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THE GOTHAM ROGUES
“I said ‘Fuck the Post’ not ‘Fuck in the Post,’” Eddie exclaimed, staring at the picture
of his best friend screwing his worst enemy. He felt a throbbing behind his eyes, which
he shut as he reminded himself that he didn’t care anymore.
He was The Riddler, he was The Smartest Villain in Gotham, the only man with
enough going on above the neck to bring the Batman to his knees, and he had been
reduced to being Fate’s Bitch—largely because of that bitch “spreading her legs for him in
the Gotham Post!” Eddie said aloud at his computer screen. The website of the notorious
tabloid said nothing in reply, and Eddie switched off the monitor.
Enough. E.N. Ough… No, too obvious, E.N. Houg, that would do for the junior
partner, and the senior, the senior partner was to be A. Repo… Yes, he liked the sound
of it: Repo and Houg, Attorneys at Law… or maybe CPAs… or book publishers. Maybe
leave their profession unspecified. Fittingly unknown: Repo and Houg, Mind your
own disgusting little middle class business. If you don’t know what we do here, you
shouldn’t be knocking on our door.
He already had the Scottish tote bag. He’d decided to go with the Blackwatch pattern
after all. His first thought was to use the tartan of the Wemyss clan, that would be a
nice shot at Bruce Wayne, but on reflection, Eddie decided he didn’t want to take a shot
at the man under the mask. Too much of his descent into Fate’s Bitch status resulted
from Selina’s involvement with Bruce Wayne. The Riddler wanted to keep this
professional: a tartan tote full of roses left at the Bat-Signal, and he would be on the
road to reclaiming his pride, his penis, his spine and his self respect—four things that
are any man’s by right and which Fate’s Bitch had taken from him for far too long…

“I feel pretty, oh so pretty, I feel pretty and witty and bright, and I pity—Good morning,
darling—any girl that wasn’t me last night.”
Selina had paused her impromptu morning sing-a-long just long enough to kiss
Bruce’s cheek and steal a bite of croissant off his plate, then she practically danced
across the dining room to pour her coffee at the sideboard and, while her back was
turned, Bruce glanced uncomfortably at Alfred.
“Who’s that pretty girl in the Gotham Post? Who can that attractive girl be? Such a shapely
calf, such a curvy hip, such a curvy ass, such a gorgeous rack, such a pretty me…”
This was not part of the protocol.
Batman had anticipated Selina’s giddy satisfaction with certain aspects of the plan,
but it wasn’t a factor in achieving the protocol objective so he didn’t give its ultimate
form of expression much thought.
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“It can’t possibly be in the print edition yet,” he noted as Selina settled in at the far
end of the table with her coffee and scone. It was only three hours since their steamy
rooftop sex for the benefit of a traffic camera hacked by the Gotham Post. There was no
way those pictures could have hit the newsstands already.
“Probably not, but it’s on their website. I checked before I came down.” She sipped
her coffee and then winked at him with the naughtiest of grins. “Be glad we don’t get
the Post in this house, Alfred,” she said playfully without breaking eye contact with
Bruce. “I know you like to run a hot iron over the Times before it goes on the breakfast
tray each morning, and with what’s in the Post right now, that would not only be
redundant, but knowing you’d seen it would make it hard for Bruce and I to sit here
eating eggs and chatting about the weather without the whole thing feeling like a Noel
Coward play.”
“Indeed, miss,” Alfred smiled. “Master Bruce did inform me of the graphic nature of
the images that were essential to his plan.”
“Mhm, it’s quite diabolical,” Selina said, her voice dipping into a sinfully deep
register as her eyes remained locked on Bruce’s. “Nothing focuses, directs and
dominates the Collective Rogue’s attention like Batman.”
Bruce’s lip twitched, and he took up the narration in Batman’s deep gravel.
“After the fiasco at the Pelacci-Marcuso wedding, it was clear that the ‘Collective
Rogue’s’ interest in Bruce and Selina had to be dealt with. Their interference presents a
danger to innocent people.”
“And less-than-innocents,” Selina added. “I know we’re talking about crime families,
but I felt sorry for that poor girl. She might be the daughter of a mob boss and she
might have been marrying Carmine Falcone’s godson, but still: greened federal agents
chasing down weaponized venom-penguins, hatted bridesmaids terrorizing feargassed groomsmen… Harley singing. It’s not the wedding day every girl dreams of.”
“They thought it was our wedding they were trashing,” Bruce reminded her. “MY
life and YOURS, that those criminals and psychopaths took it upon themselves to
interfere with. That wouldn’t be acceptable if they hadn’t endangered a soul. But they
did. They endangered life and property and it has to stop. Their interest in us as a
couple has to be dealt with, once and for all.”
“Mhm,” Selina agreed, rubbing the pad of her index finger rhythmically inside the
bowl of her teaspoon. “Dealt with.”
“So Master Bruce’s plan is essentially a program of misdirection,” Alfred said,
largely to demonstrate that he was following the conversation but taking no notice of
the subtext.
“Not exactly,” Bruce answered. “Misdirection is effective in short spurts. Batman
and Catwoman carrying on like porn stars in the Post will grab their attention
momentarily, but it’s not a permanent solution. In three months, in six, in a year,
something else could set them off and they’ll be all over us again. For the long term, we
need to flood them with so much data they won’t notice anymore.”
“That’s where I come in,” Selina said with a wicked laugh reminiscent of
Catwoman’s most malicious criminal escapades. “I go forth and bitch. To Harvey, to
Hagen, to Oswald, to anyone who will listen: ‘The Goddamn Post is at it again.’ The
fact that it’s Batman will make them all kinds of uncomfortable and they’ll wish me
gone, gone, gone. Just shut up already and go… until they’re numb to it. They’ll stop
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processing new information, Bruce and I can get on with our lives without worrying
how the Rogues will react whenever some picture from a Wayne fundraiser makes
Page 6. Protocol achieved,” she concluded with an adoring smile.
“Ingenious, sir,” Alfred said appreciatively.
“It really is,” Selina said softly.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Bruce said modestly. “Last night was only Phase
I.”
“And Phase 2 is already set in motion. I have a lunch date with Harvey tomorrow:
‘The Goddamn Post is at it again. Did you see all the places he had his hands? And
those boots—it’d be like trying to sneak quietly through a museum with taiko drums
strapped to my feet.’”
“Good girl,” Bruce said, reaching under the table and pulling out a vivid orange and
brown shopping bag. “But we haven’t quite settled accounts on Phase I yet.” He rose
from his chair, pulled a gift box from the shopping bag, and walked it over to Selina.
“You wore a ‘zip-up bikerchick’ catsuit, clodhopper boots, and tucked your hair into
an appalling hoodie of a catmask. I thought you deserved a reward.”
Selina’s eyes flicked down to the signature orange and brown box tied with an
equally distinctive brown and white polka dot ribbon, then looked back up at him with
an acquisitive gleam.
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked in a tone that recalled an early encounter over a
case of loose diamonds.
“Open it and see.”
A line suggested itself, but Selina waited until the lid was removed, the tissue paper
folded back, the camel dust bag extracted, and her fingers were caressing the
impeccably stitched snakeskin of a plum Hermes Kelly Bag.
“If I’d known you were planning this, I wouldn’t have made them Photoshop in the
goggles,” she purred.

It was a common misconception that “physically strong” meant “stupid.” As an
educated man, Bane was aware of this and he used it more or less to his advantage.
Foes who expected a big, hulking steroid case to have no thought beyond “Hit it ‘til it
cries” quickly found themselves backed into a corner where he could pick them up by
their skull and crush it in his hand. That said, his grasp of strategy didn’t go much
beyond that. Strategy was setting up the playing field. It was how you got that foe
backed into that corner where you could “Hit it ‘til it cried.”
That was all the tactics he needed for Gotham. The costumed freaks who ran amok
here had cheated him out of his glory. He had beaten their Batman, he had broken their
Batman, and by natural law that made him their king. They denied him that respect,
they denied him that tribute, and now they would pay. One by one, they would pay.
He would start with a small one who would squeal long and loud. Let his name be
howled to the heavens, then whispered in terror in the alleys: Bane is coming for you
next.
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Anthony Marcuso was too young to have his own table at Rao’s, but Carmine
Falcone had one on Tuesday nights. At least once a month he offered it to Anthony if
he wasn’t planning to use it himself, or else he invited his godson to join him. Tonight’s
invitation was not unexpected: Anthony had been expecting it since the wedding
imploded.
“You understand you can’t marry her now,” Carmine began without preamble. “I
had 80 guests in, special guests, to see my godson married to Joey the Bull’s daughter
from Keystone. Wedding doesn’t go off because of those costumed freaks, you can’t go
sneaking off to Vegas next month to marry her quietly, you understand? That makes it
look like those figlii puttane put a stop to the wedding and you’re running scared.”
“I understand, Uncle Carmine,” Anthony said gamely. He also understood that,
costumed Rogues aside, Joey Pelacci was now a threat rather than a prospective ally
and Carmine didn’t want a family tie. The old man had come to Gotham to see his
daughter married, and instead he’d had a run in with Joker and Harley Quinn. He’d
been insulted by Uncle Carmine simply because he asked Susannah if she wanted to go
through with the wedding after batarangs were found in the wedding cake and the
best man was frozen behind a wall of ice…
“Maybe in a couple years when things settle down,” Anthony said hopefully.
“Maybe,” said Carmine, meaning pigs might fly.
“His man Russo is still a big deal in Bludhaven,” Anthony pointed out, noting two of
Tony Russo’s button men, Pollati and Biscotti, were sitting at the bar.
“I’m aware,” Carmine nodded, watching them in the mirror behind Anthony’s head.
“’Chicken and Biscuits’ never went back to Keystone with Pelacci, and they’re not
going back to Bludhaven with Russo. Just been sitting there all night, nursing those
same two glasses of bourbon.”
“Well, I wouldn’t be in a hurry to go back to Keystone or Bludhaven, would you?”
Anthony joked.
Carmine considered this. For a couple Midwest hitters like that, coming to Gotham
without spending at least one night in Rao’s would be like a priest going to Rome
without seeing the Vatican. And whatever provincial troughs they had in Bludhaven,
there would be nothing to equal the fame and exclusivity of 455 East 114th Street.
On an apparent whim, Carmine waved his hand and invited them over, then
clapped his hands like a sultan and pointed for the waiter to bring a few chairs. At first
Anthony smiled at what he assumed was Uncle Carmine’s little joke: playing up the
Big Don to impress the Keystone rubes. But then he started to hear what Carmine was
saying:
Gambling was still the best business for any organized crime family to be in, because
it didn’t just generate revenue, it gave you power over people that was more useful
than any amount of money alone…
It was all said through the delicate code words that kept conversations like this from
turning into grand jury testimony, but Uncle Carmine was still spelling out an
important Falcone operation for a pair of mid-level out-of-town nobodies.
We had this dentist that likes Texas hold’em and college basketball. Lost thirty grand
in a weekend. Now, I could’ve pushed and collected the cash, but instead I put him to
work…
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Anthony knew to hold his tongue until they were outside the restaurant. He
mentioned Dr. Parks by name as they were getting into the limo so Uncle Carmine
knew to raise the privacy screen.
“You’re wondering why I told Chicken and Biscuits about the dentist,” he noted.
“Well, yeah,” Anthony admitted. “He’s a cash cow. The stuff he gets into Blackgate
sells for ten times what we could get on the street.”
Men in prison sometimes needed dental work, just like anyone else—particularly
prisoners in Blackgate if they’d been sent there by Batman who had the meanest right
hook north of Sicily. Depending on the procedure, a prisoner could be taken under
guard to the dentist’s office. Parks gave the Falcones a heads up whenever he had a
patient coming in, and they send a woman the day before “to have a cleaning.” She’d
give Parks the drugs which he’d hide in the washroom. The next day: prisoner was
brought in, he’d use the toilet, pick up the drugs and smuggle them back inside…
“The big picture, my boy,” Carmine said with a fat, self-satisfied grin. “The big
picture. Thirty grand Parks owed. How much more than that has he made for us,
because I put him to work. The kid holding his marker—was another Anthony, Fat
Stefano’s boy, Anthony Crispi—he couldn’t see that. He couldn’t see past that single
IOU and what it would do for his weekly numbers. This is the same thing.”
“You’re saying I’m missing the big picture,” Anthony nodded. “That the money
Parks makes us on the Blackgate operation is nothing compared to something else?
Well, okay, but how does telling Chicken and Biscuits figure in?”
“It’s not a case of more money, son. It’s less. Sometimes the money has to be
sacrificed in the face of… other considerations.”
Anthony wondered what Carmine meant. He wondered if it was the money or the
money-maker that had to be sacrificed. He still couldn’t see any point in telling Russo’s
men about any of it, but he was done asking for clarification. He didn’t like that
needless detail about “the other Anthony.” Fat Stefano’s boy Anthony Crispi was
promoted too soon, that was the general consensus. He was too eager to please, too
quick to boast about a temporary surge in profits as if it reflected on him personally—
and then too quick to assume the inevitable drop would reflect on him just as poorly.
One bad month and, assuming Uncle Carmine was going to exterminate him, he’d
gone running into Witness Protection. At least that was the story. Whether it was true,
whether Fat Stefano’s boy had gone into Witness Protection or had simply gone, that
was something Anthony Marcuso didn’t like to think about.
He probably did, and that simple remark that they shared the same name probably
meant nothing. But Anthony wasn’t going to take any chances. He still had no idea
what the big picture was that Uncle Carmine was talking about. He’d try to figure it
out on his own, but he absolutely was not going to ask again.

The red eye from Philadelphia wasn’t exactly a tourist flight, and the pilot knew
most of the passengers wouldn’t care that the Bat-Signal was visible on the left side of
the plane as they followed the river south for the final approach into La Guardia. But
there was that one family with the two kids. If they were still awake, it’d be a big deal
for them. So he made the announcement…
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The kids were not awake, but one passenger several rows in front of them did look
out the window with a sour puckering of her lips. The Bat-Signal. If Mollatova was as
Russian as her nickname, she might look on it as a bad omen. As a pragmatic IrishCatholic from Fishtown, she only saw it as a heads up: going into Gotham to kill
people was serious business. There was more than the cops and Feds to contend
with…. Her employers generally had a friend or two in the local precincts, friends who
would see the investigation only went so far in a certain direction. With the Feds, they
had no such influence, but by the time the agencies got involved, Mollatova was safely
out of town.
Gotham City was a different story. Gotham City had Batman. Nobody controlled
him, he was nobody’s friend, and every time one of her competitors did a job in
Gotham, he always got there before they made it to the airport.
That wasn’t going to stop her from taking the job—refusing wasn’t an option
anyway when Roman Falcone dialed your number—but it was enough to be careful.
Falcone had explosives men of his own, but he wasn’t using them. He wanted her, and
she couldn’t guess why. She wondered if it was connected to that signal—if Roman
was suddenly squeamish about Bat-attention and figured out of town talent wouldn’t
be traced back to him. It was possible, but even so, she had to wonder, why her?
Mollatova would have liked to be as cocky and confident as any other hitter who
had stayed alive and stayed out of prison, but she knew her skills were as pedestrian as
her street name. From the molotov cocktails she favored in her early hits, it was like
some kind of cockney rhyming slang that gave up half way through.

Catwoman smiled when she saw the Bat-Signal. He’d be busy for a while. Good.
It wasn’t date night, and even if it had been, that practice was suspended for a bit.
They had agreed Batman and Catwoman should avoid each other once the sex pictures
hit the newsstands. Anyone who actually knew her would know the costume was
wrong and would therefore assume the whole thing was another Gotham Post
fabrication. But a Batman and Catwoman who had a) not had sex and b) not
deliberately staged the photos would certainly not want to be seen together. So for now
avoidance was the name of the game. Batman would be heading to the roof of One
Police Plaza, leaving her free to amuse herself on Museum Row or the Diamond
District until—
..:: Catwoman? ::.. the OraCom graveled in the voice of a crimefighter who was
supposed to be avoiding her.
“I’m sorry, Catwoman can’t come to the phone right now. She’s busy working
through a backlog of jewels and artworks that want some love since the World’s
Greatest Thief was sidetracked by a laughable stint at cough-fighting.”
..:: Fine, just don’t make plans for Friday. We’re going to the opera.::..
She said nothing for a moment. “Fine” wasn’t the usual way he responded to the
mildest allusions to her stealing. And even if they weren’t in avoidance mode, he
would never use the OraCom to discuss a private Bruce-Selina matter in the middle of
Batman’s patrol.
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“Anything special I should wear?” she asked. Her tone made it clear that she
understood this was work, but she was thinking of some particular item of jewelry he
might want her to dangle as bait. She wasn’t prepared for the answer that came:
.:: Green should piss him off.::..
“O-kay,” Selina said quietly.
..:: Batman out.::..

Being hired by Roman Falcone wasn’t like getting a job from other bosses. Most of
the big shots used public places to do business: bowling alleys and strip clubs, places
with so much ambient noise that they didn’t have to worry about listening devices, and
where a given person walking inside wasn’t necessarily going to meet anybody in
particular. Falcone used his own townhouse in the middle of Brookline’s “Brownstone
Corridor.” Mollatova wasn’t even sure she was in the right place when she walked
down the tree-lined residential street. She knew she’d taken the right train, she knew
she was in Brookline, but she couldn’t help thinking she’d gotten off at the wrong stop
or something. Particularly when her GPS plopped her right at the door to a ritzy
looking brownstone. It was definitely the address she’d been given—thought she’d
been given—but she had to wonder if maybe she’d taken it down wrong.
But she’d rung the bell, and the guy who answered certainly had the look. So she’d
given her name, been escorted inside, and now she waited in a foyer that was about as
far from a bowling alley or a strip club as you could get. Oriental carpet, big round
table with a big spray of flowers on it, potted tree in the corner. It looked like a snooty
hotel lobby. Every now and then, a set of heavy double doors opened and Mollatova
could see into Roman Falcone’s office, hear a few words of conversation as whoever he
was talking to was dismissed. The tone was always the same, that jovial “nice talking
to you” voice, like politicians on the news coming out of a sitdown. Didn’t give away a
thing about what really went on behind closed doors. Each time the door opened,
Mollatova looked up, hoping her meeting would be next. Each time one of the men
inside shut the door without acknowledging her.
The door handle jiggled again immediately before the door opened, and once again
Mollatova looked up.
“Splendid work, Jim, splendid. I knew they’d see it our way in the end. That’s why I
told you to ignore those last jabs from Sensocallo and Smith. They were bound to take a
few last shots once they realized they were going to lose.” That in Roman’s voice,
followed by a fat, satisfied laugh and some approving murmurs from the others in the
room as Jim left. It was like every other exit Mollatova had witnessed, until that final
second before the door closed and she saw Roman coming into view as he sat at his
desk: a suave smiling face that matched the voice she’d heard. Then in an instant it
transformed: the lips drew back from the teeth in a snarl, the eyes came alive with
savagery. An instinct older than stone told Mollatova to look away, but instinct was too
late and Roman caught her staring. There was a queer flicker in his eye, a queerer
smile, and then the mask of polite affability returned. Mollatova shuttered as the
ancient instinct prompted flight: she had looked into the face of something beyond
fury, into a nearly insane rage. RUN! instinct prompted.
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“It will be just a few more minutes,” the voice of civilization countered—in the
person of a man in a suit standing just inside the door. “Mr. Falcone will see you next.”

..:: O-kay,::.. Catwoman said quietly.
“Batman out,” he snapped before closing the OraCom and returning his attention to
the clues laid out on the worktable. The satellite cave beneath Wayne Tower was
smaller than the one under the manor, but it was just as well-equipped. There were a
few more tests to run, but Batman was reasonably sure there would be no coded
images hidden in the pattern of the tote bag, none of the fibers would be treated with a
chemical signature revealing a second riddle, and the roses would not turn out to be
some obscure hybrid named for the mistress of a 19th Century German painter whose
masterwork was currently on display at Hudson University and whose name was an
anagram for “obsessive-compulsive puzzle-crazed pain in the ass.”
He could have told Selina the rest, of course, but what would be the point? He didn’t
even intend to mention Nigma when he called her. Just secure her presence for Friday
night, like he would Robin or Batgirl or even Superman if he needed them for a
particular operation. But she asked what to wear, so… Selina was no fool, she had to
know this was coming. Riddler had been quiet for too long. An action was overdue.
While Batman was taking the matter seriously, it wasn’t unexpected so it wasn’t as
troubling as Muskelli’s other news.
The police commissioner had three items of information when Batman arrived at the
signal. There was Jervis Tetch’s early release from Arkham, which of course he knew.
There was this Riddler clue, which he solved within seconds since he’d been expecting
something like it for years…
The Sator Square was a popular graffiti dating back to Ancient Rome. Some
historians called it “The World’s First Meme.” A 5-by-5 grid spelling out five words
that were a Latin palindrome: SATOR AREPO TENET OPERA ROTAS, spelled out
perfectly across and down. The wordplay alone would be enough to pique Nigma’s
interest, but there was more: the translation. No one was completely sure what “Sator
arepo tenet opera rotas” meant. It had something to do with putting your hand to a
plow, but there was no one definitive translation because nobody knew what that
word “Arepo” meant. It was an unknown. A riddle.
Three of the four remaining words were “Sator Tenet Rotas” which formed the
anagram “Tartan Roses Tote.” As soon as Batman landed on the roof and saw a tote
bag made of a Blackwatch tartan overflowing with roses, he knew Nigma was
announcing an attack on the Gotham Opera.
The only real surprise on that roof tonight came from Lawrence Muskelli himself.
The man who had served as police commissioner since Jim Gordon retired wanted
Batman to know he was being vetted for a Presidential Appointment to the
Department of Justice… In all probability, Gotham would have a new police
commissioner by the end of the year.

Well, now Mollatova knew why Roman hired her: she was a woman.
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She returned to the little hotel in Greenwich Village that had been a semi-residential
shithole the first time she’d been to Gotham. It was now a ‘boutique hotel,’ meaning
the rooms were still small, humid and noisy, but they cost four times as much. It was
cleaner than it had been, the staff was friendlier, the funky smell was gone, and the air
conditioner worked (mostly). It also had a great location. Walking distance to the
subway and just a ten minute ride to Roman’s neighborhood…
While she unpacked, she put that look of savagery from her mind. It’s not like she
ever thought Roman Falcone was a nice guy. He was a boss, he had enemies, he hired
people like her to deal with them, and he paid better than most for that service.
Mollatova did not get a lot a work from the kind of bosses who paid that well. She’d
wondered why she got this job, and now she knew. One of the hits was on Poison Ivy,
that eco-terrorist with all kinds of crazy powers to control men, so Falcone wanted a
woman to do the job. Mollatova didn’t see that it mattered. Planting a bomb wasn’t like
getting up close with a knife or a gun, so she couldn’t imagine what Poison Ivy could
do to her if she had been a man… Looking at the photograph, she could imagine a few
other things, and that made it seem like a terrible waste. If this Poison Ivy wasn’t the
target, she was definitely Molla’s type.
The second target wasn’t nearly as interesting, and there wasn’t a known residence.
Just a few businesses the guy was known to frequent. Might have been an issue in
another city, but in Gotham, with this target, Mollatova couldn’t see it being a problem.

Twinkle, twinkle, little bat.
This time for sure, you will go splat.
It really was the most fetterishously frohmishful deathtrap Mad Hatter had ever
devised. The treadmill would force Batman to run, unless he wanted to get swept into
the deck of razor-edged cards. The squares made it look like a chessboard at first, but
once it started to move—What plentasical plumistude! He could change the ratio of the
squares just a little, and the optical illusion would be terrifically disconcerting. It
seemed like the floor was stretching, then contracting, turning and twisting and
tilting—What whimsistical wollishousness! Maybe it wouldn’t bother him at first, for
Batman was very clever, but with all that running, he would get tired out, and sending
the occasional line of pawns down the chess board that he would have to hurdle over,
that would tire him out all the quicker.
Then, once the Dark Knight was really confused and panting like a Paisley-Chested
Twaldorfrake, Jervis would dangle the bait. He would descend from above in a giant
tophat (well technically, a parade float on a pallet lift but it would look like a flying
tophat from Batman’s perspective) dropping exploding tea cups and rabbits as if they
were additional hazards. Batman would evade them easily enough, and then—
thinking he’s oh so clever, like a zoundling slurkinyagger—he would take out that
grapnel gun and fire a line into the top hat, imagining he could ride his way to safety.
When in fact, he would activate the Jabberwocks Jibbingdock, the fake Jervis in the hat
would activate and the whole thing would send a sizzling taser-stream of
tosmorgoliffically tizzmrafying electricity straight down the Bat-line into the Bat-brain
frying the Cursed Crusader into a teacake!
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Now that the hatted staff of the 73rd Street Starbucks had changed the sign over the
door to “Alice’s Tea Cup” and the customers were nicely arranged to be his opening
move chessmen, all he had to do was let one of them free to run to the police and…
and…
An improbably large shadow fell across his chessboard… an improbably large
shadow with no pointy bat-ears.
“Down the rabbit hole,” a voice behind him whispered as a hand the size of a 7-¾
fedora clamped down on his head and threw him down onto the chessboard.

It has been said that no man is a hero in the dentist’s chair. Blakely Parks didn’t feel
any man was a villain there either. The Joker himself, the homicidal psychopath, was
like any other patient: his mouth stuffed with cotton wool, hot air puffing down the
cavity, unable to speak for himself, and that scrunching of flesh below the eye as the
mouth is held open that is identical in all men while they wait for it to be over.
Well, technically Joker wasn’t like any other patient, but the difference had nothing
to do with his insanity. A human adult comes equipped with thirty-two permanent
teeth and Batman had knocked out a few of Joker’s on multiple occasions. Teeth do not
grow back, but Joker would not accept the notion of an incomplete smile. Enter the
Cibiole process to regenerate them. It was experimental and intended for bone rather
than enamel, but it produced a viable tooth that lasted 18 to 24 months without a
booster shot, so Joker was quite pleased.
“Ybrzenezegueywenseeocruckneh?” Joker asked.
“Yes, you tell me every time,” Dr. Parks answered.
“Thogutorwiukuheyaocrsezmaihu…”
“And the duck says ‘Yeah, can you get this guy off my ass.’ But please don’t laugh
this time or the cotton will all—eeu…uuuh…eeeuuuuhh…”
The Joker had seen bodies seize in just that way before, the eyes widened in shock
and slowly draining of life, the little trickle of blood out the side of the mouth. He was
always the one responsible, so it never took him by surprise. Seeing Dr. Parks seize up
midsentence and then fall away to reveal two bridge and tunnel guidos standing over
him, one with the bloody knife still dripping, the other pointing a Glock 9mm at his
head…
“Ybrzenezegueywenseeocruckneh?” Joker asked.

Since Harvey Dent’s scars had returned, there was little question where he would
want to have lunch. The food was very good at Jinatra’s, but what made the little hole
in the wall near The Flick Theatre so special was the way the proprietor and her son
never seemed to notice his scars. In the beginning, he didn’t think they realized he was
Two-Face. Scarring like his wasn’t that uncommon in the Vietnamese village they came
from, thanks to the landmines. But once Jinatra started greeting him as “Mr. TwoDents,” there didn’t seem any room for doubt. They knew who he was and they didn’t
care. Harvey’s visits became more regular, and he quickly introduced friends like
Selina to the place whenever they went out together for a meal.
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And the lunch was off to a great start. As one of the primary instigators of the rumor
about her getting married, Selina figured Harvey would be easy prey. Embarrassment
to the left of him, guilt to the right, and a big glossy picture of her in the vending
machine straight ahead. As she walked down the alley behind The Flick, she saw
Harvey on the sidewalk waiting for her, staring at the Post vending machine with
wide-eyes and an open mouth. They had gone with the money shot on the cover (no
surprise there) with her hand under Batman’s tunic.
“Selina, how wonderful to see you,” Harvey sputtered, looking a full three inches
over her head—presumably to avoid glancing at any part of her that he’d been staring
at in that picture.
Good, Selina thought. He was already defensive.
“So you’ve seen it,” she said acidly as they turned to walk into the restaurant
together. “Don’t even think about opening it, I hear that’s absolutely nothing compared
to what’s going on in pages 17 through 20. Here I thought everything was going to
settle down after that fiasco at the SoHo. Bruce had been such a good sport about the
whole thing—although I have yet to hear what Hagen thought he was doing there
impersonating Bruce that way…”
Selina was fully focused on her mission: maximizing Harvey’s discomfort to achieve
full Rogue-saturation on subjects related to her love life. Harvey was fully focused on
the discomfort. So neither noticed the motorcycle on the corner: a man and a woman
seated on it, mirrored visors down concealing both their faces. It started to move at
virtually the same instant Harvey and Selina began moving towards the restaurant,
passing the window just as they sat down at a booth.
“But we had a good laugh about it in the end. I mean they used the right color for
my bra, can you believe it, so it’s not like they’ve run out of purple ink… I think I’m
going to get the mi quang again. I just love that toasted rice paper it comes on… It’s
actually pretty funny, I really do have a bra just like that. La Perla…”
The cycle proceeded twice around the block, slowly and quietly…
“…lucky that Bruce is so understanding, but of course he’s used to the media frenzy
with the way he used to carry on. You probably know more about how much of it was
true than I do, you two were cohorts back then, weren’t you…”
On the third pass, the cycle gunned its engines, the woman in back freed her arms
from around the driver’s waist and produced a bottle and lighter from the satchel she
wore. The driver swerved onto the sidewalk so that no midday traffic could slow his
pace, and as he rolled past Jinatra’s at full speed, the woman lit the molatov cocktail
and hurled it through the window at Harvey and Selina’s table.
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THE CLASSIC ERROR
An ER nurse at Gotham General Hospital cannot be flustered. The night shift can’t
even be surprised, but the daytime staff are at least capable of registering that which is
out of the ordinary. Batman coming through the doors in broad daylight was
sufficiently unusual to register, and Nurse Mead waited for him to approach the desk
rather than reaching automatically for a clipboard to hand him when he got there.
When he started to speak, she didn’t even cut him off as she would a policeman
making the same type of inquiry. Although the answer she gave was the same:
“If you’ll follow the orange line to Hallway B, let the Duty Nurse know the name of
the patient you’re interested in and the pertinent doctor will be with you as soon as he
or she is available.”
“Let’s try this again,” Batman said in a dangerously low gravel. “The Madington
Street explosion—”
“Follow the orange line to Hallway B,” Madeline repeated.
“Can’t you at least—”
“Listen, those are glass doors you just walked through, in case you didn’t notice.
I’ve got banged up people coming in here, and some won’t come in if they see a lot of
uniforms waiting around the lobby. That’s why Hallway B exists. And that get up
you’re in is worse than a hundred police in… uniform.”
She wasn’t aware she actually spoke the final word. When Madeline Mead was
growing up in rural Pennsylvania, she had been in the truck with her father when he’d
hit a deer. She never forgot the frozen look in the animal’s eyes in that moment before
impact. She had nightmares about it for weeks, but even in her dream, she’d never
been on the deer’s side of the experience until now.
“No, you listen,” Batman said in a still whisper which, like the look in his eyes,
conveyed the blinding force of those headlights and the potentially lethal impact to
follow. “A Vietnamese restaurant called Jinatra’s was bombed and the victims were
brought here. One of those victims is Selina Kyle. Kyle is living with Bruce Wayne, as
in Wayne Tower, Wayne Foundation, and the Wayne Trauma ward of this hospital.
That sort just love to use their money to stay out of anything official. If I don’t get to see
this woman before her boyfriend finds out she’s here, ten kinds of well-financed
blockades are going to descend on this place to stop the police or anyone else from
talking to her. If you think my standing here in a cape is interfering with the normal
running of your emergency room, you have no idea how your life is about to be turned
upside down once someone like Wayne pushes his way in.”
It happened to be a valid argument, but complete nonsense would have worked just
as well, because Nurse Mead couldn’t really process the thoughts behind Batman’s
words. She was only aware of tension stretching from her right ear to her left, the
sound of her heartbeat pulsing uncomfortably in both, and the pull from that tension
extending halfway down her throat in a V. She knew the source of the tension was the
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masked man in front of her and the willful intensity pulsing off him in waves. The
only way to make the whole thing go away before that pounding in her ears turned to
ringing was to give him what he wanted.
“Follow me, I’ll take you back,” she said crisply. It violated hospital policy to leave
the desk unattended, but she wasn’t about to wait for to Pat or Rosita to answer a
page.

Eddie once speculated that Wayne had Selina bugged fourteen different ways, ten
that she knew about and four that she didn’t. In fact, Bruce had made only one Batmodification to Selina’s Wayne Tech phone: the encryption unit in all devices the BatFamily used to secure the line for identity-sensitive conversations. That unit had a
failsafe, lest the ability to decrypt those private communications fall into the wrong
hands. When the explosion at Jinatra’s blew Selina’s phone to bits, the Wayne Tech
satellite became aware that two microscopic receptors in the casing were no longer in
contact. It interpreted this as the back of the phone being opened, and it sent an alert to
Bruce. Patterson, Greenwich and Beame thought nothing of the CEO checking an
incoming text during a meeting and then excusing himself. Lucius Fox was annoyed
but he was used to it. He hid his annoyance, like always, took over the meeting, like
always, and vowed, like always, that one day—one day—he would have it out with
Bruce about those damn disappearing acts.
The split-bank elevators in the Wayne Tower required three trips for Bruce to get to
the cave: one from the executive suite down to the 40th floor, which took no time at all
at this time of day, one from the 40th to the ground level, which had an aggravating
number of intermediate stops, and from there, Bruce could access the private elevator
which connected only to his penthouse, as far as the world was concerned. The result
of all this vertical backtracking was that, by the time he reached the cave, the Fire &
Rescue call on the explosion was lighting up the system. Batman knew his city like
ordinary people know the layout of their own house, and his mind connected facts
quickly and continuously, almost as an unconscious background routine. So the string
of deductions connected in an instantaneous body blow as soon as he stepped into the
cave and saw the alerts on the viewscreen: the explosion was near the restaurant Dent
was so fond of, Selina was having lunch with Harvey, Selina’s phone registered a
breech—
In the seconds it took him to dress, Psychobat tried to force an idea through a wall of
focused calm: perhaps he shouldn’t be changing into costume. Selina’s ICE contact
would be Bruce Wayne, and if he needed to be showing up at a hospital as Wayne but
was already on the scene as Batman…
The Bruce part of his psyche tuned it out, an unthinking-unfeeling void shutting out
everything that wasn’t Batman’s determined focus. The issue Psychobat raised was
technically a Batman concern: it was an identity issue. But nothing—nothing—tied to
the prospect of Selina being hurt could be processed as anything but a Bruce Wayne
matter which Batman had to set aside. Blocking out Bruce’s feelings in the face of
Batman’s priorities was a learned instinct. It was ingrained as deeply as any martial
arts maneuver. Psychobat had drilled it into him until it became muscle memory:
Bruce would feel things later. Right now, Batman had to act.
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As he gunned the Batmobile’s engines, the squelched idea roamed around his psyche
until it found an obvious home: the part of Bruce who feared loss was a young boy
who naturally turned to—
“Alfred,” Batman said, ordering the Batmobile’s VOX controls to open a line to the
manor.
It was unusual for the Batmobile to be sending messages at this time of day, and
Alfred took more than a minute to answer the call.
“I’m activating the Iris Protocol,” Batman announced when Alfred finally got there.
“Bruce Wayne’s cell, office, and any calls to the penthouse will redirect to you at the
manor. A call will be coming in that Selina was in an explosion. When it does—No, I
don’t have any details. When it does, go to the hospital yourself; you’re trying to reach
Wayne but—What? No, I’ll probably be there already. I’m already in the city, but—
No, I don’t know what hospi—I don’t know anything yet, I’m on my way to the
scene—Alfred, wait for the call, find out what hospital and act accordingly… Yes, I do
too.”
He cut the line (over Psychobat’s acidic observation that Alfred should be more
detached and disciplined by now. You’d think a member of the household had never
been blown up before). When he reached the site of the explosion, the police were
already on the scene but the fire chief was not yet giving clearance for anyone to
examine anything. They were still hosing down the building, and dangerous levels of
smoke remained in the area that had been the restaurant’s kitchen. The ambulances
had just left… (That news prompted Batman to swear obscenely under his breath,
which prompted another acidic observation from Psychobat.)
Eight injured altogether, the fire chief said. No DOA but two of them, a man and a
woman, looked pretty bad.
Batman wasn’t pleased to leave the crime scene in the hands of ordinary police, but
since no one could inspect the scene immediately, there was no point in his waiting
around. They would secure it, harvest the evidence, and he would pull their findings
before returning after dark to check things out for himself. He learned the injured were
taken to Gotham General, and Psychobat clamped down with renewed calls for
discipline in the minutes it took him to reach the ER…
And renewed calls for focus now that he was following a nurse down that orange
line to Hallway B.
There was no question that his manner at the front desk had been a bit… atypical.
Simply showing up in daylight was atypical for Batman, and subjecting a civilian—a
nurse, for God’s sake—to the interrogative manner usually reserved for criminal
lowlifes. He was betraying feelings for Selina Kyle, Batman was betraying feelings
that—ENOUGH!
Bruce had become increasingly impatient with that part of his mind that had denied
his feelings for Selina for so many years, which denied him the Life and the Happiness
that went with it. Now his anger cut off his inner monologue with the same finality
he’d use at a League meeting when the nonsense had gone on long enough. He
reminded “Psychobat” that Batman and Catwoman were on the current cover of the
Gotham Post having graphic sex. If the nurse drew any conclusions about his behavior,
so what? If he appeared to care more about this one woman’s welfare than a random
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victim of an explosion, what had he really done but add credence to the already
widely-held belief that the Selina Kyle of the Cat-Tales stage show was the real…
“Catwoman,” he breathed as they turned into a triage unit and he saw Selina on an
examination table between two privacy screens at the far end of the room. She was
sitting upright and breathing into an oxygen mask. Her face had a few burns and
smudges, her blouse was scorched and her skirt torn. There were some nasty cuts and
bruises down her right leg. In short: minor injuries for Gotham night people.
Only after he took that in did he allow himself to look at her eyes. She hadn’t seen
him yet.
“That’s her,” he told the nurse. “Is there somewhere more private where I can
question her?”

No idea had ever gone from so very good to so very bad in so very little time.
Going after Joker in the dentist’s chair. It seemed like the most inspired hit ever.
There he’d be: helpless. That’s how you get the dangerous guys. When their guard’s
down. When they’re helpless. Lying back, mouth open, he’d never see it coming. It
seemed like the best idea Sal and Rudy ever had—until the blood started spraying. Sal
didn’t even know where it was coming from at first.
“PSYCH!” Joker laughed—and all of a sudden blood was spurting. Rudy grabbed his
neck and something really hard—which turned out to be Joker’s head—rammed itself
into Sal’s forehead. Then something else hard—which turned out to be a metal tray,
came crashing down on the top of his head three or four times.
WHAT WERE THEY THINKING? What the hell were they thinking going after The
Joker where there was a tray full of sharp pointy things sitting right next to him?!
“HAHAHAHAHA! Made you look!” Joker cried.
Sal tripped over the dentist’s body as he tried to ‘step back’ without realizing that
‘crawl away’ would have been more viable movement with a wild man swinging—
OUCH!—some big fucking gray thing around at face-height. The fall onto his back left
him flailing like a turtle, but it gave him the first clear view of what was happening
with Rudy. His partner was holding his neck like he was trying to hold back the blood
from a throat-puncture, but there wasn’t any blood coming from underneath his hand.
All the blood was coming out the back of his wrist, where two silver dental picks still
protruded. His hand still held his gun, which was hanging a little too loosely from his
one finger and was pointing aimlessly at the back window—at least it had been until
Joker leapt out of the chair and swung Rudy around to take his place there and it went
off, blowing a hole in the filing cabinet.
“HAHAHAHAHAAAAAAAA! Now, what’s that expression? ‘Is it safe?’”

