Frank shook his head. “I’m not worried.” He moved a closer and 
sat down on the couch, looking around in the room as if he was 
sensing the lingering shadows of the cops. Hapless hunters; 
unless they brought very big calibers and a hell of a lot of 
motivation, he was perfectly safe. Unless of course Stark 
betrayed him. But even so. There was nothing that they could do 
to him that was worse than what he’d already gone through. 
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“You can always walk away from the deal. Few men have the 
stomach to deal with me.” Fury, at the very top. A few others. 
The others were contacts and tacitly approved of what he did, or 
at least kept both eyes firmly closed. “Point to the door, and I’m 
gone.” 
 Tony hesitated. Point to the door, and he could still 
pretend he had a normal life—such as it was—and an identity 
outside of Iron Man. He could keep muddling along on his own, 
choosing targets at random, making clever judgments half by 
instinct, drinking himself into oblivion when anything got to be 
too much. It had its low points, but at least there was some 
humanity in that. Point to the door, and maybe he could save 
something of the man he’d been before Afghanistan. 
 “So we need to get you out of Cali,” he said instead. 
“Any ideas?” 
 “Rocky Mountains?” Frank shrugged. “There’s a lot of 
space.” And we should start somewhere where I can teach you 
how to survive. No fancy gyms, no automated kitchen, but shoot 
and kill what you eat. “We could both vanish for a few weeks. 
Find a place out in the wilds. We could even camp, this time of 
the year.” 
 Tony fixed him with a withering look. “Camp?” 
 “Yeah, the other camp.” Frank found it hard to keep a 
straight face at that. “Or did your parents put you up in the 
Hilton for summer camps?” This would be fun. “We could get a 
cabin locally, and nobody would think of looking for us there. 
And if they do ... it’s a good location for guerilla war.” He 
started to like the idea. A rugged kind of masculinity that Tony 
with his voice-order flowing-water-in-the-livingroom house and 
state-of-the-art workshop would find hard to stomach. Yet the 
healthiest thing in the world. Two buddies going hunting, one 
teaching the other how to dress a kill. 
 “I was in the shop when I was a kid—every summer.” 
But saying that was just a way of distancing himself from the 
prospect, and Tony found himself horrified at it. Like 
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Afghanistan—no skills to provide for himself, reliant on what 
Frank brought him or taught him; maybe even no chance to 
bathe, nowhere to work unless he made himself a fucking 
forge—no alcohol. The thought made him ashamed, hot under 
the collar. He was thinking of this like it was a twelve-step 
program for recovering alcoholic vigilantes, huh? Fuck that. 
Fuck his drinking problem. “I do have an excuse to go into 
hiding, thank you Punisher. We’ll rent a cabin—has to be cash, 
though. If anyone comes after you, I don’t want my bank 
statement leading them straight to us.” 
 “I have cash. Need to get some bits of equipment, not 
sure I can use the hole in Frisco.” Just in case they had rolled out 
the hunt there already. The murder was high-profile, so 
vanishing for three to four weeks would make things easier 
when he returned. And three to four weeks gave him some time 
to work on Tony. “We should get going.” 
 Tony shook his head, holding up his hand. “Not yet, not 
yet. I have to say stupid things to the media first. They’ll know 
something’s up if I don’t say something stupid in public, maybe 
even sound like I’m going to take this really personally—go into 
hiding, hunt you down myself, I don’t know.”  
 “Iron Man versus the Punisher?” Frank grinned. “Sorry 
for saying this, Tony, but of all the maniacs I had to deal with, 
you’re probably the easiest to take out. Unless I go hand-to-hand 
with you in that suit, but I will not make that mistake again. So, 
what’s the plan?”  
 Tony slid his hands into his pockets, expression bitter 
and half-ironic. “I’ll call a press conference and make myself 
look like an idiot. That should be easy.” 
 “Natural born optimist.” Frank slid over and placed a 
hand on Tony’s thigh, feeling a strange impulse to touch him, 
and then his lips brushed the shaved cheek close to the goatee. 
“What about this ... I’ll head out, prepare, set up and pick you up 
in a day or two.”  
 Hand moving up the thigh towards the groin. It was still 
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weird to touch Stark, especially intimately, on the other hand, he 
hadn’t told him to leave. He should take his chances while he 
could. It wouldn’t last, it never did, and his body was eager to 
get its fill before it was over, whether by Tony telling him to 
fuck off, or Tony standing between him and a target, Tony 
moving from slightly dubiously innocent to guilty, or one of 
them getting killed, which was always a possibility. Had 
happened to O’Brian. 
 Tony brushed his hand away. “Not the time,” he said, 
low. “There are some pictures in my mind that I’m not going to 
be able to get out in a hurry.” Knowing that, if the situation 
called for it, he could just as easily be another charred body on 
the ground. “Go ahead. Hold that thought for a couple of days.” 
 Frank pulled away, jaw tight, and stood up. Tye had 
deserved everything he’d gotten. He’d moved on, already, 
forgotten about it, already focused on the next steps. He 
wouldn’t ‘hold that thought for a couple days,’ because Tye 
already didn’t matter anymore. He’d blipped up on his radar, 
and then reverted into dark nothing. He looked at Tony for a 
long moment, but he was already planning, already wondering 
how to approach it, how to test Tony’s limits. Maybe it would be 
better to take the sex out of the equation. Maybe it would be 
better not to get used to that. Sex. A weird companionship. Even 
caring whether he was wanted or desired. He’d got around it for 
years, and he wouldn’t fall back into the trap now. “If you don’t 
show up, I’ll assume you cancelled the deal.” 
 “Assuming I don’t cancel the deal, how should I find 
you?” Tony asked, standing as well. He wasn’t as tall, wasn’t as 
physically imposing, but he crossed his arms over his chest as 
though he expected to be. Absolutely cocksure, whatever he was 
afraid of facing in Frank—in himself. 
 “I’ll give you a call—or be in touch some other way.” 
Frank looked down at him, faintly amused at the ‘young buck’s’ 
body language. “I expect surveillance, so I’ll be subtle.” The last 
word a paradox, coming from this man. He felt again he wanted 
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to touch him—shoulder, arm, and his eyes narrowed when he 
dismissed that impulse. “Will be two or three days, maximum.” 
Another moment in which he just looked at Tony, then he pulled 
back and headed for his bedroom, where he gathered his clothes, 
weapons, and bag, leaving nothing behind, and, not much later, 
and without checking up on Tony again, he simply left. 

* * *  

 
 When Frank had gone, Tony felt a tension go out of him. 
Something in his back, he thought; as though he’d had a heavy 
weight on his shoulders, or he’d been craning around to look 
behind him for too long. As though he’d spent too long with his 
back arched, strung out like a wire from being fucked. That 
tension slowly eased. 
 “Do you think he’ll be back?” Pepper asked softly. 
 “Probably not,” Tony answered, and really thought that it 
was the truth. “Can we get another press conference together? I 
know the last one was a fiasco, but after what they told me about 
Tye—” 
 “You’re protecting him. Don’t you think that’s a little 
unsafe?” 
 “The man is the definition of unsafe,” said Tony. 
 Pepper brushed back her hair. Her face was beautiful, 
perfect—but Tony had known her long enough to see the 
wrinkles around her eyes, and to know that they hadn’t been 
there a year ago. “That’s what you like about him,” she said, as 
though it were obvious. 
 They looked at each other for a long moment, made 
awkward by their history. Too much failed romance between 
them, too much wanting and never getting. Too much 
disappointment. Tony looked away first. 
 “I’ll arrange a conference,” said Pepper at last. “Please 
don’t embarrass yourself too much.” 
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* * *  

 
 The conference was held in the huge atrium at Stark 
Industries HQ, and all the chairs were taken, with photographers 
using the sides to get a good angle on the speaker. The hall was 
buzzing with chatter as the journos exchanged opinions. At the 
registration, they’d all had had a chance to snap up some coffee, 
tea, and sandwiches, so they were a relaxed, curious crowd. The 
media loved Stark—the the lifestyle press adored him for his 
looks, the financial magazines loved him for his success, and 
each and every journalist loved him because he always provided 
an interesting story on top of all that.  
 The day before, the papers and news channels had 
covered the murder extensively, covering just what the police 
had officially announced, which was the way Tye had died, and 
when, and that there was an eye witness. Razorback was left 
out—for strategic reasons—but everybody by now knew the 
main points of Tye’s biography, and one of the more damaging 
facts, apart from his history at forcing whole boards at economic 
gunpoint to agree to hostile takeovers—the corporate version of 
rape—was that two divorced trophy wives were gearing up for 
the mud-slinging. Two high-profile teams of lawyers were 
assembled, and this was juicy enough that much of the attention 
was drawn away from the actual murder. The police did say they 
had a suspect, but nothing more.  
 Just two hours before the press conference at Stark 
Industries, the information finally leaked that the prime suspect 
was the Punisher, and that tore the media’s attention away from 
the blonde and the brunette who were gathering their legal 
arsenal, threatening each other on camera and accusing each 
other of having been nothing but golddiggers. This fired up 
people’s imagination, especially that of journalists that loved a 
good, strong story, being jaded of the small stuff. Now, Stark 
and the Punisher in one day—that promised to be a good day for 
everybody in the profession.  
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 When Tony arrived, people were already snapping away, 
even though they were civil and remained on their seats. “Will 
there be a Q&A?” asked one woman.  
 Tony recognized several faces in the small crowd, but 
one didn’t belong here. It was the blond cop, who followed 
everything with interest and watched him, smiling as their eyes 
met. David Something. His name had been on the card. He 
snapped back to the woman with an almost visible jolt. 
 “Yes, yes, Q&A, didn’t they cover that at registration? 
Fifteen minutes after the speech.” He was nervous, shaking. This 
had been his idea, after all—it was the kind of thing Tony Stark 
did. When disaster struck, he made a fool of himself in front of 
every news network in the U.S. (and the Japanese gossip press, 
and occasionally the BBC, and—). He hadn’t scripted a speech; 
knew that the temptation would be too strong to extemporize. 
 The GQ reporter noted that Stark was sweating—nerves 
or the heat of the crowd? Depended on how he wanted to spin 
the story: hounded billionaire afraid for his life, guilt-
stricken/grief-stricken company director. 
 Tony took to the podium, trying to compose his face into 
gravity. “I’m sure you’ve all heard by now about the murder of a 
member of the Stark Industries board of directors. I ... I can’t say 
I’ve always had the best of relationships with my board. There 
have been lots of times when we’ve wanted to take the company 
in different directions ...” He swallowed. “But when I heard 
about how John Tye died, I went cold. Even when we disagreed, 
we were still partners. I knew his favorite clubs, his beautiful 
wives—I’m sure he loved both of you very much,” he said. 
“And I know you both miss him very much. We all miss John 
Tye, the man, who was better and gentler than the businessman. 
When I think of how anyone could ... could ...” 
 “Is the Punisher targeting Stark Industries?” shouted a 
reporter into the buzzing silence. 
 “I don’t know. I couldn’t tell you that. I’ll let our boys in 
blue figure that out.” He gestured to the cop, deflecting 
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attention—a woman in a salmon-colored three-piece began 
whispering to David Something at top speed. “But if it is the 
Punisher, if he’s decided that we’re the next big threat ... maybe 
we should all be careful. I mean every plant, every member of 
the board, even myself. I’ve been reading a lot since I heard that 
he was our primary suspect, and it doesn’t get better, folks. If 
Stark Industries is his target, then I really am afraid for my life.” 
 “What are you going to do?” asked another reporter.  
 “I’m taking drastic steps right now. We are under siege. 
I’m halting all production of weapons to everyone—this means 
even the U.S. army, navy, air force, and national guard. Even the 
coast guard.” And he desperately hoped that Rhodey wouldn’t 
kill him for it. “I’m going to spend the next three weeks in an 
undisclosed location, and I recommend the same for anyone 
managing my company. Three weeks—that’s your deadline for 
catching the Punisher, and his deadline for letting us know what 
he wants. If he doesn’t want to try diplomacy after three weeks 
of ceasefire, then we’re going to do to him what we do to all 
other terrorists.” 
 Tony smirked. He had the room. They were all leaning 
forward, mouths hanging slightly open, hanging on his every 
word. “You know what we do to terrorists? We blow them to 
hell.” 
 David Something just pushed his card into the 
journalist’s hand, in time to join in the applause. It was a 
successful speech, and would be referred to as ‘Stark’s siege 
speech,’ which led to headlines such as ‘Stark challenges the 
Punisher,’ ‘Stark offers cease-fire for talks’ to ‘Stark Industries 
won’t bow to terrorists, says director.’  
 Q&A time was over, and Pepper appeared to usher Tony 
out of the room, where the journalists were sad to see him go. 
David made his way through the crowd, or rather around it, 
moving quicker.  
 “Mr. Stark!” He managed to catch up with him at the 
door, and Tony noticed that he was wearing a rather severe suit, 
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Brooks Brothers, most likely. Several journalists paid a lot of 
attention, and David seemed about to falter. He didn’t like all 
the attention either, and whatever he’d been about to say was 
choked off and the man flushed with embarrassment. He seemed 
too goddamned young for that job. 
 In plainclothes drag, David had been gawky—now, in 
his penguin suit, he looked flat-out uncomfortable. Tony 
gestured him to follow, and they slipped through the door. “So 
who are you really with? CIA? FBI? SHIELD?” asked Tony 
once they’d shut the journalists away. 
 “FBI.” David grinned. “SHIELD? Wow. Maybe I should 
hand in my CV.” He looked at the door. “Got to love the press.” 
Turning to Tony again, he tried a smile. “I’m ... sorry. Yes, I’m 
FBI. The Punisher’s an internal threat, and I ... you could say 
I’m a profiler. He’s not my usual kind of serial killer, but my job 
is to profile him and maybe find a solution, or rather, help with 
the solution by submitting some ideas on how to deal with him. 
From a psychological perspective. Whew.” David winced, 
realizing how incoherent he must have sounded. 
 “Mmmmkay.” Tony put his hands on his hips—this was 
a suit practically designed for the pose, sewn for him by a hot 
Italian design student who would’ve gone places if she hadn’t 
decided that she liked being wasted in Maui better than being a 
designer in Milan. I like your hips, she’d told him one night; I’ll 
sew you a love poem to those hips. Couldn’t remember her 
name, but the creases fell in all the right places even if the jacket 
was half a year out of style. But that was distraction; that was 
trying to blank his mind from the anticipated psychological 
onslaught. He was probably being read already. He took his 
hands off of his hips. “You’re a profiler, huh? What can you tell 
me?” 
 “Tell you?” David glanced around, looked at Pepper, 
who was waiting in the background, then at Tony. “About the 
Punisher? Or is that the ‘So what am I thinking now test?” He 
smiled. “I’m not a telepath, I’m just a guy who looks at dead 
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bodies and crime scenes and tries to work out the mindset of 
people who do this. And do it exactly like that. I ...” He lifted his 
shoulders in an endearing and lanky gesture. 
 “Okay. Right. You’re not Sherlock Holmes.” Which was 
a bigger relief than Tony cared to think about too closely. 
“About the Punisher, then. What can you tell me about him?” 
 “That would take quite a bit of your time, I’m afraid. 
That’s not a one sentence answer.” David lifted a hand, as if to 
caution. “And besides, it’s working hypotheses based on the one 
murder. I’m waiting for a ton of material from New York and 
several more boxes from other places, and there’s a stack of 
previous assessments. I’ll be on the case a few weeks, if not 
months.” He smiled, again, shy and warm at the same time. “Of 
course I’d be willing to help you defend your company, if I can. 
You must be fairly shaken up, so I’m really just ... offering my 
help, I guess.” 
 His look was absolutely unassuming—just a young man 
trying to do a hard job, even a weird job, and yet offering what 
help he could. Tony wasn’t sure if he trusted that more or less. 
“I really appreciate it, David—your name is David, isn’t it? 
 “Yes, sir.” David smiled. “David Kaplan.” Looking 
increasingly awkward the longer he occupied Tony’s time, 
surrounded by the PA and other staff. “Let me know when you 
can make time, I’m in a hotel downtown. I’m working the case, 
but I’m sure I can take the time to walk you through what we 
have so far.” 
 “Pepper—can we schedule dinner for me and Agent 
Kaplan? Somewhere discreet.” Let David figure out whether 
that meant ‘unlikely to be stormed by the Punisher’ or ‘where 
you can talk confidentially.’ 
 Pepper took out her PDA, touching the screen. “You 
have an emergency meeting with the board at 4:30, but I think 
you could pencil him in at 7:00 ... should I make reservations at 
Benoît’s?” 
 “Sure, that’ll be great. Would Benoît mind if I brought a 
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drone?” 
 “It might disrupt the ambiance a little,” said Pepper 
politely. 
 “All right. All right. I’ll have to assume that I’ll be safe 
with a bunch of civilians.” Tony turned once more to the FBI 
profiler. “You don’t mind French food, do you?” 
 “No, that’s great.” The agent nodded to emphasize. “I’ll 
be there and bring you some papers as well.” Moving back a bit, 
he gave Tony another smile. “I’ll see you then. You have my 
number.”  
 He didn’t quite manage it to the door before the 
journalist in salmon got hold of him, and somebody else had 
also clued on that he was a cop and working on the case. He’d 
be badgered probably all the way to his hotel.  

* * *  

 

 The agent arrived early at the restaurant, but opted to be 
seated in the waiting area, a neat black briefcase with him, 
which looked strangely like his parents had splashed out for his 
graduation. All soft black leather. He was writing and making 
notes when Tony arrived. 
 “David! I’m glad you made it,” said Tony, reaching out a 
hand to have it shaken. “The board meeting was a nightmare—
everyone’s terrified, but they’re the kind of people who hear 
‘Your money or your life!’ and have to think about it.” 
 David gave a laugh, honest and full of humor, but 
shushed in the distinguished surroundings and with the grim 
topic, looking guilty for the gaffe. The Maitre d’ saved the 
situation by leading them to a secluded, intimate table—not near 
any windows, Tony noted, as that would have been less secure.  
 David sat down, smiling. “This is a nice change from 
looking at dead bodies all day, thank you.” He looked straight at 
Tony. “That must be grim for you ... I mean, I’ve seen what he 
does and you’re just dealing with the fallout ... It’s my job, and 
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that makes it easy to think that everybody is at ease with serial 
killers or mass murderers.”  
 The waiter brought the menus and David let Tony 
choose the wine, sticking to tap water for the thirst and wine for 
the taste. “I’m not here in any official way. I ... I know I make 
people tense, I mean, being a profiler turns people on at first, but 
it’s not great for any relationship, and I get that ‘So what am I 
thinking’ thing a lot.” He inhaled deeply. “You’re not a suspect, 
I’m not going to profile you, even if I’m good at reading people, 
but that’s just schooled observation. No tricks, no magic.” He 
placed his hands flat on the table. He wore no rings, and a watch 
that was all steel, with the face missing, and the clockwork 
visible. “My job is to try and get into the mind of people that 
commit crimes and try and work out their motivations, their 
weaknesses, what they feel like. We know Frank Castle’s sex, 
age bracket, ethnic group ... we have a lot of his background, but 
what we don’t have is what drives him. He may be unaware of 
that even himself ... I’m mostly trying to prove he’s not a 
psychopath, as is the current fashion regarding him.”  
 “I didn’t know there were fashions.” Tony took a sip of 
his Shiraz—cheaper than he normally would’ve gotten, but it 
complemented French food well enough.  
 “Oh yeah, there’s always some pet theory or other. 
Psychopaths are in fashion.”  
 “What makes you think he’s not a psycho? I’m no 
expert, not a profiler like you, but what I read about him seems 
to suggest ‘psycho.’“ 
 “He has some psychopathic traits. Psychopathy is a 
spectrum, with you or me on one end ... probably not quite in the 
same spot, and people like him somewhere on the way to the 
pure psychopath. Basically, what psychopaths do is ... they are 
shells, and just act human. Some are pretty good at fitting in, 
and maintain a normal life, and some don’t, and give us the 
creeps. A real psychopath has only very shallow emotions. My 
teacher always says they know rationally what feelings are like 
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and what feelings are expected, but they don’t feel them.” 
 “Like a program,” Tony muttered, more to himself than 
to David. “AI. But keep going.” 
 “Yeah, like a very advanced AI. To a psychopath, 
nobody matters but himself, and there’s this sense of 
entitlement, he’s grandiose, destined for something, and 
definitely better than you and me. They don’t feel remorse, they 
don’t have a conscience, and they have no idea what goes on in 
somebody. No empathy, and at the same time, very clever to 
exploit the feelings of proper humans. The true psychopath is 
impulsive, very much. They can just go off and punch you in the 
face for absolutely no provocation. I’ve seen some of them go 
off the rails, and it’s scary. The psychopath can’t control his 
actions ... so you see them commit these murders. They see a 
potential victim, and must act. And they do it because they need 
the thrill. At the same time, they have no sense of responsibility, 
and they tend to display these symptoms from fairly early on. 
There are people that say psychopaths are born, not made.” He 
inhaled. “And there are also other traits like blaming everybody 
but themselves, and, of course, the complete inability to deal 
with frustration. They aren’t very patient people.” David reached 
for the wine, kept it in his mouth for a while and then 
swallowed. “Sorry for the lecture.” 
 “When you’ve talked to enough gearheads, you get used 
to the focus on the job. Engineers aren’t much good at talking 
about anything but engineering,” said Tony, smiling.  
 “Any sufficiently advanced specialist. I’ve dated some ... 
technical people and they were borderline Aspergers. Brilliant 
people, though. Hard to live with.” 
 “Seriously, though—those are symptoms? Not being 
able to deal with your impulses and frustrations, feeling entitled? 
I can think of a lot of celebrities who are just missing the body 
count.” And himself, trails of corpses in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Pakistan. 
 “Good point. I’m sure if you’d properly profile some of 
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those people, they end up high on the spectrum. And to make 
things even more complicated, there are many psychopaths that 
manage perfectly well not to rake up a body count. There are 
other ways to be a complete asshole that don’t land you in 
prison. Like ... celebrities, or even some corporate high-fliers.” 
The starters appeared, and David fell silent while the waiter was 
at the table.  
 “They try and call him a psychopath because of the 
number of people he killed. That makes things easier to 
understand. ‘He’s insane, that’s why he does the things he does.’ 
It’s just as cheap as saying he had a bad childhood or something. 
But it’s a ... reassuring thought, if you’ve looked at all those 
bodies. Just a madman could do that—therefore I’m sane.” 
 “So you think he’s doing this rationally. That he’s 
thought it out, planned everything—like profiling or 
engineering.” Slowly, as though coming to grips with the idea as 
he blew on a spoonful of endive soup. “You think he thinks it’s 
his job to kill people. Right?”  
 “He is maybe not completely rational, but very much so, 
yeah. The military planning, all the care that goes into his hits ... 
it would be interesting if he could abort a mission. There are few 
psychopaths that master that. But I think he feels responsible. 
Protective, in a way. A psychopath wouldn’t distinguish 
between innocent bystanders and criminals. He does. He makes 
a difference. He can’t be a psychopath if he feels. And if he does 
feel ...” David’s face twitched. “Can you imagine how bad that 
must be, having feelings and a conscience and at the same time 
doing these things? This guy must have surrounded his emotions 
with several yards of cement in all directions. He must be under 
tremendous pressure. And I think ... burning John Tye was a 
stress fracture. I’m ... maybe completely off the rails here, but 
that was anger. But what made him angry ... I have no idea.” 
 “Jesus.” Tony met David’s eyes across the table. “I still 
can’t get over it. Do you even know why he was after Tye in the 
first place? Your friend said something about Razorback, but 
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that doesn’t really fit the profile you’re giving me.” 
 “I have no idea. At the moment I’m digging up any 
connection between Tye and New York that I can. My best bet 
is that Tye did something bad, the Punisher heard about it and 
killed him. Maybe rape, maybe child porn ... The Punisher is not 
an assassin. He has all the money he needs, dollars don’t 
motivate him. If Razorback is involved—and I’m sure their MD 
is—it’s the other way round. The Punisher came calling for a 
favor, and that old comrade of his wouldn’t deny him; after all, 
Frank Castle saved his life. Sounds all perfectly honorable to 
me.” David shook his head. “But if Frank Castle keeps killing 
your managers, then he is after dirt that involved your company. 
It doesn’t make sense otherwise.” 
 “It would almost be a relief if it was child porn. 
Disgusting as that sounds. I could kind of sympathize with the 
Punisher for that.” He played with his spoon a little—the bowl 
was wide, shallow, its rim curved perfectly to match the curve of 
the inside of the bowl. The kind of match that only a good 
restaurant could manage. “If it’s the company ... what are my 
odds like?” 
 “You have the law on your side. Huge funds. I know that 
killing Tye was a bad move for him, because Tye’s not a crime 
lord. If people can’t see his crime, they don’t see his death as 
‘just punishment,’ and if Castle doesn’t have that backing ... by 
the community, low-level law enforcement, I’d think Castle is 
fucked. He relies on people not looking at him. If they look and 
hound him, he’d be driven off and couldn’t strike. He’d lose his 
network, his backers, and if all the innocents hate him that he 
feels he must protect ...” David shrugged. “God knows what that 
would do to him. I think you have good odds, all told, but I’d 
invest in some serious security. Keeping your head down 
sounded like a good idea.”  
 “Good. I’m planning on having a friend rent me a 
place—last place anyone will look for me. She says she’ll call 
when she’s arranged things; it shouldn’t be more than a day or 
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so.” He leaned over the table, one elbow on the clean white 
cloth, as though he’d never been taught how to eat properly in 
polite company. “Think you’re going to have any free time, 
while I’m in Malibu?” 
 David’s lips opened, as if he was going to say something, 
then he swallowed visibly. “I ... can definitely take a day off ... 
or half a day, or ... whatever fits in your schedule.” His voice 
seemed raw at that, and he must have realized how he sounded, 
because he reached for his wine glass, and quickly broke eye 
contact. He seemed flattered, surprised, pleased—and very, very 
interested.  
 “Or a night off, if that works better for you,” said Tony. 
It was almost too easy; there wasn’t even that little bite of 
excitement that he got from drawing in the unwilling. But David 
Kaplan was young, gorgeous, clearly well-educated ... he didn’t 
dwell on the way that David and Frank were polar opposites. 
That was also too easy. “For example—I have tonight free.” 
 David took a big gulp from the glass, still not making 
eye contact, as if he was shielding his eyes and his emotions. 
“This breaks so many rules,” he said, but then met Tony’s eyes, 
and the desire was more than evident, how the blue shone with 
interest and care and a good amount of desire. He clearly liked 
Tony, liked what he saw, liked getting to eat in nice restaurants. 
He wasn’t remote, not calculating, this man wore his heart on 
his sleeve.  
 “I’m all about breaking rules,” Tony answered, voice 
low and intimate—almost a purr, like the hum of the motor in a 
luxury car. 
 “You’re all about breaking our rules of sleeping with 
people connected to a case?” David shook his head, grinning. 
“Damn. You had me at ‘hi.’ But you knew that.”  
 “I’ve never broken that one before—but in general, yes. 
And it’s sweet that you held out so long. Very professional. The 
Bureau must be proud.” He didn’t try to reach across the table in 
a gallant gesture of affection, but he did smile fully, honestly. 
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David seemed like a decent guy who really hadn’t meant to be 
on the other side of this war that the Punisher was waging. 
 “The Bureau shouldn’t hear about this …” 
 “I wasn’t planning on telling them, but since you 
mention it—” Tony laughed when he saw David pull a face. “So 
you’ve dated ... technical people before, huh?” 
 “Yes … one was a systems administrator, and another 
was flying around and setting up hugely expensive software 
suites all over the world, and troubleshooting them.” David 
looked sheepish. “And another guy was a Perl programmer who 
sometimes joked in code. Brilliant guy, IQ off the scale … some 
big telco paid him to try and break into their security. That was 
what he did all day, hack his way into the system.” He bit his 
lower lip. “And what’s your type? And don’t say ‘breathing.’” 
 “But that’s a great answer!” Tony crossed his legs, ankle 
over knee, leaning back in his chair as he thought. What was his 
type? Did he have one? The Italian designer, the reporter from 
Brown, the 350-pound bodyguard, the Punisher—David 
Kaplan—did they all fit under some heading? “A challenge,” he 
said at last. “I like being chosen over someone else’s better 
judgment.” 
 “You’re a narcissist, Stark.” David gave a laugh, shaking 
his head, and leaning forward, expressive face flushed with the 
wine and excitement. “I can be glad you even consider me, as 
I’m such easy game for you. The only way I’m a challenge for 
you is that …” His eyes narrowed a little, thinking. “That you 
think I could work out your secret, or maybe know something 
about that you don’t know. And that’s almost playing with fire. 
And maybe you like the fact that I’ll be breaking fifteen 
regulations and face disciplinary action …” He grinned. “And 
you know I’ll be thinking that it was wrong, so you enjoy me 
feeling guilty? Held back? Or maybe you have a thing for 
uniforms? That’s why I wanted to be a cop at first.”  
 Tony laughed loudly at that—a few other patrons 
glanced over, then looked away at once. “You’re trying to 
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profile me. I like seeing people lose their reserve because I turn 
them on—that’s all.” And that traced the pattern even to Pepper. 
“So ‘unreserved’ is what I’d like to see you. Not thinking so 
much.” 
 “Okay.” David reached for the refilled wine glass and 
took two big gulps, as if to prove a point. “I’ll skip dessert, I 
think. Even though I get the feeling I could use the energy…” 
He gave a wink.  
 Their entrees arrived—David had venison, Tony’s was a 
seafood plate; he had never before been so grateful for the small 
portions of gourmet. Winking was a little over the top, maybe, 
but the man was handsome and seemed eager, and if he was 
trying to infiltrate— 
 —Tony didn’t like that his first thought was, then I’ll 
take care of him. “Exuberant, huh?” 
 David smiled. “Just a vivid imagination.” Giving him a 
long look, unable to suppress the grin, and he quickly looked at 
his food that was smelling perfect. “I could flatter you a bit 
more—narcissists love flattery when it’s sincere.”  
 “Shhh, thinking again. Turn off the categories and the 
labeling—keep the vivid imagination.” 
 David nodded and seemed awkward again, like he’d 
been at the start, his imagination doubtlessly making him 
uncomfortable in the restaurant, and he tried hard to concentrate 
on his food, but small signs betrayed just where his mind was. 
Dilated pupils, shifting in his seat, the occasional tightening of 
his lips, and being watched while he squirmed seemed to only 
increase it. He looked like he was about to re-start the 
conversation several times, to distract himself and to cover what 
this did to him, but faltered every time, as whatever he would 
have said would have been categories and labeling. His 
analytical powers set in neat opposition to his physical needs. 
There was no man who could win that battle.  
 Tony took pity on him at last and signaled for the check, 
asking that the waiter put the bill on his account and then 
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signing for their meal with a little flourish. “Do you think about 
yourself this way, or just everyone else?” he asked, and he 
pushed his plate away. 
 “Oh, myself too, of course.” David glanced at the waiter 
and gathered up the briefcase, which seemed almost like a 
defense now against the suspicion the dinner might have been 
personal or even romantic. “If you study these things long 
enough, you diagnose yourself with the personality disorder of 
the week. Anybody who studies Freud and doesn’t get deeply 
disturbed by that isn’t thinking.” He waited for Tony to get up, 
relief and a certain amount of nervousness now about him as he 
followed.  
 “I thought Freud had gone out of fashion. That’s what 
the counselor told me, after ... when I asked if he was going to 
analyze my dreams.”  
 “Well, there are lots of theories that modify what he said 
… but reading all these case studies makes ‘normal’ a purely 
academic category.” 
 Tony led them to the door, pausing there just before the 
airlock. “Did you drive here, or take a taxi?” 
 “I took a taxi. I don’t drink if I have to drive.”  
 The remark made Tony grin, like a dare. “Do you trust 
me to drive?” 
 David paused, about to protest, torn between the 
knowledge that Tony had had more wine than him, and the ‘do 
you trust me’ question that seemed crucial even with a one-
night-stand. “I …” 
 “Not a hard question. Do you trust me?” Underneath it, a 
dozen other questions, and more interesting ones—all of them 
boiling down to the only question that mattered to Tony: Which 
are you going to go with? Me, or your better judgment? 
 David struggled between sense and want, then suddenly 
realized what was happening, and realizing he showed it in his 
features, as clearly as if he’d spoken aloud. “You win,” he said. 
“I do.”  



 

124 

 “Good work, Agent Kaplan. Follow me; you’ll like my 
car.” A valet had parked it, but he knew the usual spot; he led 
the FBI agent to a silver Audi R8. Had to admire the design that 
had gone into that car, every time he looked at it; it had a 
muscular sexuality to it, blunt-nosed but with sleek lines. Tony 
ran his hand over the curve of the hood, grinning over it at 
David as though inviting him to comment. This was a different 
kind of narcissism; wanting to have his judgment validated by a 
man whose aesthetic wasn’t about force and strength. 
 David stared at the car, thoroughly awed, just like he’d 
been in Tony’s house, by Tony himself, now the car. “God, this 
is beautiful.” Looking, again, very young and impressionable, 
faced with something so very much out of his own league. 
“Wow. You’re spoiling me for my car.”  
 Tony’s eyes lit up, for a moment just as full of honest 
pleasure. “If you’re good, we can make out on the hood when 
we get home.”  
 That made David laugh—as if Tony had made a joke.  
 Tony held the passenger door open, every inch the 
gentleman, then took the driver’s seat. The wheel felt good in 
his hands, the passage of time normal between action and 
reaction; he didn’t feel too impaired, didn’t want to engage the 
autopilot. Instead, he backed smoothly out of the space and into 
the lot, pausing at the exit to be waved out by a valet in a trim 
uniform. Merging with evening traffic comfortably—he could 
do this, had done it more drunk than he was now. 
 David pushed the briefcase into the back and stretched 
out. Some tension in him. Powerful car, plenty of alcohol, and 
his own anticipation made him tense, and he watched Tony 
drive, not sure what to say or to do, as he didn’t want to distract 
him. “God, I can’t think straight,” he muttered.  
 “You’re off duty. Don’t worry about thinking straight.” 
When they reached the highway entrance ramp, Tony stepped on 
the gas, blistering out of the acceleration lane—rolling the 
windows down as he zipped past minivans, convertibles, muscle 
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cars blaring heavy hip-hop beats. He passed aggressively, fit his 
car into gaps barely long enough to fit the Audi, which never 
failed to make David gasp; when anyone honked, Tony flat-out 
laughed, as though the joke was on them. 
 No one wrecked; no one pulled off the road; soon 
enough there was a long, flat stretch in front of them, and they 
cruised well over the speed limit. 
 “I don’t need the fear hard-on,” shouted David over the 
wind. “Honest. I’m okay.”  
 “Fear gets you hard, huh?” Tony shouted back, signaling 
abruptly and then taking his exit. He slowed to a stop at the end 
of the exit ramp—smooth, easy deceleration—then turned onto a 
dark, quiet road. Forty miles per hour, nice and easy. 
 “I didn’t say that.” David laughed. “Doesn’t … 
everybody? I thought that was a perfectly normal 
physio…physiological reaction.” He exhaled, deeply, breath 
going almost normal again. “What gets you hard? Winning?”  
 “You could say that—although I wonder why you 
would.” 
 David looked at him, clearly enjoying himself, even 
though much of the evening so far had caught him off guard. 
“Maybe I want to give something back, but it’s not easy to know 
exactly what the other wants. So I’m trying to ask without 
destroying the mood.” He seemed sheepish again. “Or maybe I 
just did. Should I keep my mouth shut?”  
 “No, no—I was just wondering why you picked 
‘winning,’ when you could’ve picked more obvious things like 
‘lingerie’ or ‘blowjobs.’“ 
 “That would be too obvious.” David studied him, studied 
every detail, but didn’t touch, too responsible to do anything in a 
driving car, even though he clearly wanted to. “I’m good at 
blowjobs… well, I’ve been complimented on them. Lingerie… 
is a negative, though, sir.”  
 “Obviously. I hate to break it to you, but you don’t have 
the rack for Victoria’s Secret,” laughed Tony, pulling into his 
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long drive.  
 “Damn. There go all my dreams of becoming a lingerie 
model.”  
 “Still. Winning. Why’d you pick winning?” 
 “You said you like people choosing you despite better 
judgment. That’s victory. The … racing, your … success … I 
guess winning’s just what you do. No limits. You don’t like 
somebody to put rules on you … and if they do, you want to 
win. Against the odds, maybe. I don’t know, I’d have to know 
you better.”  
 “No, it makes sense.” Tony leaned out the window at his 
gate, and Jarvis welcomed him. The gates swung open, and they 
followed the drive into the concrete-sheathed depths of the 
garage. There, parked among pristine cars in the half-light, Tony 
leaned over for a first, exploratory kiss. 
 David opened up, no reservations on his side, not like the 
Punisher, he tasted of wine and there was the tang of meat, a 
clean, healthy taste, and an eagerness that betrayed that getting 
into the bedroom might be the real challenge. He reached over, 
touching Tony’s face, his own eyes closed, the other hand just 
steadying him, doing nothing else.  
 The touch made the moment intimate, personal—Tony 
leaned in, lips parted, his fingers carding softly through David’s 
hair. Soft hair, soft skin, soft lips; everything about him pliant 
and yielding, warm and willing. He broke the kiss at just the 
moment when he felt David’s weight shifting, a hungry press 
against him, and he pulled back to grin widely. “Let’s try this 
without a gearshift between us, hmm?” 
 “…yes.” David’s pupils looked like those of an addict. It 
took him several long moments to work out that meant moving 
and another few moments before he had his legs back under 
enough control to make the attempt to leave the car. He got out, 
and managed to gather enough of his wits to take the briefcase 
with him. “Where … where to?”  
 Tony put one hand on the briefcase, the other on the 
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car—his body only millimeters apart from David’s from their 
knees to their shoulders, heat radiating from him, hips brushing 
and clothes touching when they shifted even an increment. “I 
like here—” 
 David’s eyes widened a touch, and his face was glowing 
with the flush of excitement, embarrassment and goddamned 
fresh-faced youth. He shivered with the body heat, pulse going 
hard and fast in his throat. He looked at Tony, then smiled, as if 
that made perfect sense, his hands going to Tony’s belt, and he 
went down, on his knees, the briefcase released just a second 
later, as he needed both hands to open Tony’s fly, and nuzzled 
the outline of his cock, breathing deeply against it, part to inhale 
the scent and part to make Tony feel his breath.  
 Tony’s breath stuttered, as much at the look of David as 
at the sensation of warm air through his briefs. Couldn’t help 
analyzing that expression and the accompanying jolt of lust just 
a little, after talking with the profiler for an evening. It felt—
either practiced or staged, Tony couldn’t have said which; the 
way that David’s eyes slid shut and his lips open, as though this 
moment was half-holy. As though the scent and feel of Tony 
was almost enough to get David off by itself. He curled a hand 
in David’s soft hair, not gripping, only tracing the curve of his 
skull and the shell of his ear. 
 David smiled, hands moving up to pull the briefs down, 
and once there was skin where his face was, he moved to kiss 
the line where thigh met groin, snaking his tongue along there, 
not minding that his cheek brushed Tony’s cock, concentrating 
on the taste and smell, on kneeling in front of one of the most 
infamously philandering super-rich bachelors of the country. He 
kissed up to Tony’s navel, brushing the cloth away with his hand 
when he did that, then moved his tongue slowly down, only to 
curve away from the actual target of his affection and move to 
the other side, again to the line, as if striving for some weird 
balance.  
 “You, sir,” murmured Tony, hissing when David found 
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the sensitive place at the fold between loin and thigh, “are an 
artist of cocksucking ... going to keep me here all night?” 
 David looked up, grinning, amusement, and definitely 
desire in his eyes. “Interesting way to say ‘please,’” he said, no 
sting in it, just good humor. He took Tony’s cock in his right 
hand and guided it between his lips, teeth sheathed, running his 
tongue around the tip. 
 The anticipation made the sensation ripple through 
him—for a moment like having his entire self sheathed like the 
head of his cock in that slick, sweet heat; his hands tightened in 
David’s hair, pulling slightly, his own eyes falling shut. He slid 
his hips forward, an involuntary motion, the barest thrust against 
David’s mouth. 
 The lips closed tightly around him, and David moved 
with the pressure, more nudged than forced, very slowly taking 
more, and wherever he’d learnt this, he had a lot of practice. 
There was no more than a reflex tensing around Tony as David 
took him past the spot and into the throat, just quickly taking 
some air through the nose before that became impossible.  
 “God, yes,” Tony breathed—couldn’t help it now, 
bucking against the heat, constriction around his cock, hands 
braced against David’s skull, fucking his mouth and throat, 
taking everything he was given. Too hot, his shirt and jacket still 
on, tie tight around his neck, trousers shoved down around his 
thighs, too fucking hot for sex on a California night. 
 David took that like a pro, throat tight and moving 
against the invasion, but he didn’t pull back, didn’t fight it, 
accepted the fact he couldn’t breathe and instead rolled Tony’s 
balls in his hands, head moving against the thrusts, working with 
lips and throat and hands to bring him off, right there next to the 
fancy car, on his knees.  
 When Tony came, it was sudden, spurred by some twitch 
of David’s fingers or shift in his expression—he barely had time 
to groan a warning before he was shuddering and coming hard, 
deep in the other man’s throat. 
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 Tony pulled back, his cock sliding out of David’s mouth, 
leaving the agent with his mouth raw and his breath coming in 
quick pants. “Sure you get compliments and not awards for 
this?” he said, stooping to kiss David’s ravaged lips. 
 David reached out to steady himself on the car, but 
didn’t get up when Tony kissed him, still panting hard. “I …” he 
croaked, cleared his throat and managed to get up, grinning, his 
experience in an odd contrast to his usual innocence and youth. 
If a profiler could be innocent. “… don’t think there are awards, 
apart from … the obvious ones.” He moved closer to kiss Tony 
again, hands shedding his jackets, fingers running over Tony’s 
fine shirt. “I just … fucking love this,” he stated, low, but 
enthusiastic, spurred on by a need that was completely obvious. 
“That was what I was … imagining. Doing this right there in the 
restaurant.”  
 “Kinky bastard,” Tony purred against his ear, untucking 
David’s shirt and sliding a hand beneath it to finger a nipple. 
“Danger turns you on, being in public turns you on, you have a 
uniform kink—what else do you like?” 
 “Profiling … ah … me?” David licked his lips and kissed 
Tony’s throat. “Anything consenting adults do, plus a couple 
fantasies that don’t have consent factored into them.” He 
paused, glanced at Tony, to gauge his reaction. “I could even tell 
you what went wrong in my childhood that I’m like that, but you 
certainly don’t want to hear about my daddy issues.” He 
laughed, again claiming Tony’s lips.  
 “You’re all right? No—psychological scars?” He bit 
David’s lip, drew it into his mouth and licked the sensitive skin, 
which made the young man shudder. Almost wanted to draw 
blood, just to see if it would turn the agent on.  
 “Just the stuff … everybody gets. Nothing … major. I 
mean, the FBI did hire me…”  
 “Only the fun kind on your body?” 
 “Never got shot.” David hooked a finger into Tony’s tie 
and pulled the knot loose, again kissing his throat, fingers 
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working to unbutton the shirt, shedding fabric and kissing skin, 
eager, hungry, strangely vulnerable. When he bared the reactor, 
he paused, but he wasn’t shocked.  
 Tony let him look, raising his hands to David’s tie and 
buttons—normally cavalier about the implant in his chest and 
other people’s surprise at it, but it was somehow different after 
hearing, Never got shot in that matter-of-fact tone. “Wasn’t that 
lucky,” he muttered. “Shrapnel near my heart.” 
 David paused and looked into his face again, reaching up 
to touch his cheek, fingers splayed along his jaw bone, and there 
was an odd amount of tenderness in his face. “I read … about it. 
Didn’t do much else before the meeting … didn’t do much else 
after we left you yesterday.” He shook his head, chiding himself 
for baring himself like that, it seemed like, but then looked again 
at Tony, all intent, blue eyes concerned and responsive in ways 
that Frank Castle simple didn’t manage. “If you want to talk 
about it …” He smiled, almost apologetic. “I won’t put it into 
any reports, I won’t tell anybody … I can listen.”  
 Tony put him off, though, with a slow kiss to his neck—
bruisingly hard, leaving a dark mark where the trapezius began 
to slope down to the shoulder, which forced a comical, needy 
sound out of David’s mouth, shattering any thought of talking. 
“How about you tell me how I can make you scream my name, 
and I can listen,” he said, nipping the tender skin. 
 “All this … denial … is a good start,” David groaned, 
pushing closer against Tony’s body, somehow managing to kick 
off his shoes and shedding his shirt. He was strong and defined 
in ways that habitual runners were strong, not hugely powerful, 
but well-defined, with just a little blond hair across his pecs and 
a near-invisible glory trail. Where deltoid muscle met biceps, he 
had a black tribal tattoo about the size of a palm, but otherwise 
no scars, no markings.  
 Coolly, almost casually, Tony caught his hands and 
pressed them against the hood of the car. He felt David tense, 
relished the moment when David realized that Tony was strong 
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enough to keep him pinned. “So if I decided that I didn’t want to 
let you come?” 
 David looked him in the eyes. “I’d beg,” he murmured, 
huskily.  
 “And if you didn’t persuade me?” 
 David swallowed visibly. “I’d ask what you want. And 
offer that.”  
 Tony smirked, leaning in to lick a long swath up David’s 
sternum, laving the notch between his collarbones, which made 
the agent breathe faster and squirm and push against him. “I 
want to know more about you. What you’ve done. What you’re 
afraid of. What you think is mind-blowingly sexy.” 
 “All of that?” David gave a laugh, but it sounded 
strangled. “I’m afraid to get hurt,” he began, “that one of those 
psychos finds me … I know what they are capable of, I don’t 
have the luxury … of denial. I know what people … can do.” 
Moaning softly, when Tony shifted his hips—just a moment of 
friction, a small reward. “I’m afraid to be … wrong, or tricked, 
or shot and helpless, or getting ill, or that …” His breath hitched 
and he closed his eyes, they were too expressive, like that could 
protect him, “some people were right about me, that I am a 
worthless little faggot.” Jaw muscles tight, definitely pain in his 
voice at that. He swallowed hard, composing himself. 
 “Bet you they only said it because you made them hard,” 
Tony said, low, lips finding the tight muscles at David’s jawline. 
 “Sexy … oh God, you are. Your … confidence, your 
cleverness, your body, how you … play me, how you play … 
your cards close to the chest and … you’re just really good at 
the seduction game … your strength. I … I know exactly where 
this is going, and I can’t resist? I want you to do whatever you 
want, it’s okay if that’s just one night, as long as I can have that 
night …” 
 “One night,” said Tony. “Done.” His fingers were 
burning into David’s wrists; the flattery was making him hard 
again, and when he ground against the other man, he could feel 
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an answering hardness through the cloth between them. “Turn 
around,” he breathed, letting go of David’s wrists. 
 The FBI agent obeyed immediately, still shaken by his 
own confession, but above all horny beyond belief, leaning 
against the car just like Tony had ‘warned’ him. He pushed 
back, curving his back, fingers went to his fly and opened it, he 
bent down to get rid of the trousers and stepped out of them, 
then leaned over, in position, wanting and asking for the torture 
to end.  
 Every fiber of Tony was screaming that this was exactly 
what he’d wanted, that he should just give in and fuck David 
there and then—but he pulled back, hitched up his briefs and 
trousers, buttoned and zipped. Walked away. 
 David looked over his shoulder, then straightened, 
leaning against the car, naked, just as desperate as he was 
confused, shivering. Surprised, but unable to speak, to call, to 
follow.  
 With six yards between them, Tony turned back. He 
knew that he looked disheveled, his shirt off, his hair wet with 
sweat; it was a pretense to plant his feet, cross his arms over his 
chest, and look imposing. He also knew that, in the dimness of 
the garage, the light of the arc reactor made him look 
unapproachably inhuman. “Beg me,” he said into the distance 
between them. 
 David swallowed, hard, caught completely off guard, and 
something crept in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. 
Shame, and a low level of fear, as he suddenly seemed to realize 
something about Tony. He seemed about to balk, but he was 
naked, and needy, and very close to what he wanted, what he’d 
been imagining all day and evening. “Please, sir.” His voice was 
shaking. “Please, I … ask you to … fuck me, sir.” His eyes 
remained wide, reflecting that ghostly light from Tony’s chest.  
 Then Tony closed the distance again—unable to keep up 
the pretense, and it was only pretense; David relaxed again, head 
spinning from the change. Tony couldn’t remember ever 
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undoing his fly so quickly, and his lips were on David’s 
shoulderblades while he fumbled a condom out of the wrapper 
and onto his cock. Didn’t have any lubricant, couldn’t be 
bothered to find it; he slid his hand down the curve of David’s 
ass, tracing the cleft of it with his fingertips. “This might hurt,” 
he said, and didn’t care that the warning broke character. He 
sank his index finger into David’s ass, up to the first knuckle, 
too eager to be any more gentle. 
 David hissed, but closed his eyes and let his head hang, 
instead pushed his ass out further. “I’ll … yeah.” I’ll hate you 
tomorrow, was what was on his lips, getting fucked like that, but 
he was too needy, too goddamned desperate to insist. “Please,” 
he repeated, hands splayed on the hood of the car, as if he was 
moving for a push-up. “Sir.”  
 “Shh.” Tony knelt behind him, mouth following the path 
that his fingers had mapped, tongue sliding between cheeks and 
lapping around his finger—the smell and taste there dark, but 
after the doubt and denial, the confessions that he’d all but 
stolen from David, the indignity was negligible.  
 David almost jumped, then groaned, drawing breath in 
fast, shuddering gasps, fingers clenching and unclenching, his 
body needing so much he was shaking. Moaning loudly at the 
sensations, when all he had expected had been spit and a fast, 
furious and painful pounding. “You kill me,” he breathed. “God, 
you kill me.”  
 Tony reached around him, hand on his cock, stroking 
him slow and steady. “Not the goal,” he said, and slipped his 
finger in another joint—crooking it, stroking David from the 
inside. 
 The man bent further, pushing back, biting his fist but he 
was whimpering, fighting hard to stay this side of lust, but the 
way he clenched around Tony’s finger, he was close, mind 
easily more fucked than his body. Hips pushing forward into the 
hand to work with the strokes, and he was covered in sweat by 
now, smelling clean and healthy and male.  
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 “Can’t wait anymore,” said Tony, drawing his finger out, 
standing awkward and shaky, pressing against David’s back. He 
guided himself in, tried for slow and gentle but the feel of tight 
muscle closing around him was too good—the body under him 
too willing, submitting to every touch, every shallow thrust. 
 David tensed, hissed, but nodded, nodded emphatically, 
hands clenched into fists, body protesting the pain, but he took 
it, pressed back against it, yelping with pain, at the same time 
Tony’s hand on his cock and the act of invasion that he’d 
wanted all the goddamned time transformed the pain into toxic 
pleasure. “Oh God,” he groaned, the pain just as evident as the 
naked need. All too willing to be taken, fucked, abused, and 
discarded the next morning.  
 Tony muttered endearments against David’s sweat-slick 
skin, mine and so sexy in hot breaths against his shoulders—felt 
guilty for the show of unconcern, felt like a dick for making this 
hurt, couldn’t be made to care while he was riding the man’s 
cries of pain and pleasure. The edge was too close, his thrusts 
coming harder and deeper and his strokes faster on David’s 
cock. 
 With one hand, David helplessly reached behind, 
touched Tony’s thrusting hips, while the other suppressed his 
cries, he was shaking, helpless, completely vulnerable, took the 
pain and its reward, the gut-wrenching lust. He couldn’t last 
long, couldn’t withstand for much longer, and came, one of the 
sounds very close to Tony’s name, strangled, barely 
comprehensible, as he came over Tony’s hand and the side of 
the car.  
 A moment later Tony followed, clinging to David’s back 
as the lust spilled over in him. “Thank you,” he said, cradling 
the other man close, kissing the nape of his neck. 
 David pushed himself up a little, managed to stand, and 
leaned against Tony, one hand preventing himself from falling 
forward. “You …” Fighting for words or even any thought, any 
concept of a word. “You’re … welcome.” A low groan as he 
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shifted again, then decided standing there leaning against Tony 
was the best he could do right now. “What … a ride.”  
 Tony slipped off the condom and tied it shut, dropping it 
on the ground for his souped-up shop Roomba to find later. He 
leaned back, offering support but also supported. “Sorry about 
that—I’m not really good at ‘denial,’ but I tried.” 
 David gave a small, shaky laugh. “The last day counts. 
Jesus.” He turned around to face Tony, lips meeting his, hand 
stroking across his shoulder.  
 “Didn’t bruise you too much? Mentally, physically?” He 
returned the kiss, his hands curled at David’s waist. 
 “I’ll remember this for a while.” David gave a laugh. 
“Fantasy is one thing, but when it happens…” He kissed again. 
“… it’s scary. And then it’s good. And then it’s both.” He 
shivered, remembering the moment when Tony had just walked 
away. “No wonder people are mad for you …”  
 “Mad for me, huh? You have been studying me pretty 
carefully.” He knelt for David’s shirt, offering him an arm of it. 
 “Didn’t have to.” David took the shirt and slipped in, 
then gathered the rest of his clothes. “All I had to do was get 
some glossy magazines. You’re not quite Paris Hilton, but your 
love life and speculations about it fill pages.” He grinned. 
“Didn’t help me, all by myself in that hotel, reading about which 
gorgeous super-model has been on your arm this week.”  
 “I don’t know—you’re not going to make the Sports 
Illustrated swimsuit edition, but you’re sexy enough. They are 
not hotter than you because they’re famous.” Tony grabbed for 
his shirt, missed and bent to get a grip on the fabric. Couldn’t be 
bothered to do up the cuffs or more than three of the buttons; he 
left the arc reactor bared, as much out of laziness as to help them 
navigate the garage. “Most of them aren’t, anyway. And none of 
them have sexier minds.” 
 David laughed. “You’re the first guy who says that. 
Normally my selling point is something like my baby-blue 
eyes.” He remembered the suitcase when he knocked it over and 
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bent over to take it, too, following Stark. “But the focus is on 
women, really. I guess you have to be discreet with guys?”  
 “I never really got that, actually,” said Tony. “I flirt with 
everyone, sleep with most of the people I flirt with, but the 
ladies are the ones who are running to the gossip mags saying 
that they’re the new girlfriends or trying to blackmail me into 
claiming their babies. Not that I’d want a guy trying to claim he 
was having my baby, I don’t think anyone’s developing the 
technology for an unplanned male pregnancy—and even the 
planned ones would require implantation of a fertilized female 
egg into a synthetic endometrium, which could be done if you 
could find a way of preventing the body from rejecting a flexible 
silicone sac—”  
 When David stared at him, mouth open, Tony broke off, 
laughing. “Okay, so now I’m babbling. But I’m not in the closet. 
Seriously—what do I have to lose by being outed? My fortune’s 
in weapons tech and now green energy, not in publicity.” 
 “Nothing.” David laughed. “That teaches me to read 
Vogue and Cosmo and not Gay Entrepreneur for my research.” 
He shook his head, following Tony. “I did get the whole night? 
What about … I don’t know, some more wine, some talk, and 
whatever else happens?”  
 “You are really not helping my drinking problem,” Tony 
told him, drawing him close to nuzzle his neck—then pausing in 
the workroom with the sudden sense that someone else was 
there, before his eyes fell on the suit. Still assembled. Still 
regarding the room with empty eyes. 
 David turned to look at what had caught Tony’s 
attention, and caught on that it was the suit that stood there like a 
golem, waiting for whatever magic spell would make it move. 
“The famous Iron Man.” The FBI agent looked at it, but unlike 
Frank, who’d been fascinated by the machine, David’s 
expression was more personal. “Your alter ego.”  
 “Sometimes wonder which of us is the alter—and I 
shouldn’t say that to a profiler,” Tony said, almost sheepishly. 



