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I n a packed auditorium, Lieutenant 
Colonel James Rhodes, Tony Stark’s 

best friend, stood at the podium and 
narrated as a film about Tony’s life 
played on a huge screen behind him.

“ Tony  St ark .  Vis ionar y.  G enius . 
American patriot. Even from an early age, 
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the son of legendary weapons developer 
Howard Stark quickly stole the spotlight 
with his brilliant and unique mind.

“At age four, he built his first circuit 
board.

“At age six, his first engine.

“And at seventeen, he graduated summa 
cum laude from MIT.”

A picture of a smiling young Tony 
dissolved into a funeral portrait of his 
father, Howard. Rhodey went on, his tone 
somber. “Then, the passing of a titan. 
Howard Stark’s lifelong friend and ally, 
Obadiah Stane, steps in to help fill the 
gap left by the legendary founder, until, at 
age twenty-one, the prodigal son returns 
and is anointed the new CEO of Stark 
Industries.”

Another series of pictures showed Tony’s 
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incredible successes at Stark Industries. 
“With the keys to the kingdom,” Rhodey 
went on, “Tony ushers in a new era for his 
father’s legacy, creating smarter weapons, 
advanced robotics, satellite targeting. 
Today, Tony Stark has changed the face of 
the weapons industry by ensuring freedom 
and protecting America and her interests 
around the globe.”

Rhodey paused as the slide show ended. 
“As liaison to Stark Industries,” he said, 
“I’ve had the unique privilege of serving 
with a real patriot. He is my friend and he 
is my great mentor. Ladies and gentlemen,” 
Rhodey finished, pointing off to one side, 
“this year’s Apogee Award winner . . . Mr. 
Tony Stark.”

The crowd broke into thunderous 
applause. A spotlight moved across the 
stage and landed on . . . an empty chair. 



005

The applause quickly faded into surprised 
murmurings.

Rhodey gritted his teeth as Obadiah 
Stane,  Stark Industries’s  second-in-
command, strode out onto the stage and 
took the podium. The spotlight shone on 
his shaven head.

“Thank you, Colonel,” he said, accepting 
the award statuette.

“Thanks for the save,” Rhodey said, 
away from the microphone so the crowd 
wouldn’t hear.

Stane nodded and stepped to the 
podium. “This is beautiful. Thank you,” 
he said. “Thank you all very much. This is 
wonderful.”

He looked at the statuette for a long 
moment and then said, “Well, I’m not 
Tony Stark. But if I were, I’d tell you how 
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honored I am and . . . what a joy it is to 
receive this award.” He took a deep breath 
and forced a grin. “The best thing about 
Tony is also the worst thing—he’s always 
working.”

Tony was not working. Rhodey found 
that out right away. In a nearby Las Vegas 
casino, Tony sat at a gaming table, betting 
enormous amounts of money. He paused 
and threw the dice, turning up another 
winner. The crowd around the table 
cheered.

Tony sp otted  R ho de y  across  the 
casino floor striding toward him. “You 
are unbelievable,” Rhodey said when he 
reached the table.

“Oh no!” Tony exclaimed. “Did they 
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rope you into this awards thing?”

Rhodey scowled at him. “Nobody roped 
me into anything. But they said you’d be 
deeply honored if I presented the award.”

“Of course I’d be deeply honored,” Tony 
said. “And it’s you. That’s great. So when do 
we do it?”

Rhodey plopped the Apogee Award 
down on the gaming table. “Here you go.”

Tony stared at it, surprised. “There it is,” 
he said. “That was easy.” When he saw that 
Rhodey was still irritated, he got a little 
more serious. “I’m so sorry.”

Rhodey waved the apology away. “Yeah, 
it’s okay.”

Tony held up his dice to one of the  
beautiful women next to him at the table. 
“Give me a hand, will you?” he asked. “Give 
me a little something-something.”
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She smiled and blew on the dice for 
good luck.

Tony held the dice out to Rhodey then. 
“Okay, you too.”

“I don’t blow on a man’s dice,” Rhodey 
said.