Privacy was relative in the Gotham General ER (at least it would be until Bruce
Wayne arrived and started throwing his money around), so Batman had to make do
with a side room that had more screens but no door. Everyone in the busy emergency
room had their own business to attend to, business that was too important to gawk at
the spectacle of Batman talking to a patient who might or might not be Catwoman. But
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they could still be seen and, if anyone was close enough, overheard. That dictated the
tone of the conversation:
“Miss Kyle,” he began—and then regretted it as her eyes flashed with surprise, and
then warmed with the baseline amusement she always had dealing with Batman.
“Such formality,” she said in as close to Catwoman’s voice as she could manage,
given the amount of smoke she’d breathed. “You can call me Selina, you know.”
“Selina, we’re all running about ten minutes ahead of your boyfriend right now. I
have no doubt once Wayne knows you’re here, you’ll be shut away where no press or
police can get at you. This is the only chance law enforcement will get to hear what
you have to say, so if we could dispense with the nonsense, what happened at the
restaurant?”
“I was having lunch with Harvey Dent,” she said mildly, then amended the name
given her listener. “With Two-Face.”
Behind the mask, Bruce’s eyes flickered at the name, silently questioning if there was
a reason for the distinction other than the fact that Selina was talking to ‘Batman.’ She
replied with an eye-flick at his chest-emblem, which certainly seemed like an answer to
his question, but he wasn’t sure what it meant.
“Jinatra’s is a family place,” Selina continued. “She cooks in the back, and her
teenage son Tuan takes the orders and works the register whenever he’s not in school.
He’d just given us our menus when he spotted this backpack that somebody must have
left behind. It was sitting in an empty booth right inside the window. He asked if it
belonged to anybody. No one claimed it. He picked it up and was carrying it towards
the counter when there was this loud crash, breaking glass—pretty much what it
sounds like when a vigilante comes in through the skylight. And Harvey was on top of
me. I mean he absolutely hurled himself over the top of the table and twisted his body
between me and the glass coming from the window. I’ve seen my share of hero moves,
and even by that standard, it was impressive.”
Once again, Selina’s eyes flicked to the emblem and this time Batman understood.
Harvey Dent—the old Harvey Dent, Gotham’s White Knight—had asserted himself.
“It must have been a molotov cocktail that came in through the window, because for
a split second, there was just a little puddle of fire right inside the window. Then Tuan
was screaming and the backpack in his hand was… a fireball. He must have tossed it
away, or tried to, and hit the worst possible spot. There was this… this flame-puddle
right inside the window, and it almost seemed to leap up towards the backpack when
the thing got near enough to the flames. In a flash the whole room was on fire and so
was he. Flames just licking up his arm. Harvey had his jacket off and was thrashing
his way through the flames to get to Tuan. I called out that I would get Jinatra. There
were three other customers, all closer to the door without any flames between them
and the exit. It didn’t seem like they’d have any problems getting out, so I made my
way to the kitchen. No flames back there, but crippling heat and smoke. Jinatra isn’t
exactly young, and it was slow going getting her out the back.”
“The police said there were two serious injuries. A man and a woman.” His eyes
added, I thought you and Harvey.
Hers answered I figured when you showed up in that costume, but her words were more
circumspect.
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“The paramedics didn’t realize Harvey is Two-Face. If you don’t know what he
looked like before the fire… The woman is Jinatra. She’s not at death’s door or
anything, but even a little smoke in the lungs gets you some time in the ICU for
observation.”
“I see. Where is Dent now?”
“I don’t know. Last I saw, there was still a glass shard sticking out the back of his
shoulder, but he was too worked up about Tuan to let the paramedic take a look at it.”
“I see,” Batman said grimly.
“I would check the Burn Unit. I would guess he’ll be wherever Tuan is being
treated.”
Batman’s eyes bored into hers with a ferocity seldom seen since their rooftop
confrontations.
“I hope so,” he said darkly. “Considering where we are.”
It took her a minute, then her eyes flared with angry recognition.

Dr. Parks’s receptionist Abigail returned to the office wondering if she had just fallen
for some identity theft snare and should call her bank and cancel her credit cards.
She’d been distressed all morning, that was the problem. It was hard to pay
attention when you’re running back and forth to the toilet two or three times in an
hour. It always happened the day Joker was scheduled to come in for an appointment.
The dread would start at breakfast, spike when she got to her desk and opened the
calendar, she’d leave the phone on overnight pickup and pay her first visit to the john.
When she got back to her desk, she’d remind herself of all the times Joker had come in,
just like anybody else, said he had an 11 o’clock and she’d shown the grinning psycho
into the office. She’d rehearse what she would say, “Right on time” or “My you’re
early…” and then she’d pay another visit to the john.
So she was more distracted than on days when no homicidal clowns were coming to
have their teeth cleaned. She didn’t remember exactly what she said when the call
came in from the fire department. They asked if she was Abigail Bowing, she was
certain about that. She couldn’t quite remember if they gave her address or just said
her apartment building was on fire. She KNEW they said the blaze started when
candles were left unattended on the ground floor—and that would be just like Mrs.
Baker’s daughter or else that flaky couple in 1c. She’d gone rushing out—told Dr.
Parks she had to rush home and gone running out—she was in such a panic, she just
couldn’t remember if she’d given them any information over the phone—she didn’t
think so, but she couldn’t think of any other reason for anyone to play such a stupid
prank. She’d gone racing home to find no fire trucks, no fire, not even the smell of pot
and patchouli coming from 1c. Most of the tenants weren’t even home, but Mrs. Baker
was and she confirmed that absolutely nothing had happened.
So Abigail went back to work, realizing with a start as she pulled into the parking lot
that she would have missed Joker’s arrival. Her mood improved tremendously as she
glanced at her watch and saw she’d been gone long enough that she probably missed
him entirely!
“The crowd sees me out dancing, Carefree and romancing, Happy with my someone new…”
At least that was her thought until she heard the singing.
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“I'm laughing on the outside, Crying on the inside—no make that DYING on the inside…”
Coming from the examination room.
“You’re laughing on the outside, dying on the inside…”
A sensible woman who was thinking clearly would have run. Abigail was not
thinking clearly and she opened the door—
“’Cause I’m still in love with—Ooh, staff!” Joker said with a joyous glint in his eye as
he turned to see who had opened the door.
A sensible woman who was thinking clearly would have run. Abigail was not
thinking clearly and froze.
“Bring us a coffee, love. Three sugars. This drilling is hard work. I’m sure there’s a
nerve ending in here somewhere that’ll make ‘em laugh. Like a funny bone only with
teeth, HAHAHAHAAAAAA!”

The last time Batman, Catwoman and Two-Face were in Gotham General Hospital,
Two-Face was there to murder Vernon Fields and stabbed Catwoman when she tried
to stop him.
Downstairs, Selina dismissed the idea that he would be moved to try again, but
Batman couldn’t be so sure. Selina was too impressed with the heroics she’d seen at
the restaurant: Harvey didn’t flinch before putting his body between her and danger.
That’s exactly what worried Batman. Once upon a time, he had rigged Two-Face’s coin
so it always came up on the good side. When Two-Face realized, he retaliated with a
dozen crimes without a coin toss, in order to restore the balance. Might Harvey’s
heroism during the explosion be another ‘imbalance’ that had to be corrected? If it
was, Dent’s obsession with Fate would not ignore the fact that he was in the very
hospital where Vernon Fields still lay in a coma.
The trip to the Eighth Floor Neurology Center was uneventful. Batman checked all
access points to the dispensary, nurse’s station, the room Fields originally occupied
and the ward where he’d been moved once the coma was declared persistent. Satisfied
that Two-Face wasn’t lurking, he placed monitoring devices to keep an eye on the
situation and headed to the burn ward. It was just possible that Selina was right and
Harvey’s sole concern, at the moment, was for Tuan and Jinatra. If so, it still wouldn’t
be long before the vengeance angle had to be dealt with. That prosecutorial mind
would turn its attention to the explosion itself, who caused it and why—an angle that
would have Batman’s attention already if Selina wasn’t involved, Psychobat noted
sourly as he passed a door labeled CAT and MRI Scan Room.
If the door hadn’t been so thick, Batman might have heard a distant “Ow-ow-ow-owow” in precisely the same tempo and cadence as the “No-no-no-no-no” he always
heard as he broke out of a Mad Hatter trance. As it was, he continued to the elevator
while the radiology tech warned Jervis Tetch that if he couldn’t keep still this time,
he’d have to be sedated.

It had finally happened. When Joker crashed the Pelacci-Marcuso wedding in the
mistaken belief it was the Kyle-Wayne wedding, he said he meant to give the bride
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away because Catty marrying Bruce Wayne was “as close to a royal wedding as we’ll
ever get in Rogue society.” And it finally happened. The idea finally penetrated
Harley’s brain: Mistah J had no intention of making her Mrs J, Puddin’ had no thought
of making her Mrs. Puddin’.
Harley felt she really couldn’t stand to be in a Ha-Hacienda, and Red had been so
nice letting her hang out at the greenhouse as much as she wanted. Harley liked the
greenhouse, but she couldn’t quite adjust to the routine there. With Puddin’, routines
changed all the time. They’d live on White Castles for a couple days while Puddin’
was cooking up vats of bubbly pink explodey stuff on the stove, but then it’d be time to
fill the SmileX tanks and… *sniff* Well, what was the point in even thinking about it.
There was never going to be a picnic at a pretty lake, with little Jokers and Harleys
running around playing catch with a Robin-head, or a Christmas Eve putting together
a Bat Dunking Booth for “Santa” to bring for the kids. *sniff, sniff*
It was nice of Red to let her stay here, anyway. It’s just the routine that was so hard
to adjust to. They had a little excitement when Red remembered that Dean Sasha guy,
an interior decorator who came into the greenhouse to buy flowers, like Red was some
kinda slave trader. But after they taught him a lesson, things sank into this dreary
routine. Get up and water the plants. Have breakfast and talk to the plants. Have
lunch and talk about the plants.
Harley was excited when the new customer came in. She hoped if this new lady was
another decorator wanting to buy a bunch of cut flowers, Red would decide to teach
her a lesson like the last one. Except this one was looking for potted plants, and Red
didn’t have any problem with that. She wasn’t going to part with any of her babies,
but she had no problem with the woman asking. She didn’t seem to have any problem
with her—none at all. She said it showed good taste, realizing that a home is improved
with the addition of living plants. That showed a fine and noble spirit…
She sounded sincere. Harley was fairly sure Ivy meant nothing more than she was
actually saying: Yay, plants. Having plants around the house, good idea. Kudos to you for
appreciating plants. The would-be customer, however, was flirting. Harley was sure of
it. She was pretty sure the woman had been checking out Ivy’s body before they
started talking, and that she was looking at her skin not in that “Hey it’s really green”
way but in a sort of thoughtful way as if she was wondering what it felt like.
Ivy didn’t seem aware (Red could be kinda dense about that stuff) and now that the
bitch was gone, Harley wasn’t going to tell her.

It’s the classic Rogue error and I made it. I underestimated Batman.
Feline pride says chalk it up to the explosion, but whatever the reason, I
underestimated him as badly as any Gotham baddie ever has.
I hadn’t read anything into Batman’s words about “your boyfriend” when he found
me at the hospital. I just figured it was: he was masked and I wasn’t. A Batman-whoisn’t-Bruce-Wayne talking to Selina-who-is-Catwoman-and-living-with-Wayne, in case
anyone happened to be listening. I didn’t think he meant it.
It began with my being spirited off to a private room for the rest of my stay: that’d be
the whole fifteen minutes it took for a doctor to come in and check me out. She looked
at my chart, asked a few questions, felt up my throat as I answered, did the stethoscope
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bit, and pronounced me free of internal smoke-damage. Then she checked the burns,
wrote me a prescription and pronounced me free to go. So far so good, until I started
to get up from the bed and she yelled “NO!” like it was a pressure panel liable to set off
another explosion. She told me to “wait right there” with only slightly less life-ordeath intensity than Batman in a DEMON compound.
What happened next was also reminiscent of DEMON. Ra’s just loves the “Aren’t
we civilized” routine. He’ll plop you in a dungeon if you absolutely insist, but he
really prefers to give you a nice bedroom in the north tower overlooking the courtyard,
invite you down to eat dinner with him, and generally carry on as if you’re a guest and
not a prisoner—unless you try to leave. That’s pretty much what it felt like at Gotham
General. A nurse came in looking like a minion working secretly and against her will
for Batman. Her eyes, her voice, her posture, everything about her said that Batman
had allowed himself to be captured as a means of getting into the castle, had just
escaped from the dungeon and was forcing this poor peon to deliver a message.
In this case, there was no ‘get yourself free and meet in the throne room at 0800
hours.’ She just had paperwork. Patients normally check out at a specific desk in the
lobby, but since my ID and insurance cards were blown to kingdom come, we were
“doing it this way.” It sounded like she was doing me a favor, but the way she said it
made it seem like I had a gun to her head. I couldn’t figure out what was going on,
until I made it out of the room and into the hallway. I hadn’t even turned, I just glanced
towards the elevator when she grabbed my arm and said “No, that way.”
I explained that I needed to go out the front entrance and get a cab, and she said no I
didn’t. HE was ‘that way.’
He who, you might ask. I did, but she just pointed with that look that says ‘The
sooner you are out of my life, the happier I will be.’ Cats don’t normally put up with
that kind of thing, but I was too curious to take offense. I went ‘that way’ to see what
could possibly provoke the look and manner I associate with DEMONs in the midst of
a Bat-attack… It was Alfred! ‘That way’ was down some steps to the underground
parking reserved for VIP staff, and Alfred was waiting for me in the Bentley.
On the way home, Alfred told me about Batman’s threat to the admitting nurse and
Bruce’s intention to make good on it: using the Wayne name to create a protective
shield around me as long as I was a patient at Gotham General. And that’s when I
committed the classic Rogue error underestimating him. I foolishly thought since I was
on my way home, we’d be finished with the Shield Kitty Protocol.
Heh.
I’d gone down to the kitchen for an ice pack, when I heard Alfred talking to someone
at the front gate over the intercom—and giving them the real Masterpiece Theatre
treatment from the sound of it. Apparently it’s a good idea to call ahead for an
appointment, seeing that Mr. Wayne has six residences around the world, two in
Gotham alone not counting the yacht. Simply showing up at the front gates and
assuming anyone in the household will be available to see you is not at all realistic.
That much is perfectly true, but the gate is usually left open this time of year. I had
to assume if we weren’t letting people drive up to the house, it was specifically so
Alfred could subject them to that pretty speech over the intercom. I figured Bruce
would be in the cave, and I’d just as soon get the straight story from him rather than
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the polite version from Alfred—also, I could see what he had uncovered so far on the
explosion.
Except I didn’t make it to the cave. I got as far as the study when I once again heard
half a conversation in progress.
“Thank you, Jordon, I appreciate it. I’m sure a call to their captain will be enough.
Well, if you think the Mayor and DA should get a reminder too, I’m sure you know
best.” Bruce’s back was to me, but I could tell he was in that Gala Fundraiser mode:
rich and worldly, definitely a snob, but still smart and responsible. No hint of the
playboy fop. You can write a six figure check to this guy’s foundation and know he’s
not going to be blowing it on dancing girls in Rio. “Just to let them know that of course
we’ll help in any way we can, but people in my position want to have counsel present
as a matter of course, and it’s a simple courtesy to the lawyers to give them more than a
few hours notice… I’m sure it will, coming from you…. Yes, it was. We’ll do it
again—before the correspondents dinner next time… My best to Julie and the kids.
Goodbye.”
He turned as he hung up the phone, came up to me and looked like he wanted to put
a hand on my arm but wasn’t sure where the burn was under my blouse, so he settled
for an uncharacteristically boyish smile.
“Don’t worry about anything. You’re not going to be bothered while I’m
investigating this, you won’t have to see anyone or talk to anybody.”
I saw through the smile of course. Underneath was the sternest Bat-scowl in the
history of Gotham. He was dug in. Before I could begin to deal with that, Alfred had
come up behind me and said Detectives Rowanski and Reed were here, from the
Arson/Explosions Squad. He had shown them into the south drawing room and had
been ‘not at all encouraging’ about their prospects for seeing a member of the
household today.
It felt horribly like those old heists that were interrupted not by Batman alone, which
I always enjoyed, but by Batman and sidekick. The real problem with Robin, any Robin,
or Batgirl or even Superman, is less their individual abilities than the fact that they split
your focus. Handling Batman demands 100% of your attention, and the merest
distraction—like the current “Good, give them fifteen minutes do you think?” “One
believes ten will be quite sufficient, sir” exchange is enough to keep you from ever
getting past the laser array to the Katz collection.
I had to contend with Alfred while Bruce made his escape. He said Bruce had Oracle
monitoring the GPD internals to see if the explosion would be assigned to
Arson/Explosions or Major Case. It was the former, and these Detectives Reed and
Rowanski had drawn the short straw (poor bastards).
As soon as Bruce was informed, he estimated the time it would take them to drive
from One-PP to Gotham General, interview those still at the hospital, learn that Selina
Kyle had already been discharged and complete the drive out to Bristol. So when he
graciously condescended to see them, he could honestly begin by saying…

“So sorry to have kept you waiting, Detectives. I was just on the phone with
Governor Bourne, and of course you can’t exactly hurry the governor of the state or tell
him it’s not a good time, now can you? No matter how good a friend he is. I believe he
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knows your commanding officer. Captain O’Donnell isn’t it? Probably giving him a
call right now. Anyway, Detectives, as I say, I’m terribly sorry you drove all the way
out here for nothing, but Ms. Kyle won’t be able to talk to you today. She’s far too
shaken to see anyone after her ordeal. The doctors prescribed rest, I’m sure you’ll
understand.”
It went downhill from there. Detective Reed hadn’t thought the voice on the
intercom was even real, he figured it was a recording on a preprogrammed toy until
the butler the opened the door with the same snooty accent. He’d worked himself into
a state by the time Alfred left them alone:
“This woman’s been in an explosion,” he said unbelievingly. “She’s a material
witness, not to mention a victim. Dumbledore makes it seem like we’re out of line
coming to get a statement.”
By the time Wayne came in with that airily aristocratic song and dance routine, Reed
was practically foaming at the mouth—making it easy for a master tactician like Bruce
to maneuver him. Rowanski unfortunately had a cooler head. He had more years and
more experience with a variety of crimes, a variety of witnesses, and most
unfortunately of all, with Bruce himself.
“There was an incident a few years back, when I was in uniform. Poison Ivy, Harley
Quinn and Joker trashed some big party you were giving out here. Short while later,
there was an out of town bandit held everybody up at gunpoint.”
“Oh, yes, that robber without any kind of theme,” Bruce said foppishly. “Looked so
much like a potato.”
“Yes,” Rowanski chuckled, although the laugh seemed put on and not at all
amused… an impression that was confirmed by the speed with which it vanished.
“Thing is, on both those occasions, I seem to remember you and your guests being very
forthcoming. Everyone gave their statement. Even you. ‘The guy looked like a
potato.’ I don’t remember anyone putting us off or waiting for a lawyer.”
“It’s one thing to be at a public event, a party with a hundred other people and the
criminals just left…” Bruce began hotly. As he spoke, it was as though the lighting
changed behind a two-way mirror: the façade of a vapid socialite remained, but the
ferocious will behind it began to show through, a powerful man who would not shrink
from using that power, a dangerous man who would not be crossed.
“Bruce,” a soft voice said from the doorway.
The eyes that could blaze from behind a Bat-mask, reducing the most powerful
beings in galaxy to mute acquiescence, warned the detectives to read nothing—nothing
at all—into the fact that Bruce was turning away from them for a minute to talk to the
woman in the doorway.
Rowanski couldn’t read lips like Batman, but he could put the murmur and the body
language together to read “Don’t be silly, Bruce, of course I have to…” …talk to them,
probably, but Wayne maneuvered at that moment to block his view, so he didn’t get
the rest of it. Wayne’s grumbles were harder to make out, but just as easy to guess. He
didn’t like the idea, not at all.
Detective Rowanski was not among those who believed the Selina Kyle of Cat-Tales
was Catwoman the cat burglar. If she was, Catwoman was a thief, not a lion tamer.
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The way Wayne stalked off now, there was no question who the lion tamer was in
Gotham City.
“Detectives,” she said, entering the room alone with a quiet confidence. “I’m Selina
Kyle.”
They took her statement. The fact that she was having lunch with Two-Face dealt a
blow to Rowanski’s ‘not Catwoman’ idea, but it turned out they met through Bruce.
Dent and Wayne were known to be cohorts in his pre-Two-Face days, and apparently
Dent had been going to all the Wayne shindigs after his face was healed. That left the
Catwoman question as nebulous as it was before, which wasn’t the best way to begin
the investigation.
“Miss Kyle, I have to be blunt. We’re not Major Case. We don’t investigate art thefts
or burglaries involving safes and vaults. This is an explosion, it was intended to kill
somebody in that restaurant. There are people who think you’re Catwoman—and
Catwoman must have her share of enemies. I need to know if it’s possible you were
the target.”
Selina tilted her head slightly as if sorting through layers of possibilities, then spoke
with that same calm assurance.
“As you say, there are people who believe it, so it doesn’t really matter if I’m
Catwoman or not. If someone was going after her, they could have come after me
either way. You’re obviously an intelligent man, so you obviously know that. Your
question is meant to give me an opening to tell you something in code, without
admitting to anything illegal.”
“You’re obviously quite intelligent yourself,” Rowanski interjected quietly, but
Selina went on without acknowledging it.
“I don’t wish to speak in code,” she said with a startling clarity in her voice. “I am
not Catwoman, and I have no idea who could have done this.”
“Do you ‘have an idea’ why your boyfriend was such a horse’s ass when we came
in?” Reed asked pointedly.
“Of course. He wants to protect me,” came the instant and honest reply. “I was
nearly blown up. He couldn’t do anything then. He’s trying, irrationally and
retroactively, to do it now.”
The two men looked at each other, and Selina noted their reaction. It wasn’t the type
of answer they were expecting, and surprise was always useful.
“Forgive me but that doesn’t sound like Bruce Wayne,” said Reed.
“A gentleman, you mean?”
“Yes,” both said together. Selina looked from one to the other. Not only was this
unexpected twist in the conversation steering their attention away from Catwoman, it
was giving her an opening to address a particular injustice—the one that the caped
avenger himself never seemed to bother with.
“You mustn’t judge him by what you see in the newspapers. That guy on Page Six,
that’s a… a character they’ve created, based mostly on things Bruce did before he was
twenty-three.” She didn’t say anything crass, she didn’t use the popular phrase to
describe young men incapable of higher brain functions in the throes of surging
hormones, but she made eye contact with both detectives, one at a time, as if she could
guess exactly what dribbling idiots they had been at that age—without the Wayne
billions at their disposal. “It works for them, they sell newspapers,” she concluded.
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“But let’s not pretend any of us would fare well locked into the impression we made at
that age—if we did, that’d be a pretty sad commentary.”
Detective Reed folded at once. Rowanski asked a few more questions about Jinatra’s
and concluded the interview as quickly as he could.
In the Batcave, Bruce watched on a bank of monitors as Selina walked them to the
door, then monitored the conversation as they passed through a gauntlet of
triangulated microphones on the way to their car. When they reached the front gate,
his finger hovered over a button that would shoot a tracker into their rear tire...
It was his last chance to do it. He could have planted a tracker or a mic in the car
already, but it was risky considering where they were and who they were
investigating. No civilian had ever found one of his tracking devices, but that was no
reason to take the negligible risk. These detectives had been to Wayne Manor and
questioned Selina Kyle. Why would Batman care? So he opted not to plant any
trackers on them or their vehicle—unless they said something troubling on their way
out…
His finger remained poised on the button as the car drove out of range. There was no
cause for concern in their conversation after leaving Selina: They were in agreement
that she wasn’t Catwoman. Rowanski had come in with a kneejerk assumption that
whatever most people believe must be wrong, and he’d found no reason to revise that
opinion: The public thought Selina was Catwoman because she did that Cat-Tales
show; that wasn’t evidence, ergo she was just actress playing a role. Reed thought
Selina’s tits were smaller than the sex pictures of Catwoman in The Post. Both thought
that someone gunning for Catwoman would know if Kyle wasn’t the real thing, but
Reed said they might kill her anyway to send a message. Rowanski didn’t think it was
likely, but he said Selina might be a target on her own—just living with a guy like
Wayne, there was no telling what he might be into. But at the end of the day, they both
thought she was less likely than Two-Face or “that cheating banker” as the intended
target of the bombing. They were also considering the restaurant itself as the target: if
Jinatra owed money, if her son was into drugs, or if there was any protection racket
operating in the neighborhood.
All in all, there was no cause for concern, the whole conversation after Reed and
Rowanski left the manor was completely benign.
Except for the very first thing they said as soon as Selina was out of earshot.
..::You think it’s true that he’s not a complete idiot? ::..
Bruce snapped off the recording the moment he heard the clip-clip of Selina’s heels
crossing the cave floor.
“See, I told you I could handle them,” she beamed.
He scowled.
“What? I was fantastic. After you roughed them up, I was a breath of fresh air. I
was gentle and reasonable, polite and forthcoming. As the stand-up guys say: I killed.”
He scowled.
“I know that look, that’s the ‘put the rubies back in the vault’ look. What’s your
problem, I was great!”
“Do you remember the conversation we had that day at the penthouse?”
“We’ve had a lot of conversations, Bruce.”
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“The DefCon-1 conversation, the day Ivy came to the office. The day you asked
‘How does this keep happening?’”
Selina’s smile faded as Bruce reached over and clicked the digital playback of the
departing detectives’ conversation.
..::You think it’s true that he’s not a complete idiot?::..
..::I don’t know, I can’t make up my mind about him. But I’ll tell you one thing, if he’s not a
total moron, he should marry that woman. ::..

A-HA!
Now Harley was certain that “customer” was not only flirting with Red, it’s why
she’d come into the greenhouse in the first place. The whole thing about buying live
plants instead of cut flowers was a sham, it was nothing but an excuse to meet her.
The pushy cow left her backpack behind, and Harley just knew it was deliberate. As
an excuse to come back later when Harley wasn’t around. Or maybe figuring Red
would rummage through it to see who it belonged to, find a phone number and give
her a call. That way she could arrange to come by and pick it up “at a convenient
time” after closing, or better still they could meet someplace nearby. Red could bring it
to the wine bar down the street. Couple glasses of chardonnay looking at that green
skin and wondering how it tasted, who knows where it goes from there.
It was lucky Harley found that backpack before Red did. Now she could chuck it in
the dumpster—or better still, march it down to the police station Lost & Found. There
was one right down the street from the greenhouse, and that would really show the
flirty whore what Ivy thought of her. Poison Ivy the super-criminal handed your
smelly backpack over to the cops because she couldn’t be bothered to even—
Brrrrrrrrllllllllllllllrrrrrrrlllllllll
Somebody’s motorcycle sure needed a new muffler. Harley had a special fondness
for motorcycles since that place in Bludhaven started making “Harley Quinn Harleys
in authentic Harley Quinn red.” She didn’t know a lot about them, but she could tell
one that that purred from one that wheezed and hissed like Frieze’s cold suit, and the
one rolling past her as she rounded the corner was definitely in the Victor having an
emotional spasm catego…
That was the flirty bitch! That was the pushy cow riding on the back of the Victorwheezing motorcycle that wasn’t a Harley Quinn Harley!
Harley turned around and ran back towards the greenhouse, and although she could
occasionally outrun Batman on foot, she couldn’t outrun a motorcycle—even a crappy
Mr. Freeze coldsuit-wheezing cycle.
There was a distant crack-a-bomp-bomp-boom-crackle-ba-bomp, a sound Harley
remembered from the week Puddin’ tried to perfect a Happy Face molotov cocktail.
They found through trial and ha-ha-hilarious error that glass is sturdier than you think
and it takes practice to get that flaming bottle to shatter on impact. When it does,
SmileX burns fast. It always burned up before anybody could breathe it, and Mistah J
figured he’d have to pump the place full of laughing gas before throwing the bottle.
That kinda defeated the purpose, since everybody had already laughed themselves
stiff.
26

The Gotham Rogues

But that’s just what it sounded like when the Happy Face molotovs shattered and
burned out: crack-a-bomp-bomp-boom-crackle-ba-bomp.
Harley slowed down as she got close enough to see: Flirty Bitch Cow and her
motorcycle was disappearing down the street. The greenhouse had a broken window.
Red had come running out into the street, shaking her fist at the receding motorcycle
and screaming about cold air and dying orchids.
Whew! That was a close one. Now Red would never meet her at a wine bar to
return her backpack.
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SISTER ACT
The area around St. Winifred’s was not the type of neighborhood that would ever
appear in a novel. What writer could make anything of it? Gotham was the largest,
most diverse, most exciting city in America, so it was natural that so many books were
set there. But the area around St. Winifred was neither affluent or rundown, it was not
riddled by crime nor was it a shining beacon of urban safety. Its streets weren’t empty
after dark, but neither were they teaming with activity from dusk to dawn. The
residents were not predominantly black or white, Asian or Hispanic. They were not a
tight-knit community where everyone knew everyone else, nor did they live in that
state of urban apartheid where no living soul will nod at a stranger on the street. It
was, in short, so typical of the real Gotham City, no writer would touch it. It lacked the
extremes that were the chief attraction of setting a story there.
Consider the church itself: it wasn’t the oldest Catholic church in Gotham. It didn’t
date back to a time when Catholic meant “undesirable immigrant” to an established
WASP population. There was nothing particularly interesting in its stone walls or halfheartedly gothic design. It wasn’t ignored by a jaded irreligious population, nor were
its services full of rapt and devout believers. Thus, when Amanda Caston didn’t feel
like cooking and left her townhouse to pick up a sandwich at the bodega, she thought
nothing of it as she passed a nun heading towards the church. Miguel Ortiz passed
two sisters on their way to the church, he thought nothing of it. When Mr. and Mrs.
Blagrove passed by and heard the sounds of choir practice inside…
♫-Our life, our sweetness, here below; O Ma-ri-a
…they thought nothing of it.
♫-Our hope in sorrow and in woe; O Ma-ri-a
Sister Mary Pamela gave a volume dial a final touch before turning from the boom
box and rejoining the others.
“If this isn’t the absolute lowest moment in Gotham Roguery, I’d like to know what
is,” she hissed, tearing off her veil and slapping it into the chest of a much taller and
broader nun the way a quarterback hands off a football.
“Petal, you’re green,” Harvey said, pulling off his veil in the same way he used to
loosen his tie after a grueling day in court with hours of late-night work still ahead in
his office. “You’re green, Joker’s white, half our face is missing, and Victor walks
around in a cold suit. How else are we all supposed to get together without attracting
attention, hm? Couple nuns arriving at a church after dark, nobody even notices.”
“And if anyone did and got to wondering, we’re having choir practice.” Clayface
added, pointing towards the boom box. ♫-Mater ad mater inter marata, Sanctus, Sanctus
Dominus, the cast of Sister Act sang to prove his point.
Unable to choose between Ingrid Bergman in The Bells of St. Mary’s and Meryl Streep
in Doubt, he opted for both. They’d walked into the church together, Ingrid went down
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to the basement to meet the others while Meryl walked the perimeter to spot the
latecomers and provide an escort for any not coming in pairs.
“Well, I think it’s a good idea,” Harley said, holding the ends of her cord belt up to
her guimpe to represent her missing tassels.
“Nobody asked you,” Ivy spat, as Hagen smiled at Harley’s performance.
“But she’s right,” Jonathan said, “The Iceberg is a bad idea until we know what’s
going on. The known hideouts are getting bombed. I don’t want all of you coming to
my place and leaving a trail of breadcrumbs for the mad lair bomber.”
Two-Face looked at him, took out his coin, flipped it and said “Admit it, you just like
dressing up.”

There was a gargoyle Catwoman liked down the street from the Wayne Tower. She
mentioned it in the Cat-Tales stage show. “My favorite perch,” she called it. Bruce
remembered feeling oddly pleased as he sat in the audience. Before the Wayne
building had any meaning for her, before she knew he was Bruce Wayne… It seemed
the best place to have the conversation. On a gargoyle fifty stories above street level,
they would be Batman and Catwoman, unquestionably… but the Tower would be
there in easy view. A tie to their life together, to Bruce and Selina.
“What a manipulative bastard you can be?” he imagined her saying. He envisioned
her as she’d been on the stage of the Hijinx Playhouse: her stance, her tone, savagely
witty, unnervingly on target with her critiques, and blunting it all with the naughty
grin and a turn of that curvy hip. “A protocol, Bruce? Don’t you think I deserve better
after all this time?”
“Picking a time and place you’d be most receptive, what’s wrong with that?” he
asked, in Bruce’s voice, while Psychobat scowled. Batman did not discuss his methods,
Batman did not explain or excuse, Batman did not—
“Lie to yourself if you want, Bruce, but don’t lie to me. It’s a protocol. It’s the
Catwoman-Cat-Tales Protocol 1a, the very first one you made that night sitting in that
theatre when you saw it really was me on that stage. ‘New information I can use
against her.’ You sat there through Act I with your protocol-writing wheels turning.
Don’t think I’m unaware you were mining Cat-Tales for material all this time. If I
didn’t love you, it might piss me off, but since—”
“1a was your name in the program. 1b, you said in your bio you were born on the
Upper West Side. 1c was your living near the park—the mock interview where said
you’d get morning coffee from Raoul’s cart. 1d was—”
“Fine, it wasn’t the first. Point is, it’s a protocol. And you shouldn’t be playing those
games with me on this.”
“It’s not exactly mind control, Selina, it’s—
“It’s cheap.”
“—using every advantage available to me. Setting the stage isn’t manipulation or
psychological warfare, it’s just choosing the time and place to talk in an atmosphere
that’s most conducive to the message. I wanted to do it someplace you’ll be
comfortable and receptive, since it’s a proposal you’re not going to like.”
“No,” the imaginary Catwoman said, hands on her hips and a foreboding scowl that
rivaled his own. “I’m really not.”
30

The Gotham Rogues

Ivy failed to stifle a laugh, and Jonathan Crane shot them both a look. It was true
that many survivors of Catholic schools retained a certain dread of women in habit, as
he was reminded riding the subway in his present disguise. That didn’t mean he
“liked dressing up” or would do it for fun—although he might explore some nuncentric fear toxins at a later date. (Sphenisciphobia? Or was that the fear of penguins?
He couldn’t remember.) At the moment, though, his priority was reaching that later
date in one piece, so he’d let Dent’s revolting ‘high school jock mocking the nerd to
impress the cheerleader’ performance slide (for now).
“Maybe we should get started,” he grumbled.
“No, too many are still missing,” said Victor Frieze, surveying the room. “Joker,
Nigma, Jervis, Oswald, Blake, Selina…”
“Puddin’s coming?” Harley asked—drawing simultaneous eye rolls from Ivy and
Clayface, and another coin flip from Two-Face. This time the coin must have decreed
silence, because he kept his wisecrack to himself and simply cleared his throat:
“Not everyone is coming. Circumstances forced us to rely on Roxy to get the word
out.”
“She’s the only one who doesn’t mind going around to all the hideouts that may
already be rigged to explode,” Hagen interjected before Harvey concluded:
“And she wasn’t able to reach everybody. We don’t even know where the Riddler’s
current lair is, for example.”
“Yeah, but c’mon, Selina, Oswald…” Firefly squeaked.
“Selina is not answering her phone for the same reason, we imagine, we are not
answering ours. They were BLOWN UP!” Two-Face thundered. Then he looked
guiltily at his coin, flipped, and appeared chastened. “We’ll give Oswald and Joker
five more minutes,” he grumbled. “In the meantime, our better half would like to talk
to Harley and Ivy privately...” Assorted chortling at that, which Two-Face silenced by
stretching out his arm, holding his coin sideways like a rapper pointing a handgun,
and panning it across the room. “…and take their statements,” he concluded.

Since the real Catwoman took up space her imaginary twin did not, and it wasn’t ‘a
gargoyle built for two,’ she and Batman settled on the ledge it supported as he laid out
his findings from the Jinatra’s explosion. All the forensic evidence confirmed Selina’s
eyewitness testimony: a molotov cocktail igniting a volatile supply of fuel left at the
scene. The molotov is not a precise or efficient tool for a professional hit. It’s typically
used to send a warning or to point the finger at an amateur group without expertise or
resources.
“Like those protestors in Egypt last year,” Catwoman noted. “Best weapon they
could put together on the spur of the moment.”
“Correct. So for a better financed operation, it’s a way to incriminate them. Luthor
once took out a rival research lab that way, using a poorly-made molotov to put the
blame on a student group that had been protesting animal testing.”
“But that’s not the case here,” Catwoman prompted.
“No, because of the backpack. A professional would anticipate all that’s happened
since the explosion: a surviving witness and/or the forensic evidence revealing the
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scene was preset with fuel and explosives. There is a professional out of Philadelphia
who’s known to employ those methods. A freelancer who works mostly for the
Bigliotti Family. And the Bigliottis have close ties to the Pelaccis…”
He left the sentence unfinished, for Selina to connect the final dots herself. Pelaccis
as in Keystone City Pelaccis. Pellaci as in ‘Joey the Bull’ Pelacci.
“Pelacci as in ’The Pelacci-Marcuso Wedding’ Pelaccis,” she said softly.
“Which you and Harvey trashed.”
“Hey, I was trying to put out fires, remember?”
“I doubt Joey the Bull is making those distinctions. Although given the location, it’s
likely that Harvey was the target and your being with him was an unexpected bonus.”
“HEY!”
“Catwoman, please. We need to stay focused on the issues,” Batman graveled.
“Then don’t make light of Kitty getting blown up. I’ve only got nine, you know.”
“That’s what I want to talk about.”
“Oh, I knew this was coming. On the off chance that whoever blew up Jinatra’s was
really gunning for me, you want me to blow off the opera. Let Eddie go ahead with
whatever he’s planning, cut me out of the fun, you take him on solo while I’m stuck at
home watching Fawlty Towers with Alfred.”
Batman’s mouth dropped open. It was very slight, and it only lasted for a moment…
The opera? She was still thinking about Riddler and the opera? …but on a Gotham rooftop,
it was still an all but unprecedented occurrence. Impossible woman.
“Not exactly. I had forgotten all about the opera,” he lied. “There’s more evidence
than the police are aware of. Oracle was going over the social network chatter about
your explosion—”
“My explosion?”
“Yes, please don’t interrupt. In looking for any details ‘tweeted’ by bystanders who
didn’t come forward, she found what looks like another occurrence: motorcycle
driving erratically, passenger had an ‘open container’…a bottle. They were thinking
‘drunk driver,’ not molotov cocktail. And since this one doesn’t appear to have
triggered the desired explosion, there was no 9-11 call, no incident report. The police
aren’t aware anything’s happened.”
“But you think something did, and it’s connected.”
Batman gave a slight, barely perceptible nod.
“The location. The person who tweeted about the drunks joyriding on a motorcycle
was about two blocks from Ivy’s greenhouse.”

