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DON’T FEAR THE JOKER
Germs. The worst thing about winter. Marty Parks started the day with a hot
shower—his showers were a lot hotter and a lot longer than they had been a week
ago—and he scrubbed his skin raw with the scratchy new loofah. He’d always
considered the loofah one of those silly, new agey things, but lately, he really didn’t
feel like a washcloth got him clean. He wanted something that would SCRUB. He
wondered how sanitary they were though. He knew the loofah was some kind of fishy
plant thing. It might not be that hygienic after you used it a couple times and then left
it there, all wet, in the steamy bathroom. There was no telling what kind of mold or
mildew might start growing in there. Impulsively, Marty threw his new loofah away
once he had toweled off. They were cheap enough; he could get a new one. He was a
working man, not made of money, but it was cold and flu season. You couldn’t be too
careful. If he got sick, he’d lose a lot more than the cost of buying a new loofah every
week, that was for sure.
He checked to see that the iron was hot and laid out his uniform on the bed, giving
the shirt and pants a good pressing before he put them on. He didn’t used to be this
meticulous about his appearance. He certainly didn’t care about a few wrinkles in his
shirt, but it occurred to him a few days ago that the heat of a really hot iron would kill
any bacteria in the fabric. As an added bonus, it felt good, putting on the still-warm
clothes before venturing out into the cold city. And he must look better. Patty in
dispatch asked if he’d lost weight and Rick thought he got a haircut.
Once dressed, Marty put on his coat, but he waited until he was outside before using
the hand sanitizer. After all, there was the doorknob inside his apartment, the one
outside, the key and the lock. He’d touch all four on his way out. No point in
sanitizing his fingers only to start rubbing them on all those microbe-infested surfaces
seconds later.

“You know, Bruce, when we used to go out together, not only did you have fun, you
weren’t ashamed to admit you were having fun.”
“I’m enjoying the company,” Bruce said affectionately. “I enjoyed the steak. I’m just
not sure about the movie.”
Alfred Pennyworth once observed that Bruce and Selina were married in every way
that mattered and the difficulty was that they appeared not to have noticed. One of the
many traits they shared with traditional married couples was that once they moved in
together, they stopped dating. Catwoman might refer to the nights she joined Batman
on patrol as “date nights,” but for their non-masked personas, a regulation night on the
town was a rarity.
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It was Selina who insisted it was time to renew the practice. A new Sherlock Holmes
movie had been made. That’s not something the World’s Greatest Detective and his
adversary-cum-love interest could ignore. Since he was a boy, Bruce loved Sherlock
Holmes. His father introduced him to the Conan Doyle novels and was careful to
explain that this was a work of fiction. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was a doctor before he
ever became a writer, and all of Holmes’s methods were based on the tools of
observation and deduction that doctors used to diagnose disease, which Doyle learned
from his mentor, a Dr. Joseph Bell. Bruce was quick to notice that the stories were
narrated by another medical man-turned-writer, and Doyle must have thought a lot of
Watson to have made him his stand-in in the stories that way. Thomas Wayne beamed
proudly, and he told Bruce to remember that when he eventually saw the movies based
on these books. “The actor Basil Rathbone gave the world a fine portrayal of Sherlock
Holmes, perhaps the best there will ever be, but the Dr. Watson you’ll see in those
movies is a fool and a buffoon. Nothing like the decorated soldier and professional
man you read about here.” For Selina, Bruce’s love of Holmes was pivotal in
recognizing her own feelings for him. It was seeing him so excited about a Sherlock
Holmes exhibit at the mythology museum that obliterated any divisions that remained
between Bruce and Batman in her mind. In that moment, seeing him so
uncharacteristically exuberant putting a costume together for the party opening the
exhibit, she saw the whole, complete man. It was so different from anything she had
ever seen him do, in costume or out, and yet it was so utterly and completely HIM…
and she loved him so much, it made the soul ache.
So, if a new Sherlock Holmes movie was about to be unleashed on the world, they
simply had to see it.

Germs. The awful thing about winter. Everybody had a cold. Everybody was
coughing and sneezing, saturating the air with their infectious breath. Just waiting in
line for his coffee, Marty heard a half dozen coughs and sniffs from his fellow patrons.
He looked around to see if maybe the freebie guy was back. Tuesdays and
Thursdays for the past three weeks, there had been a guy at the door with a basket of
free samples. Little packets of Kleenex, lip balm, hand sanitizer and cough drops. Said
he was from some company called Mommet & Hodmedod. It was a nice service, cold
and flu season being what it is and then all the added concern this year with that H1N1
thing going around. Was a real public service. With the depot across the street, so
many of the patrons in this particular Starbucks were drivers. The way they went all
over the city, coming into contact with so much stuff—you never realized until you
thought about it just how much germ-infested STUFF you touch in a single day—why
if they got sick, they could spread something nasty all over the city. That’s why the
freebie guy saved the hand sanitizer for the drivers. Most of the other patrons got the
Kleenex or the cough drops, but whenever the freebie guy saw one of those uniforms,
he reached into the basket and gave them…
Hey, there he was. Freebie guy from Mommet & Hodmedod, standing at the door
with his basket of cold and flu season survival aids.
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Bruce did not like going out to the movies, and Selina had offered to buy a bootleg
on the street. Naturally, the judgmental jackass couldn’t allow that, so out came the
datebook and they decided on Friday night (since he had a finance meeting at WE that
afternoon anyway. If he actually went to it, it would placate Lucius for a while, freeing
up Bruce to blow off next week’s budget meetings, which he couldn’t stand). So Alfred
booked them a table at d’Annunzio’s, and Selina bought a new dress for the occasion.
During the short walk from the restaurant to the theater, Bruce expressed his
misgivings. He had seen a television ad for this movie several times on the jumbotron
in Times Square, and as one who loved Sherlock Holmes since he was a boy, he had
some very serious misgivings. Holmes wasn’t anybody’s idea of an action hero. Yes,
there was more adventure than true detective work in the original stories, but the thing
about a legendary character like Holmes was the image that everyone had of him:
consulting detective, deerstalker hat, pipe, “elementary,” “the game’s afoot.”
“And Inspector Lestrade is a moron,” Selina added happily. “Please don’t forget
that part. It’s a detail near and dear to my heart.”
Bruce grunted, and Selina suggested that, moron cops aside, Bruce should try to
keep an open mind. Worst case scenario, it was a night out…

Germs. Marty could feel them on his hands. Squirming around in his pores.
Germs. Bugs. Cooties. Bacteria. Fungus. Viruses. Spores. There was a little film on
his fingers. Not quite oily, not quite sweat, but if he rubbed the pad of his thumb
against index and middle fingers, he could feel a little trace of something. The skin
wasn’t bone dry, there was just enough moisture that the skin felt… well, it didn’t feel
like rubbing his thumb along the paper cup from Starbucks. There was no telling what
microbes were swimming around in that film and diving into his pores. It made your
skin crawl if you thought about it. There was no telling what was in there. Germs.
Bacteria. Fungus. Spores. Swine Flu. Bird Flu. Horse Flu. Ferret Flu. There was
even a Seal Flu listed on the internet. Asian Flu. Spanish Flu. Hong Kong Flu…
Marty set down his coffee and reached into his pocket, pulling out the new sample
bottle from Freebie Guy and gave his fingers another good treatment. You couldn’t be
too careful. There was no telling what might be in the air in this filthy city. Germs,
Bugs, Viruses, Spores. He could just feel them, crawling all over his hands and
fingers.
It was no wonder, you touched so many things in the course of a day, things that
were teaming with germs and microbes—right now, his keys, the handle on the truck,
the steering wheel, all breeding grounds for germs and disease…

Two hours later, walking from the theater to a little wine bistro Selina wanted to try
on 44th, Bruce was quiet.
“It’s okay to admit you liked it,” Selina prompted.
Bruce said nothing.
A block later, she tried again:
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“That the sort of thing that goes through your mind when you fight? ‘First, distract
target. Then block his blind jab. Counter with cross to left cheek. Dazed, he'll
attempt wild haymaker. Weaken right jaw. Then fracture. Break cracked ribs. Heel
kick to the diaphragm…’”
“Not in that kind of detail,” Bruce graveled.
“Summary,” Selina continued quoting, mimicking his gravel, “ears ringing, jaw
fractured, three ribs cracked, four broken, diaphragm hemorrhaging. Physical
recovery: six weeks. Full psychological recovery: six months.”
“You memorized the entire film?”
“That bit made an impression,” Selina giggled. “It was very sexy. It was very you.”
They entered the bar, sat at a table, ordered, and Bruce checked his watch.
“Very good, you’ve held out for twenty minutes. You can go ahead and say it.”
“Say what, that the scrumptious combination of detective intellect and kick ass
fighting skills wasn’t the only thing in that movie that was ‘very you?’”
“Yes, you’ve gone this long without speaking her name. Let’s get it over with.”
“Whose name?
Bruce glared. And Selina grinned wider.
“Her name… a woman?
His jaw tightened.
“The woman?”
“Irene Adler, yes.”
Selina sipped her wine with a canary-feather smile.
“How many times did they mention that she’d always outwitted him?”
“I counted four.”
“She kicked ass, too.”
“And got in over her head and needed to be rescued.”
“Ah, but so did he. She reciprocated quite quickly.”
“He caught her in the end.”
“It was perfectly obvious she was going to be out of those cuffs in two minutes—
even if he didn’t slip the key down her blouse.”
“He recovered the maharaja’s diamond.”
“Yes, well…”
“Yes, well…”
Again she sipped, and so did he.
“You liked the movie?”
He grunted.

Disease. H1N1, H2N2, H5N1, H7N7, H7N2, N7N3. Marty could smell it in the
closed air of the driver’s compartment. There was a global pandemic, after all, that’s
why they were giving out the hand sanitizers. And here he was, in a closed in
compartment. He foolishly turned on the heat without being really clear on how car
heaters worked. He seemed to remember the air was drawn in across the engine,
where it picked up the heat from all the gears and pistons. There was NO TELLING
what else it might pick up as it was drawn across all that filthy metal.
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What was even worse, the air was recycled. Just because the car was armored, how
ridiculous was that? What was more deadly: the one in a million chance that some
whacko would be pumping knockout gas into the cabin or the dead on certainty that
he was breathing air poisoned by the billions of microbes teaming over all that cash in
the back? There was more bacteria on a twenty dollar bill than there was on a toilet
seat, for god’s sake! Cash was the filthiest, most unsanitary substance you could
handle, and here he was riding around with bundles of the stuff!
Marty had to pull over, he was so sickened by the thought. He could practically feel
the germs squirming in the air as it traveled up his nose, squirming down his throat,
squirming around inside his very lungs! He couldn’t sit in this enclosed cabin with air
being poisoned from all those toxic dollars a moment longer. He fumbled with his
keys, searching for the one that would open the rear doors so he could rid himself of
that poisonous payload.

The woman… not a bad title. Selina wouldn’t have minded it, but of course, Bruce
was more territorial than Holmes. In the mind that stuck that emblem on every item he
owned, it would be “The Batman’s woman.” All in all, she was better off as she was.
Well, apart from the waiting. Catwoman stretched out on a gargoyle across from One
Police Plaza, lying on her stomach, legs bent at the knees, her feet moving back and
forth in a slow rhythm. Waiting… waiting… waiting…
It was bound to happen eventually. Two nights a week hanging out with Batman,
sooner or later that signal was going to light up. She went as far as Pearl Street,
swinging on a path parallel to his, he on his batline and she on her whip. She veered
off towards Chatham when he went straight at the intersection, towards police HQ.
She headed for the rooftop where she occasionally hid in the old days to watch the
proceedings at the Bat-Signal. Batman had spotted her both times. She was sure he
remembered, but she didn’t expect him to comment on it tonight. Yet, as soon as she
lashed the fire escape at the corner of Pearl and Chatham, breaking off the parallel path
from his, he graveled in the OraCom: ..:: Be sure to check under the fire hoses. ::..
She did. The hoses on that particular roof were kept in a white metal casing, and
affixed to the bottom with magnets, she found what could only be described as a “Bat
box". Black metal, roughly the size of a phone book, with the inevitable bat emblem in
a gold oval etched on the face. He was so territorial, you had to love him. Catwoman
pushed the emblem, guessing it was a pressure release, and the front of the box opened
to reveal a pair of binoculars and a pillow. She passed on the pillow, useful only if you
meant to kneel on the edge of the roof, but she took the binoculars and settled on the
gargoyle to watch.
That was nearly fifteen minutes ago. After the first minute of conversation, Batman
followed Commissioner Muskelli inside. Since then, all she could see was the
occasional swish of a cape inside his office window. She made a note to herself to
return to the roof in the morning and add a few candy bars to the Bat box.
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“Seven armored cars altogether,” Muskelli said grimly. “That we know of. Only the
first driver recovered enough to contact anyone. The others were still hiding out in
their homes when we went looking for them. Naturally, you’d think if any more cars
didn’t reach their destinations, it would have been reported by now, but—”
“Legitimate recipients would have reported it,” Batman interrupted. “But Gotham
Armor services the First Bank of Brighton Beach, which launders money for the
Russian and Irish mobs and King Snake. There are regular runs from the bank to the
airport. First order of business is to make sure none of those runs were scheduled for
today or tonight. If any were, confirm the car arrived at its destination.”
“And if it didn’t?”
“Then Scarecrow bought himself more trouble than he can possibly imagine. If he’s
absconded with several million of the Russians’ money, they’ll hit back hard.
Assuming they fail, which is likely given their track record against rogues, he’ll hit
back hard.”
“Am I terrible person if I like the idea of Constantine Volsky in the grip of
Scarecrow’s fear toxin?”
Batman grunted.
“Well, it’s the worst case scenario,” Muskelli said, resuming a serious tone. “I’ll let
you know as soon as we find out for sure if there are any more missing cars that didn’t
complete their deliveries.”
“And I’ll track down Crane based on the cars and drivers we do know.”

The aftereffects of fear toxin can continue from 48 to 72 hours after the hallucinations
run their course. The victim may hyperventilate, experience headaches, earaches, heart
palpitations, and sweaty palms. Those with high blood pressure or poor circulation
often suffer hot flashes or chills. Batman had worked through more fear hangovers
than anyone, and he knew it’s not a time when anyone wants to entertain. If you
absolutely had to admit visitors into your home and answer questions from a faceless
stranger in a mask, he figured Catwoman would be the less terrifying inquisitor. She’d
do the talking while he looked around.
The first stop was Ray Penkel on Staten Island, the first driver to abandon his route.
Penkel was a twenty year man, divorced with no children. Lived in half a rented
duplex that he shared with a high school math teacher. While Selina walked him
through his story, Batman noted that the math teacher was the sloppier roommate…
that both men skimped on food and furnishings but splurged on a flat screen TV, PS3,
and football-based video games… Penkel read the Gotham Post while the math teacher
read the Times… and given the number of photos on the premises, Penkel was still
fond of his ex-wife. There was nothing to cast any light on the Scarecrow angle.
The next guard-driver, Mike Dopple, was a retired cop. He did not consider
Catwoman the kind of person to open up to after a day becoming scared out of his
senses. He particularly didn’t like the look of her claws. In the time it took him to tell
her so—and for her to respond that she didn’t like the look of his beer gut and double
chin, but you didn’t see her refusing so speak to him because of it—Batman looked
past him into the living room. It looked like a dozen other officers’ homes he’d seen
over the years. Sensing that Dopple was the kind of cop who considered Batman more
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of a criminal than the rogues he fought, he decided to table the interview. There were
five other drivers to talk to, and if those interviews told them nothing, he could always
send Robin.
Tamra Ramirez was next. Having driven a Humvee for three years in Iraq without
incident, she was pissed more than traumatized. Less than a year after getting back to
Gotham—less than a year, after surviving three in Iraq, three! Scarecrow—Fear toxin—
it was infuriating. To be turned into a whimpering little wuss by a straw man with a
chemistry set! Selina had her work cut out for her, getting a coherent story from
Ramirez when every few minutes in the telling, her anger spiked all over again. Rather
than defusing it, Catwoman seemed to share the indignation. Everything in their body
language said the women understood each other perfectly, and Batman heard an edge
in their voices that made him think that if Jonathan Crane were to walk in the door at
that moment, he could just stand aside and let the women tear him to pieces.
Larry McKenna was next, since he lived in the same Brooklyn neighborhood as
Ramirez. Then it was out to Queens to see a Leonard Washington and back to Gotham
proper to interview a Marty Parks. By this time, Batman knew what to expect. All the
drivers were telling the same basic story. Different details, different times, places and
payloads, but they all had the same basic experience: a gradually mounting concern
about their health, perfectly reasonable given the H1N1 coverage in the media,
erupting to acute germophobia that caused them to open their armored cars and dump
their payloads in the grip of a full out panic attack. Parks was just getting to the point
where he opened up the truck to get rid of the germ-infested cash—and either he
would notice the blue pickup like Ramirez, Penkel, and Washington had, or he
wouldn’t, like McKenna…
“So then it occurs to me, you know what’s covered in germs? Money. And here I
am in a closed up car that’s filled with it. So I start to think—”
“What’s this?” Batman asked sharply.
“AAH!” Parks screamed. He leapt up from his chair, his eyes as big as saucers, and
even after Catwoman got him settled again, he was panting like he’d run a marathon.
“I forgot he was here,” Parks told her, embarrassed.
“He does that,” Catwoman said soothingly. “It’s part of the whole ‘cape’ thing.
Don’t worry about it. Everybody yelps, even the ones who didn’t have a Scarecrow
episode a few hours ago.”
She smiled conspiratorially, and Parks smiled back.
“You had a question?” she said, turning to Batman with a smooth mistress of
ceremonies manner.
“This bottle,” Batman said, holding out a small plastic bottle he’d taken from the
living room trashcan. “Insta-Pure. Ramirez had one identical to it on her kitchen
sink.”
“Yeah, that’s a hand sanitizer. I got it a few days ago. Guy was giving them out at
the coffee shop by the depot.”
Batman’s eyes met Catwoman’s as he slid the bottle into his belt.
“That one’s empty, that’s why I threw it out,” Parks said unnecessarily. “I got a new
one this morning. It’s in my coat pocket if you want to see.”
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Frightful! How could so much go so wrong in so little time? How was it possible?
Scarecrow must have repeated the question a thousand times since escaping—if
putting a spin on his own body after Batman’s right hook could be called “escaping.”
It’s not like he was free yet. He managed to be thrown out the window instead of onto
the floor, and then he ran-tumbled-ran-stumbled-fell down three flights of rusty fire
escape. He might be free momentarily, but something on the rusty fire escape had
torn into his costume, leaving a trail of straw as he ran. He couldn’t get that far before
Batman showed anyway, so his best option seemed to be hiding.
How could so much go so wrong in so little time?
Hiding options were limited in an alley: he could dive into a smelly dumpster or he
could follow a smelly homeless guy through a door. There wasn’t time for fact-finding,
Batman would be there any second—and he was likely to search the dumpster.
Scarecrow tore away as much extra cloth and straw as he could while running around
in a circle. He looked like one of his own toxin victims, but at least there was less
chance of leaving a trail. He bolted through the door, and then—
“Welcome to St. Swithuns’s Shelter, my son.”
How?
“I don’t think I’ve seen you here before. Is it your first time?”
How?
“Don’t worry, my son, there’s no judgment here. Here’s a ticket for a hot meal when
the kitchen opens at seven. You can have a warm bed for the night, right over there.”
How?
How, how, how could so much go so wrong in so little time?

… … … … :: Duty Log: Batman :: … … …
(cont.)
small type on the bottom of the bottle reading “Packaged by Mommet &
Hodmedod” with an address on Water Street. Contacted Oracle to activate Crane
Protocol 4-B on my mark. Robin was placed on stand-by to defuse and dismantle
whatever trap was waiting at the Water Street location. Proceeded to satellite cave
with Catwoman and analyzed contents of bottle.
Contents proved to be a functioning hand sanitizer with an alcohol content of 62%
and a fear toxin compound of 4% to trigger slow onset germophobia, which naturally
fostered repeated use of the product. Consulting formula for this particular toxin
(REF: Directory K3M-W4R-CR4N3, Sub: Formulas 17), I identified unique combination
of ingredients which had been recently purchased through mail order. Items were
delivered to an “agricultural chemist” on Fletcher Avenue, only eight blocks from the
trap location on Water Street.
Catwoman elected to stay home, as face-to-face rogue confrontation was inevitable.
Coordinated with Robin so he tripped the Water Street entrance just as I burst in on
Scarecrow on Fletcher. Caught him literally counting his money. Recovered in excess
of $3 million cash and additional $1 million in diamonds from the seven armored car
robberies, although Scarecrow escaped capture.
… … … … :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: :: … … …
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Batman saved the logs, then swiveled the chair slowly towards the costume vault.
The one downside of the satellite cave, the downside of spending the night at the
penthouse: no Alfred. There would be no kimono to change into. He could either ride
up to the penthouse in costume, or change back into the suit he’d worn on the date
before patrol.
He stepped into the vault, removing his cowl—and saw the suit had been removed.
Folded in its place lay an embroidered robe from the penthouse. Pinned to the top was
a note:
Be smarter than your counterpart, Sherlock.
Don’t keep your Irene waiting.
-Meow

Every rogue suffered setbacks. Since the moment Batman started pummeling crooks
in Gotham, every rogue knew what it was like to have your perfect plan split apart at
the seams. First one stitch pops, then two, then six, then there’s a loud ripping noise
and the whole side falls open at once—much like Jonathan Crane’s trousers. A
scarecrow costume in tatters may have helped him blend in at the homeless shelter, but
that was a small comfort under the circumstances.
Every rogue suffers setbacks, but usually the rock bottom moment happens in the
Arkham infirmary, not in the St. Swithuns Fletcher Avenue Shelter under a sign
reading “Therefore I command you, ‘You shall open wide your hand to your brother,
to the needy and to the poor, in your land.’ Deuteronomy 15.” At least in Arkham you
were surrounded by your peers. They might not be sympathetic, but there was a sense
of camaraderie. There was a common language, a common experience. Sometimes the
guy in the next bed could even help you figure out what went wrong with your perfect
plan. But here? Here they were in a lockdown because the Batmobile was sighted in
the area.
“Yeah, I heard that too,” somebody said in a hushed tone. “The Bat, too. Bluxo said
he seen the Bat chasin’ somebody.”
This was met with murmurs of fear that Scarecrow normally would have enjoyed.
The people around him were afraid. You could feel it in the air, hear it in their voices,
see it in their shifty eyes and their fidgeting hands. They were afraid—but they
weren’t afraid of Batman, and they weren’t afraid of the rogue he was actually chasing
(oh, if they only knew he was sitting right there, huddled among them). No, what
made this a true rock bottom moment for Jonathan Crane was that the entire shelter
was in lockdown and the inmates inside petrified with fear because Batman was in the
neighborhood and he might be chasing Joker.
Might be.
He. Was. A. Clown.
Yet people feared the Joker. Despite the smile, despite the laugh, despite the big
shoes, everyone was terrified. Harley Quinn was a jester and a giggly twit, but simply
because wherever she was, Joker might not be far behind, they were afraid of her too.
This was rock bottom, alright. Sitting around with the human refuse of Fletcher
Avenue, hearing the celebrities among them (two guys called Bluxo and Sarge) relating
9
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their long ago encounter with the mad clown himself. Scarecrow only half-listened.
The story didn’t interest him. Only the rapt fear of the listeners. He didn’t scare
anyone this way. He had to use chemicals to get a rise out of anybody.
Clearly, he had a lot to learn from Joker.
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MORE COWBELL
Knives. Scissors. Razors. Blades everywhere. Everywhere you looked, everywhere,
everywhere, everywhere—in an asylum full of homicidal psychos. Kevin Boda turned
on his heel and quietly made his way to the door. No job was worth it. No way…
Eyes. Eyes were watching. Rosa Crite was no longer doing her job at the check-in
desk. She was acting the part of doing her job. It was all poses and pantomime for
whoever was watching her. There were cameras, of course. It was the entrance to the
high security wing, even the staff had a special check-in station before they could pass
beyond Rosa’s desk into the red zone, so of course there were cameras watching all the
time. That was the norm. Not like today. Today, there were other eyes watching, she
could feel it. Rosa played along, pretending to do her job. She wouldn’t do anything
to attract attention. She would wait for her break, then she would collect her things
and walk down the hall, like always. Instead of going into the break room, she’d walk
right past it like she was going to the soda machine. Nobody watching would think
anything of that. Then she would walk just as calmly and naturally out the door.
Whatever they were planning with those peering eyes, they wouldn’t get her. No sir,
she was going straight home, close all the blinds so that nobody could see in, and stay
there for a very long time. Nobody would see her do anything for the rest of the week.
Worms! Snakes! Slithering, creepy, crawling—AHHHHHH! Gavin Worsted ran
screaming from the parking lot. “Don’t forget your nametag?” the thin, bookish figure
called after him, picking the combination nametag/key card from the puddle where it
had fallen. “Oh, look at that,” Jonathan Crane smiled wickedly. “Try and warn a
fellow he’s getting a flat tire, what does he do but leave his ID in a pothole.” A
malevolent snicker followed, while Jonathan slid the card into his pocket. He returned
to his car, adjusted his wig, and turned back onto the main road towards Arkham.
It really was much easier, getting to the Arkham staff from the outside, as they went
about their daily lives. Much easier. Their guard was up on the inside, but out here in
the world, at the laundromat, at the supermarket, pumping gas at the mini-mart near
the asylum, it was shooting fish in a barrel. The only real challenge was figuring out
the time release on Boda and Crite’s doses. Boda was a 220 pound guard, Crite a 130
pound nurse administrator, and he didn’t know when either of them ate dinner. It was
difficult to be precise about when, exactly, the toxin would kick in, so he hedged his
bets, giving each a phobia that should provoke a quiet exit rather than the screaming
flight Mr. Worsted had just demonstrated.
So much for getting in. Jonathan Crane’s knowledge of the asylum procedures let
him waltz in through the employee entrance and passageways as far as Rosa Crite’s
desk. Gavin Worsted’s keycard got him through security station as it had through all
the others, and no Rosa Crite was sitting there to check that his appearance matched
the photo on the keycard. No Kevin Boda was there to relieve, and once again, no Rosa
Crite was there to notice his absense or expect either of them to sign a shift changeover
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sheet. It really was ridiculously easy getting as far as Joker’s cell. Once he got there,
however…
“HAHAHAHAHAAAAAAAAAAA!”
…the situation became a bit more complicated.

It’s not unusual for a man to make some gesture after a particularly enjoyable date.
Most send flowers the next day, but Bruce was not “most men.” He was Batman. He
wanted to do something personal. So he took a few minutes before his morning
workout and set up a new keyword matrix to sift the autodownloads.
“You made me a search routine?” Selina asked, that ‘you’re so cute when you’re a
geek’ smile dancing on her lips.
“Selina, every night the Batcomputer downloads massive amounts of information
from all sorts of public and private mainframes.”
“I know, I remember my first visit to this cave very well, thank you. You download
everything that exists in digitalia and you’ve got this Gordian knot of algorithms
sifting it while you sleep, tagging all the keywords that pertain to all the rogues and
ferreting out potential targets and clues for you to read through after your workout.
Everything works splendidly (grunt) until some soccer team in Barcelona calls
themselves ‘Demons’ and you have to recalibrate. I get that. I just don’t quite get—oh
my god, a new Bastet temple in Alexandria? When did they find that?”
Bruce’s lip twitched.
“Four hours ago,” Bruce said coolly, the pride in his equipment and his subroutines
betrayed only by a subtle pat of the control as his fingers slid to the keyboard to pull
the full datastream. “These digital photographs were sent to the Supreme Council of
Antiquities funding the dig, and it looks like a Mr. Hendawi from the Cairo office will
be writing up the press release later this week once the details are confirmed.”
“Large number of statues depicting the cat-goddess Bastet found in the ruins,” Selina
murmured as she skimmed the documents. “thought to belong to Queen Berenice,
wife of King Ptolemy III who ruled Egypt in the 3rd century B.C… first trace of the
long-sought location of Alexandria's royal quarter… would indicate that the worship
of the ancient Egyptian cat-goddess continued during the later, Greek-influenced,
Ptolemaic period!” This last quote was followed by a loud, girlish squeal (which upset
several of the bats overhead) and her throwing her arms around Bruce with a warm,
wet kiss, as if he personally brought about the Ptolemaic-era worship of the catgoddess Bast.
“You’re welcome,” he said softly, touching the tip of his thumb to her lips and then
letting his index finger stroke gently under her chin. “Enjoy your present. I’ll be in the
chem lab working on an antidote for the new fear toxin.”

“You mean just GO?!” Joker asked incredulously. “Just walk out the door, what
kind of an escape is that?!”
“Out the fire exit,” Scarecrow explained again. “It’s a perfectly good way to get out.
I have air transportation waiting.”
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“A balloon!” Joker cried. “With my own delightful grin painted on, so they’ll see us
smiling as we float away!”
“A helicopter,” Scarecrow said testily. “A balloon would be far too slow, and easily
shot down.”
“It has no style, I won’t go,” Joker said firmly, and Scarecrow rubbed his brow. “A
Joker escape is an event, sir. It is a happening. There are expectations. I can’t just
WALK OUT THE DOOR.”
“Yes, you can,” Crow insisted, poking at the Joker’s chest with his index finger.
“You put one foot in front of the other until we’re out on the roof, then we take off, you
say thank you, and we’re out of here!”
“Exactly, saying thank you! No ‘Thank you, you’ve been a great audience’ before I
depart? It’s rude, sir. Rude, I say. I shall not compromise the integrity of the Joker
brand with such an inferior departure.”
“Fine, what’s it going to take? Banana peels? Banana cream pie? Leave a bucket of
acid balanced on the door when we go? Will that satisfy you?”
Joker raised an eyebrow, then he clapped his hands and became all business.
“Okay, if we’re going to do this, we’ll need a hatchet, a willing chicken, and some
snakes.”
“I literally cannot tell if you’re serious,” Scarecrow said flatly.
“I am always serious,” Joker said, with as grim a deadpan as he could manage under
that permanent grin. Then… “HAHAHAHAHAAAAAAAAA! Just joshing you, ya
lopsided bag o’ hay. Bucket of acid over the door will do fine. We’ll make up for it
next time. Instead of a chicken—flamingos! HAHAHAHAHA! Harley always did like
pink. Set that up that bucket, and then we’ll go and get you that brain.”

Selina had padded silently into the chem lab and watched. Unable to see exactly
what Bruce was doing at the work table, she decided to forego the pounce she had
planned. A pounce was always fun—but not if there were samples of fear toxin to be
knocked over. So instead of a vigorous outburst of impassioned felinity, she just
quietly cleared her throat.
“Is that a purr?” Bruce asked without turning.
“More than a purr. I just found… Bruce, the downloads you tagged for me, the
Joshua Bell tour schedule is in there. So is information on a chocolate tasting tour of
Paris. Now, at the risk of stating the obvious: that’s not art, it’s not jewels, and it’s not
cats. Even if I went for the idea of stealing Joshua Bell’s Stradivarius on the ‘catgut’
angle—which is a stretch—there’s no way to work the chocolate tasting into a cat
crime.”
“Of course not,” Bruce said, turning to face her. “I didn’t recreate the algorithm for
Batman to identify potential Catwoman targets, Selina, I made it for you.”
“So in with all the cats and Cartier, there’s Joshua Bell and chocolate—”
“And Irene Adler and Chanel and that Dan Brown book you were enjoying so much
last week and—mph-mm-mmm.”
Caution was tossed aside, and Selina had flung herself forward to impart another
passionate kiss.
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Scarecrow had been uncertain what to do about Harley. On the one hand, she was
part of Joker’s shtick. If he was going to observe the mad clown in action—study the
beast in his element, so to speak—he should provide everything that Joker was used to
having. That’s why he had the Z make him a Ha-Hacienda instead of replacing the lair
Batman discovered the night of the armored car robberies with one of a similar theme.
Unfortunately, “everything Joker was used to having” included Harley Quinn and not
some generic henchwench he could pick up at the Iceberg and dress in tassels instead
of straw. Harley was fine as wenches went, but she didn’t have as flexible a
relationship with reality as Joker did. Joker had a way of going along with whatever
he was presented with. If Scarecrow was hanging around the hacienda acting as if they
had already agreed on a team-up, there would be a team-up. With Harley, you could
never be sure. She might just assume Mistah J had knowingly agreed to all this, or she
might not. If she didn’t, he’d have to explain. That would be mortifying. Joker telling
the whole Iceberg that Scarecrow had come to him for “Fear lessons.” HAHAHAHA.
“A little peer review, eh, Professor?” Not funny.
On the other hand, Harley might just accept the situation as easily as Joker did. If
she did, she’d be an asset. She already knew how Joker worked: what he liked, what
he didn’t like—and she provided an alternative target. Even in the interests of science,
even in the service of this current mission to uncover the formula for ultimate fear,
Joker really wasn’t somebody you wanted to be alone with if you could help it. Harley
was a distraction. So Jonathan decided to include her. It turned out to be the right
decision. She was a distraction that knew her way around a regulation Hacienda. She
could look over the invoice left by the Z and explain which items were expected
(tangerine colored chairs, red stripped curtains, “festive” pillows, barrels of glue,
glitter, silly putty, battery acid, and confetti) and which were the Z’s trademark extras
bought on your nickel to entertain themselves (vintage Donkey Kong machine,
paintball gear for 7, and a brick barbecue pit).
Once the ha-ha-happy couple were settled in—a process that consisted of Joker
playing Donkey Kong for half an hour while Harley went out to buy Ho Hos and Ding
Dongs—Scarecrow began carefully laying out his plan so Joker could, well, “Joker it
up” a little.

Selina stared at the viewscreen, pale with disbelief as a pair of radiant cut, fancy
yellow diamonds were displayed from several angles in an automated slideslow.
“This is the most revolting thing I’ve seen since that mummy chamber,” she said
hoarsely.
“You’re not still on that Cairo story,” Bruce said, coming over to her workstation and
glancing at the screen over her shoulder.
“Oh no, all done with that. I just mentioned the mummy because—long story.
Temple outside of Belize. There was a jaguar god, there was a jaguar altar, there was a
booby trap and I fell through it onto a pile of skulls, and there was a mummy.
Occasionally, cliché is served and crime really doesn’t pay. Point is, it was really
disgusting for an hour or two. It held the record for just how icky something cat14
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related and valuable can be—until now. These… these are lab-grown diamonds…
made from cats.”
Bruce said nothing. He just stared blankly at the screen. Selina continued.
“DNA2Diamonds,” she quoted. “They say they’ll make these lab-grown, heirloom
quality gemstones from the hair or ashes of—I can’t say it—of a departed pet. Now,
much as I love Shimbala and Nirvana, much as I love Whiskers and Nutmeg, I don’t
see making them into earrings.”
“It does seem a little odd,” Bruce admitted. He didn’t say it out loud, but privately it
reminded him of the sort of thing certain League villains had attempted: encasing
Superman, Wonder Woman and other heroes in high pressure, high temperature
incubators that simulated conditions below the Earth’s crust, with the stated objective
of pressing them into uniquely powered gemstones.
“Yep, they’ll do people,” Selina said, as if she was privy to his thoughts—but really
because she was following some line of thought of her own. “Have grandma made
into a broach to match the Fido and Spot earrings. This is just nuts. I mean technically
it is diamonds and cats, but if I was still working, I wouldn’t touch these things with a
bargepole.”

Joker threw his hands up over his head as if he was signaling a touchdown, then
stretched them out wide, letting out a loud yawn.
“Bor-ing!” he sang. “It’s just so borrrrrrrring. Hey, did you hear that, I rolled the ‘r,’
like that French guy that thought he was Batman. Okay, so, straw-for-brains, why go
after this bug eye dude?”
“Bugidole,” Scarecrow corrected. “Dr. Rupert Bugidole, of the Behavior Sciences
Institute, because he is a BULLY!”
“Yeah, learn a new song already,” Joker yawned. “I mean, why pick on the bully all
the time? Where’s the funny?”
“Bullies dominate, blame, and use others,” Scarecrow said in his stiffest Professor
Crane delivery. “They lack empathy and foresight, and do not accept responsibility for
their actions. They are concerned only about themselves and crave attention, due to
their deservedly low self-esteem. It is that lack of self-esteem that leads them to put
other people down in order to feel better about themselves.”
“Pbbbbbbt,” Dr. Quinzel replied. “Completely outdated thinking, Dr. Crane. The
typical bully has an inflated sense of self-worth, a sense of entitlement and superiority
over others, which results in the lack compassion, as well as deficiencies in the areas of
impulse control and social skills.”
“Oh I must object,” Crane said, shaking his head vigorously. “The supposed ego
and sense of superiority is a blind, an attempt to conceal from themselves their own
self-loathing. They despise themselves for their many inadequacies, and mask it with a
superficial arrogance. They would prefer to interact normally, but lacking the capacity
to do so, they tell themselves that they are above such things.”
Joker sat there, staring into space, as Harley and Jonathan debated the finer points of
paranoia, sadism, borderline personality disorder, socialization disorder, and negative
trickledown.
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“It’s just not funny,” he said at last. “Not ha-ha funny. Not COULDN’T YOU JUST
DIE funny. It’s the other funny. The odd funny. The ‘reason people like you two never
had a date in high school’ funny.”
“Heeeey! I went on plenty of dates,” Harley cried.
“Guys named Todd don’t count,” Joker said simply.
Harley had to think about that for a second… she hadn’t dated a single guy named
Todd, but by the time she was ready to say so, Joker had moved on:
“The thing is, Craney, when a bully gives some little twirp a wedgie, that’s funny.
Why would you want to ruin it? Cancer survivors, that’s who you want to go after—or
maybe liver disease. Oh, or maybe those kids with the cleft palates. Basically,
anything there’s a colored ribbon for, that’s some USDA Prime Grade-A funny.”
“Too bad those department store Santas are outta season, ain’t it, Puddin’?” Harley
said. “No wait, not department store, oh you know what I mean. Those
whatchamacallits, the bell-ringers.”
“The Salvation Army,” Scarecrow said absently.
“YEAH THEM!” Harley cheered.
“See, there ya go!” Joker said happily. “There’s nothing funnier than a heap of dead
Santas. They’re like baby seals in red hats. HAHAHAHAHAAA!”
It wasn’t helpful. Okay, Joker was crazy. Scarecrow knew that when he began. But
“crazy” on its own was nothing. You couldn’t say a mad man did mad things because
he is mad—not unless you were Jervis, and that was another conversation entirely. But
there had to be something that made the screwy inanity make sense. A guy walking
around in a sailor suit, no pants, speaking unintelligibly and getting into fights—well,
he’s crazy. Until you find out he thinks he’s Donald Duck. Still crazy, but now the
crazy makes sense.
Joker’s crazy didn’t make any sense. It all seemed so random and so extreme. A
put-on. You’d almost think he was a perfectly sane sociopath pretending to be a
madman—except, of course, that that would be crazy. Ha ha ha.
“Look,” Scarecrow said, exasperated. “Assuming I can find us some… ‘funnier’
victims, what do you think about the rest of it?”
Joker scratched his head.
“What are we doing to them again? Oh, right, scaring the pants off them.”
“Without fear toxin,” Crane said quickly.
“Thank Chaplin, something new. Okay, scary, scary, scary… what’s scary. Oh,
HAHAHAHA, I got it, werewolves!”
“I really don’t think—”
“Yeah, you’re right. They shed on the carpet. Okay what else?”
“Ventriloquist dummies are pretty creepy, Puddin’.”
Joker and Scarecrow considered it, but they decided Arnold Wesker would take it
the wrong way.

“Key-4,” Selina said, scrunching up her nose. “A paper-thin square of C-4 to slide
into a reinforced door to blast it open.”
“Sounds effective,” Bruce noted.
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“Pfft, I hate blowing safes, I hate blowing doors. It’s for amateurs. I like to take the
high road.”
“The… high road,” Bruce said, sensing feline logic was about to enter the
conversation.”
“Yes, the high road. You crack a safe, you pick a lock, you show the scowling
crimefighter a little leg and suggest fun and novel uses for a batarang that never
occurred to him. Nothing goes boom.”
“…”

Scarecrow was beginning to think he was being played. He had stolen a helicopter,
broken Joker out of Arkham, and paid for an entire furnished Hacienda including
buying the Z a vintage Donkey Kong machine. He was supposed to be getting some
kind of insight into Joker’s power to generate fear, but Joker didn’t seem to be taking
the scheme at all seriously. This couldn’t be how he planned his own crime sprees. He
was just… he was having Harley dress up in these little outfits. He sat there, while
Jonathan preferred to stand, as she pranced out in one getup after another. So far
they’d seen her as Morticia Adams, a zombie with a disgusting amount of gore oozing
from a gaping wound in her midsection, Anne Boleyn after the beheading, and a
Lovecraftian Elder Thing (which Jonathan found strangely alluring and if Harley was
anyone else’s wench…)
“Okay, this is the best one yet!” Harley called, before making her appearance as...
“That Christmas Future guy?” Joker said.
“The Grim Reaper,” Crow corrected.
“The what?” Joker said blankly.
“The Grim Reaper.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Death incarnate. Reaper of souls. See the scythe, that makes it the reaper.”
“You know, Puddin’, the guy from Bill and Ted’s Bogus Journey?” the Reaper said
helpfully, before breaking into an abbreviated macarena and rapping “You might be a
king or a little street sweeper, but sooner or later you dance with the reaper.”
Joker’s eyeballs rolled up towards Scarecrow and then Harley without moving his
head.
”I really don’t think this is going to scare anyone without toxin,” Joker said firmly.
“Maybe even then. The lemmings are sheep, but it’s hard to fear a guy who let a
couple stoner wannabe musicians sink his battleship.”
“Puddin’, I think lemmings are actually lemmings. Sheep are different.”
“Could we possibly get back to the original subject,” Scarecrow said, ripping the
scythe from Grim Harley’s grasp. “Look, the reaper is DEATH. Everyone’s afraid of
death. Here, give me that.”
He hurried Harley through removal of the cloak, donned it himself. Even without
the black gloves and ski mask, the costume was far more imposing on his tall, pencil
thin frame. Giving the hood a final adjustment, he raced at Joker scythe in hand, and
hovered over him poised to strike, a petrifying apparition that would shrivel the soul
to an icy jelly.
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Joker peered up at him silently for what seemed like a full minute, and Jonathan’s
spirit soared as he began to realize—incredible as it might seem—impossible as it
might seem—yet every passing moment making the impossible dream seem more and
more probable—every moment of silence making it seem all the more likely in fact
that—yes—he had in fact—he had done it—was doing it—he had pulled off the
impossible—he, Jonathan Crane, had scared the living piss out of the—
“More cowbell,” Joker said at last.
Scarecrow blinked.
“HAHAHAHAHAAAAA! I get it now, the Reaper. You need more cowbell,
Craney. HAHAHAHA. More—HAHAHAHA—Cowbell.”
Scarecrow swallowed.
“That’s what’s been missing, Johnny-o. That’s what you’re doing wrong.
HAHHAHAHAAA! You’re doing a disservice to yourself and this whole band—er,
yeah, this whole band—you got to get more cowbell.”
Scarecrow did not get the reference.
“So try it again and really, y’know, explore the space.”
After Ra’s al Ghul and Vandal Savage, he was probably the least attuned to popular
culture.
“Más cencerro, mi amigo.”
At least, pop culture outside of horror films.
“Plus de sonnaille. Mehr Kuhglocke. Mais sino da vaca. Meer koeklok.”
And since he didn’t get the reference in English, he certainly didn’t get it in Spanish,
French, German, Portuguese, and Dutch.
“Latlh cow-jah.”
Or Klingon.

Bruce reached out to touch Selina’s hand, signaling that she shouldn’t click past this
screen yet. He read the document a second time. Of all the articles, documents and
video that had been tagged by Selina’s search routines, this was by far the most
interesting. An internal memo at the CIA proposed an investigation and debriefing of
bestselling fiction writer Dan Brown.
“It looks like he put some thermal imaging equipment into the hands of the fictional
special ops agents in his book, equipment which the real CIA actually does have. They
want to know if he got lucky making it up, or if he really knows something.”
“Yeah, I saw that,” Selina said, her fingers still poised on the next arrow. “I guess
you would like that one, for the same reason I don’t. Night lenses and heat sensors that
can spot the warmth of a body in a darkened room, big whoop, I’ve been getting
around that kind of thing since the Phoenix 9000 was a 6000. But this ‘differential
sensitivity and multi-source integration’… if I’m reading that right, you can essentially
look back in time. So you’re not seeing where the cat burglar is right now—that’s not
going to do you any good because I left ten minutes ago—but you can actually see
where I was. Where I moved. Do you realize what that means? I’ve got to get a set of
Victor’s frigid-field generators now for my boots! Like my feet don’t get cold enough
this time of year. Not like my costume is insulated. That’s why I always take the extra
time to disarm the heat cameras instead of wearing those awful cold suits. Now
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they’ve got thermal lenses that look back in time, and I have to start toting around frost
cores in my boot heels.”
Bruce couldn’t suppress a chuckle.
“Selina, you don’t have to do any of that anymore. You’re on the other end of the
lenses now, remember?”
“…”
“Kitten?”
“I prefer not to think of it that way,” she said simply.

Joker was disgusted at the Scarecrow’s ineptitude. Clearly he needed more cowbell.
Since there was no cowbell at the new hacienda (an oversight for which someone
would have to pay dearly), Joker just hit him with the scythe for a while, then kicked
him out onto the street. A short while later, Harley let the hyenas out to play with him
and cheer him up, but he had gone.
Another day in another mood, Joker would have forgotten the episode completely in
an hour or two, but today, for some reason, he kept finding little bits of straw as he
wandered around the Ha-hacienda. Each new find served as a reminder: Scarecrow.
“A man so lacking in the fundamentals, he didn’t even bring a chicken to an Arkham
escape. What’s the world coming to, Harls?”
“Cheer up, Puddin’. Have another Ho Ho.”
“Nah,” Joker pouted. “Well, maybe just one. I couldn’t reach him, Harley. These
are the ones that haunt you. He had such potential. If only—heh, heh-heh, HA!”
“Ooh, that sounds like a good one, Mistah J. Ya got an idea?”
“HAHAHAHAHAHAAA-Right! Why was the Scarecrow not able to achieve his
goals?”
“Not enough cowbell,” Harley declared loyally.
“WRONG! Because he’s not me—HAHAHAHAAAAA! Why didn’t I think of it
before? I can do this fear thing much better than that scrawny old friend of Dorothy.
Pack up the whoopee cushions, Harley, we’re going to try something new. HA-HA.
HA-HA-HA. Oh, HA-HA HA-HA HA-HA HAAAAAA! This is going to drive Batsy
bonkers! HA HA HA HA HA HA HAAAAAAAAA!”

There was silence in the cave, apart from the bat Walapang warning the other bats
off his favorite stalactite, a soft shuffling from the worktable where Bruce was testing
lenses, and a few frustrated grunts from the gymnasium where Selina was testing out a
new harness. The discussion of the new heat view technologies had escalated into a
bet: Batman was going to build a set as a crimefighting tool, Catwoman was going to
plan a heist to defeat it. If she pulled it off, he would fly her to Cairo in Wayne One to
see the new ruins of the Alexandrian Temple of Bastet. If she didn’t, she would donate
a sum to the Wayne Foundation to underwrite security improvements at the Gotham
Museum of Art.
Not a bet she intended to lose. She had already called Victor for some basic
information about the size, weight, consistency, and placement of the devices she
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would need. She had made up “rehearsal props,” basically, filling rubber balloons
with flour or gelatin and affixing them to her boots, hips, and gloves at key points.
After a little practice on the uneven bars, she would have a better sense how they
moved and how their weight affected her moves. Then she would be able to describe
her requirements to Kittlemeier and—
“Catwoman!” the deep gravel pulled her from her reverie as she adjusted her
balance on the bar.
“No peeking!” she called without dismounting. “We had an…” She trailed off when
she saw his posture standing between the outcroppings that acted as the doorway to
the gymnasium. Words weren’t necessary, she could sense it. Bruce was gone, there
was only Batman, weighed down with a heavy burden. “Game over. Something’s
happened,” she said, sliding down from the bars without any of her usual flourish, and
walking up to him without any slink or sway in her hips.
He nodded.
“An alert just came in. Arkham escape. It’s Joker.”
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GALLOWS HUMOR
There are dozens of fashion institutes, tech schools, and community colleges in
Gotham, but only four true universities boasting the full offerings of a diverse and
bustling college campus. The 9 o’clock classes at the Wayne Forum at Hudson, for
example, might include Reaction Kinetics and Reactor Design in Lecture Hall 1,
Medieval French Poetry in Hall 2, and Consumer Behavior in the Global Marketplace
in Hall 3. Each campus has its greeks, its exchange students, its marketing associations
and its chess clubs. Each has its protests condemning animal cruelty, social inequality,
the use of the passive voice in museum labels to obscure imperialist crimes against
Native Americans, and of course, the blot on civilization that is Columbus Day. Every
student group on every campus has at least one fundraising effort a year, usually two,
and as there is a limit to how many bake sales and car washes the market will bear,
students have to be creative. The result is that a haunted house outside of October isn’t
that remarkable. Even on the Hudson University campus, even if Scarecrow is free.
What’s the Monty Python Society supposed to do when the Tri Delts already had a
fashion show, the Photography Club had a chocolate tasting, the Amateur Radio Club
had a life-size Monopoly game, and the Bigfoot Society had a 10K run?
Nobody thought anything was unusual when the fliers showed up picturing a crosseyed John Cleese with horns and a pitchfork drawn in magic marker and a few Casperlike ghosts circling over his head like twittering birds after an animated coyote is hit in
the head in a Warner Brothers’ cartoon. It all seemed perfectly normal. It all seemed
exactly what you would expect from a Monty Python Society fundraiser.
Eric Pike thought it would make a decent outing with Sam and her friends. Much
cheaper than a movie, and then afterwards, they could split off while the rest of the
gang went to McDonald’s. Get some quiet time together now that she’d finally
dumped the high school boyfriend. Samantha was intriguing, but those girls from her
dorm floor still traveled in a pack. Eric had wandered his own dorm looking for some
extra guys to round out the group. He found two of the new freshmen in the laundry
room: Drake and Randy Quad. Drake passed. but Quad said he’d go and he’d ask his
roommate. That would’ve made three guys and five girls including Sam. Better than
nothing, Eric figured, but then two of Sam’s friends decided to pass when they found
out where the group was going. So it worked out perfect: three and three.
It was a bit of a hike finding the place. Out past Rec Hall, across the infamous
Parking Lot 12 (nicknamed “The Tundra” by students who had to cross it on icy winter
mornings on their way to the old computer lab), then down Bigler Avenue so they
were technically off the Hudson Campus in the Gotham suburb of Harlow. They came
to a very ordinary looking house, and Eric pulled the flier from his pocket and doublechecked the address. Yep, this was it: 1313 Brodbank. The name of the street was real,
but the house number had obviously been altered for the occasion.
“Here we go,” Eric announced, ringing the doorbell.
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No one answered, but after a few seconds, the door did open by itself—but without
any of the old-wood creaking you would expect under the circumstances. Randy was
the first to say it:
“Just like that? We just go inside? No place to pay admission?”
That set off Amy, the tomboy know-it-all who fancied herself an expert on
everything. She declared that it was illegal to charge admission without a special
license, and that would require inspections from the fire marshal and paying a fee.
What “they” were undoubtedly doing to get around those rules was to have a table at
the end to take donations. Amy was apparently ready to elaborate on the subject
further, presumably until some ghost, zombie, or chainsaw-wielding maniac appeared
to shut her up, so inside they went, hoping such a maniac would appear and appear
quickly.
“This is a nice house,” Sam said, looking around as they entered.
“Looks pretty ordinary to me,” Eric noted.
“Yeah, looks like my Sims’ living room,” Stacy said, pointing. “I know they’ve got
that couch.”
Once again, it set off Amy. Designs for items like furniture were protected
intellectual property and 3-D gaming environments did not have the right to copy
anything they wanted. Why, if that sim game copied that sofa from, like, a picture in a
Rooms-to-Go catalog, that game-maker could be sued…
Eric stormed off to another room. Freshmen! If tonight didn’t go somewhere with
Sam, if he wasn’t in a position to start taking her on dates, one-on-one, without these
stupid twits from her dorm floor tagging along, he was done.
“Hm, dining room,” he noted, looking around the room in which he found himself.
It too looked incredibly ordinary.
“What’s in here?” Randy said, following down the hallway Eric had come from.
“Dining room,” Eric said.
“Lame,” Randy said. “I don’t get it. Haunted house, right? So where are the
ghosts?”
A high-backed chair at the head of the table swiveled, revealing a… a very pale,
grinning gentleman in a frock coat.
“I’m so glad you asked. HAHAHAHAHAAAAAA!”

When an escape is discovered in the high security wing of Arkham Asylum, an
immediate Code 4 Lockdown goes into effect—unless the escapee is The Joker, in
which case, it’s a Code 5. The lockdown was still in effect when Batman reached the
front gate, which meant he could enter and move through the halls without half of the
Rogues Gallery seeing him. It meant he could converse with Dr. Bartholomew and
other staffers without the usual disruptions from the nearby cells.
He inspected Joker’s cell first—that was his primary reason in coming. He examined
what was known of the Joker’s escape route, naturally, all the existing footage from the
key surveillance cameras before they were deactivated, and the personnel records of
the three missing employees. But this was simply for completion. Batman’s goal was
not to reconstruct the details of the escape but to get some hint what the mad man
might be thinking. If there was any indication that Joker had been thinking about
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dragons, airplanes, or rock and roll in the days and weeks before escaping, it could
give Batman a clue where he was planning to strike. When Joker was involved, clues
like that saved lives.
Unfortunately, all the cell’s contents revealed was the improvised nature of the
escape. Joker had left a bucket balanced over the door, which had drenched an orderly
in Liquid Plummer when he opened it.
“Not Joker’s style,” Batman murmured, inspecting the empty bottle from Arkham’s
own supply closet found in the trash. Normally, Joker planned ahead. He would have
some dupe smuggle in battery acid for this little trick. Batman did not like it when
someone like Joker varied from their normal habits.
Usually he didn’t like it. In this case there was one other feature of the escape that
deviated from Joker’s usual pattern: the body count. There were three Arkham
employees who had to be prevented from doing their jobs for Joker to have pulled off
this particular getaway: Kevin Boda, Rosa Crites, and Gavin Worsted. Normally, their
bodies would have been found by now. Normally, a parting message would have been
scrawled on the walls in their blood. But this time, they were just missing. Stranger
still, Worsted had never clocked in for the day. If there hadn’t been a Joker escape,
he’d have a reprimand by now, for it certainly looked like he just skipped work
without calling in. With the Joker escape, his No Call/No Show was cause for
celebration. Was it possible that he and the others were missing because they were still
alive? Could it be that they’d found no bodies because there were no bodies to find?
Apart from the anomalies of the escape, however, the trip to Arkham was
disappointing. Batman felt he had no real clues what Joker might be up to, and he’d
lost nearly an hour while the mad clown was up to who knows what.

“Oh man,” Eric grimaced, staring at globs of a wet, tarry substance coating the
walls. On the stone walls, it looked like tar. On the metal table he was strapped to, it
looked like liquid rust.
This was hardcore. This was a dungeon out of a Karloff movie, right down to the
slimy stone walls. What had become of the others, Eric couldn’t guess. The only
sound was this faint click-click-click. Not quite a clock. Not quite a metronome.
Whatever the hell it was, it couldn’t possibly be good. Not when… “Oh man.”
Eric closed his eyes tight. He had just managed to forget he’d seen the Joker—the
actual, green hair, white face, shit-eating grin, honest-to-god Joker— right before
whatever happened in the haunted house, right before he woke up here. He’d
managed to focus on the dungeon he was in, the black muck on the walls… cheery
stuff like that. Strapped to a table in a dungeon out of Edgar Allen Poe, that was the
good news.
WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT TICKING SOUND ANYWAY?
Strapped to a Frankenstein table in a Vincent Price dungeon while some Pit and the
Pendulum thing clicked up or down to slowly, imperceptibly sink him into something
horrible, or else to slowly and imperceptibly lower some horrible thing down on top of
him. Or maybe if the horrible thing was up above, he was being lifted up to it. Or,
possibly, none of that was right, and the clicking-ticking thing was just counting down
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the time until he’d be transferred to some other medieval torture device and slowly
pulled, one limb at a time, into pieces. Or maybe crushed. Eric’s Colonial History 210
was just reading about the Salem witch trials. He remembered how the colonies didn’t
have all the gruesome gadgets their predecessors did during the Inquisition, so they’d
torture somebody by stacking weight on top of them. That’d be a pretty gruesome way
to go.
Eric knew his imagination was only scratching the surface. Hot branding irons on
the soles of the feet, electrodes on the genitals, there was no end to the possibilities in a
dungeon like this with all that slimy crud on the walls.
And all of that was the good news. The bad news was that green hair and white face
he was trying not to think about. The bad news wasn’t the dungeon. The bad news
wasn’t what might happen in the dungeon. The bad news was it was the Joker who had
put him here.

Date Night might be cancelled, but Catwoman saw no reason she couldn’t nose
around a little. There was no telling what sort of information a curious cat might dig
up. She questioned a few nobodies on her way to the Iceberg, but that was about as
productive as questioning street scum always was for her. She learned nothing that
she wouldn’t have to confirm from more reliable, non-scum sources, and she felt she
had tarnished the good name of cats. Dealing with gutter trash was such a Gotham
Postish activity, she needed to restore herself with some supremely civilized act—
which is why she did it on the way to the Iceberg. It didn’t get much more civilized
than a very dry vodka martini with a twist of pickled ginger the way only Sly could
make them. Meow.
It looked like a quiet night at the ‘Berg. Clayface was at the bar talking to Sly. The
bartender had his phone out and was showing Matt a video of something that barked.
Selina couldn’t see the screen, of course, but judging by the few words overheard while
she picked up her drink, she deduced that Sly got caught up in some Adoption Day
street party held by the Wayne Animal Shelter. He came home “with a furry friend” as
the posters say, and the video was one of several featuring his yapping new friend
doing his special trick. She gave bartender and clay man a wide berth and scanned the
room for a more suitable informant.
Hugo Strange. Ick. No…
Crazy Quilt. Hardly…
A-ha! Mad Hatter, sipping tea from a souvenir Igloo glass, pinkie extended in his
prissiest I-have-gossip-to-share pose.
“Evening, Jervis,” she said with a twinkle. “What was that greeting you always had
for the Cheshire Cat?”
“’It’s a Cheshire cat,’ said the Duchess.”
Selina laughed and took the seat next to him.
“I don’t think that was it, but close enough,” she smiled. “Any news?”
Normally, that was all the prompting Jervis Tetch needed, but tonight, his attention
wandered at exactly the wrong moment. “Does the new Peahen look superliciously
like an Alice?”
Catwoman glanced at Oswald’s new waitress.
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“Not from where I’m sitting.”
“Really? She seems positively Alicious to me.”
“She has straight blonde hair. Is that really all it takes, Jervis? Because a wig will do
that much.”
“I suppose,” he said sadly.
“Any news?” Selina tried again, picking up a menu and glancing at the appetizers to
make the query seem all the more casual.
“Not a new,” Jervis replied with a heartbroken shake of his head. “Oh, other than
Roxy getting cozy with one of those Two-Face henchmen Harv brought in from Star
City,” he said, perking up considerably now that he had thought of something. “And
um, Oswald caught Magpie holding out on him after the Darlington job, so she’s on the
black list for the duration. Cluemaster nearly hired a henchwench who wasn’t a wench
at all but a drag queen from Club Nero… Double Dare stole some sort of golden
orchid from one of the triad elders and had to go running to King Snake for protection.
He hadn’t forgiven them for stealing his tarts way back when, and he’s making them
work for him now in exchange for his smoothing things over with the triads… Signal
Man lost $30,000 playing blackjack at a Bludhaven casino over the weekend. Oh, and
Hugo has a frabjous Batman cowl spattered with barbecue sauce that he’s trying to
pass off as the real thing stained with blood. What else, what else… Nobody seems to
know where the Z have got to. Noah Cutler was apparently making some inquiries,
but nobody can find them. It’s like they’ve all disappeared. Maxie Zeus had a threeway with his ex-Aphrodite and a Rainbow Raider from Keystone. He has yet to
discover his lair is missing several valuable artifacts since that encounter.”
“Interesting,” Selina said. “But back to the Z…”
“Well apparently, these Rainbow Raiders are quite—ker-snick, ker-snack, Kitty the
Cat, you want to know about the Z? Everyone else wants to know how I know Maxie
was robbed before Maxie knows himself, and it is a tale fit for a Jabberwock. You see,
the former Aphrodite is also a former Alice who goes to the same gym as a former—”
“The Z, Jervis. Any idea where they were seen last? Or who they might have been
working for before they disappeared?”
“I don’t know anything for certain, Cheshire Cat. For to know, you have to be in the
know, and once you’re in the know, it can be very hard getting out again. For there are
forget-me-notes and forget-me-knots in a vase on the table as you leave, and if you take
the one instead of the other for your buttonhole, it makes such a tangle. So all I could
do is speculate.”
“Do,” Selina said, taking a sip of her martini as if it all made perfect sense.
Rather than answer, Jervis looked fixedly at her left index-claw and said it looked
awfully sharp.
Selina sighed. That was the problem getting information with Jervis. You did have
to sit through an awful lot of nonsense.

Samantha tried very hard to focus on her breathing. In and out, in and out, in and
out. Pay absolutely no attention to the—oh god, oh god, oh god, don’t look down,
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don’t look down, don’t look down—Pay absolutely no attention to the warm fuzzy
thing crawling over… foot. Oh god, oh god, oh god, it was crawling on her foot.
Keep breathing, don’t look down. Keep breathing, don’t look down. Keep
breathing, don’t—EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!
Oh god.
Oh god.
Oh god.
A trickle of urine was dripping down her leg now, a sensation that penetrated
Samantha’s paralyzed mind for one reason and one reason only: how would the
tarantula react if she dripped on it?

Selina’s head was reeling when she left the Iceberg. It wasn’t the martini, she hadn’t
swallowed more than a sip of that. It was the undertow of talking to Jervis for nearly
than an hour, then being spirited off to Oswald’s office and hit with a proposition like
the Muziri Tigers. When she finally did unearth that final bit of information about the
Z (even if it was a guess), her head was spinning too wildly to think through the
possibilities.
The Z were simply not interesting enough to hold Jervis’s attention. Every time she
thought she had led him back to the subject, his attention flickered: Oh look, Hugo is
showing off his fake Batman cowl again, and even if it is Hugo, and even if it is barbecue sauce
instead of blood, isn’t that the best-looking Bat-fake you ever saw? It’s the sheen that makes the
difference, don’t you know. Graphite do you think? Or something like that gypsum stuff that
blackboards are made of, sprayed with Teflon or something to give it a little gloss? Oh, or
maybe oil is applied, that would make it shine too, like the Queen of Hearts own crown, don’t
you know. Say what you will about the wretched Bat, he does have an eye for quality
headgear…
It was a relief when the new Peahen came by with a note from Oswald, asking to see
Catwoman “when convenient.” Selina decided it didn’t get much more convenient
than the moment Jervis Tetch started speculating if Hugo might use shoe polish or
Vaseline to give his fake Batman-cowl “a nice Queen of Hearts crown shine.”

It wasn’t the first time Stacy had blacked out. Not the first time she’d woken up
somewhere strange, feeling like shit, with some serious holes in her memory about
how she got there. Unfortunately, there was no smell of stale beer and vomit this time.
The air had a cold, clammy feeling, and the last thing she remembered… was not a keg
party.
She sat up, looking around the… uh, room, I guess you’d call it. It looked kind of like
a dorm room, if your dorm had damp cinderblock walls and no window. There was a
nice bed, a book shelf and posters on the walls: Whit Morsing, one of the Hudson
football players, and another one with the whole team and cheerleaders. That one was
thumb-tacked to the back of the door… More thumbtacks in a bulletin board over the
desk. On the desk, a couple text books and one of those lamps from the student
bookstore... Definitely more of a dorm room than a prison cell, but seeing that Stacy
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was pretty sure she was a prisoner, she had to think that door was locked. She tried it
anyway…
And found it opened… Except it didn’t open into a hallway. That really would be
too much to hope for. It opened to a smaller room that she would have called a closet
except for its contents. There was a curtained shower stall and a little table with a
shower cap, a bar of soap, a miniature bottle of shampoo and a folded bath towel, all
sitting next to a small paper card reading:
Please enjoy these fine toiletries provided for your convenience. Enjoy your stay.
–The Management, Bates Motel.

As always, Catwoman had to sit through several minutes of Penguin puffery before
he got down to business. Oswald was never quite so happy as when he had a scheme
to a) make money and b) work with an old school Rogue whom he deemed “on his
level—kwak!” Happiness in Oswald Cobblepot tended to manifest in litanies of
alliterative prose, in this case celebrating the supreme suitability of the proposed
partnership. Oswald concluded his preamble by leaning back in his chair with a fat,
contented gesture, and stretching out his hand like the statue of an old world saint
posed high on the façade of a grand cathedral, conferring his blessings on a devout
populace below:
“I have said before, my felicitous feline, you and I are the aristocrats of crime. It’s
only right that we give our peers first refusal when opportunities present themselves—
kwak!. Give our custom to lesser mortals only after our equals have declined the
honor. Don’t you agree?”
“I know Magpie stiffed you, Ozzy. You went to her first because she’s cheap. And
now that it’s blown up in your face, you’re coming to me.”
Catwoman smiled sweetly, and Oswald chewed his cigarette holder, looking put
out. After a long, sour moment, he conceded the point:
“Kwak.”

Randy stared at the cold, recessed eyes of the vintage jack-in-the-box that shared his
cell. The jack-in-the-box stared back. It grinned too, but Randy did not feel like
returning the grin.
He thought Joker looked creepy, but even Joker—even Joker in the flesh and not in
the newspaper—even Joker’s smile wasn’t as heart-pounding flesh-crawling I-wantmy-mommy creepy as that jack-in-the-box. Maybe it was being alive. Joker was a
deranged lunatic, a homicidal maniac, but at least he was a person. He was an evil
person who was probably going to kill you, but even so, he had a mouth. So… so scary
as his smile was, it wasn’t all that unnatural for it to be there made up of lips and
teeth. Joker moved, he laughed, he did all the things that living people do, whereas
this jack-in-the-box just sat there.
Randy thought it was bad when it was a closed box sitting there. You wake up
chained to a wall, the weight of your body falling on your arms while you’re
unconscious, so they feel like they’re ready to drop out of their sockets if you ever get
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free—that’s bad. And there’s this closed box sitting there that’s probably a bomb or
something, it’s really, really bad. That’s what Randy had thought—until it started
making noise. That creepy kiddie music, really soft and slow. Randy realized that
chained to a wall with a closed box is one thing, chained to a wall with a closed box
that has music coming out of it is infinitely worse.
Until the music stops—until the music stops and absolutely nothing happens—then
you realize that okay, this is it, all that stuff before that you thought was creepy, that
was nothing. This, right here, right now, THIS is as bad as it could possibly be. This is
it, this is as bad as it gets. This is rock (gulp) bottom.
Until the top of the box bursts open and that head pops up, scaring the living shit out
of you.
Ah, the good old days, Randy thought. Such happier times. With that creepy clown
head bobbing up and down on its spring. Randy thought he was creeped out then, but
he realized now that was nothing.
This was the scary part.
Its spring had run out of springiness. Bobbly Sinister Jack-in-the-Box Head was now
an Eerily Still Sinister Jack-in-the-Box Head.
Randy stared at its cold, recessed eyes…
And it stared back…
It grinned at him with a frozen smile of eternal mirth…
Smiled at a joke Randy did not know…
And Randy did not feel like returning its grin.

It was the kind of job Catwoman was offered once a year when she was working: Sir
Edward Montrose got screwed with his pants on when all the screwing he’d been
doing the regular way overturned his prenup. He’d lost the bulk of his fortune in the
divorce, leaving him with the upkeep on a 40-room ancestral home he could no longer
afford—as well as a magnificent art collection he was forbidden to sell under the terms
of his great, great grandfather’s will. The family trustees had blocked every attempt to
get around the no sale clause, so the only way for Sir Edward to liquidate any of his
holdings was if an item was stolen. Then he could collect the insurance while his buyer
paid off the thief. He was therefore prepared to lend several pieces to a Gotham
museum if he could be assured they would not be coming back. He would even
provide the would-be thief (or her agent, in this case Oswald) with the names of certain
collectors who had expressed an interest in them over the years.
“The Muziri Tigers,” Oswald said. “Twelve statues, wedding present for some
maharajah. Half are solid gold encrusted with rubies; the other half are silver set with
lapis lazuli. All about yea high,” he added, pointing the tip of his umbrella several
inches over his desktop.
Catwoman arched an eyebrow.
“You better not be including the height of the desk, Ozzy, because I’d need a squad
of henchmen and a couple moving vans.”
“Eight inches,” he quacked.
“I’ll think about it.”
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Oswald settled a little more comfortably into his chair, stroking the handle of his
umbrella like Blofeld petting his cat. Selina let him enjoy the moment, let him start
spending the proceeds from the stolen tigers before she continued:
“Of course, a job like this is apt to attract some Bat attention. I should have
something prepared. A new lair, purr-haps with a trapdoor and something nasty set
up in the basement. Something to teach our favorite hero that what Kitty takes, Kitty
keeps. Nosy capes who try to take it back make the acquaintance of bigger tigers than
that.”
“As I said, Catwoman, you are truly a fellow aristocrat of crime.”
“Yes, well, deathtraps like that don’t build themselves. Get a message to the Z for
me?”
“Kwak! Problem. They dropped out of sight a few days ago.”
“Don’t tell me somebody finally went after them for padding the bill with all those
flat screen TVs and helicopter tours of Gotham harbor.”
“No, nothing like that. If they didn’t go into hiding after KGBeast and the Vespas, I
can’t imagine what would drive them to it. Kwak, kwak-kwak-kwak. I’m fairly certain
this is a case of ‘once bit’ prudence. Remember when they worked for the Scarecrow
last time? He doesn’t trust freelancers. Opted for his usual henchman insurance.”
“Injecting them with a special fear toxin that will only kick in in the heat of a Bat
interrogation.”
“Precisely—kwak. Crow lost a lair recently, after that armored car business. If he
hired the Z to replace it, a sensible bird would fly the nest as soon as the job was
completed.”
“Get out of Gotham until the toxin wore off, so there’d no chance of Batman catching
them and setting it off like last time. I guess that’s possible.”

Amy had screamed herself hoarse in the first fifteen minutes. She’d torn her
fingernails down to the quick clawing and scratching at the coffin lid. All she could do
now was whimper.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
She couldn’t believe she was going to DIE being so stupid.
Here she was, buried alive, and she’d wasted all that air screaming. Then she wasted
more air clawing at the lid. She was supposed to be better than this. She was
supposed to realize at once what was happening. She was supposed to remain calm
and save her strength, start meditating and slow her breathing. Astonish her rescuers
when they came with having the presence of mind to conserve her precious oxygen.
NOW SHE WAS GOING TO DIE JUST LIKE EVERYBODY ELSE!!!!!

After the Iceberg, Catwoman hit the rooftops. She was pissed at the wasted
evening.
Not that she’d expected to learn that Harley Quinn set up a Twitter account and was
tweeting Joker’s plans and location to anybody who would listen. She just… she
expected something more from that trip to the Iceberg. A half-tempting proposition
29

Cat-Tales

about tigers and a half-plausible theory about a possibly irrelevant rumor about the Z.
No wonder crimefighting wasn’t her—
The thought was cut off by a shaft of light throwing a dark symbol onto the clouds:
an emblem of the one facet of crimefighting that was very much her kink.
“Well, it is supposed to be Date Night,” Selina purred.
She’d intended to call Batman on the OraCom and tell him her one bit of news about
the Z laying low. Now she could surprise him in person. She headed for Chatham, the
rooftop and gargoyle that offered the best view of the One-PP roof, but as soon as she
got there…
“What the hell?”
Catwoman twitched her head as if trying to knock water from her ear. Then she
looked towards the Bat-Signal again.
“What the hell?”
Bach’s Toccata and Fugue, the most recognizable piece of organ music in the annals
of classical composition—as well as the preferred horror soundtrack from the era of
silent movie Draculas, dark castles, and opera house phantoms. Something you expect
to hear if you’re attending a Lon Chaney retrospective or a midnight screening of The
Golem. Not something you expect to hear coming out of the Bat-Signal.
Catwoman unfurled her whip and swung in to take a closer look. If anyone was
watching, well, she had used the signal to get Batman’s attention back in the day. It
wasn’t unheard of for her to be there. And if Catwoman did come by to use the BatSignal for some purpose of her own and heard it playing organ music, she would
certainly take a closer look.
..:: STAY BACK!::.. she heard crackling over the OraCom a moment before Batman’s
bulk swung into her, pulling her off course. His trajectory carried them farther than
she intended, and they landed together in the northernmost corner of the rooftop. He
held the embrace he’d begun mid-swing, as if shielding her from an explosion with his
body.
Seconds passed…
The embrace was nice, and normally Selina wouldn’t be the one to break the
moment. But since Scarecrow was involved, she figured she better make sure he
wasn’t shielding her from some explosion, fireball or monster that wasn’t really there:
“Are we being extra-careful,” she whispered, “or do you see a raging inferno that I
don’t?”
“Careful,” he graveled. “There’s an object under the lamp producing the music.
Looks like an ordinary boom box, judging by the infrared, but I won’t know for sure
until I can perform a more thorough visual inspection and then, ideally, take it apart.
There’s a second object in front of the base. I haven’t determined its function yet, or if
it’s connected to the boom box. It could be rigged to explode or release SmileX if the
music is stopped, or if a body steps too close to the—”
“SmileX? Not fear toxin? C’mon, Stud, that thing’s playing Toccata and Fugue not
circus music.”
Batman scowled.
“The second object, whatever it is, it’s balanced on a pair of clown shoes.”
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Chuck was doing his best not to have an all out panic attack after the snakes. He
knew he’d fainted, and he was pretty sure he was in the same room he was in before.
Except now, the snakes were gone. Should be good news, right?
Then he heard the footsteps. That should be good news too. Footsteps meant feet,
not snakes. Long as it wasn’t more hissing or slithering, footsteps should be—
“Ha-ha-squeak-hee-hee-hee.”
Hissing wasn’t so bad. Hissing meant snakes. But that was laughter, and that
meant—
“Hiya there, prisoner guy. Time to get dressed for school!”
Harley Quinn.
“I got you a notebook and a plastic ruler…”
Joker.
“…gluestick.”
Harley Quinn, the Joker’s girlfriend, was standing in front of him in a cap and gown,
with little tassels sewn onto the cap!
“And ooh, lookee here, a nice sharp number 2 pencil.”

Two cowls were silhouetted in front of the Bat-Signal as Batman and Catwoman’s
heads tilted at the same angle, looking down on an ordinary cigar box balanced on a
pair of clown shoes.
“What now, X-ray it?” Catwoman asked gingerly.
Batman had performed every test he could without touching the box or the shoes,
and he’d determined that there was no explosive, corrosive, or contaminant to be
triggered, exposed or released if the items were moved.
“Negative. No wrapping. Easy to open. Easy to see it can be moved without risk.
The logical thing is to X-ray it, which means the radiation of the X-ray could be the
very thing that springs the trap.”
“So… just open it?”
Grimly, Batman handed her a rebreather and said “Yes.”

Harley escorted the last of the students to Room 101 of Buster Keaton Hall, put away
the cattle prod she used to get everyone seated according to Mistah J’s seating plan,
and fished out a nice shiny apple which she sat on his lectern.
Seeing that he was late, she did what any good teaching assistant would do. She
wrote his name on the blackboard:
Professah J
And then, since that was done, she gave a short talk on how to squeak the chalk to
make a nice, loud one that gets your ears shuddering.

No one understands how Joker’s mind works, not completely, but Batman did have a
rudimentary grasp of the lunatic’s thought process, based on past experience. So did
Catwoman. Their experiences were very different: his from battling the insane clown,
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hers from Joker drawing her name for a Secret Santa. Despite these differences, there
were surprising areas of overlap. Looking down into the cigar box, both could
conceive of only one possible meaning for its contents.
“Is this what I think it is?” Catwoman said sourly.
Though both wore gloves, hers had the advantage of claws, allowing her to pick up
the object with the less physical contact than Batman could achieve with his fingers,
and more control than he would have using tweezers. She held up the “keychain,”
delicately suspended from her right index claw and thumb, permitting the fob to
dangle in such a way that the visual pun was complete.
An ordinary car key on an ordinary keychain—except that the “chain” connecting
key to fob was a thin length of coiled rope with a noose on one end, and the key fob
was a miniature Batman figure with the noose tied around its neck.
“Only way it makes sense to me is if this is the key to a Hummer,” she said, and
Batman’s scowl deepened, knowing they shared the same thought. To Joker’s mind,
there could be only possible meaning, and Batman and Catwoman spoke the words
together:
“Gallows Hummer.”

“HAHAHAHA! Bringing us—Q.E.D.—to the proof of our theorem, E = MC
Hammer driving the nail into the square peg. No wait, the square peg into the round
nail… Never mind. The point is, students, that our esteemed colleague Professor
Jonathan Crane is a dipshit, HAHAHAHAHA! Why is he a dipshit, you may ask?
Because he has dedicated his career to this one concept of fear, overlooking the obvious
fallacy that fear isn’t funny. SLIDE!”
In the back of the room, Harley squeaked, jumped to her feet, and dimmed the
lights. Then she ran back to the slide projector and hit the button on the side,
producing a loud whoopee cushion noise as the carousel advanced and a timeline
appeared on the projection screen in the front of the room. The illustration showed a
caveman on the far left, over a length of the timeline labeled 200,000 B.C. To the right
of this was a pottery bowl, a pyramid, an image of the Mona Lisa, and finally on the
extreme right, a pair of Groucho Marx glasses and moustache.
Joker—in his academic gown of regal purple, topped with a cap of vivid green—
picked up a pointer and, after poking Chuck a few times with the tip, pivoted to the
screen to point to this image.
“Humor is highly evolved,” he declared. “Whereas fear…” He pointed again, first
poking Chuck a few more times in the chest, then pointing back at the projection
screen “…is at the other end of the spectrum. An animal instinct, what we in academic
circles like to call ‘E Pluribus Soiledus our Trousers-us. Maximus Caca. Melita, domi
adsum.’ So the key word is unevolved, the neanderthals among us who don't really
belong in the human race. I won’t name names, we all know who they are and we all
know they’re eating up all the bananas. Question then: HOW can we find the JOKE in
FEAR? SLIDE!”
Once again, the whoopee cushion sound effect was heard as the slide carousel
advanced, revealing the same caveman from the timeline, blown up to fill the screen.
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“Fear is where this knuckle-dragger lives, and as anyone can see, he’s only six hairs
away from being a baboon. Where’s the funny, I ask you? Inventing fire AFTER
you’ve eaten the pig?”

The fight was predictable:
It was not “date night” and it was not “mumble years ago” when they wound up
working together if they happened upon a case independently and discovered each
other’s involvement halfway through. They were together now, they woke up in the
same bed each morning, it was not necessary to invent reasons to spend time together.
This was JOKER. He was DANGEROUS. And as far as Batman was concerned,
Catwoman’s role in the case was over.
Catwoman naturally saw it differently. She hadn’t set out to investigate Joker, but
she did happen to be there when the key clue was found. She wasn’t going to tuck in
her tail and go home just because things took a dangerous turn. Batman would still be
on the roof of One Police Plaza if she hadn’t noticed the parking stub tucked into the
Bat figure’s utility belt. It was only thanks to her keen eye that Batman found the
Hummer the key opened!
This assertion led to the Glare of Death that sent criminals and colleagues alike into
hasty retreat—all except Catwoman, who merely glared back.
Yes, fine, Batman would have found the parking stub eventually, but not until he got
the whole cigar box-clown shoes-boom box contraption back to the cave and took
everything apart with tweezers. He had it hours sooner than expected because of her.
And for that, he thought he was going to send her home?!
“This is not a state of mind,” Batman graveled. “This is not something I ‘think’ I’m
going to do or you’re going to do. This is what is going to happen: You are going home
now.”

“Then there’s the whole ‘Coward dies many times before his death, thing,” Joker
said, pounding on the lectern. “Something is wrong there. If you die many times,
you’re not doing it right. And I personally would like to see some solid research on
these fraidy cats who cannot die properly. Dr. Quinn, call the Institute. See about getting
us a grant. HAHAHAHA!”

It had been a long time.
Years of being Batman had produced a hybrid of keen intellect and razor sharp
instinct that made decisions instantly, acted with certainty and without hesitation. It
had been a long time since his feelings formed this blockage. There was the gut level
instinct, the core understanding of what had to be done, and there was… there was the act
of doing it. Normally, the one flowed into the other automatically, it flowed like water.
It simply was, a reflex, a muscle memory. The only exception was when he
encountered a certain cat burglar who put the man at odds with the Bat. What the
crimefighter knew had to be done was… was somehow not enough to propel his mind
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and body into doing it. It required an act of will—an act of will he was not always
capable of.
It had been a long time since he felt this.
Batman was quite aware that she hadn’t gone home. He knew she wasn’t going to
when she left him at the Bat-Signal. He knew she would follow him to the 14th Street
Parking Garage and he permitted it only because he knew the Hummer itself would
not be the Joker encounter. Opening the vehicle now, he saw exactly what he expected:
a GPS. That’s what would lead to the Joker encounter, and that’s why the feline
shadow tailing him had to be stopped here.
It had been a long time since he felt this. Like a tightness in his chest requiring the
deepest of breaths to fill his lungs. An effort to breathe, an effort to move. A studied
and deliberate act of will to make himself do what had to be done, to make his body
move where it needed to in order to draw her eye to the alley, to lead her into the
shadows, and to… to swing her into position to apply the nerve pinch. Cuffing
Catwoman to the fire escape conscious would be a waste of effort. This way, he could
expect a six or seven minute head start, and when she came to, it might take her a full
three or four minutes to get herself free, rather than the 45 seconds she’d take normally.

“When corn got to $2 a bushel, I sold. HAHAHAaaaa—Anybody? No? Abe
Feldspar? Just put it on my bill? The other one is in a snow tire in Cleveland? Well
anyway, the joke with fear is: you do it to yourself, HAHAHAHA! The tarantula in your
head is a thousand times worse than the one in the tank with you. The real one isn’t
poisonous. The real one isn’t biting you. The one in your head, THAT’S the one that’s
gonna kill ya. Get it?
“Let’s have a look at your lab work: chained to a wall over a tank of snakes, chained
to a wall over a tank of furry spiders, chained to a wall with a jack-in-the-box. You two
stopped screaming soon as we took you out. That guy’s still shaking like a leaf. Now,
who had the Chinese water torture?”
Batman had entered silently and observed the scene from a duct above the ceiling
tiles. Joker was too engrossed in his performance to notice a square of acoustic tiling
moving over his head, which gave Batman ample time to count the hostages and
determine why they were so well behaved. He could see that they were not chained to
their desks, nor did there appear to be any pressure plates on their chairs. That
eliminated the “rise from your seat, receive an electric shock” possibility. A crossspectrum sweep of the room confirmed there were no explosives that could be
detonated…
“Reviewing: Fear isn't funny. This is because fear is the currency of lower life forms.
Laughter is evolved, other end of the spectrum. Hence the existence of gallows humor:
Use funny as garlic to shoo away the vampire-werewolf-big bad beastie of fear.
Making it very hard to find the FUNNY in FEAR. Professor Joker had eight to ten hairs
turn BROWN while he was trying. But what was the ultimate solution? Mr. Freckles
in the Third Row?”
Eric looked around, terrified.
“Um, tarantulas and Chinese water torture?”
“BANANAS!” Joker screamed. “Bananas, bananas, bananas!”
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He pointed to the blackboard and frantically underlined words and arrows
connecting his previous illustrations:
“Fear is unevolved. Caveman is unevolved. Caveman is like a monkey. Monkey
eats banana. FEAR to CAVEMAN to MONKEY to BANANA. Get it? Now…”
He paused to erase the lower half of his equations, which permitted Batman to drop
into position without attracting attention…
“Banana PEEL,” Joker continued, writing these words below the first equation, “slip
on the banana peel — Fall — ‘Ah, we are all subject to gravity—just as we are all
subject to DEATH’
Here, he drew a wild curved arrow connecting DEATH back to the original word
FEAR…
“We’re all subject to gravity, physical law, death, ACK! And that’s why slapstick is
FUNNY. HA-HA-HA. So you see, Class, BANANAS are the Stargate on this.”
He turned back to face the class—and into a gloved fist. He staggered back, hitting
the blackboard with considerable force. It’s what Batman intended, but he didn’t
figure on the blackboard being a false wall on a turntable. The blackboard wall opened
up, letting Joker fall back into a flee space. Harley Quinn stepped out of the void with
what looked like a fire extinguisher, and aimed a spray of pungent banana-smelling
cream into Batman’s face.
It was his turn to stagger back, the banana smell triggering a convulsive hiccup that
was all too familiar. He struggled to get to his feet as his mouth contorted and his lips
pulled back in an involuntary grin. He struggled through hyperventilative giggles to
get the antidote from his belt and into his mouth. And then he struggled to get the
students to calm down until the police arrived. He could feel the stiffness around his
mouth and knew the grotesque appearance that lingered after even mild SmileX
exposure. He knew after the ordeal they’d suffered, his appearance wasn’t helping.
He knew it wouldn’t make his reconciliation with Selina any easier either.
Worst of all, he knew Joker had escaped.
He knew the worst was yet to come.
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RACECAR
Harley felt a little sticky when she and Mistah J got back to the Ha-Hacienda, so she
left him to correct papers and went off to take a shower. Mistah J said it was a good
class, that he’d got almost halfway through his lesson plan before the big ol’ Bat partypoop came in and pooped the party. So Mistah J—Oops, that shoulda been Professah J,
she kept forgetting. So Professah J was in a good mood. That gave her an idea.
When she got out of the shower, Harley put the academic gown on again, but this
time with nothing underneath. She left the bedroom and went to find her Puddin’.
“Oh Professor Joker,” she said enticingly, as she slowly unzipped the robe halfway
down her chest, “I’m so sorry to interrupt your office hours, but I just had to talk to you
about this grade on my paper. Isn’t there some way we could… raise it a little.”
Joker turned and looked at her, puzzled.
“Professor? What? Oh, the Crane thing.” He waved his hand like he was
distractedly swatting away a fly. “I’ve moved on. Check this out, Harls. RACECAR!”
He stretched out his hands on the word, like a flamboyant movie director framing an
imaginary hero shot.
Harley blinked.
“HA-HA HAHAHAHA!” Joker cried, punctuating the brilliant notion with the
cackle it deserved (and just leave it to Harley to blink like a deer in the headlights when
she should be cackling with glee).
“But, but… Puddin’,” she stammered at last.
What could it mean? No absent-minded professor and the naughty teaching
assistant? No toga parties?? No protesting the disenfranchised dolphins caught
whaling in the Japanese tuna nets???
Harley’s eyes narrowed into steely, determined slits. She marched over to Joker’s
desk and laid herself across the papers he had been correcting.
“School can’t be out already, Professor,” she drawled like a vintage Hollywood
movie siren. “You were going to put the Phun back in PhD, remember? You were
going to… going… to…”
She trailed off as her eye caught a few of the papers on the desk and saw the “grade”
each bore in the upper right-hand corner.
“Uh, Puddin’, what’s with all the green question marks?”

Batman seldom used the autopilot if he was capable of driving home. The
aftereffects of Smile-X exposure were not incapacitating. There was no valid safety
reason to use the pilot, but he did anyway. In the short distance he’d driven, he caught
sight of his reflection no less than eight times in the rearview mirror and four times in
the sideview, that grotesque upward twist disfiguring his lips and coiling up his
cheek. Clinically, he knew it was nothing but filaments of muscle fiber tricked into
releasing calcium ions, thereby triggering contractions in specific muscles of his face.
This in response to a chemical which time, sleep, and the antidote would soon flush
37

Cat-Tales

from his system. Clinically, he knew that. Emotionally… Emotionally, he felt like a
puppet on Joker’s string, a chemical puppet master pulling his mouth out of shape to
laugh at a joke that was not funny. Or maybe a fish. Despite Joker’s involvement, a
fish might be the better analogy. Its mouth is pulled out of shape too when it bites into
a hook, but unlike the innocent puppet, the fish has only itself to blame. The fish takes
that bite of its own free will, it makes a conscious choice. It doesn’t recognize the bait
for what it is and winds up…
This was ridiculous.
Batman forced the lunacy from his mind. That was the real side effect of a Joker
encounter, and it wasn’t the aftereffect of Smile-X exposure; it was the aftereffect of
JOKER exposure. Fixating on some notion and running wild with it. With the
discipline of a seasoned martial artist, Batman shut that door in his mind and focused
on his breathing until the Batmobile reached the cave.

“I really should have done it years ago, Harls. After all, a riddle is nothing but a joke
that’s too busy showing off how clever it is to bother being funny. All we have to do is
knock it down a few pegs and HAHAHAHAAA! Jokles.”
“Or ridkers,” Harley suggested.
“No,” Joker shook his head in a prissy but convincing Nigma impersonation. “No,
no, no. Absolutely not. I refuse to dumb it down for the mental midgets. If they can’t
figure out what a jokle is, they deserve to be confused.”
“Whatever you say, Puddin’. So where to we start?”
“RACECAR!”
“Racecars?” Harley squeaked.
“No, no, Harls. No S on the end. Just RACECAR. That way it’s spelled the same
way backwards and forwards. Much easier than thinking up those stupid anagrams
he’s always spouting.”
“Oh. Like that Torque twisty guy in Bludhaven?”
Joker’s face fell.
“Somebody else is doing it?”
“Oh yeah, fer years now.”
“RATS! No Formula 1 clown car then. Back to the drawing board.”
“What is white when it’s dirty?!” Harley cheered. “No? Don’t you remember that
one from when we were kids, Puddin’? What is white when it’s dirty? A blackboard.”
“Riddles. We’re not playing Jeopardy, Harls. Just find me riddles.”

Sitting at the workstation with a blank log file before him, it was no longer possible
for Batman to shut his mind to the events of the night. It was time for a clear,
dispassionate analysis of what had occurred and why.
Unlike the fish of his earlier musings, Batman had recognized the bait—the real bait,
the bait Joker deliberately set out to lure him to his hellish “classroom,” that Batman
recognized just fine. He knew the Bat-Signal display which led to the Hummer which
led to the GPS was a trap, he knew the location where the GPS would lead him was a
trap, and he acted accordingly.
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The trap he didn’t see, the hook he bit into of his own free will because he didn’t
recognize it for what it was, that was not a part of the Joker’s plan. Joker didn’t know
anything about Batman’s partnership with Catwoman. He didn’t know Selina would
take it into her head to ‘get the answer before Batman’ with a little creative digging at
the Iceberg. He couldn’t know she’d learn something that would bring her to the 1PP
roof and intersect Batman’s own investigation at the key moment of discovery. He
couldn’t know the specter of a Joker trap about to be sprung would prompt Batman to
render her unconscious to keep her out of harm’s way. It wasn’t bait. Since Joker
didn’t know any of the hidden gears and levers, none of it was deliberately set up to
bait him. Batman had done it to himself.
The fact that that proved Joker’s “thesis,” that was one of the ironies that circled
overhead wherever the Joker went. It was the punchline. As the twisted clown himself
would undoubtedly phrase it: “That’s the joke, Batsypoo. HAHAHAHAHA
HAAAAAAAA!”
And that’s why the Batmobile had brought him home on autopilot. That’s why he
couldn’t be clinical about a forced grin. He left the car calmly once it reached the cave,
his nerves soothed by those few minutes of focused meditation, but as soon as he sat at
his workstation, the image he’d been avoiding confronted him with greater clarity than
ever:
His desktop wallpaper was dark, a nearly black bat emblem against a full black
background. That blackness behind the glassy computer screen was, for this image,
more horribly reflective than a mirror. The dark cowl was barely visible, but the light
skin below punched out clearly. There it was, distinct and detailed, his own lips
compelled to join in a cosmic joke at his expense: Without compromising her principles
or her independence, Catwoman became his partner, just as he’d always dreamed. She
fought crime at his side, exactly as he’d wanted, and he pushed her aw…
What… the hell… was that?

“Okay here’s one!” Harley cried happily, pointing to her computer screen. “I stand
at the beginning of time, I complete the coming of night; I occur twice in eternity, and
I'm always within sight. What am I?”
“This better be funny,” Joker said darkly.
“The letter T! So we could, like, go after anybody whose name began with a T, like
Tom Thompson or Teddy Tedson or Terry Terri—EEK!”
Harley had to duck as a lead-coated rubber chicken came swinging at her head. It
missed her but knocked the computer screen off the desk, its cord pulling Harley’s
keyboard, a pencil holder and a sack of White Castles down on top of it, and finally
erupting into a small spark that ignited the White Castle bag.
“Now it’s funny,” Joker said dryly. “Put that out, Harls. I’m going for a walk.”
A word with “E” at the beginning, an “E” at the end, and only one letter. Was it
“E?” No, it was “envelope.” A puppy is one, but a dog is not. A kitten is one, but a cat
is not. A cookie is one, but a cracker is not. What is it? A word with double letters.
What was born in H20, lived in H20, was powered by H20, and died by H20? The
Titanic.
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NONE OF THEM WERE FUNNY! Just like he said at the beginning. Too busy being
clever and forgetting to bring the HA-HA. So far, the only one that had any potential
at all was the black and white box that held keys without locks, because dropping a
piano on Robin—splat—right at the very second Batman answered the riddle, THAT
would be hilarious. The timing would be a bitch though, because you’d waste a good
nine or ten pianos just figuring out how fast they fell. And chances are, some
busybody would notice nine or ten pianos dropping. ‘Cause they can play their stereo
as loud as they want, but drop a few pianos out the window and all of a sudden
everybody’s complaining about the noise.
Then there was setting up the mirror on the sidewalk and a couple closed circuit
cameras so you could keep an eye on Batsy’s face. Because you had to catch him at the
precise second when he started to say the answer—and what if he sneezed, huh? What
then? What if you only THOUGHT he was about to answer the riddle and you cut the
rope but he was just sneezing? SPLAT! Flattened Robin, wasted piano, and no ha-ha.
This Riddler business was a lot harder than it looked.

Batman glared at the main monitor from workstation one, the screen whose image
was mirrored by default on the giant viewscreen that hovered over the cave.
Bruce had built this system. He knew every program and subroutine, from the
criminal database to the Batmobile relays, from the Watchtower uplinks to the override
encryptions for the manor telephones. It was supposed to be a closed system; between
himself and Oracle, he’d locked it down so that no one could make these kinds of
modifications without his say-so or at least without his knowledge. And yet… What
the hell was that?
Top left corner, small and unobtrusive, he had clustered the icons to interface with
Oracle, Nightwing, Robin and the League. Beneath these, a small purple icon flashed.
It was obviously an indicator, this pulsing little circle of purple light, like an incoming
transmission would flash under one of the other icons. The color could only be Selina’s
signature, and given the night’s events, no incoming message from her could be
good—but that’s not what Bruce was focused on. He probably had a seriously upset
girlfriend on his hands, and Batman might have a royally a pissed Catwoman to
contend with, but neither part of his psyche could deal with any of that yet. No part of
his mind could get past that flashing circle of purple on his computer screen.
What the hell was it?
How did it get there?
He’d designed every facet of this system.
Every program.
Every subroutine.
Every security feature.
There was no way for that thing to be there.
But it was…
When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be
the truth.
The quote that was missing from that new Sherlock Holmes movie. The principle that
was missing. When you eliminate the impossible… There were events in that story which
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the criminal perpetrator meant for a gullible populace to take as supernatural. It was a
credible scheme for the period. An era clinging to superstition and the occult, they
might well believe a dark lord dabbling in black magic could rise from his grave after
being hanged. But Holmes was a man of reason. And a man of reason, a man whose
very methodology is grounded in eliminating the impossible, that man does not shrug
at this notion of magic rewriting the laws of the universe to bring the impossible into
being. Holmes should have taken more of a stand against that suggestion of magic that
defied all logic and reason…
Just as that damnable flash of purple defied logic and reason. Bruce had built this
system and everything in it, and that flashing icon had no earthly business being there.

Well, Harley looked cute enough in her Harlequery outfit. Green instead of red,
yellow instead of black, question marks instead of balls on the end of her tassels. It
was an okay look.
Joker’s own purple jacket looked fine over a green vest, shirt, and tie. He already
had matching hair: hair over the head where the all-important riddling brain was, it
was green. So the costume was fine. It was just finding the right riddle.
You couldn’t start a Riddler crime without sending Batman a riddle. That was the
rule, everybody knew that. There just had to be some way to make the Riddler clue
funny…

When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be
the truth.
Bruce had created every program, database and subroutine in the Batcomputer—
including a New Database :: New File :: Unindexed which was immediately divorced
from the main systems and subsequently named ::Selina's Decidedly Off-Duty
Definitely Not-a-log Chronicle of Whatever She Damn Pleases Meow::. Evidently, that
log had been reconfigured to link back to his system just like Oracle’s, Robin’s, or
Nightwing’s. The flashing icon was notifying him of a priority entry that required his
attention.
That mystery solved, another man would have promptly clicked the icon and read
the entry. Bruce’s finger moved to do so, but Psychobat stayed his hand: there was a
Joker incident still to write up in his own log, and instinct said that whatever lay
beneath that blinking purple icon would command Bruce’s immediate attention. It
was best to get the Joker matter out of the way first.
With the discipline mastered in another era, Bruce forced the thought of Catwoman
from his mind and wrote up the log with icy detachment: his inspection of the escape
scene at Arkham, links to the personnel records of the Arkham staff involved, a liquor
store robbery quashed on his return to the city, and the results of questioning one
willing informant and two reluctant ones before the Bat-Signal was lit… When he
came to those points in the chronicle where Catwoman herself had participated in the
night’s events, he obviously couldn’t block her out of his mind completely, but he was
satisfied that he related her part in the affair without compromising the integrity of the
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log. He even described his own motive for excluding her from the investigation: it was
an emotional reaction grounded in fear for her safety, which was an understandable
byproduct of their personal relationship. There, that episode logged with clinical
objectivity, he then related the discovery and infiltration of Joker’s classroom, those
aspects of Joker’s “lecture” which seemed relevant, and what he was able to learn of
the Joker’s captives, given their mental state after their ordeal.
There would be a great deal more to learn in the morning, from the students
themselves, from the site of their capture, and from…
The morning.
Batman had a full day ahead before the sun set again for a routine patrol. A full day
ahead required sleep. He hadn’t even… he should have taken a breathalyzer and a
sample of his blood as soon as he returned to the cave. The analysis would be ready by
now, but he’d forgotten because he had been so—DAMN HER!
Bruce removed the cowl and ran his fingers through his hair.
He had been exposed to Joker toxins. It was necessary to monitor his physical
recovery. He had a message waiting from Selina which would, he knew, monopolize
his time and attention once he opened it. He needed to get a few hours sleep in if he
was going to approach the Joker investigation tomorrow with the mental readiness it
demanded.
Put that way, the priorities were obvious. He shut down the workstation with the
blinking purple Cat-message unread. He went to the med lab, drew a sample of his
blood, breathed into the vapor collector, fed both samples into the tox analyzer and left
a note for Alfred to process the results first thing in the morning. Selina would be
asleep by now. In the morning, he would simply tell her that he didn’t have a chance
to read her little missive and whatever was in it would have to wait until after Joker
was taken care of. If anything, the remnants of his Smile-X exposure would underline
his point: obviously, with a Joker case in progress, Joker was the priority. They would
settle their personal issues later.
Bruce grunted at Batman’s final word on the matter as he moved towards the
costume vault, although the grunt sounded strange with the rictus grin pulling at the
corners of his mouth. He ran through the plan once more as he hung up his cape…
Alfred attending to the blood work…
He removed his gloves, boots, and utility belt…
It was a little over two hours after consumption of the antidote when the samples were taken.
Alfred wasn’t aware of that. If his reading of the analyses confirmed the timeline independently,
Bruce could be assured that his recovery was on track…
And then as he stripped off the tunic and leggings…
The Selina matter deferred, he could get in a solid four hours’ sleep and still make it to the
Hudson campus before noon…
As he pulled on the kimono, he began plotting the avenues of investigation once he
reached…
His mind began to wander. He was trying too hard, focusing too purposefully on
the task at hand. His routine was off. Granted, his routine was always off when it
came to the Joker, but this was off-kilter even for the Joker-norm. Clinical detachment
notwithstanding, somewhere in the deep recesses in his brain, that little purple icon
continued to flash.
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Bruce turned sharply at the top of the stairs and glared back down into the cave.
He couldn’t do it. Try as he might, he couldn’t completely push her out of his mind.
Like that damn flashing purple icon in his mind, she was always there... and would
always be there. He’d have to deal with this, one way or another.
But he just couldn’t bring himself to go back down and read whatever it was she had
written to him. He knew that would take over, and he had to focus on Joker right now.
But if keeping her out was a lost cause, maybe… maybe the answer was in the
opposite direction. Don’t shut her out (since she won’t be shut out anyway). Instead…
counterintuitive though it seemed, bring her all the way in.

“Jokles! HAR-LEE! I’ve got it. It’s just like they always say—you know, the smarty
pants Theys who are always saying things—your first idea is always your best. What
was my first idea?”
“Racecar!”
“No, not that. Jokles. What do they call that, when you put two words together to
make a new one? Like Bollywood and Bennifer and orangutan.”
“It’s called a portmanteau,” Harley said, momentarily forgetting to be a ditz.
“Poor man’s toes?”
“Portmanteau, like the suitcase. And orangutan isn’t one.”
“Of course it is. Orange and Tang, breakfast drink of the astronauts. The first
astronaut was a monkey. Tang is orange. Orangutan. Jeez, Harl, you can be so stupid
sometimes.”
“Sorry, Puddin’.”
“Portmanteaus?”
“Yeah.”
“Pour mant—Oh no, I can’t think of a pun that works with ‘mant.’ Pour mant-woe is
me, no punny funny for ‘mant.’ Or maybe how a dyslexic guy spells ‘tomato?’ Or no,
I’ve got it! A portly man too heavy to carry his own portmanteau, HA! See Harls, we
can do this without dumbing it down for the plebes. Pack up the rubber chicken, we’re
off to the Bat-Signal!”

Despite a Post reporter’s last act of desperation several years ago, Selina had no cat
powers. Unlike Poison Ivy, she didn’t have any telepathic contact with or control over
her pets. Nevertheless, when Bruce reached the bedroom, he found Selina asleep on
the far edge of the bed (as if to get as far away from him as possible without forsaking
comfort. Cats, he learned early, never compromise on their own comfort). Whiskers
and Nutmeg were positioned in the center of the bed, their backs to her and facing him,
as if they were appointed guardians of a symbolic barrier between them. Both cats
raised their heads as Bruce approached and glared with marked hostility.
“Out, both of you,” he graveled.
Both cats blinked up at him, unimpressed with the awful specter of Batman giving a
Bat-order. Selina did react to the Bat voice, however. She rolled onto her back and
shifted a little under the covers before calling him a jackass, and then rolled back onto
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her hip. The performance, while evidently not enough to wake her, was sufficient to
chase away the cats. Bruce climbed into the bed and studied the back of her head for a
moment.
Bring her all the way in...
He gave her shoulder a poke.
“Wake up, I think I’ve got it.”
“What part of jackass do you not…” she began sleepily, but she trailed off when she
saw his face. After a long, still moment she spoke softly. “I see you found him.”
Bruce grunted, but the rigid muscles pulling up the corners of his mouth forced his
lips slightly open and caused a change in the timbre. Instead of the customary Batrumble of acknowledgement, it sounded like an eerily soft chuckle—and it sent a
shiver up Selina’s spine. Down in the great expanse of the cave, the noise had
dissipated quickly enough that it never really registered in Bruce’s mind, but here in
the coziness of the bedroom, he heard the chuckle-grunt clearly. Even if he hadn’t, the
look in Selina’s eyes made the horror more than clear. Bruce rubbed his fingers
absently across the upturned corners of his mouth as he stretched his jaw, as if trying
to loosen those muscles, even if only a little. Finally, he gave up and refocused on the
task at hand.
“Don’t worry about that. Listen, key Arkham staffers disappeared after Joker's
escape, just like the armored car drivers after the Scarecrow heists. Joker was lecturing
on fear, and he snatched his victims from a haunted house he advertised on the
Hudson campus. Apart from the fact that Joker’s involved, who does this sound like?”
“You think he’s working with Jonathan?” Selina said, sitting up excitedly. “Because
the Z have done a disappearing act, and Oswald thinks it’s because they just set up a
lair for Scarecrow. After what happened last time, it’s certainly plausible that they’d
want to lay low for a while.”
“It fits. If Crane broke Joker out of Arkham, it explains why the escape lacks all the
usual Joker markings.”
“Yeah, but why. I mean, Jonathan doesn’t work and play well with others, and as
for Jack—”
“I know. One mystery solved, or potentially solved, leads to the next set of
questions. But now we have a theory to go on tomorrow when we hit the Hudson
campus.”
“We? Eh, hang on there, Handsome. I quit, remember?”
“…”
“Never mind, you obviously didn’t read my resignation, and with that echo of a
Joker grin on your face, I can guess why. I’ll give it to you in person: I quit. I’m going
back to crime, and you know why? Ironically, it’s because you have a better handle on
how that works. I go to Cartiers, attach a jammer to the Phoenix relay, left vent, down,
left, left, down, right squiggle, 0010-048-73, jewels that don’t belong to me. You say put
them back, and I don’t. We all know our lines, we all have our blocking. Crimefighting,
on the other hand—”
“I’m sorry about that.”
“You told me to stay, like a cocker spaniel. Do I look like a panting, drooling wonder
mutt, Bruce? I don’t think I do. And after all these years, I don’t think you’re capable
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of being that confused. You tell me to sit and stay, you have to know that’s going to go
play out like ‘put back the ruby tiara’ except—wait, what did you say?”
“I said I’m sorry. I overreacted.”
“…”
“You’ve held your own against Joker on numerous occasions, and it was wrong to
take the decision out of your hands.”
She stared at him in silence for a long moment.
“Well this is new.”
“Yes. Yes, it is. Look, I can’t claim to be inexperienced with team ups, but, Selina,
those are sidekicks and allies. You’re the woman I want to spend the rest of my life
with. You truly are my partner, in every sense of the word. It is new territory. And I
may stumble here and there. When that happens, I think it’s important to err on the
side of caution.”
“…”
“Forgive me?”
“No. Bruce, you ask too much. Ask me again in the morning and maybe I’ll be able
to. But with half your face still bent out of shape that way, it’s asking too much. I have
to deal with you going after that sick fuck, I don’t have the option of—”
“You did exactly the same thing I did, you tossed the rules because it was Joker. We
agreed you would not be going after the rogues, Selina. Whenever it comes down to a
probable face-to-face with somebody you’d wave to if you pass their table at the
Iceberg, you go home.”
“You’re right.”
“You didn’t on this, because it was Joker. You followed me, you—wait, what did
you say?”
“I said you’re right. I told myself I’d just follow for a little while to see where the
trail led, but… c’mon, if I didn’t want to keep the option open to go in and help you, I
would’ve just gone home, right? I didn’t. Because, well like you said: Joker.”
And there it was: the piece he’d never considered.
Bruce took a deep breath.
“When we started this, I swore I would never treat you like a Robin. Still, when one
of the boys made an error in the field, we would start over the next night. I’d address
whatever went wrong so they would take what lessons they could from the experience,
but then it was over. We’d start fresh.”
“Which one of us do you figure is ‘Robin’ in this scenario, Bruce?”
“We both are. We’re both in unfamiliar waters. We performed less than optimally.
We’re addressing it. Take the lesson and move on.”
“And what’s the lesson?”
“It’s two-fold. First, we both have to understand how hard it is for the other to see
us facing off against that maniac. I think you do know that. Despite the delivery, I
think you understand the impetus behind what I did tonight. But if this is going to be
a partnership, I need to be more aware of how difficult it is for you when I have to go up
against him. It won’t change what I do or how I do it, but at the very least, I need to
acknowledge it. Which leads into the second part of the lesson.”
“Which is?”
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“We don’t put the rules or common sense in a drawer just because it’s Joker.”
“Is that what we did?” Selina laughed.
“Yes.”
“And you really think just deciding we’re not going to do it anymore will do the
trick?”
“Sure. Why not?”
Despite the rigidness at the edges of his mouth, Selina noticed a slight spasm at one
corner and realized at the moment it was as close as he could come to a twitch-smile.
“Okay, deal.”
Selina offered her hand, and Bruce looked it quizzically.
“I’d seal it with a kiss, but you have icky Smile-X mouth,” she explained, pointing.
Bruce looked at the hand again and extended his to shake it, when Selina pounced,
pushing him onto his back. “You are so easy sometimes,” she giggled before smashing
her lips into his…

The sun rising over Gotham is a spectacular sight: the first rays of golden-orange
breaking out of the black of the East River, fanning into a cone of peachy-pink as they
stretch towards the land, and finally lifting a ball of blazing white that glistens on the
water. So intense, it would hurt the eye if it wasn’t broken by the constant motion of
the water. Then slowly, imperceptibly pitch-shifting into a burning haze that sizzles
through the morning mist and hurls blinding shafts of white onto the giant towers of
glass and steel. The moon vanishes, as does man-made illumination…
The pale shafts projecting a Bat emblem on the night sky to summon a vigilante
served little purpose in daylight, so no one noticed that the light appeared less yellow
than usual, and that the image projected in silhouette on the clouds no longer
resembled a bat. Instead, the image just visible for a second before it was obliterated
by the brilliant glare of sunlight was a distinct, purple-tinted curve of the top of a
question mark, with an equally distinct green-tinted shape below in place of the dot...
an equally distinct green-tinted shape that looked very much like a giant, toothy smile.
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JOKLES
..:: You’ve reached Selina Kyle. She’s a little busy right now doing things that good little
girls don’t talk about, but if you ask nicely, she’ll think about getting back to you. Leave some
catnip after the meow. Meow.::..
Voicemail. What a nuisance. What was it but a 21st Century version of the
gatekeeping butler coldly intoning that “Madame is not at home,” which meant that
she very well might be but she wasn’t at home to you, you proletarian troll. Oswald
Cobblepot wholly endorsed that sentiment, but not when he was the prole in question.
He also would have thought with an actual butler to do her screening on the Wayne
Manor landline, the least Selina could do was dispense with the techno-substitute on
her cell.
Still, this business was important and Oswald couldn’t think of any other way to
reach the proud puss. He called the number again, and this time after the meow, he
cleared his throat and spoke formally:
“Most amusing. Catwoman, my felicitous feline, I would be much obliged if you
would call on me at my establishment later today. Please come at an early hour before
the horde of hoi polloi make their appearance, as the business I would discuss is for
your ears alone. Kwak.”
He hung up, satisfied. For that is how civilized men extend an invitation in an
uncivilized age.