 

   137 

 “Forget the job. I’m an FBI agent very much in the 
closet, having just had kinky sex with a male witness. You have 
the upper hand here. You can destroy my career, and I can’t 
touch you. That enough for trust?” David looked him in the 
eyes, then at the hollow shell that was Iron Man. “You’re his 
soul.”  
 “Pepper used to say that. Something like that, anyway,” 
Tony muttered, looking away. “You’ve read about what I do 
when I’m in that suit. You really think I’m so different from any 
other garden-variety vigilante?” 
 “What I read was that you used it to stop some guy 
tossing cars at people. That you intervened in … was that Iraq or 
Afghanistan? Where arms dealers were about to level a civilian 
village. In both cases, proper law enforcement or the army 
wasn’t there, or powerless. While I think it’s very easy for you 
to overstep certain limits, you are not Frank Castle or one of the 
masked vigilantes.”  
 “I hope you’re right. I—think about it sometimes,” he 
admitted. “How much easier it would be if I didn’t take it all so 
personally, if it were just okay to kill anyone who bugged me ... 
but that’s not really how it works. I feel guilty when I step in, 
even when I know it’s right.” Like in New York. Hardened 
mafia thugs crying for help, and no help came. “That’s the soul, 
huh?” 
 “That is the soul.” David leaned his head against Tony’s 
shoulder. “It’s … a fine line. Like soldiers, they need … time to 
adjust. They are moved from one place where it’s okay to shoot 
somebody to another place where it isn’t, but they are the same 
people, inside. Where we are doesn’t change us.” His hand 
moved to Tony’s shoulder and he started kneading it. “Humans 
can only wage war if they stick to the rules, don’t go out of their 
way to kill other people, and if they only step in when it is 
absolutely necessary. Get those involved whose job it is. If they 
aren’t there, or can’t help… hell, I would turn into a vigilante 
under those circumstances. It’s like seeing a robbery or a rape 
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happen and stepping in. That’s courage.”  
 Tony closed his eyes, leaning against his design table for 
a moment to enjoy the light massage. “When does courage turn 
into psychosis?” 
 “When it destroys you.” David moved around him, now 
working on both shoulders. “When it eats up your other 
emotions. When you look in the mirror and don’t feel yourself 
anymore. Then you’ve gone too far.” He kissed Tony’s neck. 
“That’s my guess, I can check what the medical books say, if 
you want a more scientific answer.”  
 “It’s a good enough answer for now.” Tony turned, 
catching his hand against David’s cheek and drawing him in for 
a long, gentle kiss. Nothing like being used, a convenient body, 
a pair of lips pliant and willing—just a quiet affirmation that for 
the moment, they were making contact. 
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Chapter 6 
 
 A cell phone was insistently ringing, and David 
eventually recognized his ring tone. It took him forever to find 
the suitcase, and then fumble it open, sitting on his lap while he 
was sitting in Tony Stark’s bed. Work phone, too. “Kaplan?”  
 He listened intently, looking at Tony’s body between the 
sheets. “Wow. That’s … great news. No, you wouldn’t have 
found me there. I’m not in the hotel. No, didn’t come in late … 
None of your business, Stoltz … but you know I prefer dark 
hair. I’ll call you once I’m suited and booted. Don’t touch 
anything, I really want to get the unadulterated first impression.”  
 “Whassat?” muttered Tony from the pillow, reaching out 
abortively to draw David back. 
 “My partner, Justin Stoltz.” David set the suitcase down 
and leaned back in bed. “Fuck. They found one of the Punisher’s 
hiding holes, right in San Francisco. Looks like it was in use just 
a few days ago, maybe hours. He had fresh milk, and it hasn’t 
gone off. Stoltz says he could still smell him in the room.”  
 “So it was him—you’re sure it was him, then. You’ll 
have to go see the place. Profile it.”  
 “Yes, that’s how it works. I should be there and try and 
find clues. If we are lucky, he might even come back.” David 
rubbed his face. “Damn. And I was planning to take the day 
off.”  
 Tony sat up, blinking against the dimness—Jarvis 
obligingly let the sunlight in, announcing the time as 7:30 in the 
morning. “Got to fly out of LAX, or are you taking a cab? It’s 
going to be rush hour traffic, this time of day.” 
 “I have a rent car … at my hotel. That’s, what, six hours? 
Airport … almost the same with all the security and check-ins.” 
He got up, groaning when the pain from his backside fully 
registered. “And I’ll be walking funny in San Francisco.” He 
laughed, starting as an amused sound and breaking into a full-
fledged laugh.  
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 “Well, it’s not like there’s a better place in the world to 
be walking funny—” Tony grinned. “Eight hours, I’d say, with 
rush hour factored in. You can take half an hour off for 
breakfast.” 
 “Okay. I … really need a shower. Care to join me?”  
 “I’ll do breakfast—not that I’m eager to get you out of 
the house, but you do need to get to San Francisco.” He went to 
the closet, yanking the doors open and surveying the casual side 
of the racks. 
 “Okay.” David rolled his shoulders. “Suit should hold 
up—what do you think?” 
 “The knees might be a little dusty, but you can brush 
those.”  
 “As long as I didn’t get any oil stains …” David 
vanished into the bathroom. 
 He reemerged, short hair still damp, in his suit, tie slung 
around his neck, smelling like Tony’s deodorant and shower gel, 
with the briefcase in hand, which had held a fresh shirt in a side 
compartment. He’d even found both his shoes last night.  
 By this time, the room was empty, the bed made neatly 
(too neatly, he had to think, for Tony to have done it himself). 
The agent made his way out of the bedroom, following the smell 
of cooking bacon to the kitchen. There was already a spread laid 
out on the dining table, eggs and hash browns, glasses of milk 
and coffee.  
 “Wow, that beats the hotel breakfast.”  
 “I don’t do breakfast for every one-night stand,” said 
Tony, bringing over a plate of bacon. “You’re lucky I was 
hungry—it’s going to be a long trip.” 
 “I feel honored. No, I do.” David grinned. “I think I’ll 
head to LAX, should be faster.” He sat down, stuffing his used 
shirt into the compartment, and reaching inside a different 
compartment to gather some photocopies and skim through 
them. “I think this is the first time we ever found one of his 
bases. I just hope Justin doesn’t screw the place up.” 



 

   141 

 “You mean, touch anything?” 
 “Yes. The thing with the milk already worries me. At the 
same time, I am curious what somebody like Frank Castle has in 
his fridge and I wish I was already there. I was going to meet the 
Razorback guy anyway, now I can do both in the same day.” He 
stuffed the papers back and closed the briefcase, remembering 
his manners and breakfast. “And you’re off to your friend’s 
house? Taking any bodyguards?”  
 “A couple of security drones. Like—robotic watchdogs 
with tasers, if you want to oversimplify things.” Tony buttered 
himself some toast, loading bacon and eggs on it and slathering 
the lot liberally with catsup. “I’d take the suit, but it’s hard to get 
into without my house.” 
 David poured himself coffee and nodded. “That would 
be the high-tech solution to a low-tech problem. The suit versus 
the Punisher.” He went with toast, too, taking a bite of toast and 
a forkful of egg, then chewed, remembered something and got 
the phone out of the briefcase. “I’ll just order a taxi.” he 
explained.  
 “That’s the age-old question, isn’t it? Superman versus 
Batman? Iron Man versus—” But then David’s expression grew 
intent, and Tony shut up and watched him make the call. He was 
going to miss the kid, who had Pepper’s wide-eyed faith in him 
but also a clear notion of what it meant to fall over the edge 
into—being like Frank. 
 David gave the address after asking Tony for it, then 
hung up. He got to his feet and began to fix his tie, then had the 
rest of his coffee. His eyes were shining with enthusiasm to head 
out and do his job to profile, understand the Punisher. “Tony.” 
He buttoned the jacket and moved closer to kiss him. “I had a 
great time. Thank you.” Touching Tony’s check with plenty of 
affection. “You’re a great guy, and I hope you’ll be safe, okay?” 
 “That is the goal. Safety first.” Tony grinned, 
irrepressible, affectionate in return.  
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 Heading for the door, David turned again, briefcase in 
one hand. “And I promised myself to not say that, but maybe … 
well, you like people doing things against better judgment. I’d 
love to hear from you again; you got my number.” 
 And with that, he was gone.  

 

* * *  

 
 Tony Stark made good use of his time, while he waited 
for Frank’s call. He did a couple of miles on the treadmill, 
pumped some iron on the machines; it left him pleasantly sore 
all over, vowing to himself (as usual) that he really was going to 
do this more often. Then it was down to the workshop with his 
cell set to blaring so that he could hear it over the hiss of the jets 
and through the protective sheathing of heatproof fabric.  
 The stress-tests on the blast glass had shown it to be a 
definite improvement over his titanium-gold alloy in some 
circumstances, a weakness in others. It would be good to have a 
suit tailored for any circumstance—or to know my enemy’s weak 
points, he thought to himself, realizing that he had designed the 
chestplate for a broader man. 
 The phone rang.  
 “Hi, this is Robert Teedburger. You might know me, I’m 
the MD of Razorback Capital Partners.” The voice sounded 
somewhere between gruff and friendly. “I think we should meet, 
Tony. What about lunch? I can have you picked up in your pad 
by jet or helicopter. Give me a second.”  
 The phone was covered. “Tell them to wait outside. 
Jesus, I’m trying to earn some money here, can’t have these kids 
trample all across my schedule. And while you’re at it, confirm 
the meeting with the Teachers’ Pension Fund, and make sure 
Tom’s wife gets the flowers for her birthday, we all want the 
next fundraising round to go well, don’t we? Tony, you still 
there? What do you think?” 
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 Tony Stark gripped the phone tightly, on edge—knew 
that any friend of Frank’s was obviously a friend of Frank’s, but 
he had some idea who the ‘kids’ might be. “Got guests over 
there? The kind you might want to talk about?” 
 “Look, Tony, I believe in talking face-to-face. I got some 
visitors just now, but unless they storm my office, I would like 
to arrange a meet. In person. It shouldn’t take more than thirty 
minutes of your—or my—time.”  
 “Okay. Can do. Where and when?” Would it look good 
or bad to be meeting with the MD of Razorback so soon after 
the FBI had fingered them? Couldn’t tell. Maybe good and bad. 
 “I have a helicopter. If you have a pad, I come over. If 
you want to fly or drive over, that’s good, too. WHAT THE 
FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?” The man 
suddenly roared, and the receiver clanged down against what 
sounded like a glass table. Or a window. “Special Agent or 
fucking NOT, if you don’t leave my office at FUCKING ONCE, 
I’ll tear off both your arms and ram them into your ass, you 
pathetic Washington whore.”  
 There was dead silence after the roar, and then the MD 
of Razorback picked up the phone again. “Tony?” 
 “I’ve got a pad,” Tony answered—and by this point, he 
did. It had been cheaper than reinforcing the roof. “Tip the 
Washington whore for me, okay? I’ll be waiting.” 
 “Yeah. I’ll come over. That spook should be done soon. 
Later.” The line went dead.  

* * *  

 
 “You’re over-thinking this.” 
 “You’re under-thinking it, Mr. Stark,” said Pepper. Any 
other woman would have snapped that retort off like an artillery 
round, but only a tightness around her eyes betrayed how well 
and truly pissed off she was. “Hiding evidence from the FBI? 
Meeting with an—an accomplice, a man who helped to murder 
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someone on your board? I know that you don’t care for 
authority, sir, but at least acknowledge that the feds aren’t idiots. 
They will start putting the facts together sooner or later.” 
 “I’m in hiding. In a cabin in Fiji, if anyone asks—damn, 
I’d better get a tan,” Tony mused. He wore his shirt unbuttoned 
to the wifebeater underneath, the sleeves rolled up; he played 
with his watch as they stood watching the skies. “Look, I said 
I’d be negotiating with the Punisher, right? So say this is the 
first step in negotiations. Meanwhile, you’ve got the remote for 
the drones. Go on, Miss Potts. Be remote.” 
 “Yes, sir,” said Pepper softly, turning to go back in. She 
paused, the remote clasped in her slim fingers, her entire body 
turned away. “Just think about this, okay?” 
 “I’m thinking—God, I’m thinking. I have an IQ of 178; 
I’m always thinking. Go on.” He watched her square her 
shoulders and head inside, and knew that she would take up her 
position by the window. Any signs of hostility and a team of 
security drones would converge on Teedburger like a pack of pit 
bulls on a steak. 
 Tony could just faintly hear a low whopwhopwhopwhop 
sound in the sky, and he shielded his eyes against the sun. 
Where was—ah, there. A dark shape, its silhouette unmistakable 
in the sky. 
 When the helicopter landed, it was smooth and 
professional. The rotors slowed, then stopped, and he pilot 
pushed open the door, pulled the helmet and communications 
gear off. He then got out and left the shadow of the blades, 
keeping his head tucked in, which was more habit than 
necessity. 
 He was about Tony’s height, but square, a solid block of 
meat, hair short, buzzed and grey, which made him look exactly 
like that ‘razorback’ he’d named the firm after. The helicopter 
bore the symbol of the firm: a set of stylized tusks and the curve 
of a charging boar’s back. Tony’d seen him at a few parties, but 
so far he hadn’t registered much with him. He wore a tailored 
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suit and hand-made Italian shoes, and continued to look like a 
butcher, or like he could easily tear the arms off a man if he set 
his mind to it. 
 “Hi, Tony.” Offering a meaty, surprisingly small hand. 
Tony shook it warmly. 
 “Hi ... Robert? Bobby? What do I call you?” 
 “Friends call me Teeth.” The hedge fund manager 
grinned, showing fairly unremarkable teeth, which were 
complete, white, and straight. There was likely a story behind 
the nickname. “From the ‘Nam days. Robert is fine, Bobby’s 
good.” Acknowledging they weren’t exactly friends. “First 
things first … how does security look like?”  
 “As good as it gets,” Tony answered. “What’s this 
about?” 
 “I’ve come to apologize.” Sounding somewhere between 
gruff and sincere. “The spooks say they believe I helped a 
known mass murderer off one of your boys.” His grey eyes were 
clear, full of intelligence, and slightly narrowed. Phrasing the 
sentence without indicating any guilt. 
 So that was the game—see who blinked first. Tony could 
play that. “That’s what they tell me, too—favor to an old friend. 
Not that you could’ve known what he was planning, even if you 
had helped with the logistics,” said Tony. 
 The hedge fund manager pursed his lips, but he didn’t 
blink. “Still. Damned shame … Tye had good business sense. A 
talent for money. I’m one of your stakeholders, Tony. Fucking 
with your company isn’t good for my portfolio.”  
 “I apologize about the hiatus—but you knew we were 
moving toward the energy industry. I’m envisioning this being a 
more permanent shift. With gas prices the way they are and 
climbing demand in India and China, this might be the best thing 
that ever happened to your portfolio.” 
 The man grinned. “I bought my first shares in your 
company straight out of business school, after ‘Nam. I bought 
two percent when we started operations, I bought another 
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percent when you took over from your old man, and I bought 
another two percent when you outed yourself as somebody who 
throws cars around. But your company’s hurting, Tony. You 
amputated two legs off a healthy kid.”  
 “A healthy kid with four legs, sounds like,” said Tony 
cautiously. “We’ll keep producing for the military eventually, 
but I’ve been trying to track all the shipments that went out 
while I was gone—it’s not so pretty, Bobby. Your healthy kid 
kicked a lot of people’s teeth out.” 
 “Okay.” The man thought, brow dark. “You’re a 
disruptive mind, Tony. Everybody in the firm thinks that makes 
you a liability. Disruptive people are great for start-ups, but not 
for the S&P 500. Common wisdom holds that you can’t treat a 
blue-chip tanker like a sexy motorbike. They aren’t that fast.” 
He glanced at his helicopter. “Your siege speech dropped your 
shares by nearly six points, overnight. You destroyed billions 
with that speech. No arms-related revenue for four weeks? Your 
EBITDA is going to shit. My limited partners went apoplectic, 
and then these baby spooks show up in my office, flashing 
badges and shit. I’m paying for their fucking next president, 
fundraising dinner here, a little bit of money for the war chest, 
there, so I can demand a little fucking respect,” he growled. 
 “So what should I have done? Stocks drop. Not my 
problem. You wouldn’t fly in here if I’d said something that 
raised stocks six points—and after the initial investor panic, who 
says we’re not going to climb back up when people realize that 
we are making the equivalent of electric car batteries that last for 
months, not hours? Batteries that produce only organic residue? 
That’s hot stuff. Bigger than hydrogen cars would ever be. Not 
in the weapons plants.” Tony crossed his arms. He was bluffing, 
badly bluffing, but he had the machismo to pull it off. “Stock 
markets rise and fall, because people like to say that the sky is 
falling. Then we get massive contracts with Hyundai and Toyota 
and Ford, and stocks climb up without a lot of fanfare. Your 
point, Teeth?” 
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 “Sec.” Teeth took his phone, flipped it open and pressed 
quickdial. “Teeth here. Raise the last order by two percent. 
Yeah, I’m taking all the options Carlyle is dropping, fucking 
pussies, seeing their fund explode castrated the bitches.” Teeth 
laughed. “Fuck, yeah. Stark Industries is cheap right now, get 
me more of that stuff. Yes. Perfectly sane.” He flipped the phone 
shut. 
 “You ask me what to do, Tony? Put your money where 
your mouth is. Buy back your shares, with stock markets what 
they are, they will be in free fall … get rid of the opposition in 
the board … hell, I know two of those guys are waiting for calls 
from headhunters, and one is probably just now sucking the 
dicks of your competitors … and then make a few takeovers that 
get you the skills in-house that you need. If you’re going into 
energy, build the fucking plants yourself. Some strategic 
partnerships, and you swatted a bunch of flies with the same 
move.” He grinned.  
 “That sounds like a damn good business plan, actually.” 
Tony relaxed a little, letting his hands fall to his sides. “You 
know I’m not a businessman—I do what feels right, and I can 
guess what inventions the markets will think are cool, but I’m 
not sure how all of this works, exactly. I just know that I’m 
really liking the idea of swatting flies.” 
 Teeth roared laughter. “I can hash out the details with 
you, son.” The term didn’t sound affected, but almost like Teeth 
had made up his mind, too. “Right now, I have to deal with the 
fall-out of some tickets getting misplaced and stolen, and you 
deserve a holiday.” He reached inside his jacket, then, as if to 
put Tony at ease, very slowly pulled something out that was not 
a weapon, and handed it over. It was a guide book covering the 
Rocky Mountains. “I hope you accept my sincere apologies for 
the mess that Frank made.” 
 “You know, I was planning to take a holiday—might be 
good to cancel my tickets to Fiji. Just to throw interested parties 
off the scent.” Tony took the guidebook, slipping it under one 
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arm. “I know you have a personal interest in my company. 
You’re not getting free reign. I’m going to have someone I trust 
implement your suggestions, if she thinks they’re worth taking.” 
 “It’s not a personal interest, Tony. It’s about money. 
Anybody can make money in a bull market. It’s the bear that 
separates men from boys.” Teeth measured Tony with a long 
glance. “But I owe you one, and if you need some votes for 
something … I can back you. Despite what people say, I much 
prefer not dragging companies kicking and screaming towards 
their best interest. We can align interests there, and I’m sure it 
would keep that disruptive mind in the right place and my 
money safe in the bank, so to speak.”  
 “You know I’m all about aligning interests—especially 
with what looks like a recession on. Got to save up for that gold-
plated Lamborghini, right?” 
 “Right. Can’t do harm to invest against the cycle. Follow 
the herd, or break new ground.”  
 Tony took a step back. “Sorry you flew all this way for a 
short conversation. I’ll put you in touch with the woman 
executing my business in my absence.” 
 “Good. I’m just doing my job as a stakeholder.” Teeth 
grinned and walked back to the helicopter. “Enjoy your 
holidays.” He slid the door shut and began to start up the 
helicopter soon afterwards, as casual as he’d leave by car. 
 Tony watched him take off, impressed despite himself at 
the smoothness of it. He could handle a lot of machines, but 
somehow a helicopter hadn’t made it onto the list; the physics of 
it reminded him of the suit. Probably would’ve been easier to fly 
the suit if he’d had some basic training in a helicopter first—he 
wondered how much crossover there was between the two 
systems, while the bird disappeared into the distance. 
 He had to laugh at himself. Fuck, he was not a 
businessman. A businessman would’ve been thinking about the 
markets, the board, the strategic advice from an old dog who 
insisted on learning new tricks—and here he was, wondering 
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how quickly he could learn to fly a chopper. Still the gawky 
mechanical engineer he’d been at MIT, but with a bigger 
allowance and no father to tell him no. 
 Tony got on his cell, dialed up Pepper. “That was fast,” 
she said, when she picked up. 
 “Hello to you, too, Miss Potts. Could you pull Rhodey 
up?” 
 “He’s probably still at Edwards—” 
 “And probably still mad at me, I know. Listen. 
Teedburger wants to help me overhaul the company, get my 
men on the board and start taking charge of my own plants. I 
don’t want to get screwed over by him, and I don’t want the 
army or the air force to get screwed, either. You and Rhodey are 
going to be my vetting team, okay? I’m counting on you.” 
 There was silence on the other end of the line. Tony 
stepped into the air-conditioned coolness of his foyer. Finally, 
Pepper breathed out on her end. “I’ll have to hire some 
independent analysts,” she said. “This isn’t really my area of 
expertise, and I know it’s not Jim’s.” 
 “Hire anyone you need to hire. Just have it figured out 
before I get back.” He grinned, studying the guidebook for the 
first time. The windows shifted obligingly to let in more 
sunlight.  
 The guidebook contained a post-It note towards the 
middle of it, marking a site in the Rockies, with a village, and a 
diner was also mentioned on the merit of its excellent traditional 
breakfast. The words “daily” and “noon” were underlined, 
nothing more. 
 “And Miss Potts? Let’s go get a smoothie before I fly to 
Denver International.” 

* * *  

 
 From the air, Denver International Airport looked like a 
gigantic white caterpillar on its ass—the tenting on top gathered 
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up like little legs, its full length hunched up on the flatlands at 
the foot of the Rockies. The design had probably been intended 
as a riff on the Sydney Opera House, but the overall effect was 
pure heebie-jeebies. It was probably the ugliest airport that Tony 
Stark had ever flown into, and by the time he’d made it out of 
baggage claim, he was grateful just to grab a cup of coffee, rent 
a sporty little Nissan, and get the hell out. 
 He drove north, past signs for a RenFest and increasingly 
scrubby terrain. The low bushes clung to the loose soil to his 
right; on his left, the Rockies rose up, deeply scoured by 
centuries of rain. It wasn’t actually hard to find the roadside 
diner—aside from the odd Sunoco or BP station, and the single 
most endless stoplight in the entire world (which he felt 
completely justified in running after the first minute), there 
wasn’t much else to see. 
 A battered pick-up was the only car outside that wasn’t a 
family-capable SUV. It was well past noon, but there was a 
broad man sitting at the bar, his back turned towards the door. 
Still, Frank must have been looking at a reflective surface, 
because he reached again for his coffee and emptied the mug, 
then reached for a wallet and paid cash.  
 Tony waved to him from the door. “Not going to buy me 
lunch? I haven’t eaten since before the flight. I’m starving.” 
 Frank seemed to consider that. “Okay.” He looked at the 
faded worn woman behind the counter, who gave him a smile, 
timid, somehow, but honest. “Is that your friend, Frank?”  
 “That’s him.”  
 “Welcome,” she said to Tony. She was not a reader of 
celebrity magazines. “Frank says you’re going hunting?”  
 “Yep. Hunting. He says I’m getting too comfortable in a 
suit—but I’d have come earlier if I’d known that there were 
beautiful young women like you waiting tables.” Tony grinned 
when she suddenly brightened up. “How about waffles? Do you 
do waffles?” 
 “Of course … give me just a moment.” She rushed off 
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into the kitchen. If she didn’t do waffles before, she did so now.  
 Frank leaned back to regard Tony. Himself, he could 
easily have passed for local, more a lumberjack than a NYC-
based vigilante, stubble on his chin, faded military green t-shirt, 
jeans, heavy boots, and a jacket slung across the back of his seat 
that seemed heavier than it absolutely had to be. Tony was in his 
shop clothes, oil-stained and ripped, smudged with paint; except 
for his designer sunglasses, he was almost inconspicuous.  
 “I got everything set up,” said Frank. 
 “What’s everything? Cabin, outhouse?” Tony seated 
himself on the cracked-leather stool, leaning over the table. 
“Actual food?” 
 “All of that.” Frank made a dismissive motion. “You 
won’t starve.” He met Tony’s eyes. “I read the paper. Seems the 
man you’re challenging won’t answer. What then? Blow him up 
with your Jericho system?”  
 “That’s the plan,” said Tony blandly. “So he’d better 
answer.” 
 Frank made a sound that could have been a cough and 
shook his head. “I don’t host press conferences.”  
 “Even a note. A three by five card. Give me something 
to work with.” 
 “Want me to spell out Tye’s crimes? That’s the piece 
they are missing, right?”  
 The waitress came back with plate of waffles. “Do you 
want more than those? Anything to put on them?” she asked, 
giving Tony a smile. 
 “How about strawberries and whipped cream, sweetie?” 
Tony returned the smile. “Or syrup—I could be easy.” 
 “More coffee, Liz,” said Frank.  
 When the waitress had brought them some strawberry 
jam and whipped cream, as well as topped up Frank’s coffee, 
Tony turned to him with his mouth half-full of waffles. “That 
would definitely help. We negotiate terms: I clean up my own 
damn weapons—” he swallowed “—and you leave my company 
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alone. Your man Teedburger wants to shake up the company 
and get it more on my side, so I’ve got some suits figuring that 
out while I’m gone.” 
 “Old Razor. He’d do that. Damn best Huey jockey that 
ever evacced me.” Frank smirked. “I’ll get you a message. I’ll 
involve the cops or journos. Make it loud and official. A smoke 
screen. Works.” He drank more coffee. “I’m looking at taking 
out the mercs next. Or at least their heads.”  
 “Works for me. Need something off-label?” Tony had 
gotten a cup of coffee with his waffles, and he sipped it to wash 
them down. 
 Frank bared his teeth in what was a feral snarl more than 
a grin. “Big problems call for big calibers.” His eyes shone with 
… life, for a moment, real joy at the thought. Not joy. Glee.  
 “Well, mine are the biggest calibers around.” Tony had 
to grin at that glee—it made Frank look younger. Reminded 
Tony of David, all enthusiasm for the job. “What’s on our 
itinerary for this ‘hunting’ trip?” 
 “I’ll get you to the place, then we start work. You want 
to learn my tricks, I’ll teach you what I can in that time. Might 
even take you on the other hunting trip to NYC.”  
 When the waitress showed up again, he paid the food 
and led Tony to the pick-up. “You can tail me, or leave the car 
here.”  
 “Better tail you. It’s a rental—I need to get it back in one 
piece.” Tony clicked the Nissan unlocked, sliding into the 
driver’s seat. 
 They drove for a good half-hour, deeper into the 
Rockies, into godforsaken, empty territory framed by mountains. 
The cabin was hidden away, at the end of a steep ascent, nuzzled 
into the shoulder of a mountain. The location was chosen for the 
ease of defending it. There was a stream a bit down the 
mountain, and they’d passed a small lake on the way in. Frank 
parked the car and got out.  
 The cabin was clearly used by hunters, and while rustic, 
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it wasn’t as basic as Tony had feared. “Your bedroom is that 
way,” said Frank and pointed towards a door. “I got some rifles, 
fishing rod, survival gear, and there are some basics in the 
kitchen.”  
 “How basic?” Tony glanced around. The place probably 
had indoor plumbing, even if that meant a septic tank; it wasn’t 
a little shotgun shack in the hills, at least. “Where’s the water 
supply?” 
 “We’re not connected to any grids, but self-sufficient. 
There’s also the water stream a hundred yards down, it feeds 
into a water tank. There’s a generator. There’s even a way to get 
hot water.” Frank hung the jacket up, after he’d gathered 
assorted weapons out of it and placed them on the wooden table. 
“If I’d gone with the original idea, I suppose we’d already be 
wrestling for the car keys.” A rare moment of irony lit up 
Frank’s face. 
 “The original idea where you drove us out here, or the 
original idea where you rented a shack and I left in protest?” 
 Frank went on as though he hadn’t heard. “There’s also a 
lot of freezers; you could keep the whole diAngelo clan here and 
nobody would ever miss them.” He slipped into a shoulder 
holster, which sat snugly against his body, carrying a functional 
9-mm semi. 
 “I assume that’s not the plan, though. Freezers preserve; 
the general idea behind disposing of bodies is disposing of 
them.” 
 “Yeah. I don’t store my usual game. I don’t eat it, either. 
Too much residual cocaine.”  
 Tony laughed, but it was a slightly nervy laugh. He was 
already missing the metallic certainty of his suit. “What are we 
doing, exactly?” 
 Frank regarded him. “We’ll have to work on your 
balance, strength and stamina,” he stated. “Target practice. 
Survival skills. But most importantly, hand-to-hand. That suit is 
good and well if you can get into it, but outside, you’re just meat 
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to anybody knowing his business.” 
 Tony turned to get a closer look at the weapons on the 
table—most of them suitable for hand-to-hand combat, knives 
and brass knuckles among easily-concealed small firearms. “So 
we’re turning me into a lean, mean killing machine. I get it.” 
 “At three or four weeks, we’ll just be scratching the 
surface.” 
 “Well.” Tony Stark turned to face him. “Let’s get 
started.” 
 “Okay. Let’s go running.” Frank ushered him out the 
door again. “Race me up that hill.” Indicating the mountain. And 
then Frank broke into a run, heavy boots be damned, he headed 
straight into the trees and was seen jumping over fallen trees, 
ducking and weaving, like he’d never done anything else in his 
life. And Tony learnt that running on a treadmill was one thing, 
and running through decidedly uneven, hostile territory was 
quite another.  
 To add insult to injury, Frank slowed down in front and 
waited for him to catch up before he raced off again. If Castle 
had wanted, he could have run circles around him, and probably 
hardly broken a sweat. And this guy was well over fifty! 
 Tony found himself getting tangled in scrub, tip of his 
shoe catching on a log and sending him falling on his face; his 
lungs burned after the first mile, and his mouth tasted raw like 
blood and meat. By the second mile on the rocky terrain, he had 
to lean on a scruffy pine to catch his breath. 
 Frank came trotting back, breath going faster, but still 
controlled. “That is the current state of your body,” he said, 
voice sounding neutral. “Remember that tree here.” He nodded 
towards the cabin. “Let’s go back. Shoulders back, expand the 
chest. This is your organs and diaphragm not getting enough 
oxygen.” 
 “The air’s thin up here,” Tony wheezed, his hands on his 
thighs. He straightened, though, shoulders back, wiping the 
sweat from his brow and massaging the stitch in his side. 
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 “Training effect is all the better.”  
 They walked back, and Frank only stopped to show him 
some stretches. The march was still brisk, and about half a mile 
before they reached the cabin, Frank began to jog again, staying 
at Tony’s side when he ran back. Tony followed, ignoring the 
way his lungs were plotting mutiny—he had his pride to defend, 
after all. 
 Back inside, Frank made him do push-ups, squats, and 
crunches, making the exercises somehow fiendishly hard by 
adjusting the posture so they hurt as much as possible. 
 “That’s the routine,” Frank stated. “Nice, brisk run in the 
morning, some exercises, then we get into combat training.” He 
moved two steps away. “Hit me.”  
 Tony uncurled from the crunch position on the floor, and 
he knew his balance was shot. Slamming his fist into the 
Punisher’s chest was like hitting an immovable wall. 
 “Three problems.” Frank apparently didn’t even bother 
hitting him back. “You don’t put your weight behind it, and you 
stop. You have to punch through a target. That way some of that 
force is actually transmitted.” He pointed at a punching bag 
hanging from the ceiling. “Let’s try that again.”  
 “This is how to make a proper fist.” Frank stood in front 
of the punching bag. “Most of your weight should be on the 
balls of your feet, not your heels. Like this.” Shifting weight. 
“The punch through the target.” Frank’s arm expanded, hitting 
the sandbag with considerable force, repeated the motion, then 
made Tony do it. 
 By this point, Tony derived considerable pleasure from 
imagining the sandbag plastered with Frank’s face, and once 
he’d found his balance he slammed at and through the imaginary 
visage. 
 Frank smirked. “We’ll get there.” He stepped back, and 
when Tony’s eyes followed his motion, he said: “Go on. Don’t 
stop.” Watching Tony punch the bag until his arms were heavy 
and his fists were hurting, his pride bruised from his inability to 
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turn raw strength into satisfying results. 
 “Okay.” Frank indicated they were done in that corner. 
“I expect you to be good at that part.” He indicated the set of 
pistols that were lying on the table. “Take them apart, clean 
them, we’ll do some target practice, then food and a little rest.” 
 This, at least, Tony Stark could do without difficulty—he 
had the pistols in pieces more quickly than most soldiers 
could’ve managed, and he cleaned each piece thoroughly but 
efficiently before reconstructing the pistols. “I could improve 
these designs,” he said, when he’d finished. “The standard 
bore’s good, but I could do better.” 
 Frank grinned, set a hand down on the table and leaned 
over Tony’s shoulder. Unaware, probably, that this was the 
closest they’d been for a while. “You’re a natural,” he said, an 
odd echo of another time, when Tony’d said the same to him. It 
sent a shiver down the younger man’s spine. “I would like to see 
a pistol or rifle design from you.” 
 “Yeah, bet you’d like that,” Tony muttered. “Later, 
maybe.” 
 “Ammunition’s over there, load up, we’ll do some 
shooting.” Heading outside again, where, against sheer rock, 
some trees bore conventional targets, pinned to them. “Shoot.” 
 Tony raised his arm, mentally braced for the kick. He 
wasn’t a target shooter, never had been; his strategy had always 
been to blow the hell out of the target rather than take it out with 
a careful shot. He riddled the target paper with holes, widely 
scattered but all at least within the outermost circle. 
 Frank pulled his gun and snapped off three shots, close 
together, his face a study in cold determination when he fired, 
then slid the gun back under his arm. “Keep them closer 
together.”  
 He placed a hand on Tony’s shoulder. “Lower this.” 
Adjusting the position of his hips and his feet. “There. You have 
a good eye. The rest will follow.” 
 “If you’d wanted to put your hands all over me, you 
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didn’t need to put a gun in my hand,” Tony said, but this time he 
actually tried for the center. Thinking about what he might do 
when he was short on ammunition gave him a motive; he almost 
smirked, remembering how his teachers in high school had 
harped on motivation. 
 Frank had paused at the retort. It wasn’t that, was it? No. 
He’d touched recruits and team comrades, and it hadn’t been 
what Tony thought it was. It wouldn’t influence him. Frank let 
Tony shoot a few more magazines, then touched him on the arm, 
as if to make a point. “That’s it. Food break.” 
 He walked inside and set about making food. It was 
almost ironic that he’d cook spaghetti on the gas burner, from 
dried pasta, tinned tomatoes, and dried herbs. It seemed very 
practised, competent, but dispassionate. There was no doubt that 
food merely served to keep him running. 
 Quarter of an hour later, Frank dished up, a bowl of pre-
ground parmesan on the table between them. “We’ll get there,” 
he said, paused for a moment, as if he’d cross himself, but he 
didn’t. Just a reflex, it looked like. “After you’ve cleaned the 
gun, you can do whatever you like. I’ll teach you some locks 
and holds tomorrow; right now you don’t have the strength left.” 
 “Locks, holds? Are you talking about wrestling?” Tony 
ate quickly, surprised at how good it felt to fill his belly. The 
day had taken more out of him than he’d known, even after the 
waffles. 
 “Martial arts. Or rather, what of it you should know to 
deal with some standard situations. Breaking a stranglehold, for 
example.” Frank ate, rolling up the spaghetti into neat bundles 
with a fork. “What else do you want to learn?” 
 “Self-defense. Something to do with—I don’t know, 
throwing people around would be nice.” Like blasting Frank into 
a wall, without the suit. 
 “Throwing?” Frank looked at him. “I can teach you some 
throws.” It almost sounded like a threat. Frank chewed, looking 
thoughtful, staring at the table surface, and looked like he was 
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slowly sinking down into thoughts, retreating inside, brow dark, 
but with less focus than normal. He seemed to hardly breathe, 
remained perfectly still, but it only lasted a minute. He forced 
his eyes back, looked at the food, then, as if remembering Tony 
was there, at him. “It will take your life,” he said calmly.  
 “Take my life?” Tony laughed nervously. “What do you 
mean?” 
 “They will hit you where they can.” Frank stood, took 
the plate and set it down in the sink. “They might find a way.” 
Again a minute-long silence, and the words seemed more a spill-
over of thoughts. “I’ll wake you early tomorrow. It’ll be a long 
day. You want to be well-rested.”  
 Frank then headed into the other bedroom. He didn’t shut 
or lock the door, merely left the direct field of vision.  
 “Shit,” Tony muttered, rubbing his abs absently. If Frank 
said ‘early,’ he definitely meant before eight. 