Before the acid, Harvey Dent was a master at handling women. Not just socially as
the womanizing “Dentmeister,” but in situations like this:
“And I thought ‘Hey, that’s the pushy gal from the greenhouse riding bitch on that
rice rocket.”
It was his special gift as a prosecutor. Not questioning the witnesses formally in
front of a jury, but this: deposing them beforehand. In open court, you only asked a
question when you knew the answer. But this process, the pre-interviews in his office
(or in this case, in the remotest corner of the St. Winifred’s basement), you had no idea
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what you were going to get. You didn’t get to pick what kind of people witnessed a
crime. Some were observant and articulate…
“Crack-a-bomp-bomp-BOOM-crackle-ba-bomp”
…some were Harley. Whoever they were, you had to be able to read them. Listen to
what they said, of course, but hear what they weren’t saying underneath. Sometimes
they lied: a wife doesn’t want to admit a husband’s infidelity so she insists the panties
in the love nest were hers. Sometimes they were mistaken: a shop owner doesn’t want
to believe her employees are stealing, so it has to have been an outside job. The lock has
to have been forced by someone who didn’t have a key, so she doesn’t recall ever
seeing those scratches on the door… Whether they were honest and observant, had an
agenda, or were blinded by bias, you had to be able to evaluate the person you were
talking to. And for some reason, Harvey always found the fairer sex remarkably easy
to read.
“And Red was standin’ in the middle a the street shaking her fist at ‘em.”
Harvey heard the intake of breath behind him and held up his hand to forestall Ivy’s
interruption. It was obvious that Harley had perceived something in the woman’s
manner towards Ivy, and it was equally obvious that she was jealous. It was clear that
Ivy was oblivious on both counts. Whether the woman was actually flirting was up for
grabs: Pammy could be spectacularly dense if she hadn’t deliberately set out to seduce
someone. Harvey sometimes wondered if she didn’t fall back on those pheromones
just to be sure. If the poor bastard wasn’t throwing himself at her feet, she really
couldn’t tell if he was interested… Harley was the opposite. She imagined signals that
weren’t really there…
Harvey asked a few more questions, mostly related to the discovery of the backpack,
made a final note on his legal pad, and then looked up over his shoulder at Ivy.
Normally, his good side would have said “Now then, you wish to rebut?” (with a
smirk that conveyed the enormity of the understatement without overtly saying
anything rude.) His bad side would push for something more: call her a controlling
bitch who should be marching around in thigh boots, cracking a whip at every man she
saw—and would be if only it wouldn’t lead to all those men comparing her to
Catwoman—reowl!
But today, even his good-side response wasn’t quite good enough. Charm was
called for, the pre-acid Dentmeister charm which had never failed with female jurors,
with witnesses, or with Pamela Isley herself.
“Okay, Petal,” he smiled. “You’ve been very patient. Now let’s hear your version
from the beginning.”
Ivy had got as far as clipping the forsythia after the mysterious customer’s visit and
departure—apparently you have to cut back the forsythia immediately after it flowers,
and even though it had nothing to do with the attempt to murder her, she felt it was
important they all know—when her story was interrupted by the first late arrival.
“Outrageous, kwak, kwak-kwak,” Oswald began. At first everyone thought he
meant the indignity of dressing like a nun, but by the third ‘kwak’ it was clear he was
angrier than the rest of them—or at the very least, his anger had more focus. “Phone
calls to my private office demanding I ‘declare my intentions’ as either a Rogue or a
mobster—KWAK! As if nameless cranks may simply call up Oswald Cobblepot
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making demands. And no sooner do I hang up from what I thought was a mere
insolent crank, the front entrance to the Iceberg is torn up by gunfire—positively torn
up. That is gold leaf in the front arch—gold leaf! It is outrageous—KWAK! Simply
outrageous. We must take a stand—take a stand I tell you!” He paused here to lift his
umbrella like a sword, a warlord rallying his troops for battle. “We must establish
through acts that cannot be misunderstood, one does NOT threaten the likes of Oswald
Cobblepot nor commit vandalism upon his property—KWAK-kwakwakwak.”
“Now we know who menaces us,” Victor Frieze said evenly. “A hot-headed move,
singularly stupid as hot heads always are. In attempting to force your hand, they
revealed their own.”
“These mob bullies!” Jonathan cried. “Thinking they can strike fear into us? Us?! We
will show them terror.”
Victor turned in the manner that, in anyone else, is called a slow burn.
“Hotheads,” he said frostily. He didn’t like this kind of passionate call to action. He
didn’t trust it. “Vengeance is a hard, cold business,” he declared. “It should be
embarked on with icy patience and resolve.”
Passion was nothing but heat, and heat was not to be trusted… But if he didn’t like
these heated calls to action, he also didn’t like the Iceberg being shot up. He wanted
quiet. The serene stillness of a frozen landscape. The city in turmoil, his fellow Rogues
up in arms, it was not acceptable. It had to be stopped.

“You really think Joe Pelacci is gunning for all the Rogues who were at that
wedding?” Selina asked, looking out over the city as her mind flipped through the
possibilities.
“Ruining his little girl’s wedding and a hoped-for alliance with Carmine, vendettas
have begun with much less,” Batman replied.
“Oh boy,” Selina said, running her hand over the top of her cowl and down the back
of her hair. “This is going to escalate fast. I mean, we were all there: Jonathan, Hagen,
Joker… not like it’s a peace-love-and-sunshine crowd to begin with.”
For the first time since he’d known her, it was Psychobat who produced the liptwitch in response to something she said. He never thought she realized how viciously
dangerous her fellow Rogues were. Now it seems she did know… Why she befriended
them anyway, that was a new mystery.
“Yes, they are all extremely ruthless,” he agreed. “Well-armed, and dangerously
smart. This will escalate fast. But there is an opportunity and I want you to consider it
very seriously. Selina, look at me, I want you to consider this very seriously…”
She looked curiously, a hint of a smile dancing on the corner of her lips.
“Melodramatic as always, even for a man in a cape.”
“Selina Kyle was attacked this afternoon, and as you explained so painstakingly to
those detectives, Bruce Wayne wants to protect her. If you let him—if ‘Bruce and
Selina’ leave Gotham, go to Monaco or St. Thomas until this all blows over—then the
Cat-Tales genie is back in the bottle. Selina Kyle was just an actress playing a role. No
more ‘Is she or isn’t she?’ If Selina’s left Gotham and Catwoman is still here, you have
your anonymity back.”
This time it was Catwoman’s mouth that dropped open.
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Harvey fiddled with his shirt collar. He was starting to feel… warm. Very… very…
warm. Ivy was… magnificent.
“Mobsters? Fucking mobsters did this? Some Pacino-wannabe tried to BLOW ME
UP?!” she shrieked. “Blow up MY BABIES?! Blow up HARLEY?! Forget the ‘terror’
crap, Jonathan. You can make them piss themselves if and when I decide I’m finished,
but FIRST they’ll wash my feet with their tears. THEN they’ll lay on their faces and
make a full confession of their crimes, they will BEG Harley AND my orchids for
forgiveness, and then… then I’ll think of something. And until I do, they will go out
and empty every bank account, bring me every dirty dollar they’ve got, and send every
last fucking one of their ‘button men’ or whatever they’re called out to plant a tree!”
It was the hottest thing Harvey Dent had ever seen. First she got pretty loud, but
then she got really quiet and that… that was… damn, that was… she was… damn,
Petal…
“THEY WILL PAY! Those lowdown men will suffer as no one has ever suffered.
They will pray for death, but the goddess will not be answering their prayers. They are
just going to go on suffering and suffering unless and until I get bored. Then Jonathan
can have them.”
Out came the coin. Flip. Catch. Look. And then…
“Damn, Petal, we think we just had one.”

“Just tell me you’ll think about it,” Batman said, pleased that the idea didn’t get the
kneejerk ‘no’ he was expecting. She could take the night to mull it over, ‘Bruce and
Selina’ could leave in the morning and he would reactivate the old protocols to
establish that Bruce Wayne was in hiding at the Hôtel de Paris. J’onn could arrange for
Selina to be photographed at the casino just as easily as he did Bruce, and—
“Congratulations.”
“What?”
“I said congratulations. You know how I always used to say that you don’t scare
me. Every other crook who’s knocked over a liquor store in this town is just terrified of
The Bat-Man but not me? Well, that’s done now. Congratulations, you’ve managed to
make me that Halloween cat with the arched back and the standing up fur.”
“I assume this is a no,” Batman growled. “Could we have less cutesy and more
specifics as to why?”
“Look, I get that you’re upset about what happened to me this afternoon, but you’ve
got to stop trying to ‘fix it’ retroactively, because you’re obviously not thinking clearly.
And you really shouldn’t be out in this condition. Not if, you know, the Bat-brain is
out of commission.”
This was answered by what Rogues and members of the Justice League refer to as
the ‘glare of death.’ As always, it had no effect whatsoever on Selina.
“Look, Bruce and Selina leave town, Catwoman is still here, ergo Selina can’t be
Catwoman. That’s the plan, right? Well think about it, that’s fine for Richard Flay and
Gladys Ashton-Larraby, but the people who knew me before will still know Selina is
Catwoman/Catwoman is Selina.”
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“Of course,” he said wearily. “It’s not meant to be a 100% reset, it can only close that
one vulnerability opened up by Cat-Tales. The people who knew you before will
still—”
“Right! Now think about who those people are.”
“…”
“Harvey, Oswald, Pammy…”
“Yes, Rogues. I don’t see what you’re getting at.”
“Bruce and Selina leave. Catwoman is still here. Ergo Selina can’t be Catwoman—
but she is. Now, I assume Batman is still going to be in town too, while Bruce is off with
Selina who can’t be Catwoman but is. Think about it! Do you really want to leave that
kind of parallel just laying out there for any of them to trip over?”
“…”
Catwoman swallowed.
“It’s not… you… to miss something like that,” she said gently. “I know you’re upset;
I saw it at the hospital. And I’m sure going back to the crime scene didn’t help matters,
seeing the charred tables and everything, but… please. Protect me later, at home,
when it’s just us.” She whispered the last words as if it alluded to a sex game, and then
continued in a normal voice. “Because out here, I don’t need ‘protecting,’ I need
‘Batman.’ Gotham needs Batman—really needs you if we’re seconds away from a fullbore Rogues versus Mobs war.”
As she spoke, all emotion had drained from Batman’s eyes, leaving only a gaze of
focused control and icy detachment. It held for a heartbeat, then the ice melted and
emotion slowly returned… and with it, a long, slow smile of deep and quiet menace.
“Not green for the opera,” he said in a poisonous voice that was barely human.
“That purple and black thing you’ve got, the strapless that’s almost the same shade as
your costume. Hair up, nothing to pull focus from your neck. We might have to
improvise the jewelry…”

A limousine with tinted windows slid soundlessly around the corner a few blocks
from Edward Nigma’s last known lair. It was the kind of car you saw in movies just
before the window rolled down and the black menacing barrel appeared from the dark
to give silent death to the unfortunate target, but tonight, a different peril lay in wait.
Inside, wide knees spread between two of the back seats. Fist to his masked mouth in
an unconscious Rodan’s The Thinker pose, Bane contemplated his next move.
It was a long shot. But he had to try it. Tetch would have squealed, long and loud,
he knew. He had chosen his target carefully; not a Rogue of high threat level. Not yet.
But one who would make noise; one who was, as their “Gossip Gertie,” positioned to
make a lot of noise in a lot of ears.
It was only a matter of time before it was noticed.
Bane drummed his big fingers on his chin. But it hadn’t been. And that meant
something was wrong. He’d calculated the little wretch’s injuries would not inhibit his
ability to talk. He had been most patient in that regard. Holding back so much of his
strength to avoid cracking the insipid creature like an egg was not satisfying in the
slightest to a warrior of his caliber, but it was necessary.
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Perhaps the others had considered Tetch to be ‘crying wolf’ and ignored him thusly.
That could be capitalized upon, then. It would create a greater shock to their
complacency if he next selected a much more dangerous target; an A-list Rogue.
The first time he had appeared, he had beaten down Killer Croc to prove his physical
superiority. That was the strategy, honed in his prison upbringing; find the meanest,
biggest, strongest dog on the block and knock him off his perch to shake the status quo
and establish your power. But he had been foolish to assume that size and strength
were the basis of power in this world outside the prison walls. For all the menacing
stature and fortitude that would have made him an ideal baron-behind-bars in Bane’s
hellish birthplace, on the streets of Gotham City, Croc was not feared one tenth as
much as the Joker.
Bane knew that now, and was smart enough to know why; he knew Joker’s type, the
flamboyant serial killer, always one step ahead of the authorities, seemingly harmless
or entertaining but a cold-blooded monster underneath. There were plenty of those at
Peña Dura, though he could safely say he had never met one on quite the level of
Gotham’s “Clown Prince of Crime.” Even Bane had to admit the Joker occupied his
own special niche in the pecking order, and that ironically made him quite unsuitable
as the next hit.
No, the Joker must be left for last. He stood too separate from their society; to
destroy him too early would leave half of his targets terrified but half of them relieved
or even rejoicing. He needed their fear and uncertainty. He needed to hit someone
they would see as untouchable because of some quality that raised them above lesser
men. And to strike at an enemy renowned only for physical strength, like Croc, would
only reinforce their foolish idea of Bane as nothing more than a steroid-case bruiser.
No, he needed to find an enemy famed for his mind, his unparalleled genius, and
leave him shattered beyond repair in his own innermost sanctum.
He needed to destroy the Riddler.
Now if only he could find him…
Casing the Riddler’s former lairs, he’d found no clever clues or encoded puzzles;
only empty warehouse after empty loft after empty basement. Bane felt the frustration
knotting at the base of his skull but refused to let it infect him. He was challenging a
man of vast intellect, he could not expect it to be easy. The easiest – and most
satisfying – part would come at the last moment, when Edward Nigma was within
pummeling range and at Bane’s mercy. But as he consoled himself with this
pleasurable image, muffled shouting drifted into his thoughts.
Bane glanced out the window to see a blonde man of considerable – by most
standards, not his own – musculature hammering on the door to Nigma’s lair. He
noted the swell and definition of the calves, pecs and biceps – earned through gym
work, not through hard labor. This was a man focused on appearance, then… but
unshaven, his hair untidy and not recently cut – fallen on hard times... A clash of
differing levels of self-respect, one desired and one actual. Caucasian, possibly Nordic
or Gallic descent, but with a deep bronzed tan, not faked, an outdoorsman, but fading
slightly from gloomy Gotham weather – a man accustomed to a much sunnier clime
who has lived for some time in the city. That and the alert, cagey way the man paced,
the self-absorbed indignant tone as he hammered on Nigma’s door, shouting his name
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– “Nigma,” not “Riddler” – someone familiar with the notorious criminal personally,
outside his tabloid persona, and considering himself close enough to go banging on the
fellow’s door in the middle of the night – punctuated by the almost-feline pause and
poised tension as he spotted the black limo gliding into view at the end of the street.
Thomas Blake, then. Big game hunter turned themed criminal. C-list, barely worth
his time. But the way he looked at Bane’s limousine, hired with money drawn from the
hidden accounts he had stowed away from his time as Gotham’s sole kingpin (which
the real Batman would have found and shut down, and the amateur Azrael had failed
to…) gave clear indication to Bane that Blake thought the limousine was there for him.
And that piqued Bane’s interest. “Here, Manuel,” he whispered to the driver, and
got out of the car.
Tom Blake’s eyes immediately widened in shock, “You!”
“You were expecting someone else?”
Blake scowled, “Those goons you had tailing me were sloppy enough, no match for a
hunter’s senses. I was expecting a fight, but you’re a surprise. What do you want?”
Bane paused a moment. Interesting. So someone else had been following him, and –
bravado aside – put the fear into him. He’d come running to Nigma, and that meant
his lair was simply the closest, as from what Bane knew of Blake there was little love
lost between him and his criminal peers. It was time for a test.
Bane rolled a shrug, “Very good, Señor Blake. I should not have underestimated
your ability to track man or beast, even in this urban jungle. Do me at least the
courtesy of telling me how you spotted my men?”
Blake snorted, “Cheap suits, the kind you wouldn’t mind getting blood on. Cheap
cologne. The way the tall one was loitering around gnawing on a street stall pizza
slice. Scuffed shoes and loud ties… and I could pick their guns from the way they were
standing. And not just the obvious guns. Your goons need lessons in subtlety.”
“So it seems,” said Bane, and you need lessons in Gotham City, hunter, he thought, those
aren’t hired henches. They’re Mafia footmen.
“If you were hoping to follow me to Nigma,” Blake said, shifting from foot to foot in
that antsy way Bane knew well from a hundred toughs fixing to start a brawl in the
prison yard, “You’re out of luck. He’s gone. They’re all gone, gone to ground
somewhere.”
“Except you, señor,” Bane observed, casually, “Did you perhaps not get the memo?”
He was unprepared for the response. Blake tensed, stomped his foot like a child,
then started ranting.
“Oh, yeah, because I don’t count, do I? I, the Catman, possessed of the cloak made
from the fabric of the fabled Nephren-Ka, granting me the nine lives of a cat – yes, that
doesn’t count at all, does it? Because they’re all busy licking the boots of that purpleclad bitch, and she doesn’t like me, so who gets ostracized? And why do you think
that is?”
“I cannot imagine.”
“I’ll give you a clue!” Blake spat angrily, cupped his hands over his chest and jiggled
an imaginary bosom.
Bane cleared his throat. “You paint a clear picture, señor,” and he did indeed. A man
apart from a crowd, shunned and disrespected – Tom Blake was a distorted mirror,
and it put Bane’s teeth on edge. This ‘Catman’ could be a potential ally, he realized,
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but something held him back from offering. Perhaps it was the whiny, self-pitying
subtext lurking under the anger. Perhaps it was the insult to Catwoman – the only one
of the “Rogues Gallery” who’d come to him personally to offer her allegiance during
his reign of crime. She alone had respected him. Had seen what he had done in
reducing their alpha crimefighter to a ruin, a cripple… he would not brook a dishonor
to her name.
“Lesson one,” Bane said quietly when Blake started to continue, “Respect starts
within. You cannot demand the respect of others if you have none for yourself.”
“What is that supposed to—”
“Do you know who I am?”
“You’re Bane. The bruiser with the Venom steroids who broke Batman a few years
back.”
“Do you see a Venom tank on my back now?”
Blake admitted he did not. Bane continued, “Then you can see that I have no unfair
advantage over yourself.” Then he pulled on a pair of fingerless gloves. Catman
stared incredulously. “Stand up, Thomas Blake,” said Bane, “Show me fists instead of
words. If you can conquer the man who broke the Batman, you will have proven
yourself well worthy of their respect… and mine.”
“I’m… I’m not going to fight you—”
“If you face defeat with courage, I may even respect you a little. But if you shrink
from the challenge,” Bane added, dropping his voice to a metal whisper, “You’ll just be
another smear of shit on my shoe. To be wiped off and forgotten. Are you ready to be
forgotten, Mr. Blake?”
Tom Blake gritted his teeth and clenched his fists, falling into a combat stance.
“Begin lesson,” Bane said with a smile.

♫-Triumph all ye Cherubim;
“We need a base,” Jonathan declared. “No offense, Oswald, but the Iceberg isn’t
exactly a stronghold.”

Neck. A hard forearm to the neck wasn't cinematic, but it had a way of chopping up
the breathing. Like any man who felt the slap of hard flesh across his windpipe, the
sensation took over his thinking, it blocked every other thought for seconds after the
blow dissipated. As long as the sting remained, there was no torque on the end of Tom
Blake's blows, no leveraging of weight behind his blocks, and opening after opening in
his jostling, nervy battle stance. With that, it would be open season on his ribs.

♫-Sing with us, sweet Seraphim
“Anything is a stronghold sitting on a mountain of ice,” Victor pointed out, shooting
a blast of freeze ray to prove his point.
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Ear. One hard blow to the ear, with the base of the right hand. Bane twisted his
hand backward to make contact where the lower outside edge of the palm met his
wrist, which despite the amount of flesh and muscle created a pointier edge than an
ordinary flathand slap. Aiming that point for the center of Blake’s ear would drive the
blow in just a little farther. The goal was disrupting his balance, but often as not it
produced ear-ringing a well, which threw the strongest opponents off their game.

♫-Heaven and earth resound the hymn…
“You know what’s an absolute fortress,” Hugo Strange said with a whimsical smile,
“Arkham.”
“Except for being controlled by people with whistles and keys,” Crane said
peevishly.
♫-Salve
Eyes. If you hit them right, they swelled and closed. Pain a warrior would ignore;
being unable to see was not a matter of will.
♫-Salve
Sitting together a short distance away, Ivy’s eyes met Harvey’s.
“They’re all idiots,” she whispered.
“We noticed.”
“You know what I noticed?” she asked in the old pillow-talk tone. “You haven’t
taken the coin out for anything but a few wisecracks. Not feeling at all conflicted, I
presume?”
“Not a bit.”
“That’s what I figured. Both of you hate the mobs.”

Wall. It wasn’t a vulnerability. It wasn’t a part of Tom Blake’s body. But the parts
of his body that weren’t particularly vulnerable like his shoulders, hips, and the back of
his skull reacted poorly to being hurled into it by the force of Bane’s ferocious
backhand. There was no climactic crack as there had been with Batman, but the grim
crunch of compacting cartilage as bone met brick was just as definitive: the fight was
over.
Bane turned his back on the scene as serenely as a man strolling through a park. This
time, his message would be heard.
♫-Salve Re-gi-na
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A KNIGHT AT THE OPERA
The Wayne Family were patrons of the Gotham Opera since it performed at the
downtown Academy of Music. Without the assent of Edith Wayne, the present opera
house built in the then-unfashionable uptown area “above the Forties” would never
have been patronized by people of quality. As a board member, owner of the best box
and a descendent of Olivia Wayne who founded the original Opera Guild, Bruce could
not cross the lobby on opening night without making a dozen stops to chat with this
person or that.
Tonight, however, he and Selina seemed bizarrely out of sync. They must have
been having one hell of a conversation just prior to getting out of the limo, because
they kept talking during their entire walk down the red carpet and into the foyer.
Selina even had her hand up to her throat, completely blocking the crowd—or the
fashion press—from getting a look at her necklace. It was such an unbelievable
blunder. You’d think neither of them had ever walked a red carpet before. Then, once
they were inside, Bruce went on being so engrossed in whatever Selina was saying, he
didn’t hear Ted Layne, Meredith Grimes, the Endicotts, the Tates, or Mrs. Forbes
calling to him until he was all the way across the lobby by the vintage posters and
window cards. He was polite enough once he realized, and he and Selina held court
for quite a long time in front of a large Art Deco poster advertising Rosa Raisa in
Turandot. Like the vintage image on the stairs picturing Enrico Caruso as Pagliacci, it
advertised an opera which hadn’t been performed in Gotham for many years. In the
case of Pagliacci, the reason was obvious: murder + clown. People who knew next to
nothing about opera still knew that. The story of Turandot wasn’t quite as universally
famous, but anyone with a nodding acquaintance of opera was aware that Turandot
was a princess in Imperial China who was promised to the suitor who could correctly
answer three riddles. Any candidate who failed to answer a riddle correctly would be
executed. In Gotham, that seemed like tempting fate. Nessun Dorma was a great aria,
but it really wasn’t worth the risk.

Bane was beginning to feel he should never have left Gotham. A man of his size
couldn’t walk down the street without being noticed, not in Lubbock, Texas and not in
Gotham City, but Gothamites were so accustomed to the unusual, they simply didn’t
acknowledge it. Whether it was Stephen Spielberg getting into a cab on 74th Street or
Robin chasing a man in Hassidic dress and on rollerblades—right into the path of
Batgirl waiting at the end of the sidewalk to trip him with a fire hose—it was
considered rubishly unsophisticated to think it worth looking at. A real Gothamite
wouldn’t break stride as they glanced, if they glanced at all. Bane found it quite
refreshing as he walked through the Brownstone Corridor right up to Carmine
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Falcone’s front door, knocked and was admitted, without anyone giving him a second
look.

The chorus sang, foreshadowing the violence that would erupt in Act II and bathe
the kingdom in blood. High above in the Wayne box, Selina leaned over and
whispered “Remind me again why I like opera?” and Bruce grunted.
Then he glanced at her throat, calculated the sightlines from the orchestra, the
mezzanine, and the other boxes. Nigma might not be in any of those places. He might
not be in the audience at all if whatever he was planning centered on the stage. But if
he was in the audience, Selina had to make sure he could see the hanzi on her necklace
from any of those locations. If he was backstage or on the catwalk above, that would
be problematic—in another criminal. Bruce wasn’t worried since tonight’s nemesis
was The Riddler.
Knowing Batman’s identity wasn’t always the advantage his enemies believed. In
Nigma’s case, he had sent a riddle, he had to anticipate Batman solving it, and he had
to have contingencies in place for either of the two ways Batman might respond: He
might have come in costume or he might have come as Bruce Wayne. If the former,
Nigma would have to be prepared for a nearly-instantaneous response time and an
assault from a darkened area of the theatre—most likely above the stage. If the latter,
Nigma would have no means of determining where the attack would come from, but
he would imagine a slight delay while Bruce left the box and changed into costume.
He would probably overestimate the time Bruce needed to change, but none of that
mattered. All Bruce cared about was that Nigma would have come into the theatre
with two plans in mind. To know how to proceed, he would have to see if Bruce was
there.
It was likely he’d seen their arrival—the dress, the hidden necklace, Turandot—it
would be enough to ensure he was taking a closer look now. If he hadn’t seen them
come in because some part of his preparations prevented it, if he was stuck backstage
or in some hidden compartment, he would still have to check the box before he actually
set things in motion. He would have to know if Bruce was seated there or lurking
backstage in costume. He couldn’t possibly pull the trigger on his plan without
knowing that, and when he looked, he would see Selina wearing purple and black.
Catwoman purple streaked with Batman black. To a mind like Nigma’s, it would be as
clear as a signal flag. He might be horrified, insulted, outraged, or even hurt, but he
would see it and he would have to look closer.
Selina wouldn’t have to play to his sightlines then, he would do whatever he had to
in order to see and then— There! There it was.

There were no men like Carmine Falcone in Peña Dura. Men of his type do not wind
up in prison. When they fall, they die, sometimes by their own hand but usually by
someone else’s. So Bane glanced around the study to deduce what he could about the
man who owned it.
The furniture was expensive, but the springs sagged beneath every chair and there
was a large crack in the wood of the sofa where the arm merged into the base. Large
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men sat in this room—not large compared to Bane, but too large and heavy for the
furnishings. It was chosen to suit Falcone’s vanity then, not to accommodate his
guests. And when its unsuitability became apparent, he didn’t change it. He was
stubborn then. He wished to create a particular effect, set the stage around him to
present himself in a particular way, and whatever gratification he got from that
practice, it was more important than providing the men around him with a comfortable
place to sit.
Bane had remained standing while his host sat, which he saw Carmine interpreting
as the deference of an underling rather than an accurate assessment of the chair’s
ability to hold his bulk. It was dangerous to let errors like that go unanswered.
“Do not make the mistake of thinking I’ve come to you as a ‘hired gun,’” Bane said,
punctuating the final words with a sneer that said he looked down on such creatures
from the same height as Falcone must. “I am not a mercenary to be ordered around for
gold.”
“I never said you were,” Carmine said with an easy smile that Bane found revolting.
“Let me offer you a drink?”
There was a side table with two cut crystal decanters on a thick mahogany tray, each
a third filled with different shades of amber liquid. Costly. But no idea what you were
drinking. You’d drink what he gave you, Bane guessed. He also noticed several deep
scratches in the wood of the tray, similar scratches on most of the tables, and the
upholstery on the chairs and sofa was worn. Not threadbare, but like everything in the
room, it had seen better days. Everything was expensive originally, but nothing was
well maintained. The rich days were past, then. Gotham Crime was not as lucrative as
it had been. Batman’s influence, no doubt. And the rise of competitors. It was a sad
irony that the smaller the pie, the harder it was to maintain a monopoly. What
remained of gambling and the sale of drugs, guns and human flesh was now divided
among many hands, as it had not been when Falcone first came to power. He now had
other priorities besides indulging his vanity. Good.
“Why have you come then?” Carmine asked.
He had the decency to remain standing after pouring the drinks, so Bane answered
with an equal show of respect in taking the proffered glass and wetting his lips with
the stuff.
“Because we have common enemies, Señor Falcone.”
“Oh?”
That glib smile again. It was truly nauseating.
“And when men like us share an enemy, there can be only two results,” Bane
continued. “We may be of use to each other. Or we may get in each other’s way. I will
not tolerate the latter.”

Selina felt Bruce’s reaction more than hearing it. A deeper intake of breath and a
barely perceptible stiffening of muscles of the arm and leg beside her.
“What is it?” she whispered, looking at him and then following his eyes to the stage.
“The villagers that just came in from the left,” he said softly. Selina looked, and saw
it a split second before Bruce continued, “Look at their torches.”
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A mob was forming in this deceptively tranquil-looking corner of the kingdom. The
villagers sang of a coming storm darkening the skies, and as they sang, they lit candles,
filled lanterns and soaked rags with oil. They wrapped torches and lit their lamps. As
the singing and stage business became more complex, the stage was becoming a
kaleidoscope of open flames. Ordinary fire is a big no-no inside a theatre, and the
stage effect was created with special chemically-produced pseudo-fire. All of the
candles and torches burned with flames of an identically yellow-peach hue, except for
those of the villagers Bruce pointed out. Their flames were almost red.
By the time Selina registered the sight, the seat next to her was empty. Her lips
curled at the Bat-vanish while her eyes darkened as she played out the next steps. A
different chemical in three of the torches. Either those were Riddler’s men whose
flames were different because they were issued their own Riddler-made props, or else
they were ordinary members of the cast carrying the very props made by the scene
shop—and Riddler had altered those particular torches in order to get some compound
onto the stage. It wouldn’t be an explosive or nerve gas, Eddie wasn’t that kind. But it
might be something mor…
Selina breathed in sharply as she saw a tell-tale shadow that no one else noticed.
Something was happening backstage, something cape-like had moved between a hanging
light and the backdrop, and then between a different light and the edge of the
proscenium. One of the chorus members must have seen or heard something. He
didn’t break character, but Selina saw the reaction and studied his eyes and
movements for any clue to “its” location. Whatever it was, it was starting.
Selina took a long breath and held it, shortening her focus to a patch of nothing just
in front of her. Tuning out the sounds of the opera was easy, but it was harder to clear
her mind of those shadows glimpsed on the stage. It was the instinctive mental process
of one who was in those fights so often herself, deconstructing the movement and
thinking through paths of attack and escape. She let out the breath and waited before
taking another… pretended not to hear the door open behind her… or the step that
was soft but not quite as silent as Eddie assumed… She waited with the patient
stillness of a cat stalking prey, even though this time she was the prey.
Eddie was no fool. He’d escorted her to the opera. He’d sat beside her in this very
box that night Bruce had to cancel. He knew how much patrons in the other boxes
could see, having been the object of a few pointed fingers himself. He would know
better than to risk chloroform. But what were the alternatives? Would he really press
a knife to her back to make her come quietly? Particularly when they both knew he’d
never use it… Catwoman decided she would go with a fast-acting narcotic on a pin-tip
injector—when she felt the pinprick in the back of her neck, then everything went
white…

Spotting Riddler’s men backstage was easy. The ones in the costumes of the Act II
officers of the king’s guard were too well muscled in the upper arms to be members of
the chorus. The fake stagehands had the same upper-body type as the real ones, but
they lacked the beer guts spilling over the tops of their trousers. Unfortunately, with
the cat’s cradle of rope lines and cables crisscrossed above the stage, a batarang was too
risky. Batman was forced to reposition for every strike and take out each man
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individually. Then he took a minute he wouldn’t normally in order to search them for
some clue to the Riddler’s plan. So far, he found a small device like a miniature mp3
player, whose function was not immediately apparent. And so far, he was unable to
tell if they were part of a planned attack or a mere diversion to pull him to the stage
and away from the boxes—and if they were a diversion, if that was Nigma’s original
plan or an improvisation to get him away from Selina.
Five men down, three to go.
Getting to the next one required getting up into the flyspace above the catwalk—a
spot Batman realized too late was a well-concealed trap. As he reached the optimal
position to descend on his prey, he felt himself hoisted into an upside down position
where he momentarily resembled his namesake. From his new position, he could just
glimpse the electric eye he’d passed through to spring the trap, before a counterweight
dropped, a pulley unspooled, and his body was smashed into something hard on his
left, something harder on his right, and something downright jagged above. The last
sliced into the body armor on his leg, but it also sliced the nest of cables around his
boot. A slight swing, a simple pull, and a batarang throw later and he was free, then it
was an simple tumble to the—second trap, sliding down a slicked chute into… *koff*
…a steamy oily blackness that smelled awful.

The Arkhamite nuns were holding choir practice in the basement of St. Swithuns
when Joker entered. He hadn’t bothered with a disguise, and neither had his ‘friends.’
The two hulking brutes he addressed as Ha-Ha-Harold and Guffaw-Gary were in
mildly Jokerfied versions of standard mobster attire, but the woman...
She wore Harley’s usual jester headdress, mask, and make-up down to the neck.
Except a white veil hung down from the back of the headdress. There were giant
pearls where the bells and tassels should be, and rather than a high-necked leotard, she
wore a scoop-necked satin gown under her tassels. The gown followed Harley’s
general pattern, but instead of black and red quartered into trios of diamonds in
reverse colors, it was largely black and white. Her fingerless gloves revealed black nail
polish on one hand, red on the other, and an improbably-sized engagement ring/joy
buzzer on her third finger. A small white satin purse hung loosely off her arm,
hanging open with a few noise-makers visible inside, and in her hand she held a
bouquet of plastic acid-squirting flowers with a few small “Acme” balloons thrown in
for color.
“Everyone, I’d like you to meet Pagliaccia!” Joker said with a flourish.
He might have said Medusa, because everyone in the room was staring, still, silent,
and from all appearances, had been turned to stone.
Harvey was the first to regain some higher brain functions. He leaned forward
slightly, the name ringing a distant bell in a far off corner of his brain. Pagliaccia—
Pagliach—Pelliach—
“You’re not Susannah Pelacci?” he said incredulously.
“Not anymore!” she chirped. Joker cleared his throat, and her bright smile faded.
“Susannah died at the altar, broken heart. Very sad,” she announced, then went on in
a more conversational tone. “I thought about being The Bride, but that’s kinda been
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done. I mean how can ya compete with Uma Thurman ‘all your severed arms belong
ta me now,’ hee-hee. And Bridezilla is such a cliché. Mob Princess was an idea, but
Cookie Dough said it’d be a shame to waste a name like mine.”
Jonathan Crane’s mind thawed out next.
“C- C- Cookie Dough?” he stammered.
“That’s me,” Joker said, seemingly embarrassed.
“He said I had a name that put a smile on his face,” Susannah said proudly.
“YAAAAAARRRRRHHHH!!!!” Harley screamed, lunging forward and planting her
hands around Susannah’s neck. “YAAAAARRRRHHHHHH!!!!” she repeated, digging
in with her thumbs and rocking them both back and forth with surprising strength.
Harvey and Jonathan leapt forward and pulled her off. Susannah choked, and Joker
giggled.
“Let me explain,” he said happily. “There were these two chaps, looked a little like
Ha-Ha-Harold and Guffaw-Gary here, used to work for Pagliaccia’s father. Called ‘em,
uh, what was it? Chicken and Biscuits, that was it. Not bad, but not hilarious. And
Daddums sent them to kill me. Normally I’d just return the favor and kill him right
back, but they also ginsued my dentist. That calls for a little more payback. So rather
than dig another grave, I popped over to Keystone and picked up his little girl, showed
her a bit of the old Joker charm—”
“You Harley-ized her?” Victor said, stupefied.
“In a day?” Matt said incredulously.
“YAAAAAARRRRRHHHH!!!!” Harley screamed, lunging again, but this time Matt
Hagen was ready. Rather than make Jonathan and Harvey hold her back, he
interposed a clay wall between Harley and Susannah, then wrapped the ‘wall’ around
her like a cape and spoke soothingly to her as he led her into a corner.
Two-Face glared intently at Ha-Ha-Harold, took out his coin and flipped. Then he
did the same with Guffaw Gary. His eyebrow lifted slowly as he saw the face of the
coin, and he pulled Joker aside for a word in private.
“How do you know it was Pelacci that ordered the hit?” he murmured, returning the
coin to his pocket, taking out his gun, and squinting down the barrel as he pointed it in
the general direction of Harold and Gary.
“Keep my ear to the ground, Twofers, I keep my ear to the ground. Turns out, this
Chicken and Biscuits just found out about my dentist from that Carbon Fourteen guy.”
“Carmine Falcone?” Two-Face asked impatiently.
“Yeah, at that high end spaghetti joint in Harlem. Big news, ‘cause Carbuncle isn’t
the friendliest guy as a rule. Sitting down for a plate of meatballs with out-of-towners
set tongues a-wagging.”
“Uh-huh,” Two-Face said with a nod.
“Way I see it, Pelacci sent these goons to Goth Town without any idea how to find
me, so they’re asking around, and there goes old Loose Lips Falcone…”
“Joker,” Two-Face said.
“Telling ‘em about the best doggone dentist to ever reset a Bat-knocked-out tooth….”
“Joker.”
“And they think ‘HEY, where would a guy famous for his smile who regularly gets
teeth knocked out by Batman go to get…’”
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“JOKER!” Two-Face said, pointing the gun between the clown’s eyes without benefit
of a coinflip.
“Question?” Joker asked with a grin.
“Why did you bring them here?”
“Bring who?”
“Pollati and Biscotti, Chicken and Biscuits, why’d you bring ‘em here? If they tried to
off you and you’re still here, we’d expect them to be at the bottom of the East River by
now.”
“And pollute the river with all that polyester before sushi night? Think of the
whitefish, man!”
“But why bring them here?” Two-Face repeated just as Joker said “I went with a
barrel of quicklime at the Bludhaven dump, in tribute to their goodfellanous
wiseguyenish roots.”
“Uh-huh,” Two-Face repeated in the same thoughtful tone, as if placing a second
piece into a particularly tricky jigsaw puzzle. “So the two who tried to kill you, they’re
dead now. You’re sure?”
Joker made a wheezing sound as he clutched his throat, rolled back his eyes, and
then threw his arms out stiffly with a final “Ehck.”
Two-Face took this as a yes.
“Then it wasn’t Chicken and Biscuits that hit you,” he said definitely.
“How do you mean?” Joker asked flicking imaginary dust off his lapel.
“Because those two are Chicken and Biscuits,” Harvey said, pointing to Joker’s new
henchmen.
“AAHH!” Joker yelled, leaping forward as if he’d been goosed. Then he
straightened, adjusted his tie, looked at the two men he’d picked up at Pelacci’s own
house in Keystone, and then looked skeptically at Two-Face.
“The one you’re calling Ha-Ha-Harold,” Harvey said in his best opening statements
tone, “that’s Tony Pollati, ‘Chicken.’ ‘Guffaw-Gary,’ his name is John Biscotti.
‘Biscuits.’ Chicken and Biscuits, right there. Are those the guys who tried to kill you?”
“Eh, no,” Joker said, trying to think if there was any way he could be mistaken and
deciding he couldn’t.
“Why did you think the two hitters were Pollati and Biscotti?” Harvey asked,
turning another piece of the jigsaw on its side to see if it would fit.
“Like I said, ear to the ground.”
Harvey resumed his old courtroom stance, and he paced back and forth in front of
an imaginary jury box as he laid out the case:
“Carmine Falcone sees two Pelacci men at Rao’s. Carmine Falcone gives them critical
information enabling them to find you. He does this publicly and conspicuously,
knowing word will get around. Two hitters of the same general type show up at that
location to kill you. I’m assuming they wouldn’t have taken any pains to avoid being
seen. You wouldn’t be around to talk later, but somebody in the neighborhood will
notice goons like that… Let’s assume we find out. If you could hear about it, we
could. Then there’s the explosions that nearly torched us; mob fingerprints all over
that. Mobsters call and threaten Oswald, and Joey the Bull has a plausible grudge after
the wedding… We all strike back at him. But who else has a grudge? Who else would
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stand to gain from the elimination of Rogues, but also gain from surviving Rogues
striking back at Joe Pelacci, hm? It is that same Carmine Falcone. We come back to it
again and again…” A conscious pause as Harvey had to stop himself from adding
‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury.’ “…Carmine Falcone. Carmine Falcone has the
identical motive, means and opPETAL, NO!” Harvey yelled.
Poison Ivy had come in, seen the back of “Pagliaccia” and, thinking it was Harley in
a bridal gown and veil, flung herself at Joker. She was on his back and trying to twist
his head off before Harvey quite realized what was happening. Susannah and Harley
both leapt forward to stop her—for exactly two steps. Then they saw each other and
both redirected their attack: Harley trying to strangle Susannah while Oswald tried to
pull her off, Susannah trying to poke Harley in the eye while Scarecrow tried to pull
her off, while Two-Face recovered himself enough to grab Ivy by the arms and try to
pull her off. Oswald got a kick in the shin for his trouble, Scarecrow an elbow in the
stomach, and Harvey a face full of pheromones—after which, he was perfectly happy
to shoot at Joker. In the end, Victor Frieze had to ice over the floor so that nobody
could stand, while Clayface erected bullet and acid-proof walls around each of the
combatants.

