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To “Jaunty” Jim Steranko,

the real Mr. Miracle, who, late one night,

told me how to break out of a locked vault.
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CHAPTER ONE: AGENTS OF DESTRUCTION
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The sturdily built man in the blue uniform reacted furtively to the roar of the approaching vehicle. A security guard for more than two decades—he had been employed here since 1944—he was trained to recognize the sometimes subtly different sounds made by a wide range of vehicular motors. What he was hearing now was clearly the deep roar of a finely tuned truck engine.

Turning his body, his sharp eyes focused upon the vehicle approaching under the light of the full moon—a big canvass-topped truck, its headlights cutting through the nighttime fog, roaring towards the big factory he was employed to guard. It was almost midnight, he knew, much too late for any delivery or pickup. And even if this truck did, for some reason, have business here tonight, he would have been informed of it.

Something was wrong here, the guard knew, something that, at least for the present, demanded watching.

Moving quickly, the guard stepped into the shadows, hoping that his dark uniform would be absorbed into that patch of blackness. So far, it seemed, the occupants of that vehicle were not yet aware of his presence. He watched from his place of concealment as the mechanical monster rumbled to a stop, its hulk silhouetted in the moonlight and its idling motor purring, just outside the building.

The security guard’s eyes flashed. His right hand mechanically flew to the holster strapped to his side and snapped open the flap. In all his years working this job he had never been called upon to draw his weapon. But now, with the appearance of this truck, he was taking no chances. In a blur of movement the long-barreled .38 revolver was in his hand, his index finger firmly braced against the cold trigger, his thumb resting atop the hammer.

Until now the only time he had fired his weapon was on the target range, where he had never struck a bull’s eye. How would he fare tonight, he wondered, if called to put his modest skills with a gun to use? Could he, in fact, really fire upon another human being, even if his own survival depended upon it?

He decided to wait for a while, hoping to take in more information before acting rashly and doing something he would later regret. What if this truck did have business at the factory tonight, and he was simply not informed of it? He took a step forward, careful to remain within the concealment of the shadows.

No, something was definitely amiss here. The vehicle was definitely not a company truck. This one was more like the trucks used largely ten or more years ago. All the company trucks he had ever seen, anyway, were paneled, not covered in canvass. And they were all identifiable by their bold, silver logos boasting the company name: ACME CHEMICAL COMPANY. This vehicle bore no ACME identification, or any other markings.

“Who’s there?” he finally said with a slight waver in his otherwise deeply authoritative voice.

Cautiously, the revolver heaving in his hand, the guard slowly began to make his way along the wall of the building. His middle-aged heart raced as the import of the danger struck him. For all his years on this job he had had it fairly easy—a boring job, to be certain, but one that had never yet challenged the safety of his life. Tonight that might all change.

Within seconds he was standing just over a hundred feet away from the waiting truck.

His eyes focused through the darkness upon the massive vehicle. In his nostrils were the smells of the thing, the gasoline, the odors typical of a finely tuned engine. “Who’s in there?” he repeated.

But no response to his query came from the truck other than the low sound of its idling engine. “One last time,” the guard said, this time in a much sterner voice, “who’s in there and what do you want?”

Again, only silence.

Then the doors opened, and a trio of dark-suited men silently—surreptitiously, it seemed—exited the truck, their faces obscured by the night and also the brims of their hats. Whether or not these men were aware of the guard’s presence, they gave no indication. Quite plainly, however, they were not here to do business, at least of the legal kind.

The moment of truth had come, the guard told himself. There was no backing down if he was to retain his job along with his self-respect. Taking a deep breath of Los Angeles’ cool night air, he rushed forward, then abruptly stopped, his company-issued weapon trained on the suspicious trio. His heart pounded fiercely as he realized the slightest provocation would prompt him to squeeze that trigger.

“Okay, hold it right there!” he ordered. “Don’t move, any of you! This isn’t a toy and I’m not afraid to use it!” Upon hearing his shouted threat, the three men froze in their steps, giving no reply. “Now get those hands up—and I mean high!” the guard warned, feeling a sense of power in the way the three men did as they were commanded.