But Tony talked him into making the 
roll instead. He picked up the dice, shook 
them, and rolled—but they came up 
losers. The crowd around the table sighed 
and glared at Rhodey. Tony didn’t seem 
bothered, though. He collected a huge 
stack of chips from the table and headed 
for the door with Rhodey. People gawked 
and took pictures of him with their cell 
phones.

“A lot of people would kill to have their 
name on that award,” Rhodey said angrily. 
“What’s wrong with you?”
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“Hold that thought,” Tony said, and 
strode toward the restroom. Once inside, 
he splashed water on his face.

“A thousand people came here tonight 
to honor you, and you didn’t even show up,” 
Rhodey said, following him. “Now you’re 
going into a war zone tomorrow just for an 
equipment demo. We should be doing that 
here in Nevada.”

Tony sighed. “This system has to be 
demonstrated under true field conditions.”

Just then, the door to the restroom 
swung open and an attractive redhead 
in her late twenties walked in. Rhodey 
recognized Virginia “Pepper” Potts, Tony’s 
executive assistant. She wasn’t the kind of 
person who let a men’s room sign get in 
the way of doing her job.

“Tony, you’re leaving the country for 
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a week,” she said, following him as he 
dropped the Apogee Award in the tip 
basket and went back onto the casino floor. 
“I just need five minutes of your time.”

Before Tony could answer, an attractive 
young woman holding a digital voice 
recorder pushed her way through the 
crowd. “Mr. Stark!” she called. “Christine 
Everhart, journalist. Can I ask you a few 
questions?”

“Can I ask you a few back?” Tony 
replied, slowing down to talk.

“You’ve been described as the da Vinci 
of our times,” Ms. Everhart said. “What do 
you say to that?”

“Ridiculous,” Tony said. “I don’t paint.”

“And what do you have to say about 
your other nickname: the Merchant of 
Death?”
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Tony shrugged. “That’s not bad.” He 
sized her up, figuring from her appearance 
and accent that she was one of those do-
gooder journalists who came from a 
privileged background and had never spent 
a day in the real world. “Let me guess,” he 
said. “Berkeley?”

“Brown, actually,” she said.

“Well,” he said, “it’s an imperfect world, 
but it’s the only one we’ve got. The day that 
weapons are no longer needed to keep the 
peace, I’ll start manufacturing bricks and 
beams to make hospitals.”

“Rehearse that much, Mr. Stark?” Ms. 
Everhart asked.

“Every night in front of the mirror. But 
call me Tony.”

She frowned. “All I want is a serious 
answer.”
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“Okay, here’s serious,” he said. “My 
old man had a philosophy: Peace means 
having a bigger stick than the other guy.”

“That’s a great line, coming from the guy 
selling the sticks,” she shot back.

Not Tony was starting to lose his 
patience. “My father helped defeat the 
Nazis. He worked on the Manhattan 
Project. A lot of people, including your 
professors at Brown, would call that being 
a hero.”

She didn’t  bat an eyelash.  “And a 
lot of people would also call that war 
profiteering.”

“When do you plan to report  on 
the millions of people we’ve saved by 
advancing medica l  technolog y?  Or 
the  mi l l ions  more  we’ve  kept  f rom 
starving with our intellicrops? All those 
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breakthroughs  came f rom mi l i tar y 
funding, honey.”

“Did you ever lose an hour of sleep in 
your whole life?” she asked him. Now her 
temper was up, too.

Tony winked. It was time to defuse the 
situation. “I’d be prepared to lose a few 
with you,” he said.
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T ony Stark’s home was a sprawling, 
ultramodern mansion atop a tall 

bluff on the edge of the Pacific Ocean, 

with a commanding view of the surf 

far below. Tony wasn’t admiring the 

view, though. As usual, he was working 

Chapter 02
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in the huge laboratory-garage beneath 
the mansion. This morning, his project 
was tuning up one of the cars in his 
collection, an old ’32 Ford. He looked 
up as Pepper entered the workshop.

“Boss,” she said, “you still owe me five 
minutes—”

“Just five?” he asked, cutting in. “We 
really should spend more quality time 
together.” He smiled at her, but she merely 
sighed.

“Focus,” she said. “I need to leave on 
time today.”

“Why the rush?” he asked. Tony gazed 
into her eyes. “You have plans tonight, 
don’t you?”