The nauseating smile shifted, pushing out the upper teeth a bit. It was the snarl of an
animal, and Bane recognized it as such. Another man might have scoffed at a creature
of Carmine Falcone’s size attempting to snarl at someone like Bane, but Bane
understood it was a reflex in men of Falcone’s type. He had been threatened. Bane
had said “We may get in each other’s way. I will not tolerate...” and the response was
automatic and involuntary.
“Just as I expect you would not,” Bane said, letting the threat dissolve into an
expression of shared worldly understanding. “So we must work together, mustn’t
we?” he concluded, with an ingratiating grin that he hoped Carmine found as revolting
as Bane found his.
“I appreciate the offer, Bane, I really do, but I don’t see how you can help with the
plan I’ve got going.”
“No one can help with it. Your plan is shit,” Bane said jovially.
Carmine walked back behind his desk, but he didn’t sit, nor did he react with the
expected hostility.
“You only say that because you don’t know what it is. What I have in mind is very
subtle. You’ll forgive my saying, everything about you is as flamboyant as the people
I’m going after.”
“Your men are as subtle as a Colombian necktie, señor. The least discerning of these
Rogues can spot the uniform of Mafia footmen, even if they don’t interpret it correctly.
It took me less than a day to identify you after hearing about the men you sent after
Thomas Blake.”
“That’s because you‘re new to town, Bane. You’ve been out of the loop, so you
didn’t jump to the same conclusion the rest of them will. I don’t mind their realizing
it’s a certain type behind what’s happening, I’m counting on it. Because it won’t lead
them back to me. I’ve laid a very clear trail to a former associate who has just as much
to avenge. An upside to Harvey Dent surviving that explosion, he has extensive
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knowledge from his days as D.A. He’ll know Joe Pelacci’s men. He’ll know two in
particular that are still in Gotham. Once a few more details come to light about what
happened to Joker…”
He trailed off because Bane was laughing.
Laughing.
Laughing.
“I was wrong, Señor Falcone. I said your plan was shit. But even shit has its place in
the cycle of life. It enriches the soil, makes the grass to grow, the new cycle to begin.
What you call a plan won’t even do that.” He leaned over Carmine’s desk, causing the
wood to creak and groan under the weight. “I am going to make this simple for you.
You have men and you have resources. Your men are stupid, but that’s alright because
they do what they’re told or they would not still be alive. Your resources are not what
they were because you manage your affairs like a pinche borracho. None of this
concerns me. What concerns me is that you have men and resources. I could say ‘They
are now mine’ but I am not saying this. Your army of thugs, your guns and your
money, what markers you hold over persons in power, your bases and your places of
refuge, all these are still yours to command—as long as you use them exactly as I tell
you in the matter of these Rogues.”

Selina awoke on a Turkish ottoman from the 2005 production of Mozart’s Abduction
from the Seraglio. She smelled mothballs… glue… and cigarettes. The air was dry,
dusty… and vibrating with the trills of a distant soprano wailing to the gods to avenge
her dishonor. The opera was still going on, and it wasn’t far away. Selina waited out a
wave of dizziness, then lifted her head and saw she was in the back of a long, narrow
room filled with racks of costumes. Eddie sat a short distance away, at the costume
manager’s desk by the look of things, holding her necklace under a bright sewing light
and examining it through a magnifying glass.
“This is quite a piece,” he observed.
And it was. Six large diamonds, each embossed with a Chinese character pressed
perfectly into its face, courtesy of Superman.
“This one is wèn, and that’s hào,” Eddie said, pointing to the symbols on the first
two stones. “Those two together are a question mark. Then you do it again – wèn
hào,” he said, pointing to the two center stones. “And once more on the end. You’ve
got three Chinese question marks here, ‘Lina. That you’ve worn to the opera.”
“I thought you’d like it,” Selina said, sitting up despite a final wave of dizziness.
Thanks to the hangover, her voice had an early morning throatiness which, for a
moment, wrecked Eddie’s train of thought.
“Erhm, yes, like I was saying, three Chinese question marks. That you wore to the
opera. The Gotham Opera that never does Turandot. Why do you think that is, ‘Lina?”
“Same reason they never do Pagliacci, Eddie.”
“I’m hurt, ‘Lina. ‘Answer the riddle or die.’ Does that really sound like me?”
“They don’t know you the way I do,” Selina soothed.
“Better watch yourself, ‘Lina. You keep at it the way you’re going with Brucie boy,
you could wind up on that opera board and a dozen others just like it. You’ll be one of
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them deciding ‘Oh we mustn’t do Zauberflöte, there’s that guy covered in feathers. That
awful Penguin will attack us with his umbrellas.”
“If that day comes, Eddie, I promise you, the opera will do Turandot and the MoMA
will do a full Sanborn show.”
She smiled, like she was sweetening an invitation to dinner with the promise to serve
his favorite dishes. The very edge of his lip curled up, just for a second, then the protosmile faded.
“Why did you wear this tonight?” he asked in a tone he seldom used for sentences
ending in a question mark.
“To give it to you,” came the simple, straightforward reply.
Selina ignored the expected appearance of white above and below his irises and the
simultaneous contracting of pupils. They’d played poker often enough, she knew how
Edward Nigma reacted when you called a raise he wasn’t expecting. “You had
something planned for tonight,” she continued. “I assume it was something profitable,
box office receipts or whatever. You gave it up to come talk to me. This makes up for
it.”
“How do you know it wasn’t my intention to knock out one of the high society types
and make off with her jewelry?”
“Then what are you complaining for; you’ve got it.”
The lip curled again, and this time the tickle broke through into a reluctant smile.
“Touche,” he admitted. “So, what did you want to talk about, ‘Lina?”
“You heard about the explosion yesterday on Madington?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I saw something on the news.”
“It was Harvey’s restaurant, that Vietnamese place he likes so much. We were
having lunch there. One or both of us was the target, and not an hour later, the same
hitter took a shot at Ivy. We’re pretty sure Joey Pelacci’s behind it, payback for the
wedding fiasco. Eddie, nobody’s going to take this lying down. Help us contain it.”
“Why? Riddle me that, ‘Lina, why would I want to help you?”
“In no particular order: you don’t want to see me blown up, don’t want to see
Harvey blown up, Pammy blown up, Oswald blown up, don’t want to be blown up
yourself. And—see above, Eddie—Turandot v. Pagliacci—you’re not a homicidal
maniac. You don’t want to see the city torn up, a massacre of Pelaccis and who knows
how many innocent bystanders.”
“It’s helping him.”
“It’d be helping all of us.”
“Including him. No, you’re right, ‘Lina. I don’t want to see this tear up the town,
but that doesn’t mean I’ll help you. I’ll help them. I’ll help them win. And then we
won’t have to worry about it anymore. Pelaccis, Falcones, Triads, Georgians, Yakuza,
and anybody else that doesn’t want to knuckle down and accept that this is our town,
not theirs. Gotham belongs to The Gotham Rogues. They want an ordinary
unmasked, un-shape-shifting, un-plant-women, un-joker-toxined crimescape, they can
get on a plane and fly to Detroit. This is Gotham. Suit up to play, or get the fuck out.
That goes for you too, ‘Lina. Thanks for the trinket.”
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AND SO IT BEGINS
Salutations!
Under other circs, I would give you 12 hours
Regardless of the spat.
Riddles are a tricky business, and not
Everyone has the gift right off the bat.
Nevertheless, you threatened flowers,
Destroyed a few and that.
Earns you only six hours
(Really, Carmine, it's a gift, take it.)
Deliver what I'm asking by the hour named,
Or
Rimley Warehouse will be forfeit,
Orchid's Revenge will be proclaimed.
The amount I want and when and where is spelled out
Here plain as day. If you're smart enough to solve it,
You’ll escape our wrath today.
The neighborhood near the opera house was among the most desirable in Gotham.
Twelve hours before a glassy-eyed Sil Barese would enter Carmine Falcone’s study
with a green envelope clutched in his chubby fingers, a manhole cover clanked in front
of the prestigious Opera Row townhouses. It clanked again, moved, lifted, and finally
a wet, slimy and reeking Batman emerged. He cursed under his breath as the
summoned Batmobile turned into the intersection. There would be no returning to the
opera now. He couldn’t go anywhere until he’d showered. Even trying to patrol was
pointless with the stench of hydraulics and sewage preceding him by several feet.
If he went straight to the penthouse and bathed, he could still make the rendezvous
with Catwoman on the Moxton Building at midnight—when he realized he didn’t have
to. Her silhouette was just coming into view a few stories above where the Batmobile
had turned. She must have bagged the opera when she finished with Nigma, changed
into costume and kept watch on the Batmobile. Prudence suggested “not seeing her,”
getting into the car alone, driving off and debriefing her later… but those were not the
priorities of a grown man with a war to prevent. He waited and did his best not to
react as she hit the radius of the odor.
“Wow, what the hell did he do to you?!”
“Deathtrap in the hydraulics under the stage, escape through the sewer, you don’t
need the details.”
“No, I don’t,” she coughed. “Anyway, um, it didn’t go well...”
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Twelve hours later, Sil Barese entered Falcone’s study, murmuring about ‘the green.’
He clutched an envelope of that color along with a yellow rose. It took Bane’s strength
to force his fingers open to get the envelope, and even then, Sil passed out before he’d
give up the rose. Bane stepped over him and tore open the envelope.
Six hours and one minute after that, the men in the Rimley Street warehouse began
to feel a chill. Paulie went to check the thermostat when Pete noticed the windows
were iced over. He ran to the door, only to find it open onto a wall of glass a foot
thick… or what looked like glass at first glance. In the second it took for the shock to
wear off, Pete realized it was a wall of ice. He fired a few rounds into it without
making a dent, while Paulie, Jake and Ron all ran to the back.
The ice was still closing in on the much larger loading dock entrance, taunting them
with a comfortably wide escape route—if only they could get the rolling door open.
The sudden drop in temperature made it agonizingly slow to lift. The men squirmed
out the bottom as best they could, no one thinking to call Pete, still firing madly to get
out the front. He had traded his Glock for one of the many Uzis on the premises, and
he was making so much noise blasting away at the ice prison, he didn’t hear any of the
newcomers come up behind him. Not until the already cold air around him dropped
another ten degrees as Mr. Freeze approached.
“That’s no way to treat a perfectly fine wall of ice,” Victor observed, sticking his
freeze ray into Pete’s nose.
Pete considered himself a tough guy, but he reacted exactly like a hundred terrified
victims had when he’d been the one sticking a gun in their faces. He froze, paralyzed
with fear, his eyes riveted on the end of the barrel.
Mr. Freeze turned to the others he came in with, but Pete couldn’t manage to pull his
eyes off the end of the gun in order to see who they were.
“You want him?” Victor asked casually.
“Why would anyone want him?” said a low, female voice, dripping with contempt.
“Keep him,” Two-Face ordered. “Nigma said he’ll need a messenger to deliver
tomorrow’s riddle. After that, he’s got it covered. Pammy?”
He slipped in nose plugs while Poison Ivy conjured thoughts of lying back and
pleasuring herself on a bed of thick velvety moss. The frigid air warmed with the
thick, husky odors of steamy jungle matrix, of leaves moist with dew drops and sweet
blossoms burgeoning with nectar.
“Well that’s done,” Two-Face said dryly once Pete assumed that unfocused stare of
unworthy adoration they all knew so well. “Tell Nigma the warehouse is ours. Once
the *koff* air is clear, he can send in the others to come in and start setting up.”

Matches Malone may not have been the most connected guy in the Gotham
underworld, but even he knew that the old Irish mobs, ill-equipped to survive in a
criminal landscape dominated by Colombians and Russians, had been absorbed into
the Falcone Crime Family. Matches had no way of knowing that Carmine had put
Anthony Marcuso in charge of Westies—nor would he have cared. Falcone and his
godson inhabited a criminal stratosphere high above sewer rats like Matches Malone.
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But Batman knew. He had a hunch that the Westies were Marcuso’s reward for early
success when Falcone first started promoting him. There was a shift in activity around
the Downpatrick Carpentry Club immediately after a ‘pump and dump’ operation
folded in NoLiTa and shortly before Marcuso’s engagement to Susannah Pelacci. It
looked remarkably like Carmine was grooming the kid, giving him a mid-level
operation to run unsupervised, the same way Batman had tested Robin before
advancing him to a new tier of training and responsibility. And then, quite possibly,
giving him an extra income as tacit approval for the marriage.
The reasons why Carmine might have given the Westies to Marcuso was conjecture,
but Batman had confirmed that Anthony Marcuso was, in fact, in charge shortly before
the ill-fated wedding. That meant the Downpatrick was the place to begin, and he only
needed a cover story for Matches to be poking around. At one time, he would have
made up a story involving a loan shark or a numbers racket, but the names and
particulars were always changing for that kind of thing. It would take a few hours
rounding up the right kind of scum and beating the specifics out of them. Not a lot of
time, but… with Selina in his life now, there was no need for even that small
expenditure of Batman’s time. He could create the cover story this afternoon, Matches
could hit the Downpatrick by seven, and Batman wouldn’t have to take a minute out of
his regular patrol. He would also get to see Selina’s reaction to being asked, which was
sure to be entertaining.

“I don’t understand why we can’t have the Z do this,” Scarecrow grumbled. It had
been a long time since he set up a chem lab himself, and a warehouse that Carmine
Falcone had been using as… as a warehouse was hardly his idea of a proper workspace.
“They’re busy,” Eddie said, too busy for the moment to present his thoughts as
questions. “I don’t plan to keep using greened guidos as messengers. It’s boring. As
soon as the Z are done setting up my project, we can have them help out here. But I’d
like to have this place established as our new HQ by then, so we might just put them to
work on the next one. Second riddle, we’ll go for that bookie joint he’s got over the
Wild Deuce club. For Harvey.”
“Why can’t I use Pammy’s new pet,” Jonathan asked, not really caring about the
riddle delivery system for tomorrow’s clue when he had heavy boxes to move today.
“Need him to do the inventory. Falcone mostly kept guns here. Pete, Pagliaccia and
Harvey have the best knowledge to identify different types on sight. And I’ve got
Harv on a much more important job right now, so it’s got to be Pagliaccia and Pete
taking inventory.”
Jonathan’s brow shot up under his mask, which Eddie correctly interpreted as a
question about the vital task he’d assigned to Two-Face.
“Keeping Ivy happy.”

“You want me to what?” Selina asked, looking at the brassy red wig which, together
with a vividly blue suit, constituted her disguise as Georgina Barnes, the identity with
which she’d infiltrated the financial world on more than one occasion.
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“Just the wig,” Bruce repeated. “Not the suit. Simple t-shirt and jeans, something
you’d wear on a date to an amusement park. And trashier make-up.”
“Trashy make-up,” Selina said dully. “For the Wall Street intern.”
“No, Georgina Barnes is Wall Street. This is Gina O’Malley, a grifter who only
becomes Georgina Barnes when she needs to get into places like BankLink and
CashPulse.”
Selina’s lips curled into the unique smile she had whenever Batman wanted her to
do something criminal.
“Who will I be conning?” she asked in her bedroom voice.
“Don’t get excited,” he warned. “I just need to take a few pictures.”
“Ah, then somebody I conned already is looking for me,” she smiled with just as
much satisfaction.
Beneath Batman’s disapproving scowl, the part of Bruce’s mind that would later play
Matches grinned in reply. He hadn’t decided yet why Matches was looking for Gina: if
she had double-crossed him, cheated him, or just up and disappeared when the wrong
people started asking questions about something she was involved in that he had no
knowledge of. The reason didn’t matter, since it was a given that whatever Matches
told the Westies was sure to be a lie.
Bruce decided now—or actually, Matches decided as he watched Selina put on the
wig and fuss with the red locks with that naughty-girl grin—that whatever the GinaMatches history was, she’d broken his heart.

None of the men who escaped from the Rimley Warehouse were aware their boss
had picked a fight with theme rogues. They assumed that if they reported the store of
guns and unlaundered cash had been lost to a creeping ice flow, Carmine would
naturally think they’d made the whole thing up to cover their own pilfering. That
would be the last anyone would see of them, except a few fish at the bottom of the East
River. So, like any sensible crooks, they packed into a van and headed for Toledo. If
Bane hadn’t sent a man down to Rimley Street, they still wouldn’t know the place had
been taken.
They still didn’t know exactly how it went down, but they knew none of the men
they sent had reported back. The first was at Mercy Hospital being treated for
hypothermia, the second and third were in Arkham, having reportedly run into a
Dairy Queen screaming about the “monster rat” and “abominable snowman” that were
chasing them.
Carmine had ground his fist into the table and snarled that he would send a legion to
get his property back. Bane let him snarl and curse all he pleased—let him get it out of
his system—then he imposed his veto.
“You would play their game, señor. You would waste men and resources learning
only what they wish you to learn: that they have defenses in place to keep the
warehouse. You would do better to prepare for today’s riddle. If I read this first one
correctly, they plan to send you one every day. Solve it, and you escape that day’s
action. Fail to, and they strike whatever target they have announced.”
“That’s not ‘playing their game?’” Carmine asked with an acid sneer.
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“It is playing along, but with purpose, not merely reacting the way an animal
responds to the whip—”
“Now look here—”
“Let me finish, señor. If we answer a single one of these challenges, we will buy
time. We will have gained a day when we know they will not act, and we will be ready
to make a definite strike of our own. A target of our choosing, not dancing to their
tune.”
“You have something in mind?”
“This… ‘Riddler’ is not a man of action. He fights with his mind. You do not hurt
such a man by breaking his bones. You remove the tools he relies on. These rogues
have ‘suppliers’ like any army must. There’s an old man with a workshop, and a
group of worker bees that call themselves ‘The Z.’”
“Yesss, I like the sound of that,” Carmine said, drawing out the first word as if
contemplating a particularly savory dish described by a waiter.
Bane noted the hunger in the words, correctly identified it as blood lust, and thought
it best to clarify a point that should be obvious to any civilized being.
“There is no honor in doing violence on an old man,” he said indignantly. “You will
take steps to ensure he is not in his workshop when you blow it up. This ‘Z,’ they
are—”
He was interrupted by a knock. Carmine called for whoever it was to enter, and as
the door opened, they saw it was his cook. She held a large piece of brown paper, torn
from a brown paper bag.
“I was doing the day’s shopping like always, Mr. Falcone, and they didn’t have any
plastic. They used the old paper ones and double bagged to make up for it. Look what
I found written on the outside of the inner bag. It’s addressed to you, sir.”
Carmine reached for it and read, his face growing redder by the second.
We need to find a better way,
It’s boring, writing it out.
Let paper have its last hooray.
Digital will be my next rout.
Doubly fitting, don’t you think?
Even though I had to
Use paper still today and wink,
Cause binary would’ve been better for two.
Even so, you get another day to practice. (You’re welcome.)

Matches was more at home at the Downpatrick Club than he ever was at the
Iceberg. These were his kind of people. He flashed Gina’s picture, said they’d worked
together in St. Louis and figured she’d beaten him back to Gotham. When nobody
recognized her, he showed them another picture with her all gussied up like some
snooty banker. Still nobody recognized her. Matches had kept his thumb carefully
over the name on what was obviously a fake ID card from some outfit called BankLink,
so Mitch jostled the dumb lug’s elbow to make him drop the card. He bought Matches
a pint to make up for it, picked the card off the floor and, before handing it back, saw
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the name was Georgina Barnes. Mitch remarked on the quality of the fake, and since it
was now obvious what business Gina was in, Matches said she was ‘a good girl,’ in
that she’d always pay the local boss his cut of the grift. So if none of them knew her at
the Downpatrick, that just meant she hadn’t hit town yet.
Or if she was here, she hadn’t scored yet, one of them noted.
Matches gave the guy a nasty look, then shook his head. It seemed like to him it was
a given: if Gina was in town, she’d be conning somebody, she’d be successful, and
she’d have been in to pay the Gotham bigwig—turned out to be a guy called
Marcuso—his cut.
It was obvious to everyone that Matches Malone had an exaggerated idea of this
woman’s talents, but opinion was split as to why. Either it was blind admiration ‘cause
he was banging her, or delusion ‘cause he’d been stung and guys like that think
anybody who got the better of them has to be a fuckin’ genius. Either way, they
figured it’d be worth seeing when he caught up with this lady, so they had no objection
to Matches hanging around.

When no ransom arrived by the deadline, the gamblers at the Wild Deuce gaming
rooms became too cautious to make a single bet. It really was insanity, risking your
money that way, and a small riot erupted when a number of regulars tried to cancel
bets they’d already placed. When the police arrived, they not only found Falcone’s
men too terrified to put up a fight, they found several crates of handguns and ammo
from the Rimley warehouse that the wise guys themselves didn’t seem to know about.
At the warehouse, Two-Face, Ivy, Harley, Scarecrow and Roxy were huddled around
a police band, listening to the chatter. Eddie watched them from a distance, breaking
into collective cheers and high-fiving each other as various details came to light. He
could have joined in the fun, but he wasn’t in the mood. These first steps had been
tedious. He was anxious to get into the good stuff, but it couldn’t be helped. In a
battle against the mobs, a battle asserting the dominance of the Theme Rogue, it would
have been unthinkable to rush in and ignore the Day-2 angle for Two-Face. Also,
Carmine Falcone was no Batman, and allowances had to be made. There was a
learning curve with riddles. Eddie could only hope the slow ramp up was enough.
Soon, the battle would begin in earnest.
There was another round of raucous laughter from the group at the police radio.
You’d think they had been SmileXed from the happy grins on everyone’s faces…
which reminded him. Joker and Pagliaccia were out making arrangements for
tomorrow’s little surprise, so he only had an hour or two to settle things on another
front.
He stood, feeling a little too much like an RA in a college dorm, and rearranged what
he intended to say in the few steps it took him to reach the group. His arrival was
greeted with cheers, and, as the architect of the night’s triumph, he indulged in a bow
before getting down to business.
“What is the difference between The Riddler and those rolling nightclubs on the back
of tractor trailers?” he asked impishly. “The one hates to party with the brake on, and
the other hates to break up the party. But I must. Pammy, Harv, run down to the Wild
Deuce and, as soon as the cops have cleared out, replace all the police tape with vines
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and bring back anything useful the cops left behind. Jonathan, ring up Oswald and see
how much he wants in reparations for all that damaged gold leaf at the Iceberg, and
then put all your behavioral psychology to work on getting him down to a reasonable
figure.”
They all left on their assignments, leaving Eddie alone with Harley, who looked up
expectantly.
“Nuthin’ for me to do?” she asked hopefully.
“I thought I’d make a sandwich. Care to join?” he said cheerily.
Harley followed and, since she had been the one to stock the makeshift kitchen, she
did most of the running around getting the ingredients from the not-always-obvious
places she’d stored them. Eddie made smalltalk up until they got through slicing the
bread, then with the knife safely stowed away, he segued to his real subject.
“I was wondering what you thought of that Pagliaccia,” he remarked casually.
“Pagliaccia,” Harley growled in a barely audible tone that Eddie seemingly didn’t
hear.
“Such a sad case,” he mused, apparently talking to the mustard jar.
“Yeah, sad,” Harley oozed, staring at the sliced ham as if she was a Kryptonian
trying to fry it with her heat vision.
“Of course, you’d be the one to realize that,” Eddie nodded admiringly. “You are
the trained psychologist, after all. I’m just the wordplay guy. Of course you’d be the
one to realize how poor Susannah is deluding herself that she has any real interest in
Joker. Trying so desperately to convince herself, to escape the pain of it all.”
“The pain?” Harley said uncertainly.
“Left at the altar that way by her one true love.”
Harley squeaked.
“And it’s not like you can just ‘replace’ your one true love,” Eddie noted, but his
voice seemed to fade, replaced in her mind’s ear with the sales girl at Aria Bridal
Boutique, showing her the gowns and accessories that could be adapted so easily to her
carnival theme. How she’d smiled at the idea of cotton candy canapés and carney
game decorations… It would have been the very same salesgirl that helped Susannah.
She’d chosen a lot more satin and lace than Harley would have, but it was all so pretty
that day at the SoHo ballroom, Harley had been so sure it would inspire Mistah J to pop
the question. And then, what did he say? He said there’d never be a wedding, said it
right in front of everyone! Left at the altar by her one true love. By her one true love!
“That’s true, you can never replace your one and only,” Harley said with a sudden
spark of realization. It said a lot about the girl that she picked Mistah J to be her
rebound guy. He was the bestest, most splendiferous guy on the planet, and if only it
wasn’t True Love, he would make any woman mad with joy. But even Puddin’ was no
match for True Love. Poor Susannah!
“And of course you’re a woman, too,” Eddie said sadly. “Women are so much more
sensitive about these things. A dumb oaf like me thinks if the last guy didn’t work out,
you can always have another. Like an hors d'oeuvre!”
“Oh but you can’t,” Harley said earnestly. “You can never replace your one true
Puddin’.”
Eddie considered this, head tilted thoughtfully.
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“I suppose you’re right,” he said finally, then a grateful nod as he added, “Thank
you for setting me straight about that.”
Though he wore a thoughtful pout appropriate to the sad conversation, inwardly
Edward Nigma beamed. Disaster averted. Pagliaccia’s intimate knowledge of the
inner workings of the mafia was too good a resource to lose. It was doubly valuable
since the mobs didn’t know they had her. But Harley Quinn was one of them as no
Janey-come-lately would ever be. They couldn’t lose her, nor could they have her
attacking Pagliaccia every ten minutes with that pirate-cry YARRR. The only solution
was to make peace between them, and the only way to do that was to play on Harley’s
romantic streak. How is a romantic like a maple tree? You tap them just so to get the
sap!
“Don’t worry, Eddie. Doris will come back one day, you’ll see. True love always
wins out in the end.”
Inner Eddie’s beaming smile faded. He clutched his chest like a man having a heart
attack, spasmed a few times, and finally fell down dead as his outer self looked blankly
at Harley Quinn.
“That sandwich looks really good. You gonna eat it all?”
He shook his head dully, Harley took half of his sandwich onto her plate and trotted
off happily.

Anthony Marcuso liked to check in with the Westies two or three times a week. He
usually didn’t stay long, but tonight, since there was a new guy, he stuck around to
look over this Matches Malone for himself. Mitch and Pat both said he was okay.
Skate thought he would be okay if he got this grifter broad out of his system, but until
then, not reliable. Punchy thought he needed to get laid. Dinny thought he was on the
dumb side but good people. Jimmy-P thought he was smart but unlucky.
Anthony decided he agreed with Mitch and Pat. Malone was okay. Respectful.
Something Anthony always liked to see. He didn’t show the girl’s photo first thing like
he had with the others. Anthony was a boss, and Malone waited to be asked. When
Anthony didn’t recognize her, they chatted a few more minutes. It came out that
Matches Malone had done a few stints “henching” for theme criminals. That’s when
Anthony decided to take a liking to the guy, cancel his plans for the rest of the evening
and buy a fresh round of drinks.
Malone didn’t have much specific intel, it was obvious that what little he knew was
years out of date. But he had insights, a view into that world of capes and costumes. It
would be very useful in the coming weeks. Matches even said as much, without
realizing what he was saying:
“When one a them guys like the Joker is riled, the difference between the guys who
make it through and the ones who don’t is per-spective.” He pronounced it with a
strange emphasis, like it was the only long word he knew.
“A guy like the Joker” had been riled—the Joker himself, in fact, so it was easy to
superimpose the delicate triangle onto Anthony’s own circumstances: enraged rogue, the
intended target of their rage, and the technically-criminal but comparatively-innocent bystander
trapped in the middle. He began to see that the way for him to survive all this—and
maybe come out on top himself—was to do what Roman couldn't: Remove Joker from
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the playing field. Prove to Uncle Carmine that he was useful and resourceful—and to
anyone else that might be watching, that Anthony Marcuso was a force to be reckoned
with.
He would have to make overtures. Get the Joker to a sitdown. Make a separate
peace.
How exactly did one ‘make overtures’ to the Joker?

There was a lot of hugging when Joker returned with Pagliaccia. Harley was eager
to make up for lost time, bonding with her spiritual sister. Joker looked confused, but
he didn’t seem to care. Ivy looked confused too, but once she saw that Harley’s
turnaround on Pagliaccia did not extend to Joker, she didn’t care either. Two-Face
watched the pair of twin harlequins with the same lustful glint they all remembered
whenever Double Dare came to the Iceberg. Eddie was man enough that he could
appreciate the idea of twins. He could understand Harvey’s appreciation. But he
himself had other priorities at the moment, and he wasn’t about to risk the
doristraction. It was time for the next war council, and he knew the Z had arrived that
afternoon and made up for lost time setting up a war room. They sectioned off a
corner of the warehouse, put in a conference table, comfortable chairs and, in typical Z
fashion, equipped each place at the table with its own gaming laptop preloaded with
World of Warcraft (w/ six month subscription, prepaid), Star Wars: The Old Republic
(w/ six month subscription, prepaid), VOIP headset, a back scratcher, a vibrating foot
massage, Gotham Rogues stadium cushion, and a box lunch from The Rising Fire
sports bar.
Eddie shook his head in wonder, unable to guess what this collection of extras was
going to cost him—and then remembering the warehouse contained four cartons of
unlaundered Falcone cash. He decided he’d pay them with that.
He took his place at the head of the table and rapped his cane authoritatively on the
end, so the summons could be heard throughout the warehouse. Selina had often
remarked how cats do not “come when called,” but if they think they might be
interested in what you’re doing, they’ll amble over into your general vicinity—in their
own time—just to make it absolutely clear that they’re here on their terms and not
yours. Rogues, Eddie noted, were the same. No one came directly, but pre-ambling
movements had begun.
Pagliaccia, Oswald, and Harvey were the three that Eddie cared about. They were
the ones who could make a reasonable intellectual contribution. Joker naturally
assumed he was the one who was invited, not his sidekick, so he was there. Harley
came over as soon as she saw Pagliaccia was at the table, elbowed Joker out of the way
and took the seat beside her. Ivy came over with Harvey (those two suddenly seemed
to be joined at the hip, Eddie noticed). Crane didn’t look like he planned to leave his
experiments. Victor showed no signs of having heard. Roxy was talking to Matt
Hagen and neither showed any signs of breaking things up to come join them. Oswald
was playing cards with Ventriloquist, Hugo, Firefly, and Maxie Zeus. Eddie didn’t
want any of that lot, except Oswald, and there was no telling who might tag along if he
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called to Oswald personally, so he decided not to prod. He’d talk to Ozzy later if he
wanted to run anything by him.
As expected, Pagliaccia had the most to offer in terms of sensitive places to sting:
“First, blow covers. Nothing fracks things up like someone drawing attention to
your ‘secret’ dealer, body shop, whatever. Even paid off cops have a hard time lookin’
the other way if there’s a neon sign hanging overhead: STOLEN CARS STRIPPED
HERE. Ya know what I mean?”
Harvey started to chuckle.
“She means that figuratively, but it would be pretty funny to do it literally.”
“On it!” Joker said, raising his hand like an over-eager student. “Morey’s House of
Neon, owes me a favor.”
Harley shot him a look. She leaned forward, to speak to him ‘past’ Pagliaccia who
sat between them.
“Morey owes you a favor?” she said severely. “Morey’s still alive and kicking? I
thought you gave him a ‘barrel of laughs.’ I thought we agreed on that.”
“C’mon, Harls, it was just a joke.”
“Wasn’t a very funny joke.”
Joker started giggling, and Pagliaccia leaned forward to talk to everyone else at the
table.
“No one cares about the small fry,” she said, while Joker and Harley leaned back and
started cross-talking behind her back.
“Mules can be replaced within hours, and guys like Cookie Dough’s dentist—”
“He’s harmless, Harls.”
“So to annoy them, do things to supplies and operations that are slightly larger.
Drug shipments go 'missing', favorite meeting places burn down just before they get
used, gambling debts can't be collected because the person disappeared…”
“Harmless?! Easy for you to say. It wasn’t you he was leering at.”
“And since everybody answers to someone, the middle men will be shittin’
themselves because that missing shipment or uncollected debt is coming out of their
soft 'n squishy parts.”
“Take it as a compliment, Harls.”
“And if you’re really lucky, the big man might decide there has to be a mole for all
this stuff to be happening all at once. Once that shit starts, everybody will be pointing
to their neighbor to save their squishy parts. ‘Missing money boss? I think Manny may
have been dipping his beak.’”
“Why do men always think it’s an honor to be drooled over?”
“Why do women think it’s an insult?”
“Now you guys won’t want to do this, ‘cause you like signing your names ta stuff,
but the absolute best is if you can do your thing and blame it on a third group that
nobody trusts. Street gangs or bikers. ‘Get a couple outta town smokes to nick the take
from a backroom and Whammo! Your problem got a problem with the street scum,
and you might be able to help ‘cause your ass is as lily white as his!’”
The Rogues all stared in open-mouthed horror. Ivy wasn’t sure if she was more
offended by the bald-faced racism or the spineless cowardice wanting someone else to
take the blame for your crime. Eddie was disgusted at the idea of committing a crime
you didn’t want credit for. The very idea of blame and not credit for a crime, did these
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mobsters have no self-respect? Two-Face took the racism and lack of criminal pride for
granted, but he was appalled that Joey the Bull hadn’t taken any pains to shield his
daughter from the details of his criminal enterprise.
“We should have gotten rid of these low-lifes a long time ago,” Ivy said finally.
“Some of us tried,” Harvey said through clenched teeth.
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AGAINST BELIEF
..:: Batman? ::..
Catwoman’s voice was hushed over the OraCom. With Robin or Nightwing, or even
Huntress, that meant they were in a location where a normal tone of voice might be
overheard. In Selina’s case, she just liked whispering in his ear.
“Speak,” he said in the no-nonsense patrol gravel.
..:: I want to state for the record that there is nothing more ludicrous in this world than
grown-up crooks who aren’t Joker wearing clown makeup, poised for battle and imagining they
look threatening.::..
“Noted.”
..:: A grown-up Rogue like me watching over them like a guardian angel ranks a close
second,::.. she added.
Batman glanced down at the ATM that had been the site of so many robberies in the
last month. There was another on 14th Street, and he had the Batmobile parked
conspicuously nearby, assuring the would-be thief would move his business here
tonight. Now he just had to wait until somebody withdrew cash… which they were
unlikely to do after midnight.
“I can relieve you after my first patrol,” Batman offered.
..:: Nah, I’ve got it covered. They’re Westies, they’re doing… criminal stuff. Just sitting here
passively watching would give you a rash.::..
He grunted his denial, and she laughed and called him a liar.
It was one of the particular annoyances of the partnership. Catwoman could always
see through him, she always saw the truth that Psychobat didn’t want to acknowledge,
and she usually called him out on it. For years, those admissions were confined to his
feelings for her. Now that they’d moved past that into other subjects, her… manner in
calling him out was still charged with that teasing sexual tension. Hearing that voice
that could always sear through Psychobat’s defenses and burn its way into his core—
hearing that voice talking about Westies wearing Joker war paint…
They might not be the worst criminals in Gotham, but they were criminals and
Batman was… conflicted about his feelings watching over them ‘like a guardian angel.’
It was preferable when Catwoman took a shift the way she was doing tonight, but no
matter who was actually on watch, it was ultimately Batman’s responsibility to make
sure those men came to no harm because of his war strategy. Anthony Marcuso
wanted to make overtures to the Joker; that was his doing. It was crucial to get power
pieces off the game board, and it was desirable that they remove each other—in a nonlethal manner—rather than Batman removing them himself. It served both the primary
objective, minimizing casualties, and the secondary goal, achieving a permanent
reduction in the criminal power base. So he maneuvered Marcuso into this idea that
his personal success and survival depended on getting out from Carmine’s shadow,
and he focused Marcuso’s attention on Joker as the vehicle to do so. Either he actually
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intended to make a separate peace as he claimed, or he meant to take Joker out himself
when Carmine had failed. Having established himself as an independent and superior
power, he would then be in a position to negotiate his own peace with the Rogues.
Either way, he’d have a minimal chance of success and enormous potential to get
himself killed if he proceeded with the plan he envisioned. Batman knew that would
be the case when he began. He knew the situation would have to be monitored.
And it was the best use of his time: with Riddler running the Rogues, their most
lethal capabilities were being used in non-lethal ways. It wasn’t an ideal situation, it
wasn’t better than a Gotham with no war at all in progress, but with Riddler at the
helm, the Rogues United end of the equation was relegated to something Nightwing,
Huntress, Robin and Batgirl could monitor without constant check-ins. The one thing
Nigma would not be able to contain, however, was Joker. The episode taking over The
Regal Laundry Service showed that…

Carmine Falcone squinted at the Walk/Don’t Walk sign at the crosswalk outside his
townhouse. He could see from the window that something was wrong with it, but he
had to go outside to see exactly what was going on.
First, none of the letters in WAIT lit up, except for the I.
Then, it was only the WA in WALK.
Then, only the NT in DON’T WALK.
The next cycle was the IT in WAIT, the AL in WALK and the L in DON’T WALK.
Then, I-WA-NT-IT again, and although Carmine ‘The Roman’ Falcone was no fan of
modern music, he must have heard the song at some point, because he was quite sure
what was to happen next. He waited with grim satisfaction as the next WALK
remained dark and only the N showed on DON’T WALK, then a completely dark cycle
until DON’T WALK appeared again, this time with the O and W lit.
Carmine stormed back to the townhouse and bellowed for Fat Stefano to call the
twins in Metropolis and find out what that song was that went “I want it all, I want it
now.” Stefano remembered Magda the cook had a teenage son, and she was a lot
easier to contact than the twins. So they had Magda text her son…
He texted back a link through something called “Let me Google that for you,” and
while Magda was calling her son on the house phone to chew him out for being a
smart ass, Carmine and Fat Stefano took her phone and followed the link. It was a
music video with some long hair band called Queen singing the requisite phrase, and
Carmine muttered that Regal Laundry must be the target. It was the first riddle he’d
actually understood from the clue, and that alone was pissing him off. After a week
dealing with these lunatics, he was starting to understand, their mad language was
seeping into his brain.
“Hey, look at that,” Stefano said, pointing a chubby finger at the screen—which
accidentally closed the window and they had to wait for Magda to finish yelling at her
son to get back to the video screen.
“See, right there,” Stefano said—pointing again, but this time merely obscuring what
he was trying to show Roman. The video had 5340 likes and 28 dislikes. The top
comment said “28 people want nothing.” 90 people liked that. And the comment was
made by someone whose name consisted of 3 green question marks. Even Carmine
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realized the name was a link, and the profile it opened specified a $90,000 ransom,
which went up to 91 as they were reading.
“One for each like on the comment,” Stefano guessed.
Carmine cursed whoever liked the comment in the last 30 seconds, and hence cost
him a thousand dollars, but he also realized he had an opening at last to set Bane’s
plan—which he now considered his own plan—in motion. Solve one riddle, pay one
ransom, and use the time thus gained to hit the freaks hard. Gut them as no one has
ever been gutted.
He knew what he wanted to do, the only question was whether or not Bane should
be told. The hulking brute could deal a demoralizing blow just by showing his face at
the execution of the Z—although it would require leaving one survivor to tell the tale—
but it would be worth sparing one ‘worker bee’ to bring that kind of terror to the whole
of the Rogue world.
IF this Bane would play ball, that is. Carmine did not like the man’s independence,
or his high-handed way of finding fault with any idea that he himself didn’t initiate.
Bane obviously thought of himself as a great schemer, but Carmine could see no
evidence of it. He wasn’t of Gotham, he didn’t understand anything about the city, and
seemed completely oblivious on both counts. Having failed here once, he’d come back
without seemingly having learned a damn thing. He was as oblivious as ever to the
fact that he just didn’t get how Gotham worked! Carmine didn’t like having that kind
of blind stupidity in his operation—Bane was the most dangerous kind of moron, the
kind who thought he was smart—but like an erratic driver, it was better to keep such a
creature in front of you where you could see what he was doing.
So… he would send the Riddler $90,000 (there was no reason to pay an extra
thousand, he realized, when he could have just as easily seen the webpage a minute
sooner before the price went up), and this Z and Kittlemeier would never see the next
dawn…
At least that was the plan. The plan assuming The Riddler would be as good as his
word. The plan assuming that, when Fat Stefano went to pay the ransom, he wouldn’t
find the Regal Laundry trucks already defaced, the drivers dead, and every restaurant
on the route informed that they were now free to patronize any legitimate linen service
they wished—and in fact, that continued patronage of Regal Laundry—reinvented as
Regal LAUGHTER—would end pretty much as the new name implied.
Then the phone rang.