In Bludhaven, Nightwing had never calculated the exact pounds per inch
Blockbuster could deliver. He only knew it felt like a bullet the size of a ham smashing
into your ribs and slicing through into your core. Up until this moment, it was the
ghastliest blow Dick Grayson ever felt. Other injuries were more serious, but for that
intense, gelatinous after-pain that lingered long after the hit, shifting and reshifting
with each movement, hurling shards of fresh agony with every breath, nothing else
came close. Until now.
“Man, that hurt,” he said aloud, although there was no one there to hear. Bruce was
still at the juice bar, and when he returned, Dick knew he shouldn’t bring it up. “That
really hurt,” he said anyway, rubbing the center of his chest where the racquetball
smashed into it.
Bruce set down the glasses and began to blither about the pomegranate, acai and goji
berries in the Gotham Racquet Club’s signature fruit juice cocktail. Dick winced,
knowing he’d brought it on himself. It was just the two of them on the court, but the
ball Bruce had hit struck Dick with a force indicative of Batman’s strength and athletic
prowess. Drawing Bruce’s attention to that fact, no matter how vaguely or how
roundabout the allusion, was sure to bring out the fop.
“There’s a peach mango too, lower calorie and lower carb, but I figure after the
exertion of the game, a few extra carbs are just the thing.”
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Dick sipped the juice, even though the act of swallowing would bring fresh agonies.
He knew perfectly well what was behind these sudden invitations for a quick game of
racquetball. This was the eighth since the whole nightmare began. Joker’s latest stunt
riffing on other Rogues’ themes was entering its fourth week, and Batman’s frustration
level had been building since that first riddle left beneath a vandalized Bat-Signal.

..:: You’ve reached Selina Kyle. She’s a little busy right now doing things that good little
girls don’t talk about, but if you ask nicely, she’ll think about getting back to you. Leave some
catnip after the meow… ::..
“C.W., it’s Matt. Seems I never see you anymore since Vault closed up. Wondering
if I could meet you at your lair later today? Got an issue I’d rather talk about in
private.

“Strawberry and banana might be tasty enough, but it’s not very imaginative. I
mean this is the Gotham Racquet Club. For what I pay here, I certainly expect
something more exotic than a banana smoothie.”
Yes, fine. Bruce was frustrated. From what Alfred said, he had the unpleasant duty
of waking Bruce and Selina that first morning with two phone calls that would not be
put off: Tim, upset that his friend Randy Quad had been among Joker’s first wave of
victims and nobody thought to tell him, and Riddler, calling Selina to squeal like a
stuck pig that he hadn’t done it. At that point, she had no idea what “it” was, but he
didn’t stop to explain. He only kept repeating that he hadn’t done it, he had nothing to
do with it, and somebody better put a stop to it before (some anagramming nonsense
that Dick really couldn’t follow, if Alfred even got it right, which was doubtful).
“Blueberries and oranges are among these ‘superfoods’ you keep hearing about, so
that’s okay, but at least they could be exotic oranges from someplace more interesting
than California. And the blueberries, well, they could grow them in some exclusive
and interesting way, couldn’t they? Like those cows in Japan that are beer-fed and
massaged.”
Tim calmed down easy enough. It’s understandable that he was upset. He and
Randy had been friends since Brentwood. But as soon as Bruce explained that the
whole thing came to a head after four in the morning, that he’d been detoxing after a
SmileX attack and had gone straight to bed, but that he fully intended to call Tim in the
morning and fill him in on all that had happened, well… Tim was a reasonable kid,
and he had none of the sidekick/second-fiddle baggage Dick had at that age. He
settled down and Bruce had gone down to breakfast expecting a quiet morning with
Selina before they set out to investigate a lead at Hudson U—only to find Selina was
still on the phone with Nigma. So far from being able to calm him, she couldn’t even
make sense of what he was saying. She had to go see him in person while Batman
started the investigation alone at Hudson. When the dust settled, what were they left
with? The longest word in the English language.
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..:: You’ve reached Selina Kyle. She’s a little busy right now doing things that good little
girls don’t talk about...::..
“To Olympus thou art summoned, Lady of Sekhmet and Bast. Though ‘tis true you
be of Egypt, We have looked on that pantheon as kin since the founding of Alexandria.
Come then to Olympus, for we would speak with thee on a matter most—BEEP.”

Smiles. The longest word in the English language, because there’s a mile between the
first letter and the last.
Smiles. The name of a strip mall dental chain in every other city in which it
operated. In Gotham, it wisely opted to call itself The Roxmore Dental Group, L.L.C.
Smiles, who did operate five locations in the Gotham suburbs under that Roxmore
name and kept an administrative office midtown. It was there Batman found a hellish
game show in progress. Joker had zeroed in on the defining characteristic of Riddler’s
theme: intelligence as the one true virtue and mental dexterity as the factor that should
determine the outcome of any contest. In brief: smart is better. Giving that premise his
usual deadly spin:
Smart is better >> Stupid isn’t funny >> Stupid ruins the joke >> Stupid should die
Joker had come up with Deapidity!, a portmanteau of Death by Stupidity, and quite
simply, the sickest game show ever devised. There was a quiz board similar to that on
any number of game shows, with a grid of categories and point values. Contestants
(i.e. victims) were encased in air-tight tubes, and Joker, as the Master of Ceremonies,
would ask them questions. A right answer was awarded several seconds of air,
proportional to the point value of the question, sucked from the other contestants’
tubes. A wrong answer forfeited air. A really stupid answer—or any comment Joker
found stupid whether it related to a question or not—would be met with the
immediate sacrifice of all remaining air in the victim’s tube. It was a ghastly contest,
and four contestants had died before Batman even arrived. A fifth suffered brain
damage, and a sixth had only been released from the hospital that morning.
“I’m not saying they should actually massage the blueberries, that would be terrible.
But they could fortify the soil in some way that made them a little more interesting and
made the result a little more expensive. Pour champagne and brandy into the dirt…”
Dick could understand Bruce wanting an hour of Zogger to take the edge off. You
walk into a Joker setup, you never know what you’re going to find, but if you did have
expectations, a bottled water salesman saying “I'll take Famous Stooges for ten seconds
of air” wouldn’t be high on the list.
“Or maybe, you know what they could do, have some special sun lamps made with
some kind of, oh I don’t know, Kryptonian crystals, that would be pretty rare. And
these crystals would amplify the sunlight, so they’d become these Super Berries.”

..::…Leave some catnip after the meow….::..
“Selina, this is Victor Frieze. I wonder if you would join me at the Iceberg tonight. I
will have a special table reserved under the large stalactite, with a privacy screen of
extra ice to freeze out the gawkers.”
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Dick could understand that, with Joker still free after weeks of this insanity, Bruce
didn’t want to risk a Zogger-related injury. So it was racquet ball. And given Bruce’s
need to unleash the full force of his frustration, it had to be with somebody who knew
his secret. It had to be someone for whom the awesome spectacle of Batman’s power
propelling Bruce Wayne’s serve would not be an unexpected and inexplicable shock.
“Superman gets his power from the sun, doesn’t he? So these Super-Blueberries, that
would be something worth paying for.”

..:: …Meow..::..
“Twinkle, twinkle, Cheshire Cat. How I wonder where you’re at. I hope it’s coming
to tea with me! At the Humpty Dumpty lair on Avenue C.”

Dick understood all of that, but NONE OF IT made his chest hurt any less, and
NONE OF IT made the fop’s mindless prattling about fruit juice any easier to take.
“Interesting,” Dick lied. “But I better be going. Old friend from school is in town. I
thought we’d meet up at the gatehouse, walk the campus a little and talk over old
times.”
Bruce’s eyes flickered, recognizing the old code. The two men parted outside the
racquet club, and a few minutes later, Bruce’s Porche pulled up in front of the old
gatehouse that marked the entrance to the Hudson campus.

“Eddie, this isn’t healthy. Now look at me.”
A despondent Edward Nigma raised his eyes listlessly, then let them sink back to a
non-descript spot on his carpet.
“Did you eat?” Selina asked severely.
“No.”
“C’mon then, I’ll take you to Petite Abeille.”
“I don’t feel like going out.”
“C’mon, Eddie, you have to eat. What sounds like the Riddler’s favorite breakfast?”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Wrong! Waffle. Sounds like ‘baffle,’ remember?”
“Except it doesn’t. Spelled the same. Doesn’t sound the same. You never noticed
‘cause it was early when I called.”
“I noticed. I’m wide awake now and I just said ‘waffle’ and ‘baffle.’ You don’t think
I noticed? I play along, Eddie, because you’re a friend and a sweetie and I love you.
I’m on the East End, for Bast’s sake, and for the second time this month because you
had to go and put your lair in this sewer. So feel the goddamn love, put on your coat,
and let’s get some food into you.”
“Death by Stupidity, ‘Lina. It’s brilliant. It’s inspired. Why didn’t I think of it?
Making the dullards pay for their stupidity in the most brutal, absolute terms. Making
them suffer for it, and then yanking them right out of the gene pool.”
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“It’s not ‘brilliant,’ Eddie, it’s Joker. You didn’t think of it because you’re not a
homicidal maniac. That’s not a character flaw.”
“I could be. I could be a homicidal maniac, I could learn. If I could have ideas like
that, shit. Death to the stupid people. It’s just so… Just… So…” He trailed off into a
sigh of infinite despair. Then… “Go away, ‘Lina. I want to be alone.”
“Come on, Garbo. It’s not as bad as all that.”
“Isn’t it? Joker stumbles into the best Riddler escapade ever, like a drunken frat boy
into a dumpster. Hugo Strange solves the ultimate riddle before I do. Batman gets the
one woman in all of Gotham nightlife who can keep up, looks incredibly hot in green,
and—echht.”
“Eddie,” Selina said sweetly, lifting Nigma an inch off his chair by the throat. “It’s
been quite a while since I had to remind you about the rules.”
“No *koff* bat-cat,” Eddie wheezed.
“Good. Now that you’re a little more cooperative,” she said, pulling him to his feet
without letting go, “get your coat and run a comb through your hair. I’m taking you
out to Petite Abeille. You have to eat something, and I can use the energy too. I’ve got a
lot of calls to return this afternoon.”

Dick got into the Porsche, closed the door, and thanked God.
“What did you see?” Bruce asked, pulling back into traffic.
“At the juice bar? Nothing.”
“The signal, ‘a friend from school,’ I thought you saw something compromising.”
“Only you prattling about massaging blueberries like Kobe beef. I couldn’t take it
anymore. I figured if we got out of there, we could, y’know, talk like people.”
Bruce grunted but said nothing. Dick realized that, even in the privacy of a closed
car, if there was going to be conversation, he would have to start it:
“The Merkewitz guy got out of the hospital this morning?”
“Yes, full recovery. That’s the last from the Riddler episode.”
“And there weren’t any serious injuries from Joker’s take on Penguin, Two-Face or
Freeze, right?”
“The fact that they occurred is the problem,” Bruce spat. “We’ve been a step behind
him every step of the way. No sooner did I figure out he was mimicking Scarecrow
and he’d moved on to Riddler. I took every precaution at the Bat-Signal to intercept
him when he tried to leave a second riddle, and he’d already snatched an ostrich from
the zoo and was holding Mario Battali at umbrella-gunpoint, trying to make him add a
new layer to turducken.”
Dick stifled a laugh.
“It’s not funny,” Bruce said through clenched teeth.
Maybe it was their relative positions: Bruce driving a sports car, Dick in the
passenger seat, discussion of a theme rogue. Dick became twelve again.
“It’s a little funny, Bruce. An osturducken is funny.”
“An osturduckenigeon,” Bruce said, as if giving the formal Latin name for a
particularly virulent strain of bubonic plague.
Dick threw his head back, laughing uncontrollably.
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“Ohmygod, HE PUT A PIGEON INSIDE THE CHICKEN!”
Bruce gripped the steering wheel harder, his scowl deepening as he regarded the
road ahead like a henchman who was asking for it… After a moment, Dick looked out
the window, ashamed. It was Joker. People were dead. More would die if they didn’t
catch him.
“Sorry,” he said quietly. “So before the dust settled on the Penguin thing, he moved
on to Two-Face?”
“Yes. The notion of a coin toss deciding who lives and who dies is apparently funny
enough as it is. He didn’t find it necessary to make any changes to Two-Face’s M.O.
Quite the reverse. He embraced it so thoroughly that he outmaneuvered me
completely. When I realized he was playing with other Rogues’ themes, I figured he
wouldn’t act as Two-Face until the 22nd. Instead…”
“Instead, he acted on the second Tuesday of the month,” Dick said, remembering the
headline. “Then he went on to do Mr. Freeze with that ‘Snow Hotel,’ and in a move
we all should have seen coming but didn’t, he returned to the Two-Face motif a second
time on the 22nd.”
“We were lucky both coin tosses went our way,” Bruce said grimly.
“The one for you didn’t,” Dick noted.
Again, Bruce said nothing. He’d been placed in more Joker deathtraps than he could
count. That this one involved strapping him to a giant silver dollar whose Liberty head
had been marred by clown make-up didn’t make it any harder to escape. The coin
tosses that concerned him were the ones whose outcome could have resulted in the
deaths of innocents. Those had come up good—by sheer luck. While grateful for the
outcome, it bothered Bruce that anything as sacred as a victim’s life came down to
chance. If only he’d figured it out sooner…
“So what’s next?” Dick asked. “If he’s been a step ahead each step of the way, it
seems like the way to stop him is to figure out what’s next and get there first, right?”
“I wish it were that simple,” Bruce graveled. “I’ve been trying to do just that.
Anticipate who he might emulate next and how he would ‘reinterpret’ their theme.
The possibilities are… troubling.”
“The way you say that it sounds worse than regular Joker-troubling.”
“Mad Hatter. Between the playing cards and the nonsense, it’s a natural for him.
But he hasn’t gone there yet. He may be waiting, holding it in reserve, building
towards it for a finale. And if so…”
“Bruce?”
“The Cheshire Cat is nothing but a smile.”
“You’re worried about Selina?”
“Very. And I’ve promised not to bench her or send her out of harm’s way. Damn
her.”
The part of Dick who had reverted to his pre-teen Robin only moments before now
raged internally. “How the heck did she manage that?” he wanted to wail. But the
adult man held the “Holy Special Treatment” in check. Instead he waited, and when
Bruce said nothing, he cleared his throat.
“She’s a big girl, Bruce. You know she can handle whatever comes her way.”
“I’m not sure I can,” Bruce replied. “The upside to all this is that the other Rogues
are so outraged by Joker’s behavior, it’s given her license to work with me openly. If
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we’re seen together, it’s no more suspicious than if Cobblepot or Crane knew
something that could help me find him and demanded to come along for the
beatdown.”
“Except a team-up with Catwoman, you don’t have to worry about a knife in the
back when it’s over.”
“There is that,” Bruce said, permitting a lip-twitch. But then… “There’s a more
serious worry where Catwoman is concerned.”
“Yeah, him carving out her smile to be his Chershire Cat.”
“Not her safety, Dick. It is a concern, but as you said, she’s a big girl, and as I said,
I… made a promise. We both agreed to simply deal with that worry privately and not
let it interfere with the work. No, my deepest fear about Joker and Catwoman is what
he’ll do when and if he gets to her theme.”

Harley’s head hurt.
She didn’t know anything about microelectronics and she didn’t know much more
about the electro-chemical nature of the brain. Idiopathic hyposomnia. Low THS
levels. Frontal lobe deficit. What the fuck? The only way she got through NeuroSci
100 was going to Professor Dave’s house to help him test his new hot tub, and the only
reason she passed 400 was because Doctor Steve had a foot fetish. It was one thing for
Puddin’ to ask her to make a Scarface sock puppet, but how the heck was she supposed
to make a mind control hat? Disrupting electrical and chemical activity in the brain to
inhibit judgment and paralyze the will? HOW?
She didn’t want to let her Puddin’ down, but she couldn’t see any way they could
copy Mad Hatter without breaking into his place and taking some of his stuff. She
closed the book that had given her such a headache and went downstairs. Mistah J
would be angry, but she just had to tell him. She would dress up as Alice, she would
paint giant playing cards, she would make lifesize chessmen, but there was just no way
she could figure out the mind control…
“That’s it, now you stay here where it’s nice and warm. HAHAHAHA. Daddy will
come and feed you. Yes, he will.”
…headgear.
“’Cause you is vewy, vewy hungwy, isn’t you?”
“Puddin’?” Harley asked. Mistah J didn’t feed the hyenas, and she’d never heard
him talk to them that way.
“That’s why Daddy is going to feed you… and water you… so you can grow nice
and big and… flowery. Yeah.”
Flowery?
“We can show those little piss-takers that Daddy is not a complete clown.”
“Puddin’, are you talkin’ to yourself?” Harley asked tremulously.
“No. Just talking to my seedlings,” he called out. Harley peered into the living room
and saw him hunched over a long flower box.
“Talkin’ to… the seedlings?”
“Ignore her, she’s got issues,” Joker confided to the soil.
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Even on date nights, Selina drove into the city on her own. She did appear in the
cave before setting out, in order to peak at the At-Large list and Batman’s planned
patrol route. It made for easier rendezvous without a lot of guesswork and searching.
But this was not date night, so Bruce was surprised to see her examining the
holographic map when he came out of the costume vault.
“Looking for something?” he asked—and then nearly dropped to a defensive crouch
out of sheer instinct. Something about the way she turned to look at him. Bruce wasn’t
even sure what it was. There was nothing overtly hostile in the move, or in her
expression but… something about it set off the old alarms, the learned reflexes honed
over years of facing off against… criminals.
“Not exactly,” Catwoman said, seeming very much her old self (although if that
were true, Bruce asked himself, why did he just think of her as Catwoman rather than
Selina?) “I’m here at Oswald’s request. As well as a few other people, but Ozzy was
the most… explicit. He suggested I use the signal, but the cops are keeping an eye on it
after that Joker mess. It won’t last of course, but for the moment, getting to the signal is
a pain and it’s easier to just go to high ground and play ‘spot the car.’”
“I see,” came the low gravel that everyone but Selina found menacing. “Since you
found me, should we talk here? Or does it need to be in the city where Cobblepot’s
agents can see?”
“Here will do.”
Batman scowled, still puzzled at what exactly in her manner was setting off his
defensive instincts, but Psychobat suggested (and for once had a point) that he worry
about non-threat Selina later and give his full attention to her message from genuinely
dangerous Rogues.
Except she wasn’t saying anything yet, despite the fierce Bat-scowl. So he walked
past her to shut down the hologram and then turned back to face her. The movement
brought their bodies much closer together, which usually got her talking.
“He’s pissed,” Catwoman said frankly. “They all are, but Ozzy is the most worked
up. His theme is ‘the only one that tastes good deep fried,’ as he put it.”
“And?”
“You and I aren’t the only ones who toss the rulebook when it’s Joker, Bruce. If
anyone else pulled something like this, they’d have had a close encounter with a
headless horseman by now. An arctic deep freeze, exploding question marks and the
business end of an umbrella, at the very least. But it’s not anyone else, it’s Joker, and I
guess they all feel like: why should we risk life and laughing gas going after him when
there’s someone handy who’s going to do that anyway.”
“I go after him to protect innocents, Catwoman, not to settle the score for an irate
criminal element who feels their toes are being stepped on.”
“Gee, thank you so much for clearing that up, Dark Knight. Here I thought it was
just an excuse to wear a cape!”
Bruce’s mouth dropped open in utter shock. WHO did she think she was…
“Look, I think we all know what you do and why you do it. But they all wanted me
to talk to you, so—”
“Cowards.”
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“Not exactly. They just know I’m the only one who can get this far into the
conversation without you throwing batarangs at my head.”
“Don’t push it,” he graveled.
“Oh please, BRING ON THE BATARANGS, Handsome. Because it’s the lack of
those things whizzing past my ears right now that put me in this ridiculous position.
One or two phone calls—like Ozzy or Eddie—FINE. But Maxie Fucking Zeus? These
are small-r rogues treating me like the Bat-Pager, and I’m pretty damn pissed about it!”
“So sharpen your claws on them, not me,” Psychobat snarled.
“I would LOVE to. But the fact is, Ozzy did have some information that may
actually be important, and the rest of them, if they didn’t have the pressure valve
thinking they were getting a message through, I frankly don’t know what they might
do.”
“Information first, speculation second. What did Cobblepot say?”
“Missing pigeons. Homing pigeons, to be exact. There’s a whole clique that train
and race them around the city, apparently. Almost two hundred have gone missing.
All this time we’ve been assuming when he went on to a new theme, he was done with
the last one—except for, you know, going back and doing Two-Face a second time.
But… what if it’s more than that? What if he’s not done with Scarecrow, Riddler and
Freeze just because he goes on to do somebody else? It seems like he might be
planning on going back to Penguin and doing something more with birds.”
“Possible. But it’s more likely that he took the birds intending to use them and then
lost interest before he got around to it.”
“Well, Ozzy is concerned that they’re going to show up on his door in a feathery
heap with death smiles on their beaks.”
“Anatomically impossible.”
“Impossible or not, Oswald finds the idea disturbing—which frankly, I can
understand—and he’s making plans to respond, just in case. Bruce, right now they’re
waiting for you to do something. They won’t wait forever. They’re dangerous, you
know that better than anybody. Eventually, they’ll get tired waiting, or he’ll go too far
and step on the wrong toes, or… Hell, he’s Joker, he might just step in the wrong place
and start the dominos falling by accident. Then it’s Rogue War, Bruce. I know you
don’t want that. I don’t want that. Fuck, even they don’t want that or they wouldn’t
have made me their Bat-Pager.”
“In other words, it would be better if I stop Joker today rather than tomorrow. I
agree, Selina, but I felt that long before this conversation. It’s always a race against
disaster when Joker is active. Knowing the names of the people involved doesn’t make
it any more or less serious.”

..:: You’ve reached Selina Kyle. She’s a little busy right now doing things that good little
girls don’t talk about, but if you ask nicely, she’ll think about getting back to you. Leave some
catnip after the meow. Meow.::..
“Uh, Catty?” Harley whispered into the receiver.
“Unbelievable. Do you know how many different roses there are? Thousands,”
Joker said in the background.
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“Catty, I gotta talk to you?” Harley whispered, hoping she was loud enough to be
heard on the recording.
“You can even make your own and name it yourself. Think of it, Harls: The Buster
Keaton Rose. HAHAHAHAHAAAA!”
..:: BEEP ::..
Shit, she’d run out of time and she hadn’t even said her name. Harley hid her phone
behind her back and hit redial.
“Says here that wisteria can take up to seven years to flower,” Joker informed her,
pointing to a gardening website. “It’s a member of the pea family.”
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LOGIC
The Barrington Building: a modest 21 stories of neo-gothic limestone, architectural
giant of its day, stubbornly holdings its ground amidst the steel and glass towers that
grew up around it. Batman always liked the Barrington. It had character. Even if its
gargoyles were too recessed to accept the batline and even if its patinated bell tower
was too low to make an effective lookout, he admired it as a landmark of Old Gotham.
He glanced down at it as he swung west towards Fairmont and a possible but
unlikely Hacienda location in its Lipstick Lounge. Batman didn’t really expect to find
anything. Lips, lipstick, dentures, teeth, these were so far removed from the laughter
motif that he wouldn’t normally waste his time, but since he had no good leads to
follow, he would tack two or three of these longshot locations onto each patrol. It let
him feel he was accomplishing something, at least, instead of waiting passively for…
what was that?
Batman shifted his body, mid-swing, and released the one batline as he fired another
to slow his approach to the Barrington roof.
“Lenses engage,” he ordered. He had seen light and movement on the eighteenth
floor. Not much, but enough to justify taking a look, particularly when he had new
equipment to test. “Thermal residue scan, engage,” he said, entering through the
window closest to the movement he’d observed. “Calibrate for last ten seconds…
recalibrate and overlay fifteen seconds… twenty… twenty-five… twenty-six…”
“Gotcha,” he thought, noting the faint echo of a heat bloom. More interested for the
moment in mastering his new crimefighting tool, he continued to increase the temporal
range of the scanners. Noting the intensity and movement of the heat blooms as he
counted up to thirty seconds, to forty-five, to sixty seconds in the past, he was
developing an understanding for the sensor and how it displayed. In the future, he
would be able to instantly assess if an intruder passed through seconds or minutes
before.
And the tactical cost was minimal. To gain that future advantage, he’d given this
particular intruder a few extra minutes to proceed with his crime unaccosted, but
Batman knew that Ederline Inc. had the only safe worth opening in this building and it
would take a typical thief this long to reach the door and unpack his tools.
At least that was his theory until he reached the outer office and heard an odd
rhythmic whirr coming from behind the door. Prudence demanded finding out what
the noise was before entering. Safecrackers sometimes used explosives, and they
didn’t always take the precautions that they should. Rather than bursting through the
door as originally planned, Batman moved silently to the window… He inched along
the ample ledge that made old buildings like this so accommodating to the modern
crimefighter… and then… batarang in hand… he peered through the window to the
inner office to see…
Catwoman sitting at the desk, on an angle in the high-backed executive chair, her
right elbow propped on the headrest, her own head resting on the her hand in a
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posture of infinite boredom. With her left hand, she listlessly spun the dial on the open
safe door.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded, crawling through the window
without any of the theatrics another burglar would merit.
“There you are,” she practically yawned. “Took your sweet time. What the hell
were you doing out there?”
“Calibrating the thermal echo lenses. I asked what you’re doing here.”
“We need to talk,” she said, shifting as quickly as any cat from languid boredom to
crisp, all-business efficiency.
“You have a comlink,” he said severely.
“Didn’t feel like using it. If I said ‘meet me on the Moxton roof in five minutes,’
you’d say what? ‘Is it important?’ or ‘What’s it about?’ or ‘Can it wait ‘til I’m done
tying the Triads in a knot?’ I figured this way, if you were free you’d drop in, and if
you were busy you’d keep going. Either way I don’t have to get into the whole thing
on the OraCom.”
This was the nightmare: feline logic meets Bat Mantle. He wanted Catwoman to
become his partner, he wanted her to share in his mission—he did not want her
inserting feline logic into the process.
“Fine, Moxton roof, five minutes,” he said, since there was no point in prolonging an
inquiry once feline logic had entered the conversation. Her reasons made sense to her,
and she didn’t care if anyone else saw it that way or not.
When he reached the Moxton roof, however, she was uncharacteristically hesitant.
“Well?” he prompted.
“I’ve got the break you’ve been looking for,” she said tentatively. “It’d be nice if you
could embrace that part and not get how you get.”
“More specifics and we’ll see,” he said grimly.
“I know where Joker is—or at least, I know the Hacienda he’s calling home at the
moment. Harley asked me to come over in the morning.”

I was expecting the kneejerk: “No, absolutely not, the Bat has spoken, grunt.”
Instead, I got to see that incredible mind go to work. Those eyes flickering ever so
slightly, sifting through every conceivable possibility with all that strategic awareness.
That mind that authored protocols that could bring down the Justice League, it was
churning, churning… it gave me such a rush, I could have torn off the costumes and
done him right there.
“No,” he said finally. “There’s no way to use it.”
“Let’s not be defeatist about this. There’s always a way. No matter how many
cameras or motion detectors they put up, no matter how many armed guards and
biometric scanners and inches of reinforced titanium, there is always a way.”
“This isn’t a vault,” he said (with that typical crimefighter lack of imagination).
“Sure it is. It’s problem-solving. Getting into a vault is nothing but problem
solving.”
He had this scowl, like in the old days when he thought I wasn’t getting it (stealing is
illegal) when in fact he was the one missing the salient point (I didn’t care).
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It was frustrating. He is SO SMART except for that big blockage of crimefighter
dumb sitting right smack in the middle of it.
“Look, I know you can’t go plowing in there tonight when Harley just gave me the
address, but tomorrow’s a whole new story…
I really felt if I could just break through that stiff, inflexible prig part of his psyche…
“I mean, we’re sharing a roof right now, right? Look at you, standing there doing
the whole ‘I’m Batman.’ Cape, bat on the chest, acid indigestion look on your face…” I
stepped closer (which is really the only way to short circuit the inflexible prig in my
experience) and let a clawtip trace the bottom of the emblem batwing as I said “Who’s
to say you’re not slipping a tracker on me right now… You could... put a hand
anywhere, and I doubt I’d notice when I’m so preoccupied by your—”
“Enough!”
Typical pushback. Literally. It broke my heart the first time he did it, but now that I
know what it means, I rather like it.
“See, right there,” I smiled. “Mission accomplished. I’m sure I’m wearing some
terribly clever, obscenely expensive piece of undetectable bat-tech now, something you
can use to follow me tomorrow when I meet the tassel twit, and then once I’ve left—”
“No. Selina, this is not a conversation. You are not accepting any invitations to a
Hacienda, not when he’s ‘test-driving’ other Rogues’ themes. Not when the Cheshire
Cat is nothing but a disembodied SMILE. I don’t care what I said, I don’t care what I
promised. You’re not going. This is not negotiable.”
Remember when I talked about that fine strategic mind of his? Scratch all that.
Because there wasn’t a worse thing the mind that authored protocols could have said,
and if he was half the strategic genius he’s said to be, he would have known that. I’ve
got a kneejerk of my own: when a stiff-necked crimefighter tries to lay down the law
with me, that law must be picked up, batted around until the stitches break apart and
all the catnip and stuffing starts spilling out the seams, and then the whole mess laid at
his feet like a mostly-dead chipmunk.
“…”
“…”
The Cheshire Cat really hadn’t occurred to me, but now, thanks to Captain ThouShalt-Not, I was honor-bound to go to the Hacienda tomorrow and see what Harley
wanted.
“I’ll be careful,” I said, thinking of that classic John Tenniel wood engraving with the
Cheshire Cat’s head floating without a body over the King and Queen of Hearts.
“No, Selina. You can’t do it. I won’t have it.”
“Bruce,” I whispered, “What happened to ‘we don’t put the rules in a drawer
because it’s Joker?’”
“What happened to you not caring what the rules are in the first place? Selina, you
can’t do this. It is too dangerous.”
“…”
It’s a paradox that being independent sometimes means you get backed into doing
things you don’t really want to. Now that he’d put that damn Cheshire Cat image in
my brain, I didn’t particularly want to go to the Hacienda. But I absolutely could not
let Batman forbid it like he’s my lord and master.
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“What if you met her somewhere else,” he began, and I leaned forward. If he
actually had a way out of this tangle, I would overlook that the fact that Bat-prick was
getting his way. “Somewhere near this Hacienda but public. I can secure the location
beforehand, keep an eye on you, know you’re safe…”
“And then follow her home,” I murmured. “That’ll work.”
“It should. But when Joker is involved, no matter how sound the plan, expect the
unexpected.”

♫- BUMP bump-a-dum ba-DUM… ♫
Okay, now Harley was really worried.

♫- BUMP bump-a-dum ba-dum… ♫

Talking to the plants was bad enough.
♫- The minute you sprout through the dirt, I can see you are a flower of distinction, a real
acid-squirter. ♫
Now he was singing them show tunes.
♫- So flowry, leaves so lean. Say wouldn’t ya like to know what made my hair just as
green? ♫
Puddin’s way of just talking to the plants—all “Daddy” this and “Daddy” that—
seemed to be… well, she didn’t like to think of it this way, but it was almost like he was
mocking Red.
♫- Do ya wanna have fun? Fun? Fun? How about a few laughs? Laughs? Laughs? ♫
Which would go over even worse than the implication that Puddin’ could do her
theme better than she did.
♫- Hey, big Joker… ♫
Red could be a bit much when she got to calling the plants her babies and all that.
♫- Hey, big Joker… ♫
But she never called herself “Mummy” when she talked to them.
♫- HEY BIG JOKER! ♫
And she certainly never sang to them.
♫-Pourrrrrrrr a little water on me. ♫

It was agreed that Selina wouldn’t wear a comlink. Harley alone was not a concern,
but if she wasn’t truly alone, if she was fronting for Joker, there were too many
variables to consider. Joker had made alliances with Luthor, Brainiac, and countless
other high-tech villains in the past. If this was a Joker operation rather than a simple
meeting with Harley, the risk of a link being scanned for and discovered was simply
too great, given the negligible benefits.
So Batman could only watch the proceedings from a discreet distance. Selina had
picked an upscale midtown chocolate shop and café for the meeting, and Matches
Malone was deemed too “scruffy” for the surroundings. He’d assumed a blander, less
conspicuous disguise, which still left him dissatisfied when he actually got to the
location. There were no men in the shop, not one. He felt out of place, and he knew
that feeling conspicuous in his surroundings was even more dangerous than looking
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it. So he’d simply bought a paper and a chocolate bar and gone across the street to
wait for a bus.
He sat at the bus stop reading his paper, saw Selina’s approach, saw her note his new
location, and saw her go inside. Through the window, he saw her approach the
counter, place an order, and take it to a table where he had an excellent view (Good
Kitty). Then he saw Harley arrive, and—to the extent that he could find anything
connected to Joker amusing—he was mildly amused to see Harley had taken none of
the pains he had with a disguise. “Conspicuous” didn’t begin to cover it. Chocolatecolored fedora and trench coat, dark glasses, and red shoes with a black and white
harlequin-patterned heel. Only Harley Quinn…
After almost half an hour of chit-chat, both women stood, Selina paid the check and
they left together. They walked side by side to the corner, and Bruce felt his insides
churn at the nightmare scenario that presented itself: Harley must have extended an
invitation to go back to the Hacienda, and for reasons defying understanding, Selina
had accepted.
Feline logic! Whatever incomprehensibly dangerous thing she was attempting, that
was going to be her explanation for it. Feline logic. Feline logic tainting the mission.
Feline logic ensnaring the Bat mantle. This was so unspeakably unacceptable—
Then Selina hailed a cab and Harley turned the corner heading towards 38th Street.
Bruce swallowed hard, willed his heartbeat back to a normal rhythm, and followed
Harley home as planned. He couldn’t risk a cell call to Selina while he was tailing
Harley, so he was unable to debrief her for over an hour. He was pleased, however, to
find her waiting in the satellite cave instead of in the penthouse.
“We did it again,” she said with a grim scowl that seemed completely out of place on
her lovely features, but which reminded Bruce of himself. “We scared ourselves silly
because it was Joker. And we did it to ourselves. Ha. Ha. Ha.” After the desert-dry
delivery, she broke into an eerily hyper-wide smile that made Bruce’s blood run cold.
“Please don’t do that,” he graveled.
“His Mad Hatter scheme has nothing to do with the Cheshire Cat, Bruce. Nothing
at all. Know what he’s planning for Jervis? Beer hats.”
Batman had logged more man-hours analyzing Joker’s pathology than anyone alive,
but no amount of experience ever prepared you for the next insanity. In the time it
took him to process the syllables (and prevent his mouth from dropping open), Selina
went on:
“Apparently, our favorite couple had quite a spat about it. She: Disrupting electrical
and chemical activity in the brain to inhibit judgment and paralyze the will? HOW? He: Duh,
Harls, BEERHAT!”
“That’s his Mad Hatter scheme? Just hats? No playing cards, no Cheshire grin?”
“Don’t get too excited, Handsome. It’s still plenty Joker-sick. You know how the
typical beer hat works, right? Like a baseball helmet with a container on each side,
with drinking tubes leading down. Jack’s idea is to lock the hat onto someone’s heads,
basically. Fill the containers with a binary explosive: stuff that’s inert separately but
mixed ‘em together, big boom. He feeds those tubes down into a bladder where the
chemicals will come into contact if they’re released, and of course, guess who’s holding
the remote control.”
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“Like strapping a hostage with explosives to make them do what their captors
demand.”
“Right. Not the regular type of Mad Hatter mind control, but he’d be making people
do what he says… with hats. Mount a little camera on the helmet, earpiece to give the
orders. ‘Now go and pants that bank manager, hahaha.’”
“I asked you to please not do that.”
“Well anyway, that’s the Mad Hatter scheme, when and if he gets there. You know
she didn’t call me to rat him out on Jervis.”
“No… What’s he going to do to Ivy?”
“Piss her off.”
“That’s a given. Did Quinn have any specifics?”
“Not the ones you want, not the Who-What-When-Where for what happens next.
She was specific enough about her own fears though. Ivy loathes Joker, everybody
knows that. Joker starts picking on the plants, Pammy’s going to go after him and
Harley gets caught in the middle. Ivy kills Joker or Joker kills Ivy, or one of them
misses and hits her. There’s no way to spin it that doesn’t end catastrophically bad for
Harley—and yes, before you say it, it’s all bad for Gotham too, but these are Harley’s
priorities we’re talking about.”
“Noted. Unfortunately, without specifics, knowing he’s taken up Ivy’s theme isn’t
enough. Particularly if Cobblepot’s information is correct and he’s still planning
something with birds.”
“You dismissed that idea. You said he probably got bored with Ozzy or that he just
forgot about it.”
“Yes, but now he has a detailed Mad Hatter crime in development when he’s
superficially moved on to Ivy. There’s mounting evidence that he could act on
anyone’s theme at any time, or even mix and match.”
“Mix… and match?” Selina said, blanching with horror.

It was a beautiful day at the Gotham Botanical Gardens. A cloudless blue sky looked
down on the preparations for the 103rd Annual Orchid Show. A cloudless blue sky that
assured all who were planning to attend that they could don their prettiest flowered
hats and leave their umbrellas at home.
The Grenvilles were attending, of course, Eleanor Grenville having founded the first
Gotham Orchid Society back in 1893 and co-sponsoring the first show with the Van
Geissen Garden Club several years later. The Ashton-Larrabys would be attending as
well, since Randolph Larraby was exhibiting—in theory. All he’d really done was
admire some orchids at a farmer’s market in Winter Park, Florida when he was passing
through on a business trip five years ago. He’d chatted with the fellow running the
stall, not even about orchids but about golf courses in the area, and they played a few
rounds during the course of his stay and exchanged addresses at the end of it. When
he got back to Gotham, Randolph sent the guy a postcard with a picture of the famous
14th Green at Bristol Country Club, and his new acquaintance wrote back. He’d sent a
postcard from his own business, picturing a prize orchid. Gladys saw it, and when
Randolph told her the story, she zeroed in on the orchid. All of a sudden he had a
passionate interest in horticulture whether he wanted to or not.
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Gladys was holding court at the display of his prize cattleya citrine, explaining that it
might have been “dreadfully recherché” for a quickrich industrialist to be breeding
orchids back when it was the Fords and Morgans trying to rub elbows with the
Waynes and the Vanderbilts, but today with “all these new internet people” arriving
on the scene, an old-fashioned industrialist was practically an aristocrat by compar…
Her voice faded into the burr of a dozen others, and Randolph was free to wander.

It was the worst possible time for a Justice League alert. With Joker free and liable to
strike at any moment... Gotham came first for Batman, Clark knew that more than
anyone and he also knew that Joker was free, which meant that he fully understood
what he was asking.
Bruce had rubbed his eyes for a moment when the signal came in… If West and
O’Brien could handle it alone, Clark wouldn’t be asking. He forwarded the event
calendar to Oracle and told her to pinpoint the five most probable targets for Mad
Hatter, Poison Ivy, Penguin, Two-Face, Scarecrow and Riddler crimes, and then to
assign Nightwing, Robin, Batgirl, Huntress and Catwoman to keep an eye on them. He
would monitor the newsfeeds and the Oracom if his circumstances permitted, and with
any luck, he would be back in two or three hours.

By a fantastic coincidence, Randolph Larraby’s casual wanderings seemed to be
steering him straight towards the Persephone Pavilion, the one spot on the grounds
where there was not a flower to be seen—but where he could get a drink.
He passed one other truant as he went, standing there under a clear blue sky with
the only umbrella in sight. White gloves too, which made Randolph walk a little
faster. The stranger might not be fluttering around the brassavolas, but white gloves
argued that he was more Gladys’s type of exhibitor than Randolph’s. He kept
walking… then felt a slight pang as he passed the fellow and glimpsed his pale skin. A
skin condition would explain the umbrella and the gloves, and the only reason
somebody hypersensitive to the sun would come to an event like this is if he was a
fellow drag-along like Randolph. He turned back to extend an olive branch.
“Join me for a drink in the pavilion?” he asked.
“No, I don’t think so,” a vaguely familiar voice replied, pressing a button in the
umbrella handle… “You shouldn’t either.” …and a squeal from the speaker over the
Persephone Pavilion announced the garden PA system was warming up.
Music followed, a few wispy strings Randolph felt he should know—which then
snapped into recognition when the brass kicked in. The Gotham Opera, Wagner, the
Ride of the Valkyries.
“Don’t want to miss the fun” was as much as Randolph heard before the first splat.
He foolishly looked up, glimpsing a virtual cloud of birds approaching before an
eyeful of foul-smelling glop blotted out the sight.
Randolph staggered back and nearly fell down as another splat and another landed
on his clothes. Screaming began in the distance, coming from the main rows of
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exhibits, then another SPLAT—what the hell was that, a pigeon? SPLAT! SPLATSPLAT-SPLAT! and he was done trying to figure out what was happening.
“FLY, MY WELL-FED PRETTIES, FLY!” he heard in the distance as he began to run
blindly for the shelter of the pavilion. And finally, the trademark
“HAHAHAHAHAAAA” erased any doubt as to who the pale stranger might be and
why that voice was so hauntingly familiar.

The transporter in the satellite cave was closer to the Botanical Gardens than the one
at the manor, and Selina was waiting patiently when Batman returned. Seeing nothing
beyond a missing cape and some scorch marks on his boot, she launched into her
prepared speech:
“You know I love you, calm down. It wasn’t Barbara’s fault, it wasn’t Tim’s fault, it
wasn’t Cassie’s fault, calm down. Shit happens, literally in this case, and there’s
nothing anybody could have done to stop it. Calm down.”
“Joker—”
“Nobody got hurt.”
“Joker at—
“None of them and none of us, so please—”
“I was gone for less than hour when this started—”
“Calm—”
“Stop saying that.”
“Down.”
“We knew Ivy was a possibility. Explain to me why nobody was watching the
orchid show.”
“Because we weren’t, Bruce. I was watching Robinson Park, between the zoo and
the aviary, that seemed the most likely spot for an Ivy-hybrid crime. Robin was on the
west side, keeping an eye on the Hudson campus for the Scarecrow angle, but near
enough to Riverside Park if anything turned up there. Cassie was downtown for some
Jervis targets but near the flower market. We covered as much as we could based on
what we knew.”
“What about Nightwing and Huntress?”
“What does it matter? None of us had a crystal ball. It happened.”
“Yes, when I wasn’t here.”
“Well, that was bad luck.”
“Bad luck?! It was—“
“You know, like when the delivery guy knocks on the door three hours late, at the
exact moment when you finally gave in and ran to the bathroom. That’s just the way
things work sometimes...”
Despite being a man who had a butler his whole life to answer a knocking door,
Bruce conceded the point... if only to get back to the real issue.
“No well-laid plan can be derailed by ‘luck,’ there has to be a contingency—”
“And we had one. That’s why Nightwing was in the helicopter and Huntress was in
the Batboat. So if he hit somewhere we didn’t expect, we could get there fast. With the
open space of the park, he could land and pick me up. We couldn’t get to the kids, so
‘Wing and I went in alone.”
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“After the fact! Once Joker was already attacking civilians. Because no one thought
enough ahead that a flower show might be a prime target—”
“Including you, Bruce.” There was a strange intensity in her response that caught
him off-guard. “You’d been here just sixty minutes before this went down, and this
flower show didn’t spring up at the last minute. Hell, we both got an invitation to the
damn thing, it’s sitting on the mantel right now. It wasn’t on your radar either. We
missed it—we ALL missed it. But ‘Wing and I adapted and were able to get there in
time.”
Bruce stared at her a moment: the determined glare, the set jaw, and (worst of all) the
flat out non-feline logic of it. Had they been discussing anything but Joker-details, he
could have kissed her right there on the transport pad.
“What exactly did he do? After what I heard on the com, after driving everybody
inside to the ‘bird cage’ he had waiting for them. You said ‘that’s when he really got
going with the Ivy thing.’”
“Yeah,” Selina said meekly. “That’s why I want you to remember that I love you.
And even when we were enemies, I had a thing for you. I hate, loathe, and despise
him, everything he’s ever done and everything he stands for.”
“Selina—”
“So if just this once, I think there was a certain… poetry in what he did, don’t hate
me.”
“POETRY?!”
“Sublime, inspired, insightful poetry—”
“Selina—”
“Such as makes the angels weep, yes. Smiling Jack nailed it.”
“What. Did. He. Do?” Batman asked through clenched teeth.
“Well first, he railed against the hostages for enslaving the flowers and pimping the
flowers, exploiting the flowers, degrading the flowers… You get the idea, you’ve heard
it enough times when she gets going.”
Batman grunted, and Selina continued.
“So after that spot-on imitation, he noticed the paperwork: check-in forms, posters
advertising the orchid show, signs with the admission price, that kind thing. None of
the actual orchids in the show were dead, but all this paper meant dead trees, so they
had a moment of silence, out of respect. At this point, I’d gotten the back of the cage
open and was sneaking a few people out that way while Nightwing came in through
the top. Meanwhile, for the moment of silence, Joker put on this green boxing glove
and raised a gloved fist in the air.” Selina demonstrated the move soberly and then
added the unnecessary explanation “Plant Power.”
Batman shook his head.
“After that, ‘Wing cut his hole through the top of the cage and crashed in. Joker
didn’t seem surprised, until he saw it wasn’t you. You’re the one he wanted.”
“Of course.”
“And that’s where the poetry comes in. Other than the plants, what would you say
is Ivy’s defining characteristic?”
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Batman scowled for a moment, then said “Seduction is the obvious answer, but the
prospect of Joker going down that road is not something you would describe as
‘poetic.’”
“No,” Selina smiled. “He observed that, stripped of all the bullshit, Pammy does the
same thing as Scarecrow: they both rely on chemicals to achieve a desired effect that
neither one can pull off very well on their own.”
“No,” Batman breathed, his mind leaping to the logical extension of the premise. “Is
Dick alright? I know you said everyone was, but if he inhaled any of the SmileX at all,
or—”
“He’s fine, Bruce. He did snort a little—that’s how Joker got away—but ‘Wing
popped the antidote, just like you taught him. Alfred’s already taken a blood sample,
everyone’s on the SOP… How did you know?”
“About the SmileX? It’s ‘elementary.’ Joker’s take on a theme he describes as ‘doing
with chemicals what you’re not too successful at otherwise,’ and you said he was
expecting me. What would Joker see as a worthy aim that he could achieve with
chemicals and not any other way?”
“Making Batman laugh.”

“…hundred and sixty-one days since the former president declared all life on this planet
would be extinguished by a Kryptonite meteor the size of Brazil. I’m Keith Olbermann. Good
night and good luck.”
Poison Ivy switched off the television, her hand shaking.
He… he… JOKER! He… Orchids… the most lustrous and beautiful of her babies…
Dizzy… Breathing… or not breathing… the harder she breathed, the less air she
seemed to have… The Orchid Society… It was the one place humanity actually
behaved properly towards plants, cosseting them and pampering them. The orchids
were revered and worshiped as nature intended at an orchid show… How could he…
he…
Without being entirely sure how she got there, Ivy found herself on the floor, looking
up at the ceiling. Her tailbone hurt and so did her head. As the seconds passed, she
realized she’d fainted. Then the reality flooded in: she’d fainted because she
hyperventilated because she’d seen that news report where JOKER, the obscenity of
obscenities, the absolute worst specimen of the bestial human male, had gone to a
FLOWER SHOW and attacked it, ranting about its crimes against vegetation!
Now, admittedly, Ivy had a few quibbles with orchid enthusiasts. They created a
demand for increasingly—JOKER! JOKER AND HER ORCHIDS!
No… Breathe… Breathe in… Breathe deep… But not too deep… Air in… Air
out…
Okay.
Orchid societies… demand for exotic blossoms… That led to higher prices… which
led vile, greedy, smelly men to go tramping into the rainforests to obtain them. They
were careful enough to bring the prized orchids back alive, but they always managed
to kill other flora as they went…
Ivy climbed dizzily to her feet…
66

Don’t Fear the Joker

That general objection aside, she had issues with the Gotham Orchid Society as well.
For one thing, there was that—OH WHAT DID IT MATTER? JOKER! JOKER AND
THE FLOWERS!! JOKER GETTING HIS DISGUSTING LAUGHING HYENA SPITTLE
ALL OVER HER PRECIOUS FLOWERS!!!
She threw a planter into the television set, overturned a table, and hurled a bag of
potting soil into a row of tulip bulbs she had only planted yesterday. She apologized at
once, but the little mounds of dirt seemed to look up at her with an attitude that was
not at all forgiving.
Again, she apologized. Again, she reminded herself to breathe.
“They call their refreshments tent the Persephone Pavilion,” she told the rows of dirt
contemptuously. “The only reason for anyone at a flower show to come up with a
name like that is if they have a passing acquaintance with Greek mythology, right?
Persephone was the Spring, Persephone was the rapturous flowering of nature’s
munificent bounty.”
She righted the table and began picking up shards of terra cotta.
“Persephone’s story is basically ‘why we have winter,’” she told the nearest fichus.
“Winter as in the time of year when all the flowers DIE!”
She threw one of the shards at the television, and again she apologized—this time to
the iris whose planter it was to have been.
“The Persephone myth is the first horror story. Dead plants and patriarchy.
Persephone, goddess of green, is the ultimate victim. Forced to stay in the
netherworld, away from the nourishing sunlight, and all because of the machinations
of a so-called husband who KIDNAPPED HER, and because while she tried really
hard, she ATE something. Of all the idiotic fine print… specifically the seeds of a
FRUIT, speaking of sick jokes…”
That word “jokes” brought it all back again, and Ivy felt her fingers grow cold and
her cheeks burn with rage.
Jokes.
Joker.
Regardless of her objection to the Gotham Orchid Society and their failure to change
the name of that pavilion despite her six letters detailing its ideological implications,
she would never, ever ATTACK an actual church of flowers right in the middle of their
worship. The fact that that, that, that, that, that… CLOWN took it upon himself to turn
his sick perversities on PLANT PEOPLE.
That was it, the last straw. Something snapped deep inside of her brain and
everything suddenly became frighteningly still. She stood in the center of the room,
her eyes internally blinded by white hot rage.
The flowers in the room began to quiver with intensity, and then, slowly, they began
to sway back and forth, as if blown by a gentle, non-existent breeze. Large vines and
roots suddenly punched up through the floor and started slithering and curling around
her feet, splaying out across the floor, up the walls and over the ceiling. They writhed
and undulated like a pit of vipers as they encased the room.
In the center of it all, Ivy stood perfectly still, save for the rhythmic heaving of her
chest as she breathed in and out, slowly, methodically. In that one instant, everything
had snapped into focus—a crystal clarity that shone with a brilliance that drowned out
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even the blinding rage. And in the heart of that clarity, three simple words glittered
like jewels:
Joker.
Must.
Die.
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HA-HACIENDA
The low-rise area west of the theatre district was poised to be Gotham’s next
hotspot. Sprawling renovated lofts interspersed with charming historical walkups.
The only condominium, Endicott Tower, was still unfinished and likely to remain so
until Frank Endicott settled his dispute with Carmine Falcone or else found another
source of concrete. Neither would happen overnight, so the area had time to find a
neighborhood acronym that would give it the necessary cache. WesTheDi perhaps,
although some residents favored EiToHu denoting the perimeter from Eighth Avenue
to the Hudson where alpha residents would soon be strolling in the evenings, defining
the neighborhood by their personal style.
Tonight, however, the tone was set by non-residents. The Batmobile crept quietly
along Eighth Avenue, followed a few minutes later by a six-foot autonomous vine
snaking its way to the intersection. After it disappeared, a lithe wisp of purple could
be seen swinging gracefully along the same route as the Batmobile but traveling in the
opposite direction.
..:: Vine snake, ::.. she reported on the OraCom.
..:: Same one as before? ::.. Batman asked, checking the rearview mirror to see if he
could spot it.
..:: You think I can tell them apart? It’s leafy and it’s slithering under a mailbox, what do
you want from me?::..
Batman grunted.
..:: At least she hasn’t found them, ::.. Selina offered cheerily.
..:: Neither have we, ::.. Batman countered.
..:: Woof. ::..
The OraCom went silent for the next fifteen minutes, during which, Psychobat
seethed. When the situation with Catwoman first started to change, he allowed it only
after he satisfied himself that each planned step would not impact his mission.
Happiness for Bruce Wayne did not mean less Batman for Gotham. On the contrary,
the improvements in his personal life seemed to infuse the mission with greater
purpose. The realization that life is good made the taking of it so much worse. Even
crimes that didn’t involve a death struck a deeper chord. The personal experience of a
day-to-day existence that was… pleasant… To ruin that for people, to insert hardship
and headaches and fear into their lives, it made him want to punch the perpetrators
harder than ever before.
So far, so good. Life with Selina meant happiness for Bruce Wayne, happiness for
her (a development in which he took a particular pride), and a more centered and
focused Batman for Gotham. So far, so good. So far, he could tolerate all that had
happened. But now—
..:: You’re still mad? ::..
..:: No, ::.. Bruce lied.
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“Com’s on the fritz,” Robin said, landing on the fire escape where he usually hooked
up with Batgirl at this time of night.
She nodded.
“Oracle say cell tower. Is new tower for phone by her building. Make interferity.”
“Interference,” Tim said with a smile, which then broke into a full laugh.
“Interference from the cell tower? That’s the excuse she came up with? That tower’s
been up for a month, why’s it only causing problems tonight, hm? I’ll tell you what it
is. There’s a new encryption matrix on channels one and nine, that’s what’s playing
hell with the other channels. I’m going over Saturday and help her sort it out. You
should come. Dick’s making paella.”
“Why? And no say why Dick make paella. Is dumb joke and no funny. Know what
I mean. Why new channel encrypt?”
Tim made a face and looked across the rooftops to the neon glow of Chinatown. He
took out his grapnel and fired a line.
“I’ll tell you but it’s a long story and I’d rather tell it moving. We can check on Ra’s
and get some spring rolls.”

Once it became clear that Harley’s contacting Selina was not part of Joker’s plan, that
it had nothing to do with Mad Hatter or Cheshire Cats, that Harley was effectively
going behind Joker’s back, Batman figured the address she gave for the meeting was an
extra hacienda not currently in use. It would be worth checking—ANY lead was worth
checking at this point—but he wasn’t expecting to find anything.
Selina agreed that he wouldn’t find Joker hunched over a worktable with a crate of
explosives and a carton of beer hats, but she did worry that he might find something
else. If Harley did use the empty haciendas for meetings she didn’t want Joker to
know about…

“Why smirk? What funny?” Cassie asked irritably.
Tim didn’t think he was smirking, but he did feel his cheeks burn a little. He was a
guy. And enemies or not, Ivy was a very hot woman and Harley was a crazy blonde
bundle of energy. The idea of the two of them meeting in secret in some empty
hacienda…
“STOP SMIRK AND TELL STORY,” Cassie ordered.
Tim sighed. Nobody should have to put up with a girlfriend who could read body
language that well. It wasn’t right and it wasn’t fair.
“Stupid Tim. If no will tell, will get story from Nightwing. Will tell Nightwing must
ask him because you no can tell without stupid smirk.”
“Okay, okay. Everyone knew Ivy would be on the war path after the orchid show.
We had to figure the only reason she hadn’t attacked him yet was the same reason we
haven’t arrested him: none of us know where he is. Ivy would be sure to go to any
hacienda she knew about, and if she found it empty, she’d still be keeping an eye on it.
Now, Selina’s got this idea in her head that whenever Ivy wants to snuff someone on
the most wanted list, Batman’s her first call.”
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“Because Clayface.”
“Right, that whole episode with her wanting to kill Clayface last year. Selina figured
even if Ivy didn’t have the idea to start with, if she’s watching the hacienda and sees
the Batmobile drive up: light bulb! There’s B, delivering himself right into her line of
sight, right within greening distance. So Cat figured there’s only way to handle it…”

Alfred called it the “Joker walk.” Whenever the madman was free, Bruce’s step was
a little more hurried whenever he approached the study. He didn’t sprint or anything,
but there was a touch more urgency in his step: across the great hall, down the hallway
past the dining room, past the drawing room door, and turning into the study. Dick
and Tim knew the heightened movement also down in the cave. He’d make a beeline
for Workstation 1 and check if there had been any new developments in the four to five
hours he had been asleep. There would be a flicker of relief, nothing more, when no
news reports were flagged. Then he would set the standard routines in motion: At
Large list, traffic reports, weather forecasts and other pertinent information, all feeding
into the Batmobile. He would tweak the subroutines—it was almost a nervous habit
when Joker was free—Psychobat’s subconscious check: if Joker was free and there was
no news, it could be because they had missed something.
Once the subroutines were under way, he headed into the costume vault to
change… and there, propped up against his right gauntlet, was a note the size of a
business card: “Gone ahead to the 41st Street hacienda. Catch up with you by 10. Meow”
The whole world tilted, like the slanted loop of that “h” in “ahead.” What was she
doing? Gone ahead to the hacienda? What did that mean? Alone? What was she…
Yes, Psychobat would later concede, bringing her into his life was the right move.
“Happiness for Bruce Wayne did not mean less Batman for Gotham,” et cetera, et
cetera. And so much of his life was crimefighting, it was natural that he wanted her to
be a part it. But he’d always imagined it as her standing beside him on a rooftop before
swinging into battle together or sifting through data in the cave—not FINDING A
NOTE in that cave that she was handling a dangerous operation without him! Not pulling
up to Joker’s hacienda inside the armor of the Batmobile and seeing her stroll out,
exposed and unprotected. Nothing but that thin leather costume to shield her, it made
him feel he was the one exposed and vulnerable.
It was something about her walk that sent that wave of dread through his system
like that first breath of fear toxin, her walk as she saw the Batmobile and strode up to it,
it was that Job Well Done Swagger. She looked like an action hero who’d just set a
bomb in the villain’s hideout, striding calm and determined towards the camera, never
flinching as the building behind them explodes into an all-consuming fireball. A
cliché, but an image so ingrained into the public psyche that Batman half-expected the
hacienda to burst into a fiery explosion behind her.

“No get.”
“Sure you do, Cass. That slow motion walk they do in all the movie trailers, that
music from Kill Bill blasting, then BOOM! FIREBALL! Zoom in for a close-up on the
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eyes, satisfied blink with little bits of shrapnel blowing past in slow motion behind
them.”
“Catwoman no blow up hacienda.”
“No, I’m not sayin’ she did. I’m just sayin’ it looked like that.”
“You no there. No can say how it look.”
“Never mind,” Tim said wearily.

“Empty, just like you thought,” she said when she reached the car.
Batman didn’t hear. That one moment of subconscious expectation had seared the
fears into his mind, repressed fears building since she took those first tentative steps
into crimefighting: her costume so thin, her hair exposed, not to mention her cavalier
attitude… “I’ve got to get a set of Victor’s frigid-field generators now for my boots,”
she had said. Still thinking like a cat burglar. Still thinking like a thief. When he said
they couldn’t use the hacienda location she got from Harley, what was her response?
“No matter how many cameras or motion detectors they put up, no matter how many
armed guards or biometric scanners or inches of reinforced titanium, there is always a
way.” It was “problem-solving” “like a vault.”
“What did you think you were doing, coming here all alone?” he asked hoarsely. In
his own ears, his voice was warped with rage, but Catwoman noticed nothing.
“I covered that in the note,” she said lightly.
“No, you didn’t.”
“No? Well it was implied.”
Her manner was infuriating. That lilt in her voice, the faux-innocence from a
hundred open vaults. That lilt that, regardless of the actual words, said “Oh, am I not
supposed to be in here?”
“It was not implied,” Batman said coldly. “You said you’d ‘gone ahead’ to the
hacienda, would catch up with me at 10 (if ‘catch’ was supposed to be a cat pun, there
was no indication of that fact). Meow.”
“I see,” she sighed as if she expected that would be perfectly clear.
“Explain,” he ordered.
“We don’t scrap the rules for Joker, fine. But this is Ivy, and she comes with her own
set of rules. You know she won’t take that flower show lying down. She’ll want to kill
him, and we know her first stop when she wants to off somebody on Batman’s most
wanted list.”
The observation and insight that made Batman the world’s greatest detective
reached out and squashed his anger like swift fingers snuffing a flame. Her words
might be light and careless, but there was a vulnerability behind them, one that had
nothing to do with the lack of armor in her costume.
“Clayface,” he said, reducing that nightmare episode to a single word.
“I can’t go through it again, Bruce. You said it takes two weeks to build up enough
anti-tox in your system, and if you run into her now—which is not, like, out of the
realm of possibility seeing that you’re both scouring the city looking for laughing
boy—you’ve got nothing to resist her with.”
It felt like that night in the bedroom, facing the music after he’d put her in a sleeper
hold and cuffed her to a fire escape to keep her from following him. He had been so
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full of his own emotions, he hadn’t stopped to consider hers. Whenever he went off to
face the Joker, she felt the same way he did seeing her run into danger. This wasn’t
exactly the same thing, but like that night, he had been so caught up in his own feelings
that he’d overlooked the obvious: Selina had feelings of her own.
“Don’t worry about it,” he said mildly. “Ivy isn’t going to green me to help her kill
Joker. The idea would never occur to her.”
“It did with Clayface. And don’t forget, she doesn’t know she nearly succeeded
there. As far as she’s concerned, it was really Matt in disguise the whole time. If she
knew she actually had you in her viney clutches—”
“This is different. Selina, listen to me, Ivy hates Joker. She hates him, do you
understand? It’s a passion as potent and all-consuming as love. She’ll want—she’ll
need—the complete visceral experience: to choke the life out of him with her bare
hands. Even the plants won’t get a piece of him, it wouldn’t be… satisfying. Believe
me, what she’s planning right now is very personal, individual, intimate even. It’s not
a team sport.”
Selina looked into his eyes for a long moment, and then nodded.
“Okay, well…” she said finally. “She’s been here. There’s flower shmutz on the
back door, the kitchen floor and the door to the basement, and it might be my
imagination, but I could swear I got a whiff of Lemon Pledge in the bedroom. She
must’ve had the address from Harley same as we did, but the happy couple haven’t
been in there for quite some time.”
“She’ll be keeping an eye on it anyway,” Batman graveled. “Just in case.”
“And so will we?” Catwoman guessed.
He grunted. It was the only lead they had.
Two nights later, they added Sutton, NoLiTa, and a section of Cobble Hill to the list
of possible hacienda neighborhoods, but they hadn’t found any trace of Joker or
Harley, and they always found signs that Ivy was searching as hard as they were.
Like now. The Batmobie had cruised across WesTheDi towards the river, a few
minutes later, the vine snaked after it, and a few minutes after that, Catwoman swung
through, patrolling the same route in the other direction.
..:: Vine snake, ::.. she reported on the OraCom.
..:: Same one as before? ::.. Batman asked, checking the rearview mirror to see if he
could spot it.
..:: You think I can tell them apart? It’s leafy and it’s slithering under a mailbox, what do
you want from me? ::..
Batman grunted.

“No get.”
“I know, Cass. Truth is, I don’t get it either. If you or I had done it, we’d be benched
‘til Christmas. Hell, we’d be benched ‘til the day Jason Todd would’ve qualified for
Medicare. But it’s different for them. Catwoman’s not a sidekick, she’s… well, she’s
Catwoman. And she's on Channel 9. B is on Channel 1, they've been poking at each
other all week, and Oracle punched in at the wrong moment and got caught in the
middle. Hence the new encryption lockouts and all the interference.”
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“No get.”
“No get,” Robin echoed, lifting his spring roll and touching it to hers like it was a
toast.

Catwoman joined Batman in the Batmobile for the drive out to Brooklyn. It wasn’t
that long a drive, but it was too far to go by whip-swing if she didn’t have to.
It was nice. She didn’t chatter like Robin when he was nervous or excited, but she
broke the silence now and then. Suddenly she pointed: in front of the library a trio of
vines had stopped in their tracks, almost as if they’d heard a noise or caught a scent.
They twisted and writhed and then changed direction.
“They must have found something,” she breathed.
“I don’t think so,” Batman said. “They’re not moving forward on their original path,
they’re not going back the way they came, and they’re not moving any faster. It’s more
likely she’s called them off.”
“Called off the search? She’d only do that if she’s found them.”
“That’s the most likely explanation,” Batman agreed. He said nothing more until
they were over the bridge. Then the car slowed and pulled over.
“We’re not going to keeping following?” Selina asked.
“I am. Alone.”
“Now wait just a damn—”
“This isn’t about safety, it’s cover. Look where those vines are headed and play it
through in a straight line. Where does that path lead?”
“The Iceberg.”
“Not the best place for you to be seen getting out of the Batmobile. Take the rooftop
route and I’ll see you there.”

While Batman was fairly certain the vines were heading towards the Iceberg, he
continued to follow them rather than racing ahead. It was a gamble—everything was a
gamble where Joker was concerned—but if he acted on his assumption, if he went
straight to the Iceberg and found nothing, he might not be able to locate the vines again
once he doubled back. This way, if they led elsewhere, Catwoman was still headed for
the ‘Berg. If either Joker or Ivy was there without the other, she could handle it, while
he handled wherever these snaking vines led. They moved slower than he would have
liked, but simply by being vines they honed his focus while he mapped out a strategy:
Ivy… She was always dangerous, but never so much as when she was angry. When
she was incensed, like now, she was at her most deadly—and not only to her target. To
everyone around her. The angrier she got, her intended victim almost became safer in
relation to everyone else. Of all the opponents Batman had fought, Ivy was the most
ineffective in the grip of her own rage.
Trying to reason with her would be a waste of time. There was no calming her down
once she committed to a course of action. While that made her doubly dangerous, it
made her easy to fight. She became so singularly focused, all he had to do was
interrupt her targeting system: put himself between her and the target, antagonize her
with bluster and machismo, use batarangs, gas pellets and remotes to pull her focus.
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He would delay direct head-to-head combat as long as possible, giving her rage no
physical outlet and keeping her off-balance with distractions and misdirection. Her
frustration would build until, eventually, it would split her focus. Her single-minded
“Must kill” would splinter into “GAH, you annoying shit! Get out of my way and let
me do this.” It would be expressed as an exasperated gasp, nothing more, but Batman
knew from long experience how to recognize those non-verbal cues. In Ivy, the turning
point was always an exasperated gasp. The moment he heard it, he’d know she was
frazzled, about to get sloppy. With luck, he would have that achieved by the time
Selina arrived. If not, Catwoman’s appearance would certainly drive her over the
edge.
That was the methodology. That’s the strategy that was called for tonight: When
they're that focused, distract them—and the easiest way to do that is to keep getting in
their way and keeping them from their one all-consuming goal.
Meanwhile, the vines had reached their goal: turning at the intersection that led to
the Iceberg.
Although the street was unnaturally quiet…
No pedestrian traffic, few parked cars, no Talon or Crow on the door…
Batman went inside cautiously…
And continued to feel like he’d missed the rapture. No one in the entrance, no one at
the coat check, no one at Raven’s podium.
Then…
A lone figure sat at the only occupied table in the dining room—a figure in green,
but not the green Batman expected. Edward Nigma sat, his fingers poised in a neat
steeple pointing upward to the tip of his nose.

Catwoman’s path to the Iceberg was more direct than the Batmobile’s, but she
veered off course when she spotted Zed, one of the lead Z, slinking down 11th towards
the parking lot. Zed drew the short straw the one time Catwoman had contacted the Z
to set up a lair. He went to meet her but Robin and Batgirl swung into action before
they could even discuss animal print cozy vs high tech modern. Catwoman blamed
him for leading teenage sidekicks to her door, and the only way Zed could clear
himself was to account for every move he’d made since breakfast.
It told her everything she needed to know that night: about the Mad Hatter’s
unfolding plot, the agents he had in place and traps he had prepared—but it didn’t
makee tonight’sslittle chat a happy prospect. Zed had very clear memories of those
claws, and the unspeakable things she threatened to do with them. But in his nearhysterical ramblings and denials, Scarecrow’s name was mentioned twice..
Selina sighed to herself. This was going to take a while—but cat burglar’s instinct
said there was a prize to be had. Curiosity and patience would be rewarded. Selina
sighed to herself. This was going to take a while—but cat burglar’s instinct said there
was a prize to be had. Curiosity and patience would be rewarded.
And it was a prize she could deliver that Batman would never… Well, technically
Batman could get Zed to talk too, if he had found him. But his method would be all
Bat, all crimefighter. Selina enjoyed playing Catwoman’s reputation to bring Batman a
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prize from the Rogue side of the equation. She smiled at Zed, metaphorically rolled up
her sleeves and literally cracked her knuckles… Whatever Batman found waiting for
him at the Iceberg, he could certainly handle it solo.

“Here we sit in the Iceberg Lounge,
O Cobblepot proprietor.
What trait most distinct marks this Oswald P.
Without which the night would have been quieter?””
Batman scowled. And Riddler smiled.Batman scowled. And Riddler smiled.
“The meter isn’t my best, I’ll grant you, but I’m extemporizing. Sort of a sonnethaiku-limerick. Not bad considering. I’ve only had a few minutes to compose it
before—eeht.” He gasped and gurgled as Batman pulled him from his seat, then
resumed his gaming smile since Batman’s move did lift him up where he could look
his nemesis in the eye.
“Where are they?” Batman graveled.
“Answer mine and I’ll answer yours, Caped Curmudgeon.”
Batman let him drop back down to the chair.
“The absence of birds or umbrellas wouldn’t make the night any quieter, nor would
his nose, which is Cobblepot’s most distinctive physical characteristic.”
“Oh contraire, birds chirp,” Eddie said in a chirpy voice of his own. “At least one of
Ozzy’s umbrellas fires bullets, and if he had a cold, his nose would—” Batman cut off
these musings with a fierce kick at the table, which caused a sharp scraping sound but
no movement. “But okay, you’re right,” Nigma continued. “It’s none of those things.
A good riddle should eschew the obvious, otherwise any dullard could just guess the
answer without solving a thing. Birds and umbrellas are obvious, and no one would
argue if you called that nose conspicuous.”
“Greed,” Batman said darkly.
“Kee-rect,” Riddler beamed. “After Luthor, Oswald Cobblepot is the greediest
character I ever met,” he said, leaning back in his chair. The move was a taunt. I fear no
bats; I fear them not, it proclaimed. Batman glowered, which Eddie seemed to enjoy.
His tone became more expansive, a natural storyteller with a great yarn to spin: “Once
Joker pulled the trigger on those homing pigeons, Ozzy didn’t care so much about his
theme-schemes. Not from a personal standpoint. Not once the birds were back in their
coops. He reverted to type, started looking for ways to make a buck from the
situation.”
“Typical,” Batman grunted.
“Ozzy’s no fool. He knew Joker wasn’t going to pay for anything, but Pammy—”
“Poison Ivy,” Batman corrected.
“What’s in a name? Would not that which we call a rose by any other word be a
vicious, fanged flower that bites anyone who gets near it? Oswald knew Pammy’d be
an easy touch. He let her know he could deliver Joker here at the Iceberg on any given
night—for a fee.
“Asking for the dandelion treatment in my opinion. She’s greened men for less. But
that’s what Ozzy did, and somehow or other, he got away with it. Women are the
ultimate riddle, Bats. She’s greened men for doing nothing more than being a little
76

Don’t Fear the Joker

crankly after a really bad fixup with a henchwench wannabe named Cluerissa. That’s
Clue-rissa! Couldn’t you just gag? Being a little cranky after a bad double date and
crossing her path when she’s having a mood, that gets you greened. But Ozzy gets
away with shaking her down on this Joker thing.”
It was no riddle to Batman. It was precisely the aspect of Poison Ivy’s character he
was banking on: her single-minded focus when she was riled.
“If you’re not part of the problem, you’re part of the solution,” he explained.
“Cobblepot was making himself part of the solution. It wouldn’t occur to her to green
him to avoid paying for the service.” No more than it occurred to her to kill, unmask,
or discredit Batman when she’d greened him the year before. Her focus then was to
make him tell her how to kill Clayface, and until that was accomplished, she had no
other thought in her head.
“Well anyway,” Nigma resumed, “I don’t know what she paid, but Ozzy got word
to Joker that he was so impressed with the pigeon stunt that he was prepared to
concede the victory. He wanted to honor Joker at a special ceremony, award him the
Golden Feather of Distinguished Bird Roguery or what have you…”

Eddie had ordered another Glenondrumm and when it came, he persuaded Dove to
sit with him. Of course that wasn’t allowed, but who’s expected to follow rules in a
Rogue bar?
“Well, I wouldn’t for just anyone,” Dove said, settling into the seat beside him. “But
seeing that it’s you, Mr. Nigma…”
“Edward, please,” he grinned.
“Mr. Cobblepot always says the Old Guard Rogues can have anything they want.
Just make sure it goes on their tab.”
Eddie didn’t think clever wordplay about Dove “going on his tab” would be well
received. She might get the double entendre, but if she did, it would make the
implication that Oswald would charge for her all the more insulting. Instead, he
regaled her with his favorite riddles and anagrams related to the words “Brinks
Truck.”
It was going well. Dove was a pretty thing, smarter than the average henchwench,
much smarter than the average groupie—but not averse to spending time with theme
rogues. Not looking down on theme criminals with some high and mighty chip on her
shoulder just because the way she made her money was legal. She listened attentively
as he broadened his theme, explaining that “cash in transit” actually anagrammed as
“Sacristan Hint.” If you weren’t squeamish about leaving a riddle with a priest…
And that’s when it happened: HAHAHAHAHAAAAA!
The smiles of a pretty woman and the mental diversion of the sacristan hints had
driven the depression from his mind. Now, with that awful cackle, the blow fell anew.
Death by Stupidity. The most fiendishly clever Riddler scheme in years, and he hadn’t
thought of it. HAHAHAHAHA, indeed. It wasn’t funny. Not one bit.
Nasty shock for the Iceberg patrons, enjoying a nice glass of Glenondrumm, pretty
girl listening so attentively, then that cackle—HAHAHAHA—Joker and Harley
standing at Raven’s podium, wanting to know when the party is starting.
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“And Ivy was waiting,” Batman prompted.
Eddie looked peevish at the interruption. He had paused for effect. A master
storyteller trying to convey the monumentality of the moment.
“That’s… really… lowballing it,” he said at last. “She was poised… in Booth 3… by
the door… None of us knew what was going on of course. I did notice she wasn’t
hiding behind that curtain of foliage at her usual table, but it didn’t seem all that
strange. She was sort of wandering around the dining room most of the night, but
she’s Pammy. She’s odd. Certainly didn’t seem like she was keeping an eye on the
door. But once I heard that cackle, HAHAHAHAHA, I turned around and there she
was: Booth 3, standing on the seat and just… poised… like one of those toy monkeys
with the cymbals.
“I think she was supposed to be a flytrap, but the way she sprung at him, the hands
closing in from both sides and this loud Xena war cry, it was more cymbal monkey
than flytrap. Harley yelled something original like ‘Red, no!’ and that must’ve really
stung like a bitch, because here she had Joker’s head between her hands, and she lets
him go to take a swing at Harley. Generally speaking, when Pammy’s worked up,
she’s like a homing missile. But here, she lets go of her target with kind of an
abbreviated nut-kick to take a wild swing at Harley.
“Joker says ‘Nice diversion there, Harls’ wherein Ivy swings right back around and
pokes him in the teeth. I can only assume she was hoping to poke him in the eye, but
instead, she hit dentine. Oh well… Harley cries ‘Puddin’!’ and Ivy swings back at her,
Joker says ‘Nyuk, nyuk,’ and Ivy swings back at him. Some of us are thinking they
could keep this going all night, or until Ivy gets dizzy, falls down and sees God.”
Batman managed to control himself. Every Robin gave colorful and flippant reports
like this in the beginning. He deliberately forced his mind into that mode: reading
Dick’s fanciful and undisciplined logs in the early days, rather than noticing any
similarities to Selina’s method of giving a sitrep.
“So Joker nips at her—which isn’t as crazy as it sounds when she keeps putting her
finger in his face that way. She throttles—or tries to, but this time he knows it's coming
and does that bouncy back and forth thing with his head. She takes another swing at
Harley, Quinn ducks and Joker shoots a blast of (I guess) SmileX at her. That stuff
doesn’t work on Pammy but DOES piss her off big time. She shoots a few pheromones
his way, which doesn’t work on him but—once again—pisses her off even more. She
grabbed his lapels and ordered her vines to wrap around his legs and make a wish.
Harley is jumping up and down for her to stop and trying to hold back that monster
flytrap she’s got.”
“Ivan,” Batman said absently.
“Eh, y-yeah, what do you call a transportation app for the iPhone?” he said, merely
as a mnemonic to remember the beast-plant’s name.
“Go on,” Batman ordered, but when the story resumed, there was a subtle change in
the tempo, like Nigma was waiting for something.
“So Joker’s got these snaking vines starting to spread his legs. Yells out ‘Hey! Watch
the giblets there, Queeny.’ Harley’s racing through the stages of grief. Denial: ‘No,
Red, no!’ Anger: punching the flytrap fronds and calling it names. Despair: ‘No, Red,
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no’ again. And then she gets to bargaining. ‘Red, listen, it doesn’t have to be this way.
If you didn’t like Puddin’s little take on your theme, maybe you could have some fun with
his?’”
Nigma had been watching Batman’s face intently, waiting for this moment. Now, as
the meaning of those last words sunk in, he was not disappointed.
“The mind boggles, doesn’t it?” he prompted. “Ivy’s take on Joker, everyone move
one theme to the right?”
But Batman offered nothing more than a silent glower as an insight to his thoughts.
“By this time, the rats were scuttling,” Eddie went on. “I can’t make it to the door
without passing through the pheromone red zone, so I hid behind those champagne
crates over there. Peeked through the crack, saw and heard everything that came next,
after the place emptied out: Harley and the flytrap fighting it out for the big rubber
mallet, Joker's still got vines wrapped around his ankles, new ones wrapping the arms
while Ivy wraps her hands around his throat—and he’s GIGGLING! Ivy’s choking him
hard, watching the life drain from those frantic little eyes, and in between the chokes
and the struggles, he's still giggling.
“’Hey, Harls, you’re right,’ he sputters—because at this point, Ivy’s figured out her
hands aren’t big enough, and she tries to get one of the vines around his neck like a
garrote. That lets him get out more words at a stretch. ‘Come look at this, Harley.
She’s fuming so hard, she’s practically emitting spores, HAHAHAHA-echt.’ That last
part when Pammy got the vine in place, obviously. Then it became a tug of war: he’s
got her wrists and she’s got the end of the vines. He pries an opening to say a few
words and she tightens them again. ‘Just look at ha-ha-her—eccht’ ‘She’s more than—
eccht—funny. She’s downright hysterical—eccht.’ ‘You always told me she couldn’t tell
a joke-HAHAHA-ACHT.’ ‘You said she takes herself too seriously for—eccht—You
mean she's not even trying? She is a NATURAL HAHAHA—eccht TALENT.’
“Harley and the flytrap are still wrestling for the giant rubber mallet. They’ve got it
high in the air, and I have no idea who had the better grip. I don’t think they knew
either, but they were mutually moving towards Ivy and Joker, and sooner or later, that
thing was coming down.
“’Why it’s astounding, HAHAHA—eccht,’ from Joker. ‘That funny without trying?
It’s astounding, it’s amazing, it’s, it’s… it’s HOT!’ … And he kissed her. Ivy
screamed. Harley screamed. The mallet came down. Ivy and the plant went one way,
Harley and Joker went the other, and I stayed safely behind those crates until it got
quiet again.”
“Why did you stay?” Batman asked darkly.
Riddler smiled, walked back towards the champagne crates, and retrieved a bottle
and a glass.
“Join me?” he offered.
“Why did you stay?” Batman repeated.
“Second verse, same as the first, eh?” he quipped, pouring an inch of liquid into his
glass. “Tidy wish day. Why did I stay? Maybe I’ve embellished a few details,” he
said, sipping. “It’s possible. Maybe Ozzy decided there was more money to be made.
Ivy versus Joker, there's mondo betting-pool potential there… It’s possible. Maybe
Oswald Cobblepot’s greed decided that offering Joker-on-a-platter to Ivy wasn't
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enough, not when he could set it up like a prize fight. Not when he had a monopoly
on the action. That, Bats, is very, very possible.
“Of course, knowing what a brawl on that scale could lead to, there’s no way he’d
want that kind of property damage here in the Iceberg. He’d have to find somewhere
else for the fight. However, knowing the way word gets around in this town, and since
all Rogue roads lead back to the ‘Berg, someone would have to stay behind… to make
sure that the straggling bettors—er, patrons, that is—make it to the fight. And on top
of all that, there was you, Bats. Whoever stayed behind had to be someone who could
delay the Bat long enough for the fight to take place and conclude. No need to let
someone like you ruin a perfectly good money-making venture like the fight of the
century.”
“And they elected YOU to delay me?” Batman sneered.
“Did it work?”

Catwoman entered the Iceberg just in time to see Batman’s punch hurl Eddie across
four tables to land at her feet in a dazed heap.
“Can’t leave you two alone for a minute,” she muttered.
“It was a joke, it was a joke” Nigma said mechanically as he got to his feet. “There
she is. Just passing the time waiting for you, puss-puss.”
“Puss puss?” Selina said. “How hard did you hit him?”
“Not to worry, Bats,” Riddler grinned, “It all happened just like I told you. The
vines, the giblets, the stages of grief, the kiss and the mallet. I was hiding behind those
champagne crates, heard the whole thing.”
“The stages of grief, the kiss and the mallet?” Selina mouthed, thinking that even for
an Iceberg tale, she might not want to know the details on this one.
“Then WHY did you STAY?” Batman asked, punctuating each word with a blast of
Psychbat venom.
“Why did I stay to talk to you when I could have been safe out the door an hour
ago? What’s my usual reason, Bats? To ask a question, of course.”
He looked happily from Batman’s scowl to Selina’s puzzled frown.
“In case you two haven't noticed,” he said, “Joker's taking other people's themes out
for a joy ride. My question to you both is this: ‘What are you planning to do when he
gets to Hugo?’”
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DON’T FEAR THE BATMAN
Even on “date nights,” it was unusual for Catwoman to ride home with Batman in
the Batmobile. They preferred to spend the night at the penthouse, and the next day
Selina would change into civvies and take her own car back to the manor while Bruce
made an appearance at WE. They would reach the penthouse by rooftop, by Batline
and whip, not by car. It was the terrace, not the cave. Stripping off her costume and
tempting Bruce to join her for a hot bath rather than crawling straight into bed. It was
a delicious throwback to her old life, returning to her apartment after a prowl, landing
on a high rise terrace… No Whiskers and Nutmeg to greet her, but there were other
compensations. She had a much higher success rate tempting Bruce to postpone the
logs than she ever had persuading Batman to put the crimefighter shtick aside for a few
hours and give in to what they both wanted.
Tonight, of course, things were very different. They had left the Iceberg separately.
Ten minutes later, the Batmobile stopped at an alley near the MoMA and Catwoman
quietly got in. They rode back to the manor in near silence. Arriving in the cave,
Batman went straight for the logs. Selina went to the costume vault and removed her
gloves, mask, and whip. When she was on her own, she entered through the bedroom
window, never through the cave, so there was no kimono waiting for her to change
into. Instead, she ran her fingers over Bruce’s, a soft smile curling her lips… black and
slate gray silk woven in a tight herringbone pattern with black piping… he was still
using it. She slowly folded her gloves, lost in thought, and lay them on the shelf next
to his extra gauntlets. The whip she stored on a lower shelf next to the specialty utility
belts, then she went back to the main cavern.
Batman sensed that something was off. She would usually make some cocoa on the
Bunsen burner and begin rubbing his shoulders when she thought he’d spent enough
time on the logs. Tonight, she was just hanging around. It wasn’t hard to guess what
was on her mind.
“Going to ask?” he said finally, without turning to face her.
“Do we have a plan?”
“Hugo Strange doesn’t have a costume or a theme,” he declared.
“He has a psychotic obsession with the notion of Bruce Wayne being Batman. It may
not be raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens, but it’s close enough to a theme that
he gets to hang around the Iceberg and call himself a Rogue. Textbook definition or
not, it’s seriously bad news.”
“Only because you know it’s true. Remove that knowledge from the equation, is
there anything at all about Hugo Strange that would attract Joker’s attention?”
Selina had to think about that, and Batman turned around finally to face her.
“This is where I’m supposed to say there’s nothing about Hugo Strange that would
attract anyone at any time by any stretch of the imagination,” she noted. “I’m sorry,
Bruce, I don’t have that kind of sass in me at the moment. It’s Joker, who knows what
the hell might pique his interest. All he has to do is wonder how a Groucho Marx
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mustache would look with those Coke bottle glasses and we’re screwed. And P.S.
Hugo does have a costume, technically. He wears yours, and it’s seriously disgusting.
And it’s not like Joker doesn’t have a passing interest in all things Batman, not to
mention his creepy fascination with ‘Brucie.’ How can you possibly not be worried
about this?”
“Because Joker’s interest is in very literal themes: birds, plants, hats. It is extremely
improbable that he’ll turn his attention to Hugo. That’s why I’m not worried about it—
”
“But—”
“That does not mean I’m not prepared for the unlikely possibility.”
“…”
While Selina gaped, Bruce removed his cowl.
“Kitten, do you really think I needed a hint from Edward Nigma to prepare for the
possibility that one day Joker might take an interest in Bruce Wayne?”
“You have a protocol,” she breathed.
“I have fourteen protocols—up from seven since you moved into the manor—three
of which are adaptable to the present circumstances.”
“Were you ever going to let me in on them?” Selina asked.
Bruce shook his head slowly.
“This aspect of crimefighting, you don’t want in your head.”
He thought it was a pretty ominous declaration—true, but ominous. Anticipating
the worst case scenarios for villains like Joker, Ra’s al Ghul, Luthor, and Brainiac was
not a pleasant exercise, and not something he would ever want to darken Selina’s
vibrant personality—but however true it was, it was the kind of declaration he would
have expected her to poke fun at. Instead, her eyes grew wide and she assumed a
satisfied feline smile.
“I nearly forgot ZED!” she cried, nearly giddy with excitement. “I found one of the Z
on my way home. He spilled his guts. Bruce, I know where the newest hacienda is!”

Catwoman would not be a part of face-to-face Rogue confrontations of this sort.
That’s what they agreed in the beginning. She took her Lamborghini (which everyone
but Batman and Riddler called the Catmobile) to a spot within a half-mile of the
address. She parked and went the rest of the way on foot. She wondered if perhaps
the Bat-tracker was in her boot. She knew Batman had slipped it onto her somewhere,
but he refused to tell her where it was (the jackass).
When she reached the location, she waited in the bushes outside and used her
telescopic lenses to peer through the window. It was one of the many cases where she
preferred her tools for the ones Batman developed for the same purpose. All that
voice-command nonsense to activate nightvision where all she had to do was touch a
button…
She could see inside the hacienda, and from the looks of things, it was going to be an
anti-climactic fight. She couldn’t see Joker, but Harley was running around. Or
hopping around, actually. Hurried limping would be a fair description. It looked like she
was bringing ice packs, bandages and salves to someone lying on a sofa, out of view of
the window, while also trying to patch up herself. The scatterbrained tassel twit.
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While a part of her surveyed the human drama, a part of her mind, like that of any
thief, began mapping out a floor plan of the room and hypothesizing about the areas
beyond, which she couldn’t see but were hinted at by the placement of doors, stairs,
and windows. She was sufficiently occupied with this process that she didn’t sense the
figure behind her until the blur of a cloth crossed one of her lenses before clamping
down over her mouth.
Unlike the heroine of pulp novels jumped by mysterious men wielding rags soaked
with chloroform, she didn’t indulge in any muffled “MMMPHs.” She merely planted
her elbow in her attacker’s gut—noting the distinctive texture and resistance of straw—
and bent her knees for leverage to flip him over her shoulder. The move worked, but…
despite the lack of chloroform fumes… her head was spinning.
“Fear,” a Scarecrow-shaped blur said, lifting himself off the ground, “it’s universal,
uniting all men, and yet so wonderfully individual. A spider that paralyzes one in
terror; another will squash it with their shoe…”
“Fuck,” Catwoman breathed, trying to steady herself on… a bush, presumably… but
the shape of the thing kept shifting and it seemed to be... growing teeth. “That wasn’t
chloroform… what the fuck was that stuff?”
“I think you can guess, Kitty. Nine hundred and ninety-nine out of a thousand will
respond to fear by cowering in a corner, whimpering and simpering, or else running.
But the rare one in a thousand overcompensates,” he said, his eyes gleaming with
psychotic fervor. “They become aggressive. Not for them sobbing passively in a
corner while the fearsome beast comes to devour them. They channel their fear into
violent rage!”
Scarecrow grabbed Catwoman by the lower jaw and pinched her cheeks in his long,
spindly fingers, like an exaggerated skeleton about to bestow a kiss.
“My new formula evokes this response. I intended it for Harley, but your claws
present a far better instrument for my purpose. Joker, as you may know, has an
annoying immunity to toxins. A side-effect of whatever made him that color. I require
a sample of his blood to formulate a toxin that will work on him, for that accursed
clown WILL KNOW FEAR!”
“J-J-J-Jonathan,” Selina managed weakly.
“Yes, that would be the sort of fear I am speaking of,” he grinned wickedly. “That
heating of the blood, racing of the heart, pounding in the veins, that squeezing of the
lungs suffocating in dread, straining for breath and gasping for relief that won’t come.
The only escape is to strike out at the terror—and then, my dear Catwoman, return here
with its blood on your claws.”

Even A-list Rogues like Joker were not terribly original with perimeter defenses.
Batman had no trouble evading the electric eye, the trap door, or the banana peel. He
entered through an upstairs window and followed the sounds of movement down to
the kitchen. He had readied a gas pellet for the hyenas but found them already
snoring. That was odd. Troubling. He exchanged the gas pellet for a batarang and
advanced with caution—for exactly four steps, until the sound of a high-pitched
scream tore through the silence. There was no time for caution when someone was in
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danger. Batman raced ahead, as several more cries, loud thuds, a whip crack, a Joker
cackle and a crash of broken glass spurred him forward.
A lifetime of nights spent in combat mode with Gotham’s theme rogues registered
the whip crack as a possible Catwoman presence, it registered as empty tactical data
without emotional context—until he rounded the corner and saw the wild flashes of
purple, whipping Harley around as if in some violent dance before sending her
spiraling into some kind of hassock near Batman’s feet.
“STAY PUT!” he ordered, to which Quinn only replied with a shell-shocked
“Owwww” and rubbed her tailbone.
“YOU!” Catwoman growled—the tasseled interference dispensed with, she had been
ready to resume her attack on Joker until she heard that voice. “YOU DID THIS TO
ME, YOU SON OF A BITCH!”
She went airborne, sailing towards Batman, aiming to plant her feet in the center of
his chest. It was an easy move to defend when you saw it coming, and Batman deftly
shifted to the side and tipped her legs at the critical moment, sending her past him and
towards a floor lamp near Harley.
“We didn’t do nuthin’ with cats, we didn’t do nothing with cats,” Harley mumbled
frantically as she crawled for cover towards the sofa. Joker merely coughed, the new
throttling from Catwoman having aggravated the previous attack from Ivy.
“DO YOU THINK I’M A FOOL?!” Catwoman cried, charging at Batman again, while
Joker gestured wildly at the floor, hacking and gasping but unable to speak, and
Harley looked around feverishly for whatever he wanted.
“Catwoman, calm down,” was unlikely produce an effect, but Batman found himself
murmuring the idiotic words anyway. The “look at my empty hands” gesture was a
particularly bad move, considering that his palm still held a batarang—which
Catwoman ferociously knocked from his hand.
“DID YOU THINK I WOULDN’T CATCH ON?”
Still crawling on the ground, Harley found a red box where her Puddin’ was
pointing.
“DID YOU? AFTER THE SPAWN FOR CHRIST’S SAKE?”
It was the First Aid kit.
“YOU THINK I’M THAT GULLIBLE?! YOU THINK I’M THAT DUMB?!”
She handed it to her Puddin’, who opened it hurriedly and pulled out a vuvuzela.
“COMPARED TO THAT ASININE THIRD WORLD PLAYBOY BUNNY—”
He tried blowing on it, but since he couldn’t summon the breath to speak, he
couldn’t get a respectable sound from it and handed it off to Harley.
“—THAT DISCOUNT BIN DISPOSABLE BOND GIRL THAT MAKES HARLEY
LOOK LIKE GLORIA STEINEM!”
Harley had plenty of breath to blow the vuvuzela, but the bold burr she had going
dwindled to a confused toot when she heard her name. “What’s that supposed ta
mean? Puddin’, what does she mean by that?” she sputtered.
Catwoman resorted to an old move, lashing her whip wide at a sweet spot behind
Batman’s bulk, causing the recoil to entwine him around the shoulders or waist—when
it worked. But in her toxin-induced rage, the strike went wild and hit the utility belt,
releasing a cloud of black smoke meant to cloak him for costume changes or quick
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exits. The already tense and confusing scene erupted into full-fledged chaos as billows
of the thick foggy smoke began filling the room.
Harley, seeing the black cloud wafting their way and hearing Mistah J still hacking
and coughing on the floor beside her, lifted the vuvuzela to her mouth and began to
frantically blow in huge puffs, trying to keep the smoke at bay. Joker managed to
giggle something about “Bat Farts” and waved a hand in front of his face.
Catwoman, upon seeing her intended target vanish into a cloud of black mist, flicked
back on the whip, bringing the tail back for another strike. She intended to lash at the
smoke, knowing Batman must be in there somewhere—but she suddenly froze. In a
choice of targets between an amorphous blob of smoke and the goose-honks coming
from Harley and that infernal plastic tube-trumpet, the call of the anemic water-fowl
won out. With a hiss of outraged felinity, she redirected the whip towards the noise,
snapping the horn away from Harley’s lips with a final “Frrrpp.”
Batman knew he had to gain control of the scene quickly. He flicked a batarang at
the light fixture, shattering the only remaining light in the room. The ensuing darkness
allowed Joker and Harley to escape, but it also accomplished the more important goal:
enabling him to approach Catwoman unseen. Capturing her was the first priority…
He would spend an hour later trying to convince himself it was because she might
say something compromising in her delusional state, but even Psychobat wasn’t
buying that one. At the moment, however, there was no conscious thought. There was
simply what had to be done. He had to catch her, he had to sedate her, he had to confirm
what was doing this to her—fear toxin, most likely, but it was an atypical reaction—
and he had to administer an antidote.
The first step was the hardest. The tactic of using an opponent’s emotion against
them in a fight is highly variable. For some, like Ivy, it creates blind spots and leads to
error. For others—others like Catwoman—it sharpens their focus and boosts their
strength and endurance far beyond what their physicality could achieve alone.
Catwoman was a formidable opponent at the best of times. Driven as she was now,
she was a force of nature.
“Infrareds, engage,” he said softly.
“YOU!”
But not softly enough—the lenses engaged just in time to see the clawed fist coming
at him. He blocked and countered—a reflex which put more poundage-per-inch
behind the blow than he would normally use with her. The force of the impact on his
fist and the sound of that meaty squelch mixed with the feminine grunt was… it was…
She crumpled and he caught her.
But it wasn’t a sensation Batman was prepared for. That familiar sting of the impact
on his fist and the meaty squelch that same second, the meaty squelch of flesh on the
other side of the hit, that he knew, that was mother’s milk to Batman—more natural
and familiar even, the sharp sting of the impact and that meaty squelch, the give of the
other body—it was like breathing to Batman. But that grunt—that involuntary sound
of air pushed through vocal chords at the moment of impact—sometimes but not
always followed by an intentional cry of pain or a defeated moan… That he wasn’t
prepared for. Not in that voice. Not in her voice, making those sounds that were so…
so evocative of other sounds… other responses that he…
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Something switched off inside. Bruce Wayne simply… left.
He got her into the Batmobile, back to the Cave, drew a blood sample and
administered an antidote… He did these things as a set of movements, tasks and
behaviors that might have been programmed into a Batman robot. He wasn’t on
autopilot, he wasn’t in a daze, he was simply a composite of Batman’s knowledge,
skills, and physical capabilities without a human person at the core.
He carried Selina upstairs, removed her costume, and tucked her into bed. He
returned to the cave and typed up the log. He went to the costume vault, removed his
cape and cowl, his gloves and boots, his belt, tunic and leggings. He reached for the
kimono…
At that moment, Bruce Wayne returned.
The kimono was a gift from Selina, after she moved into the manor and saw the
details of his day-to-day (and night-to-night) routine. She said it was silly to go to all
that trouble changing into Bruce Wayne’s shirt and trousers when he got home from
patrol just to walk upstairs to the bedroom, where he’d get undressed again anyway. It
unnerved him at the time. It was a gift for Batman, not Bruce Wayne—a gift that
showed an intimate understanding of Batman’s life, of the most private aspects of
Batman’s life—and yet had no practical value in relation to the mission. The idea of
BATMAN and not Bruce Wayne having a life unrelated to the mission, it seemed
nonsensical. Yet there it was, in the form of a very tasteful herringbone of black and
gray silk.
Psychobat reeled at the thoughts racing through his mind. He was aware “Bruce
had left,” so to speak, which he had viewed as discipline. A welcome freedom from
distraction which he seldom enjoyed where Selina Kyle was concerned. He was able to
treat her medically, unfettered by other considerations, and write up the log with
dispassionate neutrality. Only now, with the significance of that kimono quivering on
the edge of his fingers, did he realize it wasn’t discipline. Bruce didn’t “leave” because
Batman needed to focus without his feelings getting in the way. He did not leave out
of weakness either. It was not pain or confusion or doubt that drove him, it was…
contempt. He had left in exasperated disgust, the same way he’d walked out of the
boardroom when Daniels wanted to finance the Eikesbury project with Falcone money
laundered through Gotham National Bank!
A few minutes later, wearing the kimono, he entered the bedroom. He took Selina’s
hand and ran his finger gently over her knuckles as she slept.

Bruce was up long before Selina. He went straight to the cave and left instructions
for Alfred to call him as soon as she was awake. He was surprised when she came
down to the cave herself.
“Honey, I’m home,” she said, reviving her joke from the weeks he was laid up in the
cave and she went out crimefighting in his place.
He turned, startled. Nothing about her appearance matched the forced cheer in her
voice, but it was consistent with everything Bruce knew about a fear-toxin hangover.
The puffiness around her eyes, sallow gray of her skin, the sag of her shoulders as she
stood, and the slight hesitation in her gait as she walked. She held a mug steaming
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with a strange herbal concoction. Alfred’s special remedy. Bruce could only hope he’d
made some improvements since the last attempt.
“You shouldn’t be out of bed,” he said awkwardly.
“Right, because it’s so much more rewarding to lie there hugging your knees all day
after one of those fear gas episodes, ruminating on all the subtle nuances of your
nightmare and deconstructing all the disturbing insights that have been unveiled. Pfft,
it was a bad head trip, let’s move on.”
“But physically...”
For a moment it seemed like the word alone churned the twenty-pound mass of
“bleh” in her stomach, for her already-pale complexion deepened from gray to a
grayish green.
She stubbornly refused to acknowledge it, offering only a mild “pfffft” that Bruce
interpreted as “You just had to bring that up, didn’t you, jackass.” She took a deep
breath and her color returned, as did the overly-cheery smile.
“I see, you want to ‘throw it in the closet.’”
“It works for me.”
Bruce was skeptical. It was the Selina of many years ago talking, the one who had
that hellmouth of a closet in her apartment, in all of her cat lairs, and shortly after she
moved in, had recreated one at the manor. The Selina who said “I’m not good at
introspection. Bad things happen when I try it.” The Selina who tossed whatever she
didn’t want to think about—like being attracted to an enemy or the fact that stealing
was wrong—into the mental equivalent of that hellmouth closet: out of sight, out of
mind.
She had grown so much since then. When she first started crimefighting, when
Riddler found out about it and threatened her with a fear trap, they had talked about
this very possibility. That night she realized the benefits of self-knowledge: figuring
out what your worst fears are so they can’t be sprung on you unexpectedly. Those
Scarecrow episodes were bad enough without the potential to reveal your innermost
fears to an enemy when you weren’t aware of them yourself.
That night she was open to talking about it; now she was back to “the closet.” From
the things she’d said at the hacienda, it was clear the triggered fear was not one she
had expected. She had speculated it would be loss: losing him, the home they shared,
the love they shared, and her cats (another man might have been confused by the
inclusion of the last, but Bruce understood that, for Selina, they were all facets of the
same thing). Her second guess had been that, whatever toxin-induced nightmare
unfolded, the Justice League would be involved. That one did confuse him a little.
Although Selina liked Clark, Arthur, J’onn, Wally, Kyle and others individually, as
soon as they became a group, they were a collective of arrogant capes whose existence
had to be tolerated, like pollution, as the price of living in the modern world.
None of that fit what she said at the hacienda. “Do you think I’m a fool?” “Did you
think I wouldn’t catch on?” and that ominous “You did this to me.” It was possible she
didn’t mean Batman. He’d been gripped by fear toxin and he knew she could have
been seeing anything from a killer robot to a giant sea turtle when she spoke those
words. But then there were those references to The Spawn. Talia al Ghul. Not
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something she’d bring up with a sea turtle. Much as he disliked the idea, he was
forced to conclude that he was the real object of her fear.
She didn’t want to talk about it. Fine. Bruce was starting to think he didn’t want to
talk about it either. He didn’t want to let it fester, he didn’t think that was prudent,
but… “YOU DID THIS TO ME, YOU SON OF A BITCH!” …Maybe tossing it in the
closet was for the best.

88

Don’t Fear the Joker

DON’T FEAR THE CATWOMAN
Now this was my idea of a date night. The condos at 10 West End Avenue had
dramatic river views, and there’s no better way to enjoy those than from your own
private balcony. I should know, I had a wonderful balcony like that at my old place
overlooking the park, so I know just how easy they are to land on. It’s like they’re
made for the purpose. Meow.
The 25th floor was conveniently located only two stories below the roof, making for a
purrfectly simple descent to 25-C. The penthouse was more desirable real estate,
naturally, but whatever the owner’s net worth, it held no interest. It was 25-C that
brought me out tonight, the home of Carlos Mariopoulos, famed restaurateur who
recently paid $198,000 for a bottle of Madeira presented to General Franco on the day
he was made commander of the Spanish Army. That particular vintage was
transferred to the Spanish mainland and bottled there, given the name of the ship that
brought it: León, the lion. In place of a label, the word and a striking picture of a lion
was applied to the bottle in gold leaf.
A Cat Prize. A really Catworthy Cat Prize to mark Catwoman’s return to crime.
The balcony door was no obstacle, they never are. I could have picked the lock,
natch, but in celebration of the night, I went for a signature move, something uniquely
me. Positioned my fingers just so at a given point at the edge of the glass, making a
five point outline around an invisible circle. Little twist… little twist… and one more
little twist… and the claws cut me an almost perfectly round hole in the glass. I
reached in to unlatch the door—and there is no describing the thrill. There I was,
stealing again. It didn’t matter that the door was easy or that reaching the keypad
would be easier still. What mattered was the penetration. It was Mariopoulos’s home,
and I was not invited. He was in Vegas for another week, opening up a new
restaurant, and while he was gone, I was using all my skills to break into his home and
relieve him of that bottle of Madeira. Meow-meow-meow-meow-meow!
But before I could get to the bottle, I had to deal with the electric eyes. There was a
very simple route to the keypad control panel, no whipline or vaulting gymnastics
required. All I had to do was walk over the furniture. It reminded me of the stunt
during Cat-Tales when I’d move through the audience at the Hijinx Playhouse by
walking on the arm rests. Chair to sofa to dining table to the front entrance where the
keypad was located, right inside the front door like a light switch.
I would have attached the DCC—nifty little device I came up with that doesn’t really
crack a password as much as it resends the last transmission from the input pad to the
receptors, so it works equally well for fingerprints and retinal scans as for numeric
pins—except in this case, it looked like it wouldn’t be necessary. There was a square of
masking tape on the side of the keypad with the PIN actually written on it in magic
marker. Now, that kind of thing can be a trick (people who buy alarms of this type like
to think they’re clever), but most often it’s a convenience for maids, nannies or baby
sitters. I decided to roll the dice and used the number given… 8-8-3-1… and the red
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light switched to green. The electric eyes disarmed and all was right with the world. I
made my way to the display case where the bottle sat in a place of honor.
And then came the voice…
“STOP RIGHT THERE, CATWOMAN!”
There is no way, not in a thousand years, I can explain the… the vibrations that voice
evokes in me. In my core. In my chest. Between my legs. Between my ears. He’s so
indescribably, deliciously, other-worldishly BATMAN. It was all I could do to keep
from tossing my head back and laughing at the giddy thrill of it. I had such
butterflies. My heart pounded, and I think, in a way, my ears were ringing—but not
really. Not that actual sound, but more the… oh hell, I can’t describe it, but I was high
on it. I was high on the first real hit of pure, mainline Batman that I’d had in quite
some time.
I turned as if concealing my surprise in an effusive smile. Once upon a time I would
have wondered how he managed to get in without my hearing him. Now of course,
it’s a given: How does he get in? He’s Batman. What is there to wonder about? So I had to
fake my surprise, and then fake covering it.
“That’s far enough,” he said with that dangerous edge in his voice. Time was those
three little words in that oh-so-dangerous gravel kept me “purring” for a month, if you
know what I mean.
“As a matter of fact, it is,” I said in the sultriest purr I could manage (because I like to
think my purrs were the same for him as his gravels were for me back in the day: a
warm sense memory for later. Meow). I reached out to touch the bottle as I spoke.
“See, just far enough,” I noted, letting my fingers curl gently around the neck.
“It’s not yours,” he said. (Don’t you love crimefighters when they state the obvious?
They’re SO CUTE!)
“Wasn’t,” I said, just as the weight of the bottle shifted from the shelf to my hand.
“It is now.”
“Put it back.”
“Make me,” I laughed. And I ran to the balcony, snatching the bat-rope he’d left
dangling there. Rather than use it—which I’ve done before and I hate repeating that
way if I can help it—I sliced it with a claw as I vaulted over the side. I lashed a railing
a few floors down and then turned to see if the trick worked, delaying his pursuit. It
had, so I waved—and had to dodge a batarang for my trouble. Jackass.
“HEY, don’t go nicking my prize!” I called back—because it is GLASS after all. In
my experience, Bats is a little off-hand about that sort of thing. He once chipped the
ear off a clay Bast I was taking.
Anyway, I knew I wouldn’t get far before I had company. He wouldn’t be Batman if
he gave up after a little outmaneuvering with the batline. I knew he was back there,
and I knew he was watching, so I showed off a little. I sprang and twisted, I leapt and
soared. From rooftop to fire escape to alley to roof, it was a wonderful chase. And it
only got better when he closed the distance.
Our fights have never been soft, but the fact is there are many ways to counter a
given hold, and if one of them lets me press my body against his for a split second
longer, I’ll do it. I push into a hold, accepting it, and giving him—just for that brief
instant—nothing to fight against, and then I’ll use the momentum to break free. It’s the
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way I’ve always fought him, and tonight was no different: letting my knee bend
around his leg and drawing my calf across it…
“Stop,” he breathed.
“Make me,” I repeated.
Hands are good too, when it comes to incidental contact. He likes my hands snaking
around his belt, he always has…
“No more, this ends tonight.” That with a grab at my hand holding the bottle.
…Around the belt or anywhere near the emblem. But that was for later. Not now,
not during the fight. After another chase, after he caught up with me a second time…
“Let go,” I cried—which wasn’t the best line for a feline seductress, but his grab halfmissed and he got the center of my forearm instead of my hand or wrist. Concern for
the bottle blotted out other considerations for a moment. I felt my fingers opening, and
I only realized as he took the bottle that he somehow made it happen. Pressure points
on my forearm, most likely.
I hissed, but that’s never once deterred him. He pulled me in tighter, pulled my arm
taut and away from our bodies, and his free hand was slipping around my waist and
came to rest on the small of my back.
“No prize for you tonight. And no escape either.”
Once again, I pushed into the pin rather than fighting it.
“You don’t mean that,” I breathed, pressing my chest into his and stretching up so
our lips nearly touched.
“No… No escape.”
“Those mean two different things,” I whispered—the words themselves are
meaningless at this point. Every word spoken is a tickle of my breath on his lips, and
vice versa. “’No’ means you didn’t mean it and I escape… ‘No escape’ means—”
I didn’t get any farther. His control faltered and he nipped at my lower lip. It was
the opening I needed, his focus and balance tipped, and all I had to do was ram my free
hand into his chin to break free.
Except I didn’t.
Somehow I just didn’t.
I tipped my head back and let his lip-nips continue as soft nibbling down my neck.
Psychobat came to my rescue. He broke the kiss, pushed me away, and before he
could bark out that “Enough,” my inner-Cat rallied. I took a claw swipe at his chin
with a “No!” at the same second as his “Enough!”
Our eyes locked in a moment of shared fury, then I gave a wicked grin and leapt
from the roof.