Indeed, the trio obeyed without question or hesitation. Their eyes, staring from shadowed faces, gazed at the ebony revolver, the gun-metal barrel of which glinted in the moonlight. This made the guard feel good, even powerful, as he realized that he was in control of the situation. And, thus far at least, he had not been required to discharge a single shot. Now, if he could just hold these characters at bay long enough–somehow–to get word to the authorities. . . .

For the moment, however, there was still time to enjoy his feelings of triumph. “All right then,” he said, brandishing his revolver boldly, “before I call the police, you’re going to tell me what the hell’s going on here.” But the men in the dark suits continued to remain silent. They just stood there, staring towards his weapon with a kind of arrogant confidence that sent a thrill of terror coursing through the security guard’s body. Even more unnerving, their faces, partially seen in the light of the moon, were smiling. “What do you three find so amusing?” he asked.

Again there was no reply, and the reactions of these three men were beginning to tear at his nerves. Obviously these characters knew something that he did not. His finger tightened against the trigger of his service weapon. “I’m warning you again,” he said. “You’re tempting me to use this.”

At last there came a reply, not in words, but in a quiet and confident laughter that emanated eerily from all three of them men—becoming louder, more boisterous, by the moment. The laughter must have had its desired effect, for the guard’s hand began to vibrate fearfully, and then shake. He knew that his moment of truth had arrived. They and not he was in control of this situation. His only choice was to shoot now—kill this trio in cold blood—or risk whatever fate they were intending for him. There was no time to hesitate, if he were to live through this night. He had to fire three times and each bullet had to strike its mark, before. . . .

But there was no longer any time to deliberate. No more time even to act. Just then did he notice more movement inside the truck, a dark shape betraying the presence of a fourth body emerging from the opening in the canvass at the rear of the vehicle. The guard jerked to one side, aiming his gun at this new intruder. Yet his movement was not swift enough. For even as his finger began to squeeze back the trigger, a yellow spike exploded in the night and a hot pain tore through his chest.

Instinctively he looked down at the origin of that pain, saw the growing crimson stain spread across his uniform blouse, felt his hand go limp and heard the clink of his gun as it struck the pavement. Those were the guard’s final sensations as his knees collapsed and he dropped to the ground in an engulfing sea of blackness.

* * *
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The four dark-suited men faced no more opposition to completing their nocturnal mission.

One of the men—the leader, a stern-looking character with red hair—motioned to the others, giving them a silent command. Two of them, moving efficiently and with rehearsed precision, silently rushed back to the truck. From within its canvass canopy they produced a weirdly shaped metal device about the size of a portable television set. The men strained as they carried the heavy gadget away from the truck and towards the factory. Over the door, emblazoned in bold silver lettering, were the words:

ACME CHEMICAL COMPANY

The windows were barred with crossing rods of thick steel.

Again the red-haired man motioned a hand signal. Without saying a word, another member of this band produced a blowtorch from the truck, and then promptly went to work on the bars of one window. In less than a minute, amid a spray of hot sparks, pieces of the bars fell away—at least enough for the four men to proceed to the next phase of their mission.

One of the men smashed the glass of the window, immediately setting off an alarm. Another man adjusted a timing mechanism on the metal device, setting it for five minutes, at the same time beginning a series of ticking sounds, each one slightly higher in pitch. Then the leader nodded to the others.

Again without speaking, the four men hurried back into the truck. Moments later, engine roaring like some great primordial monster, the vehicle sped away from the building and into the night. Less than five minutes later, the timing device whining to a peak pitch as it reached its mark, the ACME Chemical Company exploded in a cataclysmic ball of flame and debris!

* * *
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The figure of a lone man was revealed in the automobile headlights. He stood in the middle of the road, flanked on both sides by the hills through which the road curved. He was waving his arms, frantically, trying to flag down the vehicle speeding towards him.

Almost striking him, the squealing car swerved to the side of the road and screeched to a halt. The 1965 Plymouth Fury stood out in the moonlight, its black and white two-tone coloring instantly recognizable. Atop the vehicle a red light broke through the darkness of the night, revolving continuously and rhythmically.

Instantly the man rushed towards the stopped automobile, as the front passenger-seat window rolled down and a blinding flashlight beam assaulted his eyes. “All right, buddy,” stated a voice from inside the car, coldly, “let’s hold it right there.”