Batman tried to warn them. Years before this Rogue war, he warned them: Falcone
front or no, having the letters LAU in the name of a business was inviting disaster.
Having it painted on the side of each and every truck, it was only a matter of time. Go
on being a mobbed up laundry service if you want (well, he didn’t say THAT), but
change the name to being a mobbed up LINEN service.
Falcone wouldn’t listen, and now a man was dead. One dead and two more in the
ICU, because that wretched excuse for a human being wouldn’t follow the lead of
someone who had the answers, because he personally disliked them and what they
represented.
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Bruce was a bigger man than that. He didn’t like Edward Nigma personally and he
detested what The Riddler represented, but he couldn’t blame him for Joker’s actions.
The culpability lay entirely on Joker himself, for being Joker, and on Falcone for being a
pig-headed fool. Nigma was, at the end of the day, the best person to be in the position
he was. The best thing Batman could do for him, as well as for Gotham itself, was to
isolate the most dangerous and unstable elements—in this case Joker—and remove
them from the playing field. Reducing power slowly and evenly on both sides so that
neither would gain an advantage, until the bomb was defu... The thought was cut off
by a low, thoughtful whistle sounding over the OraCom, and Batman winced.
“You’re wearing a mic,” he reminded Catwoman mildly.
..:: Mother of all things feline and furry, ::.. she replied.
“That’s not a report.”
..:: Y-yeah, this is a hard one to put clearly and concisely. They made contact. Sort of. Call it
pre-contact.::..
“Joker made contact with the Westies?”
..:: Harley. Harley showed up at their social club with an envelope. ::..
“Why am I only hearing about this now?”
..:: Because I wanted to get my hands on it first and see what it said..::..
“Catwoman, there are protocols for this kind of thing!”
..:: I know perfectly well how to open packages from Joker and the Whacko Miss, I’ve had both
of them as my Secret Santa, remember?::..
Psychobat had an angry retort, but the more rational part of Batman’s mind
squelched it.
“Well?” he asked instead.
..:: Cell phone. Happy-face post-it on the front reads “Thursday, 9 o’clock.” Only app
installed is a GPS. Looks like a standard-issue ransom drop routine: Thursday at nine they’ll
send the coordinates on where to go for the face-to-face.::..
“Okay, upload the Bat-Intercept and send it on. I should be able to learn the meeting
place by other means and pre-set the location, but we’ll have that signal as a back-up.”
..:: Already done. ::..
“What else aren’t you telling me?”
..:: Come again? ::..
“None of this warrants the whistle or ‘mother of all things furry.’ What aren’t you
telling me?”
..:: Harley. I don’t know exactly. Either Harley’s drastically changed her look—and had a
boob job, and maybe shrunk an inch—or he’s got another one.::..

If there was one thing Jervis Tetch loved more than Alice in Wonderland it was being
the first to know. If there was one thing he hated more than the vorpal Bat going
snicker-snack on his finely laid plans, it was being out of the loop. Today, he was
getting a topsy-turvy blend of both. Having finally escaped Gotham General—where
they were far too quick to sedate a man with a head wound, in his opinion, particularly
when placing a simple array of theta-emitters around his noggin could have blocked
his pain receptors without inhibiting his ability to hold onto a thought for more than—
oh bother, where was he? Right, escaped from Gotham General, found a cab, driver
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suffered from chronic lower back pain, which was lucky because he saw the sense of all
Jervis was saying about painkillers and the absolute inadvisability of muddling a
perfectly good noggin when all you had to do was let a poor man send to his hideout
and get a little microchip that would kill the pain without killing off the ability to hold
onto a thought long enough to… bother, now he’d missed his turn.
Having made it to his lair, sorted through his chips and found the proper one, and
FINALLY switched off the pain, he’d made his way to the Iceberg to share the big
news. The biggest news to hit Gotham since the Jabberwock was young: he had been
attacked! He, the Mad Hatter, was seized upon right at the mouth of the rabbit hole by
the Voluminous Bandersnatch called Bane! (And who let that Struthious Sitherthig
back in town would have to be explained once the Trupenifous Triflefreg itself was
dealt with. We simply cannot have any Low Luthington slithering into a place like
Gotham and knocking the established residents down the rabbit hole any time they
wanted a tea cake. That was not civilized.)
He was sure everyone would agree, and no one more than Jonathan. Jonathan
loathed bullies and there was none bullier than Bandersnatch Bane. Jervis wanted his
own revenge, of course, and hats would certainly be involved, but there are times you
want a brainstorm before taking on a Bandersnatch—and if your brainstorm buddy has
the ability to make the Bandersnatch afraid of his own ass cheek, that’s okay too.
But what did he find now that he had the biggest piece of news to share since Catty
set Scarecrow on fire? No one he knew was at the Iceberg anymore, not even Oswald!
They had set up new headquarters in a warehouse, and he had to hat four waitresses
before he could learn the address. By the time he got there, it was only henchmen left
watching the place (and playing something called Star Wars: The Old Republic, which
looked like fun). The henchmen sent him to an auto mechanic (no hatting required if
he’d been willing to pay $50, but he saw no need to pay good money when he had a
hat). The mechanic’s place had also been used for a day or two and then turned over to
henchmen, who sent him to a midtown piano bar. From there it was a knife store, a
health club, a bowling alley, and now at a laundry.
It didn’t sound right—the Gotham Rogues set up shop in a laundry?—but Zed and
Zowie were right there in the parking lot, unloading canisters of laughing gas from a
van. He followed them… past an area cordoned off with yellow and black police tape
which read HA HA instead of GPD—that was quite promising. There was a carousel
horse with a knife through its eye, a barrel of Silly Putty, a couple Joker cards and a
Monty Python-era John Cleese poster leaning against the wall waiting to be hung, and
a can of spray paint on the ground beneath a fresh Kilroy graffiti reading “KILLBAT
WAS HERE.” No actual Joker or Harley, but it seemed like he’d finally caught up with
his fellow Rogues moving into a place instead of out. He sprinted ahead to grab Zed,
who pointed him to an office where Zed said he could find Zoiks. (Jervis always liked
the Z, for they seemed to speak his language). Reaching the office, he saw Zoiks was
indeed there and—EUREKA—in a heated conversation with Edward Nigma.
“I appreciate the add-ons are a Z trademark” Eddie was saying. “And a lair or two a
year, I can be a sport. But with the number of jobs I’ve been giving you—”
“Eddie!” Jervis cried joyously.
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“I mean a wine cellar under a—Jervis, there you are! We’ve been looking for you for
days.”

Carmine Falcone was not the kind of don who hid in an out-of-town compound
during a war. He knew not to follow a predictable routine, but he refused to stay
inside day after day, never leaving the house. Today’s outing was to the driving range
at the Carimate Club to hit a bucket of balls. He was frustrated; it felt good to pour all
that energy into fierce, powerful swings. It felt even better to imagine the ball was
Bane’s head. He started out picturing it as Joker, then Two-Face, Poison Ivy,
Scarecrow, the various faces he’d seen at the wedding that day… but once he imagined
Bane’s oversized skull sitting there on the tee, he held onto that image until he was out
of balls.
Then Neil Picante came over and they chatted about his daughter and her semester
abroad in Padua, about Carmine’s sons in Metropolis, about the Knights trading
Hodge, and that piece on the news about Vegas rail... Then Neil’s phone vibrated, and
when he checked the text, he gave Carmine a curious look.
“It says I’m supposed to tell you ‘it has to do with the hands.’”
“WHAT?!” Carmine barked, grabbing at the phone.
“See,” Neil said, showing him the message.
“I… see,” Carmine said, looking at Picante coldly.
Neil took a step back, appalled by the sudden appearance of suspicion and malice in
a man he’d always considered a friend. He started to speak, but Carmine turned and
stormed off towards the lockers without a word.
These ROGUES. Yes, he could understand their cursed language now just fine: “We
could have hit you. You left your safe house thinking yourself untouchable, and see how we got
to your pal? He could have put a bullet in your brain as easily as deliver a message.”
In The Godfather it was Luca Brasi’s bullet-proof vest wrapped around his ring and a
fish. In Gotham, it was this Riddler excrescence and “something to do with the hands.”
By the time he changed clothes, Ken the club concierge and all around gofer was
waiting with a message that had come in to the switchboard while Carmine was on the
driving range. Neatly written out on the little embossed slips used for the purpose, it
read: “Hour hand is first.”
Needless to say, Carmine did not tip Ken for delivering this monstrosity of a
message. (In fact, Carmine considered himself generous in not beating Ken senseless
with a nine iron.)
Hour hand is first, what the fuck was that supposed to mean? The daily challenge
was “The Exquisite Paradox of the Clock,” and Carmine had no freaking idea what that
meant. He knew he had little chance of repeating his victory with the Queen clue—
even if he never did get to take advantage of it, Carmine did consider it a victory that
he got one right… Clock, paradox, something to do with the hands, the hour hand is
first…
Stopping at the juice bar on the way out, Russ Mitchell was ahead of him in line.
Carmine tried to be polite, but he couldn’t follow the conversation. He pretended, but
he kept thinking about the hands of a clock… and if maybe he should reconsider
bringing Bane in on this one. The guy did think of himself as a schemer, just like this
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Riddler did. Maybe he would see what Carmine couldn’t… Meanwhile, he hadn’t
heard a word Russ was saying, nor did he notice when Russ broke off mid-sentence to
take out his phone. He did notice when Russ’s brow crinkled as he looked at the
screen, then glanced up at Carmine quizzically, back at the phone, then back at
Carmine.
“Minute hand is second,” he read as if he was speaking a foreign language
phonetically without knowing what the words actually meant.
Carmine’s lip began to tremble, though no sound actually came out.
“It says you need another hint. What is this, one of those multi-media games to plug
a movie or something?”
Carmine’s hands shook as he paid for his juice. Shook as he drank it. Shook as he
gave the valet the ticket for his car—so much so that the valet asked if he was okay to
drive. Carmine would have cursed him out, but he noticed the valet had a computer
screen in front of him that presumably told them where the cars corresponding to
various ticket stubs were parked.
Not wanting to risk a new message coming in to someone he just called a rutting
bastard who should mind his own goddamn business, Carmine said he was fine…
glanced at the screen… and then thanked the valet for his concern.
The kid took the ticket, picked up the corresponding keys, checked the screen to see
where the car was parked, and jogged off to retrieve it. Carmine stared after him…
and then felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning with dread to see a tall, elegantly-dressed
black woman holding a phone in her hand, Carmine swallowed.
“The second hand is third,” she said.
He stared. She looked down at her screen and back up at him.
“But the minute hand was second,” she added.
He stared.
She shrugged and continued inside. She didn’t notice the wiry man with
mischievous eyes and a receding hairline seated in the lobby. Nor did he appear to
notice her. His attention was completely focused on his own ‘phone,’ an older model
with an old-fashioned nub of black plastic antenna sticking out the top.
Eddie touched a final button, pointed it at the woman’s purse, and shot a final
“Thank You” into her text receiver. So that was done. He hadn’t bothered to thank the
others, but the shoulder tap was such a nice touch, and the expression on Carmine’s
face was priceless.
Now he had to pick up Harley, who was really the only hope of untangling this next
bit at the Wild Deuce Gaming Parlor.

Batman never intended “Gina O’Malley” to make an appearance at the Downpatrick
Carpentry Club. Looking for her gave Matches an excuse to go there and ultimately to
get close to Marcuso. But now that Marcuso got his appointment for a sitdown with
Joker, he wanted to close the Downpatrick early on Thursday night. That meant
Matches needed a new excuse to be there now that the place wouldn’t be legitimately
open for business, and the best reason he could think of was if one of the Westies called
him.
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He found Selina in her suite, and found her more than receptive to the idea:
“What if Gina went in late Thursday afternoon,” Bruce said, leaning forward with an
excited glint in his eye—looking, to Selina, like any name-Rogue at the Iceberg
explaining the intricacies of their brilliant new scheme.
“Fresh from a grift,” she added with a naughty grin. “A few thousand in new bills to
pay to the local boss?”
“Right. Then Pat—who is absolutely on Matches’s side—would stall her. He’d tell
her to stick around and meet said boss, since he’d be coming by in a few hours for
some other business. Gina isn’t the kind of girl who would let a chance like that pass
by.”
“She might leave to pretty herself up a little,” Selina interrupted, redirecting his idea
seamlessly and without a pause. “There’d be no point hanging around for hours just to
flirt with a guy like Pat, but she would be back to meet the big shot no matter what.”
“And Pat would call Matches and let him know the broad’s here. Then Matches and
Gina—”
“Or rather, Batman and Catwoman—”
“Would be on hand when Marcuso gets the call to meet—”
“Joker,” they said together.
Then they looked at each other for a silent beat.
“Well that was fun,” she murmured as she sometimes did after sex.
Bruce said nothing for a heartbeat, then he nodded once, told her to show him
“Gina’s outfit” when she was ready, and left.

Eddie had turned the Wild Deuce over to Two-Face to do whatever he wanted.
Apparently, all he’d decided to ‘do’ was play house with Poison Ivy. Eddie wanted to
talk to Harvey alone. He needed a sounding board and, apart from banging Ivy,
Harvey had good sense and judgment. But there was absolutely no way to have a
rational conversation with Queen Chlorophyll hanging around, particularly when one
of the things they had to discuss was Ivy herself. So he’d brought Harley along the
way you bring wine to a dinner party. (And, since the Z had equipped his own lair
with an actual wine cellar, he also brought a bottle of Riesling).
It was a very girly reunion. Harley was eager to share her revised opinion of
Pagliaccia, and Ivy seemed almost indecently pleased to hear about it. Harvey took
Eddie out back to “show him the perimeter defenses” and since they left the wine with
the women, they cut through the kitchen and Harvey took a six pack out of the
refrigerator. They sat on the generator and laser calibration unit respectively, drank,
and talked.
“Pammy seems strangely enthusiastic about Pagliaccia,” Eddie noted. “Wouldn’t
have thought she’d give a damn either way.”
“Pagliaccia is occupying a human-shaped hole where Harley used to be,” Harvey
explained. “Long as she's there, the chance of Harley and Joker getting back together is
practically nil, and if Harley isn’t trying to throttle her every five minutes, the longer
the whole thing lasts.”
“Ah,” Eddie said, and sipped. “Doesn’t bother you then, the thought of those two
getting together?”
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“Harley and Ivy?” Harvey asked. “No, we are quite conversant with that particular
‘thought,’ and we can honestly say ‘bother’ is not the word we would use to describe
our reaction.”
Eddie smiled and segued easily from opening pleasantries to the important
questions: Since Harley blabbed to Jervis, it had become semi-common knowledge in
Rogue circles that Ivy’s pheromones didn’t work on gay men. Jervis, Jonathan, and
Eddie himself were in agreement that the biochemical process must need a root
attraction to build on, which would explain why straight women like Selina and Roxy
were immune. Eddie wanted to know if Harvey knew whether the logical extension of
that theory was also true and lesbians would be susceptible.
Harvey finished his beer and opened another before answering.
“I’ve no idea. You want to send her after the fire bomber?”
“Best information: it’s Ella Cullen, aka Mollatova, indie talent out of Philadelphia.
Carmine probably thought he was being clever, using an out of town hitter favored by
the Pelaccis. And it was pretty clear from Harley’s account that the woman was
attracted to her,” Eddie noted.
“You don’t think Pammy might sic the flytrap on you for suggesting she drive ninety
miles, past refineries no less, to seduce the woman that tried to blow her up?”
“She can take the train,” Eddie said looking off into the distance with an impish glint
in his eye. “And I think if it’s put to her that Joker went all the way to Keystone and
turned Susannah Pelacci in a little over a day, she might want to beat his record.”
Harvey laughed. “Yes, she might at that.”
He gave Eddie another beer and Eddie drank, thinking about the second, more
delicate subject he’d come to discuss: Bane was back in Gotham. Carmine had
imported more than a second-rate hitter from Fishtown, he’d brought back that sorry
ass steroid case who effed up the delicate Gotham ecosystem once before. It
presented… an opportunity. 36 hours, if not 48… if not more.
Eddie couldn’t shake the feeling that a better man should feel conflicted about the
opportunity before him, but he didn’t. He simply didn’t. Bane was back and it seemed
like nobody knew. Nobody except for Jervis, Carmine, and now Eddie himself. Fate
doesn’t hand out gifts like that every day. When she does, when Fate Herself deigns to
throw gold at your feet, isn’t a man obligated to bend down and pick it up? Wouldn’t it
be the height of ingratitude to refuse? If he did, she would not be so generous again.
In fact, she might decide to punish the ingrate in an epoch-making manner.
That was Eddie’s thought as Harvey, having noticed his silence, waved his acidscarred hand in front of Eddie’s face.
“Y’in there, Ed?”
Eddie smiled and made a joke.
Of course, Harvey didn’t have the one key piece of information that would make
him the perfect sounding board, but if Selina had proven anything, it’s that there are
more important qualities in a criminal cohort than knowing who Batman is under his
mask. (There were more than 1600 anagrams for “Sleeping with the enemy” that
included the phrase “Theme-sin,” 14 of which also had the word hint—and if he ever
found a place to rob or a victim to kidnap called “Elegy Pew,” that would be a riddle
Batman would NEVER forget.)
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It might be premature to call the East End gentrified, but like SoHo, TriBeCa, and
MePaDi before it, it had started the transformation that begins with Gothamites
desperate for affordable housing noticing an industrial or working class area that no
one has thought to develop, and ends with two brokers on a reality show vying for the
honor of listing Allison Janney’s $10 million loft. The East End had yet to see a textile
factory converted into trendy celebrity housing, but it had reached the point that a
decrepit dive bar, with no name anyone was aware of other than the word BAR above
the door, was to be gutted and re-envisioned as a blue-hued, late-night lounge. It had
reached the point that when such a bar is to be “re-envisioned,” there will be a
Construction Preview Party before the work begins—that party to be attended by one
fashion designer, a celebrity chef, a couple runway models, an Emmy-winner, two
Grammy nominees, the Knights’ new third baseman, and at least one Kardashian.
None of which impressed Gina O’Malley in the least. The little pucker she gave
when Anthony Marcuso got the text, the barely perceptible eye roll as he read out the
address, it was quite adorable—and one of the reasons, Bruce decided, Matches was so
hopelessly smitten with her. Matches was out of luck tonight, though. Gina had
played up to Anthony Marcuso like the expert grifter she was. He’d offered his arm
and invited her to accompany him on ‘a little bit of business she might find amusing,’
after which they’d celebrate with a midnight supper at Barzana’s. Matches slunk
away, rejected and ignored, as Marcuso said he thought Gina was the kind of girl who
liked champagne. Moments later, Batman took up his position on a rooftop down the
street, as a sleek black Town Car pulled up to the door Matches had just left through.
As the car drove farther downtown, Batman had to revise his assessment of Anthony
Marcuso. He had assumed this proposed sit-down was a trap and Marcuso was
planning to kill Joker the way Falcone had tried to. But he wouldn’t invite a woman he
just met to a hit—an extra witness to silence, there would be no point. No, he’d invited
Gina to impress her, and possibly to impress Joker. That meant he was going into that
meeting expecting everyone to walk out alive, and that meant there would not be an
attempted murder charge to throw at him on apprehension. And that meant Plan B:
the evidence packet Batman had prepared from last year’s pump-and-dump and the
Westies’ ongoing protection racket… not all that much. Without even a drug sentence
to hold over him, the Feds would have little chance getting Marcuso to cut a deal, but
that’s not what worried Batman. With only securities fraud and misdemeanor
extortion on the table, Marcuso would almost certainly get bail. That meant he’d be
free until after his trial and still be a player in the war with the Rogues.
The Town Car reached the East End, approaching Stanton from the wrong side. The
narrow one-way street was packed tight with parked cars, so the driver continued
without slowing…
Removing Joker from the playing field was the primary objective of this operation,
and that would still be achieved, but Batman hated the idea of settling for so much less
than the situation afforded, of accepting such a third-rate result because someone
wasn’t planning cold-blooded murder.
Coming around the block again, Marcuso’s Town Car turned onto Stanton…
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Broken ribs might do the trick. Batman had no qualms about sending a criminal to
the hospital, but he wasn’t oblivious to the irony: he was only setting out to do so in
this case because Marcuso wasn’t as bad as he’d thought.
The car stopped in the middle of the street in front of a non-descript door between a
Mom & Pop grocery on the one side and a graffiti’d metal security door on the other.
The latter was presumably what caught Joker’s attention: the graffiti mural of a skull
had a fine set of upper teeth that, if you were so inclined, you might see as a smile.
Batman glanced over the roofs and ledges, determining the various angles on the
front door, the various angles on the ledges, and optimal position to make his move.
The driver opened the car door, and Marcuso and his entourage filed into the bar.

“How’s the Italian food in this Italian restaurant?” Joker said as Marcuso and Gina
entered the dingy empty barroom.
“Oh, hell,” Selina said under her breath. Gina recognized the quote from The
Godfather, but Selina recognized the Joker’s tone and manner: arms outstretched as if
welcoming home a favored son with the repetition of a childhood joke. He was being
playful. In calling a sitdown, Marcuso had given Joker a new situation—in the sitcom
sense—and a new audience.
“Try the veal, it’s the best in the city,” Marcuso replied with just as much enthusiasm
as Joker and mirroring his open-armed gesture. “My uncle’s favorite movie,” he
explained with a smile that was almost as wide as their host’s.
Joker made a noise like oheeu, seeming both pleased and perplexed that his greeting
got such a warm (and unterrified) response.
“This’d be the uncle that ginsued my dentist?” Joker asked, trying once more to get a
little terror going.
“I honestly don’t know—Can I sit down—which is why I figured we should meet
and talk it out before any really unfortunate assumptions were made,” Marcuso said
with surprising sincerity, followed by an abrupt change of tone and subject as he
spotted a chair, followed by a return to the original talking point as if nothing at all had
happened.
Joker nodded absently, still perplexed but now rather fascinated by someone whose
gypsy moth attention span appeared to rival his own.
“Dentist, skewered,” he said, pulling up a chair of his own opposite Marcuso’s. “Do
you know how hard it is finding a guy who will grow back teeth? Ain’t no FDA
approval on that stuff; you have to know people. You have to grease some palms.
And you have to swish with sesame oil and apple vinegar three hours before and after
every treatment.”
Marcuso nodded as if he was a fellow-sufferer.
“Yes, yes, and that is exactly the sort of thing for which restitution should be made.
Now, what do you think would be fair?”
“Restitution?”
“For the inconvenience, losing your dentist that way. You don’t strike me as
someone who’d go for a truckload of Italian suits, so if my Uncle Carmine is
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responsible—and I repeat I honestly don’t know that he is—but whoever is behind it,
they’ll have to offer some sort of restitution that you’d… actually want.”
Selina and Joker were the only ones to hear it: a quick, double, barely-audible
flutthwakunt, like a violent muffled heartbeat just behind the walls. Two henchmen
outside, taken out by Batman. Joker’s men, presumably, since Marcuso’s were still
standing in the doorway behind them.
Selina glanced at Joker to see if he’d heard, and as he opened his mouth to say
“Pagliaccia, get the canisters ready!” Gina ran for cover in such a way that she pushed
Marcuso off his chair and out of the line of fire. Joker’s boutonniere shot a spray of
something pink and gooey where Marcuso’s head had been, as another double
flutthwakunt took out the men in the doorway. Before they hit the floor, a trio of
batarangs knocked a razor-tipped playing card from Joker’s hands, and Batman was
vaulting over the abandoned table—the heels of his boots planted firmly at the point
Joker’s chest would soon occupy.
As Joker ran into the flying bat-tackle, Gina’s clumsy efforts to take cover behind the
bar managed to swat Marcuso’s hand away from the gun he’d instinctively reached
for. Then she showed his feet which way to run before his head caught up with what
was happening. He wasn’t a stranger to violence, but this kind of action—the dark
caped blur cutting a swath through the clownish colors in the room must be Batman—
the cackling clown-blur was Joker—and the new burst of color and movement
brushing past him with a red canister/siphon/fire extinguisher/something was too short
to be a henchman. Without consciously processing that it was a petite
woman/probably the girlfriend, Marcuso reached down for Gina’s hand as he drew his
gun to lead her to the door.
Marcuso wasn’t a particularly gallant man, and he certainly had no feelings for the
woman he just met, but there was an instinctive bond with the only other non-masked,
non-costumed non-freak still standing. Just as the freaks themselves obviously stuck
together, the little one rushing in that way, pointing that siphon at Batman—
“YOU BIG MEANIE, THAT’S MY COOKIE DOUGH YOU’RE MANHANDLI—
Anthony?”
“Susannah?”
“Oooh, awkward,” Joker said—before Batman spun him around and flattened him
with a right cross.
“What the hell are you wearing?” Anthony cried.
“Why didn’t you call me?!” Susannah cried.
“I thought this’d be funnier,” Joker told the tile floor under his face.
“That’s one of the fruit loops that wrecked our wedding!” Anthony yelled, pointing
down at Joker.
“Well you’re the fruit loop that left me at the altar!”
“No, I’m the guy who had to climb out on a ledge, dodge a plant-woman, a
scarecrow AND the fucking FBI to make it TO the altar! Just to get ‘if anyone objects,
let him bite down on a batarang and take it like a man, ha ha ha.’”
On cue, Joker joined in the ha-has and said ‘That one was a classic.’
Pagliaccia turned, looked down, and kicked him in the temple. The fleshy clunk
made even Batman wince, but Marcuso betrayed a hint of a smile.
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“I wanted to go to Vegas, if you remember,” Anthony said. “Toss fifty bucks in the
window at some Elvis chapel and spend the rest of the week shagging and playing
blackjack.”
“Oh yeah, that’s fun,” Susannah said, rolling her eyes.
“Compared to rabid penguins trying to bite my face off, YES! Shagging and blackjack
is fun! It was you and Uncle Carmine that were all about the damn wedding.”
Batman cleared his throat. He’d already noted that the corsage on Susannah’s wrist
was the kind that shot SmileX projectiles. Now he saw the words “So this is my
fault?!” hovering on her lips. A deadlier combination he couldn’t imagine.
“It’s a good offer. Take it,” he graveled.
“What is?” Anthony asked, but Batman was ignoring him and looking straight at
Susannah.
“Get married in Vegas. Don’t take a week. Disappear. And never show your faces
in Gotham again.”
“Hey, I wasn’t asking her,” Anthony put in.
“She just kicked the Joker unconscious,” Batman hissed. “Arkham’s never held him
for more than six months. How long do you think she’ll last once he’s free.”
Anthony moistened his lips, then looked at her thoughtfully.
“The wedding, and this,” Batman said, indicating her outfit, “Waste products. He’s
had absolutely no interest in either of you personally, until now. What do you imagine
he might do now that you’ve made an impression?”
Anthony and Susannah looked at each other.

Batman knew better than to jeopardize the night’s anticipated success by telling
Arkham to expect a Joker admittance between 9:30 and 11 on Thursday night. He also
knew better than to leave it up to chance. As soon as he learned when the Marcuso
sitdown was happening, he had Oracle go into the Arkham system and quietly modify
the schedule. Thanks to a misdelivered voicemail, a rumor was circulating that the
schedule changes were part of a state-wide performance review, with promotions,
bonuses and budget cuts hanging in the balance. Result: senior personnel were all on
duty at the critical time and ‘on alert’ without knowing it. They processed Joker’s
admittance faster and more efficiently than ever before, and Batman was soon crossing
the Arkham parking lot heading back to the Batmobile. Only Selina, Dick, Clark or
Alfred would have recognized his gait as euphoric:
Joker, the most dangerous wildcard in the war, was safely contained for the duration
of the war. Marcuso was also removed, as Batman had originally planned. Also as
originally planned, there was the prospect of his turning State’s evidence when the
whole thing was over, which would deal a critical blow to Falcone’s operation in
Gotham and to the mobs that did business with him. And yet, despite all that good
fortune—which represented the very best outcome Batman had anticipated when he
drew up the plan—it turned out Marcuso was not the ruthless killer he expected. That
made the whole arrangement more palatable. He would still be getting away with a
number of crimes, but not the taking of human life. On the contrary, to his mind, he’d
be testifying to save one.
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Batman didn’t really think Joker would care that Susannah kicked him in the head, it
wasn’t the kind of thing he held onto. But Susannah and Marcuso had no way of
knowing that. In their world, among the criminals they’d grown up with, Respect was
the only currency and Disrespect the only sin. To them, it seemed all too plausible…
and the prospect of the girl he loved wearing a death smile put all the rest into
perspective.
All that remained was keeping them hidden while…
Only Selina, Dick, Clark or Alfred would have recognized Batman’s buoyant mood
as he’d crossed the parking lot, but anyone would now realize what his mood had been
now that it vaporized. In a heartbeat, the air was ionized, crackling with dangerous,
raw volatility. Behind the mask, Batman’s eyes narrowed to slits and his mouth filled
with an acrid taste associated with his first patrols: the taste of anger and hate yearning
for expression.
On the hood of the Batmobile, a small white flag fluttered from a ‘flagpole’ of arrowtipped plunger. Batman pulled it off the hood of the car and carefully removed the
plunger-arrowhead base to reveal the hollow of the cylinder that made up the pole.
Predictably, there was a note inside:
Truly, it’s been a snooze.
Roman is a bore!
U try being clever with a guy that
Calls himself “The Roman.”
Excedrin Headache #15
Batman had to read it twice. Then he flipped it over to the back, looking for the rest.
The first letter of each line spelled out T-R-U-C-E. No kidding, Edward, that was
covered by the white flag. So… What? #15 Truce Street, what the hell?
Batman looked at the horizon, half-expecting a second arrow-plunger to come flying
through the sky with the rest of the riddle.
He got into the car and noted the time—it was far too early for Selina to go home.
She’d have ditched the Gina disguise by now and hit the rooftops. He opened her
channel on the OraCom…
“Catwoman?”
..:: Those two were cute, weren’t they? ‘Why didn’t you call me’ ‘Rabid penguin trying to
bite my face off.’::..
“Later. What’s Excedrin Headache Number 15?”
..:: Beg pardon? ::..
“Nigma. I’m looking at a riddle—”
..:: I thought you were just dropping Joker off at Arkham.::..
“I’m looking at a riddle so simplistic that he’s either had a stroke or there’s some
significance to this Excedrin Headache 15.”
..::… ::..
“Still there?”
..:: I’m thinking. ::..
“Could it have something to do with—”
..:: Bat Flower.::..
“Ex-cuse me?”
..:: There’s something called a Bat Flower. It’s purple and black and it has whiskers.::..
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“I’m familiar with it. Ivy’s never—”
..:: Yeah, that’s the joke. You kind of had to be there. I guess she was having a bad week, and
at various times Eddie and Harvey and Jervis all got roped into these hour-long pep talks. ‘The
Ballad of Humoring Pamela,’ if you know what I mean. They were all avoiding the Iceberg,
individually, and all three of them went to the same place as an alternative. Struck them as very
funny when they ran into each other, you know that they were all in the same predicament.
Few drinks later, it was even funnier. You can guess the topic of conversation. One of the jokes
was Pammy finding out about this bat flower and not being able to think of anything to do with
it. ‘Excedrin Headache 15.’ Batman’s your enemy, plants are your theme, there’s an actual batflower and you’re coming up empty.::..
“I see. This other bar where they ran into each other, where was it?”
..:: God, who remembers? ::..
“Was it near the Iceberg? Is that how they all happened to find it?”
..:: No. The place had a karaoke night. You know, last act of desperation to get some warm
bodies in the door. Harley organized one, that’s how they all knew it.::..
“Good, that’s promising. Did you go?”
..:: … This is a legitimate crimefighting thing? There are actual lives hanging in the balance
that hinge on you knowing this?::..
“Catwoman.”
..:: Fine. I reluctantly admit I was there. I committed karaoke happy hour. Satisfied?::..
“Describe it. The bar. Décor, specialty drinks, signage, anything.”
..:: Okay, it was below street level. And there were remnants of sort of a western-cowboy
theme—barstools, windows, some of the shelves—but most of it had been done over as kind of a
50s diner. Then that had mostly been painted for kind of a… bland sci-fi look. I don’t know
what that tells you other than they’re probably not in business anymore.::..
“Good. Location?”
..:: I want to say theatre district or just west of it, but I know it was farther downtown than
that.::..
As she spoke, Batman had been typing parameters into the Batmobile’s palm-top
terminal. The Batcomputer was churning through advertising records for freebie
neighborhood newspapers going back twenty years. With each new detail, the search
matrix shifted, and by the time Selina spoke the words ‘farther downtown…’
“Got it. Haekken’s. Hell’s kitchen. Don’t wait up.”

Haekken’s had indeed opened with a Western Saloon theme. Their décor had
changed to a 50s diner, to a lackluster sci-fi setting, and finally to steampunk before it
closed its doors completely. No new tenant had moved into the basement, but the
floors above were offices. Glancing at the directory, Batman immediately noted the
name Repo and Houg. Riddler had announced his opera crime with a Sator Square:
SATOR AREPO TENET OPERA ROTAS… Arepo was the one unknown word in the
Latin palindrome.
Repo and Houg was on the third floor. There were stairs, of course, but Batman
preferred to go outside and enter through the window. Too late he remembered he’d
gone in that way the night Riddler took the Kimberly Canary from The Parker
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Exchange—the confrontation immediately after Nigma had announced he knew
Batman’s identity by sending a clue to the manor. That night, there had been a table
with two chairs positioned right inside the window, the stolen diamond laid out
enticingly in the center. Tonight, Riddler sat behind an executive desk in a highbacked leather chair, with a carved chess board before him.
“Well now, you got here earlier than I expected,” he said with a smile.
“No, I didn’t,” Batman graveled, sitting in the client chair across from the board.
“No, you didn’t,” Nigma admitted. “But saying you did was my opening to invite
you to a game. ‘Since I wasn’t expecting you until one or two in the morning and
you’re here now, we have this extra time and a chess board sitting in front of us…’”
Batman looked over the board: the pawns were the usual kind, but the pieces were
made up to represent the various Rogues: the king’s rook wore a blue dome and
glowing eyes representing Mr. Freeze, the king’s knight wore a blue top hat with the
signature 10/6 price tag tucked into its rim. The bishops were Joker and Harley, the
king and queen Two-Face and Ivy. The clay blob of a queen’s knight was ‘melting’ a
bit off its square, and the queen’s rook sported Oswald’s top hat and cigarette holder.
A lip-twitch escaped him.
“C’mon, nobody will ever know,” Eddie said teasingly.
“I’m not here to play chess,” Batman said flatly.
“No, of course not. You’re here because it’s not your nature to sit back and let the
‘runaway snowball of fuck’ keep on rolling. Oh, you’ve been busy so far trying to keep
people from getting killed, because, well, you just can't help yourself. But I know all
the while those wheels have been turning. You know the moment is going to come
when we have to stop and take a breath, and you’ve got something ready. I know
you’ve been looking for ways to capitalize on this. Working one side against the other,
not just to defuse the situation but to gut both sides of the underworld. So the only real
winner after all of this mess will be the law and order crowd.”
“And you,” Batman said, glancing at the row of Rogue pieces on the back rank of
Riddler’s game board. “What are you doing but playing the situation for your own
benefit, to prove you’re smarter than everyone?”
“Almost. Not quite,” Eddie said with a hint of a smile. Then he leaned across the
board and spoke confidentially. “I wanted to see if you have the balls to say ‘I need
your help.’”
Batman reached across the board and picked up the Joker-bishop. He looked
thoughtfully at the little tuft of green hair and toothy smile.
“Interesting choice. Most people would have made him the king.”
“Most people are idiots,” Riddler observed. “King is not only the weakest piece on
the board, he’s the most predictable. Moves one square, can’t put himself in check, and
because he’s so gosh-darn important, he doesn’t move at all until there are no options
left. Bishop, on the other hand, can wreak havoc just by existing. Move the pawn
sitting in front of him, it’s a whole new game board.”
Behind Batman’s mask, Bruce looked up sharply. It was a shockingly brilliant
analysis.
“Diagonal moves,” Batman noted. “Psychologically more erratic, amidst the squares
and straight lines of the board.”
Eddie shook his head, dissatisfied with the idea.
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“No, to play that game, the most psychologically irrational movement is the
knight’s… I didn’t want to do that. You were going to see it. That seemed… needlessly
rude.”
“Thank you,” Batman said grudgingly.
“So, the bishop is out of the game,” Riddler said, removing that piece from the board
and holding it over the trash can before allowing it to plummet. “Never got to use
‘kench’ in a riddle. Great word, kench. Middle English, easy to rhyme, it means—”
“To laugh loudly.”
“Oh sure, you know. You’d know ‘sanguinolency.’”
“Addiction to bloodshed. Nigma, what do you want?”
“I’m rather enjoying this. A stimulating conversation with Batman that doesn’t
involve getting punched.”
“So far.”
“I was saving The Exquisite Paradox of the Clock for you, you know. Wasted on
someone like Falcone. Paradox: a fusion of the preposition para, meaning ‘against,’
with the noun stem doxa, meaning—”
“Belief.”
“Quite. Against-belief. Zeno of Elea coined the phrase in… something or other by
Plato. Zeno of Elea, which conveniently anagrams as ‘One Foe Zeal.’” He smiled, his
fingers neatly steepled under his nose. “Would you like a glass of wine? This place
has the most amazing cellar. I’ve got a Kistler, Sea Smoke, Andrew Murray, Dominique
Laurent, even a Romanee-Conti.”
“You should have invited Selina. She’s the oenophile.”
“It’s one foe zeal, Bruce. Selina would be one foe too many. That would be Meno of
Yoontea, who probably never coined the term for anything. No, tonight is for our little
paradox, yours and mine. Your enemy has something you need, something you have
to have in this fight for all you believe in, but asking for help from him, eh…” he
wagged a finger. “That goes against everything you believe. What a delightful
quandary, much better than that bit of wordplay about the clock hands.”
“You’re wrong if you think I would let anything as insignificant as pride prevent my
asking for help—if I thought you had anything to offer. But all I hear are vague
allusions. If you’ve got anything specific, let’s hear it.”
Eddie smiled.
“Can’t blame a guy for trying. I have nothing. Nothing at all to offer you but a ’96
Dominique Laurent, and alas, you turned me down.”
He got up like a master showman after the lights have gone down, and the audience
has left.
“A pity. Over oaky, but it’s only the real wine snobs that complain about excessive
oak.”
This while moving to the door, that master showman already changed in his
dressing room and ready to leave the theatre for the night. Then, reaching the door,
taking one last glance back at the stage—or in this case, back at Batman standing up
from his seat in front of the desk. The Riddler's head tilted at a too-casual angle as his
lip curled into an offhanded smile, giving the impression that his next words were a
complete afterthought:
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“Oh, by the way, are you at all aware that Bane is back in town, working with
Falcone?”
A silent beat while the name sunk in, and then with the specter of the hulking steroid
case still hanging in the air...
“Selina ever tell you about their history? Ta!”
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THE HOUR OF THE WOLF
“Fuck the Post.” That’s what he’d told Selina when she let the tabloid stories get to
her. Eddie liked to think he was above noticing the lies they told about The Riddler,
but he himself never forgot the time they said he’d used Jonathan Crane to draw up
psychological profiles of his victims. All these years later it remained like a tiny
splinter wedged under his skin, forgotten until it was bumped, then delivering a
painful jab. Utterly trivial, completely unimportant—but the poke hurt. The idea that
Crane knew more than him about human behavior because of some extra letters after
his name. It was insulting. That’s why he returned to Regal Laundry after finishing
with Batman, and that’s why he’d asked Jonathan Crane out for a drink.
By now they had taken enough warehouses, businesses and hangouts from Falcone
that each Rogue could have his own lair, but several still came to occupy whatever spot
was taken last. Officially they came to see how the place was set up, whose theme had
been used to claim it, and what extras the Z had installed. Unofficially they came to
play poker, and Eddie took special delight in seeing “The Psychs” were the universal
losers. Harley, Hugo and Crane, three doctorates in psychology among them and not
$50 to call their own when Roxy and Firefly were finished with them. Harv was a
winner too when he sat down to play, but he wasn’t a regular and he wasn’t there
tonight. Since he was the only good winner among the Rogues, Eddie had invited
Crane to go for a walk to this ‘nifty spot’ KGBeast had found down the street.
“Wolf’s Den 60. That’s for sixty different kinds of vodka.”
The truth was Nigma didn’t particularly like vodka or Jonathan Crane’s company.
But he did enjoy that barely perceptible pause and glance back at the table—the center
of the table where the pot had been, where all of Jonathan Crane’s cash had become
Garfield Lynn’s cash.
“My treat,” Eddie had grinned. That was, after all, the whole point of the
invitation—Oh, let me get that, since you lost all your money to the pyromaniac high school
dropout because you couldn’t tell he was bluffing with a pair of 3s. It was a small expense,
but Eddie could afford it. Now that Jervis was back, he wasn’t quite as dependent on
the Z and their surcharges. It was hatted drones cleaning out the one-use lair where
he’d met Batman.
“Let’s try the lemongrass next,” Crane said, pointing dramatically to a bottle of
infused vodka behind the bartender. “That’s as close to straw as we’re going to get,”
he added with the elaborate elocution of one who is already losing confidence in his
tongue.
“That’s what you said about the tawny pumpkin,” Eddie said quietly, sipping his
club soda.
“Hm? Yes, another tawny pumpkin,” Crane ordered emphatically.
Eddie did have a marginal respect for psychology. It was useful, up to a point, but
he wasn’t one to get carried away with the ‘tell me about your mother’ stuff. It wasn’t
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his relationship with his father or the size of his dick that made him secure enough to
not be a macho pinhead. He thought it was quite likely that he simply had other things
going for him, so the ability to beat Croc at arm-wrestling didn’t seem all that
important.
“This is pumpkin again. Why’d they bring me another pumpkin when I ordered a
lemongrass?” Crane said, sniffing his glass suspiciously.
Eddie’s eyes met the bartender’s and he nodded. She shrugged and brought Crane a
fresh glass of lemongrass vodka, and Eddie took the pumpkin for himself.
He was perfectly comfortable accepting the reality that if he got into a fist fight with
Batman, he was going to lose. Admitting that fact allowed him to strategize correctly:
the way you survive a fight with an opponent like that is you delay it. In a sense, his
strategy was the same when it came to non-physical combat. He wasn’t as willing to
admit he was destined to lose in a battle of wits and wills, but he did see the need to
keep Bruce off-balance and off-his game as long as possible. If The Dark Knight made
you his top priority, there really wasn’t much hope—particularly if you couldn’t give
the battle your full attention, if you were engaged in a bigger war of your own.
Hence playing the Bane card.
He drank.
The prospect of Selina having a history with Bane should be good for three days,
possibly four.
The pumpkin-infused vodka wasn’t the most disgusting thing he’d ever tasted, and
he ordered another.
Eddie guessed that Bruce would stew for a day before asking her. Try to find out on
his own, figure out that he couldn’t, and then don the body armor and ask her directly.
The fallout from that, Eddie imagined, would be good for 36 hours minimum, probably
48.
There was a soft thud as Crane’s head hit the bar, and Eddie nudged him once before
appropriating his glass.
48 hours that would be really shitty for muggers, he thought with a chuckle. Then
he sipped the lemongrass—which really was a much lighter and pleasanter flavor than
the pumpkin, and Eddie picked up the bottle and walked with it to a table by himself.
Heck, when all this was over, the Mayor should probably give him an award. All
those Falcone operations closed down and now cutting a swath through street crime.
Who knew Edward Nigma could be such a force for Law and Order in Gotham City!