“I see, you want to ‘throw it in the closet,’” Bruce had said.
“It works for me,” Selina answered. Then her eyes flickered to his workstation while
Bruce silently questioned the accuracy of the claim. “So what are you doing down
here?” she asked finally.
He welcomed the change of subject and transferred a number of images to the large
viewscreen: crime scene photos, newspaper headlines, and security footage relating to
Joker’s takes on Scarecrow, Penguin, Two-Face, Riddler, and Poison Ivy.
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“Looking for a way to end it,” he said, his voice deepening and his body seeming to
grow denser as he spoke. Though he wore a simple black polo shirt and slacks, it was
unmistakably Batman who now stood in the center of the cave. “So far we’ve done
nothing but react, with the result that he’s been five steps ahead of us at every turn.
The only way to stop him is to get there first, to know where he’s going to strike before
he gets there and have a trap prepared.”
“That would be ideal,” Selina agreed. “But you’ve said a thousand times it’s not that
simple, that Joker is just too crazy to anticipate.”
“That’s right. Anticipating him isn’t an option. We have to be more proactive than
that: actually choosing a target ourselves and manipulating him into picking it.”
“Manipulate him? Lead Joker by the nose?” Selina laughed derisively. “You want
fries with that?”
“Oh, it’s not difficult,” Bruce said grimly. “His insanity makes him all-butimpossible to predict, but very easy to manipulate. His obsession with Batman, for
instance, and—”
“If it’s so easy, why are we only getting to it now? He’s been carrying on for weeks,
and you’re telling me we could’ve just clicked our heels together and sent him back to
Kansas all along?”
“I said it would be easy, I didn’t say it would be safe. Until your ordeal with
Scarecrow, I didn’t think anything could develop that justified the risk—not even the
prospect of ‘Rogue War,’ as you put it. But now… Now, I can’t justify not taking the
risk. The location of that hacienda was the best lead we’ve had, and thanks to Crane,
it’s wasted. Joker escaped, and you—”
“Yeah, I know the reasoning, Bruce. I’m sold. There’s nothing like a fear gas
hangover to put your uptight cape priorities into perspective.”
“Don’t be so sure. Selina, the key to playing on Joker’s obsessions is to make him
jealous, essentially. Present him with another Rogue commanding my attention. So,
based on your observations from the outside, before we got together, what criminals
besides Joker have my undivided attention when they’re active?”
“You mean the ones where you’ll ignore Jervis or Oswald or even Jonathan
completely until the greater threat is safely behind bars? Well, Zsasz certainly. Ra’s.
KGBeast. Calendar Man—”
“Exactly. The killers. Joker’s take on Victor Zsasz isn’t something we risk, no matter
what.”
“Agreed, and glad we didn’t have this conversation before the fear toxin.”
Bruce grunted, then he went on. “If I construct a media narrative to say that KiteMan is now the number one threat in Gotham and I am devoting all my resources to
his capture and his capture alone, nobody—not even Joker—would believe it.”
“Agreed, but he would applaud your finally attempting to tell a joke.”
Bruce scowled, which intensified the impression of Batman-without-the-mask.
When he spoke, it was in the deepest and most ominous gravel:
“Eliminating the themes Joker has already borrowed, there is only one non-lethal
criminal we could credibly put forth as holding Batman’s full attention when she’s
active. That criminal... is Catwoman.”
There was a long pause.
Bats squeaked overhead.
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The computers hummed.
One of the bats began scratching his chin.
Another curled its wings in for a nap.
“You’re not suggesting… that we deliberately… DELIBERATELY… focus Joker’s
attention… JOKER, as in ‘the sickest fuck in the history of Gotham’ Joker’s attention…
on cats?!”
“No, I’m suggesting you get your tail out there and commit a series of cat-crimes,
just like old times.”
“With the intention of fixating Joker on cats! Bruce, he’s not going to break into the
art museum with elegance and finesse to steal a Golden Sekhmet, he’s going to SmileX
kittens and nail them to the Bat-Signal!”
“Not if we give him a better target.”

As nostalgic as it was burgling the Mariopoulos condo, the morning after was
nothing like the old Catwoman crimes. The shower was running when I woke up, so I
took juice and a muffin from the breakfast tray and went across the hall to my suite.
Had a quick workout, and then met Bruce in the cave.
Reporting to the Batcave for an early morning SitRep is not the ideal way to cool
down after a heist and I said so. Bruce grunted, and I checked the news reports at my
workstation. The newspapers obviously had no chance to get anything in the print
editions, but my cat caper was already on the Times and Daily News websites. GCN
and Channel 6 both had a mention on their morning news reports, and WCDE covered
it on their a.m. talk show. So far, so good.
“Now I just have to do it again,” I thought.
The one downside to all this—apart from deliberately getting Joker to take an
interest in cats—was that there was no time to savor the moment. Last night I had my
first real cat crime in ages, and I couldn’t take ten minutes to process any of it because I
had to do it again tonight—and tomorrow, and the night after that. I had to become a
one-woman crime wave before smiling Jack picked his next theme, and as if that wasn’t
enough:
“Have you picked tonight’s target yet?”
I had Batman hanging over my shoulder, wanting to check my homework.
“No, I do not. Don’t you have an empire to run?”
“It’s almost ten o’clock, are you going to have time to do all the research? Get
blueprints and floor plans, find what kind of alarm system they have—”
“Yes, Bruce, I will have that time because I’m not stopping to come over there and
shove a batarang up your nose.”
No grunt, which meant he wasn’t going to be put off for more than five minutes. I
paged through the Times’s Lifestyle section, which usually turned up a lead or two back
in the day. But it’s amazing how different it is scrolling through text on a computer
screen compared to casually reading a newspaper while I sipped my morning coffee.
“By the way, I stopped at One-PP last night and informed Commissioner Muskelli
what we were doing.”
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“Ah,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. “I guess that’s for the best. If I’m
going to rack up enough cat crimes to get the media attention we’re after, some
industrious policeman is bound to come knocking on our door asking questions.”
He must have sensed that I was only saying it out loud to convince myself, because
he took over the narrative with a lot more authority.
“Precisely. And I can’t have that. So Batman informed the commissioner that this is
a staged crime spree for the purpose of baiting Joker. He’s given Major Crimes the
directive that, since there is no actual evidence of a connection between Selina Kyle of
Cat-Tales and Catwoman the notorious cat burglar, and since Selina Kyle is living with
Bruce Wayne whose wealth and position make him a dangerous enemy to have—”
That did it. Something snapped. I slammed the desk which jostled the keyboard
and shut off the view screen.
“Oh, I hate this. Hiding behind your money now, like I’m not a grown-up villainess
who can threaten and blackmail on my own behalf.”
“Hardly. You’re still perfectly capable of taking care of yourself, I know that, Selina.
But this situation exists, it isn’t something I contrived. We are together. I am the most
powerful man in the city, and any commissioner or D.A. with political ambitions is
going to think long and hard before allowing us to be disturbed. That is a reality
neither you nor I lifted a finger to create, but we may as well take advantage of it.
Catwoman is Batman’s problem and the police will stay out of it. Muskelli doesn’t
mind his men thinking what they will about his motives. He’s the only one who will
know you’re not as bad as you seem, and you’re the only one who knows that he’s
not.”
Irony, line one. I hate when he does that.
“I still get first crack at Jonathan,” I grumbled.
“Yes, Crane is yours. You’re entitled.”
“Meow.”

The next week saw a one-woman crime wave: A Stradivarius violin (on loan to
Katrina Catterall at the Gotham Philharmonic), a perfume flacon fashioned by Rene
Lalique (depicting a trio of silhouetted cats), a heraldic crest (with the central shield
flanked by a magnificent pair of lions), a Ming vase (covered in tigers and dragons),
and a gold watch with a diamond encrusted face commissioned by a silent film star
(famous for her depiction of an actual cat-woman in the silent classic Jaguar Goddess of
the Maya). Batman failed to prevent Catwoman’s escaping with the last, and she
refused to give it back. She said when the Joker business was over, he would just have
to find her lair and attempt to recover it.
Much as he abhorred the idea of a rendezvous arising from a Joker operation, he had
no time to argue. Preparations were under way for the opening of The Wayne Animal
Sanctuary, and Foundation insiders were amazed at the personal interest Bruce was
taking in the event. He commissioned special artwork for the banners, pulled strings
with the city to have them displayed on all the street lights down Fifth, Sixth, Park
Avenue, Madison and Broadway. He even arranged a cross-promotion with the
caterer.
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As always, everything was crafted so assumptions about the public Bruce Wayne
would mask Batman’s hidden agenda. The savvy would see the big Hirschfeld-style
drawing of the cat on all the banners and advertising, and they would titter how
Wayne was so besotted with Selina. The envious would see the prominence of the
caterer’s name on every sign and banner, and they would assume the dumb trust fund
fop trying to play negotiator couldn’t swing a simple deal with a caterer without giving
away the store. No one would suspect a web of neurolinguistic programming, eye
accessing cues and subliminals. Yet there were a dozen repetitions of the word “Haha” hidden in the cat’s fur, the 5 in 5 mile Catering was drawn to resemble an S. The
emphasis in all promotional materials was on Bruce Wayne himself rather than the
Foundation, and as much as it galled him, he even permitted one of the press releases
to go out with a typographical error. Result, the DJ on one talk show and the Channel
10 anchor both read his name as “Brucie.”
The result: Bruce and Selina were confident on the morning of the ribbon cutting that
they were heading into a hellish nightmare of a Joker-trap. HAHAHAHAHAAAAAA!
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BETTER THAN CATS
Bruce and Selina arrived separately at the Wayne Animal Sanctuary the morning of
the opening. Selina wanted to slip in before any press arrived, while Bruce would
make an entrance with a few hand-picked members of the Foundation board. The
restored building had a small portico at the front entrance, and volunteers had already
arrived to set up an ad hoc stage. Selina nodded as they explained their plan, placing
stanchions at the base of the stairs so the media, shelter staff and onlookers could
congregate at the bottom while Bruce and Lucius Fox said a few words from the top
step before opening the doors.
It really was the best plan: giving the press a definite place to stand and a specific
spot to point their cameras. The WAS Building itself was an admirable piece of Old
Gotham architecture, but the construction on the street was an eyesore. It might not be
the most gentrified avenue in Gotham, but it was much nicer than it looked with all
those traffic cones, torn up sidewalks, mounds of gravel and stacks of cinder block
lying around. It would be a shame if the press framed their shots with all that
temporary dirt and muck in the picture, making this otherwise pleasant neighborhood
look like a dump. Selina agreed it would be a shame, and she managed to ignore the
implication that the “bad timing” (read: scheduling the opening and holding a press
event when all this construction was going on) was somehow Bruce’s fault.
Since she had time to kill, she sidestepped the construction and walked down the
street in search of a coffee shop, diner or bodega. Her assignment was to bring coffee,
juice and bottled water to the volunteers, a thoughtful, impromptu gesture from
Bruce’s girlfriend which would introduce a preemptive SmileX inhibitor into their
systems.
Spotting a little storefront with one of those sidewalk blackboards out front
advertising the daily specials, Selina headed towards it. Her crisp walk slowed,
however, when she got closer. There was nothing unusual about the store, the
blackboard, or the girl squatting down in front of it to write out the day’s menu. It was
the man standing over her that caught Selina’s eye. The man who, from a distance,
seemed to be correcting the girl’s spelling…
Selina resumed walking towards them, masking her suspicion in a friendly smile.
“’Lina, you’re here early.”
“And you’re here why?” she asked playfully.
“How could I miss the opening of the ‘Sanity Can Weary’ Manual?” The girl writing
on the blackboard looked up at this bizarre turn of phrase, and Edward Nigma
scowled down at her. “Get on with your own business. You’re not being paid to
eavesdrop,” he said harshly.
“He means the Wayne Animal Sanctuary,” Selina explained politely. “He likes
anagrams.”
“He likes Benjamin Franklin, dat’s all I care about,” the girl said in a thick Jamaican
accent. She went inside, and Eddie smiled impishly.
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“I paid her two hundred dollars to add something to the menu.”
Selina glared at the sign with fraying patience. The smoothie of the day seemed
improbable, so without bothering to work out the anagram, she took a guess:
“Peach and lime?”
“Maniac helped,” Eddie nodded, assuming she had worked it out and pleased that
his efforts were appreciated.
“You’re the maniac?”
“I must be if I’m going to help you after the way you’ve been carrying on,” he said,
following her inside and then waiting while she made her purchase. He fell into easy
step beside her as she walked back up the street, but waited until the drinks were
delivered before he continued. “All those cat-crimes and then the banners for this
place with the ‘5 mile’ and the HA-HAs, you think I can see what you’re up to?”
“You don’t approve? I figured you’d be enjoying the cat crimewave almost as much
as I am.”
“You can’t spell ‘bait’ without the ‘I,’ ‘Lina. Know what you get when you try?”
They had resumed strolling down the street once Selina dropped off the drinks at the
sanctuary, but she still gave him a cautionary stare before speaking.
“Not funny,” she said simply.
“No, it’s not. With I, Bat making speeches on the dais, he’s not going to be much use
to you when Smiling Jack shows up. So you must be planning to take him down
yourself. You think you can get away with it because Ivy and Scarecrow have already
gone after him, am I right? You’re not a lone Rogue going white hat, you’re one of
three. Well, if I’m here too, then you’re one of four.”
Selina stopped mid-step, her scowl melting into a soft smile.
“You really are very sweet sometimes,” she said softly.
“Nah, I’m just pissed after that game show stunt. Death by Stupidity, that really
should have been mine. Clown gotta pay—an anagram for which is ‘Long paw cattoy,’ by the way. That’s a nice one to have in your back pocket today.”
“Thank you,” Selina said, accepting the gift for what it was, even though anagrams
weren’t her style.

Nightwing took his position in Times Square on the one roof where he couldn’t be
spotted by patrons in the Marriot’s rotating restaurant. He wasn’t thrilled about his
assignment, but he understood the need. Joker was a perpetual wildcard, and there
was always a chance that he would choose some target other than the one Batman
picked for him. With Bruce Wayne hosting that event, Selina attending, and Tim and
Cassie undercover as the animal shelter staff, somebody had to be present in the city,
just in case.
When Joker did make his move at the shelter, it would be in front of TV cameras.
Nightwing would see on the jumbotron and would make his way towards the action as
fast as he could. On the way, he would spot any mass migration of vines or a posse of
hatted drones headed in the same direction.
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The news outlets wouldn’t normally cover the opening of an animal shelter, but a
personal appearance by Bruce Wayne was another matter. News vans serpentined the
construction, and the print journalists who arrived early joked about the terrible puns
that might ensue between the Ken and Barbie anchors: “There was an awful snarl at
the opening of the Wayne Animal Sanctuary today, Ken, but it wasn’t from a dog or a
cat—it was the traffic.”
The shelter staff were dropped off from a Foundation-owned SUV. Selina kept a
sharp eye on Eddie when they arrived, but seeing no indications that he recognized
Cassie, she slipped him a SmileX inhibitor and made a discreet exit.
Finally the limos appeared, clogging the already crowded street. Bruce Wayne’s
appearance brought the usual frenzy of shouted questions and flickering cameras. He
ignored it all, figuring the press would have their fill by the end of the day.
Lucius Fox began with the usual opening remarks for events of this kind. He began
with a brief history of the Wayne Foundation, during which, a rude fellow in the back
seemed to be checking his watch…
Catwoman reached her position. The six story building next to the sanctuary made a
purrfect cat-bird seat. From there, she could look down on the sanctuary roof, which
was the only viable spot to launch an attack on those standing on the stage. The south
corner in particular had the best angle to avoid hitting the edge of the portico when
you jumped down…
Lucius made a brief mention of the original Wayne Animal Sanctuary on Jackson
Street, its first pet adoption day, and how quickly it outgrew the location. The rude
fellow began shaking his watch and holding it to his ear…
Catwoman’s eyes narrowed as she looked down and saw a figure touching her toes,
stretching out a leg and lunging from side-to-side, and finally, jogging in place. Harley
Quinn was warming up before her attack…
Lucius was segueing to a few brief remarks about the historic building where they
now stood, a fine piece of Old Gotham renovated for such a fine purpose, when the
rude fellow started twirling his fingers like a show director signaling to wrap it up.
“Not brief enough, Foxhound!” he called out. Lucius glanced at Bruce, who just
shrugged.
“Well then, without further ado, let me introduce the man we’re all here to see, the
head of the Wayne Foundation, Bruce Wayne.”

As Bruce moved to the microphone, there was a soft click and the light on its base
switched from green to red. An experienced public speaker, he started to make the
usual joke, signaling his good humor in the face of technical difficulties—when he was
interrupted by a loud rumble that sounded like rolling thunder coming from the
speakers. The strange noise silenced the crowd, but after a moment this ominous
silence was broken by a trill of musical notes.
4 notes. Woodwinds. And a man in a scruffy cat costume emerged from the
construction pit and struck a pose.
4 more notes sounded. It was a flute. And another cat-man with scruffy fur but
elaborate make-up crawled up from a manhole.
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A few more instruments got into the act—percussion drawing out the teasing feline
trills as the next cat-henchmen appeared, and brass punctuating Harley’s tumbling
arrival from the roof.
In the crowd, Eddie closed his eyes and shook his head slowly, trying to block out
the realization of the horror to come:
“Are you blind when you’re born?” a disembodied voice sang.
Joker…
“Can you see in the dark?”
Cats…
“Would you look at a king?” “Would you sit on his throne?”
Joker and Cats…
“Can you say of your bite that it’s worse than your bark?”
“Joker, you horse’s ass,” Eddie grimaced.
“Because jellicles are and jellicles do.
Jellicles do and jellicles would.
Jellicles would and jellicles can.
Jellicles can and jellicles do.”
The rest of the prologue from Cats was mercifully drowned out by cries and screams
as the Jellicle Henchmen brandished Ginsu-knife claws at the crowd. The move held
any would-be heroes in check while a goggle-wearing Harley spun Bruce into a choke
hold and placed a vicious-looking stun gun to his throat.
Eddie’s eyes widened at the spectacle. Not having any great affection for the victim,
he cared nothing about the blue sparks sizzling on the end of the weapon. His only
interest was in Selina’s reaction, for the goggled figure was certainly Harley Quinn, but
she was no cat-imposter. The floppy harlequin ears hanging down on each side of her
head and red and black scarf around her neck left no doubt at all about her intended
identity. She was the inspiration for the Gotham Post’s goggles: Aviator Snoopy.
Restored to their canine source, the goggles had never looked less feline, and Eddie
was wildly curious if Selina would appreciate the moment—since news cameras were
clearly broadcasting the sight all over Gotham—or if her concern for that obnoxious
Wayne would override her moment of triumph.
Unfortunately he couldn’t see her reaction because she was nowhere to be seen. He
craned his neck, looking past civilians holding up their cell phones to record their own
pictures and video. He stood on his toes peering over the print photographers jostling
for better angles without incurring the wrath of the henchmen. He hopped up and
down, catching glimpses of the television cameras at the very front… No Selina. No
Selina anywhere. The conniving hellcat had pulled a Bat-vanish!

Catwoman watched the proceedings with the icy detachment of a villainess. Wayne
had picked this target and done everything possible to make himself the bullseye. The
psychopath holding the stun gun to his neck was merely a sign that he’d succeeded.
She wasn’t there to cringe for Bruce or for Batman; she was there to see what happened
next.
She saw. With Harley holding Bruce Wayne hostage, the Jellicle Henchmen herded
the crowd inside the building. The heckler from the back removed his hat and trench
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coat to reveal Joker’s usual purple tailcoat. Instead of the dress shirt and ascot
underneath, he wore a vintage t-shirt reading “Faster, PUSSYCAT! KILL! KILL!” And
he had augmented his usual white pallor with the painted noseleather, whisker spots
and stripes of a Cats chorus extra.
He posed for a minute, modeling his new look for the cameras, while Bruce Wayne
continued to squirm in Harley’s grasp.

GCN broke into their regular “Mid-Day Newsroom” broadcast, Channel 6
preempted The Young and the Restless, and Channel 11 interrupted a rerun of Charmed.
Anyone in Gotham within view of a television saw the scene unfolding inside the
animal shelter: Joker apologized to “Brucie” for the theatrics—but assured him it really
was for his own good in the long run. Then he backhanded him free of Harley and into
a pyramid of cages stacked along the wall. He ordered Harley to the roof, and Aviator
Snoopy Quinn gave a thumbs up, placed her hands on an invisible throttle, and made
airplane noises as she steered herself out the door. “Mr. Bigglesworth!” Joker called,
pulling Bruce off the floor. One of the henchmen—presumably Mr. Bigglesworth—
rolled over an office chair from behind the reception desk. He tied Bruce to the chair
with “cat gut twine,” while Joker explained to the crowd why Harley would not be
present for the rest of the festivities. It seemed the last time Joker “went out for a bit of
fun,” Nightwing had crashed the party. That would not occur again.
“No, no, no, that’s a square knot,” Joker cried, unable to tell the Nightwing story
properly when Mr. Bigglesworth was making such a mess of things. “I said to make a
cat’s cradle! A cat’s cradle made from cat gut, get it? HAHAHAHAHAAAAA—So
anyway, Brucie, there I was at the flower show. Had all the hostages lined up, ready to
have a little flora-fun with the orchid-lovin’ loonies, just to pass the time until Batsy
arrived. When who comes crashing through the ceiling? Was it Batman? No, it was
not. It was Batman-Lite, that silly ass Nightwing. HAHAHAHA-NOT! Not what I
had in mind, Brucie, but for prancing around the petunias, it did no real harm. Not so
today. Today we must have the real thing. Only the one true Bat-creep will do, no
bridge and tunnel substitutes.”

Batman-Lite had left his position as soon as the news broke. He reached the shelter
in under eight minutes and spotted Catwoman in position on the roof next door.
“We’re clear,” he announced as he landed next to her. “No vines on the way, no ice
drifts, no crows, no marauding gangs carrying umbrellas or wearing hats.”
“Good,” Selina nodded, offering Nightwing a small phone-size viewscreen with
more television coverage from inside the shelter.
“What station is this?” he asked, not recognizing the angle from the footage he’d
seen on the jumbotron.
“None of them. B didn’t want to rely on the news stations, so we’ve got our own
hidden cameras and microphones installed.”
“Figures,” Nightwing grunted. “So what’d I miss? Took me almost ten minutes to
get here from the square. What’s Joker been doing?”
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“Monologing,” Catwoman said through clenched teeth.
“Mono… You mean spelling out his whole plan like in the movies?”
Selina took a deep breath. “Spelling it out like in the movies” implied coherence, a
logical chain of thought linking one idea to the next which didn’t really happen when
Joker had an audience. But she breathed in deeply all the same, preparing to
summarize the rambling psychotic mess of a master plan with the detached, slightly
bored delivery of a secretary reading back a dictated letter:
“The problem with ‘Catty’ is all she does is steal stuff. Where’s the funny? And
wouldn’t ‘this whole cat-thing’ be so much more hilarious if there were kitten grenades
involved. Mew-mew-mew-kaboom. But the thing is, Catty is Bruce’s girl. Joker may
have had his fun with fear, twos, pigeons and plants, but when it comes to educating
Catwoman on how to do the whole cat-thing properly, that honor really should go to
Bruce—Bruce who has such a fantastic sense of humor to begin with, just look at his
track record with the ladies. Everyone knows if you want to make time with the
honeys, you’ve got to make ‘em laugh. Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.
“So we know Bruce has it in him, it’s just a matter of getting it out, and that requires
a Really Bad Day. To bring this about, Joker’s taken these hostages and done it in front
of TV cameras so Batsy is sure to see. Joker will then capture Batsy when he shows and
plop him in a big cat cage. He will then set the cage on fire—again in front of the TV
cameras, so this time Catty will see. Catty will show up to save him, yadda-yaddayadda, Catty dumps Brucie for Batman, right there in front of Bruce (cause women are
like that, ha-ha), which will turn Brucie into a magnificent Jokeresque villain with a
grudge against cats…”

“Moment like that: life saved, debt of gratitude, guy with a square jaw, gal with big
boobs… Hearts and flowers and fireworks, Brucie. Hearts and flowers and fireworks.
You’re gonna get your heart broken, my friend, shredded up by claws and batarangs.
And then, then you’ll understand. Then you will see the light, Brucie,
HAHAHAHAHA! Kitten grenades for everybody! Why that company of yours, you
can put them out by the thousands. An exploding kitten in every pot! … Eh, that’s
not quite right is it? Never mind, we’ll work on the slogans later. Point is, Bruce,
you’ve got resources. Why you could be the next Lex Luthor—but without the stupid
Superman fixation. I mean he’s so constipated. The Alien this and The Alien that…”
Edward Nigma was not one of those villains so blinded by hatred that he couldn’t
recognize his enemy’s talents. Watching Wayne’s face as Joker expounded the Really
Bad Day scenario, he couldn’t help but admire his foe’s acting. The transition from
guileless bewilderment to incredulous horror, it really was an impressive performance.
One impressive performance deserved another, and Eddie had just about worked
out how to perform with the two henchmen called Sylvester and Scratchy. He had
been hanging back among the hostages, keeping as much distance as he could between
himself and the henchmen. The other hostages probably thought he was a coward, but
he was more afraid of being recognized than being filleted. Now he walked boldly up
to the henchman called Scratchy and asked if it would be possible to use the toilet. He
pointed helpfully towards the restroom door, and Scratchy agreed. When the episode
concluded, Eddie thanked him for the simple courtesy:
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“Thanks, Mr. Bigglesworth.”
“I’m Scratchy,” the henchman replied.
“Noooo,” Eddie said, raising an eyebrow in disbelief. “Why you’re the spitting
image of Mr. Bigglesworth. Much more than these other guys. Look, I have some
experience in this henchman naming business, and if Mr. Bigglesworth is one of the
names on the table, it’s simply criminal to award it to anyone else. Don’t you agree?”
Eddie turned to the nearest hostage, who was a teenage girl in a polo shirt with the
shelter name and logo embroidered on the pocket, obviously a member of the staff.
She looked at him blankly, and boy about the same age in a matching shirt sprung to
her rescue.
“Yes, absolutely. She agrees. So do I. Mr. Bigglesworth, definitely. It’s the
eyebrows. You have Mr. Bigglesworth’s eyebrows.”
“Really?” Eddie said in mock surprise, tilting his head to study the henchman’s
features better—but in reality pleased the kid was playing along so well. “Here I
thought it was his chin.”
“Nah, it’s his ears,” another hostage chimed in. “I would have said his forehead,”
added another. The debate built until, with a collective gasp, the group realized they
were all correct. Every detail of the henchman’s physical features matched the original.
Scratchy did look just like Mr. Bigglesworth!

There was no doubt that Catwoman, the world’s greatest cat burglar, could have
snuck into the animal shelter without Nightwing distracting Harley. But since Quinn
had gone to all the trouble to set up a Charlie Brown obstacle course for him, complete
with a Snoopy-style dog house, a water bowl, bones, sticks, and a squadron of what
appeared to be radio-controlled Woodstocks with hypodermic needle-beaks, he felt it
would be rude to disappoint her. So he leapt down to the shelter roof, stomping the
trip wire as he landed and causing a shrill air raid warning claxon to sound. The
Woodstocks locked on to his location and chased him towards the dog house, while
Catwoman climbed quietly down a drain pipe and made her way to the second floor
ledge.
She inched her way to a window and saw the most revolting man-size cat-cage
inside: 14-feet tall, with carpeted shelves on each side of the door, a water bowl the size
of a small sink, and an oil drum covered in dense rope like an oversized scratching
post. In case there was any doubt who the cage was meant for, there was a utility belt
collar sitting on the shelf, just waiting to be fastened around the occupant’s throat.
Catwoman shook her head, slid open the window and headed inside. She could
hear bits and pieces of Joker’s ranting downstairs: “Now put the camera right here.
We’re live, aren’t we? Not that live-to-tape stuff, because that’s just silly…”
All the television cameras were set up in a row, pointed at an open circle in front of
the reception desk which Joker was treating as a stage. Bruce was now gagged as well
as bound and rolled off to the side, so he would be visible in the camera shot but
wouldn’t pull focus from Joker’s own performance. Joker waved happily at the
camera, then gave it the finger, and then he pulled Tim Drake out of a group of
hostages and dragged him before the cameras.
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“Hello again, Gotham. Joker here. I’m coming to you live from Brucie Wayne’s Pet
Cemetery. Just take a look at this cute little guy. Had all his shots, well groomed, fresh
from a flea dip. But sadly, if no one comes to pick him up soon, he’ll have to be put
down. You listening, Batsy? You out there? All these adorable doe-eyed hostages will
all have to go in order to make room for some cuter captives. So what’s keeping you!
Scratchy, bring that cute little Asian piece up here, the one with the… Scratchy? Hang
on, folks!”
The henchman Scratchy was squinting at his claws, studying his reflection in the
largest blade. Eddie, who had been talking to him, quietly pointing out certain features
of his appearance that Scratchy had never noticed before, now tapped him on the
shoulder and pointed to Joker: it seemed like his boss wanted his attention. Joker
repeated the order for Scratchy to bring “the cute little Asian piece” to the stage. As
Scratchy pushed his way through the crowd of captives in search of the little Asian
piece, there was a sharp thud-thud and he disappeared out of sight, like a swimmer
pulled under by a swift and deadly undertow.
“Um, hello!” Joker called out. “We’re on the air here. If there’s a problem, solve it.
Bring me someone cute and cuddly already. I got the Sarah McLachlan ditty all cued
up.”
A second thud-thud sounded, and Sylvester too was suddenly nowhere to be seen.
“Mr. Bigglesworth?” Joker called. “Oh, Mr. Bigglesworth!” Getting no answer, he
turned to Tim. “Wait here.” He started to step away from the camera and then
thought the better of it. “No, that will never do. Leaving you all alone up here with all
of Gotham watching. You better go and I’ll wait here.” Tim started to step away from
the stage and, once again, Joker thought the better of it. He reached out and grabbed
Tim’s elbow, pulling him back towards the camera. “No that’s wrong. I’LL go see
what happened to Scratchy. You stay here. But look, Gotham is watching, so don’t
think you can just say any fool thing that comes into your head. Your line is ‘I loved it.
It was better than Cats. I’m going to see it again and again.’ Got it? HAHAHAHA!
Good.”
A door was kicked open, and Catwoman vaulted into the room, pouncing on one
henchman while another tasted whip. He fell backward into a third, who inexplicably
felt his legs pulled out from under him by the same whip slash.
“Early! You’re too early!” Joker cried. “Tranq her! Tranq her! She’ll mess up
everything! We haven’t even got Batsy yet. Tranq her already. We’ve got no use for
her until we’ve belled the Bat!”
Bruce had been rocking back and forth on his chair, and he finally succeeded in
tipping it over. Joker and the remaining henchmen pulled elongated pistols and fired
tranquilizer darts at the spot where Catwoman… had been standing. She wasn’t there
now, and as they looked around in confusion, she appeared behind Joker.
“Meow,” she whispered.
He turned with a punch. She ducked and kicked him in the nuts. He fell to his
knees, and she gave his cheek a slice with drugged claws.
“That was… much easier than expected,” she said—as the remaining henchman
raised his tranq gun to pistol whip her. He missed, smashing the butt of the gun into
her shoulder instead of her head when Bruce’s wild squirming in the overturned desk
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chair just happened to kick a metal wheelcover off the chair and into his achilles
tendon.
Catwoman stumbled forward, thrown off balance but certainly conscious, and
swung back to deliver a punitive punch into the henchman’s gut. Since he had bent
over from the blow to his ankle, she wound up punching the top of his head instead. It
knocked him out, but she cried out louder than he did, grabbing her knuckles in pain.
“MMMPH MPH-KWFF,” Bruce called from the floor—presumably a warning that
Joker’s toxin-saturated body chemistry would shrug off the sedative in her claws.
Joker’s hands thrust up from his prone position, like the final lunge of an axe-murderer
in the final reel of a horror film, and clamped around her waist.
“Nut kicks not funny,” he snarled, banging his head into her abs in what was surely
the stupidest looking head-butt outside of an animated cartoon.
Catwoman grabbed a handful of his hair in her left hand and used it to pull his head
backwards, away from her body. When she had enough room, she punched him in the
face with her right—but once again cried out in pain as she shattered the knuckles anew.
Joker was thrown backward but regrouped, remaining on all fours and growling like
a rabid dog.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she hissed.
“Hey, ‘Lina, try this!” Eddie called, tossing her a…
“Dog catcher’s net?” she said, examining the weapon.
Joker glared at it. Rose to his feet, and looked at Nigma with an expression of
offended dignity.
“Now that is just insulting,” he said coldly.
“Long paw cat-toy,” Catwoman declared, as if each word was rich in meaning.
“Come again?” Joker said.
“Long. Paw. Cat. Toy,” she repeated. “And I think I speak for all Rogues when I
say that.”
“She does!” Eddie called out.
“I don’t follow,” Joker said.
“Long paw,” Catwoman said, slipping her whip from the holster again and caressing
the leather as it uncoiled from the handle. “Cat toy,” she continued, her eyes dancing
with playful menace. “For the fear, for the birds, for the plants, for the ice, f—”
“For the riddles!” Eddie added.
“—And, of course, most especially, for the cats… NOT YOURS!” This with a whip
slash to Joker’s face that made him hop backward. “MUSTN’T TOUCH!” With
another to his crotch—and another retreating hop. “WRONG TO TAKE.” Slash-slashslash. “Not yours. Mustn’t touch. Wrong to take. Are we clear?”
“Jeez, Catty—”
“I said, ARE WE CLEAR?!”
“I’m just tryin’ to help you all find the funny,” Joker said feebly.
“Oh, we found the fucking funny, Jack,” she snarled. “I just said ‘Not yours, mustn’t
touch, wrong to take.’ You know who’s laughing his ass off right now? Batman!
You’ve got Scarecrow, Poison Ivy, Riddler, and me DOING HIS JOB FOR HIM! You
don’t think he’s the kind of guy who’d find that hilarious?!”
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“Oops,” Joker said, somehow managing a frown in the center of his perpetual grin.
“Oops,” Selina echoed, pulling back with her whip handle and bopping him in the
center of his forehead. He fell back with his head against the wall, but when he didn’t
go down, she did it again.
This time his eyes rolled, and he slid slowly down the wall.
The silence held for a long moment, the only sound was Catwoman’s breathing, the
unspent anger and exertion of the fight coming out in a series of huffing snorts. The
moment should have been followed by a swelling of proud satisfaction, except the
silence was broken by… applause. One person only, at first, quickly joined by the rest
of the hostages. Catwoman turned slowly, her dread building degree-by-degree, until
she saw Tim standing apart from the others in a half-circle of TV cameras. It was clear
from the stupid grin on his face that he was the insufferable little monster who led the
applause.
“I loved it,” he recited dutifully. “It was better than Cats. I’m going to watch it again
and again.”

Epilogue
Bruce carried a bowl of ice into Selina’s suite and set it down with all the gravity of a
waiter at 21 presenting a bottle of Bollinger.
“Scarecrow could have waited,” he said, while she laid a washcloth over the top
cubes and then rested her hand on the icy surface.
“No, he couldn’t.”
“Because you wanted your payback now,” he said with a lip-twitch.
“After all I’ve been through, I think I was entitled. Not ‘we’ll make it up to you on
some vague future date if the stars align just so.’ Bad boy bleeds, right here and right
now, that’s what I needed to see before closing the book on this and moving on. But
there was more to it than that and you know it. With Scarecrow up in Arkham
tonight…”
“At the same time as Joker,” Bruce agreed, the twitch giving way to a full smile.
“Only one bed away in the infirmary…”
“Meow. And if you love me, you’ll make sure the rest of them join him soon, before
they forget they’re mad at him.”
“I’ll do my best,” Bruce said, bending down to kiss her cheek.
A long, not entirely comfortable silence followed. Then Bruce cleared his throat.
“You still want to leave it in the closet?”
“Don’t you?”
“Me? I’m not the one who inhaled fear toxin,” Bruce pointed out.
“No, but you’re the one who’s had a thorn in your paw since the Stradivarius— I
think. Maybe the Lalique or the Ming vase, but I’m pretty sure you were cooking
before that.”
“Cooking?”
“You know what I mean. It was hiding under that Joker-indigestion look. Now he’s
out of the picture and viola.” She removed her hand from the ice long enough for a tada gesture at his chin. “The Scowl that Ate Tokyo. Add the mask, we may as well be
in the Crispin vault.”
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He grunted but said nothing more. His intent was to get her fear toxin episode out
of the closet, not explore his own reaction to the Catwoman crime spree.
“You’re upset that I enjoyed myself,” she said frankly.
“No,” he said instantly.
“Liar.”
“I am not. Selina, I—”
“If not to me, then to yourself.”
“Impossible woman,” Bruce declared under his breath.
“Scowl that Ate Tokyo,” she repeated, pointing to his chin, and then winced and
rearranged the washcloth before setting her knuckles gently on the ice again.
“I may have thought, just for a few fleeting moments that first night at
Mariopoulos’s, that you fell back into your old habits rather quickly. I immediately
checked that thought, since the break-ins were part of a strategy I initiated. I asked you
to do it. I asked knowing that Catwoman was a consummate professional. It was only
your choice of profession that was—”
“Judgmental jackass,” Selina said reflexively.
“Less-than-laudable,” Bruce concluded.
A second less-than-comfortable silence followed.
“So what’s with the scowl?” Selina asked finally.
Bruce swallowed hard, and then regarded her with Batman’s most piercing
interrogative stare. “If we’re cleaning out the closet, you first.”
“Ah.”
“…”
“Quid pro quo then?”
“…”
“Tit for tat.”
“…”
“You know that silent intimidation thing doesn’t work on me.”
“…”
“Not the way it does on the others anyway.”
“…”
“I’m not afraid of you, Bruce. I never have been.”
“..” The willful intensity behind the stare wavered, and Bruce heard himself taking a
deep breath. “Now who’s the liar?” he asked bluntly. “It was me you attacked at the
hacienda. You only went after Joker when he was the biggest menace in your line of
sight. But once I arrived…”
“Yeah, okay. Busted. It was you at the crux of my fear nightmare, but…”
“But not the avenging Dark Knight that strikes terror into criminals,” Bruce
prompted.
The smile Selina tried to suppress said it all. Not only did she not see him in those
terms, she didn’t really understand how anyone could. It was one of her peculiar blind
spots.
“No, it wasn’t ‘the avenging Dark Knight,’” she said with a gentle emphasis.
“Though I’m sure you’d prefer that.”
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She couldn’t be more wrong. As infuriating as Batman had found those blind spots
of hers over the years, this particular one had burrowed its way into his heart. He
cherished it. However fierce his anger became, however ferocious his hate, Selina
would never see it defining him. It didn’t negate everything else he was and everything
he could be. It was simply one not-very-significant part of the man she loved.
“So what was the context?” he asked.
“It’s fear toxin, Bruce. It doesn’t mean anything. Leave it in the closet.”
“Selina—”
“You’re going to take it personally!”
“Yes! I probably am. When you scream that I think you’re gullible and dumb and
liken yourself to the demonspawn, yes, I’m afraid whatever is behind those words is
something I am going to take very personally. So I am going to ask you just one more
time, Catwoman, and this time, I want an answer. What was it you saw in the grip of
that—”
“God, Bruce, I mentioned the spawn and you still can’t figure it out? Or do you need
to hear me say it, is that it?”
“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said gravely.
“You’re every bit as good a detective as your press says, Bruce. And, though it does
feline pride no good to admit it, you know me very, very well. So if you can’t figure it
out, if you truly have no idea what I’m talking about, I have to believe it’s because you
don’t want to. Christ… maybe even because there’s a grain of truth in it.”
Bruce stared, bewildered for a long, long minute. His heart pounded in his chest.
He didn’t like where this was going. Not one bit. Detective ability was hardly the
point. Feline logic had always defied it, defied rational analysis, defied any attempts to
classify, analyze or understand it.
“What I said to Joker, it wasn’t just cover, Bruce. It wasn’t a pose. I did your job
today. I took on Joker, and before that I helped you fight Ra’s and Jervis and even
Eddie… And before this past week, I haven’t broken into someplace for profit and
come away with ‘jewels that don’t belong to me-grunt’ since… since Tiffany’s, I think.”
“And you miss it,” Bruce said quietly. “I know.”
“It’s not that, it’s… God, you’re really going to make me say it. Bruce, this ugly little
corner inside of me can’t help wondering if that’s why you did it.”
He blinked.
“Did what?”
“If you took up with me romantically as leverage to shut down Catwoman.”
“WHAT?!” Bruce gasped, jumping to his feet as if he suddenly feared the chair
might explode.
“Hey, it’s not like you could catch me any other way,” Selina said wryly.
“THAT’S your toxin nightmare?!” Bruce yelled, nearly hyperventilating from the
shock. “How could you possibly, how… how in a thousand years could you even
conceive of… even feline logic, even…”
“It’s fear gas, Bruce. Sense doesn’t enter into it. What do you want from me? You
wanted to know what I experienced and I told you.”
“But HOW? How…”
“Some people are afraid of spiders, some people are afraid of ceiling fans.”
108

Don’t Fear the Joker

“And you’re afraid I told you my identity and moved you into my home and only
pretended to love you as part of some crimefighting scheme to rid Gotham of a cat
burglar?”
“I told you you’d take it personally,” Selina said softly.
“If you think I would do that, that I would be capable of—”
“I don’t. I didn’t. The toxin did. Bruce, it’s a chemical. It’s just…”
“It’s just?”
She shrugged.
Bruce took a deep breath.
“I wasn’t going to tell you this,” he said finally. “The ‘Scowl that Ate Tokyo’ was not
because you enjoyed your ‘cat crimes’ a little too much this past week. It was because I
did.”
Selina could only stare. Nutmeg hopped onto the coffee table and began lapping at
the melted ice. And Bruce decided the little unacknowledged fear in Selina’s psyche
that gave birth to that toxin episode must be eradicated entirely. He would wait until
she tried to speak, and then he would pummel it as mercilessly as the worst criminal
excrescence in Gotham.
“I…” she said finally.
“I am happier now than I have ever been in my life, Selina. And you are a big part of
that. Our life together is a part of that. But I enjoyed this past week too. The
adversarial thrill reminded me of how much I enjoyed the chase back then.
‘Reminded’ isn’t even the appropriate term, because back then I would never admit it.”
He paused just as he would pounding a thug, letting her just recover the power of
speech—or try to, before delivering the crucial blow.
Nutmeg, having drunk her fill, now pawed at pellets of former ice cubes floating in
the water.
“I—” Selina tried again.
“So please inform that ‘ugly little corner inside of you,’” Bruce interrupted, “that the
throwback of the past week made me realize that I always did want you just as much
as you wanted me. Going back to it was so charged—emotionally, sexually, and even
physically—that it freaked me out a little. And the Scowl that Ate Tokyo was the
result.”
“Okay,” Selina breathed weakly.
“Just okay?” Bruce said, arching an eyebrow.
“I mean meow.”

Edward Nigma had not done anything as imprudent as driving his fist into a human
skull or bruising his knuckles on a jawbone. He didn’t need the soothing therapy of an
ice bath. He needed a different form of therapy:
7-Across: Starts with a second.
H-Y-P-O-C-R
It didn’t fit. “Every man alone is sincere. At the entrance of a second person,
hypocrisy begins.” Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1841, the essay entitled Friendship. He
needed three more letters. How could that be?
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It was all Selina’s fault. She caught this, this White Hat Disease from Batman and
now she was a carrier. She’d infected him with Cape Plague, and it was high time he
took steps to flush this Hero Phage from his system.
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The Maya Calendar includes five unnamed days at the end of the cycle thought to
bring bad luck. The barriers to the Underworld are said to dissolve, allowing any
malicious god or mischievous spirits to enter the mortal realm and cause whatever
havoc strikes their fancy. The name of this period is Wayeb’, a mere one letter shy of
being an anagram for B. Wayne. That one letter happens to be an “N,” as in Nigma,
Edward R., aka The Riddler, Arkham Patient File #66-N341. If Riddler considered bad
luck at all in relation to his Maya puzzle box, it would have been in those terms. He
would not consider the possibility that the heat from the Bat-Signal might crack the
clay, causing the box to crumble and allowing the police to read the clue themselves…

Wayne One reached a new cruising altitude, and Captain Leffinger opened the
intercom and announced the revised ETA. Bruce checked his watch and grunted;
Selina adjusted her pillow and ignored him. Nearly three hours ‘til they touched down
in Gotham… She yawned and pretended to sleep.
Few things got under Bruce’s skin like otherwise informed, rational people saying
nice things about Lex Luthor. His administration and his company were
acknowledged as failures, since to deny such realities would be like denying the
existence of the sun. But the catastrophic mess was attributed to Luthor’s followers, not
to the man himself, his core principles and his vision. It was the misguided nobodies
who were to blame, those who misunderstood what Luthor was really about and
mimicked his early success from that place of incomplete understanding.
It annoyed Selina too, of course. She was no fan of Luthor’s. But she was also no fan
of long plane rides with Bruce when he’d had to suffer several days of those dipshits.
“Look at his track record: the things he’s said, the things he’s done, the reasons he’s
given for doing them. That anyone can look at something so wholly bad and not
recognize it as such is unfathomable.”
“Yes, Bruce, I agree, but—”
“That they can even be persuaded it has some merit because they read it somewhere
twenty years ago—half the time it’s Luthor’s own spin doctors they’re quoting, too.”
“I know,” Selina breathed. “And they’re allowed to vote and drive cars and get jobs
at the Gotham Post. It pisses me off t—”
“And buy stock,” Bruce added in Psychobat’s darkest gravel. “Let’s not forget that
one.”
“Yes,” Selina nodded. That was the crux of it. They bought Wayne Enterprises
stock, among others. Since the stockholders’ meeting was always held in Gotham,
Bruce had implemented a series of town hall meetings in major cities.
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Selina got up from her chair as she spoke… “You told me you like meeting the
shareholders at these things,” she said, relocating behind his chair and giving his
shoulders a gentle rub.
“Usually. Most of them,” he admitted.
“But it only takes one nimrod from Alabama, two in Houston and that guy in Seattle
to put your nose out of joint?”
“The suggestion that Wayne Tech would be more profitable if we abandoned any
notion of social responsibility and adopted the petty, hare-brained, vindictive, shortsighted practices of Lex Luthor, practices that alienated once-loyal customers,
destroyed market share, gave the entire industry a deplorable reputation it still hasn’t
recovered… Never mind, you don’t want to hear this again.”
She laughed. “I thought you were going to punch the guy in Pittsburgh that
suggested the Foundation should give up ‘all the charity stuff’ and stick with political
donations.”
“Now that the government can’t put any limits on corporate political spending,
there’s no need for the philanthropic smokescreen,” Bruce quoted. “You can go
straight to the source and purchase power.”
Selina stared. The words were the stockholder from Pittsburgh’s, but the voice and
intonation were unmistakably that of Ra’s al Ghul.
“Was that a Ra’s voice?” she asked, pointing in mock-horror.
“Not intentionally,” Bruce shrugged.
“Just comes out that way when you want to convey ambition, cynicism, and guile
devoid of empathy or conscience?”
Bruce’s lip twitched… twitched again… and then gave way into a restrained smile as
he closed his eyes and surrendered to a soft chuckle.
“That’s why I brought you on this trip,” he said emphatically.
“No, it’s not,” Selina said knowingly. “But I’m glad if my being here makes you
laugh.” She had settled in the chair across from his, and now she stretched her foot
forward to rub against his ankle. “Now tell me the real reason,” she purred.

Oakland or LA, I’m inspired.
A tale of survivors who are mired
Is not what it seems
When you wait for the beams
To reflect upon what is desired.

There was a particular quality Catwoman had when she asked Batman—just this
once—to look the other way and let her leave with a diamond tiara. Bruce had
conjured the image on many lonely nights, lingering on the details, studying the
nuances: The way her breath parted her lips on the word “please.” The way her
eyelids dipped as she blinked. The way her head tilted back and to the side, almost
imperceptibly, hinting ever so subtly at the kisses that could be his.
“I know something happened Thursday,” she pressed.
“Sort of—no, not really. Nothing… Nothing important enough to bother you with.”
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So much had changed between them, but the essence of the woman behind the mask
had not.
“Just important enough to have me cancel my plans and come along on the Wayne
Tech Magical Mystery Tour. I’d just like to know why.”
The softness of that lower lip as her breath parted it, the way her eyelids dipped as
she blinked… and the way it all affected him. The way Batman’s instinctual hold on
the situation seemed to blur and shift. Deep down, he knew the right thing to do, the
words he had to say, the action he had to take.
“Bruce, please.”
But somehow, gazing into those impossibly green eyes, the knowledge was… lost.
“You caused a dip in the NASDAQ,” he said, releasing his tenuous grip on his own
will and giving her what she wanted.
“I what?” she sputtered—but before either could say more, the intercom switched on
and Captain Leffinger suggested they fasten their seatbelts for another patch of
turbulence.

“Why Batman, how hard do you want it to get?”
Rattle. Falter. Mental sweat drop.
Grand Central Station, a lifetime before, their first rooftop. He’d said “Alright,
Catwoman, we can do this the easy way or the hard way,” and she said “Why Batman,
how hard do you want it to get?” What did he, Gotham’s Dark Knight, the Scourge of
the Underworld, the Avenging Angel of Justice say in reply? Nothing. Rattle. Falter.
Mental sweat drop. Agonizing moments of mute futility as his mind strained to free
itself from whatever just happened to him, and then coming up with a maddeningly
inadequate “This isn’t a game.”
It was the first of many such episodes. Moments where she somehow stripped his
mind and body of their ability to do what Batman required. After each occurrence he
berated himself. After each occurrence he conjured the details, analyzed the nuances:
the purr in her voice, the green of her eyes, the way her breath parted her lips…
Batman knew what had to be done, always. It was a part of him, an instinct, a reflex,
as natural and effortless as blinking. Yet somehow that woman dismantled it, time
after time. She snipped the connections the way she snipped wires in an alarm. Over
here there was the rational man’s knowledge of what he had to do (in this case,
executing the NASDAQ protocol to address the stock fluctuation without Selina ever
finding out what had happened); over there was the muscle movement required to do
it. And in between, a flicker of claws, snip-snip-snip, and the connection was severed.
After their first few encounters, Psychobat had come to the conclusion that the
mysterious woman in purple must be physically manipulating him in some way:
psychotropic drugs, hypnotism, telepathic influence, possibly even magic. Somehow
she was altering his brain chemistry to befuddle him or cloud his judgment… Shortly
thereafter, he’d had his first run-in with Poison Ivy and her pheromone-induced
euphoria, giving him first-hand experience with that type of manipulation. In the
years that followed, Scarecrow, Mad Hatter and Hugo Strange, along with one-shot
telepaths, hypnotists, aliens, scientists and sorcerers had given him more firsthand
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knowledge of mind control and mental manipulation than he ever cared to know.
None of it ever felt like what he experienced with Catwoman. Psychobat eventually
had to admit that whatever it was that Catwoman did to him, it had nothing to do with
altering his brain chemistry.
Bruce eventually forced the knowledge into Psychobat’s corner of his psyche: it was
chemistry, of course it was chemistry, anyone past the age of puberty could see it was
chemistry. Just not the scientific variety.
“You caused a dip in the NASDAQ,” he’d said. Like a puppet whose strings were
cut. Snip-snip with her claws, without even knowing she was doing it apparently. She
asked what happened and he told her: “You caused a dip in the NASDAQ.”
Damn her.

“Bruce, there is a little WE stock in my portfolio, but I haven’t bought or sold
anything in almost a year. How could I possibly—”
“It’s nothing like that,” he murmured… This was really happening. He told her—
came right out and told her simply because she asked, and now he was going to have
to explain the whole miserable business. “You were, um… shopping last week… on
Fifth Avenue.”
“Y-yes.”
“You stopped in at Cartier.”
“Yes, I did. I was a very good girl, too. I walked in through the front door, while
they were open for business…”
“Yes, well, unfortunately, Saul Drescher of the Financial Times saw you. Can I ask
why you went?”
“A cat’s curiosity. I did hit them last month during my staged crimewave and I
wanted to see if they were going to go on high alert when I walked in as Selina—”
“Or go on sucking up as if you were Mrs. Bruce Wayne,” Bruce concluded. “I
thought as much.”
“So… wait a minute… a couple salesmen wait on me in front of this Saul Drescher
and Wayne stock drops?”
“Three-eighths of a point.”
“Three-eighths of a… because I walked into a store?”
“A jewelry store where they engrave invitations and sell diamond rings and—”
“And their logo is a panther! They’ve got gold and diamond and platinum cats
everywhere you turn around! I could have been casing the place—”
“But you weren’t.”
“But I could have been!”
“But you weren’t.”
“I wasn’t looking at diamond solitaires either, so why is this Saul idiot jumping to
conclusions?!”
Why Batman, how hard do you want it to get?
Rattle. Falter. Mental sweat drop.
Chemistry.
“Bruce?”
“Listen, Selina, I’ve told you what we know. Anything else would be speculation.”
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The plane dropped suddenly with a nauseating jolt, and Captain Leffinger quickly
opened the intercom to apologize. He assured them he was taking the safest route
around the storm system they were avoiding, and the turbulence they were
experiencing was a necessary tradeoff.
Selina dug her nails into the armrest, like a cat sinking in her claws for balance, and
directed Catwoman’s angriest glare at Bruce.
“From anyone else, ‘speculation’ might be code for a half-assed guess. From you, it’s
what happened even though you can’t prove it in court. So spill: I’ve been in Cartier a
dozen times since we got together. The salesmen get dollar signs in their eyes and
fawn all over me. Why was Thursday different?”
Bruce took a deep breath. It was no use; the proverbial feline had sauntered
defiantly out of the sack.
“Every two weeks, Lucius has a very small press briefing for the niche publications:
aeronautic, medical, research and tech publications with very small, profession-based
circulations. It’s not like a White House press conference or anything. I dropped in on
the last one because we were outlining our plans for the Tech Expo next month.
WayneTech’s presence is going to be bigger than ever before since we’re rolling out
some very important new—”
“Bruce, I’ve sat through nine town hall meetings in the past five days. I know as
much about that expo as you do.”
“Right. Well… Webster from Geo-Imaging Monthly just got engaged. He announced
it to the others right before I walked into the room. I asked what all the laughter and
backslapping was about, they told me, and I congratulated him. We had the
presentation, gave them their press kits, and as we were walking out, Lucius said
something like ‘it was nice of me to be so gracious about Webster’ since I look on
marriage as ‘worse than death.’ I said that I certainly did not, and he said ‘Well, as
something other people do, then.’ I said ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ and the next
thing I know, Saul Drescher is jumping to wild conclusions when he sees you in
Cartier’s.”
Selina’s mouth had dropped open slightly and her eyes widened to a confused stare.
She started to speak, her head tilting back and her lips shaping themselves to
pronounce some word that began with ‘w,’ but she thought the better of it. She just
shook her head briefly as if evading an insect, and then primly crossed her legs.
“One or more of the reporters obviously heard the exchange,” Bruce explained
unnecessarily. “Passed it along to a colleague from a financial publication.” The
intercom switched on and Captain Leffinger announced that they had passed through
the last of the turbulence. Selina found the announcement revoltingly ill-timed as the
pilot went on to say they should consider themselves free to release their seat belts and
move freely through the plane.
“Look, the price corrected by 9:45 Friday morning,” Bruce said reassuringly. “Still,
given the market’s hysterical reaction, I felt a p—” (he stopped himself from saying
protocol, since Selina often reacted to the term) “program of public appearances was in
order. Let them get used to seeing Wayne the CEO in the context of being CEO with
Selina Kyle at his side.”
“So they build up a tolerance,” Selina said archly. “Like I’m arsenic.”
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“If you want to put it that way, yes.”
“That doesn’t even work with Pammy,” she grumbled under her breath.
Bruce suppressed a lip twitch, and since he suspected he wasn’t supposed to have
heard the reference to Poison Ivy, he went on as if he hadn’t: “This way, should we
ever decide to pursue a change in our personal circumstances, they won’t be inclined to
overreact. I’m getting a bottle of water, would you like something?”
“N-no,” Selina managed, and as he walked back towards the plane’s small kitchen,
she was grateful Bruce preferred to wait on himself when he flew rather than have his
privacy compromised by an attendant.
What did he mean by…
Layers of realization burned through the mental fog in a matter of seconds, and she
got up to follow Bruce to the kitchen.
“Change your mind? Fruit juice?” he offered.
She simply stared.
“Selina?”
Stared.
“Look, Selina, the market’s response is assuming a marriage is mercenary and would
be followed by a divorce that could impact the company. I find that galling and
offensive. I don’t allow Superman to second guess my judgment in that fashion. I
certainly won’t stand for it from presumptuous hedge fund managers. So you’ll attend
a few events like these town halls every year, they’ll get used to seeing us together in
those settings and get it out of their system.”
“I see,” Selina said, hoping she wasn’t breathing hard, but because of the way her
heart was pounding, she couldn’t be completely sure. “So, it’s just a control freak
thing.”
“It is a proactive, measured response to an unacceptable—”
“Yes, yes, whatever BatSpeak bullshit label you want to put on it. It’s a control
thing. It’s not… Your actual views on... ‘personal circumstances’ haven’t changed.”
“Ah, I see. No. No, they haven’t.”
“Good.”
“Good?”
“Bruce, if your views change on that subject, I expect to hear about it before Webster
from Geo-Imaging Monthly.”
Lip twitch.
“Agreed.”

It was usual for Catwoman to get home from her prowl a few hours before Batman.
Often as not, she was fast asleep by the time he finished the logs and went up to bed.
So Bruce was surprised to see a light as he reached the top of the stairs. It shone under
the door across the hall from their bedroom, Selina’s suite, so he knocked and looked
in. He saw her on the sofa, still in costume with newspapers and magazines lying open
all around her. Her laptop sat directly ahead on the coffee table, so the setting might
have resembled a low tech version of Workstation 1 in the Batcave, except for the
defeated slump of her shoulders. Rather than typing up a log with a brisk, determined
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air or consulting one of the publications to find a reference or check a fact, Selina stared
listlessly at the screen.
“You’re up late,” he noted. “Anything I can do?”
She chuckled sadly at that. “No.”
“Just ‘no?’”
“You can’t help, Bruce. Let’s leave it at that.”
“You sure? I’m pretty resourceful,” he said, a note of levity tempering Batman’s
gravel. The sound made Selina look up sharply. That odd mix of the Batman voice
and Bruce’s low-key humor was a rarity, even with her. “C’mon, Kitten. With all the
town halls you’ve sat through this week, I owe you. Tell me what’s wrong.”
“I don’t’ want to. You’ll make fun.”
“I’ll make fun? You can’t be serious.”
“You didn’t want to tell me about the NASDAQ, remember? Well, I don’t want to
tell you this. Go away. Bother other criminals.”
Bruce closed his eyes and shook his head, summoning patience. Bother other
criminals. Impossible woman.
Her mention of the NASDAQ discussion sparked those thoughts again: Chemistry.
How she could always get to him in ways no one else could. Even now when it had
evolved so far beyond those early rooftop games, she still had that uncanny ability to
get inside him, into his heart or into his head, and extract whatever she wanted. But he
also understood that chemistry worked in both directions. She might try to wave him
off, but until the claws came out and drew blood, it was all just words.
And the words were telling. “Bother other criminals” meant it was Batman she
didn’t want to talk to. “Bother other criminals” meant whatever the problem was, it
was from the felonious part of her life. It meant…
“What’s Nigma done now?” he asked—this time without a hint of levity lightening
the deep Bat-gravel. Selina merely glared—or rather, Catwoman did. “Does it have
anything to do with the copycat? There have been two incidents this week. Doesn’t
look like Cluemaster.”
“It’s not Cluemaster and it’s not a copycat. Eddie left a message for me to come see
him tonight. I went and I got the whole story. If I tell you—Bruce, so help me, if I tell
you this in confidence, you can’t make fun.”
“Selina, these were not Riddler clues. An Officer Bailk solved the first one and—”
“And Robin solved the second, I know!”
“Robin was at the scene. Batgirl solved the riddle that led them there.”
“Batg… Cassie?! Oh, poor… We are never going to tell him that.”
“You’re not saying it was Nigma.”
“Bruce, I mean it, you can’t poke fun. No ‘criminals are a superstitious and cowardly
lot,’ no twitchy lip or that puffy grunt that we all know is a laugh.”
“Selina, what—”
“Promise me.”
“Selina!”
“Promise!”
Grunt.
“Eddie’s lost his mojo.”
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“What?!”

“It’s the Grifter’s Curse, Lina. If a mob boss or a long con player or a name Rogue
like you or me gets stung in a small time scam, Under Weer—no, wait. Nuder… Nude
weer, WE’RE RUINED, DAMNIT! Look at me, I can’t even anagram a simple two
word phrase with three Es.”
Selina frowned, first at Eddie and then at a crack in the ceiling which periodically
dripped a blob of water onto the floor between them.
“Eddie, we went over this with Houdini’s notebook. Curses like that aren’t real,
they’re just self-fulfilling prophesy.”
“You sure? Zatanna’s nasty little secret came out with a vengeance after she touched
it, didn’t it?”
“Mine didn’t and neither did Bruce’s.” Eddie crossed his hands in front of his chest,
thumbs touching, and made a fluttery bat-wing motion. Selina felt the blood draining
from her face as she realized that, in relation to Eddie, they had. “Let’s say you’ve
convinced me,” she said tersely. “How did this happen?”
“I bought a smart phone. Since I want it to make calls, I couldn’t go with Apple, and
since I didn’t want anything with your boyfriend’s name on it, I had to scratch the top
thirty-six alternatives. That led me to DreamFixer.”
“What?”
“It’s a website. They sell stuff. In this case, a smart phone with built in satellite,
eighty-four applications and wireless internet. Except it turns out the instructions are
in Japanese, the satellite only covers Tokyo, the thing won’t charge in a 110 volt/60
hertz outlet without a special adapter—which is no longer for sale. And the apps…”
“Are in Japanese.”
“Most involve nauseatingly cute cartoon kittens, rabbits, penguins or geese, crossdressing Japanese pop stars in 18th century naval uniforms singing show tunes, or a
collection of fetishy animations, the tamest of which what I can only describe as
‘naughty tentacles.’”
“Moving right along,” Selina said… and once again, the ceiling dripped. As Eddie
replaced the sauce pan beneath it with a towel, he explained that he hadn’t tried to get
a refund immediately since he had a time-critical riddle that had to be delivered to the
Bat-Signal. It was one of his best. Encased in a Maya puzzle box, which was the
cleverest piece of misdirection he’d ever come up with. Setting up Batman to fail,
setting him up to miss the real clue and chase the red herring:
“Oakland or LA, ‘Lina. Any normal man will think Oakland Raiders and once that
word’s in their head: Raiders of the Lost Ark. You’re predisposed to see it, so ‘a tale of
survivors’ is a story arc on Lost, and so on. I had a map room all set up, ‘Lina. Jigsaw
and Tangram hit every hobby shop in the tri-state area to get me the miniatures.
Whole miniature Gotham laid out for him, sweet little trail of clues to lead him to it.
Batman should have been standing right there with the Headpiece of Hairdo waiting
for the sun to come up, while I was at the Algonquin making off with the goods from
the Breathing Hope into Haiti fundraiser.”
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Bruce was delighted to explain how Riddler’s plan had gone awry.
“The S.O.P. when the signal is lit without authorization is to dispatch a patrolman to
the roof to see what if anything has been left, and then to notify the Commissioner who
turns the box/envelope/whatever over to me when I get there. In this case, the officer
found a slip of paper lying in the middle of broken pottery, so he read it.
“Officer Bailk is taking night classes at Brooklyn Law and there’s more Latin than he
expected. So he looked straight past the obvious and saw the real clue: the word
‘inspired.’ From the Latin inspirate, which means ‘to breathe.’ The Breathing Hope into
Haiti fundraiser was on the morning blotter because of all the valuables in the silent
auction. And once Commissioner Muskelli was on the scent, they checked the details
and saw the keynote speaker was a Dr. Inez Oakland, author of Solving the Conundrum
of Disaster Relief in Louisiana.”
“Oakland to LA,” Selina laughed. “Damn, that is slick. Oh, poor Eddie!”
Bruce scowled.

Eddie scowled. And the ceiling dripped a particularly large drop onto his head.
“You should have seen it, ‘Lina. Uniforms everywhere, the place looked like a donut
shop. I barely got out at all, and I left my cane behind.”
“You said there was a sequel. What happened with your next crime?” Selina asked.
“Niobium.”
“Come again?”
“Niobium. Chemical element with the symbol Nb. Also a critical element of my
clue. Its atomic number is 41, as in 41 Park Avenue, where a Mrs. Caron lives. Mrs.
Caron is the descendent of Felice Augustine, who corresponded for twenty years with
Pierre Charles L'Enfant. Pierre Charles L'Enfant was the architect and planner who
laid out Washington D.C. and is thought to have embedded any number of Masonic
codes and puzzles into the city structure. He is also thought to have confided in Felice
Augustine. Do you see?”
“Nope.”
“Right! And neither should anyone else. Nobody should be walking around with
the atomic number of niobium in their head. Except J.Peterman sent an email that
morning. Subject line: the atomic number of niobium! They’re having a 41% off sale.
What kind of sick joke is that? They could have used Mozart’s last symphony or
Montana’s number in the union or the year Caligula was assassinated, but nooo.
Atomic number of niobium.”
“Eddie, calm down.”
“That’s how I know it’s a curse, ‘Lina. That kind of bad luck doesn’t just happen on
its own. What do you call a five letter word for a four letter word?”
There was a small whistling noise as the crack in the ceiling widened ever so slightly
and the intermittent drops started falling in a drizzling trickle.
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THE MARK
All things considered, Eddie’s been a pretty good sport since finding out about
Bruce. He’s taken a few unnecessary swings at my head, but once you factor in his
obsessions and psychosis and the fact that Batman always solved his riddles, he’s been
a good sport. He helped in the last round against Joker just to pull focus from me, so it
wasn’t Catwoman fighting crime as much as all Rogues fed up with Joker’s themesnatching saying “Enough already” and punching back.
I owed him. He was in dire straits with this Grifter’s Curse, and he wasn’t going to
get himself out of it alone, not with his personal dark cloud following him around
wherever he went. So I agreed to help—under one condition. I didn’t mind helping a
friend, but I drew the line at going to that lair of his to do it. He only set up shop on
the East End because he knows I avoid it like the plague. With the Post’s nauseating
lies about me centering on that area, it’s literally the last part of town where I’ll risk
being seen. Ironically, that’s another example of Eddie being a good sport. Since he
discovered I’m dabbling in crimefighting on rare occasions, a lair on the East End was a
way to guarantee that we wouldn’t be running into each other. If a cape comes
knocking on his door, he knows it won’t be me. So he can pull whatever jobs occur to
him, I can indulge in the occasional date night patrol with Bruce, and we both know
our paths will never cross. Friendship remains intact and everybody’s happy, Riddle
Me-ow.
Except it hasn’t really worked. He’s had one personal crisis after another since
moving into that hell hole—nothing that called for a drop in from a crimefighting cape,
just the kind of thing that needs a drop in from a friend. So I’ve sucked it up and gone
to the East End. More than once I’ve gone, and that’s as much compromise as he gets
from this kitty. I wasn’t going to be DRIPPED ON on top of everything else. I let
Eddie know that if he wanted to see me under his roof ever again, he needed to find
himself a new roof in some other part of town, preferably one capable of keeping out
the rain. Until then, we’d meet at the Iceberg.

This was a new low for Edward Nigma. The Iceberg Lounge, the one place a Rogue
of his standing was guaranteed VIP treatment, and they didn’t have a table for him.
Raven looked better than he’d ever seen her. She was in a new hostess dress: black,
sleeveless, scoop neck, sequins. The “wow” that escaped him when he saw her had
dropped his voice into the Bat-register. Eddie wanted to think that’s why she refused
him a table. The dining room was never fully booked for The Riddler, so hearing an
unfamiliar voice, she must have mistaken him for a groupie. The dream was shortlived, unfortunately, for she went on to address him as Mr. Nigma when she
suggested he “try to find a spot” in the bar.
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It was easier said than done. He had to go through the dining room to reach the bar,
squeezing around tables of more fortunate diners whose chairs were practically backto-back to begin with. The reason was clear enough: there was an icy-white grand
piano under the chandelier that had never been there before, and Oswald was too
cheap to remove tables to make room. Every table was full, and one man even tried to
give Eddie a drink order as he squeezed past.
Reaching the barroom, it looked like his only choices were sitting with Hugo
Strange, with henchmen, or with KGBeast. Picking the least objectionable, he asked
KGBeast what he was drinking and it was enough to make him reconsider the merits of
Hugo Strange as a drinking buddy.
“Salmon-flavored vodka?”
“Da. From someplace called Alaska Distillery. Moscow tried this in 1972. Salmonka
was called. This is no better.”
“Then why are you drinking it?” Eddie asked.
“I see ad on back of magazine behind bar. I am curious so I ask Sly. He order it
special, must buy whole case, he says. Cobblepot say now I must drink it. Sly no will
serve me anything else until all salmon vodka is drunk.”
Eddie made a mental note to watch what he said in front of Sly, and KGBeast agreed
to let Eddie share his table as long as he drank a few shots. Eddie agreed, with the
bonus that by the third shot, as the chilled vodka distilled with glacial ice slid away
leaving the unmistakable whisper of smoked fish on his palate, he’d learned why there
wasn’t a free table to be had in the dining room.

Hackers are thief-like by nature. The computer, like the urban penthouse, has its
secured locks and burglar alarms, all its goodies locked away behind thick titanium
walls and tumblers, or perhaps a biometric keypad with a fingerprint scanner and a
twelve-digit digital pin. It thinks it’s very secure until you come along, knowing far
more about how its locks actually work than it does, and a few minutes later, all of its
treasures are yours for the taking. Since Oracle is the world’s best hacker and
Catwoman is the world’s best thief, we hit it off the very first time we teamed up. I
had no idea she’d been Batgirl, of course, so there was none of that awkward tension
you get with crimefighting capes. By the time I found out about her past, it didn’t
matter. She was a sensible woman and we had a rapport. We could laugh together at
the foibles of the silly little girls (Poor Stephanie) and wonder if we had ever been that
confused.
So I didn’t mind using Barbara for Operation: Help Eddie, but I did draw the line at
Nightwing. So I had to wait outside their co-op until Dick left for patrol, and naturally
he picked tonight to watch the end of a ballgame before setting out. So I stretched out
on my gargoyle and waited. Eddie would just have to amuse himself at the ‘Berg until
I got what I came for.

Naturally, despite arriving late in the crush of the third seating, Catwoman had no
trouble getting a premium booth in the dining room. There was a stag table in the back
who would have been happy to vacate their place for the famous (and eye-catching)
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Rogue, but Raven gave that honor to a group of tourists. It added a special thrill to
their glamorous night in the heart of Rogue Gotham. Raven then sent Dove who sent
Wren who sent Peahen who sent Jose the busboy into the bar to tell Mr. Nigma he
could join Catwoman in the dining room. As Eddie pushed his way through, the man
who tried to order a drink from him earlier now told him they were ready for their
check.
Eddie slumped into the booth like a desert nomad reaching the oasis, and Selina very
kindly told him that he “looked like hell.” Before he could bring her up to date on the
curse’s latest maneuvers to make him look like an idiot (kuram na sm'ekh, as his new
drinking buddy might say), Oswald was waddling up to them looking insufferably
pleased with himself.
“Catwoman, my felicitous feline, always displaying such discriminating
discernment—KWAK! What a testament it is to your exceedingly good taste that you
have chosen this particular night to visit us again—KWAKwakwakwak.”
Selina had no idea what he was talking about, but she guessed it was connected to
the crowd so she asked what was going on. Oswald went into ecstasies of kwaking at
the chance to tell the story again: The grand piano had been delivered a few days ago
by mistake. That afternoon, a perfectly ravishing creature had come to the bar to clear
up the mistake. Her name was Tawny. Tawny Piculet… (A rapturous sigh here rather
than more gratuitous kwaking, for a name of such distinction should be contemplated
in silence.) Tawny and her sister Pitta were moving in down the block. Pitta was a
lounge singer, hence the piano, while Tawny herself… (Once again a pause and a
reverent sigh) …was a celebrity chef. “Celebrity,” at least, in the minor arena of Star
City. She and her sister had now come to Gotham to make a name for themselves in
the greater world—kwak.
Oswald Cobblepot was not one to thumb his nose at opportunity, and he hired them
both on the spot. Tawny set to work creating a new menu, and as fate would have it, a
tour bus broke down right outside their door and a busload of tourists poured in to
wait just as she finished a test batch of her gourmet mac n’ cheese… Oswald paused
here to eulogize about the mac n’ cheese, the leeks Tawny added that brought such
piquancy to the dish and the slice of truffle on the bottom which infused the
surrounding cream with such flavor. By the time the replacement bus arrived, the
tourists refused to leave. When they finally did go, they evidently spread the word at
their respective hotels, for the phone started ringing within the hour. Every concierge
in the city wanted a block of tables reserved for their guests, and there hadn’t been an
empty table since.
Selina looked skeptically from Oswald to Eddie and back to Oswald, as if she
suspected a prank.
“Ozzy, you didn’t buy a smart phone recently, did you?”
“Why would I do such a thing?” he sniffed. “I have a staff to take my messageskwak.”
“Just checking,” she smiled.
He leaned in then and spoke confidentially:
“I was going to get a pair for Talon and Crow, for the –kwak– convenience of our
customers who have a –kwakwak– a keen interest in sporting events. I thought perhaps
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the phone that Edward was getting. But when I went to the website, it seemed
suspect. –kwakwak– 84 applications, wireless internet and satellite. Too good a deal for
the price quoted. So I sent Talon to –kwak– see what had ‘fallen off the truck’ at
Willoughby’s.”
He toddled off, and Selina turned to Eddie with an I-told-you-so flourish as soon as
he’d gone.
“There you are. Ozzy passed on the phone you bought. He’s got your mojo.”
Oswald stopped a waitress as she passed, took a bite of something off her tray, and
assumed a rapturous expression as he chewed and swallowed.
“That’s disturbing,” Eddie said, seeing Oswald approach the piano only to have the
singer beckon with her finger. (And what kind of a name was Pitta Piculet anyway?)
“It is,” Selina agreed. Oswald Cobblepot, bloated with happiness, turning pink as a
svelt lounge singer twirled his hair in her fingers, pinched his ear and crooned at him…
“Disturbing” was the mot juste.
“I didn’t think you believed in the curse,” Eddie said, eyes riveted on the scene with
morbid fascination.
“Well, I haven’t completely dismissed the possibility that you’re faking it, that you
and Ozzy are making all this up just to pull my leg. But since I can’t see what either of
you would get out of it, I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt.”
“How nice of you,” Eddie said flatly. It occurred to him that if he really wanted to
convince her, he probably could. He could remove all doubt the way he’d convinced
KGBeast: by cutting cards. He’d lost 14 consecutive hands and had to buy the entire
case of salmon vodka as a result. (Although he had no intention of drinking the stuff
like Beast was doing, that was just dumb.) Then he’d fumbled shuffling the cards,
spraying half of them onto the floor, and when he bent to pick them up, he hit his head
on the table… He decided it was fine to let Selina entertain a few doubts.
“Eddie, you know if it’s true, if it really is the Grifter’s Curse, then there’s only one
way to break it. You’ve got to con them back.”
“And how do you suggest I do that, ‘Lina? I don’t know where these people are.
That website could be out of L.A. or Metropolis or Vancouver for all I know.”
“They’re right here in Gotham,” Selina smirked. “Which is good, because I don’t
relish the idea of getting on a plane with you.”
“Does that mean you’re going to help?”
“Of course I’m going to help, you knew that when you first called me. Now then,
DreamFixer is one of a dozen websites owned by—”
“Hey, Cat, mind if I join you?”

Matt Hagen. Clayface. He was a regular at Vault when I was posing as queen of the
underworld. Really attached himself to me, like a shapeshifting bodyguard/bouncer.
Half the time he’d do it as a leopard or a cheetah, once as a pair of fully mained lions.
It added a lot of panache to my appearance but I could never figure out what he got
out of it. I know he didn’t have a crush on me, it was nothing like that. The best I can
figure, he just liked the company.
Eddie grumbled when he asked to join us. I could tell he wanted to get down to
work on the DreamFixer problem and this was interruption. But it was my table, not
124

Electron 29

his, and I couldn’t help thinking there is always room for a shapeshifter when you’re
planning a con. I slid over and made room, Matt sat down, and after a few complaints
about the “Do you have a reservation” treatment from Raven (Matt had been an ALister in Hollywood and held on to the attitudes when it came to things like getting a
table and being on the list), we brought him up to speed on the Eddie situation.
“Grifter’s Curse? I never heard of such a thing. And it’s real? I don’t believe it.”
“KGBeast didn’t either,” Eddie said. “So we cut cards. I lost. Fourteen consecutive
times.”
Hagen let out a low whistle, morphed into KGBeast and said “Dats is some fiercely
bad luck, Comrade Riddles.”
Not surprisingly, he drew the attention of the entire room. The tourist half
applauded. The singer decided to reclaim their attention with a Tchaikovsky flourish
over the piano keys, and in short, my quiet, inconspicuous booth at the Iceberg was no
longer a fit place to plan a crime. I suggested we relocate, and Matt said he knew a
place.
The Club Room was one of those spots hidden away in the forgotten cubby holes of
SoHo that understood the importance of a discreet entrance that isn’t particularly easy
to find. We followed Matt—transformed from clay man to a suntanned Wall Street
type for the occasion—past a pair of fake guard dogs, up a flight of stairs, behind a
velvet rope and through a small unmarked door. Matt greeted the doorman as
“Vinny,” and Vinny admitted us to a homey room populated with large, comfy
couches and leather armchairs, leopard-print throw pillows and splayed palm trees.
Over each conversational nook hung an enormous black-and-white photograph: Paul
McCartney at the piano, Jimmy Stewart in a fedora, Peter O’Toole in evening clothes
looking very suave and holding a cigarette, a foursome of Vincent Price, Christopher
Lee and a couple horror stars from the 50s I didn’t recognize. Matt led us through the
main room to what was clearly his preferred spot: a side parlor with a big picture of the
Bond-era Sean Connery in a bathtub, sipping a martini. I love Gotham, I really do.
Places like The Club Room are one of the reasons.
We got comfortable and got down to work beginning with the intel Oracle dug up
about the website that had taken Eddie’s money…

“One of a dozen owned by Marcus and Paula Smek. They peddle electronics, most
of which is several grades below what’s advertised. Basically whatever they can pick
up cheap anywhere in the world, repackage and sell elsewhere: obsolete DVD players
from Tokyo become state of the art gaming systems in Philadelphia and BluRay players
in London. The other sites push luxury bedding—most from sweat shops in
Singapore, sporting goods—most made by political prisoners in China, and an
assortment of counterfeit items from designer handbags to books and movies.”
“It seems so petty,” Hagen said.
“Greedy and unimaginative,” Nigma agreed. “Kind of thing that gives crime a bad
name.”
“Less work for us then,” Selina smiled. “I don’t know about you two, but ‘rich and
stupid’ is my favorite combination. Greedy means they’re going to swallow any tale
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we tell them. People see what they want to see. In this case, they’ll see the money
shining out there on the horizon and that’s all they’ll see. It’s all they’ll want to see, it’s
all they’ll care about. And petty means they deserve it. These two definitely have it
coming.”
“Aren’t we assuming quite a lot from the business practices of a website?” said
Hagen.
“He’s right. ’People see what they want to see,’ ‘Lina? Aren’t you jumping to a lot of
conclusions about this couple just because they don’t defeat alarm systems and steal
Picassos?”
“Or leave brainteasing clues for Batman,” Hagen added, and Nigma scowled.
“I’m not jumping to conclusions,” Selina purred. “I know them. Both of them.
They’re members at Bruce’s country club. In fact, they’re always trying to get me to
play tennis. Insanely competitive. Type 3s. That’s our in.”
“Um, I don’t follow,” said Hagen.
“The Bruce Wayne crowd that flit around ‘Lina since she took up with Mr.
Moneybags fall into a number of categories,” Eddie explained. “But don’t try to keep
track of the numbers because she keeps changing them.”
“I do not,” Selina laughed.
“She does,” Eddie repeated, ignoring her and directing his words only to Matt
Hagen. “First group had their eye on Wayne for themselves or their daughters.
They’re not too pleased that he’s off the market, but they try to hide it since they figure
‘Lina’ll be deciding who gets an invite to all the Wayne shindigs from now on. Second
group, they know she’s broken into Buckingham Palace and had a go at the crown
jewels, so—”
“It was Windsor Castle for a Rembrandt,” Selina interrupted. “The crown jewels are
in the Tower of London—”
“And you had a go at them twice,” Eddie interrupted right back.
“Actually I think it was three times,” Selina said under her breath, and her index
finger twitched a few times over the next several minutes as she tried to work it out.
Maybe it was four times, actually…
“Anyway, they know Catwoman steals things like Rembrandts and crown jewels,
and they’d just love to imagine their own baubles are in the same league as the
queen’s. So whenever they see Selina, they make a big production auditioning their
jewels. The third group—”
“That these Smek people are in,” Matt said to show he was following.
“Actually, the third group is Richard Flay.”
“The third group is one man?” Hagen said skeptically.
“He is in a category by himself, and we’ll leave it that,” Eddie said sourly,
remembering Richard Flay’s penchant for flirting with him whenever he showed up at
society events.
“And the Smeks?” Matt asked. “They’re the ones we’re interested in, right? What
category are they?”
“Hungry,” Selina said coolly. “Some of the hungry ones are new money, some
married into it. Some are just insecure. They’re always looking for an angle or an
edge. Like their knowing you is a means to an end, it’s not a social exercise. It’s all
about what you can do for them.”
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“Producers,” Matt said instantly.
“O-kay,” Selina said uncertainly.
“Look on their friends as assets more than people?” Matt asked.
“Yeah, that’s them,” she nodded.
“Producers,” he said again decisively. “People like that, you want to give them an
opportunity to use you. They’ll eat that up every time. Bringing them a deal won’t
work, but if they spot it for themselves, if they figure out a way to take advantage…”
“Well, like I said, what they usually want from me is tennis,” Selina smiled. “The
others Eddie mentioned, they either focus on the fact that I’m with Bruce, or else if they
see ‘Catwoman,’ they see ‘jewel thief.’ The Smeks are a little different. It hasn’t
escaped their attention that Catwoman is very athletic. They like idea of a doubles
partner that can hold her own against Batman’s right cross, who they can innocently
introduce as ‘Brucie Wayne’s little friend’ and have their mark write me off
accordingly—right up until the moment I spin Dwight Raifford’s serve back at him
with the force of a razor-tipped batarang.”
“A ringer,” Matt laughed.
“Quite.”
The waitress brought their drinks—except for Eddie’s, which she got wrong. When
she was gone, he spoke up: He didn’t see how any of this could help him. He needed
to con the Smeks in order to get his mojo back. He couldn’t just beat them at tennis.
Matt, who had been offered a good few con artist parts in his day, was happy to
explain:
“Selina is your roper. She’s made first contact with The Mark through this tennis
club. She will then introduce them to you, The Inside Man. You, Inside Man, will tell
them The Tale, the narrative of your con. Do you have something in mind?”
“I’ve an idea that I’m working on,” Eddie murmured, with a winsome glance at
Selina.
“Then all you need is a Fixer,” Matt said smugly. “Someone to create the world of
the con, the reality your mark will get caught up in. The fixer makes sure that,
wherever your mark looks, your story holds up. You lay the bait, and...”
“Get hints,” Eddie grinned.
“No! No hints, Nigma. None of your stupid riddles letting The Bat know what
we’re up to—”
“Easy, Matt,” Selina said, placing a gentle hand on his arm. “It’s an anagram. Get
hints…”
Matt Hagen’s mouth dropped open, completely confused.
“The sting,” Selina whispered.
“Ah.”

There were a few things I hadn’t told Eddie about the Bristol Country Club. The
land had originally belonged to the Van Schuyler family, aka Richard Flay’s ancestors.
It was at least a hundred years since they’d sold it off or donated it, however it came to
be the grounds of the club… Point is, it was once theirs, and the remaining Van Schyler
estate began at the north end of the golf course—that’d be the present day Flay estate,
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as in Richard Flay’s house. I figured in Eddie’s present state of mind, he was better off
not knowing. I hadn’t decided if there actually was a curse or if it was just Eddie’s
belief making him into a disaster magnet, but I knew the increased likelihood of
running into Richard would make him a nervous wreck either way. And I needed his
best game if this con was going to work.
I also didn’t tell him that if there were functioning curses in operation, there might be
one hanging over me where the Bristol Country Club was concerned. Before Bruce, it
was just a series of failed robberies and one garden variety bad date. The robberies
seemed like improbably bad luck at the time, but now of course, I can chalk them up to
the bland Mr. Wayne yawning in the corner, consoling himself after a bad putt on the
12th green. The date, well, Wall Street types do like to brag about their portfolios and
this one was a wine snob. He picked Château de Poulignac to show off, and I spent the
evening staring at a picture of Francois’s house on the label. One coincidence like that
does not a curse make.
Since Bruce: it was at the Bristol where he introduced me to the fop personality
without any warning or explanation. That was fun. Gladys Ashton-Larraby chased
me into the ladies room to make sure I knew her canary diamonds were catworthy.
There was a garden party where everyone who’d been to Dick and Barbara’s wedding
had to tell “that priceless story” about the Mrs. Wayne mix-up… And finally, it was at
the Bristol Country Club where Richard Flay reminded me that the MoMA was getting
ready to reopen, which ignited a lot of the unresolved Bat/Cat issues.
So nothing that extraordinary, nothing that screamed jinx-hex-curse, beware-bewarebeware. It just wasn’t the most encouraging history one could hope for when kicking
off a con there, a form of criminal enterprise in which confidence—not to mention
luck—play a certain role. I figured the less Eddie knew on that score, the better. But I
did tell him what he needed to know, like how to get there. Consider my pique when,
sitting in the lounge ten minutes past the hour he was supposed to meet me, my cell
rang. It was Alfred.
..:: There is a Mr. Nigma here to see you, Miss. When I informed him that you were not at
home, he said that he was aware of that fact, as he was on his way to meet you. He expressed a
desire that I should call you and convey the message that he is lost. ::..
Throughout this pretty speech, I heard Eddie’s voice pipe up occasionally in the
distance, saying “Lina…” “Lina…” “tried to call” “stupid phone won’t work” and
finally “Lake.” The last was explained by:
..:: I have consulted the directions he is holding on what appears to be the reverse of a greasy
receipt from a fast food restaurant, Miss. I regret to say they do not lend credence to his tale. If
followed, these directions would deposit him into the water trap on the 9hhgreen. ::...
“I imagine that’s why he’s lost, Alfred. Why don’t you just give him the proper
directions.”
..:: Very good, Miss. ::..
“Your butler doesn’t like me,” Eddie announced when he finally arrived.
“Probably not,” I laughed. Alfred tends to echo Bruce’s view of most people,
particularly the Rogues. Even though Eddie is far less deadly than the typical villain,
Bruce’s attitude towards him is… spikier than with the others, particularly since he
worked out the secret. At least that was the reason I assumed Alfred had been a little
abrupt, until I saw the directions Eddie had to begin with. It was scribbled down
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exactly the way I had told him, except there was a grease spot where he wrote the
turnoff onto Country Club Drive. Missing that turn but following the rest of the
directions he’d taken down, he would’ve continued onto the Wayne property and been
driving in the general vicinity of... No wonder Alfred was suspicious.
I was starting to believe in the curse. Messing up the directions, that could happen
to anyone. Messing them up in that particular way… Then again, as unlucky as Eddie
had been, he hadn’t make the absolute worst blunder possible. If he’d continued on
with these directions instead of breaking off and going to the house to ask for help, he
could have driven right past the entrance to the Batcave. That would’ve tripped about
sixty alarms and brought down the wrath of the Psychobat in an epoch-making
manner.
Eddie had actually dodged a bullet. It was the first ray of hope since this whole
miserable business began. And the unkindest cut of all was that I couldn’t tell him.
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THE TALE
The Bristol Country Club is one of those places that have institutionalized resistance
to change. Naturally, there are some advancements they have to accept if they want to
go on existing in the modern world, and in order to live with themselves for
compromising on the stuff that matters, they dig in deeper on the stuff that doesn’t.
Maybe they have to hire the Irish and put an unsightly exit sign over the door, but
tennis whites are white, damnit. None of that new-fangled colored trim.
So Eddie and I sat in the lounge beside the tennis courts without so much as a thread
of green on his person to help anyone identify him. We were playing backgammon to
pass the time, and I was trying to bait his witty wordsmith to come out and play. I was
worried that with no question mark tie clip, no bowler and cane, and no signature
green, it might be difficult for the Smeks to make the connection right away. I certainly
didn’t want to introduce him as Edward “The Riddler” Nigma, so a little riffing on the
terminology of tennis as they came up to the table would not have been amiss.
Unfortunately, the mojo vacuum had reached his language centers. “To write with a
broken pencil is pointless” and “A will is a dead give-away” were the best he could
come up with, and neither were appropriate to the occasion. We had to trust to luck
that Smeks would recognize him sooner rather than later, and luck wasn’t exactly
Eddie’s lapdog at the moment. Woof.
At least they arrived on time, and as expected, they came straight up to the table
when they saw me dressed to play. I introduced Eddie and got the excuses out of the
way:
“Some mix-up at the pro shop. I was sure Alfred had reserved us a court for today,
but it looks like somebody got the date wrong. They have us down for next
Wednesday.”
It brought the desired effect. Paula insisted I take her place playing with Marcus
against the Ambertons. Her arm had been bothering her all morning, and she would
have given anything to get out of the game, but she didn’t want to let her husband
down. This way I could get a good game in, and she would be so happy to keep my
friend company…
I refused once, just so Marcus could get in on the act: It’s always such fun playing
mixed doubles with a new partner. Paula had quite a good backhand, but everyone
knew that by now, as well as her penchant to tucker out after the first set. He said this
right in front of her, but she just smiled. They really were quite a pair, the way they
worked together to maneuver me into playing for them. I finally agreed, as long as
Eddie didn’t mind, and naturally he was more than happy to have a nice chat with
Paula while we played.
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After the tennis game broke up, Eddie and Selina had lunch in the dining room so
Paula would have a handy visual aid as she briefed her husband.
“Just look at him, Marcus. He’s completely infatuated with her. He couldn’t be
more obvious about it if he tried.”
Marcus glanced around for a waiter so he could study Edward Nigma without being
conspicuous. He didn’t see anything he would describe as “obviously infatuated.”
Nigma was looking at Selina quite a lot, but they were having lunch. Still, he didn’t
have the benefit of talking to the guy for over an hour the way Paula had. Paula had a
good eye for these things.
“He knows he can’t compete with Wayne’s billions,” Paula narrated while, across
the dining room, Eddie was telling Selina about advancements in robotics. “Not yet,
anyway. But he knows that’s the point of attraction, and I’m convinced he plotting
some coup to make a fortune of his own and win her away.”
Once again, Marcus did his “Look for a waiter” maneuver, but this time he
accidentally made eye contact with one and had to order a bowl of French onion soup.
The exercise did allow him to take a long, calculated look at Edward Nigma, which he
pondered through the next course. He certainly wasn’t much to look at compared to
Wayne. Trophy women might not care about that if a man was rich enough, but if she
already had an $8 billion GQ cover like Bruce Wayne, she wouldn’t be likely to trade
him in for an eight billion dollar Edward Nigma… or even a nine billion dollar one.
Unless…
“It’s not enough to become rich himself,” he confided, leaning across the table to
share the revelation in a hushed, oniony whisper. “He has to be planning to ruin
Wayne as well.” He sat back, contemplating the words with an excited glint in his eye.
There were possibilities in that. Very profitable possibilities. “Tell me everything,” he
said emphatically.
“Well, like I said, he’s besotted with Selina. Seems to have a very high opinion of
himself—his intelligence, that is—but I don’t think it’s ego. He does seem to have the
technical expertise to back it up. He was telling me about some article he’d read about
a new ‘robot skin’ with nerve endings that send signals to a microchip, I couldn’t
follow a word of it. Like talking to that Wozniak character at the Snow Ball last year.”
Marcus’s eyes darted back and forth with ratlike cunning until a kick from under the
table drew his attention. Selina and Nigma were standing and he had to assume a
guileless expression to wave goodbye. As soon as they were gone, his eyes darkened
again to twin bulbs pulsing with aroused greed.
“So Nigma’s a tech genius… He sees Bruce as a rival. Bruce runs a tech company…”
“Inherited,” Paula reminded him. “Bruce inherited what he’s got. He’s not selfmade and certainly not the sharpest knife in the drawer…”
Marcus tuned her out. He didn’t consider Bruce Wayne stupid in that way. Nothing
about the way he ran the business was dumb. He’d been a wild playboy, sure, and one
was apt to say some less-than-brilliant things with a jeroboam of Tattinger in his
system. But a young man enjoying his fortune, that really wasn’t stupid.
No, where Wayne slipped in Marcus Smek’s view was in buying into all that
noblesse oblige crap. The ones who inherited their fortunes tended to do that: all the
long range planning, technology that made people’s lives better, partnerships with the
city, partnerships with the employees, as if we were all in this together… Not just
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giving it lip service to please the plebs but really believing there was any way to make
a buck in this world besides taking it from somebody else. That’s where Wayne was
stupid, and where the self-made like Lex Luthor and Marcus Smek… possibly one day
this Edward Nigma… would beat them every time.
“We need to meet him again,” Marcus said decisively.
“Casual/accidental or invite him for cocktails?” Paula asked.
Marcus bit his lip and considered… “Both,” he said.

Alfred naturally planned to inform Bruce that one of his enemies had been in the
manor that morning. Edward Nigma might be Miss Selina’s friend and she may have
confirmed all those elements of his story that were confirmable, but that in no way
negated Alfred’s duty. He would make Bruce aware of that fact as well. There was, in
Alfred’s view, no reason to suspect Nigma’s story was anything other than what he
claimed: he was meeting Selina at the country club, took down faulty directions and
got lost… But then, The Riddler was a sufficiently crafty foe that, if he were up to
something, one would expect his story to check out. He would fashion his excuse
around such facts as would hold up to reasonable scrutiny. It wasn’t Alfred’s place to
be convinced and dismiss the episode on his own authority. He would lay all the facts
before Master Bruce and allow him decide for himself.
What he could not lay before Master Bruce was a slip of paper that had fallen from
Nigma’s pocket when he produced the slip with his faulty directions. Alfred hadn’t
noticed it and neither had Nigma. Bruce noticed when he got home, picked it up from
the floor of the foyer and tossed it in the waste basket without a thought. He enjoyed
an early dinner with Selina, went down to the cave, and began changing into costume.
He had all but the cape and cowl in place when he heard the soft cough from outside
the costume vault.
A slow burn ignited behind his eyes as Alfred told him about Nigma being in the
house, but reason was quick to squelch any excesses of emotion that might impede his
thinking. By the time Alfred finished the story, Bruce remembered the slip of paper
and was racing up the stairs to retrieve it from the wastebasket.
It was a debit card receipt from someplace called The Club Room. The word was
underlined, and on the flip side was a rudimentary sketch of a closet with several lines
scribbled underneath, one after another, like revisions of a work in progress:
No room for a suit?
There’s always room for a suit.
Always room for a black suit. The last with the word “room” scratched out. And
finally:
Always space for a black suit.
“What the hell?” Bruce breathed. Alfred was just entering the foyer, having taken
the longer route up from the cave. He started to speak, but Bruce cut him off abruptly.
“You said he was headed for the Bristol Country Club?” he spat.
When Alfred confirmed the location, Bruce began removing his gauntlet.
“Lay out some evening clothes, Alfred. I won’t be patrolling until later.”
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The night Batman recovered the Hapsburg dagger, Catwoman was livid. She read
Penguin the riot act and swore he would never fence so much as a gold ingot of her
loot again. Today, she would have to admit that she’d got more fun out of the loss
than she would have had with the cash. She had held it over Oswald’s head for years,
graciously allowing him to deduct her bar tab from the sum he owed. Whenever she
wanted something from him, she would knock a few grand off the total like she was
doing him a favor.
Now it was over. With the way Oswald’s luck was going, he might’ve refused a
smaller deal. And Selina didn’t want to be nickeled and dimed negotiating night by
night and table by table. She wanted to make sure the people on her list could get a
table at the Iceberg whenever they wanted one: Eddie, Hagen, The Smeks, and of
course Selina herself. To obtain that without question, she was prepared to wipe out
the entire debt and pretend the whole botched fence never happened.
She gave Raven a few bills on her way out, figuring that Eddie and Hagen probably
wouldn’t think to and Oswald would simply forward the instructions without passing
along any of the financial inducements. Then she went off to prowl. The next step was
Eddie’s responsibility. The Inside Man had to tell The Tale…

Matt Hagen was not impressed by the other shape-shifters he’d met over the years.
From what he’d seen, the technical ability to transform one’s appearance wasn’t worth
much without an actor’s skill shaping the character underneath. He had three new
characters to work on today, and it wasn’t even Christmas.
He started with Ramos, darkening and lightening the skin as if he were fine-tuning a
television. He flattened the nose a little, widened the eyes, flipped back and forth
between black hair and brown. Finally, when he was happy with the result, he
regressed the whole thing to an 8-year old boy. He examined himself in the mirror,
sprouted a little to appear, perhaps, ten years old… Eleven? No, ten was better… He
added a Pee Wee Football uniform… then a leg cast and crutches… A growth spurt
transformed him to an acne-ridden goth kid at fifteen… He experimented with a few
different piercings and deciding the left ear, right nostril and upper lip would give the
most offense, kept those holes as he advanced again to a cleancut twenty-three. He
tweaked the military haircut, once… twice… and happy with the result, he advanced
again into the thirties… added the cigarettes, shriveling the upper lip to a dried
cracked appearance and sucking a little color out of the skin. He deepened the five
o’clock shadow… let it sprout into a full day’s growth… two days… three… then
‘shaved’… He nodded, satisfied, and went to work on Phillip Vries.

The Smeks arrived at the Iceberg Lounge just as Nigma predicted, almost to the
minute. Raven pretended to size them up and gave them a table that was presumably
left free for walk-ins who struck the right chord. Eddie was seated a few feet away,
tucking in to the famous mac n’ cheese. Since he predicted their arrival time so
accurately, he could have timed his own arrival for later, so the Smeks could have
appropriated him at once without having to wait until he finished his dinner. But he
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figured since he had a guaranteed table now, he may as well take full advantage.
Gourmet mac and cheese not only anagrammed as “A Cat-Rogue Scheme-Mend,” it
was also, quite honestly, the best thing he’d ever eaten. The leeks, the truffle, the little
sprinkle of panko breadcrumbs… Mmmm…. Panko breadcrumbs. “Purr” was in
there, as was Bank, Bad men, Omen…
“Edward! What a coincidence!”
Eddie produced a surprised smile. His savoring of the meal of a lifetime would have
to wait.

“Phillip Vries, Ph.D,” Barbara said as she typed.
“Right, search engines, Wikipedia, a bio on the Hudson U website and a couple
academic papers,” Selina said.
“Publish or perish,” Barbara winked. “Subject?”
“Anything to do with copper or silicon, electrons, microcircuitry.”
“Does it have to make sense?”
“No, lay readers. They won’t have any clue what it’s saying, as long as it looks
academic.”
“Roger. And my payment?”
Catwoman reached into her loot sack and withdrew the precious items:
“One pint Haagen Dazs White Chocolate Raspberry Truffle,” she announced as
Barbara’s cat Bytes jumped off her lap and started head-rubbing Catwoman’s boot.
“One Chocolate Peanut Butter. They also had a limited edition flavor: Bananas Foster,
so I made an executive decision and got you that instead of the Java Chip.”
“Pleasure doing business with you, Catwoman.”
Selina looked down at the cat, who was now augmenting the head-bumps with an
insistent purring. She shook her head and headed for the window, deciding to hold on
to the catnip treat she’d brought him. He was obviously spoiled enough sharing
Barbara’s ice cream.

Once again, the Iceberg proved to be too public a place to have a private
conversation, so Eddie led the Smeks back to The Club Room after dinner. Seated
again in the discreet side-parlor under the photo of Sean Connery, Eddie held his
ground through the first half hour of subtle probing.
Paula was getting impatient. Marcus was being a bit too subtle and it was getting
them nowhere. Throwing caution to the wind, she said how nice it was to see Selina
back at the club again. She was just saying to Marcus the other day how they never
seemed to run into her anymore, and Marcus said it was because she’d been flying all
over the country with Bruce for all those town hall meetings he was doing for WE…
It was a very odd thing to say. A suspicious person might think Paula had a strange
fixation on Selina, but she was betting a man who was in love with her wouldn’t see
anything unusual in Paula finding her as interesting as he did. As she hoped, Nigma
did not appear suspicious and it gave the conversation the necessary turn:
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“Interesting to see her getting so involved in Wayne Enterprises, isn’t it?” Marcus
beamed. “Always appealing when a woman has a good head for business.” This with
an affectionate dab at his wife’s hand. “Though I must say, I doubt Bruce himself
understands anything that goes on in the Tech subsidiary. Just between us, I always
thought the man was a bit of a fool. What a savvy woman like Selina sees in him, I
can’t imagine.”
“Oh come now, Marcus, surely you can imagine,” Paula smiled. “The appeal is as
clear as all those zeroes on his bank statement.”
It did the trick. Sensing such sympathetic listeners—people who clearly appreciated
Wayne’s shortcomings as well as his beloved Selina’s many fine qualities—Edward
Nigma unburdened himself. His passionate attachment to her and his plan to destroy
Bruce Wayne and achieve a WayneTech style empire for himself in the process was
very much what Marcus guessed, although the details, the details were beyond nonRogue imaginings:
“You don’t get to be a criminal mastermind without learning how to build your
schemes on a proper foundation,” Eddie explained proudly. “As you may know, it
was microelectronics that made WayneTech the powerhouse that it is.”
“Microchips,” Paula nodded knowledgably.
“Much smaller than that, dear lady,” Eddie smiled, assuming a patient professor
expression. “The innovation that made Wayne is actually a microscopic component of
the integrated circuits themselves. As you may know, the integrated circuit or
microchip is at the heart of everything electronic, from computers to cell phones.”
He paused here with a malicious glint in his eye as he recalled one particular phone
that these Smeks had sold him.
“Originally, chips were made from aluminum. It was more compatible with the rest
of the integrated circuit technology. But it was BIG—molecularly speaking that is. The
nature of a circuit, you want the current to flow. Compared to other materials,
aluminum is very resistant to the flow of electricity. So you need more of it. That
means you need more room for it. By the 1990s, aluminum was the blockage holding
back technology. You just couldn’t make things small enough when it had to hold all
this hulking mass of aluminum circuits.”
“You see, doesn’t he remind you of Woz,” Paula said brightly.
Marcus ignored her.
“Please go on, Edward.”
“Do you really want to hear this?” Eddie asked, pretending he had let himself go and
was reluctant to bore his new friends any further—and enjoying the unguarded
enthusiasm of their nods for him to continue.
He stalled and ordered another round of drinks. Once again, the waitress got his
order wrong, but Eddie didn’t mind (even though whatever she brought him this time
contained an inordinate amount of tequila—blech). He was getting quite enough
stimulation from the Smeks’ obvious impatience. He let them dangle a few minutes
more before continuing:
“Well, as I was saying, aluminum circuitry could not get small enough to run the
ever shrinking electronics. Another material was needed, and everyone knew copper
would be ideal. It’s amazingly conductive. A neutral atom with twenty-nine electrons,
and the last one, number twenty-nine moves easily to the next atom unimpeded. Other
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materials, the transfer of electrons has to happen more specifically by the electrons
hopping from one atom to the next, but with copper… electron twenty-nine is
predisposed to move freely. Copper’s lower resistance would allow for much smaller
wires, 1/1000 the size of a human hair. The resulting chips would run exponentially
faster and use substantially less power. There was just one catch.”
“Figures,” Paula said, while her husband said “Isn’t there always?”
Eddie smiled at the latter, since he’d worded his remark as a question.
“Riddle me this: What was the one drawback with copper? What was the one
puzzle that needed to be solved in order to use it? Answer: If it came into contact with
the actual devices, it would change its properties. So it wouldn’t behave as the
integrated circuit was designed to behave.”
“Damn!” Marcus exclaimed, caught up in the excitement of the story for reasons he
couldn’t quite explain. His wife gave him a puzzled look.
“So the puzzle the tech world faced at this juncture was this: How to protect the
silicon in a microchip from the effects of copper circuitry? It was WayneTech that
solved that riddle.”
Marcus and Paula’s mouths dropped open in unison.
“They developed a microscopic barrier, a barrier layer that would keep the copper
sort of on top of the devices, and so it wouldn’t be able to get down to the actual device
layers.”
Marcus and Paula looked at each other, then back at Nigma.
“Intel, ATI, Sony, LexCorp, virtually everyone making viable microchips in the last
decade is using the WayneTech process. And if anything were to… nullify the process,
cause the barrier to dissolve…”
“The copper reacts with the devices and they stop working—My God, the failure of
computers and phones and—the destruction would massive, cataclysmic.”
“If taken to an extreme,” Nigma said quickly. He wasn’t a terrorist, he didn’t want
power grids to shut down, hospitals plunged into darkness, or airplanes deprived of
ground support midflight. What kind of sociopathic monster did these people take
him for? “All that’s necessary is for a spate of small product failures, here and there,
that will diminish confidence.”
“Like what happened to Toyota,” Marcus nodded.
“Exactly, except this won’t be just one company’s products. At first, no one will
know what’s gone wrong. Sixty iPods, laptops and phones that don’t seem to have
anything in common all go on the fritz at once. What the fuck—oh, excuse me.” He
glanced apologetically at Paula, who waved him off with an amused grin. It was
rather amusing that a man casually plotting to bring down a financial empire would
think he’d given offense saying “fuck.”
“So first response, nobody knows what’s happened,” Marcus said, working it out.
“Devices failing from different manufacturers… Then someone connects the dots. All
the different makers used this same process making the microchips. Wayne’s barrier
doesn’t do the job it’s supposed to… He’d become the worst corporate villain since
Halliburton.”
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“Halliburton, BP and LexCorp combined,” Eddie said. “The companies that used his
process would be lining up to sue him—and desperate for a new process they could
trust.”
“When there’s nothing actually wrong with the Wayne process,” Paula said. “You
could conceivably change a few words, update the packaging, and sell it right back to
them.”
Eddie smiled, showing more teeth than were necessary—here, surely, was the
mindset that had stuck him with that worthless second-generation, Japanese-kink-app
phone.
“The NigmaSolve Solution,” he said. “The flagship product of NigmaSolve Inc.”
Marcus smiled too. He didn’t know if Eddie’s scheme would actually work as far as
making his fortune, or if that goal was achieved, if ‘NigmaSolve Inc.’ would win him
Selina as he seemed to assume. What Marcus did know was that Wayne stock was
sure to take a tumble in the process, and that would make him a fortune regardless.