The man stopped in his tracks, apparently knowing that the slightest wrong move on his part could be his last. Throwing one hand over his eyes as a shield against the beams, he raised the other hand in submission. Then he waited, until two men in Los Angeles Police Department uniforms stepped cautiously from the car, service revolvers drawn. “Now,” said the first policeman to exit the patrol car, “you want to calm down and show us some ID?”

“But be careful about it,” said the other police officer.

Doing as he was instructed, the man regained his composure, then gingerly removed his wallet, opened it to his driver’s license and then handed it over to the first of the two officers.

“I’m sorry if I startled you, officers,” he said, “but I’ve just been through a most grueling ordeal.”

The policeman who accepted the wallet studied the license, enclosed in a clear-plastic sleeve, as he responded, “Is that a fact?” Apparently satisfied with the license, he flipped through additional see-through sleeves, noting the man’s draft classification, then several credit cards. “Dennis Richter,” he read from the wallet.

“Everything in order?” the other policeman asked.

“Seems to be,” he said, closing the wallet and handing it back to its owner. “All right then, Mr. Richter, what’s this ‘grueling’ experience that’s got you standing out in the middle of the road at this time of night, behaving like a lunatic?” For several moments the man identified as Dennis Richter only stared at the policeman’s badge, as if its mere presence had the power to bolster his courage.

“It was terrible,” he said at last, shaking his head as he spoke, “just awful. He just . . . appeared, like out of nowhere!” The two officers looked at one another, one of them raising his eyebrows. “You think he’s high?” asked the first. “Hallucinating?”

“That’s easy enough to check,” said the other. “But first let’s hear him out. Okay, Mr. Richter, simmer down. Who’s this ‘he’ you’re raving about and just what did he do?”

Breathing deeply and then exhaling, Richter explained. “I was driving down this road.” His words were coming out more slowly now, more deliberately, as he gradually reclaimed his composure. “As you can see, officers, it’s pretty dark out here. There’s a stop sign back there, at that last intersection. . . .” He nodded off in that direction.

“Yes, we know all that. Please, get to the point.”

“And, being the law-abiding citizen that I am, I, of course, stopped.”

“The point, sir.”

“So, as I was saying, I stopped. Not seeing any other cars around, I proceeded across the intersection. That’s when, without warning, like all of a sudden and before I even had a chance to press down on my gas pedal, I heard this . . . thunk.”

“A . . . thunk?” the second policeman repeated.

The man nodded in reply. “Behind me . . . like something had landed in my back seat. I own a convertible—a red 1960 Impala, you see.” Motioning with his hands as he spoke, he was becoming more excited again. “Five years old, but in near-mint condition.”

“You said . . . landed . . .?”

The man paused to breathe deeply again and try to calm down. “I turned around to see what it was—almost a reflex action, you know—and saw this man sitting in the back seat glaring at me. He must have leaped from one of those hills. That’s the only way to explain how he got into my car.”

“Must have been some athlete to jump from way up there and hit his mark in a moving vehicle,” commented the first policemen. “Even a slow-moving one, as you said.”

“Uh, what did this . . . man . . . look like?” asked the second officer.

Hesitating, as if embarrassed to go on, Richter replied, “I . . . don’t know, really.”

“It was dark.”

“No, that’s not the reason.”

“Then, what is the reason?” asked the first officer, his growing impatience obvious.

“He was...masked.”

“Masked?” replied the other policeman with a chuckle. “You mean like the Lone Ranger?”

“I guess hooded would be a more accurate description,” he explained. “He wore a hood that covered most of his face, except for the eyes, ears, and the area from the bridge of the nose on down.”

“Oh, more like Captain America, that patriotic guy in the comic books.” This time he laughed—mockingly—instead of merely chuckling. “And just what color was this...this hood. Blue...with a white letter ‘A’ on the front and little white wings over the ears?”

Richter shook his head. “I guess it was black. It was hard to tell, even in the moonlight. But, please . . . I’m really serious about this.” The two patrolmen exchanged incredulous glances.

“He was wearing gloves, too. Also black, if I remember.”

“Then,” asked the first policeman, “after he landed in your car, of course, what did he do that was so . . . terrible?”

“Then he said something like . . .‘Sorry, pal, but I need this car more than you.’ That’s all he said.”

“Nothing more?”