Ivy’s reverence for plant life in no way inhibited her enjoyment of herbal tea,
particularly on nights like this when she couldn’t sleep. She was packed, tickets were
booked, that wretched train would leave early—and Harvey snored. So she got up and
brewed a pot of her favorite chamomile-lavender blend, looked out the window, and in
her mind began to imagine the Pennsylvania countryside moving outside the window.
The Baldwin Express, goddess transportation of choice between Gotham and
Philadelphia for two reasons. One…
Ivy stopped and chuckled to herself as she sipped. After only a few weeks, she was
starting to sound just like Harvey…
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One: The Baldwin Express had a First Class car, which she naturally preferred even
for the shortest trips. And Two: it had a dining car, which was always a plus when
traveling with Harley. The trip to Philadelphia would be only a few hours, short
enough to omit a meal, and in first class, they would bring the food to your seat
anyway—but giving Harley somewhere to go, something to do besides sit and fidget
and jabber for attention, it was a better choice.
Harley… it was like traveling with a rambunctious eight-year old.
And Harvey snored.

It’s the great fallacy of the coin toss, the one nearly everyone is prey to: the more
times in a row a coin comes up heads, the more likely the next toss will be tails. No
matter how solid a man’s understanding of probability, no matter how rigid and
disciplined his thinking, if he finds himself actually in the room when a fair coin is
tossed fifty times and each and every toss comes up heads, the feeling is inescapable: a
tails is due. The next one must be. It simply must. There’s a fifty-fifty chance. Half
the time it should be coming up tails. Theoretically it has all of eternity to even out, but
that is an intellectual concept belied by the certainty in his gut that the next toss simply
must produce a tails.
Unfortunately for Edward Nigma, the coin has no memory of those previous tosses
and each new flip has the same chance as the one before. Having finally escaped the
role of Fate’s Bitch did not mean a chance occurrence couldn’t still mess up his plans.
Batman had left the office of “Repo and Houg” in exactly the state of mental
agitation The Riddler intended. That advantage lasted for exactly eight swings.
Batman was halfway back to the Batmobile when he spotted a man walking alone
down Sullivan, that nervous twitchiness in his movements that said ‘desperate junkie.’
The drape of his jacket said ‘gun,’ and the only place open down the street he was
heading was an all-night convenience store. Batman followed, swung into position to
act the moment the weapon was drawn, and disarmed the perp with a frightening
economy of effort.
A junkie in need of a fix not being the most rational of creatures, the guy didn’t see
Batman as “Batman” or the prospect of jail as “jail.” He only saw “No fix in the next
ten minutes,” and the same desperation that prompted the robbery in the first place
now began shrieking out every detail he could think of about his dealer with the
bizarre idea that Batman would let him go. Unasked, he volunteered the
information—that he got stuff from Taz on 48th Street—and he was just heading for a
buy now—Taz would be there right now if Batman hurried—and the supplier just got
in a load of the really good shit from the Afghans…
He was astonished when, rather than letting him walk, Batman merely grunted
before knocking him unconscious.
It took less than an hour to locate and apprehend Taz, beat the details of the supplier
out of him, and then clean out the stash house. The lead on the Afghans would have
taken longer, but it also would have wasted the opportunity. Going in himself and
seizing the drugs already in the 29th Street curio shop might be personally satisfying,
but alerting the police would be more productive. Primed with Batman’s leads and the
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data the Batcomputer was already collecting, the GPD could intercept the next
shipment coming in from the airport. They could raid the place when it was open and
receiving the goods, seizing men as well as heroin and shutting down a much bigger
piece of the drug trade within Gotham and outside it. The data collection and sifting
routines took only minutes to set up, and that from the remote terminal in the
Batmobile.
The result was that Batman had spent the hour after leaving Riddler with his
conscious mind fully focused on crimefighting. His subconscious quietly processed the
shock of Nigma’s parting words as it might in a dream, without interruption, without
interference from a rational intellect battling for supremacy over an emotional
response. After that hour, the mind which had been fully occupied with crimefighting
returned to a thought whose emotional impact had already been absorbed: Selina and
Bane had a history?
The detective’s instinct bypassed the day of crazed paralysis Nigma was counting
on. There was something he didn’t know, and the quickest way to find out was to ask
someone who did. Three likely sources of information were known to him—Selina,
Bane, and (evidently) Nigma—one of which was forthcoming, reliable, and only a
commlink away.
“Channel 9, Open. Catwoman, where are you?”
She giggled. How he hated giggling on the OraCom.
..:: Feeling frisky, are we? Joker, Riddler and a little moblet before midnight, I can’t say I’m
surprised. I’d be bored with muggers too after that.::..
“Where are you?”
..:: Park and 53rd.::..
“Your gargoyle in ten minutes.”
..:: Meow. ::..
An impulse prompted him to say something more. Speak her name, quash her
assumption that this was going to be fun. But she’d already closed the line, so…

Bane brought his big fingers to his temples and rubbed them in slow circles, hard
enough to induce pain to distract him from his building headache. It was after three,
not yet four. What Ivanovich called the hour of the wolf.
“Remember Ivanovich, Little Bear?” he asked the worn teddy bear sitting beside his
bed, and it looked back with its stitched smile as if to say that it did. Osip Mikhail
Ivanovich, a man who didn’t belong in a place like Peña Dura. A man who thought….
bigger thoughts. Or maybe it was just the way he talked that made his thoughts seem
bigger: “That hour when you can’t sleep and all you can see is the troubles and the
problems, the ways that your life should’ve gone but didn’t. All you can hear is the
sound of your own heart.” He sounded almost like the cabrones in those books from
the Jesuit, except it didn’t all seem quite so foolish coming from a man living in the
same dark hole as you, eating the same millet and drinking the same dirty water as
you, the way it did coming from those long dead tontos on a printed page. Until they
broke him. What hope did a man like Ivanovich have in a place like Peña Dura,
without his glass of vodka before bed “to keep the wolf away?”
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Bane decided to take advantage of the fact that he was no longer in that stinking
shithole by getting up and pouring himself that large glass of vodka, and then saluting
Ivanovich—represented for the moment by the stuffed bear. “To keep the wolf away,”
he announced before he drank. Then, in just the way Ivanovich described it, Bane
poured three very small glasses. “In case she had cubs while she was waiting outside.”
What was he going to do about Falcone? Thrashing like a caged dog…
“Dead. Every fuckin’ one of them. No ransoms, no payouts, no second chances, no fuckin’
horse’s heads in no fuckin’ beds. They think I give a shit about their fuckin’ nursery rhymes!?
Only riddle I wanna fuckin’ see is their BULLET RIDDLED CORPSES on the evenin’ fuckin’
news. It’s my turn to send a fucking message and the message is their little ass buddies – the
old Jew tailor and those goddamned whaddayacallem—power rangers—or whatever the hell
they think they are – crucified. With my name carved in their fuckin’ foreheads.”
That’s what he heard from the bug he’d planted in the office. That was the mentality
he was dealing with. All that pretense, playing his wealth and power as if it marked
him out as smarter and more competent than his subordinates, the elite of a patrician
criminal caste, “The Roman” with his centurion emblem and his sprawling fortress
estate—nothing but a caged dog, sniping at the only fingers he could reach.
“The old Jew tailor and the fuckin’ power rangers,” the lair procurement group
called The Z and the old man Kittlemeier who made the Rogues’ weapons and
gadgets… “Crucified to send a message” was not what Bane had in mind.
Men like Falcone were all too ready to forget where they came from and what they
really were underneath. Ascended thugs were still thugs, with nothing but the low,
doglike cunning of a thug. Honed to a keen edge and evolved as far as it would go,
perhaps—but a dog’s cunning nonetheless.
Bane set his three little shots of vodka out on the chess board he’d brought from
Rico’s.
It was absurdly simple, what Riddler was doing. It was absurdly, deliberately
simple. Bane knew the puzzleman was playing it this way on purpose to belittle his
enemy’s intellect—which was beginning to look as nonsensical as Bane belittling the
Riddler’s size. He’d pulled Carmine onto his own turf right away, bombarded him
with riddles and mind-games and the illogical ‘theme’ crimes that were the hallmark of
the Gotham Rogues. Used technology and pop culture an old-school mobster like the
Roman would care nothing for, to flaunt his superiority. To flaunt his relevance. To say
“your day is past, old man. Give up. We’re the future.”
And it was working.
Bane downed the first shot.
Underneath it was that deliberately elementary schoolyard mockery. It was the
criminal equivalent of “Nee-ner, nee-ner, Can’t Catch Me,” and Carmine was falling for
it hook, line and sinker. The places Riddler had taken were costly, well chosen. He
was systematically destroying the Mob’s infrastructure piece by piece, and Carmine
couldn’t see past “their fuckin’ nursery rhymes” to the level of competence he was
dealing with.
Bane had counseled patience, playing along to buy time, to wait for the opportunity
that must come—not getting caught up in the madness themselves. Not this insane
foaming at the mouth: “hunt them down,” “kill them all,” “kill their friends, kill their
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families, kill their pets.” As if men like the Joker had families to threaten. As if even
this Riddler would quake at the threat of death and pain. Any man who deliberately
provoked the Batman had no fear of that sort, as anyone not blinded by the gaudy
costumes would see. Yet Falcone’s final answer to this challenge, like every other
challenge to his authority, was to bark and bite and tear at the throat of his adversary.
Bane said to play along because he thought he was dealing with an adult. If not
“The Roman,” emperor of a patrician criminal caste, then at least a semi-lucid human
with more control over his blood-lust than a junkyard dog.
He picked up the second shot, but he didn’t drink it. He simply held the glass up to
the light and scrutinized the liquid.
The Iceberg. That would be Bane’s suggestion today. It was strategically
unimportant, difficult to defend and unlikely that any of their targets would still be
there openly with the mob gunning for them. But it was their watering hole, and that
they cared about more than they cared about each other. To bring down the Rogues
would require surgical strikes at the system that supported their existence. The Mob
needed—and this was crucial—to take it.
Bane rubbed his temples again. Take it, that’s what he’d said. Not blow it up or
aerate it with lead. Not kill everyone inside or burn it to the ground. Not yet. It
would be immensely satisfying, true, to see that icon of Roguedom destroyed, but it
would be counterproductive. Penguin would just rebuild it; he always did. It would
do nothing but enrage the Rogues and escalate their game.
No, the Iceberg had to be taken and held, the way Riddler was holding every Falcone
target he attacked. The Mob had to plant its flag in Rogue territory, rub its dirty hands
all over the icons of Rogue culture, force their bartender to serve wiseguys drinks and
pay him twice as much as Cobblepot did, slap the asses of their waitresses and tip them
in hundred dollar bills for a little extra service after hours. Had to knock down that
tacky fake ice wall and put up something with a cigar-chewing guido in a fedora—or
whatever the Mob wanted to say about themselves, Bane didn’t care. That was not the
point. The point was to conquer and occupy, conspicuously. To pull the Rogues out of
hiding and rile them up and force them to strike where and when the Mob—and
Bane—wanted them to, if they wanted to keep anything they called their own. This
was a turf war, through and through, and the Mob needed to wash the stink of
Roguedom off the city one piece at a time. First the Iceberg, then their lairs, one by
one, and finally…
He drank the shot, set it back down on the chess board, and flexed his hands, feeling
the iron strength he’d built before coming to Gotham as if he could hear it creaking in
his ears.
He didn’t care about “the Z” and he didn’t understand why Falcone thought
slaughtering them was so important. They were, to his understanding, a gang of exhenchmen who had hit upon more lucrative work with the novel idea of setting up
advance lairs for the Rogues during their stints in Arkham or Blackgate. Eliminating
them would hinder and inconvenience their enemies, of course, but the Rogues had
existed for a very long time without the Z and it would not be a permanent setback.
And as for Kittlemeier… well, removing their gadgeteer would be more of a blow,
Bane had to admit.
But.
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“When lenity and cruelty play for a kingdom, the gentler gamester is the soonest
winner.”
There was damn little worth reading when poets started going about war, but if
you’d wasted your time anyway, there were one or two observations in Shakespeare
worth remembering. When carnage and slaughter become the norm, there is a lot to be
gained in having a few more scruples than the other guy.
Kittlemeier was a frail, elderly man. Where was the honor, the demonstration of
power and dominance in such an act? Was that how the mighty Bane would announce
his comeback to Gotham City? By helping some overgrown mafia thug hunt down
and murder a little old man?
Bane was nobody’s definition of squeamish, but he felt his lip curl with disgusted
rage. Falcone wasn’t thinking. He just wanted to kill something and beat his chest.
And no matter how extreme the violence, killing Kittlemeier was not an act to instill
fear and awe. It was petty, meaningless, and above all—small.
No. He’d played along with these dimwitted reactionary antics long enough. If
Carmine Falcone would not listen to reason, Bane himself would be the one to make
the next move…

No one used the words “Fate’s Bitch” about Pamela Isley the way they did with
Harvey or Eddie, but if you focused solely on her personal life, she’d certainly had an
unsatisfying couple of years. Anyone else might call it a dry patch, but for Poison Ivy—
someone who was supposedly irresistible, who fancied herself nothing less than a
goddess—it was hard to dismiss as the kind of seasonal change that might happen to
anyone. She was not “anyone,” she was supposed to be Poison Fucking Ivy. Things
that happened to “anybody” were not supposed to happen to her, and when they did,
it struck at the very core of her self-image.
She might never admit it on a conscious level, but she would get up in the middle of
the night and sip more herbal tea than a self-styled goddess of plantlife should be able
to stomach—and blame Harvey’s snoring for the fact that she was awake at the 3 a.m.
No, she might never admit it on a conscious level, but deep down under all the
posturing and ego, her self esteem had grown thin and brittle, a dried leaf that could
crumble to dust and blow away at the slightest breeze. The truth was, without the
pheromones, she wasn’t very likable. The people who knew her best, didn’t like her.
The ones who got past the glossy image, the goddess’s beauty and the regal façade, the
ones who saw her informally, whom she interacted with as she really was, they…
didn’t like her.
With two striking exceptions. Harvey and Harley.
She’d come to cherish them both for it, in different ways… and now they were both
suddenly and astonishingly and bewilderingly available.

Catwoman had reached the gargoyle first and was arranged in her usual position:
lying on her stomach, legs stretched out, then a slow, rhythmic bend of the knee, a
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hypnotic back and forth of that shapely leg, sometimes a little twirl of the ankle, other
times the second leg came up to join it...
Batman watched for a minute from the Wayne Tower. Psychobat had been quiet,
and he was getting used to not being listened to whenever Selina was concerned, so for
once—just this once to use Catwoman’s little phrase—he would whisper in Bruce’s ear
rather than raging in his soul. He whispered with the quiet insistence of a man who
simply must achieve some measure of control in this situation: it was vital that Batman
speak first and that he set the tone before Catwoman could say “meow.” Then he fired
a line and swung towards the gargoyle.
As soon as she saw him, she got up moved to the ledge where there was room for
two.
“Hey Handsome,” she purred.
Internally, Psychobat glowered at Bruce for allowing her to speak first, but at least
that inner disapproval came out as a scowl that did, in fact, set the tone: this was not
going to be a ‘meowing’ conversation.
“Christ, he got away,” Catwoman said with a note of dread. Then, seeing the ‘what’
in his eyes, she clarified before he spoke it. “Joker. Did something go wrong at
Arkham or—”
“Oh, that. No,” Batman graveled. Joker. He had nearly forgotten. Joker and
Marcuso, Matches and Gina… it seemed like a week ago, not a few hours.
“Oh, okay. Well, that’s good,” Selina said, hoisting herself up to sit on the waisthigh wall that separated the ledge from the roof behind. “So what’s making the whole
aura of bat-doom?”
Batman looked away towards the Wayne Tower as if admonishing Psychobat. He’d
set a tone, but not the right one. It was the idea of ‘setting a tone’ that was wrong. If
things were how they used to be—with Catwoman, with any criminal, with anybody,
Batman did not worry about setting a tone. He just asked for whatever he wanted, and
if the answer wasn’t satisfactory, he’d ask again more emphatically. He’d ask as often
as it took and as forcefully as it took. So…
He turned back.
“When I went to Texas to see Bane, you weren’t happy,” he said, dipping into the
deepest register of Bat-gravel.
“You saw through my brave show, eh?”
“Can I ask why?”
Behind the mask, Selina looked astonished.
“Do you have to?”
Batman said nothing. Sometimes silence was more effective than repeating a
question.
“Bruce, come on, it’s obvious, isn’t it?”
“You can’t even say it?”
“…”
“…”
“He… hurt you.”
“…”
Sometimes it was more effective; sometimes it wasn’t. When emphatic silence failed
to produce a more detailed answer, Batman once again resorted to words:
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“Is there more?”
“…”
“We’ve never talked about it. What hap—”
“You disappeared! What is there to talk about? I didn’t know if you were dead or
alive. Then the new costume showed up and there was a fucking idiot inside it! What
IS THERE to talk about? You were just GONE and I had no idea what…”
“Selina, it’s not like we were that close back then…”
“Still got the denial thing going, eh?”
“…”
“Come on, don’t you think it’s time you admit it… We’ve always been…”
He grunted, which Selina correctly took as a nod.
“So, I ‘disappeared.’ What happened then?”
“My turn to ask a question first: why are we talking about this now?”
“According to Riddler, he followed me back.”
“From TEXAS? Like… a… puppy?”
A lip-twitch nearly escaped him. Selina and her way of looking at things.
“I doubt it,” he said in a softer voice. “Nigma thinks Falcone brought him here, as
part of the war.”
“Natural assumption, I guess, since he doesn’t know you went to Lubbock and had a
chat. If it looks like he just turned up out of nowhere when war’s starting up…”
The dark aura of the Psychobat intensified—Bruce had felt a tremor in his core at
those three little words ‘he doesn’t know’—and as usual, a personal reaction from
Bruce was cause for a surge of Psychobat to cover it.
“Exactly. Nigma made a logical assumption given his incomplete information. But
he does know something, something that I don’t. He said you and Bane had ‘a
history.’”
Selina’s head tilted ever so slightly, as piercing green eyes flashed with sudden
anger… anger at whom was the question. When she spoke again, it was the voice of
long ago rooftops, before masks were removed and names were known.
“I’m not sure if I should take that dip into the gravelly baritone as a compliment or
an insult.”
“I’d like to know what this history is.”
“No, you really don’t. I’d tell you to leave it at that, but it’d be like telling the wind
not to blow. … Man, Eddie must be pissed at me.”
“Could we leave him out of this?”
“If you like, for now. I’m a patient cat; I can settle accounts with him later. But you
do realize if you push for an answer on this, you’re playing right into his hands.”
“This isn’t about him; it’s about you. I want to know.”
“Do you know what Bane did… after?” She took a few steps along the ledge, closing
the distance between them, and looked intently into Batman’s eyes. Her voice took on
a hard judgmental edge as she went on. “He set himself up like a boss, like Falcone or
Marcuso, and expected us all to pay him a cut. Us… The Rogues… paying tribute to
that hulking… stupid… cowardly… low-rent… lazy… Neanderthal… meat sack.”
“I’m not sure about the rest, but Bane isn’t stupid,” Batman said evenly.
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“He thought Gotham worked like a schoolyard game of King of the Hill, I call that
stupid. It’s a special kind of stupid, I’ll grant you.” She paused and then said flatly
“The kind that makes you dead. That was the idea. That’s the history. The history you
want to know so badly is this: I went to see Bane on the pretext of paying his ‘tribute’…
I went to see him to make him dead.”

“Can’t sleep, Petal?”
Ivy looked up and saw Harvey had put on his two-tone bathrobe to follow her into
the kitchen.
“No, this is me sleepwalking,” she said, pointing to the tea kettle on the stove and
the cup of tea before her.
Harvey glanced at the herbal concoction with distaste, then he went to a cupboard,
rummaged, and returned with a bag of cookies.
“Our two-bit opinion, you shouldn’t be taking Harley with you,” he said, sitting
down beside her.
“You’re not jealous?” Ivy asked with a teasing smile.
“Petal, we have never so much as hinted that we wanted anything exclusive, have
we? Why would we be jealous of your other… attachments? No, our worry with
Harley is Harley herself. Don’t you see, Joker went off and made himself a new
sidekick just like her. Susannah Pelacci was a non-costumed quasi-civilian not unlike
Dr. Quinzelle, and now… Now you’re going off to do the same thing to this
Mollatova. You want to do it in a day to ‘beat his record.’ Petal, you don’t think it
might occur to even an air bubble like Quinn that she’s…”
“What? Occur to her that she’s what? A pet, a mascot, a glorified hench—?”
“A victim.”
Ivy’s lower lip trembled—with anger or some other emotion she couldn’t say.
“She thinks she’s one of us, Petal. She thinks of herself as a Rogue,” Harvey said
evenly. “She’s abandoned the haciendas and gone into hiding because we have. But
she’s not a Rogue; she’s… a very bad psychiatrist that the head looney mind-fucked
like nobody has ever been mind-fucked.”
A part of Ivy would have liked to slam her hand on the table and stomp out the door
with a few acid words about packing her things and leaving for the train station right
now. The rest of her was too shocked to move her arm, let alone get up from the chair.
“She’s happy thinking of herself as she does now,” Harvey went on with the gentle
calm he’d use to redirect a jury’s attention after he’d laid out some particularly
gruesome detail of a case in a particularly brutal manner. “We don’t think you should
risk that. Quite apart from upsetting her, there could be… blowback. Falcone is
enough of an enemy without someone we’re all close to suddenly deciding she’s a
victim with a score to settle.”
Ivy swallowed, glanced at her cup as if she wished it contained something stronger
than tea, and looked helplessly at Harvey.
“She’s already planning to come along; her ticket is bought. I can’t just uninvite
her.”
“Then I suggest you be very careful how you conduct yourself. Especially once you
find Mollatova.”
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Ivy said nothing. She just continued to stare, first at Harvey’s bathrobe, then at the
floor between her feet.
“Can you do that, Petal?”
She swallowed again… Searched in vain for a plant metaphor, but the only thing
she could come up with was…
“Landmines. Landmines are only a danger if you don’t know they’re there,” she
said philosophically. “If you know they’re there, know right where they are, all you
have to do is… not step on them.”
“Right,” Harvey said with an uncertain nod. He hadn’t really expected a tempered,
rational response. He wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Batman couldn’t quite put the words he was hearing together with a logical thought.
“You don’t kill,” he said, just above a whisper.
“Wasn’t all that different from the scene you saw me play tonight with Marcuso,”
Selina said quietly. “Such a good little she-crook, playing up to the big man. He
thought I was so impressed—the man who put Batman on his back,” she spoke these last
words with a vicious edge, and something truly evil flickered in her eye. It went
beyond merely having no personal interest in the matter herself, it seemed as if she was
speaking to someone equally disinterested. Certainly not the Batman himself, and
certainly not the lover who, mere minutes before, had barely been able to pry the
words “He hurt you” from her lips.
“He expected to be my fence,” Catwoman went on, her tone shifting again as if she’d
been reading a bedtime story and broke off from the printed text to add a few details of
her own. “Under other circumstances, I might have been insulted at some grubby local
imagining he could … I’m Cezanne’s Landscape at Auvers and the Württemberg crown
jewels, not gold chains and stereos at a dodgy 8th Avenue pawn shop… but it’s hard to
be insulted by a dead man, so I let it go.
“The walking steroid also said he’d have some other work for me from time to time:
surveillance, stealing information… he said I’d be ‘paid far more than the value of
anything I could fence.’”
She made a reflexive move with her forefingers and thumbs, ‘strangling’ an invisible
something with her claws, and then shook out the frustration.
“Do I even need to bother listing the offences in that statement?”
Batman shook his head in a stunned fashion. He could only think to repeat what
he’d said before.
“You don’t kill.”
She slapped him, with lightning speed and without warning.
“Don’t say that. Not on this one. It doesn’t work if you say that, and I will not let
you take this one away from me. I’ll give back an opal tiara or a stupid pair of Roman
mosaics, but I will not let you take this.”
The wave of utter irrationality threatened to strip every semblance of “Batman” from
him right there, leaving Bruce Wayne standing on a ledge in a Batman costume
exclaiming “What the hell are you talking about” to his completely insane girlfriend.
Instead, a cold void pushed Bruce aside, his body seemed to gain mass and density,
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and the temperature of the air around him seemed to drop. An aura of menace seemed
to hover around the lower edge of the cape as a chilling Psychobat voice took over.
“Repeat,” he ordered.
“Of course you don’t get it, why would you?” she muttered, immune as always to
the most foreboding displays of battitude and lost in her own train of thought. Then
she stared off into the distance, in the direction of the Wayne Tower but not at anything
in particular. “Do you know Tommy Monaghan?” she asked without turning her gaze.
“Hitman? Slightly. He’s a loose cannon.”
“A little rough around the edges, but he’s one of the good guys. More than not. I
mean, it is supernatural beasties he takes contracts on, not living people.”
“And you went to him for tips on how to kill Bane?”
“No, nothing like that. He told me this story once about a woman he knew in the
marines. It seems that she used to go hunting with her father, and for her, it was all
about the kill shot. Once she had it, she didn’t need to take it. It didn’t make sense to
her. She didn’t even like venison, so why go to the trouble of killing a deer she didn’t
want to eat when she already had what she wanted from the experience. For her, that
moment looking through the sight, knowing she had the kill. Knowing its life was hers
to take…
“We’ve been talking about Bane for about ten minutes now, and the only reason
we’re using the present tense is because I didn’t open up his carotid when I had the
chance. That’s what I needed… not to kill him, but to know that every breath he takes
is because I chose not to.” She held up her right hand, and with her left, pointed to the
first and second claws. “I had the kill shot. I got a couple pig carcasses and went up to
the Catitat to practice. The man’s neck is as big as a ham, I figured I better practice.
When I was ready, I sent word that I wanted to see him… I had the shot…”
She let out a quick, bitter laugh bereft of any hint of humanity.
“Oh he’s stupid alright. Marcuso was a bloody Einstein by comparison and he sat
down with Joker right the middle of the boutonniere strike zone.”
“You never should have taken a risk like that,” Bruce said softly.
“Pfft, I had a ouabain compound as a backup. The old African hunters used it to
drop anything from a giraffe to an elephant. Bane’s big but he’s not that big.”
“That’s not what I meant. What if you’d done it? Heat of the moment, what if your
control wavered. What if…”
His mind reeled, the force of a sickening memory curling his thumb inside the
glove… Their eyes met. For so many years, so much was unspoken between them, so
much couldn’t be spoken. A crimefighter and a thief, it could never be said out loud,
they both just… knew. Like they knew now. An impossible knot of thoughts and
feeling, turbulent heaving memories, all boiled down to a single unspoken word:
Vaniel. The miserable old wretch that called Bruce Wayne to his death bed and
confessed—truthfully or not—to killing Bruce’s parents. He’d felt a rage he’d never
known in those next moments, a loss of control he’d never known as he drove his
thumbs into the old man’s windpipe… That night when he told her what happened—
when she made him tell her—when she made him tell her—she sent Dick away and she
made sure she was the one he told the story to—then she said… she knew… she
somehow…
92

The Gotham Rogues

Bruce had said “I wanted to kill him. I honestly did.” And she said “You wanted to. But
you didn’t need to.” It didn’t make sense at the time, but he was too caught up in his
own traumas to see… It never really made sense until right now, how she knew, how
she could be so certain—more than he was himself, what he would or would not have
done with that monster’s life in his hands.
“Let’s go home,” he said dully.
Selina came up to him, a very… precise distance. Looked up into his eyes at a very
precise angle. Tilted her head slightly, as if checking something for herself. Then she
pointed over his shoulder at the Wayne Tower.
“We could stay at the penthouse tonight. You look really tired, and the bed’s right
over there.”
“I’d rather go home,” he said, letting a hand slip around her and, just for a moment,
touching the small of her back. He was exhausted, but he’d pushed through much
worse, and it was strangely important to sleep in the manor tonight… to change in that
cave. To leave the cowl in that costume vault.
In the morning, they would decide what to do about Bane.

“Fischer-Spassky!” Eddie cried, bolting up in bed as the nightmare dissipated. His
mouth was bone dry, with an appalling coating of… smoky… milky… sweet… tea?
Ulgh, why did he do that last shot? And what kind of sick bastard came up with the
idea of messing up perfectly good vodKEEP!
That was odd.
Eddie had drunk enough to get a little tipsy before, but he’d never had ringing in his
eEEP
Ears.
The details of his nightmare were long gone, but he did vaguely remembeREEP yes,
exactly, a chess timer! He heard that sound in his dream, but he was awake now
andEEP…
Eddie’s eyes flicked around the room—the nightstand, the desk, the door to the
bathroomEEP—and zeroed in on the second drawer the desk across the rEEP. He got
up, grabbed his cane and used the handle to gingerly open the drawer—even though
this new location was a secret, they were only weeks from the opening volley of lair
explosions, after all—and there he saw the brown paper tied with string, his last pickup from Kittlemeier. It was still unopened, he never had a chance to get into it. When
he got back from the opera house that night, all he could think of was Selina’s news
that she and Harvey and Ivy had all been attacked by the mobs… MEEP…
The paper had a faint, translucent glow, and Eddie pressed a button on the cane
handle, producing a small knife blade. He sliced the string and opened the paper
carefully to see MEEP…
It was one of his new question marks that was beeping.
The dot opened, but instead of displaying the riddle Eddie would transmit to the
Batman, it read: sos 120e29 bane
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THE BIGGER MAN
Puzzles. Gears. Clockworks. All Kittlemeier’s memories of his grandfather centered
around some kind of puzzles or mechanical systems. He remembered the cramped
attic room his grandfather called a workshop, with a cardboard box in the corner full of
ancient radios, broken clocks and carved wooden boxes whose scratched metal backs
attached with funny-looking screws. The high point of each visit would be when his
grandfather picked something from the collection and gave it to him to “fix.”
He would open it up and peer into the mysterious gizmos inside, having no idea
how any of it worked, to see what he could figure out. Sometimes it was easy: he
didn’t need to know what a loose wire did; it was enough to know that it wasn’t
supposed to be loose… or frayed… or that a gear wasn’t supposed to be missing a
tooth… or jammed with the body of a dead cockroach. It was only when a careful look
didn’t reveal anything so obviously wrong that the real problem-solving began. That
was the challenge Kittlemeier liked best: running the pad of his index finger ever so
gently against the edge of a spoked wheel; applying the slightest bit of pressure to see
how it would turn, and how that movement would affect the wheel beside it; pressing
down every so lightly on a spring or gently lifting the chain that pulled on a tiny metal
weight to see what that set in motion—it was wonderful! Discovering these miniature
clockwork worlds, these elegant man-made ecosystems of balance and movement,
weight and counterweight, where each little piece would interact with the next and
conceivably affect one far down the chain…
Kittlemeier shared his customers’ view of the goliath called Bane. Gotham was a
delicate and beautiful mechanism, and Bane broke it. He didn’t break “Batman.” He
broke the balanced and graceful clockwork of a Gotham City that the natives had
working exactly the way they liked it. Kittlemeier had been as offended by the
disruption as any of his clients, and as gratified when everything returned to normal.
He would have been appalled to learn Bane had returned if he’d seen it on the evening
news. Seeing him across the street from his shop was… was not a sentiment Kittlemeier
knew how to express in words. The English options: shocked, horrified, aghast,
sickened, and revolted lacked the visceral kick implied when his father said erschyttert.
Unfortunately, because his parents liked to talk privately in front of him, he was never
taught the nuances of the language and he wasn’t really sure if erschyttert conveyed his
insides convulsing with disgust.
The hulking, sweaty luchador had not sought Kittlemeier’s services during his first
appearance in Gotham, so it didn’t seem likely that he was coming in for a suit of
clothes. Assuming the worst, Kittlemeier had hurried into his backroom and bitterly
regretted his decision to test Joker’s various SmileX dispensers with helium. If he had
even a single capsule of the stuff on the premises… Instead, he had razor-tipped
playing cards, cat claws and batarangs that all seemed equally useless, requiring
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physical skills Kittlemeier lacked to use properly. In his last frantic seconds, he spied
the palm unit he’d used to program Riddler’s question mark.
The bell on the shop’s front door sounded and Kittlemeier snatched madly for the
device and shoved it into his vest. If Bane wasn’t coming in for a costume or a gadget,
it looked like a cry for help would be the best Kittlemeier could manage.

“Home.” Selina had seen the exhaustion take hold as soon as he spoke the word.
The autopilot took over, and as the Batmobile sped towards Bristol, she felt more than
saw the density shift happening in the driver’s seat. Most of the inner circle were used
to seeing it the other way: Bruce Wayne encounters some nugget of information that’s
meaningful to Batman, his eyes darken a little, jaw stiffens just that much, and his
whole body seems to become a bit denser. The imaginative could almost see the
outline of the mask appearing on his face, and Selina, her body would hum whenever
she felt those waves of intensity that represented “Batman” to her for so long. Seeing—
or feeling—Batman in Bruce Wayne was a thrill.
The reverse usually made her sad: “Batman” checking out for the night, leaving only
an exhausted shell of Bruce wearing the batsuit. She loved Bruce as much as his dark
alter ego; it wasn’t his appearance that saddened her. But when he was this depleted,
she wanted to take care of him a little—which was absolutely verboten as long as
Batman was in the picture. There he sat, silent and still, watching the city speed by
through the windshield, none of the fire that normally burned behind the silence. She
could feel it, feel its absence, and the right thing to do was nurse him a little, pamper
him a little, “fuss” as he put it. But she couldn’t because he was Batman and Batman
was a jackass. He couldn’t just accept what she wanted to give him, what would be
good for him, and what down-deep he wanted as much as she did. Jackass.
So she’d let him make the log entry when they reached the cave, even supplied a few
details about Gina’s undercover mission when he asked, and then she ‘went to make
cocoa’ in the chem lab. She returned, not with a steaming Wayne Tech mug but with
his kimono from the costume vault.
He kicked, as always. Said he had ‘pushed through’ much worse than this.
She tilted her head, looking as much as possible like a confused kitten.
“Bruce, you’re putting me in an impossible position,” she said wearily. “Bed has to
happen. Now, if you don’t want to get on board with this, I can fight you or I can
tempt you—both are among Kitty’s favorite pastimes, as you know. But the thing is,
I’m tired too and both of those are work. So why don’t we just agree that you come to
bed now, and in the morning, I’ll tell you who engineered the Gardner Museum heist.”
“Very funny,” he graveled.
“Do I look like I’m joking?” Selina answered, quoting an old line of his in her
imitation of the Bat-gravel.
Silence reigned in the cave for a full thirty seconds. Then…
“You win,” he said.
Selina took it as a victory. The truth was, Bruce honestly couldn’t tell if she was
joking about the Gardner or not, and that alone convinced him he was too tired to
continue functioning as Batman.
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Like most plants, Poison Ivy thrived in sunlight. Morning had dispelled most of the
doubts that plagued her during that sleepless night, but one hung on like a particularly
stubborn weed: Harley.
The idea of Harley as a victim was too foreign for Ivy to really grasp. It was the
insight of a man who started out a heroic crusader and had the change to villain forced
upon him. To him, it was a given that a normal, non-criminal life was superior and
desirable. To Ivy as a Rogue by choice, it didn’t compute. She wasn’t capable of seeing
“Harley Quinn” as a bad thing; Harley Quinn was the persona that attracted and
fascinated her. So she completely muddled the warning Harvey had tried to give her.
She decided Harley might feel a loss of identity, as the role of “Joker’s girlfriend” was
now being played by someone else. Seeking to lay that fear to rest (Harv had meant
well, poor dear, but he was only a man), she had tapped Harley on the knee as soon as
the train exited the Kanigher tunnel. Two minutes’ conversation would settle it, and
then she could relax and enjoy her day in Philadelphia.
Except the two minute conversation was anything but relaxing. Faked interest in the
music Harley was listening to on her iPod produced the announcement that it was
“Lady Gaga” (whoever that might be) and an invitation for Ivy to listen. Ivy only
listened to music when she played it for her plants, and the relentlessly energetic
sounds coming out of Harley’s earpiece would probably have her babies shedding
leaves, but once again, Ivy faked it. The music wasn’t horrible, but it was anything but
relaxing. It thumped, creating an odd techno-club soundtrack under her Pagliaccia
questions and Harley’s answers. By the end of it, there was no doubt in Ivy’s mind
that Harley saw parallels between herself and Susannah Pelacci that went far beyond
wearing tassels.
“And then there was the mess with Selina’s ‘wedding,’” Harley said, making
quotation marks with her fingers. “The story was always supposed to end with
Puddin’ and me getting married. I know you didn’t hear any of it, because you were
busy in back while I distracted the salesgirls. But at all those bridal shops we visited, I
had such an elaborate plan for the wedding, and since I was there, y’know, pretending
to be the bride, I got ta tell the salesgirls all about my plan, and they all thought it’d be
so wonderful…”
Ivy ground her teeth as Harley’s run-on sentence ran on. She had done this, she had.
She had unknowingly put Harley on the exact same path as Susannah Pelacci, visiting
all the same bridal boutiques. She suppressed a shudder as she thought of the
bleakness she felt that day, listening in from the back room as Harley described her
dream wedding. Never had her obsession with the Joker seemed such an utterly
insurmountable obstacle. It was said that plants could break through anything, and
there were enough instances of tree roots breaking through rock and concrete, you
could deceive yourself into believing it was true. But it wasn’t. There was a limit.
Boulder yes, mountain no. And Joker was a mountain. What Harley thought of as a
celebration and culmination of all her hopes, Ivy saw it as the depressing and
inevitable final scene of an epic tragedy—and the coup de grace for any hopes she
might have harbored.
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Then it ended, on the same terrible day (in Harley’s view, the same glorious one in
Ivy’s.) Susannah and Harley both had their girlish dreams for that perfect wedding to
their perfect man (Ivy nearly gagged) shattered at the same time, in the same place…
“I’d been planning that ceremony for years, and instead I find out that it ain’t even
on Mistah J’s horizon. Heck, it ain’t even on his horizon if you had a telescope. What a
joke. Ha. Ha. Ha.”
This kinship with Susannah seemed to confirm all of Harvey’s fears, however
imperfectly Ivy understood them, so Ivy decided to reassure her. They embarked on a
day of sightseeing and touristy amusements: the Reading Terminal Market “The
guidebook said they had good candy here. And soft pretzels, that’s like an institution in this city.
That and cheesesteaks, and I doubt you’d eat one of those— Oooo, Amish people!” then
pushing through throngs of people on their lunch break. “I love the Amish. Or wait,
maybe those are Mennonites.” Paying the was-she-Amish-or-Mennonite girl in a bonnet.
“Have a bite. Just don’t eat the nubs, those are my favorite parts.” The Mutter Museum of
“medical oddities” which also had Einstein’s brain on exhibit. Which made them think
of Nigma and led to an extended mutual giggle fit—something Ivy hadn’t experienced
since she was ten—right there in the middle of the museum. “Another part of the
anatomy that men are all too overconfident of,” she gasped finally. Harley started
making the “It was this big” fish story gesture, and they were off again… They got
thrown out before they made it to the Mutter’s prize-winning medical garden. It was a
magical afternoon, capped off by an early dinner at a pleasant trattoria in
Philadelphia’s South Street, which retained much more of its Italian flavor than
Gotham’s Little Italy. A magical day…
Which Ivy thought she had stage managed beautifully until they reached the row
house where the two goons Harley had christened “Mario” and “Luigi” said Mollatova
lived. Then Harley burst into tears.