Blotchy skin, brittle hair and nails, just a touch of red on the nose without going all
W.C. Fields… Now a little bloated, flabby muscles but without becoming a
caricature… That’s what the rest of them did, bad actors. Went all movie of the week
on the horrors of alcoholism and lost the character in their determination to make a
point. Matt liked to push details like that until it crossed the line, and then dial it back.
Dial it back a little more… and… there! It was just about… PERFECT!
He turned to see his profile in the mirror and dropped his “alcoholic’s ass” an extra
inch. All he had to do now was get used to the walk that went with it. He took the
body for a stroll through the neighborhood, and found himself near The Club Room.
He decided to drop in, see if Vinnie would admit a dusty academic like Vries. Nigma
would be long gone with the marks, so it would be perfectly safe to show up in the
Vries persona. After all, the guy was a drinker, it only made sense to bend his elbow a
little. Get the feel of drinking in this body, get the feel of the glass in that hand. What
an alcoholic must feel holding a glass like that… feel when…
Matt/Vries got as far as the fake dogs, but rather than turn, he kept on walking
without slowing his step when he saw tell-tale movement on a rooftop up the street. It
was a cape. It was a scalloped cape. Matt KNEW that cape, he had MIMICKED that
cape. It was Batman’s cape. What was Batman’s cape doing up the street from The
Club Room not twenty-four hours after he’d brought Selina and Nigma there?
Nigma! That squirrelly weasel Nigma!
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CONFIDENCE
As a working cat burglar, I had my own set of identities and disguises long before
getting sucked into Team Batman. I prefer those ladies to Georgina Barnes and
Angelica Laperm, the identities I took on to help Bruce against Eddie and Ra’s
respectively. But this morning, Angelica was the best choice. She was already known
at Hudson University, already established as a Wayne Foundation suit who had some
role in deciding what types of research got funding. She might not have the final say
on individual grants, but she would be recognized from the energy symposium: a halfremembered face and a vague association that she had something to do with the
research grants. That alone was a point in her favor, even without the wardrobe issue.
It had been a few years since I’d posed as Genevieve, Janis or Catherine and not only
were their clothes a little snug here and there thanks to Alfred’s cooking, they were
also out of date. All in all, it was easier to take Angelica’s wig out of the closet and tape
myself down into that Victor/Victoria body.
There’s a food court under the Student Union. Matt and I had agreed to meet there,
and since neither of us knew what the other looked like today, I snapped a picture of
myself with my phone and sent it to him. I looked around, saw a few people texting or
talking on their phones, but only one looked old enough to be Dr. Vries. He didn’t
seem to be looking around for me though. There was a sub place behind him, and I
decided their coffee must be as good as the donut stand everyone was queued for. So
Angelica walked past him on her way to get her morning jolt, and sure enough, just as
I passed, I heard “Angelina? I thought that was you.”
Hookup achieved, I corrected him on my name and we found our way to the
Endicott Building. A lot of the science departments at Hudson are headquartered in
newer buildings that… well, let’s say eschew the architectural style of an Ivy League
campus in favor of that found in a 1950s cafeteria. Endicott was not one of those
buildings: prestige lobby, dark woods, marble and terrazzo, a geometric pattern on the
floor that formed a sunburst around the reception desk. The woman seated there could
have stepped out of central casting for a prim, delicate, overly-refined librarian.
We asked for the research department, and she asked who in particular we wanted
to see. I knew from Barbara’s research that there was a Dr. Underwood, but I
pretended to search for the name in my papers in order to flash the Wayne Foundation
letterhead a few times. The hiatus give Matt a few minutes to chat with the woman,
and he was wonderfully charming. By the time I found the right papers with Dr.
Underwood’s name and office number, he had learned that the very pretty brooch she
was wearing was a gift from her daughter (“She has very good taste.”) for her fiftieth
birthday (“No! You’re kidding me.”). Since he flatly refused to believe her, because she
didn’t look a day over forty-five, and since the birthday was five years ago, she was
quite pleased by this Phillip Vries, Ph.D. (“Have you got a mad scientist around here
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developing an anti-aging potion? You must allow me to get some for my wife.”) and
apt to remember his name as she wrote it on his visitor’s badge.
She gave us directions to Dr. Underwood’s office, and we went on our way. At least
we started too. We passed a maintenance man in the corridor and Matt told me to wait
as he headed back towards the front entrance.

Edward Nigma had never been sensitive to slights from the Gotham Post. He didn’t
like it when they made him over as a GenX Metrosexual with skin paler than Joker’s,
but on the whole he didn’t care what the tabloid said since no one with six functioning
brain cells would stoop to reading it. If it was in the Times or the Gothamite maybe,
but the Post? No. It stung for a day and was forgotten—usually. The one exception
was the time they intimated that he built one of his most complex schemes based on
Jonathan Crane’s psychological profiling of the participants. Jonathan Crane! A fear
fetishist with a chemistry set who liked Miley Cyrus. Puh-lease.
It was true Eddie had never wasted his time or money getting his knowledge
sanctified with an advanced degree, but he could read. That was the only skill he
needed to acquire a doctoral-level understanding of psychology, sociology and
behavioral science—and to understand that, of the advanced degrees at his disposal,
Crane was the least useful unless you were staking everything on Pavlovian
avoidance. (And did anyone really need an expert to anticipate a lab rat’s response to
the orange panel that had already shocked its little white feet 187 times?)
If Eddie did feel himself in need of an expert, either Harley Quinn or Hugo Strange
would be better sources—but Eddie knew he had a better understanding than either of
them. He knew, for example, that the Smeks would keep him waiting this morning.
They knew it was to be an important day. They knew it was going to be a full day.
And yet, that alpha dog mentality would compel Marcus Smek to keep him waiting
almost half an hour past the appointed time.
He knew it was going to happen, but still he was annoyed.

Carlotta was still glowing from the encounter with Dr. Vries when Felipe came into
the lobby. The facilities boys were supposed to stay out of the reception areas at this
time of day, and he obviously knew he was bending the rules by the sprint in his walk.
He was trying to get this over with as quickly as he could.
“Bad news,” he said hurriedly. “Safety inspector on the campus today. Ordered a
spot check on a few smoke detectors. Picked this building, sorry.”
Carlotta’s face fell. She started to complain about the inconvenience. They just had a
fire drill last week, and there was always days of fallout afterwards whenever these
professors had to leave their laboratories unlocked, even for a few minutes. They went
around for a week insisting chemicals were missing, test papers stolen, laptops
compromised…
Felipe was quick to calm her down. It didn’t need to be like that. They just needed
to test one smoke detector in each building the inspector picked. If a lab was empty—if
someone had called in sick, for instance, or if anybody was on vacation this week, they
wouldn’t have to disturb anybody at all. Avoid all the noise and interrupting a class…
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Eddie also knew when the Smeks finally showed, Paula would make the apologies
while Marcus acted like it was a guy thing. Like a dog apologizing for lifting his leg on
a tree. Only a woman would think to make excuses. Men are men, and men run late.
Eddie tried anagramming the phrase while he was waiting, just in case Marcus
happened to say it. But with this wretched curse hanging over him, he couldn’t come
up with anything pithy. And if he had, the curse would probably prevent Marcus
saying anything and giving Eddie the opening to use it.
When the Smeks finally did arrive, they behaved exactly as expected. Paula
apologized first thing, and then looked at his car like it didn’t quite measure up to her
standards. She covered it (late and poorly) with a plastic smile, and got into the
passenger seat leaving a little trail of some fruity perfume in Eddie’s face as he held the
door for her.

“Laboratory 6 on the third floor,” Matt said when he got back. “We’ll set everything
up in there, have it all to ourselves.”
We found the lab easily enough. I took care of the locks (drawers and cabinets as
well as the door) while Matt unpacked the set dressing he’d smuggled in inside his...
clay. Barbara had outdone herself, taking pictures of the inside of her computer and
running them through enough Photoshop filters to make them look interesting, like
some kind of time-lapse heat-imaging study. Matt had also stopped in the book store
and got himself a coffee mug with the university seal. He sent me to find a coffee
machine and fill it with an inch of liquid. When I returned, he produced a bottle of
Wild Turkey and added a good helping to the mug, then hid the bottle behind the
Merck Index on the bookshelf behind the desk.
Once his stage was set, I stopped by reception on my way out and told the nice
woman that I had to get back to the office—but things were certainly looking
promising for the renewal of Dr. Underwood’s grant. Dr. Vries would still be some
time going over the data, of course, and he would have a few colleagues coming by
later.
I called Eddie with directions to the lab and, since I had time to kill, dropped by the
library’s Rare Book Room. They have a first edition of The Jungle Book with a few handwritten pages of the manuscript—including an early draft from the chapter entitled
“Tiger! Tiger!” I’d always kept it in reserve, in case I was really stuck for a cat-crime. It
was a decent prize, but the security for the rare book room at a university library isn’t
exactly catworthy. Still, since I had some time on my hands, I figured I may as well go
see it again. And, to satisfy a cat’s curiosity, I’d see if they had improved its security at
all.

Eddie led the Smeks across the Hudson Campus like a man who’d been making the
trek daily for a month. He presented himself at the reception desk, and as soon as he
mentioned Dr. Vries, the receptionist handed him a visitor’s pass. He was expected,
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and as long as the Smeks would be staying with him, they wouldn’t have to bother
with additional badges.
It was all quite impressive until they actually reached the lab. There was a faint odor
in the room. At first it just seemed like a laboratory smell, but something about Phillip
Vries set Marcus’s mind tiptoeing in another direction. It wasn’t a conscious process.
Consciously, he was giving the man his full attention:
“The Wayne process for creating a micro-barrier between copper circuitry and the device
layer in a microchip is naturally protected by international patents, but patents are a construct
of the economic world. They have nothing to do with science. For example, let’s say you have a
nuclear reactor. Put it under water…”
He should have been impressive, but somehow he wasn’t.
“Water goes in one end, steam comes out the other side…. pshshsht, it’s a submarine. Or:
you have a nuclear reactor. Air comes rushing in the front, it’s heated by the nuclear reaction
and goes out the back… vrrrrooom, it’s an airplane. Or: you have a nuclear reactor…
He had information, understanding, even a trace of passion, but somehow, it wasn’t
going anywhere…
“Hydrogen goes through it… Zoom! It’s a rocket. To a patent office, these are all different
things requiring individual patents. To a scientist, they are different applications for the same
basic thing…”
Marcus didn’t think it was inertia. He detected traces of real ambition in the man.
The slides and photographs proliferating the room all hinted at purpose and desire,
and a cursory web search had unearthed more than a dozen academic papers with the
most bewilderingly impressive titles.
“The flipside is also true. There can be different ways of achieving the same effect. Wayne
has one particular method of creating a barrier inside a microchip, that isn’t to say it is the only
way. There are any number of methods to affix copper to atoms to other substances.”
It was almost as if there a vacuum inside the guy, something holding him in place
despite all the drive and ability. All his attempts at forward motion had to fight
against it—
“But nobody is going to be interested in a new process if they’re happy with the old
one,” Nigma interjected. “Which brings us to the Mote-Erode. Without that as step
one, there’s no point in step two.”
Vries obviously didn’t like that. He shot Nigma a look of palpable contempt.
“There is always a point in discovery,” he said emphatically. “It is, for its own sake.
The purpose is to learn. To understand. Regardless of whether there is an immediate
practical application, regardless of commercial uses…”
Marcus’s attention wandered, and as he surveyed the room, his nostrils flared as he
stifled the urge to sigh. Ivory tower types, they never came to the point quickly. Not
really their fault, since they didn’t know what the point was. Ultimately, that’s just the
way Marcus wanted it: it meant they didn’t recognize the dollar and cents value of
what they had. But it also meant that, in order to get your hands on it without tipping
them off, you had to sit through an awful lot of bullshit.
Again his nostrils flared—and like an electron of some particularly conductive
material, he experienced a sudden leap of understanding connecting a current of
related thoughts. That smell in the lab, there was (Could he be imagining it? No, there
was) a very faint trace of bourbon…. And the mystery of Phillip Vries was solved.
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“The device Mr. Nigma has named ‘The Mote-Erode’ will, in fact, dissolve the
Wayne barrier separating the copper and device layers within a microcircuit,” Vries
was saying as he stood up, walked to one of the long work tables, and while his body
blocked the view of his hand, he subtly extended the tip of his finger and thumb to
resemble a gold metal key. He slid this into the lock on the worktable drawer and
opened it. If you’d like to see the prototype,” he said, taking a small black box out of
the drawer and bringing it back to the desk. “Oh don’t worry, it’s not turned on. Any
electronics you have with you now are perfectly safe. It takes approximately four
hours to charge for roughly ten minutes use. Has a radius of 120 centimeters or just
under four feet.”
“It’s going to be hard to do much damage with that,” Marcus noted.
“We don’t want to do much damage,” Nigma reminded him. “Just enough.”
“I was told these parameters were sufficient,” Dr. Vries said, looking from one to the
other.
“They are,” Nigma said emphatically. “Can we see a demonstration?”
Dr. Vries smiled and suggested Mr. Nigma and Mr. and Mrs. Smek step back at
least four feet to protect any electronics they had with them. He then “unlocked” a
deep drawer in the lower half of the desk. When his hand was completely out of sight,
it sprouted a three-layered object that resembled a thin ice cream sandwich made from
orange and silver metal separated by a filling of clear semi-gelatinous lucite. He set it
on the desk and placed the black box beside it.
“This is obviously much larger than a real chip,” Vries explained. “It’s made so you
can clearly see the circuitry layer,” he pointed to the very thin sheet of orange metal on
the top. “The Wayne barrier in the center—even this size, it’s not to scale; the barrier is
much thinner—and the device layer. Now…” He used both thumbs to activate
something on the back side of the black box. “We wait.”
Ten minutes is a long time for people like Marcus and Paula Smek to stand in silence
watching two inanimate objects do nothing. Their attention was apt to wander… and
since there was nothing particularly interesting in the room for it to wander to, their
minds drifted elsewhere—and both started as a very soft –clpt– pulled their attention
back to the desk. There, the copper had fallen through the vanished Lucite-gelatin and
came into contact –clpt– with the silver.
“Voila,” Dr. Vries said proudly. He felt a soft vibration in the fold of his clay that
he used as a breastpocket. It was his phone—which the black box obviously would
have corrupted if it did what he claimed. Whatever it was would have to wait.
It didn’t have to wait long, for the Smeks had seen all there was to see. Eddie
hurried them along, sounding a little like a tour guide as they went. When they were
gone, Matt reached out and sucked the remains of the copper/silver block back into his
fingers. At the same time, he turned his left foot around in his shoe, and it broke off
into a small, white lab rat. The rat ran along the wall and out the door, silently
following Nigma and the Smeks as they left the building.
Matt then took out his phone to see what the vibration had been about. It was only
an incoming text: Checked in. Airport Hilton. Rm. 403. Meow.
Good girl. At least one of his partners was… Uh oh, the beady pink rat-eyes couldn’t
help but notice Paula Smek was making her excuses rather than getting in the elevator
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with the others and she was… she was… coming back to the lab! Matt hurriedly
replaced his phone and picked up the black box, pretending to be putting it away as
Paula reached the door.
“Oh excuse me, I thought maybe I’d left my coat in here,” she said, looking around
theatrically.
“You weren’t wearing one,” Vries said coolly.
“Oh. How silly of me. I guess I left it in the car.”

Selina had no actual part to play in the Smeks’ next meeting. It wasn’t necessary to
con their way into the Airport Hilton, all they had to do was book a room like anyone
else. Even that wasn’t strictly necessary when they just needed the use of the lobby.
But there was a limit as to how long she could look at The Jungle Book pages in the Rare
Book Room and think her way through a robbery that was never going to occur.
“Angelica” couldn’t very well drop in at WE to see if Bruce was free for lunch, and it
was pointless to change back to Selina when Georgina Barnes was needed that
afternoon. So it was either go back to the cat lair and wait, or go to the airport and
make herself useful. She opted for useful.
Matt’s next identity was Dan Ramos, the pilot who would take the black box to a half
dozen airports across the country and let it zap out the laptops, phones and iPods of
whoever was waiting in Gate 23 at LAX, grabbing a latte at the Starbucks in Dulles, or
waiting at the baggage carousel in Akron. While Matt’s original idea was to meet the
Smeks in the Pilot’s Lounge, Eddie didn’t want to fight the airport parking, crowds and
security checks. So they compromised with the Airport Hilton.
Selina started at the airport itself—she didn’t find the parking or the crowds that
daunting—and made her way to the Delta Lounge. She picked up a folder with a logo
and enough paperwork to look authentic, and headed out to the Hilton. She checked
Dan Ramos into his room, then left his keycard and the Delta file as “his mail” with the
front desk.
She was heading back into Gotham by the time Eddie and the Smeks were turning
onto the expressway…

..::Turn left in .025 miles::..
Eddie didn’t know what was worse: Paula saying “Tech is obviously where the
money’s at nowadays,” Marcus agreeing by reminding her of that “highly lucrative
cell-phone business we bought a while back” or the wretched example of their cutting
edge technology…
..:: Turn left now::...
The blasted GPS Paula got out of her purse to help them find their way to the airport.
..::You missed your turn .001 miles back.::..
Much as he wanted to whip out his useless phone, strap it to the end of his cane, and
give Marcus Smek a colon scrub with it…
..::You missed your turn .002 miles back.::..
He was rapidly deciding the GPS was more offensive than either of the Smeks.
..::You missed your turn .003 miles back.::..
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Not only did it have that unnervingly calm voice of the supercomputer run amok
from any number of science fiction flicks…
..::You missed your turn .004 miles back.::..
It had no comprehension of a cloverleaf.

BankLink International occupied the top thirty floors of the building that bore its
name. The rest it rented to investment bankers, commodities brokers, venture
capitalists and pretty much anyone having to do with money. Their security was what
Selina expected: dynamite in the lobby, nonexistent once a visitor had run the gauntlet
between the front door and the elevators. Getting in one had to present ID, pass
through a metal detector, and present the proper pass to the guard at the last
checkpoint at the elevator bay. But once you’d got that far, there was a blanket
assumption that if you’d been through the process, you must be legit.
Selina could have reactivated Georgina Barnes’s BankLink ID and entered the
building the usual way, but it offended Catwoman’s sensibilities to go that far down
the con artist path when there was a perfectly good 12th floor window. What selfrespecting cat burglar would bother with the front door with a fat ledge like that
waiting for her that she could practically stroll onto from the roof of the Pingleigh
Building? So she did.
Once inside, at about the same time Eddie was introducing the Smeks to Dan Ramos,
she was changing into Georgina’s brassy red hair and trademark blue suit. She found a
house phone and called the rental office. Putting on her best Staten Island twang, she
identified herself as “Terry in Maintenance.” Terry was “running a phone check and
drawing a few blanks. Who was empty right now?” She smiled. Paulson at CashPulse
was on leave until Monday… but better still, Harris Holdings weren’t moving in ‘til the
following Wednesday. Meow. She called Tech Services next, about the mix-up.
“Helen Harris, Harris Holdings. Somehow or other the rental office screwed up the
dates. Could you get some equipment up here a-sap for a presentation I’m having this
afternoon?”
That covered the basics, but once again, the cat burglar rebelled at all these
confidence tricks. The basics might be covered, but Catwoman would supply
something more than basic. Right now, the office had white walls, an uncluttered
desk, and one simple monitor/flat screen TV that would display the feed from the
trading floor. It all looked very meager. It needed one more thing—one little touch
that would catapult it from meager to minimalist. She made her way up to BankLink,
who she remembered had some remarkably good artwork in and around their
boardroom. She helped herself to a nice Rothko and hung it prominently in Helen
Harris’s—soon to be Dwight Evans’s—office. Purrfect.
Now all she had to do was plug in those USBs from Barbara.

Eddie knew he couldn’t get through the day without sharing a meal with these
people. Three meetings scattered all over town, it was inevitable that they stop for
lunch at some point.
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..::There are… forty-nine restaurants in the vicinity. Please select one or narrow search
by… Price… Cuisine… Michelin stars…::..
Since it wasn’t pertinent to any aspect of the con, Eddie hadn’t bothered with a plan.
It didn’t matter to him. He would just as soon give up eating until the con was over
and this curse was lifted. Food and drink—particularly ordered in a bar or
restaurant—seemed like goading the curse unnecessarily.
..::There are… two 3-star Mexican restaurants in the vicinity. Please select one or narrow
search.::..
He should have made a plan. With a plan, it wouldn’t have been left to Paula Smek
to show him the wonderful restaurant app in her phone and how smoothly it
interfaced with the GPS.
..:: Turn left in .5 miles.::..

Once Dan Ramos left the Smeks in the lobby of the Airport Hilton, Matt had several
options to beat them back to the city. He could become a hawk and fly that way, but
since he was so close to the airport, he had a more fitting mode of transportation in
mind for one who would be departing Gotham International Airport as an airline pilot
and arriving at the Wall Street Heliport as a financier.
Dan Ramos made his way through the airport, enjoying the status his pilot’s uniform
gave him. He made his way past the check in for the helicopter shuttle, and went all
the way out to the boarding area before stopping, checking his watch, and ducking into
the men’s room. A minute later, a handsome black executive in a custom Armani raced
out waving his boarding pass. He just made it, boarding mere seconds before the
helicopter took off for Gotham. Nine minutes later, it was approaching the heliport for
the landing, but Dwight slipped the pilot a C-note to put him down on BankLink’s
rooftop helipad. As he disembarked, he noticed the brassy redhead in the striking blue
suit waiting for him.
“Gretchen?” he asked over the roar of the propellers.
“Georgina,” she answered—Selina’s voice though. Even at that volume, he could
recognize the voice. He didn’t much care for her as a redhead, but no matter the look,
that purr in her voice always rippled the mud.
“You’re looking mighty sharp,” she noted once they were inside.
“Aren’t I though?” he said, running a hand over his shaved head. “A last minute
improvisation, to match the guy at the airport. I was thinking African American, mind
you, but older, touch of gray in the hair, like that Lucius Fox guy at Wayne
Enterprises. This is more James Lesure on Vegas.”
“It’s good. Keep it,” Selina enthused.
She escorted him down to the ninth floor and showed him around his office.
“Stock prices are there and there,” she said, pointing to the large flat screen and the
monitor on his desk. Each had one of Barbara’s USB drives plugged discreetly into the
base.
“Functional,” he said. “Little sparse though.”
“Elegant,” Selina said. “Simplicity is elegant. Simplicity is confident. Secure. Sexy,”
she winked.
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He swallowed. He really didn’t care for her as a redhead, but… damn. Since
Clayface, Matt was no longer capable of sexual urges, but he had memories of what it
was like. Being around beautiful women allowed him to relive those memories as best
he could. With a free-spirited flirt like Selina, a memory could sometimes, for a few
fleeting seconds, feel like something more—like an amputee’s phantom pain.
Simplicity is confident. It didn’t quite fit the character Matt had crafted for Dwight
Evans, but he decided that Dwight was successful enough to have hired a decorator,
and if a woman like Selina gave him an office like this and told him “Simplicity is
confident, secure and sexy,” Dwight would revise his opinions on the fly. It might not
be to his taste when he first saw it, but within a week, it would be like he’d never
wanted to work anywhere else.
Georgina left. As the elevator doors opened, she was sifting through items in her
purse, and as she passed out of the lobby, she tossed a Kleenex and a few papers into
the trash can. A few minutes later, the trash can started to smoke. An alert receptionist
noticed and drew the guard’s attention. He ran for the fire extinguisher and was able
to put it out before any alarms sounded.
Several minutes later, Catwoman took up her position on a gargoyle atop the
Lassiter Building. She had an excellent view of the street, and when she saw Eddie’s
car coming down Broadway, she texted Matt. Dwight Evans soon appeared in the
lobby.
“Heard there was a bit of excitement,” he told the guard. “A fire, wasn’t it—put it
out single-handed before any alarms went off? That’s exceptionally good work.” The
guard beamed and admitted he was the one who had acted so quickly. “Do you know
that saves the building a $10,000 fine, if the fire department had come out for nothing,”
Dwight told him. The guard tried to look modest until Dwight added “You really
should get a bonus—You know, I think I’ll have a word with personnel about that.”
He took a paper and pencil from his pocket and scrutinized the guard’s name tag as he
said “Peter, is it?”
“Peter Smith,” the guard said quickly—looking like he would happily spell it if there
was any question.
At that moment, Nigma and the Smeks had just passed through the metal detectors
and Dwight said “Ah, here’s my party now. Get the elevator for us, would you,
Peter?”
Even Eddie did a doubletake as the guard sprang to do Dwight’s bidding with a “Sir,
yes, sir.” He was reasonably sure the guy shaking his hand must be Matt Hagen, but
how he managed to become such a respected fixture in the building in under an hour,
that was quite a riddle.

“So this pilot, Captain Ramos, will be taking Dr. Vries’s little black box to various
cities, activating it for a few minutes, causing a few devices in the vicinity to
malfunction and precipitating a widespread crisis of confidence in the Wayne Tech
process,” Marcus Smek said, his fingers interlaced thoughtfully as he leaned back in
the comfortable client’s chair.
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“Correct. Wayne stock plummets—you’ll certainly want to rid your portfolios of
any shares you’re currently holding,” Dwight advised. “Nigma Solutions then
emerges with a new process—a reliable process—to fill the void.”
“I can see where it’s not exactly the sort of scheme you can put into a business plan,”
Paula said, turning towards Eddie with a predatory smile that made him feel he was
the roast pig at a luau.
“Which is why I’ve come to you,” he said confidentially. “I do need investors. Startup capital to form the corporation and of course pay off Dr. Vries.”
Paula and Marcus traded glances, then looked to Dwight Evans.
“How much?” Marcus asked bluntly.
Dwight wrote on a slip of paper and slid it across the desk.
“Three hundred and fifty K,” Marcus noted.
“Normally I wouldn’t involve myself in an enterprise requiring such a small sum,”
Dwight said smoothly, “but in this case, the profit potential is so great, I thought it
proper to make an exception.”
“How great?” Paula asked curtly.
“Unlimited,” Dwight said without a trace of excitement in his tone. “Getting in on
the ground floor of a WayneTech, IBM or Xerox is, after all, a once in a lifetime
opportunity.”
Eddie’s chair made a rude, leathery squeak as he leaned back too far and then bolted
upright, but the Smeks were too absorbed to notice. They said they would transfer
funds in the morning and Dwight suggested a time tomorrow when they could all
meet to sign the papers and hand over a check.
Goodbyes were said, hands shaken, and if Nigma hadn’t tripped over his own
shoelace walking to the door and banged his head on the doorframe, the exits couldn’t
have gone more smoothly. As the workday was nearly over, Dwight was shutting
down his computer when he heard the door open. He looked up, and there stood
Paula Smek.
“Oh excuse me, I thought maybe I’d left my coat in here.”

I reached the lair first. I had resisted the idea of using the Cat Lair, initially. But
Eddie, Matt and I needed somewhere private to meet at the end of the day—someplace
more private than the Iceberg had been since the recent upshift. We had to meet, Eddie
was still on the East End, Matt didn’t even have a hideout as far as I knew, so it had to
be a Cat Lair.
I’d given the place a onceover that morning, just to make sure there were no
scalloped gloves or batarangs laying around. When I got back that afternoon, I decided
to check again. Call it roleplay. Rather than looking to see if Bruce left anything Batty
where they shouldn’t be, I was making sure Batman didn’t. I was having two A-level
Rogues over, after all, to discuss an ongoing criminal operation. Giving the place the
onceover was the smart thing to do.
I’d just finished checking the light fixtures (he loves hiding those bat-shaped bugs
behind the light fixtures) when Eddie arrived.
“A once in a lifetime opportunity,” he quoted happily. “Which anagrams into a
staggeringly appropriate ‘Pointy-ear Policemen: OUT. Fit: In.’”
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“And who is ‘fit?’” I laughed.
“We are. Feline-Intelligence Team. F.I.T. That’s you and me, Kitty.”
“What about Matt? He doesn’t get a letter?”
“I needed the ‘C’ for ‘Policemen.’ He’ll just have to morph into a cat if he wants in
on the anagram.”
“I take it from the happy anagramming that all the meetings went well?” I asked,
and he gave me the rundown while we waited for Matt. He’d got as far as the Airport
Hilton when the doorbell rang. Matt was posing as a pizza delivery girl on the
doorstep, but he started morphing into clay as soon as he stepped through the door.
He stalked passed me, becoming fully clay in three long strides and making a beeline
for Eddie. When he reached him, without a second’s warning, he formed a Bat-fist and
punched Eddie in the mouth.
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THE STING
The first time I invited Hagen to the Cat Lair, I was ready for trouble. I had armed
myself with two atomizers, a water pistol full of super conductive fluid, and a
thorough reading of Batman’s threat analysis and research logs on shapeshifters,
subheading: Clayface. As time went on, I got to know Matt and I relaxed a little. I
never forgot he was a shifter. That would be impossible when he’d decide to morph
into a jungle cat just to spice up my Queen of the Underworld appearances at Vault.
But I got to see the kind of man he was, and he just wasn’t a snarling, foam-at-themouth Arkham case. So I let my guard down, as much as I do with any rogue. I
certainly didn’t answer the door packing a seltzer siphon, so I had to improvise when
he went for Eddie.
Champagne was premature, but we had opened a bottle of pinot grigio. I sacrificed
my glass and splashed it on Matt’s right hand. It wasn’t any kind of deterrent if he’d
really been intent on choking the life out of Edward Nigma, but he wasn’t. Like I said,
Matt isn’t a snarling, homicidal headcase. He was just really pissed at the moment, and
I had to find out why—but first I had to break his focus. Throwing anything wet on his
clay accomplishes that. The hand around Eddie’s throat lost its form and became a flat
muddy streak against the side of his neck, down his tie and the front of his shirt. It
hung almost suspended for a second, clinging to the fabric like a jumper who had
second thoughts, and then it all sort of glorped to the floor where a clay foot expanded
to catch it.
Matt wasn’t looking at it or at Eddie, he was looking at me, like I was the one who
owed him an explanation.
“No punching, choking or clay-smothering my guests,” I said, trying to avoid
Bruce’s ‘My cave; my rules’ tone but probably failing. Eddie was still hacking and
gasping, but I knew there was a question in all his inaudible sputters. A question I
wanted answered too, so I asked on his behalf: “Why?”
“That little weasel is leaving clues for Batman,” he said.
I turned to Eddie, who despite not being a shapeshifter, managed to look like a
cartoon rabbit. That moment they see a barrage of knives, arrows or missiles coming at
them, and their eyes bug out bigger than saucers.
“I did? But I didn’t,” he squeaked. “I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. No Mr. Confabulate,
No Fatal One Crumb, No Ambulance Fort, No Cruel Foe—” His lips snapped shut as
if he was hit by a wizard’s curse or something. He sat down, back straight, hands on
his knees, palms down and looked straight ahead. He seemed like a robot who had
been shut down by remote control. “You talk,” he said finally, looking up at me.
I could see in his eyes he was scared. Not of Matt either. He was scared of
something else. Considering what Eddie knew, and considering the way he believed
in the curse, I was a little afraid myself what he might babble if he freaked out like that
again.
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“Matt, why don’t you and I go into the kitchen and talk in private. Eddie…” I
pointed to the magazines on the coffee table. “Cat Fancy, 17 things you never knew
about Tabbys. Read.”
I took Matt into the kitchen and got his side of the story. There wasn’t much to it.
He’d spotted Batman near The Club Room the night after he’d brought Eddie and I
there for the first time. Went back later and confirmed with the doorman that Batman
was poking around right after Eddie left with the Smeks. It was hardly a smoking
gun.
“If Batman was there—” I started to say.
“He was,” Matt said firmly—sounding more than a little like Bruce, actually.
Stubborn.
“Fine, he was,” I conceded. “He’s Batman. He has a thousand ways of finding
things out. If he was there—”
“He was.”
“That doesn’t mean Eddie brought him with a clue.”
“Oh sure, it could be a coincidence. Right, Cat? Or he could have followed you.
Maybe he thinks Wayne is up to something shady. He’s Gotham’s own Lex Luthor,
right? So maybe Bats is keeping an eye on the manor, saw you doing something
suspicious and followed you to the Club Room. Then he went back the next night
when you weren’t there and Nigma was. Makes perfect sense.”
“You know, sarcasm aside, it is possible,” I told him. It was more possible than he
knew, but without going into that nightmare scenario, I saw no harm in admitting the
literal truth. “If Batman is onto us—and this is where you interrupt me and reiterate
that he is—then it really might be my fault and not Eddie’s. It’s also possible that
Eddie left a clue unconsciously. That’s happened before when there wasn’t a curse
hanging over him. And yes, it’s even possible that your theory is right, his compulsion
won out over common sense and he did it deliberately. It’s all possible right now,
Matt, but none of it is certain, so next time, let’s find out before we go all Russell Crowe
and the paparazzi, kay?”
It’s not that he smiled, it’s that he turned into Russell Crowe before he smiled. That’s
how I knew I had him. I made a note to myself to add a little addendum to Bruce’s
threat diffusion matrix: shapeshifters, subheading Clayface. There’s nothing like a
little charm, an appeal to reason, and comparing him to a film star.

I prowled. There was nothing more to do on the con until morning, and I didn’t
want to run into Bruce before the sting. So I prowled. It was a rainy night. Not the
best whip-swinging weather, so I stayed in the neighborhood at first. There’s a poker
game run by some idiot Falcone cousin that I drop in on now and then to make
mischief. It’s a high stakes game but hardly catworthy. So I’ll clank around the fire
escape and fiddle with one of the windows until one of the neighbors hears me and
calls the cops. Settle on a nearby roof to watch the fun. There are really few sights as
rewarding as a dim-witted Falcone that thinks his game is being raided…
Except tonight, there was no poker game. There was just a trashy blonde I would
have pegged for a working girl, except she wasn’t giving anything but conversation in
exchange for the bills the men entering the apartment were paying her. I watched four
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transactions from my perch before I got curious, tapped one of the guys leaving and
reimbursed his $20 for the info. Then I had to brave the rain and schlep out to the
Bronx to see it for myself. It wasn’t the kind of thing you could take anybody’s word
for, you had to see if for yourself. Having seen it, I couldn’t wait to tell Eddie in the
morning.
“Chess boxing?!” he squawked. “’Lina, it’s not nice to tease a man in my condition.”
“Georgina,” I reminded him, pointing to my obnoxiously red hair.
We were back in the financial district, not inside the BankLink building this time but
standing in front of it. The Smeks could have returned to Dwight’s office, brought
their checkbook and signed the papers there, but rogue-like, they apparently wanted
the home-field advantage. Dwight and Eddie were to go to Marcus’s uptown office to
pick up the check and sign the papers. To make up for the inconvenience, Marcus was
sending a car, so Dwight and Eddie had to be in front of BankLInk to be picked up
from a plausible location.
I wouldn’t have been involved at all, except Eddie was afraid to be alone with Matt.
He figured he’d be safe once the chauffer arrived, but waiting for the car, he wanted
protection. So I became Georgina Barnes one last time, rounding out her varied career
in the financial world with a stint as Dwight Evans’s secretary. Since Mr. Evans was
late. I made small talk with the man he was meeting.
“’Gina, ‘Lina, whatever. I’ve got Retch Tigress Fur hanging over me. The curse
knows its days are numbered, it knows I’m almost free. This is its last chance to get
me, ‘Lina. Not a time for jokes.”
“Georgina,” I corrected him (again). “And I’m not joking. Four minutes of chess,
and then assuming there’s no checkmate, they put on the gloves and box for three
minutes. Assuming no knockout, they go back to the chessboard.”
“Out of breath and bloodied, pawn to queen six?”
“You got it.”
“I have to do this. I have to make him do this. ‘Lina—I mean, ‘Gina—you won’t tell
him, will you?”
“That’s where your mind goes? Damnit, Eddie, I told you because I thought you’d
get a kick out of it. I didn’t think it was going to become a… a theme thing.”
“Please, ‘Lina. You know how hard it’s been to find decent themes for a crime spree
since finding out abou-uh…” he gulped. “Never mind.”
On the one hand, I was glad that, even behind Georgina’s glasses, I could produce a
death glare that could stop The Riddler mid-sentence when he was heading full speed
towards a question mark. On the other, I couldn’t believe I had to. He was asking if I
knew how hard it was keeping the crime game going once Batman whips off the mask
and moves into your day life. I was ready to hiss when a taxi passed. It hit a puddle
and splashed Eddie, coating him from the knees down with a muddy glop. I decided
to postpone being mad at him for a few more hours. If the curse was real, alienating
me before the sting would be a good way to screw him one last time—or to dismantle
the con entirely, come to think of it.
Dwight rounded the corner. He stopped at a newsstand and bought a paper. A
Wall Street Journal, of course. Matt and his props. Then he stopped for a shoe shine. I
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thought it was cute, getting a peek behind the curtain, seeing an actor get into character
that way. Eddie just grumbled.

Batman once observed that, if I was only in it for the money, I would have been set
after my first Monet. There’s a fun factor, for one thing: satisfaction beyond the dollars
and cents. Pouring Matt and Eddie into the Smeks’ Town Car was not satisfying. And
it occurred to me, watching from the curb as the pair of them were driven off to the
sting in the mark’s own limousine, that since I was dressed as Georgina anyway, I
really didn’t have to miss out on the fun. They had a head start, but I knew that Town
Car would be crawling up Broadway in the very worst of Gotham traffic snarls, while I
could take side streets to the bridge and zip up the expressway. I suppose, technically,
Georgina shouldn’t have driven Selina Kyle’s Lamborghini, but I had a scarf in the
glove compartment that hid the hair. Unlike Angelica, Georgina has some semblance
of a figure, so at worst, if anyone spotted me, it looked like Selina was having a bad
hair day.
I got uptown in plenty of time, parked, discarded the scarf, and found the Smeks’
office in the Kensington Building. The other tenants ran the gambit from theatrical
agents to architects to a medical supply firm to a dentist. I chose the latter to get past
the front desk. Nobody presses for details when you’re holding your jaw, wincing as
you form the words “eleven o’clock dental appointment.” As the elevator approached
the Smeks’ floor (DreamFixer Imports on 18), I figured I’d dig into the alternative cons
Matt had come up with to get an office space in the financial district.
“Georgina Barnes, Customs and Excise,” I rehearsed in my mind. “We’ve been unable to
contact the signatory on the last 1029-IDT Return to be submitted from this address. You may
have submitted an incorrect return, which might mean an additional amount to pay…” This,
Matt stressed, in a tone which assured them the ‘may’ and ‘might’ were a polite fiction
mandated by my superiors. They most certainly HAD submitted an incorrect return,
and there most definitely WOULD be more to pay, and ice queen that I was, the
prospect pleased me immensely. I would then ask for an office and access to their
purchase invoices for the last three months. When they started to object, I was to put
on a high school principal voice and say “Do you understand the nature of a spot check?”
while my partner (Matt, when we rehearsed it, although Eddie gave the line better)
would condescendingly whisper “The clue is in the title.” Since I had no partner, I
would skip that part and go straight for the final threat: the issues I had could be
cleared up in an hour or so, but if I had to come back, it would be for a full audit.
I went over the lines twice in the elevator, but when I reached the desk, I got no
further than “Georgina Barnes, Customs and” when the receptionist waved her hand at
me in a languid sweeping motion.
“Just go on back with the others,” she said. “End of that hall, make a left, half way
down. It’s the second glass wall on the left side. They’re waiting in 2B.”

Matt Hagen had never played a “Signing of the Trask/Metro Merger” scene, but he
had bought a house. He therefore based his performance on Stacy Richards, his Malibu
realtor, if she was played by Harrison Ford in Working Girl. “Sign here. Initial
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there… Now if Mrs. Smek will sign here as well. Initial there and there… Now if Mr.
Nigma will initial one more time here next to Mrs. Smek’s signature…”
Edward Nigma had never bought a house, but he had an instinctive understanding
of his part in the scene: a Rogue who just wanted to get his hands on the money, trying
to hide his impatience with all the stupid paperwork.
“Remember, Wayne stock won’t plummet immediately,” Marcus said to pass the
time more than anything else. “There will likely be a slight drop in all tech stocks
when the news breaks. It’s important not to react to that minor dip. The payday will
be when the common denominator is found.”
“Serves the trust fund right,” Paula said coolly. “WayneTech didn’t get half what
they should have for all those products out there using the process.”
“Those licenses don’t come cheap,” Marcus said, more surprised than Eddie or
Dwight by her comment.
“Mere money,” Paula sniffed. “Every electronics manufacturer needing your patent
to stay competitive, think of it. Think of what Luthor would have done, leveraged it
for real power—over all of them—instead of settling for a fat ROI.”
“Last page,” Dwight Evans said brightly, the forced cheer in his voice belying his
eagerness to get the transaction over, get out of the office, and get far, far away from
Paula Smek: Luthor fan. “If Mr. Smek will just initial here, here, here, here and here,
and you both sign down there, we’re all done.”
Finally it ended. Marcus wrote out the check, signed it, slid it over to Paula, she
signed it. Slid it back to Marcus, who tore it out of the check book and held it out to
Dwight—when suddenly the door burst open. Four men in suits surrounded the desk,
as the one behind Marcus pulled him from his chair and intoned “Marcus Smek, you’re
under arrest for forty-eight counts of fraud, sixteen counts of grand larceny, sixteen
violations of the Internet Trade Act, thirty-four…” while the one behind Paula recited
the same, about four syllables out of sync.
In Eddie’s mind, the scene seemed to play in slow motion as he leapt from his chair,
lunging forward to grab the check from Marcus’s fingers, his own voice distorted into a
downshifted “Nooooo” as the policeman swung Marcus’s arm behind him to apply the
handcuffs. The check fluttered to the desk, where a third agent picked it up.
“Here,” he said, handing it casually to Eddie. “It’s no good. Their accounts were
frozen at 9:01 this morning.”

Marisol didn’t know what to expect when she agreed to this “chess boxing” in her
basement, but she hoped it would bring in some money. Mari & Diego’s had failed as
a bar and Marisol’s Griddle was failing as a restaurant. Diego was gone and money
was money, even if the idea of boxing made her sick. A little extra from Falcone for the
use of the hall and a little extra selling beer and sandwiches to the crowd—assuming
anybody would come to watch this crazy thing—it could make the difference between
keeping the doors open one more month or telling Victor and Bobbi they better start
looking for work.
She didn’t know what to expect from this chess boxing, but if she had guessed, it
wouldn’t have been Riddler, Clayface, and Catwoman sitting in the back of the crowd,
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looking like their dog died and periodically coming up to the bar for a beer. But there
they sat: three of the most dangerous villains in Gotham. She knew she should call the
police, but she really couldn’t. Not when a) she was letting Roman Falcone’s wise guys
hold boxing matches in her basement and b) the villains hadn’t done anything more
villainous than watch the fights and pay for their drinks.
“So there’s, what, five ways to win or lose?” Clayface asked.
“Knockout, checkmate, judge’s decision,” Catwoman counted off on her claws.
“Throwing in the towel,” Clayface added. “And…?”
“Taking too long to make a chess move,” Riddler grinned.
They got up together and walked towards the stairs, Marisol hurried ahead in order
to beat them to the bar. She poured their beers and then left them alone in the empty
restaurant.

“It was a novel experience, that’s all I’m saying,” Matt said philosophically. “I’ve
never been in a room when the cops burst in to arrest somebody that wasn’t me.”
“Technically they were Feds,” Selina noted. “GCPD was there, but Special Agent
Dietz won the coin toss, so the FBI got to make the actual arrest. Gotham’s Finest get to
fight it out with the IRS, Treasury and the Securities Exchange Commission for
whatever’s left.”
“And you were in the room with them?”
“Yep, it was a half-hour to remember.”
“Easy for you two to kick back and compare ‘novel experiences’ from this fiasco,”
Eddie grumbled. “I’m doomed to go through life with the Grifter’s Curse emailing the
answer to my riddles to the entire J. Peterman mailing list.”
“Should we tell him?” Matt grinned.
“The atomic number of niobium. Who knows that?!” Eddie wailed.
“I think we better,” she winked.
“Tell me what? Tell me what?”
Hagen reached into his clay and pulled out a fat manila envelope.
“The Smeks did not invest in Nigma Solutions,” he began.
“I know, because their assets were frozen.”
“No, Ed, before that. They never intended to; they were playing you from the
beginning. They went back to Vries and offered him 10% more than whatever you
were paying him. Then they went back to Evans and told him to put only as much of
their investment into your company as you would need to execute the black box phase
of the operation and ruin Wayne. I was to put the rest into a new corporation: Smek
Solutions. They were planning to shut you out and make a killing on the new process
themselves.”
Eddie started to giggle, despite the blow to Rogue pride that these low-rent Internet
scammers thought they could cross the Riddler that way and live to enjoy the result.
“They wanted to—” Another helpless giggle escaped him, almost as if he’d been
exposed to SmileX, and then he composed himself. “They wanted to steal the patents
for Dr. Vries revolutionary new variant on the Wayne process to make copper based
microchips? Oh that’s too funny.” He broke off and cackled again, and this time Matt
joined in.
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“Oh, I don’t know,” Selina said sweetly. “I’m sure there’s somewhere in the world
where electroplating pots and pans is still considered cutting edge technology. Ra’s al
Ghul’s base in Kyrgyzstan maybe. They might have sold a few.”
Clayface morphed into a DEMON minion wearing a chef’s hat. “Your majesty, I
have the honor to present your morning egg, prepared in a state of the art frying pan
imported all the way from Gotham, city of your great enemy, center of Western
decadence. But these Smek people do make some damn fine cookware.”
After another round of laughter, Eddie became serious.
“Well, technically I did con them, I guess. But I didn’t make a dime from it, and
don’t know if that would count lifting the curse. Grifters do it for money, not to right a
wrong. I bought those nincompoops lunch! I’m technically out of pocket on the deal.”
The clay-minion morphed back into Dwight Evans, who took the fat manila
envelope from his breast pocket.
“Bribery is a cash business, Ed. Dr. Vries’s extra 10% was to come out of the
investment check we never got to cash, but they had to pay Evans to dummy up the
papers, remember? $10,000.”
Eddie looked from the envelope to Matt and then to Selina.
“That’s $3300 apiece, Eddie. Not a huge haul, but it more than covers lunch and
whatever you spent on the phone.” She smiled and then added pointedly “With
enough left over to get you started on a proper lair in a respectable part of town.”
“What do you call a West Side walk-up with a river view and a Bat-trap in the
basement?”
“Sounds like he’s back,” Selina told Matt.
“Riddle me this! How do the Z pad your bill if you actually request a vintage
popcorn machine, Fender guitar, and Venetian mask from the set of Eyes Wide Shut?”
“He’s back,” Matt said flatly. “What have we done?”
“Riddle me—HEY, why didn’t you guys tell me about the payoff before now?”
Clayface morphed into an exaggerated Riddler caricature, made an effeminate “tada” motion with his right hand and it changed into a miniature Bat Signal. The signal
then shot a fake clay-shaft of light onto the wall, with the center image shaped like a
question mark instead of a bat.
“Riddle me too, for I will now answer my own question,” he declared in a squeaky
parody of Nigma’s own voice. “Why would my partners think the compulsive nutjob
who goes running to Batman dispensing hints to everything we’re doing SHOULD
NOT BE GIVEN ALL THE INFORMATION?!”
“ehrm-kuhm,” the real Eddie coughed.
“It really didn’t seem like a good idea to tell you, Eddie. Not with the curse hanging
over you.”
“Et tu, ‘Lina?”
“Atomic number of niobium?”
“Meh.”
Matt proposed a toast to the Bat-free conclusion of a successful Rogue enterprise.
Selina drank, although she wasn’t sure either term applied. They’d come away with
2% of the score they set out for. None of them cared about the actual money: Hagen
bet his cut on the chess-boxer in the red bandana, Selina left hers in Marisol’s tip jar,
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and Nigma’s only concern was that he scored enough to redeem his mojo from the
karmic pawn shop. Still, 3k a piece wasn’t much for three of the biggest names in
Batman’s Rogues Gallery, and Selina knew it. She also knew a “Bat-free conclusion”
was very much in doubt.
She couldn’t confirm that until she rid herself of extra Rogues, so she skipped the last
bouts. She kissed Matt-Eddie on the cheek and thanked him for his help, ran her
fingers through Eddie-Eddie’s hair and told him to call when he had himself a new
lair. Then she left, dropping the thick roll of bills in the tip jar on the bar as she passed.
She didn’t get far. Two blocks from Marisol’s, she felt the tingle. Though the
surrounding buildings were much shorter than the mid-Gotham skyscrapers, she
unholstered her whip and took to the rooftops. She searched the horizon for signs of a
cape but saw nothing. She returned to street level, and a moment later, the Batmobile
pulled in front of the alley she was stepping out of.

“Get in” he graveled in that ominous “this isn’t a request” tone that I used to find so
infuriating. It still ruffles my fur a little, but having heard it enough times from Bruce
since we got together, it gives me a little rush now hearing it from Batman.
“How was your day, dear?” I said, slipping into the passenger seat.
“Wait,” he said. The door closed, and I heard the click-click-hum of the internal
scanner.
“You’re making sure I’m alone,” I said.
“Hold.”
I could barely stifle the chuckle. He’s so sexy when he gets that way. Infuriating, but
sexy. I ‘held’ (apart from a naughty grin) for the final second of scanner-humming—
after which, I knew it was safe to talk, but I waited for the go-ahead.
“Grunt?” I prompted.
“You were with Hagen. I wanted to make sure appropriate precautions were taken
before you used the OraCom.”
“I never use the OraCom,” I pointed out.
“No, but tonight you have questions. You might have called Barbara to learn my 1020.”
“You’re such a liar,” I teased. “I ‘took precautions’ every night at Vault, as you well
know. And Matt never once tried to ‘follow me home.’ So why don’t you just admit
that you were lurking because you wanted to talk to me too.”
No grunt—but the car sped up, which was as good as an admission as far as I was
concerned.
“Should I start?” I asked sweetly.
Again silence from the belfry, apart from a rather angry acceleration as he turned
onto the bridge.
“Honey, I’m afraid I caused a little dip in the NASDAQ again,” I said like a 50s
sitcom wife who’d dented the car. That brought a liptwitch.
“Not this time,” he said—astonishingly, in Bruce’s voice, which I don’t think I’ve
ever heard while he’s driving the Batmobile. “The Smeks did sell their Wayne holdings
but there were ample buyers, so there was no price fluctuation. Then they went on to
short sell an additional ten thousand shares, expecting to buy what they need for
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pennies in a few weeks to cover the obligation. That produced a very minor drop, 1/32
of a point, not enough to affect the composite indices, and it corrected by the closing
bell. ”
“Let me guess, it was you doing all the buying,” I laughed. “And now there are two
less shareholders out there who think you should operate more like Lex Luthor.”
“Precisely.”
“You’re welcome.”
Grunt.
We drove in silence until we were over the bridge, parked, and hit the rooftops.
“How long have you known?” I asked while we watched the dealers congregating
outside the nightclubs.
“Almost from the beginning. Alfred told me Nigma was meeting you at the country
club, and Flay saw you there. Said he was going to come over and say hi. He’s ‘always
happy to have a chat with that charming Edward fellow,’ but you were with the
Smeks, who he considers pariahs and social climbers of the worst sort—there, the one
in the Cherokee jacket, he’s the supplier. Let’s go.”
I spent the next few minutes picking off the dealers who ran while Batman nailed the
supplier. Two made it into one of the clubs, so I waited until I saw the supplier hoisted
up onto a streetlight in a Bat-net. That meant Batman was free and he’d be watching
the door, so I went inside. I found one, whispered a few threats—nothing medieval,
just creative things to do with my claws. His partner saw me with his buddy and made
for the door—right into Batman’s waiting fist, and my mousy playmate decided to get
as far away from that as he could—turning back right into mine. Meow.
We took the rooftop route to Chinatown and Bruce resumed his story: Eddie had
dropped a receipt at the manor, a receipt for The Club Room, so that was Batman’s
next stop after the country club. He learned that Eddie had been there with a couple
that matched the Smeks’ description. They were obviously the key to whatever was
going on, so he checked them out—broke off the story at that point, because he spotted
a couple kids breaking into a car.
Once he had the Smeks as a starting point, he found their websites and even found
Eddie’s Vince Turner alias in their sales records. He also found Oracle’s tracks
exploring the sites from another angle. She can hide her trail from anyone else, but not
him—crappy news for me, but I still find it rather wonderful. He’s Batman. And he’s
cute when he’s miffed.
He was miffed I had pulled Oracle into whatever was going on, but he tried to
downplay it. Psychobat’s never had the control over her activities that he’d like, going
all the way back to her Batgirl days. Fortunately, we found a guy holding up a liquor
store, and that let him work out his aggression.
“So you didn’t have all the particulars of the con?” I asked, once we reached
Chinatown and were settled on a rooftop to count DEMON minions.
“I did but it was irrelevant. The Smeks’ criminal activities were the focus of my
investigation, not…”
He trailed off, and I knew it wasn’t carrying the one keeping track of the minions.
“Not?” I prodded.
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“My focus was the Smeks’ activities, not Nigma pulling you into a criminal
enterprise,” he graveled.
And Oh, Sweet Mother of Bast, I should have known that’s where this was going.
“Look, Bruce—” I whispered.
“Forget it,” he graveled. “Nigma made his point. Electron 29.”
“Come again?”
“Curse or not, he’s the Riddler. He had to leave some clue to what he was doing.
Getting lost and coming to the house, accidentally dropping a receipt, that was just
circumstance, bad luck. He had to deliberately send Batman a message, and that was it.
The meat of his con: copper, conductivity, electron 29.”
“No, no you’ve got a false scent there, lover. He got all that from some show on the
History Channel. Working with an actor, he figured Matt needed lines to memorize, so
he swiped a bunch of stuff from a show called Modern Marvels that had an episode
about copper, and I think the rest came from a biography of Richard Feynman.”
He turned to me very slowly, the neon glow from the street throwing an odd glow
onto the far side of his mask as he said “No… Selina… he didn’t. There are a thousand
different ‘tales’ Nigma could have told to separate the Smeks from their money. He
chose the bogus inventor and an invention rooted in the conductive properties of
copper for a reason. You’re ‘Electron 29,’ Kitten. You can go from taking down Joker
to helping Nigma to patrolling with me without taking a breath. It’s like you don’t
even notice.”
“That was his point?”
“Almost certainly.”
“That I’m an electron predisposed to flit back and forth from one atom to the next?
What kind of stupid riddle is that?! Wait a minute, wait a minute, are you saying I’m
the mark here? That there was no grifter’s curse and that that pasty-faced balding
weasel decided to—”
“The objective of a con is 'something for nothing,' correct? That’s the rationalization:
you take someone who wants something for nothing and give them nothing for
something.”
“Yes.”
“Nigma did the opposite. You were giving him ‘something for nothing,’ helping him
with his predicament when there was nothing in it for you except the incidental fun
you derive being bad. Instead, he gave you something of value. An insight—what he
imagines is an insight at least.”
“That I’m electron 29.”
“Precisely.”
I looked around, uncertain what to make of it. I checked the street. If there was a
new DEMON minion lurking, I would have certainly welcomed the opportunity to
pummel one.
“Was there a curse?” I asked—I’m not really sure why I thought he would know, but
I couldn’t think what else to do.
“Is the curse real?” he huffed. “Certainly not, superstitious nonsense. But you’re
asking if Nigma believed he was cursed. Probably. He did buy an outdated and
defective phone from the Smeks’ website, so what he told you on that score is…
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probably true. And once he saw your readiness to help him, he made the most of the
opportunity.”
“So I’m not the mark.”
“Probably not.”
“Are you?”
“He may have hoped to unnerve me with the ‘revelation’ about you, but no. I got
something for nothing, the same as you.”
“What? The insight that I’m unreliable and disloyal?!”
“A criminal operation is out of business. What the Smeks were doing may not be in
Joker’s league, but they were cheating people on a massive scale. They can’t do it
anymore, they’re going to pay for those crimes, and there are two less stockholders
who think WE should operate more like LexCorp. All things considered, I should send
him a fruit basket.”
I chuckled at that, but it still seemed terribly unfinished somehow.
“A criminal operation is out of business,” I echoed. “And two less stockholders that
want you to emulate Luthor. If Eddie gets a fruit basket, what do I get?”
“Two more rounds of town halls before the Tech Expo,” he said instantly, like he
was expecting the question.
“Oh gee, what fun,” I said lightly. It wasn’t cute enough to warrant a lip twitch, but
it produced one anyway.
“This round might be,” he said coolly. “Tokyo, Hong Kong, Bangkok and then
Berlin, Munich, Brussels, Dublin…” he paused. “And Paris. We could do some
shopping. Walk into the original Cartier through the front door without… upsetting
anyone.”
I looked up and caught him watching me right before his eye flicked away. I let him
think he got away with it and I didn’t notice, but… we could do some shopping, I had
to wonder.
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At one time, the public Bruce Wayne practically made a career of globetrotting. He
never used the word vacation. That term implied a respite from work, like the
weekend. A vacation was something for those funny little people who worked for a
living. Since the playboy did not work, he did not vacation. He drifted, like Fitzgerald
socialites, to places where polo was played and people were rich together. It was
convenient for Bruce Wayne to be in Gstaad or Mykonos or St. Thomas when Batman
was pulling a heavy schedule. It was camouflage in the same way the women were
camouflage. On those occasions when he did go to some jet set playground in person,
he picked up local beauties to be photographed with. He did not bring his Gotham
arm candy with him.
Both the travel and the women were something that looked like pleasure to the
outside world, but were, for Bruce, just another facet of his work. Bruce the playboy
might not work, but Batman most certainly did. Even so, he never felt the need for a
vacation, not until Alfred tricked him into taking one. The effect was dramatic. It was
years before he considered that the sudden release from the nightly pressures of his
work, coupled with the idyllic change of scene, might have played a role in his decision
to tell Catwoman his identity. He had to wonder if he was unusually susceptible to the
effects of that release from having waited so long to do it.
Once he and Selina became a couple, one of the first shocks was the change she
brought to Bruce Wayne’s social life. That first winter together attending the endless
whirl of parties, balls, and galas in the weeks before Christmas, to suddenly find
himself with a partner who shared his perspective on the world. Selina thought like he
did: it would be a crisis if the guest of honor was trapped in her embassy by rebel
guerillas, not that she was trapped at the buffet with Gerald Knaff after saying Mrs.
Knaff needs therapy more than another round of botox.
Years had passed since that first rush of discovery, but Bruce was still struck when
he found himself revisiting one of those old playboy experiences now that Selina was
in his life. This trip, for example. It was not globetrotting for Bat-camouflage, but it
was the kind of travel-intensive schedule he’d often maintained in the early days.
Three cities in Asia and five in Europe in less than two weeks. Yet with Selina along, it
was all strangely different. Not completely different. Tokyo was still Tokyo. He’d
wanted to see Tadao Toda while he was there, sit in on a class at Nippon Budōkan, and
have sushi at Sukiyabashi Jiro. But for all the sameness, it was strangely and
wonderfully different. Selina had enough sword training to revere Toda as much as
Bruce did. She could sit in on the class legitimately, not as a rich man’s plaything, and
her presence did not disgrace him. Later, when she sat down to what many believe to
be the best sushi in the world, well, Selina experienced pleasure like few people in the
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world. She knew how to savor, and watching her make the most of whatever delights
life brought her way was contagious and arousing.
It’s what made the trip to Cartier so unique. The last city of the Wayne Tech tour
was Paris, and Bruce had dangled the carrot of shopping when he asked her to come
with him. He had given her jewelry before, of course, but never like this. Never
walking into the store together. It was something he had done before with the bimbos,
women whose aim was to guess how many diamonds they could get away with or
how big a stone. Maybe Selina was different because she could “get away with”
literally any piece in the store without any help from him—and, in fact, despite his best
efforts to stop her. She had no agenda when she looked over the pieces in a case. She
simply chose what she liked, which had more to do with cut and color, the design and
artistry of a piece, rather than its price tag.
Bruce could see it as her eyes flickered around a case. She was drawn to clean lines,
square cut stones and invisible mounts. Platinum or white gold over yellow. And the
contrast between dark colors and light. She would linger over dark sapphires or the
deepest, darkest emeralds set against white diamonds, while her eye passed over a
dozen brighter pieces worth more than the sapphires and less than the emeralds.
When she tried something on, it was like watching her savor dessert at d’Annunzio’s.
The bimbos just took in their reflection, contemplating all that money wrapped around
their necks or dangling from their ears. They looked at themselves in the jewelry more
than the jewels themselves—which was the point, Bruce supposed, but something
about it always seemed a little perverse to him. Selina, on the other hand, looked at
herself in a necklace, then at something beyond, within her reflection. Bruce imagined
she was picturing herself owning it. Then came the little glow, that spark of delight,
and her focus shifted back at the mirror—and at him standing behind her. He could
see the link in her mind… Because the item came from him? Or was it something else?
Something more private. He couldn’t guess what ‘it’ was exactly, but he had a hunch it
was connected to Batman.
She decided finally on a pair of earrings—emeralds, which brought out her eyes
beautifully—and she asked, naturally, to have her initial engraved very discreetly on
the back. The salesman was confused, of course. Mademoiselle and Monsieur both
spoke excellent French, but he was afraid there must be a misunderstanding. On the
back, it would never be seen. Selina gave a magnificent portrayal of a she-fop as she
explained that the world might not see it, but she would know it was there. Bruce
smiled his approval: he would have suggested it himself if Selina hadn’t. Engraving
meant they couldn’t take the earrings with them now. They would have to pick them
up tomorrow—which meant Catwoman could return and take them tonight.
Return she did. Batman had taken up a position over the Ministère de la Justice,
located conveniently between their hotel and Cartier’s front door. He saw Catwoman
climb out their window and to the roof, take the long route around Place Vendôme,
redirecting the traffic cameras as she went. Finally she reached Cartier, made short
work of their rooftop system, and disappeared inside. He’d give her four minutes to
reach the vault and another five to crack it. If he timed this right, he should be able to
catch her red-handed…
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Tom Blake did not consider himself a homicidal maniac. He would kill things that
were put on the Earth to be killed as a testament to man’s dominance of his world: a
rhino, an elephant, a giraffe or wildebeest, creatures whose very size and power
challenged men like him to prove their own size and power through conquest. He saw
himself a Hemmingway born by mistake into the age of Stephenie Meyer, a hardliving, hard-drinking Man among mice, a Great White Hunter in a world of video
safaris shared on Facebook, COPY THIS MESSAGE IN YOUR PROFILE TO PROTEST
IVORY POACHERS IN KENIA! (misspelled, naturally)
But he wasn’t a killer. He was in the high security wing at Arkham, but he wasn’t
insane. He was just born out of his time. He never seriously considered choking the
life out of another human being (except Batman, who didn’t count). He never
considered caging a human being (except Batman) and letting them loose in a deserted
wood for the ultimate hunt that pulp writers dubbed The Deadliest Game. Okay
technically he had considered hunting Robin, Nightwing and Green Arrow as well as
Batman, and he’d had a rather spicy hunt dream one time involving Cheshire, but on
the whole, caging, hunting, and killing people wasn’t his thing. And he certainly never
considered taking that torchiere in Dr. Bartholomew’s office, removing the metal tube,
sharpening it into a spear, and ramming it repeatedly into somebody’s chest with a
force to break through their rib cage and pound their heart into hamburger.
Not until now.
Best high EVER. Paris with Bruce. The most scrumptious earrings, ever so slightly
evocative of the sapphire and diamond ones I left the night of that first rooftop kiss at
Cartier, without being so similar that they leave uncomfy associations. After all, the
Bat and Cat of that night blew it. They’re long gone, and I don’t want their memory
tainting my beautiful gift from Bruce. But now, after Paris with Bruce, Cartier with
Bruce, it’s Paris with Batman. Cartier Paris with Batman. The best high ever. Getting
to steal those purrfectly wonderful earrings right out from under his—
Stomach.
I was so high on the best heist I would ever have, my body registered it before my
mind did. My eyes saw there was something off about the alarm box, and my stomach
lurched accordingly. I’m not a detective, and I couldn’t tell you exactly what it was I
saw. It was just wrong. A dozen tiny details, too insignificant to be seen consciously,
but they were all there, and subconsciously, they added up to this general feeling:
something wrong.
I checked the edge of the faceplate and the hinges first, looking for an extra wire, a
light beam, anything that indicated a trap. There was a slight sheen on part of the
hinge, like it had been oiled, or at least spritzed with a lubricant. My heart decided to
join my stomach and lurch around as I opened the cover and… felt more than saw that
it had been opened recently. Once I got inside, I could see two clamps left on the
Phoenix relay. No delicate wire splices, just a fat, ugly surgical clamp.
I headed for the vault, but had a much nastier surprise before I got there. First
glance said it was a dead body. I’ve no love for rent-a-cops of any nationality, but I
don’t like seeing them gutted. Happily, in the next second, I saw the guy was
breathing, so I went over for a closer look. Found an injection welt in his neck. Animal
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tranq, probably. I’d heard it was in vogue in parts of Europe a few years back. Seems
they got the idea from a TV show about a serial killer.
There were a few other breadcrumbs to find, motion sensors dusted with silicon and
the like, enough that I knew what I’d find by the time I finally reached the vault. The
smell of burnt metal, the door left open, empty shelves, and wires dangling from the
last line of defense: these three sorry little cameras on their own circuit. Two were
positioned at waist height right outside the safe, left side and right, pointing at the
door. A third hung inside, suspended from the ceiling on a thin silver rod, and
rotating pointlessly while its little red light blinked on and off. I looked around
stupidly. It’s not like there was going to be anything left to find. Thieves who get this
far into Cartier—any Cartier—aren’t going to leave behind a fingerprint. But I looked.
I looked for something, not knowing what, until I heard the heavy tread of a Bat-boot
running up the hall. He must’ve found the guard, and once he saw that, he’d guess the
rest.
“Situation?” he graveled when he reached the door.

Whenever Bruce scheduled a lengthy business trip, Alfred liked to take advantage of
his absence. The Batcave in particular was such a complex operation, the only way to
achieve the apparent miracle of keeping it all clean and equipped, while maintaining
the illusion of effortless invisibility good service demanded, was to work ahead—far
ahead—whenever the opportunity presented itself. During Bruce’s last trip, Alfred
had cleaned, inventoried, and restocked the main cavern, medical bay and chem lab.
This trip, he topped off the medical supplies and then turned his attention to the
gymnasium, adjacent showers, costume vault, and trophy room. The last didn’t need
much cleaning. Because it was the acoustic sweet spot of the cave, Alfred spent more
time there than in other locations.
Whenever Master Bruce had guests he would wait there, unable to hear actual words
but able to judge the timbre and mood of the conversation. It kept him from
interrupting at inopportune times and also alerted him to those moments when an
interruption was the best thing to break everyone’s focus on whatever matter they
were discussing. Even when there were no guests that Alfred knew about, he often
passed through the trophy room as an elementary precaution. Because of all the extra
time spent there, the cases were dusted and polished more often than most rooms in
the manor.
Hence today, he really needed to do no more than flick his duster over the Mad
Hatter case on his way to the gymnasium, a room which required serious attention.

“They got everything,” Catwoman said bluntly. “And unless you can do some CSI
voodoo on the guard or the knife that cut those camera wires…”
“The guard was injected with Etorphine a little over one hour ago,” Batman said,
stepping into the room and examining the severed wires. “These were cut with a
carbon steel blade, probably an Opinel knife, too common to trace. Can you tell how
the door was drilled, or how long it would have taken?”
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Catwoman bit her lip and squatted down to examine the lower part of the door.
Then she made Batman give her a boost so she could see over the top.
“Well, it’s got a glass relocker,” she said finally. “So they had to come in from the
top. They used a thermal lance, and those things take a lot longer to get the job done
than people think. You said the guard’s only been out for an hour?”
Batman snapped a palm device off his belt and handed it to her. The screen
displayed an analysis of “Sample A-1” presumably the contents of a square slide
protruding by just a few millimeters from a slot in the side. The screen listed the time
and location the sample was harvested, and that it was human blood, Type O, subject
living, etc etc. It gave a range from 68 to 90 minutes since an injection of Etorphine
(M99). Catwoman handed it back without comment.
She bit her lip again and thought through the break in, step-by-step. Assuming they
came in the way she did, assuming they were as fast, the outside cameras, the outside
alarm, the inside alarm with the clamps…
“Well,” Batman asked.
“You’re not helping,” she hissed.
The inside alarm box with the clamps. Knocking out the guard…
He grunted. And she glared.
Getting to the safe. Drilling the safe. Figure ten minutes minimum with the thermal
lance, that’s if they…
Batman cleared his throat.
“Would you like a cough drop?” she said through closed teeth.
Ten minutes to get a decent sized hole, if they knew exactly where to drill. Drop in a
camera, watch the tumblers as you turn the dial… loading up the loot sacks and getting
away.
“How long were you out there watching for me?” she asked suddenly.
“Fifteen minutes before you came out of the Ritz.”
She nodded. They had to be gone by then or Batman would have seen them. Even if
he was waiting for her, even if he was looking towards the Ritz and away from Cartier,
there was no way Batman would miss one to three burglars with two sacks of loot and
a thermal lance traipsing around Place Vendome. So…
“They had to know the weak point,” she said suddenly.
“The manufacturer’s drill-point diagrams, made available to legitimate locksmithing
professionals to bypass malfunctioning or damaged locks? Those are closely guarded.”
“Yeah,” Catwoman chuckled. “Who would guess that lock makers can’t lock up
their own secrets very well. It’s the only explanation, Handsome. We know when the
guard was drugged, we know when you were outside watching. They didn’t have
time, in between, to do it any other way.”
“You’re sure?” he graveled, his eyes burrowing into hers with that intensity that
made hardened killers quiver.
“Oh yeah.”
“Then that’s our lead,” he said, the intensity never wavering, but a slight twitch on
the side of his lip changing its meaning completely.
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Breakfast in the Gordon-Grayson home was a festive meal whenever Nightwing was
covering for Batman. It was as if surviving another night—and surviving in such a
way that Bruce wouldn’t have a hissy when he got back—was cause for celebration.
Dick came fresh from the shower, dressed only in a bath towel. He flashed his wife,
kissed her neck, tickled her side, and refused to stop until threatened with a spatula.
“You could do worse,” Dick observed. “I know there were traffic cameras all over
Melnick when I nabbed Double Dare last night. A really vicious woman would be
threatening to drop a few pictures into the log.”
“You’re very lucky to have a friend like Wally,” Barbara noted. “Not only does he
make a run through Bludhaven for you while you’re watching Gotham for Bruce, he
comes and gets you to take care of it yourself when he finds something.”
“And runs me back before Gotham can miss me. It’s a sweet deal. I’m very glad
Wally is my friend and not Bruce’s. Can you imagine, after the Joker escape last
week?”
“I’m still surprised he didn’t cancel the rest of his trip.”
“Well, he couldn’t really. For Bruce Wayne to cancel the Town Halls WE had
scheduled all over Europe and Asia, it would draw a lot of attention. To do it midway
through the trip, it would draw one hell of a lot of attention. And Joker was back in his
cell before Bruce even heard the news.”
“Which might matter if we were talking about a regular person but this is—”
“Bruce might be a little obsessive, and there might be a multiplier when Joker’s
involved, but he doesn’t let it control him, not to the point where he’d jeopardize his
identity for no good reason.”
“I guess you’re right, but I still wouldn’t have liked to be Selina last Tuesday when
you got off the phone with him.”
“You wouldn’t, I wouldn’t. She loves it. The battier he gets, she loves it.”

Selina was torn. Batman had a way of viewing anyone with criminal ties as
pummeling material. She herself had no qualms about threatening, intimidating or
beating the street scum of Gotham. Even before the Post started trying to paint her as
some kind of sewer dweller who would hang out with them, she viewed the scum as,
well, scum. But Igor and Francois were not scum. Francois was a French aristocrat, as
well as a damn fine cat burglar and her first lover, and Igor was a celebrated Belgian
art dealer who just happened to be the finest fence in Europe. Either could point her to
the new information brokers of Paris, but they would do it because she was the one
doing the asking. And she would ask nicely. She didn’t want Bruce thinking he could
put either of these men in Batman’s rolodex as criminal persons he could call on and
rough up for anything he wanted.
So she passed on the hotel breakfast, crept out of bed early, dressed silently in the
bathroom, and tiptoed out without waking Bruce. She made her way from Place
Vendome, bypassed the tourist cafés until she spied one patronized by a local, business
crowd. She selected a man sitting alone, walked past with a hipsway usually reserved
for rooftops, and then turned back and asked, with a note of urgency in her voice, if she
could please borrow his phone.
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Ten minutes later, armed with the information she needed (and an invitation from
Igor to postpone her departure for a day and come see him in Brussels), she headed
back to the hotel, stopping at a patisserie on the way for a few chocolate croissants to
bring back to the room in order to justify her early morning excursion. She waited
impatiently as the sales girl wrapped up her purchase with more care than seemed
warranted for a couple breakfast rolls, took her bag and hurried out the door—only to
run smack into Bruce coming in.
“Morning, Kitten. Get the intel we needed?”

“Well, the last town hall was yesterday,” Barbara said while Dick cleared the
breakfast table. “Bruce will back soon, and everybody’s schedule can go back to
normal. Are we going to do the usual thank you with Wally and Linda?”
“Yep,” Dick nodded. “Melting Pot, the gooiest cheese fondue and saltiest margaritas
this side of… someplace they make really salty margaritas.”
Barbara’s lower lip crimped into a slight frown, the unamused frown from long-ago
rooftops in response to his Robin antics.
“Holy Punchline, you really blew the follow through on that one,” she said flatly.
Then she broke into a teasing grin. “A backhanded shot at You-know-who?”

I really should have expected it. We all joke about the “I’m Batman” thing, but the
truth is, the best of us have a fifty percent failure rate trying to slip one past him. He
called me Kitten, he kissed my cheek, and he asked if I got the information. Just like
that.
So I told him to get a coffee to go if he wanted one, we were taking the Metro to Père
Lachaise Cemetery. Just like that. If it was going to be a foregone conclusion that I’d
sneak out to get the intel behind his back, then it was a foregone conclusion that he’d
know about it and follow. À bon chat, bon rat.
Père Lachaise is a popular tourist attraction—and Bruce and I are in total agreement
that that’s an odd commentary on the typical Parisian sightseer—so we were able to
stop at a touristy convenience store nearby and pick up a Polaroid camera. We took a
photo of me and drew a figure on the bottom like a scarab, then followed the crowd to
Jim Morrison’s grave. We weren’t the most typical-looking visitors to leave an item
there, but it’s not like you can do anything peculiar enough to surprise the French.
That mission accomplished, we made our way to the public toilets under Place de la
Madeleine. These are also, believe it or not, a tourist attraction. Built in 1905, they are,
I suppose, very impressive examples of the Art Nouveau style: the carved wood
panels, brass and mirrors, floral frescos and stained glass windows in each cabinet. But
ornate public toilets aren’t really unique in Paris. La Madeleine is just the one some
Fodor guidebook decided to write about. In any case, we were to go there and wait
after leaving the Polaroid on Morrison’s grave. Since Cancrelat’s people would know
what I looked like from the photo, they would come to me.
Bruce—who insists on being my sherpa on crimefighting missions, no matter how
much the activity draws on my expertise more than his—said I should be prepared to
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wait a long time. They would want to watch me for a while, watch me critically, see
how I reacted to the waiting, until they satisfied themselves that I wasn’t a policeman.
I stopped, right there in front of Cerruti’s window—not because I thought the multitextured grey-brown leather and suede jacket might be just gorgeous enough to excuse
its similarity to the Post’s zip-up biker chick horror—but because I needed to yank
Batman out of the land of the hero-addled crimefighter and back into Bruce Wayne’s
Paris.
“This suit is Yves St. Laurent,” I said bluntly. “My bag is Hermes, and my shoes are
Ferragamo. Do you imagine for one second there’s a crook anywhere in France who
think cops dress this way?”
He started to say something about Ferraris confiscated from drug dealers, and rather
than pointing out that this wasn’t Miami, Detroit or Metropolis, I just pushed past him
and went down the stairs to the toilets.
In less than a minute a girl came up to me, about Cassie’s age, with that scarab shape
painted on her fingernail. I admired her scarf, and she admired my shoes. I gave her
fifty Euros and she gave me Cancrelat’s address. I went back upstairs and was pleased
to see Bruce still looking around the square for a place to stand.
“You’re done already?” he said, failing to hide his astonishment.
“Yes dear,” I said in French. “I even took a minute to wash my hands.”

“How could I be so stupid?”
It wasn’t like the question had never been heard before within Arkham’s walls.
“How could I be so stupid?” “How could I have missed it?” “Who carries a UV
flashlight in their boot?” Tom Blake had uttered them once or twice himself.
“How could I be so stupid? How could I be so stupid? How-how-how could I be so
‘because it was a little horse’ stupid?”
It wasn’t the question itself, it was the repetition, and the fact that Joker was
repeating it. Thirty four times since breakfast, by Blake’s count.
“Why did the pony cough? Because it was a little horse. THAT kind of stupid. How
how how could I miss it, Blakeypoo?”
“I couldn’t say,” Tom said dully.
“It was right there…”
When he wasn’t repeating the phrase, he was repeating the story behind it:
“Nightwing was down, I still had three henchmen in reserve, and there he was, on
his knees, eyes unfocused. You could almost see the little birdies tweeting around his
head.”
“I—” Tom began, trying to interrupt the story just to… well, he couldn’t really say
why. If he did stop Joker from telling it again, he’d go back to the original refrain.
“How could I be so stupid? How could I miss it? TOM! HOW COULD I MISS IT?
The black and blue bat boy was all black and blue, HAHAHA… No, I can’t laugh
about it, Blake. Thanks for trying to cheer me up, though. You see, when the hero is
down that way, it’s time to rub a little salt in the wound. Make sure he knows that he’s
dying for nothing. Make sure he fully understands that his failure means death to all
of Gotham, HAHAHA—sigh. So I struck a pose and said ‘I want to thank my fans for
all their undying support.’ (The henchmen applauded. Very sentimental folks,
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henchmen. Easily moved.) They applauded, then I bowed and said ‘And I want to
thank the people of Gotham, who I’ll be seeing very, very soon.’”
Tom Blake sat very still, waiting for what was to come.
“Thank my fans for their UNDYING support, and the people of Gotham WHO I’LL
BE SEEING SOON? How could I be so stupid?! It was there, Tom, it was right there!
Thank my fans for their undying support, and what? What’s the punchline, Tom?
Even you must see it.”
Blake sat very, very still.
“SAY IT!” Joker bellowed, and then leaned in so his nose was within an inch of Tom
Blake’s, and he hissed with bone-chilling hate. “Say it.”
“Thank the people of Gotham for their dying,” Blake murmured.
“OF COURSE! Thank the people of Gotham for their dying support, or—as even a
muscle-headed nitwit like you can see—just thank them for their dying. Because it
scans better.”
Joker sank to his knees and sobbed.
“It scans better, Tom. Why didn’t I see it? How could I be so stupid? Thanking the
people of Gotham—who I would be seeing very soon?!”
Blake looked piteously at the guard, who seemed to be ignoring the situation. The
rat bastard. He was seriously considering making a run for it. Infirmary, sedation,
anything would be better than this.
“How could I be so stupid?”
He was saved by the door opening to Dr. Bartholomew’s inner office.
“Patient Blake, you can come in now,” Bartholomew said, ignoring Joker’s sobbing.
“Maybe Joker should take my session,” Tom offered. “He seems like he could use
another hour.”
“NO!” Bartholomew said too quickly. (The rat bastard, Tom thought.) “No, you
must trust the professionals for this kind of thing. Patient J and I have had our little
talk for today. Now it’s best if he returns to his cell and gives it some serious thought.”
“Thank the people of Gotham for dying,” Joker said, with an ‘it’s so simple’ gesture
to the watercooler. “I want to thank the people of Gotham for dying. How could I
miss it? How could I be so stupid?”

Cancrelat began as a fence, and he still dabbled when a score was tempting. But as
the years passed, he decided it was almost as lucrative (and much safer) to act as a gobetween without taking all that stolen merchandise into his home. The woman who
called herself Cora Colette, however, was making him reconsider the wisdom of that
decision. She was stunningly beautiful, and obviously in the trade. For a client like
that, a man could certainly risk a few Rembrandts in the attic. He regretted that she
only wanted something as dreary as drill-point diagrams.
He gave her a name, but she made a face—and as lovely as she looked making a
simple inquiry, she was beyond beautiful when she was displeased. She said she knew
Jean P. from the old days, and he overcharged disgracefully. She then hinted that her
profit margin was thin enough with her current fence (quel dommage) and if she had to
go to Jean P, the heist really wouldn’t be worth the trouble.
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Cancrelat did not poach thieves from other fences, not as a rule, but clearly the
delightful Mademoiselle Colette was unhappy with the fence she had. He dropped a
few hints of his own, and though she was as careful as he never to say anything
explicit, he understood that if he could save her enough on the drill-point diagram for
the safe she wanted, he would have first refusal fencing anything she stole.
As it happened, she wanted the SL85 5-Point, and he did know a crew who had
purchased the drill points for that very model from Jean P very recently. He couldn’t
guarantee that they would sell it to her, but he guessed they would jump at the chance
to recoup some of their investment, for as Mademoiselle observed, Jean P really is very
overpriced…

It’s not that I don’t enjoy date nights crimefighting with Bruce, but the prospect of a
date night with him robbing a place with me? Me-ow!
The Cartier heist was the work of the Edgar Lhomme crew. Edgar had a sweet
arrangement living at the country estate of a disgraced politician and storing his illgotten gains behind the kind of security that disgraced political families get to secure
their privacy as well as their valuables. In short the place was catworthy: a thousand
acres of woodlands, surrounded by a 14-foot electrified fence and only accessible
through one security gate—to the unimaginative, that means one way in, one way out.
The main computer at the front security gate controlled the separate alarm systems for
each wing of the house. And, of course, in addition to the man at the security gate,
there was another guard who walked the perimeter—with a trained dog.
Alone, I would have had to hire a local and charter a plane, parachute in the oldfashioned way. Not with Batman as a partner. Bruce never goes anywhere without a
glider, and in fact, he has a number of Bat-ultralight capabilities stored outside many
major cities. But for our purposes, the bat-glider was plenty. We flew in low, jumped
out, and an automated system kicked in to send the bat-bird home while we floated to
the neatest parachute landing you could imagine. (Even his parachutes are betterdesigned than other people’s… which I mentioned to him, and he grunted.)
We split up: Bruce was all set to hack into the security system, get the passwords and
use them to deactivate the alarms, disabling each wing in turn as I went through the
house. He had to get to the gatehouse to do it, that’s where the controls were, and
there was a guard to distract, somehow. That’s much easier to do from the inside,
where we were now, but there was still Fido to contend with. The dog, ironically, was
my job. There are two effective methods: a big juicy steak and the urine of a bitch in
heat. Both short out the best dog’s training and keep them fully focused on the
priorities of being a dog. I prefer the former approach, because Fido actually gets to eat
the steak. It seems mean to taunt him with the other, particularly when the bitch in
question is a thousand miles away in another country, but in this case, I had no choice.
The dog was on the end of a leash with a paid guard on the other end. If Fido found a
steak, the guard would know what was happening. If Fido was crazy about the scent
of a particular bush, not so much.
..:: Gatehouse secured. ::.. I heard in my ear.
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“Even for you, that was fast” I whispered.
I could swear I heard the lip-twitch.
With the dog preoccupied, I made my way to the back entrance, picked the lock, and
let Batman know I was in.
..:: That was fast even for you, ::.. he noted, which was sweet of him, and I purred.
The house was a bit of a maze, and I’d only had a half hour to study the floorplan,
but I found my way to the second wing without too much trouble. Bruce had the
second password cracked by the time I got there. We decided to race to Wing 3, seeing
if he could crack the passcode before I reached the threshold. He had an advantage,
because I had an extra stop. Wing 2 housed the controls for the electric fence, down in
the basement. It took me almost three minutes to get there and find the fuse box… (A
word about that basement: there was a live cat down there dining on a recently-live
rat. We agreed not to disturb each other, and I did my best to hide my disgust) …and
then I had to evade Lhomme himself, heading to the kitchen for a cup of cocoa, I would
guess. It’s what I do when I’m on a post-heist sleep schedule and can’t sleep through
the night.
Lhomme was like me in another way: when I walk through the house at night, I
don’t turn on the lights either. It seems more natural somehow, not forcing your eyes
to adjust back and forth to the different light levels, but it’s rather creepy when you see
someone else doing it. I knew now that if he came into a room and saw me, I wouldn’t
know he was there. Not from the lights anyway. I would have to stay extra alert.
..:: You finished in Wing 2 yet?”::.. I heard as I was squatting down to leave a trio of
small black canisters, each with a silver bat emblem embossed on their bases, behind
the curtains at each of the floor to ceiling windows.
“Jackass,” I answered. Then…
..:: Wing 3 alarms disabled. ::.. as I reached the threshold.
“Wing 3” is a bit of a misnomer, as it’s just a single room. Possibly an armory,
originally. There was one serious iron gate leading into it—ironically, with the easiest
lock to pick. Inside, I found the thermal lance and a few other supplies from the
Cartier job, and the feeling of kinship faded. Apparently Mr. Lhomme was a bit of a
slob when it came to putting his tools away, something I can’t stand.
The Cartier loot was all present and accounted for, along with a few paintings, a
portfolio of animal prints, a few bottles of wine, some watches, a carved family crest,
and a stuffed bear.
Shrug.
I took my earrings, and just for kicks, the portfolio of animal prints, since they didn’t
look too valuable. Then I legged it.
..:: Move. They’ve discovered the fence is down. ::..
“Just finishing up,” I told him as I ran.
By the time I reached the Wing 1 threshold, I could hear the sirens. By the time I
reached Bruce at the gatehouse, it was pandemonium. A dozen cars and vans outside
the gate: Judicial Police from Paris, Judicial Police for the province, Police Nationale,
Gendarmerie and Interpol all claiming jurisdiction, the house guards saying they had
everything under control, and the dog, barking. It was wonderful. There was enough
chaos that we could have slipped out right then, but that would have wasted the
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protocol. I couldn’t resist giving him a quick kiss for luck before he depressed the
button on his belt, setting off the firecrackers inside the windows.
The whole platoon went racing through the gate—the Interpol guys still arguing that
they had jurisdiction as they ran towards the house—and we walked right out the open
gate and took their car.
The next morning, we watched the press conference while we packed. The Paris
police won the jurisdictional battle, since they were responding to a tip about the
Cartier robbery. Lhomme would be tried in a Parisian court. And then, well, French
television likes viewers as much as their American counterparts. Since Captain Gerard
of the DCPJ wasn’t much to look at, they shrunk the press conference down to a small
box in the corner while the rest of the screen panned across all the jewelry from Cartier
seized at Lhomme’s “lair.”
“That’s why I took my earrings,” I noted, tucking them into my jewel case. “There’s
no telling how long that stuff is going to be tied up in legal limbo.”
Bruce cleared his throat.
“And why did you take this?” he asked, inspecting the portfolio.
“World’s greatest detective, my ass,” I said, opening it up and paging to the third
print down. “Tiger,” I said, pointing.
He scowled—which is the one expression of his that is worlds different without the
mask. On Batman it is unspeakably sexy. On Bruce…
“Don’t be that way,” I asked, hoping to make it go away.
It didn’t budge.
“It’s not like they’re valuable,” I assured him. “They’re not even very good.”
Lip twitch. I WON! (I thought) But then…
“World’s greatest cat-thief, my ass,” he said, snatching up the portfolio and sliding it
into his own suitcase. Before I could react, the bellman arrived to take our other things
down to the car. I was stuck, surrounded by hotel flunkies, drivers, and passport
clerks, until we were safely alone on Wayne One, flying home.
“Well?” I said, because really, he knew damn well what I was referring to and it
shouldn’t have been necessary to say more.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Here I should open a bottle of champagne,” he said in that
infuriating fop voice. “Michel sent some foie gras and sea scallops for us to enjoy on
the flight home.”
“I’m not talking about a box lunch from L’Espadon, Bruce, and you know it. What
did you mean, world’s greatest…”
He had his laptop out and swiveled the screen around 180 degrees for me to see. It
was an uplink to the Batcomputer, displaying an old Interpol report on the left and a
slideshow of prints from the portfolio on the right:
Margaret Winfield, a descendent of Rudyard Kipling, died without heirs at the age of 93.
While her estate was being prepared for auction, a portfolio of faded prints was discovered in the
attic. The cardstock portfolio itself bore an embossed seal reading “From the library of Rudyard
Kipling.” Inside, among the various prints of no artistic merit other than having belonged to a
famous author, a particular print depicted two tigers cavorting in a stream as the royal hunt
approached in the distance. Like the rest, it was of questionable artistic merit, but in the margin
was a thin column of penciled notes in Kipling’s own handwriting, notes hinting at what would
one day become the passage of “How the Tiger Got His Stripes” in The Second Jungle Book.
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The prints, along with a Georgian tea set, coin collection, enamel snuff box, and two vermeil
candlesticks were taken from Winfield Hall the night before the scheduled auction by person or
persons unknown.
Closest matches on 12-point M.O. analysis:
The French Ghost, 71% probable.
Shadow Thief, 63% probable.
Tomio, 62% probable.
Catwoman, 11% probable.
I swallowed. I stared. I swallowed again. I looked at Bruce. I looked at the screen.
And finally, I sat.
“Y-” It was really too soon to try and talk. “Lhomme had the… Lhomme was the…
I accidently stole the inspiration and working notes for ‘How the Tiger Got His
Stripes?’”
“So it would seem.”
“Damn, I’m good.”
Bruce’s lip twitched. His eyes said “Yes, you are.” His lips said “You know, Kitten,
before you, the public Bruce Wayne made a career of globetrotting, but I never took an
actual vacation. Bruce didn’t work. And even though Batman did, it never occurred to
me that I might benefit from a break in routine. These past two days in Paris… have
sold me. Best vacation I’ve ever had.”

175

TROPHIES
Antonio Cosagliozzo arrived in Gotham in 1810 from Cerami, Sicily. His emigration
documents were incomplete, but Antonio was no fool. He had brought a few baubles
to fill in the gaps in his paperwork. A silver ring and a cameo slipped to the
sympathetic translator, the latter passed along to the less sympathetic clerk, solved the
bureaucratic formalities as they always had and always would. Antonio left the Castle
Island processing station as Anthony Cerami, but he walked out onto American soil.
He had no sentimental attachment to his new name, so when the time came to set up
his own business, he wanted something more meaningful. If he had been born
Anthony Cerami, if it was the name of a father whom he loved, maybe he would have
felt a sense of pride attaching it to the jewelry he produced. But as it was, Cerami was
merely a town that wasn’t promising enough to go on living in. One of the largest and
most beautiful estates in Cerami was owned by the Falconi family. The name might
mean nothing to the wealthy of Gotham, but Antonio knew the aristocratic splendor it
implied. For him, that was enough.
The pieces Antonio made were exquisite. Not the costliest jewels in Gotham, he had
no means to compete for the largest diamonds and rubies needed to create such pieces,
and he didn’t particularly want to. Instead, he fashioned more modest gemstones,
along with semi-precious corals, lapis lazuli and onyx, into miniature masterpieces set
in delicately etched gold. Antonio had two sons, neither achieving his level of artistry
but both were competent craftsmen. The business did well enough producing simple
variations on the founder’s original designs for more than a generation – until the war
years. Three of the Cerami heirs were killed in action, a fourth in the influenza
epidemic that followed. A fifth came home too scarred and bitter to care about a
family business. But the twenties were filled with survivors who wanted to feel alive
again after the horrors. There was a heedlessness in the air: women with shingled hair
and short skirts, men flush with new fortunes playing the stock market. It was no time
for a storefront in the Diamond District to be sitting idle. Every flutter in the highly
volatile radio stocks brought a virtual flood of buyers into The Street, and John
Cerami’s widow didn’t intend to waste the opportunity. She had a storefront and a
name in Falconi’s. What she lacked was merchandise. So she began buying
wholesale. It might not be “artistic” but it was faster than trying to make the stuff.
And her customers certainly didn’t know the difference.
When the final “flutter” of radio shares in October of 1929 ushered in the Great
Depression, Falconi might have gone into a decline but for the purchase made on
September 3rd by Nathan Everidge III. On that day, the Dow reached a record high of
381.2 and Everidge came into the shop to select an engagement ring for his bride. He
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expressed his view that the situation with the stock market was out of hand, the market
could not sustain itself and the speculators were pushing them all to ruin… He looked
around as he said it, and he remarked that shares might rise and fall but diamonds at
least would always hold their value. Almost on a whim, he bought a pair of loose
stones as “insurance,” joking that he’d probably have them made into earrings for their
anniversary. After the crash, when the retail market all but vanished, Mrs. Cerami kept
the business afloat making discreet purchases from families that had to sell their
valuables and selling the loose stones as a safe and portable, easily-hidden investment
to those who still had fortunes to transport and hide.
It was enough to sustain them through the Second World War. The end of the war
brought a boom in engagement ring sales—and a refugee named Cesaro Pitronaci.
Pitronaci arrived in Gotham with little more than the shirt on his back, but by 1981
when Carlotta Cerami died childless, he had amassed enough to buy Falconi Jewelers
from the squabbling cousins fighting over her estate. By the time Falconi Jewelers
caught the eye of Oswald Cobblepot, the whole neighborhood was calling him “Mr.
Falconi.” Cesaro didn’t mind, it was good for business. For a jeweler, there were few
things that added respectability like a brass plaque on the door reading “Since 1823,”
but one of those things was a white-haired old man behind the counter who answered
to the same name as the sign above the door.
Cesaro was a skilled jeweler, so he renewed the practice of buying loose stones, gold,
and silver and fashioning his own pieces. He still kept the Cerami wholesale contracts
for watches, pearls, and the like—which is how he came to the Penguin’s attention. In
those days before the Iceberg Lounge, Oswald had to rely on opportunistic henchmen,
and Vulture was as greedy as they came. He’d somehow got himself a job driving for a
delivery service and was trying to work out how to switch IDs with one of the bonded
guys who got the valuable payloads. He got as far as Peterson’s route map and saw
the regular deliveries to Falconi’s. He was pretty sure a falcon was some kind of hoitytoity bird, and he knew Penguin paid well for any tip that had to do with birds or
feathers. It was a lot easier pounding faces for Cobblepot than trying to figure out a
way around the delivery service safeguards, so he took the info to Penguin and let the
better man do the thinking.
Oswald watched Falconi for three months. He soon realized the wholesale stuff was
inconsequential. Falconi admitted a diamond courier every Wednesday morning at 7
o’clock precisely, and he paid in cash. The falcon was a particularly regal bird, and ice
was common underworld slang for diamonds, so he felt this was a target worthy of the
Penguin’s nefarious attentions. He told Vulture to get himself a conspicuously big
gun, the kind that would scare an old man like Falconi and avoid any nonsense.
Unfortunately, before he could act on the idea, Batman packed him off to Arkham—
kwak! But then fortune intervened: Two-Face, the crusading D.A. turned coin-flipping
crime boss was arranging some kind of hearing to overturn his conviction on the
grounds that apprehension by a faceless vigilante lunatic violated his civil rights. He
invited Oswald to be a second petitioner, which Joker unfortunately overheard and
invited himself to be a third. Harvey objected, naturally, three being an odd number,
but he was overruled—twice. First by his coin, and then by Joker punching him in the
nuts.
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The hearing was a wash. The Bat’s existence wasn’t well known at the time, and the
judge called “the alleged incidents with some imagined Bat-Man” irrelevant. Citing
overwhelming evidence or some such rot, he dismissed the petition and denied the
appeal. What Oswald objected to most was that word “imagined.” How the judge
could look down on a man with a still-broken nose and declare the breaker of that nose
an imaginary urban myth—kwak!—it was literally adding insult to injury. He was just
saying as much on the ride back to Arkham…
“Adding insult to injury—kwak—that’s what it was.”
…when the van was liberated. Catwoman had landed on the roof; they heard that
much. (Joker thought it was rain.) She somehow incapacitated the guards and drove
them all to freedom. She did it for reasons of her own, of course. Oswald didn’t know
what they were, and he didn’t care. He was free to pick up where he left off: relieving
Falconi Jewelers of all that precious ice, a substance that a penguin had more right to
than a falcon, surely—KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!
He picked up Vulture and his equally large and imposing colleague “Vinnie.”
Oswald wasn’t crazy about the name, but it was already Tuesday night. With a
diamond courier heading to Falconi’s in a few short hours, it was more important to
have a second goon today than one who would answer to the name Raptor tomorrow.
So Vulture and Vinnie it would be, even if it did sound like a live-action Disney movie.
It was hours before dawn when Vulture, Vinnie, and the Penguin arrived in the
Diamond District, giving themselves ample time to deactivate the alarm and go inside
while it was still quiet and dark. Vulture found the plan hard to grasp, being the sort
of scraggly bird who would rush in when the place was crowded with customers,
wave his gun around and yell for everyone to get on the floor. More than once Oswald
found it necessary to thwack that empty head with the point of his umbrella. It wasn’t
a particularly bird-like maneuver, but it was the only way to make the Vultures and
Vinnies of the world pay attention: They were going in early, before the store opened—
kwak. They’d get Falconi first when he arrived for the day—kwak—with the cash
payment for the courier. They would then take their time cleaning out his current
inventory—kwak-wak—and finally, they would wait for the new diamonds to arrive at
seven. Nothing about it was difficult to understand—KWAK-WAK-WAK-KWAKWAK-WAK-WAK!
While Vulture went to work on the alarm, Oswald tried to convince himself that
head-thwacks administered by an umbrella could be seen as a bird pecking with its
beak. That was a common way to exert dominance among the feathered, after all, and
correct wayward behavior in the young… Except at that moment, Vinnie went
bumbling under the streetlight where anyone looking out the window could have
spotted him. Oswald thwacked him once again, and seeing his shadow stretching so
far back to achieve an overhead blow on the much taller man’s head, Oswald was
forced to conclude that there was nothing ‘peckish’ about it.
Still, they would soon be inside, waiting for an old man to arrive with a briefcase full
of cash that would feather his nest for quite some time. And then, before long, a
younger pigeon would come along with a case full of ice. That would be enough to
make him a happy, happy bird…
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It didn’t exactly go as planned. First, Falconi was already there when Oswald and
his men got inside. What’s worse, he wasn’t alone. At Cesaro’s age, it was getting
harder and harder to get up at five, get dressed, and get down to the store for that 7
o’clock rendezvous with the courier. It was also getting harder to bend down to reach
the lower shelves in the safe. So, in the time Oswald had been in prison, Cesaro had
made a few changes to his routine. He left the store before the banks closed on
Tuesday, withdrew the cash and spent the night at his store, sleeping on a couch in his
office. He’d also hired Stefan, and Stefan was a good kid, grateful for the job. He’d
stayed late “to help with the inventory,” but really, he was worried about Mr. Falconi
being alone in the store with all that cash.
When Penguin’s men burst in, Stefan grabbed the phone and took it with him into
the storage closet. Vulture spotted the cord and, following it, found Stefan himself.
Before the lumbering goon could finish saying “must’ve called the police,” Batman
was crashing through the skylight—Batman who should have been busy with Joker
and Two-Face still at large, not to mention whatever Catwoman was up to. Kwakwakwak-wakwak.
Then The Cat herself arrived—as if this simple little nest-raid wasn’t already
crowded with extra beaks—and swung right into the middle of things before Vulture
could plug Batman. Oswald was too smart to stand around wondering what had gone
wrong. He simply repeated to himself what the Catwoman herself once observed: a
penguin can’t fly the coop, so it was time to waddle. He helped himself to Falconi’s
waiting briefcase full of cash and made for the door. A whipcrack later and the hellcat
was swinging towards him. Try as he might to slash at her with his umbrella, she
vaulted right over his head and past him. Then, with another crack of that whip,
something went wrong with his ankle, and he was sailing head first into a 40,000 carat
“diamond” of… well, Oswald couldn’t say what the display gimmick was really made
of, but it was hard and it hurt—kwak.
In the years that followed, Falconi’s seemed to lead a charmed existence. All of
Gotham came to know that Batman was more than a myth, and the places where he
was known to have foiled crimes were seen as unlucky by a certain type of criminal.
Others noted the similarity between the Falconi name and that of rising crime boss
Carmine “The Roman” Falcone. Nobody wanted to risk crossing Carmine, and there
were plenty of other jewelers in town…
It couldn’t last forever. The yakuza scoffed at Bat-superstitions, perhaps unwisely,
and their new boss made it clear that he’d welcome a chance to insult Falcone. One of
his more ambitious men took the hint and brought in a specialist to tackle the security
at Falconi’s Jewelers. It had improved exponentially since that ancient Penguin
attempt, but even the best Diamond District systems would crack under Miyamoto’s
expertise.

It was not “Date Night” and Catwoman was not “patrolling.” She was prowling as
she always had. Tonight it was the Diamond District. Despite the superior
merchandise on Fifth Avenue, the Street had better security. The prize or nostalgia
might bring her to Cartier, Bvlgari, Van Cleef & Arpels or Tiffany, but when she
wanted to exercise, it was the Diamond District. She took her usual route to the top of
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Shenoa & Co, which had the best leap over the traffic cameras to her favorite niche
between the Gotham Jewelry Center and the Gotham Jewelry Exchange… when she
saw some odd scrapes in the concrete. The mark of a traditional zipline… Well, not
quite ‘traditional,’ but the sort that anchored the line of a cat burglar without her claws,
whip and specialized gear.
Whoever it was, their placement was perfect, and Catwoman couldn’t help but be
impressed. They’d found this optimal spot, which she herself had taken more than a
week to pinpoint, and they hit it from the perfect angle. She was curious to see where
they were going and followed the trail to the half-dozen blue awnings that made the
string of independent stores at the corner look uniform and unified.
Then she sucked in her breath as she saw the Rickart Box on the 4th floor window
directly above… above… Oh, meow.

It was an average night. Dick had done a good job covering Gotham in his absence.
There was no sign that the underworld had noticed Nightwing patrolling instead of
Batman, and if they had, they certainly hadn’t been emboldened by the change. So it
was an average night. A meth lab, a jumper, a lead on the location of Riddler’s new
lair. Oracle had gone quiet. She’d found a cyber-crime ring operating out of an
unlikely location, an innocent-seeming bakery in Chelsea, and she was quite
preoccupied with her find. She answered whenever Batman spoke, but he could tell
from her tone it was an unwelcome interruption. So he’d let her be. He watched over
a pair of undercovers making a gun buy. They didn’t spot him, of course. He simply
watched from distance, making sure the deal didn’t go bad, and once they made their
arrests, he moved on. An average night, until…
..:: Batman? ::..
Selina never used the OraCom. She’d answer if you called her, but she never
initiated contact that way.
Batman wasn’t sure what to expect when he answered, but it wasn’t… it couldn’t
be… a heads up on a jewelry store robbery in progress?