* * *  

 
 And wake him he did. Frank entered the room early in 
the morning, setting down bread and cold cuts of meat near 
Tony’s bed, plus orange juice (not freshly squeezed) and coffee 
(bitter). He didn’t tread softly, didn’t move gently. “Fifteen 
minutes, dressed, outside.” 
 Tony stumbled out of bed at once, before he’d even 
woken all the way—glanced down at his travel bag, yanked on a 
pair of shorts, and gulped orange juice. The meat and bread 
alone were hard in his throat, no butter or mayonnaise to wash 
them down. He had the impression that caffeine and exercise 
went badly together, but muttered fuck it and downed the coffee 
just to get his throat slicked up again. Then, still only half-
awake, Tony made his way outside. 
 The beginning was another run, this time, slower, and 
Frank stayed at his side, keeping his speed. Not talking, but 
perceptive, watching Tony from the corner of his eye. The 
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younger man kept to a moderate pace, slowing on the downhills 
to keep from stumbling headlong, working on the uphills. His 
throat was raw, and he was drenched in sweat, but he kept going 
grimly until he got past the damn tree from yesterday. Kept 
going as far as his body would allow. 
 After that, more exercise, more punching, more shooting, 
with corrections thrown in. All the time, Frank watched him, but 
if Tony had expected Castle to turn into some kind of drill 
sergeant, he was disappointed. Frank remained calm, like he’d 
been on the first day, sometimes explaining. 
 “What do I do to keep balanced? I keep throwing myself 
off,” Tony said hoarsely, looking over after a long session 
pummeling the sandbag. 
 “Running cross-country will be good for your balance. 
And using your center to throw punches will make all the 
difference. We’ll have a stint with the ropes, too, when you’re 
ready for it.” 
 “You’re going to make me feel like a fourth-grade girl,” 
groused Tony, but he skipped rope gamely until the rhythm of it 
was throbbing in his head. 
 “What’s good enough for Muhammad Ali is sure good 
enough for Tony Stark”, Frank retorted. “Tomorrow we’ll see 
you change feet.”  
 That afternoon, after food, Frank demonstrated a lot of 
stretches to keep the muscles flexible, and only then began to 
show him locks and holds. He was unemotional here as well, 
demonstrating various grips and locks, targeting joints, twisting 
arms or legs, then releasing them, face always impassive, 
watching until Tony got the technique right every time. The 
body, explained Frank, only moved in certain ways. Exploiting 
that was a purely mechanical concern. 
 “But I’m not going to learn how to exploit everything—
not without killing you,” said Tony. His solar plexus still ached 
from a jab that had broken his hold with ease. 
 “I learnt it without killing men. In training.” Frank 
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reached behind himself and took the knife in its sheath from the 
place in the small of his back. “Basic knife fighting? You think 
you can still focus?”  
 “Yeah, I can focus.” Tony reached out for the knife, 
although his hand was slippery with sweat. 
 “Okay.” Frank handed him the knife, not a moment of 
hesitation. “For this kind of blade, the front of the chest isn’t a 
good target. The edge is too sharp, you’d in all likelihood get 
trapped between the ribs before you hit anything interesting. 
Solar plexus is very good. Anything beneath the breast bone is 
good, too.” He demonstrated the angle and the places with his 
flattened hand. “But men flail and protect their torsos. Face is 
always good. Blinding them, or go for anything. The pain and 
shock is powerful. Anything at the neck and throat. Then we’re 
getting to the legs. Hit this spot, and you pierce the femoral. 
That’s a killing blow. From this side, there’s less muscle you 
have to penetrate. It’s easy if you know what you’re doing. 
From the back, if you hit the lung, the enemy won’t scream. 
Piercing both lungs means the body sinks in water, at least for a 
while. Useful to know.” Frank opened his hands, stretched them 
out. “Of you cut the tendons and nerves here, across the wrists, 
you disarm them. Likewise, if you break these bones, the hand 
just collapses upon itself.” Frank demonstrated all these, as 
precise and dispassionate as if he was talking about really 
anything else.  
 “Femoral, neck, face, back, solar plexus. Right. Are there 
better techniques for different kinds of knives? Different 
lengths, widths, sharpness?” Tony was envisioning an array of 
blades for the next iteration of the suit, even now. 
 “Yes. Some are better for cutting, others are better for 
penetration. If you need to go through the ribs, a bayonet-shape 
is best, a good point, but not too sharp.” Frank shrugged. “We’ll 
do that when I teach you killing.”  
 “What are we practicing on? Melons? Deer?” 
 “Deer. Or whatever we find first. Haven’t seen boar 
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around, which would have been useful. They look a lot like a 
human inside, that would be the better choice. Deer tastes the 
best, though.” Frank reached for the knife, then shook his head. 
“Keep it. I have more.” A weird kind of gift, it felt like, and 
Frank turned away to drink some water from a bottle. “Getting 
late.”  
 He, again, prepared something to eat for himself and 
Tony, then had a wash with cold water, and not much later 
headed towards his bedroom. “Same time tomorrow.” 
 That night, Tony slept like the dead—his muscles aching 
all over. He set his cell phone’s alarm to 5:30 a.m., with every 
intention of getting up before Frank and making his morning 
miserable, but in the end he just tapped the alarm off and curled 
up for more sleep. 
 That morning was earlier than the day before. And it was 
about hunting. Frank Castle taught him the basics of camouflage 
in passing. “If we don’t shoot anything, there won’t be any 
food,” Frank whispered. “Better aim well.”  
 “So that’s what you meant by ‘basics’—enough to lull 
me into a false sense of security.” They had shimmied up a pine 
tree, the branches extending out smooth and regular around the 
trunk like spokes on a massive wheel. Tony had his feet 
balanced on a sticky branch, his back braced against the trunk so 
that the kickback from his rifle wouldn’t send him tumbling. 
“What kind of animals live around here? Just deer?” 
 “Bear, wolves … Bears are excellent climbers and run as 
fast as galloping horses.”  
 “Fuck. Do they go down with just one bullet?” 
 “I got your back.” Freaking Tony more would just put 
fear pheromones into the air. Something that the deer shouldn’t 
really sniff out when they came to drink. 
 “Sure you do. And you know how to make me sink in 
water.” They stayed quiet after that, watching, feeling the tree 
sway. Eventually, Tony caught a flash of movement—dun-
colored, making its cautious way downhill. He looked more 
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closely; definitely a deer, no horns. Too far away to be sure of 
his aim, so he just watched it quietly for a moment. 
 Frank, in turn, watched Tony. The intent gaze, the focus. 
Whether he was working or stalking, Tony Stark, once focused, 
stopped being a frivolous gambler and joker, and more a man 
he, somewhere, deep down, could respect. So far, Tony’s 
motivation had come from inside—which always told the 
wannabes from real soldiers in any special forces training. 
Yorkie’d held it that the way to train soldiers in Britain yielded 
better results. The SAS candidates were always fully internally 
motivated. That was also something Frank shared, and some of 
the best he’d known. Whatever somebody on the outside thought 
or said—it was really just the inside that mattered, the heart. The 
soul. Killer instinct, and determination, focus, to see things 
through to the end.  
 At length, Tony breathed out. Took aim, and fired 
halfway through the exhale—solid hit to the deer’s neck. 
 “Good shot!” Frank said as the deer managed to 
complete a jump it had started, but then its legs buckled, it went 
down, tried to get up, but didn’t manage. By the time they were 
there, the animal was still alive, but lying on the side, rear legs 
moving like it was still jumping. The brown eyes were wide 
with stress. Frank handed Tony his pistol.  
 Tony shot the deer easily—two quick bullets to the skull. 
It was just an animal; he wasn’t a bleeding heart to feel sorry for 
Bambi’s mother. The doe jerked one last time, completion of a 
spasm, and went limp. “Now what?” he asked, conscious 
suddenly of how large and heavy and above all bloody a dead 
deer was. 
 “I’ll show you how to field dress it.” Frank looked 
around. “This is a good area to do it, so we do it right here.” 
Frank went down on one leg, but left enough space for Tony. 
“Take that knife, cut from the breastbone here down to there …” 
Talking Tony through the beginning cuts, and also explaining 
what the bits were that he encountered, getting him to remove 
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the bladder, then helped him roll the carcass to the side, which 
made the organs already come out through the cut.  
 “You’ll have to do some cutting there at the back. They 
are connected to the back.” Also explaining how best to tie off 
the esophagus, and talking Tony through the part where he had 
to clean out the chest cavity with heart and lungs and cut off the 
esophagus. After that was done, Frank let the body drain, and 
pointed out what the organs were that were lying on the ground. 
“Heart and liver … that’s what we’ll have when we get back.” 
He took them and trimmed the connected pieces off, then placed 
them back in the carcass.  
 Tony watched him handle the blood-rich muscle and 
organ, bloodied arms crossed over his chest. “Is this some weird 
Indian ritual kill thing? Are we trying to take the deer’s power 
by eating its heart?” 
 Frank grinned, wiping across his forehead, hands stained 
dark red with blood. “It’s just really good meat. I’ll show you 
how to cook that. Let’s get this back home.” 
 The raw-meat smell was by then overwhelming in the 
hot, dry mountain heat. Tony shouldered his rifle and looked the 
deer over critically. “How are we going to carry it? Tie its legs 
to a stick? Carry it on our shoulders?” 
 “We’ll take that tree.” Frank worked to hack down a 
sapling that was still strong enough to support the weight, 
cleaned the small branches off and then tied the deer to it. 
Carrying their kill on their shoulders, weight between them, they 
headed back.  
 Once back at the cabin, Frank gave Tony the heart and 
liver to take inside, and when Tony came back out, he had 
strung up the carcass head down and was in the process of 
skinning it, working with a bare chest, stripped down to his 
trousers and boots. “That meat should last us a while. I’ll freeze 
some, smoke some, and dry some.” He cut a thin strip of red 
muscle meat and tested it between his teeth, which somehow 
looked incredibly savage, eating straight from the body. “That 
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will be great. You’ll see.”  
 “You’re going to get salmonella,” was all Tony had to 
say in reply—the savagery of the picture strange and alluring, 
Frank smeared with blood and absolutely at ease. Barbarian, 
primitive, visceral; if Tony had been given to myth-making, he 
would have wondered if there could be any more frightening 
god than one who was simultaneously provider and destroyer. “I 
hope you brought antibiotics.” 
 “Always.” Frank grinned, shaking his head. “Would give 
you a chance to nurse me back to health. Some more bonding, or 
just come-uppance for the good old Punisher.” He started 
pulling off the skin, baring more red muscle.  
 “You’re going to tear it like that. Use a knife.” Tony 
took a step forward, then hesitated. Looked at the deer’s 
mutilated body like a target; charted solar plexus, wrists, neck, 
ribs, lungs. Then he stepped forward, took out Frank’s knife, and 
slid it down the slick, subcutaneous fat between skin and 
muscle. 
 “Sure. If you want to keep it.” Frank stepped back, 
watching Tony work. He hunted for food, not trophies, clearly. 
Watching Tony wield the knife, he felt somehow distracted, then 
worked out what it was. It was Tony using his knife to cut meat. 
Steel, red blood, Tony, unflinching, determined, and precise. 
That image spoke directly to his cock. He frowned and decided 
he should prepare the meat in the kitchen.  
 “I want to keep the meat, at least,” Tony called after 
him—but then there was only the clatter of the screen door 
shutting to answer. He turned back to the task, peeling the deer 
of its skin until only fat, muscle and gore remained. 
 Frank had washed and prepared the liver and heart, lined 
up the provisions from the cupboards, and most of all willed 
himself to relax again. Tony’s proximity did something to him. 
It would have been harmless, if it hadn’t been for the two, well, 
three encounters they’d had. Those had changed something that 
had to do with what his body considered possible and desired, or 
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even just welcome.  
 He’d decided he’d let that peter out, not talk about it 
again, and not repeat it. He was training and teaching him, not 
fucking him, not keeping him like a bitch—they weren’t in 
prison, and that kind of arrangement was … wrong. 
Reprehensible. A form or rape, abuse, definitely overstepping 
limits. Nevermind he’d liked it the first few times, rough as it 
had been. They both had. Frank set his jaw. Didn’t matter. 
Didn’t matter that Tony was the first person for a long time that 
had claimed his space, stayed around, that he’d allowed to touch 
him, get close, even, for fuck’s sake, just talked. And this was 
day three out of … three, four weeks.  
 He could feel his distance fading, and that made his heart 
thunder in his chest. It wasn’t having men close, he’d never felt 
more at ease with other human beings than in Nam, when he had 
entrusted his life to his comrades. He’d lost that trust 
completely, he realized, along with the comrades. Even Teeth 
was different these days. Different world. Still, he’d been at ease 
with him, because of some deep understanding that only shared 
history and danger created.  
 Then why did Tony Stark put him on edge? It wasn’t the 
sex in itself. Whatever those had changed, Frank wanted to 
change it back. Spending that much time with Tony wouldn’t be 
helpful for that. It would grow a familiarity, maybe respect. 
Maybe some understanding, even though that was the least 
important of the three.  
 Why? For training? It was a deal. Tony would build 
something for him, and in turn, Frank taught him about survival, 
killing, how to toughen and to kill the human body. Respect was 
important; closeness and understanding less so.  
 So, what was he risking? He was the Punisher. After this, 
he’d go on cleaning up New York City. Back into waters he 
knew that he navigated like a shark patrolling his feeding 
grounds. By then, Tony would be back in his golden cage—he 
would have decided whether he was man or shark himself. He 
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had the soul to do it, but it would change his life completely, and 
that was what captivated Frank. Whether Tony had the guts to 
do it or run crying back home to hide under his bed from the 
things he could be with his talent. Whether he could or would 
join him in the cold, dark night.  
 The screen door swung open with a ponderous, metallic 
creaking, and Tony poked his head in. His hand on the 
doorframe was greasy with fat, slick with blood, and stuck all 
over with loose hairs—he nearly slid off of the painted wood. 
“Smells amazing,” he commented, then let the screen door 
swing shut behind him and came to the sink to wash his hands.  
 “Family recipe.” Frank paused, almost waited for a 
twinge somewhere deep down, but the only reaction inside was 
the need to add “My grandfather’s.” Frank turned down the heat 
under the pan. A long, proud, Italian tradition—he hadn’t 
understood it as a kid, but his father had to have learnt how to 
prepare venison back over in Europe. He suddenly understood a 
part of his family history. His grandfather had been a poacher. 
He’d explained to him how to hide the tracks, how to quickly 
prepare the meat and hide it away. A petty criminal, by Old 
World standards.  
 “What should I do with the meat?” 
 “We’ll freeze some, dry some, smoke some. Watch this 
for a while, make sure it doesn’t burn.” Frank headed over to the 
carcass, to inspect Tony’s work, chose some pieces that went 
into the freezer. 
 Obligingly, Tony poked the meat with a fork. Cooking 
for himself was a novelty—in his childhood, there had been 
cooks, and in his adulthood, restaurants and mechanized 
houses—and he found himself turning the meat over and over, 
checking each side to be sure it was no more burnt than the 
other. The heart and liver gave him no visible sign as to whether 
they were done; none that he could recognize, at any rate. 
 Frank wrapped some of the meat in plastic foil and 
placed it in the freezer, then decided food first before he’d deal 
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with the carcass and show Tony how to smoke and dry meat. It 
was unlikely he’d ever do that again on his own, he assumed, 
but teaching new tricks was still one of his favourite things. 
“Good work on the carcass,” he said when he returned. “Get 
some plates, this is done.”  
 He turned the heat down, let the meat ‘relax’ for a little, 
then dished up, with some rice he’d been cooking, canned 
vegetables, and he quickly whipped up a sauce with the juice 
from the meat. Serving like he’d served in the cookhouse in 
Nam and not in a jungle patrol. “There. Simple, but good.”  
 “Smells good. You going to teach me to cook, too, or are 
decent meals not ‘basic’ enough?” Tony sat heavily at the table, 
eating rice mixed with sauce. He hadn’t noticed until he was 
sitting, but his legs and back were killing him from hours 
standing in the damned tree. 
 Frank glanced at him and sat down. “If you want. We 
have to cook anyway, showing you some tricks won’t cut into 
the schedule.” Cutting into the liver, face showing pleasure 
when he chewed. “Damn. Nothing like living off the land,” he 
said. He’d almost forgotten how good this was.  
 “Tell me about it. I think even the flies here bite.” 
 “After eating, we’ll deal with the carcass and preserve 
some more meat. Then we’ll do some more hand-to-hand, and 
the rest of the evening is free. We need to give your body a 
chance to recover.”  
 “Every time I think I’m an inch from killing you, you 
show just that inch’s worth of mercy. Good tactic—is it a 
tactic?” Tony looked up from shredding his meat. 
 Frank glanced up. “What do you think?” He seemed 
amused at the thought that Tony would want to kill him. 
 “I think you’re too practical to fuck with my brain like 
that. It’s easier to get me exhausted.” Tony grinned, though; it 
had been an easy day so far, by what he was coming to think of 
as their usual standards. His quads were killing him from the 
tree-climbing and the uphill/downhill; his back and calves ached 
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from standing—but actually, all things considered, he was 
feeling all right. 
 “I trained soldiers, Tony. Some things are in your blood. 
In a very practical way.” Frank continued to clean up his plate. 
“How would you kill me? How would you take the Punisher 
down?”  
 Tony thought about that for a long moment. “I’d 
probably have to set a trap, if I didn’t have access to my 
weapons,” he decided. “You’re bigger, stronger, and faster than 
I am. Face to face, you’ve got the advantage.” 
 “You know what I’m wondering?” Frank looked at him 
straight. “Could you look me in the eyes when you kill me? 
Most men can’t. We’re not made to look victims in the eye. A 
firefight in the night, when you’re shooting at dark shapes on 
dark is not the same thing as an execution.” 
 Tony didn’t look away, although he did blink a few 
times. “I don’t know. If I’m close enough to look you in the 
eyes, I’m probably close enough for you to kill me pretty easily. 
There’s a survival instinct in not looking a victim in the eye.” 
 “Assume I was down. Unarmed. Too fucked up to 
attack.”  
 “Probably. If I really wanted you dead.” 
 Frank nodded. “Yeah. I figured that.” It answered a 
question he’d had. “We better make sure you won’t miss the 
point between my eyes, then.”  
 “I’d get it eventually. I guess I don’t have to ask what 
you’d do if you had me down.” He’d heard the details from the 
FBI, after all. 
 “I’d make it quick. I don’t enjoy killing people I know.”  
 Tony ate in silence, then, half-surprised by the frankness 
of this conversation. One thing to talk in the abstract about 
targets, victims—another, entirely, to imagine the Punisher as 
the target. Not just a convenient face to mentally plaster on the 
punching bag, but a human being he might someday have in his 
power and want dead. It must’ve been the exercise and the lack 
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of sex. That thought shouldn’t have turned him on. 
 Frank took the plates and placed them in the sink. He 
then taught Tony how to dry meat, explaining that the area had 
dry air that was perfect for this method of preservation, so he 
showed him how to arrange the meat and then they removed the 
carcass.  
 After that, there were more lessons—holds and locks, 
body against body, with Frank carefully explaining how to twist 
a wrist and lock a shoulder and how to kick against a knee for 
maximum damage.  
 Tony was learning by then to keep his movements 
economical, expend no more force than necessary—it left him 
feeling a little wrung-out by the end, but not as debilitatingly 
sore as he’d been the past few nights. When he hooked his leg 
around Frank’s in a sloppy wrestling grapevine, throwing all his 
weight against Frank’s chest to topple him, he almost felt 
confident that he’d bring the bastard down. 
 Frank seemed unbalanced, but didn’t go down. “Hip 
strength. It’s for more than fucking.” 
 And down he went, grinning with amusement that he 
was helping Tony to ‘defeat’ him. A harsh “uff” sound when his 
ribcage hit the ground.  
 Their legs still tangled, Tony laughed and nipped Frank’s 
neck. He was overheated, half-breathless, but the proximity was 
electric. “Wanna work on that next?” 
 Frank seemed only now to get that this was an erotic 
situation, certainly how Tony was pressing into him, and the bite 
was entirely unexpected, too. “We are …” Sounded wrong, but 
it was one of the muscles that he’d considered in the workout 
program. “To shake off another guy, it’s the hips again.” Frank 
bucked, using his strength to unbalance Tony and roll on top, 
taking his wrists and pinning him down.  
 Tony tried that bucking, writhing tactic, but he was 
pinned full-body by a larger and stronger man. It would have 
been slightly more effective to shift his hips against a boulder. 
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 “Forehead against nose works. Pointy object into the ribs 
if you have a hand free. Startle, unbalance, free, then run. Or 
stand and fight, if you have a chance.” Frank liked the bucking, 
and too much, so he grabbed hold of Tony’s elbow, held it on 
the ground, then got off him, keeping the elbow pinned and 
stepped back. One fluid motion, his own take on a common 
Aikido move. “I think we’re done tonight.”  

 Tony lay still on the pine needles, absently bringing one 
hand down to rub his other elbow. “So if I broke your nose 
during this little expedition of yours—” 
 “That stuns everybody. Blinds them, definitely.” Frank 
looked down on him and wondered how Tony Stark could look 
so inviting. No. He’d keep this professional, whatever his body 
told him he wanted. 
 “Do you want me to break it? Your nose, I mean. Not 
noses in general.” 
 “If you stop to ask, you won’t get a chance to break it.” 
Frank crossed his arms. “I think that’s it for today. Good night, 
Tony. Will be early tomorrow.”  
 He returned to the house, had a quick wash, and went to 
bed. He didn’t lock the door, even though he stared at the ceiling 
for a long time, feeling a low-level desire hum through his veins, 
but that would subside, while he plotted the next lessons.  
 Tony sat outside for a while, though, resting on the 
concrete steps canted at an awkward angle to the lip of the door. 
The air out here was cool, the sounds of the world furtive amid 
the brown pines; there was a distant smudge of light on the 
southern horizon that just might have been Boulder. He missed 
the industrial scent of air-conditioned air, the hum of fluorescent 
bulbs, and most of all the ozone smell and flying sparks of 
metalworking—but this wasn’t so bad. The stars looked very 
close and bright, as they came out in the high darkness. Like the 
desert in Afghanistan, without the terror and privation. 
 At length, Tony went inside, curled up on his bed, and 
fantasized about a model who’d caught his eye in some French 
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catalogue. He jerked off to the image of her full lips on his cock, 
and then he cleaned himself and went to sleep with his muscles 
at ease and a smile on his face. 
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Chapter 7 
 
 When Tony Stark woke, he wondered at first whether 
he’d missed a thunderstorm. Only grey light was filtering in 
through his window, and the air smelled fresh and clean. He 
rolled out of bed and leaned against his window frame, peering 
out at the pale orange light streaked across the flat horizon to the 
east. 
 He was actually awake before sunrise, for once in his 
life. 
 Rubbing his eyes, he padded down the hall and pushed 
open Frank’s door; it swung silently over the bare floorboards. 
Remarkably, the other man was still asleep—head pillowed on 
his arms, sheets pulled down over his broad back to lie across 
his hips. The alarm clock had been toppled, which meant Frank 
had heard it but hadn’t actually followed its command.  
 No sound warned Frank, not even a sixth sense of 
danger, or just a warning that somebody else was in the room. 
He lay there, asleep, back moving with his breaths that didn’t 
change in rhythm or depth. Frank Castle was truly still asleep.  
 Tony wasn’t certain how to react—didn’t think he’d ever 
seen his nemesis and teacher in anything other than a state of 
high alert, and wasn’t sure what to do with the opportunity. This 
looked a hell of a lot more like vulnerability even than seeing 
the man bolted half-naked on a table. 
 Frank Castle wouldn’t have wasted the chance. 
 Tony Stark just stepped inside, quiet but not overly 
careful, and put his fingertips to Frank’s neck. “You sleep like 
the dead,” he informed him. 
 Frank turned around, smoothly, took Tony’s wrist with 
one hand, the elbow with the other, and that was really all he 
needed to control Tony’s body and bring it down on the bed. A 
reflex, motion smooth, but not brutal. “Had a long night,” he 
said, hand between Tony’s shoulderblades, his arm still twisted 
on his back. Tony noticed Frank slept naked, although the edge 
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of pain in his arm distracted him from observing more. 
 “Long night doing what?” Tony asked, as nonchalantly 
as he could manage. 
 “Dream.” Frank leaned in and breathed into Tony’s ear. 
“The smell of blood and explosives. The gurgle of the dying. 
The way a body goes slack when death comes.”  
 “Vigilante’s wet dream, huh?” Couldn’t explain 
otherwise why the purr of Frank’s breath made him hard, with 
the pressure-pain in his arm and the heat and nearness of Frank’s 
body. 
 “I never dream of my victims,” Frank answered, 
cryptically. “Killing them means getting rid of them forever.” 
He shifted, straddling Tony’s body, opening the hand that was 
between them, then shifted his hips, running his cock across 
Tony’s hand. Half-hard.  
 “Not the victims—” Tony closed his hand instinctively at 
the brush against his palm “—but the job.” Couldn’t get any 
kind of leverage, with Frank on him and holding him; he could 
only let the other man fuck his hand at a slow, leisurely pace. 
 Frank gave a small sound, like an exhale, of pleasure, 
allowing his cock to harden fully with his movements. “For 
wanting to kill me, you are quite willing to get fucked by me. 
Why?”  
 “I don’t really want to kill you, asshole,” muttered Tony, 
shifting to bring more of his body into contact. “It’s a figure of 
speech.” 
 “I bet.” Frank released his wrist, his hands moving up 
Tony’s shirt, pulling it over his head, then lowered his face to 
kiss and bite into the muscles between his shoulderblades. “You 
love getting fucked. That’s something I don’t get, Tony.” 

 With a hiss, Tony arched up against the press of lips and 
teeth—hand moving in earnest now on Frank’s cock, although 
the angle was miserable. “It’s called a prostate. Men have 
those.” 
 Frank liked Tony’s spirit even if the most miserable 
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positions imaginable, on his belly, held down, trying to further 
arouse the man controlling him. The man had courage, wit, and 
that weird kind of humor. “Yeah, and you’ll leave mine very 
well alone.” Thinking about what he could use for lube, he 
wasn’t even sure he had any. Fuck. That hadn’t been on the 
shopping list.  
 “Sure? You might like it.” Tony let go briefly, tried to 
get his knees under him to roll Frank off his back. 
 Frank did budge, getting off him, kneeling on the bed, 
meeting his gaze. “Did you bring lube?” he asked. “I didn’t.”  
 “2.5 ounces. In the plastic baggie in my luggage.” Tony 
slipped off the bed and crossed the hall, stripping off shirt and 
boxers and digging in his bag until he’d found his TSA-
approved carry-on for liquids and gels. He’d thought it was 
pretty damned funny, when he was packing—Tony Stark, 
potential terrorist—but now he wished he’d bothered checking a 
bag. Hadn’t wanted the hassle. 2.5 fucking ounces. 
 He made his way across the hall, naked, tube in hand. 
Crawled onto the bed for a kiss, and Frank, while startled at the 
kissing, obliged him. So much for stopping this. Beard against 
stubble, too, and he reached for Tony’s cock. Three days. ‘Keep 
the thought’ had lasted for twice three days, three days they’d 
spend together and three days between the last meeting and 
Tony’s arrival. Six days, and he felt a need that made it seem 
like much longer.  
 Tony grinned at the pressure, licking Frank’s lower lip. 
“I’m never going to build up the hip strength if you don’t let me 
fuck you—” 
 Frank snorted. Guts indeed. “Not happening, Tony. I’m 
nobody’s bitch.” Kissing back, fiercely, running his hand across 
Tony’s body, convinced he could already feel a difference in the 
definition.  
 “So what, I’m your bitch?” 
 In all fairness, Frank could have seen that one coming. 
“No. I didn’t say that.” Arousal always made it hard to think, 
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and what he really wanted was to turn Tony around and fuck 
him, bitch or not. And telling the man how degrading it was to 
take it up the ass was unlikely to get him there. “Just … not 
doing that.”  
 “You do think I’m your bitch.” Tony said it like it 
amused him, biting hard on Frank’s lip and pulling, making 
Frank hiss and his cock jump. Fuck. He wanted to hit Tony 
every time he did that. “Except you’re the one who needs this—
” 
  “Me? Bullshit. I never …” Stop. Back. That way was 
weakness, he didn’t have to tell Stark anything personal.  
 Then Tony stood up, still naked and clearly wanting, 
cock jutting hard from his groin—but he was smirking, his arms 
folded over his chest. “Then you won’t mind if I leave you to 
take care of yourself.” 
 Frank gritted his teeth, wanted to grab him and drag him 
back to bed, but he didn’t do that, he never did. Control. He 
wasn’t sixteen, he was being played, manipulated, and Stark 
wouldn’t challenge him to a battle of wills. He forced himself to 
think, and clearly, fighting the urge to overpower the other man. 
No. That would be rape. Admit to ‘needing’? Would that be 
enough? “What the fuck do you want, Stark? You start this. 
Every time.” 
 Tony was still smirking, though, sure he had the upper 
hand. “This time, you started it—I don’t recall rubbing your dick 
against my hand.” 

 Frank gave him a stare, measured him, the light on his 
chest, his face, his cock, and back again. “This time,” he 
conceded. “But you touched me.” Realizing he was splitting 
hairs. “Fuck it, Tony. You either come back to bed or leave.” 
Wrong. “The room.” Better. And how did the man manage to 
rattle him. Sex. Whether it was a guy or a woman didn’t actually 
matter. Once they had you, they played you. Small consolation 
that gay guys pulled the same tricks.  
 “Sure, I’ll come back to bed. But I’m not your bitch—
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and if that’s what it means to you, fucking me ... we’re not doing 
that.” Tony moved closer, more confident than before. Enjoyed 
the psychological power more than physical domination; loved 
seeing Frank (finally) looking untried, green. 
 Frank snarled, but made space on the bed, almost 
grudgingly. ‘If that’s what it means to you, fucking me ... we’re 
not doing that’ – damn. He liked that. But Tony was calling the 
shots, he did need more than the younger man. “Okay. I’m not 
fucking you and you sure as hell aren’t fucking me. Deal.”  
 This time, when Tony touched him, it wasn’t light or 
curious—like the beginning of a bout, a hand firm on Frank’s 
shoulder to keep him down as much as to revel in contact. Frank 
reached for Tony’s cock again, and he remained on his back, not 
worried about being pushed down. They both knew he could 
easily free himself.  
 Tony leaned into the touch, dropping to one knee on the 
bed and dipping his head to kiss along Frank’s clavicle, which 
made Frank exhale noisily, deeply. Not dominant, sure as hell 
submitting to nothing, while Frank Castle relished the sensations 
and stroked Tony’s cock, then moved to his balls, rolling them 
in his hand.  
 “What do you want?” Frank said, more calmly now, no 
anger, as if he was genuinely curious.  
 “Nothing wrong with a good handjob,” Tony offered. He 
slid his hand over the coiled muscle of Frank’s abs, sucking at 
Frank’s pulsepoint when his hand caught the other man’s cock. 
This was more like it—slow, mutual, and it was certainly 
appreciated the way Frank pushed into his hand, groaning. Frank 
released him for a moment, but only enough to spit in his hand 
and thus take some of the friction off, knowing his hand was 
calloused, probably. “That … that’s good … by me,” he 
breathed, free hand taking hold of Tony, then wandering over 
the other man’s body.  
 Seeing the spit, Tony raised his brows and reached for 
the tube of lubricant—squeezing it onto Frank’s cock on the 
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downstroke and then spreading it generously on the upstroke. 
Found himself entranced by the coolness and slickness on the 
soft, warm skin; this was probably the only part of Frank that 
was soft-skinned. “Want some?” he asked, rocking his hips into 
the steady motion of Frank’s hand. 
 Frank nodded, he’d forgotten about the lube, mind not as 
clear as usual with the sensation laying siege to his rational 
mind. “Come ...” He pulled Tony closer, shifted his weight, 
gathered some of the lube and slicked Tony’s cock up as well, 
moved to align, then took them both into his hand, the feeling 
half jerking off and half pleasuring somebody else, the added 
stimulation made him groan, though, and his grip tightened.  
 Tony let out a low sound, not quite a whimper—enough 
to show that his defenses had cracked open, though. 
 Some ridiculous emotion came up, Frank reached up at 
Tony’s shoulders, took his head, never stopping with the motion, 
he was too horny himself for any games, and forced Tony’s head 
down to kiss him, tongue and all, brutally, part to drown out his 
own groans as he sped up.  
 That kiss was all the impetus Tony needed—returning it 
fiercely, lips and teeth, thrusting his tongue against Frank’s 
mouth and his cock against Frank’s hand. Lube hot and slick 
now, Frank’s lips wet and salty with sweat; it would be so easy 
to break down and beg Frank to fuck him ... 
 He dug his nails into Frank’s back instead, and he was 
sure Frank appreciated the pain the way he inhaled sharply and 
his fingers tightened as he built up pressure—strokes hard now, 
fast, merciless; Frank Castle was done playing around. 
 It was a kind of permission—clawing now at tough skin, 
old scars, Tony groaned into Frank’s mouth and gave himself 
over to being pleasured. At last he came, hard and hot over 
Frank’s hand, he had blood on his fingertips, and Frank soon 
joined him, pressing him close until their muscles ached and 
Frank slowly released him, stretching out on the bed, groaning 
and catching his breath. “Damn,” Frank muttered.  
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 “See? Nothing wrong with a handjob.” Tony glanced at 
his hands, and then tried to rub his fingers clean on his thigh. 
“You, uh, might not want to lie down if you like those sheets.” 
 Frank looked at his hands, reached behind himself and 
seemed vaguely surprised at the source of the burn and the red 
that was now on his hand. “Much better reason to bleed than 
normal,” he murmured, taking Tony’s hand, and, he didn’t quite 
know what rode him, took the tips of Tony’s fingers between his 
lips, licking them, tasting blood and sweat.  
 Tony sat watching for a moment, startled at the 
sensuality of it; the wet brush of tongue, the contrast of drying 
blood and tanned skin, the half-metallic scent on the air. He 
leaned in and kissed Frank around his own fingertips, tasting 
blood and sweat, and Frank moved to kiss him fully, intense, 
despite the fact that the arousal had been taken care of.  
 Frank reached again and pulled him closer, taking some 
of that long hair and pressed him closer. “Fuck,” he said when 
he needed to breathe. “And I thought my body was dead,” he 
said, staring at Tony from a close distance.  
 “Me too,” Tony breathed. “Thanks, sarge.” 
 Frank seemed surprised, then shook his head. “Captain.” 
He reluctantly released Tony, even though he liked holding him, 
liked the contact. “You seem quite alive to me.” Relaxing, 
shrugging the notion off they should both be up and working. 
Maybe he’d call this Sunday.  
 “Captain. You’re worse than Rhodey—he made Colonel, 
at least.” He thought a moment. “Lieutenant Colonel, actually. 
But he gets snippy if I don’t call him Colonel in bed.” 
 “That’s high-ranking officers for you.” Frank closed his 
eyes for a bit, enjoying the calm and the comedown. “Not 
answering my questions, either.”  
 “... repeat the question?” 
 “I said you seem more alive than me.” Frank turned his 
head, looking at Tony. It wasn’t a question, true. He wanted to 
touch that light on his chest, it was hard not to look at it when 
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facing him.  
 Tony followed his eyes—like everyone else; didn’t look 
at his face when the arc reactor was there like a beacon in his 
chest. “Feeling your age?” 
 “I take longer to heal. Longer to recover. Used to be 
tireless.” Frank shrugged. “But I’ve felt like a hundred for years. 
I’m surprised I made it this far. It wasn’t for want of trying, 
from their part.”  
 “And that’s why you need me strong. Right.” Tony sat 
upright. “What’s the plan today?” 
 “Gentle morning run, after I’ve cleaned up.” Frank 
forced himself out of bed, found a t-shirt to wipe himself with, 
then got up for a wash. “Stretching. Hand-to-hand. Shooting. 
The usual.” Only that it was, again, a fraction of a level up—he 
didn’t want Tony to get too bored.  
 “Going to go take a shower, then. I still haven’t gotten 
out all the pine needles from our last ‘gentle run.’“ Tony ducked 
out, and soon enough Frank could hear the shower running. A 
shorter shower than usual; Tony was adapting slowly to the 
enforced economy of their existence in the mountains. 
 He was generally a smart guy, and a pain in the ass, but 
Frank couldn’t help but think that Tony was growing on him. 
Few people did, he allowed it only rarely, but Tony was one of 
them. Bad enough. Bad enough that the conversation had 
brought the thought back up. He wasn’t immortal.  
 Training somebody was one way to ensure something 
lingered beyond the white skull on black, in archives, and in 
tales of survivors—or those he hadn’t managed to catch before it 
got him. He felt his age, and he felt his mortality. But he 
wouldn’t let go. Couldn’t. Somebody had to take the trash out. 
That was the job, and he’d make sure it continued.  
 He went on training Tony; running, balance, general 
athletics, hunting, hand-to-hand, taught him how to snare as 
well, how to lay an ambush, shooting with rifle and pistol, more 
camouflage, some close combat, wrestling, boxing, martial arts 
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holds. He appreciated how Tony’s body began to respond to the 
healthy, regulated life; the man made progress in leaps and 
bounds, one of the best and most eager students he’d ever had.  
 By the time the third week was nearly up, Tony was able 
to hold his own on the steep, rocky slopes of the mountains; he 
could handle basic weaponry with competence, and he had once 
gone an entire day without checking his cell phone for 
messages. 
 Now, poised on a high outcropping with a ground 
squirrel in his sights, Tony was surprisingly at peace. Ground 
squirrels made good target practice; they blended in well against 
the uneven ground, they were tiny, and they were fucking fast. 
He’d taken out four today. 
 Frank always watched him, was always there, and the 
emotions weren’t all that easy anymore. Pride when Tony 
succeeded, watchfulness, to make sure he did alright and had the 
best shot at any challenge, and that fucked-up desire that 
happened, handjobs they traded, the banter, and Tony did look 
great, now; he’d improved physically, and if he’d keep going 
like that, there was little he couldn’t be taught.  
 Frank watched the squirrel explode in a small blood 
cloud. “Good shot,” he said. Truth be told, though, the true test 
came with the real hunt. “How ready are you?”  
 “Ready for anything,” Tony laughed. “What’ve you got 
for me? A polar bear? I could fight a fucking polar bear.” 
 “Global warming takes care of those, I’ve read.” Frank 
gave him a long glance. “I was thinking mafia. New York. They 
must be dancing on the table, with the Punisher on vacation. It’s 
time to tell them I’m back taking an interest.”  
 “Excellent. We can do that. What equipment? Any kind 
of body armor?” 
 “Depends on where and how we hit them. I’ll walk you 
through the research, the observation, and we do the hit together. 
No Iron Man suit, but everything else is fair game.” In truth, he 
was itching to get back to New York, off the mountain. It was 
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easy to forget the media, easy to think the worst that could 
happen was a forest fire or a drunken hunter shooting his buddy. 
This was a different world, and one that didn’t need him. “We’ll 
head back tomorrow. Will be a long drive, but we can take 
turns.”  
 “Works for me.” He did the math in his head. “That’s 
two days straight of driving. Any chance we can stick a mattress 
in the bed of your pickup?” 
 “Yes. On the good side, we can get some of our kit on 
the way. Body armor, too.”  
 “I get the feeling that was a yes to the trip, not the 
mattress.” Tony sucked in a breath, putting the safety back on 
his gun and clambering upright. “Where are we getting the kit? 
Arms R Us?” 
 “Contacts.” Frank began to walk back to the hut. “There 
are many decent people out there. It’s who you know, Tony.” 
Hefting his own rifle over his shoulder, he walked back, every 
now and then casting a glance at Tony from the side. “We don’t 
have to rush it. We can use motels, as long as you don’t flash 
your credit card.”  
 Despite the wisecrack, Tony felt a little thrill of 
excitement. This was what he’d been wanting—more than the 
physical training and the weapons tactics; more than the pride of 
being able to take care of himself. Here was a chance to get into 
the Punisher’s hard-won system of allies and enemies, and to 
make them his own. “You making me new contacts, or getting 
me in touch with your old ones?”  
 “Contacts is ongoing work.” Frank glanced to the side. 
“In case you last longer than your ‘Nam buddies that get a beer 
gut and sell their firing range.” Walking for a while, seemingly 
in thought. “I will introduce you. Whether they become your 
contacts depend on whether they like you.” Now, that was a new 
thought—Frank’s likeable personality that garnered him so 
much help.  
 “Everyone likes me—everyone who’s not trying to kill 
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me,” Tony answered easily. “Give me ten minutes to pack, and 
I’ll be ready.” 
 He pushed past, contact casual and incidental—in his 
room, he tossed his clothes into his suitcase without regard for 
order, stowing spare weapons on top of them. In five minutes, he 
had his suitcase on the kitchen table, and Frank emerged not 
much later, a massive, seemingly heavy sports bag slung across 
his shoulders.  
 Frank checked around the house, packed what was left of 
their dry and smoked meat, then quickly, economically like he’d 
rehearsed every motion, wrapped everything up—trash, traces, 
checking one last time, then moving on, like he always did. 
Places were just places, there was no attachment. 
 He left an envelope with money on the kitchen table, 
though, no note, no nothing, then locked the place and they 
made their way back. 
 At the diner, they filled up the car as well, had a meal, 
coffee, and the waitress commented how good Tony looked—
and you, Frank, so well-rested, nothing like good country air?—
and Frank shrugged, saying “You know how it is.” She didn’t, 
of course, and that was for the best.  
 After that, they were on the road—taking 34 East 
through the suburbs of Greeley, following the railroads and the 
waterways to sprawling reservoirs. From there on east, the 
ground was flat and still; sprinklers sweeping long arcs around 
vast circles of green foliage, barren stretches with hardly a town 
visible from horizon to horizon. When they merged onto 76, 
Tony hunted in vain for a decent classic rock station on the 
radio, twisting the dial with careful precision. Frank watched 
him with that low-level amusement, but didn’t tell him to stop.  
 The battered pickup received only static, broken 
occasionally by snatches of voices that the white noise 
eventually drowned out as they moved on. Finally, Tony slept 
with his head propped against the window. 
 Hours later, it was already dark, the rumble of the engine 
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stilled, and Frank stretched, making the seat creak underneath 
him. Tony looked peaceful, and he thought it was wrong to 
disturb him, something boyish about him, and another weird 
emotion got tangled up in the image. Something about picking 
up Frank jr, asleep, from the couch and lowering him into bed, 
after balancing the kid on one arm to wipe the toys off the bed 
first. A rare occurrence, one of those very rare memories, and 
even then he’d known he was doing something special. He’d 
never assumed it would be forever, he’d been on leave, and 
comrades had died. He’d known about death, then.  
 A dog kept barking, and the front porch eventually 
revealed a figure. Frank waited for the man to come around the 
car, and when he peered into the window, Mother grinned 
broadly at him. They’d called him Mother, originally 
Motherfucker, but the nickname had changed when the rest of 
the patrol had realized that the bastard was the best chance at 
survival than they had.  
 Frank got out of the car, saw the rottweiler’s teeth flash, 
but the dog was under control.  
 “Frank.”  
 Frank nodded, raked his mind for what Mother’s real 
name was. Stuart. Not that he’d use it. “I’m on the way home,” 
he stated, leaning against the car. “Think we can crash with you? 
It’s just a night, and I have to pick up supplies.” 
 “Hardware?” Mother grinned. 
 “Yeah.” 
 “And who’s ‘we’?” Mother peered into the car. 
 “Rookie. I show him the ropes.”  
 “Sure, Frank, come on in.”  
 Frank moved around the car and woke Tony. “We’re 
staying with friends.” 
 “Friends, huh?” Tony caught sight of the rottweiler. His 
hand went to the pocket in the door of the pickup—then he 
reminded himself that shooting the dog of a ‘friend’ was bad 
manners. He reached for the door handle instead and swung out. 
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“These friends have anything to eat?”  
 They had leftovers for dinner—cornbread with a thin 
spread of butter, cold cuts, beer for Tony and milk for Frank. 
Mother didn’t ask them about their trip, beyond the most 
professional basics, and Tony volunteered nothing but his name. 
Still, even the very sparse conversation between Frank and 
Mother betrayed old familiarity, of dangers bested and a 
common understanding. Frank had asked for a favor, there was 
no option but to give that favor, and Frank in turn treated 
Mother with respect, but he wasn’t any more open with him. In 
fact, he’d been more open with Tony over the last few weeks.  
 Mother had a guest room for them, the kids had long 
gone, and Frank let Tony have the proper bed, while he took the 
couch. 
 After a long moment of staring into the darkness around 
the ceiling, Tony asked, “Who’s your buddy?” 
 “He was with the Rangers. First tour.” Frank turned his 
head, looked at Tony’s outline in the dark. “Hated his guts, he 
handed my ass to me and the rest of the platoon, but he got us 
through alive, until I got my own platoon.” He shook his head. 
“That war is now very far away. These days it’s Afghanistan and 
Iraq. Every generation makes its own mistakes.” Coming from a 
man with three tours under his belt, that was a strange statement.  
 “Makes them in the same way, seems like. Does he still 
have ties to the army?” 
 “Yes. He can get whatever he needs. Or we ask him to.” 
Frank closed his eyes. “Every unit needs somebody who can 
‘find’ things. If the world falls apart, this is the guy you want to 
have on your side.” 
 “Nah,” Tony answered, shifting on the bed. “When the 
world falls apart, you want the guy who can make things when 
there’s nothing to find.” 
 “Yeah. Like the Oppenheimers and Heisenbergs and von 
Brauns.”  
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* * *  

 
 The next morning, Mother took them to his ‘shop’—a 
hunting and fishing shop in the front, far more serious things in 
the back, a labyrinth of boxes and crates that the man navigated 
blind. Frank and he traded acronyms, numbers, letters, and at all 
times seemed to think it was perfectly normal to trade well-worn 
jokes about kit nobody used anymore. 
 Soon, a selection of guns and rifles—and even a grenade 
launcher—was sitting on a large crate, and Mother looked at 
Tony. “I know Frank, but what are you shooting with, son?” 
 “Depends. We never really discussed the MO; we going 
for stealthy?” Tony touched a sleek sniper rifle, lying beside its 
low stand. “Or is this more about results?” And his hand brushed 
the grenade launcher. 
 “Limiting the kill zone. We don’t want civilians trapped 
in there. Often, there are, like prostitutes, or hostages.” Frank 
looked around. “I have some of the heavier gear already stored 
away—depends what you want to shoot with, but machine 
pistols or assault rifles should be good.”  
 Mother just listened to that vigilante talk, like he’d listen 
to any customer discussing what to purchase. He then handed 
Frank a rifle with a scope, an MP, and an assault rifle, which as 
he said, should ‘cover most basic needs.’ 
 Then it was armor—Kevlar plating for the vitals and the 
joints; Frank tried his own right in the shop, going through a 
range of movements with it, and ending up with a very similar 
arrangement to the one he’d worn in Malibu. “I know a guy who 
customizes …” said Mother, glancing at Frank. 
 “Don’t have the time. I’ve been gone long enough.” 
 Mother nodded. “Same for him?” 
 “Whatever he wants.” 
 “I am going to be so disappointed,” Tony muttered. 
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“How close can you get me to full coverage?” 
 “You don’t want to sacrifice mobility,” said Mother. 
“And sight. You hunting out at night?” 
 “Most likely. That’s when they are active,” said Frank, 
taking aim through the scope at something miles away and 
beyond the wall. 
 “Like vampires,” Tony muttered. “Except you can’t just 
stake them in coffins during the daylight hours.” He looked 
wistfully at a piece of outdated body armor that could have been 
used for jousting. “They don’t make ‘em like they used to. How 
about liquid body armor? Light enough for you?” 
 Frank and Mother exchanged a glance. “Kevlar,” said 
Frank. “And a balaclava.” 
 After this, it was holsters to store the weapons—an art 
that Frank had already taught Tony. They left the store loaded 
for bear; Frank had paid in cash and added several large bills 
extra. Only then did they have breakfast, at almost eleven 
hundred, but Frank didn’t push after that; no rush, he said. 
 “You could’ve let me pay. I have cash,” Tony groused, 
as they loaded themselves into the truck again. 
 “Money is of no importance.” Frank got into the driver’s 
seat. “I take it from the guys I’m taking out. This doesn’t come 
out of my pension fund. And I always know where to find 
more.” 
 “Are we showing up armed and armored, or do we 
actually have a chance to suit up before we dive into battle?” 
 “We have to do some recon first. Whatever journalists 
write, I do my research before I hit them, unless I have to 
improvise, but I try to limit that as much as possible.” 
 “Recon, right. Recon has kind of happened to other 
people, with me.” Tony slid into the passenger seat comfortably. 
“It’s just asking people for information and looking around, 
right? Pretty straightforward?” 
 “Yeah. I don’t want to spoil the surprise by grabbing one 
of the soldati and torture it out of him. They tend to get missed.” 
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 “Soldati—what’s that, in mob lingo? This is your 
battlefield, not mine. And to tell the truth, I still can’t tell the 
Sunnis and Shiites apart.” 
 “Neither can I.” Frank glanced at him. “Soldati are 
soldiers. They fight the mob wars, execute people, terrorize what 
needs terrorizing. Their army. They are easy … used to respect, 
no bodyguards, and full of themselves. Two parts muscle, one 
part street smart. Have a good idea of what’s going on at the 
moment, too. Bosses are harder to take—usually have some 
muscle around them, and good contacts. That takes more work, 
but it’s more satisfying.” 
 “Which are we hunting? The footsoldiers, or the 
generals?” 
 “Depends what we can get. I need to see who’s out and 
about, taking risks. I’ll check on the status of one Michele 
Beneditti. Last I heard was that he was starting his own outfit. 
He’s been a soldier for a long time, popular with the men, the 
modern type of mafia. The guys that run it like any other 
business … could say even the mafia lost its pride recently.” 
 “Cutting throats in its own ‘family,’ huh? Sounds pretty 
corporate to me.” 
 “I don’t have the details, but yeah, I wouldn’t be 
surprised. Dog eat dog.”  
 The landscape stretched on all around them, and Frank 
drove, steadily, seemingly without tiring, for hours. They passed 
through the cornfields of Ohio, Pennsylvania’s rolling hillsides; 
I-80 avoided Pittsburgh, Philly, Scranton, even Harrisburg, and 
the going was easy until they approached the edges of New 
York. It was the tail end of rush hour, more than usually 
congested—Tony rolled his windows up, shifting in his seat. 
“Should’ve let me drive, earlier.” 
 “Isn’t far now.” Frank yawned, stretched his shoulders. 
“Did the tour alone last time. But you should be able to get some 
music out of the radio now.”  
 “What do you listen to? Beach Boys, or something? 
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Elvis?” 
 Frank glanced at him. “Whatever they play on the radio.” 
He seemed to think about it for a while, but he’d never cared 
enough. Or he had cared, once upon a time, but then it had all 
bled into grey. He saw it as a distraction, and it must have been 
forever since he’d enjoyed music. It hadn’t mattered. Very little 
mattered these days. He gave the radio a long glance, then 
shrugged. “What about you?” 

 “The good stuff—AC/DC, Metallica, Black Sabbath, 
Alice in Chains, some Rolling Stones or Led Zeppelin when I’m 
feeling mellow—” Tony grinned. “That’s classic rock. They 
don’t make that like they used to.” He fiddled with the stations, 
turning the dial until he hit Q 104.3. The Eagles’ ‘Good Day in 
Hell’ was playing, upbeat country-rock. 
 Frank tapped the rhythm on the steering wheel with his 
thumb. “I move around a lot.” He didn’t even own any music, 
come to think of it, but he could identify a fair amount of rifles 
and pistols by their sound. “What about this?” 
 The radio played Deep Purple’s ‘Soldier of Fortune’ 
next.  
 Tony listened for a moment. “This? This is your theme 
song. Or it would be, if you actually wanted anyone to love 
you.”  
 Frank’s eyes widened, and he looked out of the window, 
the lyrics suddenly cutting through the skin. He’d always liked 
Deep Purple, the blues in it, the melancholy. ‘If you actually 
wanted anyone to love you.’ 
 Tony matched beat, fingertips on his knee. “Yeah. It 
suits you.” 
 A tension around Frank’s lips could have been a smile. 
“And for you, ‘Iron Man,’ Black Sabbath?” Moving away from 
what seemed suddenly a too personal topic.  
 “And you say you know nothing about music. It’s a 
fucking amazing song—I would’ve had to protest if the press 
had called me, say, War Pig.” 
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 “Black Sabbath? That’s an epic band. They were, at 
least, before they got that screecher on … somewhen in the 
eighties. The old stuff, though … like Iron Man, that’s good. 
That’s why you call the suit that? Because you like classic 
rock?”  
 “I don’t know why the news called me ‘the iron man’—
all right, titanium-gold alloy wouldn’t be anyone’s first guess, 
but I would’ve taken ‘steel’ as a really good shot. It obviously 
wasn’t iron.” They narrowly made it through a yellow light, and 
on their right, car horns blared. “But that’s why I kept it, yeah. 
You can’t argue with a kickass song like ‘Iron Man.’“ 
 “True. It’s a pretty good name. And ‘we have no idea 
what it’s made of, but it flies Man’ is a mouthful.” Frank 
concentrated more on the traffic, then checked the house were 
one of his hiding holes was, driving past, then parked the car and 
got out. “Accom is basic,” he warned. 
 The building itself was run-down, murky, a poor part of 
town, and Frank headed up one flight of stairs, checked 
windows and angles, moving carefully. The door at the end was 
the destination, and he pushed the key in, again checking, and 
unlocked it. Inside, the air tasted stale from weeks of neglect. 
Frank bent down to pick up an envelope. He opened the flap and 
pulled out a short note.  
 He read it, then pushed it into his pocket, and locked the 
door behind them again. The place had a bit of furniture, but all 
of it seemed ancient, run-down, faded. There was a workshop 
inside a panic room—very likely the reason why Frank had 
chosen this place, and in it, racks and racks of weapons. Knives, 
pistols, and several close combat weapons. Tools for 
modification, tools to make bullets, ranging from refined 
precision tools to metal saws to trim shotguns. “This is a regular 
hideout. My ‘home.’ There are other places around the city, just 
in case I get tailed or I’m losing too much blood to make it 
here.”  
 Tony dropped his bag and focused in on the precision 
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tools—the layman’s variations on his own, serviceable but 
useful. After nearly a month’s absence from his workshop, he 
had to pick up tiny crucibles and examine saws. “What was that? 
Oh—you’ve got other places. Right, that seems like a good idea. 
Do you keep them rented out, or are they just ...” he made an 
awkward gesture. “Just there?” 
 “Just there. Waiting. I pay the rent in advance, I stock 
them, sometimes I check up on them.” Frank set the bag down, 
opened it and took out the weapons they’d bought, setting them 
down on a crate next to the workplace. “You want to tinker, go 
ahead. I just modify and repair guns here, and get the ammo I 
need. Sometimes I build a piece of kit.” Nothing fancy, he’d 
almost added, remembering Tony’s workplace. “If you need 
anything specific, I know places that have more tools.”  
 Frank rolled his neck. “I think we grab some food … 
there’s some good Chinese around … tomorrow we can start the 
recon.” He wouldn’t have admitted it, but he was dead tired. 
 After the long ride, though, Tony had a kind of restless 
energy to him—he took apart the assault rifle he’d chosen, 
checking the places where it joined, trying to maximize 
efficiency. He looked up, grinning widely. “Chinese sounds 
good. Get me some General Tso’s and cheese wontons, will 
you?” 
 Frank glanced around, as if there was a servant in the 
room, too, but Tony didn’t get the hint. “Yes, Mr. Stark. 
Immediately.”  
 He took the coat and headed out to go to the Chinese 
takeaway place. The little women inside seemed happy to see 
him, even though he was reasonably sure that to them, he was 
nothing more than a hulking white guy who had Chinese 
regularly. He returned with his bags and on the way in, the 
landlord’s door opened. “Mr. Smith?”  
 Frank paused and didn’t turn. 
 “Did you get my letter?” 
 “Yeah, I did.” Now he turned. The man withered away, 
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he could tell it had taken all his courage to confront him, maybe 
fired up by his long absence. And he could tell the man was 
scared. Bad combination. Scared and gutless. “I’ll be gone next 
week.” He turned around again.  
 “You have to understand …” 
 “I do.” Frank said, and began walking up the stairs. 
When this guy had taken over ‘running the house’ from his 
ailing wife, he’d become far more watchful than she’d ever 
been. She’d been happy to collect the rent, and Frank paid good 
money, on time, had no pets, no children, and was hardly there. 
Frank knew he’d have to move eventually—while this was a 
place where he kept a low profile, no profile was low enough if 
people watched news on the Punisher and connected the dots.  
 He opened the door to the flat and locked it again, then 
headed into the workshop to see what Tony’d been up to.  
 Tony met him in the doorway, a reassembled assault rifle 
in his hand. “Trade you,” he said, holding his hand out for a box 
of Chinese, making Frank give up the plastic bag gladly to take 
the assault rifle. It was one of the older ones, one he’d meant to 
work on. “I cleaned up the bore a little, improved the rate of 
fire—I haven’t had a chance to test it yet, but it should be a fair 
trade for getting dinner. More accurate, less likely to misfire, 
and faster.” 
 Frank ran his hand down the barrel. The metal was still 
warm from Tony’s work. Tony’s hands, probably. “Thanks,” he 
said, wondering why it felt like they were trading gifts. “Even 
got fortune cookies,” he said, gesturing at the bag.  
 They sat down to eat, and Frank opened all the boxes, 
because he hadn’t paid attention to which was what. His was the 
one with the cashew nuts, he remembered that much. “Landlord 
kicked me out, too. I’ll have to scope out a new place.” He 
handed Tony the chopsticks.  
 “One of your old bolt holes, or somewhere new? Any of 
the other ones have a workshop like this one?” Tony used his 
chopsticks with casual grace—the product of trade shows and 
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trade deals in Japan and China. 
 Frank looked fairly adept, too, a skill acquired a lifetime 
ago in ‘Nam. “Some do. We’ll combine that with a lesson in 
what to look for when you have to hide.” He watched Tony eat, 
then focused on his own carton, but he couldn’t ignore the fact 
that Tony looked good. Down to his tight t-shirt, arc reactor 
glowing, but above all, Tony had gained some bulk and all 
muscles had tightened up – a more functional look, more 
warrior, less gym bunny. And he had got him there. He cleared 
his throat. He wanted to take him to bed, and again thought he 
shouldn’t.  
 Tony glanced up—his eyes alert in a way they hadn’t 
been before. “Cashew in your throat?” 
 Frank grimaced, caught. A lie would be smooth, the best 
way out. “Let’s eat first, but …” He grimaced again. “You look 
good. Like that. The …” oh fuck. “Training did good things to 
your body.”  
 The awkward look on Frank’s face was just too damn 
funny, really—Tony stole a cashew from his box, and he could 
have stolen the Punisher’s dinner, too, after he added: “Wait 
until you see it naked.” 
 Frank exhaled, but couldn’t tear his eyes away that easily 
this time. He shook his head, tried to focus on his food, which 
was salty and contained plenty of chicken, but he wanted 
something completely different right now. Tony hadn’t started it 
this time, these were his thoughts. Like it gave Tony a wicked 
pleasure to see him squirm about the sex. Truth was, he wanted, 
and of all people, it was Tony Stark. Familiarity. “I can wait.” 
Forcing his face into the usual stoic mien.  
 The effort was largely wasted, though; Tony pressed his 
advantage. He leaned back as though to put more of himself on 
display, and Frank’s eyes rested on his body. He found it hard to 
chew. “You know what I see in you now, right? Muscle’s sexy. 
You’re in good shape. Not just for your age, either.” 
 Frank managed to chew, and then swallow. “Sexy?” He 
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shook his head, half-amused, half embarrassed. “You have a 
strange taste. People piss themselves when I enter the room, and 
you …” He gestured with the chopsticks.  
 Tony shrugged, muscles shifting under wind-roughened 
skin. “Been there, done that. Skipped the t-shirt.” 
 Frank thought about it. “What do you see in me now? 
And I won’t try and second guess you. I know you’re going to 
surprise me.” Which is what I like about you.  
 “Aside from the body?” A piece of chicken still balanced 
on his chopsticks, Tony considered the question. “You get 
results,” he said at last. “You do what needs to be done, and you 
don’t try to kid yourself about it. And your taste in music is 
good—that helps, too.” 
 “Hm. I’m not surprised. Try harder. Or do you save your 
surprises for later?”  
 “What do you expect? You’ve asked before. It’s like you 
think you’re going to get a different answer.” Tony grinned. 
“Fine. You try not to want me.” 
 Frank’s face twitched. “Bang on the money,” he said in a 
low voice. As if Tony’d need any confirmation—the way he’d 
said it, he’d seen through Frank ages ago.  
 Leaving his chopsticks flat on the top of the box, Tony 
stood. He came around the table, absently rubbing Frank’s 
shoulders. “When this is done, and I’ve built you what you want, 
it’s over. So don’t worry so much about wanting me now, 
okay?” 
 It’s over. Frank leaned back into the touch, something 
that felt weird. He didn’t lean against anybody. He wanted the 
touch to continue, wanted to feel the hands on his naked skin. 
He didn’t want it to be over. He’d gotten used to it. “Okay.” He 
reached up and touched Tony’s right hand, pressed it against his 
shoulder for a long moment. “That was never part of the plan.”  
 Low, almost grave, Tony asked, “What wasn’t?” 
 “Getting close.” Frank set the rest of food down. It 
would still be good cold. “I don’t get close anymore.” Some 
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would think I never did, but I remember. Being married. Being a 
father. 
 “Thinking about getting closer?” Tony pressed his lips 
against the other man’s neck.  
 Frank shuddered, but it was a good feeling, a pleasant 
one, goosebumps. “Yeah.” Don’t worry so much about wanting 
me. It’ll be over. Lips on his neck felt damned good.  
 “You know, most people would say hunting the mafia is 
a pretty shitty first date.” Tony’s hand slid down Frank’s 
chest—new appreciation for the training and work that had 
given Frank that kind of definition, and the chest expanded 
when Frank inhaled, deeply, relishing the touch.  
 “First date … thought that was you hurling me around 
your workshop.” Frank’s mind was coiling. ‘Date’. He’d 
misread him, maybe? The ‘closer’ hadn’t that been about sex? 
All bets were off with Stark.  
 “That was fun. So we’d be at—what, fourth date?” Tony 
grinned against Frank’s skin, biting at the smooth angle where 
collar met neck, which made Frank hiss softly. “I hear you’re 
supposed to put out on the fourth date.” 
 “No … objections.” Frank turned his head to the side, 
angling it, offering more of his neck, wanting those bites. Body 
focused where Tony touched him, and his groin. “Any … other 
rules you’ve heard?”  
 Tony only laughed, dipping his hand under Frank’s shirt 
and nipping his ear. “Use a safe word if you want to do anything 
kinky.” 
 “Safe … word.” Frank wasn’t quite sure what that 
referred to. “Okay …” He relished the touch, too intense to not 
allow it to happen, felt how much the touches turned him on. 
“Fourth date, eh?” He turned enough to nip Tony’s neck now, 
wanting nothing but to touch him and kiss and bite. Don’t worry 
about wanting me. “Mafia can wait.” 
 “Three weeks ago, you wouldn’t have said that. You are 
getting close.” Might even be getting too close—but that was 
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later, that could wait; now, Tony leaned in for a long, thorough 
kiss, and Frank kissed back, opening more, more gentle, more 
passion at the same time. He wasn’t much of a kisser, but Frank 
still put himself into that kiss, a weird need to get ‘closer,’ a 
strange willingness to accept that when it happened. He stood, 
one arm around Tony’s shoulders, still kissing, walked around 
the chair and pulled Tony into an embrace.  
 Tony couldn’t keep a laugh from welling in his throat, 
even as they kissed—the absurdity of it was beautiful; a pair of 
ruthless vigilantes entwined, lips pressed together almost 
lovingly, hands wandering over scarred skin and hard metal. 
Like a parody of a romance-novel clinch. 
 Frank pulled back a little, seeing the humor sparkle in 
Tony’s eyes. Whatever it was that Tony was making fun of, he 
didn’t want to know. Most likely him. Getting him this far. The 
Punisher, acting like he was human. “You haven’t had any 
alcohol for three weeks,” he stated. Evasion. Attack. 
 “Not completely true,” Tony replied. “Had some beer 
last night.” 
 “Would have been weird …” What exactly? Touching 
Tony in his old comrade’s house. Frank knew he was just 
talking to talk—and how strange was that. “Mother thinks 
you’re the son I never had. He liked you, though. Tomorrow 
we’ll meet more people. They should be willing to deal with you 
after that …” And none of them will guess the truth, because it 
is simply impossible. He had to stop worrying.  
 “Can’t let the contacts know you’re fucking a man, 
huh?” Tony went back to his chair, sat and returned to the 
chicken. “Or are you worrying that they’ll think your judgment’s 
slipping, if you’re bringing a fuckbuddy around to your secret 
vigilante friends?” 
 Frank stood there, silent, thinking. Impossible. Because 
...? Both were good reasons. “They wouldn’t get it. And I 
wouldn’t have brought a woman there, either. They know I trust 
you, because I’m taking you along. That tells them all they need 