“No,” the man replied. “Then there was this blur of movement, as his fist shot towards my skull. The next thing I knew, I was waking up over there along the side of the road—in a clump of bushes. I saw the moon and the stars. Then, slowly and painfully, I got back to my feet. When I looked around to get my bearings, I was still seeing those stars.” The policemen grunted.

“What was worst of all,” Richter continued, waving his arms as he spoke, “was that my car was gone. That bum in the hood stole it and left me out here in the middle of nowhere. I was already on my way back into town when I spotted you.”

“Hmmm,” answered the first policeman, “so this is really all about a stolen car. Okay, come over to our vehicle and you can fill out some paperwork. But I think it’d be best for all of us to leave out that part about the black hood. Let’s just say it was too dark for you to make a positive ID of the thief.”

“You don’t believe me?”

“You’ve got to admit that your story is pretty far-fetched. Pretty far-fetched indeed.”

“But,” interjected the other officer, “it’s not impossible that some clown out there has finally done it—you know, imitated some character he read about in a comic book or in some ancient pulp magazine, or maybe saw in some old movie serial.”

“Forget the hood, I said. Stolen cars fall under our jurisdiction. So does assault, as shown by that nasty bruise on Mr. Richter’s face. Hooded mystery men fall under the jurisdiction of the fiction writers.” All three men walked back to the squad car. One of the policemen shut off the revolving light, while the other opened the back-seat door.

“Get in,” he said. “We’ll drive you back to the station, where you can fill out a full report. Then, once we have all the pertinent information—make, year, serial number and so forth—we’ll do our best to get your car back. In the meantime, you can tell your story to your insurance company and hope they buy it.”

* * *
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A pair of high-powered headlights followed those of the canvass-topped truck, so that four shining orbs cut through the darkness of the road. For at least five minutes now the red Impala had been pursuing the larger vehicle along the winding roads that weaved through the Hollywood Hills. The metal monster rattled and rumbled as it struggled to make the curves in the road, the slightest miscalculation of its driver possibly sending it plunging off the edge and into the canyon below.

Inside the truck, four men were fleeing from a scene of disaster—one that they had created. Two of the perpetrators of the ACME explosion were riding inside the cab, one of them doing his best to keep the vehicle on its course.

The other two—including the one who had given the silent orders during their mission—were hidden beneath the truck’s canvass covering. It was clear by now that the truck was being followed, for the Impala mimicked every movement of their own escaping vehicle.

“It’s after us, all right,” said the red-haired leader, his shoulder rubbing against the canvass canopy.

“Who do you think it is?” asked the other man. “Cops?”

The leader shook his head. “If it was cops, they’d have the sirens going by now.”

“Then, if not the fuzz, who?”

“How the hell should I know?” the leader barked. “But whoever it is, it looks like he’s gaining on us. Better be ready for him in case he catches up.” He reached under his dark suit coat and withdrew a shining .45 semi-automatic pistol from its hidden shoulder holster. Checking the clip and making sure that it was loaded, he flicked off the weapon’s safety. A look of grim determination showed in his eyes.

The other man also produced a weapon—a long-barreled .38 revolver. The driver of the truck needed no orders or prompting to know what to do. He and the man riding beside him had also detected the lights of the pursuing Impala—initially in the side mirrors—and deduced what was happening.

“If we can’t outrun them,” said the driver, “at least we might outgun them.

“But we don’t know how many guys might be stuffed inside that car,” said the other man. The distance between the Impala and the truck was gradually narrowing. All four men in the truck could now hear the other vehicle as its motor purred and its wheels shrieked along the road in its relentless pursuit.

The driver of the truck slammed his foot hard against the accelerator, pushing it to the floor. With its maximum speed, the truck bolted forward. But that burst of speed was not enough. The pursuing automobile was too lightly built . . . too sleek and too powerful. . . . Too fast!

The smaller vehicle was now close enough to be identified by the men riding beneath the canvass. The shiny scarlet hull of the convertible shown magnificently in the moonlight. But what most impressed the two criminals was not the car but the man behind the wheel.

“What the—?” was all that the man with the .38 could say. He pointed with one hand, his other hand gripping tightly his revolver. The red-haired leader of this foursome also stared out the back of the truck in astonishment. He could clearly make out the figure in the open-topped Impala. Moonlight bathed the convertible, revealing its driver in all his improbable splendor.