Once she got close enough to see the Japanese cat burglar, Catwoman realized he
must be Miyamoto. She could also see he wasn’t equipped to leave the way he’d come,
not with a briefcase full of cash or a sack full of loot. She guessed he was just there to
get in, turn off the alarms from the inside, and admit others who would do the actual
burgling: the kind of specialist job she’d be offered twice a year when she was working
and had always turned down.
So… three or four locals and an out of town specialist who wasn’t even armed…
Hardly a challenge. There was no way she could keep them dancing until Batman
showed up, and there would be no point taking them all out herself before he got
there. The only way to make it work was to delay the confrontation. So she followed
Miyamoto through the upper floors of the building next door, rerouting each of his
reroutes so he had to circle back. She chuckled as she heard him cursing the timed
resets he couldn’t find. She wondered if she would be doing the same, searching
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madly for a mechanical timer instead of considering the possibility of a human player
undoing all her careful work.
She sank into the shadows and waited, remembering. “Yo down there. Tall, dark and
handsome! Long time, no see…” It took them fifty-eight seconds to wipe up Penguin and
his men all those years ago. “…And I told you I could help.” Fifty-eight seconds. “The
Penguin! He’s getting away!” “Take over for me and he won’t get far.”
And this time, there were no civilians to worry about. She decided she’d wait until
Batman was about two-minutes away before she let Miyamoto reach the final alarm.
Then he could get into the actual Falconi building from its taller neighbor, and she
would use the same perch she had last time, over the skylight.
“Yo down there. Tall, dark and handsome! Long time, no see…”
The same skylight he had crashed through, so her entrance wasn’t as showy. With
all of the glass already broken, none of them heard her coming. That hulking brute
pointing his gun at Batman had no idea what was coming until the whip wrapped
around his arm and yanked his aim up to the ceiling. Then
“Yo down there. Tall, dark and handsome…”
She told him she could help. She told him. And then she proved it.
“The Penguin! He’s getting away!” “Take over for me and he won’t get far.”
Damn him.
She watched Miyamoto make his way through the showroom and into the back…
let in his men… all three of them (yawn)… and get to work on the safe… He was good,
might get it open sooner than she expected, but she wasn’t worried. Batman had a way
of always getting there before the last tumbler clicked into place. So she slipped back
outside to get into position on that little ledge above the skylight. Looking down into
the showroom, she noted the 40,000 carat fiberglass “diamond” had been replaced by a
modest pyramid of gift boxes. It was infinitely less tacky as a floor display, but it
wouldn’t be nearly as dramatic as a battle fixture. But then, no one in that trio of
yakuza would be as dramatic as Oswald had been crashing into it.
She chuckled at the memory and waited until she saw a cape flicker at the end of the
street, then she crashed through the skylight—this time with the cacophony of
shattering glass that marked Batman’s entrance the last time. She snarled at the
presumption of these sad little men and snapped her whip like a cat lashing her tail,
spoiling for a fight—and Catwoman certainly was spoiling for the fight. Once the
tussel began, it commanded her full attention—but the shift when Batman entered the
fray was unmistakable. It wasn’t anything you saw or heard. It was something you
felt: a violent vacuum across the room, sucking away her opponents’ focus, pulling the
weight from their blows, and… somewhat greedily… pulling the actual man from the
path of her final swing to deliver the coup de grace himself.
“Show off,” she said dryly.
He grunted. And then… a different kind of vacuum sucked the air from the room.
The moment crystallized. It was where they’d both stood on that night so long ago:
silent, flushed from battle, a crew of unconscious goons at their feet.
“Fighting together felt good, didn’t it?” “It feels good alone.” “But it’s better to share…
Maybe I deserve one more chance.” Then a kiss. And a “No!” Now, here they were
again.
“Fighting together felt good, didn’t it?” she said softly.
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Silence.
Selina’s heart pounded in her ears, unsure why she’d said it and unnerved at the lack
of response.
“Fighting together felt good, didn’t it?” “It feels good alone.” “But it’s better to share…
Maybe I deserve one more chance.” Then a kiss. And a “No!”
She turned, the weight of that old rejection crushing her from the inside, and saw he
was gone.
A Bat vanish?
Really?
REALLY?
This is why she told him about the robbery, wasn’t it? This moment. This…
closure. She could have taken one cat and his three yakuza buddies out herself—or she
could have ignored the situation entirely, because one crime more or less in Gotham
was not now, nor had it ever been, nor would it ever be something she would lose
sleep over! She TOLD Batman that Falconi Jewelers was being burgled so he could
come, so they could stop it together, here, in the spot where they… where he… where
he REJECTED her offer to fight crime with him the first time. What the hell was she
thinking? Why the hell would she open herself up to this? And why would he come if
he—
k-tump

It was the strangest feeling, this sick, cloying tension climbing up the back of my
neck, spreading into this dizzy ache along the back of my head. My stomach in knots.
My heart pounding in my chest with the same ferocity as this angry pulsing behind my
right eye. Reliving this utterly shitty moment, having no one to blame but myself for
the memory, but rather than Bruce there to take out the sting and give me some
closure, he up and VANISHES on me, and then k-tump
Martian Manhunter once told me my thoughts get “rather loud” when I’m worked
up. He told Bruce they were screaming when the awful truth came out about the
mindwipe. The volume was certainly cranked up in those awful minutes since the Batvanish, but no cat burglar in the middle of a closed jewelry store would ever let her
raging thoughts drown out the softest noise from the real world. k-tump Distant.
From the back room. I took a step to see what it was, when it repeated. A light…
soft… fiberglass… k-tump.
I took more than a step then, I took 14 steps very, very rapidly—by which point I
could see INTO the back room and took five or six more at a dead run. There was a
weathered wooden door open, with stairs leading down to a basement (presumably),
and coming UP those stairs was a 40,000 carat fiberglass diamond with the tip of two
bat-ears just visible on the figure behind it.
I know I let out some kind of noise that might not have been too feline. It might have
been called a girlish squeal, actually, and I called out for him to let me help. It really
looked like the diamond display gimmick was too wide to come up those stairs and fit
through the doorway, but since we both knew the thing started out in the showroom, it
had to have fit through once.
183

Cat-Tales

He pushed, I pulled, and in less than a minute, we had it on solid ground in the back
room.
“Nice to see Ozzy’s head didn’t leave a permanent dent,” I said. It was supposed to
be playful, but it came out a lot softer than I intended.
“I thought we’d take it for the trophy room,” he graveled. And I don’t think I have
ever sucked in as much air involuntarily in a single breath before—except when I’d
been drowning or was being strangled in the moments before. Maybe mistaking my
silence for hesitation, he added “There should be something of yours in there.”
Technically there was. He had one of my old costumes and a frayed whip handle.
But I understood what he meant. Those represented the Catwoman who Batman
fought. This would be the Catwoman he worked with, Catwoman the… crimefighter.
Technically there was something of hers in there too. The second week I covered for
him when he’d hurt his back, I demoted Victor’s freeze ray to the back row of a display
case and stuck in a souvenir glass from the Iceberg. I certainly earned it that night. But
I know Bruce. That’s his cave, and if he didn’t put it there, it doesn’t count.
It was really very touching. More than touching. I knew I had to say something,
so…
“I can’t think of anything more appropriate to say ‘me,’” I declared. “Great big
diamond, right?” I said, knocking on the side.
“I can’t think of anything more appropriate either,” he graveled. He said it so
seriously. It was clear he didn’t mean it in the sense of ‘jewel thief’ the way I had. It
was very clear he meant…
“That night,” I whispered.
He didn’t say anything more, just bored into me with that silent intensity of his.
Normally I love it. But right then, in that store next to that diamond, it… it had
echoes. “You’re just going to let me walk away.” “No. It’s worse than that. I have to take
you in.”
He didn’t of course. He just turned away, stood with his back to me while I left.
Didn’t say a word.
Just like on the ride home—with a 40,000 carat fiberglass diamond strapped to the
trunk of the Batmobile like a Christmas tree.
Life is very strange sometimes.
“It’s taller than Robin,” I mentioned, mostly to have something to say once we got it
back to the cave. “It will fit right in.”
I meant figuratively—amidst an animatronic dinosaur, 8-foot playing card and 13foot penny, the giant diamond fit right in. But Bruce looked towards the Trophy Room
and shook his head.
“Actually it won’t. Literally. We’ll have to make some room.”
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THE MALAY PENGUIN
Bruce is amazing. There’s a smoldering intensity that first drew me to Batman, and
it doesn’t go away when he gets home and takes off the mask. It does change form.
When it’s stopping crime, it’s dark, angry and powerful. But when he’s starting
something, it becomes sizzling, dynamic, almost playful. He doesn’t say or do
anything special, but you can sense it, that inner core that burns so hot as Batman, all
that drive and focus and intensity. It’s just being channeled into something more…
lifesize. It’s really something to see.
At least, it is when your eyes are open. That morning, it started before my eyelids
were open for business. I was dreaming something about an email from Jason Blood,
when that old tingle that used to warn me when Batman was near pulled me right out
of the dream into a quick spooning hug—followed by a thigh slap and the morning
version of the Bat-gravel tickling my ear and telling me not to sleep in too late. Once I
was up, he visited me in the shower, which is always fun, and then suggested I wear a
t-shirt. I don’t usually go bare-armed in the cave; it’s pretty chilly. But with all the
work we’d be doing, I’d be sure to work up a sweat.
Something about his quiet excitement was contagious, and for the first time in years I
felt a flush: this silly, girlish glow warming my cheeks. His impossibly understated yet
impossibly intense focus that was so… so Batman, it made me giddy as we went down
to the cave. I didn’t know why at first, but then, stepping off the final step, it hit me:
he’d done this before. That cave didn’t build itself; he made it. He decided he wanted
a chem lab and a gymnasium and a med bay. He chose what equipment to include.
And I couldn’t help but wonder if I was seeing into the past, if he was like this on that
first morning when he came down those stairs to start work setting up the gym.
“First we’ll pick a spot,” he said—with a plan, as always. “Then we’ll work on
clearing the space for it, and once everything is in place, we’ll recalibrate the hologens.”
I just nodded. The first time he brought me to the cave, I couldn’t appreciate it. I
really couldn’t begin to comprehend. I was still reeling from becoming lovers, from
“my name is Bruce,” from the words “I love you,” from Batman’s voice coming from
an unmasked face—from that face being Bruce Wayne, no less, from… all of it. It was
months—hell, it was years—before I really understood what it meant that first time
Bruce brought me into the cave. And now, now he casually mentions recalibrating the
holo-gens.
“Of course we wouldn’t have to move a thing if we put it there,” he joked.
“Between the dinosaur’s legs? No.”
“Thought not.”
And the lip twitch. It was the only sign that he’d been joking (and it’s amazing how
many people don’t get his sense of humor that way).
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“What about over there, under the Joker card,” I pointed.
“Will make it difficult to get to the emergency generator.”
“What if… we put it right here?”
“It will block your old costume.”
“Let me finish. Put it right here in place of the costume case, and put my old skirted
costume…” I turned, “somewhere over there.”
He scowled like he was picturing it, then shook his head.
“I’d rather not move that particular case. There’s a nest behind that stalactite. I’d
rather not disturb anything the bats are used to.”
There was something about that scowl—the rooftop scowl—the denial scowl. I
looked behind me, up the path to the main cavern and his seat at Workstation One.
My costume was hardly in its direct line of sight, but I knew from the nights I’d sat
there that the splash of color was clear when you glanced this way.
“Right,” I said with a smile. Let’s not disturb anything the bats are used to. I could
have teased him, watched the scowl deepen the way it always did when I called him
on one of those. Instead I decided to ask something I’d always been curious about.
“How did you get your hands on it anyway? Did I leave it in the 89th Street Cat Lair
that time after the Rosenthal Rubies?”
“No, it was in a ventilation duct at the art museum, above the women’s washroom,
third floor, by the Flemish—”
“Oh… yes,” I smiled, and then laughed. “I never did make it back into the east wing
that night, did I?”
“No, you didn’t,” came the booming Bat-gravel. Seeing it come from Bruce, the
memories came flooding in with a new perspective: He was at the party. Of course. The
Foundation must’ve underwritten the new exhibit, so of course Bruce Wayne was at
the party. So of course the director’s door was locked again, even though she usually
forgot when she was staying late for an event in the galleries instead of leaving at five.
So of course the barcodes had been reset on all the staff badges. So of course the guard
changed his patrol route. So of course the electric eyes were recalibrated. So of course
Batman was in every hallway and gallery ahead of me whenever I found a new vent to
try and crawl out of. I was so pissed at him that night, but now… now I couldn’t hold
back the smile. I couldn’t keep myself from walking over and kissing him.
“It’s funny,” I laughed. “I know more about the other stuff in here than where you
got my costume. Like that umbrella over there, with the carved handle. From the
Malay Penguin heist, right? Langston Reed’s answer to the Maltese Falcon.”
“Except it wasn’t fictional. It was presumably the model for the statue in Dashiell
Hammett’s tale, an actual silver gilt, jewel-encrusted, ebony sculpture, which Reed
stubbornly insisted on exhibiting despite the Penguin being free…”

“I’ve never seen him that mad at anybody who wasn’t a criminal,” Dick told Alfred
after Batman and Robin returned to the cave.
Alfred didn’t think it tactful to say that he wasn’t surprised, so he simply brought
Master Dick a soft drink.
“I mean, I guess the guy was kind of a jerk,” Dick went on. “Showing off all this
high tech security he’s got all over his gallery. But he did kinda have a point. Penguin
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doesn’t ‘rule the art world,’ as he put it. Mr. Reed should be able to exhibit whatever
he wants. Just ‘cause it’s a villain theme.”
Alfred allowed that there was some validity to the point, but he also knew Langston
Reed, a man whose sense of entitlement was so pronounced, he was the model for
aspects of Bruce’s Fop performance. Alfred had no doubt how Reed would react to
Batman coming into his gallery and challenging his actions. He would become
aggressive and obnoxious—and Alfred could guess how Bruce would respond to that.
Recognizing the similarities to Fop Wayne, his anger would be, as Dick described, on
the scale of that reserved for criminal persons.
All Alfred said to Dick was that a valid point can be argued well or argued poorly,
and perhaps Mr. Reed was not one of those gifted with the ability to express his views
in a convincing manner. He then went deeper into the cave and made himself
conspicuous dusting behind the workstation, in case Master Bruce wished to unburden
himself.
“The idiot is using the same system of lasers and electric eyes the Shadow Thief beat
last month, Alfred. The glass housing Catwoman slices open with her claws the way
you and I turn a doorknob. Microphones and seismographs to detect disturbances on the
floor or in the air, but cameras he dismisses as overkill. He knows best, the arrogant
blowhard. He doesn’t know how to do anything but write a check to Foster and
Forsythe, but he knows what’s best and all my expertise is waved away.”
“Most distressing, sir. Still, there is an advantage, surely, in knowing an item the
Penguin is certain to try and steal. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say.”
“Perhaps. But when a target is so obvious, it can work against us. They know we
know what they’re going to do. It becomes part of their plan, part of their… game.”
The next few days bore out Batman’s prediction. A series of false alarms at Reed
Galleries exasperated the police. Batman traced them to the hypersensitive
microphones and seismographs Reed was so proud of. There was a theatre next door
to the gallery, rehearsing a musical. The noise and vibrations kept triggering an alert,
every false alarm prompted him to set a new baseline. Once the rehearsals ended, the
gallery became too quiet. Noise so far below the new ambient level could mean that
power or ventilation might be compromised, prompting the system to once again
sound an alert. The lynchpin of Reed’s brilliant security system had been rendered
useless by a line of showgirls.
Dick was ready to learn the ins and outs of forensic accounting, so Bruce assigned
him the task looking into the production company who rented the theatre. It took him
less than a day to find Cobblepot’s holding company among the backers of the ersatz
musical. That led to a confrontation and the bizarre exhortation to “Remember: Never
pitch rolls at a bank!” Robin latched onto Penguin’s parting words and spent all his
free time trying to find an association between coins or coin rolls and the Malay
Penguin… or perhaps a bank and the Penguin... Savings, money, investments, safe
deposit boxes, deposit slips, tellers, on and on with banking and banking terminology.
Batman wasn’t interested in the specifics. He was troubled by the clue itself. It
wasn’t Cobblepot’s style to leave puzzling epigrams. He was ready to dismiss it as a
red herring, but he allowed Robin to continue simply because some lessons are only
learned through trial and error. The price was hearing Dick murmuring about pitches,
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rolls and banks while Bruce was trying to prepare for his upcoming flight to Paris. The
board of the International Securities Exchange was meeting there Friday, and the
American delegation was traveling together on a chartered flight to prepare. The flight
was expected to be as much work as the conference, and he simply couldn’t
concentrate with all of Dick’s speculating:
“He backs the musical to mess up the gallery’s alarms, right? And the money comes
through a bank. The dancers – the ‘chicks’ – are feathered like birds…”
He was ready to tell Dick to let it go, when a final clue was dropped—literally
dropped, by a flock of birds flying through midtown. The leaflets were weighted with
Double Eagle coins, and all bore an absurd taunt addressed to Batman:
We need stall no longer! Time is on the Wing!
Tonight I shall lift the silver bird—and you will take a dive!
Disrespectfully yours,
Penguin.
Refusing to short either Gotham or the Securities Exchange, Bruce immediately
appointed Justin Broome to take his place in Paris. Batman and Robin suited up, Dick’s
triumphant chattering dropping to a background hum as Bruce’s mind serpentined
through the facts of the case. The final thought snapped into place as he snapped the
latch on his utility belt.
“…Just like you always said, Batman, the Penguin’s weak spot is his vanity! He
thinks he can play with us—but we’ve outsmarted him! Right?”
“Wrong.”
They raced to the airport, to the plane chartered by the Securities Exchange, and
caught the Penguin red-handed, preparing to hijack the flight and kidnap the sixty
most powerful men in the international finance community.
With Robin clamoring for an explanation in front of a plane-full of witnesses, Batman
couldn’t avoid explaining his reasoning: Pitch, Roll, and Bank, followed by Stall, Wing,
Lift, and Dive were all flight terms. There was nothing relating to the Malay statue, not
even the bird itself since penguins don’t fly. Tossing out the assumption that Penguin
had any interest in the statue, Batman considered the taunt literally. A ‘silver bird’
might well mean an airplane, and as targets that screamed TARGET-TAKE ME went,
the passengers of this one flight far outshone any jeweled statue.
Robin still couldn’t accept that Penguin could pass up stealing the Malay Penguin…

Bruce stopped narrating, since Selina had apparently been fighting down a SmileX
attack since he described the dancers shorting out Reed’s security, and since his
Right/Wrong exchange with Robin, she was losing the fight.
So he stood, silently scowling while she got it out of her system. He noticed the
secret alcove was beginning to show since they moved the long display case with the
Mad Hatter’s top hat. The stone “wall” in that one area was beginning to look
discolored, and the patch next to it oddly unsolid. He knew the effect would become
more pronounced as the morning’s work continued, until finally the alcove with that
secret safe was completely visible. He knew this would happen, of course, once they
started moving cases with the hologram generators attached to their hinges. He
estimated the alcove would not be visible for more than forty-five minutes, if they
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continued to work at the pace he anticipated. If it went longer, he would initiate the
DefCon-4 protocols to lock Alfred and the others out of the cave, but he didn’t want to
resort to such measures unless absolutely necessary.
“I’m sorry,” Selina said, once she got her chuckling under control. “It’s just… a very
different story when you tell it.”
“I take it you’ve heard it before from Cobblepot?”
“Once or twice,” she said with a naughty grin. “Would you like to hear his
version?”
“Every detail.”
Selina tilted her head, deciding where to begin. Finally she said, “What are the first
words out of everybody’s mouth after they hear ‘The Malay Penguin?’ ‘Like the
Maltese Falcon,’ right? It was the first thing I said. Summa cum laude at the Sorbonne
and I’d never heard of this thing. So, first time I heard Ozzy mention ‘The Malay
Penguin,’ I asked like everyone else—”
“Is that anything like the Maltese Falcon?” Bruce nodded. That was his experience
as well, unless you told the listener before they asked, that would be their first
question.
“And the Maltese Falcon, in the novel as well as the movie, was a fake. Robin was
absolutely right, Oswald would never pass up the chance to get his hands on the actual
Malay Peng—”
“I know. The statue at Reed Galleries was a fake that he’d substituted for the real
one before it came into the country. He admitted that when we caught him, boasted
about it. He stole it weeks before, right after the loan to Reed Galleries was made
public, but he cleverly kept the theft hidden so he could use it as a decoy. It took
almost six months to find where he’d hidden the real bird… You’re laughing again.”
“Bruce, do you really see Oswald waddling around Chatsworth with a 12-inch statue
down his pants, hanging back on the tour and swapping it out for one on the mantle?”
“You did it?” Batman breathed.
“I had to go to Europe anyway, was overdue for a stop in Zurich. Why not sweeten
the business trip with a little fun. Like we did in Paris.”
“Hardly the same thing,” he said, a hardness creeping into his voice from a hundred
long-ago rooftops. Normally Selina would have ignored it, but today, given their task
in the cave, it gave her a pang. She offered a peace offering:
“So I went to this little village called…”

“Hooksiel?” Catwoman asked, more to confirm Oswald’s handwriting than her
pronunciation. She was reading from the slip he’d handed her, and if he didn’t want
her to hock a lover’s saxophone then it must be Hooksiel…
“In Lower Saxony—kwak!”
If only he’d sit down. She’d offered Cobblepot a seat as soon as he arrived at the cat
lair, but he only sat down for a minute and then he was up again. Waddling around,
scrutinizing each Bast and Sekhmet as if he were appraising them. It gave the
impression that he was distracted, not giving the conversation his full attention. But
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Selina knew better. Oswald Cobblepot was a lot shrewder than most people gave him
credit for.
“A charming village. Picturesque—kwak. Not much of a tourist destination for
foreigners, but popular with the locals. Hence, there is a comfortable hotel should you
wish to spend the night. How’s your German?”
“Good enough to meet your…” she squinted at the paper. It was either Hemp
Knight or “Herr Kniphaus…” to peck a flesh birch “…to pick up your fake bird.”
“A work of art, Catwoman. A forgery so exact, made by a true genius of the craft, I
am assured it will pass the most vigorous visual inspections. Supplied as he is with all
the medieval equipment for caving the wood, applying silver, and inlaying the gems,
Herr Kniphaus assures me the statue which arrives in Gotham will be
indistinguishable from the original—kwak.”
At least, to Mr. Reed’s eyes, Catwoman thought. But there were too many different
materials involved to fool chemical testing, carbon-14 dating, or the myriad of nonvisual techniques to determine authenticity. Passing a “vigorous visual inspection”
might be a great selling point for a forger in 1902, but today…
“Oswald,” Catwoman purred, “why do I suspect what you really like about this
Kniphaus is that he’s cheap?”
“There is no point in paying for more service than one needs,” Cobblepot sniffed.
“The Malay Penguin remains the property of the Duke of Devonshire, in whose
collection it now resides—kwak! It is merely on loan to the Reed Gallery for the period
of the exhibition, and Mr. Reed will have no authority to risk damaging it with
chemical testing.”
“I suppose,” Catwoman said, biting her lower lip thoughtfully. The Duke’s country
house was called Chatsworth, one of the most famous in England. Selina had been
there twice. The art collection was so large, it contained so many old master drawings
that could not be put on display, and a great deal had been sold off in the 1950s when
the 10th Duke died ahead of schedule, producing a £7 million tax bill. The result was
that even the curator didn’t know exactly what the collection contained. The first time,
it was fun: taking a Fragonard that nobody reported stolen because nobody even knew
they had it. The second time, going back for a Tintoretto, it didn’t seem quite sporting.
Besides which, the Dukes of Devonshire all seemed to lean towards that horsey kind of
English gentry that liked dogs in their pictures rather than taking up a healthy interest
in Egyptian artifacts.
So that was her last visit to Chatsworth, but knowing the house was a great
advantage. She knew their security was… well, it was as good as could be expected for
a house built in 1554. They were so limited in what they could touch, in terms of the
physical structure. The installation of modern wiring, plumbing and heating—without
disturbing the historical base—had provided any number of holes for the modern cat
burglar to exploit. And like all of those historic houses, they were dependent on the
revenues from public tours. All Selina would have to do was pay her £16 admission,
and she could walk through the halls and see if anything had changed. If they’d found
a way to add thermal cameras or motion sensors to make a theft challenging, she might
even pick up a piece or two for herself.
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“I’ll do it,” she told Oswald, reaching for a pen and scribbling a number on his
paper. He was standing by a waist-high silver Sekhmet, running a gloved finger over
its ear as if testing for dust. Catwoman showed him the paper.
“KWAK!” he wailed, stabbing it with a chubby finger. “You cannot possibly expect
me to pay such an amount.”
“No, that’s my account number,” Selina assured him. “This number is my fee.”
“KWAAAAK!”

Hooksiel. Kniphaus. Selina saw Bruce’s eyes register the information, and while he
didn’t actually say thank you, it was implied in the bat-grunt.
“Then it was off to England. It was nice seeing Chatsworth again. I waited until the
insurance inspectors had authenticated the bird and saw it safely packed up for
shipment to Gotham, then I made the swap and stashed the original in a cargo bay at
Gatwick. Oswald already had the shipping arranged.”
“I never knew,” Bruce said quietly.
“Naturally, I don’t figure into the story when Ozzy tells it. He stole the bird weeks
before it came into the country… All the same to me. He stole it, he had it stolen. I got
my fee. He can say whatever he wants. But anyway, the fake bird was on its way to
Gotham, and Oswald knew Reed would push your buttons. He’s so obnoxious. He’s so
certain about everything he says, and so wrong most of the time. Ozzy knew the more
Reed boasted about his wonderful precautions, the more you would be focused on all
the areas where they fell short—and while you were focused on Reed being wrong, it
would keep you focused on the biggest wrong of all: the idea that the Malay Penguin
was his target.”
“Subtle,” Bruce said admiringly. “If he’d left it at that, it would have worked. But
he overplayed his hand with all those extra clues.”
“Didn’t it ever bother you? Oswald leaving you clues like Riddler? It’s never been
his M.O., before or since. Didn’t it make you wonder?”
“It’s an unanswered question of the case,” Batman graveled, willing to admit the
debit in want of a credit in that particular case log, but rejecting that word “wonder”
that made it sound like he was a poet contemplating the stars.
“Eddie knew a lot about what was going on,” Selina explained…

“’Lina’s birthday’s coming up,” Eddie told Oswald tersely. “We made plans to go
see that revival of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Lanced Cone Elm, she canceled on me. Off to
Europe to pull a job!”
“Wasting your time there,” Oswald observed. “The Felonious Feline is
unequivocally unavailable.”
“Don’t believe everything you hear about her and Batman,” Eddie said peevishly.
“Pshaw,” Oswald agreed. “I would not dream of repeating that prattle of the
proletariat…” And he wouldn’t even if he believed it. Catwoman made it clear that
insinuations about her and the Bat would bring an unsheathing of claws and shredding
of Penguin plumage. Quite apart from his desire to live unbruised, he could tell when
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a woman was unavailable, even if she herself seemed blithely unaware of that fact. He
himself had made overtures. And any bird who could resist the charms of Oswald
Cobblepot would clearly not be tempted by inferior specimens like Batman or The
Riddler.
“Anyway,” Eddie said, heavy on the dignified hauteur. “I want to call and wish her
a happy birthday. Question: Where to call? Answer: Unknown. But the query begins
“Where,” which rhymes with lair. Who did ‘Lina say only last week was stopping by
her lair?”
Oswald cleared his throat, annoyed by the unnecessary whimsy in what was clearly
becoming a straightforward business transaction: the Cat’s location in exchange for a
wad of cash.
“I figure it must be you that hired her,” Eddie concluded. “I just want to know
where she is.”
Oswald named a price—which Eddie resented. Questions should be answered
based on knowledge and wit. Intelligence was the currency he valued, not simple cash.
But Oswald was firm, so Eddie grudgingly paid up.

“So Ozzy told him about Hooksiel, and almost immediately he regretted it. You
know what Eddie is like, it’s a puzzle. What’s Selina doing in Hooksiel? He made it
his business to figure everything out—and Edward Nigma knowing the details of what
you’re planning is never a good thing. There’s no telling what might set him off. FAO
Schwarz puts a giant Hello Kitty in the window and six months of work goes down the
drain because he’s sending you haiku about the Katz collection.
“Oswald figured the best way to avoid the explosion was to detonate the bomb
himself. So he gave you a couple Riddleresque clues himself, pointing where he
wanted them to.”
Bruce’s lip twitched. And Selina grinned.
“It obviously backfired.”

It was a little early to break for lunch, but Bruce didn’t want to risk Alfred coming
down to the cave to prod them while the alcove was visible. He didn’t say it, but
Selina guessed he also wanted to update his files on the Malay Penguin “in light of
new information” (grunt). So she went upstairs to talk to Alfred about lunch, planned
to hang around the kitchen without making a big deal out of it, giving Bruce time to
tweak his logs, and then bring the sandwiches down herself when they were ready.
To pass the time, she told Alfred about the robbery at Falconi’s the night before and
Bruce’s extraordinary gesture bringing home the diamond from their first encounter
there.
Alfred knew the particulars of that first crime they foiled together—not because
Bruce had ever mentioned it, but because the subject was raised quite recently when he
asked her to take over for him while he was injured. Alfred did not like admitting he
overheard private conversations between the master and the mistress, so he was quite
happy to allow Selina to tell him the story now. It gave him an alibi, so to speak, for
knowing all the details he did.
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“There we were, back in the jewelry store on the very spot where it all went down all
those years ago… I would have settled for a kiss. Instead, it was that broody batsilence, you know the one where he’s like a black hole sucking in light. I didn’t think
I’d even get the kiss, and instead… diamond as big as the Ritz, almost literally in this—
Cassie?”
Alfred turned, and Cassie gave her quiet fingertip wave that made her seem shy if
you didn’t know she preferred gestures to speech.
“Case go bad. Last night,” she said. “Thought woman killed for purse. Find thug
use her credit card. Pawn her jewelry. But say no kill. Say dead already when he
find. Believe him. He is right hand. Kill strike with left hand, and taller like Alfred.”
“Indeed,” Alfred said mildly.
“Turn out she doctor. Office in Gainsly. Lots OCs come out of Gainly.”
“OCs are OxyContin,” Selina explained.
“Last six month, lots OCs,” Cassie continued. “Percs, Paulas, Blue Dynamite, 512s.
Wonder if connected. OC is prescription drug, schedule one. Doctor write
prescriptions. Maybe for all OCs, Percs and Blue Dynamite coming out of Gainly.
Maybe write too much. Attract attention. If get investigated, mob want silence her
before she can cut deal.”
“So you need to do some research?” Selina guessed.
Cassie nodded. “See if police investigate. Or DEA, anybody. If investigate, maybe
have theory who work with, which mob involved.”
“Why not go to Barbara for something like that?” Selina asked.
“Might not be. All guesswork. If no find police report, next step research is
medical. See about prescriptions writ and filled. If need do medical research, Sensei
better. Sensei father was doctor. Much better teach.”
Selina smiled. “Well, we’re doing some work downstairs so you won’t be able to use
the cave workstations today, but I’ll send Bruce up and he can help you from the
laptop in the library.”

Predictably, Bruce kicked at the idea. Updating the logs while Selina brought lunch,
now helping Cassie, they were falling behind schedule. If they didn’t finish in time to
recalibrate the holograms before he left for patrol…
Selina’s response was simplicity itself. “She knows five street terms for OxyContin,
but it’s only one time in three she’ll bother with ‘he’ ‘she’ and ‘is.’”
“You still could have sent her to Barbara. She can learn as much about human
interaction there with Barbara and Dick—”
“Bruce, she says she came here because your father was a doctor.”
“…”
“C’mon, you’re too good a detective not to see it.”
“She hopes I’ll talk about him,” Bruce said softly. “She wants insight into…fathers.”
“Yes, the regulation kind who read you bedtime stories and teach you to throw a
knuckle ball. Can you blame her?”
“I’ll go up and talk to her,” he said, looking towards the alcove.
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“And I’ll move the weed,” Selina said, glaring at the overgrown orchid preserved in
pressurized argon.
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PREDATORS AND PREY
Catwoman stretched out on a gargoyle across from One Police Plaza, as she always
did when Batman answered the signal and she opted to wait rather than end the
evening early. It had been a strange afternoon, hearing Batman’s side of the stories she
knew so well.
Jervis’s St. Patrick’s day escapade, for instance. His version always began with
Rosetta Leesburg, a typist in the Mayor’s office. How he hatted her from above as she
climbed the stairs at the 19th Street subway station and, through her, infiltrated the
Parade Planning Committee. How she brought him the name of the Grand Marshall as
soon as he was chosen, and added his dummy corporation as a local sponsor supplying
5,000 paper bowlers to be given away to the crowd. How he labored over the master
hat to be worn by the Grand Marshall: the richness of the velvet, the careful selection of
the dyes, the conductivity of the underlying electro-mesh, and the delicacy of the
algorithms that enabled him to control only the Grand Marshall’s hat, which in turn
would control the 5,000 puppets in the crowd.
Batman’s story only began when the patrolmen working crowd control stopped
reporting in. He focused on their placement along the parade route, recognizing them
as surgical strikes around cash-rich targets. Cash-rich targets near bars, where
anomalies like the pockets of radio silence would be attributed to disturbances by
rowdy drunks. How, testing his theory, he discovered the nearest missing patrolmen
had not gone silent because she was occupied with the patrons of Flannagan's Ale
House but because she’d been subdued by a quartet of hatted drones. How attempts to
warn police were futile, since the gimmicked hats were distributed all along the parade
route and there was no way to determine who or how many might “go off” at a
particular time. How Batman himself had to fight his way through a pack of
powerfully strong drones at the OCB and another at the Empire Bank before he was
able to trace the signal controlling them to the Grand Marshall’s float, and from there,
track his controller in Mad Hatter’s own location...
Jervis had never mentioned that he ran his magnificent operation from a Porta-Potty
behind the sponsor’s tent, and Selina was still giggling at that revelation.
Sitting on her gargoyle now, watching Batman on that far rooftop talking with
Commissioner Muskelli, she felt a little… out of sync. He seemed like the Batman who
first started dropping by her apartment after patrol. Before Xanadu, before “My name
is Bruce.” At least he did until he finished with Muskelli. The way he fired a line
parallel to her gargoyle, expecting her to swing into place beside him as he passed her
roof, it restored the easy familiarity of the present.
“Anything big?” she asked when he was close enough to hear.
“Possibly,” he graveled.
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Selina would have to admit, there was an excitement in that period, a thrill of
discovery she never got to savor. They had so many years of desire and denial behind
them, when the dam started to burst, there was no time to dwell on the details. She
wouldn’t trade the comfortable partnership they had now for anything—but she
couldn’t deny the tingle she felt from these stories of his behind the trophies.
“They lost a CI last night,” Batman reported, unaware of her thoughts and focusing
on the case Muskelli just brought to his attention. “Second in a year to die in… this
particular way. The first was attributed to Joker. ‘Wrong place, wrong time,’ was the
thinking, no connection to his being a confidential informant. But now...”
“Two is more than coincidence,” Selina said, completing the thought. “’Course Jack
doesn’t care about anything as normal as silencing informants, so it must be someone
trying to hide in his shadow? That doesn’t make a lot of sense. You kill a snitch to
send a message to other would-be snitches, right?”
Batman shook his head.
“The killer wasn’t intentionally mimicking Joker. It wasn’t a SmileX attack. And
Muskelli didn’t call me just to ask my opinion. He knows I have samples of Bud and
Lou’s DNA.”
“The hyenas? I have a feeling I don’t want to see the crime scene photos on this
one.”
“They’re very efficient killing machines. Ate everything except the hair and bling,
left enough spittle on the latter for a DNA match. Let’s go back to the cave.”
What they found on reaching the cave was that they had a wait on their hands.
Batman’s samples of Bud and Lou’s fur were pristine. The organic matter from the
crime scene was anything but. Batman predicted it would take the computer thirtyfive minutes to isolate the genetic code from the hyena’s saliva from that of the victim’s
blood, bile, sweat, and other contaminants. While they waited, Selina went back to the
Trophy Room. Bruce assumed she was planning to do more work on the display cases,
but he found her looking up at the dinosaur.
“Speak of the devil,” she said softly.
Bruce hugged her from behind, saying nothing. He knew what she meant. If it
wasn’t Joker, then ‘murder by hyena’ could only be the work of animal smugglers.
“Speak of the devil,” he repeated softly into her hair...
When he’d returned to the cave that morning after helping Cassie, Selina had Ivy’s
orchid moved to a dark corner, between a fake football trophy Scarecrow made to
infiltrate the Hudson U athletics department and a straitjacket from the private hospital
where Hugo Strange tried to imprison Bruce Wayne. But it was clear the move wasn’t
vindictive, since she was now moving the track lights to spotlight the orchid in its new
location. Catlike, she hadn’t bothered with a ladder when there was a perfectly good
overhang already available. She had swung up to the dinosaur’s head, secured her leg
and lowered herself upside-down over the orchid case as she would in a museum to
avoid sensors in the floor.
When she saw him, she pointed up to the T-Rex and called out “I want to know
where you got this guy!”
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It wasn’t that cold as Batman approached the roof of One Police Plaza, not cold
enough for the overcoat Jim Gordon wore, but it was blustery. Batman arched his back
to counter a final gust as he landed, and Gordon suggested they move inside to his
office. Batman could now see from the drape of the coat that Gordon was holding a file
folder inside. He agreed to move indoors. Looking through papers on the roof was an
obvious impossibility.
When they reached the office, Gordon tossed the folder onto his desk, but rather
than referencing it, he pulled out his wallet and pointed to a photograph on the wall.
Four young officers in uniform, including a very young Jim Gordon, posing in front of
a podium.
“The one on the right is Matthew Foln. Now Lieutenant Foln. Heads the 28th
Precinct. We came through the academy together. This is his son Robert.” Gordon
had removed another photo from his wallet and handed it to Batman. It pictured
Gordon and Foln, several years older but still young, dressed in flannel shirts in front
of a small boat. A boy of about ten stood with them. Each man held up a small trout
while the boy held out a large one cradled in both his hands.
“Must be in his twenties now,” Batman said, handing back the picture noncommittally.
“Twenty-five. Was going to follow in his father’s footsteps, but Matt wanted him to
go to college. So I suggested he aim a bit higher, get a degree before applying to the
Academy, then consider his options, maybe the FBI—which is exactly what he did.”
“What’s happened, Jim?”
“He’s gone missing, near a game reserve in Botswana,” Gordon said crisply. “Matt
asked me to find out what I could, which wasn’t much. ‘Poaching,’ of course. You
know what a nasty business it is over there. Poachers murder game wardens and vice
versa. But that’s local: their local law enforcement, nothing to do with our national
security.”
“Until the animals are shipped,” Batman interrupted. “Poachers have a network of
customs officials and airport personnel already on the payroll. You couldn’t pay them
enough to transport military grade ricin, but if they think it’s just another shipment of
tiger’s bones heading into China.”
Gordon nodded soberly.
“Or Gotham’s Chinatown, or San Francisco’s or Hawaii’s. I suppose that would
warrant the attention of an Agent Foln.”

Bruce broke off the story and glanced at Selina.
“Tiger’s bones aren’t half of it,” she said bitterly. “The live animals, the most
beautiful cheetahs and leopards and lions, brought into Texas for caged hunts. There
better be a special hell for those bastards, because nothing we can do to them here is
bad enough.”
She’d finished with the lighting and they were emptying out one of the long cases
prior to moving it. Riddler’s cane was in her hand, and she set it down, opting for the
longer and more lethal weapon behind it: Ra’s al Ghul’s “Dragon Blade.” She pointed
the tip at a stalagmite, which Bruce guessed represented a poacher or hunter. Her eyes
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went cold and hard, and stepped through her limited but flawless repertoire of sword
kata.
Then she gave a pleased smile and delicately replaced the sword in the case.
“Go on,” she said sweetly.
“Well, Gordon called me in on this case because a man named Chase was coming to
Gotham,” Bruce resumed—or he tried to. He got no farther than that when Selina’s
eyes widened, her mouth dropped open slightly, and her breath froze mid-inhale.
“Not Stephen Chase?” she said, barely audible.
For so many years, Batman and Catwoman had spoken without words. What they
did say out loud seldom matched the message in their eyes or what they said and felt
with their bodies. Now the years fell away, and words gave way to that old rooftop
telepathy.
~That was you?~ Selina asked, while Bruce berated himself ~Of course, smuggling
wildcats, I should have realized you’d know all about it.~

“What can I do?” Batman asked, as the wind continued to whistle outside the
Commissioner’s window.
“Stephen Chase, one of the… ‘celebrity hunters’ in the region, is coming into Gotham
next week,” Gordon said, finally handing over the file on his desk. “You’ve probably
heard about this Dinosaur Island that Murray Hart is building out past Laney Point in
Bludhaven.”
Batman grunted. Bruce Wayne had received a prospectus on the theme park in the
earliest stages when Hart was still looking for investors. He didn’t think much of the
park’s economic potential, but he did note that the animatronics Hart was
commissioning were a good three generations beyond anything Disney had come up
with. He estimated the park would fail in three to six years but those animatronic
dinosaurs would raise the bar for all other theme parks in that time.
“Hart is an old school showman,” Gordon continued. “He’s invited a group of big
game hunters to a special dinner, as a publicity stunt prior to the park’s opening. He’s
allegedly feeding them steaks from a wooly mammoth discovered in a glacier last
year. Nonsense of course, but—”
“But Hart knows there is no story so stupid that some paper won’t run it,” Batman
said. Probably the Gotham Post, he thought, considering the sensational but
preposterous nature of the idea.
“And someone will always take it seriously if they see it in print,” Gordon
continued. “They’ll talk about it, their friends will tell them what idiots they are, and
at the end of the whole thing, Hart’s event is on everybody’s lips.”
“And this Stephen Chase is coming to the dinner,” Batman said, trying to get the
conversation back on track. “What’s his connection to Foln?”
“I wish I knew,” Gordon said. “If I had some proof, even a circumstantial tie,
anything to justify detaining him while he’s here. He’s delivering himself right into my
backyard, damnit, and there isn’t a thing I can do. I’m the one who talked Robby into
the FBI. I owe Matthew, owe them both more than ‘nothing I can do.’”
Batman appreciated Gordon’s feelings, but it wasn’t much of an answer, not from an
experienced policeman. He tried again.
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“Tell me more about Chase,” he asked. His own research would probably turn up
more than Jim could tell him, but he wanted to draw him out:
“Most of these guys aren’t big game hunters anywhere but on book jackets,” said
Gordon. “Let’s face it, the Great White Hunter was a cliché twenty years ago. They
write books or lend their names to books that other people write, give lectures at the
big resorts and make public appearances. Stephen Chase is the ‘face’ of one of the
smaller safari lodges over there. They run all their expeditions in the Central Kalahari
Reserve, where Robby was last seen. There were reports of a stampede that day,
started by a gunshot, but it was one of the guests on the driving tour that heard the
shot. That’s on par with a tourist in Gotham saying they saw Batman’s cape
silhouetted as he was swinging past the moon.”
“Anything else?” Batman graveled.
“His income. Chase’s seems higher than this simple lodge can possibly be paying
him.”
“Unless they’re more than they seem as well.”
“Could be,” Gordon admitted. “The place is aptly named Deception Valley. And
there’s a souvenir business, nothing large and none of the merchandise is patently
illegal but it’s one of the few gift shops where the ‘native’ goods aren’t made in
Taiwa—”
Gordon stopped when the whistling of the wind outside his window shifted to an
abrupt, silent chill. He turned, knowing the chair in front of his desk was now empty.
“I hate when he does that,” he remarked to the open window.
The next day, Bruce Wayne returned to the Empire Club. It was his first visit since
Poison Ivy got to him there, pulling him and other board members into a nightmare of
secret control that nearly destroyed the Wayne Foundation. It was understandable that
he’d been reluctant to go back, even all those months after escaping her control. But it
was the only place he was likely to run into Murray Hart without deviating from Bruce
Wayne’s typical routine.
It wasn’t difficult making the meeting seem accidental. A glance at the seating chart
told him Hart was having lunch with Clive Holbrook, who had a passion for
racehorses. Bruce waited near the coat check, bumped into Clive when he came in, and
prattled on about the three-year old from Grenville Farms heading for the Derby this
year. Clive was completely absorbed correcting all Bruce’s misconceptions about the
horse when Hart showed up for their lunch, so of course Bruce was invited to join
them.
For once, Bruce learned quickly, and by the time the soup was served, the
conversation could move on to Hart’s plans for Dinosaur Island—and particularly the
dinner to kick off the promotional campaign.
Bruce deftly planted the idea that hunters alone weren’t all that interesting—not to
Gothamites. The paper might run the story if nothing better was going on, but a bunch
of safari guys from South America (South Africa, Hart corrected, but Bruce didn’t seem
to hear him) could easily get upstaged if Batman and Robin took down that plant lady
or something like that. Now, if he could somehow get Batman involved, he’d have
Page Six locked up for sure, maybe even get a secondary headline on the front page.
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Hart thought for a minute, and as Bruce babbled on about Batman’s exploits, it
occurred to him that Batman and Robin were hunters too, in a way. They hunted
criminals, which were more cunning than any animals…
An invitation was dispatched through the GCPD, which Gordon naturally passed
along to Batman, who naturally accepted. Any sane Gothamite who wasn’t Murray
Hart would have been astonished, but Hart simply viewed the double miracle as the
kind of reward that comes to the man who thought to ask what no one else would
dare.
The size and scope of the miracle began to sink in when the man walked into the
dining room. There he stood, Murray Hart, in his new and scrupulously tailored
tuxedo, welcoming his guests: some in black-tie as he was, some in business suits,
some in less formal jackets and ties—when in walked this figure from a Bosch
painting. The Batman who loomed on rooftops, silhouetted against the night sky, the
Batman who swooped into alleys to decimate a nest of criminals before they even knew
what had happened, that Batman had just walked into his dining room. What looked like
a hundred pounds of body armor, cape and mask shaped like a giant bat… was
shaking his hand and wishing him a good evening, because he, Murray Hart had
invited Batman to dinner.
And he came. He spoke, he said “Good evening” like any other guest, he thanked
Hart for inviting him like any other guest. He accepted a drink, sat down at the table,
and chatted like any other guest. It was all quite surreal.
At the dinner, Batman took every opportunity to provoke Stephen Chase, making
eye contact as he discussed the trafficking in exotic animals:
“The third largest criminal enterprise, second only to narcotics and guns.”
“But far less deadly,” Chase said with a light dinner party laugh he would use at the
Lodge.
“Hardly,” Batman said with a feral glint in his eye that belied the light
conversational tone. “Estimates vary, but most put it at an eight to ten billion dollars
business. Eight to ten billion a year going into the coffers of organized crime. I
consider that very deadly.”
“Not to mention the number of animals who die in transit, many if not most
endangered species to begin with,” another chimed in.
The conversation took a more “environmental” turn, but as the others chattered on
about extended droughts and shrinking rainforests, Batman’s eyes bored silently into
Stephan Chase.
“The fines and prison sentences aren’t nearly severe enough,” Batman graveled,
barely audible and ignored by the others, but heard well enough by the man to whom
it was directed. “Unless of course it’s a RICO case, or there are… more serious felonies
attached.”
Chase panicked, as expected. He didn’t dare challenge Batman himself, but he
didn’t have to. Gordon was quite right about the divide between the dinner guests’
Great White Hunter image and the unvarnished reality of their daily lives. The gap
was exacerbated by the dinner. Gather so much faux-machismo in a room filled with
leather and tiger skins and well-oiled guns, feed it steak and ply it with 30-year scotch
and you can pretty much lead it where you please. Chase had no more difficulty
manipulating his fellow diners than Batman had manipulating Chase. He found a Mr.
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Breech the most suggestible: The romanticism of the lone hunter against the
wilderness. The elegance, style and grace of the old ways: Man against beast. Both
predators, both cunning, both worthy… After a few deft turns of the conversation, it
was Breech who issued the challenge:
“With all respect to our guests of honor, I don’t buy Mr. Hart’s rationale for inviting
them. A modern manhunt in the concrete jungle is one thing, but there is no
comparing the ‘beasts’ of civilization with those of the natural world. Those we hunt
are far more dangerous, and would make short work of you.”
Rather than respond himself, Batman allowed Robin to rise to the bait and the other
guests to join in, taking sides. Encouraged by their support, Breech went on:
“I propose a challenge: 36 hours on Dinosaur Island. I will rig up a number of paint
ball-style traps, and if you are able to survive in the ‘primeval wild’ of Mr. Hart’s park
for 36 hours, I will donate $50,000 to the charity of your choice.”
There was no hint that Batman suspected Chase’s involvement, no sign that he
welcomed the deathtrap as a chance to put Stephen Chase in a vice. With two counts
of attempted murder hanging over him and no choice but to turn over the rest of the
African operation…

“Seriously?” Selina exclaimed. “He seriously did not think you suspected. He… he
thought you were that dumb.”
Bruce raised an eyebrow, looked down at a microchip from Brainiac’s failed attempt
to hijack the Batcave systems through the Watchtower uplink, and straightened the
freeze ray next to it in the display case.
“But you’re Batman,” Selina said, stating the obvious under the circumstances, but
Bruce pretended to adjust the batwing-shaped latch on the display case, simply to
underline her point.
“Unbelievable,” she said, shaking her head.
“All Robin and I had to do was survive. It was easy to determine where Breech
would situate himself to stage manage his ‘traps,’ and I stationed Robin where he
would see Chase coming. The only concern was that Chase would actually try to kill
Breech rather than simply incapacitate him to take over control of his traps. If he had,
Robin would have had to intervene. We’d still have him on one count of attempted
murder, but with Breech as the victim and Robin as the witness… I felt our chances
were better to pressure him if he succeeded far enough into his plan to where he tried
to kill me.”
“Yes, I’m sure,” Selina said—and Bruce started. An undercurrent in her voice pulled
him out of his own story, and he noticed a slight warming of her skin and a shift in her
weight, which he confirmed with a glance at her nipples. She was turned on.
“It must have been wonderful,” she breathed. “All that… Bat… I can just see you,
boring into him, burning away whatever little pocket of vapor lock that monster
mistakes for his soul. I bet he still has nightmares about it. The eyes, the voice… Oh,
Bruce.”
She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tight.
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Bruce hugged back dully. He would never understand how she could look on that
darkest, angriest part of him and remain unaffected and unafraid, but now she was
actually turned on by it? Reveling in it?
He pulled her head back from the embrace and looked deeply into her eyes. Unable
to read what he saw there, he continued the story, hoping for a clue.
“Even with an army of robotic dinosaurs at his disposal, there was nothing Chase
could come up with to pose a serious threat.”
“Of course not,” Selina smirked. “Joker, Luthor, Ivy, Scarecrow have all taken their
best shots and failed. Stephen Chase? Give me a break.”
“The worst it got was a sort of sea monster, held me in its jaws and pulled me
underwater in this artificial lake in the center of the island. Getting free was more like
an underwater straitjacket escape than fighting an actual opponent when you can’t
breathe. Clayface has had me in far worse holds. Once I got free, I drew Chase out
into the open, positioning myself where he thought I was vulnerable, and sprung a
trap of my own. He came out ‘riding’ that T-Rex like a stallion.”
“That can’t possibly have been as silly as it sounds, because the picture I have in my
head right now…”
“I don’t know about that,” Bruce said, “but strategically, it was as stupid as it
sounds. I had the trees, the ‘wings’ of these pterodactyl kites the park had positioned
around the entrance, and a world-class acrobat. I don’t think I ever saw Dick have
more fun in costume than in the two minutes it took him to knock Chase off that
dinosaur. Once he fell, I finished him.”
Selina was rubbing her fingers slowly over his knuckles as he said the last. “You did
a lot more than that,” she said softly.
“Naturally nothing about the dinner or the challenge was ever released to the
public,” Bruce said in a brusque ‘summing up’ tone. “Chase made his deal with the
authorities, and Batman was never mentioned. We thought the best case scenario
would be finding Agent Foln’s body and giving him a decent burial, assuming the
desert left anything to bury, and sending the perpetrators to jail. As it turned out, they
found him alive. Badly dehydrated, arm broken, legs broken, near death, lost his one
leg up to the knee. But he was alive, he still is, and Jim’s friend Matthew is now a
grandfather. All in all, a satisfying conclusion.”
“Except that wasn’t the conclusion,” Selina said, a tiny tear forming in the corner of
her eye. “I had just bought the land for the Catitat. I’d been saving, and the Bjornbar
Jade put me over the top. I had a serval, pair of caracals, and a lynx. That was it. No
big cats yet, but I had a contact at the World Wildlife Fund who had a lead on a jaguar.
The poor thing had been in a magician’s act. Crammed into tight spaces, cage too
small, abused, hated men… but he responded to women with long dark hair. We
figured one of the magician’s assistants who had been kind to him.
“I hadn’t met him yet. I went over to the fund office to pick up Sandra and go meet
the jaguar. I found her in tears. They’d been tracking forged documents. It’s not
illegal to own exotic animals, just selling them for profit. So fraudulent ‘donation’
documents is a business. That’s what Sandra had been working on. She’d followed the
paper trail of these four tigers to a ranch in Missouri, and just learned they’d been
slaughtered. Sent on to someplace in Illinois to be ‘distributed.’ She was naturally
very upset.”
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Bruce could tell that she wasn’t the only one, but he said nothing.
“With tigers, people think it’s the hide,” Selina said, barely controlling the pain in
her voice. “But it’s not. The gall bladders, skulls, teeth, there’s a market for…
everything. The poor things are worth more dead than alive, and… Well, I knew all
that, but it’s one thing to know and another for a weepy, overworked bureaucrat to be
telling you between sobs.
“I guess I’m a soft touch,” Selina said, and Bruce couldn’t restrain the lip twitch. She
said it like it was a character flaw. “I wanted to help. It’s not like Fish & Wildlife has
any kind of budget to go after these bastards. Ninety agents watching the borders, I’m
shaking. And even if they had the manpower, putting a sting together is a lot more
complicated than pulling a seized Ferrari out of impound to pose as a drug dealer. I
actually had a huge plot of land earmarked for a wildlife preserve and a lot of money to
spend on cats. I could pose as a buyer better than any undercover. So I put out some
feelers.”
“Which led you to Chase.”
“Eventually. It led me to a Mr. Sanders and a Ms. Hardy and a Mr. Bruel… They
were scum but nothing I couldn’t handle. Bruel’s the one who got greedy, after I’d
been outbid on a panther by some Texan. I was feeling around for the name of the
buyer—of course what I wanted was the location of the cage hunt, but Bruel figured I
was just one of those rich people who can’t stand to lose. He didn’t want me making a
better offer on that particular panther when he wasn’t going to get a cut, so he suggested
I write off that cat and use the extra money to make sure I never lost out again. Cut out
the middle men and go straight to the source.”
“Chase.”
“I don’t think I’d ever hated anyone so much in my life,” Selina said. “He talked to
me the way I’d talk to a collector. That… was very hard to take.” She looked up at
Bruce with an expression he had never seen in a thousand vault-front confrontations,
an expression that almost looked like guilt. “There is no comparison between a diamond
or a painting and a leopard,” she said emphatically. “A diamond is nothing but
compressed carbon that we’ve all agreed is valuable. It’s not a living thing. You’re not
taking it away from its mother and there’s no chance of it dying in a loot sack.”
“No, there’s no comparison,” Bruce agreed.
That minor concession (in Batman’s ominous rooftop gravel) was enough to calm her
down and redirect her focus to the story.
“He faxed me satellite photos of the preserve like it was a catalogue. I could order
three tigers, two cheetahs and a lion the way you’d order a Cobalt Blue Porsche from a
specialist car ring… And it got worse when I checked the fax number. It was sort of a
‘craft market,’ and they had a website: ‘exotic local goods.’ Nothing that interesting, a
lot of copper and straw—until you read the testimonials. There it was quite clear:
ivory, tortoise shell, coral, indigenous hardwoods, animal skins. Nothing was too
‘specialized.’ Nothing was too rare, endangered or illegal. If you asked for it, they’d
get it.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing. Sandra’s agency was useless. They couldn’t do much with the leads I
gave them on Hardy, Bruel or the cage hunts, and those were all within U.S borders.
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So I kept Chase to myself. I hadn’t come up with any kind of gameplan yet when
Chase went silent. The fax number disconnected and the whole operation shut down.
I never dreamed that you had anything to do with it, or even that Chase had been in
Gotham. But Sandra did contact me that a number of big cats were seized from a
dismantled smuggling operation and stuck in legal limbo. I took them in… and that
was the starting population of the Catitat.”
“Oh,” Bruce said, inexplicably embarrassed by that last twist in the tale.
“Yeah,” Selina nodded, her voice just above a whisper.

It was unusual for Oracle to summon Robin to the co-op in costume. She used the
comm if it was urgent, the rest of the time she’d call and offer to meet Tim on campus
or ask him to drop by after class.
Tonight’s job was time-sensitive, but it didn’t require a face-to-face meeting. Batgirl
had nailed a Maroni capo for the murder of Dr. Rita Desantis. She’d tracked Tony
Buffon to his hangout above the P-Lounge on West 55th and made short work of him
and his crew—but the location meant the Major Crimes Unit for the West Side would
be taking the perps into custody and writing up the case. They were used to the
evidence packs left by Batman, Robin, Huntress, and occasionally Nightwing, but this
would be their first packet from Batgirl. Cassie’s communication skills being what they
were, Oracle wanted Robin to go to the P Lounge and keep an eye on things: ..:: Watch,
eavesdrop, and if you see any signs of confusion, get in there and clear it up before anything gets
written down. I monitor these things, but by the time I pick it up, it’s in the system, part of the
official record and a defense attorney can use it.::..
All clear enough, just another episode in a night of Gotham crimefighting, until:
..:: Then come by when you’re done.::..
Tim liked Barbara (although he was still a little bitter that she made it so difficult for
him to download those Roxy-Ivy catfight vids), but going to see her in person seemed
like a waste of time. He could report back over the OraCom. As it turned out, the cops
finished with Buffon and his men quickly and he had time to finish patrol and still
make it back to the dorm in time to get five hours sleep before class. But Barbara was
insistent: she didn’t want to hear his report over the comm, she wanted to see him in
person.
What could he do? He knocked on the window as requested, because a “request”
from the All-Seeing Oracle wasn’t something you refused unless you were bleeding.
He gave his report: it seemed like Cassie did a really good job, considering the
complexities of the case. The only ambiguity concerned the pharmacy Buffon
“controlled.” He didn’t own it or have any hold over the owners. It was run by an
older couple drifting towards retirement, and their son-in-law worked one day a week
in the dispensary. He’s the one Buffon owned, through a combination of payoffs and
intimidation. Cassie’s evidence pack didn’t cover any of that, but it was easy for the
cops to piece together from the pharmaceutical logs and inventories.
Barbara made a note, and Tim waited while she typed away on her keyboard. He
knew whatever he was there for, it had nothing to do with the mob hit on Dr. Rita
Desantis. Now that Babs stopped typing and wheeled her chair around to look him in
the eye, he hoped he was going to find out what was going on.
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OPPORTUNITY COSTS
The Oracle console behind Barbara wasn’t as impressive as the Batcave workstations,
but it could display the results from an equal number of data streams on an equal
number of monitors. All but the three primary view screens were small, and Tim
found himself trying to figure out what they were showing while Barbara was in the
kitchen.
“Traffic camera, 911 Call Center, GCPD Dispatch, Wall Street Heliport,” he said as
she returned, pointing from top to bottom at a column of screens down the side of the
console. “But I can’t work out those bottom two.”
Barbara smiled and handed him a can of Pepsi.
“Took me a while too,” she said. “It’s the camera hub for a Bludhaven casino.”
“Why would it take you a while to figure out what it was?” Tim asked.
“Because it’s not my hack. I like to keep an eye on the best efforts coming out of the
MIT dorms. This year it’s him.”
“Hudson’s got some good hackers,” Tim said defensively, and Barbara laughed.
“Not this year. CalTech might have one worth watching, but she’s still a freshman
mucking around with Facebook hacks. She might get interesting next year, but I’m
keeping my eye on Harvard for next year’s candidate and Ms. Porter at CalTech for the
year after that.”
Tim scowled.
“You’re seriously underestimating Hudson hackers,” he said.
“Nah, the best Hudson has to offer is sitting here,” Barbara answered, short
circuiting Tim’s ability to complain further—something he obviously realized since he
smiled, drank his Pepsi and asked why Barbara wanted to see him.
“Have you noticed anything strange with Bruce or Selina since they got back?” she
asked directly.
“Strange how?”
“C’mon, Tim, you know what strange means. Anything unusual, out of character,
not quite adding up.”
“No,” he said with an ‘of course not’ shrug.
“You patrolled with B a few times since they got back from Paris, didn’t you?
Nothing odd on the Bat side of the equation?”
“No. Babs, what’s going on? What are you getting at?”
“Cassie has this crazy idea. She says something happened in Paris.”
Tim rolled his eyes.
“This is a body language thing?”
“Nothing that pronounced. Just looks, voice timbre, skin tone—”
“Skin tone? Bruce and Selina don’t blush, Barbara. And I don’t think their eyes look
to the left when they lie either. They both know all the tricks. Look, Cass gets those
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ideas now and then. And if it’s a banger or a wiseguy she’s sizing up, she’s usually
right on the money. But the further you get from street fights and the more it’s
personal stuff like Bruce-Selina-Paris, the more likely it is she’s way off base.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought too, at first. But it’s not just ‘Paris.’ Tim, when she first
brought it up, she said Paris and Cartier.”
“Well duh, their logo is panther. Catty’s crazy about Cartier, always has been. And
those cat pins were, like, the first present he gave her.”
“Yeah, but then Cassie says she was over at the manor this morning for help on this
Desantis thing, and she overheard Selina telling Alfred that Bruce gave her a diamond.”
Tim’s head dropped to where his chin touched his chest.
“And you both went all girly ‘cause you think that means he proposed,” he
mumbled, his eyes closed, contemplating the horror.
“No, Tim, listen, you’re not listening,” Barbara said, her eyes glistening with
excitement.
“I am listening, Barbara. He gave her a diamond. He does that, he’s Bruce Wayne!
Even before Selina, he was always giving them little pendants and tennis bracelets and
stuff—”
“Cassie didn’t jump to any conclusions,” Barbara interrupted, pronouncing each
word slowly and distinctly. “She asked Bruce about what she’d heard, and he said it
wasn’t a real diamond at all. It’s a floor display from a jewelers that they took for the
trophy room.”
“See, there you are,” Tim said emphatically. “Diamond for the trophy room. That
sounds just like them, doesn’t it?”
“Exactly. A little too much like them, don’t you think?”
“Huh?”
“You said it yourself, Tim. Bruce is a terrific liar who knows all the tricks. That’s
exactly the kind of cover story he’d come up with, something totally plausible.”
Tim stared.
“Let me get this straight,” he said finally. “You think that Bruce and Selina got
secretly engaged in Paris, and that Bruce is making up this story about a big diamond
in the trophy room as a cover. And the reason you think it’s a lie is because it’s just the
sort of lie Bruce would tell… because putting something like that in the trophy room is
just the sort of thing Bruce and Selina would do.”
“Right!”
“Right?! It’s a lie because it makes sense? That’s crazy. It’s like the people who say
Lee Harvey Oswald is the kind of guy you’d frame to shoot the president because he’s
exactly the kind of guy who would shoot the president.”
“Ah, Rhetoric 100,” Barbara chuckled. “You’re up to Kennedy/Oswald. Professor
Geffen’s still using that for reversal arguments?”
“More like Occam’s Razor,” Tim said, sounding a bit like Bruce refusing to let an
investigation be pulled off track by wild speculation. “You’re making this complicated
for no reason. Cassie heard something, she asked Bruce what it meant and he told her.
Why not believe him?”
“Because we can’t get into the Batcave,” Barbara said instantly—and Tim’s mouth
dropped open. “Cassie said there were tells if she even looked in the direction of the
clock entrance when she was talking to Bruce. He repeated twice that she couldn’t go
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down there today. And he’s running a diagnostic so I can’t access any of the cave
systems or the camera feeds. Now you tell me why?”
“I don’t know, Barbara. It’s Bruce, there could be a hundred reasons.”
“Including that there’s no big diamond down there to back up the story he told
Cassie. He hasn’t had time to get one, and until he does—”
“You want me to break into the Batcave,” Tim said gravely.
“Just see if you can get in,” Barbara said lightly. “If you can, no harm no foul. Check
your email while you’re there and get a fresh reel of tungsten. But if the lockouts are in
place, then we’ll know where we are, won’t we?”

Once the DNA established that it wasn’t either of Joker’s hyenas that killed the police
informant, Batman checked the other contaminants in the sample. He determined that
the hyena had drunk untreated river water as well as tap water that passed through
old, little used, industrial pipe. Not conclusive on its own, but given the trace metal
shavings the police lab noted elsewhere at the crime scene—the kind of shavings an
animal might pick up in its pads walking near railroad tracks—the warehouse district
seemed likely.
It wasn’t a large area. Too big to search blind, but small enough that the Batmobile
would be quickly spotted passing through. Its slow, eerily silent pass through the
warehouses between the river and the railroad tracks provoked the usual response
from guilty but naïve criminals who assumed that Batman was actually in the car: one
ran out the back of Warehouse 7 to secure the locks on the loading dock doors while
one on the inside called his boss. Stationed on a roof at the north end of the district,
Batman intercepted the call. He notified Catwoman, waiting at the south end, and they
closed in on Warehouse 7 from opposite sides.
It was a short fight: One silent takedown (his) and one whip crack version (hers), and
they both retreated to the rafters. The first man to investigate the whip crack and find
his fallen comrade was alone, so Batman took him out with a batarang. Then three
more arrived which he took out with a concussion grenade. The last he knocked over
with a ‘rang, swung down, and finished with his fist. By then, Catwoman was on her
way into the loading bay and, finding the hyena was caged, gave him the high sign.
Warehouse secured: thirty-nine seconds.
Catwoman pocketed the gas pellet she didn’t need for the hyena, removed her
rebreather, and began a cursory inventory of the animals. Then she joined Batman in
the main room.
“Three macaws,” she reported. “A couple parrots, a bear cub, monkey, iguana, at
least dozen turtle eggs…” Then she looked down on one of the unconscious smugglers,
put her boot on his hip and rocked his body forward onto his back. “No cats,” she
said, looking down on him grimly. “So they lucked out on that one.”
“Maybe not,” Batman said, handing her a phone he’d taken from the man under her
foot. She glanced down at it as he said “That’s the one who made the call I intercepted
as soon as they spotted the Batmobile. Check the number and read the texts.”
She did, and saw the phone had since received a text message from the same number
since the last phone call. It read only:
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Well?
That came in during the fight, apparently. And it had been answered only a minute
ago. As in: since the men were down. As in: the thug under her foot couldn’t have
sent it. As in: Batman must have. That text message read:
All clear. False alarm. Bat not here for us.
Mustve followed new customer. Catwm.
She looked up at him.
“You sent this,” she said, noting the obvious, and he nodded. “Handsome, I can tell
when you’re following me.”
“Of course you can,” he graveled, turned, and walked out.
She followed, and the conversation resumed as they reached the Batmobile.
“Wait a minute, this message is telling their boss that Catwoman came by to see about
buying a tiger or something, right?. And Batman followed her. That’s why you were
in the neighborhood, that’s why they saw the Batmobile. False alarm on their part, you
weren’t after them, you were only here because you were tailing me.”
“Correct.”
“But I wouldn’t be that dumb. I don’t go leading tails I’m unaware of into the heart
of a criminal operation.”
“You also wouldn’t be buying from scum like that. Selina, let’s say we never got
together and you discovered a smuggling operation like this, the way you did with
Stephen Chase.” The car turned onto the main road and passed a police car and two
vans heading for the clean-up at Warehouse 7. They were keeping their sirens off as
requested, but the lead car flicked its lights as it passed the Batmobile, and Batman
flicked his in return before continuing: “You said you ‘hadn’t come up with a
gameplan’ all those years ago with Chase. This is your gameplan. Tonight, this is how
you should have proceeded.”
“Getting you involved?!” Selina exclaimed. “Get your attention and let you follow
me thinking you’re clever. Let you have all the satisfaction taking him down, what fun
would that be?”
“I had all the satisfaction anyway,” he noted, and then pointed to the smuggler’s
phone in her lap. “In any case, Catwoman, we can make up for it now. It will be hours
or even days before the ring leader on the other end of that text can find out what
happened at the warehouse.”
“In the meantime, we can set him up,” she smiled, pressing the redial.

Since the original team-up after the Sue Dibny murder, Dick had often taken Tim
back to Bludhaven for a few weeks’ partnership whenever he needed a change from
Gotham. So tonight, Robin figured he would be able to find Nightwing without
resorting to the OraCom. Between midnight and two, he’d be somewhere between the
Red Line and The Spine. And any late arrival at the St. Eustace shelter should be able
to tell him where Nightwing had been spotted since midnight, or at the very least
where the night’s hot spots were in The Spine…
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Batman had few chances to hear his exploits described by someone who had been
there. Bruce Wayne sometimes heard the stories: Bunny Wigglesworth regaling the
others at the Country Club about a robbery he foiled at her dinner party or Richard
Flay telling his golfing foursome about Batman’s recovery of a stolen Rembrandt.
Bruce always reacted in character, producing a glib smile or a foppish laugh while he
privately noted what he could about the way the non-criminal public perceived him.
Such stories were seldom told in front of the masked man himself, however. On the
rare occasions when police or bystanders discussed his actions in front of him, he
assumed a fixed expression of focused and righteous determination. On the equally
rare occasions when he and Robin overheard criminals discuss a “Bat encounter,” his
expression was similar—but with a dark satisfaction simmering just under the surface,
a malicious contentment in the fear he could instill.
That was the expression Batman had assumed soon after Catwoman began her
phone call. She had hit the redial on the smuggler’s cell and introduced herself with
purring politeness when his boss answered. She could have told him anything to
explain why the notorious Catwoman was calling on his flunky’s phone, but she opted
for something very close to the truth. When Batman realized she was giving a rogue’s
eye view of his assault on the warehouse as if she’d been watching from the shadows,
his jaw automatically stiffened into that grim scowl of focused determination... The
Silent Takedown. Grapnel to the rafters. Batarang Takedown. Triple Takedown with
a concussion grenade… But then he heard that old charge in her voice as she added
these little details: the way he stretched his neck and shoulder after the last man was
down. The way he adjusted his gauntlet “calm as you please, not even out of breath.”
The way his cape fluttered over one of a downed henchmen’s legs after he’d stepped
over them and he gave a slight sneer as his shoulder flinch-adjusted the cape, as
though he resented the accidental contact.
Bruce’s glib country club smile threatened to shatter Batman’s mask of grim reserve,
so he permitted his lip to twitch to relieve the pressure.
“Yes, everything at the warehouse is lost,” Catwoman continued, and Batman could
tell by the rise and fall in her voice that she was playing the man like a Stradivarius.
“Pity. Those turtle eggs must go for five-thousand a pop. But Bat-losses are a cost of
doing business in this town, after all. And I understand you keep your men in line very
well. None of them will talk. They know what happens to stool pigeons, right?” Then
the wickedest laugh he’d ever heard from those feline lips. “So you’re safe. So is any
other merch you’ve got stashed away. Briggs did say you had some big cats that might
interest me…”
Robin intercepted Nightwing near a crappy motel off the Interstate Bypass and
joined him in breaking up a poker game run by a nobody Pelacci associate. ‘Wing’s
contact in the organized crime task force said that Tony Russo, a Pelacci underboss,
had pulled strings to get a special guest in tonight’s game. Word was that Russo
would be there in person, maybe even sit down for a few hands to get his friend off to a
good start. That alone made a raid worthwhile. But ‘Wing also heard a whisper that
the special guest might be Luke Gold from Keystone. Luke Gold who was poised to

209

Cat-Tales

take over when Old Man Fiacchi finally kicked—and since Fiacchi just had his fourth
heart attack, that day could be coming soon.
Breaking up the card game was easy, the kind of exercise Batman had started Tim on
his first week as Robin in order to assess his abilities. Letting Gold escape and tailing
him back to his hideout was more like his second week in the cape.

“What about the penny?” Catwoman said abruptly.
“What?” Batman asked.
“Well, here we are waiting again. Malenkovik won’t get here for another hour with
the jaguar. It is date night. And after the dinosaur story, I’m kind of curious where
you got the penny.”
“Oh,” Batman’s lip twitched.
“I know it was made here in Gotham,” Selina grinned. “And I know it wasn’t
Harvey. Tim thinks it is, by the way. He mentioned it in passing one day. ‘Two-Face’s
big coin in the cave.’ I didn’t think it was my place to correct him.”
“Joe Coyne,” Batman graveled.
“Coyne? The guy’s named Coyne? You’re kidding.”
“It’s not the coincidence it seems. As a result of the name, Joseph Coyne hated
pennies. Taunting on the school bus or something. Some childhood association he
wasn’t even aware of until he woke up after a drunken spree with the words ‘I HATE
PENNIES’ tattooed on the side of his neck.”
“On his neck? Oh, ick.”
“Up until then, he’d been a small time con,” Batman sighed. “Picked pockets on the
subway. Robbed a bodega, a fast food place, a grocery store… All of a sudden, he was
noticeable and memorable. No one on the subway lets a man with a tattooed neck get
close enough to pick their pocket, and Coyne realized that if he didn’t start killing
everyone he robbed, they’d be able to give the police a very accurate description of a
unique and prominent feature he couldn’t easily hide. Witnesses can’t always judge
height, weight, or ethnicity, but ‘I HATE PENNIES’ in big block letters… A smart man
would have simply reformed at that point, but a smart man wouldn’t have gone that
route in the first place. He decided to move up to theme crimes. The ‘Penny
Plunderer.’”
“That’s tragic,” Catwoman said flatly. “All the heists in town for a dime or under?”
“No. Reasonably lucrative targets with pennies as the gimmick. Taking a collection
of antique penny banks from a collector and ransoming it back. A gimmicked roll of
pennies that released gas to incapacitate a bank teller. Coin collectors were a bit
obvious, but he indulged in those occasionally, and any stamp collector with valuable
1-cent stamp was an easy target.”
“This is still incredibly lame,” Catwoman noted.
“Compared to you, sure. Compared to the other rogues, but not compared to what
Coyne had been doing before.”
“No, it’s still lame,” Selina insisted. “Compared to being the night manager at the
Times Square Wendy’s, it’s lame. Compared to doing PR at the Gotham Post for the
past twenty years and then getting replaced by some new kid out of UCLA and having
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to take the job as night manager at the Times Square Wendy’s, stealing a 1-cent stamp
and calling it a theme crime is lame...”
“Possibly. But whether Coyne saw it that way or not, he had to see Congressman
Aringa’s penny for the opportunity it was.”
“Opportunity cost,” the congressman announced to his visitor. “Every dollar we
spend, we could have spent on something else—a computer instead of a television, a
book instead of a hamburger. And everything we do, we could have spent that time
doing something else.”
“I remember the lecture,” Bruce laughed. “Do you miss teaching? Your Macro
Economics 400 was the only morning class I bothered going to.”
“I miss the students, but not Princeton. I can do more good here.”
“By eradicating the penny?”
“It costs the U.S. mint 1.7 cents to make a penny, Bruce. It’s worth 1 cent exactly and
costs 1.7 to make. That means we’re spending 70 million a year, 70 million taxpayer
dollars spent every year subsidizing the existence of the penny. That would be one
thing if the bacteria-laden discs of suck actually facilitated the exchange of goods and
services, but they don’t. No parking meters or vending machines take them. None of
the places we use coins, not even gumball machines take them. All pennies do is keep
Americans busy dealing with them. Estimates say a billion a year in opportunity
costs. That’s paying 70 million a year in cash to lose a billion in productivity costs, it’s
insane.”
“Well, good luck with it,” Bruce smiled, rising and shaking his old professor’s hand.
“When reelection time comes around, you know who to call, right?”
“I may need you before that,” Aringa said impishly. “1.7 cents to make a 1 cent coin,
70 million a year to incur a billion in opportunity cost, it’s pretty dry stuff. I need a
stunt, something theatrical, something that will get this thing off the Beltway and grab
the national media’s attention.”
“What can I do?” Bruce shrugged foppishly.
“I see your name in the paper more than the President’s, Bruce. Arriving at that
nightclub opening by helicopter with six Alitalia stewardesses as your escorts?”
Bruce laughed it off. He wasn’t proud of that particular episode. Fop stunts were
meant to camouflage Batman, not to indulge his private grievances. But after that
stupid bimbo spending an entire limo ride on the phone, describing the Iceberg Lounge
as ‘run by some weirdo that used to be a gangster—but not a cool one like the Joker,’
Bruce decided that group dates would be a lot less irksome—and so would a method
of transportation so loud that the women couldn’t make phone calls.
Luckily, Congressman Aringa found another way to be ‘theatrical’ when he was
ready to introduce his bill on coinage reform. He commissioned a giant penny to be
built as a prop for his speech. The scene shop at the Gotham Opera was making it,
since their reputation for large set pieces was unsurpassed in the country. Naturally,
the Feds didn’t bother informing Commissioner Gordon, but Batman’s overnight
downloads alerted him to the contract: an item being manufactured in Gotham
heading for Washington. An item pre-tagged with every delivery clearance necessary to
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be taken directly to the secured loading dock underneath the Capitol Building and
rolled straight onto the House floor.
Gordon was livid when he found out, naturally:
“The thing is big!” he screamed into the voicemail of some Junior Assistant to the
Deputy Director of Capitol Security. “It's not like it can go to this congressman's office
in a Fedex envelope. Men have to pack it, load it onto a truck. Have they been checked
out? I don’t know because nobody told me any of this was happening. And all the
paperwork to take this thing straight into the Capitol Building. For heaven’s sake don’t
give the Gotham police a head’s up that information like that is sitting in some tech
director’s desk drawer at the opera house.”
Batman understood the concern, but he was less worried about the clearance
documents being copied than the cleared item itself being used as a trojan horse. His
suspicions were confirmed when he discovered one of Coyne’s associates working off a
30-day community service sentence cleaning at the opera house. A temporary janitor
in the education wing didn’t technically have access to the scene shop, but Batman
wasn’t taking any chances. He kept an eye on the situation. When Coyne made his
move, he followed the penny to Washington.
“It was a judgment call,” Batman said, breaking off his narration while Catwoman
resettled on the roof. At first he thought she was reacting to his mention of the bimbo,
but now it was clear her foot was asleep. After a minute of stamping it out, she
decided to stretch.
“A judgment call,” she prompted to show she was still listening.
“I could have stopped him at criminal trespass here in Gotham,” Batman resumed.
“But you let him cross a couple state lines, get all the way into DC, he just keeps
racking up the years. Let him make all the way to the House Chamber, and they’ll
throw away the key.”
“Not exactly,” he said with a lip-twitch. “Coyne had never been violent. If he’d
been a genuine threat to the congressmen or the Capitol, I never would have let him
out of the city. But I wanted to see what his goal was, since it certainly wasn’t
terrorism or mayhem. This was an unprecedented opportunity to study the criminal
mind—the theme criminal mind—at work. Coyne was ‘The Penny Plunderer’ and
chance had given him—not a target, but a method to commit a crime that he simply
couldn’t ignore: a giant penny, built in his backyard and heading right into the well of
the U.S. House of Representatives. But there wasn’t a theme target attached. He had to
somehow use this thing to commit a crime. What crime would he commit? He had no
say in where it was going, so what would he choose to get with it when it reached its
destination?”
A soft, secret smile began to dance on the corner of Catwoman’s lips, but she said
nothing as Batman continued.
“His M.O. as the Plunderer frequently involved taking valuable objects from
collections: antique banks, coins or stamps, and then ransoming them back to the
owners. The Speaker of the House at that time had a letter of John Adams framed in
his office, and the Minority Whip had a piece of the lunar module from one of the
Apollo missions…”
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“The Surrender of General Burgoyne,” Catwoman interrupted quietly. “One of the big
paintings in the Rotunda. John Trumbull, 1821, oil on canvas. But he wasn’t going to
ransom it back. He had a buyer lined up.”
“I thought you didn’t know anything about this,” Batman said.
“I didn’t. But buyers are funny that way. Sometimes when they’re expecting a piece
and the theft doesn’t go through, they’ll hire someone else to get it. Or try to. It’s
pretty funny, really. A painting they didn’t know existed three months earlier, and
now their lives won’t be complete until they get their hands on it. There’s this woman
in Philadelphia called Chambers, pipes up every few years trying to commission the
theft of Trumbull’s Burgoyne from the Capitol Rotunda. Never gets any takers. The
damn thing’s 12 by 18. If you don’t have a giant penny to roll it out in, who’s going to
bother?”
“Well, now you know where the penny came from,” Batman concluded. “Not an
especially exciting case, but with an intriguing aftermath. My apprehending Coyne
exposed some serious flaws in Capitol Security. The Washington authorities could
have responded in one of two ways: with gratitude, or—”
“Or throwing their feces like howler monkeys,” Catwoman nodded. “In my
experience that’s how sad little men generally behave when you show them they’re not
very good at their jobs.”
“I was going to say ‘with hostility,’ but yes, that’s basically the way things were
going.”
“Let me guess, they wanted to punish the self-appointed amateur for exposing their
shortcomings rather than, God forbid, behaving like men and fixing them… And yet,
you have the penny.”
“Congressman Aringa intervened. It was something to see. He didn’t big-foot them
like a typical politician. He had exactly the same ‘Aw Dad’ manner I remembered from
Princeton. After about ten minutes, the head ‘howler monkey’ shook my hand,
thanked me for my help, asked some fairly intelligent questions about the methods I’d
used in Gotham and asked my opinion on one of their new procedures. At the time, I
assumed it was because Aringa was still in the room, but later that year, the League
had a showdown with Starro in D.C. and that same agent was our point man with the
Capitol police. Directed all of his comments to me, not to Superman or Wonder
Woman. That’s… very unusual.”
“Sounds like it. So that’s why the penny’s a trophy. Not because of Coyne but what
happened later.”
“That’s why I kept it. Aringa gave it to me as a memento of Coyne.”
“Ah. Well it does fill the space nicely with the T-Rex and the Joker card.”
“Yes, it does… Can I ask how you knew it wasn’t a Two-Face trophy?”
“You can ask but you’ll have to wait for an answer. Because I’m betting that’s
Malenkovik’s truck coming in at 3 o’clock. Look big enough to hold a jaguar cage to
you?”
Cigars was a bar that would have been called seedy in Gotham, but in Bludhaven, it
was considered only slightly below average. Not the type of place that would care if
an underage kid entered, in a mask or not. But Bludhaven was Nightwing’s town.
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Robin knew that Dick had been in contact with Detective Porpora of the organized
crime task force, and since Luke Gold was from Keystone, he suspected that Nightwing
might also be working with Flash. Robin didn’t know enough about either angle to get
involved in the case, so he waited once he’d trailed Gold to the seedy bar. And then,
once Nightwing arrived, he waited some more.
One thing that Batman had taught him was that ‘waiting outside’ doesn’t mean
being useless. He waited near the men’s room window, where he could scare the one
guy who always tried to sneak out the back when they saw someone like Nightwing
come in the front.
The guy was smalltime. He just had a little pot and a roll of twenties in his pocket,
so Robin let him run off. Then he went back to the Central Business District to wait for
Nightwing. There was a department store roof where they always used to meet after
splitting up on those joint patrols.
Malenkovik had no reason to suspect Catwoman. She was a criminal with a cat
theme, exactly the sort you’d expect to be in the market for a big cat that could rip
somebody’s throat out. She wasn’t picky, she’d take whatever type of big cat he had
on hand: cougars, panthers, pumas, it didn’t matter. She had the cash, didn’t need time
to get it together, and agreed to his price without haggling. Just the kind of buyer
Malenkovik liked, as a rule. But even if he had no reason to suspect her, he’d lost a
warehouse, men and merchandise tonight. He wasn’t going to take any chances. He
brought a modified TEC-9 in addition to his favorite Glock, and just to be doubly safe,
he slipped a hunting knife into each boot. If that stinking Bat thought he’d sting Serge
Malenkovik twice in one night, he had anoth—
…
“That was way too easy,” Catwoman said, standing over him.
She bent and delicately picked up his keys from where they had fallen, while Batman
once again stretched his neck and adjusted his shoulder.
“You could have waited two seconds,” she noted. “Let him get a word out.”
“You didn’t see the crime scene photos, remember? I didn’t want him getting a
word out. I didn’t want him talking to you, I don’t even want this filth in my city.”
“See, this is why bringing you in on the case still wouldn’t be my gameplan with
Stephen Chase. How much fun did I have tonight? I whipped one guy back at the
warehouse and made a phone call.”
“You saved a jaguar,” Batman said, pointing to the truck.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Catwoman said, unlocking the back. Then, from
inside “Oh, look at you, you handsome guy. What beautiful markings you have! Did
that awful Malenwoof feed you enough? How would you like to go to a reserve in
Mexico with all the white-tail deer you can eat?”
Batman glared down at the unconscious Serge Malenkovik and cuffed him. Then he
glanced at the truck and hesitated for a half-beat before touching the button on his belt
that alerted the police. The man had murdered two CIs. That wasn’t a criminal he
would leave cuffed to a streetlight until a squad car came by to collect him. He’d wait
until they arrived and took Malenkovik into custody, hand over the evidence pack
personally… Which meant ‘date night’ would be ending early.
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He climbed into the back of the truck and told Selina, and a strained silence
descended. It was the same tension that often marred the end of their team-ups in the
early days. He always assumed it was the transition from ad hoc partners back to
adversaries, but now... It’s not like he had to worry she would expect special treatment
the next time he ran into her emptying a vault at Tiffany’s. The next time he ran into
her would probably be getting out of the shower. So where did this strange tension
come from?
Catwoman looked back at the jaguar before moving.
“It’s the Chamela-Cuixmala Reserve in Jalisco,” she said pointedly.
“I’ll remember.”
“And there’s no reason to move him to another cage. He’s used to this one.”
“He belonged to a smuggler. I’m sure the authorities will dismantle the cage.”
“Idiots.”
“Catwoman, go.”
She hesitated for another second, and then left.
“Thanks for the assist,” Nighting said, landing on the department store roof and
glancing past Robin to the Gotham skyline in the distance behind him. “What brings
you to ‘Haven?”
Robin also glanced towards Gotham, then back at ‘Wing.
“Bit of a situation with Batgirl and Oracle,” he began, then reconsidered. “With
Barbara and Cassie, actually. I’m thinking I should tell B, but I wanted your opinion.”
He briefly related the Paris Proposal Theory and the mission Barbara sent him on to
check his access to or lockout from the Batcave. “The thing is, Bro, I am locked out.
Electric Eye Omega does not recognize the Red Bird. It wants a keycode from my
personal transponder, like we’re at DefCon4, but…”
“But we’re not at DefCon, so your transponder hasn’t received any keycode,” Dick
noted.
“Right. I’d have to go into the house and through the clock passage to reach the
cave.”
“Did you?” Dick asked, fascinated.
“No way. Maybe Barbara’s right about all this, but maybe she’s not. If it’s a real
DefCon, I’m not going to go marching into the manor in costume. I just won’t do that
to Bruce.”
Dick nodded, wondering if he was so conscientious at Tim’s age—and suspecting he
wasn’t.
“So, you want to just tell Bruce what’s going on,” Dick nodded. “Why come to me?”
“Second opinion,” said Tim. “Crossing both Babs and Cassie—and potentially
honking off Selina if it’s an estrogen solidarity thing. Wanted your take.”
“You are wise beyond your years, Timothy,” Dick declared sagely. “You had the
right idea.”
“Going to Bruce?”
“Coming to me. I’ll go to Bruce.”
“Huh? Wha?”
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“Nothing in the women’s story sounds like Bruce. It sounds like them. If there is
something going on with the cave and DefCon protocols, it might be really serious. We
should talk to him, but… it should be me.”
“Whyyy?” Tim asked, dragging out the word for three syllables.
Dick didn’t answer for a long minute, he reached to his belt, switching off the
OraCom tracker, and looked towards the Gotham skyline and its highest peak: the
Wayne Tower.
“I have my reasons,” he said finally.

216

Trophies

THE SECOND HALF
After a typical Date Night, Bruce and Selina slept in the penthouse rather than
returning to the manor. It was easier to sort out the cars the next day, and he knew she
liked going home to a highrise terrace now and then. A taste of her old life to balance
the crimefighting.
Tonight, he would have preferred to return to the manor, get up early and finish
recalibrating the hologram generators. He could have the alcove hidden and triplechecked from multiple angles before breakfast… But they parted ways when he stayed
behind to guard Malenkovik, and he assumed she’d be headed for the penthouse. He
could always call her on the OraCom, of course, but after that strange tension before
she left, he didn’t think the OraCom or Batman calling with a change of plan would be
well-received. So he reached for the grapnel launcher, thinking back to a simpler time
when he didn’t care how his orders were received. When he teamed up with
Catwoman in the early days, it was a given that she would chafe at the judgmental
jackass telling her what to do, and he didn’t ca…
He felt an echo of that strained awkwardness as his hand brushed against something
extra behind the grapnel. His fingers curled around it and he pulled out a slip of
paper. It read simply: Lair tonight. His lip twitched involuntarily, wondering if she’d
been thinking of those old team-ups too. He set off for the Cat’s Cosmetics Warehouse,
thinking how the new location was preferable to the penthouse. They were always up
early after a night at the lair, and he’d be back at the manor in time to get the holo-gens
triple-checked by ten.
Whatever nostalgic whim prompted the invitation to the lair, it seemed to have
passed by the time Batman arrived. She’d opened a bottle of wine and had two glasses
out with a wedge of brie. She looked up into his eyes as she handed him the glass and
thanked him as if he’d brought her a Christmas present. It took a moment to realize
she meant for pummeling the animal smugglers, which of course he’d done because
they were criminals. It had nothing at all to do with her… It took him another moment
to realize maybe this was nostalgia after all. Some feline logic version: the way those
early team-ups could have ended, if only… It took him several moments and a sip of
wine to realize that his hesitation with the OraCom—and all it implied, giving a damn
how his orders were received and bending a little to avoid ruffling kitty’s fur, there
was a definite upside.
“The penny,” he graveled. “You were going to tell me how you knew it wasn’t from
Two-Face.”
She curled up on her sofa with a purr, smiling at the abruptness as if it was exactly
what she wanted from him.
“It was very soon after Harvey and I broke the ice. Oswald was just getting the
Iceberg up and running, and Harvey… well, he wasn’t exactly crying in his beer, but
217

Cat-Tales

he was feeling sorry for himself. Hugo and Jervis were betting on, I don’t know,
whether or not they could hypnotize a waitress with the glint off the gold foil on a beer
bottle, or something equally asinine. And I guess Harv was missing the Harvard club.
Having one of those moments when you look around and say ‘This cannot possibly be
my life.’ I heard him say something like ‘hang out with the vilest scum Gotham has to
offer or die of loneliness like a heroine in some eighteenth century poem. And we sure
ain't the fucking Lady of Shalott.’
“I laughed. And he turned and looked at me. He looked like he hadn’t heard a
woman’s laugh in quite a long time. We talked for an hour or so. Somehow or other
he’d got the idea that I was afraid of him, I’m pretty sure that was Jonathan’s doing.
Once we cleared that up, he’d invite me to his hideout now and then, just, you know,
Chinese takeout and a movie…”

“I brought Ginger Prawns, Orange Chicken and Sichuan Beef,” Selina said,
unpacking each carton.
“Sichuan again,” Two-Face said, a lecherous glint in his eye for just a second before
he redirected it towards the food. “You really like it hot.”
“Gotham-Sichuan, yes,” Selina laughed, ignoring the innuendo and taking a large
spoonful onto her plate. “Sichuan-Sichuan, not so much. Leaves me curled up in a
ball, whimpering like a kitten.”
“You’ve had the real thing?” Harvey asked. “What were you doing in Sichuan
Province?”
“Sanxingdui Museum, what else? A Han Dynasty bronze, circa 200 B.C. Very
meow.”
“Ah. Of course. We keep forgetting all our new friends are in the same line of work.”
“You know another cat burglar?” Selina asked innocently.
“We meant you’re all criminals.”
Selina’s eyes narrowed.
“When you were D.A. you considered yourself in the same line of work as a shoe
salesman because neither of you break the law until you fudge your taxes?”
“No, we did not consider all law-abiding citizens to be in the same line of work,”
Harvey said bravely, although a single year of married life was enough to recognize
the tone Selina had used and to know there was more to come no matter what he said.
“All lawyers then? You consider yourself in the same line of work as some whiplash
shyster that advertises at 3 o’clock in the morning between Bonanza reruns?”
“We recognize the error of our ways,” Harvey said, holding up his hands in mock
surrender. “We were completely ignorant of the distinctions between criminal persons
and we deeply regret any offense we have given…” Then his lip left eye opened a bit
wider and he added in a coarse, husky voice “Unless you’d like to get out that whip
and teach us some manners. In that case, we don’t regret a thing and you’ll just have to
punish us.”
“Behave,” Selina said, poking a chopstick at him.
For a moment, Two-Face glared at it with a low, menacing growl, like a guard dog
who had identified an intruder but whose owner called him off before he could attack.
Then his eyebrow raised as if a new thought had just occurred to him.
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“Granted, we are not a cat burglar, but we are both theme criminals,” he said finally.
“Perhaps we should ask your opinion on a professional matter...” He told her he had
information that the Gotham Opera was building a giant penny, and he was torn: “On
the one hand, it is a giant coin. But it is a penny. One cent. That is only half of two.”
“Y-yeah, thanks for clearing that up, Harv,” Selina said slowly.
“But doesn’t that ruin the whole thing? Would it really be a pleasure to see that
enormous coin toppling over and crushing Batman flat when the words ONE CENT
would be staring up at us from the lid of his copper tomb?”
Selina set down her chopsticks and touched her napkin to her lips as if thinking it
over. This was her first exposure to just how crazy Two-Face could be, and she hid her
surprise in a delicate sip of sake.
“Why not flip for it?” she asked finally. “That is how you decide this stuff, isn’t it?”
“NO!” Two-Face roared, slamming his fist down on the table. “That is NOT how it
works, you half-wit alley cat!” He stopped, closed his eyes and swallowed. When his
eyes opened again, he seemed calmer. He offered the apologetic smile meant to charm
the female jurors after he’d been severe with a difficult witness. And his tone, when he
spoke, was civility itself. “Forgive us. We… He is apt to lose his temper when
someone else suggests flipping the coin. We’ve noticed those who make the suggestion
are almost always trying to stop us from doing whatever we came for.
“The fact is, Selina, the coin does make the decision for us, but that’s only when
we’re of two minds. ‘I’ never want to break the law. I believe in the law. It’s only time
to toss the coin when he decides we should do something abhorrent. In this case, he
isn’t sure. The one cent angle is bothering him. I’m dead set against taking that penny
on principle, can you understand that? I believe in what Batman is doing, and I object
to the idea of luring him into a deathtrap and squashing him flat with a giant penny
because it’s wrong… Two-Face isn’t sure because the one messes up the theme… That’s
why I need your input. This isn’t about right and wrong, it’s about the theme. I can’t
help him—you probably can. Let’s say the 2000 year old Chinese bronze was a dog
instead of a cat, do you still go for it?”
“I’m leaving,” Selina said crisply. “Enjoy your Body Double/Double Indemnity double
feature.”
“He struck a nerve,” Batman noted.
“Maybe,” Selina shrugged. “’Against taking it on principle, if you can understand
that,’ who did he think he was talking to?! I’m a thief, I make no apologies for that, I
am completely unconflicted, and it would never once occur to me to squash you flat
under a giant Bast.”
“You were an atypical foe in many ways,” Bruce said, hiding his lip twitch in a sip of
wine.
“Meow. Anyway, that’s the story. ‘Scarred side’ couldn’t go all in, so there was no
coin flip. Harvey didn’t particularly like watching movies alone, so he knocked on my
door a few weeks later with some kung pao, Cat People and The Theft of the Royal Ruby.”
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It was the first time Edward Nigma returned to the East End since abandoning his
old lair there. He set up the place with the best of intentions: Because of the Gotham
Post’s lies about Catwoman having ties to the area, Selina wouldn’t go near it. If she
was going to dabble in crimefighting, however rarely, a hideout on the East End was
one way to guarantee that no matter what vigilantes came knocking on his door,
Catwoman would never be among them. It would have worked too. She obviously
appreciated the gesture, because when she noticed what he was doing, she sent him a
riddle. A slight Asian girl began appearing every morning at his favorite breakfast
place wearing a Cat-Tales show jacket and ball cap. The girl never spoke to him. Never
looked at him. And if there was a message in what she ordered each day, Eddie could
never figure it out. Feline subtlety. She was such a class act.
Unfortunately, while Catwoman never had a reason to visit him as a crimefighter,
Selina had plenty of occasions to drop in as a friend—and dragging his friend into a
sewer that she hated was really asking too much. So he moved. But the old location
was still unoccupied and could easily be converted to a new lair for a new occupant.
Speaking of which, a taxi pulled up and Eddie saw a familiar chiseled profile and the
top of a revoltingly expensive and well-tailored suit riding in the back. The figure
leaned forward to pay the fare, then the door opened.
“Looking good, Harv,” Eddie said brightly.
As Harvey Dent turned to get out of the cab, he revealed the acid-scarring on the far
side of his face and the hideous burlap that made up the left side of his suit.
“Half,” he said simply. “This the place?”
He looked at the sign above the door skeptically, and Eddie happily explained that
Akros Stitchery was a take on the “ákros” the greek word for top and “stíchos”
meaning verse. The two together akros-stichos were the root terms for “Acrostic” a
poem where the first letter, syllable or word of each line spelled out a hidden message.
He was about to give an example when he noticed the coin had come out, which meant
Harvey’s dark side was losing patience.
“Sounds like a sweatshop,” Harvey said irritably. “Not much good having a secret
hideout that Batman doesn’t know about if the INS is going to burst in looking for
Mexicans handcuffed to sewing machines.”
“It was either that, ARCTIC SO, which Bats might well think is a Freeze hideout, or
COCA STIR, which sounds like I’m making coke spoons,” Eddie said testily. “The Z
can always change the name to something twoier while they’re re-theming the inside.
They might even cut you a deal since everything is already set up in there. All you
need is new window dressing.”
“The Z, you mentioned them on the phone. How does it work exactly?”
“Start with a call to Zach's Diner. The number changes, but Sly always knows and so
does Saul Vicks up at Arkham. Say you want a Blue Plate special. I already called to
have one delivered here. So if we go inside, one of the Z should be coming by any time
now.”
Once again, Selina had secured her leg to the dinosaur and hung upside down in the
middle of the trophy room.
“It looks perfect,” she declared, swinging a bit. “We’ve checked it from every angle
possible. If you don’t know, there’s no way to tell that’s not a solid wall.”
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Bruce grunted and touched a button on his belt, deactivating the DefCon lockouts.
Rather than dismount normally, Selina accelerated her swing and pitched her legs to
land atop the Joker card. It was thicker than it appeared from the ground, allowing the
full width of her foot to rest on the flat surface-top. She was pleased she didn’t have to
‘balance’ in anyway, but revolted by the layers of guano encrusted on it.
“Your furry friends have taken their revenge, I see,” she said, scraping her boot off
after she landed.
“It is their cave. He’s the intruder.” Bruce noted, and Selina laughed.
“So what about this one?” she asked, pointing to an item in the case.
“Feadag,” Bruce answered. “A Gaelic demi-god I fought with Hal. Wind and
whistles were his most dangerous weapons. He was very creative with sound,
movement, vibrations. Jordan couldn’t get the upper hand.”
“He needed you to out-think him,” Selina whispered. Bruce said nothing, and Selina
blew him a kiss. “And that one?”
“Chess crimes. In London. Scotland Yard asked Commissioner Gordon if they
could ‘borrow’ me.”
“Aren’t cops cute when they’re confused,” she giggled. “And this sphinx head? It’s
certainly not as old as it looks.”
“Good eye. The glaze is so smooth and perfect on the bottom, it was obviously fired
in a modern furnace and the wear marks created artificially with sandpaper.”
“What were they smuggling inside it? Jewels? Drugs?”
“Kryptonite.”
“Ouch. So… have we been through all the Rogue stuff?”
“All but the Joker card,” Bruce said modestly.
“I don’t have to ask about that,” Selina grinned. “God, the headlines.”
“He was in the habit of sending joker cards to his intended victims,” Bruce said
grimly. “At the time I thought it was calculated: people who are terrified will do very
stupid things, make all kinds of mistakes they never would when they’re thinking
clearly. As the years passed, I came to realize Joker’s not that calculating. He didn’t
see it as a warning or a challenge; it was more like he was… opening up a dialogue.
‘Do you want to play? I want to play.’”
He said the last with a malignant smile, and Selina felt a shiver.
“PLEASE!” she exclaimed in a sudden, shrill voice, “Don’t channel Joker. If you’re
going to tell the story, just… stick with your point of view.” She swallowed and
collected herself. “Now then. He sent joker cards, I remember. The regular, playing
card-size ones. He liked bicycle decks as I remember.”
“Not really. The Times reported that detail after the first few cards and it stuck, but
he had no real pattern. But you’re correct. They were always regular playing cards.
Until that one. Until Leonard Roff.”
“Roff Place, Roff Tower, The Roff World Towers, The Roff Palace, Roff Park Avenue.
Before Trump came along, Leonard Roff was the Big-Bigger-Biggest of Gotham real
estate.”
“Yes, and the man who had to build demonstrably bigger, taller and grander than
the last guy—even in cases when he was the last guy—he had to receive something
more than the ordinary playing card.”
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“A preemptive f-you, delivered in language Leonard Roff would understand,” Selina
noted. “Any idea what set it off?”
“You grew up in Gotham. Do you remember Riverdale Confectioners?”
“Oh,” Selina said, surprised. “Yeah, we had a school fieldtrip to the factory.”
Bruce nodded.
“So did I. It was a landmark. And because it was a protected historical building,
Roff was able to buy it very cheaply. Since the land couldn’t be developed, the lot had
no commercial potential even when the whole area around it was exploding in value.
The owners were glad to get what little they could, never guessing that the strategic
application of money and power could easily get a historical building de-listed so it
could be torn down. Particularly when it was nothing but an old confectioner that
nobody really cared about.”
“Except somebody did care,” Selina guessed. “Their logo was a… silly looking
squirrel or something, right? Big smile, one missing tooth.”
“Correct. Joker took offense when the building went down. Then the signs went up:
Coming soon Roff Towers. That night, Mr. and Mrs. Roff were at a cancer benefit. A
couple protesters got in disguised as waiters. Made a little scene, ruined her dress, got
his hairpiece wet. It was over very fast. Embarrassing for a minute, forgotten in ten.
‘Some neighborhood group, someone is always upset about any construction or
change…’ No one thought anything of it.”
“Except you,” Selina said pointedly.
“I wasn’t there,” Bruce said guiltily. “I had been; I left early. Didn’t see it happen.
But the accounts I heard later sounded suspiciously like Mrs. Roff was sprayed with
seltzer, and whatever they threw at Len’s hairpiece was whipped cream.”
“As in ‘hit in the face with a cream pie.’”
“I couldn’t be sure until the following week when the crew and equipment arrived
on the construction site: cement mixers, girders, Porta-Potties, playing card.”
“Hello.”
“Yes. There were a few Maroni boys there to fill out W-2s for no-show jobs. One
look at that card and they decided even a weekly appearance to pick up a pay check
was more than they bargained for. They left, leaving the others to decide whether to
call their bosses or the police. They foolishly decided on the former, and the ‘suits’
were reluctant to involve the authorities.”
“Of course. Those construction projects wind up budgeting things pretty tight. They
don’t have the money to pay for the piping that’s net/30. They’re counting on Roff
paying them before the 30 days for reaching certain benchmarks. With Gordon’s boys
running around the site for a couple days, they’re not going to get the foundation
poured in time. No money coming in, obligations due, credit drying up, workers
getting paid top dollar to stand around explaining to yet another Detective Monotya
that they didn’t notice anything unusual about the driver who delivered the joker
card…”
Bruce stared.
“Did you spend some time moonlighting as a general contractor that I’m unaware
of?” he graveled after an awkward moment.
She laughed.
“I spent some time that week doing exactly what I always do…”
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Catwoman didn’t like the lower floors of Roff Park Avenue. Glass boxes were
boring. She didn’t mind the absence of ledges from a burglary perspective. The
window washing gear was always first rate. If she couldn’t get in through a service
entrance or the roof, she could always go that route. But aesthetically, they were just…
dull. At least Roff Park Avenue gave up on shiny boxiness after ten stories. The top
was crowned with a neo-deco tower with a half dozen free-standing units on its base.
The effect was almost like a modest condominium with a small village on its roof.
The tower units were considered the most desirable, but rather than set himself up in
the penthouse, Leonard Roff had taken the largest of the free-standing units: 5400
square feet, 6 bedrooms, dining room and library, family room, 8 baths, powder room,
and of course, a large terrace with an unobstructed Park Avenue view.
It was the last which interested Catwoman, naturally. Roff had provided her with a
floor plan and details of his security, assuming she’d come in that way. She had no
reason to distrust the information: men who wanted you to steal from them so they
could collect the insurance were, as a rule, very accommodating. They wanted you to
get away with it, not get caught. However, Roff had supplied her contact with detailed
information about his wife’s jewelry. That was the usual bait dangled by men who
wanted to lure her into their homes, imagining they would catch her red-handed and
blackmail her into their beds. Those brainless wonders had never gone so far as to
commission a theft the way Roff had. In all likelihood his offer was exactly what it
seemed: he was over-leveraged and needed the cash. Nevertheless, a smart kitty was a
cautious kitty. She would case the place herself and make her own determinations
about the security and how to defeat it.
So far, all of her paper-chasing confirmed Roff’s intel. Roff Management staffed its
own security force for all its residential buildings, hotels, and business offices, but the
actual design and equipment they staffed out to Foster and Forsythe. He had a BennetParke safe in each of his homes. Whenever he bought or built a new one, he got a new
safe for it. The size and model varied, but it was always Bennet-Parke. So far, so
good—on paper, but there was only so much you could learn that way. Tonight she
was going in to case the unit with her own eyes.
She knew from the society page that Mrs. Roff would be attending the benefit at the
museum, while a peek at the doorman’s schedule that afternoon had told her Mr. Roff
was hosting a cocktail party at the same time in their suite. He’d got rid of the last
straggler over an hour ago, then sent home the staff. It was as good a time as any to go
in and see what the night held in store…
The terrace itself was easy: one camera to evade then disarm, one simple lock on
each of the sliding glass doors. She had a choice of those doors, one leading to each of
two guest rooms. Roff said it didn’t matter which she used, since both bedrooms
opened out onto the same hall. Since her mission tonight was checking on Roff’s story,
she decided to try both. She would also pick the lock the regular way rather than cut a
hole in the glass with her claws. That might do when she returned, but tonight’s
mission was intel, not a signature Catwoman theft.
It was an easy lock to pick. The bedroom on the right was apparently used as a TV
room. A bit small, bathroom attached, no motion detectors, electric eyes or security or
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any kind. And yes, it opened onto a hallway where she saw another bedroom door.
Rather than open it, Catwoman retreated noiselessly into the first bedroom and shut
the door. She would return to the terrace and go into the other bedroom that way as if
she was just coming in—
Or not.
Her heart raced.
As she’d approached that glass door to the terrace, she could have sworn she saw the
edge of a bat cape disappearing inside the other door.
She froze.
She closed her eyes, and in her mind, she stepped through another room the size of
this one… Silently, as any cat burglar would… And as she reached the hallway door
in her mind, she heard the near silent brush of that other bedroom’s door opening onto
the hall.
She opened her door and saw the back of that cape moving down the four short
stairs at the end of the hall. She knew from the blueprints that the master bedroom
(her destination) was on the left, and another hallway the floorplans euphemistically
labeled a “Gallery” was on the right. That led to the rest of the condo, and Batman—
obviously as familiar with the layout as she was—went right… past two more guest
room doors towards the living room, dining room, and library. She followed,
breathless, and then heard that delicious Bat-gravel:
“A Joker-threat is not something to be ignored, Mr. Roff.” That was met with a
yelp, a quiet curse and a tinkle of glass, providing a vivid sound-picture of the scene:
Roff started at Batman’s sudden appearance and spilled a glass of whiskey into his lap.
Whiny denials must have followed, because Batman then said “I’m talking about a
ten-foot playing card hidden under a tarp on your Water Street lot.” The whiny
denials become huffy ones, followed by the unmistakable sound of a bat-fist thumping
a table for emphasis. “A madman doesn’t need a reason,” Batman said… and it
occurred to Selina that, interesting though this radio drama was, she would be wasting
a priceless opportunity if she went on listening to it. Batman was right here in Leonard
Roff’s condo. And so was she. She’d come to steal—Well, technically she was here for
intel and was planning to come back for the actual theft, but you don’t pass up the
opportunity to steal a thirty-five-emerald necklace right out from under Batman’s nose.
“You can’t be serious,” Bruce snarled.
“Do I look like I’m joking?” Selina grinned.
“You were THERE, you were IN THE ROOM, you HEARD THAT, you STOLE—”
“Not in the room, but yes there, yes heard, yes stole. Beautiful piece, really. Seventy
emeralds as it turned out. Thirty-five small and thirty-five… smaller underneath them,
and each one surrounded by these tiny diamonds. It was really—”
“CATWOMAN!”
“Present. Right here. No need to bellow, darling.”
“This is completely unacceptable.”
She laughed.
“That I did it or that you didn’t know about it?”
“You helped Leonard Roff defraud an insurance company.”
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“I also kept him alive, same as you did. The Masuccis might not have been as
creative as Joker in their reprisals, but I think we both know what’d happen if that
cement wasn’t paid for on time.”
“…”
“Bruce, you know perfectly well what I did back then. Why do you always have to
go all batty when you find out the particulars?”
He glanced at the case with her old costume, and then looked back at her. She was
looking at the new diamond trophy, and then looked back at him. Neither actually
spoke the word ‘sorry’ but the silence became more comfortable.
“You must have convinced Roff,” Selina said finally, “because the tarp came off and
the papers got the story right after that.”
“I made him understand that Joker wouldn’t simply go away if he was ignored, and
to sit and wait, letting Joker decide where and when to act was suicide. The only hope
for survival was to be proactive. Go to the papers, control the story—and lead Joker
into acting at a time and place of our choosing. We gave the press a story that made it
seem like the card had only just been discovered at the construction site and that Roff
had been out of town, supervising another project in Metropolis. That he was only
now returning to Gotham in response to the threat, he would be at the construction site
at one o’clock the next day to inspect the joker card, and then—in consultation with
Batman and the police who would also be present at the site—he would make the
decision how to proceed.”
Selina shook her head slowly, as if anticipating the slow, inevitable descent to
disaster in a favorite opera as Bruce continued:
“I took Roff’s place, disguised of course: on his plane flying in from Metropolis, in
the limo from the airport to the construction site. Roff was already there with Gordon.
We debated what sort of disguise would be the safest: one of the construction workers
or a uniformed patrolman, even the limo driver. The problem with Joker is that he
doesn’t distinguish between victims. He’d just as soon kill a civilian as a cop. The
more innocent the bystander, the better. In the end, we decided the safest disguise was
the one most people would assume was the most dangerous.”
“You dressed him as you,” Selina murmured. “As Batman, I mean.”
Bruce nodded.
“Roff and the police were convinced it was a perfect disguise, but I knew better.
Look at that thing,” Bruce pointed at the giant card, since they were standing right in
front of it. “You don’t send your victim a ten-foot warning and then pretend they
don’t know you’re coming. Joker knew we would try something, he was prepared for
trickery. The card had been rigged with confetti canons. As soon as Joker saw fakeRoff had arrived, he took his cue. The barrels popped out the sides and along the top,
shooting squares of brightly-colored tissue paper over the crowd.
“There was a slight… tingly sensation when they touched the skin,” Bruce said,
moving his fingers slowly over the back of his hand and wrist. “But while everyone in
the crowd came into contact with one of those squares and was exposed to whatever
they were treated with, only the man in the Batman costume began to convulse.”
“The second half of a chemical cocktail,” Selina guessed.
“Correct. Part two is a harmless catalyst.”
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“Only somebody exposed to part one goes off like a cackling hyena,” Selina nodded.
“Breaking out the greatest hits.”
Batman grunted. While it was true Joker had used the primer/catalyst method
before to isolate a specific victim, Batman would hardly have described the SmileXing
of an innocent in those terms.
“Fortunately, I was also prepared for our deception to fail,” he said, ignoring the
‘greatest hits’ remark. “I had an antidote ready, an ambulance disguised among the
construction vehicles, and a lightweight costume on under my Roff disguise.”
“Like you do with Matches Malone,” Selina grinned, taking a step closer. “Always
prepared, always thinking three moves ahead.”
“Six with Joker. His rage was predictable.”
“Of course, he doesn’t like having his plans wrecked, particularly by Batman.
Meow. So he goes charging in.”
“Dressed as Willy Wonka for the occasion. That was the only real hint that it was
demolishing the old confectioners that drew his ire.”
“How perfectly Jack.”
“His fallback also centered on the playing card. It emitted an ear-splitting tone,
worse than Canary Cry. The whole crowd was incapacitated, enabling Joker to pull a
cabby out of his car and try to run me down with it. I fired off two batarangs, one into
the taxi’s front tire and one into the card’s main speaker, then grapneled to the top of
the card and leapt down onto the car and through the windshield.”
“Face pound. Game over,” Selina purred.
“Two pounds,” Bruce said with a lip-twitch.
“Meow.”
“And?”
“Meow.”