 

196 

to know. They know I’m a loner.” By choice, by character? And 
what now? Had that changed? “That way, it’s only me who gets 
killed.” He paused, listening to the last sentence echo. He 
headed over to Tony, stood close, but wasn’t sure he was 
welcome to touch. Life became exponentially more complicated 
when another person was involved. Good reason to be alone.  
 Tony swallowed, and exhaled. “You mentioned my 
drinking a second ago. What was that about?” 
 Frank placed both hands on Tony’s shoulders, letting 
them rest there, on the solid deltoids, the smooth hard roundness 
of the rotator cuffs. He wasn’t playing fair, and he knew it, but 
neither was Tony. No honor among vigilantes. “You were drunk 
when we had sex,” he murmured. Yes, Frank, and you shouldn’t 
have taken advantage, he thought. “Very well stocked bar in 
your house. Something like that gets easily out of control.” One 
hand slid down to the arc reactor, a different kind of smooth 
hardness there, and rested on it. Tony swallowed. 
 “I’m under control,” Tony said, steely, eyes fixed 
straight ahead. He’d made it through the nausea, lethargy, 
headaches; made endorphins his new drug and gotten high as a 
kite on them. 
 “Yeah. And your hands are steady.” Frank knew he’d hit 
him. “I tried that too, you know. After … my family was 
murdered, and I was waiting for justice, I tried to hide inside a 
bottle. But some men, Tony,” his hands tightening around the 
deltas, a slow, painful pressure like the beginning of a not-too-
gentle massage, “are not small enough to fit into a bottle.” 
 “Now you’re just begging for innuendo,” Tony muttered, 
but he brought his hand up to touch Frank’s shoulder in kind. 
Not gentle or sentimental; just acknowledgment. 
 “I wasn’t talking about your cock.” That was Tony. He 
could be like most Aikido moves—always divert, the more force 
one used the more one got whirled around. Frank lifted a hand 
and placed it against the side of Tony’s neck, thumb along the 
jaw bone. “I was just saying, I noticed. Your decision, Tony. It’s 
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always your decision, whatever you do with your mind or 
body.”  
 “You know what I’ve felt these past few weeks?” Tony’s 
fingers dug into Frank’s shoulder. “Alive. Like I’m actually 
doing something with myself for once, and not just fucking 
around. Like I’m about to do something great.” 
 Frank breathed against his ear, oddly touched by that 
innocence. “Like I felt when I rode into my first war,” he said. 
“Immortal. Alive. Buzzing with power.” Breathing in the scent 
of Tony’s hair, feeling it touch his face. Alive. Yes. Resting in 
the moment, the eye of the storm—a vortex of nothing that ruled 
everything else but not the space where he stood, right now.  
 Tony tilted his head back, brushing Frank’s cheek. “So 
you think I’m going to trade that to go on a bender?” 
 “No idea. Would you?” Frank brushed his lips against 
Tony’s temple. He liked the closeness and smell entirely too 
much. Don’t worry about wanting me. It would be a close call, 
whatever was going to happen. “Just never forget it’s your 
choice. You can stop doing whatever you’re doing. Hell, even I 
could step away from all this.”  
 Almost involuntarily, Tony’s fingers tightened on his 
shoulder, although he could still say lightly, “More addictive 
than alcohol. You sure know how to flatter a guy.” 
 “I’m learning from the best.” Frank stepped away, and 
thought, why, why did he step away when he didn’t want to step 
away. “What does your fortune cookie say?” he asked, and went 
back to sit down where the rest of his food had cooled to 
lukewarm. He finished the carton, then reached for the fortune 
cookie, which was sweet and artificial-tasting, but he was 
always amused by the sentences inside. “True riches await.” 
Frank shook his head. “Means our man Michele hasn’t paid his 
tax to the capo yet. Yours?”  
 Tony grinned—this suddenly fit. It was playing; more 
than that, it was dating. No holds barred, all bets off, absolutely 
ruthless. He cracked open his cookie, munching on one half as 
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he read the slip of paper. “In order to have great friends, you 
must first learn to be a great friend.” He snorted. “I once dated 
this girl who’d always put ‘in bed’ at the end of fortunes. She 
thought it was cute or sexy or something.” 
 “True riches await—in bed.” Frank huffed. “Right.” He 
cleared away the cartons, gathered the chopsticks and foils, and 
put everything in the trash. He reached for a bottle of water, but 
thought, after all that monosodium glutamate, Tony was likely 
thirsty too, so he brought two bottles and handed Tony one. 
“Tomorrow, we’ll meet Soap … he’s helping with the research. 
Tomorrow night, we put Michele to sleep, and whoever else is 
in the way.”  
 “Soap, huh? Let me know if you have any friends with 
normal names.” Tony toasted him with the water, and then 
downed it. 
 “My name is the most normal of the bunch.” Frank 
toasted Tony, too, and thought, fuck, he was looking forward to 
this. He enjoyed it already. Like he had something to lose now.  
 They shared the bed that night, trading touches, even 
orgasm less a climax than a continuation of their earlier 
conversation—more casual and comfortable together than they 
had ever been before. 
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Chapter 8 
 

 Tony woke early—a new habit that he hadn’t shaken, 
even over the long drive—and took a run around the block. 
Wore a tee with thick fabric to muffle the glow from the arc 
reactor, took a few bills with him to get breakfast at the 
sandwich shop he’d seen on the drive in. The regular rhythm of 
shoe soles on smooth, even pavement was almost jarring; he’d 
gotten too used to the slopes and stones and shifting earth of 
Colorado.  
 When he got back to the apartment, he buzzed up Frank. 
“Got breakfast, sunshine,” he called into the speaker, wrinkling 
the bag to make it crinkle. “Want to let me in?” 
 The door buzzed, and as Tony crossed the hall, a door 
opened a crack and he was being watched. He watched right 
back, until the door clicked shut again. 
 Upstairs, Frank had begun to work up a sweat, the way 
his chest was pumped up, it had been his painful push-ups. He 
just wore briefs. “Sunshine,” he echoed. “Just a moment, quick 
shower.” 
 And he really just took five minutes, came out in a towel 
and sat down for breakfast. Tony was already downing his 
sausage, egg, and cheese, glancing through the cabinets for 
coffee to wash it down, but the only thing readily available was 
a sealed, dusty jar of instant coffee.  
 “Like the neighborhood?” asked Frank. “It’s reasonably 
quiet here. Didn’t want to be in an area where people are 
absolutely desperate for the bounty on my head.”  
 “Fair enough. Nice place—a little blue-collar, but so are 
you.” 
 Frank snorted. “I was looking to upgrade to white collar 
… with a cassock.” He shrugged. “Wouldn’t have been much of 
a priest.” He sat down to eat his breakfast, too. “Soap’s on 
nightshift, so if we leave here in thirty, we can say ‘good 
morning’ when he gets out of the office.” 
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 “Sounds like a plan,” Tony agreed. “You would’ve been 
a terrible priest.” 
 “Yeah. Slapping my herd around. That doesn’t make a 
good shepherd.” 
 

* * *  

 
 Saying ‘good morning’ to Soap meant locating his car; 
when the man was fumbling for his keys, bleary-eyed from sleep 
deprivation, Frank walked swiftly closer—pushed the blond, 
miserable-looking cop into his car and followed, forcing him 
onto the opposite seat. Frank reached behind and unlocked the 
door behind his seat. 
 “G…god,” stuttered the man, pale and suddenly even 
more miserable looking. “Oh god.” His hands were knotted in 
his lap and he looked like he might throw up from stress. 
 “What’s up, Soap?” Frank glanced at him sideways. 
 “We thought you were … down ... west coast.” 
 “I’m mobile.” 
 Soap nodded miserably. “What … what do you need?” 
 “What are my Italian friends doing?” 
 Soap pressed his lips together, looking fearful. “C...can’t 
tell you.” 
 “Don’t want to, or don’t know?” 
 “Can’t … what you did … the whole place… 
everything’s swarming with Feds. I c…can’t give you any 
information that they’d know is … f…from me.” 
 Frank regarded him coolly. “Since when are you scared 
more of Feds than of me.” It wasn’t a question. “Beneditti.” 
 “Monde D’Oro. His hangout.” 
 “Former Miamonde?” 
 “Same place.” Soap almost choked on his words. “All 
we have on him is reckless driving.” 
 “Well, don’t worry about him paying the fines.” 
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 “He doesn’t.” 
 “There we go. I like them defying the law, Soap.” 
 “Oh god.” 
 When Soap tried to look away out the window, he found 
himself staring at Tony Stark’s face through the glass. While the 
cop was nearly pissing himself with shock, Tony gave a cheery 
wave. 
 “Th… they were checking on you …” Soap offered, 
almost frantic, as if he’d wanted to say that for a long time. 
“Some people say the families were asking whether we’d found 
you, dead. They … they were getting nervous that you’re no 
longer stalking them. That’s … why we thought you were 
gone.”  
 “I’d be nervous in their shoes, too.” Frank gave him a 
nod. “Go to bed, you look tired.” He got out of the car and 
tapped the car door. Soap was too flustered to remember how to 
start the car, and Frank merely walked off with Tony.  
 “What’d he say?” asked the younger man, matching 
stride. 
 “Our target is in the Monde D’Oro. That’s a nightclub. 
Used to be Miamonde, but some idiot started a firefight in there 
half a year ago … no, wasn’t me … and it was closed down. If 
they haven’t changed the layout, I know it. We go over the roof. 
There’s a nice secluded area upstairs … fairly well secured if 
you’re trying to march up, but easily penetrated from the roof.”  
 “Will they be watching the roof? I would be, if I knew it 
was weak.” 
 “Probably. Might be good to snipe them.” Frank hailed a 
taxi, then got the driver to circle a certain block, about ten 
minutes away. “See. Up there.” The neon of the nightclub sign 
was dead at this time of the day, but the building was only four 
floors and stocky. “I have a place close by.” Frank made the 
driver go on, then, seemingly at random, made him stop and 
paid, taking Tony for a walk to get a feeling for the 
neighborhood. “What about coffee?”  
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 “Coffee sounds good. How much of this do they own?” 
Tony glanced around the street—laundromat, liquor store, 
custom auto detailing on one side; a ladies’ boutique and a 
coffee shop on the other. 
 “I’d assume most on that side. The Starbucks is 
unlikely.” Frank walked past the chain café and headed further, 
ending up in a small sandwich shop. The woman behind the 
counter was very pretty, blond, quite tall, curves in all the right 
places—not a model’s body, too curvy for that. Tony could hear 
halting, broken English as she served a customer.  
 “Yelena,” said Frank softly when she was done, and she 
looked at him with huge grey eyes, halfway between timid and 
surprised, but pleasantly so. “Two coffees?”  
 “Yes, yes.” She rushed off, working on the ancient 
Italian coffee machine that looked so massive and immovable 
that it seemed likely that the shop had been built around it. She 
served them the coffees, her hands slightly shaking. 
 “How are you doing? Do they treat you well?”  
 The woman nodded, pressing her lips together, eyes 
suddenly more watery than they should be. She turned away, 
and began to scrub something, at random.  
 Frank took his coffee and moved to one of the tables, 
looking a little concerned.  
 Tony leaned over the counter, though. “Hey, sweetheart. 
You all right?” he asked. 
 She looked at him, grey eyes wide. Frank set the coffee 
down and came back, placing a hand on Tony’s shoulder. “He 
won’t hurt you,” he said, in a low voice. “He’s a friend.”  
 She looked at Tony, trying a smile. 
 “She had a rough time. She’s a survivor,” Frank said 
close to Tony’s ear. “She’s illegal, too.”  
 “Oh. Oh.” Tony smiled for the woman. “Yeah, I would 
never hurt you. Sorry to bother you.” Tony pushed away from 
the counter and followed Frank to the table, sitting heavily and 
taking his coffee. “Going to explain that to me?” 
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 Frank glanced around. “Eastern European. Slavers. 
Prostitution. When I hit them, some … most of the girls 
survived. On the outside.” He took his mug and placed his hands 
around it. “The men we are going to kill tonight … they break 
and destroy people like her. If you feel the slightest hesitation 
about taking out that trash … think of what they did to her.”  
 She came over, cleaned a table next to them, then stood 
there. “Do you … want some cake?” It sounded like rehearsed, a 
carefully studied English sentence. She smiled at them both, and 
it was obvious she was trying to please, expressing gratitude 
after the initial shock.  
 “Yes, please,” Tony answered, making eye contact and 
beaming at her. “Do you have carrot cake?” 
 She nodded, smiling, then looked at Frank.  
 “Lemon …”  
 “Lemon drizzle?” It was unlikely she knew what 
‘drizzle’ was; the way she spoke English words followed an odd 
melody.  
 “Yeah.”  
 She left again to carefully prepare two big slices of cake 
behind the counter.  
 Frank took a sip from his coffee. “She’s the odd one out. 
Some are selling themselves. Some died. They killed 
themselves. At least they were free when they did it.” His voice 
remained level. “Guess what I’m saying is … it’s good she made 
it so far, and I’d kill them all over again, for this woman to be 
able to smile at us when she serves us cake.”  
 “Yeah. Shit.” Tony closed his eyes. “Okay, yeah, you 
were right to torch him. Tye, I mean. If he was helping the Mob 
do that to people—he deserved what he got.” 
 Frank reached over and placed a hand on Tony’s 
shoulder. “He had it coming.”  
 She came over and set the cake down. “Do you want 
whipped cream with that?” Again the odd melody.  
 “No … I’m okay.” Frank shook his head.  
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 Tony shook his head, as well; he could see the cracks in 
her collected veneer, the mental scars never quite healed over. 
He wondered, abstractedly, how many other women he’d met 
who’d been enslaved at some point. “When do we pay our 
visit?” 
 “When it’s dark. We’ll have a look for a new hideout, 
and I’ll introduce you to a few more people. The network.”  
 Before they left, Frank pushed a hundred dollar bill 
under the plate, and a tenner for the food, and they left before 
she came to take the plates.  
 The rest of the day, Frank casually introduced Tony—
and it seemed like he knew half the city. Simple people, from 
cleaners to pensioners, an old priest, taxi drivers, street vendors, 
a widow that talked too much, several children that clearly 
worshipped Frank. None of them seemed to disapprove what 
Frank did, and those that didn’t consider him ‘one of them’ were 
in awe or scared or a mixture, and there were several ‘God bless 
you’s. One though, a teacher, asked Frank whether he’d done 
‘that thing in California,’ and Frank nodded and said he had, 
which slammed that door shut.  
 “Win some, lose some,” said Frank. He led Tony to 
people that sold weapons, armor, a back alley doctor that sold 
Frank a few small glass bottles with drugs and seemed to have 
‘sewn him back shut a few times.’ They were eyes and ears, a 
vast network of those who knew who Frank was and still didn’t 
move a muscle to stop or betray him.  
 After that they had a look at three places that could 
qualify as hiding holes. It was all about angles and lines of sight, 
some places were better for offense than defense, and Frank 
always had several escape routes. He preferred places that made 
it unlikely that civilians got involved or caught in the crossfire. 
A good door and solid walls were important, too. Beyond that, 
he didn’t care for any comfort or luxuries.  

* * *  
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 It was dark when they got back, and Frank then walked 
Tony through the weapons. What he’d take, why, where he’d 
stow it on his body, then followed a clean and check of every 
single piece of equipment.  
 It was moving towards ten p.m. when everything was 
done. Frank began to dress, shed the civilian clothes and put on 
the black. Heavy boots, black trousers, Kevlar plating, all topped 
off with a flak vest that had the white skull painted on it. He 
fastened the straps and began to hook and tighten kit to his body, 
hid everything under a wide trenchcoat, then helped to kit Tony 
up. 
 “This feels like Columbine,” Tony muttered, pulling his 
own trenchcoat shut. “It’s a good thing you’ve got so many 
friends, or we’d be pulled over in a second. Even with the skull 
hidden—this is not subtle.” 
 “Big city. Nobody cares. This place is full of people who 
are less subtle.”  
 Frank parked the car in an alley not far from the club, 
which was pulsing with a bassline that was deafening even on 
the outside. They climbed a fire escape on a much taller 
building, and Frank crouched down to assemble the rifle. “We 
take down the guards up there. Simultaneous shots would be 
ideal.”  
 “How do we coordinate that? A count?” Tony was 
mentally assembling a timer and firing mechanism which could 
reliably fire two shots within a millisecond of each other; 
unfortunately, it would require a spring, and so he had to 
abandon the idea.  
 “Yeah, counting. You count.”  
 “And how many are there? I see two. Likely to be more 
nearby?” 
 “Inside. The place should swarm with them. A dozen, 
two dozen.”  
 “Great. What’re the chances they hear the shot and come 
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running? With that tacky house music playing?” 
 “Not good. It’s deafening inside. Neighbors are a 
different matter.” Frank peered through the scope. “Stupid fucks 
are both smoking, too.” 
 Tony crouched, using the lip on the roof of the building 
to steady his rifle. Got a nice, comfortable line of sight on one—
”I’m taking the guy on the right,” he muttered. “You take the 
guy on the left.” 
 Frank lined up his rifle, keeping his attention divided 
between Tony and the man he’d kill in a few heartbeats. 
Smoking kills, he thought, seeing the way the cigarette grew 
brighter when the man sucked on it.  
 “On three,” Tony muttered. “One, two—three.” He 
squeezed the trigger—no different from ground squirrels; just 
bigger, human-shaped. 
 Frank shot in the exact same moment, and both look-outs 
went down as though struck by lightning. Getting onto the other 
roof was, by comparison, harder work, but they had done a lot of 
work with ropes in the mountains, abseiling and throwing 
anchors, which came in handy. Once on the roof, Frank just 
made sure that both men were dead—they were, and the night 
was dark enough that they were both just shapes.  
 “There might be a simple electronic alarm on the door,” 
Frank said in a hushed voice, nodding towards the entry point. 
The bass was thumping under their feet. No way anybody inside 
had heard anything.  
 Tony pulled a ski mask over his face, a poor man’s 
disguise when he was going for illegality. “There would have to 
be a way to disable it from the outside, even for a couple of 
seconds—otherwise how are these guys getting back in when 
they need to take a piss? Give me a second.” He only had to 
scout for a minute before he found a simple card-swipe, 
cunningly hidden on the back of an HVAC unit. “Check their 
wallets. At least one of them’s got to have a card for this.” 
 Frank was already crouching next to one, patting him 
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down. The body was still warm, of course, firm, but 
unresponsive like only dead meat was. “No, ass pocket,” he said, 
pulling the card from the man’s back pocket. Fondling dead 
guy’s asses had only recently turned very strange. He pulled it 
free and swiped it. They could open the door after that with no 
problems.  
 They made their way down a narrow stair—smelled of 
piss and cheap cleaning fluid, grease and sweat. 
 Frank took point—he knew what he was doing, taking a 
house. Moving carefully, but not wasting any time. When they 
turned a corner, they were suddenly faced with two more guys—
who looked like the guards’ relief. Frank lifted the gun and shot 
them—one in the throat, the other between the eyes. Walking on 
with hardly any pause, he finished the first guy while walking 
past.  
 “Someone has to have heard that,” Tony muttered, 
weapon up, trying to peer around corners into doorways before 
he reached them. A flash of movement in one, glint off the 
muzzle of a gun; he flattened himself against the wall, got out of 
the angle of fire, and when the gunman paused to reload Tony 
dropped him neatly with one shot. 
 “Good work,” Frank said, and walked faster. Through 
the door, past the man who lay dead, and Frank shot another 
man who came closer, just in the process of pulling his gun. 
 “Too slow,” Frank said, and kicked down the first door. 
As he entered, Tony swept the hall, keeping his back covered—
pulse racing, hands steady on the gun. 
 It was a bedroom, and a man was just turning, gun in 
hand, lying on top of a woman, legs spread wide—she was on 
her belly, the light was low—but it was obvious why he’d only 
reacted right now. 
 The scene made Tony pause, taking in for a long second 
the woman’s face, desperation and resignation at once, the way 
her hands were twisted in the sheets—it was a second too long, 
and he took two bullets hard to the chest. They knocked him 
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back against the wall, his own gun taking a chunk out of the 
plaster; then he was firing, not thinking and just responding, 
splattering the bastard’s brains across the pretty woman’s back. 
His chest hurt like a bitch. 
 She screamed—it was high pitched keening, unlike 
anything produced in movies in similar situations. She pulled 
back against the wall, staring at them in terror. Anything was 
forgotten now, but the threat that they posed.  
 While Tony tried to shush the girl, Frank moved on, 
kicking down the next door. One man, stared at him, and 
dropped to the floor, mostly naked as he was. “Don’t kill me! 
Please!”  
 “What, were you up after the lady?” Tony threw over his 
shoulder. 
 Frank pointed the gun at the guy’s face. “Beneditti. 
Where is he?”  
 “I don’t know! Please, sir…” the man begged.  
 The Punisher pulled the trigger. He didn’t blink, just 
stared at the crumpling body. “Let’s mop up the rest.”  
 “I’m expecting no less than an army,” Tony informed 
him. “This has been too easy.” 
 Frank glanced at him, and there was something strange 
in his blue eyes, life, joy, maybe, but they were intense, 
emotional, like they very rarely were. The Punisher was capable 
of emotions, but compared to whatever was running through him 
right now, anything else had been a mere spark. “I hope so,” he 
said. 
 They spun out of the room to find themselves 
surrounded, boxed in on either side by a mob of men—not an 
army, not ranked like soldiers, but a mob with guns cocked. 
Tony didn’t even pause, just took a sharp step back and used the 
door for cover, even as the mob raked its metal surface with 
bullets. 
 Frank stepped towards the door, pulled a packet out of 
one of his many pockets and slapped it on the metal door, then 
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activated the detonator in the same, fluid motion. He smashed in 
the window and crouched down outside on the fire escape ladder 
… then pressed the button. The room seemingly exploded into a 
fireball, the roar deafening. 
 Tony barely managed to dive through the window before 
the wall blew out around him, shrapnel flying, plaster misting 
down like thick smoke. “You could have fucking warned me!” 
he shouted, clinging to the ladder as though it was his last hope. 
 Frank glanced at him and nodded, then went back in 
again, shooting again, killing survivors, but mostly trying to 
catch up with the men who were now running. To get there, he 
had to pass through what looked like an immensely satisfying 
amount of carnage. Yet, the music had stopped, and he could 
hear people scream. They’d flood the streets and likely hinder 
the police and firemen that would be streaming in. “Five 
minutes,” he said. If they hadn’t located Beneditti then, they’d 
have to pull out. “Too much heat.”  
 Tony aimed a parting shot at a man slipping around a 
corner—caught him in the thigh, and cursed for the miss. 
“Where are we going to find him in this place?” 
 “Just kill any greasy-looking bastard with a gun.” Frank 
marched on, shot one guy on the ground in the shoulder which 
made him drop the gun, then grabbed the man’s clothes, hoisted 
him up and rammed him against the wall. The man stared at him 
in terror, in pain, but it was like none of that reflected in Frank’s 
face.  

 He was as merciless as death himself. “Beneditti,” he 
snarled. “Where is he?” 
 “D…down in the lounge. Between … club and here …”  
 Frank placed the muzzle under the man’s chin, pressing 
against the soft flesh, pointing upwards. The man’s blood pulsed 
from the wound, and he was deathly pale. Frank pulled the 
trigger and dropped him.  
 “Further down.”  
 Tony went back to the stairwell alone, leaving the 
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Punisher to mop up and then catch up. He’d been briefed on 
Beneditti, knew his face well enough to recognize it; followed 
the Punisher’s orders, though, pumping lead into anyone who 
looked like he was prepped for a fight. He kicked open the door 
to the lounge, took in couches and chairs and a refrigerator in a 
moment before he was firing on the gunman by the doorframe. 
He’d tried for cover, expected a cautious intruder. Tony gave 
him no chance to react. He was invincible. He was fucking Iron 
Man. The man went down, bleeding from his forehead. 
 No sign of Beneditti. Had he run? No reason to guard the 
door if he was going to be running— 
 —fridge. Tony grinned, cocksure, strolling to the fridge 
and swinging it open. 
 He felt a gun pressed to the back of his head almost at 
once. “Made ya look,” growled a low voice. 
 The posturing was the death of him. Tony swung around, 
caught Beneditti’s arm and used his momentum to snap it. 
Tossed the mob leader to the ground and fired on him, wasn’t 
even thinking, four bullets to the chest. Five.  
 A sixth to the head. 
 “Reload,” said Frank from the door, and turned his head 
as if listening. The sound of screaming was heard, and sirens 
from the distance. “Exfiltrate. Back to the roof. You first. Go.” 
He expected them to try and cut their escape routes off, and he 
didn’t want to be caught in here, not while Tony was still rough 
around the edges. He changed mags in both pistols, a luxury of a 
breathing pause. “I got your back.”  
 Running the staircase back up. Whatever low level goons 
might have been in the club, he didn’t have time to single them 
out among the screaming survivors. They’d be probably done 
for illegal weapons and possession. Or maybe not.  
 Back on the roof, Frank quickly checked the front of the 
club. Big vans. SWAT. Fuck. These guys must have been sitting 
in their base, kitted up and ready to go at the drop of a hat. They 
weren’t normally that fast. He trotted back to their ropes and 
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anchors. Estimating how long it would take them to climb, he 
assumed he’d lose too much time when he rigged the door for a 
small diversion. SWAT wasn’t bad. A smoke grenade didn’t 
stop them. 
 “Great, I can tell Rhodey when I get home that I had a 
SWAT team after me,” muttered Tony, getting his hands on the 
rope. 
 “I could take them. Up.” Frank took the rope and began 
to climb, moving fast, body buzzing with adrenaline, but he’d 
always relished that. He turned to check whether they had 
already arrived on the roof. No. He pulled himself over the edge 
of the building and pulled the anchor free, let it drop to the 
ground. Across the roof, and another roof, then he heard a 
copter. Sweeping searchlight. The cops meant business.  
 Back down a fire escape, probably setting off an alarm or 
two, but highly unlikely that that fed into the police computer—
or that they made the connection. 

 Back on the streets, Frank uncreaked his neck. Walking 
swiftly away, using badly lit alleys whenever he could, they 
eventually arrived at another run-down building with an 
impressive metal door. Frank unlocked it, and headed into the 
cellar, where another, even more impressive door protected 
another one of his hiding holes.  
 Again, it was sparse, but it had a workshop area, which 
was where Frank unloaded his weapons. Only then breathing 
freely, even though his blood pumped still. That dark joy. A job 
well done. Another day in his endless war. 
 Meanwhile, Tony slumped against the wall, clinging to 
his rifle like it was a comfort object, eyes closed, sweat cooling 
his flushed skin. “Is it always like this? The body count, the 
running?” 
 “My side of the law, it is.” Frank found a bottle of water 
and handed it to Tony. “See what all the training was for. 
Tailored-to-measure for this job.”  
 “Even the rock climbing. I admit, I was kind of confused 
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about that one.”  
 “Yeah. Nothing like climbing to get you ready for the 
urban jungle.”  
 Tony put down his gun, took the water, and drank it—
too quickly, but his throat was dry, his pulse throbbing. “Guess 
that’s why you’re not on the side of the law—they’d want to 
lock up most of them. Not your thing, huh?” 
 “They don’t want to. All decent cops want this scum 
scrubbed off the face of the earth. But they can’t do them. The 
law stops them.” Frank crouched in front of him. “So, fuck the 
law.” 
 With a crooked grin, Tony reached out, tangled his 
fingers in Frank’s hair. “You’re sexy when you’re fucking the 
law.” 
 Frank breathed laughter. “Makes me hard, too.”  
 “That’s a little twisted,” Tony laughed, but then his lips 
were on Frank’s and his tongue pressing in, hot and insistent. 
 Frank moved closer, hand finding Tony’s neck, sweaty 
as it was, vibrating still from the hunt, the exertion, and the 
goddamned joy to be alive and to have brought their kill down. 
He knew Tony felt it too. That made Tony the ideal candidate 
for what he had to do. His Kevlar plate made contact with 
Tony’s—the armor keeping them apart and connecting them 
more than they should. He was still wearing the skull—he was 
still death.  
 The pressure made Tony hiss and draw back, though. 
“Shit—” He stood, unfastening his vest and letting it fall. When 
he pulled up his shirt, he revealed a dark and spreading bruise 
the size of a saucer where he’d been shot. “Guess he had 
something high-caliber. Shit, that hurts.” 
 “Dum-dum, I’d guess. Good stopping power.” Frank 
picked up the vest and inspected the projectiles that had 
flattened like mushrooms. He placed a hand on Tony’s bare 
skin, just outside the bruise. “Want something for the pain? Will 
knock you over, though.”  
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 Tony gritted his teeth at the touch, but shook his head. 
“It’s okay if you’re expecting it. I’ve had worse.” And treated it 
with scotch, he thought to himself, but didn’t say it aloud. 
“Killed the mood, didn’t I?” 
 Frank looked at that chest, the definition more than the 
arc reactor, and Tony kitted up like a soldier. All in black, the 
only thing missing was the skull. Alive from the most potent 
drug: after battle. He deliberately pulled the straps of the vest 
open and dropped it to the floor, holsters followed, including the 
knife in the small of his back, then the black shirt underneath. 
The veins on his arms stood out, like they had expanded to allow 
far more blood to rush to the muscles. He stepped closer again, 
ran a couple fingers along Tony’s jawline and kissed him, 
deeply, a low growl escaping from his throat as he pulled Tony’s 
body closer, skin to skin, muscles to muscle, sweat to sweat.  
 Tony yielded to the contact, the low burn of used 
muscles and bruised flesh; returned kiss for kiss, teeth closing 
on Frank’s lower lip and pulling, almost tearing, which made 
Frank shudder—the pain was too welcome, sharp, nasty, but it 
traveled through his body and hit him in the groin. “Want you,” 
he growled, sliding a hand between them, feeling the outline of 
Frank’s cock hard under thick trousers. 
 “Yeah.” Turning, Frank pushed Tony hard against the 
nearest wall, almost stumbling over the pile of kit, which he 
kicked to the side with a curse. The moment Tony’s shoulders 
connected with the wall, Frank pressed up against him, one leg 
between Tony’s legs, pushing against him. Relishing the touch, 
especially after combat. From a man who’d killed, just minutes 
ago, killed, shoulder to shoulder with him, on his mission. Tony 
could do it. He was made for it. He’d found him, and only then 
realized what he’d been looking for—not a lover, but if his 
successor shared his bed, that was logical. Trust, understanding, 
strength. Shared. He still didn’t get his head around what it 
meant and why, but it felt right. Want you. “Me … or the 
Punisher ...?” he asked, burying his teeth into Tony’s delta 
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muscles, hard enough to bruise.  
 Tony cried out, clutching shoulders, hips—this was 
going to hurt in the morning, he was going to be absolutely 
fucked up in the morning, but he wanted this, wanted Frank 
Castle or the Punisher or whatever he called himself. “Same 
thing—” he gasped against Frank’s ear, thrusting against the leg 
between his thighs, sinking his teeth into the smooth curve 
between neck and shoulder. 
 Frank took Tony’s head, and any sane man would have 
pushed the teeth away, the way Tony was going at him, but he 
cradled the head instead of twisting it and breaking the other 
man’s neck. This was right. This was good. The best thing he’d 
felt in a long, long time. “No limits,” he said, softly, to Tony’s 
ear. “We’re wolves among the herd, Tony.” Feed from my 
darkness. “We only wear a human skin,” he said, his hand 
moving down to Tony’s belt, opening it. 
 The words went through Tony like a knife—something 
he couldn’t remember, something David had said about 
psychopaths—but he was too far gone to catch it, and he only 
knew that he wanted to be a wolf if that meant having Frank’s 
hand on his cock and his lips against his ear. “No limits,” he 
agreed, fumbling to return the favor. 
 Frank managed to free Tony’s cock, and helped him with 
his own trousers, pushing the flies open, taking hold of their 
cocks, like he did when they got each other off. He still wanted 
to fuck him, it was more satisfying, more intense, but he 
accepted the rule. He didn’t want to, but he’d never force. He’d 
drowned his own subordinate in Nam when he’d raped a VC 
sniper. Yet he wanted Tony helpless, helplessly wanting, 
completely exposed, at his mercy. He needed more than this. 
But how to ask for it. He took Tony’s hands in one of his, and 
pressed them against the wall, stretching him out, then took 
Tony’s cock, pumping him.  
 Tony thrust into his hand, unable to reach and clutch, 
unable to move below the waist; hadn’t been held like this in too 
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long, turned on by the denial, refusal. “Let me touch you,” he 
said, as much plea as command. 
 “What would you do?” Frank let his cock slip from his 
hand when he spotted Tony still had a knife sheathed in his 
back. His old knife, the first gift. Fitting that it now returned to 
him. He placed the flat blade against Tony’s chest.  
 Hushed, “What do you want me to do?” 
 Frank met his gaze, the blue intense, inhuman. “Bleed 
for me.” The blade turned a little, now an edge on the strong 
muscle, Frank’s hand as steady and calm as a surgeon’s. No 
blood, just a threat. Or was that a promise.  
 That steady gaze too intense; Tony closed his eyes, let 
his head fall back against the wall. Had to trust him, trust that he 
wanted Tony alive, didn’t want to destroy him like they’d 
destroyed so many tonight. He could feel knuckles hot against 
his skin, knifeblade chill and implacable—he breathed out, 
shuddering. “Please.” 
 Frank felt a hot, dark rush of power, and he watched the 
blade move, like gravity pulled it, but it was his own muscles, 
tendons, veins and arteries that did it. His will. The cut was 
shallow, but pumped up as Tony was, the light red blood ran, a 
drop, two, a small trickle, the cut one inch long, two, three; 
Tony sucked in a breath, catching a cry in his throat. Frank slid 
the knife back into Tony’s sheath, then brought his head down, 
licking along the cut. The taste of blood and sweat, intimate and 
terrible, as he sucked on the wound, his hand returned to Tony’s 
cock. 
 Too many sensations at once—burn of the cut, rough 
hand on his cock, cool and slick tongue lapping at his blood, 
arms extended and body strung out—Tony kept his eyes closed 
and rode it, bucking against the hands that held him, crying out 
when the tide of wanting crested and he came hard over Frank’s 
hand. 
 Frank’s head came up and he kissed the panting man, 
aware he’d taste his own blood on him, but that, again, seemed 
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like the sanest thing in an insane world. He released Tony’s 
hands, kept him against the wall, wiped the cum on his own 
camo trousers. His need just as fierce, if not more. He’d do 
anything to be able to turn Tony around him and fuck him 
against the wall, and the thought made him groan with denial.  
 Shaking out his hands, letting them fall to his sides, Tony 
swallowed the groan and took Frank’s cock in hand. His palm 
was sweaty, slippery, cool against the hard flesh; he could taste 
blood on Frank’s lips, heavy-tasting like cum. “Want to suck 
you off—” and he slid down, between hot skin and cold brick, 
guiding the head between his lips and licking the tip. 
 Frank groaned, louder. This … he’d wanted this, but 
feeling it actually happen, fuck. Degrading. And so fucking 
good. He placed a hand flat against the wall to steady himself, 
the other reached for Tony’s head, but seeing his cock between 
Tony’s lips was impossibly sexy. His own free will, was that 
still degradation? Why would any man want to do this? His hips 
rocked a little, he knew he should stay steady, but the sensation 
was nearly too much.  
 Tony slid his mouth over Frank’s cock, letting his jaw 
relax, teasing with the motion of his lips and his tongue, fingers 
digging into an angular hip—breaking down the Punisher by 
degrees, making him want. Fair trade for the blood and denial. 
 Frank’s mind was blank. All that was left was the slick, 
living heat around him, a strong killer who wanted do to this, 
and whom he wanted to do this to, the motions from the lips, the 
jaw that he felt against his hand. His body was locked in place, 
abs tensed up so much that he wasn’t sure he could have moved, 
his breath coming in short and harsh, and he gritted his teeth, 
pulling his lips apart, looking like he was in pain and fighting it. 
He wanted to fuck Tony’s lips, wanted to take his head and 
force him, but again, the urge couldn’t be let loose, and a 
desperate sound came from somewhere in his chest. Instead of 
pulling that head closer, his hand closed firmly around Tony’s 
shoulder, his forehead now touching his lower arm against the 
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wall.  
 That low, cracked sound tripped something in Tony—he 
caught Frank’s hips in his hands and pulled him close, took him 
deep; almost gagged, throat contracting, nose buried in coarse 
hair and drawing in a desperate breath. Not playing anymore. 
Just giving heat and friction, letting Frank fuck his mouth, 
encouraging it. Letting go with one hand to cup heavy balls, 
slide a fingertip over the tight perineum while he fought for 
breath. 
 Frank couldn’t help but let go—and feeling that control 
go was as painful and tense as putting stress on a bone until it 
snapped. The need was searing, took control of every muscle, he 
stood no chance to control anybody or even himself right now, 
and he thrust, hand releasing Tony’s shoulder and taking his 
neck again, not digging in, flat hand around it, as he thrust into 
Tony’s throat, the contractions and heat greeting him, took his 
breath, when he crashed over the edge already, as little in 
control as he’d ever been.  
 When he was spent, Tony let him slip free—wiping his 
mouth with the back of his hand, coughing a little. His cut was 
beginning to sting now, air harsh on an open wound; he rested 
his forehead against Frank’s hip. “How you doing up there?” he 
muttered. 
 Frank pushed himself away from the wall, settled his 
weight back on his heels. “Good.” Better than. He reached 
down, offering Tony a hand to pull him up.  
 “Good.” Tony took the hand, clambering to his feet; had 
to lean in for a quick but thorough kiss. “Are you always this 
horny after a hunt?” 
 “It happens.” Frank stowed himself away, closed the 
belt, too. “Not when I get fucked up.” Frank shrugged. Any 
needs he had he took care of, his body wasn’t dead, but there 
was little pleasure in it. Just a pressure he had to relieve every 
now and then. “Not much of a sex life.” He took Tony’s neck, 
kissed him on the lips again, touched his forehead with his own. 
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“Don’t laugh at me, Stark.” 
 “Wouldn’t dream of it,” answered Tony, but he was 
laughing—just a quiet shaking of his shoulders. “I mean, not 
laughing about the sex life, that’s just a shame—but it’s kind of 
cute how you feel like you have to defend it.” 
 “The people I meet in my line of work fall in three 
categories.” Frank lifted a hand, counting them out on his 
fingers. “My victims. Their victims. People trying to stop or 
betray me.”  
 “Like I said—a shame.” Tony hitched boxers and 
trousers up over his hips, buttoning and zipping. “Ever wish it 
were different?” 
 “Sit down.” Frank moved away so Tony could get to the 
chair, and he headed into the bathroom to get some spray on 
plaster. Gave him time to think. “You mean, more sex, or a 
normal life?” He cleaned the cut on Tony’s pec, then generously 
sprayed the area.  
 “Both, I guess,” said Tony, watching the process with a 
little concern—couldn’t be too careful with the arc reactor. 
 Frank crossed his arms, thinking. Fragments of thoughts, 
but none held the answer. His last lovers had died, been killed, 
or had pretty much committed suicide. His lovers died—this 
whole thing had started with his wife dying. “I miss it,” he said, 
in a low voice. “I sometimes think … imagine … or maybe it’s a 
dream … I’m just some fat old fart, and Frank and Lisa are 
there, coming over for Sunday. Do they have kids? Are they 
married? What does my son look like as a grown man? His 
voice? Would he ask me what I did in ‘Nam? Would I fight with 
a bleeding heart liberal, or would I have the good sense to keep 
shut, or does he understand it?” Frank’s face twitched. “Maria 
would tell me to watch what I eat, cholesterol. I’m in the age 
group for heart problems, twenty pounds too heavy, less than my 
father was when he went, but there’s no reason to stay fitter than 
you need to walk the dog or mow the lawn.” He half-turned 
away. “I can see some of it, and other things are blurred. I’d be a 
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policeman, or a fire fighter. Something useful.” Frank glanced 
around, as if waking up in a hiding hole after several murders. 
“Somebody has to do this. Somebody has to fight to keep the 
world sane. So others can have a normal life. Yelena. Those that 
Michele Beneditti will not kill because you killed him first.”  
 “Yeah—yeah, I guess that’s right.” Tony looked down at 
his hands. Hadn’t even counted how many people he’d killed 
tonight; hadn’t really thought about it as it was happening. What 
would Pepper say if she knew? What would Rhodey think? And 
David—what would go into Tony’s profile, with him? “Do you 
think you can keep friends? Living like this?” 
 “The last one betrayed me.” Frank shook his head. And 
Nick Fury didn’t really count as a friend. Fury wanted him to do 
his dirty work, and managed to get enough leverage on him to 
force his hand often enough. Who else? Everybody else was a 
contact. “I took care of him.” Micro. They’d been hell together. 
Micro had enabled him to kill so much more. Turn him from a 
lone gunman into a one man army, with all the intel he could 
unearth. Micro who’d taken his planning and recon to a new 
level. “Any opening I give them, they stick a dagger in.”  
 “But people like Pepper.” Pepper, who’d put up with all 
of his shit from the very beginning, been wooed and chased and 
nearly killed and even denied—and who’d stood by him. 
 “She’d die for you, Tony. She’d pull the trigger on me 
immediately if she could save you doing it.” Frank remembered 
his own awkwardness with her. The barely held disdain in her 
eyes. She had realized right away that Frank would have an 
influence on Tony. He reached over to switch on the TV, the 
first channel was news. 
 “.. leaves no doubt that the infamous vigilante has 
returned.”  
 The camera panned across the Monde D’Oro club.  
 “Listen,” said Frank, with a moment of grim humor. 
“They are playing our song.” 
 “This is the site of the slaughter, which left fifteen men 
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dead, and three critical.”  
 Stretchers were loaded into ambulances.  
 “Witnesses have confirmed that this was the Punisher’s 
handiwork, yet, he seems to not have operated alone. He was 
accompanied by an unidentified Caucasian male.”  
 A police officer on site inflated his chest and tried to 
look important. “Indeed, Catherine, we have seen that Frank 
Castle appears to be changing his MO. You need to understand 
that psychopaths like Castle are lone hunters. We do not 
currently know who the man is, but we are working to recover 
footage from the club and work on an e-fit. It is yet too early in 
the investigation to make any claims, but NYPD will pursue any 
lead and do what is necessary to stop Castle and his 
accomplice.” 
 Frank watched that with a wry expression. “They have 
nothing.”  
 “Not with an e-fit, but if they can cross-reference 
irises—shit, that’s not good. Here’s hoping the club’s security 
cameras were too grainy for iris recognition.” Tony blew out a 
breath, fascinated despite himself. Fifteen dead, three critical; no 
idea how many injured, like that poor sap he’d shot in the thigh. 
“The FBI had an e-fit of you, in California. Surprising likeness.” 
 “Tye’s driver had enough time to look at me. I didn’t kill 
him, I just put him to sleep. Maybe there were cameras, but 
that’s not important. I want them to know it’s me. That’s the 
point.” Frank leaned back. “The question is, what message are 
they sending this time?” 
 “This is the second known crime in the last six weeks. 
About four weeks ago, The Punisher killed Stark Industries 
manager John C. Tye in his home Malibu and set the body on 
fire, causing industrialist Tony Stark to leave for an unknown 
destination and halt all production and shipping of weapons. 
While trade journalists regarded this as a clever ruse to 
reinforce Stark Industries’ move away from defense technology, 
Tony Stark stated that he was afraid for his life and asked the 
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Punisher publicly to voice his demands. As far as we know, no 
statement has been forthcoming. Just what Stark is planning, 
and how the feud of the mass murderer and the industrialist will 
wind up …”  
 Frank switched off. “How will our feud wind up?”  
 With a shrug, Tony leaned against the counter. “Provide 
me evidence that Tye was specifically bad news for you—and a 
promise that you’ll let me handle my own trash from now on.”  
 “His paper trail is in his office. Maybe I can find 
something with the mercenaries.” Frank shrugged. “Want me to 
kidnap a journalist for the statement? Some careers have been 
built on less.”  
 “Sounds good. Pick some eager kid with a camera—
you’ll be like Spiderman inside a month.”  
 Frank gave him a wry glance. “What, radioactive?”  
 Tony smiled, just a tight little smile. “We driving back to 
Colorado, or are we parting ways up here?” 
 Frank gave him a long, expressionless look. That had 
been the deal—he’d teach him, Tony would build something for 
him, and after that … Don’t worry about wanting me. It will be 
over. “Or you help me with the mercenaries. There’s a lot of 
work to do in New York.” Really in every city, and many 
countries around the world.  
 “I should get back. I’ve got to reorganize my company 
with your buddy Teeth—and Pepper would probably kill me if I 
was gone too much longer. And then there’s that hot FBI agent 
who thinks you’re not crazy; he’s probably coming out here, but 
you never know.” Tony shrugged. “Your war. Not mine.” 
 “Okay.” Frank nodded, face dark and stoic. Not Tony’s 
war. No it wasn’t. It had always ever been his war. And how 
much Tony had actually learned—apart from shooting 
properly—he’d see later. Maybe never. Maybe Tony managed to 
look himself in the eye and just walk away, not stare back. “You 
sleeping over there …” nodding towards the bed, “or does one 
take the couch?”  
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 “Cuddling in bed doesn’t actually make you more gay 
than sleeping with a guy. Promise.” Tony shrugged off the rest 
of his bulky clothes—bits of leg armor that had caught his 
trousers when he’d pulled them down; the trousers themselves. 
Then, leaving his things still piled on the floor, he crawled into 
bed and glanced up in something like challenge. 
 Frank undressed, too, in full frontal view, peeling 
himself out of the armor and the clothes and boots, then, 
completely naked, joined Tony under the covers. He reached 
over to switch off the only light, apart from the one on Tony’s 
chest. He was close, partly because the bed was fairly narrow. 
Partly because Tony was there, and he wanted that touch. “I’m 
not worried about you making me gay,” Frank said, and it didn’t 
come out as a light-hearted quip, which ruined the whole 
sentence.  