The driver was indeed a bizarre apparition, for his features were mostly concealed by a hood or mask, a tight-fitting, jet-black hood exposing only the ears and lower face, with the eyes staring ahead through slanting openings cut into the ebony cloth. And the driver’s hands . . . the hands that were so expertly in command of the steering wheel . . . they were wearing black gloves.

“I never seen a guy drive like that!” said the man with the revolver. Indeed, the driver of the pursuit car was a master at the wheel. For the slightest miscalculation on his part—or that of the truck’s driver—could send either or both vehicles to their doom. There were drop-offs of at least a thousand feet off to one side, and vision was difficult enough in these hills even during the day.

But the driver of the truck, though obviously not possessing the skills of that of the pursuit car, was no novice to the chase. He continued to pilot his tank-like vehicle almost with the skill of a professional limousine driver. Yet no matter the skills of the truck’s driver, those of the man in the Impala were far superior.

“It’s like that guy knows every inch of the road,” exclaimed the man in the back of the truck possessing the .38, “like he’s some kind of pro racecar driver or something.”

“I’m not surprised,” stated the leader, struggling to retain his footing as the truck continued to lurch about.

“How so?” said the other, also being bounced around.

“Don’t you know who that joker is? Oh, yeah. You weren’t there last night.”

“You mean . . . that’s . . . Jawbreaker? He’s for real? I thought he was just some character you made up. A joke. . . .”

“You won’t be laughing if that hooded creep catches up to us.”

“Why’s he called Jawbreaker?”

“If he catches up to us, you’ll know.” Nodding, the man with the automatic handgun then yelled a command: “Now quit wasting time jabberin’ and kill that sucker!” Almost simultaneously, two weapons spoke loudly from the rear of the truck, deadly missiles erupting brightly from polished gun barrels. An instant later the Impala swerved, bullets ricocheting off its shiny surface. Again the men beneath the canvass fired, once more missing their intended target.

Taking aim again, they saw a black-gloved hand leave the convertible’s steering wheel. Dip into a trouser pocket. Moments later, produce his own .38 snub-nosed pistol. Then, driving with his left hand, the masked man whom the red-haired man had called “Jawbreaker” raised his revolver, aimed it up towards the rear of the truck, and fired.

The gunman with the revolver buckled forward as a .38 slug cut through his throat. Gurgling incoherently, a hand reaching up in a futile gesture to stop the blood flowing from his neck, he tumbled out of the truck directly in front of the pursuing automobile.

The leader watched in grim fascination as the pursuit car, with no time to swerve away, bounced over his underling’s bleeding corpse and continued in the chase. Then, a look of horror twisting his coarse features, he fled into the darkness of the truck, finding concealment behind a large wooden packing crate. Again the man in the hood took aim.

Once more the night air exploded with the firing of a gun. But his target had all but vanished into the darkness of the truck. Hiding behind the crate, the hooded man’s quarry was virtually invisible. The hooded man could not see his target!

But the man behind the crate, no longer hampered by being in full view, had the time to take more careful aim. Peering out from behind the wooden box, once again he fired his semi-automatic gun, this time missing the man in the convertible by mere inches.

Three bullets remained in his gun, three more opportunities to miss his erratically moving target. Then, with an empty weapon and probably no time to reload, he would be at the mercy of the man in the black mask. Thinking fast, he considered his options, almost instantly settling on another—easier to hit, from a moving truck and at that distance—target.

A fifth time the red-haired man fired, then in rapid succession a sixth and a seventh—this time not at the man at the steering wheel, but at the Impala’s windshield. The leader saw the windshield glass erupt in an explosion of flying shards. 

Saw the hooded man suddenly react, instinctively, releasing his hand from the steering wheel to shield himself from the cascade of sharply cutting particles. Saw him lose control of his vehicle, if only for several crucial moments . . . heard the squeal of brakes and the skidding of wheels against pavement, as the Impala swerved to one side of the road and shot off into space.

As the truck continued on its way, the leader saw the crimson Impala arc, its polished surface briefly reflecting the moonlight, then disappear behind the edge of the embankment. Heard the car as it struck the canyon below, then, its gas tank igniting, explode.