Muscles creaked as Bane flexed his fingers again… He couldn’t understand this
Kittlemeier, not at all. A man of very rare and valuable skills who did not shrink from
using those skills in the service of deadly men. His clients were the most dangerous
and unstable in the city, and ratting them out to Falcone, even under torture, would be
signing his own death warrant. He must know that—yet Bane detected not a hint of
gratitude for bringing him out of that danger into the safe haven of the 29th Street
warehouse.
Bane hadn’t snatched the old man for gratitude, of course. He was just puzzled by
the lack of it.
“You know what men like that do when you know something they want,” he said.
“Break the fingers one by one, or clip them off at the knuckle for every question you
don’t answer. A man like that, he doesn’t think. He sees himself as the biggest dog
around. He doesn’t stop to think that whatever he can do to you now is nothing
compared to what men like Riddler or Penguin will do you to you later.”
And still there was not a suggestion of anything but contempt coming from the little
gadgeteer.
“And what kind of man is you?” Kittlemeier asked finally.
Bane was intrigued—not by the question itself but the thought behind it.
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“Speak, that I may know you,” he quoted. “Very good, señor. You hear me use a
phrase more than once, ‘a man like’ this or that, and you note it. ‘What does this tell
me about the man standing before me,’ you ask yourself. This is the kind of cunning
you must have to survive with the sort you work for. To displease one like Joker or
Riddler would be a fate worse than death, si?”
“No,” Kittlemeier said simply. “They is all ‘displeased’ at some time or others.
Usually when they hears the price. Sometimes when they wants it tomorrow and it
takes week to makes.”
“Then why aren’t you dead?” Bane asked, a burst of genuine curiosity shorting out
his anger at having his theory contradicted.
“And what would thats accomplish?” Kittlemeier asked in exactly the same words
he’d answered Joker’s sole attempt to get a price reduction at knife-point. “Unless they
wants to be making all the chattering teethes and exploding question marks
themselves. They kill mes, they threaten to kill mes, or they just breaks the rules and
gets banned from store, is all same result.”
“Not to you, surely,” Bane noted.
“What is you stupids? We no talk about me, we talk about them. To Rogue, what it
is to them is all there is, is all they sees. They no want to make their own next time,
they behave.”
Bane had to think about that. Finding he had no answer and feeling he really must
say something or lose face under the gaze of those bizarrely unafraid birdlike eyes, he
returned to the original question.
“You asked what kind of man I am. I’m the kind who appreciates one like you,” he
said generously. “In war, it’s often necessary to destroy the enemy’s resources, but it’s
far better to take them for yourself if you can. Either way, your enemy is deprived of
his advantage, but this way, you have it to use against him… And if the resource is an
item of rare value, you have escaped the karmic sin of removing it from the world.”
And still a glare of contempt. Bane simply couldn’t understand it.
“Ah, I begins to see,” Kittlemeier remarked after a short pause. “So whats is it you
wants?”
Bane massaged his knuckles thoughtfully…

The Baldwin Express: Philadelphia-to-Gotham was a much different experience than
Gotham-to-Philadelphia had been. The Harley Crisis was dispensed with quickly
enough. Harley had demonstrated the same blind, stupid lunacy—that was really the
only way Ivy could think to describe it—the same blind, stupid lunacy that enabled Joker
to turn her in the first place. This time in reverse! She had never caught on that there
were no tender feelings behind Joker’s wooing of Dr. Quinzel, but their perfect day
playing tourist in Philadelphia—which Ivy had engineered from the very best of
intentions—that Harley viewed as calculated manipulation. She saw it as a last trip to
the park with a dog you’re about to get rid of, a pity fuck for the guy you’re about to
break up with, a…a… last caress of the petals for a rose you’re about to snip! Ivy was
able to dispel that ridiculous fear as soon as Harley managed to explain why she was
crying. Harley was feeling great now!
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But Ivy felt she could do with a little sobbing.
The very idea that being kind to Harley, asking where she wanted to go instead of
dictating the itinerary—the very idea that it was seen as such aberrant behavior in
Poison Ivy that there had to be some nasty motive behind it? Having fun with her
friend was an anomaly to be explained… it was a harder blow than that 4 a.m.
realization that most people didn’t like her. The saving grace of that was that Harley
did. And Harley—liking her—still thought her capable of that. In Joker’s indifference,
Harley saw buds that would one day blossom into her dream wedding. In Ivy’s real
attempt at affection, she saw root rot. It was a lot to process. Or it would have been if
Ivy had been able to give it any thought. Instead, it had sunk into a subconscious
canker while she dealt with this latest development:
“I’ve never felt this kind of instant attraction to anyone. From the first time I saw
your picture, not the one Falcone gave me but years ago in the newspaper, and that
was in black and white! And then there was that piece on television, so much better
because it was in color. But even so, no photo or video does justice to the wonderful
color of your skin…”
It was quite appalling.
Ivy wasn’t sure how she’d feel about greening a lesbian—she wasn’t even sure she
could do it, at first. She hadn’t even tried to green a woman since her first weeks
discovering her pheromone abilities. The first attempts on women didn’t work so
she’d focused on men where it did. Then she learned the effect on men was based on
their sexual orientation, not their gender: gay males were as impervious to her control
as women had always been. The logical conclusion was that gay women could be
greened in the same way that straight men could, but it was only a theory. She had
never actually tested it out.
Until Nigma came to her with this Mollatova mission, she hadn’t really wanted to.
The thought of using her pheromones on a woman bothered her in a way that greening
men did not. Men were such useless tripods. Knuckle-dragging Neanderthals, most of
them, who thought with their genitals and created endless complications for the rest of
the world. She didn’t need to rationalize greening men; they deserved it. She didn’t
feel that way about women, other than their regrettable belief that Ivy was wrong
about plants. And lesbians, well, the fact that they didn’t find men attractive was
another point in their favor. Even if they didn’t have a proper respect for plants, they
got it right as far as their own species…
“And then there was that A&E Biography about you. I remember I was going to be
out of town, so I DVR’d it to watch later—I can’t THINK why I didn’t keep it! It would
be so great to watch it with you right now, and you could tell me which parts they got
right and which are wrong…”
Appalling.
“You could tell me the real story behind the true stuff. It would be so amazing to get
it straight from your lips. And I just love your voice…”
Harley said it must be because the communication center in a woman’s brain is
larger than a man’s, and because women process epinephrine differently. Ivy’s
pheromones did supercharge the root physical attraction producing a flood of
hormones in her brain that manifested as a powerful infatuation with and devotion to
Poison Ivy, just as they’d all hoped. But it also supercharged her communication
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center, making her want to express that devotion with a tireless energy Ivy was finding
it hard to take!
“As soon as we get to Gotham, you really must let me prove myself to you. Any
paper mills or lumber yards you want to make an example of, you just let me at ‘em.
We’ll blow them sky high. For the plants! I’ve always felt like you do about the plants,
you know. I just never realized it before. I didn’t have the, the words to express it.
Now I do… POISON IVY!”
Ivy looked enviously at Harley, bebopping happily in her seat, the dulcet tones of
her Lady Gaga insulating her from Mollatova’s incessant prattle.

Bane drummed his fingers on his enormous thigh in a poor attempt to disguise his
frustration. He didn’t care what a prisoner like Kittlemeier thought of him, but his
inability to make use of his prisoner’s talents was beginning to erode the way Bane
thought of himself. This was Gotham, land of the Joker, Riddler, Penguin, the land of
the Batman… and this little man he’d captured was a resource they all made use of. To
take Gibraltar and not make use of the strait? To take Stirling and not make use of the
bridge, the river or the castle? What would that say about a war lord?
So he tried to appear thoughtful as he wracked his brains for some idea—some thing
this Kittlemeier could make for him. Some advantage native to Gotham that he could,
through this man, appropriate for his own use...
“Maybe you could give me some examples,” he said finally. “What kind of things
do you make for the lanky straw man?”
“Riddle… me… this…” a menacing yet playful voice sounded from… somewhere in
the rafters. “My first is… No, forget that. What do you call a… No… Be a… no.” The
volume and timbre shifted on the last word as a long, lean shadow fell across the floor
leading back to the modest, non-hulking form of The Riddler standing in the doorway.
“Boy, you’ve got a crap name there, Bane. One syllable, no anagrams to speak of.
Origins: Middle English bana, slayer. Old Norse bani, death. Old Fisian bona, murder.
Old Saxon, bano murder. High German, bano, murder. One note. Kind of like you.”
He entered, giving the end of his cane a little twirl whenever it hit the floor, lending
a studied nonchalance to his walk.
“He treating you okay, Mr. Kittlemeier?” Eddie asked without turning his gaze from
Bane.
“Ja,” Kittlemeier said carefully, watching the space between the two men, as well as
his own path to the door.
“You should get going then,” Eddie said, pointing with the tip of his cane to indicate
Kittlemeier should walk around to his right.
Bane curled the fingers of his left hand into a fist that cracked his knuckles as he
stood, then he did the same with the right.
“Am I supposed to be impressed?” Nigma asked as if it was a particularly easy
riddle.
“You should be afraid,” Bane said grimly.
“Of… whom? The coward who had to wear Batman down before taking him on?
The soured underpowered coward that—even packing the old venom advantage—
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needed to break us all out of Arkham to tire Batman out before he could take on a
witty-bitty crimefighter half his size? I taunt Batman, you pusillanimous poseur. I say
‘Come and get me, Big Man.’ And when he does, I want his best game. That’s how men
measure swords, you posing poltroon. Why on earth do you imagine I’d be afraid of
a… fraction of a man who had to hide behind my coat once already?”
Contrary to popular belief, Bane’s “backbreaker” maneuver did not literally break
Batman’s back. It did inflict a massive herniation to the L3-L4 disc, causing it to swell
until it pressed into the spinal column, causing temporary paralysis. Something
similar was now occurring inside Bane’s brain. The punch that machismo demanded
in reply to this riddling little cockroach required a slight shifting of weight from his
forward left to his back right. That was all, a slight shift in weight, but there was an
obstruction between that learned instinct and the synapses that would actually move
his muscles to do it. That obstruction took the form of a single word: Guernica.
Bane couldn’t have said why at the time. He just knew this… thought was swelling
in his head, pressing inexplicably but undeniably into his ability to speak or move:
What kind of courage did this little man have? To a man like Bane, being called a coward
was beyond insult, beyond obscenity. But it was hard not to feel it—Delivered like
this, from this colossally, inhumanly, incomprehensibly brave man—it was hard not to
feel it as a blow of absolute truth.
“Mr. Kittlemeier and I will be leaving now,” Riddler said evenly. “Word has it
you’re not a muscle-bound imbecile. If that’s true, you should be leaving too. Get out
of Gotham and never come back. If you don’t…” The pause lasted for only a heartbeat,
during which the body of Edward Nigma seemed to grow a shade denser, a shade
thicker, perhaps even a shade taller. “I will break you.”

The warehouse where Bane held Kittlemeier was at 120 East 29th Street. A
triumphant Riddler had escorted him as far as the corner of East 31st when they
encountered—a triumphant Riddler. Nigma 1 high-fived Nigma 2 before morphing
into Matt Hagen’s favorite headshot. Then he reached into his neck and pulled out the
small earpiece by which the real Eddie had been feeding him his lines. He held it
towards the Riddler’s gloved hand, but Eddie stepped back with a ‘no thanks’ gesture.
“Keep it. It’s got wet… clay on it,” he observed, pointing with a prissy ‘ick, gloppy
stuff’ move completely at odds with his earlier performance.
“Sorry,” Matt said as the little gray-brown droplets quivered in place before breaking
free and jumping up into his wrist. “You spit into the mic,” Matt mentioned.
“Sorry,” Eddie said with a grin.
Again, they high-fived.
An astonished Kittlemeier thanked them both, related a few details of his ordeal with
Bane, and thanked them again. Matt bowed, and Eddie made the formal
introductions. As a shape-shifter, Hagen had no need of a costume or gadgets, so
they’d never met. But Kittlemeier wanted to express his gratitude and he offered both
of his rescuers “a little something on ze houses.” Matt thought for a minute and
started to describe the one challenge of his nightly routine: the way a body needed to
sleep each day, his needed to ‘mush out’ as he put it. He liked to unclench all his
shape-shifting muscles—somewhere dry where there was no danger of being rained
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on—and let his clay relax into its natural unshaped form. He didn’t like doing it in a
bathtub; he could never completely relax in anything with a drain, besides which
porcelain was cold, hard and had unpleasant connotations. Beds and carpets were
better, psychologically and physically, but they had fibers. He hated fibers. It made
‘getting up in the morning’ an unnecessarily itchy business. Wood was almost as bad.
“It’s more absorbent than people think.”
Eddie smiled to himself. The episode confirmed the natural affinity of the Theme
Rogue, and underlined Bane’s status as a wannabe, outsider and misfit. The interloper
had not been able to come up with a single use for Kittlemeier’s talents, while Matt
Hagen came up with an idea after two minutes’ thought.
Rather than go straight to the Regal Laundry hideout, Kittlemeier had them stop at a
Hungarian restaurant he knew “for a little lemon schnapps.” He had the owner bring
a metal box he kept behind the bar, withdrew a rather spiffy looking tablet and stylus,
and started sketching out ideas for Matt as they sat and drank. Eddie, remembering
the vodka hangover, opted for club soda. As he watched, he thought of Kittlemeier’s
suggestion, years ago, that he could make small ‘kits’ of puzzle boxes and other gear,
which could be stowed in any number of non-lair locations throughout the city.
Riddler never went for it, and Eddie learned over time that Kittlemeier had made the
same suggestion to Selina, Jervis and Harvey, who also refused. Eddie always
assumed it was just a sales pitch, trying to push some new thing. It was rather
amusing to see Kittlemeier himself making use of the idea no one else wanted, and
while Matt made little suggestions for his proposed basin-bed, Eddie thought back
over other Kittlemeier pitches. He wondered how many other stellar ideas he’d
rejected from the Rogue-mind who had been among them all this time and they never
quite recognized.

Guernica. In his mind’s ear, Bane heard the old Jesuit saying the name. He was
reading from a volume on the Spanish Civil War. “The bombing of Guernica was not a
military objective. One of the first raids in the history of modern military aviation on a
defenseless civilian population, the object of the bombardment was the demoralization
of that population...” Bane had latched on to that word like a newborn to a mother’s
teat: de-moralize. He studied the account time and again, for instinctively he felt that
was the key to victory in all battles. An enemy that will fight can always win. The
history books were full of impossible victories by the outmatched and outnumbered.
Even the dead had an awful way of inspiring the living to strike back and avenge
them… But a foe who gives up poses no such threat.
So he’d picked the first instance he encountered as his model, studied and
deconstructed it: April 26, 1937, the bombing of Guernica on Market Day. It was not a
military objective. The object was to de-moralize. To strike a blow of such force it knocks
the will from your enemy. Bane had labored over that definition. For a time he
substituted “hope” for “will,” to strike a blow of such force it knocks the hope from your
enemy… Then he tried “confidence”… but he was never really satisfied with either.
Now he understood why. It was that idea of an external blow knocking the
will/hope/confidence from a man like a blow to the plexus robs him of breath. What
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he’d felt in the face of the exceptional, colossal and inhuman courage of the Riddler
was internal. A gaping hole inside him, an emptiness that had gravity and mass,
sucking like a vacuum.
A gaping hole inside him that had the weight and mass of a burned out star and
made it, quite simply, impossible to move.

Selina had been tired, but she wasn’t exhausted like Bruce. She had dozed, but now
she lay there watching him sleep. She caressed the scar of an ancient cat-scratch, kissed
a favorite spot on his shoulder, and as the minutes passed, let her love for him, her
hatred of Bane, and her anger at Eddie swell into a force uniquely feminine yet
uniquely feline…

There was no longer any studied control in his rubbing of knuckles. There was only
the spastic twitching of individual fingers. An ecstatic gleam in psychotic eyes. And
the twisting of a mouth filled with the bitter tang of adrenaline.
Bane had always seen his scheme to wear Batman down as the epitome of his
genius. Yet there was no question that breaking Gotham’s Dark Knight had failed to
bring him the stature he deserved. Those who should have bent their knees to him had
absolutely failed to do so. He beat the man who beat all of them, yet all but the
Catwoman had failed to render him the homage he had earned.
If this was the reason… But no, this Riddler of all men—this Riddler was one who
fought with his mind, he above all should appreciate that strategy was part of beating the
Batman. It didn’t—it shouldn’t—diminish his glory. Doing everything possible to
weaken the enemy before you face him was the way to win…
If the goal was simply to beat him. But beating Batman was to have been a means to
an end—to shock and awe Gotham into submission—and that end had certainly not
been achieved. Even the little Jewish tailor didn’t revere his accomplishment…
The little Jewish tailor.
Was it possible Carmine Falcone had a better understanding of— No.
So Kittlemeier didn’t fear the Rogues, so he wasn’t the oppressed slave Bane had
assumed, so what? That was a minor failure of understanding. Both Kittlemeier and
his customers were aware of his worth, so what? Who would guess madmen were
capable of such cognizance? Not being able to use the old man’s talents, that’s what he
should be worried about. Being able to assess the landscape, recognize and exploit its
weaknesses, these things are paramount in a war. Not the failure of every Rogue
except Catwoman — the failure of every Rogue and their fucking watchmaker—to pay a
little fucking homage—to show a little fucking fear—to fucking show a little fucking
respect.
Inside Bane’s massive chest, his heart pounded hot waves of rage into his arms and
legs, moving him to stand and pace, to clench his fists. The throbbing, pulsing, fuming
waves heaved up his chest, seeming to crash against his teeth and twisting his mouth
into a snarl.
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He knew he was thinking like Falcone. “Fucking this, fucking that, fucking fuck the
other thing.” He was better than this. He was Bane. He wasn’t some fucking junkyard
dog, he was…
One note, that riddling cockroach said.

Sekhmet, the original cat-woman, was a goddess of war in Ancient Egypt—and a
force of destruction that made other war gods look like teething children. Yet she was
also a protector, a healer, a loving wife and mother. Selina saw no contradiction in
that. It was the nature of a cat to be deadly, and the nature of a woman to protect those
she loved.

Middle English bana, slayer.

She let the pad of her middle finger move softly along Bruce’s knuckles. He could
put so much power behind a blow, and he’d mastered more martial arts than he
bothered to count. He didn’t need protecting, but neither did Sekhmet’s sons,
Nefertem the lion god and Mahees the lord of… she stifled a chuckle at the thought…
Mahees was the Egyptian Lord of Punishment on those who violated “Maat” or Justice.
He was, essentially, Egypt’s Dark Knight.

Old Norse bani, death.

Gotham’s Dark Knight was not a god. He was a mortal man who had been hurt once
already. And tonight, he’d come to her gargoyle and raised the memories from that
awful time…

Old Fisian bona, murder.

Tonight he told her the monster who did it was back. The last time, Bane had to
stage a prison break to wear Batman down… Now he’d come to Gotham with a war
already in progress between the Rogues and the Mobs.

Old Saxon, bano murder.

Selina Kyle’s love was something fierce and feral.
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High German, bano, murder.

She loved Bruce. Bane hurt him. And Edward Nigma was leading forces in a war
that was exhausting him

One note, Riddler said. He would show him ONE NOTE.

Catwoman was ready to enter the war.
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WHY DO WE FALL?
Witness Protection. For Anthony and Susannah, it was the offspring of the
childhood Boogie Man and the alien parasite in a monster movie. They were raised
with it as the fate that befell bad little boys and girls who ratted out their families, and
they saw the horror played out on the big screen happening to people so different from
them, they could indulge in the horror vicariously. Since they would never turn rat
any more than they would be the crew on a mining craft in outer space, they could
watch Henry Hill wind up a Midwest nobody in the same way other people watched
the alien burst from John Hurt’s chest.
Until now.
What was worse, the ultimate Witness Protection horror scene at the end of Goodfellas
portrayed permanent, government-orchestrated relocation. Henry Hill’s fate living out
his days in some suburban, tract house hell where egg noodles and ketchup passed for
pasta with marinara was looking pretty good. It was the happy ending to aspire to
when Batman was ready to turn them over to the Feds. Right now, he wanted to keep
them close to Gotham, reserved for his own use in the war between the mobs and the
theme rogues. Anthony didn’t mind the physical labor. Working outdoors was
pleasant, and the physical effort wasn’t nearly as punishing as his routine working out
in the gym. Compared to the weights, the wheelbarrow was nothing. Compared to
sparring with Mackenzie, gardening was a vacation. For Anthony, as for Henry Hill
before him, the real punishment was the food. Not his own though; the cats’. Before
coming to the Catitat, Anthony had never seen a raw chicken, let alone touched one.
Now he checked a spreadsheet each day, saw which pens were due for feeding, and an
hour before sunset, loaded up his wheelbarrow with the carcasses of chickens, ducks,
and a mash of meat, organ meat and bone meal. He set off to make his rounds, flung
the stuff over a fence here, through an opened gate there, and vowed to become a
vegetarian. The vow never lasted, because Susannah’s limited cooking skills were
further limited by the cabin’s tiny kitchen and the sparse selection of groceries at the
only market within twenty miles. He woke up each day to the smell of frying bacon,
and that was enough to recall him to the meat-eaters for another twelve hours.
He was at that point in the day when it really wasn’t a bad life: he and Susannah
playing house, cleaning up the breakfast things together like newlyweds and then
waiting for Mr. Sanchez to come by with the day’s itinerary. Except today there was
no rattle of the ancient Land Rover. Instead, they heard a helicopter. Anthony’s first
instinct was alarm, but before the thought could solidify into a definite wish that he’d
fought Batman harder on the issue of keeping his gun, he saw the big “W” on the
bottom of the copter, the word “Wayne” emblazoned on the door, and a woman inside
who was certainly unlike any Falcone hitter he’d ever seen.
Susannah said it was Mrs. Wayne, the owner of the preserve, and as the woman got
out of the helicopter and came towards them, Susannah proceeded to reel off every
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issue of Gotham Magazine, Town & Country, Vogue and W in which the gorgeous
socialite had been pictured and “who she was wearing” on each occasion. Anthony
had never seen an issue of Town & Country any more than he’d seen a raw chicken, but
he knew the woman coming towards them was Selina Kyle, not Wayne, and that the
smart money said she was Catwoman. That meant things were about to get a lot more
interesting than feeding raw chicken to lynxes.

Zooks was worried. Zed had the worst luck of any of the Z. He drew the short
straw going to the meeting the first time Joker wanted a lair built. Some quirk of his
metabolism made him immune to the antidote for Scarecrow’s “henchman insurance”
fear-toxin but perfectly susceptible to the gas itself. After that, Zoiks said fine: you fall
off a horse, we put you on a pony. Sent him on the call for the least lethal client they
would ever have: Catwoman—and they were ambushed by Robin and Batgirl.
Catwoman blamed Zed for “leading them straight to her,” a trauma that left him with
an acute fear of claws, masked women and purple Lamborghinis—no Scarecrow toxin
required—and made their second meeting something that Zed was never really able to
relate. They knew his phone was destroyed. They knew whatever happened involved
a lamppost. They knew he didn’t want to talk about it. They knew he’d come back
with a concussion.
Now he was two hours overdue getting back from Home Depot. He’d just gone for
more PVC, spray paint and masking tape so they could finish converting the Jade
Rendezvous into a Hatter-themed wonderland. It was a far cry from going to meet
Joker, Scarecrow or Catwoman. A simple supply run and bring back some munchies.
“This is really bad,” Zoiks said, holding up his phone. “He’s not answering. It keeps
going into voicemail.”
“Better than last time, right?” Zowie said hopefully. “I mean, no answer at all is
better than one ring, squick, and then ‘the number your are trying to reach is
unavailable or has traveled outside the service area.’ Right?”
“Doesn’t feel any better to me,” said Zooks.
“Me either,” said Zoiks.
“Me either,” admitted Zowie.
“Did you hear that?” said Zound.
He pointed at the window, and they all froze. Silence reigned for about five seconds,
during which they all turned one by one to Zound.
“I thought I heard…” he mouthed—when the door burst open and Zed walked in.
His clothes were dirty, torn, he had a swollen lip, a black eye, and dried blood caked
from his left nostril to his jaw… and he looked positively euphoric.
“ZED!” three voices cried in unison as a fourth yelled “Why the foo’ not answering
your phone, man?!”
“Everybody calm down, everybody calm down,” Zed said, with more confidence
than they’d heard from him in—ever. “I’m not answering my phone ‘cause I got a new
one. Old one’s down a sewer and you’re all going to do the same with yours. Those
things are like a Lojack if you got the stuff to track ‘em. I got us new ones. Wayne
Tech. Totally untraceable.”
He was holding up his, and Zoiks took it from his hand and began ogling it.
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“Man, this is like—5-G. What the hell is this, some kinda prototype?”
“Whoa, shit, where’d you get this?” Zound said, taking it from Zoiks and fondling it
like a sex toy.
“Excuse me, don’t you think we should start by asking what happened to his face?”
Zowie said.
Zed took a deep breath.
“Right. Short answer: Catwoman—”
“Oh Jesus,” said Zoiks. “I warned her,” said Zound. “Strike three, you crazy bitch,”
cried Zowie.
“No,” said Zed with a firm bandleader “instruments down” move. “The lady kind
of saved my life this time. It was a couple Falcones who did all of this. I was looking at
Death by Tire Iron, and then there was a whip crack and a boot and I’m looking at the
guy who had the tire iron rolling around on the floor saying she broke his arm. And
you could like see the bone pushing through the skin. It was great! Then—then—she
held the other one still so I could finish him off. How menschy is that?”
“Menschy?” said Zowie.
“You think Catwoman is menschy now?” said Zoiks.
“Uh, yeah!” said Zed emphatically. “Saved my ass, showed me how the creeps found
me, gave us new phones to keep it from happening again.”
“And what’s she want in return, hm?” asked Zound.
“Nothing but that we keep doing what we’re doing. Whenever Riddler takes over a
lair, we make it over in whatever theme he wants. Look, the lady is a Rogue, right?
Says as long as we’re working for them, she’s got our backs. These phones all have a
panic button, in case Falcone tries again, push there and help’s on the way. And best of
all, she says it’s cool if we put these on Riddler’s tab for the next lair.”
“That’s cool,” “I’m sold,” “I’m in,” were said in unison.

…
…
…
…

…
…
…
…

…
…
…
…

…
…
…
…

::
::
::
::

Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
New Database: Personal Revisions, Restricted Access
Encryption Matrix: New
Encryption Key…

Bruce paused as a voice from the past wafted through his thoughts, coaxing the
corner of his lip to twitch as his fingers began to type:
Encryption Key… Why do we fall
He omitted the question mark, not because the hexadecimal code would interfere
with the encryptions but because he didn’t want Nigma’s signature that omnipresent
in this particular log. These revisions would be personal, containing the thoughts and
reflections he normally rejected as not belonging in a duty log—as the numerous
occurrences of [Section Deleted] in Catwoman’s files would attest. It was undisciplined,
letting a record of the night’s patrol read like a personal diary, letting personal hopes
and fears corrupt the data.
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Yet he was doing this because the data had been corrupted. All these weeks, as
Rogue after Rogue fell… because he didn’t realize what was happening. Had his own
hopes and fears kept him from seeing it? Now that he had some suspicion what was
really going on, the pertinent logs had to be revised. But he didn’t want to overwrite
the originals. It was important to keep that record of his first impressions intact,
however much he’d overlooked. Revising in this way, even though it meant
preserving the assumptions and false conclusions…
Why do we fall, Bruce?
To learn how to get up.
To learn.
Some good had to come from this mess.
The only thing to do faced with this appalling run of mistakes was to learn.
… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
… … … … :: Personal Revisions | Restricted Access
Superstition is for criminals. Nigma is inclined to see curses;
Nigma would have seen the run of disasters befalling the Rogues
as “bad luck.” I have no such excuse. Yet I accepted the
intelligence as good luck without ever stopping to consider…
The first episode, there was no pattern to see yet, but even so,
should I have suspected something in the way the information
came to me? Criminals are greedy and stupid, as a breed. I
roust the scum in any given bar, on any given night, there’s
always one or two that don’t move as fast because they’re trying
to hold onto something. The war has been bad for business, and
a fence foolishly stopping to take his stuff before rushing out
the back was not suspicious. He was no different than a hundred
lowlifes who’ve fallen into my hands over the years. It was no
different from the intel I’ve gotten from a hundred others.
Beginning with what I already knew.
It was not suspect because it was grounded in what I already
knew to be true. I knew that Rogues don’t approach crime the
way the mobs do and they weren’t making use of Falcone’s
operations once they took over. Physical spaces yes, men
occasionally; they’d take the money, dump or destroy the guns
stored at any given location, and leave the criminal operations
lying fallow.
Except the protection rackets. Scarecrow took over there
because it was a thematic fit. I was aware, but it had no
bearing on the priority: minimizing casualties, preventing loss
of life, and reducing power on both sides beginning with
apprehending Joker. Extortion isn’t pretty, but those who were
already being victimized paying Scarecrow’s men instead of
Falcone’s had no immediate impact on the war or those top tier
priorities.
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Until the ill-named “Fast Freddie” told me Scarecrow was
collecting the payoffs himself. It made sense. The money was
meaningless to him, he wanted the fear that impelled his victims
to pay. Sending men like Skate or Jimmy-P to collect would
defeat the purpose. So he made the rounds in person so he could
look a shop-owner in the eye and savor their fear. All I had to
do was follow. The hardest part was watching, not stepping in
while he accosted owner after owner—and racked up no fewer than
23 counts of felony extortion. The video evidence assembled, I
was finally able to move in.
Crane was prepared: a pair of cross-firing toxin projectiles on
his person, activated when I grabbed his collar. I was prepared
with a prophylactic antidote that reduced the effects to
transparent visual hallucinations and minor ear ringing – easily
ignored. His apprehension was accomplished more easily than
ever before. I attributed it to the fact that Crane was so out
of his element with such a mundane operation, he simply wasn’t
very good at it.
As much as I have analyzed it, I do not believe I overlooked
anything vital in Jonathan Crane’s performance in that final
confrontation. The mutilated men, on the other hand, I cannot
excuse myself so easily there.
Scarecrow does frequently operate without henchmen or
associates. And unidentified persons are checked into hospitals
every night, many are beaten and bleeding. There was no reason
to suspect anything amiss in Scarecrow being isolated and alone
where I could apprehend him so easily. There was no reason to
connect the absence of henchmen with a few emergency room
admissions that were initiated two blocks away. Maybe if… if
they found their way to the emergency room in some other way,
maybe the nature of their injuries would have tripped something
in Oracle’s data sweeps. But a priest from a homeless shelter
finding a few men in an alley, there was just… there was nothing
about the episode, on paper, to put it on our radar, and so no
way to make the connection. I would never have known it had
happened if it weren’t for what happened next, and the
suspicions it eventually raised…
I’m not sure how to remedy that.
again.

But I must.

It cannot happen

… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
… … … … :: Personal Revisions | Restricted Access
Sharkskin Vinnie Valducci. Outside Falcone’s inner circle, he
was known for his terms: 30% a week, you pay back the vig before
you pay the principal. 20% went to Carmine, 10% was Vinnie’s to
keep. And that’s what he was known for within Falcone’s circle:
Vinnie apparently spent every penny of that income on
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motorcycles. He generally had four, occasionally five. He
would buy the best he could find, lavish money on it, make his
own modifications, and replace one only if he found one more
promising.
I received a tip that a chop shop Riddler took over last week is
where Valducci housed his bikes and that Roxy Rocket went there
nightly to take one for a joyride. Like Fast Freddie, nothing
about the lead was suspect. It’s the nature of being Batman,
being a detective, patrolling, being aware what is going on in
my city… it is a process I’ve honed all these years pursuing my
mission. Finding things out is almost second nature. Is that
the problem? Did I miss something I would have seen otherwise?
I secured the location before RR’s arrival and documented
criminal trespass and grand theft. Attempted apprehension
resulted in four additional charges for reckless endangerment,
three for criminal mischief and one each for damage to public
property, indecent exposure, assault on a police officer
(human), and assault on a police officer (canine).
Unlike Scarecrow, Rocket had no special preparations for a
confrontation with Batman. The threat she poses is not
malicious and results entirely from her thrill fetish. As such,
she’s as much a danger to herself as to others and will be
spending the first two weeks of her incarceration in the Arkham
infirmary.
Once again, the men brutalized and terrorized behind the scenes
escaped my notice. How can I excuse that? Falcone’s men may be
gangsters, but even gangers have a right to live without fear
threatening to explode their hearts within their chests. But I
DID NOT KNOW Scarecrow had men with him that night, which meant
I didn’t know they had fear toxin with them or that there was
fear toxin unaccounted for. Far too much I didn’t know, but if
I did, would any of it have made a difference?
Being an enforcer in the Falcone mob is a
couple of thugs beaten, a couple of thugs
life, even in fear for the lives of their
ever made the link between those baseline
criminal life and a tip where Roxy Rocket
night?

dangerous life. A
in fear for their
families—would I have
realities of a
would be on a given

… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
… … … … :: Personal Revisions | Restricted Access
I’m convinced that, whatever I may have missed elsewhere, the
reason I didn’t notice things going too smoothly with the Golden
Hands Massage case was simply because it was Hugo Strange.
Special awareness is always necessary confronting Strange in
costume. His knowledge of my identity is analogous to a gun in
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the hands of a street thug: half the tactical advantage is
simply knowing that it’s there, and it is vital to remain aware
of it and its location regardless of what else is happening.
That’s where my focus was. If the information that Hugo was
amusing himself with Falcone’s whores came too easily, I was too
busy thinking ahead to the special precautions of dealing with
him to notice.
Strange’s mental state is so fragile and volatile. When he
feels himself in control, he will taunt me with knowledge of my
identity—but only when no one else is around to hear. It’s when
he starts losing that his knowledge becomes truly dangerous.
When everything was going his way, he was discreet in front of
the girls. Even though they were hypnotized, he was
psychologist enough to know that what was said would be heard
and subconsciously registered. But when it became clear that
his activities on the premises opened him up to over a dozen E
felonies related to prostitution and pandering, and that he had
no physical means to escape or overpower me to evade arrest, his
mental state deteriorated into the obsessed ravings that are the
norm. His fixation on the bat mantle always gets the better of
him, and I employed a high-pitched sonic disruptor to drown out
his ranting for the few seconds it took to render him
unconscious.
In retrospect, the massage parlor should have had a bouncer. If
it was business-as-usual, the absence of hired muscle to protect
the girls would be suspect, but with Hugo taking over, there was
no reason for it to raise any flags. He presumably sent the guy
away. And if I was investigating from another angle, the
disappearance of a guy working as a bouncer at a whorehouse
would not have raised any flags either. He could have skipped
town for any reason. He could have been beaten within an inch
of his life for any reason completely unrelated to the Rogues,
to Falcone, or to the war.
There was just no reason to connect this growing number of
mauled and beaten men in Gotham emergency rooms with the capture
of Rogues blocks away from where they were found, nor to
recognize any of it as collateral damage from the war. But I
should have. Somehow I should have.
… … … … :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: … … …
Bruce awoke to what had become the norm since the night they talked about Bane:
Selina was still asleep, not resting her hand lightly on his chest the way she used to but
wrapped around him in a tight hug, with the mark of a dried tear on her cheek. It was
very un-Catwoman, which is why he wouldn’t mention it. He could tell by the way
she slept in each morning that she hadn’t been sleeping well, but she wouldn’t admit
it. The one time he asked, she snapped in such a way that reminded him of his own
feelings when they first started sharing a bed. The sex was amazing, having her in
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Bruce Wayne’s life as well as Batman’s was beyond anything in those fanciful wishdreams he had in the early days, but the nut-kick when he realized she knew about his
nightmares: it felt as though she’d unmasked him—worse—he felt so un-Batman.
Batman was a nightmare to Gotham’s criminals; he didn’t have them. Selina had never
been like that. The more intimate they became, the more walls dropped between them,
Catwoman and Selina seemed very much the same person, the one a natural and
seamless extension of the other. If she was only now uncovering parts of herself that
she had to come to terms with on her own before she was comfortable letting him see,
he could understand that. He had been there.
But understanding couldn’t beat back Batman’s desire to fix whatever he saw that
wasn’t right. As soon as she was awake, he set about trying to cheer her up:
“Tetch is out of the game,” he announced with more Bat-gravel than was usually
heard before breakfast.
Selina tilted her head.
“You got another one? That’s the fourth this week if we count Hugo.”
“We count Hugo,” Bruce said tersely. “He might not have the Mad Hatter’s mind
control chops, but he has the knowledge of my identity that I wasn’t comfortable
having in that Rogue ‘think tank.’”
“Careful, Bruce, I think you just implied you’re ‘comfortable’ with Eddie.”
“Nigma’s taken his best shot on the personal front,” Bruce said evenly. “Having
failed to gain any tactical advantage throwing Bane between us, it’s doubtful he’d try it
again.”
Selina got up from the bed, went to her vanity and started brushing her hair. After a
minute, she looked up and met Bruce’s eyes in the mirror.
“Eddie throwing Bane between us? That’s a really unfortunate mental picture,” she
said—it was the teasing tone she used on rooftops when she had the valuables on her
person. She was putting on her light and sassy act, the same old Selina and don’t you
dare think I’m waking up in the middle of the night and can’t get back to sleep. Bruce
pretended not to notice, but he was sorry he’d mentioned Bane.
“So, it’s Joker, Scarecrow, Roxy, Ventriloquist, Freeze, Croc, Strange, KGBeast,
Ratcatcher, and now Mad Hatter, safely confined to Arkham for the duration,” he said
with as much modesty as possible given the length of the list. “At this rate, the
situation will be completely defused in another week or two. We could get away for a
bit. There won’t be any Rogues left.”
“Hey!” Selina said with that particular note of outrage Bruce knew was offended
feline pride.
“Any Rogues except you,” he amended in a conciliatory tone that, from anyone other
than Batman, might sound whipped.
“If I have you all to myself, there’s no need to leave Gotham, Dark Knight.”
That tone he knew too, and it always made him want her. The many, many, many
nights he couldn’t act on that desire always pushed past his rational mind now that he
could. Despite the completely inappropriate nature of the conversation, a part of his
mind started undressing her and another let his hand stroke lightly across her belly...
“And Carmine hasn’t been able to reclaim a single one of the properties Eddie took
over when you put away the Rogue that was occupying it?”
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“Hm?” Bruce said, the part of his brain nibbling her nape nudged Psychobat to
answer the question. “No, he hasn’t.”
Selina turned, noting a smile that could have been either for the secret nape-kisses or
the thwarted mob boss.
“Imagine that,” she said, with a seductive smile of her own that also fit both
possibilities.

… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
… … … … :: Personal Revisions | Restricted Access
Special awareness is also required when dealing with Firefly,
but as many times as I’ve gone over the case, I cannot see that
I overlooked anything because of it. Unlike Roxy Rocket,
Garfield Lynns has no desire to risk death. He takes all
necessary precautions in storing and handling explosives, and as
a former Hollywood effects man, he has the expertise to do so.
The danger arises in his unofficial and illegal status. The
pyro he gets his hands on is usually old or else deliberately
mislabeled in order to divert it from being shipped where it was
intended.
Receiving a tip that Lynns was storing explosives in a seized
Falcone warehouse, my first order of business was to ascertain
how stable those explosives were. Only then did I determine
that it was safe to wait and watch, and apprehend him when he
returned.
Maybe… maybe I should have thought to question the information,
but in this one area, thugs aren’t that different from other
Gothamites. Explosives aren’t cocaine or heroin or counterfeit
Gucci bags, and the men interested in buying or selling are
looked at a little differently, even in the underworld. They’re
scrutinized, and if anything is thought suspicious, it’s
reported. Even if I’d questioned the tip beforehand, there was
certainly no reason to question it after the fact, not when it
led to the apprehension of a dangerous felon, a stash of
dangerous explosives, reclaiming another Falcone property, and
an overall de-escalation of the war.
There was no reason to question any of it – but I should have.
Now Selina is…
I can’t even type it.
“Why do we fall,” yeah, how’s that working out, Bruce?
even type it.

I can’t

… … … … :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: … … …
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“Just look at this! Pine scented, lavender scented, lilac scented,” Mollatova raved,
sifting through a crate of cleaning products. “If plants and trees are so nice to smell,
maybe it’s not such a hot idea to be killing them right and left to make all that cotton
and paper. And what do we have here, as if I didn’t know.” She stormed over to the
staff break area and started waving a box of teabags like it was a severed head. “TEA!
COFFEE! Instant COCOA! All plants. Of course it’s all plants. Soda machine full of
sugar water, candy bars—all the chocolate and nuts! Have they no shame?! No shame
at all!”
Ivy stared ahead dully, letting the river of words flow on by. With their numbers
dwindling, it was no longer possible to stay with Harvey. Every warm body was
another base that would remain occupied Rogue territory. And going out to grab the
day’s booty from Falcone was falling to her more often. The combination of her
pheromones and Mollatova’s knowledge of the mob men and operations. Ivy
wouldn’t stand for it if she thought she had a choice. Every time Nigma gave her a
new assignment, she thought about greening him, and every time he vetoed her idea to
take Harley or Harvey along instead of Mollatova. But if she greened Nigma, she’d
have to take over the war herself, and she really didn’t see herself pulling it off in the
midst of all these reversals.
Nigma, that obnoxiously arrogant man, seemed able to adapt. Even as Batman
picked them off one by one, he revised the attack plans, rearranged who stayed where,
and rewrote riddles on the fly so it hadn’t slowed their campaign against Falcone a bit.
Every day another property fell, his own and his suppliers’ and customers’, the yakuza
and triads that did business with him. Typical man mentality, it would be disgusting if
it wasn’t working so damn well.
“Okay, it’s just like we thought, my one and only, Gaia’s chosen, goddess of green.
They started out legit, bonded cleaners for office buildings. Owner fell victim to a
badger game, and since then, they’ve got the office cleaners spying on the companies
worth spying on. Then they started this cheap vacuum service to get into residential
homes. Target the places worth robbing and go in a couple days later. Looks real
profitable if you’ve got the buyers lined up for the information and the furniture and
stuff, otherwise it’s probably not worth the trouble to keep it going.”
“Bring the books,” Ivy ordered. “We’ll let Harvey go over them and decide if there’s
anything worth salvaging.”
“There’s always something worth salvaging,” an ominous voice graveled from the
shadows.
Mollatova betrayed herself as a Gotham outsider by shrieking at the voice and then
at a scalloped shadow which appeared on the wall for a moment and then was gone.
In contrast, Ivy smiled grimly.
“Well, well, look who’s here,” she called out as the vines brought to mark the place
as Rogue territory began snaking up the walls.
Molla sank into a half crouch, looking to different corners of the rafters with twitchy,
birdlike head-flicks. Tense seconds passed, until the silence was broken by the soft hiss
of an aerosol can. One of the vines dropped to the floor, but before Ivy could shriek for
her fallen baby, Molla was running to the spot where it fell.
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“PLANT SLAYER!” she cried, and Ivy winced at the rookie mistake, then murmured
“No, no, no” in tones too soft to be heard. The batline coiled around Mollatova’s
ankles and hoisted her into the air.
Days of incessant prattle flashed through Ivy’s mind, and she felt a certain… lack of
hate for Batman as Mollatova’s unconscious form was silently lowered on the same
batline. The gratitude didn’t last, for mere moments later there was another aerosol
hiss and another vine fell down dead. At virtually the same second she felt a presence
behind her.
“That woman is under arrest for attempted murder and arson,” he announced with
all the usual cape pomposity. “You are for the usual special circumstance extortion,”
he added as Ivy spun and tried to knock out the nose plugs he was sure to be wearing.
Her flat-palmed strike was well-aimed, but so thoroughly predictable that Batman
simply intercepted it, twisted her wrist back with a nikyo that dropped her to her
knees, and cuffed her before the paralyzing sizzle of the nerve pinch ceased to throb…
… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
completing the quickest and easiest Rogue capture yet.
There was no reason to find that suspicious. Rogues like Ivy
are usually expecting a confrontation with Batman. They craft
their crimes deliberately to bait me, set the scene beforehand,
and have a trap in place, ready to spring when I follow to
wherever their trail leads.
Ivy’s capture was accomplished so easily for exactly the reason
I initially surmised: she wasn’t prepared for the encounter, and
I was.
… … … … :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: … … …
The overlook near the Arkham parking lot, which had provided such a perfect spot
for Edward Nigma to fire an arrow-tipped plunger/flag-of-truce message into the hood
of the Batmobile, now saw that same Batmobile return with that same Edward Nigma
inside as a crumpled, bruised and manhandled passenger-prisoner. Above, Bane
watched with satisfaction as Batman marched the odious little man through the
Arkham gate—and into the death chamber.
Most of them were there now: Joker and Riddler, Scarecrow and Croc, KGBeast the
assassin and Firefly the arsonist, the mousy little Mad Hatter with whom Bane had
begun. Assorted other circus freaks whose names were not worth remembering. They
would all be mixed together anyway as the walls of the place came down to crush them
into a fleshy paste. It wasn’t easy getting them all together in there—getting the
information to execute their captures into Batman’s hands without his ever suspecting
the source. It wasn’t easy getting his hands on the stinger missile, rocket propelled
grenades, 14.9mm SOP rifle, or confirming that the ammo for the last could travel at
3,350 fps with 42,104 ft/lbs of energy.
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What was easy was getting Sal Moriarty to give up Falcone’s munitions man
“Needlegun,” getting Needlegun to convert the SOP cartridges into nuclear flechettes,
and more importantly, to give up his man inside Falstaff, Inc. Getting that sad little
scientist to pinpoint the precise points in the cliffs under Arkham Asylum to open a
breach wasn’t much harder, nor was getting him to give up his identification card and
provide access to a certain subterranean vault . Men who feared physical pain were so
easy to break. He didn’t have to touch them, he only had to describe what he would
do…
A shoulder cannon to fire oversized bullets was, in Bane’s view, a pathetically small
man’s idea of a weapon. What was it good for? Taking out columns of armored
vehicles rolling through the streets? What kind of destruction was that? Man-made
thing against man-made thing. But tossing the rifle aside and repurposing those
payload-bearing projectiles as directed shrapnel for Falstaff’s SoLARGE machines,
positioning the STOR-M units to puncture the weak spots of the earth’s crust rather
than be shot from a gun into mechanized tanks, igniting their payload there to generate
rifts in the lithosphere and become a defacto earthquake machine that would break
open the planet to reclaim Arkham and its inhabitants into the primordial slop of earth
and sea—that’s how a man killed his enemies.
All he had to do now was arrange for the Rogues who were still free to be in one
location also: the Iceberg, their precious Iceberg, what better place to gather them all
together. A little celebration to savor their victory, the end of their war with Carmine
Falcone. And now that Riddler was among those who would perish at Arkham, he
knew just who to give them to rally around at the Iceberg Lounge. He would give the
triumph of defeating Carmine to the one costumed freak that Batman would accept it
from as well as the other Rogues. The rest of them would gather to honor Catwoman
assuming she fought for the same reason they did. Only Bruce Wayne would see her
taking down Falcone as a gift from his lover.
Bane’s lip curled downward slowly at the thought: it was a pity. He had no
grievance with Batman this time around, and killing his woman would stir it all up
again. Bane wasn’t quite sure how he, himself, felt about killing a woman. He had,
now he thought about it, never had occasion to do so, not even with the rabid shewolves that passed for women in Peña Dura. It was a shame. Catwoman was the only
one who’d shown him any respect, but she was still one of them. She’d probably have
to be dealt with anyway after he killed the others. The vengeance of women was not
something covered in the manuals of war Bane had studied, but he knew they had a
history of violating men’s business and that violation brought nothing but chaos.

You didn’t serve as aide, confidant and butler to the world’s greatest detective
without picking up a few habits. When Selina came into Alfred’s pantry, he felt
something was just a little different about her. She asked if he had any ribbon he could
lay his hands on without it being any trouble, and he realized it was her make-up. The
make-up around her eyes was quite different from her usual daytime style—and he
realized with a start that she was made up to wear a mask.
Alfred got up without a word, opened a drawer, fished around, opened another, and
pulled something out of the back.
118

The Gotham Rogues

“As the gift you are preparing is for Batman, I believe this will be an ideal choice of
color, miss,” he said, handing over a spool of thin black ribbon. “While Master Bruce
has gone down to the cave already, he will be working out for another twenty minutes
or so. It would therefore be prudent, in my opinion, to wait half an hour, or perhaps
forty minutes before joining him.”
You didn’t share a home with the world’s greatest detective and his butler without
being used to this kind of thing, so Selina just took the ribbon and thanked him.
Thirty minutes later, a meticulously groomed Catwoman made her way through the
clock passage and down to the cave. She smiled as she saw Alfred had called it almost
to the minute. Bruce had finished his workout. He was bare-chested, a sweat-soaked
gi laying over the top of the mini-fridge, and he just finished draining a post-workout
bottle of water.
“You look deliciously sweaty,” she noted.
He took in her costume with a deceptively quick flick of the eye, the way he used to.
Back then the unspoken question was ‘What have you taken?’ Today it was ‘Should I
change?’
“No, I’m not here to play,” she laughed as if he’d said it out loud. “I have a present
for you.”
“And this is how you decided to ‘wrap it,’” he asked, letting his eyes flicker over her
costume again.
“Something like that.”
Their eyes met for just a fraction of a second, and Bruce felt a thrilled sizzle up his
spine. One of those impossible moments. Catwoman, here in the Batcave, I have a
present for you…
“You know about specialty fences, right?” she asked.
“You know about Calicos and Persians, right?” came the reply, and she laughed.
“Okay, bad opening,” she admitted. “It’s not like just anyone can move a stolen
Rembrandt or a Stradivarius. Specialty items, specialty thieves, specialty fences.
There’s a guy in Little Odessa—”
“Korsakoff or Andropovich?”
“Korsakoff. Let me tell it.”
“You gave two examples, a Rembrandt or a Stradivarius, it could have been either.”
“It’s a high ticket violin story, so it’s Andre Korsakoff, let me tell it. And P.S. nobody
in their right mind would buy a Rembrandt from Dimitri Andropovich.”
“The Brodmoors did.”
“In their right mind, I said. God, the people you fopped with.”
“Back to Korsakoff: fence, broker and intermediary for big ticket stolen
instruments…”
“Has been after my business for quite some time. Del Gesù lifted from the Gotham
Philharmonic, insured by Lloyds for 1.2 million. He’d like a piece of it.”
“I knew that was you.”
“Prove it.”
“This is your idea of a gift?”
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“I’m getting there, you keep interrupting,” she teased. “So Kosakoff knows the
kinds of things I stole, and still am stealing as far as anyone knows. He’d like some of
my business. I thought he gave up long ago, but he just tried again.”
“Tried again?”
“To ingratiate himself. Maybe the war between the Rogues and the mobs gave him
the idea. You know how those mob wives never got the memo on fur?”
Bruce blinked, not seeing the connection between a concert-quality, famous-maker
violin and mafia wives wearing mink.
“They’re still stuck in the ‘50s, like fur is still a status symbol and not a symbol that,
y’know, you’re the kind of missing link who would marry Carmine Falcone. Anyway,
there’s this horrible furrier on Staten Island. Among other things, they’ve got lynx
coats. How disgusting is that? Korsakoff came to me, he assumed I felt exactly the
same way about furriers as Ivy does about lumber yards. And frankly he’s right, the
only difference is I’m not willing to firebomb the place. And he told me… that they’re
into something. Something illegal that could get them shut down.”
“Such as?” Bruce asked in the deepest Bat-gravel.
“He didn’t specify. I assumed smuggling something, probably drugs, in the lining of
the coats.”
“We’ll go in tonight and check it out. There are several ways to x-ray without—”
“No, um, Bruce, I’ve already been there. It’s not… there was nothing in the furs, so I
checked the office and…”
She ran out of syntax and silently held out a thin leatherette journal tied with a black
ribbon.
“Late happy birthday,” she said, a little breathless. “Or early Christmas.”
Bruce took it, looked at it, hoped he looked present-from-my-girlfriend curious and
not mystery-box-left-at-the-bat-signal curious, removed the ribbon, opened the cover—
and felt his mouth go dry.
It was a date book with a number of entries in Falcone’s handwriting, followed by a
few lined pages in the back packed tight with a list of names and phone numbers.
Tucked into the cover behind that was an old-fashioned 3 ½-inch floppy disk labeled
“Lex Tree.”
“Lex Tree the accounting software?” Bruce breathed.
“Mhm,” Selina nodded. “Backups for two years. No income statements or balance
sheets because, duh. There’s a payroll module that looks like his housekeeper, and the
ledgers that are… everything else.”

Dateline GOTHAM—The sweep began before dawn, with 800 federal agents and
state and local investigators fanning out across the region. The targets, officials said,
ran the gamut from what they called small-time bookmakers and shakedown artists
to mob middle managers and the entire current leadership of the Falcone crime family,
as well as two senior Pelacci family figures. Prosecutors said 34 made members of
Gotham’s crime families and those of Bludhaven and New England were among those
arrested.
The Gotham Observer ran the picture that would become the signature image of the
event in the national media: the gymnasium at PS 14 transformed into an ad hoc
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processing center in the heart of the downtown raid zone. A host of dark
windbreakers reading “FBI” and “GPD” in bright yellow were positioned in the
background, setting up laptops linked to fingerprint scanners which would be featured
in other photos. Another dark jacket in the foreground read “POLICE” in large type
and then under the outline of a badge “US SECRET SERVICE” in smaller type below.
He was leading a heavyset, handcuffed man through a metal detector. Detective
Porpora of the Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force on Organized Crime was quoted saying
"We are pleased today to announce an important step forward in our nation’s ongoing fight
against the Mafia. More than 800 law enforcement officials have arrested more than 110
individuals on charges from murder and narcotics trafficking to extortion, illegal gambling and
labor-related racketeering.”
The Gotham Times ran a different picture, a close up of Commissioner Muskelli from
the press conference rather than anything related to the raids. They ignored Porpora
and stressed the Gotham police over the inter-agency cooperation. They only quoted
Muskelli. “A total of 107 people have been charged in 14 indictments, representing one of the
largest single day operations against organized crime in the city’s history.”
The Daily News criticized the Times for framing a national crimefighting operation
as a one-man advertisement for Lawrence Muskelli in a transparent attempt to
influence his appointment to the Justice Department.
The Gotham Post ran a story on the Center for Disease Control denying they had a
classified SOP for the zombie apocalypse.
The Justice League databank merely said that Batman would continue to be
unavailable for monitor duty or regular staff meetings. His colleagues exchanged
theories whether it was to contain the situation in Gotham—so many high level mob
figures suddenly behind bars could create chaos with those who remained free
competing to fill the void—or if the Dark Knight simply wasn’t through yet. It was a
given that he was behind the massive mob takedown, but exactly how was something
of a mystery. Speculation ranged from “followed the money” to the systematic
intimidation of high-level informants.
The Iceberger, in-house newsletter for employees of the Iceberg Lounge, said that
anyone not scheduled for work on the evening of the 20th was invited to a special
celebration honoring the victors of the Rogue War: Oswald Cobblepot, Catwoman,
Harley Quinn, Clayface and Two-Face; as well as marking Oswald’s personal return to
the daily operations of the lounge. Those working would be given a free drink to join
in a midnight toast to Catwoman, who had made the Dark Knight himself her catspaw,
taking down Falcone without a hint of suspicion being laid at her door.

“All armies prefer high ground to low.”
It was a principle of war so simple, Bane had never bothered to ponder it, nor did he
pay much attention to the 9th Chapter of Sun Tzu that belabored the point. “Camp in
high places” “Observe on high ground” “If the enemy holds the high ground, do not
ascend and do battle with him.” No shit.
Tonight he was seeing high ground in a new light. It was more than a way to see
farther and over obstacles, it was more than a way to place the enemy at a
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disadvantage in battle. It was a place to triumph, to beat one’s chest with a primal cry.
To look, not with the strategic dispassion of a military general, but with the eyes of a
conqueror on the conquered. And he had found the perfect vantage point: the rotating
restaurant atop the Times Square Marquee Hotel boasted a 360 degree view. Arkham
to the Northeast; Iceberg to the South.
Once again, he’d dipped into the hidden accounts from his brief reign as Gotham’s
kingpin, reserved the place for a private party, and then paid off the duty manager to
schedule no staff, ensuring privacy. He walked the perimeter of the circular room,
surveying the horizon with satisfaction. The Wayne Tower was higher, but not so
perfectly placed. Its penthouse would have its share of floor to ceiling windows and
panoramic views, but nothing so tailor-made to his purpose as a round room of glass,
with a fully stocked bar that he might sip a fine whisky as he watched the cliffs under
Arkham quake and crumble, the ambulances and fire trucks racing towards the
Iceberg. Yes, he had come to high ground to observe, but not coldly, not with the cool
calculation of a military commander. He had come to watch the fall of his enemies.
He took out the weathered chess board from Rico’s, selected a table with the best
view for his purpose, and then removed the flower, the candle and the place settings.
He set the chess board in the center, and then opened the drawer underneath
containing the pieces. He removed them one by one… A white rook… held up for a
moment to be silhouetted against the cityscape, then he snapped it in two… A black
bishop, snap… A black pawn…
“Nice view,” a low, feminine voice cooed behind him.
Bane turned to dismiss what he assumed was an overly-solicitous hotel staffer, when
the words froze on his lips as he saw Catwoman standing in the central restaurant
reception area like an invited guest.
“Hello, Bane. Been a long time,” she said with that same air of one whom he’d
invited to share the triumph with him.
“You should not be here,” he said, honestly expressing the foremost thought in his
mind rather than coming up with something more pertinent like asking how she knew
he’d be here at all.
“You’re referring to the party they’re throwing for me at the Iceberg. I thought I’d be
fashionably late. After all, what is the point in beating the big man and winning the
day if you don’t strut a little, throw your weight around.”
Bitterness rose like bile in Bane’s throat, which he hid behind a mild laugh. He
wondered if Catwoman would fare any better than he had—if those she imagined she
would be strutting before lived to see the dawn, that is. Their petty, resentful natures
couldn’t dismiss her as a newcomer coming in and dominating the field...
“Maybe it’s fitting that you’re here. You were the only one who understood that
simple law of man and beast.”
“Actually,” Catwoman said as if an odd smell produced an unwelcome taste in her
mouth. “Never been a big fan of laws. What exactly are you talking about?”
“The right of the alpha dog,” Bane declared as if pronouncing the founding principle
of the universe.
“Ah. Well, not really a fan of dogs either, so no wonder…”
Bane looked puzzled.
“Why are you here?” he asked.
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Catwoman stepped delicately out of the reception area and came to stand beside
him, looking out at the view in the same direction as he, as if they shared some
common purpose in looking.
“Last time we were in a room together, you were King of the City. Or at least king of
the hill. ‘The man who put Batman on his back.’ And you were gracious enough to
say that I could go on stealing. What was that phrase you used? ‘Continue doing what
you do so well.’ As long as I used you as my fence, of course…”
It wasn’t the words that puzzled him, it was the strange emphasis on certain words,
peculiar shifts in rhythm too subtle to be called a pause. He honestly couldn’t tell if
there was mockery behind the words or not—and in fact, even Batman who lived with
Selina on terms of intimacy and fought Catwoman for years before that would not have
been able to say for sure. Bane had no chance at all.
“Tonight, I’m the queen of the city. The last man standing, so to speak, after the
biggest Bad v. Bad tossup this town has seen since the Capes arrived. The only ones
who aren’t up the river know that I’m the one who took down Falcone, so what I say
goes. It would only be fair and respectful to say that you can stay, go on doing…
whatever it is that you do. But the thing is, the prerogative of kings is that I don’t have
to be fair or respectful. I want you out of my world. And, see above, I’m not all kinds
of particular about laws that stand between me and something I want.”
Out of my world? Out of my world? There was an odd glottal rumbling coming from
Bane’s midsection which continued for several seconds before erupting into a full belly
laugh.
“So you imagine you’re queen of the city now, do you, Catwoman?” He glared
daggers at her, but the mask he wore for the occasion – the old mask, the original – hid
his savage grin, “You’re queen of the dead, my dear. ‘The only ones who aren’t up the
river’ are at the Iceberg, which will very soon be at the bottom of a very deep crater.
They’ll be the lucky ones, Catwoman; the explosion will certainly kill them before the
bowels of the earth open up to claim the building. Not so the ones I’ve corralled at
Arkham.” Months, years of bottled rage bubbled up to the surface. He had accepted
that the Rogues would never know the extent of their failure, the way they’d walked
into it. But now, here she was – the only one of that wretched rabble he had any qualm
about killing – a most convenient witness to his triumph.
“I took pains to find the precise points to set off the explosions: under the front gate,
to head off any rescue efforts, in the cliffs under the north wall, where the concussion
will do maximum damage to the crust under the edifice, and at the junction to the
maximum security wing, to make sure those madmen are completely cut off when the
screaming starts. You know what they are, Catwoman, any who live will be feeding on
each other within hours.”
He smiled smugly, picked the black knight from the drawer, and casually crushed it
in his fingers.
“Then the game board is changed forever,” Bane said in a voice so deep it resembled
the Bat-gravel. “And the only ones who remain will be those who know how to
behave before Him who breaks the man who broke all of them.”
Catwoman did nothing but stare coldly for a count of ten. Then:
“I trust you heard all that, Eddie?”
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..:: Got it! ::.. a chipper voice squawked from somewhere around her cowl.
“Any trouble disarming them now that you know where they are?” she asked as the
blood drained slowly from Bane’s face.
..:: ‘Lina, please, who do you think you’re talking to? North Wall already snipped by yours
truly, Lynns got the one at the front gate, and Jervis should be finishing up the third one as we
… yep, there’s the signal. Tell Bane that Rabbi Nigma is happy to report a successful bris on
his earthquake machines. Mazel tov!::..
“Eddie says ‘hi,’” she told Bane with a wink before resuming the ‘comm voice.
“Everything in hand at the Iceberg, Matthew?”
..:: First time I’ve ever disarmed something like this without a digital timer on it,::.. Matt
Hagen complained. ..:: It’s not nearly as dramatic, but otherwise, yeah, we’re all good.
Oswald says hi.::..
“Oswald says hi, too,” she told Bane. “Now, you’re a smart man, so I’m not going to
insult your intelligence belaboring the obvious… even though you’ve insulted ours a
bit. Did you really think Batman wouldn’t suspect your ‘helping hand,’ the Rogues
suddenly losing, right, left and center. He couldn’t figure out why at first, but he knew
it was you. Why did you want all the Rogues out of the mob war? Then you giftwrapped Falcone for us, and he put it together. You didn’t want them out of the war;
you never cared about the war. You just wanted them all in one place where you could
get at them with one big boom. Ending the war would make sure everybody who
wasn’t in Arkham was in one place too… for the slaughter.”
There was a labored snorting as Bane’s breathing grew heavy, but only through his
nostrils.
“It looks like you’re the only one I’ll be able to kill,” he said calmly, taking a slow,
tree-trunk step forward and cracking his knuckles.
Selina merely smiled as he advanced on her. She didn’t take a single step back.
“Batman says without Venom, you’re just another thug. He says you don’t have the
martial training to beat a brown belt… But I say, even without Venom, you’re an
absolute mountain of a man.” She let the words hang for a moment, apparently
gleaming with admiration before she continued. “And there’s simply no way you
came up here in one of those elegant little glass elevators they have circling the lobby.
If you could fit inside one at all, which is doubtful, it wouldn’t make it past the third
floor. You had to take the freight elevator to get up here.
“Now you’ve come all this way. Don’t go validating the ‘muscle means dumb’ thing
at the eleventh hour. I’ve told you we knew you were targeting Arkham and the
Iceberg and that meant you just had to be here to see the fireworks. You had to take the
freight elevator to get here. Tell me, Big Man, if you know exactly where the enemy
will be and when, how’s it gonna go down?”
Bane stopped. He felt the fury rising; she was a woman, and he had considered her a
potential ally, but that coy voice and the flashes of loathing he saw unmasked in her
eyes itched at his skin. He felt hot in his black formal suit, stiflingly so. Muscles
strained beneath his flesh, fingers flexed, but his breath felt thick and his skin suddenly
greasy and tight. The sensation, he realized in time with her words, could not be
natural.
“You poisoned me as I rode up in the elevator.”
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“I’m not a killer, Bane,” she said softly, coldly, “You’d have been dead long before
you came back to Gotham if I was. You’d have been dead before you left the first time.
Or did you really think I’d come to see you to kowtow at your throne all those years
back?”
Hot. Hot in the suit, hot in the mask. Too hot to breathe. She had respected him.
Hadn’t she? He thought back to that meeting, remembering that same cold look in her
eye… Hadn’t she?
“…but you have been thoroughly misted with a transdermal polymer. That’s
ScienceSpeak for a microscopic layer of plastic coating the inside of your pores. It’s
going to be really hard to perspire for the next four days, Bane, so I suggest you try not
to exert yourself. Your body temp goes up, it’s not coming back down. It’ll be like
running a high fever for days at a time. You could boil your brain.”
Bane let his eyes close.
Control.
Without Venom burning in his veins and clouding his thoughts, he was able to fight
down his breathing.
He bore it down to natural levels, nostrils flaring.
But he knew she wasn’t bluffing.
He felt the itch all over his body.
And he forced himself to speak calmly.
“What happens now?”
“Well, as soon as I leave, the Capes come in. Batman won’t touch you, and nothing
that you’ve done in Gotham ever happened. Get that through your head right now.
You’d just go to Arkham or Blackgate, and nobody but Falcone or Joker wants that. But
the Justice League heroes have a pretty wide reach. They’ll offer you a nice selection of
things you could have done elsewhere, each with a corresponding Cape that would
have captured you and a prison they’ll take you to rot in. Iron Heights, Metropolis
Penitentiary, the Green Lanterns have some kind of energy field on Omega 9, I really
don’t care… Although I would suggest you avoid the Metropolis Penn. I have it on
good authority that Superman doesn’t like you.”
Bane looked out the window thoughtfully, not at Arkham this time, but at the
highest man-made peak in any direction.
“Tell me, Catwoman, given what I know about you and Señor Wayne, why would I
go along with—”
“With the most humiliating sentence handed down since Antonio missed a payment
to Shylock?” It was said with a smile which, at first, seemed like pleasure at a clever
turn of phrase. When she continued, its true meaning became clear. “Batman said you
would ask. He said to tell you ‘Lucha libre is a passion play. The journey of men who
uphold values of honor, tradition, and respect. Gotham is his. It belongs to the Dark
Knight, the Gotham Rogues, and the people who were born here or come here to live
because they feel an affinity to the place. A ‘Blue Demon’ pushed his way in and tried
to break, eclipse, negate and replace those who belong here, who are of Gotham,
naturally and rightly. All to gratify his own ego. And True Gothamites rose together
to expel him. That’s the storyline, and he knows you will honor and respect it.’”
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Bane’s back stiffened and he watched her judgingly, appraisingly. After a long,
awkward moment of silence, Catwoman got to witness the oddest transformation in
anyone’s history with Bane that didn’t involve coming down from a Venom rage. He
exhaled slowly, his shoulders shifted, his whole frame deflated, not physically, but as if
all of the wrath powering him drained slowly away.
“No, you got it wrong,” he said patiently. “It’s the Blue Demon who avenges his
partner’s humiliation by hunting down Santo, as Señor Wayne knows, and deals him a
defeat that is remembered and celebrated for decades to come.”
Catwoman winced apologetically.
“Sorry, I knew I was going to get it wrong. See, around here, Demon is… when
you’re talking big ego outsider pushing his way in, trying to blot out everything that
went before, remake everything in his own image for the greater glory of himself, you
kind of think of... Never mind, it’s a long story. But you’d like him. You two… have a
lot in common.
“Anyway, I’m sorry I butchered a mythos that obviously means a lot to you, that you
were raised on and use to… make some sense out of your world. I told Bruce this is a
guy thing and I’m probably going to get it wrong. Did I get… any of it right at all?”
Bane glanced out the window where no Arkham cliffs had fallen into the sea, where
no Iceberg Lounge was burning. It’s not like he didn’t have time.
“Blue Demon was a member of Los Hermanos Shadow,” he began, gesturing for
Catwoman to sit at the table, while he lowered his bulk onto the raised stairs to the
reception desk. “His partner and friend in this brotherhood of shadows was the Black
Shadow, who was beaten and unmasked by El Santo. Blue Demon swore his revenge
and became a técnico…”
… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
Sickened as I was at the idea of Catwoman alone with Bane, she
was undoubtedly the best person for the job. Without knowing
whether his ‘earthquake machines’ operated on a timer or would
be triggered by a remote device on his person, we had to get him
to reveal the locations of all the Arkham devices without his
figuring out our real agenda.
I’m not unskilled in interrogation techniques, but neither is
Bane. We know the same tricks, and to a degree, think in the
same way. He could always catch on, particularly if I only got
one location out of him and had to keep the conversation going
until I got the rest. With Selina, there was no such risk.
Bane never stood a chance. Raised in a prison, studying
warfare, worshipping lucha libre, everything about Bane is
forged in masculine systems. It is the chief limitation to his
thinking. And Selina all but encapsulates womanhood. No matter
which direction the conversation took, there was no way he would
be able to anticipate her, let alone see the way she was pushing
his buttons.
And Selina can push a man’s buttons. He chose the Metropolis
Penitentiary, Selina’s little improvisation about Clark
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disliking him apparently having the ‘opposite’ effect from what
she intended. Which I’m sure was the idea all along. She never
wanted to give him a choice. That was my olive branch.
How typically Catwoman. In the old days, whenever circumstances
forced us to team up against a common foe, she always found some
way to assert her independence.
And like those early team-ups, there has to be a final meeting
to settle accounts before things can go back to normal. I’ve
chosen ‘her’ gargoyle for the meeting. It’s Batman and Catwoman
settling accounts, Batman and Catwoman who teamed up in an
enterprise that was as exclusively crimefighting in nature as
any operation will ever be. And yet, it’s Selina Kyle who’s
involved in this endgame, not “Catwoman.” It might honestly be
more appropriate for Bruce Wayne to ask her to drop by the
office tomorrow—which is so absurd it makes my head ache.
Yet absurd as it is, it’s somehow more appropriate.
… … … … :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: … … …
Catwoman approached the gargoyle thinking she was early… until she was close
enough to see a dark shape on the ledge behind it. When she realized what it was, her
heart nearly stopped: a large, weathered, old-fashioned picnic basket. The one that had
been left with such conspicuous bat-arrogance at the jewelry store nearest the opera
house the night of their first “date.” She peaked inside before picking it up. The
contents were similar but not identical. Then it was a bottle of Bordeaux, a half dozen
peaches, loaf of bread and a round of Brie. Now that he knew her first boyfriend was a
French count with a vineyard, he substituted an Italian Cortese for the Bordeaux. Now
that he knew she loved red raspberries, a pint of them were tucked behind the
peaches. The addition of caviar, she assumed, was because this was a celebration.
Glancing over the knee-high wall that separated the ledge from the rest of the roof,
she saw he’d already picked a spot: a thick blanket was already laid out. So she
brought the basket, took her place on the blanket and started unpacking the goodies.
She heard the flutter of a cape as soon as she set out the wine glasses.
“You’re really quite a romantic in ways not everybody understands,” she said,
holding up the corkscrew without turning.
He took it, grunted, opened the wine, and silently handed her a glass.
“I should probably let you believe that,” he said finally. “The truth is, it’s a
protocol.” He paused just long enough for her to raise an eyebrow or take a sip of
wine. She did the latter, and he continued. “I wasn’t sure how you were going to
react, so I picked a time and place you’d be most receptive, set the stage…” He
gestured to the picnic things, and this time, he got the eyebrow.
“I honestly can’t tell if you’re serious,” she said.
“Do I look like I’m joking,” he said, quoting the old line with a scowl. Then he
walked to a pair of exhaust vents and retrieved what Selina called a “Bat box.” These
black metal boxes were the size of a phone book and secured with magnets to any
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number of rooftop surfaces. He returned to the picnic blanket and set the box down
between them.
“Okay, I’ll bite,” Selina said, picking up a raspberry and popping it into her mouth to
illustrate. “Hit me with it, let’s see how I’m going to react.”
Batman glanced at her suspiciously, then touched the bat emblem on the side of the
box which acted as a pressure release. The front tipped open to reveal a thick packet of
papers. He took the top folder, handed it to her, picked up a peach… and waited.
“What is this, a balance sheet?” she murmured. “NMK Holdings, why do I know
that—OH! It’s the initials. It’s the… Used to be NMK Shipping, that dummy
corporation you set up to intercept Demon minions Ra’s was smuggling into Gotham.”
“That’s right. Because it was Ra’s, it had to be completely separated from the Wayne
name and Batman’s shield companies.”
“Yeah but it was all smoke and mirrors. NMK didn’t own anything, they just
brokered cargo space on other people’s ships so it seemed to Ra’s like a company that
had been around forever. But they didn’t own a single ship in the registry. This NMK,
this is… this is a lot of real estate I’m looking at. Gotham real estate.”
“That’s why I used a company not associated with Bruce Wayne. Between my
personal fortune and Wayne Enterprises, I control quite enough of Gotham. More
would raise flags.”
“’Used a company not associated with Wayne’… for what, exactly?”
“A lot of the places the Rogues took over from Falcone are fronts, owned by him
personally or by criminal colleagues that work for him. But a lot of them aren’t. A lot
belonged to innocent people who were running a nice family business until a nephew
with a gambling problem or a daughter with a drug habit wound up in Falcone’s
book.”
“Oh God, you didn’t!” she said, massaging her forehead through the mask. “You
bought them up as you were putting the Rogues away, to keep Carmine from taking
over again.”
“Yes, and now it all has to be sorted out.”
From her seated position, Selina had lowered her back until she was flat on the
blanket, then she picked up her wine glass and splashed the contents into her face.
“What’s wrong?” Batman asked tersely.
“I kind of had the same idea. I had Marcuso map out all the properties Carmine had
lost and what they were really for. I had the Z go in as soon as you’d nabbed someone,
un-theme all the hideouts they’d done in that Rogue’s style and ‘re-theme’ them as
what they were originally if they were legit and something appropriate to the
neighborhood if they weren’t.”
“Re-theme as…”
“A dry cleaners, a beauty salon, an ordinary apartment building. A computer store,
a bakery…”
“You hired the Z…”
“Yeah, and you’re going to be buying dinner for a while, ‘cause when the bill comes,
it’s going to be quite a tidy sum.”
“I think you can afford it. You’re NMK Holdings.”
Selina sat up slowly, her mouth hanging open and a drop of wine dripping from her
eyelashes.
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“I’m… what?” she said as if responding to the phrase ‘under arrest.’
“I set up NMK when my back was hurt and you had taken over Batman’s patrols.
The whole Ra’s sting was in response to a lead you uncovered. It’s not like it mattered
whose name was at the end of a paper trail no one would ever see. It was just my
private little joke.”
Selina shut her eyes, the memories of those few weeks of crimefighting dancing
behind closed lids as the phrase she often used to describe the activity rose with new
significance.
“NMK,” she said flatly. “Not my kink. You are such a jackass.”
“It was a private joke, and a set of letters that was easy to remember.”
“Did I say jackass? I’m sorry, I meant you have the strangest sense of humor of any
human ever.”
“It’s not the end of the world, Kitten. Lucius and the Foundation will help sort it all
out. Turn over the legitimate properties to the people they were taken from, convert
the rest into some kind of…”
“Well?”
“We’ll think of something.”
Selina started to laugh, poured herself another glass of wine, and ate another
raspberry.
Batman’s lip twitched. Then he assumed his most foreboding accosting-the criminalscowl as he graveled “You do realize you can’t say it anymore.”
“Say what?”
“You gutted Gotham’s most powerful crime family, and for an encore, you took
down Bane. If there’s a world’s foremost expert on crimefighting in Gotham City, it’s
me, and I’m telling you—and there’s really no way around this now, Selina—it’s your
kink.”

The Metropolis Penitentiary was a far more humane institution than Peña Dura, but
Bane found his arrival there humbling. They were used to super-powered threats,
threats that had challenged Superman. Bane’s physical size impressed no one, nor did
his strength with or without Venom. In a sense, it was the perfect codicil for his
disastrous bid to beat some respect out of Gotham City. One final failure to drive the
point home. No one in the world would ever remember Bane as anything more than
the one note flash-in-the-pan who…
The bitter thought dwindled to a thoughtful silence as Bane saw through the bars to
the small cell he was to occupy. On the sole cot, three boxes sat in a row, bearing the
markings common to all correctional facilities. All the markings that show the items
have passed through the gauntlet of searches and tests—superficially to check there are
no weapons or means of escape being smuggled in, but more importantly to make the
point clear to the prisoner that this contact with the outside world is the gift of the
powers that be. He himself has no power.
Bane waited until the door was closed, the guard withdrawn and the chamber
sealed. Then he opened the first box. It contained…
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“Osito?” he murmured, lifting out the stuffed bear that had been his sole companion
growing up in Peña Dura. Underneath were two dog-eared paperbacks and an
envelope of thick black paper. The books he recognized, so he went straight to the
envelope, opened it and read the note inside. It was brief: Regardless of your motives,
Falcone takedown was a great benefit to Gotham. Enclosing personal items left at your hideout.
—B
He opened the second box with more curiosity than suspicion. It contained a small
tin with the silhouette of a black cat on the lid. Opening it revealed white powdery
lozenges that smelled faintly of peppermint, black currents and spice… and yet another
note. No envelope this time, just a small card with a purple border. It read: That
furrier is out of business. Even though your motives were shitty, I figured you deserved some
reward. These pastilles should help with the no perspiring thing. Meow.
Bane’s brow knit in confusion. He looked guardedly back at Osito lying in the first
box, then down at the card in his hand. Bane let out a long breath, reached out to the
edge of the bed and opened the lid of the final box.
A deep belly laugh rumbled up into his chest as he looked inside.
It contained a chess set with yet another note, this one propped up against the king,
bearing an embossed question mark at the top like a royal crest: Truth is you were a
better opponent than Carmine. Pawn to King-3.
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