 “Good.” This quietly, Tony couldn’t help sounding 
serious as well. “On principle, I only make guys bisexual.” 
 Frank placed a hand on Tony’s stomach. “That’s what 
you are, right?” 
 “I guess. I don’t really think about it like that, you know? 
I think someone’s sexy, I go after him. Or her. Or whatever.” He 
put a hand on Frank’s hip, feeling the hard jut of bone under the 
skin, tracing it with his thumb. 
 “Bad taste in this case.” Frank turned onto his side to 
look at Tony in the soft light, then murmured close to his ear. 
“Only ever traded handjobs, nothing more. Not often. The jungle 
… does strange things, the war. Men become brothers, closer 
than brothers, until it’s helping a brother and just part of the 
bond.”  
 “Yeah, I’ve heard about that kind of thing.” Tony smiled, 
low light softening the lines that were just beginning to mark his 
features. “Sorry about—well. The table.” 
 “Sorry about your house.” Frank moved closer, offering 
his arm and pulled Tony closer. Skin against skin. “And well 
done today.”  
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 “Thanks.” They shared a quiet kiss; nothing demanded, 
nothing taken. 
 It was good to feel Tony rest on his shoulder, to have a 
human body close, and he thought he could feel the low hum 
from the reactor against his flesh. His lovers died, his friends 
betrayed him. It was likely for the best that tomorrow, Tony 
would simply leave the city and two days later his life, unless it 
was time for payback. 



 

224 

Chapter 9 
 
 

 The two flights home had worn Tony out—first 
LaGuardia to Denver, then once he’d sorted out that rental car 
he’d left behind, another flight from Denver to LAX. At least it 
had been nonstop, he’d managed to pay for that; by the time the 
taxi pulled into his own Malibu driveway, he was exhausted and 
looking forward to a nice, long nap in his own bed. 
 Such dreams were not to be, though; Pepper halted him 
in the front room, a newspaper in her hand, her eyes wide and 
angry. “This was you, wasn’t it? ‘Unknown Caucasian male’—
that was you.” She thrust the paper at him, and he saw his own 
face, obscured by a ski mask and the Punisher’s lower arm.  
 “Yep, that’d be me,” he answered, and wasn’t surprised 
when she didn’t buy the nonchalance. 
 “You could’ve been killed, Tony. You weren’t even 
wearing your suit—you could have died.” 
 “It’s all right, I had a Kevlar vest. I was perfectly fine,” 
he said, catching her by the shoulders and holding her still. 
 She sighed, rolling her eyes. “Mr. Stark. Someone could 
have shot you.” 
 “Someone did—twice. I’ve got a hell of a bruise to show 
for it.” 
 “That’s exactly my point. Someone did shoot you. I’m 
concerned for your safety, sir. You can’t do this again.” 
 “I don’t plan to do this again—without the suit, anyway. 
I’ve got some new ideas for it, too. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I 
need to ask Jarvis to calculate the wind resistance of a pair of 
shoulder-mounted cannons. And I’ve got to talk to the FBI. No, 
I’m not turning myself in. Relax, Pepper.” He smiled winningly, 
and although she didn’t quite desist, she did let her shoulders 
relax under his hands. Tony patted her, then, and let her go. 
 As soon as he was out of earshot, he dug up David’s 
number and plugged it into his cell phone. Waited as it rung. 
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 “Stoltz?” 
 “Stoltz! This is Tony Stark. Is David busy?” 
 “Tony… Stark…” Stoltz seemed genuinely impressed. 
“Ah, that’s a bad question, sir. At the moment, I’m running the 
operation here. David had an accident. It was all over the press, 
too.”  
 “I’ve been in hiding. What happened?” 
 Stoltz hesitated. “He picked something up that was 
boobytrapped … He lost …” Stoltz swallowed. “Excuse me, sir. 
He was badly injured. There were some complications and he’s 
still in hospital.”  
 “What did he lose?” Tony’s imagination was already 
racing ahead—lost his hand, maybe, that wouldn’t be too bad; 
prosthetics were getting pretty good, a guy could live without a 
hand— 
 “Both hands, an eye, and they are not sure the other one 
will get any better.” Stoltz’ voice was rough. “He was absolutely 
adamant that nobody touch anything. Not even a bomb squad. 
Well, I wish we’d had one.”  
 Tony sat quiet for a long moment. Yeah, that was like 
him; just like David to want the scene fresh, even if it meant a 
danger to his ... “This wasn’t on the Punisher scene, was it?” 
 “It was. We got a hint from a witness … they’d seen him 
go in and out, they said. But that witness vanished. David was 
set up.”  

 “Shit. Could you—could you give me the address for his 
hospital? I’ll be back in soon. I want to see him, if I can.” He felt 
hideously responsible. Sick. While he’d been in Colorado, 
fucking around—better not to think about it. Could’ve been 
someone else who set David up, wasn’t like the FBI didn’t have 
enough enemies. 
 “Of course, sir.” Stoltz hesitated. “But he’s not doing too 
well, I’m afraid.” He still gave out the address in San Francisco.  
 “Thanks. Thank you. Really.” Tony hung up, too 
distracted even to say goodbye. Felt like calling the Punisher to 
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ask whether he’d set up a bomb, but realized that he didn’t have 
a number—Frank’s cell phones were all disposable, the better 
not to be traced. 
 Time to think. Priorities—get cleaned up, learn 
everything he could about David’s accident, get the hell out of 
Malibu and find out what had happened to him. He had Jarvis 
scroll him some news reports while he took a hasty bath. 
 The news reports had a sordid collection of a human 
interest story. At first, it was that a young FBI agent had been 
injured while examining a crime scene. Then, gradually pieces 
of the story leaked, some details were wrong, just plain rumors, 
ranging from ammunition having blown up to somebody 
shooting a grenade at David, until, several days later, there was 
an official statement of special agent David Kaplan having been 
wounded in the line of duty. And because he was a pretty face, 
journalists lapped up the story of David Kaplan, 27, top of the 
class, who’d worked his way out of poor surroundings by pure 
merit.  
 Within days, the public knew everything about him—
some school friends told stories about him, always what a fun, 
clever guy he’d been, and there was a fair bit of digging as the 
journalists were trying to locate a girlfriend, because such a 
pretty guy had to have a girlfriend, but there was silence on the 
matter, and shrugs, and vague stories about “him having been 
popular with the ladies.”  
 All that while the man himself was in ‘critical condition,’ 
where he’d stayed for weeks. There were rumors of brain 
damage, and another news story that he’d regained 
consciousness—ten days ago. Another story was about how the 
surgeon had tried to save the left hand, but it had to go, due to 
some infection or other, and David had been thoroughly 
weakened by all the operations. He’d lost the right eye, and the 
left was damaged. Then silence fell, or maybe it was just that an 
A-list celebrity had checked herself out of the Mayo clinic and 
was available for hounding again.  
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 Tony let it wash over him, remembering Yinsen—
creative surgeon on a shoestring, Renaissance man in a cave. He 
would’ve been thinking about how to fix what was broken. Tony 
was already conceptualizing a circuit board programmed to 
respond to nerve pulses, not so different from the high-end 
artificial limbs that Iraq casualties were getting. Doable. 
Completely doable. Better than thinking about whether Frank 
had been responsible for this. “Jarvis, can you get me a flight to 
San Francisco today?” Tony asked. 
 “Certainly, sir. Do you wish to depart at 6:45 p.m.?” 
 “Can you get me an earlier flight?” 
 “It is already 4:00 p.m., sir.” 
 “How about my plane—can you get me clearance to land 
in San Francisco?” 
 “Respectfully, sir, visiting hours have ended at the 
hospital that you wish to visit. May I recommend choosing a 
later time?” 
 “But I—” Tony calmed himself, heaved himself out of 
the tub. “Yeah, yeah, the 6:45 flight is fine. I’ll get packed.” 

 He flew coach, an almost unimaginable indignity without 
legroom, but he got himself a nice hotel room when he arrived; 
called ahead to the hospital to see if Mr. Kaplan was well 
enough to receive visitors. 
 After consulting with the doctor responsible for the case, 
Mr. Kaplan was encouraged to have visitors. From what the 
doctor volunteered, his colleague and his father were the only 
regular visitors.  
 With that, Tony bedded down, preparing for the next 
day’s confrontation. He couldn’t help thinking of it as that—a 
confrontation, facing up to something horrible and staring it 
down until it backed away. 
 Amputations didn’t back away. He knew it; there was 
nothing to be done but face the fact. He slept, poorly. 
 The next morning, he woke early—between Colorado-
early and east coast-early, he’d gotten his time zones mixed up 
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enough that 6:00 a.m. felt reasonable to his body. He took a jog, 
cleaned up, had breakfast, the new habits falling smoothly into 
place. Then it was over to the hospital, where he sat in a waiting 
room watching daytime soaps until he was called in to visit 
David. 
 Then, a nurse led him to a room, opening the door. The 
room was pleasant—there was only one bed inside. Somebody 
had lifted the upper part of the bed so that David sat almost 
upright. The only thing that looked like David was the blond 
hair, the neck and throat. The eyes were covered in gauze. No 
hands. What was left of them, and in the case of the right hand 
and arm, that was precious little – he’d been luckier on the left – 
was bandaged. The tribal tattoo on his arm was scarred – a fresh 
scar, shrapnel or other pieces had shredded it. 
 “Mr. Kaplan,” said the nurse and touched David’s 
shoulder. “Your visitor, Mr. Stark.”  
 “Thank you.” David gave her a nod, then listened for the 
door to close. He turned his face as if to ‘look’ at Tony. “Justin 
said you called yesterday. Do you have any news on the 
Punisher? Was he in touch?”  
 “He’s in New York, I know that much—shot up a 
nightclub,” said Tony tersely. He wanted to take David’s hand; 
that wasn’t an option, so he sat by the bed instead. “How ... how 
are you feeling?” 
 David kept his unseeing gaze on Tony. “I’m sedated to 
hell. Don’t feel any pain, and I believe I know what happened, 
but I know I can’t trust that, not with the substances they shoot 
me up with.” His lips formed the shadow of a smile. “Nice to 
come see me. I’m getting tired of my father or Justin.”  
 “Came as soon as I heard,” Tony answered, softly.  
 “I thought you’d come to tell me about the Punisher 
making contact. It wasn’t in the news, but maybe you know 
more than them.”  
 “You seem pretty well-adjusted. That the meds, or are 
you really all right?” 
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 “The meds.” David hesitated. “They’re screwing with 
my mind and my mood. Wish they’d take me off the happy pills 
… and I wish they’d tell my father to fuck himself.”  
 “Why, what’s he doing?”  
 “Tries to bully me to come home. Says I’ll need help, 
he’s just retired, wants me to quit everything and be a 
housebound cripple.”  
 Tony had to have contact—even just a hand on what 
remained of David’s left wrist. Didn’t matter whether he could 
feel it. 
 David shuddered. He did feel the touch. The muscles in 
his arm moved as if he wanted to reach out. “I might end up 
blind, Tony. Nothing right… just light and dark left, and they 
say that might just be nerves misfiring.”  

 “Give me four months—I can fix it. I can make you 
prosthetics, even eyes ... I’ve got the time, I’ve got the money. 
Hell, if you wanted to shoot laser beams out of your eyes, I 
could find a way—” 
 David listened, then said nothing for a several long 
breaths, then exhaled, noisily. “I didn’t think you …” He halted, 
shook his head and started the sentence again. “I got you wrong; 
I’d have never thought you … saw anything in me. Why, Tony? 
I can’t see you, I’m not good reading from a voice. Why are you 
here?”  
 Tony tried a few answers in his head—all of them 
wrong, incomplete, audibly a lie even before he’d said them. All 
he could find to say was the truth. “I feel like it’s my fault.” 
 “If it was, do you think I’d want your help?” David 
asked, his voice was rough.  
 “I still have to offer. You—I don’t want to stress you. I 
know this is all hard. But I need to know if you think the person 
who did this to you was the Punisher.” 
 “I think it was—I was in his place, and I saw something 
tucked away. I reached inside, and it blew my hands off. Might 
have been papers. Or might just have been a trap. I don’t think 
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anybody else tampered with the place. After that, I remember 
nothing else. Stoltz said I had difficulties coming out of shock.” 
The muscles of his arm moved again, but there were no fists to 
close. “Wasn’t your fault. If I’d taken the day off, Stoltz would 
have been blown up.”  
 Tony closed his own fist, almost in sympathy for the 
aborted movement. “Do you want me to try to fix this?” He told 
himself he was talking about the amputations, the eyes. 
 David didn’t speak for at least a minute, instead, his 
body tensed up, gradually, visible in his arms and shoulders. A 
deep breath, another deep, noisier breath. He was crying.  
 For a moment, Tony found himself paralyzed—unable to 
speak, reach out, do anything but stare in dawning horror at the 
ruined man on the bed. Now that he was looking, now that he 
could rip his eyes away from the bandages on David’s face, he 
could see the heavy scarring on his arms and face, down his 
neck. In some places, there was the lattice-look of skin grafts; in 
others, only rawness scabbed over. It was hideous, really. 
 His fault. 
 He put his hands on David’s shoulders, not quite holding 
him, but refusing to look away. 
 It took forever before David stopped, exhaustion 
probably more than running out of pain. And there were no tears 
visible. Maybe that, too, had been destroyed. “Sorry, I… just 
really want to die.”  
 Tony leaned down, kissing his mouth. “Don’t.” 
 David flinched away, a desperate reaction, a sound like 
shock and surprise and shame. “Tony, I… don’t… want pity.”  
 “What do you want? What’ll keep you alive?” 
 “I… I don’t know. I don’t want to lose… my job. You 
think they’ll let me work again. My brain’s not damaged. I can 
think. I can… still work. I can’t go home like a beaten dog. My 
father can’t… be right about me. I’d rather be dead.”  
 “You’re going to have to wait on that. A lot of it’s going 
to come down to how you deal with this.” Tony remembered 
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endless board meetings about how to deal with employees 
who’d become damaged goods; mostly about liability pay, 
leave, how long was too long to hold on. He wished he’d paid 
more attention. “You’ll have a better shot at keeping your job if 
you aren’t suicidal.” 

 “I know.” David swallowed, trying to calm down. “I 
know. I know. Stay sane.” He brought a bandaged stump up, and 
dropped it again. “I’ll be okay. I have to. I have to keep it 
together. Be rational. I’m not dead. I don’t want to die. Just 
because I’ll have to cancel the photo shoots and my modeling 
career…” The joke again sounded like he was on the verge of 
crying.  
 “Hey. You’re still sexy.” Tony couldn’t tell if it was a 
joke or not. 
 David swallowed, wanted to reach out, but again he 
couldn’t. Trapped in a dark place without being able to reach 
out. “If you like Frankenstein’s monster.” He shook his head. 
“Don’t lie to me… I didn’t expect you to come, because we… 
we had a great night, I loved it… I wish… there’d been more 
than one, but I know my status here. There’s no way anybody 
can want this body. I don’t want it.”  
 “But I could fix it. Fix you. You know that I could.” 
 David drew a shuddering breath. “Trust you against 
better judgment, you mean…” Another weak attempt at a joke. 
 “Just—let me do this for you. You never have to see me 
again, if you don’t feel like it, but let me do this.” Tony 
squeezed his shoulder. 
 David pressed his lips together, those pretty lips. “What 
if I want to see you again.” Sounding completely miserable, 
because he knew it was hopeless. “Just to talk.”  
 “We can talk.” Tony drew back, sitting on the chair by 
the bed. “You want to talk now?” 
 “I’m getting too tired.” David shook his head. “Okay. 
Fix me. Try it. Give me hands if you can. Maybe you can.” He 
pressed his lips together again, but seemed deflated, worn out. 



 

232 

“I… I can even tell you what I saw in that room. I haven’t 
forgotten that, but it’s hard to concentrate. If you come back, I 
can tell you.”  
 “I’ll come back. Sorry for wearing you out.” Tony stood, 
wearier himself than he’d felt in weeks of pushing his body to its 
limits. 
 “I’d like that.” David smiled a bit. “Thanks for coming, 
Tony. It means… means a lot to me. And Tony… could you tell 
the nurse to come in? I need some help with the bandages. 
Thank you.” 
 “I will.” Tony left, closing the door quietly behind him. 
The sight was almost too much, even after all of the men he’d 
killed or maimed—especially after that. The survivors looked 
like David if they were lucky. 
 Outside, a man was arguing loudly with the nurse that 
had shown Tony in. 
 “This is bullshit. Of course he can be transferred. What 
can your doctors do that ours can’t? Wave a magic wand and 
he’s as good as new? Bullshit.” 
 “Mr. Kaplan, sir, your son is heavily traumatized, and he 
requires calm and quiet …” 
 “He’ll have that once he’s back home!” 
 “Excuse me, you’re David’s dad?” Tony asked, politely. 
 The man turned around to face him, breath smelling of 
smoke and alcohol. From the look of him, he was a drinker, the 
veins of his nose were clearly visible. What charms David had, 
he didn’t have them from his father—apart from the shade of his 
eyes. “Yes,” he answered gruffly, and Tony could see the nurse 
gladly move away and busy herself elsewhere.  
 “He needs help with his bandages,” Tony called after 
her; she nodded assent, then went to tend her patient. 

 “What is this?” The old Kaplan said. “He can go inside 
and I can’t? Who are you? One of his faggot friends?” 
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 “Tony Stark. Stark Industries.” Tony offered his hand to 
be shaken. 
 Old Kaplan stared at him, but didn’t take the hand, 
instead crossed his arms defiantly over his chest. “What do you 
want from my son?” ‘My’ sounding ominously possessive.  
 “Well, I’d like to make him some state-of-the-art 
prosthetics, if that’s okay with you. Maybe transfer him closer to 
LA, get him a hotter nurse.” 
 “As if he could do anything with a hot nurse.” Kaplan 
snapped back. “We don’t need your help. He’s coming home.”  
 “Oh! Almost forgot. He wanted me to give you a 
message. ‘Fuck off’—I think that was it.” 
 Kaplan flushed immediately with rage and reached for 
Tony’s jacket, one hand drawing back to punch him. “How 
fucking dare you!”  
 Tony casually used that momentum to swing Kaplan into 
a hold—ironically grateful for what Frank had taught him. He 
caught the man’s arms behind his back and muttered against his 
ear, “See, if we hadn’t been in a hospital, I would’ve thrown you 
down the hall.” 
 “Let me go!” roared Kaplan.  
 A man came running down the corridor—not security, he 
looked very much like FBI, wearing a very similar suit to the 
one David had worn on duty. He was in his mid-forties, 
colorless brown hair and brown eyes.  
 “Do you need help?” the man asked. 
 “Yes, tell him to let me the fuck go!” Kaplan shouted.  
 “I meant you, Mr. Stark.” 
 “I’m all right. Can we gag him? Please?” Tony let 
Kaplan go, stepping back from the rancid smell of old cigarettes 
and old alcohol. Never going to turn into that, he told himself.  
 Stoltz gave a laugh, then turned his best, stern, law-
enforcement gaze upon Kaplan. “I can have you removed, sir,” 
he informed him. “Don’t make me.” 
 “Fuck you, faggot,” Kaplan growled, but pushed past. 
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“It’s your fucking fault he fell into the meatgrinder. I’m not 
taking this lying down, you Washington pussy.”  
 Stoltz pressed his lips together and gently stroked the 
butt of his gun when Kaplan turned the corner. “Wow. With an 
old man like that, no wonder Dave is tough.” He offered his 
hand. “We talked briefly on the phone. Justin Stoltz.” 
 Tony shook, firm grip and steady gaze. “Tony Stark. 
You were on the same investigation—the Punisher case, right?” 
 “Yes, sir.” Stoltz straightened up. “I was trying to track 
him in San Francisco… talked to his old friends… David was 
covering a slightly different angle in Malibu. We’re trying to … 
we were trying to build a case from this mess, I do the 
investigation, David… was responsible for the psychological 
angle.” He glanced at David’s door. “I had to request some help 
from above, and I’ll turn grey over this case, but I want to bring 
him in.”  
 “You heard he’s in New York now, right? It was all over 
the news.” Tony ushered Stoltz over to the hard waiting-room 
chairs, sitting and gesturing for Stoltz to do the same. 
 “The hit on the nightclub … yes.” Stoltz sat down. 
“Looks like I’ll be clocking up some airmiles. Hunting a drifter 
is never fun.” He glanced at David’s door again, concern visible 
in his eyes. “I’m leaving for New York tomorrow, that’s when 
they should have all the reports on the crime scene. I was hoping 
Dave could help us win the initiative. This way, we’re only 
reacting. The Punisher drops a body, and we move where the 
body is, not where the Punisher is.” He shook his head. “The 
game is rigged against us. The best anybody in the investigation 
can come up with is put his family’s grave under surveillance. 
But boy, the last time somebody tried that, the Punisher dropped 
six, seven men. If I’d get the resources… we could attempt a 
tail, cameras, I don’t know. All these Homeland Security Acts 
must be good for something. But the brass is cockblocking me 
there, too.”  
 “Why would they do that—think they’re covert 
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supporters?” Frank had said that he had plenty of those, after all. 
 “I hope not. I hope it’s just the CIA being all jealous, or 
SHIELD being all mysterious, or whatever they do. Or the NSA 
doing something nasty.” Stoltz sighed. “Well, a day in the life. If 
I have a mysterious accident, it was ‘them.’” He smiled without 
much joy. “Just wanted to make sure Dave is as good as he can 
be before I’m heading out.” 
 “He’s not great,” said Tony honestly. “I’m going to see 
what I can do for him. See if I can make him some decent 
prosthetics.” 
 “I didn’t know Stark Industries was in medical tech…” 
Stoltz frowned, then winced. “Of course you do. You have 
that…” he gestured to his own chest. “That pacemaker…” He 
glanced back at the door. “He’s such a bright kid. Friendly, 
honest, a great partner… seeing him like that? I want the 
Punisher on death row for that.”  
 “Might be a good idea to find yourself another 
vigilante,” Tony said. Frank thought he was a wolf pretending to 
be human—trained himself to pretend to be human. He’d as 
good as said that he was a textbook psychopath, and Tony 
hadn’t even noticed it. How much could he believe, of what he’d 
seen in the last week? Were the traumatized women and quiet, 
grateful old men all just a display, a show put on to make the 
wolf’s den look inviting? 
 “You mean, fight fire with fire?” Stoltz inhaled. “That’s 
so many cans of worms… NYPD seems to think all will be good 
and over, the Punisher will simply get old and die. His enemies 
try—they certainly do, and with nothing to show for so far. And 
now he’s even hitting Feds and police? Maybe that wakes some 
dogs in New York. Maybe they finally get the Punisher is not 
some kind of minuteman militia that helps them, but a criminal 
in his own right.”  
 “What, police, too? Hadn’t heard that.” 
 “He couldn’t know that the guy getting blown up would 
be Feds. He could just as easily have been a cop. We were set up 
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regarding the location… it was an anonymous tip. Now, if we 
assume Frank Castle uses the kind of boobytrap we’ve seen, and 
my specialist said so, he said it looked very much like Castle’s 
earlier work, he didn’t care whom he hit, but he knew he’d hit 
somebody looking for him—or for clues. That’s us, or the cops.”  
 “Right. That makes sense. And it’s not like he had any 
enemies out here, besides me.” Tony leaned back in his chair, 
crossing his ankle over his knee. 
 Stoltz looked around and lowered his voice. “If Iron Man 
were to hand over what’s left of the Punisher, I’d be happy as 
any man could be. No questions asked. I would even update you 
with our findings.”  
 Something went hard in Tony’s voice. “Shoot.” 
 “Do you have a fax number? Or an email. I’ll send you 
the documents. I’d say my system got hacked, though.” Stoltz 
smiled. “Because I still like the job, despite the bitching.”  

 “Here’s the fax. Harder to trace than e-mail, these days.” 
Tony scribbled a number on a bit of card, slipping it to Stoltz, 
who placed it in his wallet. “Keep in touch.” 
 “I’ll do that, thank you, sir.”  
 The nurse came out and Stoltz got up. “Miss? How is 
David?” 
 “He is asleep, Mr. Stoltz.” 
 “Right, I’ll just wait here, okay?”  
 The nurse smiled. “Of course. I’ll let you know when he 
wakes up.” She gave him a kind smile and went about her work.  
 Stoltz smiled at Tony and handed him his card. “I’m still 
answering Dave’s phone, but just in case.”  
 “Just in case, right. I’ll be back tomorrow or the next 
day.” Tony took the card and left, not even looking back. 

 

* * * 

 
 For the flight back, Tony bought a cheap sketchpad and 
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began filling it with motion studies of his hands. Left one, wrist 
down; right, closer to the elbow. Used the new definition in his 
lower arms to start charting muscles, guessing at how they 
interacted and locked onto bone. He’d need to study some 
dissection diagrams for a better idea, but from the outside— 
 —and that was another thing—outsides. Anything less 
than full sensation would be insufficient. Soft silicone shells to 
shield the metal and wire. He’d have to construct a network of 
substitute nerves, and wouldn’t that be a bitch? But it would 
only be hard the first time, programming a circuit board to 
respond like an auxiliary brain that could moderate input/output 
signals. He could do this. Could easily do this. 
 By the time he got home, he had a fair design worked 
out, spiderweb of artificial nerves spreading through the fingers 
and palms, armature of bones and flexors connected to a tiny 
reactor in the wrist. He gave Pepper only a passing greeting, 
heading straight down to his workshop. 
 Hands, he could do. Easily, once he matched up nerves. 
Eyes would be the hard part. 
 “Jarvis, I need you to bring up three-dimensional models 
of hands and arms. I want everything—bones, muscles, nerves, 
skin. And I want models of eyes.” 
 “Immediately, sir.” A skeletal arm appeared on the 
drafting matrix—then nerves shot down it, a complicated 
network of glowing blue filaments, swiftly obscured by thick red 
chunks of muscles and white tendons. A thin layer of 
subcutaneous fat, acrid yellow, before skin covered the virtual 
model. 
 Tony watched with a sense of satisfaction. This could be 
done—he could fix this. 
 His hand fell to the cell phone in his pocket. 
 Frank’s numbers were disposable. Never used for too 
long, so they couldn’t be traced. What were the chances he’d 
already discarded the last one? Put himself beyond reach? 
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 Tony dialed the number. 
 

* * * 

 
 Frank was on stakeout, just outside the Catholic church, 
saw Beneditti’s family leave the priest’s office. Handshakes, the 
women dressed in black. His mother, two sisters, a girlfriend 
who’d hoped to wear that golden ring on the other finger soon. 
He wasn’t often looking at the women, even though the women 
weren’t innocent, by any stretch of the imagination.  
 They ran a lot of things, the smart ones did. The vapid 
blondes with overblown breasts were one thing, but every now 
and then there was a true striga, a woman that drove and 
manipulated and essentially kept the family going. Not 
necessarily business-side, but family-side.  
 One such striga or witch, was Carla Beneditti, Michele’s 
mother. If Frank’s sources were right, she’d driven the career of 
her son, and some said the poison in his veins had come from 
her toxic womb.  
 The bodyguards were waiting, respectful while Carla 
kissed the old priest’s hand. It was a tricky shot, and the scope’s 
crosshairs followed her hatted and veiled head down, a smooth 
motion, the focal point her temple, the bullet in the chamber 
hand-made, polished, loaded, ready.  
 The moment she turned away, the priest was no longer in 
the line of fire, and Frank calmly pulled the trigger and used the 
other four bullets in the magazine to down the bodyguards and 
the driver.  
 He then left the rifle on its tripod and made his exit. His 
phone rang, an insistent buzz. He checked the display, but the 
number was suppressed. He contemplated ignoring it and getting 
rid of the phone—he’d bought it in Colorado, that made it a 
week old. He checked his watch. They still needed a few 
minutes to triangulate him if that was a trap. 
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 “Yes?”  
 “Hey, Tony here.” His voice professional, businesslike. 
“What kind of explosive did you use in that trap in California?” 
 “I build my own from ammunition charges or C4,” Frank 
said, answering the question like Tony was asking him 
something regarding his training. “Depending on the target. 
Which trap?” 
 “The one in your place. The one for the Feds, or the 
police—someone got blown up over here, anyway. Wanted to 
know how you’d done it.” 
 Frank didn’t respond immediately. Somebody got blown 
up. Who? He’d been too busy to check up. “That one was for the 
mafia,” he said. “I tipped them off.” If he had to leave a place, 
inflicting some damage on his hunters was just a bonus. 
 “Yeah. Yeah. C4, right? Thanks.” Tony clicked off his 
phone. 
 So—Frank tipped off the mafia, who weren’t stupid and 
tipped off the police. Made sense to him, at least. Left him in a 
bind, though; David wasn’t an intended victim, but only 
collateral damage. Caught in the crossfire of Frank’s war with 
the mafia. 
 Or else Frank was a wolf, treating Tony like a gullible 
man. Couldn’t discount the possibility. 

* * * 

 
 Frank returned to one of his bolt holes, but the strange 
phone call—and especially its quick ending—kept him 
wondering. ‘Somebody got blown up over here, anyway.’ He 
did some research, went to regional newspapers’ websites, and 
put the story together.  
 The case had made it onto the national news, but it was a 
much bigger story in California. He read the articles, looking at 
that face. David Kaplan. Somebody in the mafia had been 
clever; they hadn’t rushed in, all guns blazing, like the mob in 
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New York would have. Maybe the temperature made them lazy 
and cautious; maybe they had much better leadership than the 
usual goons. Maybe his cull in New York had taken out all their 
brains, and the mafia in California hadn’t suffered quite as much 
brain drain as the one in New York.  
 However it had come to this; somebody had been clever 
and tricked him into hitting the Feds. While the boy was alive, 
that was worrying from a tactical perspective, and in addition, 
and worse, it gave him a strange, uneasy feeling. Too close to 
home. His family had been hit exactly like that—caught in a hail 
of bullets like civilians simply shouldn’t. He could still feel the 
burn and shock of the bullets he’d taken, remembered thinking 
how ironic that he’d survived three tours in hell to die in Central 
Park. 
 There was a rare moment when he couldn’t make up his 
mind. Tomorrow was Michele’s funeral. His backers and the 
rest of the organization would be there to pay their respects. He 
had the cemetery staked out, knew his getaway routes, it was all 
ready to finish them off. On the other hand, there was an Italian 
motherfucker somewhere in San Francisco, who, right now, 
rubbed his hands and smiled with glee, having fooled the 
Punisher.  
 Frank snarled, eyes returning to that young, pretty face 
he’d maimed and blinded. He’d seen those wounds, knew 
exactly what it did to human flesh, had halted the bleeding in 
one case.  
 Funeral first. The motherfucker in California could wait.  

* * * 

 
 A week passed. Tony spent half in his workshop, setting 
up a second suit (couldn’t have said even as he built it whether 
he wanted to give it to the Punisher or destroy him with it), 
working on the prosthetics. The mechanisms were surprisingly 
simple, the construction proceeding apace, but the nerves were 
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giving him trouble; he’d tried routing it into his own arm briefly, 
and the senses were all muted, dulled by the silicone. 
 Heat and cold were only barely perceptible, pressure 
seemingly distant. He’d smashed eggs, trying to pick them up 
delicately. Wiring microfilaments into the fingertips and palms 
was slow, tedious, a task better left to a precise machine. 
 But the eyes—the eyes were his treasure. Glass-coated 
balls of 
ultralight metal, the same that he’d used to fix the reactor in his 
chest. Miniature cameras peering out of the pupils, translating 
data to artificial rods and cones and a synthetic optic nerve. No 
way to test them without cutting out his own eyes, but with a 
touch they could zoom in to perfect clarity at two thousand feet. 
The ultimate in transhuman gadgetry. 
 He went to visit David occasionally, always jarred to see 
him so human on the bed. Tony had begun to think of him as a 
kind of complex organic machine, something that he was 
repairing—but when he looked at David’s scarred face, he could 
still see shades of the man who’d had a one-night stand with 
him. Still his fault, somehow. 
 David fought hard to keep together, but the fact he could 
only react to Tony’s voice and was unable to touch kept him on 
edge. He wanted to touch, and be strong, but everybody who 
spent any amount of time with him could tell he was scared, and 
suffering. He kept it together with any official visit, but he still 
cried whenever it got too much to bear, and one day the nurse 
took the bandages across his eyes off.  
 That also bared more of his burnt face, more scars, and 
made the emptiness in the other eye socket stand out more, just 
by the way the lid didn’t trace the curve of an eyeball. The 
remaining eye was bloodshot and damaged and looked hideous, 
but David said he could see something with it. Blurred patches 
of light and dark, maybe movement, but since the patches were 
swimming in his vision, he wasn’t sure how much of that he 
imagined.  



 

242 

 The expression on the doctor’s face showed clearly that 
he didn’t believe him, and he kept trying to tell David that the 
eye would probably never regain sight. David didn’t believe 
him, or fought the assessment. He wanted to have hope.  
 David’s father did not only return, he kept pestering him, 
and it became clear that their relationship was strained and 
downright abusive and had always been bad. Old Kaplan kept 
pushing for his son to return ‘home’ and leave the job, while 
David did everything in his power to keep that job. He didn’t 
believe his father would ever accept his decision. The real 
danger was that Old Kaplan would wear him down enough, 
David said, and it wasn’t much of a joke.  
 “You should let me transfer you to LA,” Tony said, on 
one visit. “Somewhere your dad won’t come looking for you.” 
 “Do you own a hospital, too?” David inhaled deeply, but 
he’d opened up again, clearly trusting Tony, even though he 
didn’t flirt. He knew where he stood, was what he said, and that 
didn’t change. To him, Tony felt nothing but pity for him, and 
he tried to be rational about it. 
 “No, but I could definitely get you into some good 
private care. Like hospice, except they don’t expect you to—
well. You know.” Tony dropped the businesslike tone as though 
it had burned him.  
 “I’m so sick of hospitals,” David said. 
 “It’d only be until I’ve finished the arms. Another week, 
tops, just to get them functional. Two or three for you to get 
over the surgery. You still want to do this, right?” 
 “I’d do anything. If that means I won’t be a cripple, I’d 
do anything.” David grimaced, whether with pain, or some other 
emotion was hard to read from his features. “I trust you... you’re 
the guy who replaced his own heart. Guess... there’s some legal 
stuff involved. I mean, what you said, that’s experimental 
technology. I doubt you can get clearance for something that 
drastic in this country... want me to sign... well, make a 
statement I won’t hold you liable, to whatever happens? You 
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should get your ass covered, legally, I mean. I don’t want you to 
regret helping me.” 
 “Yeah. I’ll get in touch with a lawyer over that.” Tony 
smiled, although David couldn’t see it. “Anything to keep the 
ethics boards off of me. You’d be waiting for years if we had to 
go through them.”  
 “Yeah, I thought so. Getting me into private care... 
means we can do this without any doctor saying ‘no’ on ethical 
grounds... I don’t think this doctor will be overjoyed, but I can 
sign myself out of here... well, make a statement I want to leave. 
Then you’d just have to hire a team to do the operation 
somewhere...” 

 Tony put his hand on David’s wrist, which moved, in 
recognition; he looked there rather than at the ruined face. “I 
won’t be able to do anything about the scars, but everything 
else—do you want to be able to feel pain, in your hands?” 
 “I do feel pain in my hands,” David said. “I’m getting 
sick of that, too. Hard to scratch something that’s blown into 
pieces and not even around anymore.” 
 “I mean, real pain. Actual pain. So far, I can get you a 
little heat, a little cold, enough pressure to know when you 
should stop squeezing a cup—by the end of next week, maybe 
it’ll be enough that you can pick up an egg without breaking it. I 
can fix this ... I just need to know how much you want me to 
fix.” 
 “Are sensitivity and pain linked? I don’t want pain. But 
being able to...” David’s voice was rough at that, but he forced 
himself onward. “Touch, that would be ... I want that.” His arm 
muscles moved again, the shoulder, an unease and restlessness 
that showed he was agitated. “Get me out of here, Tony. Take... 
take your time, I’ll be patient.” A long pause. “You know that 
this is what keeps me going, right? That you’re being a friend. I 
don’t have many of those... always ended up in relationships 
with them, and they don’t visit. One did, but I guess it was a bit 
much for him.” 
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 “I’ve seen worse.” Never over days, never watched it 
scar over into humdrum despair and ugliness, but Tony had seen 
worse. “If I make your ‘skin’ fully sensitive, it’s going to hurt. 
Pain tells us when we’re putting the body in danger; you’re 
going to have to be careful with your hands, because they’ll 
have to be repaired—not healed. And I’m going to be the only 
person who can fix them.” He traced the veins in David’s arm 
with a fingertip, which made the muscle twitch and David 
inhale. Being blind made him more sensitive.  
 “Then leave the pain out. Or maybe make it switch off 
when it gets too bad. Some kind of pain threshold. Don’t want to 
be in agony because a screw’s loose.” David smiled. 
 “Still no word from the Punisher.” 
 “I guess he’s busy. Justin said he’s done three hits in the 
last week. One in front of a church, another on a cemetery—and 
he blew up a yacht, too, right in front of the DEA. Total 
bodycount fifty-five dead, three wounded, of which two 
critical.” David sighed. “I want to take a walk, my back hurts 
from lying down. Help me?”  
 They walked out of the room into the park, David’s 
scarring hidden as much as possible, and he had to be led by the 
shoulder, moving slowly and carefully as though expecting to hit 
his knees against obstacles. “The Punisher... is the loneliest man 
I’ve ever... seen is wrong, but you know what I mean. There’s 
nothing. No joy, nothing. Nothing personal, nothing he’s 
attached to, he can leave everything behind on a whim, a 
suspicion, or whenever he sees a better opportunity. He’s bleak, 
and dark, and he knows he’ll die. He knows he’s fading, and that 
worries him. He thinks... he thinks he has to pass on what he’s 
doing. That somebody has to do the job when he’s gone. He 
doesn’t... care much about Frank Castle, but he cares about the 
Punisher persona. When Frank Castle dies, he wants the 
Punisher to survive. Maybe he sees him as something greater, an 
ideal, a force of nature, something that is just, and necessary. 
He’s looking for a successor, because he knows he can’t wage 
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this war forever.”  
 “And that’s what you think his accomplice is. Punisher, 
the Second.”  
 “The other man was fit, capable, but he was younger, a 
fair deal younger. The Punisher is a loner, why else would he 
take somebody else along? In his line of work, another man is a 
liability. If it had been press—and I think the media is capable 
of anything—we’d already have heard of our ‘embedded’ 
journalist. No, he’s keeping a low profile, and all that means 
he’s training his successor. Justin thinks I’m crazy, but I think 
he’s just scared I’m right.”  
 Tony breathed out. “His time’s running out. If I don’t get 
a word by Saturday, I hunt him down.” 
 “Are you going to kill him, or hand him in?” David 
sounded concerned. “Because even killing him, Tony... you 
don’t want to turn into the same thing he is. He is in a very 
lonely, very bleak place—separated from everything. You don’t 
want to go there, you... have a life, a company, responsibilities, 
friends...” 
 “You feel sorry for the guy who took your hands, your 
eyes? You want me to feel sympathetic toward him?” 
 “No.” David stopped in his tracks and shuddered. “He 
made that choice. He keeps making it, every time he pulls a 
trigger, he decides to be the Punisher and not Frank Castle. I just 
don’t want you to kill... him, or anybody. I don’t want you to 
make decisions you can’t take back. Self-defense is one thing, 
but you’d turn into something like the Punisher. The high-tech 
version of it.” 
 “What do you want me to do, then? I heard about the last 
time someone imprisoned him. It was a massacre. You think he 
wouldn’t try to escape again?” 
 “I’m not a judge. There are ways to keep very dangerous 
prisoners. With his record, he’d go to death row, isolation cell in 
a maximum security prison. He wouldn’t be in contact with 
other prisoners, so he can’t kill them. Or let somebody else kill 
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him. I just don’t think you’re a killer, Tony. Do you?”  
 “You know I’ve killed people.” Afghanis, Iraqis. 
Nameless. Not English speakers—not the victors. And the shade 
of Obadiah, trusted and untrustworthy, lingering at the edges of 
his mind; could he be someone else’s Obadiah? Take what he’d 
been taught, what he’d be given, and turn it against the man 
who’d trusted him? 
 “Maybe… I don’t want you to get killed.” David hung 
his head. “Castle is just better at it than you are.”  
 “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love with me,” Tony said, 
like a joke. 
 David shook his head, but continued to let it hang. 
“We’re friends, Tony. You’re doing so much for me, and…” He 
shrugged, helplessly. “Get me back inside?”  
 “Yeah. Whatever you need. I’ve got you.” Tony swung 
them around, walking the paved pathway through slender trees. 
 When he tried to call Frank that night, the mechanical 
voice informed him that the number was no longer in service. 

 

* * * 

 

 The next morning, Tony’s phone rang. “Stoltz here… are 
you watching the news, Mr. Stark? It’s the Punisher. Switch it 
on, I’ll wait on the phone.”  
 The video was amateurish, gruesomely reminiscent of 
beheadings and terrorist propaganda. The camera angle never 
changed, which meant it was probably automatically recording. 
A blonde reporter Tony’d seen before was sitting there, and on 
another chair was Frank, a big pistol resting on his lap.  
 “Mr. Castle,” said the reporter, her eyes betraying fear, 
respect and the knowledge that her face would be all over the 
news for the next weeks, alongside a criminal celebrity. “Why 
do you choose to speak now?”  
 “Next question.”  
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 She seemed aghast for a moment, but went on. “It is 
alleged that you killed John C. Tye of Stark Industries and that 
you are at war with Stark Industries. Is that true?” 
 Frank looked at her. “I killed Tye. I am not at war with 
Stark Industries.” 
 “Anthony Stark himself has, in a recent press 
conference, said he is under siege from you.” 
 “He got it wrong. Tye was involved in illegal weapons 
shipments. I’m sure an internal audit can dig up the paper 
trail.”  
 The blonde seemed shocked that Castle knew words like 
‘internal audit,’ but kept smiling. “You are not at war with Stark 
Industries?” 
 Frank didn’t grace the repeated question with an 
answer. “If Stark Industries does not commit crimes, there is no 
reason to take care of any more vermin.”  
 “And by what code do you go? You are breaking the law, 
Mr. Castle. It can’t be the law you’re following. What are you 
following?”  
 “It’s not about the law or justice,” said Frank. “It’s 
about punishment.” He stood and walked out of the room, 
unmoved by the whole exercise.  
 “It’s not a Pulitzer, but it’s almost an interview,” said 
Stoltz on the phone.  
 “So he’s not after my company—that’s a relief. I’ve got 
to get on that paper trail he mentioned, looks like.”  
 “Yeah. Hire an independent auditor, check up on the 
claim, and you might be in the clear.”  
 Tony paused. “I got those documents.” 
 “Which documents? The ones I faxed you?” Stoltz 
asked.  
 “Yeah. Still want me to take care of things?” 
 Stoltz paused. “I don’t have a bat searchlight, but by 
God, I’d use it.”  
 After a moment, Tony asked, “If Iron Man had set that 
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bomb—would you have called the Punisher in to take him 
down?” 
 “I don’t do deals with the devil, sir. If it had been Iron 
Man, I’d have come in with some good police officers and 
arrested him.”  
 Tony laughed outright. “It’s so good to hear that. With 
all this Punisher business—I’ve been afraid I was just another 
vigilante.” 
 Stoltz chuckled. “He hit my partner, sir. It could be me in 
that bed, and I’d work myself into the ground and turn every 
stone to make him pay for that. But do I think I got a chance? 
Do I shit.”  
 “I’ll do what I can to be sure he never takes down 
another agent,” Tony promised. “Give me time.” 
 “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it. I’ll owe you a favor. Big 
one, too.”  
 “Talk to you later. Thanks for the news.” 
 Tony hung up the phone. Went for a long run along the 
beach, feet kicking up sand and stones and spray. Came back 
exhausted and livid, and punched the sack in his gym until he 
could barely even see it any longer. 
 Vigilantes lived double lives. Well-known fact. They put 
on their gear and became someone else, transformed into heroes 
and nightmares and made the world a safer place, for a given 
value of safety. Then, when the work was over, they melted 
back into suit-and-tie, jacket-and-jeans, everyday people. 
 Triple lives were harder. Tony Stark, industrialist and 
inventor; Iron Man, grim titanium visage and hands that dealt 
out death; some third thing, the Punisher’s apprentice, wolf in 
his pack of two. 
 He could deal with two lives, but not three. Too much 
overlap, too many chances for them to bleed into each other 
until he’d simply bled out. 

 Tony went down to his workshop, checked the progress 
on threading the microfilaments, and found that the work had 
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proceeded in a satisfactory manner. He took the pieces of glass 
suit that he had already finished, and he reassembled them. Was 
it recognizably his work? Could it be passed off as a copycat, as 
something someone else had created based on his all-too-public 
example? 
 He smiled quietly to himself. Three lives were too 
much—unless you killed one off. 
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Chapter 10 
 
 
 With Beneditti’s organisation taken care of and New 
York now swarming with Feds, Frank tackled number two on 
his list. The Italian bastard that had set him up. Every few years, 
one mafioso rose up that posed a real threat or found a new way 
to get at him. Like Nicky Cavella. Frank hoped this man wasn’t 
the same calibre. Not that he could do anything about it, but the 
long drives were tiresome. Hijacking a plane was no option, 
though, so he drove, cross-country, again.  
 It gave him time to think and plan, how to reactivate 
contacts, who was in the area. He’d have to go back to the very 
start—where he’d put the word out where the Punisher’s hiding 
hole was.  
 He avoided civilization unless he had to fill up the car, 
didn’t even stop at Mother’s; he figured any known contact 
might be under some form of surveillance if the cops really did 
mean it. Some Fed had been running around some places, 
checking for him, and Soap had said the guy was demanding 
triple copies of any paperwork that could or might have to do 
with any Punisher case. That was every dead body, anything that 
happened to criminals in the whole state, and he’d heard the Fed 
had been grilling his ‘chosen journalist.’ Frank wasn’t worried. 
It had been no special place, she’d willingly followed and there 
was nothing she knew. 
 He found himself another bolthole, carried the bags 
inside and prepared the place, then got some food, planning. 
That night, after he’d rested for two hours, he went out and 
worked his way up. He found a local wise guy, took him to a 
disused shed, and made him talk, then shot him and dumped the 
body in a trash can. He was only getting started. 
 Two days later, he saw the wise guy’s face again, 
pictured in a tiny article on the third page—John Doe in a trash 
can, body partially decomposed by the time anyone found it. 
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Face not too badly decayed, or at least, not badly enough that it 
was visible in the small, grainy photo; a death like this wasn’t 
big news in San Francisco. Not particularly gruesome, hadn’t 
happened to anyone important. The wise guy’s friends would 
know that someone was on their tail, though. 
 He watched their bars, their clubs, getting his bearings 
about the mafia here, and where they hung out. It was always the 
same ‘family restaurants,’ bars, nightclubs, strip clubs. They 
were the same everywhere. Frank watched, through a scope, 
night goggles, then followed one to a motel.  
 The young gun worked hard to ensure he wasn’t being 
tailed, and Frank assumed he was scared that the Punisher might 
jump him. Or he had something to hide. He followed the guy to 
an out-of-town motel, watching, just observing, even when he 
got a visitor. Maybe some business on the side?  
 Frank screwed on the silencer, waited for a while, then 
kicked down the door. The two men jumped apart, both in a 
state of undress. The mafioso scrambled for his holster, which 
he’d already shed. “Drop it,” Frank said, pointing the gun at the 
other guy, who stared at him, scared witless. 
 “Don’t hurt him,” the mafioso said, raising his hands.  
 “What’s that? A rent boy?”  
 The mafioso looked at the other guy, inching forward, 
slowly trying to bring his body between his and the other man. 
“I hear you, Punisher. Let’s go.”  
 Frank wanted to shoot him right then and there.  
 “Massimo!”  
 “Stay down. Don’t do anything. I’ll be okay. I’ll be 
alright,” said the mafioso. “It’s a misunderstanding.” He looked 
at Frank. “Let’s go, okay? He’s got nothing to do with it.”  
 He moved out of the door, led Frank out into the night, 
hands still raised. 
 “Don’t kill him when you go back. He’s… not one of 
us.”  
 “I could see that.” Frank looked around. This spot was as 
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good as any other. “Kneel.”  
 The mafioso went down to his knees, crossed himself, 
and looked at the gun muzzle.  
 “Tell me what you know about the tip-off the Feds got.”  
 “Don’t know who did it, but it was damned clever.” 
Massimo looked at him, scared, Frank could see that in his eyes, 
but he had more balls than most of the men Frank had killed. He 
placed the muzzle right between the man’s eyes, looked right 
into his eyes, and pulled the trigger.  
 There was a sound behind him—Frank turned, at once, 
gun cocked and ready to fire. The kid from the motel room stood 
there, sagging against the brick wall, his hand over his mouth. 
He looked scared, distraught, like he wanted to throw up. “No,” 
he said against his knuckles; “No, no, you bastard, no—” 
 ‘He’s not one of us.’ Frank just looked at the kid and 
holstered the gun. No crossfire this time. No collateral. The kid 
should have had the good sense to stay in the room. “Go home.”  
 The kid shook his head, moving as though to get to the 
body. Massimo. “No, no, I have to take him back to his 
family...” 
 “They’ll kill you. If he was fucking men, they’ll kill 
you.” Frank stepped in his way.  
 “I’ll tell them I just—found his wallet, or something... 
for Christ’s sake, even let me just take him to the morgue... or 
just get out of here and let me call the cops. Please.” 
 “Yeah.” Frank stepped to the side and let him go to the 
body, moving slowly backwards. Men or women, the grieving 
always looked the same. The kid held the other man’s body with 
despair and so much affection it made Frank’s throat tight. Not a 
rent boy. That seemed an honest-to-goodness lover.  
 Frank moved backwards into the night, leaving them 
alone.  