A grim smile appeared on the face of man with the red hair, as smoke arose from the canyon while the truck continued on its way.
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CHAPTER TWO: ORIGIN STORY
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Many times has it been said that, during the act of dying, a person relives his or her entire life. However, none of Dave Andrews’ past experiences flashed through his mind as his “borrowed” automobile shot off the road and through the air on its plunge to imminent destruction. If Andrews had remembered anything of his life it might have been of its most recent events. A series of events leading directly to this moment where death seemed inevitable.

Dave Andrews had not always hidden his identity behind the black mask of Jawbreaker. There was a time—only days ago—that Dave Andrews possessed but one identity. Yet those rapidly passing days had been witness to some unusual and rather spectacular events—events that culminated in a more remarkable and definitely fateful metamorphosis.

It was just days ago that the hot, noonday sun of Southern California beat down upon the expansive estate of multimillionaire Aaron Van Aaron. The Van Aaron mansion was a well known home in Beverly Hills; yes, even a popular stop for the many tour buses that cruised through the area, with riders hoping to glimpse the familiar face of some current or past movie star. The mansion’s seemingly countless windows reflected the sunlight. The fragrance of freshly mowed grass hovered about the estate like some natural lingering perfume.

A brand new, raven-black Cadillac limousine was parked in the mansion’s carport, the highly polished surface of the automobile shielded from the sun’s rays. From inside the mansion came the sound of music, a cut from the latest album by one of the latest and most popular longhaired rock groups participating in the so-called “British Invasion.”

Inside the enormous house, a rather small and homely man with a skinny—near-frail—frame walked through the maze of luxurious furnishings that almost cluttered the vast living room. He sniffed the air that somehow retained the smell of the interior of a brand-new automobile. Aaron Van Aaron smiled, looking around at his collection of priceless paintings and other collectibles—the hanging tapestries, the sculptures, the state-of-the-art stereo record and audiotape system—basking in these reflections of his own wealth. Indeed, Van Aaron liked nothing more than being rich.

“All that money can buy!” Van Aaron stated, slamming his hands together in a loud and triumphant clap. Briefly Van Aaron stopped to admire himself in a gold-framed mirror. He smiled again, apparently seeing something other than the image reflected back at him. Perhaps his glasses were in need of a new prescription. For the multimillionaire seemed not to notice that he was gawking at a face much like the one Washington Irving had described for Ichabod Crane.

“Ah, yes! The life of a successful playboy and man-about-town,” he spoke again. “It’s nice to be both wealthy and good-looking.” Then, as quickly as his attention had gone to the mirror, it shifted, attracted by movement detected via his peripheral vision from outside one of the living-room windows.

Turning to the crystal-clear glass and peering outside, Van Aaron smiled again, this time not because of his own biased sense of self-worth, but at the vision he was now beholding beyond the window. The smile now spreading across Van Aaron’s hawkish face was a lecherous one—for the vision that had diverted his attention away from himself was out there, hopefully (this time, at last!) waiting for him.

Still smiling, this time in anticipation, Aaron Van Aaron rushed through the mansion’s maze of opulently decorated rooms, exited via a back door, then hurried to an abrupt stop on the tiled surface that connected to the edge of his luxurious swimming pool. But it was not the pool—the biggest and finest that could be bought and pass the Beverly Hills codes—that had attracted his attention, but rather who was in it. Van Aaron’s smile segued to a sheepish grin.

He coughed, nervously, before finally speaking. “Hello there, Miss Foster.” His voice was nasally, somewhat high-pitched, almost rodent-like. There was also a dull and droning quality to it. And whenever he spoke to this vision of female pulchritude now gracing his pool it seemed to be even higher.

“Hiya, there, Mr. Aaron,” the vision replied in a rather sensuous voice that was almost as high as Van Aaron’s. That vision—a young woman barely twenty-two years old, and with looks comparable to those of either a movie queen or goddess from some long-extinct pantheon—swam gracefully to the edge of the pool, her incredibly long brown hair trailing behind her. Eyes big, red and open wide, she smiled at the multimillionaire, enticingly yet innocently. Then, moving with the grace of some sleek jungle cat, she slowly pulled herself out of the water, unveiling an impossibly perfect body covered only in the most strategic of places by a tiny white bikini. As he always did when Barbara Foster emerged from his pool, Aaron Van Aaron gulped.