Pepper lifted her perfect nose just 
slightly. “I’m allowed to have plans on my 
birthday.”
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“It’s your birthday again?” Tony said.

“Yep,” she replied. “Funny—same day as 
last year.”

“Well, get yourself something nice from 
me,” he said.

“I already did,” Pepper said, smiling 
indulgently. “Thank you, Mr. Stark.”

“You’re welcome, Ms. Potts.”

James Rhodes paced the tarmac. “Where 
is he?” he grumbled. Behind him, Tony’s 
private jet sat waiting.

Just then, a sports car roared up, a 
limousine right beside it. Tony’s chauffeur, 
Happy Hogan, popped open the trunk and 
pulled out Tony’s overnight suitcase. Tony 
hopped out of the car and headed directly 
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toward the jet. “You’re good,” he said to 
Happy. “Thought I lost you back there.”

“You did,” Happy said. “I had to cut 
across Mulholland.”

Rhodey followed Tony to the plane, 
fuming. “I was standing out there for three 
hours!”

Tony stopped at the top of the stairs to 
his plane, a custom-built jet bearing the 
company slogan: stark industries—
tomorrow today. “Waiting on you now,” 
he said. “Let’s go. Wheels up! Rock and 
roll!”

Shaking his head, Rhodey followed 
Tony.

The flight attendant shut the cabin door 
as Tony and Rhodey settled into the jet’s 
plush leather seats.

After dinner, Rhodey and Tony got 
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into another argument. “You just don’t get 
it,” Rhodey said, annoyed. “I don’t work 
for the military because they paid for 
my education; it’s a responsibility to our 
country.”

Tony regarded his friend coolly. “All 
I said was, with your smarts and your 
engineering background, you could write 
your own ticket in the private sector.” 
He flashed a smile. “And working as a 
civilian,” Tony continued, “you wouldn’t 
have to wear that military straitjacket.”

“Straitjacket?” Now Rhodey wasn’t just 
annoyed. He was angry. He unbuckled 
himself and got up to move away from 
Tony. “You know, the heck with you,” 
Rhodey said. “I’m not talking to you 
anymore.”

“Hot sake?” Tony asked as one of the 
flight attendants brought a tray with a 
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bottle and two glasses.

“We’re not drinking,” Rhodey insisted. 
“We’re working right now.” 

“I’m just talking about a nightcap,” Tony 
said. Rhodey accepted. After a while, he 
wasn’t as angry anymore. Tony was Tony; 
what could you do?

The next morning, they touched down 
in Bagram Air Force Base in Afghanistan. 
Once there, a convoy of Humvees took 
them from the base to a fortified test site in 
the desert. As Rhodey settled in among the 
generals and VIPs, Tony went to work. He 
walked up and down the makeshift stage, 
boasting the virtues of Stark Industries’s 
latest equipment.

“The age-old question,” Tony said, 
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“is whether it’s better to be feared or 
respected. I say, is it too much to ask for 
both?”

His eyes gleamed as he walked over to 
a Jericho missile perched atop a mobile 
launcher.

“With that in mind,” Tony continued, 
“I present the crown jewel of Stark 
Industries’s Freedom Line of armaments. 
This is the first missile to incorporate 
my proprietary Repulsor Technology—
or RT, as we like to call it. A breakthrough 
in energy control and guidance.”

He pressed a button on a remote, and 
the missile streaked into the air. The 
rocket arced gracefully toward a nearby 
rocky mountain peak.

“Fire off one of these babies,” Tony 
said, “and I guarantee the enemy is not 
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going to leave their caves. For your 
consideration . . . the power of Jericho.”

He pointed as the Jericho missile 
divided from a single weapon into a 
swarm of minimissiles. The missiles 
smashed into the nearby peak. With a 
deafening roar, the mountain exploded 
into a shower of debris.

Dust washed over Tony and the 
generals.  Tony continued smiling, 
unfazed by the sudden blast. When the 
smoke cleared, much of the mountaintop 
was gone. The generals and Afghan 
officials nodded and muttered among 
themselves, impressed.

“Gentlemen,” Tony said,  “Stark 
Industries operators are standing by 
to take your orders.” He walked off the 
stage to where Rhodey stood waiting.
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