 

* * * 
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 “So—now that you’ve signed the waiver, how soon do 
you want to start the surgery?” Tony was pacing the carpeted 
floor of David’s room in the private-care facility, unable to sit—
too jumpy, too full of energy for the project. 
 David nodded at the witnesses (he could only hear them, 
feel their presence) and to Tony’s high-profile corporate lawyer, 
who’d walked him through the risks. He’d signed away 
everything, every bit of liability, he understood that. There was 
no way Stark Industries or Tony would have to pay for any 
damage that he sustained, for any unexpected complication, or 
even for anything he did with those hands. “I feel okay,” David 
said. “I… can go right in. Whenever the surgeons are ready. 
Will you be... fitting them?”  
 “My machines will—there’s a lot of fine-tuning. Finer 
than most surgeons can do quickly, and it’d be better if this were 
quick. Ideally, we could do the entire process in three hours. 
Ideally—if nothing gets mixed up in the wiring, if we don’t hit 
an artery by mistake, if your body doesn’t go into shock, if you 
don’t reject the implants. All of the things the lawyers and 
doctors went over. Sound good?” Tony didn’t sound as though 
he were talking to an invalid, a man who’d been suffering. He 
didn’t sound as though he was taking this seriously, and a few 
witnesses shook their heads at each other and muttered about 
medical ethics.  
 Pepper gave them a warning look from her place at the 
desk, where she’d been making careful notes of the proceedings.  
 David nodded, knowing exactly that his courage was half 
despair, half trust. Trusting Stark against better knowledge. “I’m 
ready.” The fact that his eye was not getting any better didn’t 
help, either. He wasn’t recovering anymore; this was the best 
he’d ever be without help.  
 “Oh—and you’ll be ambidextrous. I don’t think we’d 
covered that in the preparation talk, did we? We’d covered the 
visual zoom, but not the ambidexterity—” 



 

254 

 “Tony, I’m ready. Let’s do this, before I… get too 
scared.”  
 “All right. Just—get yourself ready. Mentally.” 
 They’d planned this out carefully over the last week: 
coordinated effort between surgeons and machines, performed in 
the facility’s intensive care unit. David would be put under 
general anesthetic, then the surgeons would cut away the scar 
tissue to allow the robots to wire the remaining nerve endings 
(carefully, laboriously) into the arms’ mainframes. Same with 
the lost eye; a brain surgeon was on hand to intervene if the 
synthetic optic nerve caused abnormal fluctuations in brain 
activity. Not medically ethical, hastily put together—but it was 
something. It would work. Tony drew in a sharp breath. It would 
work. 
 David hardly slept the night before; there was nobody he 
wanted to call before the operation, he knew Justin was busy up 
in New York, trying to get his hands on the man who’d done 
this, and his father didn’t have access to the facility. Nobody 
else cared much, the pity and compassion had been used up in 
the meantime, life went on for everybody but him. He was 
scared of going under the knife again—the last time he’d hardly 
woken up, but he trusted he was safe. He’d be able to work 
again.  

* * * 

 
 They took him early in the morning, sedated him, then 
rolled him into intensive care. It was cool there, and David heard 
the beeping of the machines, then somebody inserted something 
into the IV in his arm, and the world became dark and merciful. 
 Tony supervised, in scrubs and a facemask at the 
insistence of the surgical team. Outside of his own territory, 
without a specific task, he felt oddly powerless—unable to do 
anything but watch the humans and machines going about their 
work as they’d been programmed to, efficient and calm. As calm 
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as he’d been when he’d plugged the reactor into his own chest, 
as calm as he’d insisted that Pepper be when he’d gotten her 
help in replacing it; even when blood spurted unexpectedly 
across the floor, a doctor only murmured suture and got on with 
his work. The body as a machine; doctors had understood it long 
before he’d learned. 

 When the procedures were complete, three agonizing 
hours later, David lay still on the table—a patchwork of metal 
and scarred skin. His creation. Still out, the fingers of his new 
right hand twitching a little as he slept. 

 

* * * 

 
 Waking up, David was blind. Blind and thirsty and 
dazed, and sore, one sensation adding to the others. His body felt 
sore from the operation, protesting having been wounded again, 
so often in such short time. He felt somebody put something 
between his lips, feeling a trickle of liquid, and, grateful, he 
slept some more. 
 When he woke up again, it felt like he’d actually slept 
and rested. Reaching out, he felt something, felt fingers move, 
heard the whisper of metal against cloth.  
 “We will now run diagnostics on your eye. Please remain 
calm and relaxed.” A businesslike hand in a rubber glove gently 
pried his eyelids apart. The area felt sore and full, then he felt 
some metal on metal, a mechanical buzz, like something was 
moving, and suddenly he saw something—microscopic detail, a 
tool that had been inserted in his eye, and it had a cable attached. 
He flinched, but the most amazing thing was that he could see. 
The focus was off, but whatever the tool did, it seemed to help.  
 “It will become second nature. If feeds into all the 
natural interfaces, just like a real eye,” explained the doctor or 
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engineer, or whatever. “What do you see now?”  
 “I… see.” 
 “Clear, blurred? Upside down?”  
 “No. Clear.” David blinked, turned his eye away from 
the man and saw hands. Two metallic hands, made from a bluish 
metal and covered with silicone. They looked complex, 
futuristic, beautiful like abstract, mechanical, mathematical art. 
And both responded, fingers pulling into a near-fist, and 
straightened again, splayed. He felt the cloth.  
 His vision blurred, and he very nearly panicked. 
 “Ah, good work on the tear ducts.” The engineer stepped 
back. “Mr. Stark?”  
 “Everything working?” Tony asked, moving into 
David’s line of sight. He looked tired, but more than a little 
elated, taking David’s right hand and pressing his fingers against 
the thin coat of clear silicone there. 
 Pressure. Warmth. David stared at him, and fuck, did 
Stark look good; that tired, disheveled look suited him. He 
closed his fingers, choking up when they moved and he could 
feel Tony’s hand, even saw the cautious look the engineer gave 
him. “Those are stronger than you were, Mr. Kaplan,” he 
warned. 
 Tony didn’t mind the firmness of the grip, though; he 
squeezed back briefly. “That’s about as much as most people 
will be comfortable with. Right there.” He let David open and 
close his hand again, testing that new strength.  
 “Okay.”  
 “And the silicone sheaths aren’t going to last forever. 
You’ll have to keep them clean, try not to wear them out too 
fast. I’ll replace them when they do wear out.” 
 David looked at his hands, the arm, then looked at the 
place where the metal connected to the flesh—but that area was 
bandaged. “God, they are… beautiful.”  
 “What, so you don’t want them flesh-tinted?” 
 “I… they are perfect.” David could see things move in 
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there where he moved his fingers. His fingers. The thought made 
him delirious. His own fingers. He brought one hand up and 
touched his chest. A firm, reassuring, almost body-temperature 
touch. The feedback he got from the arm was amazing. They felt 
maybe a little heavier than before, but before had been without 
hands. He looked at Tony with that one eye, feeling himself tear 
up again. “Can you get me a mirror?”  
 The engineer-or-doctor reached into a drawer, drawing 
out a small, round mirror. He didn’t put it into David’s hands, 
although he reached out to take the handle. “It’s tempting to 
move your hands, you should restrict your motion as much as 
possible for a few days, while you heal,” he cautioned, and he 
turned the mirror to show David his face. 
 The sclera was white, smooth, filmy; the iris, though, 
was a maze of circuitry covered by a layer of glass. His pupil, an 
empty well, with a little gleam in the depths. 
 The eye was a little unsettling. An eye in everything, 
form, function, but not color. David turned his head to look at 
his natural one, which looked the very definition of ‘not good,’ 
and turned his head to look at the extent of the devastation. The 
skin grafts, the burns. He’d known it was bad, now he knew just 
how bad. How anybody would want to look at him was a 
mystery. But he could see, and he had hands. “Tony.” He 
remembered that small kiss from weeks back, and he shuddered. 
He wouldn’t have done that. No way he’d have kissed that face. 
“I… don’t know what to say. I…”  
 “Does it all work?” Tony asked, bringing a hand up to 
David’s cheek. Smooth skin against raw and wrecked.  
 David nodded, took the hand with his, and kissed Tony’s 
palm, only then remembering the other man in the room. Being 
blind had made him careless; it had been intimate when he could 
not see anybody. Still, everybody could mistake it for a sign of 
gratitude.  
 The engineer-and/or-doctor cleared his throat. “We’ll 
have to run some scans on how your brain adjusts to the new 
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eye. After that is done, and you feel comfortable with that, 
there’s the option to… fully restore your sight.” He looked at 
David, who didn’t pick up on it immediately. “We could remove 
the damaged tissue and give you two of these.”  
 Damaged tissue. That was his natural eye. David looked 
at Tony. One thing to replace something that was missing, but 
this… certainly something he wanted to think about. “I… I’ll 
wait for the scans.”  
 “As you wish.” The engineer shut a suitcase which held 
some diagnostics equipment, then, tactfully, left.  
 “This is amazing,” David said. “And you look great. I 
mean. Very fit. Healthy.” He managed to not stammer 
completely, because he clearly remembered what his face 
looked like. Friends. And Tony had given him a great gift. 
Nothing but that, really. Absolutely not. 
 “I spent a lot of the past few weeks working out. Wasn’t 
really much else to do, in hiding—and apparently I didn’t even 
need to hide. The Punisher says that he’s not after Stark 
Industries; just Tye specifically. Illegal weapons dealing, 
probably with the Mob if he’s the same as before.” Tony leaned 
close, in the empty room, and kissed David’s fingertips. “I don’t 
know what to think about him anymore.” 

 “Y…yeah, the mob is his favorite.” David cleared his 
throat. “I can’t wait for Justin to send me the evidence and the 
photos. I have a lot of really juicy stuff stored with the police… 
his medical and psychological files from training back in the late 
sixties, early seventies. Boxes of stuff. Huge amounts of paper, 
crime scenes, victims’ profiles. I have a working hypothesis, but 
I need to check whether it holds up. Frank Castle became the 
Punisher before his family died. I’m absolutely positive. We 
have to go further back than that. And now I can.” David lay 
back, looking at Tony with one almost-blind and one over-acute 
eye. “I can work. I can work, Tony.” He placed a hand gently, 
oh-so-carefully on Tony’s arm. 
 Tony looked down at that hand on his arm, at the careful 
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orchestration of gears and circuits that he had created. Hearing 
this confirmed something that he’d been thinking, half-
unconsciously, ever since he’d met David—he was like them. 
Like Tony and Frank, a man who got so obsessed with the job 
that nothing else mattered. Someone who could understand why 
they did what they did, not because he had been trained to but 
because he had lived it. An equal. A potential ally. 
 More even than the guilt, Tony realized, that had been 
why he had spent so many hours on the prosthetics. He’d wanted 
an ally. 
 He folded his hand over David’s. “You’ve still got to rest 
and heal for a few days. You can’t work if your arms fall off.” 
 David looked alarmed for a second, but then grinned, 
that grin almost back to the eager, boyish grin he’d had before 
he’d been blown up. “Don’t joke about that. Christ.” He pulled 
one arm close to his chest, protective and like he needed to feel 
that they were ‘back.’ “I’ll tell Justin to bring me some work. I 
was going insane with just my iPod for input.”  
 He lay back, resting, clearly still dealing with the 
sedatives and painkillers—if those hadn’t slowed him down, 
there was no doubt he’d have jumped out of the bed and gone to 
work right away. “I guess all I’ll have to do is beat the psycho-
guy who’ll check whether I’m fit for work.” He smiled. 
 That grin was infectious. Tony smiled back. “You’re not 
going to have a mental breakdown over being a cyborg, right?” 
 “What? This is the coolest thing ever? I grew up on the 
Six Million Dollar Man show reruns and RoboCop and William 
Gibson... and think of all the technical people I can date now.” 
David grinned. “Okay, the dating isn’t the main reason why I 
like them. No, Tony, they are beautiful.” 
 “So you don’t have anything to worry about from the 
psycho-guy.” Tony ruffled David’s hair—there were swaths that 
had been singed off, patches at the hairline where it had been 
burned away, but he couldn’t make himself care. 
 “I’m a profiler. I can mimic whatever profile the guy 
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wants to see.” David smiled. “My father will have kittens.” 
 “I feel sorry for the cat. No offense—but I really, really 
hope you’re illegitimate.” 
 “Yeah, me too. I do hope my mother was half the whore 
he made her out to be.” David frowned and shook his head. 
“Told you I have daddy issues. Freud would have an absolute 
field day with me. But I’m okay. I know why he does the things 
he does... and why he’s a bastard, and why it’s absolutely vital 
I’ll never let him control me again. See, he’s got a bagful of 
issues, too, and when my mother left him, I guess that made it 
all worse. But people with his structure don’t reflect, it’s not his 
fault, of course not, it’s everybody else’s. Guess it’s true that 
people with issues drift towards psychology to work out their 
own hang-ups. But I’m okay. The FBI hired me, I got through 
their evaluations, I’m building a life very different from the one 
my father had, and I’m just not letting him control it. That’s it in 
a nutshell.” David smiled, apologetically. “Your father was 
pretty distant, wasn’t he? A bit of a competition going on, I 
imagine, which two geniuses.”  
 Tony shook his head, laughing a little. “He was always 
telling me I wasn’t living up to my potential. Always pushing 
me to stop dicking around with side projects and start inventing 
something useful ... you rebel against that when you’re a kid. 
You make a personal hovercraft out of the leftovers of an old 
washing machine, and you want your old man to think it’s cool, 
you know? Not to tell you it’s fuel-inefficient and vulnerable to 
sniper fire. So I rebelled for a while, slacked off in school, did a 
few recreational drugs ...” Unspoken: and then he died. “The 
worst thing was, he was right—I’m still not living up to my 
potential. Probably never will.” 
 David looked down at his hands. “Well, this might not be 
the height of your potential, but I’m damn glad you’re dicking 
around…” He gave a small, almost shy smile.  
 “Who knows? Maybe this is as good as it gets. Go 
straight through weaponry and out the other end, into 
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prosthetics.” 
 “I’m sure your biggest client would find some uses for 
that, with all the soldiers getting mangled. And there’s no way 
you can do harm with this technology…” David looked at Tony 
again, studying him, seemingly wistful. “If there’s any favor I 
can do for you, just ask. Profiling, whatever. I’ll owe you for the 
rest of my life.”  
 “I’ll keep that in mind if I ever need anything.” Even as 
Tony said it, he was thinking of how David’s new eye, new 
hands could be used to harm. New spy gear for the CIA, 
superstrong hands for unarmed combat. Men with legs of steel, 
running for miles without needing to stop. Fully articulated 
robot soldiers, designed never to feel pain or to flee. “For now—
just keep this under wraps. Your new hands.” 
 “Oh yes.” David pulled both arms to his body, holding 
them there, protective and like he’d need protection himself. He 
was visibly tired out. “I think I need to sleep. See you soon?”  
 “See you soon.” Tony straightened, and for a second he 
hesitated on the edge of leaning in to kiss David’s brow. In the 
end, though, he simply smiled and left the room. 

 

* * * 

 

 “Jarvis found one of those articles you wanted,” Pepper 
said, as Tony swung into the driver’s seat and sat still a moment, 
collecting himself. “He just texted me a notification.” 
 “Mafiosi, right? Found murdered?” 
 “The headline says ‘executed.’ I can’t tell you anything 
more, from the notification.” 
 “Have him feed it into the navigational computer. I think 
we’re getting somewhere, finally.” 
 “Right away, Mr. Stark.” Pepper tapped briefly at her 
cell phone; a moment later, a San Francisco Chronicle article 
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replaced the map of the LA area. Tony only skimmed it, 
searching for key words—long suspected of having mafia ties. 
Shot execution-style. Found in a remote motel parking lot. No 
witnesses. And, interesting: anonymous tip to the police. 
 “He wants them to know he’s here,” Tony muttered to 
himself. “He tipped the police off—he wants the mob to come 
looking for him.” 
 “Here, sir? I thought the Punisher was in New York?” 
 “San Francisco,” said Tony shortly. “Guess I have to 
pack my bags—I needed to meet with Teedburger, anyway.” 

* * * 

 
 Razorback Capital Partners sat in a nice old villa—
modernized, and what staff Tony encountered looked very 
pretty, like it was a matter of pride to find staff that matched the 
carpet. One pretty thing offered him tea or coffee, and from the 
way she batted her eyelashes, she was offering more than that—
and managed to do it in the classy way. She told him that Mr. 
Teedburger would be with him in a few moments, a meeting was 
slightly overrunning, but he’d been notified. She seated him in a 
seating area and brought him his drink.  
 Teedburger appeared soon. “Tony, good to see you. 
Damn, I should take four weeks, too, if that makes me look so 
good.” He grinned, baring teeth and offered his hand. “What can 
I do for you, sonny? Enjoyed the time?”  
 “Yep—you gave me a good tip, back there. How’s the 
restructuring going? Are Ms. Potts and Mr. Rhodes giving you 
too much trouble?” 
 “Excellent, very good, I’m pleased.” Teeth settled and 
just about fifteen seconds later, the blonde appeared with coffee 
for him. “Thanks, honey. Right, your company. You’ll need a 
replacement for Tye… a money man. I think I have a guy that 
you might meet for dinner. If you like him, hire him for the 
board. He’s a glorified accountant, big on the money side, and a 
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real CEO type guy. He’s done a good job on some companies I 
was watching, I was thinking to get him onboard, but too much 
of a connection between Stark and Razorback would make 
people suspicious. He’s in town, at the moment, British guy, his 
name’s Patrick Edward Baker.” 
 “Sounds like I should know the name from somewhere. 
He never acted, did he? Some old BBC costume drama or 
something?” 
 “No, I doubt he had time for that.” Teeth grinned. 
“Founded his first company when he was twelve, made his first 
million once he could do it legally, kept running around in his 
early twenties setting up companies and selling them, moving so 
fast the competitors couldn’t touch him. Learned business at 
Harvard, of course, then some British company poached him, 
and they’ve been poaching him ever since. He got the 
operational side nailed down. I was thinking to offer him a job 
over here, when I’m retiring. I know the Chinks want him to run 
something big in Shanghai or Hong Kong.”  
 “Hey, we’re PC here. None of that.” But Tony was 
grinning—sounded like a man after his own heart. “You’re not 
making this up, right? He wants to work for my company? I’m 
already afraid he’ll stage a coup. He sounds like the kind of guy 
who’d do that if he got bored.” 

 “I’m not making this up,” Teeth said, emphatically. 
“He’s the biggest, baddest motherfucking shark I could find, and 
make no mistake, sonny, this guy is a big bad motherfucking 
shark. I said I don’t want to have him working here, because I’m 
not sure his and my ego will get along. But I think he’s the right 
guy to whip your board into shape. Want to meet him for 
dinner? I can set you up.”  
 “You shouldn’t talk about dinner after you’ve called him 
a shark. It makes me feel like a fish. Yeah, set me up with him.” 
Tony grinned. 
 “Fine. Second.” Teeth fished out—to stay in the 
metaphor—his cell and dialed a number. “Patrick? We’re on. 
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Usual place? Yeah, you can book. Great. See you at twenty 
hundred.” He switched off again. “I got your back, Tony. If this 
shark bites, we’ll put some C4 down his neck, and that’s the end 
of the story.”  
 The reference brought Tony back to his other reason for 
coming. “Heard anything from our friend from New York?” he 
asked, low. 
 “He didn’t call to tell me I shouldn’t invest in any pizza 
chains… but opening the paper, that’s what I’m getting. Bad 
time to be a wise guy in the area.” 
 “Yeah, that’s what I’m getting, too. How would I get in 
touch with him, if I wanted to?” 
 “Make him want something only you can get him. He 
wanted my invitations, so he got them.” Teeth pursed his lips. 
“Send out some kind of message? A press conference, put 
something in that he’d react to? Some kind of bait? Depends on 
what you want, Tony. He’d help a friend.”  
 “And I want to help him. That’s basically it—to help him 
out.”  
 “I keep my eyes open, but I doubt he’ll be in touch. He’s 
not the type to check up on friends, especially with a new war 
going on. Anyway, if he is in touch, I’ll let him know.”  
 Tony offered his hand. “Pleasure doing business with 
you, Teeth.” 
 Teeth shook it. “Leave your address with Linda, I’ll pick 
you up before the restaurant.”  
 “Which one’s Linda? The blonde, or... the other 
blonde?” 
 Teeth grinned. “Either. Linda runs my diary, Sandrine 
runs the office.”  
 Tony glanced from one to the other, and he couldn’t help 
a wolfish grin in return. “You have the sexiest office I’ve ever 
seen. I’d be happy to leave my address with either.” 
 Teeth laughed and slapped his shoulder. “Nothing like 
two pretty blondes with a lesbian streak and total devotion to 
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their job, I agree, Tony.”  
 “I think we’re going to be good friends,” Tony answered, 
went to lean over Linda-or-Sandrine’s desk and offer his best 
charming smile and an address. 

 

* * * 

 
 Tony stood waiting in the hotel lobby, his cell phone in 
his hand, his eyes on the sliding glass doors. He’d been sitting in 
his room for hours, looking up the same old Punisher files. 
Feeling like he was doing his own profile, trying to figure out 
what would make Frank Castle rise to his bait. Couldn’t wait for 
David to recover; by that time, Frank might’ve finished 
whatever he’d come to do. He would have to rely on what he’d 
learned in New York: networking, talking with ordinary people, 
searching out the kind of sources the Punisher would find in a 
city like San Francisco. 
 Finally, his cell buzzed in his hand. Tony had it up to his 
ear in a second. “Tony Stark, talk to me.” 
 “Evening, Tony.” Frank’s voice was low and rumbly. 
“Working the streets, for my sake?”  
 “You—wait—what?” Gobsmacked, stock still, he stood 
looking out the glass doors. This was somehow as intimate, as 
forbidden as a public fuck; conversing with a fugitive casually, 
in full view of everyone.  
 “Not the streets, but calling in favors.” Frank’s voice 
remained low, intimate, like he’d been in bed.  
 “I’ve been looking for you, yeah—look, we need to talk. 
Can you meet me tonight? I’ve got a dinner in a couple of 
minutes; I was actually waiting for the call for—that’s not 
important. Tonight, tomorrow, whenever’s good. I’ll be in town 
for a while.” 
 “I’m just looking through a scope, on a roof, waiting for 
my mark to leave his house.” The sentence was spoken calmly, 
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yet the low, intimate sounds didn’t fit with that, would rather 
have fitted with fucking Tony, or rubbing their cocks together. 
“Will be busy here, too. One thing. Kaplan. Where is he?”  
 “David Kaplan? The guy you blew up? He’s not in San 
Francisco...” 
 “I didn’t ask where isn’t.”  
 “You don’t have a right to know where he is. I’m doing 
the best I can.” 
 “I’ll be in touch.” The line went dead.  
 The phone rang again. This time, it was Teeth, telling 
him the driver was waiting outside.  
 The driver opened the door for Tony, and there were two 
men in the limo—Teeth and another guy, dark-haired, in his 
early thirties, who looked polished and had cufflinks set with 
sapphires, which incidentally matched his eyes. “Mr. Stark. I’ve 
been looking forward to meeting you. Patrick Baker.” 
 Tony slid inside, leaning over to shake his hand—still 
rattled by the unexpected phone call, but covering it with a 
broad smile. “I’d introduce myself, if it weren’t redundant. I’ve 
heard good things about you, Mr. Baker. Very good things.” 
 “Thank you.” Baker smiled, widely, and fluidly moved 
towards small talk, got them all three talking and enjoying 
themselves. He was very, very smooth; there was the hint of a 
British accent left that he couldn’t shake. He was gorgeous, and 
likeable, and fast to react to any clues, always avoiding 
embarrassing anybody, smoothing over Teedburger’s sometimes 
crass jokes.  
 The restaurant was top-notch, as expected, and they 
dined in a private room. Over wine, Baker looked at Tony, a 
twinkle in his eye that was doubtlessly well calculated. “You 
might wonder why I want that job… Stark Industries is not just a 
company. It’s honest-to-goodness old American industrial 
backbone, a solid business, old-fashioned in its core structure. 
Very good cash flow, with the defense contracts, of course. But 
if I get you right, you want to see this changed. In your mind, 
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Stark Industries is nothing like it is right now—you have a 
vision for the company of your father, and what you need is a 
corporate assassin to bring about that change, and align that 
company with your vision. I’m that man. I’ll make it happen. 
What I want is the most challenging, blue chip, high-profile 
restructuring job available in this country.”  
 “Why do you want it?” asked Tony, studying him over 
his wine. “I know you’re used to wooing businessmen, but I’m 
not really a businessman. I want to know why a successful guy 
like you is interested in this, when you could be making billions 
in the growing markets of China or India.” 
 “I’m sure you’d give me a good incentive.” Baker wasn’t 
shaken at all by the change of direction, rather went with it. “We 
can make it all incentive. Payment upon completion, if you take 
the company private again, stock options if you keep it listed. If 
I don’t succeed, I’m out.” He sipped his wine. “I like daunting 
tasks, I like hard work. Anybody with half a brain could make 
money in Russian oil, Indian cars and Chinese software. I want a 
challenge.”  
 “Which are you really after—an incentive, or a 
challenge?” Tony grinned. “If you’ll forgive the bluntness. It’s 
also part of the American industrial backbone.” 
 Teeth got up to head towards the toilet, leaving them to 
their spar.  
 “The incentive is just there to up the stakes, which makes 
the challenge more interesting.” Baker smiled at him. “This can 
make or break my career… fame more than fortune. If I turn 
your company around, I can have whatever other job I want. If I 
fail, I can still take up golf professionally.”  
 “There’s another job you want that you can’t have? Now 
you have to tell me.” 
 Baker smiled. “That would be bad form for an interview, 
Mr. Stark. I will complete the job. I’m in no hurry to leave. 
There’s always another challenge, but right now, I’m burning 
for this one.”  
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 Tony leaned back, satisfied. His first impression had 
been right: Baker was like him. A challenge junkie, waiting for 
the next fix. “What’s your plan? You do have a plan.” 
 “My laptop is in the car. I can give you a quick 
presentation. Fifteen minutes of your time.”  
 Teedburger was coming back, settling in again and 
getting the waiter to get the dessert menu.  
 “I don’t have any other appointments tonight—you can 
have more than fifteen minutes, if you need it. Now, or after 
dessert?” Tony was already scanning the dessert list, himself, 
intrigued by the crème brulee. 
 “After dessert.” Baker seemed pleased with himself, and 
Teedburger laughed. The desserts were just as good as the rest, 
and the whole bill ended up on Teedburger’s expense account; 
‘dinner with clients,’ he called it.  
 They went back to the hotel, where Baker got his laptop 
and coat and followed Tony to his suite.  
 Inside, he set the laptop down, opened the bag and set it 
up, attaching a small beamer to project images on the wall. He 
slipped out of his jacket and loosened the tie. “I timed this. It’s 
fifteen minutes.”  
 “I admire your professional attention to detail almost as 
much as your unprofessional attire.” Tony settled in an 
armchair, one leg crossed over the other, fingers drumming on 
his knee. “Let’s see it.” 
 Baker’s eyes flashed with the challenge for the moment. 
‘Unprofessional’ was the stick to beat him with, ‘challenge’ the 
corresponding carrot. He stepped away from the computer, using 
a tiny remote to bring up the first screen. Glorified accountant, 
Teedburger had called him, and it was clear he had a mind for 
numbers, for shares, for projections. Modeling, strategic 
projections, he’d worked on several alternate scenarios, 
highlighting what each would mean and require, and he was 
completely shooting from the hip, because all he said about 
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Tony’s goals was based on a few sentences from press 
conferences.  

 He talked about how to take over new markets, how to 
internationalize further, how to form strategic partnerships in 
emerging markets, how, with money, guile, and corporate 
muscling, to acquire patents and ‘talent,’ and, above all, how to 
‘straighten out’ the shareholder base. Aligning interests. It was 
about controlling the board, getting every division to play ball, 
and he highlighted which men were likeliest to pose 
‘challenges,’ he said, and it was a different kind of ‘challenge.’ 
These were obstacles. All of this was perfectly legal, hard but 
fair, he said, smiling.  
 “I understand you are a respectable, honorable man, Mr. 
Stark. Your company will be the exact same thing. No shady 
dealings. This is about leadership, not tyranny.” Baker stood 
next to the last projection, and checked his watch. “Fifteen 
minutes, twenty-four seconds.”  
 “Bravo.” Tony stood from the chair, went to flip on the 
lights. Paused a moment, hand on the switch, regarding the edge 
of cool blue that the projection gave to Baker’s chiseled 
features. “You’ll have to make the presentation to two more 
people, and they’ll have the final say. But as far as I’m 
concerned, you’ve got the job.” 
 Baker smiled, visibly enjoying a job well done. He 
flicked the laptop shut and slid it into the bag, added the beamer, 
then zipped it shut. “Of course, Mr. Stark – I was planning to 
introduce myself to your board and shareholders with a rather 
similar presentation.” He straightened his tie again and reached 
for his jacket. “I’ll email you the presentation when I get home, 
along with my CV, references and a proposal about my pay 
package and benefits.” Studying Tony, hand still resting on the 
jacket.  
 “Actually, you’ll be impressing Colonel James Rhodes 
and Miss Pepper Potts. The army’s interests and mine, 
respectively.” Tony rolled his neck, stripping himself of his own 
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jacket. 
 “Of course. I was just assuming that I will be able to 
convince them, too. It would make no sense to go forward, 
otherwise.” Baker smiled, turned to the side discreetly and dug 
out a cell phone, switching it on again and scrolling down the 
menu. “I’ll just call a taxi.” Looking up with another smile, as if 
testing the waters.  
 Tony met his eyes, and felt himself dangerously close to 
laughing. “Do you want my permission to call a taxi?” 
 “No, sir.” Baker called and ordered a taxi to the hotel, 
then switched the phone off. He picked up his jacket and slipped 
into it, buttoning it, then offered his hand. “Good night, Mr. 
Stark. I’m looking forward to hearing from you.”  
 “I look forward to hearing from you, too—and Baker?” 
Tony shook his hand firmly. “Next time, don’t flirt if you don’t 
mean it.” 
 The man’s eyes flashed again, half annoyance, half 
something else; he clearly thought himself irresistible and 
enormously clever. Like Teeth had said, a lot of ego, a shark, 
very different from David, and the polar opposite of Frank. 
 “I’ll remember it,” Baker said, with a smile. 

 

* * * 

  

 The body lay slumped in an alley, all grotesque angles 
and dried blood. Poor sap had had the bad judgment to try a side 
entrance instead of the front, and now he lay still, gut distended, 
pants shit, head blown open. Only a matter of time before 
someone saw him. Frank hadn’t bothered sticking around the 
scene of the crime, if it could be called a crime. Instead, he was 
putting pressure on the local mafia. He had no idea yet where 
the capos were, but he decided to take as many soldati as he 
could that night. There was a car bomb at midnight, which took 
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out three wise guys on the way to a strip bar. There was a 
shooting in a flat, door kicked down, five men gunned down 
with an MP. They’d been playing cards and snorting coke. A 
sixth had only been wounded in the initial assault and was in the 
bathroom, strung up like a piece of meat, tortured, covered in 
blood from the cut throat. 
 All in all, a good night’s work. 

* * * 

 
  The media caught it quickly, and the next day, all 
that was in the papers was blood and gore. It made a change to 
the usual depressing news about the housing market and the 
general economy. Several national TV stations sent teams into 
San Francisco to cover the Punisher’s latest rampage. 
 Justin Stoltz flew back early in the morning, overworked, 
and with faxes and emails streaming in. People wanted reports, 
and another team had been dispatched to take over in New York. 
He was supposed to stay right where the Punisher was. It was 
only a matter of time until the media hounded him, too. There 
was a press conference, and somebody asked about Kaplan. He 
diverted as best as he could, but they already seemed to know 
everything—that David had become a victim of the Punisher, 
that he was grievously hurt, recovering, and in a secret location. 
All he could do was nod and try and return to the things he was 
authorized to talk about. 

* * * 

 
 In Malibu, Tony was regretting his abrupt dismissal of 
Frank’s question. He hadn’t been thinking. David’s location 
could’ve been his bargaining chip, the thing he had that the 
Punisher wanted. Something to force contact—he tried to trace 
back the call, found himself unexpectedly blocked. Probably 
another number discarded. 
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 He was surprised to find himself livid, with each new 
breaking story about the Punisher on the west coast. This was 
his territory. His turf. When he’d said that he would clean up his 
own messes, he’d expected to see California left alone. 
 At the end of a tense week, he invited David out to his 
house by the beach. Ostensibly to see if he needed any 
adjustments; he couldn’t shake that offer from his mind, though. 
David was the closest thing there was to an expert on the 
Punisher—and he’d offered to profile for him. 
 And more—David asked only that he could take his 
‘work’ with him. Stoltz, worn down by the media attention and 
the constant rain of questions and photographs of himself 
leaving a crime scene, usually captioned with: “FBI: No clue 
yet” or “Stoltz remains in the dark on Punisher-style gangland 
killing,” and he had agreed to have David help, even though 
there was no word yet from the top on how and whether and to 
what extent David could work on the case now that he’d become 
one of the Punisher’s casualties. Stoltz did what he could to keep 
him on the team, and at some point just sent him the evidence 
for his work, while Frank Castle continued to pile up bodies all 
around him. 

* * * 

 A shocking killing occurred on one day, when Cesare 
Andreotti was killed, along with his best man, on the way to his 
own wedding. The bride suffered a nervous breakdown, and 
there was speculation that she’d been pregnant and suffered a 
miscarriage, but the latter was just rumors. 

* * * 

 
 When David arrived at the beach property, he came with 
at least four huge archiving boxes full of papers, and Tony had 
set up a comfortable work area for him, with a view across the 
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ocean. 
 The agent looked ‘better’—less mangled, less weak, he’d 
taken long walks in the park while rehabilitation on his arms and 
shoulders was going on, and some small work had been done on 
the best-healed scars. He let his hair grow longer to cover some 
scars on his scalp and some of the burns on his forehead. The 
remaining natural eye, though, was still no better, and Tony 
knew from the reports that the headaches he suffered were likely 
due to his brain struggling with two different quality feeds.  
 “How are you feeling?” Tony asked, setting up a laptop 
across from David for his own work. 
 “Pretty good. A little weirded out—one of my exes got 
in touch the other day, he’s found his faith and asked me to 
forgive him for the ‘carnal knowledge’ part of our relationship.” 
David shook his head. “But I’m okay, mentally definitely... it’s 
strange what you have time to think about when you actually get 
kicked out of the rat race and end up wondering who you are 
and what you want to achieve.” He peered over at the screen. 
“What are you working on? Can’t see it from this angle.” 
 “Movement prediction matrix.” He shifted the laptop to 
let David have a look. “I’ve mapped out everywhere we have 
evidence of the Punisher having been—all the kill sites. Those 
are the red dots. The green dots are everywhere some jackass 
has said he’s seen the Punisher; yellow dots are for gunman 
sightings. See, they’re clustered on these regions.” Tony touched 
the screen lightly, circling areas of San Francisco. “Right now, 
I’m coding in the data on Mob activity in Frisco. That’s pretty 
much the only correlating factor: all of the victims had Italian 
last names, so if they weren’t mafia, he thought they were. 
You’d think he’d branch out once in a while. Pick on the 
Russians or the Irish.” 
 “Wow, nice work.” David moved closer, sat down right 
next to him. “You think he’s patrolling? Or maybe he scouts the 
areas to check for escape routes when he does make the hit... 
and hits them in areas he knows. So, ambushes. I talked to a 
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Special Forces guy the other day and he says Frank acts like 
he’d do in Nam... and I agree, only that at least in New York, he 
has the supporter base. California is far less his territory, and 
you can just feel he’s less comfortable here.” His phone rang 
and he answered: “Yeah, Kaplan?” 
 “He what? Wow. Yeah, we were just talking about his 
MO. What the fuck. Stoltz, get him in protective custody. Or... I 
don’t know, make sure Frank... the Punisher doesn’t get second 
thoughts and returns to finish him. Keep me updated, please? 
Thanks. I’ll call you. I’m working on something pretty neat 
here.” 
 He switched off the phone. “Frank Castle walked into a 
hospital downtown, killed two mafia goons and put the fear of 
god into one Aurelio Andreotti, who’s a patient there. Andreotti 
is still alive—and he’s the father of the guy who bit the dust the 
other day, just before his wedding. He walked right in there, 
shoved his gun into the old guy’s face, and walked out two 
minutes later, escaping through the kitchen. In broad daylight.” 
David stared at him. “That’s... completely new. Nobody 
survives a visit from the Punisher, unless they are innocent, and 
I fail to see how the father of a mafioso could qualify for that.” 
 “Maybe he wants to send a message? The way he’s been 
leaving the bodies where they could be found, in broad 
daylight—he’s not acting like he wants to clean up San 
Francisco, the Mob would tighten security, if anything ...” Tony 
could almost grasp it, whatever it was—he wasn’t a profiler, but 
he knew Frank. “He’s acting like he’s looking for something. 
Someone.” 
 “Maybe the current capo?” David rubbed his face. “I’d 
kill to talk to Andreotti. Or whoever gave that anonymous tip a 
few days ago, in the killing near the motel. That was a pretty 
secluded spot, whoever tipped off the police must have seen 
something. That wasn’t random.” He looked at the map again. 
“He’s going to drown this city in blood. Killing the bridegroom? 
Okay, he was a scumbag, but he was going to get married. Why 
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all that shock value.” He looked at the boxes. “The only way to 
make California too hot for him is bring up the population 
against him. The moment he goes to buy a coffee, the moment 
he picks up a newspaper, the moment he rents one of those... 
prison cells he keeps himself in... he is in contact with people. If 
those would call the police immediately, we could keep him 
running until he can’t go on anymore, or has to return to his safe 
area in New York. He can’t remain a dark hero... we need to get 
the people back on our side. That’s the only strategy with 
terrorists and guerilla fighters.” David frowned. 
 “If killing a bridegroom doesn’t do it, I’m not sure what 
would. Kids, priests, old ladies, I guess—not that it changed 
things in New York.” 
 “Yeah, and Feds.” David shuddered, while Tony tapped 
busily at his keyboard, plugging in data points. 
 “He’s not one of us. Not even one of ours. Why aren’t 
people already against him?” 
 “He’s a legend. People trust he’s only killing the guilty. 
Even if those are people.” David inhaled deeply. “There are 
enough people that feel impotent and angry because of injustices 
that happen to them. They project that desire for revenge on the 
Punisher. And look the other way when he kills people. If we 
could destroy that... image. The whole dark avenger shtick. If 
we discredit him... I think that’s the only way at the moment.” 
He looked deeply thoughtful. “Maybe... shit. Maybe if we give 
them that press conference. There are lots of journalists that 
want me out there... the Bureau doesn’t like it, they were 
protecting me so far, but it might be a good, tactical move. And 
make it big. Get it on national TV.” David looked pale and 
miserable. “If that gives us any advantage...” 
 Tony didn’t look up for a moment, too engrossed in his 
work—but when he did, he put the laptop down and moved to 
take David’s hand. It was smooth, supple, and cool under his 
own. “No offense, but you don’t look enough like a cripple 
anymore that you’re going to have a major impact.” 
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 David smiled and moved a bit closer, almost like he was 
going to kiss, but then seemed to realize what he was about to 
do. He looked down at his hand and gently pressed Tony’s hand. 
“I’m still innocent. I have committed no crime. I could play the 
media.” 
 “If you think it’s worth it, go for it. I’m not going to stop 
you—but I am going to kiss you.” Tony leaned in, pressing his 
lips briefly to David’s, completing that aborted gesture half for 
the curiosity of it.  
 David shivered and reached up, almost as if he was 
going to stop Tony, but couldn’t bring himself to. He opened up 
and kissed back, pent-up tenderness in that kiss, and again it was 
a matter of ‘against better judgment.’ Closing his eyes, both the 
good and the bad one. “Tony, I...” 
 “Right, we’re working,” Tony breathed against David’s 
cheek. 
 David didn’t pull back, clearly craved the touch with all 
the desperation of a man who’d nearly died and spent too much 
time alone. “Don’t... make it pity, please.” He moved to kiss 
Tony’s neck, deeply breathing in. 
 “I’m not good at pity,” Tony said simply. He curled his 
fingers in David’s hair—not pushing, not reassuring, but simply 
reminding David that he was present. 
 David then kissed him, with a sudden hunger and need 
that made him move closer and push Tony back onto the couch, 
getting on top to kiss him more thoroughly, with more need and 
tenderness at the same time. Keeping his weight on his arms, he 
leisurely kissed Tony, stretched out on top of him. 
 Tony lay back, letting himself be touched and kissed, 
responding but never pressing—giving David the initiative. He 
didn’t need anything from this, didn’t need the lips on his throat 
or the press of hips against hips; they were like a handshake, an 
affirmation of an unspoken contract between them. 
 David opened his shirt and kissed his chest, almost more 
exploring his own reaction than Tony’s, and ran his hands across 
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Tony’s skin, amazed how much he felt with those hands, even in 
such a situation. “You’re gorgeous,” he said. “And sexy, and 
generous, and funny...” Kissing his way down to the belly, 
punctuating each kiss with a compliment, sometimes repeating 
himself, mostly on gorgeous and sexy. 
 “If you can still say that when you’re seeing the world in 
high-def, I think I have to believe you,” Tony laughed quietly, 
entranced by the sight of those hands—his hands, his beautiful 
hands of metal and plastic—on his all-too-human skin. 
 “That’s really weird... seeing pores on people’s noses at 
500 yards.” David looked up, grinning. “Fancy a blowjob?” 
 “Please. By all means. First rule of being a guy—never 
turn down a blowjob.” Tony grinned back, careless and enjoying 
himself, as though David had never gone through weeks of hell 
and shame. 
 “Didn’t think you would…” Had hoped you wouldn’t, 
was what his scarred face was saying, while his fingers opened 
Tony’s fly and he gently took his cock with a cybernetic hand, 
even more careful with the hands than normal, but the contrast 
was even more marked. Human—non-human, just human-
shaped, natural, artificial. David wet his lips and bowed down, 
taking the tip between his lips, genuinely hungry for it, wanting 
to show his gratitude, and that desire killed him, weeks of 
denial, weeks of doing absolutely nothing to a man or getting 
touched in any non-medical way.  
 The sight was hypnotic, gorgeous; Tony knew every 
millimeter of those hands, knew them better than his own, could 
have said exactly what David was feeling as he tightened his 
fingers just below the smooth circle of his lips. Like a fever-
dream, making love to his work as literally as any man could. 
He arched into that mouth, that grip, hissing yes as his hands 
closed at his sides. 
 David glanced up at him, one eye seeing nothing, the 
other everything, and went down deeper on the cock, sucking 
and licking, one cybernetic hand cupping the balls, the other 
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stroking a little. He took his time, thoroughly enjoying it, careful 
with the hands, but also relishing the fact he could do this again 
and could see what it did to Tony, and further down, teasing him 
and torturing himself, working it down into his throat.  
 Pressure and heat engulfed Tony’s cock, the muscles of 
David’s throat closing around him. He was beautiful like this, 
even with the scars and the mismatched eyes—wanting and 
wanted, cautious and demanding at once. Tony raised his hands 
to David’s brows, drawing him down, fucking his mouth slowly. 
 David’s right hand left Tony’s cock, just to support 
himself on the couch, obediently, eagerly moving, face flushing, 
which made the scars stand out, and he made small, sexy noises 
that spoke of want and need and trust.  
 The sounds and pressure, the sight of it threw Tony 
spiralling over the edge, and he came hard—strangled a moan so 
that it wouldn’t become a name.  
 David swallowed, that far down he hardly had any other 
choice, and licked him clean, then rested his head on Tony’s 
hipbone, stroking his chest with his left hand.  
 “Happy?” asked Tony, catching that hand and holding it 
against his chest. 
 David looked up and moved further up to lie at Tony’s 
side. “Yeah, it’s…” He grinned. “… good you… you know.” 
Making an abortive gesture that might or might not have 
included his face and body.  
 “That I know what?” 
 “Good you can want me. Because I want you, and I 
didn’t think you would.”  
 “I wouldn’t start getting monogrammed towels just yet—
but I like you. I like working with you. And you deserve all the 
compliments you say you used to get.” Tony slipped his fingers 
through David’s, squeezing lightly. 
 David smiled and pressed back. “I’m not the clingy 
type… not a gold digger, either. Just tell me to go away, and I 
will. No problem. No claims. I don’t believe in tying somebody 
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down, unless it’s in bed. Sometimes.”  
 “Don’t chafe the arms too much,” Tony cautioned. 
“They don’t heal.” He looked out, at their boxes of files and the 
laptop on the table. “Did you want me to return the favor, or...?” 
 David followed the gaze, smiling. “I’ve calmed down, 
now… let me keep that thought, and we take our time later 
tonight? I can see your mind’s already back on the case.”  
 They spent a few hours on the case after that, trading 
research and statistics comfortably. Tony had very little 
information that David hadn’t encountered before, mainly 
rumors and guesswork; the more useful information, he kept 
concealed. Eventually, they broke for dinner and a walk on the 
beach, David careful of getting his arms and eyes wet, Tony 
careful of his chest. Comfortably damaged. 
 Later, David called his partner, while standing on the 
balcony in his swimming trunks, soaking up the sun. The 
bandages had gone, it was quite visible where the metal blended 
with the flesh, and David had been advised to take care of the 
area, which he did. The connection was smooth, well-designed 
all around, metal and flesh clashing only in colour.  
 “Hey there. Any news on the hospital? I see. Hm. Yeah, 
I can see how that would. So the doctor is talking to the press. 
That might not actually be a bad thing. The Punisher is putting 
pressure on the mafia, let’s put some pressure on him in return. 
Let the doctor talk. Hell, let even Andreotti talk. And the bride... 
No, it won’t affect him, but it will affect everybody else. That’s 
the point. Were you approached about any decent journalist. 
Somebody who actually, you know, writes well and can do a 
tasteful article? I’d be willing to give an interview, too. Let’s hit 
the Punisher with the media—so they are good for something. 
Yeah, I’m happy to talk to the bosses, too. Yeah, desperate 
measures. I’m okay. I’m... enjoying my holidays right now, 
working a bit.” He smiled over at Tony. “Talk to you later.” 
 When David hung up, Tony pulled him close, ruffling 
his hair, and David placed his arms around Tony’s waist. “Want 
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to get back to work on that predictor matrix? I could use some 
more variables. So far, it’s just throwing up squiggles.” 
 “Those squiggles will get a little more squiggly once we 
work with the press.” David smiled and kisses his neck. “I guess 
he’ll be angry. Can you set up Jarvis to watch the usual 
newsfeeds and let us know when anything happens? I expect a 
quick reaction...” 
 “He’s already watching. I’m on it.” Suddenly, Tony 
remembered the first time he’d seen David after the accident—
the torn way he’s promised to tell what he’d seen. “I was 
wondering,” he said, his expression thoughtful and distant. 
“You’d said that you could tell me exactly what happened, the 
day he blew you up. That there was something you’d seen. I’m 
ready to hear it now.” 
 David’s arm around his hip tightened. “He cuts himself 
off, deliberately. The place...” He closed his eyes as if to 
remember it better. “Everybody I’ve seen has something that is 
personal. A quirky piece of clothing, a photo, a letter, some 
token or other. We like things, because they tell us who we are. 
In that place was only darkness, and loneliness, and a sense of 
despair. Nothing personal. He has absolutely nothing but guns, 
and he left those behind when he left. The food... no quirky 
tastes, no weakness for hot food or any kind of cuisine... The 
clothes, same picture. He wears a lot of black, makes sense, but 
it’s not chosen for comfort. Some was about blending in, but it 
was always practical. He doesn’t read. I got the feeling he just 
works on those guns, works out, and waits till he falls asleep. I’d 
have expected at least a porn mag, you know, things guys have... 
vaseline, tissues...” He kissed Tony’s neck. “But nothing. Frank 
Castle is emotionally so deprived he’s barely alive.” He paused. 
“And that was my mistake... I saw a bunch of papers hidden 
behind the bed... so I got too excited and thought, bingo, that’s 
it. I was lying on my belly, reaching there, so it was just the 
arms, and a bit of the face...” 
 “Did you notice anything about them, besides that they 
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were papers?” 
 “I think it might have been research. Newspaper 
clippings, something like that. Photos. More like target photos 
than any photos with sentimental value. But I’m guessing.” 
 Tony leaned close, keeping his silence, nuzzling David’s 
neck—he knew so many things now that the profiler would’ve 
killed for, about how the Punisher listened to Black Sabbath and 
Deep Purple, how he ate lemon drizzle cake, how he lay when 
he slept. Knew the contacts, too, and the MO, but most of all he 
knew what there was of the man. 
 David suddenly laughed. “I got a book offer; New York 
publisher heard I’m working on the case and about my creds and 
they want me to hand in a book proposal on the Punisher. They 
are a hell of a lot more optimistic than I am, first, that I’ll get 
enough of him to even fill twenty pages, and second, that I’ll 
survive to tell the tale. Who knows what happens if I annoy him 
enough. At the moment, he’s not even feeling it, but he will. My 
old mentor said I’m mostly in this job of catching him so I can 
ask him questions later in prison... not because I want to serve 
the law. Stoltz is different, but I really, really, just want to crack 
that mystery.” 
 “Well, that would be one way to draw him off, I guess—
send him running to track you down and blow you up again—” 
And Frank had wanted to know where David was. No reason to 
think that wasn’t his goal. 
 David shuddered. “If he wants to kill me, I’m already 
dead. He’s a trained assassin, Tony. There’s a heart-warming 
story from his second tour... about an important VC general 
killed just outside Hanoi. There are people who believe that was 
him. Castle was deep in enemy territory, takes out their top brass 
and makes his way back.” 
 “I could believe it.” Tony drew him close, stroking his 
back. “Do you think he wanted to hit you? You, or another Fed? 
Or do you think you walked into something else that misfired?” 
 “I don’t know. Unless I’ve committed a crime while 
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sleepwalking, I have no idea why he would want to hit me. It 
could just as well have been Stoltz. Or one of the regular cops. 
He normally doesn’t attack law enforcement. He goes out of his 
way to avoid collateral. Still, he took my hands off and my 
eyes.” Plural. “I don’t know. I hope not. Maybe he just didn’t 
care who he hit.” 
 “Sounds a little sloppy.” 
 “Maybe he was distracted? Maybe something more 
important came up? Maybe he left it deliberately as a trap? 
Justin thinks he tipped off the mafia, who tipped us off, so he 
was screwed over, too. Which... yeah, is a bit ironic. He can’t 
like that, getting tricked. Maybe that’s the reason for the 
rampage.” David looked at him. “Shit, that’s it. He’s trying to 
find the guy who tipped us off. Maybe that was why he went to 
Andreotti. Threaten him into giving up the name. Damn, that 
one was such fucking obvious and I didn’t see it.” 
 “If he let him live—does that mean he got the name, or 
he’s still looking?” 
 “No idea. He normally doesn’t let them live. Let me call 
Stoltz, maybe he can work it out of him.” David had another 
quick chat with his colleague, who promised he’d check and call 
back. “Christ.” David sat down. “Let’s work on something. But 
if Stoltz gets the name, we know a prospective victim... and 
could even try to race the Punisher there.” 
 Five minutes later, the phone rang again, and David was 
so excited he almost dropped it, then cracked the display when 
he caught it with too much force in his hands. “Shit! Kaplan? 
Yeah, got a notepad. Giovanni Jo Andreotti. Aurelio’s cousin. I 
get it. Did you check the police comp… good work, Stoltz.” He 
gave Tony an address, hung up, and looked at Tony. “That’s the 
guy who set him up. Andreotti gave up his own cousin, but… 
well. I guess the Punisher has ways to motivate you. And this is 
the address. Stoltz is already on the way with SWAT, but he 
says they might be late.”  
 “We could beat him there. Or I could beat him there. I’ve 
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got the suit.” And unlike Frank, Tony wouldn’t be hindered by a 
need for stealth or caution. He could be there in half an hour, if 
he had to be—waiting for the familiar white skull to fade out of 
the blackness. He could take down the bastard who’d tipped the 
Feds off, no need for the Punisher to get involved. His territory, 
his mess to clean up. 
 David inhaled and seemed a little concerned, but he 
nodded. “You can beat him to it.” He kissed Tony again, 
smiling. “Can I watch you put the suit on?”  
 He was fascinated by the process – an elaborate, 
surprisingly quick dance of robots and platforms and more robot 
arms, a whirl of activity, and Tony was actually bolted and 
screwed into the metal. “Whoa,” David said, then saw Tony 
reach for the faceplate. 
 “Like being a knight—you have to get unscrewed if you 
need to take a piss.” Tony pulled the faceplate on over his 
laughing face, and abruptly, he was Iron Man. Nothing left of 
Tony Stark. And it was awe-inspiring. No doubt Iron Man could 
take the Punisher. “See you, Kaplan,” he said, not a tease but a 
hard-edged promise—and then he was gone, blasting out of the 
workshop and up the long underground drive. 