She stood there for just a few moments—long enough for Van Aaron to take in her water-dripping beauty—the droplets on her magnificent body glistening in the sunlight. He never knew for certain if Barbara was trying to “turn him on,” or if she was, like some innocent child of Nature, simply reveling in the sensations of water and sunlight against her Playboy “fold-out” good looks. Van Aaron did not really mind what her intentions were. He liked what he was seeing and stared until Barbara finally reached for a towel bearing the Van Aaron monogram and began to dry herself off.

“Are you going swimming today, Mr. Van Aaron?” Barbara asked in a singsong voice. “The temperature today is just perfect.”

“Er . . . no thank you, Miss Foster,” he replied. “You know I’m not the world’s best swimmer. But I’m glad to see you’re enjoying my pool again.”

“I sure am!” Barbara said, offering him a pretty smile. She continued to dry herself with the towel, sensuously, rubbing dry the cleavage of her ample breasts, her long and perfectly muscled legs striking a model’s type pose.

“You bet she is!” The voice was loud, deeply masculine and originating from the far end of the swimming pool. “Get another eyeful again today, you scrawny scarecrow?”

Still drying herself, the brunette goddess smiled, her cheeks flushing with self-consciousness, as she turned in the direction of the voice. With a gentle toss of her head, her long dark hair slapped wetly against her nicely rounded shoulders.

Van Aaron and Barbara watched as Dave Andrews swam across the pool with the speed and skill of an Olympic champion—a latter-day Buster Crabbe or Johnny Weissmuller, he liked to think of himself. Reaching the edge where the other two people waited, he quickly emerged from the pool. A moment later, Andrews, a handsome young man wearing blue swim trunks, was standing beside the young woman, his thick raven-black hair and sleek yet muscular body dripping water.

“Andrews!” stated Van Aaron with contempt sounding in his voice and showing on the smirk appearing on his skinny face. “Keep up with those insults of yours and, I promise you, I’m going to fire you!”

“Fire me?” laughed Andrews, reaching for another monogrammed towel. “That’ll be the day. Never, pal—not as long as you want the best bodyguard hyphen driver money can buy. Not as long as there’s someone like me to watch over that pitiful excuse for a body . . . and your millions. More likely, someday I’ll quit.”

Now it was Van Aaron who laughed. “You? Quit? Now that’s funny. You won’t quit, Andrews. You’ll never quit. Not as long as I keep paying you the highway robbery you charge me for your services—a fortune compared to what you made breaking your bones for those dumb movies. And while I allow you the luxury of living in a plush mansion like this instead of in some skid row, quarter-a-bed flophouse where you belong.”

“I think those prices may have gone up,” Andrews chuckled.

“And let you use the limo in your free time. And let your girlfriend spend so much time hanging around here, too,” Van Aaron continued, ignoring what Andrews had just said. “No, sir. You’re not going to walk out on me—not now or ever. You’ve got things too easy here . . . too sweet.”

Upon hearing the word “girlfriend,” Barbara started to laugh, louder and harder than either of the two men.

“Now what’s the matter with you, Miss Foster?”

“It’s just the way you two carry on all the time, Mr. Van Aaron,” she answered with a gentle toss of her damp hair, “like a couple of kids.”

“Come on, Barbie,” admonished Andrews, “this is serious business.”

“Serious business,” she laughed again.

Once more Dave Andrews addressed his employer. “Listen,” he barked, scowling, “if I’d never quit the stunt business, I’d probably, given the rising budgets and all, be making almost as much money in the movies and on TV today as you’d ever pay me. Besides, I miss the business—a hell of a lot. I had real friends back then, too.”

Van Aaron cocked an eyebrow, skeptically. “The way I hear things, there’s less call for your kind of work these days. Too much violence on the big screen and on the boob tube—no offense, Miss Foster—these days.”

“That’s a matter of opinion—the opinion of a handful of do-gooders,” argued Andrews, flexing the muscles of his arms. “But if I’d stayed on at Democracy Pictures,” the former stuntman went on, “like I should have and originally planned to do, I might have been all set up. Had a new contract in the works—with more money and a possible promotion to ramrod and then maybe second-unit direct, just like Yakima, in charge of all the action sequences. After that, who knows? I might even have got to direct a whole movie on my own.”