“We like him,” Harvey declared as he and Eddie left the hideout.
“Zoiks?” Eddie asked, looking behind him at the door. “He’s okay. They’re all okay
until you get their bill. Find out your new lair comes equipped with a snowcone
machine, tiki bar, and $1400 in pay-per-view charges for boxing and zombie porn.”
“Our better half doesn’t like ‘liking’ henchmen,” Two-Face explained. “When they
screw up—and they always screw up—we want to punish them. If we win the toss, it’s
easier for our better half to stomach if they’re more like the crass ignorant low-lifes he
used to prosecute.”
“Well the Z aren’t henchmen, not anymore anyway. They’re independent
contractors. So it shouldn’t be a… problem.”
Eddie faltered midsentence because he saw Two-Face wasn’t paying attention. He
was leering with a lustful grin towards—oh hell, at Selina. At Selina’s playful, teasing
eyes from the Cat-Tales logo, seemingly staring at them on the back of the Asian girl’s
show jacket.
“That’s a good sign,” Harvey noted. “What better omen could we hope for to
welcome us to the neighborhood,” he said happily.
“Big whoop, somebody that worked on Cat-Tales,” Eddie said, trying to pass it off.
“But that place she came out of, great breakfasts. Waffles to die for.”
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“Let’s follow her,” Harvey said impishly.
“What? Why? Some techie from Selina’s old show—”
“No, we want to do this. We’re out of practice,” Two-Face said earnestly. “We can’t
tail someone inconspicuously anymore. With the scars, we don’t exactly blend in. The
only way to hide is the walk, the attitude. We can’t hide that we’re Two-Face. The
trick is to give the impression that our walking up the street behind you is just a
coincidence.”
“Count me out,” Eddie said firmly.
He didn’t know who the girl was, but he knew she was a message from Selina. If she
was still in the neighborhood after he left, that meant that either she didn’t know he’d
moved, or she just liked the waffles at Petite Abeille. But either way, she had some tie to
Selina, and trying to follow her could bring some epoch-making payback. He tried
once more to divert Harvey’s attention, but when he refused to be dissuaded, Eddie
said he’d see him later at the Iceberg.
The first thing Dick heard crossing the Great Hall was Selina’s musical laugh coming
from the long hallway leading to Bruce’s study. A moment later, she and Bruce came
out of the study, arms around each other’s waists. She was still laughing, Bruce was
smiling, and for that fraction of a second, the image was so idyllic and intimate that
Dick began to rethink his doubts about the proposal theory.
“Hey, guys,” he said brightly, just to let them know he was there.
That cheerful greeting was met by a double volley of startled glares. Selina’s
morphed almost instantly into a playful smile and Bruce’s into a tight-lipped scowl.
Dick felt like he’d returned too soon after being sent to “find some evidence” while
Batman accosted Catwoman. The feeling crept into his body, and he knew he looked
and sounded all of ten years old as he gestured feebly to the door behind him, saying
that he didn’t want to bother Alfred so he’d let himself in with his key.
Then the time warp closed just as abruptly as it had opened: Bruce said Dick should
at least stop in the pantry and visit with Alfred before he left. Selina said pffft, he
should stay for lunch. He would, wouldn’t he?
Dick smiled and nodded, short pants and confusing rooftop Bat-orders forgotten.
Selina said she’d go tell Alfred they’d be three for lunch, and Dick watched her walk
off and disappear into the morning room before turning to Bruce with a ‘down to
business’ air. He asked if they could talk in private, and Bruce said sure. He turned
back towards the study, and Dick practically held his breath as he followed. If Bruce
was interpreting ‘in private’ as ‘in the Batcave’ and leading him there without a fuss,
that put a definite end to Cass and Barbara’s theory.
“Sorry for interrupting before,” Dick said casually, just for something to say to cover
his suspense as they walked into the study.
“You didn’t. We had finished,” Bruce said, opening the glass cover of the
grandfather clock and setting the hands to 10:47.
“Looked like you and Selina were having a good time.”
“Let’s just say Poison Ivy’s version of that orchid caper has some astonishing
embellishments, and Selina really enjoyed hearing the true facts of the case.”
“Ah,” said Dick.
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On the one hand, they were going down to the Batcave. On the other, if Dick was
already suspicious, if he thought Bruce was covering some secret about his relationship
with Selina, the suggestion that the moment of perfect, delighted synchronicity he’d
witnessed was the result of a story about Poison Ivy’s orchid would seem like the biggest
whopper yet. Although…
Reaching the cave, Dick looked down the ramp towards the trophy room, as if
mention of the orchid had reminded him. He saw that the flower—and several other
things—had been moved to make room for a new object.
“Whoa, that is one big diamond,” he said, KICKING himself for having the right
answer from the beginning but allowing himself to doubt it.
“Cassie told you?” Bruce said instantly, detective’s instinct rejecting coincidence and
searching for a cause and effect. While Dick could have innocently looked into the
trophy room and remarked on the very item he and Selina had just finished installing,
it was far more likely he’d been pre-informed.
“She told Barbara,” Dick explained. “She doesn’t believe you, Bruce. Falconi
Jewelers. She thinks it’s a story you made up on the spot to cover… giving Selina a
different kind of diamond.”
“Ah.” Bruce didn’t exactly chuckle, his lip didn’t even twitch, but Dick could sense
that of the two possible reactions: patient amusement or Psychobat monsoon, they’d
lucked out with the former.
At least… so far. But Dick had something more to say, and unleashing the Four
Psychobats of the Apocalypse was still a distinct possibility.
“She pulled in Babs, Babs got to Tim, Tim came to me,” Dick went on. “It’d be a
zombie movie if I played my part: I go to Wally, he tells Kyle, Kyle spreads it
throughout the galaxy. Martian Manhunter’s broadcasting it telepathically, Garth and
Aquaman telling all the fish… Classic comedy of errors stuff.
“I guess it’s lucky for me you didn’t ‘play your part,’” Bruce said with a belated liptwitch.
“To be fair, Tim didn’t either. He’s not thinking marriage, he’s thinking DefCon:
covert operations in the Batcave for reason or reasons unknown… But I’m thinking
something else.”
“Such as?”
The sudden emergence of the Bat-gravel was not encouraging. It harkened back to
those old rides home in the Batmobile: “Gee, Batman, it sure is funny how Catwoman
keeps getting away every time you send me off to find evidence, even when you had
her pinned.” “Maybe you should concern yourself with that unit on codes and codebreaking you’ve been working on for more than a week.”
“Such as…” Dick repeated—relieved that this time his voice didn’t betray his mental
flashback. “That’s two. See, the girls are so dazzled by the romantic aspects of Paris,
they seem to have forgotten why you went there in the first place.”
“The town halls—”
“Yes, the town hall meetings for Wayne Enterprises. But that’s not why you brought
Selina along. You took her as damage control after that rumor at the Financial Times.
Saul Drescher sees Selina in Cartier’s and all of a sudden Wayne stock is down half a
point.”
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“It was three-eighths of a point and the price corrected by 9:45 the next morning. It’s
a non-issue, Dick.”
“Bruce, you started that rumor. Not intentionally, I know, but I’ve heard the story a
couple times now: from you, from Alfred, from Babs and from Lucius Fox. They all
agree it was you saying something to Lucius in front of a reporter that started the
dominos falling. That’s one. Now there’s this thing with Cassie… getting the wrong
idea… after she talks to you.”
“You think I’m, what, testing the waters?”
“Maybe subconsciously, yeah.”
“Noted.”
"That’s it?”
“Thank you for the observation,” Bruce said, moving to the nearest work station and
fiddling with the settings on the auto-downloads.
Dick couldn’t contain the old ‘Gee, Batman, it sure is funny how Catwoman keeps
getting away’ smirk. He turned so Bruce wouldn’t see it, and looking around the cave,
he marveled at how little had actually changed—particularly the man at the heart of it.
Fine. If he wanted to be all-Batman, Dick could oblige. It was Catwoman they were
talking about, after all, not some civilian.
“I have a request,” Dick said with an air of formality.
Bruce didn’t speak, grunt, or look up from his Bat-busywork, but Dick knew from
the shift in the silence that he was invited to continue.
“Zogger Summer,” he declared with the slightly stilted delivery of a public speaker
opening an official ceremony. “That’s when I learned what it really meant to be a
detective. You taught me to notice everything. Detail. Nuance. To distinguish
between those things that could be placed deliberately in order to mislead and those
that couldn’t be staged because the parties involved weren’t even aware of them. You
taught me to weigh evidence objectively and to draw studied, rational conclusions.”
Dick then swaggered over to Bruce, like a drunk picking a fight in a bar, and stepped
into his personal space, forcing Bruce to look up from his work and give Dick his full
attention.
“But there were observations and conclusions you didn’t want to hear,” Dick said
with an edge that was challenging without quite crossing the line into belligerence.
“That summer was all about the sight of her legs in that skirt, whether you want to
admit it or not. You sent me to ‘find some evidence.’ Well, I found it, Bruce. You told
me a detective notices everything—but what I learned that summer was that means
noticing a lot of stuff they don’t want you to. And you can either get in their face with
it, or you go through life with a head full of other people’s secrets.”
“Your request?”
“Don’t bash Tim… or Cassie… for doing exactly what you taught them.”
“Have I done anything that would lead you to believe I would ‘bash’ Tim or Cassie
for a simple misunderstanding?”
“No,” Dick said, a smile breaking through his confrontational demeanor as he was
caught out.
“Then what’s this about, Richard?”
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Dick wanted to remain grim. He imagined himself in costume, staring down the
vilest scum in Bludhaven in an effort to keep the untamable grin from growing wider
and wider across his face.
“It’s about those tiger scrolls at the Japanese gallery. Wearing the new cape and
buffing scratches off the armor before we set out that night. Being sent to find some
evidence in an empty parking lot.”
“If you get near a point, make it.”
“Bruce, she’s upstairs right now telling Alfred we’ll be three for lunch. I want you to
admit I was right.”
The atmosphere at the Iceberg was tense. The place always saw a brawl or two each
week, but this was different. Clayface had become a regular, since he was practically
Catwoman’s bodyguard at Vault when she reigned as queen of the underworld. When
the social center of Roguedom transferred back to the Iceberg, he came with it. He and
Poison Ivy gave each other a wide berth, but everyone still felt the barbs of hostility
flying back and forth when they noticed each other. Now, rumor had it, Two-Face was
coming back. Eddie confirmed that he was actually back in Gotham and should be
dropping by the ‘Berg some time tonight.
Ivy in a room with her Ex and Clayface? Powder keg. Green, leafy, lemon-scented
powder keg.
Eddie didn’t feel like being a big shot in the dining room tonight, so he’d made his
way to the bar, nodded at Hagen—who was wearing his old Monarch of Menace face
to tell some story that Sly and Jervis found hysterical—and hunched over his glass of
Glenundrom, which Sly had poured and set out for him without ever turning his
attention from Hagen.
“…told Harley that I’m only going to say this one more time: that’s not a scepter; it’s
a golf club. I don’t need either, because I’m a shape shifter. And if I did want to use a
club for this, it’d be a putter and not a ladies’ nine iron.”
Everyone laughed, and Hagen morphed back into his usual clay form. Sly came
over to Nigma and set the bottle of Glenundrom down in front of him, asking if
Eddie’s meeting with the Z came off okay. Eddie was non-committal. He didn’t think
it was his place to go spreading the word that he was acting as a go-between for TwoFace, but once Harvey arrived, he patted Eddie on the back and thanked him for
making the introductions. He declared the Z to be the finest innovation in Gotham
Roguery in the time he was out of the game.
The announcement was met with a communal cheer—which was less for the Z
themselves and more a celebration of Harvey’s return (as well as a certain anticipation
of what crazy new things they’d find to spend his money on in the course of setting up
his lair, and how much their fun would cost him). Even before the cheering began,
Harvey was in a good mood. Now the party atmosphere made him downright
euphoric.
“Followed that cute Cat-Tales kitten for almost thirty blocks,” he told Nigma. “More
than an hour. Guess where she went. Scully and Scully. We always liked them, for
obvious reasons with a name like that, so we watched through the window. She was
looking at the bridal registry. She pointed to something in the book, salesman showed
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her this cutesy bit of painted porcelain, looked like a pink goat. She made a face, said
something, and they showed her a cat in the same style. How about that?”
“How about what?” Eddie said, looking as if, for once, the thought of an
unanswered question made him positively ill.
“Wouldn’t it be something if Catty was getting married?”
“I hardly think—“ was as far as Eddie got when Jervis piped up. “What’s that?
Catty getting married?”
“C.W.’s getting hitched?” Hagen said.
“That’s what Mr. Tetch just said,” Sly reported.
“No, no he didn’t,” Eddie said—though nobody listened because Two-Face was
standing between him and everyone else, saying “Yes, we saw one of her friends
picking out a gift.”
“No!” Eddie cried—but unfortunately his No, meaning literally “No,” was said
simultaneously with Jervis and Sly’s, meaning “News!” The trio of excited Nos
brought a flutter of excited chattering from everyone within earshot—which brought
everyone who had been out of earshot into the vicinity. Ivy arrived from the dining
room at the same time Oswald came out of his office. Both asked what was going on,
and the thrilled “Selina’s getting married” shouted at the one crossed with the equally
agitated “Catty’s getting hitched” aimed at the other.
“Oh,” Oswald said, not entirely pleased at the prospect. Even though he himself was
never in the running, the idea of a bird like that flying about freely, “available” if only
in theory, made a man… happy.
“Oh!” Ivy said, cheered at the removal of a rival and hoping Wayne might take her
to Bermuda or someplace for a long honeymoon, buy a second home there, and stay
forever.
“We’ll have to do something for her,” Clayface said. “Unless we could put a stop to
it,” Penguin murmured. “Yes, we really must do something,” Hatter echoed. “I’ll see
to her bouquet,” Ivy said firmly. “Selina’s looks would certainly be improved by the
addition of a few flowers, but none of my babies are going to die to make that alley cat
look good…”
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My first may constrict, bow, anchor, or roll.
My second is the second that makes our friend whole.
My third sounds like fun, your pal’s favorite pastime,
But my whole is the point…
Edward Nigma chewed the end of his pen, reconsidering the third line. The only
rhyme he could think of was “crime.” Not really a closer you want on a riddle sent to
Batman’s house. Even if the riddle was meant for Selina, Wayne would probably get
his hands on it. That’s the way Eddie’s luck ran since he learned the secret. If there
was an even chance something could go his way or not, it didn’t.
Constrictor, bowline, anchor hitch, rolling hitch… knots. All were nautical knots, so…
NOT.
Second that makes our friend whole…
Once upon a time, they called Two-Face “Fate’s bitch.” Then, somehow, Harvey’s
face healed, he gave up being Two-Face, and it seemed like Fate picked up Eddie to
replace him. But now Two-Face was back, and it seemed to Edward Nigma that things
really should go back to normal.
Second that would make our friend whole… Two… TO
NOT TO…
Your pal’s favorite pastime: Game. How simple it all used to be. A challenging
game of wits to stimulate his mental faculties against the only foe with enough going
on above the neck to make it interesting. A game of wits with Batman, and then a
victory celebration with a good friend like Selina. How nice it all was! Even if the
victory celebration consisted of putting ice packs on a blackening eye more often than
icing a bottle of champagne. Even if there were more “you’ll get him next time”
reassurances than he cared to remember, it seemed to Eddie like a golden age of
endless victories and celebrations with the one woman of his acquaintance who could
keep up.
KNOT TWO sounds-like-game… BLAME!
Two-Face was back, and it seemed to Eddie that everything really should go back to
normal as far as who was Fate’s Bitch and who was the one Rogue capable of taking on
Batman between the ears and walking away triumphant. But no, somehow his wellmeaning efforts to get Harvey reestablished in Rogue society had backfired into this
crazy rumor that Bruce and Selina were getting married, and somehow it had all
caught fire while Eddie was present at the Iceberg with Harvey drawing attention to
him and slapping his back like a pal.
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Somehow he was going to get the blame, he just knew it. That’s the way his
luck had been running ever since he discovered that awful secret – Hell, even
before that – ever since Selina took up with the man behind the mask, a man
who, if there were any justice in the world, would not be a man at all. If there
were any justice at all in the universe, Bruce Wayne would confine himself to
being (PURR-BABE FORFEITS A PLOT HINT) life support for the Bat-Brain.
Which really was getting quite far off his original question: How do I approach
Selina? How do I get to her before the rumor does? How do I establish that I
am not to blame as the instigator and avoid getting blamed as the messenger?
How can I possibly… YRRRRRRRLLLIIIIINGGG
And before he could even construct a riddle on the subject to calm himself
down and organize his thoughts, his phone rang. YRRRRRRRLLLIIIIINGGG…
Rang. YRRRRRRRLLLIIIIINGGG…
Eddie stared at it listlessly for another two YRRRRRRRLLLIIIIINGGGs until the
click, then he mouthed the words on his answering machine to match his own
disembodied voice “Riddle me this: What do you get when you cross a hivedwelling insect with a yellow marshmallow Easter treat?”

As the owner of a Lamborghini Reventón, Selina Kyle received her own VIP
invitation to the Gotham Auto Show. Even though the car was a gift from Bruce and
the custom color was courtesy of the ultra-light paint Batman developed for the
Batmobile, it was Selina Kyle who appeared on a magazine cover representing the
twenty individuals lucky enough to own one of the limited edition super-cars. So it
was Selina Kyle who was invited to the Auto Show and sought for photo ops at all the
VIP pavilions.
Bruce had his own invitations, naturally. Not only was he a celebrated car enthusiast
from his playboy days, he was also the head of Wayne Tech, which was a major
exhibitor at the show. But Selina was pleased to be invited in her own right for once
rather than being Bruce’s “and guest.” She invited Barbara to go with her. Officially
she said it was one of those occasions where a girlfriend would be better company.
Bruce wasn’t Bruce at these things. He wasn’t Batman, the Wayne CEO, the playboy,
or the fop. Dick wasn’t Nightwing. Tim wasn’t Robin. They were all transformed into
the male animal in the presence of horsepower, and while Selina appreciated a fine
automobile as much as anyone, she felt someone without the Y-chromosome would be
better company.
They had left the main concourse to explore “The Fiat Gallery,” an exhibit of
artworks painted on the hoods of Fiat 500s.
“I like this one,” Barbara said with an air of defiance. “Looks a little like Tiffany
lamp corn flakes, but I like it.”
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Selina tilted her head and nodded at the apt description, and they moved together to
the next piece. They scrutinized it, both assuming thoughtful ‘looking at art’
expressions, and then each snuck a peak at the other.
“That’s a really obnoxious shade of green,” Barbara said tentatively.
“I was thinking the same thing,” Selina agreed with a guilty grin.
“So it’s not just me,” Barbara declared triumphantly.
“Nope, and it’s not just because it’s green as in ‘Poison Ivy-power to the plant lifenone of your men can resist me,’ either.”
“It’s just bad?”
“It’s just bad.”
They high-fived each other discreetly and moved to the next piece in the line.
Officially, Selina asked Barbara in order to have a female friend to go with.
Unofficially, she thought it was strange how Barbara bought into Cassie’s engagement
theory so eagerly. The idea that Bruce had proposed when they were in Paris together
and for some reason they were keeping their engagement a secret, it was
understandable enough coming from a teenage girl. But romantic intrigue and secret
engagements coming from Barbara? Grounded, sensible “I am the all-seeing Oracle”
Barbara?
It made Selina realize that since Black Canary left Gotham, Barbara was without a
female confidant her own age. Huntress was a colleague, but it didn’t seem like they
had a close friendship outside of work. And Selina herself was without a friend like
that too. She’d never been one of those women who only got along with men. She’d
had girlfriends at school and in Europe, but after she returned to Gotham… well, it was
hard being too chummy with women who couldn’t know you spent your nights
breaking into condos just like theirs and relieving the occupants of their artwork and
jewelry. That left Anna and Bev, two fences who lived in San Francisco and Buenos
Aires respectively and weren’t exactly available for long lunches, window shopping, or
movie nights, and women like Roxy Rocket, Harley and Ivy with whom, at best, she
had nothing in common.
“Now that’s a much better shade,” Barbara said brightly.
“More of an Oracle aqua-turquoise,” Selina noted.
“Yes, it is. And on the bottom, it almost looks like calculator keys that have been
crushed and ground to bits on the floor.”
Selina squinted. She thought it was a stretch, but since Barbara was so pleased with
the idea, why argue?
“Are these for sale? I’d like to have it for the work room.”
“Um, I think so…” Selina said, looking around the gallery for anyone officiallooking. “You wouldn’t be able to take it home until after the exhibit’s over, but I’m
sure the artist would love to make a sale.”
“And if it’s not for sale, you’ll get it for me anyway, right?” Barbara winked.
“Right, sure,” Selina answered—unsure if Barbara was joking. As a hacker, she had
always been less stiff-necked than the rest of the Bat-family.
They reached the end of the first aisle and, rather than backtracking, squeezed single
file past a giant sculpture of a 1933 Plymouth hood ornament in order to go up a
different aisle of Fiat hoods as they returned to the entrance. Two pieces from the
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door, Harvey Dent stepped into their path from behind a stunning red and black
piece. The Two-Face scars which had been temporarily erased by Jason Blood’s magic
once again covered the left side of his face, but appearances aside, he seemed very
much his old pre-Two-Face self.
“Selina! We thought—I thought that was you. Nice to see you again.” He stood
there expectantly, with a big silly grin plastered across his face. Then he shifted his
smile and nodded at Barbara, wanting to include her but unable to remember if she
went by Mrs. Grayson or stayed with Ms. Gordon. He settled for a non-committal “I
don’t think we’ve seen you since the Gotham Post party” (despite the double-faux pas
of using ‘We’ a second time and referencing a party that ended in hatting, fear toxin,
and assorted Rogue-driven mayhem). But at least it got a “Call me Barbara” from Mrs.
Gordon-Grayson-Whatever. With that problem solved, Harvey gave Selina his full
attention, using his return from the Meadowlark Institute as an opening to “get caught
up” with his dear old friend.
Unfortunately, in a full five minutes of chit-chat, a lunch invitation, and three
variations on the “catching up” phrase, Selina didn’t volunteer a thing about her
engagement to Bruce Wayne. He wondered, as they strolled out of the gallery, if it
might be Barbara Gordon’s presence. She was married to Bruce’s son. Maybe there
was some inter-family tension? Or maybe Selina was avoiding the subject until she’d
picked her maid of honor? Something like that, probably. Women and weddings,
there was no guessing what went through their heads. But Selina had said yes to the
lunch, and that meant he would have her alone for a whole afternoon. He’d get the
truth out of her then for sure.
“Please try out this GeoSeek,” an impossibly perky girl announced as they reached
the main exhibit hall. “A complimentary application exclusive to the Gotham Auto
Show to showcase the GPS-enhanced smartchip from WayneTech.”
She fanned out the credit card-sized gimmicks like a ferociously motivated blackjack
dealer as she spoke. Selina and Barbara held up the cards they had already received,
while Harvey succumbed to instinct and reached out his hand to take the freebie. The
girl latched onto his wrist (without any of the aversion he usually encountered since
his scars returned), and launched into her spiel about all the cars currently on display
with WayneTech smart chips for GPS and related functions. She showed him the way
the GeoSeek would indicate whenever he approached a booth featuring one of the
WayneTech-enhanced vehicles, and the many other perks it offered to visitors at the
Auto Show. Why, if he would just take a moment to visit the WayneTech exhibit in the
Central Concourse, his WayneTech GeoSeek would be registered and would log his
preferences, suggesting booths and events he might enjoy based on those already
viewed, synchronizing with apps on his cell phone, and even suggesting shops and
restaurants nearby that matched his preference profile!
Selina would have been able to suppress her giggles, she was sure, if Barbara hadn’t
begun holding out her own GeoSeek and pointing out the many wonderful suggestions
the card was already making. Harvey shot her a look, which made both women giggle
louder. Feeling they were being a bit rude to a girl who, freakishly perky or not, was
just doing her job, he decided to ignore them and give her his full attention. Within
seconds she was leading him off towards the Central Concourse, while Selina and
Barbara exchanged knowing looks.
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“Look at that. Most feared district attorney in Gotham’s history, had all the mobsters
shaking in their boots,” Barbara began, watching the man in question being led by the
wrist like an obedient puppy.
“Then one of the most dangerous criminals in the city,” Selina added.
“Putty in the hands of… how would you describe that girl?”
“A walking ad for Tween Gleam lip gloss?” Selina offered, and Barbara chuckled.
“It’s bizarre,” Barbara said, shaking her head.
“Bad ass doesn’t mean they can’t have a romantic streak that responds to big eyes,
long lashes, and a coy tilt of the head,” Selina noted. “You should know that better
than anybody.”
“Better than anybody except you,” Barbara said impishly.
“Shut up,” Selina said playfully between her teeth.
“I’m just sayin’.”
“I mean it, shut up.”
“Bum-bum-ba-dum,” Barbara hummed.
“Ignoring you now.”

One of the prerogatives of being a nightclub owner in Gotham was that your days
were yours to spend as you pleased. While that might be just as true for the owner of
the Ice Cube Lounge in Mud Puddle, Tennessee, Oswald suspected there wasn’t as
much for such a bird to do with his time. Whereas he, Oswald Cobblepot, had the
most exciting city in the world to explore—kwak! A city which set aside a large portion
of its most desirable neighborhoods to create a sprawling park, and within that park
built a zoo, and within that zoo… a penguin house. Just a few steps away from the
famous polar bears that every visitor had to see, the penguins got comparatively little
traffic. Often Oswald had those noble birds’ company to himself… and this was one of
those mornings when he truly felt the need for their companionship.
There was something about that Selina business that bothered him. There was the
Wayne angle, of course. Rich and aristocratic—kwak—so far, so good. But then there
was the strapping good looks: the height, the square jaw, torso not at all shaped like an
egg, and a nose of the most modest and unassuming proportions. It didn’t seem right.
It just didn’t seem right for this rich, aristocratic non-criminal to waltz off with a
gorgeous Rogue like Catwoman.
Bruce Wayne—kwak! It was almost enough to make him sympathize with Hugo’s
crazed rantings. They all knew Hugo had a little *koff* problem about Batman. But if
you threw out the whole Batman obsession, Oswald could easily see how hating Bruce
Wayne could become an obsession of its own. The man had EVERYTHING—kwak!
Absolutely everything. It just didn’t seem fair. And now a bird like Selina. Definitely
not fair.
Still, Oswald Cobblepot was not some Arkham loon and he would never let such
petty considerations cloud his thinking. Whatever it was that bothered him about all
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this, it was certainly grounded in more important matters than Catwoman throwing
herself away on a layabout fop who… who couldn’t lace his own shoes without his
butler, let alone plan and execute a multi-million dollar art heist or… or a black
market… weapons deal with… …that made the Penguin a criminal… legend…
Oswald’s chain of thoughts ground to a halt as he became aware of a chinstrap
penguin that had been staring at him with a rather disturbing intensity. He studied it
for a minute, which did nothing to satisfy its fascination. It stared on, more focused
than ever. It was really quite disturbing. Finally Oswald squawked at it, which it
ignored but which a King penguin and two of the new Gentoos decided to answer.
The whole pen became rather loud with a chorus of answers, and Oswald decided a
stroll out to the polar bear was in order.
As he went, he decided it was the question of Selina’s criminal status that bothered
him. Like him, Catwoman had reformed in name only. She had segued from those
daring Batman-scale operations to invisible, elegant pilfering from Wayne’s ultra-rich
friends. Oswald knew this, knew with a certainty few others could share, for she had
given him a rare opportunity to fence those objects. And he—fool that he was—had bid
too low. Kwak! Kwakwakwakwakwak. Still, disappointing as it was to lose out to one of
those accursed European contacts of hers, it confirmed that Catwoman had “gone
legit” in precisely the same way he had. It seemed to form a bond between them. They
were the only two Rogues who were actually sane, it only made sense that they came
up with similar schemes to maximize their own profits and safety while the flamboyant
lunatics drew the brunt of Bat attention.
But now Selina Kyle was actually going to marry Bruce Wayne, and if she went legit
for real, it might draw unwanted attention to his own sham reform. Yes, that certainly
must be what was bothering him about the whole business…
There was a flaw in Oswald’s logic, which he might have noticed if he hadn’t noticed
something else: the arctic corner of the zoo was strangely empty. There was usually a
throng of tourists, school tours, and even casual day-visitors huddled around the polar
bears, but since leaving the penguin house, Oswald hadn’t seen a soul. As he neared
the polar bears’ pen, he saw why: Victor Frieze was there, leaning against the rail and
watching the bears intently. That explained it. With that cold suit, Victor was one of
the most conspicuous Rogues. Oswald might not be Bruce Wayne for good looks, but
he could stroll through the park and enter the zoo without exciting comment. Victor
Frieze showing up had a way of emptying the place out.

It was nice having Harley in the greenhouse again, even if Pamela Isley did suspect it
was only because Joker was still in Arkham and Harley was bored. Joker. As if by
mutual agreement, they had not mentioned the last time the three of them had been in
the same room: when Ivy went to the Iceberg to murder the wretched clown. He found
her rage funny. He said being that funny without even trying was hot. He kissed her—
Joker, that cackling psychopath—had pressed his monstrous lips against hers—ulllgh!
She didn’t want to think about it. And obviously Harley didn’t either. So, fine. It
never happened. Everything was back to normal and Harley could invite herself over
whenever she got bored.
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Ivy herself was never bored, her leafy babies offered endless feasts of sights and
smells, beautiful blossoms and eruptions of scent. But as much as they thrilled the
senses, they weren’t much use when someone like that Dean Sasha came along.
Imagine, that weaselly little beast of an interior decorator thinking a greenhouse was a
place he could walk into expecting to BUY flowers. Like she was a slave trader! Like
she was some florist who would send her beautiful leafy babies to their DEATHS at the
hand of some filthy mouth-breathing MAN who thought nothing of slicing the very
stems that connected them to the soil, sentencing them to a slow, lingering death in
order to dress up some horrid woman’s living room! It was sacrilege. Death would be
too good for such a beast. He must be made to live in the service of plants, made to
appreciate them and spend his days watering and pruning to make up for his crimes.
Unfortunately, while the flowers were happy to listen to her plan their would-be
murderer’s comeuppance, they couldn’t do much to help. Harley was the opposite:
she didn’t listen as well but she could help. She did listen a little, but not as well as the
flowers. She did it while running on the treadmill, and Ivy never felt she had her
friend’s full attention. But she did have some of it, and beggars couldn’t be choosers.
There was no doubt that Harley would be useful when it came to following Dean Sasha
around the city, learning his schedule and ultimately conning their way into his home.
When not in costume, Harley could blend in much better and—
“Red! The palm tree is picking on me again!”
Ivy put a pin in her Dean Sasha plan and looked up to see what was wrong. The
potted palm was sort of drooping over Harley and had shed one small leaf that fell onto
the treadmill.
“She might be a little jealous,” Ivy said finally. “Fron-Fron is like a lot of new
arrivals, used to all the extra attention right after I transplant her into her new pot.” She
said the last words with a playful sing-song and waved at the palm and its new
ceramic planter, thrown and painted at her favorite pottery shop: Aurora’s Pots. “Now
you’re here and she sees us talking. You’re getting all the attention. Just try to look at
her now and then when you speak. Smile at her. She’ll figure it out.”
Harley said “Okay, Red,” but as soon as Ivy looked away, she glared at the palm and
finally stuck out her tongue.
“So once we’ve found where this Dean Sasha excrescence lives, we’ll pay him a visit,
and I’ll see to his developing a proper appreciation for Nature’s beautiful flora. Now,
should we take him out and make him pay for the plants he’s going to care for, or get
him started with some of these? It’s getting a little crowded over by the peonies. And
if we freed up some room, you could bring the hyenas over next time.”
“Oh, I dunno, Red. I’d be afraid Damien would chew up one of your babies.”
“I see,” Ivy said.
“And you know what a slobber puss Slobberpuss can be.”
“Fine. Mr. Sasha will be buying his own flowers,” Ivy said darkly. Lots and lots of
flowers. She would bankrupt him on the most expensive jasmine and orchids and
lemon bushes she could find.
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Oswald shut his office door and locked it. Then, finding the space too confining, he
opened it again, left the Iceberg Lounge entirely and went to his living quarters above.
He needed space. He needed to think, and he needed to pace. He had far too much
furniture, but at least he could waddle for a good stretch, pacing from room to room
while he collected his thoughts.
Victor Frieze was certainly one of the most depressing men on the planet, they all
knew that. Oswald couldn’t even say what the point of those first two stories were.
Something about rain and baseball, Lex Luthor, and some chap in Philadelphia living
in a fool’s paradise, in for some painful realizations about the hard, cold nature of the
world… Oswald wasn’t really listening, until Victor touched on the very news Oswald
had been pondering: Selina Kyle’s engagement to Bruce Wayne. “Doomed of course.
As it always is. ‘Marital bliss,’ it’s always doomed to end in tragedy.”
Oswald tried to veer off the subject, only to be treated to speculation of how the
happy couple would meet their inevitable and predestined doom. Would it be one of
‘the bitter ones’ like Crane or Tetch who had to wreck anyone else’s happiness just to
prove that nobody should be content? Or perhaps a friend doing Selina a preemptive
favor. Since today’s happiness would only make tomorrow’s sadness all the more
painful, wouldn’t it be a kindness to nip the whole thing in the bud before they even
said “I do?” Or maybe, the greatest tragedy of all, they would escape these obvious
snares only to be cut down by some random calamity, like his poor Nora. Or else their
love would wither and die… and if it didn’t, they would. Death and decay waited to
claim them all…
The most depressing men on the planet. Oswald himself was a bit of a romantic. He
certainly hadn’t given up hope. A smart, sexy super-criminal who called herself Heron
might be too much to hope for—kwak—but one never knew. A bird-lover, at least, who
could appreciate the beauty of an ice sculpture didn’t seem beyond the realm of
possibility. So ‘the death and decay that waited to claim them all’ truly offended
Oswald’s romantic sensibilities. What a thing to say on a beautiful morning in front of
a polar bear happily frolicking around his fake glacier in the middle of an icy pond.
Really!
Oswald made his excuses and took a cab home, only to find Jonathan Crane in
civilian attire waiting at his front door. Crane said he’d lost a ‘skull sponge’ (whatever
that might be) and feared he might have dropped it when he was in a few nights ago,
since he hadn’t seen it since then. Oswald let him in—whatever a skull sponge might
be, Oswald was quite sure he didn’t want it rolling around on the floor of his bar. And
perhaps because his utterly depressing meeting with Victor Frieze was weighing on
him, he brought up the Selina matter with Crane.
“Bad that,” was what Jonathan Crane had to say on the subject. “Rogues getting
married and turning into housewives, what's TERRIFYING about that? We’re never
going to be respected this way, never going to be FEARED.”
If Catty was domesticated, who would fear Rogues? That was the Scarecrow’s take.
Victor Frieze thought some of the crazies might want to wreck the marriage because
nobody should be happy while another type might think they were doing Selina a
favor…
He and Catty were the only theme Rogues who were truly sane. The rest of them…
there was no telling what they might do, how volatile the Collective Crazy might
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become under the influence of this unprecedented stimulus: one of their own getting
married—to a prince of the city, no less.
Yes… the prince of the city. If one of these lunatics decided to stop the wedding, it
would be all too easy for them to decide killing Bruce Wayne was the best way to go
about it. That’s how they thought—kwak—never considering that if you kill a prince of
the city, even in a city without Batman, they won't rest until your head is on a pike. A
well known and influential person like Bruce Wayne, the city simply would not rest
until all of their heads were hoisted up on pikes.
Figuratively, so far as Batman and GCPD was concerned, but maybe literally when it
came to Selina. She forgave most offenses after six months or so, but any sane person
would realize killing the man she intended to marry was not ‘most offenses.’
Unfortunately, there were no sane people in this scenario except for Oswald himself.
He saw, suddenly, what it meant. There were no sane people involved except for
him—so it all fell to him. It fell to him, Oswald Cobblepot, to save the Rogue world
from itself. It would not be easy, but it had to be done. He would have to take charge
of any efforts to stop the wedding and direct them in such a way to avert the Rogue
Apocalypse.

..::Riddle me this: What do you get when you cross a hive-dwelling insect with a yellow
marshmallow Easter treat?::..
Eddie waited… heard the BEEP… then Harvey Dent’s gruff Two-Face voice
announce ..:: Nigma, pick up::.. before clearing his throat and continuing in a move
civilized tone. ..:: Listen, much as we appreciate you turning over your old lair and hooking
us up with the Z to get it refurbished, we think it would be better, for the time being, if the
world goes on thinking we’ve reformed. That Meadowlark Institute is under the impression
they released a scarred but solid citizen, so why waste it? We think we’ll have a better chance
cozying up to Bruce and Selina if they’re convinced we’re still a good guy. We’re taking her to
lunch tomorrow, see if we can get to the bottom of this engagement business. Will let you know
if we find anything.::..
Eddie closed his eyes and shook his head. If only things had turned out better in
Metropolis, he would be on the 12 o’clock plane.
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A TALE OF TWO HEADSETS
Bill Gates… Stephen Jobs… Bruce Wayne. To the world, one of these things was not
like the others. To the world, Bruce Wayne was the figurehead of WayneTech, a
wholly owned subsidiary of Wayne Enterprises. Nobody thought he actually knew
what went on underneath the sleek black and silver casing of any given WayneTech
product. The select few who knew he was Batman would not have been surprised
when advancements in “Dark Knight Tech” paralleled those coming out of
WayneTech, but there was little overlap between the two worlds. When holographic
imaging was introduced to the Batcave, only Alfred and Dick had access and neither of
them had any knowledge of the medical imaging systems WayneTech was
developing. When the Batwing doubled its engine thrust, only Clark was in a position
to notice and he never made the connection to certain products released by Wayne
Aerospace the following year. So Selina’s position after accompanying Bruce to all
those Town Halls was unique: She knew he was Batman. She knew the spiel on
upcoming releases from WayneTech as well as he did. And she knew she was looking
at the guts for the WayneTech GeoSeek laid out on Batman’s work table in the center of
the Batcave. Why those GeoSeek innards were hooked up to a headband with a pair of
fuzzy purple cat ears attached, that she couldn’t guess.
“You’re early,” Bruce said, without looking up from his contraption. “I didn’t think
you’d be up for another hour or two.”
“Well, I got your note,” Selina said, referring to the bat-shaped homing device he’d
left beside her toothbrush. “So I came. I can go away and come back if you’re not
ready for… No, I can’t. I have to know now, what the HELL are you doing with
those?”
“It’s only a prototype. I had to approximate the shape and they’re a bit larger than
the ones on your cowl, but that’s better to work out the movement over the mesh.”
“Um, Bruce?”
“Sorry, I’ll start at the beginning in a second,” he said, adjusting one of the
connections with a device that could only be described as bat-tweezers. Then he
turned to her with a proud, broad, seldom-seen-in-the-Batcave smile.

“Electroencephalography,” Jervis announced happily. “Changing the subject’s focus
by changing brainwave frequency.”
“I see,” Oswald said with an air of the world-weary. This was the sixth lair he’d
visited, and each host had to show him something they were working on. The
presentations had ranged from fifteen minutes at Hagen’s to over an hour at Crane’s.
Jervis he’d found hunched over his worktable, with a pair of stereo headphones
strapped on what looked like a silver mannequin head with tiny television screens
built into its forehead, ears, and the back of its skull. As he chattered, Jervis swapped
these little metal postage stamps in and out of the headphones—at least they looked
243

Cat-Tales

like small metal postage stamps to Oswald—then he’d push some buttons, lift one of
the earphones and look at something on the dummy’s head, let the headset snap back
into place and make a note.
“A mix of low-theta and mid-alpha waves should do the trick, a pinch of 5 Hz with a
dash of 10 Hz. For as the Duchess always said, ‘Take care of the sounds, and the sense
will take care of itself.’ Of course she said it the other way around, but that’s the way it
often is with duchesses. And once you listen to the sounds, it will all make sense to
you anyway, thanks to the theta and alpha waves. So my way is better.”
“Perhaps I’ll come back later,” Oswald said quietly.

“The essence of the smart chip is accessing data from an outside source and running
certain processes within the unit in response. With the GeoSeek, it detects information
from your cell phone and the GPS satellites, and makes recommendations based on
what you’re interested in and where you are. Whereas this—”
“Reads my mind and moves the ears?”
“It doesn’t read your mind, it just detects the upsurge in brain activity that indicates
concentration and initiates programming to manipulate the mesh.”
“To perk up the ears.”
“Yes.”
“That’s completely strange—I love it, but, damn—that’s strange.”
“If you don’t like the idea, say so. I’ll stop right now.”
“I love it,” Selina said, leaning over the table and kissing his cheek. Then she looked
expectantly for a quarter beat and said “And once I’m done being the guinea pig,
what’s the real one going to do on yours?”
“What makes you think I have any plans for my own use?”
“Infrared lenses engage,” Selina said in her imitation of the bat-gravel.
Bruce grunted.

“I don’t quite glean its purpose,” Oswald said skeptically.
He meant the headset, but there was a plenty to not glean in the Mad Hatter’s
Wonderland lair. The chair Oswald sat in was plush, oversized, comfortable—and
shaped like a rook. The glass coffee table was tilted, supported by a bishop on one end
and a smaller pawn on the other. As if to warn you to be careful setting down your
teacup, there was a small sign on a toothpick standing in the middle of the carpet
under the low end, reading “Splat.”
“It isn’t that easy to get someone you don’t know to put on a hat,” Jervis explained
patiently. “But anyone is happy to put on headphones if you’re going to play them
some music or show them a video on one of those portable players. So you see, sound
is really better. Make a lot of low-theta and mid-alpha waves in their brain, put them
in a proper mood. Then they’ll put on that hat, don’t you know. For as Alice always
said, ‘four times five is twelve and four times six is thirteen’ and we shall never get to
twenty at that rate. So it really is best to put on the headphones and flip a switch.”
It wasn’t even the chess piece furniture that bothered Oswald, it was how… nice
everything was. Meticulously clean, small and dainty ornaments arranged neatly in
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rows on the mantelpiece or in little groupings on the end tables, the whole place
smelling faintly of blueberry jam… When all was said and done, it was a lot creepier
than Jonathan Crane’s. The Scarecrow had skulls covered in corn husks hanging off
little hooks. This place smelled like blueberry jam. It conjured images of some sweet
old lady’s cabin you come upon in a childhood fairytale when you’re lost in the
woods. She invites you in, since it’ll be getting dark soon, and has some homemade
cookies just coming out of the oven. Before you know where you are, she’s after you
with a hatchet wanting to bake you into a pie.
“But that’s enough about theta waves, it’s almost tea time!” Jervis cried happily. “I
must put the gooseberry tarts in the oven so they’ll be ready to have with our tea.”
“Perhaps I really should come back later,” Oswald said quietly.

It was an odd scene in the Batcave as Selina put her hair into a ponytail and pulled it
over one shoulder, then carefully strapped on the prototype headband while Bruce
held the wires and smart-chip behind her. The whole time, Selina probed. It was
obvious to her that while the headset itself was a prototype, the finished moving-ears
cat-cowl would be a prototype too—for some magnificent new piece of Batman ubertech he had in mind for himself. “Accessing data from outside source and running
processes within the unit in response.” It wasn’t going to be sensing brainwaves and
moving ears for him, it was going to be interfacing with satellite feeds or picking up
minute signal traces for a tactical advantage. She was burning to know, but every time
she asked about the ultimate goal, he said the finished unit wouldn’t be a headband
and the sensors would be built into her cowl. Or else he’d say the final version of the
ears would be covered in the same leather as the rest of her costume and the fuzzy
muppet-felt was only temporary.
It. Was. Infuriating. The woman who loved him as Bruce and the Cat who fought
him as Batman wanted to know what that remarkable Bat-Brain was up to, and it
seemed like he was deliberately missing the point. All he did was tell her to “clear her
mind” (read: watch the bat Walapang sit on its perch above Workstation One while he
set a baseline for the ears’ default position).
“O…kay,” Bruce said finally, drawing the syllables out as he made little adjustments
on a hand-held unit. “Ask me now.”
She glared.
“About the modifications I’ll be making to my own costume using this same
technology,” he prompted.
She glared.
“You’re going to tell me this time?”
“Of course…” As he mapped it out, her focused attention registered on the sensors,
and after a few tweaks to the mesh manipulation routines, the ears realigned to
produce the shape of rapt feline interest. After programming a few variations on the
‘ears alert’ settings, he told her to relax so he could set them to their flop-down
position. After a terse smile and declaration that he was a manipulative Bat-prick and
she’d pay him back later, Selina closed her eyes and began one of her ki-breathing
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exercises. Bruce went back to work making adjustments on the hand-held unit. He
almost had it when both ears shot up.
“Selina!”
“Later. I’m late. I forgot the time. I’ve got a lunch with Harvey.”
“I’ve almost got the left one done,” Bruce said—but it was too late. She was already
pulling off the headband.
“You think I’m going to relax at this point? I’m looking at lunchtime traffic,
midtown.”
“Okay, okay, go. We’ll finish later. Give Harvey my best.”
“Will do—You’re a genius—Love the ears—Ciaomeow.”

“What is the one redeeming virtue in being Fate’s Bitch?” Edward Nigma asked
himself silently. “If you’re in Gotham, then Batman is involved. And if you know he’s
Bruce Wayne, that means you will be learning your way around the back roads of
Bristol.”
Eddie would never forget sneaking around the Wayne property that day the butler
shut the door in his face, finding his way to a window and trying to warn Selina via
charades—only to have his mission cut short by Superman appearing out of nowhere
and flying him off the property! Then there was that recent debacle, where he’d
somehow messed up the directions Selina gave him to the Bristol Country Club and
damn near wound up driving into the lake. He had to present himself at the front door
of the manor and beg that same snooty butler for directions. Just another day in the life
of Fate’s Bitch in Gotham, but at the end of it all, he at least knew the one spot where
Selina would have to pass on her way into the city. He didn’t know the answer to
“Where is Harvey living since he passed on the East End lair?” and he didn’t know
“Where are Harvey and Selina meeting for lunch?” But he knew “Where is Selina
starting out?” Wayne Manor. And he knew “Where is she going?” Into the city. That
meant she had to come down this road on her way to the bridge, and he could just wait
here, safely off Wayne’s radar but where Selina couldn’t miss him. It’s not like there
were that many green and white Dodges with the license plate GAME N ID in the
wor—
A motion blur of Catwoman-purple Lamborghini went streaking past him at
approximately 220 mph.
“Catfish Bet,” Nigma said quietly.

It was one of the enduring mysteries of the Rogue world. Jervis Tetch could babble
for hours about mock turtles and march hares, nonsencalicious nonsense and
contrarywise comeupetry—paying no mind to the Jabberwock, which most do, because
notwithstanding for nothing, Jabberwocks are like that—in January, June and July.
But the minute you confused him, his eyes got that dark and beady look. “I’m afraid I
don’t follow,” he’d say, like it really was trying his patience.
Oswald took a deep breath and tried again.
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“I was saying if we want to stop this wedding, we must be careful how we go about
it. We must be subtle. If Bruce Wayne develops a rabid fear of wedding gowns, Selina
will know who to blame.”
Jervis began to snicker.
“Remember the time she set him on fire?”
Oswald did, but he was determined to keep the conversation on track.
“And if he puts on a hat and moves to Istanbul, she will also know who to blame
too—kwak!”
“She would, but then again she wouldn’t. For I would never do such a thing, for I’m
a bleeder, don’t you know. The vorpal claws go snicker-snack, the blood starts to flow
and won’t stop. She has to take me to the emergency room herself, so it really is a
lucky thing she has such a fast car. Which I do believe he gave her, so it would be most
ungrateful if I went and plopped a hat on his head.”
“And that’s exactly why we must be subtle,” Oswald said, pouncing on the
opportunity. “Crane can be useful in ways unrelated to fear—kwak! He is an expert in
human behavior.”
“No he’s not.”
“He has studied it.”
“Only the part where someone says ‘Boo!’ and someone else jumps.”
“I believe it is a good deal more complicated than that.”
“Sometimes I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast,” Jervis
said helpfully.
“Yes, quite. The point is, finding a way to put a stop to all this without it coming
back to hurt us. Jonathan has made a rather clever suggestion. That we get Pamela to
do it, but in a very subtle way. Not making Wayne wash the feet of the goddess with
his tears, just delicately jumpstarting the old—kwak—playboy. Kick starting the
perfectly natural desire not to confine himself to one woman for the rest of his—kwak—
life.”
Jervis pursed his lips, and that dark beady look returned.
“I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

There was no hope for it. Eddie didn’t want to resort to the telephone. Wayne
probably had her bugged fourteen different ways: ten that she knew about and four
that she didn’t. But he didn’t see that he had any choice at this point. Now that he’d
missed his chance for a face-to-face (and wasn’t it just typical that Wayne bought her a
car that was a defacto purple Batmobile and that she’d taken to driving it like one),
calling was the only way Eddie could think of to get to her before Harvey did.
He still didn’t want to risk open, unambiguous voice communication, but he could
send her a few clever texts. The words ‘marriage’ and ‘engagement’ both had ‘game’ in
common and… No. No, what was he thinking? If he was too clever, she might not
solve it in time. Much as it grated, he would have to spell out those key words plainly.
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Catwoman’s criminal activities were always about profit and excitement. She had a
temper, but it was fueled by passion, not anger, hate or disgust for her fellow human
beings. One of the few things that could provoke a truly villainous response was
midtown traffic. Midtown traffic followed by a futile search for a midtown parking
space, and finally falling back on the underground parking at the Wayne Tower almost
twenty blocks from the corner where she’d agreed to meet Harvey. She was in full
villain mode by the time she passed the 41th Street Subway Station and had to swim
against the human tidal wave coming out of it. She had visions of pulling out her whip
to clear a path as she pulled out her cell to call Harvey and say she’d be late—so of
course she clicked right past all the incoming texts. Harvey was more than
understanding on the phone, and he seemed almost amused at how pissed she looked
when she finally showed up in person:
“Ten million people in this city and only fourteen parking spaces, whose idea was
that? It’s no wonder they all take the subway, but did they all have to take it right
now?! Of course they did, you know why? Because there’s only six million counter
spaces, and it’s lunchtime, that’s why. Sorry I’m late, Harvey.” She paused and broke
into a naughty grin, indicating the storm had passed as quickly as always. “That’s half
a nice tie.”
“Thank you,” he said, straightening the knot. “We thought dividing the whole suit
was a bit much, but since the scars are back, I felt like… acknowledging them in some
small way was for the best. Not pretending Two-Face never existed, like before.”
Selina smiled and took his explanation at face value. Harvey pointed down the
street and said if she didn’t mind walking a bit farther, he had a special place in mind
for lunch. As they walked, Harvey couldn’t help but notice an odd beeping coming
from her purse.
“Something in there wants your attention,” he noted.
Selina rummaged, remarking that it wasn’t one of her rings. She pulled out the
WayneTech GeoSeek from the Auto Show and rolled her eyes. Of course, it wasn’t her
phone, it was this thing. “Suggesting businesses in the area tagged to her preference
profile” or whatever that song and dance was… She silenced it, but Harvey—
accustomed to reading upside down and fast from his courtroom days, when an
adversary often flashed a datebook or legal pad where he could see it—was sure he
glimpsed the words “St. Paul’s” “Bridal” and “Bakery.”
Hm.
He suppressed a smile as his lunch with Selina acquired a second objective: First, he
would get her to tell him about the engagement, but second, he would find a way to
switch their GeoSeeks so he could study that list at his leisure.

“Oh, now I understand!” Jervis said happily. “For the one thing that was certain: the
white kitten had had nothing to do with it. It was the black kitten's fault entirely. For
the white kitten had been having its face washed by the old cat for the last quarter of an
hour (and bearing it pretty well, considering) so you see that it couldn't have had any
hand in the mischief.”
“No,” Oswald said. The white kitten/black kitten stuff sounded promising when
Jervis began, but Oswald couldn’t see how it had anything to do with Poison Ivy being
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the one Rogue who could act on Bruce Wayne in a non-lethal way, stopping the
wedding in such a way that couldn’t be brought home to any of them.
“But Pammy liked the idea of Selina getting married,” Jervis whined, returning to his
worktable and using a static cloth to wipe a bit of flour from his wrist. “That’s the only
real flaw in your plan that I can see. I was right there at the Iceberg when she heard the
news, don’t you know. She definitely liked the idea of Catty getting hitched.”
“And that is why I mentioned Jonathan’s expertise in behavioral psychology.”
“’I don't know the meaning of half those long words,’ said the eaglet, ‘and I don't
believe you do either.’”
“I mean that Pamela’s mind can be changed—kwak! Quite easily—kwak, kwak. The
key to persuading her the marriage is a bad idea is to first persuade Ms. Quinn it’s a
good one. If Harley were to see this wedding as a template to becoming Mrs. Joker, Ivy
would certainly oppose it.”
“Yeah, she sure would,” Jervis said in a low, awed voice, the sheer tonnage of the
notion knocking the nonsense from his mind.
“And, Jonathan assures me, manipulating Ms. Quinn will be simplicity itself. He
should be running into her right about now, if she keeps to her usual schedule. Playing
on her fears: she’s not getting any younger under all that greasepaint, etc. etc. kwak-wak
Victor will approach her next: the simple joys of companionship. ‘What a man really
wants, even if he doesn't know it. Sometimes all he needs is to see another man get it.’
Then tonight, you move in for the kill: remind her of how attached Joker is to ‘Brucie.’
Where Bruce Wayne leads, his good buddy Joker will surely want to follow.”
Jervis adjusted a wire on his “Brainwave Tuner” headset and let a pulsing fluttery
tone play for a few seconds, then he nodded thoughtfully.
“I guess that could be managed,” he said finally.
The pulsing fluttery tone continued, and Jervis scrunched up his nose.
“I call this one the Schumann resonance. It sort of… makes your teeth hurt.”

The restaurant should not have been a surprise. Harvey wanted to go back to
Jinatra’s, the Vietnamese place near his old hideout where the family were accustomed
to facial scarring and never seemed to notice he was Two-Face. There was a little
homecoming when he walked in. Jinatra came out of the kitchen and they spent a few
minutes catching up: Jinatra said now that her son Tuan was old enough to serve
alcohol, he did all the serving himself and her daughter had taken a job uptown.
Harvey said he had “spent some time out West,” didn’t think much of it except for the
high rent coffee, and was back in Gotham to stay. Jinatra went off to the kitchen,
telling Tuan not to bother with menus. She would be sending out some special dishes
for “Mr. Two-Dents” and his friend.
Since Selina was standing there during this little reunion, Harvey seemed to feel he
was covered getting caught up with her too. Through the sake and steamed shrimp, he
waved off any questions or passing reference to himself, as if nothing about him could
possibly be of interest, and he wouldn’t dream of boring Selina with anything more
than what he’d already told Jinatra. Then, with the arrival of the bao tu jambon, the tone
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changed. He asked about Bruce… lightly, casually, but Selina couldn’t help noticing
that she was being ever so subtly grilled by an amazingly crafty prosecutor.
She was polite, friendly, very much her usual self—but as she chattered happily
about Bruce taking her with him to the town halls, two thoughts began to rage under
the gracious façade. The Cat was furious that this, this district attorney—an insufferable
cape in a tie—thought he could sit there and interrogate her without her noticing! The
rest of her began to wonder. Bruce and Harvey were friends before he became TwoFace. They’d gotten reacquainted after his face was healed. In between, Two-Face
fought Batman. Now he was back from months at the Meadowlark Institute getting his
head clear. Was it possible he knew something? Noticed something? Suspected
without really knowing why?
The more she subconsciously considered the question, the harder it became to lay
those fears to rest. Harvey was smart, he was observant—and he was quite clumsily
flicking cream from the banh bo cake onto her blouse. Selina laughed it off and went to
the powder room to clean up, leaving her purse behind in the booth… Harvey held
two fingers up to his lips in a shushing motion and winked impishly at Tuan as he
leaned across the table and swapped his GeoSeek for hers.

One job. Victor Frieze had one job: talk to Harley. He had one talking point: the simple
joys of companionship. Anybody could handle that. Anybody should be able to handle
that.
Kwak!
If there was any clearer evidence why they needed to keep Catwoman in their
numbers, this was it. A few more sane, old-fashioned, professional criminals like
Catwoman to keep the Rogue community grounded.
Kwak!
Just consider: if he wanted Catwoman to purloin the Jeweled Finch of Antioch, he
would ask her, they would agree on a price, and the Finch would be his. If he wanted
Jonathan Crane to come up with a roadmap to stop a wedding, he had to spend an
hour looking at skull sponges and scorpion tanks, gas-emitter pumpkin heads, and
some hooded apparition with only the glowing red eyes visible from within a
darkened hood and a grisly lifelike heart protruding from its robes. Shudder. But at
least the end of it all, he had the plan he was after: lining the Rogues up like dominos—
Crane, Victor and Jervis knocking Harley into Pamela, then he himself stepping in to
curb her excesses and bring about a stop to the wedding with a delicate touch that
would never be brought home to any of them—kwak!
Yet here they were, stymied when the second domino failed to fall. Jonathan had
played his part admirably, but Victor, Victor let himself go on the whole ‘joys of
companionship’ thing. Memories of his beloved Nora. He wound up crying on
Harley’s shoulder, figuratively and then literally, which caused a condensation problem
within his cold suit and she wound up having to help him get home. More reminiscing
about Nora on the way and even more once they got there and he defogged his helmet
or whatever. By the end of the afternoon, if Harley was thinking of marriage at all, it
was in Victor’s original marriage=misery equation. Kwak!
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But the domino plan was still good—kwakwak—that’s what was driving Oswald
crazy. It would work. Plus, he’d invested an hour looking at skull sponges and gasemitter pumpkins to obtain it. He wasn’t ready to abandon it after one little hiccup.
Unfortunately, there was only one married man left to undo the Victor damage, and
Harvey was firmly in favor of the wedding. Not an insurmountable obstacle. It only
meant that Harvey couldn’t be told why he was being asked to talk to Harley. That
was a pity. It was the second domino which hadn’t fallen and which Harvey was being
asked to set in motion. It would be simpler if he could be told in those terms, but—
kwak—alas. Luckily, Oswald had a plan.
“Two cases of twenty-two year old double malt scotch?” Harvey gaped.
“Indeed. An accounting error. Sly had ordered it in your original Two-Face period
as part our standing inventory. When your face was healed and you were no longer
coming to the Iceberg to drink it, it was inadvertently placed on your tab.”
“You charged us for booze we were never going to drink?”
“Inadvertently—kwak—but as I say, since you have already paid for it, the whiskey is
yours. I can have it delivered here, or keep it at the Iceberg for your private use.”
It got the door open. An expensive means to gain entrance to Dent’s new hideout,
but it set the right tone for friendly conversation. From there, the wedding was an easy
subject to introduce, particularly when—
“Just had lunch with Selina. She says ‘meow.’”
Harvey introduced the subject himself. That was a bit of luck.
“Very good of her. So congenial—kwak. A sign of breeding… Any news?”
“No,” Harvey grimaced. “She’s ’s being awfully secretive about it, so we did a little
snooping. Take a look at this list of businesses we lifted from her purse: wedding
photographers, hotel in Soho with a big ballroom, two churches, something called
Pnina Tornai—that turns out to be the dress, we Googled it—engraver, calligrapher, a
couple bakeries, bands, dj, a jeweler, and a hair salon that specializes in wedding dos.
And she doesn’t tell us a thing!”
“No!”
“Yes! Only thing she has to say about Bruce is all WayneTech and town halls and all
the traveling they’ve been doing.”
For a moment, Oswald considered that Harvey’s views might be changing on the
wedding. If he viewed Selina’s discretion—perfectly understandable, dignified and
well-bred discretion as far as Oswald was concerned—as some sort of betrayal.
Oswald was just weighing the risks of taking Harvey into his confidence when he
realized if he had that list Harvey was holding, he wouldn’t need to be playing these
asinine mind games at all. Crane’s psychological roadmap—kwak—there were far too
many variables, as they’d already seen. Trying to line human beings up like
dominos—kwak-wak—how typically roguishly overcomplicated. Here was the thinking
man’s solution. The sane, rational, thinking Rogue’s solution: follow the money. All
Oswald would need to do was get his hands on that list and they could put a stop the
wedding the old fashioned way—kwak! Sabotage!—kwakwak! Without any more
psycho-babbling fear-mongering Victor-weeping nonsense—kwak-wak-wak-wakwakwakwak!

251

Cat-Tales

“I’m afraid I don’t follow.”
Oswald sighed, looked down at the tea cup before him, which said “Drink me,” and
the petit four on his plate which said “Eat me.” If he could just stick a label on that
gizmo of Harvey’s that said “Take me” and shove Jervis in the door to read it, this
would be oh so simple. But of course if he had that kind of access to Harvey’s gizmo,
he wouldn’t need Jervis at all.
“Go over to Harvey’s,” he began again, patiently.
“Harley’s?”
“Har-VEY’s. Kwak.”
“But I’m supposed to talk to Harley tonight, remember? Remind her of how
attached Joker is to Brucie. If I can remember to remind her, I don’t know why you
can’t. It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards, don’t you know, and it
was your idea.”
“Forget Harley, that plan has already laid an egg. Just go to Harvey’s and get your
hands on this list he has.”
Jervis set down his teacup and looked piercingly at his guest.
“Why can’t you get it?”
Oswald sighed. After an entire day of these conversations, he was finding it hard to
maintain his usual hauteur.
“It’s on a gizmo. One of those infernal high-tech objects which have so eroded
modern civilization. I am not adept at gizmos.”
Jervis remembered how Ozzy was always calling Dove or Raven into his office to
contend with anything electronic. Privately, he wasn’t surprised. The market for the
cutting edge stuff was driven by teenage girls in Tokyo, girls not much older than
Alice. Oswald’s fingers were just too chubby.
“Very well. Since the walrus needs a loaf of bread, pepper and vinegar besides, but
you only need a list, I can go and get you this list. But then I really must finish work on
that headband, because the low-theta and mid-alpha waves really are the key. Once
you have the key you can turn it, and then everyone shall come to tea. You see?”
“Yes,” Oswald said, pushing his teacup away untouched. “Kwak. Quite.”

Selina went straight back to the cave when she got home. Her intention was to tell
Bruce about Harvey’s behavior at lunch, but as soon as she saw him working on the cat
ears, she was reminded:
“You can stop working on those. I’m not wearing them.”
“What? Why?” said Bruce, looking up, astonished.
“Powered by the same smart chip as the GeoSeek from the Auto Show? No way.
That thing doesn’t work, and I don’t want anything that wonky hooked up to my head.”
“Selina, the GeoSeek was tested more thoroughly than any consumer product we’ve
put out in the last ten years. You think I’d risk a promotional give-away with that kind
of exposure not working as advertised?”
Selina held up her card like a silent bidder at an auction—one with acid indigestion
or perhaps one making the bid at gunpoint.
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“A sale on designer neckties. Happy hour at Quesadillas. A Mariska Hargitay
calendar. The Classic Malt Society. A chiropractor. And Rangers tickets. Does any of
this sound like me?”
“Those are your recommendations?”
“Yeah.”
“Let me see that thing.”

Return of the Penguin—kwak!
It had been a while since Oswald Cobblepot had done any field work, and he was
enjoying himself. Endless Love Video Memories, Thelma Croydon Photography and
Cardington Bakery weren’t exactly Fort Knox, but then Oswald wasn’t exactly The
Shadow Thief. There were too many businesses on Harvey nee Selina’s list for one
Rogue to investigate them all in time, so Jervis and Jonathan began splitting them up.
While Oswald trusted his cohorts up to a point, he didn’t think this critical intelligencegathering phase of the operation should be left entirely in the hands of the crazies. So
the list was divided into thirds and here he was, re-armed with all his old equipment,
performing an old-fashioned B&E—kwak!
At first, his eagle eye suspected Cardington was more than it seemed. The building
looked too big to be a simple bakery. The storefront was very much what you’d
expect. Once he got into the back, the need for all that space became clear. Sheets of
fondant icing were laid out everywhere: draped over here, rolled out over there, cut
into strips or hung up like washing in between. With little pyramids of cakes arranged
here and there, which were either works in progress or exercises for some junior baker
learning the trade. Oswald’s nose twitched a little at the sugary smell that lingered in
the air and the sweet profits it implied. While he snooped for something with the KyleWayne name on it, he considered the mark-up potential: sugar, water, food coloring
and a little gelatin. The only real cost was the time it took a skilled pastry chef to create
these confections, and the illegals Oswald hired weren’t in a position to negotiate a
higher payrate if he made them learn a new skill…
Hmmm, little iceberg cakes and some Penguin cakes too, with his profile—kwaaaak!
What could he get for those? $7 a piece? $8? If one diner in four ordered dessert,
times two seatings a night, times seven nights a week… He checked the desk again,
looking for a price list. If they got eight dollars a slice, he could certainly charge nine
for an individual cake with a bat bug…
Oswald’s eyes narrowed as he saw a small black dot on the head of one of the screws
inside the desk drawer. He leaned over and peered into the drawer, his nose quivering
a mere inch from the screw… peered at that little dot of black… peered at it… peered
at it… There could be no mistake. He had found six of those the first year the Iceberg
was open.
A sharp stab of realization made him jerk upright as a shocked intake of breath
straightened his back and threatened to manifest as a loud kwak.
Batman was bugging the bakery.
Batman was bugging the bakery.
Batman was bugging the bakery!
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MOB PRINCESS
Susanna Pelacci loved Gotham. When she was little, Keystone was fine. She lived in
a big house with a big yard, and with five brothers, there were endless games of tag or
touch football. Carlos gave her a ride to school every morning, picking up her friends
Karen and Drita on the way. St. Ambrose had a bus, but their fathers didn’t like them
to ride it. They walked home, except in the winter when it was too cold, and during
lockdowns. Then Carlos would pick them up. The first time it happened, Susanna was
too young to understand. She knew she couldn’t go outside, but none of her brothers
were around to play with anyway. There were lots of other people coming and going,
but Susanna didn’t see much of them. It only lasted for a week anyway. The second
time lasted two months, and by then Susanna was fourteen. She’d seen her father’s
picture on TV the year before, with the Keystone D.A. calling him “Joey the Bull,
suspected head of the Tenucci crime syndicate since the arrest of Francis Gizzo and
Tom Carrollo last April…” So she knew what the lockdown meant, even before she
saw the guns. Before her brother went away. And before the talk about Karen.
Susanna had been brought up to respect her father. Respect was everything.
Respect and loyalty were everything. It was during that two-month lockdown that they
had their first serious talk about the specifics. “Right and Wrong” was a tricky
business. Who could really say what was right or wrong in a given situation? Could
she, a little girl of 14? Maybe for the nuns at St. Ambrose things were that simple, with
the kind of lives they led, shut away in a convent. But the real world was a tricky
business and it’s not an easy thing to say what’s right and what’s wrong if you don’t
know all the circumstances. But loyalty—loyalty and disloyalty—those were not hard to
figure out. “If you and your friend Drita are out together, and she gets into an
argument with somebody, maybe you don’t know if she’s right or wrong, but you
know the way to be loyal is to take her side, right? Because she’s your friend.”
Susanna agreed, and that’s when her father told her she wouldn’t be friends with
Karen anymore. Karen’s father was a rat. He was disloyal. And that meant nobody
associated with him could be trusted. Karen wouldn’t be going to St. Ambrose
anymore, and she and her mother would probably move away before too long. But if
Susanna should see her before that, if she bumped into Karen at the movies or saw her
with her mother at the grocery store, Susanna mustn’t talk to her. She mustn’t listen to
her or have anything to do with her. Karen was less than a stranger to them now. It
was like she did not exist, as if she’d become invisible.
Susanna had no choice but to agree. Loyalty to her father trumped loyalty to a
disloyal friend. The timing was awful, though. With the lockdown, she was already so
bored. She would have DIED of boredom if she hadn’t discovered Vogue. And then
Harper’s Bazaar. And finally W. For two months, she devoured stories of the
fashionable world: the best designers, the best restaurants, the trend setters and mode
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makers. Gotham was the hub of the universe, she learned. Paris, Milan, London, and
Beverly Hills were good too, but in Gotham everybody spoke English, they weren’t
casually-dressed skanks like in California, and the men were way cuter than those pale
English guys with bad teeth.
Gotham… Gotham City… Gotham had the best of everything. And now she was
finally here!

KWAK!
Oswald turned back at the woman who had bumped into him so rudely going into
Saks and kept walking without so much as an ‘excuse me.’ Then he took a second look
as she failed to run the gauntlet of perfume samplers and was waylaid at the first
counter inside the door. She was quite pretty, in a far-too-young-for-him sort of way:
petite with long dark hair, she looked a bit like Raven but more ethnic. Italian or
Greek, maybe, or possibly Spanish. Quite a wiggle too—not a Gothamite. A native
would have breezed past the perfume girl without breaking stride, and if she did get
caught in a moment of abstraction, she would have taken the spritzed strip of
cardboard, sniffed it and thrown it away, not rubbed it all over her wrist.
Oswald knew the type. They found the Iceberg regularly, looking for work: hit
Gotham from some Midwest Whocaresville like Keystone or Topeka, thinking they had
the look, style and attitude to pass for a native. They stuck out like chicks in a nest of
ducklings, but very appealing chicks. Pretty, good-natured, polite even, once you got it
through their head that being a Gothamite didn’t mean foaming at the mouth and
snarling at strangers on the street. They made good waitresses, as a rule. But not the
one Oswald was watching now, he suspected. He could tell by the way she’d whipped
out her wallet to buy the perfume: that little lady had a chip on her shoulder. She
hadn’t brushed past him that way because she thought Gothamites were rude. She
was rude—kwak!
Anyway, where was he?
Oh yes, the Bat-bugs.
A pessimist might have seen it as a setback. Oswald, Jervis and Jonathan had
already broken into sixteen businesses, but now with the discovery of the Bat-bug at
Cardington Bakery, they had to go back and check them all again. Jervis and Jonathan
didn’t know what they were looking for, nor did Oswald at the first two places he’d
checked before finding the bug. The waste of time always galled him, but in this case,
he was glad. He wasn’t that confident in Jervis or Jonathan’s abilities to snoop around
without knowing what they were looking for. Now that they had a definite task, this
second round of break-ins would be much more productive than the first.
The Bat-bug was also iron-clad proof that they were on the right track about the
wedding. Clearly, Batman still had some attachment to Catty and he didn’t like this
idea of a wedding any more than they did. Say what you would about the insidious
Bat (and Oswald could say plenty), he was neither crazy nor stupid. He clearly knew a
good thing when he saw it, and Selina was. She simply was—kwak! The thought of
that good thing throwing herself away on a civilian non-starter like Bruce Wayne must
be driving him absolutely batty!
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“Good morning,” Selina purred, pulling the bedsheets over her legs as she rolled
over onto Bruce and pressed her naked chest into his.
“It’s not,” he said in the same gravel he once used to dispute her claims about
personal property, museum operating hours, and criminal trespass.
“It’s not a good morning? Damn, you’re a hard man to please.”
“It’s not morning.”
He seldom slept this late. They’d already sent Alfred away twice but…
“You’re so literal,” she said, nibbling.
“Stop that.”
…but he was a man. He had limits…
“Make me.”
“That’s how this started,” he murmured.
…and after a morning of marathon lovemaking since the moment he got back from
patrol…
“That’s not how it started; it’s how the third one started. The first one—oooh, I love
this scar.”
“Kitten, please.”
…he was exhausted.
“Kitten you ask for, kitten you get… Mmmmmmeow.”
“How did it start, exactly?” Bruce asked, sitting up abruptly, Batman’s focus on the
unanswered question finally asserting itself now that his body let him get a thought in.
“All I know is you pounced on me in the cave before I could even get to the logs.”
“I’d waited long enough. It was almost dawn by the time you got home.”
“In the cave. We have rules about that.”
“Pfft.”
“Good rules.”
“Hard rules,” she grinned. “Firm, inflexible rule—”
As always, she’d pushed too far and found herself flipped over onto her back, arms
hoisted into a borderline-painful danseuse pin.
“Non-negotiable rules,” came the menacing gravel. “So how about an answer,
Catwoman?”
It was an anti-climactic story, considering.
She’d spotted the Batmobile.
It wasn’t date night. They weren’t working together. She was prowling like always.
Glanced down, and noticed the Batmobile parked on Columbus. She looked around
“like any smart thief” on discovering Batman was in the neighborhood, and she
happened to see the fight.
If it could even be called that. Eight Westies outside the Downpatrick Carpentry
Club. A few minutes’ workout in the course of a night’s patrol. The details wouldn’t
have made it into the log. His interest was only in the former Irish Mob’s connection to
the Falcone family and how Anthony Marcuso fit in.
But Catwoman happened to look down while he was brawling and, well, apparently
she really liked what she saw. So she beat him home and waited in the Batcave,
impatience growing and…
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“Mmmmmmeow.”
Well… It’s not like he had any pressing business today. The monitoring devices
were in place at six of the eight vendors supplying the Pelacci-Marcuso wedding. He
had all the data he was going to get until the out of town guests started to arrive from
Keystone. The only other matter was Selina’s GeoSeek, which clearly hadn’t been
corrupted. Considering the picks it was offering—Classic Malts, Rangers tickets,
happy hour at Quesadillas—Bruce was quite sure it was accessing the preference
profile of a pre-Two-Face Harvey Dent. Obviously their GeoSeeks got switched at
lunch. The only question was if it happened by accident (in which case WayneTech
should introduce an individualization feature on future editions, perhaps colored
plastic frames to snap on over the chrome) or if they were switched on purpose (in
which case Batman would pay Harvey a visit to determine if Two-Face was back in the
picture).
So there really was no pressing business for Bruce or for Batman to attend to. He
could finish work on the ears for Selina’s headset but…
“Mmmmmmeow.”

This was how to do it. In a way, Susanna had been planning this wedding since she
was eight, but in a more literal sense, she’d been planning since Anthony slipped that
ring on her finger. She had it planned with the detail and precision of a military
assault. She arrived four days before the rest of the family and had her first fitting at
the boutique before anything else. They did a good job with the measurements she’d
sent ahead, but there were always little adjustments once you put a real dress on a real
body. What was the point in getting designer couture if they weren’t going to re-pin
and re-stitch it right on her body just days before the wedding, so any last minute shift
in weight was accounted for?
While they worked on that, she went to Fiorellos to have them do a first run with her
hair, and she got a manicure. She got wild plumb polish with a hot pink diagonal
stripe and gold glitter. She would have to tone it down for the wedding, go with one
of those milky pale pinks. But that was days away, and she didn’t see any reason to be
so BORING while she ran all her errands in the chicest shops in Gotham! She’d have
another fitting and another test run on the hair Thursday, and then the final one
Saturday, so there was plenty of time to tone down her nails.
Next, she’d stop at Cardington to check on the cake, the photographer’s studio to
make sure he understood exactly what she wanted, the hotel to make sure they
understood exactly what she wanted, and then pick up Anthony to go to St. Swithuns
and meet with Father Ercolani…

Jonathan Crane watched the girl who’d bumped into him so clumsily coming out of
the hair salon. She was very pretty—not something he normally noticed, but she
looked a little like Raven. He wondered if she had the same delightful scream. He
would never forget that night a lizard found its way into the Iceberg and perched on
Raven’s podium. What a screech! What a howl of primal terror! Jonathan wasn’t
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really drawn to women, not as a rule, but… that wail of pure abandon to her own
fright, she was something special.
But he really mustn’t let himself get distracted. Not with such an opportunity before
him: Batman didn’t like the idea of this wedding any more than the Rogues. That was
suggestive. Oswald was such a fool “We really should consider if there is added profit
potential in that information—kwak!” As if everything came down to money. Kwak,
indeed. Fear! That was the only real power. Look at all Wayne’s millions, what could
he do with them if The Scarecrow made him afraid of the very air that he breathed?
Batman was keeping his Bat-eyes on the preparations for Selina’s wedding. What
did that tell them about their enemy, hm? That was the question to be asking. The
Batman feared loss. Loss of the woman? Or loss of control, loss of the possibility… the
loss of Hope. He didn’t have Selina at the moment, she was with Wayne, but that
never impelled him to act. Why? Because Batman was a schemer, obsessed with
control, with move and countermove, contingencies and possibilities. Unless she said
“I do,” the possibility still existed. That’s what he cared about. He didn’t care about
her; he simply rejected the idea of a definite “No.” He wanted her to be available to
him, whether he picked up the option or not. Yes, that fit. The loss of control, to be
removed from the ranks against his will…
Jonathan grinned wide at the possibilities and checked the operating hours on the
door of the salon… What if they wrecked the Kyle-Wayne nuptials and laid the blame
on Batman’s door? What then? Selina could go after him. She would remain as she
was, just as they all wanted, but Batman would still be dealt that loss of control he so
feared. Removed from the ranks against his will! Yes, that would serve him right, that
would get under his skin… The salon would be open for another hour. Then he could
slip inside and see if a Bat-bug was to be found on the premises.

Ivy couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
“Oh yeah, Red, Catty’s wedding is the only thing anybody’s talkin’ about.”
She knew Joker had a perfectly ridiculous fixation on Bruce Wayne, so she could
understand when Harley got back from Arkham saying the wedding was bigger news
than “that Weiner guy tweeting his weiner.” Harley didn’t distinguish between Joker
and “the whole world,” so if Joker was talking about something (and “that Weiner
guy’s weiner” had to be Joker), then to Harley’s view, the whole world was talking.
But her Arkham visit was days ago. What she was babbling now had nothing to do
with Joker.
“I ran into Scarecrow at the White Castle when I was restocking the Ha-Hacienda,
and later Victor Frieze just happened to be passing by when I came out from pickin’ up
Puddin’s dry cleaning. It was all they could talk about!”
“It doesn’t make any sense,” Ivy blurted. “Why would they care if Selina gets
married? It’s not like either of them ever had a chance with her. The tenderest thought
she’s ever expressed was warning Crow before she set him on fire.”
“Yeah, if it was me, I’d have torched him on the first offense,” Harley said happily.
“Threatening ta set him on fire if he does it again kinda gives him the option not ta do
it again, and then how are you gonna toast the marshmallows?”
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“I just don’t understand,” Ivy murmured, ignoring Harley’s blithering (which never
made much sense anyway when she started talking like Joker’s girlfriend).
Bruce Wayne was so utterly besotted with Selina that, in the grip of Ivy’s
pheromones, he’d offered her nothing more than a Whitman Sampler. That was just…
disgusting, but viewed in a certain light, it was also sort of… sweet. A pity that Selina
of all people was the object of such devotion, but the whole episode did, sort of, in a
backhanded way, remind Ivy of Two-Face. That time they were fighting and he
thought she was using her pheromones on him when she hadn’t done a thing. The
way she’d never needed to use them because, all on his own, he decided to—
“Red! The palm tree is picking on me again!”
“I’ll be right there,” Ivy said absently.
Ivy didn’t like Selina or Bruce Wayne as individuals, but there was something
attractive in the thought of them as a couple—something besides her initial thought
that Wayne might take her rival out of the city permanently.
Still, that’s why she liked the idea. She couldn’t fathom why any of the others
would. Jonathan Crane and Victor Frieze? Why would either of them give a damn?

Jonathan was shuddering after leaving The Mad Hatter’s daintily well-appointed
lair. The whole walk home it haunted him: the napkins on the tea table were the same
color as the carpet and Tetch’s cummerbund. The cloth on the little accent table
matched the curtains and Tetch’s trousers. The miniature soufflé cups read “Eat me.”
Jonathan dared to hope whatever went into the cups would be poisoned, that maybe
Mad Hatter planned to capture Batman or Robin, hat them, and make them consume a
poisoned tea party.
At least Jervis saw it his way: the discovery of the Bat-bug changed everything and
Oswald had no vision. The discovery of the Bat-bug changed everything, and Oswald
simply wouldn’t see it. All that fuss about Selina coming after them if they wrecked her
wedding. Maybe he had a point in the beginning, but now—now that they knew
Batman himself was against this—such an opportunity was before them, an
opportunity to strike at the Batman where he lived, simply by doing something they
wanted to do anyway.
If it came down to a He said/He said, with Scarecrow and Jervis pointing at Batman
and Batman pointing at Scarecrow and Jervis, each side claiming the other was framing
them, who would Selina believe? Fellow Rogues who never took the slightest interest
in her or the Caped Cassanova who pursued her for years?
It was the most believable sort of lie in that it was essentially true: Batman was the
only reason they found the details of the wedding. The list they started with only had
one… only had one of the businesses Selina was actually using for her wedding. The
rest were all dead… ends. If Oswald hadn’t found the Bat-bug… they’d be… they’d be
nowhere… It was only… only by… It was only by checking all the other florists and…
photographers… the, what do you call them, other caterers in town, following the trail
of Bat-breadcrumbs as it were… Jonathan blinked. He’d reached his front door, but as
he fumbled for his key, he lost his train of thought. There was a distinct smell… misty,
jungle, sultry, warm and slightly sweet, most definitely… moist… He was
uncomfortably warm, his cheeks were burning under the mask, and the flush was
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moving sickeningly up his face to his forehead. Little beads of sweat were forming
along his brow and in his hair. He blinked again…
And saw a lovely pair of cool, languid eyes gazing back at him.
“Hello, Pamela. What a ravishing sight you are. I fear you won’t believe me when I
say you have never looked lovelier.”

Anthony Marcuso laughed. It started as a headshake as he peeled hundred dollar
bills off the roll to pay his check at Rao’s. It warmed into a smile as he walked out the
door and climbed the stairs to street level. It bubbled into a chuckle as the limo pulled
up to meet him and erupted into a full laugh as he climbed into the back.
He was marrying a crazy woman, a real Arkham-class crazy. She went down on
their second date, they’d been screwing for more than a year, she hits town for the
wedding and all of a sudden she’s a born again virgin. She taught him the knucklefriction trick. Four trips to Naples for Uncle Carmine, four unbelievable weekends
with Italian whores, and that blushing Catholic school girl showed him tricks he’d
never seen. Now he wasn’t allowed touch her until the wedding night. Un-believable.
That was nothing compared to her adorable Keystone ideas about being followed.
Anthony didn’t doubt that Joey the Bull taught his daughter right about the FBI:
always assume the phone is tapped, always assume your picture’s being taken when
you leave the house, and so on. But that’s the Feds. Anthony didn’t know if that Flash
faggot cared about the Keystone Families, but if he did, a speedster freak from the
Justice League running around like a bright red ballerina couldn’t be that hard to spot.
Like the Feds with their 50s haircuts and crap suits, sitting in those boxy Fords, who
did they think they were fooling? But this was Gotham, and Gotham meant Batman.
The idea that cute Susanna Pelacci thought she’d know if she was being followed
‘cause her daddy taught her what to look for—it was too adorable for words. He was a
lucky, lucky man.
Even if he wouldn’t be getting any until the wedding night, unless he took Jimmy,
Lee, and the Falcone twins up on that bachelor night at Club Sugar.

Poison Ivy stumbled into her old hideout in Robinson Park. She couldn’t face the
greenhouse. Harley might be there. She couldn’t look at Harley right now. She
couldn’t look at anybody. She just wanted to lean against a tree for a while until she
could recover.
That was, without question, the most disgusting greening ever. Jonathan Crane.
Jonathan. Crane. Looking at her. That glazed, adoring look in his eyes. And the shape
of his mouth. You could tell he was envisioning kissing her—EW!
Even greened, he creeped her out. Which he'd enjoy if he knew, so Pamela Isley
vowed to the tree—to its branches that stretched to the heavens and its roots that sunk
into the strong, enduring depth of Mother Earth—that he would never, ever find out.
She would spend a few more minutes collecting herself, and after that, this whole affair
would be nothing but a straightforward business transaction. As if she’d slid a
bankcard card into an ATM to withdraw money, nothing more. That’s all she had
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done, after all. Jonathan Crane had information that she wanted, she inserted the
sweet jungle mists into his nostrils and withdrew it. Perhaps he, sad little man that he
was, would remember it as something more, but goddesses were above such thoughts.
The information is what mattered. A gang of them, a sinister cabal of monstrous
little men, deciding who Catty should be with and overruling her choice—when
Wayne was so devoted he could only manage a Whitman Sampler for Poison Ivy
herself in the grip of her pheromones?! It was literally a crime against Nature. Who
else but men—who else but low, sniveling, flower-snipping men (Thank Gaia Harvey
had nothing to do with this)—would think that they could overrule Nature’s own
dictates?
Clearly she had to put a stop to this. It was a shame Selina was the heroine of this
tender romance, but Ivy was beginning to see it in more general terms. It wasn’t about
Selina, it was an assault on all women and the love they inspired that transcended even
pheromones. Not to mention who the villains were! (And thank Demeter, Persephone
and Antheia that Harvey wasn’t involved) Scarecrow, Mad Hatter, Penguin and
Freeze—and Batman! As if it shouldn’t occur to any right-thinking villain that if
Batman was against something, all of them should be for it.
Idiot boys!
Well, it fell to the women, as always, to repair the situation. After the men finished
knocking things over with their penises, it fell to a wise and knowing female to set
things right again. If only Selina wasn’t the heroine in all this. She’d never found out
Ivy was the one responsible for that “Catwoman Pregnant” story in The Gotham Post,
and Ivy did not want to risk a sequel. Stories about Selina had a way of taking off like
kudzu, and if her attempts to save the wedding were somehow misunderstood… Quite
apart from any new misunderstandings, Ivy didn’t want her role in that old pregnancy
story being discovered at this late date… Kudzu… climbing, coiling, trailing kudzu…
She needed some way to ensure that if the kudzu started growing out of control like
last time, it would only grow in one predetermined direction…

Fiorellos did a much better job on Susanna’s hair this time, and she was glad she was
smart enough to schedule the practice runs. With only one go at the hair salon and one
fitting on the dresses, none of her bridesmaids would turn out nearly as good. Drita
would look okay, she always did. But Maureen and Erin and Rita would all get that
straight-down-the-sides curl-in-at-the-bottom hairstyle the Gotham salons seemed to
give everyone from out of town. Susanna could only guess they did it because they
saw everyone from the Midwest as plump, and they had some dumb idea about hiding
their necks. Except it didn’t really, it just hid their earrings. It didn’t frame their face in
a flattering way, like individuals, it was just the same dumb “Gotham stylist thinks I’m
a Midwest rube” haircut for everybody.
But not for her and not for Drita, that’s what Susanna cared about. The other
bridesmaids were forced on her by her mother to match the groomsmen Mr. Falcone
forced on Anthony. She didn’t care if they looked plain and couldn’t get laid at the
reception. She’d look all the more beautiful standing next to a couple of dust mops.
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Wayne Enterprises was the largest employer in Gotham, and Bruce took that
responsibility seriously. Much as he trusted Lucius, he did not rubberstamp
recommendations that could impact the livelihoods of so many Gotham families. The
analyses of the press response to his town halls, the reaction to the GeoSeek and related
technology rolled out at the Auto Show, and the finance, marketing and product
development strategies based on that data all required his utmost attention. He was
concentrating—which he thought he’d made clear the last time Caroline buzzed him.
..:: Mr. Wayne? A Delinda Meter here to see you. ::..
“I said I’m not to be disturbed today,” Bruce growled into the intercom.
..:: She has an appointment. Looks like a last minute addition to your calendar, from Mr.
Fox’s office. ::..
“Lucius sent her? Well, it must be important. Alright, send her in.”
He cursed softly. Batman’s concerns were always his priority—as they should be—
and he had been focused on Batman’s activities exclusively since getting back from the
town hall tours. The result was that now he had more catching up to do at the office.
He was used to this balancing act. Whenever one part of his life made greater
demands, there was a seesaw effect afterwards: more WayneTech, more Justice League,
more Foundation, more Gotham-based crimefighting, making up for lost time in
diminishing cycles until balance was once again achieved…
He heard the door open and, as he stood up to greet his visitor, he mentally added
“All I need is a few less interruptions when I get back to the—IVY!”
“Hello, Bruce,” drawled the woman whose gloves, pantsuit, and wide-brimmed hat
downplayed her green complexion more than hiding it.
Delinda Meter, Psychobat berated him.
“Oh I get it, D. Meter,” Bruce announced foppishly. He should have caught it, if his
focus was where it should be.
“I’m so sorry to interrupt; I know you’re very busy,” she said in that offhand way
that implies just the opposite. “I didn’t want to come to the house with something like
this. Selina, you know. But I had to see you in person. Warn you. It’s the most
terrible thing that’s happened.”
Bruce split his focus into thirds: the first monitored his expression and reactions with
an eye to preserving his identity. The second observed his pulse, body temperature
and libido for any alteration. The third tried to remember the last time he dosed with
anti-tox and calculate if there would be any trace immunity left in his syst… Did she
say she came to warn him?
“Scarecrow, Mad Hatter, Mr. Freeze, I don’t even know how many others. All dead
set against this idea of you and Selina getting married and determined to wreck the
wedding. But I don’t want you to worry, because I’m on it.”
Bruce had been greened. He’d been subjected to fear toxin, hatting, and Freeze’s ice
ray. The ripple-waves of numbing shock that pulsed through him now most
resembled the latter. His entire brain flash-frozen, with tiny little heat centers
continuing to fire, a few synapses at a time, until at last a clear thought was able to
burst through….
Selina and I are… WHAT?
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“So monstrously unfair, just because nobody is ever going to care about them, the
rest of us aren’t allowed to have any blooms in our garden…”
And POISON IVY is telling me this?
“Someone downright freaky like Hugo or Scarecrow, well, what can you expect…”
She’s telling BRUCE WAYNE this?
“Absolutely convinced, due to their own insecurities, that people like us aren’t
‘allowed’ to be like normal people…”
She’s not trying to green me or kidnap me (so far, at least) and she wants to HELP?
“Probably true if their definition of ‘normal’ were to be known…”
She’s warning me, warning me about the other Rogues trying to break up a wedding that
isn’t happening…
“I mean what can you say, the man’s a living weed.”
And she thinks she’s telling this to Billionaire Bruce Wayne the groom… who she has
greened previously, successfully and not, but… Selina… marriage… ‘Don’t worry, I’m on it’…
and… and… SOMEHOW I DID NOT KNOW ANY OF THIS WAS GOING ON UNTIL
RIGHT NOW.
“…actually gave me potpourri for Christmas. I mean really, the severed heads of
dead flowers. It’s not like my affection for plants is a big secret. Who can’t see how
monstrously rude that is?”
AND I’M BATMAN!
“…but I have strayed dreadfully off the topic. Like I was saying…”
I’m BATMAN.
“About Batman.”
I’m…
“Excuse me,” Bruce managed, feeling his back and legs sinking deeper into the chair
and hoping against hope that the fop voice was still engaged.
“Batman,” Ivy said with a sympathetic poke at his sleeve. “If you had any
experience with these whackos, you’d understand: you always have to have a
contingency plan. On the off chance that something gets by me, some of them—
Scarecrow and Hatter in particular—may try to pin the wedding destruction on
Batman. And I was just saying that, if I were you, I would let that stand. Because
Selina won’t be too happy, and if she’s going to tear somebody's throat out, it may as
well be his.”
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ONCE UPON A TIME
Once upon a time, I saw Batman disarm a warhead. Four cruise-ships worth of
hostages on an island full of poison, plague, gunrunners, warlords, and now a giant
missile right out of Dr. Strangelove—and oh yes, the instruction manual was in Farsi.
His voice never altered, not a quiver, not for a syllable.
I saw him pick himself up after Prometheus beat him to a pulp, shrug it off and
marshal an equally humbled Justice League through the clean up, then take a shot at
me about being there to steal the Storm Opals. We could have been in Gotham. He
sounded just like he does in Cartier’s vault. Not a quiver, not for a syllable.
I heard him warn Superman to stay clear of the house when we had alternate
dimensions leaking in all over the manor. I went into some of those worlds and met
him as a coke-snorting Owlman—and as a Batman who’d beaten Zatanna’s magic out
of her and could still channel it. I heard him speak an incantation, his voice infused
with power yet choking on his hatred of magic and magicians on every syllable.
I’ve heard him talk about the mindwipe. I’ve heard him talk about that visit to the
hospital, to Edward Vaniel on his deathbed. I’ve heard him threaten Ra’s al Ghul, I’ve
heard him threaten Joker, I’ve heard him threaten Luthor… I’ve heard him say “I love
you.”
.:: Selina, secure the line. ::..
I’d never heard anything like this.
..:: Come to the penthouse, A-sap. ::..
I thought I knew every voice he had, as Bruce and as Batman.
..:: Don’t talk to anybody until I see you. Don’t answer your phone. Just come here now. ::..
“O-okay, I’m on my way. If it’s that urgent, maybe I should just—”
Click.
Any car but the Batmobile takes twenty minutes, minimum, to get from the manor to
the penthouse—twenty minutes barring mid-day traffic—and A-sap means a-s-a-p “as
soon as possible.” There was much a faster way possible. “Oh, gee, Justice League to the
rescue” isn’t normally my thing, but… I had never him sound like that, not as Bruce or
as Batman. And the League transporters in the Batcaves are on their own circuit. They
won’t connect to any other transport pads without a layover at the Watchtower, but
they do connect to each other. So, just this once, in the interests of seeing Bruce in two
minutes instead of half an hour, I went down to the cave and ten seconds later, I was
taking the elevator up to the penthouse.
He didn’t look happy to see me, and when I explained what I’d done, he said he
wished I’d stayed out of the caves. He said he understood my reasoning, but he didn’t
want either of us down there “until he’d thought this through.” He himself had “come
straight up from the office,” and that’s when he apparently noticed the look on my face
and realized he wasn’t making a whole lot of sense.
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“I should start at the beginning,” he graveled. “Ivy came—Don’t interrupt, this
won’t take long—Ivy came to see me – to see Bruce Wayne. She wanted to warn me
that the Rogues know about us getting married. They don’t like the idea and plan to
stop it—but I shouldn’t worry because she’s on it.”
The English language is a rich and varied one, but there are words that simply can’t
coexist in the same sentence. “Ivy came to see me” and “Shouldn’t worry,” for
example. “The Rogues know” and “shouldn’t worry.” The Rogues “don’t like” “plan
to stop” and “don’t worry.” I normally surf the waves of Rogue upheavals without
much fuss, but not when I’m summoned to the penthouse a-sap by a voice I’ve never
heard before from Bruce or Batman. I didn’t know what to expect, so the mention of
Ivy had more impact than it usually would. The mention of the Rogues as a class had
more impact than it normally would. Those three little words “the Rogues know”
coming from a voice I’d never heard before…
My mind was straining for some kind of equilibrium as those two forces pulled it in
opposite directions: “Ivy came to see me” on the one side, “I shouldn’t worry” on the
other. “The Rogues know” and a voice I’ve never heard before from Bruce or Batman,
standing there like snarling like a tiger, and this tiny little mouse staring it down: “I
shouldn’t worry.”
Ivy came to see me, the Rogues know, they don’t like it, they plan to…
“Did you say we’re getting married?”
I wasn’t aware I’d said it out loud. The thought just floated up from the typhoonhurricane-whirlpool-eddy-maelstrom of what-the-fuck. Like a bar of soap (or a dead
body), it just came floating up to the surface and tumbled out my lips before my brain
could catch up. He didn’t say the Rogues knew meaning HIS IDENTITY, he said they
knew about us getting married.
“Ivy seems to think so,” he graveled—and the gravel, at least, sounded familiar.
I swallowed.
And he glared.
“How does this keep happening?” I heard myself asking. And once again, it wasn’t
a conscious expression of a thought, it was just sort of a vocalized burble spilling out
my mouth during an exhale. “Gladys Ashton-Larraby, okay, what else has she got to
think about, and then Hermoine, the gossip column, follows her lead, fine, but now
Wall Street and Cassie and Barbara and now Poison Ivy?! BRUCE, MAKE IT STOP!”
“I’d love to!” he barked. “But that’s hardly the priority right now. Batman’s
deadliest enemies don’t just spontaneously decide to target Bruce Wayne’s private life!
A party at the manor, sure, it’s not like they’ve that many opportunities to get on the
grounds. But this isn’t Harley and Ivy targeting a Foundation fundraiser for kicks.
This is my private life. It’s either some twisted scheme on Ivy’s part to manipulate
gullible Bruce Wayne into playing into her hands without greening—why ‘without
greening’ we don’t have enough data to speculate, but probably related to her failure
with the Whitman Sampler episode—or else, if she isn’t making it up about the others
and is sincerely trying to help—again for reasons I couldn’t begin to guess at this
point—then it’s a lot more serious, because only someone who knows my identity
would point the lot of them at Bruce Wayne’s private life as a means to distract
Batman.”
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I rubbed my forehead. It isn’t often I can’t keep up with the Bat-brain, but this was
one of those times, and the one downside to that RAW INTENSITY that is Batman is
that it’s all but impossible to slow him down.
“It’s a short list. Ra’s, Strange and Nigma—”
“Okay, wait a minute—”
“Ra’s basically just tried it before his plot against Atlantis. Setting me up for a
kidnapping connected to your criminal past as Catwoman, a kidnapping he knew
would fail. And he knew once I discovered the Cat-connection, that would occupy my
full attention while he went ahead grabbing those scientists.”
“Except it didn’t work,” I pointed out.
“That’s never stopped him before.”
“We figured out what he was up to from the beginning, you weren’t ‘distracted’ for a
minute—”
“That’s never… stopped him… before,” he declared in that infuriating Batman-hasspoken tone.
I glared up at him, because lacking claws and whip, it’s really the only thing to do
when he gets like that. Words are a waste of time once he’s got that body-armor on his
brain.
“Fine, it could be the Hairdo, giving his old plan a new paintjob because he can’t
come up with a new one. Next? It can’t be Hugo, he doesn’t care about ‘keeping you
busy’ while he pulls off something else. You’re the burning sun at the center of his
universe. Everything he does is about you, so diversions make no sense.”
“No, with Hugo it wouldn’t be diversion or distraction. It would be more personal,
a mind game. Or…”
“Don’t ever trail off after an ‘or’ when we’re talking about Hugo, Bruce. You’re
literally making my skin crawl just now.”
I didn’t know why at first, but then he glanced up at me, and for just a fraction of a
second, it was Hugo’s eyes looking back—not literally, but there was a rat-like quality
to them… Psychobat doing that thing where he puts himself into his enemy’s mind… I
could almost picture those Coke-bottle lenses sliding a little low on his oily nose, with
those rat-eyes peering over the tops, petty and cunning, but also creepy in a sleazy
sexual way, like the old men with too-thick glasses that hung around in the street
outside the old Times Square porn houses…
“If he snapped,” Bruce/Hugo said thoughtfully, “if the scorn and humiliation from
the others finally got to be too much… He found the Holy Grail, Batman’s identity,
and no one believed him… What if he devised this story to make the others start
poking into Wayne’s private life until they learn the secret for themselves. He’d be
vindicated.”
“No he wouldn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “Eddie knows and it didn’t improve his
opinion of Hugo one bit—or mine, for that matter.”
The Hugo-light faded from Bruce’s eyes (thank God!) and he shook his head
abruptly.
“No, you’re right. The psychology doesn’t fit. If it were one of the others, they
might delude themselves, but Hugo has the understanding of the human mind—
including the Rogue mind. If he has a sufficient understanding to manipulate them,
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planting this wedding notion into their heads, then he’d have to know their
discovering the secret on their own wouldn’t vindicate him in any way… it would just
remove the only distinction he has among my enemies.”
“Two down, can I say it now?”
“No, I will: it’s not Nigma. This doesn’t just target my personal life, Selina; it targets
you. He’s the only one of the three who would have a problem with that.”
“How clinically you put it.”
“So we’re back to Ra’s.”
“Maybe not. There is another possibility. I was going to tell you when I came down
to the cave the other day, but then it slipped my mind… Bruce, Harvey was acting
pretty weird during our lunch.”
He stiffened. He frowned. His eyes narrowed to slits. Then he scowled.
“Elaborate,” he said finally.
“Well, it’s like he was, I don’t even know, waiting for something. And he asked a lot
of questions. I mean, he could have just been interested in ‘getting back to Gotham.’
You know: settling back into a routine, resuming a normal life, catching up with an old
friend who’s been flying all over the world with her boyfriend—especially when that
boyfriend is also an old friend of his, and… I sound like a ditz.”
“No, you sound like you’re trying to convince yourself.”
“It was the way he asked about you. It seemed like there was something behind it.”
“There was,” Bruce said softly. “But probably not what you think. Selina, there was
nothing wrong with your GeoSeek. The one you brought back from that lunch was
tagged to Harvey’s profile. He must have switched them.”
“Why?”
“To see yours for some reason… Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way. Maybe
it’s not Batman that’s the target, maybe it’s Catwoman. You have your share of
enemies.”
“Yeah, but none except the demonspawn would care if I got married.”
“Not just married, but married to Bruce Wayne. Leaving Batman out of it, is there an
old rival or someone who would be threatened by your getting your paws on that kind
of money and social position.”
I had to think about that.
“Not social position,” I murmured. “Power. That kind of money brings an awful lot
of power…”
He grunted.
I could feel the density shift. He was trying to think ahead, follow my train of
thought and get there ahead of me. He wasn’t going to succeed, because my thoughts
were darting off at an angle. With the influence Bruce had, a vindictive woman could
ruin someone’s life, but I wasn’t thinking about who in my past might be threatened by
prospect of Selina Wayne, with all that money and influence at her disposal to settle
old scores… It was simply that link between wealth and power; it suggested another
name, one we hadn’t even thought of.
“Luthor,” Bruce said at the same instant I did.
“He does hate your guts,” I murmured.
“Ra’s is still more likely. Luthor doesn’t have any reason to involve Batman’s
enemies in his vendetta against Bruce Wayne. He tends to use subtler means to make
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trouble. We’ll investigate both, but Ra’s is the starting point. And Selina, this is
DefCon 1. Until we know which of us is the target and why, we’re a danger to
everyone. We should stay here, away from Alfred and the manor. No unnecessary
contact with civilians, and it’s safer for everyone to remain in costume.”

Aria. They tracked the bridesmaid’s dresses to a place called Aria. So far, so good.
Poison Ivy had adapted her plan for the Dean Sasha greening: Harley could make
initial contact in her unobtrusive skintone, clearing a path for Ivy to sneak in and do
what had to be done. In this case, Harley would be distracting the sales staff. They
hadn’t been able to see from the street if there were any male employees, but Ivy
suspected any man working in the Aria bridal boutique wouldn’t be susceptible to her
lure. She learned a long time ago that her pheromones needed a base physical
attraction to work from, and gay men who were so out and flamboyant as to work in
fashion and party planning simply weren’t interested. They thought she was
“Fabulous!” but wouldn’t lift a finger to help her (apart from that one little monster
suggesting peek-a-boo highlights to tone down the brassy reds from her henna rinse).
So presumably there would be no men to green in Aria (which was a pity, since it
was the only time they were useful). Ivy’s part of the operation would consist of
introducing flowers onto the bridesmaids dresses to act as her spies. And if Hatter or
Crane showed up to plant any surprises, her babies would know what to do.
It was a good plan. Harley was just a little too excited about her “undercover
mission,” going into Aria as a prospective bride, but that couldn’t be helped. The shop
already had the names of Selina’s bridesmaids, whoever they were, as well as their
measurements. Impersonating a someone you don’t know is tricky under the best of
circumstances, but to also present the same body to someone in the business of fitting a
dress on it… not even Clayface the walking dungheap could manage that one. What’s
worse, when the subject first came up, Harley wondered “Why do ya think Catty
didn’t ask us ta be her bridesmaids?”
Ivy suspected it had something to do with a failed attempt to green the bridegroom,
and not wanting to tell the humiliating Whitman Sampler story, she was grateful when
Harley saw “The Poker Bride” episode of My Fair Wedding was on and went to TiVo
it. When she returned, there was no more talk of being Selina’s bridesmaids, but
Harley did spend an hour picking out what to wear, since apparently “David Tutera
says if you’re a daring bride with a funky sense of style, you might want to celebrate
your individuality on your wedding day. And it will help your wedding planner
understand where you’re coming from if you dress in a way that expresses the real you
when you go to meet them.”
Ivy pointed out that Harley was going undercover and “the real you” defeated the
purpose. That brought a round of “Oh, I know that, Red, I’m not stupid, ya know,”
which apparently meant Harley knew not to dress in costume. It did not deter her from
trying a red blouse with poufy clown sleeves and black jeans. Ivy shook her head, and
Harley’s next try was a black t-shirt with a big red Chinese dragon on the front, red
leather mini skirt and go-go boots. Ivy said no. They settled on a pink tank top—with
the red mini. Harley changed the go-go boots for a plain sandal, and Ivy permitted her
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to add a black jacket—with the understanding that she should remove it before she
went into the store.

Once upon a time, when Aquaman was recovering from a really bad day in the
middle of the Winter Migration, he hoped to unwind with a few fellow Leaguers at the
unofficial monthly poker night. After a few minutes listening to Flash, Green Lantern
and Plastic Man grumbling about Bats and his “Hell Month” as if he were a one-man
Armageddon, Arthur blew his stack. He delivered a tirade on the relative challenges of
dealing with one man among billions of surface-dwellers compared to a mid-Atlantic
full of Sperm Whales during their mating season. Concluding with the phrase all those
present quoted to this day: “I’ll gladly stay up here and deal with Bats and all of his
Hell Month eccentricities, and you lot can go down there and deal with the 30-tons of
desperate, whiny, horny, hormonal Whale-Bitch.”
He meant it. He meant every word of it. He himself was never intimidated by
Bruce’s scowls and glares, he was downright insulted by the notion that he should be,
but today for the first time, he had some insight into the Leaguers who were. The glare
and scowl filled the same viewscreen where Ra’s al Ghul’s face had appeared after the
fool took up residence in the Atlantean fortress at Kapheira. Arthur had enjoyed
measuring verbal swords with that overblown ego, standing in the communications
well where he personified Atlantean Government. An old-fashioned King-to-King
Bluster-off, keeping the Demon’s Head occupied while Batman’s forces penetrated the
stronghold… He was not enjoying this epilogue.
“Batman, Atlantis is not as old as most surface-dwellers believe, but we have been
managing our institutions—including our prisons—since before the surface world
figured out that sails weigh less than men and wind gets you farther than rowing.
When I tell you Ra’s al Ghul is secure in his cell, he’s secure. When I tell you he will
not be free until his debt to Atlantis is paid—”
“You’ve also said that because Atlantis is such a utopia your jails aren’t used much.
Isn’t it just possible that your comparatively inexperienced jailers aren’t equipped to
handle the tricks a surface criminal might come up with?”
“No, it is not.”
“It’s not possible he could corrupt a single one of your people to get a message
through?”
“No.”
“That’s it? No? Nothing at all to back that statement? Just your personal certainty.”
Aquaman delivered his own version of the Hell Month Bat-glare into the camera
below the viewscreen.
“When I speak over this system, Batman, it is as the King of Atlantis. And when His
Majesty, Orin, by the Grace of Poseidon, of Atlantia, Pacifica, and the Dominions
beyond the Reefs, King and Defender of the Seas, Duke of Poseidonis, Sovereign of the
Most Ancient and Most Noble Order of Pontos tells you a thing, it is so.”
The snort that followed his final word was not exactly regal, but it expressed the
aggression of the challenged alpha male that predates the civilized trappings of
kingship. It was answered by a silent stare that is just as ancient and just as
unambiguous. For five seconds… for ten… for fifteen… And then…
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The masked figure on the view screen shifted, tilted, rustled, and the unmasked face
of Bruce Wayne took its place.
“Fine,” he graveled. “Do I have your assurance, Arthur? Not the King of Atlantis,
but your word, man-to-man, that he doesn’t have any way to contact the surface?”
Arthur paused, taken aback by the gravity of the appeal. He had only seen Batman
remove his mask and speak in that particular way once before…
“Bruce, what’s happening?”
“Nothing I want to discuss.”
“Typical,” Arthur laughed. “You make an appeal ‘man-to-man’ and then you clam
up. Never mind, I can guess. I’ve only seen you act like this once before, Bruce. I
know you know the time. Maybe you were right, maybe it wasn’t any of our damn
business. Bruce Wayne dating Selina Kyle, Batman dating Catwoman, it obviously
didn’t blow up and affect the League.”
“Your point?”
“My point is you took off your mask and want to talk man to man, so you get to
listen to what this man has to say. I’ve thought about that conversation a good few
times since the day it happened. You know what strikes me about it? Now, today,
since it’s become apparent that you two were going to last and we weren’t looking at
that nightmare scenario that could compromise the League? It’s that word dating.
Clark said ‘The fact that Bruce Wayne is dating Selina Kyle is not the problem. It’s the
fact that Batman is dating Catwoman that concerns us.’ And you said it was ‘awfully
presumptuous’ to use that word dating.
“Bruce, I look back now, knowing what I know, seeing how you two are together,
realizing the ridiculous position we put you in, and I can see myself reacting exactly the
way you did. Point for point, word for word… Except for that. You were at a party
together, you flitted around the room as a set, making each other laugh, all the little
private jokes and secret smiles. Then she went home with you. And a couple months
later, she’s moving into your house. How is that not dating?”
“I just want confirmation that Ra’s al Ghul is secure down there.”
“Right, and the reason you want to know has something to do with her, but you
don’t want to discuss that.”