* * * 

 
 Flight—32,000 feet up, travelling on borrowed oxygen, a 
shade off from the regular air route between LA and Frisco. His 
arms were out to stabilize the flight, thrusters glowing cool 
white in the darkness. Not quite enough for a red-eye to spot 
him and avoid a collision, but he knew by now how to recognize 
the steady pulse of red winglights. 
 This could be the end of whatever he’d been forming, 
slowly, with Frank; Tony acknowledged that and moved on. He 
had never been planning on finding a buddy, anyway, never 
expected the camaraderie. Frank had already taught him the 
most important lesson—get the mission done. Do it right, do it 
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thoroughly; leave your feelings at the door. Failure would dog 
you longer than emotional hurt. 
 He saw the lights of San Francisco spreading out slowly 
below him, wild and bright on the hills. Recognized a few 
streets from above: Market, Haight, Ashbury. He could almost 
find the Castro, if he’d wanted to; that wasn’t the destination, 
though. He landed, silent and easy, on the roof of a tall 
apartment complex. The quarry was in the penthouse, with an 
unimpeded view of the city around him. 
 Think like the Punisher—he might come from inside, 
probably use a service elevator to get to the floor directly below, 
but then he’d have to try something fancy to get past that 
penthouse keyhole on the main elevator. Might mug a cleaning 
lady for her keys, but that would probably be too much trouble 
when Frank already had a hard-on for this mission. More likely, 
he’d scale the fire escape to the top floor, open or break a 
window. Tony crouched there, over the fire escape, killing the 
glow from eyes and hands. 
 “Any reports in to the police, Jarvis?” he whispered, 
tense. 
 “The emergency lines have been quiet, sir,” answered the 
program. 
 About an hour later, there was movement. Patient, slow, 
steady, careful. Even Frank Castle, as fit as he was, didn’t rush 
up this building, not with the amount of steel and carbon he 
carried. The brightest things were the white skull, and his face—
he wore gloves that covered his hands.  
 Approaching, then reaching out to pull himself up on the 
roof.  
 Suddenly, his wrists were caught in strong, inexorable 
metal hands, and he was pulled bodily onto the roof. “Missed 
me?” said the face with the glowing eyes. 
 Frank stared at the suit, too close, trapped. His wrists 
held tighter and stronger than any police irons, and more 
dangerous than the table Stark had tied him to. Fuck. He 
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couldn’t even make them move, the armor protected Stark’s 
groin, and any fancy combat maneuver would simply break or 
dislocate his arms. Or both. Staring back, his face lit by the glow 
from Iron Man’s eyes, the white skull on his chest lit up with the 
arc reactor in Iron Man’s chest.  
 “Good strategy,” the Punisher said.  
 “Had help. The Feds want you dead.” Iron Man pulled 
them away from the edge, out of sight, still carrying the 
Punisher. Under his feet, the roof creaked slightly at the strain of 
their combined weight. 
 Frank could feel that struggling would not make sense. 
Stark’s motive, though, escaped him. “Tell them to get a ticket 
and wait in line.” His voice was only slightly strained. What the 
fuck was Stark planning?  
 “They’re coming here with a SWAT team. I know you 
can take a SWAT team,” said Iron Man, “So we’re skipping the 
part where you kill them.” 
 “Yeah. Fast forward to the interesting part, then.”  
 “Right—the part where I offer you everything you want. 
On a silver platter, even.” There wasn’t time for posturing. 
Maybe there would never be time for posturing.  
 Frank looked into the grim visage. “Got my attention.” 
 “I want the Punisher dead. I want Frank Castle to be a 
different kind of vigilante.” 
 Frank kept staring at him, eyes narrowing. “You didn’t 
make the Punisher,” he said.  
 “Neither did you. He just showed up in your head one 
day, moved in, and took over. Right? You hardly even noticed 
the difference.” If David was right. If all of his facts and 
hunches had come together correctly. 
 There will be a price to pay. Frank frowned, but kept 
staring at Tony. “You think I’m insane.”  
 “I think you’re just like me—we both have a choice.” 
His face was implacable, masked like that; only smooth metal, 
nothing human in it. “We can kill because we’re strong, and 
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because it gets us off. Punishment. Feared and loved, like gods.” 
As visceral a thrill as drinking—made him as reckless. As likely 
to destroy innocents. “Or else we can try to create real justice. A 
world where every tool isn’t a weapon. Admit that we’re 
human.” 
 Frank kept staring at him, right into his eyes, knowing 
that somewhere beyond that light were Tony’s eyes, and he 
wondered what they looked like. Stark was not afraid. He kept 
holding him, immobile, helpless. Admit that we’re human. 
“Justice,” Frank said. “A slap on the wrist, six months probation, 
and they are free.”  
 “I didn’t say justice would be easy. Killing’s easy. We 
have to work for it if we want the system functional.” A 
challenge. All Tony Stark had ever wanted. 
 “You sound like Matt Murdock… Daredevil.” Frank 
broke the eye contact, real or imagined, and looked at his hands, 
still trapped in the red and gold metal. “He would, he’s a lawyer, 
he’d be out of a job if it went my way.”  
 “I’m not doing it to keep a job.” Iron Man slowly 
lowered him, until his feet touched the roof, taking the strain off 
Frank’s shoulders. “They want to help us.” 
 “They? The Feds? Did you team up with them to catch 
me, Tony?”  
 “I teamed up with them to find you. I don’t need you 
jailed; I don’t need you punished for anything you did. I just 
need you to do it differently. Make allies who aren’t afraid to 
say that they work with you.” 
 “Right. How is that going to work? I get a new face and 
a passport and Frank Castle is just gone?” Frank would have 
loved to tear himself free, but the iron grip was hard enough that 
his fingertips were going numb.  
 “I’ve been working that out, actually—everything the 
police kept telling me about how hard you were to find and 
catch. How screwy the paperwork was. And then I happened to 
catch an authorizing signature on one of the files they faxed me: 
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Nicholas Fury. Nick Fury. You’ve worked with SHIELD, and 
they’re covering your ass.” Iron Man chuckled, low and echoing 
behind the faceplate. “If SHIELD wants Frank Castle gone, he’s 
gone. It’s a bonus if he happens to be alive.” 
 “Fury,” Frank ground out through his teeth. “Right. I told 
you I’m no man’s bitch. Not even Fury’s. And he will try and 
bend me over.”  
 “I’m not asking you to be his bitch. Let him give you a 
hand.” 
 Frank gave a humourless laugh. “Reach around, you 
mean. Fuck.”  
 “If you want to think of it like that. We don’t have much 
time here—I need an answer.” 
 “I have to finish this off.” Frank glanced down to the 
road, where he could see cars and vans pull up, flashing, colorful 
lights, but no sirens. Fuck. SWAT was already there, plus the 
Feds. “You going to teach me to fly if I say ‘fuck you’?”  
 “I’m going to hand you over. I’m no one’s bitch, either.” 
 Frank’s eyes were pale in the light, pale and evil as he 
narrowed them. His body tensed, but he managed enough 
restraint to not injure himself. “You’ve just joined the third 
group of people,” Frank informed him, voice dark with anger 
and bitterness. “Fuck you.”  
 “Go on,” said Tony, letting him go. “Take out your 
target. Finish what you started.” 
 Frank stepped back, moving sideways, knowing one hit 
from those force fields in Stark’s hands would catapult him over 
the edge and towards a few seconds of fall and then death.  
 I want the Punisher dead. I want Frank Castle to be a 
different kind of vigilante. Admit that we’re human. I offer you 
everything you want.  
 Frank paused. Return to humanity. Live no longer like a 
hunted animal. Have Fury help him. He would. Fury respected 
him. He’d still bend him over. The quintessential Cold Warrior. 
He respected Fury. He’d taken shit from him before, had done 
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his dirty work, when he didn’t want to get his precious SHIELD 
involved. Or when he needed deniable and capable at the same 
time. Like send him to a Russian missile silo to retrieve a child. 
Gallina. He’d always wondered whether Fury had chosen him 
because the kid had had a more than passing resemblance to his 
daughter.  
 He glanced over the edge. Yup. Surrounded.  
 He looked again at Tony. Iron Man. The man he’d 
chosen to join him in the darkness. Take up the work for the 
time when he was gone. Instead, Tony had betrayed him… same 
way Micro had, only Tony hadn’t joined the enemy. The cops 
and Feds weren’t the enemy.  
 The door burst open. SWAT piling out. “Don’t move! 
Drop it!”  
 Frank raised his hands, looking at Iron Man.  
 “Don’t shoot him,” said that cold creature of metal, 
stepping between the guns and their target. Didn’t offer an 
explanation or a guarantee of good conduct; simply demanded 
obedience and expected to get it. 
 “Down!” shouted the first SWAT guy. “Down, flat, 
hands in your back!”  
 The Punisher didn’t even look at them, but kept his eyes 
on Iron Man as he went down on his knees, then flat on his 
stomach, arms crossed behind his back. The SWAT guys 
approached, guns trained on the Punisher. The way they were 
cautious, it took at least 6 rifles to kill one man. The first SWAT 
guy slipped plastic restraints around Frank’s wrists and pulled 
them tight, then took the weapons, knives, pistols. Yet they 
didn’t mistreat him—there was too much respect, maybe.  
 “Holy fuck,” muttered Justin Stoltz as he came up on the 
roof. “I don’t believe it.”  
 Neither do I, Tony thought inside his titanium shell. 
He’d been so certain, so sure that he knew what was really 
within the Punisher. So goddamn positive that there had been 
something inside. 
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 “This was your choice,” he said, looking down where 
Frank knelt. “While you’re cursing me, don’t forget that I gave 
you a choice.” 
 Frank stared at him, while he was stripped of yet more 
weapons. One man army in more ways that one.  
 Iron Man stepped back from the gathered team, turning 
his head to Stoltz. “Did you get Andreotti, at least?” 
 “Yes, sir, he’s alive. We kicked down his door, which 
gave him a bit of a shock, but we weren’t sure we’d be in time.” 
Stoltz inhaled. “You beat him. I … wow. Thank you, sir. Thank 
you for your help with this.”  
 The SWAT team made Frank get up and marched him 
away; the Punisher followed them and didn’t look at Iron Man 
again. His bound hands were clenched fists, shoulders tight, the 
whole man a study in stoic rage.  
 Tony Stark watched him, forgetting for a moment that 
Stoltz was there. When they shoved Frank into the back of the 
van, Iron Man launched himself into the sky. 
 It hadn’t had to end like this. He’d given Frank a choice. 
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Chapter 11 
 
  

 It had taken, in Tony’s estimation, approximately three 
hours for the media to go crazy over the Punisher’s capture. 
IRON MAN PUNISHES PUNISHER, read the San Francisco 
Chronicle’s front-page story. He saw the headline on the daily 
news feed, and shut down the computer at once. Didn’t feel like 
dealing with that bullshit today. 
 Over breakfast, Tony was silent and unfocused. “Are you 
all right, Mr. Stark?” Pepper asked him, but he didn’t appear to 
notice her until she brought him coffee. “Are you all right? 
Tony?” she repeated softly. 
 He ignored the question. “Did David Kaplan stay the 
night, or is he somewhere else?” he asked. “I need to talk to him. 
We might have to cancel that press conference.” 
 “So you do feel guilty about last night,” said Pepper. 
 “Kaplan. Is he here?” 
 “Yes, he is, Mr. Stark.” 

 

* * * 

 
 David had fallen asleep over his papers, working, with 
photos and reports strewn across the huge bed. It was photos 
from the seventies. Mud, soldiers, jungle. Valley Forge was a 
name that was mentioned a lot, and David had fallen asleep right 
on top of a copy of Frank’s commendation for a medal.  
 He woke to the sound of a knock on his door. “David?” 
asked Tony, from the other side. 
 “Come in.” David turned in bed and looked somewhat 
sheepish with all the papers around. “Hey.” Still drowsy. “Got 
late last night.” 
 Tony entered, rubbing his eyes. “Tell me about it. He’s 
in prison now, if he hasn’t killed everyone.” They both knew 
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who he meant. 
 David stared at him. “You caught him and handed him 
over? Did you get…” He looked Tony up and down, then got 
out of bed. “You’re okay, right? Just tired?”  
 “Just tired,” agreed Tony. His tone was half-hearted, 
though. “Guess you won’t have to give that press conference to 
flush him out.” 
 “Thank god,” David muttered, and it was more about the 
press conference than the Punisher. “Got a call yesterday after 
you were gone. The ‘Powers that Be’ would like me to see a 
psychiatrist, regarding me being fit for work. Looks like things 
are going to turn out good… well, or at least alright. No more 
mass murder, for the moment at least. Now they only have to get 
the other guy, the successor.”  
 “The California news didn’t mention him—guess he’s 
not enough of a bigshot for the Punisher to bring him out here.” 
Tony sat on the bed, hands folded in his lap.  
 “Yeah, lower priority.” David seemed a bit wary, though. 
“But he is an accomplice… and he might just attempt to spring 
him out.”  
 Tony shifted in his seat. “So you’ll be going soon.” 
 “Not quite that fast, Uncle Sam doesn’t work like that. 
First there’s psychological evaluation, which should show I’m 
mostly fine, then they’ll want to see how physically… 
challenged I’m these days. I don’t think that eye will be a 
problem.” He gestured towards the damaged one. “If it is, your 
doctors can always give me the full set. They offered.” He 
reached over to take Tony’s hands in his. “I’ll be involved in the 
trial, prosecution-side. The reports and all that. I’m a bit of an 
authority on the Punisher now.” He glanced up. “Which means 
I’ll probably get access to him.” 
 “Eager to ask him what makes him tick?” Tony squeezed 
the hand he had made, and let go. Suspected, on some level, that 
hand-to-hand contact was the best thing for David right now, but 
he couldn’t give it. “He probably won’t tell you anything.” 
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 “I have to try. I want to know exactly why he built that 
trap. For whom. Whether I was an accident. I know it was, it 
doesn’t make sense otherwise, but maybe I... just want to look 
into his eyes and ask him that.” David inhaled deeply. “I want to 
know whether there’s guilt in his eyes.”  
 “What do you think you’ll see?” 
 David held his arms close to his body and stared into the 
distance. “He’s not a psychopath. There will be something.” He 
shook his head and looked around him. “That’s the Valley Forge 
incident, by the way. Frank Castle, last man standing amidst 
dozens of corpses he battered to death when his ammo ran out. 
A wild-eyed survivor, who got a couple of medals to shut him 
up. Everything here screams PTSD. He’s never come home 
from that war. That was his third tour, too. People have called 
him a ‘war junkie’—he really didn’t want to come home, not 
even after Valley Forge.” He shuddered. “I guess my arms and 
eyes didn’t even register with him. I don’t think he cares. He 
makes me feel small and insignificant.”  
 “I’m willing to bet money you registered. If he wasn’t 
after you, then he screwed up, and that would’ve registered.” 
Tony stood, looking at the scattered pictures and papers. His 
eyes fell on the Valley Forge documents, and he picked them up. 
“Got this story stuck in your head?” 
 “Yeah. I try to get it. If this was what I think it was, it’s 
the second tour where he got screwed up. Or where he became 
what he is. Special forces behind enemy lines. Valley Forge, at 
the end of his third tour, only showed what he’d become.” David 
waved towards the papers. “Feel free to have a look. But I will 
test him on PTSD, if he lets me.” 
 Tony hesitated, the papers in his hands. “Mind if I tag 
along?” 
 “No, I don’t mind. I’d... feel better if you did, actually.” 
David smiled. 
 “Great. Let me know when you get clearance. Get 
yourself some breakfast, go for a drive. I’ll be in the workshop.” 
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Then Tony put down David’s files and went out, already trying 
to formulate an escape plan before he passed the doorway. 

* * * 

 
 Tony’s phone rang - the display showed ‘Rhodey.’ 
 “Hi, Tony, just got out of a meeting with your new 
manager... is he going to be your right-hand man, or what is it 
exactly you’re hiring him for?” 
 “Restructuring,” said Tony, grinning at the phone. “You 
knew this was coming. It’s not cute when you protest.” 
 “Hell, I’m not trying to protest. He wants to give the 
U.S. military an exclusive contract on weapons, and cut us some 
deals on fuel-efficient transportation and medical tech. I wanted 
to talk to you to find out if he’s pulling this out of his ass.” Tony 
could almost hear Rhodey’s eyes narrowing. “He’s not pulling 
this out of your ass, is he?” 
 “Don’t be jealous. It sounds like you got the 
presentation, huh? Fifteen minutes, some-odd seconds?” 
 Silence on the other end. 
 Tony laughed. “Yeah, I thought so. He’s slippery, but 
I’m pretty sure he means it. He’s not the kind of guy who takes 
no profit for an answer—he wants to keep the army on board. 
And the Air Force, you know I mean the Air Force, too.” 
 “Fuck, Tony, did you build this guy, or is he real? Super-
smart android with a business sense, what kind of prototype is 
that? He’s perfect. The Pentagon will love this guy—especially 
with the new president and budgets going to look how they’re 
gonna look with the next president.” 
 “What, are you afraid he’s going to cut your allowance?” 
 “No, but let’s just say fuel efficiency is a hot topic when 
you’re operating all over the globe. And the medical tech stuff... 
he says you might just unveil a new prototype or two soon. 
That’s what you did the last six, seven weeks?” 
 “That, working out, sleeping around. The usual.” 
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 “Right. Will there be a press conference? Patrick says he 
doesn’t want to steal your thunder.”  
 Tony rubbed his temples. “Can it wait? I’m kind of 
caught up with this whole Punisher thing right now, and I’m 
probably going to have to make myself look like an ass over that 
first. The company’s not my priority.” 
 “The company’s never been your priority.” He could 
almost see the way Rhodey’s nostrils flared with indignation. 
 “That’s why you’re on the job for me. Keeping the world 
safe for democracy, capitalism, and Stark Industries. You’re a 
real servant to your country, Jimmy.” 
 “Well, then cut this guy loose and let him woo the press. 
He certainly impressed Pepper and me. So, unless he wants 50% 
of the company, take him on.” 
 “Will do. He just wants basic incentives, nothing we 
can’t afford—so let’s get this shark in our tank.” 
 Rhodey made an aggrieved sound. “I wonder if you try 
to get weirder every day. Call me sometime, all right?” 
 “Right. Seeyabye.” Tony hung up, then, and texted 
Baker’s number. Job is yours, he said; your move. 
 The answer came two minutes later: Thnx. Will let HR 
know. 1st board meeting tom. noon, 2 set the mood. PR conf. 
tom. 1600. Any chance for prottype appear.? 
 No, Tony texted back. 1 week. Time enough to mock up 
something that wasn’t attached to a friend. 
 As U wish. Will be about strategy & personality, then. 
Push share price, make waves. Prott. important, builds 
anticipation. Small revolution ideal, big one later.  
 Prott? 
 Prototype. Hate Blackberry. Not easy on treadmill. Good 
work re: Punisher, BTW.  
 Tony didn’t reply to that. Working with Frank had taught 
him contempt for gym rats, for running on treadmills rather than 
yielding turf. Anyway, he had a prototype to design and build, 
the media to avoid, an old friend to watch in prison. 
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 He descended the spiral stair to his workshop. It was 
easy, to come up with the next new shiny trinket that might 
catch the public’s eye—design a car based around a tiny reactor, 
solenoids generating as well as conveying energy. Not so 
different from what they were used to, but vastly smaller; tiny 
was big, efficiency a growing market. A few simple adjustments 
to the design of a basic auto, and he could get the action of the 
wheels rolling to generate spare energy, extending the reactor’s 
life. More efficiency. By the time he actually reached his 
designing table, he had the vehicle already half-constructed in 
his mind, the pieces smoothly fitting together. 
 When he looked up the next time, hours had passed, and 
he realised that the thing that made him look up was a press 
report that Jarvis found ‘important.’ There were many that were 
graded ‘less important’ or ‘junk,’ but this one was graded 
‘scoop’ and not the usual noise that showed just how many 
journalists copied from each other. Exclusive source.  
 It was a short article, half interview, half report. “Hero 
FBI agent said to be gay” - and the article appeared, in slightly 
rewritten form, soon in a gay-interest online magazine: 
“Punisher now hunting us?” The gist was: one journalist had 
actually travelled to David’s hometown, a small place Tony had 
never heard of before, and gotten Old Kaplan to give an 
interview on his son, where he spewed forth his usual bile—but 
he also had given out photos, David as a teenager, arm in arm 
with a rather handsome friend, or, as Old Kaplan said: “The first 
faggot that fucked him.” According to Kaplan, his son had been 
“a whore, just like his mother,” and “got himself through college 
by selling his ass.” And “who knows how he got the job with the 
FBI.” Also, he made some statement about how it “suits him 
right” and there was talk of “just punishment.”  
 While the journalist sounded almost bemused, she 
clearly knew she had a scoop on her hands and milked it for all 
it was worth. While Tony read, he could see the article multiply 
and spread like a virus across the internet.  
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 “Well, shit,” he muttered, leaving off the design. “Thank 
you, Jarvis. Test the likely emissions on that engine I’ve 
designed, will you? I don’t want it spewing plasma on the roads 
if I can help it. And if David’s still around—let him know about 
this.” 
 “Immediately.” Jarvis ran calculations, helpfully 
illustrating them with models and abstract images, then 
presented his findings and also suggested minor tweaks, 
highlighting those in red and green, respectively.  
 The other screen showed the various iterations of the 
Punisher story, which had made it overseas and travelled the 
globe with the breakfast news. Tony thought he could map it, if 
he’d wanted, following each variant version from source to 
source as the message became gradually, slightly corrupted. 
 And here was an article linking the Punisher’s capture 
with David’s story, blue hypertext linking innocuously to the 
hometown interview under ‘Related News.’ Tony sucked in a 
breath—knew that this was all it took. There was no stopping 
the story now, even if he’d wanted to; the author had done all 
she could to discredit Kaplan Senior in her writing, but it was a 
sensational interview. It would escape her cautious grip. 
 David Kaplan, college rent boy. He’d have no choice but 
to set the record straight . 
 “You know what? Get David down here, if he’s still 
here.” 
 David came down walking the spiral staircase not much 
later, looking fairly calm, but his lips were tight, jaw muscles 
tensed up. “Heya. I was just waiting for a ‘Pretty Woman’ type 
story that links us as lovers. But so far, nobody’s thought of 
that.”  
 “Bet the Daily Bugle gets there first. They’ve been 
itching for a way to nail me.” Tony scratched the back of his 
neck. “You want to get in touch with this journalist and tell her 
your side, or is that going to be too little, too late?” 
 “She ran this story. Do you think she wants the whole 
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story? If I say I wasn’t a rent boy, they’ll write I’m lying, and 
what does that do to my credibility... and if I say I was, I’m 
fucked both ways.” David hung his head, hands around the edge 
of work surface. “No, my priority has to be to keep my job and 
have Stoltz on my side. And he has no idea what I get up to in 
bed. He thinks I have plenty of one night stands with women. 
Too young and wild to get tied down.”  
 Tony raised his brows. “Do we need to get you a 
girlfriend?” 
 “Wouldn’t know what to do with her.” David shook his 
head. “I have a few female friends that could pose as ex-
girlfriends, but if a single of my ex-boyfriends wants his 15 
minutes of fame, I’m fucked again. And what if they dig out 
some guy who’s willing to say he fucked me for money?” He 
closed his eyes. “Fuck. Maybe I should go back to uni and do 
my PhD and get hired as a psychologist for a company or do 
research.”  
 “I get the feeling that’s more of a last resort than a life 
goal, for you,” said Tony neutrally. “Has anyone seen you since 
the surgery?” 
 “No—Stoltz was busy, so we only spoke on the phone, 
my father didn’t get access... no. Just the surgeons and 
engineers. Why? Do you have an idea?” David looked up, hands 
still on the work surface.  
 “More like a nightmare. I get the feeling Baker knows 
about it—Baker, he’s a guy I just hired to help clean up the 
business. He was asking me if I had a new prototype to show off 
tomorrow.” 
 “Oh. That’s me, your first bionic FBI agent. That 
means... he has to shut up, or you have to unveil me, at which 
point everybody wonders just why Tony Stark gives a rent boy a 
new pair of arms.”  
 “Because you give good head.” Tony shrugged, which 
actually made David laugh. “I don’t want to market what I made 
for you. Too many ways that could go pear-shaped. If he says 
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I’ve got some new medical technology, I’ll half-ass a knockoff 
of your prosthetics.” 
 “Okay. Doesn’t solve the problem that people will think 
we...” David trailed off and made a grim face. “Phonecall.” He 
reached in his pocket and checked the display. “Oh dear, here 
goes Stoltz.” He rolled his eyes and answered.  
 “Hi... Yes, I already got a call about that. Nothing new, 
really, you’ve heard how he called me a faggot and cocksucker, 
that shouldn’t shock you. Guess it’s the worst he can come up 
with.” He grinned at Tony, and nodded to Stoltz. “No, it’s not a 
new song, he only got a wannabe investigative journalist to 
listen to him. Anything else?” He sat down on the work surface. 
“Oh great. That’s great news ... hasn’t killed anybody yet? How 
do the guards treat him? Yeah, I thought so. Guess that makes a 
change. I’m free whenever, just let me know when I should see 
him. Yeah, I wrote like a fifty-page assessment of the whole 
thing; I’m ready to go, Stoltz. If you sign all the papers and keep 
me on the team, I’m ready to put in some work. No, just a 
headache still. Monday? Cool. See you.” 
 He flicked the phone shut.  
 “Right, he’s not asking outright whether I’m gay. That 
means he figures it’s none of his business. He’s a decent guy, 
Justin.” 
 “He seemed like it. What did he have to say about the 
Punisher? How’s he holding up?” 
 “He’s in a high-security facility, held in an isolation cell. 
They figure that’s safer for the other inmates. They say he’s 
calm, and the guards walk around his cell like it’s a holy shrine 
or something. Everybody wants to see him. Stoltz will take care 
of the paperwork to keep me on for the prosecution, he says 
he’ll make clear it’s really important.” 
 “Guess it’d be hard for him to break out, with all of that 
surveillance. Do you know what charges they’ll bring against 
him?” 
 “Apart from mass murder? Kidnapping, grievous 
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assault… he must have caused millions of damage to various 
buildings, vehicles… but it’s the mass murder that sees him 
locked away forever or executed.” David suddenly grew wistful. 
“Unless they prove he’s insane. Then he won’t get executed. But 
he’s sane, Tony. Disturbed, emotionally distant, but rational. He 
knew exactly what he was doing.”  
 “Yeah.” Tony looked down at his vehicle prototype, 
hovering in a three-dimensional projection over the table. Green 
and red components shone in the engine area, notes spiraling 
outward from them. “You want to see him dead?” 
 “I’d prefer to see him healed.” David inhaled deeply. “I 
don’t believe in killing criminals, and I don’t believe in killing 
Castle. But he had to be stopped.”  
 Tony sat, then, heavily. He leaned back in his desk chair, 
looking up at David. Knew how easy it was for helping someone 
to turn into betrayal, but he suspected that David was a better 
man than he was. “Can we talk? Seriously. I promise it’ll be the 
last serious conversation we ever have.” 
 David seemed concerned, and swallowed. “Okay.” 
Visibly steeling himself for anything, work surface against his 
ass, hands reaching behind himself and holding onto the rim. 
“Sure. Shoot.”  
 Tony took in a deep breath; held it, and breathed out. 
“I’m the Punisher’s accomplice,” he said, looking up and into 
David’s eyes. 
 “What?” David’s eyes widened. “He killed a member of 
your… You didn’t play that. No way. You were appalled when 
we told you. How?” 
 “It’s complicated. He found some Stark products with 
the mafia in New York, so he broke into my house and blew 
things up—I threw him around and held him here for a while, 
and as soon as he’d found out from me who’d actually 
authorized the shipment, he escaped. Bastard.”  
 David was visibly piecing things together. Open 
questions, blank areas, hypotheses discarded and confirmed. He 
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just nodded, looking more thoughtful than shocked or disgusted.  
 Tony took another deep breath. This wasn’t so bad. He 
could tell the whole story. The relevant parts. “Later, he showed 
up at a shareholder’s ball, looking for Tye—I thought he was 
only going to ask who his clients were, maybe put the fear of 
God into him, which was about the most naive I’ve ever been... 
and that’s where you came in.” 
 “And then you understood how serious he was about that 
punishment part.” 
 “Yeah. Then I understood. And to the people I’d pissed 
off, I wasn’t any better than he was. He had skills that I needed. 
He could teach me how to survive as Iron Man, when every ex-
Taliban militant and his granddad was trying to kill me. And he 
wanted to teach me. So I went to learn from him.” Tony stood, 
leaning against the table beside David, unable to meet his eyes 
any longer. “Last night, I gave him a choice. Become a different 
kind of vigilante, fight on the side of the law, work to make the 
law better—or I’d turn him in. And I did.” 

 “He wanted you to be like him, and you wanted him to 
be like you.” David let his head roll back, eyes closed, baring his 
throat. “And you didn’t hide at all, but studied his MO.” 
Thinking, as small pieces fell into place, completely changing 
the picture. “You know him better now than I do. That… how 
you guided me to place the pieces together. You knew the 
solution before I could even guess it. And that’s why you felt 
guilty about my hands. I was stupid. I knew you were guarding 
something, but I thought you just didn’t want to fall for me.” 

 Tony snorted a little. “No offense, but I’m not even a 
little worried about falling for you. You’re cute, but I don’t 
really do long-term relationships.” 

 “Okay. Christ.” David rubbed the base of his nose, 
focusing on the non-personal stuff. “First things first… you’re 
not going to turn into Punisher Junior, right? I don’t have to 
worry about that, correct?” 
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“Correct. I’m working with you, I’m working with the army, 
and if the police want me they can have me. As long as I can get 
back to the workshop once in a while.” 

 “I won’t turn you in, Tony. As long as this remains a 
secret, because in theory, if they ever find out I covered for that, 
I’m fucked in every possible way.” David looked at him, 
pleading.  

 “No problem. I don’t think even I could buy my way out 
of that shitstorm.” 

 “Very reasonable response. Now, you turned him in. 
And you don’t like it. First, what do you feel? What do you 
think you have to do? What’s your connection to him?” The 
questions were profiler’s questions, Tony thought—aimed at 
getting motive, predictions on his next move. “I feel—like he 
doesn’t deserve to die. Not that I have a problem with criminals 
dying on principle, but he’s smart and talented and useful. I feel 
like I have to fix him somehow. And you don’t want to know 
my connection to him.” 
 “I don’t?” 
 Tony laughed. “A lot like my connection with you.” 
 “He gives good head?” It was meant as a joke.  
 “Not so much. But he’s a good kisser.” 
 David just stared at him, blankly. It took several long 
moments before speech or thought returned. “Right.” Not much 
speech or thought, though.  
 “Told you—you didn’t want to know.” 
 “You k now, that just completely destroyed my theories. 
Kissing you is not a sign of being emotionally distanced or 
warped. And I did wonder what his sex life is like…” 
 “Pretty bleak, from what I could tell. He doesn’t really 
do men—or much of anything else.” So many things that he 
could’ve said, violations of a confidence they’d forged in the 
darkness and the heat of evening. How Frank got hard from the 
missions he ran, how he’d licked warm blood from Tony’s 
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chest. “Sorry. No details.” 
 “No, that’s… fine.” David rubbed his face. “Okay. Okay. 
What… what do you want me to do? You want to be at the talk 
I’ll have with him. Anything else?”  
 “That’s it. You don’t want him dead; go with that. That’s 
what I want—him not dead.” Tony tried a smile. “End of serious 
conversation.” 
 “Yeah, I…” David looked around. “You want to work 
some, I think I’ll have a walk along the beach. Leaving the 
phone here.” He reached into his pocket and pulled the phone 
out, placing it on the work surface. “Just need to walk and think 
for a bit. See you later.” And he walked away, into the dark.  

 As he left, Tony sat once more in his chair—eyes closed, 
hands resting on his knees. The world had gotten so damned 
complicated since the Punisher had blown up his generators; he 
was still only reacting, still playing catch-up. Now he’d 
confessed to what amounted to mass murder, and to a federal 
agent. Possibly the stupidest, least well-planned thing he’d ever 
done. “Some fucking genius,” he muttered to himself. 

* * * 

 
 David returned about three hours later, Jarvis informed 
him. It was approaching midnight. By this time, Tony had 
finished his digital mock-up of the energy-efficient land rover, 
then set his bots to start shaping the simpler pieces. He could 
road-test it within five days, if he got time to work; that would 
see Baker off his ass, at least for a week or so. And he’d 
probably be expected to show up at tomorrow’s board meeting, 
since the whole restructuring thing had been his idea. 
 He was beginning to miss his old irresponsible days. The 
scotch in the cabinet was tempting; he could almost feel the burn 
of it, smooth and sharp at once on his throat. Instead, he settled 
at the counter for a glass of tonic water. Good for cramps, and 
his back was cramping fiercely from being bent over a table all 
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evening. 
 “Hey Tony.” David stood in the entrance of the 
workshop, arms crossed, hair whipped this way and that from 
the wind. “I thought it through.” He moved closer, placed a hand 
on Tony’s shoulder, using his palm to knead it, then, noticing 
the way Tony reacted, he began to knead his shoulders. “It 
would actually be much better if you lay down… upstairs, bed?”  
 “What, the massage, or the conversation?” Tony leaned 
into the touch nonetheless, feeling the strange strength of fingers 
that never tired or felt pain. 
 “The massage.”  
 “Let me finish this drink.” 
 “Sure.” David continued work on the deltoids. “Good 
massage starts right at the gluteus. Even better, from the feet 
up.”  
 Tony downed the last of the tonic in the glass, rolling his 
shoulders. “All right, you’ve convinced me. Bed it is.” 
 “Lead the way.” David followed, waiting for Tony to lie 
face-down on the bed, and undressed him. He found massage 
oil, and a towel, and began to work on Tony from the feet up. 
He wasn’t professional-grade, but he knew enough about 
muscles to relax them and find the hidden tense spots, working 
on the feet for a long time, and with care on the ankles, calves, 
taking his time, fingers never tiring, flesh muscle and metal 
working in tandem. Up to the hamstrings, working with long 
strokes towards the heart, then got to the ass.  
 Tony groaned, pressing back against the searching touch. 
“You’re going to have to tell me what you thought sooner rather 
than later, before I’m too incoherent to respond to it.” 
 “Relax.” David leaned in to place a kiss on Tony’s ass, 
making him shiver. “Damn, I’m so hard right now. I want to eat 
your ass and fuck you. But I promised that massage…” 

 “You actually didn’t promise anything specific.” 
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 “What do you need more right now? And don’t feel you 
have to flatter me. Because after sex I’d be too tired to give you 
that massage.”  

 Trying to be responsible and honest was like trying to 
speak in a foreign language—but Tony sighed. “I’ve got a 
cramp—lower back—” 

 “Okay.” David poured more oil into his hands, working 
on the ass, and the strength of his hands really came in useful as 
he could almost force the muscles to relax, and he then moved 
on towards the back, working from the tailbone upwards, and 
spending a lot of time on the lower back, guided by the way 
Tony breathed.  

 At length, something tense and pinched in Tony’s back 
went slack, and he let out a low moan. “There—that was it. 
That.” 

 David pulled up the blanket a little to keep Tony’s 
muscles warm, then continued with the middle back, taking his 
time, rubbing and kneading, using the flat hands, the knuckles, 
thumbs, when he had to, and spread out to the shoulderblades, 
working on a line of hard knots, taking out one after the other.
 “I’m so impressed with the hands,” he said.  

 “So am I—believe me, so am I. Nothing—” Tony made 
a strangled sound. “—Nothing misfiring?” 

 David gave a short laugh. “Hope not. Already used them 
to jerk off…”  

 “On your walk?” 

 “No. Last night when you didn’t come back. Thought 
about…” Sliding his hands up to traces the deltoids, fingers 
curving around and kneading them to the front, up to Tony’s 
collar bones, then another slow stroke. “… what you’d do… 
what I wanted to do…” 
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  “What were you—” and he didn’t manage thinking, 
instead rolling his shoulders against the touch and turning his 
head to kiss David’s fingertips. 

  “You’d get into my bed, I’m asleep and you just fuck 
me, holding me down.” David’s voice was rough. “Rape stuff. 
Not quite rape, but… almost. Another one’s you sucking me off, 
tied to the bed, blindfolded… I know where that fantasy came 
from…” He gave a short, rueful laugh. “Being blind for a while 
does some good things to your imagination… And I wanted to 
fuck you… in your car, on the way to one of those important 
meetings, quick, rushed, dirty. Very unsafe, too.”  
 “We can do quick and dirty,” said Tony. He pressed up 
against the body over his own, his skin slick and warm, his 
loosened muscles cording at the effort. 
 “… condoms.” David managed to close the oil bottle, but 
it was somewhat haphazard and he almost spilled it. “What’s… 
what’s your fantasy,” he asked, fishing for a condom in Tony’s 
nightstand. “You know mine, it’s only fair…”  
 His fantasy. That night after the hunt, when he’d been so 
horny he could barely think. Nobody’s bitch—but he’d wanted 
to be. Wanted to be. “Being fucked like it doesn’t matter 
whether I get off,” he answered, low. 
 David managed to get his trousers down, kicked them 
off, then bared Tony’s body, completely, poured more oil into 
his hand and pushed two fingers into him, knowing exactly what 
he was doing, very unlike Frank, who’d just improvised. That 
unrelenting push, that skill made Tony drag himself to his hands 
and knees so that he could grind back against David’s fingers. 
With the help of teeth and the one free hand, David managed to 
open the foil and get the condom on, thumb now working more 
oil into Tony, then pulling out, hands now spreading his cheeks 
as David lowered himself, guiding, pressing, using his weight 
and skill to push inside, not too gently. It was a deep, insistent 
push, which also lowered a fair bit of his weight onto Tony’s 
back and hips, knees and spread thighs.  
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 “Yeah,” Tony growled, moving his hips against the 
steady burn. “Keep going.” He was low, even on his knees; low 
enough that every thrust rocked the tip of his cock against the 
sheets. 
 David used his legs to push Tony’s further apart, 
groaning as he thrust, harsh, fast breaths through the nose when 
he began to thrust in earnest, not moving slow, not 
accommodating, hardly allowing Tony any chance to adjust to 
him, because that wasn’t what Tony wanted of him, and that was 
what he wanted to give. Take. He took hold of Tony’s hips, 
using more force than he normally would, the strength of the 
artificial hands taking control of Tony’s hips while he fucked 
him.  
 Tony groaned, giving everything demanded willingly; let 
himself be fucked raw, and enjoyed every moment of it. He 
could feel those fingers digging into the bones of his hips, knew 
that they’d be bruised in the morning. Those hands could’ve 
been Frank’s, firm and unyielding—the Punisher had fucked 
him like this, no concern for the pain he was inflicting, using 
Tony’s body to get himself off. Just like this; he slid his hand 
between his hips and the sheets, getting a hold of his cock and 
letting each thrust press him into the circle of his hand. 
 “Don’t come… not… when I do,” David panted into 
Tony’s ear. He had to slow down to draw it out, changed the 
angle, but sped up again, hard thrusts that spoke of a lot of 
strength and self-control, a good rhythm of shallow thrust and 
deeper thrusts, and slowing down, almost pulling out, as if 
David was more concerned with drawing out his own pleasure, 
before he got faster again, this time nothing indicated he’d stop 
or slow down.  
 Holding out was torture—had to stop touching himself 
entirely, just to keep from coming when the strokes came fast 
and hard. “Can’t—” Tony gritted, awkward on his elbows, 
pressing back into every thrust. 
 David came, then, and pulled out, which made him 
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groan, and he turned Tony around, hands against his legs, 
pushing them apart as his lips closed around his cock, sucking 
him deep and hungrily, shaking and breathless himself.  
 It was only moments before Tony came, biting hard 
against his hand. Knew whose lips he was imagining on his 
cock, and maybe David knew, too. If he did, he didn’t stop. He 
swallowed, then fell to the side, breathing hard, and got rid of 
the sweaty tee he’d been wearing. “Wanted … to do that for a 
while.”  
 Tony lay back, staring up at the ceiling, amazingly 
relaxed despite the firestorm that had been his life lately. “To 
me, or to anybody?” 
 “Hm?” David turned his head to look at Tony. “Ideally 
to you. Or is that the moment where you ask me whether I did 
sell my ass?”  
 Tony raised his brows. “As my dad used to say—you’re 
smart enough to get a real job.” 
 “Sorry. I’m still touchy.” David wiped his face on his 
arm. “Just guess what kind of jokes I’ll get when I’m back at 
work. Hilarious. Youngest-ever profiler in the history of the 
Bureau learnt his trade bent over…” He exhaled. “Stoltz said 
we’ll see the Punisher on Monday, most likely. Want me to stay 
for the weekend, or would you rather I vanish and leave you to 
your job? I’m good with either.”  
 “I need to work. Think you can keep these under 
wraps?” He touched David’s hands. “Long sleeves, gloves. 
Whatever it takes. I know it’s California.” 
 “Yes, no problem. I’ll keep them hidden. Sunglasses, 
too.” David pointed at his eyes. Then he got up for a shower, 
and came out, toweled, longish hair still wet. “I’m covering you, 
Tony. I won’t say a word. Not about the Punisher, his 
accomplice, or anything else.” He moved towards the bed again 
and ran his fingers through Tony’s hair. “I’m gone. Sleep well.”  
 David got dressed outside, and packed his stuff, photos 
and analyses, some of which was now plain wrong, because he’d 
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been tricked and fooled and had come too quickly to conclusions 
that he’d liked. He’d been manipulated, and he didn’t want to be 
bitter about it—a witness, no, a suspect who’d played him to 
stay close to the investigation. How unprofessional, how much 
of a beginner’s mistake, and how very much against the core 
values of the Bureau.  

* * * 

 
 The weekend passed in a haze, sparks and metal and 
heavy lifting, an endless meeting with Baker and the board 
(Tony’s watch informed him that it had lasted exactly an hour 
and five minutes). Baker outlined his strategy, but he played 
ball. Unlike Obadiah, he always deferred to Tony, always 
mentioned ‘the vision,’ and sparred a little with the usual 
dissenters. The feeling was that nobody could yet say what 
Baker was really planning, so the board was cautious. There was 
little open resistance.  
 A press conference a few hours later saw Patrick Baker 
being introduced as one of the new major players on the board, 
and Baker again managed to look like he could walk on water. 
He made a few witty remarks that hinted that ‘the vision’ meant 
innovation, and that they were just in the process of finishing 
prototypes which would change the lives of many—forever. The 
press lapped it up; he was a good show man, even though some 
more jaded journalists seemed to prefer Tony’s more goofy and 
more entertaining approach to press conferences.  
 By the time Monday came around, Tony was chafing for 
action and had to content himself with checking into the station 
and signing in to watch an interview. 
 Stoltz picked him up in the waiting area and led him into 
a room with a one-way mirror. “Dave’s waiting for the Punisher 
to be brought,” he explained. “Coffee?” He poured coffee and 
stirred sugar in, then the door opened and three guards, each one 
built like a slab of concrete, the type one used to construct 
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bridges with, led the Punisher in. Tony didn’t touch the coffee. 
 Frank wore prison clothes and was chained, arms, legs, 
the chains allowing him movement, but nothing beyond 
shuffling to the chair and then resting his chained wrists on the 
table. All guards had rifles. 
 “These are non-lethal,” Stoltz explained. “They can 
subdue him.” 
 “Yeah, right. If they can tranq an elephant,” Tony said in 
an undertone. 
 Stoltz smiled wryly. “I think they can. He’s been very 
docile. No attacks.” 
 The chains were fed through hooks so the Punisher 
couldn’t get up. He was freshly shaved, the dark hair combed 
back, face impassive, skin grey in the light, eyes pale blue, 
sullen, half-closed. 
 “Six foot three, two hundred fifty pounds pure danger,” 
Stoltz said.  
 “You weighed him?” 
 “There was a medical. He even had a dental exam. 
Dentist pulled the remains of a splintered molar out of his jaw. 
The way the dentist was shaking I thought he’d feared Frank 
Castle would bite his hand off.” Stoltz winced. “Figure of 
speech.”   
 The guards stepped back, and Frank sat there, hunched 
slightly forward, eyes on his wrists, head lowered, a dark, 
brooding presence that exuded malice and destructiveness like a 
plutonium core before reaching critical. There was the hint of 
movement when his eyes moved to the side and gazed at the 
mirror, then they moved back to study his chains.  
 “Medical file is over there,” Stoltz said.  
 The door opened again, and David entered, wearing his 
professional FBI Brooks Brothers suit, subdued colours, and 
gloves, like Tony had asked him to.  
 “Mr. Frank Castle? I assume you prefer that name to 
Francis Castiglione?” 
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 Frank’s eyes flickered up, and that was probably all he’d 
have given any other FBI agent, but he lifted his head abruptly, 
fully fixing his gaze on David, whose scarred face and eye patch 
stood in stark contrast to the suit, somehow.  
 “My name is David Kaplan.” 
 “I know,” Frank said, a low rumble.  
 David paused, but sat down, folding his gloved hands on 
the table.  
 Against his better judgment, Tony leaned forward, 
almost pressing his nose against the glass. There was the man 
who’d fought him, fed him, fucked him, taught him—still, 
seething the way Tony seethed. Captured, unable to do a 
damned thing to effect his own escape. Like Afghanistan. Frank 
had to be plotting something; he would have been a damned 
poor vigilante if he hadn’t. 
 “Mr. Castle, I’m here to ascertain your mental state for 
the prosecution. The main question is whether you are insane or 
in full possession of your mental capabilities.” 
 Frank lowered his head again to regard his chained 
wrists.  
 David pulled out a questionnaire and asked questions, 
but Frank didn’t answer any of those. When David asked him 
whether he wanted a lawyer present, Frank did not react.  
 After several long, frustrating moments, David leaned 
forward. “You won’t talk, will you?” 
 Frank did not react.  
 “Okay.” David shoved his papers together and placed his 
palms on the table to push himself up.  
 “You’re the boy I blew up,” Frank said. “That is what 
you want to talk about.” 
 David looked for a moment as if strength would leave 
him, and he sank back, sitting again. “Look at me, Castle,” he 
said. And Frank lifted his head, meeting David’s eye straight on.  
 “That eye?”  
 “Blind.”  



 

   311 

 Frank’s gaze traveled to the artificial eye, then down to 
the gloved hands, which closed, not with anger, but protectively, 
like protecting the fingers.  
 “And you don’t care… I’m collateral. This was 
unintentional, but it doesn’t matter to you.”  
 Frank snorted softly. “Collateral means very bad 
planning, Kaplan. It’s not acceptable.”  
 David swallowed, and he looked pale. “Well, it was 
fixed. Mostly.” He looked towards the mirror. 
 Stoltz seemed a little concerned. “That was a shit idea,” 
he whispered.  
 “I did my part to fix it,” Frank said, slow, deliberate, his 
voice calm and level.  
 “You did?” David leaned forward. “How?” 
 “I killed your father, David.” Frank inhaled deeply, an 
inaudible sigh, and Stoltz inside the dark room said: “Fuck.”  
 David stared at him like he was seeing something he 
simply did not believe. “You…”  
 “I know what he did to you, he told me before he died,” 
Frank said. “Do you want those men to hear?” The smallest of 
motions towards the mirror. 
 David shrugged that off. “W…why?” 
 “I lost my son, while Jim Kaplan fucked his. When your 
mother left him, she took sex away from him, too, but your 
father liked sex.” Frank looked at David. “He’s in the garden 
shed that he used.” He just looked at David, and Tony could 
guess a strange expression on his worn and scarred features, 
something that bordered tenderness, because David’s shoulders 
were shaking. 
 “You were my fucking hero,” David managed to get out, 
sounding strangled. “Punishing the bad…” 
 “And I punished him for what he did.” Frank looked at 
the guards. “Back to the cell. This guy’s done with me.”  
 David did not protest, his hands covered his face and he 
was crying, while the guards unchained Frank and led him out. 
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Frank looked back into the room for a moment, but then the 
door closed. 
 “Holy… shit,” Stoltz muttered. 
 Tony stood still, face hard and stony. He’d known it—
known some of it, anyway; remembered all of those little clues, 
all of those damned fantasies, the way David had so frankly 
explained that he had daddy issues. If David had stayed, Friday 
night, he would have asked it— 
 He was building a little timeline already. When was the 
last time Jim Kaplan had been seen alive. When had Frank gone 
to see him. When had he found out those dark secrets—and 
how. How long had it taken to kill him. Questions without 
answers, without the inflection of questions; the details didn’t 
matter. When Frank was cleared out of the interrogation room, 
Tony went inside and reached for David. 
 David looked up, looking shaken and pale, but managed 
to wipe his eye. “I need… some air,” he said, leaving the papers 
behind as he got up and left the room, out to the corridor, where 
he leaned against the wall, face turned towards the ceiling.  
 Tony hung back in the corridor, a respectful distance 
away, his hands clenched at his sides. “I didn’t know,” he said 
eventually, softly. “I had no idea he would do something like 
that. And he expected you to be grateful—” 
 “I am.” David said, no more than a whisper, and 
knowing that it was true, that was probably the real horror. 
“Some kids… identify with dinosaurs to not feel so small and 
helpless…” He swallowed. “He was my hero. He’d punish… the 
bad. I knew it. I… hoped he’d come and make it stop. Now he 
did… only, what, fifteen, twenty years too late.”  
 Stoltz showed up, remaining even further away. “I’ve 
asked the cops to check … that house. Take your time.” He 
raised both hands and moved further back, visibly having no 
clue how to approach his partner. 
 “What do you need from me?” asked Tony, as though 
this were something he could fix or replace—like an arm or an 
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eye. 
 “Might need a new job after this,” David said, trying a 
joke. “God, I knew this job would change everything.” He shook 
his head, but was already starting to regain his composure. 
“Hard to make this a bigger clusterfuck at this point.” He turned 
his head. “Hey, Stoltz.” 
 Stoltz was coming closer. “David, I’m sorry. We’ll make 
this creep burn for it, I promise. But—he just admitted to murder 
on camera.”  
 “You think Mr. Stark could have a few moments with 
the Punisher? Off camera. From a good vigilante to a… bad 
one?” David gave Stoltz a smile, and Stoltz must have been glad 
that David could smile, because he nodded. “Absolutely.” 
Glancing at Tony whether he really wanted that.  
 “Maybe take him to his cell. Castle doesn’t like the 
interrogation rooms.”  
 “Who does?” Stoltz nodded. “Yeah, I’ll have him 
prepared. You okay?” 
 “I’ve lived with this most of my life, I’m okay. But if 
that one leaks to the press, I’ll quit and open a surfing school in 
South Africa. Don’t need every piece of scum on the planet 
know about this.” 
 “No. Shit. No.” Stoltz shook his head like a wet dog. 
“I’ll get him ready. Mr. Stark, just a few minutes.”  
 He left the corridor.  
 David looked at Tony wryly. “Something I could do for 
you, there.” 
 And that was what David needed; to be useful, to be 
helpful. Tony closed his hand on David’s shoulder. “Thank 
you,” he whispered. “Thanks for saying I’m still one of the good 
guys.” 