“Might, might, might,” snarled Van Aaron in his squeaky voice. “And I might have gone on to create some great work of art, if I hadn’t spent all that time making the right investments. You just go on believing all that, you muscle-bound gorilla. And while you’re at it, you can keep on enjoying your job with Aaron Van Aaron, Beverly Hills’ most eligible playboy bachelor.”

Reaching out, Andrews placed a hand around Barbara’s trim waist and pulled her body against his. “So, Mister . . . Van . . . Aaron,” he said with contempt, “did you come out here just to ogle Barbie, as usual, or do you have some actual work for me to do this afternoon?”

“I . . .” Van Aaron stammered, then cleared his throat.

“Maybe need your bodyguard to protect you from all those society ladies at Mrs. Snooty’s Afternoon Club? If so, I’d better dry off and slip into my spiffy chauffeur’s uniform and cap and rev up the big black Caddy.”

“I . . .”

“Now that’s really funny!” returned Andrews with a boisterous laugh. “Me . . . protecting you. When is that ever going to happen?”

“Someday it could,” said Van Aaron.

“You flatter yourself, Mister . . . Van . . . Aaron. I mean, why would anyone want to attack you? I mean, be honest and think about that. I’ve had this job now for . . . what has it been? A couple years already? And not so much as a simple mugging.”

“Better to be safe than sorry.”

“That’s what you say, Mr. Boss-man,” said Andrews. He rubbed the towel through his hair, drying it to dampness. “The bottom line is that I’m sick of this job. Sick to death of it. And I’d quit in an instant, if. . . .”

“If I didn’t pay you so damned much.”

“If you didn’t pay me so damned much.” Andrews frowned. “And if that day ever comes, once that money of yours runs out, I’m cutting out of here and going back to my real job, doing stunts. That’s where the real excitement is.”

Barbara laughed again. “Can’t you two ever argue about something different?”

“At least I still have other interests that keep me from flipping out over the sheer monotony of this lousy job,” Andrews said. He tightened his arm around the young woman’s waist. “All right, Van Aaron. What’s it going to be this time? Where are we going today in the big limo?”

“A social event,” Andrews’ employer replied. “Tonight. In Brentwood.”

“Why am I not surprised?” said Andrews.

“But this is no ordinary event. This one happens to be one of the primo social events of the season.” Van Aaron’s angular face almost glowed with enthusiasm.

“What kind of event? A dog show? No, probably something not so ‘dangerous’. More likely a flower show.”

“Very funny,” Van Aaron retorted. His thin lips pursed into a scowl suggesting the appearance of a dried-up apple. “No, this is something beyond your own meager powers of appreciation. It’s a party, yes—but the guest of honor is none other than Count Franz Lojos, a visiting nobleman from the Eastern European country of. . . .”

“I don’t care where he’s from,” interjected Andrews with a disinterested grunt. “As long as the food is good.”

Barbara, unlike Andrews, seemed legitimately impressed. “Ooh! A count! I’ve never met a real count before. I just hope he’s not like Dracula. And we’re invited?”

“We’re . . . invited?” said Van Aaron in a mocking voice. He directed his attention from Andrews to the brown-haired beauty at his side. “I seem to remember only my name being on the invitation. I’m afraid both you and your overdeveloped boyfriend will have to wait this one out in the limo.”

Stepping away from Barbara, Andrews walked up to his employer, striking an intimidating pose “Look, Mister . . . Van . . . Aaron, it’s bad enough I have to drive you to these dumb affairs. But if Barbie wants to meet a count—even one of some insignificant God only knows what country—she goes along. And I go along with her. Otherwise I stay home and watch that new Wild, Wild West on the tube . . . see what I’ve missed by dropping out of the business . . . and you can drive yourself to your little shindig.”

Aaron Van Aaron’s scrawny body shook slightly in the presence of his employee, yet his face betrayed no fear. A defiant scowl on his face, he turned and started to walk back towards the mansion. He was, after all, the lord and master of this vast estate and all of its wealth.

Andrews and Barbara looked at one another. Disappointment showed on her gorgeous face, but the man she was gazing at only smiled. They had both experienced this routine many times before. They needed only to wait a few seconds longer . . . without looking back, Van
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