Mission accomplished… with a few caveats. Harley was keeping the salesgirls
occupied, leaving Ivy free to sneak into the back and organize the troops. Harley was
also, quite clearly, having a ball. Ivy couldn’t make out many words, but she heard the
delighted squeals coming from the showroom. Normally, Harley’s excitement was
contagious, but today, something about her attitude… Ivy brushed that aside and set to
work.
There were a half dozen collections of dresses arranged around the room, grouped
for different weddings. Selina’s was obviously the one with bits of straw on the floor
by the hanging rack—that demanded attention. Possibly Crow was just gathering
intel, or possibly he had already sabotaged the dresses. Each dress had a slip of paper
pinned to it with measurements and a code number, and all but one had a number of
straight pins throughout the hem. She ordered a clematis coiled around her ankle to
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uncoil itself and crawl over the dresses, wiping the tip of each pin with its leaves. So
there!
“SQUEE! I was watching this episode of My Fair Wedding where they did a Wonderland
Theme…” Harley babbled audibly—and Ivy looked up sharply. Harley may have
raised her voice as a warning, and Ivy quickly hid behind the door and ordered the
clematis to camouflage itself in some kind of awful trellis decoration in the back
corner.
“The bride was gonna have a black dress and all the bridesmaids wore striped stockings…”
Wonderland… was that a clue? Did Harley see something that meant Jervis had
been here as well as Scarecrow? Or did she possibly see Jervis himself?
“And I was thinkin’, once you’ve done Wonderland, it wouldn’t be much of a stretch to take
those same ideas and do a carnival theme…”
Ivy could have sent the clematis to spy through the vent, but she decided she didn’t
trust their judgment. She wanted to see this with her own eyes. She opened the door
to the show room just a crack and peered through…
“Have, like, cotton candy canapés, and the decorations would all be from games, like insteada
those stuffy old candelabras everywhere, have pyramids of those cans that’ll never fall over.”
And saw that the only reason Harley’s voice louder was because she herself was
standing near the door.
“Oh, I know, I know, that has nothing to do with the bridesmaids,” she was saying,
flapping her hands like a hyperactive bird trying to take off. “I was just thinking out
loud about the theme. Like, if I did a dress with a long train like this one here, maybe
we could get some little people to carry it. That was another idea the Wonderland
bride had going in. She wanted to dress them up like rabbits, but it’d work just as well
for a carnival, don’t ya think?”
Ivy let the door close, turning her head away slowly and pressing her fingers to the
center of her forehead and the bridge of her nose. She shook her head with a forlorn
and bewildered shudder, and swallowed with effort.
“Little people are very versatile. They could be elves for a Christmas theme or munchkins for
a Wizard of Oz theme—oooh, oooh, or Oompa-Loompas for a Willy Wonka theme. Wouldn’t
that be scrumdiddlyumptious? A chocolate wedding!”
Ivy shook it off and went back to work. Selina had apparently chosen a halter dress
with a tea-length skirt, silk shantung, three identical dresses in different colors.
Turquoise, salmon, and yellow, well that made it easy. Ivy ordered a few hyacinths to
attach themselves to the turquoise dress’s sash, some coral amaryllis and a Leonidas
rose to decorate the salmon, and a few calla lilies to attach themselves to the yellow.
They would be her spies among the bridesmaids. If Scarecrow or Hatter tried
anything, it was their job to let her know and to take countermeasures if they could.
With the added benefit of making the bridesmaids look good. Any woman is more
attractive with a few flowers at her waist, after all. Draped only in fabric, without any
living petals to make their bodies enticing, even Selina deserved better than that on her
special day. She would have to track down the wedding dress and make a few
enhancements.
In addition to the bouquet, of course. The bridal bouquet was a separate problem
entirely. She would have to take over the florists’ operation completely. Since the
fiend was in the business of supplying flowers—dead flowers—it was more
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complicated than simply adding blossoms to these lifeless gowns. At the florist, she
would have to halt the genocide.
That would be a pleasure. Selina really did deserve some added little token of
appreciation.

Once upon a time, Luthor hired me to break into his own office and steal the plans
for an airplane he was developing, the X-27 Lexwing. Gave him cover to push up some
test flights he wanted to conduct before the military was ready—or something like
that. I rarely pay attention when his type starts explaining their reasons. They’re
usually lying. So, before I broke into LexCorp in body, I broke in in spirit. Hacked into
their mainframe and pulled elevator maintenance schedules, security rota, that kind of
thing, as well as Luthor’s public schedule. By a fantastic coincidence, there was another
Gothamite heading to Metropolis to meet with him. Bruce Wayne was going through
the motions about some proposed WayneTech/LexCorp venture that was never going
to happen. Even back then, everyone knew Wayne and Luthor despised each other,
and I figured… God, silly kitty… I figured with the WayneTech CEO in the building,
LexCorp security would be focused on him, so I timed my robbery to coincide with the
Bruce Wayne meeting. Amazingly, I got to tangle with both Batman and Superman as a
result. Not that I was complaining. Getting into Luthor’s office was such a snooze, I
tripped an electric eye on the way out just to add a little spice to my escape. Consider
my delight when I netted not just a Super-chase but a Bat-encounter. Meow.
A lot has happened since then, and not just between Catwoman and Batman. Luthor
became president, made Talia al Ghul head of LexCorp in his place, and by the time he
resigned in disgrace, she’d bankrupted the company. It would have been the death
knell for the Metropolis economy if Bruce hadn’t seen it coming. He’d been quietly
buying up the LexCorp debt, so when the bubble burst, he absorbed as much of the
ruined tech divisions as he could, salvaging as many jobs as he could. Lex naturally
didn’t see it that way. It added a whole new level of hostility to his rivalry with Bruce.
So, while Batman was looking into the Ra’s possibility, I was investigating Luthor. It
had less to do with Lex himself as with the other half of that old X27 story. Batman
and Superman. Or to be more accurate, Bruce and…
..:: Clark Kent::..
“Come see me over your lunch hour,” I purred into the phone.
There was a pause. And then:
..:: Bruce? ::..
“C’mon, Clark, I may be calling on the penthouse phone, but if you can’t tell the
difference between my voice and Bruce’s—”
..::’Come see me’ sounds like Bruce. And he might have been testing to see if a voice
modulator would fool me.::..
“You two play some strange games, Spitcurl.”
..::Funny, I used to tell him the same thing about you.::..
That’s why I was calling instead of Bruce. Clark has been hearing wedding bells
since Dick and Barbara tied the knot, and after that visit from Queen Chlorophyll, it
would only take one of Clark’s Super-hints to drive Bruce’s blood pressure into the red
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zone. Anyway, he said if it was urgent, he could come right away, since the Mayor had
a press conference at noon and he wanted to ‘hover nearby.’ I said it was, and not two
minutes later he was landing on the terrace. I let him in and got straight to the point:
“What are Luthor’s resources like these days?”
“Well, he hasn’t come close to recreating the old LexCorp, but he’s laying the
foundation with this LC-II, what the Planet’s business editor dubbed LexCorp-Lite. He
doesn’t have the trappings: the landmark building as his HQ, the fleet of corporate jets
and helicopters. And he doesn’t have the power he once did in Metropolis, where one
family in eight was either living on a LexCorp paycheck, banking at a Lex-owned bank,
or running a business dependent on LexCorp purchases or LexCorp employees.”
“So that’s what he doesn’t have. What has he got in his pockets?”
“With the new corporation, all the money he had hidden when LexCorp went under
is back in play. He can access it openly and grow it in ways that can’t easily be seen.
In his time as President, he learned the location of defunct government installations,
warehouses, classified patents, who knows what else.”
“So, on par with the pre-President Luthor, would you say?”
“I’m afraid so. If we’re talking resources and not stature, yes, I think it’s a fair
comparison.”
I didn’t actually smile, but sitting across the coffee table from Kryptonian senses, I
didn’t have to do anything overt. He could sense my blood pressure, my skin
temperature, and the rate I blinked and breathed.
“Selina, I’m a little confused. You asked about Luthor and this isn’t a pretty picture
I’ve painted, but I’m sensing relief.”
I nodded.
“Let me tell you something about your enemy, Superman. The one-time leader of
the Secret Society of Supervillains doesn’t much like other villains. He doesn’t like the
outfits, the monikers, or the attitudes. And what’s true of villains in general is doubly
true of the Gotham Rogues. He finds us unpredictable, unreliable, and arrogant. Of
course he’s quite right about the last one.”
I stopped and smiled, only because I saw his eyebrow shoot up at the “us.” Capes
are so cute sometimes.
“Us?”
I shrugged.
“You said it yourself, Batman and I played some very strange games.”
“But now you’re living in his penthouse. Selina, you called Superman and said
‘Come now,’ and I came. You asked me about Lex Luthor and I’ve told you. You can’t
think I’d do any of that for Catwoman.”
“I know it’s Batman’s partner you’ve been talking to, Spitcurl. But I’m still
Catwoman. I’m still one of them in ways not everybody can understand. Look, you’re
from Smallville, right? That’s what Lois calls you. How long have you lived in
Metropolis? How long have you been working at the Daily Planet and flying off to
Kadalundi before the bridge collapses and then coming home to Lois? How long has
your life been completely different, day in and day out, from the guy who grew up in
Smallville? But… it’s still who you are, isn’t it?”
“Being from Smallville is very different from being a cat burglar,” he said.
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“What a very Smallville thing to say,” I purred. “Anyway, we got sidetracked. You
asked why I was relieved that Lex has some serious resources again. The reason is…
something’s going on with The Rogues. And given his hate-on for Bruce, Luthor’s on
our short list of people who might be behind it. But he really doesn’t like the Rogues,
Clark, and if he has even a fraction of his old arsenal to work with, he’d be coming at
us that way. Not getting into bed with the likes of Scarecrow, Mad Hatter or Poison
Ivy.”
“I see,” he said. Then he asked if there was anything he could do. I told him no, and
he turned to leave. He had his hand on the glass door to the terrace when he froze.
Then he turned back and looked at me with that look they all get when they’ve figured
something out. All the Capes except Batman, when they think you’ve let on more than
you intended, and they’re letting you know they noticed. “You said ‘the Rogues’ are
involved. But Luthor’s grievance is with Bruce Wayne, not Batman. Is Bruce the target
of whatever’s happening?”
I told him the truth, that we weren’t sure but it looked that way.

A thorn. Already a thorn. Ivy might have the bridesmaids covered up to their necks
and down to their ankles, but once she got back to the greenhouse, Harley said that the
Aria salesgirls said they didn’t send dresses directly to the bridesmaids or the bridal
venue. They sent to “Artyce” who did the shoes, or “Louise” who did hats and
headbands. HATS and HEADBANDS. There was only so much her tulips could do at
the waistline if that miserable little hatter had his control chips strapped onto their
brains. So Ivy had to postpone the assault on the florist and find this Artyce.
Once again, Harley played bride-to-be. But this time, Ivy had no doubts why the
idea filled her with dread. It all went back to those outfits. She was supposed to be
going undercover. Yet everything she tried on—while not going full-bore Harley
Quinn motley—were the ones that definitely came closest to “expressing the real you.”
(Ivy decided this David Tutera person was a weed in need of some greening and paid a
quick visit to his Facebook page to see if he was gay. Learning he was, she returned
her attention to Harley.) A red blouse with poufy clown sleeves and black jeans, that’s
what Harley wanted to wear. At first, Ivy couldn’t imagine why it bothered her, but
now… a black dress, cotton candy canapés and carnival game decorations… Harley
wasn’t just there as a distraction, she was doing RESEARCH. She was going into these
places more or less as herself because in her mind, she was planning her own wedding.
Ivy felt a wave of nausea at the thought—in her imagination, while she and Harley
were talking, a giant spectre of Joker appeared over them like the genii from the lamp,
grinning down them with yellowed crooked teeth. Poison Ivy, Gaia’s Chosen Vessel
and Goddess of Green, was not about to let that grinning hyena overturn her plans, but
she did give Harley a rosebud to wear in her hair, “for luck,” who would report back
anything said in the salesroom that Ivy should know.
Once again, while Harley kept the sales staff occupied (“I haven’t picked the dresses yet,
but the colors are going to be taken from these carousel horses…”), Ivy snuck in the back.
She had no difficulty finding the order with one pair of turquoise, one salmon and one
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yellow pair of crystal-studded satin slingbacks grouped together. She had enormous
difficulty trying to find some way to introduce flowers into the situation.
Not to mention, the crystals reminded her of the Swarovski-studded cat mask Dolce
and Gabbana created for a Vogue cover. That cover should have been Ivy’s. Nina
Ricci produced a fantastical Poison Ivy evening gown, but who was the on the cover?
Catwoman.
Ivy decided she really had too much to do without going the extra mile introducing
flowers into Selina’s wedding dress. It was enough that she was defending the
proceedings. If the bridesmaids did outshine the bride, Selina would just have to fall
back on her Vogue glories.
(“Pbbbbbt, not crazy about all the white satin. Seem a little on the nose if ya know what I
mean.”)
The shoes did have an order number, so the trip wasn’t wasted. The order number
allowed Ivy to find the correct lot at Louise, where she was horrified to see the
headbands in pastel silk had been replaced with miniature black tophats with bits of
colored netting that dipped down over the eyes.
Ivy seethed. Even though she knew what Scarecrow and Hatter were up to, the
evidence of it made her angry. She ordered the rose buds to split up. Half would
attach themselves to the tophats in case that wily little Tetch switched them back, the
other half would attach themselves to the headbands Selina’s bridesmaids should have
had in the first place. Ivy picked the three headbands in the room that seemed the
closest match for the dresses and the shoes, and she swapped them for the top hats.
Then she took down the address where the order would be delivered…
(“Oooh, oooh, oooh! I don’t like the cut crystal so much, but the smooth ones look like dew
drops. I didn’t even THINK about a Singing in the Rain theme!”)

Once upon a time, Ra’s al Ghul kidnapped Selina Kyle. He did it simply to achieve a
sitdown with Batman. Bruce Wayne was dating her, it was a given that if DEMON
took her, Batman would know within hours. It was a given he would identify the base
where she was taken, it was a given he would be storming into the throne room by
sunset the following day.
That flight to Mongolia was the most grueling Batman had ever experienced. He
hadn’t permitted himself to realize how vulnerable he’d become, how opening himself
up to his feelings for Selina opened him up to that loss. “When I was ten my parents were
shot to death in a smalltime mugging. Happened right in front of me.” It was a bigger trust
moment than telling her his name. It was bigger than saying “I love you.” It was
certainly bigger than knowing she hadn’t taken some trinket from the historical
museum. Everything he is, was, and would ever be stemmed from that one fact, and
he told her. And now Ra’s had her. She could be dead already… like his parents.
It took nine and a half hours for the Batwing to reach Mongolia. The teleport to
Atlantis required only a ten minute layover at the Watchtower. Batman had grunted at
Vixen as he passed the monitor womb, but since junior Leaguers tended to be overlyofficious when they pulled monitor duty, she followed him. He was at the door of his
private quarters. The “Big Seven” each had a room on the station. Some personalized
it like a small apartment, some used it as an office. Batman’s was neither. He only
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used it to avoid chit-chat with other Leaguers during these layovers. But since Vixen
looked like she was trying to be helpful and did not seem mindlessly chatty, he said he
was on his way to Atlantis and had her watch his time for him rather than using the
automated system.
Ten minutes.
Ten minutes that were every bit as tortuous as that flight to Mongolia. Ten minutes
that dug into his guts and twisted them around a needlepoint as he once again traveled
to see Ra’s because of Selina.
“When I was ten my parents were shot to death in a smalltime mugging. Happened right in
front of me.”
Ra’s never intended to bring that vulnerability to his attention. As was so often the
case back then, Ra’s was smaller than Batman gave him credit for. He wanted a
meeting on his own turf, and because he knew Batman was Bruce Wayne, taking the
woman Wayne was dating was a means to that end. That was all.
“When I was ten my parents were shot to death in a smalltime mugging. Happened right in
front of me.”
Bruce shut his eyes, trying to block the memory of that flight to Mongolia and the
realizations it brought with it.
As so often happens, barring the door against one memory allowed another to come
through the window: In the Batcave, years after the kidnaping, watching tapeloops of
Selina and Catwoman, in the past and in the present, running side by side. “I can’t
marry her, Alfred.” That realization, painful as death. “Maybe to me, marriage will
always mean dead in an alley.”
Then the devil thought, creeping into his mind like a spider… “Maybe to me, marriage
will always mean dead in an alley.” How much of that feeling was born during that flight
to Mongolia?
“Ten minutes, Batman. Ready to move on?”
Batman looked up sharply, realizing instantly where he was and that Vixen was
standing in the doorway to his quarters.
He grunted and walked to the teleporters. A part of him wanted to return to
Gotham and speak to Alfred, but not in the middle of a case. And certainly not when
they were at DefCon1.

The Roff Soho. Hm. Ivy couldn’t say she was impressed so far. If she had the
gardens at Wayne Manor at her disposal, or even the garden terrace outside the Wayne
penthouse, she wouldn’t waste her time with a hotel. Still, Selina’s complete lack of
taste had a very definite upside. Roff Soho had three different wedding venues. They
hosted so many ceremonies, receptions and rehearsal dinners, they had a backstage
operation that functioned like a wedding factory. Part of that operation was a bowl of
flowers on every table. And unlike Aria, the shoe boutique or the milliners, they were
a full service hotel with an ample supply of heterosexual males on the staff.
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Once upon a time, His Majesty Orin, the King of Atlantis, was Arthur Curry, the son
of a lighthouse keeper. Once upon a time, he studied surface history like any other
surface schoolboy. When his destiny unfolded and he rose to become king, Arthur
revisited those early lessons with an eye to his new position. One of the many models
he examined was Julius Caesar. He didn’t care about the military conquests or the
political machinations achieving a dictatorship, he focused on the simple fact that
Julius Caesar was never groomed to be king. He was not born into the role like Orin’s
predecessors, the heir to a hereditary monarchy, knowing from birth he would one day
rule an empire. He was, like Arthur, making it up as he went along.
The Caesarean strategy Arthur liked best was the way he behaved in victory: rather
than claiming the heads of everyone who stood against him, he often offered
friendship. Having every right to demand their deaths, he shamed them with shows of
clemency. When Ra’s al Ghul became a prisoner of Atlantis, Arthur saw this was the
attitude to take. Once a week, whenever he was in the city, he paid a visit to the
Demon’s Head’s cell. He inquired after his prisoner’s comfort as if it were a hotel.
Offered to adjust the pressure controls if Ra’s was having any discomfort. He said
surfacers often suffered digestive troubles in their first weeks under water.
The Pride of Ra’s al Ghul tried to bend this treatment into tribute: he was a prisoner,
yes, as other great kings had been imprisoned throughout history. He tried to convince
himself that all this personal attention was the act of respect from another monarch.
An imprisoned king was, after all, still addressed as sire. Invariably, as soon as Ra’s
convinced himself, the door would open. As soon as he decided that what seemed like
condescension was merely the deference accorded to his station and caste, the door
would open and that glib smile of Aquaman’s toppled the whole structure. The
delicate house of cards Ra’s had built up so painstakingly would be decimated by that
simple phrase, “Good morning, Demon’s Head” and then the smile.
It had been a week, and once again, Ra’s had rearranged the facts to his liking: From
Alexander to Caesar, those who would wield power sometimes found their liberties
curtailed. From Princes of Wales to Tsars and Shoguns, it happened. World conquest
cannot be achieved without risk, and risk means you may lose. When those losses
occur, one find oneself captive. Yet the greatness of Ra’s al Ghul was still recognized,
and he was treated as one whose achievements…
The door opened. But this time, there was no affability in the figure who stood in the
doorway. No ease of manner in his stance. And no smile of any kind.
“Detective!” Ra’s beamed, as if a cosmic void demanded a smile occur and tapped
the path of least resistance to achieve it.
Batman merely scowled, and glanced around the two-room suite. Arthur’s assistant
Valerina had told him Atlantean detention cells were opulent by surface standards,
and she didn’t exaggerate. There was a sitting room with a table, a couch, and two
chairs situated under a trio of scrolls depicting a coral reef.
“Ra’s,” Batman said evenly.
Then he paused, waiting. Ra’s was a villain prone to the “Let’s be civilized” routine.
When Batman was brought in as a prisoner or burst in to rescue hostages, even if he
was only there for information, Ra’s was all smiling civility. “Come in, Detective.
Always a pleasure to see you again…” Batman always found the pretense annoying,
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but he was curious to see if Ra’s would do it now, when he was not on his own turf
and he had no control over the situation.
“Do come in, Detective. Allow me to offer you some refreshment. They have a
rather interesting tea here, blended from nori seaweed, I am given to understand…”
Batman still found the pretense irritating, but his curiosity was satisfied as to Ra’s al
Ghul’s psychology. He sat, refused the tea, and put up with five minutes of social
pleasantries while Ra’s poured for himself, sipped, and discussed the triptych of scrolls
on the wall like Richard Flay at an art exhibition. At last, he sat down his cup and a
more familiar tone settled over the table.
“So, Detective, to what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Don’t you know?” Batman graveled ominously.
“It is an unfortunate condition of my incarceration that I do not get news from the
outside world. Perhaps you would enlighten me.”
Batman’s eyes bored into Ra’s al Ghul’s as if he knew that trick. His own eyes gave
away nothing… but neither did the Demon’s.
“Odd, I assumed they would have told you. You’re from Dessouk.”
Ra’s looked vaguely amused.
“Ismaïlia,” he said patiently.
“Ah. Well, your Justice League file says Dessouk, so Aquaman believes that’s your
birthplace. I assumed they would have told you.”
“Told me what?” Ra’s asked, a note of genuine exasperation creeping in under the
faux bewilderment.
“It obviously isn’t important,” Batman said, standing to leave.
“Detective, I must insist you enlighten me. You’ve come all this way to see me to
impart some message, you can’t simply wander off leaving it undelivered.”
Batman sighed as if reaching a decision.
“Do you remember the time you grabbed Ms. Kyle to make me come to Mongolia?”
“Of course. I found her conversation far superior to that of the caped children on
previous occasions.”
“Do you remember why you wanted to see me?” Batman cut him off curtly.
“I do. My daughter had framed your Catwoman for some petty theft, using my
agents, in a manner that was not at all subtle or worthy of DEMON, and I wished to
make that known to you.”
“Exactly,” Batman nodded. “This is similar. The Justice League engaged in a battle
with some galactic vampires in the skies over Dessouk, and the damage to the town
was considerable. I thought you were from Dessouk and wanted to assure you it was
nothing deliberate, malicious or personal.”
The Demon’s Head drew himself up and looked to the side, touched and moved by
this first sign of real respect from his great enemy.
“Thank you, Detective,” he said formally, with a regal nod of the head. “This was a
very thoughtful and gracious act on your part. And I accept your assurance that,
though I am not from Dessouk, the destruction of that which you believed to be my
birthplace was not deliberate.”
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Batman remained in character while he left Ra’s al Ghul’s cell, while he walked up
the hallway where Valerina waited to meet him, and as he walked with her back to
Arthur’s office. Once he reached it, he punched the wall.
“I take it things didn’t go well,” Arthur said blandly.
“I gave him a dozen opportunities to say something,” Batman hissed. “I even brought
up Selina. He didn’t connect a single dot in the right way. He really doesn’t know
anything.”
“I believe I told you that,” Arthur said casually.
“He doesn’t know a thing. The preposterous story I just told him—He has no
knowledge of the surface world at all.”
“I believe I told you that, too,” Arthur repeated.
“I know,” Batman said quietly.
The younger Leaguers would have taken it as an insult: Batman refusing to take their
assurance at face value, insisting on coming to Atlantis himself and talking to Ra’s in
person. But Arthur wasn’t prone to the defensive kneejerks of the insecure. He was
able to see past the imagined insult to the real cause:
“You wanted it to be him.”
“Yes,” Bruce admitted. “If it isn’t, then who is behind this? Strange, Nigma, Luthor,
some old rival of Catwoman’s? No one else fits. Someone playing the long game, who
knows what buttons to push, using the Rogues to keep me occupied while…”
He stopped, mid sentence. Using the Rogues…
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FRANK PENTANGELLI
Nothing said “Godfather” like a big mob wedding.
Carmine Falcone was Roman, literally. He tried to pass off his nickname as a
positive. Frank Pentangelli in The Godfather: “The Corleone family was like the Roman
Empire.” The romance of that Hollywood Cosa Nostra: “You were around the old
timers who dreamed up how the families should be organized, how they based it on
the old Roman Legions and called them 'Regimes'... with the 'Capos' and 'Soldiers’…'”
The reality was very different. Other bosses were from Sicily or Naples. They had
alliances with Palermo. They could borrow soldati for special jobs. Men with absolute
personal loyalty—Old World loyalty that spanned generations—men committed to
them personally because they were the sons of soldiers who had served the father of the
capo that served the father of the underboss that served the father of the Don who was
sending them to America. When men with those connections spoke of “The Roman,” it
wasn’t a term of respect. It meant “The Outsider.”
And Carmine knew it.
Since he could never measure up by their standards, Carmine threw out their
yardstick and substituted his own: the godfathers of Hollywood, the ones of those epic
morality plays. What’s a Lucchese or a Bonanno compared to Marlon Fucking
Brando? “The Corleone family was like the Roman Empire.” Don Vito was an
emperor, and so was Roman Falcone.
And nothing said “The Godfather” like a big mob wedding—the world’s
introduction to those movie mobsters began at the wedding of Connie Corleone.
Carmine had no daughter—which was just as well, since it was Sicilians who couldn’t
refuse a request on their daughter’s wedding day. Hosting on the groom’s side was
better, it would give him all the prestige without that whiff of Sicily.
Neither of the twins looked like they would be tying the knot any time soon, so
Carmine’s godson Anthony was his one real chance to play the part. He’d found a nice
enough girl. An alliance with Gotham would be good for the Pelaccis, but that didn’t
cost Carmine anything. And the status he expected to reap from this event was
considerable…

Ramon’s Café & Bar Lounge in Lubbock, Texas. It looked like it had popped out of a
painting of some Mediterranean fishing town in the fifties, and the owner—though he
was an elderly white guy named Stu—had a taste for Hispanic culture, so there were
always spicy dishes sizzling away in the kitchen and the relaxed strumming of a
Spanish guitar coming from the stereo. It was a nice little bar to come and relax in after
the grease and sweat of the auto shop, and while the décor was a bit cheesy, the guys
liked the atmosphere. It reminded Miguel of the photos his dad kept from the old
place back in Havana.
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Miguel was Cuban-American; José, Puerto Rican; and they weren't quite sure about
Hernando. He always claimed to have blood from wherever they happened to be
talking about at the time. But he was as deft at a hand of poker as he was with a
wrench, he told a dirty joke as well as he could repair a steering rack, so he was
welcome to the after-work get-togethers. His friend Rick, though...
“Crap,” Miguel muttered under his breath, after giving a salute and a broad grin to
Stu on the way in, “Look who.”
It was a quiet night, only Stu, one waitress, a couple of regulars, a scruffy gringo
slouched at the bar chewing on a matchstick, and Hernando, waiting two seats down—
with Rick in tow. Miguel hid the scowl in what he hoped might be a friendly smile,
but it ended up as a kind of fixed, toothy smirk.
“Hey, Rick.”
“Hey, my homeboys,” Rick said, swaggering up as he did with his crotch thrust out
and his shoulders tilted, slapping them both on the upper arms, “Wassup? Been a
while since my bros invited me to the poker game. You jokers ready to lose?”
“Only when you are, hombre,” José said with a small, mirthless smile.
Rick laughed too loudly and too long. Always overdoing it, Miguel thought. What a
poser. Hernando seems to think it's so damn funny.
Rick was that particular kind of college dropout punk who wanted to hang with
Latinos because he thought it gave him street cred, and he thought the way to fit in was
to talk the talk and walk the walk. Unfortunately, his idea of machismo was to
blatantly harass every woman he saw and pick a fight with every man he came across.
And Hernando, the idiot, encouraged him! Called him “Ricardo” to his face just to
laugh behind his back when he got himself into trouble.
Miguel wasn’t sure which of them he counted as the bigger asshole. He shared as
subtle a glance with José as he could get away with, and jerked his head toward their
usual table, farthest from the bar and nearest the pool tables.
“C'mon, let's get the game going before it gets too late,” Miguel said, “Got my girl
home from work at nine, and sorry, I ain't keepin' her waiting, not even for my boys.”
“Yo-yo, man, sure thing, man,” said Rick, but they were only halfway to the poker
table when, across the pub in the small lounge area the boys jokingly referred to as ‘the
VIP room,’ someone turned on the TV… to a Spanish soap opera, no less. Rick
apparently felt compelled to say, “Ugh, what is that shit? Don’t they have anything
better to watch? Like Lost reruns or something?”
The other boys froze up, and turned as one to see a shadow move in the high-backed
lounge chair by the TV. It was only a small movement, such a casual little reaction, but
Miguel couldn’t shake the image of a mountain rumbling before an avalanche.
The seated man picked up the remote and cranked the volume up.
“Hey asshole! We’re trying to talk here!” Rick near-shouted, already starting to strut
over there, “Who the hell does that guy think he is?”
José grabbed his shoulder, and pulled him back, “Bigger than you, amigo. A lot
bigger. That’s all you need to know.”
“What, you guys know that clown?”
“No,” Miguel said, glaring hard at Hernando for bringing this dipshit to their
favorite bar for the second time and twice watching him try to start a fight. In a nice
little family-owned place like this! “He’s just a regular,” his voice lowered and
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hardened, and he pulled Rick aside, toward their table, “Look, big quiet guy, sits over
there on his own, watches soaps and wrestling and C.S.I. He doesn't bother anyone, so
we don't bother him, comprende? Stu likes his repeat customers, so we wouldn't want
to cause him any trouble, ok?”
“’Kay, whatever, bro,” said Rick. Then, after a few moments of quiet, as they sat
down at the table and started setting up for their poker game, Rick’s attention
wandered back to the big man. It was hard to say just how big he was, sitting down
with his back to them, but they could see his shoulders, his knees, spilling out of the
frame of the chair he sat in, and his hands moving over a coffee table in front of him. “I
could take him. Big chunky guy like that, probably can’t even move. What’s he
doing?”
“Probably solitaire,” said Miguel, shuffling the deck, “He plays that a lot. That or
chess, or backgammon, or some game like that. I saw him with one of the Japanese
ones once. Pulled out a board and pieces and everything and played it right in there
while he was watching TV. Go? Shogi? Can’t remember which is which.”
“Who’s he play with?” Rick asked, still giving what he thought were furtive glances
over his shoulder, but which made him look like a frightened pigeon bobbing his head
around.
Miguel bit back a sigh, “Nobody.”
“He sits around playing chess with himself?” Rick asked.
“No, he plays against himself,” said José, flagging the cute waitress over and winking
at her as he made an order. When she was gone he continued, “Can’t figure out if he
likes winning or losing.”
“What a freak,” Rick muttered, scowling at the back of the distant chair.
“I heard he lives upstairs,” said Hernando in a stage whisper, oblivious to Miguel’s
glaring, “Stu’s got him in that old studio space. The one that chica was hosting the salsa
classes in before, remember?”
“Who could forget? Man, she was hot,” said José.
“Hot like your mom,” Miguel laughed, cutting the deck and dealing.
“Maybe he’s like, some retired wrestler or something,” Hernando said, getting
excited.
“What,” Rick said, “like that movie with Mickey Rourke?”
“The one where Marisa Tomei plays a stripper?” José said, cupping his hands over
his chest and gyrating, “Oye loca! Work that pole baby! What a MILF, man, been
waiting to see those hubbas since I was like nine years old—”
“I didn’t see it,” Rick said, “Doesn’t the dude die in the end or something?”
That led to a conversation about professional wrestling, which mutated swiftly into
an impassioned half-hour exploration of the art of Lucha libre, something three of the
boys had a passion for, and Rick obviously did not.
“…No way man,” José said, slapping the table to emphasize his point, “There won’t
ever be another El Santo.”
“I ain’t arguin’ with you man,” said Miguel, lighting a cig as he looked over his
hand, “I’m just sayin’, you can’t live in the past, there’s been some grade-A badass
luchadores since those days. It’s okay to like the new dudes too, eh?”
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“But El Santo, Blue Demon, Black Shadow – those guys were legends,” José protested,
“the feud between La Pareja Atómica and Los Hermanos Shadow, I mean, when Santo
unmasked Black Shadow and led to Blue Demon’s choice to go técnico, it rocked the
whole world man. It was like the Rumble in the Jungle of wrestling. No man, better
than that! Those guys ain’t never been matched. Ain’t never been topped. S’all I’m
sayin’, man.”
Miguel saw, out of the corner of his eye, the huge shadow at the TV turn its head
slightly.
“Hey man, he has a point,” Hernando was saying, “I like Rey Misterio plenty, but
he’s no Santo. Santo is the best.”
“Was, man, he died in the eighties, didn’t he?”
“Is,” Hernando insisted, “He’s not dead. You can’t kill El Santo, he’s immortal.”
José rolled his eyes, “Oh not the conspiracy stuff again. Look, they can dress anyone
up in Santo’s costume and pretend he’s still alive, he wears a freaking full face mask.
Like that Batman guy, you know? He’s probably like seven guys, they just replace him
whenever one gets killed or gets too old—”
“No man, I’m serious, Santo is totally alive.”
Was it Miguel’s imagination, or was the big guy listening to their conversation?
“And Plastic Man is totally Elvis, right?”
“He is!” Hernando slapped the table, “The Gotham Post said—”
“Man, you always think anything the Gotham Post says is legit. You like the place
so much, why don’t you move there?”
Miguel glanced over at the big guy again. He had his head tilted, sitting dead still.
He had to be listening, Miguel was sure of it. But before he could confirm his curiosity,
Rick’s mouth opened, and out it came.
“Shouldn’t have brought up that stupid movie,” he muttered, tossing down his poor
hand and chugging his fourth beer. “Who cares about some old fart wrestler? WWE,
WWF, your fuckin’ lucha, it’s all fake anyway. I mean c’mon, how staged is it?
They’re just a bunch of posers in tights. Like ballet or some shit, just with stupidlooking masks.”
Miguel knew he was sitting there with his mouth open, looking like an idiot, but he
couldn’t help it. He knew Rick was a jerkass, and a flyweight drinker, and a sore loser
at poker, but this was a level of stupid he just couldn’t comprehend. He saw the other
guys, even Hernando, staring at Rick with blank expressions and tense necks and
shoulders, like wolves waiting to pounce.
“They probably all end up as drunken has-beens when they run out of money for
roids and whores,” Rick jerked his thumb at the big guy in the corner, “like that loser.”
Miguel’s stunned disbelief gave way to a hot flush of old-fashioned Latin anger. But
before that could burst into words, or maybe a fist in Rick’s teeth, a cold went through
him that snuffed out the fire and went right down into his bones. It wasn’t a sound
that did it. It was the lack of it.
The room had become deathly still.
Someone had muted the TV.
Miguel, Hernando, José, Stu, the waitress, the scruffy guy at the bar, everyone
stopped and stared at the hulking titan slowly, quietly walking across the room. Only
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Rick, with his back to the TV area, kept his voice going, oblivious to the shadow falling
over him.
“I mean I thought you guys were better than those redneck faggots I used to hang
out with, all on their knees kissing Stone Cold Steve Austin’s ass like he’s some fuckin’
hero, swearing it’s all real and gettin’ all butthurt if anyone says it’s not—HULGH!!”
Five big fingers clamped over the top of Rick’s head and lifted him out of his seat
like he was made of paper, then slowly turned him around into a puff of cigar smoke.
The man behind it was bigger than he’d looked sitting down. His shirt didn’t hide the
network of scars and stretch marks crisscrossing his brawny arms any more than it hid
the paunch growing around the top of his jeans. And the layer of fat couldn’t hide the
framework of what must have been a monster’s physique. The man smiled at Rick,
then plucked the fat, smoldering Cuban from his lips. Rick’s horrified eyes indicated
he clearly expected it to be stubbed out on his forehead, but instead, the big man
crushed it into the ashtray on their table, right in front of Miguel.
“Tonight,” he said, in a deceptively soft voice, “We find out who the father of Lucia’s
baby is. I have been waiting to know this for three months. What I will say, you will
not interrupt.”
“Heymanputhimdown…” Hernando mumbled so half-heartedly Miguel almost
didn’t hear him. When the big man ignored him, he sunk down in his seat with a
‘there, I tried, nobody say I didn’t’ look on his face.
“Lucha libre,” the big man continued, his voice growing quieter and quieter—and
paradoxically more frightening, “is a passion play, a poem to life itself. These men
uphold values. Honor. Tradition. Respect. Things a little buzzing fly can never
understand.”
Rick shook like a leaf, his hands twitching at his sides, looking like he wanted to grab
the big guy’s wrist to stabilize himself but was too afraid of having his neck snapped to
try. “Please, man…” he blubbered.
“Now, what did I say?” the voice tightened, and so did the fingers while Rick
squealed like a piglet. “The things a little fly doesn’t understand, a little fly doesn’t talk
about. ¿Comprende?”
Rick tried to nod, but with his head in that iron grip, he could only shake harder than
he already was.
“Good. Because,” the big man leaned in with his eyes boring into Rick’s, “if you
push me again tonight,” he said the last in a gentle whisper, “I will break you.”
He lowered Rick into his seat and patted his shoulder, then turned away and walked
back to the TV room. The only sound was Rick’s terrified sobbing. Even the scruffy
guy had stopped chewing his matchstick. The giant picked up the remote and unmuted the television…
“-is the real father of my baby!” the woman on the screen blurted in Spanish, with a
slow close-up zoom as dramatic music swelled. Then the image and the music faded
out together, and the credits began to roll.
The big man’s shoulders lifted and fell. A breath went through him, a long,
growling rumble, like thunder on the horizon. Then he turned and calmly looked at
Rick. At his sides, his fingers flexed, and his knuckles popped audibly.
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Rick screamed, fell off his chair, breaking the legs as he kicked frantically to his feet
and scrambled for the door. He left it flapping in his wake as he ran off into the street.
The big man looked at the three men remaining. He walked to the bar and thumbed
a small wad of cash out of his wallet, laying it down in front of Stu.
“For the chair,” he said to Stu, with a little nod of his head, and he addressed the
boys as he walked past them to the back door and the stairs leading to his apartment,
“Enjoy your game.”
José blew out a held breath as the door closed behind the huge guy, “Holy. Shit.”
“I thought we were dead, man,” Hernando said, “Dead.”
“He shouldn’t have dissed lucha,” Miguel said. “Not in our part of town. He’s a
loser, Hernando, you get it now? He’s got no respect. He’s just going to keep doing
this until he gets his ass killed.”
“Hey man, that big guy, do you think he might have been…”
None of them saw the door, which had just been closed, click partly open, as the big
man paused beyond it and listened.
“No way bro, that’s crazy talk.”
“But who else could just pick a guy up in one hand like it was nothing? I mean that
was… Did you see the way he tensed up when Rickhead started pissing on lucha…”
“It can’t be. It couldn’t possibly, man. He wasn’t that big a guy… Hell, nobody’s as
big as that guy who just walked outta here…”
“It is man, I’m telling you, it’s him. Rick dissed lucha and he said, did you hear it?
He said he would break him…”
The big man let the slow smile grow. Could it be, after all these years, someone
still… remembered? What he had been, and what he’d done?
“I’m telling you, it’s him!”
Could he dare to hope?
“…It’s El Santo!”

Anthony Marcuso sat on his bed looking down on a pair of tarnished cufflinks. He
dug them out thinking he should wear them to the wedding, but they were bigger and
tackier than he remembered and now he was having second thoughts.
He didn’t have many memories of his father. “Trigger Marc” Marcuso was in prison
for most of his son’s life, then he was dead. Anthony mourned on principle, and he
made yearly donations at St. Swithuns for all the masses his mother requested, but
there was little sentiment in the gesture. There was no animosity in the lack of feeling,
Anthony simply didn’t know the man.
He was grateful to his father. He was Carmine Falcone’s godson, and that was
Harry Marcuso’s doing. He knew from that one ballgame when he was fourteen. His
father was out of prison, and instead of coming over for Sunday dinner, his dad took
him out to Gotham Stadium to see The Gotham Rogues beat the living tar out of the
Pittsburgh Steelers. Then they went for a walk and his father said “You know what
your name means? It means ‘priceless, flourishing, successful.’ The first Antony was
what they called an orator, that means he had the gift of the gab. Like a salesman, you
know? Don’t you let anybody start calling you Tony, you hear me? Your name is
Anthony. Anthony Marcuso.”
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His mother explained on her deathbed: Trigger Marc had never been a big man in
the Falcone family, but he was high enough to see Carmine The Roman a couple times
a year and shrewd enough to realize the guy’s Godfather fixation. “The old timers that
organized the first families, they based it on the old Roman Legions, and called them
'Regimes' with the capos and soldiers…” Like everybody who was anybody didn’t
remember that bit from The Godfather. That old guy, Frank Pentangelli, who took over
for Clemenza after his death: “The Corleone Family was like the Roman Empire.”
Only Carmine The Roman could think he could go around quoting Frank Fuckin’
Pentangelli without anybody noticing.
Harry wasn’t a big shot in the Falcone family, but he was smart enough to realize his
boss wanted to be The Godfather from the movies. He wasn’t a big shot, he was never
going to be, but he saw a chance to give his son more. He gave Carmine a chance to be
a real godfather, and since he was pretty low on the totem pole to be asking that kind
of honor, he gave his son a name that Carmine The Roman could never resist: Anthony
Marcuso. Just like that Mark Antony guy who avenged Caesar when he got whacked.
It worked. Carmine agreed to act as godfather, and Harry ordered his wife to always
use the boy’s full name. Every “Anthony Marcuso” was a subliminal reminder to The
Roman that if he wanted to be Caesar, he had a Mark Antony to stand at his side.
And it worked. Anthony couldn’t deny that Roman had given him opportunities
ahead of his years. Those first pump-and-dumps, taking over trucking when the
Russians moved into identity theft, now managing the Westies…
Anthony snapped the worn velvet box shut. He had his father’s name, that was the
real tribute. A pair of tacky cufflinks would only undermine the one real thing of value
Harry Marcuso had left his son.

“It’s El Santo!” The big man let another thunder-breath rumble through him. Then,
he yanked the door shut with a crunch as its edges splintered, and stalked up the stairs
to his apartment. He fumbled with his keys, unlocked the door, and strode into the
studio, feeling tired, poisonously bitter, and far older than the young man he still was.
What had he expected? Nobody cared anymore. He’d done it, the thing none of the
rest of them could, and they ignored him. Ignored him, because they were petulant
little children who couldn’t abide an outsider succeeding where they had failed. What
had he expected? Now, he was paying the price. Now, he was forgotten.
“If you cannot be both, it is better to be feared than loved,” he quoted Machiavelli to
the old, worn teddy bear sitting enshrined by his bed on a chair he’d reserved for it,
“Said a fifteenth century cabron with too much time on his hands.”
The bear looked back at him with the same stitched, sympathetic smile it had worn
since his childhood.
“Here’s what I say, Little Bear,” he said, “To be loved, that is the best of all things.
Better to be loved than feared,” picking up the bottle of tequila, he glared at the sip that
remained, “But if you can’t be loved, be feared...” He splashed the last on his tongue
and tossed the empty bottle in the trash, “If you can’t be feared, be hated. If you can’t
be hated—” he scowled, “Be ridiculed. Because if you can’t be ridiculed, you’ll be
forgotten, and—”
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“—to be forgotten is the worst of all things,” graveled a new voice, cast from a
shadow by the studio’s lonely window. The big man closed his eyes… and forced a
grim smile.
“I wasn’t expecting you,” he said, “but I knew you’d be here, after the bar. Stained
coat, fake moustache, stubble, toothpick. Smell of whisky and cigarettes. Changed
your walk, your posture. Would have fooled anyone but me, Señor Wayne.”
He turned to face the bat-eared shadow.
“You cannot hide the steel in a warrior’s eyes.”
Batman remained quiet for a time, studying the other. When he spoke, it was a
leveled, considering tone. “Lucha libre. It explains the mask.”
“I grew up on it. It was all they played on the TVs in Peña Dura,” the big man
shrugged. “So what? A man needs a symbol to inspire him. You of all people should
know that, Batman. Is that all?”
“…it explains the mask,” Batman finished, “and more. Blue Demon avenges his
partner’s humiliation by hunting down Santo and dealing him a defeat a whole
community remembers decades after the fact.” He lifted his eyes to meet those of the
man who had once aspired to be his greatest enemy. “Is that what it was about? Were
you trying to make me a part of your ‘storyline,’ carve your name into Gotham like it
was a wrestling ring?”
“It worked,” the big man whispered, his eyes shifting between their focus on his
hated rival and the bitter field of memories, “It worked. No matter what happened
after. I did it. None of you can take that from me.”
Batman narrowed his eyes, and poured his darkest, hardest gravel into the next
words.
“We have only one thing to talk about… Bane.”

Tony Russo, the Pelacci underboss with ties all over Bludhaven, had the most to gain
from a Pelacci-Falcone alliance. He always resented the way Falcone threw his weight
around as if Gotham was the center of the fuckin’ world. It’s what the whole world
thought, too, ‘cause of The Godfather and Goodfellas. The mobs were the Gotham mobs,
and The Don was The Gotham Don—Tony always hated it. From Keystone he hated it,
and from Bludhaven he really hated it. At first, he thought the proximity to Gotham
would enhance his prestige. Bludhaven even had its own freak show, one of those
costumed whackjobs that go around ‘fighting crime.’ You’d think a city protected by a
Batman-Junior would rate as a Gotham-Junior, but his stock among Gotham and
Keystone families seemed to plummet after the Bludhaven connections.
But if Old Man Pelacci became a major player in Gotham, that’d be a very different
thing.
So Tony’d done a lot to bring this wedding about. But he was fond of Susannah and
he never would have pushed Anthony Marcuso on her if he didn’t think The Roman’s
godson could make her happy. This marriage would be important for The Family…
tomorrow. Today, it was about the bride. There would be a time for family politics,
but today was all about making Susannah happy on her special day.
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..:: It’s not him. ::..
Selina forced air into her lungs to keep the emotion out of her voice:
“What? If it isn’t Ra’s, it isn’t Luthor, it isn’t… him. Bruce, we’re out of options.”
Since she’d watched the Batwing take off, there had been a steel cable of emotion
beginning with a rusted knot at the back of her neck, pulling down into another coiled
knot in her chest and then thrusting down at an angle through her gut into the small of
her back. When her comm vibrated, the whole thing started to ratchet against itself,
the tension pulling tighter and tighter while she opened the line, until the instant she
heard his voice..:: It’s not him. ::.. As soon as she did, there was no time to indulge in
Once Upon a Time dramas, and her mind snapped back to the issue at hand “If it isn’t
Ra’s, it isn’t Luthor, it isn’t… him. Bruce, we’re out of options…”
..:: Not quite. We’re out of masterminds. But what if… ::..
“What if it’s not a mastermind? What if it’s… what, some kind of big mistake?”
..::Yes. Selina, we aren’t getting married, so it can’t be ‘your’ wedding they’re targeting.
What if—::..
“Shit, it’s somebody else’s. The Arkham Repertory Theatre is planning their little
performance of Six Rogues in Search of a Bride to Piss Off at the wrong wedding.”
..:: … ::..
“No, it’s crazy. Unless Ivy was talking in code. I mean, who could be getting married in
Gotham that they could possibly mistake for US?”
..:: … ::..
“Bruce?”
..:: … ::..
“Bruce?”
..:: The Pelacci-Marcuso Wedding.::..
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ERRORS
Catwoman. Upside down. KWAK!
It wasn’t the first time Oswald Cobblepot was put in this position: trying to stare
down an interrogator with all the offended hauteur the situation demanded after a
ropeline had coiled around his ankles and hoisted him into the air like a prize turkey—
KWAK! It was the first time he found himself staring, not at an upside-down bat
emblem situated above a bat scowl, but at a very differently-shaped chest. There was
no comparing the diagonal strap of a black loot sack against the purple curves of a
catsuit with that annoying winged bat against that obnoxious yellow circle. The scowl
below was strikingly similar, however.
“What did you idiots do?!”
The style of interrogation was quite different.
“So help me, Oswald, if I don’t get some answers fast, I’m taking the thirty grand
you still owe from the Rosenthal Rubies out of your prized collection of antique
parasols. I’ll set up Vault again and steal Sly right out from under your oversized nose.
You know what that means: the club that has Sly for its bartender is the hub of the
underworld, and my very first item of business once I’m holding court again as queen
will be to tell Roxy what you told Eddie and Harv after that Christmas party—and I
think you know how she’ll retaliate...”
A few blocks to the south and several stories down, the smoking ruin of the Roff
SoHo smoldered. Fire engines, ambulance, SWAT and animal control competed with
news vans and bullet-proof limousines for the few precious feet of curb space that
wasn’t occupied by evacuation chutes, jumper nets, and an unmarked FBI surveillance
vehicle that had been overturned and set on fire.
A few blocks south of that and several stories up, Scarecrow hung by his ankles in
much the same position as Oswald Cobblepot. It was batline instead of cat-whip that
coiled around his ankles, and he was staring into the familiar bat emblem.
“ANSWERS! NOW!”

Roff SoHo, Downtown Gotham’s finest wedding venue.
Romance and elegance are the hallmarks of the Roff SoHo. With three separate reception
spaces to choose from, ceremony venues, and spacious pre-function spaces for receiving lines or
cocktails, the Roff SoHo can accommodate a wedding party of any size, from 50 to 500.
It was not unusual for a best man to reserve the hotel limousine for the night before
the wedding, to have it waiting to pick up the groom and groomsmen immediately
after the rehearsal dinner, and for him to have Andre the concierge call ahead to XTC-3
to ensure a prime table and special attention from the girls. Anthony Marcuso’s party
was only unique in that they had their own limo and driver. That meant the hotel staff
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would have no warning when the party was returning, so Andre asked the XTC
doorman to call when Marcuso’s party left.
They were a well behaved group when they returned: which meant they brought no
strippers back to the hotel and refrained from singing in the lobby or vomiting in the
elevators. There was the usual flutter of phone calls once they got to their rooms. The
kitchen dully sorted out the legitimate order for a late night cheeseburger from the
drunken ones for deep fried Mars bars, fried chicken with waffles, and observations on
how the term ‘room service’ might be misinterpreted. All drunks returning from XTC
seemed to make that jump, and all found it hilarious. Marcuso’s groomsmen were a bit
more graphic about the specific X-rated services they’d like to order off the room
services menu, but on the whole, they were a typical bachelor party and the Roff staff
geared up to treat them as such in the morning.
At 5 A.M. a maid came through to collect the shoes to be shined and breakfast order
cards from the doorknobs—all of which should have been left out by ten the night
before, but which grooms and groomsmen never remembered. A few minutes later, a
bellhop came through dropping a Gotham Times outside each door. A few minutes
after that, Oswald came through, replacing each Times with its staid headline about
rebels in Tripoli with a Gotham Post displaying a particularly graphic cover of Batman
kissing Catwoman. It wasn’t part of the original wreck-the-wedding plans, but
Oswald had seen the cover when he passed the newsstand. He couldn’t believe his
luck and bought the whole stack. For Bruce Wayne to start the day seeing his bride—
or the Post’s goggled facsimile at any rate—massaging Batman's tonsils with her
tongue—KWAK! One didn’t let a gift like that pass unused.
At 6 o’clock, the maid returned with the shoes. She left each pair outside the
appropriate door, noticed the picture of the very hot Batman/Catwoman kiss on the
cover of the Post, and curious to read the story behind it, she took the paper from
outside the last room. A few minutes after that, Harley Quinn came through and
replaced each Post with a Wall Street Journal. Then she saw the empty space outside
the last door—SHIT! Did that mean the occupant was already up and had already
collected his paper. She hoped it wasn’t Bruce Wayne’s room—that would be terrible!
Seeing that big old awful Batman with those big old awful bat-gloves wrapped around
Catty that way, with his big old awful bat lips on her and everything! So she picked up
all the shoes, and knocked on the door. “Housekeeping! Got your shoes!” she called
out.
There was no answer, so she had to put all the shoes down to go find a maid and
steal a master key. She left them in a heap outside the last door, and as soon as she
disappeared down the hall, the service elevator dinged and Andre the concierge came
through with a cart of floral deliveries. There was a large arrangement for the bride
and the mothers, medium-sized ones for the bridesmaids, and a small box containing a
simple boutonniere for each of the groomsmen. Andre saw the deplorable heap of
shoes, but he had no time to deal with it just then. The delivery of the bridal
arrangement is what set the tone for her day, and the mothers had a big impact on
everyone’s tips. He had to get to the bridal floors before room service brought their
breakfasts, so he made a note to have someone come down later and sort out the
shoes. He returned to the service elevator but had to wait. It had been called back
down to the ground floor. While he waited, Harley returned and her eyes bulged as
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she saw someone in the hallway. His back was to her, but still... She tiptoed in her best
animated rabbit tip-toe up to the pile of shoes, took the first two she could lay her
hands on, used the master key and snuck inside the room with the missing newspaper.
Andre had an odd feeling, like a chill creeping up his neck, and he turned to look
behind him, half-expecting to see the ghost of Father Gotham… but the hallway was
empty. He took a few steps towards the center and the pile of shoes—but then the
service elevator dinged and the doors opened, revealing a waiter with two roomservice carts and a bellman with a rack of garment bags. Both rolled their respective
deliveries into the hall, allowing Andre to get on with his flower cart.
As he did, Andre noticed that both room service breakfasts consisted of only a single
glass: a SoHi, the Roff SoHo’s answer to The Prairie Oyster, hangover remedy of choice
for gentlemen who have been out drinking until four when they need to be standing in
the Eternity Chapel at eleven. He also noticed that he didn’t recognize the bellman.
That could have been because the guy was new, but was in fact because he was Special
Agent Pike of the Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force on Organized Crime.
The waiter left one of the breakfast trays outside each of the Falcone Twins’ rooms,
while Agent Pike, worried at having already been seen by two different hotel
employees, simply left the rack of garment bags between Anthony Marcuso’s room and
Jimmy Carbone’s. He saw the pile of shoes in the center of the hallway and decided to
put a pair into each of the garment bags to make the whole thing look more legitimate.
The door at the end of the hall opened silently, and Harley peered out. She couldn’t
guess what the bellman was doing with the shoes, but since he was wearing a hat, she
guessed it was Jervis’s doing. There was a loud snore behind her, and she closed the
door again before it could be heard.
Agent Pike had almost finished with the shoes when he felt a chill up the back of his
neck, a feeling of dread that any experienced agent should be above. He turned
around slowly, but the hall behind him was absolutely empty. Then the guest elevator
dinged and, just to be safe, he dove under one of the room service carts to hide himself.
Once again the door creaked open and Harley Quinn peered out. This time she saw
Jonathan Crane standing over a lone pair of shoes situated in the middle of the hallway
carpet. He looked down on them, puzzled. Then up at the ceiling, as if wondering
whether someone could have been pulled bodily into heaven, leaving only his shoes
behind. Finally Crane shrugged and—that creepy creepo creep!—he put something
into each of the drinks on the room service carts!
Another loud nasal rumble behind her forced Harley to close the door again. She
turned back to the room’s occupant, still snoring in his bed. At least it wasn’t Bruce
Wayne. She didn’t see any sign of a Gotham Post in the room, but since she had the
extra Wall Street Journal, she made it into a tent and laid it gingerly over his face. It
didn’t diminish the sound of that jet turbine snoring, but at least it cut the cloud of
bourbon fumes that came forth on every exhale. Now she just had to wait until the
hallway was quiet…
Outside, another ping of the guest elevator sent Crane scurrying under the second
room service cart. Tony Russo had been dispatched to check the boutonnieres and
make sure the FBI hadn’t planted any cameras or microphones inside them. He was
checking the third box when he heard one of the doors opening. He searched
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frantically for a place to hide—saw a pair of SHOES in the middle of the fucking hall,
that must be some fucked FBI thing—and in his panic, threw one shoe under each of
the room service carts (in his hysteria, he actually thought he heard them yelp) then
stepped into the center of the garment bags to hide himself, closed them around him
like curtains and hoped whoever came by didn’t notice the legs extending underneath.
The door opened. Tony Russo, who knew it was Anthony Marcuso’s room, saw a
blonde floozy coming out. Jonathan Crane, who thought it was Bruce Wayne’s room,
saw Harley Quinn coming out. Agent Pike, the only one who knew it was Marcuso’s
room and that it was the Joker’s girlfriend coming out before dawn on his wedding
day, was simultaneously searching Gotham Theme Criminal-Organized Crime
connections in the FBI database and wondering why someone had thrown a shoe into
his hiding place.
Meanwhile, on the bridesmaids’ floor, Jervis Tetch had snuck through and swapped
the lids of white hat boxes with the word “Louise Couture Millinery” in gold lettering
with those of gold boxes with the lettering in white. A few minutes later, Ivy came
through and switched them back. A few minutes after that, Drita came by and, sensing
that something was off, she opened two of the boxes and looked inside. She’d been
taught to always trust those instincts and assume ‘off’ meant the FBI, so she took out
both hats, shook them, felt around the netting, felt through all the tissue paper, and just
to be contrary, put them back in the opposite boxes. A few minutes later, Ivy returned
and put the hats back into their original boxes. A few minutes after that, Jervis came
back and once again switched the lids. A few minutes after that, the FBI really did
come in and swapped two of the boxes. Ivy returned and changed them back. Then
she stopped, doubting herself, and changed them again.
She paused, finger poised in the air, shifting back and forth trying to reconstruct the
last few changes (and looking like she was trying to solve a math problem on an
invisible blackboard) when Harley appeared with two eggs, a bottle of Worchester
sauce and two miniature cans of V8 tucked under her arm.
“Red, quick, how do you make a prairie oyster?”
Ivy had no damn idea and said so—But she knew there was no tomato juice, so she
told Harley to lose the V8—Just eggs and Worchester, she thought—and there might be
hot sauce involved—Or maybe cayenne pepper—You know what, call Sly.

For Harvey, the day began with a knock at the door and the curious experience
seeing his own face(s) staring back at him from the other side of the peep hole.
“Hagen,” he said, greeting his visitor. “Maybe not the best way to announce
yourself,” he grumbled as Matt Hagen glorped into his usual clay form once he was
inside the door.
“I’ve found it’s most effective for calling on fellow rogues,” he said. “They know it’s
me. And people are reluctant to shoot at themselves.”
The news wasn’t good: Hagen had been amusing himself trying new noses at the
Iceberg, using character actor Ian McNeice as the base. Norm Pace, the Channel 6
sportscaster was giving the scores on the TV over the bar, and apparently, a younger
thinner Ian McNeice wearing Norm Pace’s shnoz is the spitting image of Victor Friez’s
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old henchman Frost. Two of Scarecrow’s boys came up to him and gave him the
details on a big operation going down in SoHo…
This is where the coin came out, because Two-Face didn’t have a lot of patience with
long drawn-out stories that didn’t involve strippers or killing Batman. The coin came
up scarred, the revolver came out, and Matt Hagen morphed his chest into a big bull’seye and invited Two-Face to fire away. Two-Face swore, put his gun away, and Hagen
continued:
Scarecrow, Hatter, Freeze and Penguin were all mobilizing to stop Selina’s wedding.
Oswald had come to Matt a while back, hinting about something, but Matt hadn’t paid
much attention. Oswald was always trying to get Clayface’s shapeshifting abilities on
his payroll, and since Hagen had no use for money, Oswald was always trying some
new appeal. But now it looked like this is what he was getting at: a bunch of the
Rogues didn’t want Selina becoming Mrs. Bruce Wayne and they were going all out to
stop it. Matt tried calling C.W. directly, but she wasn’t answering her phone.

..:: You’ve reached Selina Kyle. She’s a little busy right now doing things that good little girls
don’t talk about, but if you ask nicely, she’ll think about getting back to you. Leave some catnip
after the meow.::..
Eddie hung up. Fourteen texts. No responses. Now she didn’t answer her phone.
Enough.
He walked to the newsstand, picked up a Times and returned to his lair. He stopped
in the kitchen, picked up a pen and a beer, settled into his favorite chair and… froze.
On the way to the crossword, he’d glimpsed it. It was just a flash as he turned the
page, but somehow he knew—he KNEW—it was her. He knew she’d be with Wayne,
he knew she’d be smiling up at him with that damnable party smile of hers, and he
knew—he KNEW—she’d be engaged in some act of hypocrisy that would make him
want to KILL any other woman in the world—but which she’d pfft away as ‘felinity:
take it or leave it’ and what could he do?
He’d frozen, paper in hand, his head turned away and his eyes closed, his neck
stretched far to the side as if keeping the paper as far from his peripheral vision as he
could get. Now he let his far hand scrunch into a fist as he opened his eyes. He heard
the crinkle but he ignored it for a full second, and then, slowly and deliberately, he
turned back to the paper and turned back the page… The flash he glimpsed was a
picture alright. And the word Wayne. The Society page… Hermoine’s Society ChitChat covering some shindig at Gotham Stadium. “GCN AT THE WAYNE SKYBOX
RECEPTION” the headline read above the picture. And below “COURTING MEDIA
BEFORE ROGUES-METRO GAME.”
And there she was, smiling up at him in the picture. That damnable party smile.
Wearing a Gotham Rogues ballcap—not the real Rogues, of course, but the football
team. The blasted Gotham Rogues FOOTBALL TEAM! And a WayneTech polo shirt.
Eddie squinted at the picture, trying to see it as a riddle: Selina, the Catwoman,
sporting the emblem of roguery and at the same time wearing the name and logo of the
man who fought them. There was a time, he was sure, he could look at this picture and
think she’d staged a puzzle just to amuse him, or maybe as a present, or possibly as a
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prank. But he would see the riddle in it rather than the gut-wrenching hypocrisy. But
then icy intellect intruded, taking the pieces of a jigsaw he’d turned and twisted to
resemble a certain picture and coolly pointing out that they wouldn’t fit together that
way: There was a time he would have thought that of Selina, but that was long before
he knew Wayne was Batman. He wouldn’t have seen anything in this picture back
then because, to his uniformed eyes, there would be no contradiction—and therefore
no riddle—to see.
“Enough,” he said, throwing down the paper and getting up for another beer. He
would call one more time to warn her, just one more time, but if she didn’t pick up this
time (and if the first words out of her mouth were not an apology) then that was
enough. He’d done as much as a man could, and if…
There was a knock at the door, and Eddie had the bizarre experience of seeing
himself on the other side of the peep hole, standing next to Two-Face.

Roff SoHo, Downtown Gotham’s finest wedding venue.
Last minute guests? No problem. With auxiliary spaces like the Spring Terrace adjacent to
the Hudson Ballroom, our expert staff can easily adapt to last minute additions without anyone
suspecting it wasn’t planned from the beginning…
Eddie, Harvey and Matt had argued the whole drive into SoHo. Eddie insisted it
was all a big mistake, Selina was not getting married! Matt insisted she was. They
were all at the Iceberg the night the news broke. Then Oswald had come to his lair
hinting about it. And now he had news of this plot, straight from the henchmen: no
fewer than four rogues united against it. Penguin, Scarecrow, Hatter and Freeze. Were
they ALL wrong? Eddie said yes, of course they were, it’s not like it was that
unprecedented! Oswald was wrong when he thought Batman would never catch his
false trail on the Malay Penguin, Crane was wrong when he thought nobody knew
about him and Raven, Jervis—
“Is never wrong about these things,” Harvey pointed out.
“Which he makes up for being wrong about everything else!” Eddie wailed.
“He’s right, Jervis is never wrong about gossip,” Matt noted.
“He thought he could kill Batman and Robin with a giant cat head shooting lasers
out of its eyes!”
“That’s not gossip,” Matt insisted, pulling into the valet.
But Harvey had started to doubt. He had no doubts Bruce and Selina were getting
married, he’d seen her GeoSeek full of wedding vendors with his own eyes. But he
was starting to suspect…
“Nigma’s right,” he declared finally. “It’s a mistake. They’re engaged alright, but
the wedding can’t be happening today. Selina would have invited us. Bruce would
have too. Well, not you two. Selina would have invited all three of us, and Bruce just
us.”
“Selina is not getting married,” Eddie chanted. “Not getting married, not getting
married, not getting married. Enraged Timing Tort, Grenade Toting Trim, Angered
Grin Tom…tit…”
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He trailed off as his eyes narrowed on a splash of purple where no splash of purple
should be.
“If she’s not getting married here today, what’s the Catmobile doing here,” Matt
said, pointing to the unmistakable car as the valet drove it through the entrance of the
reserved parking garage.

“It’s not him.” The old rooftop gravel. All business, all Bat. “Not him.” That should
have been the end of it. The gnawing in my gut that began with the Batwing taking off
for Texas should have ended with those words. But Bruce was there with him, in the
same room, had shaken him down like any other thug…
The Pelacci-Marcuso wedding.
There was just no time to think about it. Batman—Bruce—my Bruce was there with
that Bane, the hemorrhoid in a hood, but there was no time to come to terms with any
of it because DefCon-1 had ground surveillance of this mob wedding to a halt, diverted
his attention elsewhere. And we were still at DefCon-1 until he’d confirmed there was
no identity exposure, so contact with anyone was verboten. Batman was still in
Texas… that meant there was only me, driving like mad to the Pelacci-Marcuso
wedding at the SoHo.
To do what, I didn’t know, but I gunned it anyway, down the FDR, across the 10th
Avenue Bridge, and all the way into the reception circle outside the Roff SoHo. I even
threw caution to the wind and entrusted that million-dollar, limited edition
Lamborghini to a valet who looked younger than Tim, and I raced inside.
To do what, I didn’t know… I just didn’t know.

The Ivory Dressing Salon, Roff SoHo.
Feel like the queen that you are on this, your special day, as your attendants wait on you like
royalty in our Ivory Dressing Salon. Vintage Hollywood mirrors and lighting imbue the
Maids’ Chamber with glamour and charm. Once your bridesmaids have attended to their own
dressing and make-up, they will join you in the inner Bridal Salon and tend to your every need
in an atmosphere of elegance and refinement…
Susannah was proud of herself. Every wedding has its little disaster, and what
separates a lady from a bridezilla is the way she handles it. She had carried off her
disaster without ever losing her cool. The bridesmaids had all checked in, found their
dresses delivered to their rooms, gone shopping in the arcade in the Roff lobby, gone to
the spa, and then changed for the rehearsal dinner. It wasn’t a dress rehearsal, and they
had a wild bachelorette party after. There was a certain hangover factor in the
morning, so none of them had unzipped their garment bags until an hour before the
ceremony was set to begin. None of the mini top hats had made it to the bridesmaids.
Instead there were these insipid satin headbands that made her bridesmaids look like
astronaut’s wives from The Right Stuff. Did Susannah throw a fit? No, she very calmly
told Daddy who told Uncle Tony who sent some men over to Louise to get them.
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Russo’s men Pollati and Biscotti were known as “Chicken and Biscuits” to their
associates, to the Keystone DA and certain divisions in the FBI. The latter was all they
were worried about today. They knew to expect a tail as they left the hotel, and they
were alert for the kinds of tells they were used to. They failed to noticed the hoarse
whispers coming from behind a trellis of greenery as they passed…
“Red, I don’t like this idea,” Harley hissed, pulling a bridesmaid’s dress on over her
street clothes and then removing her blouse, bra and skirt underneath. “Catty’s gonna
recognize me, and the other bridesmaids are gonna know I’m not one of them.”
“Relax,” Ivy said, ordering the living flowers on the sash to speed-grow their stems
and weave themselves into a corset. “As long as you’re wearing salmon-colored satin,
you can go in where we need you to be. Just don’t get too close to anybody, don’t talk
to anybody, and if you see Selina, run.”
One minute. She’d turned her back for one minute to help Harley make a prairie
oyster, and then to prevent her from tossing the doctored fear-toxined drink she was
replacing into the soil of a defenseless houseplant that just happened to be sitting in
the hallway. By the time she got back, some officious hotel staff had spirited away all
the bridesmaids’ dresses, shoes and hat boxes to this bridal barricade of a dressing
room.
“Catty’s got some fat friends,” Harley complained, looking down at the superfluous
fabric. “This thing is huge.”
“It’s probably for another wedding,” Ivy noted. “This place can host five or six in a
day. It’s practically a wedding factory.” Harley gave a dreamy sigh at that wonderful
thought, and Ivy gave the corset a hard yank to snap her out of it. “Just get in there
and make sure all our hard work isn’t wasted. We’ve kept the blossoms safe this long,
I’m not going to have those men opening a window and freezing them in the last
seconds before they bloom.”
“Yeah, okay,” Harley nodded. Catty did deserve not to have anything else go wrong
on her special day. It was such a shame the Post running that picture…

Selina Kyle stood near the concierge desk in the lobby, looking down at a Gotham
Post she held in her hand. She wore a tailored white suit that privileged brides of an
earlier generation might have worn to leave on their honeymoon. It positively
screamed Liz Taylor and Nicky Hilton, Rita Hayworth and Orson Welles, Grace Kelly
and Prince Rainier. And if the skirt was a little short to compliment the virginal
modesty implied by the cut and color, it more than made up for it showing off her
shapely legs. Her breasts were larger than they would appear if viewed objectively in
the mirror instead of through Matt Hagen’s eyes, but if his memory had prevented him
from reproducing Selina’s figure with pinpoint accuracy, the scowl with which she
regarded the Post cover would have fooled Selina herself.
“Goggles again,” she murmured. “Again-still-always with the goggles.” As soon as
Harvey joined her, she showed him the picture and continued, “They know it’s a
terrible costume design, that’s why they get them off my face at the first opportunity—
but they just won’t admit it’s a blunder and fix it. Look at this, the silly things have
rolled around the back and are hanging off the back of my neck—it looks like a bra,
doesn’t it?”
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Harvey looked at the picture and then at her.
“That’s not an observation a woman makes,” he noted blandly.
Selina’s scowl of disapproval sank into the frown of a disappointed actor receiving
an unwelcome note.
“But the rest was good, right?” she asked hopefully.
“Tits are too big,” Eddie said, joining them.
Selina-Matt looked down at the Post cover. “Looks pretty good to me,” s/he
remarked.
“Not there, THERE!” Eddie said, slapping away the paper and then waving halfheartedly at her chest.
The icy cat expression changed again, this time to an outraged diva.
“I cannot work under these conditions,” she said haughtily, and with that, she
stormed off.
“And there goes Bridezilla,” Jonathan Crane murmured as he watched from across
the lobby. P.O.’d at the Post, no surprise there. Nigma and Dent, her little pets,
rallying around for support. One of them was probably giving her away. That meant
taking them out of the picture would delay the ceremony.
He rubbed his hands together, wondering how to go about it. Fear was always
preferable, but hatting would be more predictable. Hatting was also harder to explain
later. Anyone might drink from a bowl of wedding punch, there was no reason for
Nigma or Dent to think it was a personal attack. But no one of their intelligence would
believe Jervis could drop a hat on their head without noticing whose face was
underneath it.
By sheer chance, at that moment, Jonathan Crane saw an ice sculpture being wheeled
into the ballroom. That was it! A blast of ice freezing a door shut, no way of knowing
who happened to be on the other side. Yes, that was it. Ice was the way to go.

-slakftw- -slakftw- -slakftw- Hard. Crisp. Rhythmic. -slakftw- The meaty squelch of
fist on concrete. -slakftw- The fleshy crunch of his knuckles on a wet concrete sack. slakftw- The first punching bag Bane ever knew. -slakftwSlow. Hard. Crisp. -slakftw- A mantra that blocked out the pain -slakftw- blocked
out the fire -slakftw- the fire in his knuckles -slakftw- not the fire that burned in his gut.
-slakftw- The Batman -slakftw- The Batman. -slakftw- Questioning him like a nobody.
-slakftw- Interrogating him like a thug. -slakftw- He was the man who broke Batman. slakftw- He was the man who BROKE Batman. -slakftw- Did anyone give him his
due? -slakftw- Did any of them give him his tribute? -slakftw- Those ‘rogues.’ -slakftw-slakftw- -slakftw- Was this what he was reduced to? Pity look-ins from Batman?
He said no one couldn’t take it away. -slakftw- His achievement. -slakftw- His
victory. -slakftw- But they had. -slakftw- They did. -slakftw- He was nothing. -slakftwHe was nobody. -slakftw- Less than feared. -slakftw- Less than hated. -slakftw- Less
than ridiculed. -slakftw- Forgotten. -slakftw- Forgotten. -slakftw- -slakftw- -slakftwThose rogues and their wounded pride. -slakftwHe broke the Batman. -slakftw- He owned the city. -slakftw- He owned them all. slakftw- And they treated him like garbage. -slakftw- Treated him like dirt. -slakftw299
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He broke the Batman. -slakftw- And they treated him like a puppy that pissed on the
carpet. -slakftw- He broke the Batman. -slakftwHe broke the Batman. -slakftwHe broke the Batman.

The Hudson Ballroom at Roff SoHo, Downtown Gotham’s finest wedding venue.
With its sophisticated muted-color palette, the Hudson Ballroom at Roff SoHo transforms
into the elegant fantasyscape of every bride’s dreams. With soaring 20-foot ceilings, floor-toceiling windows and 3,900 square feet of open space, the Hudson is perfect for your reception of
200 to 350 guests.
Ante-rooms ideal for the receiving line, display of gifts and wedding cake, or offer an elegant
specialty buffet of desserts and coffee after the meal.
“Harvey, listen to me,” Eddie pleaded. “Selina is not getting married here today.”
“That’s what I thought too,” Harvey said as he led Eddie into the alcove beside the
ballroom. “Until I peeked in here and saw this hysterical waiter heading out the other
door. At first I thought it was because he saw me, because of the…” he gestured to his
scars. “But then I see this.”
On the far table in a place of honor stood a magnificent 4-tiered wedding cake with
two batarangs wedged into the icing.
Eddie closed his eyes and shook his head. Harvey left as soon as the kitchen staff
came in, but Eddie continued to stand there as the experts diagnosed the damage. He
stood, shaking his head mutely as they determined that the ‘rangs could be carefully
removed, leaving only a small slice in the icing, and that could be turned to the wall
where no one would notice.
The bride, they all agreed, should not be informed.

Harley ran like mad down the corridor between the Ivory Salon and the Eternity
Courtyard, her one hand holding up as much of her skirt as she could, the other
holding a stolen veil several inches above her head in order to conceal her face without
risking mind-control contact with her scalp. All she had done was answer the door.
The bridesmaids had all gone in to help Selina, so Harley was free to enjoy the
beautiful dressing room. All the pearls and lace and white satin pillows, it wasn’t’ as
nice as her carnival wedding idea, but it really was very pretty. There was a knock at
the door, and since the bridesmaids were too far away to hear it—and very busy
anyway helping Catty—Harley answered it herself.
“A terrible mix-up with the hats,” Jervis began before noticing who he was talking
to. “But it’s all straightened out now-HARLEY?!” And then—and then—he got this
almost euphoric look on his face, and he grinned wider than anything Harley had ever
seen (Even on PUDDIN’!) and he said “Oh of course, you’d be one of her
bridesmaids!” Then, before she knew what was happening, there was this little black
top hat coming right at her head! So Harley pushed it back towards Jervis’s face as
hard as she could, punching him straight in the nose—through the hat. He started
yelling ‘NOSEBLEED-BOSEBLEED” because he was a bleeder, and… and… the
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bridesmaids and Catty were all coming out to see what the commotion was about…
Harley grabbed the veil and ran!
She rounded a corner and— “Oh excuse me.” —Screamed. She’d run right into
Eddie! Of course, Catty would never get married without inviting Eddie.
“Could I trouble you for a bapkib?” she heard Jervis asking someone around the
corner.
And if Jervis saw Eddie, he’d realize a hatted Edward Nigma could walk right up to
Bruce and Selina and do anything he wanted.
“Harley?!” Eddie blinked, “What the—”
“COME ON!” Harley screamed, grabbing Eddie’s wrist and dragging him along
after her.

Harvey Dent stood frozen in front of the sign outside the Hudson Ballroom. PelacciMarcuso. He thought he’d seen Chicken and Biscuits walking through the lobby earlier,
but it seemed impossible. But now—Pelacci-Marcuso, as in Falcone’s godson
Marcuso? Could it be? Chicken and Biscuits definitely meant it was that Pelacci. What
were the odds a mob family like that would be in Gotham marrying a different
Marcuso?
Before he could even think, the coin was in his hand.
Pelaccis. Macusos. Falcones.
“Hey, Harv,” he heard a familiar voice purr a split second before he felt the tap on
his shoulder.
Harvey turned and looked at Selina. Then his eyes flickered down to her chest.
“Better,” he said.
“Excuse me?” Selina said, her eyebrow shooting up.
“Shit, it’s you!” he jumped.
“Yes, it is,” she said gamely. “How about we take a little walk outside, Harvey. You
can tell me why you’ve got that coin in your hand.”
He took a long, longing look into the ballroom, his finger caressing the coin between
his fingers as the left side of his mouth curled slowly in a wicked, wistful half-smile. “I
think you know why,” he said finally.
“Let’s take a walk outside,” Selina repeated. “Breath of fresh air will do us good.”
He looked down at her—the woman he thought of as a kid sister—and slid the coin
back into his pocket.
“A short walk,” he said finally. “Half way around the block.”
“Twice around the block,” she countered—and Harvey laughed.

Enough. Eddie tried fourteen times to explain to Harley that they were trying to
‘save’ a wedding that was not happening. Selina was not getting married, Targeted
Mining Rot. Tormenting Tiger Ad. Danger Remit Toting.
At that very moment, who does Harley see—SELINA!
“Don’t be silly, Eddie, she’s right down there. See! Right beside Harvey, checking
out the banquet room.”
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Eddie massaged his brow, and Harley started blithering that Selina should be
dressed already, and what if Brucie saw her. She ran off in a panic, and then—and
then—the Selina that Eddie assumed was Matt Hagen was suddenly hugging Harvey.
Matt and Harvey would not hug.
That was really Selina.
That. Was. Really. Cold. It was awfully cold in here all of a sudden.
Eddie looked around, a part of his brain continuing to rail: Enough was enough. He’d
been a friend. He tried to warn her. She didn’t take his calls. She didn’t answer his texts. She
didn’t return his messages. Now she was down there hugging Harvey. He didn’t need this. He
did not… seem able to leave. He meant to, he moved his foot planning to storm out of
the hotel, but it seemed like something was wrong at his back and… GODDAMNIT!
His back belt loops were frozen onto a giant wedding bells ice sculpture!

Agents Pike, Folten, and Russel sat in their unmarked car across from the SoHo.
The Multi-jurisdictional Inter-agency Organized Crime Task Force Standard
Operating Procedure for Social Event Surveillance—or MUJU-IA-ORC SOP:SEV—was
explicit. After the initial penetration for the purpose of placing such surveillance
equipment as is specified in a warrant, agents were not authorized to enter, intervene
or interact in any way unless they had unambiguous evidence of gunfire within the
observation perimeter, explosions within the observation perimeter, reports of an
officer down within the observation perimeter, or if an arrest warrant arrived for
someone within the observation perimeter. Simply seeing a criminal enter the building
was not cause to do anything. There were a hundred and fifty criminals in there
already, that’s what they were there to observe. The fact that number one-hundred
and fifty-one turned out to be Two-Face did not, according to the MUJU-IA-ORC
SOP:SEV, mean anything.
When the total dropped back down to one-fifty because Edward Nigma, aka The
Riddler ran out of the premises without pants, Agent Pike wanted to go inside and take
a look. He was voted down while Nigma argued with the doorman—who he
apparently wanted to wade into traffic for him and hail him a cab. Folten chuckled
about that, and Russel even supplied some dialogue, when the argument was cut short
when a cab pulled into the valet circle on its own to drop a fair.
“Crisis averted for Mr. Riddler,” Russel joked… until they saw the fare getting out of
the cab before Edward Nigma got in.
“Is that who I think it is?” Fulton asked.
“Who else could it possibly be?” murmured Russel.
“Didn’t think Falcone had that kinda draw.”
“I’m going in,” Pike said definitely.
“Right behind you!”
In the short sprint across the street to the hotel door, Pike wondered if one should
stay behind and call it in to their superiors even though they were breaching protocol.
The thought broke off abruptly when the doorman failed to open the door for them.
He was looking up, so they too looked up… to see a man in formal tailcoat crawling
out a tenth floor window and shimmying along the ledge.
“Jesus, is that Marcuso?” Russel asked.
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“From the monkey suit, I’d say it’s the bridegroom,” the doorman noted.
“Anthony Marcusso is the—” Russel started to say, while his partners ran inside,
right into a cloud of floral and citrusy aromas. The odors were so strong, their eyes
clamped shut until a stream of stingy tears eased them open again. Through the
watery blur, an absolute goddess of leafy beauty stepped into focus.
“You boys look big and strong,” she said sweetly. “Come and help. One of the
doors is frozen shut on the hinges and I think the groom is stuck in there.”

The F/X driven action flicks that made up the bulk of Matt Hagen’s career didn’t
leave a lot of room for improvisation, so he enjoyed those rare occasions when he did
get to improvise. Having seen there was no Kyle-Wayne wedding listed on the hotel
events calendar, Matt realized immediately that Bruce and Selina must be using shield
names to hide from the paparazzi. That’s what you had to do when you were Bruce
Wayne-famous or Catwoman-famous. Matt understood that. It’s what he would have
done if he’d wanted to get married in secret back in his Hollywood days. But he also
understood that the hotel would be freezing out anyone who didn’t have the codeword
or know the shield names—so he’d assumed the identity of the one person nobody
would challenge: the bride!
But now he’d just seen Selina—overpowering some mafia hood holding a gun on
Scarecrow from the look of it—and Matt decided it was too risky to continue his
disguise as her. He improvised once again, switching to the one other person sure to
have unfettered access to all rooms and events connected to the Wayne-Kyle wedding:
Bruce Wayne himself.

The dress was perfect. Her hair was perfect. The veil was perfect. Susannah looked
in the mirror and saw perfect—but there was no one else to tell her so. All her
bridesmaids had left—Uncle Tony had finally called up from the lobby to say he got
the hats, they all left the suite to pick them up and never came back. So her mother
went down to look and then she never came back. Susannah’s foot began to tap in a
hyper triple-time rhythm as she hummed ‘Here Comes the Bride’ in her head a few
times, but then, at last, the knock came at the door. Susannah ran to answer it, thinking
it must be her father come to escort her to the Eternity Courtyard, but it was Uncle
Tony.
“FBI in the building, Sweetie. Your father can’t come up. But I’ll take you down in
the elevator and he found a nice little room where you can have a private talk before he
takes you down the aisle.”

Harley had made her way back to the Ivory Salon when she saw Selina was leaving!
Red might have said something snarky about all the virginal white and that veil
completely covering her face, but Harley thought she looked beautiful! She didn’t
recognize the big burly man escorting Selina. He was certainly too big to be Eddie, but
she couldn’t tell much more from the back. So she cut through a meeting room and
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circled back to get ahead of them on their way to the Eternity Courtyard, that way she
could see them coming and get a good look from the front. But then—OH NO!—as she
stepped into the hallway, she saw Bruce Wayne on his way down the hall.
HE WOULD SEE CATTY! ON THE DAY OF THE WEDDING! HE WOULD SEE
THE DRESS! THIS COULDN’T HAPPEN-THIS COULDN’T HAPPEN-THIS
COULDN’T HAPPEN!
“Banzai!” Harley cried, hurling herself forward to tackle Bruce at the waist.
“AAEEEH” Wayne cried.
“Cant’ see, can’t see!” Harley yelled, tearing into his lapels as if trying to yank his
jacket up to cover his face.
“AHHH” Wayne said again—because the tux was part of Matt Hagen’s disguise,
and the sensation of Harley’s fingers pulling at his clay wasn’t as appealing as it might
sound to non-shapeshifters. He grabbed at her arm, and they struggled, as the bride
and her burly escort walked on, failing to turn into the hallway as Harley expected. In
their place Selina, Ivy and Scarecrow appeared, Selina in the center, her arms
outstretched as wide as she could, holding each of the others by the scruff of the neck—
apparently trying to maximize the distance between them as they talked over each
other like cable news pundits.
“Harley?!” Matt-Bruce said, finally recognizing his wrestling buddy.
“See, I told you, they’re at it again!” said Scarecrow.
“Wayne!” said Ivy.
“Red!” said Harley.
“Selina!” said Bruce-Matt.
“Harley!”
“Ivy!”
“Scarecrow”
“Wayne!”
“Harley!”
“Matt!”
“Ivy!”
“Hagen!”
There was a slight pause as everyone became aware of a wooden creaking the
moment before the door was kicked to splinters and Joker stood in the opening.
“MEEE!”

Roff SoHo, Downtown Gotham’s finest wedding venue.
Why risk the elements when you can exchange your vows in The Eternal Courtyard, a
beautiful room of white and gold leaf. An aisle of ivory silk strewn with white petals. On either
side, arrangements of candles in white and gold, leading to the non-denominational altar under
a canopy of white silk or trellised arch. Then simply cross the lobby into the Hudson, SoHo, or
Gotham Ballroom…
With impeccable service, delectable catering and magnificent hotel rooms, your wedding at
Roff SoHo will be an affair your guests will never forget.
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An outrage. FBI agents covered in vines chasing down rabid penguins, Made Pelacci
soldiers incapacitated by fear gas, terrorized by hatted bridesmaids wielding fish
knives from the gift table. The harpist, the best man and the rings trapped behind a
wall of ice, and the Joker’s idiot girlfriend trying to ‘stall’ by singing “I’m so Excited”
while a hysterical pastry chef tried to melt them free with a creme brulee torch. It was
AN OUTRAGE… but at least it was over.
Eighty guests remained to see Joey Pelacci walk his daughter Susannah down the
aisle and leave her at the side of Anthony Marcuso. He gave the boy a wary look
before stepping away, then gave Carmine Falcone a withering glare of contempt.
Carmine ignored it. It wasn’t an ideal wedding, but there was triumph in it. The
guests who remained were the ones that mattered. They were the elite of the East and
Midwest Families and they were witnesses to the triumph of Roman Falcone, presiding
over a mob wedding besieged as only a Gotham mob wedding could be besieged.
“Dearly beloved,” Father Ercolani read, “We are gathered here today to join this man
and this woman in passionate bliss as he thrusts the throbbing arrowhead of his lovespear through the honeyed petals of womanhood into her quivering love pudding…”
“What the FUCK!” Anthony exploded, forgetting for the moment he was addressing
a priest.
Father Ercolani looked down at the page where several passages of a bodice ripper
had been substituted for his prepared text. (For as Joker would later explain, it really is
the perfect gift: Everyone gets a good laugh and remembers your special day forever—
HAHAHAHHAA!)
Father Ercolani’s eyes ran frantically down the page, skimming over a fair number of
throbbing members and moist velvet butterflies, until at last he saw a familiar phrase.
“If anyone here has an objection,” he read confidently, “to this man and this woman
being united in holy matrimony, let him bite down on a batarang and take it like a
man. Ha. Ha. Ha…”
He looked up with an air of infinite confusion, and Anthony Marcuso punched him
in the jaw.

Batman’s boot hadn’t touched Gotham soil. The automated systems in the Batwing
alerted him that the Bat-Signal was lit, so he made a wide arc over the river giving the
plane time to transition from jet to hover mode. Then he switched to autopilot,
switched to hover mode, and lowered the ladder.
Commissioner Muskelli was waiting, but his report was superfluous. From the OnePP roof, Batman could hear the sirens and see ambulance, squad cars and fire truck
heading down 7th Avenue towards the SoHo. Batman touched a control on his belt,
ordering the autopilot to recede the ladder and return the Batwing to its hangar. He
waved off Muskelli and fired a line, heading towards the SoHo.
The Spring Terrace at Roff SoHo, Downtown Gotham’s finest wedding venue.
Enjoy al fresco cocktails and delectable hors d’oeuvres on the Spring Terrace, your private
outdoor space overlooking the cityscape of downtown.
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“Of course, I came to give the bride away,” Joker declared gleefully. “This is as close
to a royal wedding as we’ll ever get in Rogue society, and the man who does the
honors is obviously Top Rogue HAHA—”
Harley’s lip began to quiver.
“—HAHAHA! Brucie understands that, why do you think he didn’t ask me to be
best man!”
Harley ran from the terrace, crying. In the doorway, she collided with Susannah
Pelacci who was running crying from the ballroom. They paused for a moment, looked
at each other, hugged in a moment of dashed-bridal-hopes-solidarity, resumed bawling
and each ran off in a different direction.
Inside, Carmine Falcone paced—four strides this way and four strides back—like a
hungry tiger in too-small a cage. “Enough,” he uttered in a menacing whisper.
Joey Pelacci chased after his daughter calling “Susie, we’ll fix it, we’ll fix all of it.”
He somehow missed her change in trajectory and wound up chasing after Harley.
“We’ll fix all of it, Baby, I promise,” he said, grabbing her by the shoulders, spinning
her around, and assuring her that the grinning clown who did this to her would be
slops at a pig farm by sunset—before realizing his mistake. He and Harley screamed
into each other’s faces before once again running off in different directions.
Four strides this way and four strides back… “Enough!” Carmine bellowed.
Three stories above, Batman looked down on the chaos with clenched teeth.
Scarecrow, Penguin, Freeze, Hatter, Ivy, Harley… Joker. “…Enough.”
Two time zones away, Bane rammed his fist into a cement punching bag.
“ENOUGH!” he roared, smashing it free of its moorings to burst its seams against the
wall.
One block away, Edward Nigma looked at the photo of Bruce and Selina smiling up
from the society page and ground his fist into the table. “Enough.”
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“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.
320

The Gotham Rogues

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
321

Cat-Tales

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.”
331

Cat-Tales

“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.
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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.”
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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
339

Cat-Tales

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
370

The Gotham Rogues

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…
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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!
405

Cat-Tales

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
406

The Gotham Rogues

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

417

Cat-Tales

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.
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“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
426

The Gotham Rogues

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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Heh —Bruce Wayne struggled— Heh-hic — to contain the rhythmic expulsion of
vocalized breath —Heheh— which had always resulted from the chemical excitation of
muscle and respiratory function—hA! — producing the involuntary, spasmodic
responses known as laughter.
“Oh look, The Dark Knight chortles.”
Until today it had always been chemical.
“Ha-heheheh, I’m sorry,” Bruce laughed helplessly, letting his head fall back against
the high-backed chair while Selina, seated on the sofa, affixed him with that look
which, throughout history, cats and women have directed at the men and dogs who
don’t quite get it.
Alfred wasn’t faring much better. There was a smile aching to push through his
butler’s reserve. He was serving tea in the morning room. He shouldn’t appear aware
of the conversation unless and until Master Bruce or Miss Selina included him. He
wouldn’t feel so strongly about it if Wayne Manor operated like other houses of its
kind, if tea in the morning room was part of the daily routine. But it wasn’t. It hadn’t
been for decades. But now, now that the “war” between the Rogues and the mobs had
ended with virtually all theme criminals behind bars and an unprecedented gutting of
organized crime, Master Bruce had permitted a normalcy to return that was a little
hard for Alfred to believe.
“I’m sorry, Kitten,” Bruce sputtered, surrendering at last to the humor of the
situation. “I just knew you would have to say something about it. A major Hollywood
blockbuster—”
“It’s not like I’m saying I didn’t like it,” Selina insisted.
“About a cat burglar, an absolutely gorgeous jewel thief with sort of a cat ears thing
going over her mask—” he said, illustrating ‘cat ears’ in a ridiculous move cupping his
hands over his head.
“I didn’t say two words about her costume—”
“In a city very much like Gotham—”
“You’re the one who said form-fitting head-to-toe black isn’t going to cut it against a
city sky as bright as—”
“Who gets involved with an industrialist very much like Bruce Wayne—”
“And a cute one too when he bothered to shave, but all I said was get the details
right, if she’s a jewel thief—”
“I just never imagined, of all the things you’d decide to nitpick—”
“You don’t steal from people while they’re at a charity fundraiser, that’s all I’m
saying. The charity event is where you shop. It’s where the goods are out on display:
you spot a nice ruby necklace on the dance floor, some diamonds and sapphires at the
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buffet, then you let them go home, put them back in the safe, and you go in next week to
get the goodies when they’re taking little Daphne to her cello lesson.”
“It’s not supposed to be you exactly; it’s not ‘Catwoman.’ So she operates a little
differently—”
“Sherlock Holmes isn’t supposed to be Batman. How many times have I listened to
your diatribe about that Robert Downey movie?”
“That’s completely different. His whole process was wrong. A rational man
devoted to deduction and scientific method—”
“Forty-two.”
“Does not simply accept the supernatural—”
“Forty-two times I’ve heard this, Bruce.”
“When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains must be true. That means you
reject the supernatural explanation first thing and start looking for what’s really going
on, not the other way around.”
“And if you’re an art thief, it’d be fine to rob Erin Adelsberger when she’s at the
Wayne gala, because her Chagall would still be hanging on her wall. But if you’re a
jewel thief, there is no point in breaking into her penthouse in FiDi, because her best
pieces aren’t in the safe. They’re across town hanging around her neck and dangling
from her wrist…”
Alfred had set down the tray and turned to the wall so neither Bruce nor Selina
could see that he was smiling wider than either of them. The argument was so…
normal, so domestic, so… Despite the Batman and Catwoman trappings, the
sentiments could have been those of Dr. and Mrs. Wayne returning from an outing.
“You should have seen her, Alfred,” Bruce said, his eyes on Selina with a teasing
look that was almost boyish. “My doppelganger was better at banter than I am. Every
time he got off a good line, she pinched my leg and pointed at the screen.”
Normalcy. With the change in routine, an astonishing change had occurred in
Master Bruce himself.
“Yes, but balancing that, you’re much better at holding onto your cars. As trade-offs
go, it’s a better skill to have.”
Batman still patrolled, but Commissioner Muskelli was adamant that he stay clear of
organized crime. The fall of Carmine Falcone created vacancies the Yakuza, Triads,
and Russian mobs would try to fill. Knowing that, the police were poised to take
advantage of the situation and make inroads into all those remaining criminal
enterprises. Being police, they could do it by the book, in such a way that would not
jeopardize the upcoming trials of all those Falcones. Batman raising the specter of
vigilantism could only inspire defense motions and Op Ed pieces, poison jury pools
and generally pull focus from the important business of the day: getting the most
mileage out of this unprecedented win for the good guys.
Patrolling such a relatively peaceful city took less time, and Batman usually returned
home well before three. Alfred wasn’t sure when Catwoman got home, but she was
now getting up at the same time as Master Bruce and accompanying him into the city.
Alfred wasn’t completely clear on how the financial endgame of the war resulted in
Miss Selina controlling sizable amounts of Gotham real estate, but he knew there was a
great deal of what Master Bruce called “sorting out” to be done, which required her
working daily with various offices of the Wayne Foundation.
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It was only on weekends like today that he expected to prepare a midday meal, but
this morning Selina had told him to cancel lunch since Bruce was taking her into town
to see a movie. Maybe they could have some tea when they got back.
“You know that blend he really likes,” Selina had said, her face suddenly appearing
much younger and almost shy, apart from her eyes which reflected something older,
joyous and wise. “Lapsang Souchong and Darjeeling.”
“Yes, miss, I know the one,” Alfred had said, meeting her eye.
It was her favorite too, and Alfred knew why. Specifying that blend, together with
the changes in Master Bruce and the tone and tempo of the day’s conversation since the
couple returned from the city, Alfred couldn’t help but wonder if it was time to raise
an issue openly that he gave up even hinting at years ago.

Norm had been working on the Sub Diego project since the day the Wayne
Foundation got involved. He had begged for the assignment. He was from San Diego
originally, and the news of the earthquake had been devastating. The mall he’d hung
out in: rubble. The hotel where his senior prom was held: submerged. Then there
were the casualty reports—followed by the spine-chilling news that hundreds, perhaps
thousands of those believed dead had been discovered living underwater. A madman
called Anton Geist had tampered with their genetic make-up to turn them into waterbreathers.
Aquaman had found them, mostly living in the resort hotel and navy base that were
the largest structures submerged, and Atlantis had ‘done what they could’ to get things
organized—and didn’t do a very good job of it, as far as Norm was concerned. It tore
him up for days as the Wayne Foundation got involved and he saw more and more
that was just plain wrong. Stupidly wrong, pointlessly wrong. He didn’t even know
how to begin making sense of it.
Then he had the dumb luck to run into Bruce Wayne. Norm still didn’t know what
possessed him, how he ever got the idea that Bruce Name-on-the-Building Wayne
would stand there and listen while this little nerd from a cubicle data-dumped on his
thousand-dollar Italian shoes that way. But before Norm even knew what was
happening, before he even processed how he had overstepped, there was this hand on
the center of his back guiding him back towards his desk and Bruce Name-on-theBuilding Wayne was saying “Let’s go back to your office and talk about it.”
They sat for almost an hour, and as Norm listed the many, many things Atlantis was
screwing up, Bruce’s nods grew more frequent and emphatic.
“That makes sense. Atlantis is a self-contained underwater society. Has been for
millennia. Self-sufficient, independent… isolated. All of their assistance to Sub Diego
is from that mindset.”
Norm stared, suddenly seeing the common thread in all his complaints about
Atlantis.
“They’re not thinking how all of those people are from the land, went to St.
Bartholomew’s and PS-23,” he said. “That they had jobs and friends—still have
friends and families up here.”
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“Right. They don’t want to be ‘independent and isolated,’ they want to still be a part
of the world they were born into. Atlantis is trying to set them up to leave all that
behind, cut all ties. It’s the wrong approach entirely. What does Mr. Anders have you
working on?”
Norm showed him a few things and Bruce took the folder, but after he glanced
through it, he didn’t give it back.
“Forget about this. Why don’t you look into what they’ve got down there in Sub
Diego and see what they can actually do better than we can here on land. They have
access to different resources, different physical conditions, their people are all waterbreathers now. There have to be all kinds of things they could do more efficiently.
Then see what Atlantis is trying to get them doing for themselves that’s just not worth
the trouble. And establish trade. California and Mexico are closest…”
After a few weeks, Bruce came back and asked how it was going. Norm had a
feeling he might and had an idea ready to pitch.
“I know a couple of the guys down there, two from my high school and one just
from the neighborhood. Got me thinking this would be a lot easier if we had an actual
office down there, hire them to staff it. And then they’ve got another source of
income.”
Bruce loved the idea, and before long, the Sub Diego branch office had a staff of
thirty employees. Since then, it had become a routine: About once a month, Bruce
Wayne showed up at Norman’s desk. He’d ask how it was going, Norm would tell
him whatever the new challenges were, and within a few days, the emails would
begin. Norman Nobody @waynefoundation.net was suddenly being CC’d on memos
from Wayne Industries about a robotic exoskeleton they were developing, from the
aerospace division about new materials that would withstand the undersea pressure
levels, and so on.
Bruce’s last visit was more than a week ago and Norm figured the mighty Wayne
Tech Communication Division did not have anything to improve on the jerry-rigged
system Josh and Alvaro had come up with—when he was blind copied on a memo
from wayneenterprises.co on a new extranet architecture that would provide the same
connectivity to the undersea office as he had to his colleagues on the 28th floor.

For Selina, the day began as usual, with an appalling stream of sunlight on her face, a
feral growl beside her, and Bruce rolling into her as he tried to get away from the
demon sunlight. Juice and the morning Times on the breakfast tray. Separate showers
if they were having breakfast downstairs in the dining room. Once or twice a week,
Selina liked to invade Bruce’s shower or else rush her own and wait in his closet,
stretched out naked over the long bureau of his folded shirts. On those occasions, there
was no time for breakfast and they’d each get a coffee from the little cart in Wayne
Plaza before going their separate ways: he to the Wayne Enterprises executive suite on
the 77th floor, she to the Foundation on 61.
From the first day of this NMK business, something about the drive in was preying
on her. Bruce was different. Almost, but not quite, Batman. Batman certainly wasn’t a
problem, it was that side she’d fallen for first. But usually when Bruce gave off the
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Batman vibe out of costume, there was a definite reason. All he was doing now was
driving.
She started off working with Gwen Chatham, the Foundation’s Executive Director.
Selina knew her slightly from various Wayne events, and while she had certainly
formed a high opinion of the woman’s intelligence and education, Selina couldn’t help
but note Bruce’s fingerprints on the plan Gwen was laying out: this person would be
investigating each property by various means, what it was and who owned it on paper,
what it was and who owned it in practice. This person was the go-between with law
enforcement, this one with the city. This was the level of interaction with the Mayor,
the City Council and other official bodies that Selina herself should participate in, this
was the knucklehead stuff that the Foundation would take care of… It’s not that any
executive on Gwen’s level wouldn’t be capable of making and articulating the plan for
a complex, multi-faceted project. It was simply the way it was all being presented, the
little checks and balances, the way this category was broken down into two subs with
two examples given for each. Catwoman had seen enough Batman plans play out over
the years, and Selina had seen the mind-bending mirrors of those plans in Bruce’s daily
life—he had a protocol to take over the grill during a cookout, for Bast’s sake! She
could tell. It wasn’t any specific thing, she could just tell. It felt like him. Gwen may
have laid the groundwork, but Bruce made sure it hit his desk when she was done with
it, and as soon as he got his hands on it, he made all these little adjustments.
Which was rather sweet, Selina decided. She wasn’t sure she actually felt that way,
but it was the way she was deciding to feel. Like the atmosphere in the car on the ride
in, there was something vaguely peculiar going on. Too vague to even be sure it was
there, let alone be sure what ‘it’ was, let alone have definite feelings about it.
After the big picture sessions with Gwen, Selina spent most of her time with Cynthia
Merrithew and Ron Altman on grant proposals that were a match for the properties
they might want to develop on their own, and a Small Business Incubator for those
they didn’t. Like Gwen, Selina had met Cynthia at a number of Wayne events. Ron
was new to the Foundation, and Selina found him a useful touchstone for that reason.
Virtually everyone else in the office knew her from the receiving line at formal parties
standing next to Bruce: vintage Dior, shake hands, ballroom small talk, then move on
quickly because the boss is in demand. Ron had never done that, so he was useful for
comparison. Everyone else was changing gears.
Including Selina herself. She had discovered quite a kindred spirit in Madison
Hargrove, the Development Director. In charge of all fundraising for the Foundation,
Madison was present at every single Wayne Foundation and most Wayne Enterprises
events, big or small, and all the woman had ever talked about with Selina was her
shoes (Manolo?), her handbag (Judith?) or her earrings (Meru?) Selina had been
impressed with the last—the Meru Brothers eclectic shop in the artistic Brera district of
Venice wasn’t widely known—but she had written off Madison as someone who didn’t
take an interest in much more than clothes. Their first meeting at the Foundation
seemed to confirm it.
“Ooo, nice B Bag,” it began.
Selina thanked her, complimented a necklace Madison was wearing in return, and
was surprised to hear it came from the gift shop at the Whitney Museum. That led to a
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discussion of the Yayoi Kasuma exhibition, which they both found overrated, and the
next day when they ran into each other at the coffee machine, a follow up about the
perfectly awful Kasuma in the window at the Phipps Gallery—and a shared loathing of
the short redheaded salesman there who always tried to bully you into buying the
most appalling pieces. They made a date to do the trunk show at Henri Bendel
together, and then drop in at the Phipps to bait him.
Most days, after putting in a few hours of work on the NMK project, Selina took the
elevator up to 77 to meet Bruce for lunch. Today was no exception, nor was the
conversation she walked in on anything out of the ordinary:
“Falstaff again,” Lucius was saying.
“Who is this guy?” Bruce said, a hint of Bat-exasperation at the edge of his eyes. “He
underbids Trump on the Riverfront project, he outbids Drake on the Rothko. He steals
the Fenwick deal out from under Larraby Chemicals, he’s got Malt Industries running
for cover on the Belmont project. I mean, everything he touches turns to—Hi there.”
“Hi,” Selina said. “Don’t let me interrupt.”
All she’d done was flick her eyes from the papers on the desk up to the man standing
behind it. It was innocent and casual, but to one who first encountered those eyes
behind a mask, the subtle move had resonance—and the same effect it used to:
derailing his train of thought.
“This the same Falstaff from the Empire Club?” Selina asked, and Bruce’s eyes grew
dark and menacing.
“Falstaff, Inc.,” said Lucius. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Blows into town, buys
up the First Knickerbocker Tower, adds ten floors—making it six feet taller than the
Wayne Building—and expands into seemingly a dozen industries at a time.”
“While adding as little as possible to the Gotham economy,” Bruce interjected. “If he
could have outsourced the construction jobs to India, he would have.”
“It’s not a ‘he,’ Bruce,” Lucius insisted. “Falstaff, Inc. is a business, not an individual
person.”
“But Gregorian Falstaff is,” Selina said. “It wasn’t a corporation that parked us in at
the Empire Club and spent the afternoon talking trash about the Wayne Foundation.”
“I don’t know when I’ve had such an urge to punch someone in the face,” Bruce said.
It was said without a hint of Bat-subtext, and Selina had a feeling he meant it. You
don’t come into Gotham City, build your building taller than Wayne, park your
Delorean next to his Lamborghini, and go around saying the charitable foundation
built in his parents’ memory blows at least 80-cents on the dollar on administrative
costs with only a pittance making it to people it’s meant to help.
“Well, he may have the manners of an angry mongoose, but he’s a formidable
businessman,” Lucius concluded. “He hasn’t challenged WayneTech or Wayne
Industries, not yet, but I’d say it’s only a matter of time. He’s taking on everyone in
Gotham, and so far, when he throws down that gauntlet, he wins.”
Bruce glared with the willful intensity that was pure Batman, first at Lucius and then
at the edge of a paper on his desk: the two red hexagons with a white letter F in the
negative space that constituted the Falstaff logo.
“I’m looking forward to it,” he graveled.
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One of the more ironic oopses of ‘the movie’ was demonstrating that their cute little
cat burglar was NOKD by having her pronounce Ibiza like someone who’d only read
the name and never heard it. Now, my family wasn’t quite in Bruce’s league, but my
mother did dance with the Gotham Ballet and every third year they performed in
Madrid, Barcelona and Valencia, and then afterwards took a few days to unwind in
Ibiza. It’s my first memory of my mother not being home, she was in Ibiza… I knew
that name before I knew New Jersey. I lisped it before… Yeah. Well.
The line between Bruce’s upbringing and mine is a lot more subtle. It’s not social or
cultural, it’s… zeroes. It’s scale. And it’s rather strange that the first and only time that
difference became apparent was today, right on the heels of “Ibitha.” The advisability
of going all movie-catburglar in head-to-toe black aside, the one thing that flick
completely botched is the Dickensian nonsense. I like Dickens, don’t get me wrong, to
read on a cold winter’s night with a glass of Merlot in front of a roaring fire. But I’m
not A Tale of Two Cities, I’m The Philadelphia Story. “The prettiest sight in this pretty
world is the privileged class enjoying its privileges.”
So it’s really quite strange that not twenty-four hours after “Actually, it’s
pronounced ‘Ibitha,’” I realized Bruce actually had been using a freakishly old money
codeword in a way I didn’t understand. Every time he’s mentioned NMK Holdings
and the properties he acquired to keep Falcone from getting control of them, he said it
would have to be ‘sorted out.’ Lucius would help sort it out. The Foundation would
play a role in sorting it out. I would go down and work with Ms. Merrithew and Mrs.
Chatham sorting it out.
What I didn’t realize at the time is that ‘sorting out’ is WayneSpeak for massive
amounts of money flowing into your pocket. Massive amounts. Not Picassos and
Lamborghinis/we don’t mention the price because it’s tacky. Small countries and space
programs/we don’t mention the price because—see above—we’re The Philadelphia Story
and not A Tale of Two Cities, and we mean to keep it that way.
Pronouncing I-b-i-z-a “Ibitha,” that I knew. Pronouncing “Kitten, if you’re up for
some no-limit Texas Hold’em with Gates, Zuckerberg and a few members of the Saudi
royal family, I got you a seat at the table” as “sorting out,” that one I didn’t know.
Most of it isn’t going to be staying. As soon as we confirm that someplace Carmine
took over started off as a legitimate business, we set about turning it back over to the
people who owned it originally. If they’re no longer around, it goes into the Small
Business Incubator with all the fronts that were owned by Falcone middle men. Then
there are the “abandoned” properties that haven’t officially been anything for a
decade. What’s sold outright funds subprime loans for the incubator. What’s kept, if it
can be rented out to one of the incubator candidates, only charges minimal rent.
Subprime interest on the purchase price of Gotham real estate and minimal rent still
comes to a bit more than a Monet oil on canvas.
I kissed a man in a mask, that’s really all I did.
And he’s become more of a mystery than ever. Riding into town this morning, it felt
like Batman sitting there. He’s always the one who drives when we’re on our own, so
it wasn’t that. And the Porsche is less like the Batmobile than some of the other cars, so
it wasn’t that. Maybe it’s just that when I’m with him in the Batmobile, we’re partners.
Bruce and Selina have always been just ‘Bruce and Selina.’ This going into town
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together, going to the Wayne Tower, having the ungodly responsibility of all these
assets to sort out, it’s… it’s very hard to wrap my head around.
I’m The Philadelphia Story. I took Rembrandts and Picassos and rubies and emeralds.
This is another level. This is another scale. I’m starting to understand the Foundation
as more than a way to avoid A Tale of Two Cities. There are an awful lot of people
whose lives Bruce makes better, with plenty left over for the Rembrandts.
And I think… I think he knows I’m thinking that.
And I think that’s why it felt like Batman sitting there as we drove in together.
And I think that’s why I have the urge to punch him in the face.

The Paris Judicial Police, Gendarmerie and Interpol all had it tagged differently: a
string of burglaries, home invasions, grand thefts, thefts of cultural property…
assaults… murder.
Different neighborhoods throughout Paris. Different stately homes in the provinces.
Paintings cut from the frames. Safes emptied of their jewels. And the violence was
escalating.
The first servant they found on the premises was merely struck on the head.
The second was beaten nearly to death with a fire poker.
The first victims they found at home, they broke the wife’s arms when the husband
refused to open the safe voluntarily.
The second one who resisted had opened her safe; she only wanted to keep her
wedding ring. They cut it off her finger with a bolt cutter, stabbed her in the throat,
and stuffed her body into the emptied safe.
The last one, they’d written “Villon” on the wall in the victim’s blood.