* * * 

 
 Frank had his own little cell block; “Too dangerous,” 
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Stoltz explained on the way. “We had a look at his stay in Ryker 
and it’s best for everybody if he stays completely by himself. 
The guards in here are also not the type that take bribes from 
other prisoners. There’s plenty of scum in this prison that would 
try anything to see the Punisher fall.” 
 Four massive guards were just finishing chaining Frank 
to the steel bars, arms above his head, to the side, ankles tied to 
the bars as well. Frank could stand, but move no more than a 
few inches. 
 “Right. Don’t get to close to his teeth, either. How long 
do you need with him?” 
 “Only a couple of minutes. I’ll be out of your hair soon.” 
Tony glanced at the guards. “Mind taking them, too? He might 
be more inclined to talk if he’s not being loomed at.” 
 “Okay. This visit never happened, okay?”  
 Stoltz then walked away, taking the guards with him. 
There was silence, and Frank who stood, very nearly crucified, 
at the steel bars. The cell was sparse, without Frank’s weapons, 
there was nothing else. Like he didn’t expect to stay long, 
maybe. 
 Tony folded his arms, looking at Frank’s shadowed face, 
trying to meet his eyes, but Frank kept his eyes down, looking 
hostile and sullen. “Did he tell you, or did you find out some 
other way?” Tony asked eventually. 
 “You gave it away. You got Kaplan away. I wondered 
from what, didn’t think it was just me. I read his story. Talked to 
a nurse or two.” Frank’s voice was low, monotonous. “Then I 
started to investigate. Saw the reporter leave his house, figured if 
she’d got him to talk, I could, too. Put a gun in his face and told 
him to leave his kid alone. It went from there. I could see he was 
guilty as sin. Then he told me what type of vermin he was. I 
gave him what he deserved.” Flashes across Frank’s mind, the 
begging and the pleading and the poison. The sound of breaking 
bones and furniture. Strangling the bastard. The man who’d 
fucked his own son, and who’d done everything he could to 
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destroy him.  
 “Yeah, you did. He’s grateful.” Tony glanced around the 
room for cameras, two-way mirrors; the tiny pulse of red light 
from a security camera in the corner convinced him that even if 
this wasn’t a recorded interview, there was someone watching. 
Probably not listening, but watching. Tony kept his distance. “I 
want to help you,” he said, instead of reaching out to touch the 
hard curve of a tensed bicep. “We can still get you out of here. 
There’s a suit waiting for you—I just need you to accept my 
offer.” 
 “What’s the offer?” Frank looked up, meeting Tony’s 
eyes. “Give me the fine print, too.”  
 “Go legitimate. Work with the law. Don’t take orders if 
your fucking huge ego won’t let you—how you work with the 
law is your business. God knows, I don’t take orders.” Tony 
stepped just an inch closer. “I can’t promise I can get you out by 
myself, but I know SHIELD can. If they can do that, I can gear 
you up with anything you need—a new face, new tools for the 
trade—anything. I’m shooting from the hip, here. I don’t have 
any fine print. I just don’t want you dead.” 
 “Going legitimate…” Frank rested his head against the 
steel bars. “How would that be different? I hand in the vermin 
alive?” 
 “That’d be part of it. Mainly—work with them. Talk to 
them. Share information and targets. Just like you do with your 
old ‘Nam buddies.” 
 “Getting a handler that can fuck me over.” Frank bared 
his teeth in what could have been an attempt at a grin. “Way I 
see it, I have the choice to pile up collateral when escaping, get 
fried for doing things the Law doesn’t have the balls to do, or 
bend over for Nick.” 
 “If you want to think of it like that, go ahead—I’m just 
saying you don’t have to. I didn’t want it to be like this. If you’d 
just agreed to meet me when I asked, we could have talked when 
there wasn’t a SWAT team coming... just think about it, all 
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right? Think about it.” Tony took a step back. From here on out, 
it was all the Punisher’s move. 
 Frank’s chest moved, like he was laughing. “Tell Fury to 
bring something greasy.”  
 “Will do, boss.” Tony tried not to smile, but then his 
eyes were crinkling at the corners and his lips were twitching up 
and suddenly he felt like laughing. Frank’s will to live—or his 
need to keep fighting—had won out over his pride. “You’re 
going to have to think of a new name, now.” 
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Chapter 12 
 
 Tony Stark had done more than his share of stupid, 
reckless things in his time. He’d built a flying suit of armor, 
right under the noses of his Afghani captors; he’d replaced his 
own heart as coolly and rationally as some people would change 
their socks; he’d even propositioned the princess of a small 
European country, and kept a straight face when she’d slapped 
him. 
 As he dug up Nick Fury’s number, though—the one he’d 
been told to use only for emergencies—he felt his pulse racing 
as it had never raced before. Nick Fury wasn’t just the head of 
SHIELD, he was a bad motherfucker in his own right, and when 
he was angry Tony felt an uncharacteristic urge to call him ‘sir.’ 
Right now, he suspected that Fury would be fucking furious. 
 He sat in his broad, open living room, the phone in his 
hand. Dialed. Waited. 
 On the first ring, there was the click of connection. “Fury 
here. Make it fast.” 
 “This is Tony Stark. We’ve got a situation ...” sir. “I’ve 
apprehended the Punisher.” 
 “You, an army of SWAT, half the local police force and 
some FBI. So?” The sound of a cigar being lit. Tony 
remembered the smell of those fine, fat Cubans.  
 “I thought you’d be interested since he works with 
SHIELD—he does your dirty work, right?” All speculation, but 
such compelling speculation. Tony was almost certain of it. 
“The way I’m supposed to be working with you.” 
 Fury sucked on the cigar, then exhaled.  
 “I need to get him out somehow. Faked death, breakout, 
transfer into government custody, whatever.” 
 “Finally caught himself in a sling,” Fury said. “Will he 
cooperate? What does he offer? I have a situation here, too, in 
Georgia.”  
 “He’s offering to cooperate—that’s basically it. Work 



 

318 

with the law instead of around it. And I’m sure he’d be willing 
to take care of a few hicks in Georgia while he’s at it.” 
 “The other Georgia. Small Central Asian country the 
Russians are just invading.” 
 “Great. If they’ve got my weapons, I’m going to fucking 
kill them.” Tony forced himself back to the subject. “What do 
we do about the Punisher?” 
 “No more collateral,” Fury said. “FBI is sitting on this 
one, should be low key. Count of Monte Cristo.” More smoking. 
“Get him to commit suicide; I’m sending a courier.” 
 “I’ll do what I can. You want it to look like a real 
suicide, or are we just calling it suicide?” Tony remembered 
being paralyzed, functions slowed to a creep by a high-
frequency pulse of sound. If he had to, he could do a damn 
convincing suicide. 
 “Inject him with the stuff I’m sending. We snatch him 
before he gets a Y-cut. And, Stark?” 
 Tony went quiet, listening. 
 “You have an uncanny talent for recruitment.”  
 “What does that even—” The line went dead. Tony 
closed the phone and rolled his head back, looking up at the 
ceiling with an incoherent growl of frustration. “What does that 
even mean?” he demanded. The ceiling didn’t answer. 

* * * 

 
 Tony swore to himself that this would be his last stupid 
phone call today. Absolutely promised it. He’d even reward 
himself for quitting while he was ahead, maybe with a long 
drive in his new prototype car, and then a fifth of vodka when he 
got back. First, though, he had to get back into the damned 
prison. 
 The phone rang. Rang again. The moment he heard the 
connection go through, Tony leapt on the opportunity. “Hey, 
David?” 
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 “Hi Tony.” David sounded tired. “How are you?”  
 “Better for hearing your voice. How are you?” 
 “I need to get wasted tonight,” David said. “We’re just 
wrapping up at my father’s house. I think I’ll make it to my 
hotel today, and then I’ll get very drunk.”  
 “Is Stoltz going to be taking care of you? Or at least 
doing the paperwork?” 
 “He’s good with the paperwork. He thinks I should leave 
the team here, it’s getting too personal. Like it has been anything 
but personal from the start. I’ll be on sick pay, so it’s no big 
thing, but… I really, really want to get drunk tonight. Having the 
wrong right guy just gets to me.”  
 Getting too personal. Personal from the start. Get drunk 
tonight—it all felt too familiar. “What do you mean, the wrong 
right guy?” 
 “We have Frank Castle. He did all this. And it’s wrong 
to lock him up for it. And even if I could get through to him, 
now imagine I heal him or crack him, and he’s sane and shows 
remorse, they are going to shave two life terms off his sentence 
and he still gets, what, five hundred years. If he’s judged insane, 
they’ll shoot him up with some nasty shit and he’ll be a drooling 
vegetable in a straight jacket. And if we execute the Punisher 
like he is, we’re turning into the same thing he is, even if the law 
says we can, it’s wrong to kill him.”  
 Tony grinned, although David couldn’t see it; his voice 
was nonetheless colored by that grin, wicked and reckless. “So if 
I asked you to help me break him out and get him fighting on 
our side?” 
 “Any way I don’t lose my job and get done for helping 
get out the worst mass murderer in US criminal history?”  
 “You’d be doing it under orders from SHIELD.” 
 “That’s alright, then.” David gave a small laugh. “Do 
you have a plan? I can get us into the prison, even to the 
Punisher. But walking out with him will be the hard part.”  
 “Fury’s going to send something by that I’m supposed to 
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inject into him—faked suicide, escape full of derring-do, a la the 
Count of Monte Cristo.” Tony paused. “You’re going to have to 
do the hard part. You’re the profiler. The expert. It’ll be your job 
to explain to the police why a guy like the Punisher would kill 
himself.” 
 “Well, his suicide would finally verify my PTSD theory. 
I can do that, no problem.”  
 “Great. I’ll call you when it’s time.” Tried not to think 
how twisted it was, planning to break a man out of jail with the 
son of that man’s victim. “And David? Long-term, getting drunk 
doesn’t actually help much.” 
 “Long-term, very little does. Talk to you later.”  

* * * 

 
 Three hours after the phone call, Jarvis informed Tony 
that there was a man in a car at the gate. The camera revealed 
him to be a SHIELD agent that had helped to clean up the mess 
with Obadiah—Fury must have thought that sending a man he’d 
know would send a message. The man was just adjusting his tie 
and a little packet sat on the seat next to him.  
 Tony met him at the gate, plugging in the code for the 
man-sized door and slipping through. “Thanks for getting here 
so quickly.” He indicated the package on the seat. “That’s the—
serum, or whatever, right?” 
 “Yes. It shouldn’t get too hot, keep it nice and cool, if 
possible.” The man handed over the package. “Give us a call 
when he’s injected. Any muscle will do. We’ll have our men in 
the morgue when he arrives. Hospital is on standby, to reanimate 
him. He’ll be in pain, but we don’t expect any permanent 
damage. Dying could take a while, though, and I’ve heard it’s 
not pleasant.”  
 “This is actually going to kill him, then.” Tony took the 
package, holding it apart from his body. “Not just fake his death, 
but kill him.” 
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 “It’s some nano-stuff that’s untraceable and slows his 
metabolism. Feels like death, too.” The SHIELD agent 
shrugged. “They are thinking about handing that out to any 
SHIELD agent. It’s the advanced form of a cyanide capsule.”  
 “No, that makes sense. If you just use a few electric 
impulses to target the secretion of cortisol and adrenaline and a 
few other hormones, you’d slow the catabolic processes down 
enough eventually that you’d inhibit cellular respiration. I need 
to have Fury get me in touch with whoever came up with this—I 
want to pick that guy’s brains.” Tony backed off to the gate, 
giving a wave. “Nice seeing to you. Coffee next time, right?” 
 “Err, right. Yes, sir.” The SHIELD agent seemed happy 
to go in reverse and get out of the driveway.  
 Tony took out his phone, and hesitated. David would 
probably be drunk off his ass by now, no use for getting into the 
station. Frank wasn’t in any more danger than usual; he could 
keep for a night. Tony had a fridge for the serum; if there were 
any superconductors in the nanotechnology, the cold would 
probably be good for them. 
 He closed up his phone. This could wait for morning. 

* * * 

 
 David met him the next morning; at twenty-seven, his 
body dealt with a lot of alcohol rather well, and he looked fairly 
polished in his usual FBI suit. The longer hair suited him; the 
scars were beginning to look less angry, too.  
 “I told Stoltz I’m just wrapping up my case. He thought I 
should have one more go at him for that last time. I’ll hand this 
over to the new profiler. Old guy, he’s really good, but he was 
working on something al Qaeda-related. Had a background in 
linguistics, so he was really better suited for that.” 
 “Hope I get a chance to work with him. I’m still pissed 
off at al Qaeda,” Tony answered.  
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 David flashed his badge at the entrance and signed for 
Tony, leading him into the Punisher’s cell block.  
 Tony Stark followed behind, his strides brisk and 
purposeful, jacket casually unbuttoned and tie loose around his 
neck—professional playboy, maverick, and looking every inch 
the part. He carried a briefcase, dummy files and the syringe 
tucked inside. 
 This time, although they were shut into the Punisher’s 
cell, the guards stayed outside the door with their weapons at the 
ready. If anything went wrong, they were prepared to come 
barreling in, guns blazing. The fuzz had their orders, their plan; 
Tony and David had their own. They stood with their backs to 
the security camera, casually blocking the Punisher’s body with 
their own, and Tony opened his briefcase. 
 David had his arms crossed, looking at Frank with a lot 
of different emotions in his face, while Frank did nothing, just 
sat on his bed, elbows on his knees, watching Tony.  
 “We’re going to have to make this quick,” Tony said 
under his breath. “Stoltz just let us in so David could get a little 
closure, so we don’t have a lot of time. Fury sent the greasy 
stuff,” and he lifted the syringe until it was just visible in the 
briefcase, “so that we can fake your suicide. He’s got men in the 
morgue to resuscitate you. Ready?” 
 Frank looked at the syringe, a sudden tensing rippling 
through his body. “Ready.” He reached inside, flicked a 
protective cap off and seemed surprised that there was no needle 
visible, but then set it against his inner arm, frowning, as if 
listening into his body, he pressed the button, and the hypo 
emptied with a small hiss.  
 “Don’t feel a thing.” Frank said and placed the hypo 
back into Tony’s briefcase. 
 “He said it’ll hurt eventually.” Tony closed the briefcase 
up again and let it hang at his side. “How... how do you want to 
do this? What’s your MO for suicide?” 
 “Suicide by cop.” Frank looked at David. “That’s out. I’d 
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use a heavily customized gun, dum-dum.”  
 “Razor blades?” asked David. 
 “That’s for pussies.” Frank frowned again. “Yeah. I start 
to feel something.” A muscle twitched in his face, and there was 
a little sweat suddenly on his skin. “I guess… razor. More… 
likely.”  
 “Do you have something?”  
 “I’ll use this.” Frank patted the mattress next to him and 
pulled out an improvised knife, made from half a razorblade. 
Another twitch in his face. “Go.”  
 David took Tony’s arm. “Let’s go.”  
 The guards let them out, and they were halfway down 
the corridor when a roar behind them made the guards jump. 
Pain, rage, but above all pain—the Punisher sounded like 
somebody was tearing out his guts. 
 Tony couldn’t help a wince—wanted to turn around, but 
kept walking. He nudged David. “This’d be your cue to run back 
and study the scene, while I call SHIELD.” His cell phone was 
already in his hand, his fingers chasing down Fury’s emergency 
number. 
 “Yeah, I’ll freak the guards some.” David rushed back, 
shouting: “What happened? What happened?”  
 Tony pressed Send, holding the phone up to his ear. 
 “Fury here. He’s screaming his head off?” 
 “Yep, that’s basically all there is to report. Everybody 
ready at the morgue?”  
 “You want to watch the show, follow the body.” Fury 
hung up.  
 There was silence on the corridor now, ominously, and 
then orders and shouting from Frank’s cell. Not much later, the 
door opened and more guards arrived, as if the Punisher had 
been starting to kill people, rather than himself, and there were 
sounds of medical staff frantically working on him.  
 Tony followed the medics and the guards in, watching 
numbly from the door as they applied tourniquets and pressed at 
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his chest. It looked exactly like a real death—attended with 
frenzy, confusion, blood. The Punisher’s face was contorted 
with pain, his eyes wide and staring, pupils down to tiny pricks 
of darkness. He felt himself detaching from the scene, able to 
wonder dispassionately whether the medical team would try to 
shock his heart to beating and if that would have any impact on 
the nanobots in his bloodstream. 
 Then, someone said into the quiet of ceased screams, 
“He’s gone.” 
 The room grew still. Doctors straightened, beginning to 
pack up their equipment. Tony turned away, and to his surprise, 
Stoltz had been standing beside him. The man’s face was 
drained of color. 
 “What did you say to him?” the Fed asked. “Whatever it 
was, it made him—” he gestured sharply at the Punisher’s body. 
 “We didn’t really say much,” said Tony. “Just told him 
what the best-case scenario was, for a conviction.” 
 David was visibly shaken, which, thought Tony, made 
everything more realistic. No doubt the profiler was shaken. The 
room stank with blood.  
 “He knew he’d never get out again,” said David. “He 
decided to… save us that work.”  
 “Suicide?” Stoltz shook his head.  
 “PTSD.”  
 “And how does that work. What, after thirty-odd years?” 
 “Ever looked at the suicide statistics of Holocaust 
survivors? Time doesn’t really matter. Some take much longer 
before they lose the fight.” David looked down at Frank’s body 
which was just placed in a body bag. “That with the added stress 
of incarceration… I honestly don’t believe he did it because of 
us. He’d planned it anyway.”  
 “Yeah. There goes the case.” Stoltz waved at the doctors, 
and the body bag was zipped up and wheeled out.  
 “There goes the perpetrator, you mean. Maybe it was his 
last act, as the Punisher—punishing himself.” Tony watched the 
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body go. He didn’t have to watch it reach the morgue; he knew 
that sooner or later, Frank would be stopping by the house on 
the cliffs—if nothing else, to pick up his suit. 
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Chapter 13 
 
 Patrick Baker had begun to live at Stark Industries HQ—
he had a room next to his office where he slept, had restaurant 
fare sent to him twice a day, unless he was meeting stakeholders 
and the ‘key talent’ for food in the golf club he also attended.  
 Looking at his performance over the first weeks, he’d 
clocked up eighty hours of work per week, firmly established a 
rule that he would, under no circumstances, attend more than a 
cumulative ten hours of meetings per week, which was 
considerably less than Tye had had to put up with. He’d also 
bullied another board member into leaving in a huff—one of the 
guys who’d not wholeheartedly supported him.  
 He’d introduced himself to most of the middle 
management, with more meetings scheduled, and he’d taken a 
huge interest in all the segments of the market where Stark 
Industries was active. At the same time, he charmed the high 
and mighty like his life depended on it, attending and throwing 
charity events like there was no tomorrow, raising funds for 
wounded soldiers of the Iraq and Afghanistan missions, funded 
young scientists straight out of MIT with grants and goodies, 
and giving the press far more than they’d wanted. Baker was 
seen walking in on scientists working on current projects, 
watching. Learning. People still didn’t know what his plan was.  
 Even the prototype ‘practically fuel-free’ car that Tony 
had wheeled into a charity event had done little to assuage the 
buzz; while it was flashy and drew the interest of a half-dozen 
auto companies—Mitsubishi and Honda were duking it out over 
the rights to develop the idea, with Ford waiting on the sidelines 
to pile-drive the victor—no one knew what it meant in the larger 
restructuring process. Stark Industries was branching out, 
kudzu-like, into energy, transportation, and medical technology, 
and a few companies with comfortable near-monopolies were 
growing distinctly uncomfortable with the pressure. 
 “You want me to make these MIT kids my students?” 
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Tony asked incredulously, at the end of another endless (forty-
three minute) meeting. The board was breaking—or scuttling for 
cover—and he and Baker had the end of the long table to 
themselves. 
 “These are the smartest I could buy,” said Baker. 
“Hungry. Falling over their feet to learn from you. If we are 
going to lead in all those fields, Mr. Stark, we have to have a 
hell of a lot more talent than you. The next generation. Building 
a legacy. Give them small stuff you’re too bored to fully 
develop. Toss them an idea to sink their teeth in. Knock up the 
blonde and marry her … do whatever you please, but we are just 
starting our war here. And as a note, shares are up ten points 
since I joined. I already made you a couple billion. Trust me. All 
you need to do is point the kids in the right direction. You might 
enjoy it.”  
 “Do I look like a professor to you?” Tony rubbed at his 
eyes. He’d found a grey hair this morning. “I’d have to set them 
up a workshop. Hire someone to supervise them so they don’t 
blow themselves up, or at least program something. And to be 
perfectly honest, they’d be touching my things. You’re totally 
sure this is a good idea?” 
 “They can work over here, at Stark Industries—I had a 
new research facility outfitted, for your cyborg projects.”  
 Tony dropped his hand and looked Baker in the eyes. 
“Cyborg projects? I don’t have any cyborg projects.” 

 “I mean your advanced prosthetics. I’ve come to call it 
cyborg project, which is probably a bit brash of me.” Baker 
reached into his briefcase and pulled out a newspaper. 
 Tony Stark creates first cyborg was the headline, and 
there was a photo of gloved and sunglassed David, at an airport. 
The damning piece of evidence was an ex-ray shot of his body 
as he passed through security. “I’m getting calls whether this 
FBI agent is a prototype and when we want to present it. So far, 
I say you’re working on something and that the last thing in the 
world I’d do is interrupt Tony Stark’s creative flow.”  
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 Tony stared at the header, wide-eyed. “... shit, this is not 
marketable. There is no cyborg project. That was a favor to a 
friend.” 
 “I hope you’ve registered the patents?” Baker studied the 
article, like he hadn’t already. “You put a crippled man back 
together. Do we have a right to keep this from those who were 
crippled in a similar vein?” He waved. “It’s a theoretical 
question, of course. But you should have seen the soldiers that 
ended up in minefields… or blown up on patrol. I’ve donated a 
good sum from the marketing budget and brought the cheque in 
person.”  
 “I have seen them. And trust me, I’m going to do 
something about it—but we’re talking about the kind of 
technology where if it became an option for elective surgery, 
it’d be like the fucking Matrix. I’ll dumb down the system for an 
exclusive contract with the military, maybe, but this—” Tony 
indicated the photo. “This, we are not marketing.” 
 “That’s fine. Just make them better than the competition. 
I have a bunch of researchers on the job to get an idea what the 
competition will launch in the next couple years. Trump that, 
and you can build and keep under wraps whatever you like—
from my perspective. You can do that anyway, of course. Just 
trump the Japanese and the Swiss, and I’m happy.” Baker gave 
him a smile.  
 With the studied irony of the company owner talking to 
his employee, Tony drawled, “Yes, sir. Send me the CVs on 
those MIT kids, will you? I have to find out how much they’re 
going to hold me back.” 
 “Consider them forwarded.” Baker regarded him with 
the same irony, only the other way round. “Fire me anytime. I 
know you don’t like me, but I’ll still run your company like it 
should be run. It’s a beauty, and I’m in love with it, but I know 
she’s married to you.”  
 “So this is your dream job now? The one you were trying 
to get by working with Stark Industries?” 
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 “I’ve blocked all incoming calls from headhunting 
agencies. Sometimes I can make the BlackBerry do what I 
want.” Baker grinned sharply.  
 Tony laughed at the feral eagerness in that grin. “Just 
don’t try it on the treadmill again. Seriously, p-r-o-t-t? How the 
hell was I supposed to figure that one out?” 
 Baker laughed, no less feral, with plenty of white teeth. 
“I was doing 13km/h on the treadmill. And all voice recognition 
systems for handsets suck.” He fished out the offending device 
and pressed few buttons. “Right, I have Monday off, but I’m 
coming in Tuesday.” 
 “I’ll be in and out. Like usual. Send me a voicemail if 
you have anything to say, okay?” Tony offered his hand to be 
shaken. 
 “Of course, sir.” Baker stood and shook his hand. “Have 
a look at the prosthetics lab if you have five minutes in between 
and ask Mr. Klein to get whatever other equipment is 
missing…” He closed his briefcase and left the board room.  
 Tony looked around the empty board room, out the great 
glass windows at the city spread below. Things had been picking 
up and moving on all around him; he’d flown a mission to 
Georgia and torn a Russian tank to hell, then saved a chopper in 
free fall. He’d rescued hundreds.  
 Pepper was smiling these days when she came into the 
workshop to bring him coffee; they’d been slowly reconnecting 
ever since he’d put the Punisher debacle behind him. She was 
working more heavily with the company lately, taking care of 
the minutiae of his life less often. “You can take care of yourself 
now. I like that about you,” she’d said once; although she never 
said it, he knew that she was thankful that he hadn’t turned into 
the Punisher. 
 He’d learned a lot from Frank Castle—and then the 
world had moved on. Frank hadn’t checked in since his 
resurrection (still in a snit over the ‘betrayal,’ Tony thought), but 
Fury had said that he was recovering well. Something to keep in 
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the back of his mind, but as the days went by, Frank moved 
further and further to the back. 
 Tony stopped by the prosthetics facility on the way out, 
taking time to chat with the scientists and the refurbishing team 
about what he was envisioning. A surprising number of them 
had decades of experience in the field, and an even more 
surprising number were young up-and-comers in rehabilitation 
and robotics. Baker had chosen well, he thought on his drive 
home. A good crop of workers, ready to meet the challenges of 
the project. 
 He had dinner with Pepper that night: salmon seasoned 
with lemon and white pepper, and a rice dish that he’d have to 
remember the name of so that he could request it again. After 
the meal, it was down to the workshop to retool the old designs 
for David’s hands. He felt the old energy for the project surging 
in him as he studied the designs—a feeling that was both vital 
and inspiring. Not as much a challenge as the first attempt had 
been; that had been art. This was work, and for the first time in 
years, he really felt ready to work. 

 

* * * 

 
 Fury didn’t meet him often. In fact, he was just passing 
through, as he informed him he’d meet him “in that nice beach 
house, twenty-one sharp.” He was a busy man, the director of 
SHIELD, keeping an eye on threads most people never realized 
existed, running secret organizations and operatives with a 
tireless efficiency.  
 Jarvis just let him in, informing Tony that his ‘guests had 
arrived,’ and not much later, the director of SHIELD walked 
down the spiral staircase, knowing exactly where Tony could be 
found. Another man followed him, wearing dark clothes—black 
jeans and a tight, long-sleeved shirt.  
 Recognizing Frank Castle meant recognizing the way he 
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moved—the strength and purpose, determination like he was 
going into battle. The face was changed, however—the broken 
nose had been fixed, and there had been quite an amount of 
surgery on the scars, which took an easy ten years off Frank. His 
black hair was shorter than it had been, trimmed neatly, just as 
neat as the shave, and buzzed at his broad neck. It took a 
moment to find the biggest change, though. He sported a tan like 
he’d been out in the sun for maybe a week or so.  

 Tony had to stare for a moment, taking in that familiar 
economical grace and the known-unknown features. “You look 
great,” he said, putting down the spanner he’d been holding and 
going to the door to let them in. “You actually look Italian.” 
 “Just picked him off Maui to drop him in your lap,” Fury 
said. “Field test whether Frank can deal with the sun.”  
 Frank shot Fury a glance. “You look darker than I 
remember you, too.” Despite the retort, his body language 
suggested that Fury outranked him by a mile, so he remained 
somewhat stiff and tense. “Can I see that suit?” he asked.  
 “Yes, absolutely. You can even try it on, if you want—
the flat reactor was a bitch to do, but I figured it out while I was 
working on that new low-fuel vehicle design. This is going to 
work basically like mine works, but with a few custom 
features.”  
 He led Frank across the floor of the workshop, past other 
projects under construction and the hulking specter of his own 
suit—undergoing repairs after a glancing hit from a shoulder-
mounted cannon. They stopped before a cabinet nearly hidden in 
the metal paneling of the walls, with a keypad fashioned out of 
seemingly random bolts scattered on his surface. Tony’s fingers 
danced over the secret keys, tracing out a pattern that only he 
knew, until at last the doors swung open with a hydraulic hiss. 
 The second suit stood there, coolly gorgeous, blastproof 
glass and what looked like blued steel. Its facemask bore only a 
trace resemblance to that e-fit that the FBI had passed out, 
months ago; something about the eyebrows, the grim line of the 



 

332 

mouth. A human resemblance as hidden as the cabinet, and one 
that no one who wasn’t looking would have noticed. 
 “You like it?” Tony asked, stepping back from his work. 
 Frank looked at it, blue eyes reflecting the color of the 
steel. He was still withdrawn, collected, very much like a ticking 
timebomb; at the same time, he looked so much more sane than 
he’d ever been. He walked around the suit, inspecting it like a 
sergeant would inspect a recruit, but the suit wasn’t intimidated, 
and above all, it was flawless. Frank stood behind it, from 
Tony’s perspective they lined up perfectly.  
 “Looks like I have joined SHIELD,” Frank said. “Power 
it up for me.”  
 “You heard him,” said Tony, grinning, hands in his 
pockets. “Suit him up.” 
 From every wall of the concealed space, there came 
mechanized hands—tiny, fragile, deft as they slotted plates into 
place and bolted them neatly together. Slowly, Frank vanished 
under heavy plating, watching as it happened, face concealed 
last of all. Tony took a few steps back, giving Frank room to 
walk if he felt like it. “It takes a few weeks to learn to drive it,” 
he offered. “Like a car, or—whatever else you’ve learned to 
drive.” 
 Frank moved, first one leg, a small step, and then paused 
as the way the suit responded to his motions seemed to surprise 
him; he stretched out his arms for balance, took another step, 
careful, walked a few meters and turned back, returning to the 
spot where he’d started. “Like learning to walk all over again,” 
he finally said.  
 Fury appeared near Tony’s shoulder, chewing on one of 
the Cubans. “Soldier of Fortune, then?”  
 Frank found the mechanism that opened the visor and 
pushed it open, looking at Fury. “If I have to bend over for you, 
at least call me what I like.”  

 Fury laughed, creating a cloud of smoke around him. 
“Yeah. Who’s your daddy, Frank.” 
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 Tony came perilously close to rolling his eyes. “You 
didn’t actually fuck him, right? You’re being clever and 
metaphorical or something.” 
 Fury raised an eyebrow, then gave a small sigh as he 
remembered Tony Stark’s file and habits. “The Kaplan boy. 
What’s your take on him?” 
 “Been treated rough. Good kid, needs some polishing 
and training,” Frank said. 
 “Yeah, and he’s a cyborg,” said Fury and looked at 
Tony.  
 “He’s a normal, slightly messed-up guy who just 
happens to have some extremely realistic prosthetics!” Tony 
protested. “Why is everyone so hung up on ‘cyborg’?” 
 “I’ll have him picked up. But before that goes anywhere, 
he’ll lose that eyepatch.” Fury studied Frank in the suit for a 
moment longer. “Tony will let me know when you’re trained up, 
Soldier.” He turned to Tony. “Get him ready. Soon is good. 
Sooner is better.”  
 “My pleasure.” Tony made a passable attempt at a salute, 
watching Fury leave through the glass doors and head up the 
spiral stair. When he’d gone, Tony turned back to Frank, unable 
to keep himself from grinning at seeing that altered face on the 
body that he had crafted. “Soldier of Fortune, huh? We get 
another one, and we’ll be a mix tape.” 
 “Classic rock superheroes.” Frank smiled a little. “Get 
me out… too tight on the chest.” He touched his knuckles to the 
breast plate. “Reanimation. Fucked my chest up.”  
 “Gotcha. Get back into the cabinet, okay? No closet 
jokes, they’re old.” Tony watched as his robots undid the armor 
that he’d made, studying their efficiency, measuring Frank’s 
chest with his eyes. “I can adjust the chestplate for you tonight, 
if you want to get started.” 
 “Yeah. Everywhere else is a good fit.” Frank seemed 
relieved to be free, but didn’t take his eyes off the suit as it stood 
there. “I’d been imagining something else. Black, with the white 
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skull for a face.” His eyes narrowed a little. “But this is good. I 
can work with this.”  
 “You’re not the Punisher anymore. You’re going to have 
to.” Tony took a slow step forward, leaving space between them. 
Not pushing for contact, and Frank didn’t move back or forward. 
 “They are changing my name, new life, new biography. 
My name is now on the grave of my family. Fury’s idea.” 
 “Yeah. About what I did.” Tony looked down. “I’m 
sorry it turned out that way.” 
 Frank placed a hand flat against the suit’s chest. “Iron 
Man versus the Punisher. You win. When did you decide that I 
… the Punisher had to be destroyed?” 
 Tony took another step, standing close—close enough to 
touch Frank’s arm, if he’d reached out. “It would be easy to turn 
into you, you know?” he answered. “You’re the best. You’re 
everything I could be. And to tell you the truth, that scared the 
hell out of me.” 
 Frank looked at him, eyebrow raised. “The path of the 
vigilante. You didn’t want to live like me. You had more to 
lose.” A small, amused sound. “Whereas I was getting tired… 
ran out of war somewhere… kept going because I didn’t know 
how to stop.” 

 “You look... happier now, I guess. Are you?” 
 “Ask me again in the middle of battle.” Frank looked at 
the suit. “Graduated from infantry to heavy mechanized infantry 
… the thing feels like a tank. I’ll have to rethink my tactics. 
Maybe go with something lighter for my usual MO, for 
flexibility in the zone of deployment. And nonlethal weapons.” 
He said that like he still disapproved. “And Fury proposed 
Death Wish but I said no. I died. I know what that feels like.”  
 “Pretty soon, it’ll feel like a second skin—the suit, that 
is. Not death.” Finally, Tony reached out and closed his hand 
over Frank’s shoulder. “You’re not Fury’s bitch. Pick whatever 
name you want.” 
 Frank smiled, the smile looking almost natural on that 
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new face, if still a bit stiff. “He told me to reconnect with my 
humanity.” His hand came up and covered Tony’s hand on his 
shoulder, keeping it there. “Set up a meeting with a kid I 
rescued. She’s in foster care. She still recognized me.” He 
inhaled deeply. “Might… might turn into a father, but that 
fucking scares me.”  
 “No kidding. I know I wouldn’t be ready for something 
like that. Kids are fragile.” Tony laughed, curling his free arm 
around Frank’s waist and pressing warm against his back. “But 
this new guy, Baker—the one your man Teeth found for me to 
help run my company—he’s trying to get me to take on a bunch 
of MIT kids. Make them into genius engineers. That’s pretty 
fucking terrifying, too.” 
 “Makes sense. Try and replicate your most valuable 
asset.” Frank exhaled and reached behind to touch Tony’s hip, 
then splayed his fingers and ran it over Tony’s butt, and down to 
his legs. “Italian, you said.” He glanced over his shoulder. 
“Sounds like you like Italian.”  
 Tony grinned and leaned in to steal a kiss. “I consider 
myself equal-opportunity,” he answered, trying and failing to 
keep a straight face. 
 Frank turned in the embrace, took hold of Tony’s neck 
and kissed him, a harsh, pent-up kiss, half-push that drove 
Tony’s legs against the edge of the workbench. Frank growled—
that hadn’t changed, not one bit. “You’ll suffer, Tony. You owe 
me, and I’ll make you pay.” Another grin, both feral and sexy. 
“Sounds good?”  
 “Sounds good.” Tony laughed, open and unafraid, 
drawing the embrace tighter. A challenge—and a welcome one. 
“This time, I’ll let you bolt me to the table.” 

 
 

- The End – 
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Toys  
 
 
 Need U 2 approve new product lines. Meet me in office, 
be4 meet. at 1500? Baker  
 Tony hated it when Baker used 24-hour time—not that 
he minded a little extra math in his day, but it grated on his 
sense of logic. 3pm—that was a whole fucking keystroke fewer 
than 1500. Any man who spelled ‘before’ with a numeral would 
go for the shorter version; it was consistent. There was Patrick 
Baker, though, flagrantly defying consistency. “What did the 
English language ever do to him?” Tony grumbled, selecting a 
tie for the press conference. Something green, to stand out 
against the power ties. 
 He met Baker in his office at precisely 3:00 post 
meridian, not bothering to knock before he entered. “Hey, talk to 
me about the product lines.” 
 Baker had gone for the imperial look. The office looked 
like that of the head of a bank which had been around at least 
since the Renaissance, at first glance. All polished, dark wood, 
brass, real oil paintings, matching silk carpet. At second glance, 
it was less so: the glass front looked out over one of the large 
R&D labs of Stark Industries, and the huge canvas that hung on 
the other side was from the 1920-1930ies, all blocky male 
figures, abstract, working in what looked like steel works. Brash 
colors, red, yellow, sparks flying, bulging muscles and broad 
shoulders, bent low in the service of capitalism.  
 Baker was standing near the window, his jacket was off, 
he was wearing cufflinks made from obsidian and mother-of-
pearl. “Have a look at this, Mr. Stark,” he said and held up what 
looked like a toy. A toy version of Iron Man. “The Japanese dig 
this. Sales forecast for Christmas is massive.”  
 Tony nearly did a double-take. A few of the details were 
off, some of them really off—the reactor was placed far too low, 
the angles clunky rather than streamlined. Like a mech in a 
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Japanese cartoon, actually. Nonetheless, there was a kind of 
fascinating appeal to the little figure, like a fetish in a shrine. 
“That’s—that’s actually really flattering. It’s fully posable, 
right?” 
 “Look at this.” Baker put the figure down, flicked a 
switch at the back, and the small eyes glowed, and the chest 
reactor also emitted a bluish light. He bent down a bit, and 
clearly said: “Who are you?” 
 “I am Iron Man.”  
 Baker laughed.  
 Tony knelt by the table, looking into the miniature eyes 
as fascinated as though it were a recursive algorithm. “What else 
does it do?” 
 “Has about a hundred pre-recorded soundbites… Some 
kid stuff… has a hidden cavity to hide things, records half an 
hour of whatever, and…” He indicated the head. “If you pull 
that off, USB stick. They say they might incorporate an MP3 
player. Gotta love the Japanese.”  
 “No, no, no one’s going to pull my head off and plug my 
neck into a USB port. That’s not going to work.” Tony poked 
the button again. “You are powerless, villain, for I fight for 
justice!” it proclaimed. “And let’s stick to things I’ve actually 
said even once in my life, okay? I’m not Superman. I say badass 
things, not hokey rhetoric about how justice can beat, for 
example, a metric ton of ballistics.” 
 “Their chief designer, Mr Takahatsu, will certainly take 
your feedback on board; if you want to make the little guy very 
happy, record them some new soundbites… which would be a 
good bargaining chip to drive up the licensing fee and the cut 
from the profits. The Real, the Invincible Iron Man, spoken by 
the Man Himself.” Baker’s eyes gleamed, like always when he 
was imagining large sums of money. “He says if this takes off 
like they expect, they are going to do a whole series … plus 
animated series. Manga, too.” He pointed at his desk. “I have the 
character sketches here. Would you prefer to fight evil aliens or 
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some kind of Nazi conspiracy? They say al Quaeda is out, 
though. They have too much of a market in Saudi Arabia.”  
 Tony looked up, frowning. “No aliens. No Nazis. For 
fuck’s sake, we’ve got enough real bad guys running around, 
with the weapons dealers and the terrorists—” 
 “It should still be suitable for children,” Baker chided 
softly.  
 “Look, manga’s going too far. I mean, it’s not like I can 
stop people from writing about me, but at least I can keep from 
authorizing it.” 
 “You can stop it. That suit is trademarked. We can hit 
them with half a dozen lawsuits protecting your honor, integrity, 
and the commercial use of your image. I had that checked.” 
 “Uh, sure, I’ve seen that work with Harry Potter in 
China. And what the fuck are you talking about, a series of 
action figures? Who else would they—figure...ize?” 
 “These are the Japanese. They know the concept of 
‘intellectual property.’ Iron Man gets a whole family… Let’s 
see.” He waved Tony over to his desk, where poster-sized 
character studies were spread out. “There’s the love interest, 
Charlene, war correspondent. You fell in love after she helped 
you escape in Afghanistan. There’s your reformed enemy, ‘The 
Mercenary,’ who used to work for the bad side and then you 
spared him and he’s now working for you.” 
 Tony snorted, tracing the outlines of the Mercenary. 
“Okay, I could kind of believe that one. But seriously, falling in 
love? And with a war correspondent? I’d be so busy saving her 
ass that I wouldn’t have time to do anything else. You want to 
make a figure of someone who helped me escape Afghanistan, 
do a doctor about fifty, sixty years old.”  
 “Apparently saving her a few times is part of the 
plotline.” Baker smiled. “Mr. Stark, it’s still kids’ stuff. 
Teaching them values and all that. Of course it simplifies things. 
I’m not sure how many pre-teens get the concept of ‘hedonistic 
playboy billionaire.’ This age needs heroes, or at least the 
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entertainment industry does, because it sells. People want their 
troubles fixed so they don’t have to get off their lazy arses, 
pardon my French.” He shrugged. “And if we make a buck with 
that, what is the damage?” 
 Tony closed his hand over the miniature Iron Man. “You 
know, maybe it’s better if I’m not a keychain or an action figure 
or a USB drive.” 
 “Oh, Christ. These guys would feed from your hands if 
you were playing them right. I can play them for you, but you 
have to give me something to work with.” 
 “No. I want people getting off their asses once in a 
while. I’m great with hero worship and totally encourage it, but 
this... I’m doing my best to be a real fucking hero. They don’t 
need made-up heroes. They’ve got me.” 
 “Okay. Okay.” Baker raised his hands, which always 
meant he gave Tony more rope. “Just the Iron Man figure then. 
No series. USB-stick could be put in a foot or something.”  
 Tony shook his head, more as though waking from a 
dream than anything else. He put his hands in his jacket pockets, 
looking from the action figure to Baker.  

 “Your idea, right? You pitched this to them. Not them to 
you.” 
 “We got talking after a conference—got pissed together 
in a karaoke bar. It was my way of drowning out this little man 
singing ‘My Way’ by Frankie.”  
 “Right, that’s what I thought. Your idea.” Tony freed one 
hand from his jacket pocket, took the little figurine, and stowed 
his hand again.  
 Baker seemed cautious now, not sure whether Tony 
would tell him to stop being so smart and keep out of product 
development or could still be brought round to his version.  
 “Yeah, sure, do the action figure. No USB drive. I want 
the next mock-up fully posable, okay? Then I’ll consider it. The 
knees don’t even bend on this one. It’s a piece of crap as a toy.” 
Tony grinned. “And I want a line of attachable weapons. You 
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were a kid once, right? You know it’s all about the weapons.” 
 “What about the soundbites?”  
 “If you can come up with ten soundbites that don’t sound 
like lame comic-book ripoffs, I’ll do that.” 
 “You’d know what you would say, Mr. Stark. I’m only 
badass in the boardroom, and I’m not sure ‘watch the stock 
price’ is quite up there with ‘I am Iron Man.’” Baker took the 
pile of posters and rolled them up. “But yes. I’ll get to it. And 
there’s another one… French company is launching what they 
call smart food. ‘Eat like a genius.’ They want you to endorse 
their fortified range.” Baker was now far more cautious. 
“Nutritionally, all that makes sense… Wholemeal, added 
calcium, balanced, Low GI… It’s pretty healthy.” 
 “No. Have them get some athlete to endorse it. Soccer’s 
big over there, right? Tell them to get... whoever plays soccer... 
to do it.” 
 “It’s smart food. How many athletes do you know who 
can put a grammatically correct sentence together? You are a 
living genius. You are popular, attractive…” Baker faltered for a 
moment, then went on as if he hadn’t, “Smart food. For clever 
people.”  
 “And I’m a genius whether I’m eating chili dogs or 
grapefruit. Tell them to rethink their marketing strategy until 
they can find someone who actually got smart eating their food.”  
 Baker rolled his eyes, but knew, by now, when Tony 
would not budge and when he should give up, at least for the 
moment. Sometimes he reworked proposals, hoping Tony didn’t 
recognize them. Or at least that he had identified the most 
offending detail and eliminated it.  
 Disregarding the imperial majesty of Baker’s desk, Tony 
moved to sit on the dark wood where the posters had been 
resting. “You think I’m attractive, huh?” 
 “Me, gay America and female America … so what?”  
 “I kind of thought you had a thing for Pepper, that’s all. 
But if you were trying to use her to get to me, I completely 
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understand.” 
 “I do have a thing for Pepper, sir.” Baker straightened. 
“Rather a serious thing, too, if I may be so bold.” His 
Englishness bled through the American corporate he played 
most of the time, together with the accent growing stronger.  
 Tony’s expression grew, if possible, more self-satisfied. 
“And just kind of a casual thing for me.” 
 “I am not sure I like the direction this is going, sir,” 
Baker said, standing ramrod-straight like a British officer in a 
costume drama.  
 “Really? Because I’m pretty sure I like it.” Tony reached 
out, almost elaborately casual, and untucked Baker’s tie from his 
jacket. 
 Baker looked down at his tie, his Adam’s apple moved 
slightly. “I emphatically stress that it’s not true what they say 
about public schools in Britain, sir.”  
 “So tell me to stop sexually harassing you.” 
 Baker looked uncomfortable, his stiff upper lip didn’t 
seem very convincing, either. “I am in love with Miss Potts, sir. 
I intend to propose to her, with your kind permission.”  
 “You don’t need my permission. I’m not your dad, and 
I’m definitely not hers.”  
 “Well, she’s your PA and confidante, strictly speaking. 
You may feel that at this level, affairs and marriages do… affect 
the company.”  
 Tony let go of Baker’s tie, leaning back on the desk. 
“You think she’ll say yes?” 
 “Tiffany’s in London said they’d take the ring back, but 
I’m confident.” Baker swallowed and straightened his tie, 
looking a little flustered.  
 Tony was looking past him, though, out the broad 
windows. “She likes to be romanced. Dancing, candlelight, an 
excuse to wear a nice dress... she’ll like a Tiffany ring.” He 
turned back to Baker with a smile. “She’s been really happy 
since she started working with you. But if you break her heart, I 
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swear you will never have a job here or anywhere else in this 
country. Ever again.” 
 Baker swallowed. “Yes, sir. It was rather unexpected for 
me as well, I was not intending to make such a commitment 
unless I’m hitting about forty, but it happened. I promise that 
this will not affect my performance negatively.” His hands on 
his back, he looked exceedingly formal right now, and very 
serious. “I do… remember the night of the first presentation, sir. 
And… the impression that you’ve had of me.”  
 That formality was amusing, after Baker’s animated 
defense of an Iron Man manga—but for the sake of Pepper’s 
possible future husband, Tony kept a straight face. “Are you 
going to tell me that I was wrong?” 
 “Do you think I’m the kind of man who’d sleep himself 
to such a position? Or that I thought… you’d hire somebody 
who would?”  
 “Obviously not, since I hired you.” 
 Baker exhaled and relief washed across his handsome 
features. “My integrity is very important for me. It is the 
currency with which I represent your company. Which I use 
with the charities, the NGOs, with your managers, workers, 
suppliers, joint venture partners. I did not wish you see me as a 
man who would further his career that way.”  
 Tony slid down from the desk, straightening his trousers. 
“But you still flirt.” 
 Baker inhaled deeply. “I did.” He turned away and went 
to look out of the window down into the research lab, where 
people in white lab coats were working. He placed a hand on the 
glass, as if he had to convince himself of the barrier.  
 “So.” Tony looked down as well, following his gaze. 
Some of his own R&D kids were down there, learning their craft 
in the trenches; some of them might even be decent engineers 
one day. “Time to get to that meeting, Mr. Baker?” 
 “Yes.” Baker straightened again and turned around. 
“Time to tell Mr. Takahatsu about the toy range. And then we’ll 
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step out and tell the world about our cooperation in the toy 
sector and the quarterly report, of course.”  
 “Right, the quarterly report.” Tony had been dreading the 
quarterly report. “And Mr. Baker?” 
 Baker checked himself in a mirror, briefly, then looked 
at Tony. “Sir?”  
 “Does Pepper know about this crush of yours?” 
 “No, sir. Since nothing happened, and it never became 
pertinent…”  
 “Well. Maybe I’ll ask if she’s willing to lend her 
husband out a little.” He held open the door for Baker, gesturing 
him through it. 
 Baker crossed the line from embarrassment to pure 
brazen courage. It wasn’t easy to embarrass him, and he hated 
that with a passion, but if given half a chance, he bounced back, 
fiercely, and now Tony had pushed him too far. “Maybe ask her 
for a threesome.” He gave Tony a wink, then stepped into the 
boardroom, calm and collected, to hand out the quarterlies. 
 