Selina had spent the morning in Cynthia’s office sifting through grant proposals
tagged as primary matches for the Stevensburg properties.
“I hate to waste the beautiful work this Z outfit has already done,” Cynthia was
saying, “But they turned 323 into a restaurant and 329 into a bar. They’re going to
have to pass inspections before they’re allowed to open for business, and the cosmetic
fix-ups aren’t going to impress a fire marshal. So why don’t we just take the hit and
say ‘since it’s going to have to be redone anyway, let’s gut it and let the dance
ensemble turn 323 into a rehearsal space.’ And the 329 address could become an
artist’s studio. Either the glassblower or the pottery collective could put that wood
burning pizza oven to good use…”
Selina’s lip twitched.
“Cynthia, this is the sixth one—sixth and seventh—of Ron’s turnkey businesses
earmarked for the incubator that you’ve tried to poach. Now, they’re Pre-war
buildings. 323 has a dumbwaiter and an icebox by the window. 329 was a speakeasy;
they’ve got an honest-to-god hidden room in the basement with a secret exit out to the
sewers. We can get the historical society onboard to keep them just as they are: get a
waiver, get the oven grandfathered, no major construction needed.”
“You always fight me when it’s the Z,” Cynthia teased. “Your little pets.”
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“I don’t. We’ve just been down this road enough times, I’m getting a sense for the
ones you’ll go for.”
“Can’t blame a girl for trying,” Cynthia said with a smile, her head tilted at a playful
angle that made Selina oddly uncomfortable.
They broke at 12:30, as usual, and Selina headed to the executive floor for her regular
lunch date with Bruce. On the way to the elevator, Madison called out to her.
“Selina! Just who I wanted to see. Look at this. That movie about you, you know
the trailer where she steals his car…”
She handed over her phone, and Selina took it with the poised smile and ready laugh
that was now an ingrained response. The whole world knew that Bruce Wayne had
bought Selina Kyle one of the limited edition Lamborghini Reventóns. Her movie
double stealing a Lambo belonging to Bruce’s counterpart was the most striking
indicator that their cat burglar was based on Gotham City’s Catwoman.
Selina had seen the TV spot a number of times, so she wasn’t expecting anything
new—until she looked down and saw the YouTube that Madison had cued up on her
phone did not preview anything at all from the movie. It was a tiger in a large, fenced
off pen. Selina glanced up at the other woman, who grinned back impishly. Selina hit
play.
BIG CAT RESCUE PRESENTS… flashed on the screen. BIG CAT TV… and then it
transitioned to the tiger from the preview, a television placed in front of him on the
other side of the fence at face height where he could easily see. Selina laughed as she
heard a few lines from the movie, distorted and garbled on the distant TV screen while
the tiger perked up, apparently interested. Then, after a cut, she saw the TV over the
tiger’s shoulder as the rest of the TV spot played. When it was over, the tiger got up,
walked towards the camera, and growled.
“The Rescue says they do everything they can to make the cats comfortable and keep
them stimulated while living in captivity,” Madison explained. “Part of their
‘enrichment program,’ always trying new things to see how the cats respond. Today’s
experiment: watching TV.”
They chatted for a few minutes about the challenges faced by preserves like this Big
Cat Rescue, the problem of confinement stress in zoos, and the plight of those animals
in the wild. Then the elevator arrived and Selina went on her way.
Arriving at the executive suite, she found Lucius Fox in the vestibule outside Bruce’s
office. It seemed completely serendipitous, but something Selina couldn’t quite put her
finger on said that it wasn’t.
“I’m afraid Bruce had to fly out to the R&D campus,” Lucius said lightly. “I
wondered if you’d like to have lunch with me instead.”
“Sure,” she smiled. “We haven’t had a chance to really talk since the Auto Show.
How did that whole GeoSeek promotion play out?”
He gave her a more detailed version of the Wayne Tech triumph than Bruce had, and
Selina was amused to see that Lucius was modestly glossing over those portions of the
tale that reflected his own genius, the very parts that Bruce had stressed. Lucius was
also stressing Bruce’s contributions, which Bruce had omitted entirely.
Then he said he’d seen “her movie” and enjoyed it quite a lot. Then he asked her to
“come on back to the office for just a minute” while he collected his coat. Selina
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followed, but once again, something seemed just a little… suspect. Particularly once
Lucius closed his door and invited her to sit.
“I really did like the movie,” he said, settling in his own chair and leaning forward
like Eddie did before an opening chess move.
“So did I, but I actually had nothing at all to do with it,” said Selina.
“I did have one scare,” Lucius went on as if she’d said the exact opposite. “That
whole subplot with the data erasure gizmo, at first I thought it might be hitting a little
too close to home. Seeing that a master thief was involved in the story. You see, we’ve
been developing a program to lock down sensitive information about high net worth
individuals, information that could be exploited for criminal purposes—is that a smile I
see, Ms. Kyle?”
It was and it erupted into a full laugh.
“I’m just thinking of all those town halls I sat through, with Bruce playing Walt
Disney and acting the proud papa about all the projects you had in the pipeline. Funny
how he never mentioned this one.”
“Well, this isn’t an item that will ever be openly advertised. But I’d be lying if I said
we hadn’t thought about your involvement with Bruce being a selling point.”
“A selling point? I would’ve thought the opposite.”
“Nobody can make a better lock than a thief, Selina. Having that mindset involved
is a definite plus designing a product of this kind. It’s subliminal, we’d never say it
outright, but the type of person who needs this kind of protection is the same one who
sees you and Bruce at all the parties and openings together. We release this as a Wayne
Tech product, they’ll assume we’ve got the inside track…” He waited for a beat before
adding “It’d be a shame if we didn’t.”
In her mind’s eye, Selina saw herself in costume before an open safe, hearing the
click of a door close behind her, and seeing the scallop of a bat-shaped shadow on the
wall ahead.
“What do you want me to do?” she asked flatly.
In response, Lucius tossed her what first appeared to be a dark file folder—until she
caught it and saw Wayne Executive Dining Room embossed in gold on the cover of red
leather.
“Order some lunch. The sirloin tips are my favorite, the shrimp are also very good,
and the steak sandwich is the easiest to eat while you’re sitting at the computer.
“What I’d like to do is just spend the afternoon going over all the types of
information we’re looking at and what databases they’re stored in, and maybe you can
tell me what would actually be useful to you as a thief researching a target, and what’s
a waste of time.”

Barbara Gordon wheeled slowly and thoughtfully from the hidden back room of the
co-op where she kept her Oracle’s den, through the living room and into the bedroom.
Her husband was still asleep, and she knew she should probably let him be. But
Gotham was quiet, and it’s not like Nightwing had all that much to do. So she picked
up a pillow and flogged him with it.
“Wake up. Dickie, wake up.”
He pawed at it, growled and rolled over to face his attacker.
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“Good morning,” he croaked.
“Good afternoon,” she said. “Wake up, I need Bat-brain.”
His brow fell into a low, venomous, vigilante glare, although the deep gravel that
followed was less the voice of Bat-menace than the simple throatiness that came from
sleeping openmouthed against a pillow and not having brushed his teeth.
“It couldn’t wait?” he asked.
“I’ve been waiting, I don’t know what to do and I want to talk to someone.”
Dick half-sat up against the back of the bed and blinked, which Barbara took as a goahead.
“Bruce has gotten a lot more sophisticated with his shield companies and cover
stories over the years, camouflaging purchases and travel patterns, but the world has
also gotten a lot more sophisticated with its data collection and sifting capabilities. So I
monitor a lot of different ways that any of us could be searched, tracked or monitored.
If anything pops up that’s, you know, ‘related to anything related,’ I’m set up to flood
the data channels with misinformation. If they’re looking into rare coins the M.
Gerard ID bought at auction, he’ll suddenly make a ton of purchases in Etruscan
bronzes and Japanese woodcuts.”
“And a German cartel will have bought twice as many Gold Napoleons as Gerard
did,” Dick said, nodding vigorously.
“Right. Needless to say, Selina’s been on the list since, like, six months before Bruce
moved her into the manor.”
“Wait a minute, she’s out,” Dick said, rubbing his forehead like this was a lot to
dump on a man before he’d even gotten out of bed. “I mean, sure, she’s family, but the
whole world has been playing ‘is she or isn’t she’ since before she and Bruce got
together. Since she did that Cat-Tales show, ‘Selina Kyle probably Catwoman’ isn’t
news to anybody.”
“Yeah, but this is Bruce we’re talking about. Mr. Protector. ‘Stand behind me, Little
Lady.’”
Dick couldn’t suppress a laugh.
“Yes, and doesn’t that make him a terrible person,” he said in sincere defense of his
mentor.
“Point is, I’ve been picking up some unusual searches. There’s a huge spike in
interest in her, naturally, because of that movie. But the movie’s based on that trashy
biography and the garbage in the Gotham Post a few years back. It has nothing to do
with the real Selina, it’s not even in the ballpark. This one cluster of searches is
different. It’s Miss Porters, Baldwin, Bryn Mawr, Smith, Mont Fleuri and Monte Rosa,
some other school in Switzerland…”
“Wait, she didn’t go to Miss Porter or... it was some other—”
“Miss Corinne’s, I know,” Barbara cut him off. “They hadn’t found her—yet. And
now they’re not going to, because I’m just that good. But they were looking in the right
places, Dickie. The Sorbonne, a yacht registry on Lake Como, a polo club that French
count belonged to.”
“François?” Dick said, bolting upright, full awake.
“Was that his name? All I remember was Château de-Something, Joker trashed the
food and wine thing they were hosting at the manor, and my father said it would be a
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cold day in hell before he’d let me marry into the crime and chaos that orbits Bruce
Wayne.”
“It was François de-Something, I know this because there is a button labeled
‘François’ on Zogger that you don’t ever want to push.”
“Bruce has a button on the self-defense trainer in the Batcave labeled with the name of
Selina’s old boyfriend?”
“Barbara, wife of my bosom, I love you, but there are things you simply do not
understand. It is a crime against Man Law that François de-Something was allowed to
leave Gotham un-punched.”
“Man law? You just made my decision. Thank you, you can go back to sleep now.”
“What?”
Barbara was already rolling out the door. Dick looked around at the empty bedroom
and then down at the pillow used to pummel him awake.
“Man Law,” he repeated with a pleased nod.

I was so pissed. I wasn’t going to take it out on Lucius, but it was entirely possible
that when I saw Bruce again, he’d be having a near-death experience to put Batman’s
worst day to shame. Jackass! Scheming, manipulative, son of a…
Lucius had flicked a control on his deck that opened a panel in the wall behind him.
I recognized the configuration of screens from the Batcave. It was Workstation 1 when
Bruce and I first got together. Now it was more like a poor relation of Workstation 3,
which is still about eight years ahead of anyone else’s computer toys. The only real
difference was that in place of the silver bat emblem at the top of the monitor, the
words WAYNE ENTERPRISES were spelled out in beautifully finished pewter. I also
recognized something else, and I realized I could take just a little bit out on Lucius after
all.
“I have the prototype installed on this unit,” he was saying. “It’s an isolated system,
connected to a closed network of dummy databases to simulate the internet, corporate
firewalls, insurance records, bank accounts, feeds from traffic cameras, and so on…”
As he talked, he was going through a start-up routine that caused the screens to
spring to life one at a time. I knew what was coming up on the main one. And as soon
as the password prompt appeared, I pounced.
“Wait!” I said. “Master thief, remember? Allow me.”
He tilted his head like I couldn’t possibly be saying what he thought I was.
“You think you can crack my password?” he said incredulously.
“That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? Teach you how I think? Show you all the ways your
precious data isn’t quite as secure as you think?”
I brushed past him and stood over the console. Looked around his office briefly,
then pointed to the screen.
“Double cipher prompt, it wants two words. This is a prototype, it’s not real data
and your office is already secure, so the password is a formality. It’s the kind of thing
people use their middle name for, sometimes their first name. But that’s not your
style.”
I turned and pointed to his desk, then to his book shelves, then to the groupings of
photos on the wall. Everything was grouped in fives.
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“Five, five, five, five,” I said. “Got a little thing for fives, Lucius. Might be a touch of
OCD, but with your genius, it’s probably a pentagram thing: golden mean, replicating
patterns. Anyway, something obvious and simple, right in front of me, fives…”
I pointed to the words atop the monitor.
“Wayne Enterprises,” I read. “First five letters W-A-Y-N-E,” as I typed them. “Last
five… R-I-S-E-S.”
I hit return, and the system sprang to life.
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ELEMENTS
Alfred hadn’t planned to talk to Bruce that afternoon, and he hadn’t considered how
he would raise the delicate subject. But it was impossible to ignore the opportunity
before him as the WE helicopter landed on the South Lawn and he saw Bruce getting
out and heading for the french doors on the terrace. He was home hours ahead of
schedule, and alone; it was simply too perfect an opening to ignore.
Alfred intercepted him on the way to the study.
“You’re home quite early, sir,” he began.
Bruce didn’t slow his pace, but he gave that abrupt sideways nod as he said
“Research and Development called,” which Alfred knew meant to follow him to the
cave.
“Breakthrough on the work they’re doing with robotics and telecomm,” he said. “I
just got back from looking it over. It’s all related to Sub Diego, so I want to get a
briefing from Arthur before I talk to Lucius again or see anyone else from Wayne
Tech.”
“It’s lucky that the CEO of Wayne Enterprises has a direct line to the King of
Atlantis, sir. I shudder to think what an executive who wasn’t in the Justice League
would do to stay informed of the happenings underwater.”
Bruce ignored the sarcasm and stepped into the costume vault.
“You can joke all you want, Alfred. Sub Diego is the most important responsibility
the Wayne Foundation has outside of Gotham. Giving those people the means to
sustain a decent standard of living, in and of itself, is a worthy goal. And then there’s
Arthur. He’s never come to terms with being the one who found them or with the
knowledge that Geist used his DNA to engineer the mutation.”
Bruce came out in costume, although he hadn’t bothered with the utility belt for a
simple ‘phone call’ to Atlantis. Alfred waited. He listened to the general tone and
timbre of the conversation, and when he heard that shift that indicates ‘wrapping up,’
he began to move toward the main cavern so he was arriving just as the call had ended.
“Not much you’d call news,” Bruce said, removing his cowl. “Each city has set up
an embassy and sent an ambassador to the other. Arthur seems to view it as a great
milestone for Sub Diego, but it’s irrelevant in terms of what Wayne Tech is doing down
there. Now… what’s on your mind, Alfred?”
Alfred glanced at Workstation 3 and then up at Bruce. He really wished he’d had
time to think this through and make a conversational plan of attack. The only idea he
had to introduce the subject seemed quite artless:
“I’ve been thinking of a night that I found you here, sir. It was an hour when
Batman is usually patrolling, so I was quite surprised. I had expected to collect your
clothes from the costume vault, as usual, and leave the kimono for you to change into
when you returned. Instead, I found your clothes weren’t there. You hadn’t gone out.
And you were watching two videos, right here.” He pointed. “The left screen had
451

Cat-Tales

surveillance footage of Catwoman breaking into the Gotham Museum. And the center
showed the feed from the morning room only a few days prior: Miss Selina, sitting at
the desk, sipping coffee.”
“I remember,” Bruce said quietly.
“Looking very ‘mistress of the manor,’ if I might so phrase it, sir.”
“I remember,” Bruce repeated.
He remembered the reason he hadn’t gone out that night, too. He was so agitated,
he’d worked out until he reached muscle failure. He wasn’t capable of swinging on a
batline, and he wouldn’t be for another twelve hours. That reminder of his physical
limitations—of his mortality—gave weight and substance to an idea he had not been
able to put into words, an idea that had been fluttering around at the corners of his
consciousness, vaguely unnerving him from the shadows.
Maybe for me marriage will always mean ‘dead in an alley.’
He had been sickened and shocked by it, by the idea itself but even more by the
savagery of the words he heard himself using to express it. A savagery that had a
name.
“Would it surprise you if I said I’ve been thinking about it too?” he asked.
“No, Master Bruce, it wouldn’t. The way you’ve been acting with Miss Selina these
past few days, I would have been astonished if you claimed that you hadn’t.”
Bruce felt his hand tighten reflexively into a fist, and to combat it, he crossed his
arms and brought the hand to his mouth where two fingers extended thoughtfully to
settle against his lip. He wasn’t sure he wanted to talk about this, with anyone, but The
Savagery had a name. The Savagery was a part of him. And if The Savagery had
chosen those words in order to shock and horrify, to beat and hammer the
unacceptable thought into unexistence, if it… if ‘Batman’ was the one thing keeping
him from taking that step with Selina, then maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to let
someone else into the conversation. Particularly since Alfred was pushing his way in
whether Bruce invited him or not.
“It was that comedy of errors we went through with the Pelacci/Marcuso wedding,”
he said finally. “The Rogues thinking it was Selina and I getting married, Poison Ivy
coming to me with a warning. It looked so much like an orchestrated attack. Batman’s
deadliest enemies wouldn’t just spontaneously take an interest in Bruce Wayne’s
private life. It had to be a deliberate, orchestrated event, a diversion of some kind. So I
went to check on the enemies who know my identity. I went to see Ra’s—”
He tilted his head towards the viewscreen where he’d been talking to Aquaman a
moment before, and Alfred nodded, knowing that Ra’s al Ghul was currently in a
prison cell in Atlantis.
Bruce’s scowl deepened, and even though he was unmasked, a dark shadow seemed
to settle over his features. He said nothing for a long minute, and Alfred supposed
Bruce was reliving the conversation. When he thought the silence had gone on long
enough, he started to speak, but before he could actually form the words “What did he
say, sir?” Bruce answered the unspoken question.
“He didn’t say anything. He has no contact with the surface, no news from the
outside world. He didn’t know a damn thing.”
“Then…?”
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“It was just the act of going to see him. Do you remember when Ra’s kidnapped
Selina? We hadn’t been together long, and I was still coming to terms with having her
in my life, having a little… normalcy… happiness… We’d gone to the opera. I don’t
really care for Aida, and my mind wandered a lot. I remember thinking of the night
things started to change with Catwoman. I let myself smile at her, and… and the
gaping void of nothingness didn’t rise up like a serpent and swallow me whole.” He
said the last with a wry smirk to emphasize the absurd melodrama of the words. The
smirk almost looked like a masculine echo of Selina’s playful grin—until it disappeared
into Batman’s gravest scowl, and Bruce’s eyes turned dark and menacing. “Thirteen
days and ten hours later, I was flying to Mongolia, knowing that Ra’s had her, that she
could be dead already. That I had allowed myself a happiness I didn’t deserve and the
cosmos was rising like a serpent to swa—”
“A happiness you didn’t deserve, sir?”
“No one ever said feelings are logical, Alfred. If they were, Batman and Catwoman
never would have… That’s how I felt.”
“I see, sir. And then?”
“And then, nothing. Ra’s only took Selina to force a meeting. As usual, he was
smaller than I gave him credit for. Life went on. Until one night, in this cave, I said
something vile. I said that I couldn’t marry her. I said maybe to me, marriage would
always mean…” He stopped, unwilling to repeat the phrase. Then he moistened his
lips and continued. “And then going to Atlantis—going to see Ra’s again because of
Selina, this notion of our getting married so much at the heart of the matter and going
to see that ridiculous hairdo again, I just… I, I realized the whole ‘marriage equals
death,’ the fear of losing her being tied up with… it didn’t come from my parents… It
came from Ra’s. It wasn’t born in Crime Alley, Alfred, it was born on that fucking
flight to Mongolia. And I cannot—I will not—allow Ra’s al Ghul to have that kind of
impact on my life. It’s not going to happen.”
Alfred’s reply was cut off by a chirp on the panel in front of him, indicating that
Bruce Wayne’s cell phone was receiving a call. Rather than sprinting to the costume
vault to retrieve the phone from his jacket, Bruce merely punched a few keys to receive
the call over the cave system. A tiny phonesize icon of Selina appeared, wildly
distorted on the large monitor in front of him and the larger one that loomed over the
cave.
“Hey, Kitten,” Bruce answered, a foppish lightness in his tone that belied the
seriousness of the previous conversation, and Alfred performed a silent backstep to
reduce his perceived presence without actually leaving. “No, I don't,” Bruce went on.
“No, I— There was a development at the R&D camp—not an emergency, just a
breakthr—No, a real one… I had no idea Lucius was going to speak to you… I didn’t
think the project was that far along—I was going to tell you myself when we were
ready for you, but I thought it would be a few weeks ye—Selina—Selina—I… agree… I
agree… Yes, he is… Yes… Well, that’s a matter of opinion, I—Mhm… Mhm… Alright,
well, do you want to bring the Porsche home or stay in town and we’ll rendezvous
tonight? … Dick and Barbara’s? … Okay sure. Yes, I’ll tell him.”
Alfred guessed he was to be the recipient of the final message from Miss Selina by
the way Bruce looked his way on the final ‘I’ll tell him.’ In a rare lapse, Alfred had
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failed to be looking blankly at a random stalactite when Bruce glanced his way, and in
fact, the world’s greatest detective had noted all the signs that his butler was following
the conversation with rapt interest. He acknowledged it with a playfully disapproving
scowl.
“You’ve probably guessed this much: Selina won’t be coming home for dinner. She’s
staying in town, something about a voicemail from Barbara. She’ll eat with them,
prowl from there and bring the Porsche home after.”
“I see, sir,” Alfred said without a hint of subtext.
Another man would have left it at that, but Bruce wasn’t fooled.
“Something you wish to add?” he said with the slightest hint of Bat-gravel.
“On which subject, sir? The ease with which this minor logistical problem with the
car has been resolved, or your prior observation that you cannot allow the influence of
Ra’s al Ghul to prevent your coming to a comfortable domestic arrangement with Miss
Selina?”
“That will be all, Alfred,” Bruce said curtly.

The Elemental Fete was to be a revolution on the Gotham social scene. It began with
Frank Endicott’s perfectly valid observation that in Gotham City, people expect
something exceptional when the Wayne name is involved. Bunny Wigglesworth
agreed. The Wayne Foundation simply had to do better than the run of the mill black
tie benefits that everyone else did. Mrs. Ashton-Larraby, eager to redeem herself after
the disastrous “Gotham Post” party, had come up with the novel idea of an Elements
Ball, taking all four ballrooms at the Robinson Plaza and decking each out in its own
theme to represent water, earth, air and fire. Mrs. Layne half-listened to the Event
Committee’s excited brainstorming on the subject while she mentally began sorting
through her closet, then the Bergdorf’s windows of the past few months, and finally the
Monique Lhuillier runway and that strapless chiffon which would be just perfect for
her since she lost the weight from the twins but still had the benefits of an ample
bosom to show off—if she went with the red, of course. Red for fire. There was a blue
Oscar de la Renta she had her eye on that would be just perfect for water. However
would she choose? It’s not like the ideal ballgown body she had now was going to
last. Perhaps she should decide if she wanted to wear the rubies or the sapphires first,
and let that determine which dress… “Oh my!” she gasped as the idea presented itself
whole and fully formed. Not four ballrooms but four balls. On four consecutive
nights: A Fire Ball, a Water Ball, an Earth Ball and an Air Ball. Four ballrooms on one
ticket helped no one but the hotel. But four events gave everyone four chances to dress
up. It would mean four times the ticket sales, four auctions and it would let them
spotlight a different area of Foundation programs on each night.
It was the last consideration that sold Bruce on the idea. He normally rejected the
Event Committee’s first blue-sky proposals out of habit, but this year he was still
seething from Gregorian Falstaff’s remarks at the Empire Club. The idea that the
Foundation might be perceived as not doing as much as it claimed for Gotham made
his blood boil. The idea of four separate events to each benefit and showcase a
different type of outreach, that would be a very effective and very public way to
demonstrate how diverse and extensive the Foundation’s projects were. To attempt it
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on four consecutive nights was utterly insane, but one a week would keep the
Foundation front and center, raising awareness of their philanthropic efforts for an
entire month. So there. (Grunt)
The first event was to have been the Air Ball to benefit Art & Cultural Organizations,
but Selina put a stop to that when she spotted the proposal on his desk. She’d come up
to the office for their regular lunch date, and Bruce told her to wait while he checked
on something with Lucius. When he walked back in the door, he saw she was standing
over his desk with the proposal in her hand, reading it with the condescending smile
that followed some rooftop zinger (“Why Batman, how hard do you want it to get?”)
when he was unable to answer in kind.
“Something in there you don’t approve of?” he asked, a hint of Bat-gravel creeping
into his voice without his realizing.
“It’s just cute. Frank Endicott. Lucius. You. You’re all such men sometimes. I don’t
mean that in the judgmental Ivy way. I mean that you just… don’t get it sometimes.
You don’t know how to look at certain things: what means what, what’s significant and
what ultimately doesn’t matter. And so you get it wrong.”
“Explain.”
“Okay, I can see the wheels turning here. A string of gala fundraisers, and it’s a
progression. Air is your first theme and fire is last. That’s because air is light and
wimpy but fire is powerful and destructive, right?”
“It’s last because it’s the most colorful and dramatic, yes,” Bruce admitted.
“But see, fire is red. A lot of the guests will be wearing rubies. It’s a flashy gem,
bumps into garish when there’s too many of them. So a lot of the time, you don’t want
to wear the spectacular ruby necklace, especially to the old money foundation stuff like
a Wayne fundraiser; it looks nouveau. But a Fire Ball, that’s the one event where you
can absolutely get those rubies out of the vault and wear them to a Wayne affair
without giving it a second thought. Water is sapphire and maybe some blue topaz,
aquamarine and even turquoise. Less valuable pieces, farther down the food chain, but
that doesn’t matter. It’s a water ball; you want the blue. Earth could go in a lot of
different directions, but Air, air is clear. My darlin’, air is when the diamonds come
out, in this series of balls where they’re mostly wearing other things. Air will be the
night the diamonds come out. Air is the night they’re feeling the richest and most
elegant—and have the most to live up to. The silent auction will do twice as well that
night as at any of the other events, and if it’s also the last ball of the four, if it’s your big
finale, it will probably do better than the other three combined.”
Bruce grunted. Then he asked if there was a reason none of the women on the subcommittee shared these insights, and the playful cat-smile softened into a very
different one.
“Because they don’t know what you’re up to,” she said with a purr of forbidden
knowledge in her voice that sent a sizzle up his spine, around his neck, across his
shoulder and straight down his chest into his core. Their eyes met, and the admiration
Bruce saw there was not the tender affection of a lover but the frank appraisal of a
worthy foe. They have no idea what a conniving bastard you are, she seemed to be saying.
But I see your real agenda.
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“That being the case, you won’t want to waste the grand finale of an Air Ball on ‘Arts
and Cultural Organizations.’ As it is, your committee members think this order is
random. A for Air, A for Art; not like it matters. But it matters to you.” She stopped
and pointed to the line reading ‘Health and Human Services’ in such a way that her
finger touched the name Thomas at the top of the letterhead. “You want the medical
projects to get the most money and attention, you take it off the Fire Gala but leave it
right here on Night Four to be the showpiece at the Air Ball… and even though
Falstaff’s logo is red and has a big ‘F’ and he’ll want to make his big showing at the Fire
Ball, we’ll figure out some way to rub his nose in it.”
“I love you,” Bruce said sincerely, kissing her cheek.
“Say it with sushi, handsome. I’m starving,” she answered, grabbing her purse.
And that was how it was determined that the first night of the Thomas and Martha
Wayne Memorial Foundation Elemental Fete would be the Earth Ball, benefiting
Education & Youth Programs.

A Foundation fundraiser was never a night of frivolity for Bruce Wayne. After the
receiving line, there were informal chats with individual board members about all the
people they’d just shaken hands with, duty dances and extended stops at the tables of
all the big donors, and special attention to those who had been friends with his
parents—and that was just at events that were exactly what they seemed and not
camouflage for some bait Batman was dangling in front of the villain du jour.
Tonight at least there were no covert sitreps at the buffet, no clandestine chats with
Dick and Barbara about rogue infiltration or Tim and Cassie briefing him on the
security around a 220-pound gold coin. That’s not to say the conversation at the pastry
table wasn’t trying:
“I don’t believe you didn’t tell me,” Dick was laughing.
“Stop it,” Bruce hissed.
“A little warning next time, that’s all I’m saying.”
“Dick, I brought you up better than this. Be polite.”
“He can’t hear.”
“Alfred brought you up better. You two have been laughing like when you were
kids.”
“It’s a party, Bruce,” Barbara said, poking at him with a crab puff on the end of a
toothpick. “A little laughter isn’t all that suspect, and like Dick said, it’s not like he can
hear what we’re laughing about.”
Bruce silenced her with the death glare he used to direct at Batgirl when she
encouraged Robin this way: You’re older, act it, it said.
“Dick’s right, you know, you could have warned us,” she demurred. “You’ve talked
about this Gregorian Falstaff a couple times now. You didn’t think to mention he’s a
dead ringer for Oswald Cobblepot?”
“Well, not ‘a dead ringer,’” Dick corrected. “A 15-years younger, redheaded,
goateed, slightly taller and considerably more pear-shaped Oswald Cobblepot.”
“Kwak,” Barbara said, meaning ‘yes’.
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“I mentioned what was relevant,” Bruce said evenly. “He’s made a lot of waves
since he hit town; he bought three tables for each ball, so you were sure to be meeting
him; he’s been critical of the Foundation and—”
“And he looks like a younger-redhead-goateed-Oswald,” Barbara murmured as if it
was one long word.
Bruce shook his head and left them, heading towards the bar where Selina was
waiting. He’d sent her on a similar mission to chastise Tim and Cassie… who were
now a picture of youthful decorum as they headed together towards the dance floor.
“It seems you were more successful than I was,” he noted, picking up a glass of
mineral water the bartender knew to have waiting for him.
“Benefit of a notorious past like mine, threats are taken very seriously. ‘Drake
generations yet unborn’ have no desire to see a return of ‘the whip thing,’” she
declared, taking the glass from his hand and placing it back on the bar with a smile.
“Dance with me,” she ordered in a low, insistent tone, like a cornered spy looking for
cover to pass on stolen microfilm.
After a few turns, she got down to business:
“Your sidekick is in need of a little training, Bruce—no, not that kind. You’ve got a
‘notorious past’ of your own: Playboy of the Western World. And that boy needs some
coaching. Look at what Cassie is wearing tonight, and he hasn’t even told her how
pretty she looks. ‘Is it Falstaff’s eyes or is it his nose that makes him look so much like
Oswald,’ that’s his ballroom chitchat.”
“I’ll speak to him,” Bruce said, then he glanced a second time at Tim and Cassie.
“What is she wearing? That… that looks like one of the dresses you bought in Paris.”
“It is. I had it altered for her. It’s a long story.”
“We have time,” Bruce said, pressing tighter into the small of her back and turning
her unexpectedly.
“Yes, we do,” Selina laughed. Then she assumed a lightly foreboding tone as if
beginning a ghost story as she said “It’s actually kind of creepy. A couple weeks ago,
Barbara called me to come over and see her. Turns out—”
“Excuse me, may I cut in?” a smooth, oddly-accented voice interrupted. Bruce and
Selina paused their dance and parted slightly to face the speaker, both hiding their
disgust in a pair of perfectly matched party smiles as they turned to regard a younger,
redheaded, goateed, taller and pear-shaped facsimile of Oswald Cobblepot.
“Disgraceful of you to monopolize such a ravishing creature, Wayne. You get to look
at her every day, after all. The rest of us only have these rare opportunities.”
“I apologize for my bad manners,” Bruce said, stepping aside with that glint in his
eye that the deadliest thugs in Gotham associate with pain.
As Falstaff foxtrotted off with Selina, Bruce saw Lucius was waiting at the edge of
the dance floor, and since Tim and Cassie were still fully occupied with their dance,
Bruce went over to join to him.
“He really does look a little bit like that Penguin fellow in the ads for that Iceberg
Lounge,” Lucius offered, guessing Bruce’s mood and opting for a light-hearted shot at
Falstaff that didn’t actually criticize a major donor in a meaningful way.
“He’s chest-thumping,” Bruce said dismissively, turning away from the dance floor
and leading Lucius back towards the bar as if eager to introduce him to someone.
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“And I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of watching while he dances with
Selina. I’m sure that’s what he wanted—Richard! You remember Lucius Fox, of
course.”
Unfortunately, Richard Flay had been following Falstaff’s movements through the
room and, having witnessed the cut-in, he was eager to introduce the very subject
Bruce wanted to change.
“Blasted fellow, that Falstaff,” he huffed. “Do you know he bought that
Goldscheider Aphrodite I had my heart set on at the Crispin auction, and then the
Edgar Brandt mirror and the fire screen. All three, can you believe it? To come away
from the auction without a single one of the pieces I had my eye on, well, some years
that’s just how it goes—but to lose them all to the same man! You’d think the upstart
had peeked in my catalogue and identified the very pieces I meant to have.”
They chatted for a few minutes. Mrs. Ashton-Larraby joined them, seeing Richard
Flay’s indignant manner and guessing the subject under discussion.
“Horrible man,” she fumed. “So fitting that he looks so much like that Penguin
character, because he is nothing but a gangster. Both of you, come look at this!”
She marched them to a line of table displays spotlighting the various educational
programs sponsored by the Wayne Foundation. She pointed with an air of dramatic
foreboding, like the herald in a Greek tragedy. Bruce, Lucius and Richard Flay all
looked at the arrangement of enlarged photographs, the central one depicting the
Hudson University campus: the oldest part, where the only two original buildings
flanked a tree-lined mall leading up to the newer Wayne Library. The low wooden
signs reading Ashton Hall and Flay Hall as well as the stone attribution plate on the
front of the library had been covered in decals advertising a campus event sponsored
by Falstaff Inc. The details of the event weren’t visible, but the distinctive red hexagon
and white F of the Falstaff logo was instantly recognizable.
“Well, the picture is just to represent Hudson,” Bruce said, making the best of it.
“It’s the scholarships and research grants from the past year that we’re trumpeting.”
“And the new chemistry chair,” Lucius added. “It’s not actually about the library.
Which, of course, was a very old project.”
“It’s an old campus,” Mrs. Ashton-Larraby said archly. “Founded in 1754 as King’s
College by royal charter…”
Always aware of his surroundings, Bruce noted when the music stopped, and while
Gladys Ashton-Larraby lectured Lucius about George II, he subconsciously began
expecting a hint of Selina’s perfume as she arrived at his side. It was only when it
didn’t happen that he found himself glancing towards the dance floor… and saw she
was leaving the ballroom with Falstaff. He didn’t spot her again for over an hour, and
since she seemed quite engrossed in her chat with Madison Hargrove, he decided to let
her be. The rest of the night whenever they were together, there were always other
people around, so he didn’t get to speak freely until the ride home.
“Falstaff must employ some kind of zero-sum principle when it comes to charm,” he
said dryly. “Goes around town being as obnoxious as possible, offends just about
everyone he’s come in contact with, then turns into an enchanting dance partner.”
“I thought I felt the beady eyes of a crimefighter watching us,” Selina said with a
teasing smile—which produced a hint of a scowl—which produced a hint of a purr
before the tone changed. “Stand down, Dark Knight. Falstaff’s ‘charm’ gets as far as
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‘My dear, you really must call me Gregor’ and then makes a sharp right turn into
referencing stuff that happened years ago, like it marks him out as some great
aficionado of Gotham history. I mean: you read some old newspapers. What am I
supposed to say to that, ‘Yay, literacy’? Most people use those things to wrap fish.”
“So, if he didn’t impress you, why did you go off with him?” Bruce asked.
“To empty his wallet,” Selina smirked.
“Very funny.”
“Been a long time since I had the fun of stealing right under Batman’s nose. Let’s
face it, most of what I’ve done since we got together was with your blessing. This
was—”
“You better be joking.”
“Not completely. See, he spent most of our dance pumping me for details about the
silent auctions. He heard a rumor that Atlantis donated something for the Water Ball.
Said he didn’t want to ‘blow his lunch money’ on tonight’s offerings if you were
‘following the ways of tradesmen.’ Holding the good stuff in reserve until you’d
unloaded the rest ‘on the gullible who are forever incapable of distinguishing quality
from cost.’”
“Insulting me, the item donor, and the other guests in one line, that’s impressive,”
Bruce noted.
“So I made him pay for it. Took him down to tonight’s auctions and made him place
a big fat bid for every hint I gave him about what was coming up.”
“That’s it?”
“After he wrote down his bids, a few of his 1s may have become 4s.”

Catwoman hadn’t planned on prowling after the Wayne gala, but after Bruce did
nothing but chuckle at her ‘prank’ changing Falstaff’s bids—adding that
“Whatshername Gretta” had done the same thing to him once at an Aids Benefit—
Kitty felt the need to assert herself. She was trying to beat her old record at the Sterling
Trust when she noticed the Bat-Signal. Another night, it might have been fun. She’d
go to her favorite gargoyle near One Police Plaza, watch and wait, and as soon as
Batman was finished, she’d break in on the OraCom and ask about it without
preliminaries. But tonight she really wasn’t in the mood for *cough*fighting, so she
went back to finessing the Sterling locks when her own OraCom buzzed.
“Catwoman’s House of Pain,” she answered.
There was a pause. Then:
..:: Not all jewel thieves share your verdict on that movie,::.. came a familiar gravel. ..:: The
Beauforts’ townhouse was broken into while they were at the Wayne Ball. I’m going to the
crime scene now, if you want to come have a look.::..

In the years he fought Catwoman, a seldom acknowledged wish-dream formed that
one day they could be something more than adversaries. The dream took various
forms, the most wildly improbable being the partnership they now enjoyed. Unlike the
more personal and intimate variations, ‘crimefighting’ was never a clearly defined
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dream. Just a vague notion of her standing at his side before swinging into battle
together, or perhaps sifting through data in the cave, tackling the finer points of some
baffling mystery with their combined areas of expertise. He never considered that
she’d be bringing the most frustrating aspects of Catwoman-the-criminal’s behavior
into the mission with her. He never figured on the same blinders and rationalizations
that let her blithely pretend stealing wasn’t wrong. He never figured on feline logic—
or feline stubbornness, digging in like a wildcat and refusing to admit she was wrong.
Maybe—just maybe—Selina in the car driving into the city would be more
reasonable than Catwoman at the crime scene had been.
“About that—” “No.” he began and she answered.
A half mile later, he tried again.
“They got away with—” “Doesn’t matter.”
And once more turning onto the bridge.
“Even though she was wearing th—” “Still morons.”
“But you said—” “Not the point.”
“But y—” “I stand by it.”
“B—” “Because I’m right.”
“Why can’t you just admit that despite not doing it your way, they made it work.”
“Because it didn’t work.”
“Okay, this is an aspect of the criminal mind I don’t understand. Explain it to me,
please: They go into the house, nobody is home, they open the safe, they take out all
the jewelry Sophia didn’t wear to the party, they leave. How is that not making it
work?”
“Not only was Sophia Beaufort wearing the to-die-for necklace, earrings and bracelet
you save for a Wayne-worthy occasion, she got home and went to put them back in the
safe not two hours after your burglar had left. ‘Hey look, honey, we’ve been robbed.’
Your burglar had Batman standing there making pensive faces over his handiwork less
than ninety minutes after he’d gone. That is not ‘making it work.’ You do it my way,
the Beauforts don’t find out they’ve been hit for hours yet. The Gotham Times will have
the story before you hear about it, and by the time you get there tonight, the GPD, a
couple insurance buffoons and, knowing Dwight Beaufort, the FBI will have had a
pissing contest all over your crime scene.
“Bruce, unless I want you involved, unless I want my monster sapphire with a Batfun chaser, my plane is touching down in Zurich right now, while you’re sitting here in
your day face driving into work. I’m ready to pop that thing into my safe deposit box,
and you don’t even know there’s been a crime yet. And that’s why I’m a free kitty
when everybody else that tries something like that in this town is singing the Blackgate
Blues. This moron? He is only running two hours ahead of you. At a time when the
Rogues Gallery is all up the river and Batman is bored. Yeah, that’s really ‘making it
work,’ McCavity. Good luck with that.”
Bruce grunted.
On the one hand, she was stubbornly refusing to admit she was wrong. She was
rigidly insisting her way was the only way—but it was hard to find that infuriating
when her reason was that she saw the criminals’ failure as a foregone conclusion. The
fact that they had the gems was irrelevant. The fact that he didn’t know who they were
was irrelevant. They had not delayed Batman’s involvement sufficiently, so now they
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were doomed to fail. Not only did Selina—not only did Catwoman—believe that, she
was argumentative about it. She was mad at him for not seeing it. She was irate,
impatient and exasperated, as if he didn’t understand something as basic as gravity.
She was truly an impossible woman, but today, it was hard to find that infuriating.

Despite Selina’s confidence, neither the police nor Batman had any suspects on the
Beaufort robbery by the night of the Fire Ball. While the Times had mentioned the
incident in its police blotter, a lone burglary without any theme criminal overtones was
not particularly newsworthy. Gotham, as a whole, hadn’t noticed, but those who knew
the Beauforts personally were aware. It was discussed lightly in the first hour of the
ball; Sophia Beaufort usually brought it up herself. It was something interesting to talk
about, it made her the center of a drama, and of course, everything was insured. In
fact, it was the quick payout that allowed her to buy the magnificent fire opal she wore
tonight.
Gregorian Falstaff took a particular interest in the gem, praising its color. He was a
great connoisseur of reds, he said, having made of a study of it in order to select the
perfect shade for his logo. You didn’t want something that looked orange in a certain
light, or that would bleach into an insipid pink. Since Falstaff Inc. was a sponsor of the
event, his logo was included on the sign just outside the ballroom entrance. He
escorted Sophia there to see what he meant, and compare the color to that of her opal,
and the photographer stationed there was quick to snap their picture: Gregorian
Falstaff, the Falstaff logo, the sign reading Fire Ball, and his arm stretched out to Mrs.
Beaufort to conveniently block the words “Thomas and Martha Wayne Foundation”
above. Sophia, oblivious to the photo being staged, naturally complimented Falstaff’s
generosity as a sponsor and asked what aspects of the event his company had paid for.
A few minutes later, Bruce stalked through the ballroom with the slow, quietly
menacing gait of a hungry lion. He spotted Selina chatting with Ted Layne and Bunny
Wigglesworth, touched her elbow without acknowledging them, and when she turned,
he graveled “Dance with me” in the same this-is-not-a-request tone she had used the
week before.
After sixteen bars of punctilious Miss Townsend’s Dancing School turns around the
dance floor in absolute silence, he pulled her in much closer and whispered “I may
need you to slip out of here, get into costume and meet me on the roof for a few.”
“Got a lead on our cat burglar?” she asked.
“No. But if I don’t get to take a few swings at someone who can block, it’s entirely
possible I’m going to put my fist right through Falstaff’s skull.”
Selina pulled back just far enough to look into his eyes, then settled back into the
dancing embrace and whispered “You’re serious. Bruce, get a hold of yourself.
Whatever he’s done now, he’s baiting you, and it’s not supposed to be this easy. Much
uglier men than Gregorian Falstaff have tried and failed.”
“I know, but it keeps getting worse. ‘Whatever he’s done now?’ Do you want to
know?”
“Probably not, unless you want to risk both of us going after him.”
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Another sixteen bars of silent and assiduous dancing followed, and Bruce decided to
tell her anyway. Sophia Beaufort had just come up to him. They had dated for a brief
time before her marriage, and she’d enjoyed the benefits of the fop’s extravagance as
much as any of the bimbos. Maybe that’s why she was so outraged on his behalf.
Apparently Falstaff Inc. was ‘happy to do their bit’ paying for all the printing and
promotional costs of tonight’s gala, because you couldn’t expect a foppish dilettante to
grasp that all those press kits sent out—‘Look what we’re doing; aren’t we grand!’—
cost money.
He had stood right in front of a photographer from the Daily News, turned to the
display table with a ‘let’s see what we have here among the beneficiaries’ routine and
picked out the Gotham Dance Ensemble. The Foundation had sponsored a guest artist
for two productions and provided salary for a director’s assistant for one season.
Falstaff had pointed his chubby finger at the director’s assistant and said that was the
cost of the postage right there. The postage Wayne spent sending out press kits for this
shindig tonight, that would have eaten up that girl’s salary if Falstaff hadn’t stepped in.
“That’s why events like this have corporate sponsors,” Bruce said through clenched
teeth. “It’s all underwritten, discounted and donated so the funds raised go to the
beneficiary organizations. Everybody knows that, that’s why you’ve got a dozen logos
behind you on the red carpet. And I don’t even take up space crediting Wayne
Enterprises or Wayne Tech on that stuff, because his name is already all over—their
name—names, my par—the parent company is all…”
He drifted into silence, and Selina didn’t speak.
“Thank you for not saying it,” he murmured.
It was one thing to allow himself to be seen as a foppish playboy, but he had always,
always kept those antics far from the Foundation for this very reason. Yet the thought
haunted him: had he done enough? Was this somehow his fault? The good works
done in his parents’ name, the good works that were his parents’ legacy, for them to be
sullied that way. It made him ill just thinking about it. The Thomas and Martha Wayne
Foundation. He had done all a man could to make their names mean something good
and positive and… and he failed them. This idea was out there now. For anyone to
stumble across and maybe believe. He had failed them. And he had a responsibility to
make it right.
“Hey,” Selina whispered, nudging the tight embrace of their dance open a little and
pressing gently against his lead to make him turn to the right. “Looks like Tim got the
message.”
On the edge of the dance floor, Cassie Cain stood with Tim Drake. Her hair was up,
parted in the center, with a single tendril hanging loose in the front, framing her face
on each side. The slightest hint of light gray eye shadow, the slightest hint of pale
peach lipstick... She would have looked as young and pretty as she had ever been—
except that whatever Tim just said had produced a shy, blushing smile that catapulted
‘pretty’ to breathtaking.
“I guess he did,” Bruce admitted. He watched for minute, the pair of them looking
so young and awkward and innocent—the shy smile had erupted into an embarrassed
laugh—which in turn produced a dazzled blushing smile from Tim—it was hard to
reconcile it with their nighttime personas. Then detective’s instinct engaged and
Batman remembered an open question that had not been answered.
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“You never told me why Cassie was wearing your dress last week at the Earth Ball.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Selina breathed. She was glad for the change of subject. The
Falstaff storm had passed, for now, and Bruce seemed his old self again. But the new
topic wasn’t one she relished going into.
“You said it had something to do with Barbara,” Bruce prompted. “The day I’d
flown out to the R&D campus, you went to see her.”
“Yeah, there was kind of a weird thing going on with people poking around for
information about me. Some of it pretty close to home, literally in one case, like the
pensione where I lived in Florence that one summer. And the same IP that was looking
around that street on Google Earth then started searching near this spot outside Cahors
where I used to go with Francois, Mas-de-Poitard. Which will get them nowhere, by
the way. Google, maps, sign posts—just try to finding the turn to Mas-de-Poitard
without a native driving, you won’t do it.”
Bruce’s lip twitched, which Selina attributed to the new song the band was playing,
not the creepy cyber-stalking of her past in Europe.
“It seems like they were poking at everything from Junior High up through next
Friday. Again, I’m being quite literal. Barbara says they were looking through the
collections from the runways I attended at last year’s Fashion Week and the couture
houses I went to when we were in Paris, and judging by the pages they spent the most
time on and the pictures they downloaded, they had correctly ID’d the Elle Saab you
saw Cassie wearing last week and the Valentino I was going to wear tonight.”
“I see,” Bruce smiled. “So you changed your plans. Gave the one dress to Cassie
and tonight’s Valentino—?”
“Why do you think Dick and Barbara were late. Red on a redhead, I’m surprised she
got him out of the house at all.”
Bruce smiled again, which Selina enjoyed for a minute. He had such a handsome
smile, and the genuine ones were a rarity—which is what made this one so peculiar.
“I don’t get it, you’re the biggest control freak ever. Why aren’t you having seizures
about this?”
“Because I’ve been expecting it. I’m actually surprised it took so long to happen.”
“Wh…?” was all Selina could manage.
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DEJA VU ALL OVER AGAIN—AGAIN
Lucius Fox had been quite sincere when he told Selina he liked “her movie.” That
was before he spent an afternoon with her learning how to think like a super-thief and
the rest of the month outsmarting himself as he maneuvered his way around all the
systems he himself had designed. Nothing feeds a brilliant mind like discovering a
new way of thinking, and long after the high of his first ‘heist’ had run its course, he
was still intoxicated by this practice. He decided he didn’t like the movie much after
all and opted to rent more traditional heist films rather than seeing it a second time.
Whoever made that cat burglar so angry and bitter didn’t grasp what the real
Catwoman did, how good she was at it, and how much fun it was to bob and weave
around the tiny limited minds that make up the systems meant to keep you out. They
certainly didn’t grasp how gratifying it was to be so very good at what you do, or how
hard it would be to maintain a good mad-on if you were the kind of person who has
that much fun on a regular basis.
Not a great movie-watcher, none of this was the sort of thing Lucius would normally
think about, but in this case, he had an ulterior motive. He wanted another master
class with Selina now that he had the Data-Lock Process 2.0 ready for testing, and he
wanted to sit down with her and go over all the WayneTech internal system security.
He had learned a lot in that one afternoon, but he certainly didn’t feel ready to ‘fly
solo.’ He needed Selina’s continued involvement, and a few pithy words about the
movie would make an ideal icebreaker.
He hadn’t wanted to interrupt when she was occupied with board members and
donors, and he hated the idea of big-footing when she was chatting with Foundation
employees, so he waited until she was dancing with Bruce.
“Wh…?” Selina had said just as Lucius came up to them.
“Evening,” he smiled. “Selina, you’re looking lovely. Bruce, do you think I might
borrow her for a minute?”
“Absolutely,” Bruce smiled, taking a half-step back but holding onto Selina’s right
hand just long enough to lift it to his lips. “This isn’t the best place to talk anyway,” he
said, grazing her fingers with a gentle kiss and meeting her astonished eyes with a
penetrating Bat-stare. “It’s a starry night out, we’ll finish up later.”
Lucius was delighted that he didn’t have to use any of his prepared material. Selina
came right out and asked how he had been getting on since the thieving-tutorial, so it
was easy to book her for another afternoon to ‘check his homework,’ as he put it, and
he even got her tentative agreement to meet for a series of working lunches to go over
the rest of the Wayne Tech systems. At the conclusion of their dance, however, as he
looked around to turn her back over to Bruce, it seemed that his boss had disappeared.
“He does that,” Selina noted wryly.
“You’re noticed that too?” Lucius grinned.
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“It’s a starry night out.”
There was no question what it meant. Virtually the last thing he’d said to her as
Batman was to “Stay away from that Van Gogh.” The Museum of Modern Art had
announced they were moving their entire collection out to Queens to be displayed in a
temporary facility while the midtown building underwent a massive renovation.
Catwoman was on the roof above to keep an eye on the art, Batman was there to keep
an eye on her… and the roles that had been subtly but insistently evolving since the
Cat-Tales show suddenly evaporated completely. Without either intending to make a
personal revelation, it was suddenly out there that she didn’t care that much for Monet
and they both preferred the Van Gogh. More intimate exchanges followed, which were
followed in turn by a hasty and determined retreat into their old adversarial roles:
“When they reopen down there, it’s going to be a banquet” and “Stay away from that
Van Gogh.”
By the time the renovation was completed, Bruce and Selina were a couple. They
were a fixture on the social scene, invited to the reopening as a set. Yet the Bat/Cat
history was so present and the associations with the MoMA so pronounced… “When
they reopen, it’s going to be a banquet. They’ll have a huge party, crème de la crème
decked out in their best jewels and all the new security will be suspect…” The idea of
dressing for that party in the same room was unthinkable. The idea of him coming up
behind her and fastening the jewels she would be wearing… So they parted for a night,
arrived separately, and after putting down the kind of criminal uproar that leaves so
many Gotham events of that kind in a shambles, they rendezvoused hours later in a
dark, empty and war torn gallery in front of Vincent Van Gogh’s Starry Night.
The only question was whether “a starry night out” meant to meet in the gallery in
front of the painting or on the roof of the original encounter. Selina assumed the latter,
but she popped inside first to leave a miniature camera on the bench in front of the Van
Gogh, just in case. She got as far as the third floor panel to disable the second floor
cameras when she caught the shadow shifting in her peripheral vision.
“You’ve already done this, I take it?” she asked just loud enough to be heard by a
looming crimefighter.
“I meant to meet on the roof,” he said. “Came down here to keep an eye on that
panel in case you misunderstood.”
“The roof was my guess,” she smirked. “I was going to plant a camera downstairs,
just in case.”
Batman’s lip twitched. She took a step towards him, and his lip twitched again as
she touched the emblem on the center of his chest, delicately tracing over the scallops
of the right batwing as her own lips curled into a smile.
“You’ve started to think in contingencies,” said Batman.
“I always did, just not the same kind as you.” Another slow, silent scallop-trace, and
then… “Roof? It is a starry night out, I’m told.”
A few minutes later, Batman walked the perimeter of the block glass roof, assuring
himself there was no suspicious activity in the area that required his attention.
Catwoman double-checked the sightlines, and then met him in the southeast corner on
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a favorite spot, where they could look through the clear floor, down into a row of
Warhols and Lichtensteins.
“So,” she said.
“So,” he answered.
She looked confused. She waited for a minute, but the only response was another lip
twitch.
“It’s your meeting,” she reminded him. “We left off at ‘you’ve been expecting it.’”
“Of course. You don’t have any idea at all what’s going on, not even a theory or a
guess?” She knew the tone from their first ‘date night’ team-ups. He had this way
about him when he tried to coax her into being a detective. “Think about when it
started, this ‘poking around’ in your past. The timing of it.”
“It’s not the movie; Barbara and I eliminated that first thing. The stuff they’re
looking at is all wrong for that.”
“Agreed. So what are they looking at: France, Italy, fashion. What does that imply
about the person or persons doing the searching?”
“They know how to pronounce Ibiza, so what?”
“They know you know how to pronounce Ibiza. They know you, Selina. It’s not
‘fashion’ in general they’re looking at, but Fashion Week, the specific tents you went to.
Given their ability to pinpoint actual dresses, I’d say they watched video from the
runways where the audience was visible and noted which numbers you jotted down.
That’s how I’d go about it.”
“Bruce, I get that you’ve got that whole Sherlock thing going where you,
obnoxiously and presumptuously, treat me like a Watson-Robin that you’re training to
think like a detective. Got news for you. Three pages before all that deduction stuff in
the Detective’s Handbook is a technique I happen to know is a personal favorite of
yours: Ask somebody who knows. And if they’re evasive, you make a fist and ask agai—”
“You’re being profiled.”
She blinked. Then:
“… Uhlhm… Come again?”
“You’re on the list. Have been since—You’re right, it has nothing to do with the
movie, that’s not what I meant by timing—Selina, think about when this started, and
then look at where they’re looking. You used the phrase yourself about Florence; you
said it hit close to home.”
“So who do you figure the leak is? Alfred? Whiskers? You?”
“It’s you, Kitten.”
“…”
“Tonight alone I heard you talking to Richard Flay about a Della Robbia something
in the Bargello. That’s not a museum that many tourists find, and you’ve been there
often enough to know the same obscure pieces as Flay who lectured at I Tatti for a
year. Couple minutes later, you’re telling me about some spot near Cahors, ‘without a
native driving you’ll never find the turn.’ You’ve got earrings from this obscure shop
in Venice that nobody’s ever heard of—”
“Madison has,” Selina cut in, feeling defensive but unsure why.
“Madison is the second-best detective in the city. That’s why I hired her.”
“…”
467

Cat-Tales

“Have you two made a lunch date yet?” he asked in a Bat-gravel that eerily echoed
the timing and cadence of the Fop.
“Not… lunch...” Selina said, reeling from this second occasion on this roof when the
man in the mask had spoken in a voice she’d never heard before. The first was the
night of the Van Gogh revelation, and the unexpected voice she heard was Bruce.
Tonight it was… uh, Batfop? While she regained her equilibrium from that, her mouth
continued on auto-pilot until her brain could catch up. “We were going to do the next
trunk show at Bendel together and then go see… Wait a minute. Time out. Your
Development Director is the one stalking me with more energy and initiative than that
insane Egyptologist who wanted me to be his Nefertiti reincarnate?”
“No, the searches Barbara uncovered wouldn’t have been Madison; they would have
been her counterparts at other charities trying to catch up. They know Madison has a
head start, having daily access to you at the Foundation. Selina, don’t you see, the
moment you signed off on that first NMK property becoming a thrift store for the
Cancer Society, you became a whale for the professional fundraiser.”
“…”
“And the non-professionals who are simply board members for this cause or that.
They’ll have reclassified you too, but they’ll be a lot more circumspect. They won’t
want to risk offending Bruce Wayne or alienating the Foundation, so they won’t just
ask you to write a check. There will always be some slant, some reason that makes you
the perfect person to go to for this, so it doesn’t seem like poaching. If it’s for an animal
sanctuary or saving the snow leopards, that’s easy, but if it’s ‘landmines’ or ‘cleft
palate’ they’ll have to get creative. Maybe the event is a wine tasting, and of course
they know you’re so knowledgeable about wine. Or there’s a jazz artist performing at
the event who they know you’re fond of, or maybe they’re auctioning off this
wonderful book on the Art of Florence, so of course they thought of you.”
“Doesn’t it strike you as just a little hypocritical that you've got Wayne Tech trying to
lock down exactly the kind of things the Wayne Foundation is digging up on people?”
“World of difference between you researching someone to find out what they have
that’s worth stealing and Madison—”
“Researching me to steal the 21st Street lot for the Foundation when it’s already
earmarked for the Junior League? It’s not all that different, Stud. If it was, my respect
for Madison would have gone down just now instead of up.”
“Impossible woman,” Batman muttered.
“Whatever. But why not tell me?! If you knew this was coming, why not give a girl
a little advanced warning instead of—”
“If Oracle had brought this to me like she should have, maybe I would’ve, but—”
“Whoa! ‘Maybe you would have,’ we’ll do later. And the original question of why
you didn’t tell me when you were expecting it absent any word from ‘Oracle,’ we’ll also
postpone for later. Barbara brought this to me, I’m guessing because she has this crazy
idea that since it’s my life and not yours, I’m the interested party here. What part of that
isn’t making it through the graphite headgear?”
“Oracle works for me. Monitoring queries about you is an operation she undertook
at my—”
“Because you’re a presumptuous controlling jackass. We all know it, it’s a cost of
doing business within a country mile of you, but you do not—”
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“—own protection, not to mention long range—”
“—thinking you can treat people like a computer program with—”
“—out any regard for what it would mean to the people who care about you—”
“—and actually going to say ‘It’s Selina’s life but she isn’t the one who initiated the
query at the c-prompt, so I can’t disclose—”
“—the stock dropping a quarter point just be—”
“—cause she’s a person not an ATM that will only spit out—”
“—wedding invitations instead of diamond cat—”
“—pin code is the only way to get it—”
“—after all we accomplished with the town halls, it’s a gift!”
“—pon yourself to dictate how my life’s going to be, I’ll thank you not to screw up
quite so spectacula—Wait. The what of the what now?”
“It’s a gift,” he repeated, his arm out, palm up, with an ‘isn’t it obvious’ gesture.
“After all we went through with the town halls to make the stockholders see your
relationship with Bruce Wayne in the proper light, to now have you seen as the white
whale on the charity circuit…”
“Would you please stop using that word? Literary allusion or casino slang, I do not
like being referred to as a whale that many times in one conversation.”
“A lion then,” Batman replied patronizingly. “A social and philanthropic lion equal
to Bruce Wayne himself. Selina, you can walk into Cartier tomorrow singing ‘An Old
Fashioned Wedding’ and the market won’t even blink.”
“Ohhh,” Selina said, a long, low breath of recognition drawing the simple word out
for three syllables. “You… controlling, manipulative, son of a… protocol.” The last
word could have been shouted, instead it was barely above a whisper. “You planned
this. You scheming bastard. You planned this from the beginning. You didn’t take
just any shield company that was handy to grab up all those Falcone properties, you
did this deliberately as...what, as Town Hall 2.0!? You don’t even want to marry me,
you’re just too much of a control freak to stomach the market having an opinion on the
idea.”
“I w—”
“The autocrat that won’t let Superman second guess his judgment is going to teach
Saul Drescher of the Financial Times a lesson.”
“I won’t pretend I’m not capable of—”
“And Lucius’s thing—I BELIEVED YOU! You told me you didn’t plan that setup,
and I actually believed… But you were just packaging ‘Selina’s a jewel thief’ as a
WayneTech asset for the fucking stockholders!?”
“NOT CAPABLE,” Bruce repeated the last words to regain the floor over her
interruption, “of planning and executing a protocol ten times as complicated as the one
you’ve laid out, nor will I apologize for that ability as if it’s a character flaw, nor will I
pretend I don’t consider this to be a desirable outcome, nor will I apologize for that
opinion. I will just—”
“Deny that you did it.”
“I didn’t,” he graveled with I’m-Batman finality.
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Selina paused, cocked her hip at particular angle that harkened back to long ago
rooftops. Her head tilted to match it, and the voice, when she spoke, was the taunting
purr of old Bat/Cat confrontations.
“You don’t think that voice makes it more credible, do you?” she said mockingly.
“Considering everything you used to deny in that tone. Do I need to remind you?”
“Could we stay on the original subject, please? I have told you that I did not put
your name on NMK Holdings or use that company for the Falcone acquisitions as part
of a protocol.”
“And I don’t believe you,” Catwoman answered.
“I can’t help that; it’s the truth. That’s what exists whether you believe in it or not.
Perhaps you’re thinking of Tinkerbell.”
A sputtered laugh escaped her, and Selina hastily brought her hand to her mouth to
cover it. Another convulsive giggle followed. Then she got control of herself, and
looked up at him. She was still murderously angry, and his deadpan scowl made her
angrier. But the markedly unBatmany expression that had just popped out of Batman
was… funny.
“Tinkerbell?” she managed. Batman’s deadliest death-glare was the only answer,
and Selina took a deep breath. She glanced down into the Pop Art gallery, and
happened to see a Warhol-style silkscreen of Batman scowling in four different color
palettes. “Okay,” she said wearily. “Let’s say … strictly for the sake of not putting a
cat-scratch on Batman’s cheek that Bruce would find hard to explain tomorrow… that I
believe you. How long does this unplanned and non-protocol-induced gift being
profiled and cyber-stalked by the PLUs continue?”
“Right now, you’re fresh meat,” Batman said in Bruce’s everyday non-fop tone.
“The intrusive searches, the aggressive contacts, that will all subside after a month or
two. Then it will surge like it does for everybody in November, drop off in January,
hiccup briefly in May, July and September.”
“Okay, well, thanks for the advance warning, jackass.”
Batman grunted.
“There is one more thing I wanted to talk about,” he said. “So much has happened
with the Pelacci wedding and Bane and the Rogue War, I barely had a chance to think
it through myself, let alone mention it to you. I realize it’s not ideal timing, but since
you brought it up and… we’re here…”

I found myself thinking about Jervis. I’ve only been hatted once, and I don’t
remember a second of it. As soon as the headpiece brushed against my temple,
everything frizzled into white nothingness. That’s the typical experience, but I
understand there are variations. He has different devices inducing different mental
states, depending on what he needs you to do. One of those states can, allegedly,
produce fantastically detailed dream worlds based on fantastically implausible
premises. I really hoped this wasn’t one, but I was starting to wonder. It seemed the
only explanation for the waves of nonsense buffeting me since Bruce grabbed me for
that dance.
Or maybe I did hope that was the explanation. I knew it wasn’t; Jervis was in
Arkham. But as a way to make sense of it all, it seemed, I don’t know, so much simpler.
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“Since you brought it up,” Batman was saying.
I had no idea what. I certainly hadn’t ‘brought up’ anything connected to the Pelacci
wedding, Bane or the Rogue war. Or anything connected to the MoMA roof and its
special significance in our past.
“I had a bit of an epiphany when I went to Atlantis,” came next. And before I
could even add ‘Or Atlantis’ to my thought, he’d gone on to Mongolia. “That time Ra’s
kidnapped you just to, to get my attention…”
“Well nobody ever said he wasn’t a dick,” I murmured, but all I could think was
‘Mongolia now!?’
“…Aida has never been one of my favorite opera and my mind wandered…”
So, let’s take it down: the MoMA roof, the Pelacci-Marcuso wedding, Bane, the
Rogue War, Atlantis, Mongolia and Aida. I think I can be excused for wondering if
rascally little Jervis hadn’t got himself an early release from Arkham, snuck up behind
me, and given me a hard shove through the looking glass.
And I was still furious with him—with Bruce or Batman or Bat-Fop or whatever the
hell he was turning into now—which made it all quite hard to process:
“I remember thinking about that night at the other museum, when it started. That
first burglary after Cat-Tales, in the Egyptian wing. You were so… beautiful and
exciting—and funny—I let myself smile at something you said and…”
And that sounds like I was down the rabbit hole, doesn’t it?! That’s just not the kind
of thing Batman says on a museum rooftop, even that one.
“Then years later, there we were, sitting in front of that Van Gogh and… talking
about marriage. It was all so tied up with… mortality, the fear of losing you on that
flight to Mongolia, the muscle failure that night in the cave, and then the mindwipe
and hell month and…”
“Bruce, you said that you didn’t have a chance to ‘think this though’ yourself, so
maybe you should just wait and go do that, because whatever it is you’re trying to say
to me, it’s just not coming through—”
“I was wrong. The… sick dread I felt at the vaguest allusion to marriage, I thought
it came—Selina, don’t you see, I thought it was tied up with ideas of death because
of Crime Alley. And it wasn’t. It came from Ra’s.”
“Bruce, you’re talking about a guy whose best idea in the last ten years was to steal a
bunch of yours. You can’t honestly think he’s capable of that kind of mindfuck.”
“No, not intentionally. But these associations were formed in the course of that
kidnap plot of his, and I simply cannot allow Ra’s al Ghul to have that kind of
influence over my life.”
I nodded, because he obviously felt very strongly about all this, and because getting
the idea out at all seemed up there with passing a kidney stone.
“Well, good then,” I said, nodding again.
“Good then,” he echoed.
That was followed by a strained silence.
Anywhere else it would have felt like he was waiting for something, but on a
museum roof, it felt like the old tension. Back then, in the split second when his arm
would start to move, I could feel it: there was a battle raging in there, whether that
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hand would go to the belt and reach for the batcuffs or stretch out to wrap around my
waist and take me into his arms. It was a thrilling tension, then.
Tonight, it felt like vertigo.
Then it peaked into absolutely nothing.
“We should tell Alfred first,” he said. “Then have the kids over. And right after
that, I’ll tell Clark, because he’ll know the second he sees—”
I’m not sure how it happened, but I had my fingers curled around the whip handle
before I caught myself. Bruce’s voice faded into sort of a head cold kind of pressure
pushing outward, and my heartbeat was thumping uncomfortably loud and heavy,
considering I wasn’t doing anything physical.
“Stop right there,” I breathed against that really uncomfortable chest tension. “I am
going to ask you nicely to stop right there, because if you don’t, you will be cut off by a
whipcrack, is that clear?”
“What’s wr—”
“IS THAT CLEAR?”
“Selina, get a hold of yourse—”
-WhipcrackAnd I’m not sorry.
I did warn him.
He glared.
He was obviously pissed. But he made that hand-raise gesture, so I knew I had the
floor.
“Sorry,” I said, putting the whip away with an equally exaggerated but conciliatory
gesture, because I really did feel we better get the temperature down quickly. Also, my
heartbeat was still too thumpy and my breathing too heavy to want to get into a full
scratch-off with Batman. “Are you… under the impression—I don’t believe I’m even
asking this—Bruce, are you under the impression that you just proposed?”
“I said that I had an epiphany—”
“Y-yes, that you hadn’t had a chance to mention to me. And then you started a story
about Ra’s. Now, I realize that we are not the most conventional couple in the world,
and I’m really not the kind of woman who needs a gazebo and a red rose and the
whole down-on-one-knee thing. But ‘I can’t allow Ra’s al Ghul to have that kind of
influence over my life’?! Really? Ra’s al Ghul, that’s a name you think belongs in this
conversation?”
“I SAID that I hadn’t thought through exactly how to broach—”
“Right! You have protocols for Poison Ivy attacking the Beatrice Inn with bamboo
and King Snake smuggling credit card blanks into Chinatown inside fake Gucci bags,
but you decide to just mention to me that your views on marriage have changed, since I
brought it up and we’re here! Not like it’s anything important. You’ll wing it. ‘Bane.
Ra’s. The Rogue War.’ You’ve already got the fix in with the stockholders and the
social register. Telling me is just a formality after all.”
“Well uhy—” I heard, and I could see it. I could see it. He was going to say ‘Uh, yes.’
I don’t know when I’ve felt so, so… cheap.
He did stop himself from actually saying it out loud.
Un-valued.
But we have a long history of knowing each other’s thoughts.
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Disrespected.
Some of it happened right on this roof, in fact.
And most of all: taken for granted.
“So you figured, what, that I’d be flattered by this? You ‘changed your mind’ so it’s
Christmas morning for Kitty.”
“I thought it’s what you wanted. You said—”
“That night, yes. In a weak moment, downstairs by the Van Gogh, I did want it—for
all the wrong reasons. You said it yourself: it was about mortality. For me too. It was
fear. It was the mindwipe, I was feeling vulnerable—that you were vulnerable and we
were—and maybe getting married was a way to, I don’t know, make it feel more…
solid, permanent… something.
“And okay maybe that’s not the healthiest reason in the world to want to be man and
wife, but it’s a damn sight better than ‘Ra’s al Ghul cannot be allowed to have that kind
of influence in my life.’”
“Fine, I shouldn’t have mentioned Ra’s,” he said—with all the piercing insight of ‘I
don’t think those jewels belong to you.’
“I salute you, World’s Greatest Detective,” I spat reflexively.
“I’m sorry I asked,” he spat back.
“You didn’t,” I pointed out.
And he hadn’t.
Maybe it was all the talk about my past. My roommate at Miss Corinne’s loved Pride
and Prejudice. She had the entire text of Eliza Bennet’s refusal to Mr. Darcy
memorized. I wished I remembered more of it. All I could recall right then was that
the pompous jackass “spoke of apprehension and anxiety but his countenance
expressed real security.” i.e. He was the catch of the county, he knew it, and there
wasn’t a chance in the world of any semi-lucid woman saying no. But even he went
through the motions. It’s the rudest proposal in English Literature, and even he
bothered to ask the question and pretend he was anxious about the answer.
I would have mentioned it, but even though I didn’t hear him fire the line, I knew
there was only empty roof behind me.
He had gone.

The “apartment” the Colemans had bought from Sweetzer Platt’s widow in 1988
was, in fact, three full floors of a Yorke Street high-rise, consisting of forty-one rooms.
Geoff Coleman had ingeniously converted the bottom floors into studios and onebedroom flats, resold them, and recouped the entire purchase price with enough left
over to furnish the remaining rooms in regal style. In Bruce Wayne’s circle, however, it
was still called “Justine Platt’s apartment.” To the insurance company, it was simply
called “The Nightmare.” Ninety windows altogether. Thirty on the top floor where
the Colemans’ palatial residence was protected by the first-rate security of Foster and
Forsythe. Sixty identical windows below where the affluent residents weren’t quite in
that league. Sixty windows where a skilled would-be thief might practice.
In the hours before dawn, as Geoff and Lily Coleman were sleeping off the Tattinger
from the Wayne Foundation Fire Ball, one of those windows was breached. A silent
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figure moved through the rooms with the instincts of an accomplished thief. In less
than three minutes, the Colemans’ safe was located. In less than fifteen it was cracked.
And in less than twenty the figure was gone, along with $175,000 in jewelry, $196,000
in bearer bonds, and a miniature of “The Spice Merchant’s Wife” that had hung low
over the table inside the foyer where the invitation to the next Wayne gala sat in the
mail tray.
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UMA THURMAN
In the first months after Cassandra Cain came to the attention of the Bat Family, she
lived with Barbara Gordon. Barbara was open, patient and chatty, and while Cassie
still preferred listening to talking, Barbara soon decided the girl was ready to resume
living on her own. Bruce-Sensei gave her one of the identikit apartments he kept
around the city as a safe house and emergency changing station, and Dick made
several covert visits to help her ‘fix it up’ with personal touches. He often used these
secret flats as a teen, he said, and Cassie could tell by his body language that he
actually believed Bruce-Sensei didn’t know. That seemed very odd. It should be
anyone’s first assumption that Batman knows whatever it is they’re trying to hide, and
Dick’s tells were the easiest to read of anyone in the Bat Family. Cassie confirmed her
guess when Bruce came to inspect her use of the place, which he called a visit. His eyes
shifted around the room as they would around a crime scene, and lingered on the
pillow and mug Dick had brought the way they would linger on evidence that had
some inference to be drawn from it. The bean bag and milk crate from Stephanie his
eyes merely passed over as items of no importance.
After the third of these inspections, Cassie detected disapproval. Bruce had that
slight tension around his mouth that was familiar to her from training. Some
correction would always follow: an adjustment to her battle stance, a note to keep her
arm high during a follow-through or to shift her weight for an offensive thrust... But
when Bruce inspected her apartment, no correction ever came. Cassie didn’t think it
was proper to ask for instruction, and the one time she tried, she didn’t have the words
to make herself clear. Bruce-Sensei just told her what she already knew: that all the
furnishings were bought in bulk as complete rooms from a corporate supplier, and she
should feel free to make the place more “her own.” She thanked him, just as she would
for teaching her a new block or a high kick, but that only brought a different version of
the disapproving tension, the one that moved slightly down the right side of his neck
and so was only visible when he was unmasked. Bruce said he wanted Cassie to think
of the apartment as her home (and once again she thanked him) and not just a place he
was allowing her to stay. Cassie thanked Bruce-Sensei a third time, but she could tell
by the new tension under his ear that this wasn’t what was expected, so she let it go.
Now she understood. Bruce seldom visited anymore, but Cassie knew he would be
pleased at the way she had finally made the apartment “her own.” The personal
touches borrowed from Dick and Stephanie had been replaced, one by one, as Cassie
found interests of her own. The poster of Viggo Mortensen as Aragorn had first given
way to a poster of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and then to a more solid and stylized
black and white image of Uma Thurman from Kill Bill.
It was that she slept under now. Selina-Sensei taught that it was every girl’s right to
sleep in the morning of a ball, and that is exactly what Cassie did. Then she got up,
stretched, and performed the ritual Selina-Sensei had taught her, rinsing off her face
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with icy cold water. She could skip washing her hair today, since tonight was the ball
and she would be going to Antonio’s in a few hours to have her hair done—with
ribbons and rubrum lilies to match her new dress.
Cassie was both excited and skeptical about that. The whole ‘Vine’ episode with
Poison Ivy was long ago, but not forgotten. Still, it was unseemly to question one’s
sensei, and Selina said it was time to get over ‘the flower thing.’ Like all teenage girls,
Cassie had lovely shoulders, Selina-Sensei said, and tonight’s strapless gown, with her
hair drawn up, a splash of color from the lilies to catch the eye and tendrils of ribbon to
lead the eye down, would show them off to purr-fection. Tim would be dazzled,
absolutely dazzled, and Cassie would see that—even in a town where every third
woman had a grudge against Queen Chlorophyll—flowers could still be your friend.
So Cassie didn’t have to wash her hair, and that meant she had time to run down to
Petite Abeille for breakfast. The daily visits there to unnerve The Riddler on
Catwoman’s behalf were long over, but the memory of almond croissants, spice tea
and baguettes with nutella kept her going back. Today she opted to sit down rather
than take out, and that meant she could get a waffle or those mini pancakes whose
name she could never pronounce. There was a newspaper on her table, a Gotham
Observer the last person had left behind, so she glanced through it while she ate. There
was another story on the cat burglar. Not another robbery, just a rehashing of the
previous ones and noting that, in both cases, the victims had been guests at a Wayne
party. The paper didn’t go on to speculate if tonight’s event might produce a third
victim, but running the story the day of the third Wayne ball certainly left the idea out
there. Cassie took the paper with her and hurried back to her apartment, wondering
on the walk home if she should tell Selina-Sensei she had been to the crime scene
herself.
Not having the coverage of a tuxedo or Selina’s experience stowing the means to
change in the elegant minimalism of a woman’s eveningwear, Cassie had to return
home after the Fire Ball to get into costume before starting patrol as Batgirl. Tim had
offered to escort her home, but that meant he would be changing into Robin at her
place. They would both be changing there, together. Taking their party clothes off
before putting costumes on, and that made her feel... squicky. So she said she’d meet
him at their usual rooftop, but by the time she reached it, Oracle had sent him on a
surveillance tag in Chelsea. She could have followed, but just then the Bat-Signal was
lit, so she thought she’d check it out instead. She arrived at One Police Plaza just as
Batman was leaving, and he said she should come along. She needed experience with
cat burglar crime scenes. So Batgirl had walked the physical space with BatmanSensei, listened to his observations and analysis, and answered to the best of her ability
whenever he posited a question. She harvested no forensic evidence, however.
Instead, she watched Batman and was to write up her own analysis of the samples he
collected. The next day, she was to consult his log on the physical evidence and
compare their conclusions.
Cassie had noticed Batman’s manner was strained at several points walking through
the crime scene, but she never thought to connect it to the fact that they were
investigating a cat burglar. It was only when she went into the log and saw the
personal lockouts on ten different paragraphs and subsections that she made the
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connection. All but the brief portion dealing with the physical evidence was sealed
with Batman’s personal password.
It didn’t seem like something she should keep from Sensei Selina. It didn’t seem like
something she should reveal about Sensei Bruce. For nearly a week she had wrestled
with the problem. Now she had this article in the Gotham Observer. It might be a way
to trick Selina into giving her some cue. She didn’t like that word though. One should
not try to trick one’s sensei. They always knew, and that led to hours of deadlifts and
overhead squats. But it might be a way to nudge Selina into giving her some idea about
the cat burglar: if it was okay to talk about, if Batman’s investigation was something to
talk about. So, as soon as Cassie got home, she unfolded the Gotham Observer, opened
it to the page with the cat burglar story, and refolded it so it couldn’t be missed. Now
she just needed to find the right place to put it…
The bean bag she’d gotten rid of and replaced with a low, rotating, red and white
table that matched the shelves and cupboards she already had. It was the last of
Stephanie’s stamp on the decorating, but Cassie had added three mementos, two of
Stephanie and one of Spoiler, to the shelf above her stereo. Displayed on the rotating,
red and white table was a pretty iron tea pot and cups from the Chinatown Cultural
Center where Jai had taken her. About once a month it sat there by itself, looking very
pretty and decorative, like a picture in a magazine, like someone was coming over for
tea ceremony. Then the accumulations of living would begin to clutter up the table
again. The current clutter included a dinner card and centerpiece from the Fire Ball, a
dry cleaning ticket for her dress, the earrings Selina-Sensei had lent her, and a page
torn from Teen Vogue with a picture of the way she wanted her nails done for tonight.
She wanted to run that past Selina-Sensei, because sometimes the ideas from Teen
Vogue were good ones, but sometimes they were “too downtown,” “too brash,” “too
old,” “too young,” and sometimes it would be fine for another occasion but tonight it
would draw attention from some part of her appearance that “should have center
stage.” So that was perfect. It was just like hiding a weapon for easy retrieval once the
target was in sight: Cassie rearranged the clutter so the borrowed earrings were
sandwiched between the Gotham Observer and the page from Teen Vogue. She would
have to move the newspaper to pick up the earrings or to show Selina the magazine.
Just like hiding a weapon… except not to kill, to get advice on how to paint her nails
for the ball. And find out if it was okay to talk about the cat burglar.
She rearranged the order, placing the magazine on top and the newspaper on the
bottom.
Then changed them back.
Twice.
And might have done so again if Selina hadn’t knocked on the door right then.
Cassie knew it had to be Selina because everyone else used the buzzer on the front
stoop—unless they were in costume and came in through the fire escape. Only Selina
let herself in the front entrance without buzzing and knocked only when she reached
Cassie’s door.
Cassie let her in and, though her conversation was as awkward as ever, her props
handling was that of a master assassin. She handed off the newspaper to Selina in
order to get the earrings, returned those with a polite thank you but immediately
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turned away so Selina couldn’t hand the newspaper back, forcing her to tuck it under
her arm while she put the earrings into her purse. Selina went on holding the
newspaper as she walked through the tiny apartment. It would only be a matter of
time before she noticed…
Except Cassie noticed something first. Selina had that same little stretch of tension
on the side of her neck as Sensei-Bruce in those first inspections. Something in the
apartment displeased her, and as with Bruce-Sensei, she didn’t offer any corrections.
Cassie asked, but Selina smiled and said the apartment was very nice. Cassie asked
again, and noting Selina’s eyes, guessed it had something to do with the picture of
Uma Thurman over the bed. Again, Selina said everything was very nice.
“Selina lie,” Cassie announced petulantly. “Is try to be polite. But polite no good
from sensei. If battle stance weak, is no good to say is fine. If not know what wrong,
no can fix. Get knocked on butt.”
“Yes, that’s very true,” Selina admitted. “And if I thought there was anything at all
in your combat training that was amiss, I’d tell you. But we both know that’s not too
likely, because I am in no position to be giving you notes on your fighting skills. And
this is your home, Cass, you can’t do anything wrong and there’s no chance of getting
knocked on your butt, okay?”
“Selina is sensei,” Cassie said stubbornly. “Not with fighting but with Tim. With
earrings and makeup and how to be kick ass but still be soft and girl and fun.
Something with picture is not right. Sensei look at picture and make little tense around
mouth, look again and make little tense around neck. Something with picture is not
right. Sensei have wisdom no want to share. Say is not Selina place to give notes, but
Selina is sensei. Is place to give correction, is place to share wisdom. Not have to.
Humble student no can tell Sensei what must do. If no want teach, no can make teach.
But humble student begs instruction. Want correction. Want know what wrong with
Kill Bill Uma Thurman picture.”
Selina smiled kindly, laughed kindly, and led Cassie back to the low red and white
table that denoted the living area of the tiny studio. They sat casually on the floor, and
Selina looked around thinking how to begin.
“Remember when we talked about Lady Shiva?” she said finally.
Cassie nodded. “Great fighter. Not much else,” she said, repeating her words from
that earlier conversation.
“The ones who duke it out for that ‘best fighter in the universe’ tag never are,” Selina
agreed. “Maybe that’s why they put so much into pursuing it, because if they’re not
that, what are they?”
“Selina think Kill Bill Bride like that?”
“Maybe a little. It’s her defining characteristic anyway, the fighting. I wouldn’t
want you to think it’s yours.”
Cassie said nothing but nervously tucked her hair behind her ear.
“‘Has breasts and kicks ass’ is fine if that’s all you can do,” Selina said. “But you
have got so much more going for you than that, Cassie. So if you want to put a goal up
there, a role model or something to aspire to you, I’d like to see you shoot a little higher
than somebody known for wiping out the Crazy Eighty—ohmy—” The last word was
cut off by Cassie launching herself from her seated position and wrapping her arms
around Selina in a tight hug. “—Eight,” she concluded with a laugh and a back pat.
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Another day, the next half-hour might have been spent talking about those
alternative goals and role models, but the day of a ball is no time for such frivolous
pursuits. Instead, Cassie produced her page from Teen Vogue and Selina pronounced
her judgment: the wavy blue nail design was ideal for the Water Ball, as long as Cassie
was not going to wear any rings, and it would work especially well with a bracelet.
Cassie said she didn’t have a bracelet, and Selina opened her purse and produced a
beautiful rope of silver links, like the most delicate band of chainmail for a particularly
elegant warrior princess.
Cassie reached for it, but Selina yanked it back.
“Not that easy. Gotta earn it,” she winked. “First, read what it says engraved into
the clasp, right there.” She pointed, and as Cassie carefully read “O. P. Orlandini,”
Selina mouthed the syllables with her. She repeated it so Cassie knew she had
pronounced correctly, then nodded and pointed to the laptop on Cassie’s desk. “Look
‘im up. I want a full report,” she ordered.
Fifteen minutes later, a full report is exactly what she heard: the artist himself, his
atelier in a converted 14th century convent in the Chianti hills, and the details of his
hammering and shaping techniques that dated back to medieval armor-making.
Satisfied, Selina rummaged in her purse again and pulled out a black box with a digital
lock.
“Here you go,” she said, shutting the bracelet inside and handing it to Cassie. “Get it
open and she’s all yours to wear tonight.”
Cassie squealed with delight and went to work on the lock, and Selina left her to it.
Cassie was too absorbed to see the Gotham Observer she left on the floor, or to care that
Selina never even noticed the article about the cat burglar.

Nine holes at the North Hudson Golf Course. It was a tradition for Dick and Tim on
the day of a black tie event they both had to attend. Any subject related to the event
was verboten, and today’s holes one to three were spent on sports: hopes for the
Rogues first round draft pick and the Joker-level insanity of trading Ward to
Cleveland. Holes four to six dwelled on transportation: Dick’s love affair with the
Pagani Huayra since the Auto Show, and Tim’s desire for a motorcycle. Holes seven to
nine compared the charms of Stana Katic and Yvonne Strahovski, and the walk back to
the pro shop debated a slice at Famous Original Ray’s or Original Authentic Ray’s on
the way to collect their respective dry cleaning.
Tuxedo pickup accomplished, Tim returned to the dorm to observe Single Guy
Ritual, otherwise known as putting off getting ready to the last possible minute. Dick,
the poor bastard, was now a married man and rushing home to shower, apply hair gel,
dig out cufflinks, buff scuff marks off his shoes and descend to other unmanly
indignities. Tim returned to the dorm, played an hour of Mass Effect 2 (decided Dick
was out of his mind about Yvonne Strahovski who voiced Miranda) and read the
astronomy assignment for Monday.
He checked the time, debated running to the student union for some cheese fries, but
decided there’d be plenty to eat at the ball. So he got dressed, despite it being a good
fifteen minutes before he had to, and headed to The Robinson Plaza. He passed a
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florist on the way, familiar to him from his senior year when he escorted debutantes to
this kind of party every third night in December. He briefly considered stopping as he
had then and getting a corsage for Cassie. It was the kind of thing girls went crazy
over, and he did have a few extra dollars not spent on cheese fries. Unfortunately,
what Tim didn’t realize was the year he had been an escort he was enjoying the
unofficial deb season discount offered to instill the habit in the upcoming generation.
The regular price of a regulation wrist corsage was roughly four times what he
imagined, and he wasn’t about to give up cheese fries for a month! Cassie was a
sensible girl anyway, he decided, and would certainly appreciate a post-patrol burger
at Nick’s more than a wrist-weed that would only get in the way when they danced.
Not being one for the red carpet, Tim took his usual detour around the park and
came out near the little alley between the Gret Café and Sarabeth’s loading dock. From
there, he took the service entrance into the hotel and was twisting and turning through
the kitchen, where he always hurried lest he be mistaken for a waiter, when he ran
smack into…
into…
“Oh wow,” Tim breathed.
He blinked.
There was a muffled thumping in his chest from where he bumped into the girl at
full speed.
Muffled thumping that should have subsided after the slap of impact, but wasn’t.
A weird frost seemed to be spreading up his brainstem, too.
Kind of like being hatted… if the hat was about two feet in front of his face instead of
sitting on top of his head. Floating in front of his face and seeping in through his eyes,
covering his whole brain in—
“Stupid Tim,” Cassie said.
“Yeah, stupid Tim,” he managed to agree. “I mean, SORRY, Cassie, hi. Hi Cassie.
Boy you look, wow, you look really—wow. Didn’t see you there. You look… really
wow. Really, really wow. I mean… Hi.”
Cassie giggled.
“Is okay. Tim funny. And no crush too bad,” she said, re-fluffing the scallops of
fabric at the top of her—uh, top. Tim tried—with the force of will of a man actually
hatted and trying to break free, Tim tried to fight the magnetic pull and focus his eyes
anywhere but on the delicate blue-wavy-painted fingers deftly fluttering around…
breasts…
He swallowed.
The breasts of a girl who knew at least thirty ways to kill him.
Right here, right now.
Without crushing those gauzy silky pips on the top of her evening gown.
Tim was saved from imminent death when a waiter pushed gruffly between them
and jostled him back to reality. The next minutes were spent hurriedly making their
way to the ballroom, where he spied Madison Hargrove talking to a waiter—the same
one from the kitchen?—and with a flash of inspiration that only comes to seasoned
crimefighters who have weathered multiple mind-control episodes, he slipped away
from Cassie and ran up to Madison.
480

Wayne Rises

“Blue centerpieces are Sponsor tables, white ones are Angel tables,” she was saying.
“So you want to make sure when you’re passing out the programs—”
“Hi,” Tim said, desperately pulling cash from his pockets. “Tim Drake, remember
me? No, you won’t remember me. I was an intern at Wayne Enterprises a few years
back. I have sort of a… corsage emergency you could call it. I will give you every
dollar I have on me and volunteer for the rest of my life if you can give me a flower.”
Madison stifled her laugh; the waiter didn’t even try. Then both smiles faded as they
looked behind him and became serious a split second before Tim felt a hand on his
shoulder.
“I’ve got this,” Bruce said, steering Tim firmly away from the group. Then he
shoved a piece of plastic into Tim’s hand as if covertly passing him a batarang. “Go
downstairs to the lobby. The gift shop will still be open. Pale peach or lilac should go
with what she’s wearing. Next time, come prepared.”
Tim started to squeak out a thank you, when the words froze on his lips as Robin
instinct kicked in. Bruce’s eyes had refocused on something across the room, and Tim
was suddenly on hyper-alert before he consciously realized why. He shifted his neck
imperceptibly, glanced, and let his peripheral vision pick out what Bruce was looking
at: Gregorian Falstaff making his entrance.
“Pass him on your way out,” Bruce ordered without taking his eye from the pudgy
figure that looked so much like Oswald Cobblepot. “If you’re able to hear without
dawdling or being conspicuous, find out what tonight’s flavor of Wayne-bashing is
going to be. But don’t worry if you can’t manage it discreetly. He can’t do any real
harm. He’s just… extremely annoying.”
“I know,” Tim said. “Last week Dick was saying he wished Penguin was still active
‘cause it’d feel really good to punch that face a few dozen times.”
“What did he do to Dick?” Bruce asked sharply.
“Selina didn’t tell you?” Tim said. “Oh man, well… She lent Barbara some dress for
the Fire Ball last week, and I guess there was a lot of ruffled fru-fru around the bottom
or something, to be, like ‘flames.’ And Randy’s mom heard Falstaff saying to Mrs.
Wigglesworth that the gown was ‘made for the dance floor’ and it was a shame to see it
‘wasted’ on somebody in a wheelchair.”
Bruce’s lower jaw stiffened the way Tim had seen at the Bat-Signal when there was
news about Joker.
“I see,” he said darkly.
“So now Mrs. Wigglesworth thinks Falstaff must have something to do with politics
or cable news or something, ‘cause nobody can be that offensive except on purpose.”

Cassie knew without checking that she would be seated at Table Two, next to Dick
and Barbara. For her, the first kick of a formal event was the way the men already
sitting at a table were supposed to stand up whenever a woman came to join them.
The little tells right before their bodies started to move were so cute! Tim, for example,
was usually late, only remembering he was supposed to stand once he saw the others
start to move. He would get that little pucker in the center-right of his chin, just like
when he played Phoenix Ninja and he realized his avatar was about to die again. He
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would catch up by only rising an inch or two out of his seat and joining the other men
on the way down.
Dick and Barbara were both seated at the otherwise empty Table Two when Cassie
arrived. As usual, Dick was in motion almost instantly, his move telegraphed by a
fleeting crinkle above his eyebrows that looked so much like Alfred Pennyworth.
They talked for a few minutes. Barbara noticed the bracelet at once, guessed that it
came from Selina, and asked if Cassie knew anything. She hissed the last words in a
strange way, and Cassie shook her head, confused. Barbara tried again. When Selina
gave Cassie the bracelet… and here Cassie interrupted to explain that Selina hadn’t
exactly “given” it to her but had locked it in a box as part of a training exercise… and
Barbara waved impatiently as if shooing a fly.
“But you saw her,” she whispered hoarsely. “You saw her in person. Did you get
anything?”
“Get bracelet,” Cassie said, repeating the obvious.
“Body language, Cassie. Did you pick up anything from Selina’s body language or
any of the other stuff you see? Do you have any idea what’s going on with her and B?”
“Their comm channel has been offline all week,” Dick explained. “Babs tried to run
a diagnostic and ran into a bunch of new lockouts.”
Cassie remembered the sealed paragraphs in Batman’s log and that she never got
anywhere feeling out Selina with that article in the Gotham Observer. Still, Cassie had
been trying to decide if she should keep one sensei’s secrets from another. Telling a
third party like Barbara was something else entirely. Luckily, because of the way
Barbara was asking, Cassie didn’t have to lie.
“Not see anything in Selina body language,” she said, and changed the subject to the
band setting up, which looked like the same one as the Earth Ball that she liked so
much, and the funny Falstaff man who looked so much like Penguin going round to all
the tables as if he and not Bruce was the head of the foundation hosting the event.

Since Bruce said Falstaff’s posturing couldn’t do any real harm, Tim hadn’t figured
on hurrying back with a report. He’d find Cassie, present her corsage and give Bruce
the sitrep when he returned the credit card. That was before he heard what Falstaff
was saying. Tim couldn’t get the first snatch of conversation out of his head the whole
time he was in the gift shop staring at the rotating cooler of pre-made corsages. He
didn’t even register whatever the clerk said to him as he paid, and all he could think
about on his way back to the ballroom was finding Falstaff and hearing more of
tonight’s talking points before reporting back to Bruce. Cassie’s corsage was forgotten
until he physically handed back the credit card and remembered what it was for.
Then he met his mentor’s eyes and gave a full report on Gregorian Falstaff’s talking
points for the evening. It was quite a switch. He didn’t have a word to say against
Bruce or the Foundation this time around, and he was full of praise for Wayne
Enterprises. He had been waiting all week to see the items Atlantis had donated for
the silent auction—an alliance they all knew had sprung from the marvelous work
Wayne was doing with Sub Diego. The robotics alone would have represented the
most significant advances in a decade; the communication matrices alone deserved
nothing less than a Nobel Prize. And the integration of those cutting edge robotics with
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state of the art communication nets was, quite simply, the most important dual-world
achievement in a generation. Not since the undersea kingdom made itself known to us
had there been such an inspiring initiative to show Atlantis what the surface world was
capable of. Unquestionably, Wayne has risen to represent us to that advanced culture
in a way that did honor to Gotham.
“I see,” Bruce said in the same tone he’d acknowledged Falstaff’s earlier outrage
about Barbara.
“Bruce, what’s it mean?” Tim whispered.
“I have no idea,” Bruce admitted.
“So you didn’t, like, buy him off?”
Bruce glared hatefully.
“Selina didn’t borrow a mind control chip from Tetch or something?”
Bruce raised an eyebrow.
“Yeah. Okay. Took a shot. Thanks for the, uh,” Tim said, holding up the corsage
helplessly. “I better go find Cass.”

Cassie could tell as Tim approached the table that he had something hidden in his
jacket. At first, she didn’t think it was a present for her, because it was Dick and
Barbara that he was hiding it from… No, just Dick, she decided by the angle Tim stood
at when he reached the table. So if it was a surprise, her first guess would have been
that it was a surprise for Dick—but it was her that Tim asked to see outside.
She smiled like when he asked her to dance, took her purse and left her napkin on
the chair in one fluid move like Selina-Sensei had taught her, and led Tim to the little
alcove she’d found behind the bandstand that had the most privacy. There was a blind
spot where a couple couldn’t be seen from anywhere except this one little cubby hole.
Going to check if that observation point was clear, Cassie saw that while it was empty,
the blind spot it overlooked was already occupied.
“Ruh-roh,” Tim said, looking down on Bruce and Selina huddled in tense
conversation.
Remembering Barbara’s words, Cassie took the opportunity to study Selina’s body
language. She had a Catwoman posture. Defiant. Aggressive defiance. Confident in
her defiance. Not defensive. Defiance as her birthright… Confident. Strong.
Unafraid. Is who she is. Don’t like it, go elsewhere. Cassie gave a quick, curt nod,
liking the way that sounded. She unconsciously tilted her head and set her mouth,
sampling the idea like a taste of ice cream on those tiny plastic spoons. Is who she is.
Don’t like it? Go find what you like. Oh, she liked the way it felt and gave another very
slight nod. Then she turned her attention to Bruce.
The top layer was Batman, trying to conceal everything going on underneath. Like
he always did with Catwoman. It never worked. Still he tried. Under the Bat layer
was surprise. Something was unexpected. Couldn’t be defiance. Surprise at defiance
in Catwoman was like surprise at rain when the clouds were dark. So it must be
something else that was surprising—Got it!
“Hey!” Tim said as Cassie pinched his arm excitedly.
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“Bruce start it,” she explained in a thrilled whisper. “Selina react. Bruce surprised
by the way Selina react. Maybe say is feline logic. Selina defiant because Bruce no
have right be surprised. Maybe say is jackass.”
“Well, I guess we were overdue for some fireworks,” Tim sighed.

Whatever was going on between Bruce and Selina, they kept it concealed with the
practiced skill of Gotham night people whose lives depend on keeping a secret identity
secret. Not a hint of tension could be seen by anyone but Cassie, and even she
wouldn’t have noticed if she had only their public demeanor to go by. It was only
those few moments of conversation glimpsed in the private alcove that told her where
to look.
She thought about it during dinner, wondering if those sealed passages in Batman’s
log and the silent channel on the OraCom were related. She also sensed that Barbara
would press her for information again if she got the chance, so she turned the other
way and spent the whole dinner listening to Tim. She didn’t follow much of what he
was saying about his classes at Hudson, but she was glad he said the Falstaffsponsored concert was over and all the signs and decals advertising it were taken
down.
“I just wish they’d caught it in time and Photoshopped it out of all those pictures on
display at the Earth Ball,” he said with that little inhale that pulled his upper lip back
from his teeth and meant a joke was coming next. “I mean, that was the week
benefiting Education & Youth Programs, right? And you’ve got Falstaff’s logo all over
the Hudson campus: big, block letter ‘F’ inside that great big red hexagon. It’s like the
international symbol for ‘I'm Flunking Algebra.’”
Cassie joined in the table-wide laughter although she had no idea what was
supposed to be funny. After dessert, Tim wanted to go down to see the silent auction
and Cassie said she would meet him. She went to the powder room and took out the
little vial of Visine Selina-Sensei told her to always carry in her purse. She applied the
eye drops to forestall any redness, then a fresh layer of light peach lip gloss, and finally
she went into a stall to make a few adjustments to her pantyhose. It was then that the
door opened and two women entered with sensei’s name on their lips.
“…always thought Catwoman overlooked the stature of the Littleton jewels, that’s all
I’m saying. I mean really, Matilda Markel’s little baubles might be canary diamonds,
but so what? There’s no law, surely, that says Catwoman can only steal jewels with a
cat tie-in. Matilda’s canaries were nothing special, only a present from Chester when
she found out he had a mistress. There’s no history to them. This ring was made by
Frederick Mew of Cartier in 1952 at the same time he was working on the Williamson
brooch for Queen Elizabeth!”
“Perhaps you should mention that to Selina,” a second voice said quietly.
“I have,” the first said firmly.
“What did she say?”
“Oh, something about a controversy if it was the Williamson pink diamond or some
Persian thing that was the inspiration for the Pink Panther. As if she herself hadn’t
tried to steal the Williamson twice. I mean really, all the way over in England, when
the Littleton jewels are right here in Gotham, year round. If she can’t recognize that
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kind of an opportunity, I certainly hope she hasn’t gone back to it. If this cat burglar is
someone new, perhaps they will recognize quality.”
“Well I hope it’s her. That will be the end of her and Bruce, she can go back to
Batman and my Annie can have another crack at becoming Mrs. Wayne.”
“Bite your tongue. Don’t you remember what he was like before? RSVPs to a dinner
party, then calls an hour before and cancels—or doesn’t show up at all. Or brings two
Swedish models with him who don’t speak a word of English and spend the entire
meal pouting and pushing their food around the plate. If I had a dollar for every time
that man threw my seating arrangements into chaos. Since Selina, an RSVP means—”
“Means you get to remind Clive who reminds Perkins not to serve Château de
Poulignac because there’s some mysterious history between Selina and the Count de
Poulignac, and that would be so awkward for Bruce.”
Both women erupted into peals of laughter, and Cassie pushed open the stall door
like a pugnacious gunslinger entering the saloon. She looked both women up and
down as if sizing up a fellow assassin. Then she primly extracted the tube of pale
peach lip gloss from her bag, even though she’d already touched up.
“Law says no steal with or with-out cat tie in,” she said, her odd speech pattern
covered by the dabbing of lip gloss. “Pink Panther based on Darya-ye Noor. Is
Persian. Pink diamond. Part of. Iran’s. Crown jewels. I think. And is tacky making
private club around who knows about Selina and French count.”
With that, she dropped the lip gloss in her purse and snapped it shut, then pointed
to the first woman’s finger and said “Is nice ring” before she left.

Atlantis and Sub Diego were indeed the centerpieces of the silent auctions. Other
balls had the usual selection of golf weekends, autographed footballs, shopping sprees
and spa treatments donated by Gotham businesses and Wayne Foundation
supporters. The Water Ball was different. Only nine items were offered for sale, nine
items whose exotic rarity was underlined by the small number. Where previously
auctions had the items arranged on long tables with a clipboard set beside each for
patrons to record their bids throughout the evening, tonight’s auction room featured
six round tables with vivid aqua blue cloths, their items glistening in a column of light
streaming from a trio of tinted lamps positioned directly overhead, showing off each
piece like an individual jewel.
Atlantis had donated three pieces: a painting, a carved bowl, and a pair of glass orbs,
which each stood alone on their own table. The orbs were the subject of the most
conversation. Stacked one over the other in a gold and crystal encasement, they were
said to be a time piece, functioning something like an hourglass underwater, but none
of the guests were quite sure how. Tim was pretty sure it had something to do with
sea pressure, but he wasn’t stopping to figure it out. He was more interested in the
items from Sub Diego. Each of their tables featured two items, and each of those
reflected the city’s closer ties to surface culture. The most popular by far was a highdef photo of the submerged Grand Del Mar resort signed by dozens of Sub Diego
residents.
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Tim was thinking there might be a sociology paper in it. The Atlantean stuff was
more refined, the aesthetic like something from the fairy forest in a fantasy novel.
They’d probably see the Sub Diego efforts as barbaric and crass. Items carved not from
native undersea materials but from bed posts and belt buckles that had started off on
land and were submerged with them. ‘How tacky, how macabre, how perverse,’ the
Atlanteans might say. But the people of Sub Diego were all born and raised in the
continental U.S. They knew the power of celebrity, the link between celebrity and
news, what the relics of a disaster would be bring… Yeah, that would work. Find a
quote or two about stuff salvaged from the Titanic, that would give him a couple print
sources for the bibliography. Everything else was timely, so no trip to the library for
quotes from some stuffy Max Weber lectures. No notecards, YAY! Any paper Tim
could write in his head, on patrol, without time-consuming research cutting into his
out-of-costume time was always welcome.
He looked around the room, wondering who to hit up for a quote. He saw Lucius
Fox, figured that was a good place to start, and lucked out more than he could have
imagined. Mr. Fox walked him over to a Mr. Anders who was huddled with a guy
closer to Tim’s age, called Norm. Turned out, Norm was the point man for all the
Wayne Foundation’s interaction with Sub Diego, and after the introductions, Lucius
told Norm to ‘show him the gizmo.’ Norm turned over the tablet-sized object he and
Anders had been huddled around. For a split-second, Tim thought it was a bad videofeed from a bar with some weird blue lighting, then he realized it was amazingly good
video of people in a room under water.
“These are my buddies from high school, Juan and Alan,” Norm said. “Juan’s girl
Cara and Alan’s partner Scott. All residents of Sub Diego. Guys, this is Tim Drake.”
All but Cara waved when Norm said their name, so Tim knew who was who, and they
all chorused “Hi Tim” with another round of waves and smiles when Norm was
through. Tim noted that all were dressed for a formal party, and Cara had her hair up
in a style similar the one Cassie wore, topped with a tiara made of some kind of shells.
Their voices were all remarkably clear, considering they were under water. Tim had to
assume it had something to do with a jellybean-size pellet of silica each had clipped to
their lower lip.
“Juan and Alan were the first employees of the Sub Diego office,” Norm concluded.
“They’re able to attend tonight thanks to the communication system Wayne Tech
recently deployed down there.”
“That’s the public relations spiel he feels compelled to give while I’m standing here,”
Lucius said with a grin. “So I’ll just be on my way and leave you young people to
enjoy yourselves.”
The tablet began giggling once Lucius was gone, Scott grabbing the tiara from Cara’s
head and wearing it himself. Alan and Cara both producing oblong orbs that looked
like gelatinous balloons that Tim could tell by the way they held them were the Sub
Diego equivalent of beer bottles.
Tim mentioned the auction items and was thrilled to learn that Scott had come up
with most of the ideas and Juan had put it all together. He was talking to the best
people possible to help him with his paper, but as soon as he started fishing for a
quote, they waved him off. This was a party, and they were here tonight to enjoy
themselves. But they would be happy to help him out. They’d be open for business
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Monday and Tim should “come see them at the office.” Norm explained that the tablet
he held was just a tiny piece of the complex Wayne Tech system. It wasn’t mobile
outside the Wayne Tower yet, and he had improvised so the Sub Diegans could attend
the ball and see the auction first hand.
“Yes, Norm is our date!” Juan called out, and all four cheered as Norm held the
tablet out to the side and posed as if for a prom picture.
Technically, Tim realized, he was going to be doing as much time-consuming out-ofcostume research on this as he would at the library working on a more traditional
paper—but it was going to be incredibly cool research. Probably cooler than anything
he’d be doing as Robin in that time. He asked if he needed to make an appointment for
this meeting, but got a confusing response. As Juan shook his head with a flippant
‘come in any time’ gesture, Norm was nodding yes. Juan and Scott’s time might not be
strictly regimented in their office, he said, but their “Land Doubles” were on a
restricted access floor of the Wayne Tower. (Scott made an exaggerated ‘la-di-da’
gesture at that) Norm said he would put Tim’s name on the list at the front desk so he
could get a visitor’s badge first thing Monday morning. (Scott then began humming
the James Bond theme while Cara and Alan posed back-to-back with finger-pistols.)
Tim laughed—and then spotted Cassie. She was at the table displaying the bowl
from Atlantis, walking around it slowly with a thoughtful frown, giving a very
convincing performance of a serious art scholar scrutinizing a new work. Tim guessed
what she was really doing was keeping an eye on him, waiting for him to be alone, so
he went to join her.
“You can always come over and join me when I’m in a group like that,” he reminded
her.
“Is awkward when see Tim laughing in group. Too often not get joke.”
“You do fine, Cassie. When you don’t get the joke, it’s just like when you’re quiet.
Most people won’t even notice, and if they do, most won’t think anything of it, and if
they do, they’re just going to think you haven’t been here that long.”
“Woof,” Cassie said.
“Woof?” Tim laughed.
“No say it right?”
“You said it perfectly,” Tim assured her.

Once again, Cassie refused Tim’s offer to see her home, but this time, he was ready.
He’d talked to Dick about the way the last two balls had ended, and Dick helped come
up with a plan that neither wanted to call a protocol:
Leaving a formal party like the Wayne Gala alone was not the typical experience,
Tim said. Most people came and went to events like that as a couple. If Cassie wanted
to build up more experiences like normal people have—not just for the sake of her ID
but so she’d have more to talk about in social situations, get more of the jokes and so
on—she owed it to herself not to be going home alone all the time, kicking her shoes
under the bed and tossing her purse into the nightstand in an empty apartment. She
should finish off the evening just like any young woman who wasn’t Batgirl. Say
goodnight to her date as if he wasn’t Robin and she would not be seeing him again on
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the rooftops. And only then, once Cassie Cain’s night was over, once the door had
closed behind Tim Drake, should she change into costume and begin the night as
Batgirl.
Cassie knew it was a crock, but it was a clever crock, and Tim delivered it very well.
She also liked what Barbara had said about ‘a snog’ at the end of the evening being the
best part of getting all dressed up. So she let Tim take her home.
As they left by a side door, Tim pointed to the front circle where Alfred stood
formally beside the Wayne Bentley. Bruce and Selina were coming out the revolving
door, party smiles in place. A final air kiss to Bunny Wigglesworth, a manly wave to
Ted Endicott, and they both climbed into the back of the car.
“Think they patched it up?” Tim asked, meaning ‘What can you see?’
Cassie pursed her lips and studied Bruce’s jaw as the car door began to shut. In the
split-second before he vanished behind the tinted window, she saw the little pull that
indicated his expression was about to change.
“Happy performance over,” she said, shaking her head. “Get ready to have new face
soon as door shut. No can tell why. Might be pretending happy to hide he is mad at
Selina. Might be pretending happy because is party and supposed to be happy.”
“Yeah, hard to tell with Bruce. Maybe you should have watched her instead.”
Cassie directed a slow burn at Tim, who quickly changed the subject, reiterating how
pretty Cassie had looked tonight. It was enough to save his invitation inside when
they reached her front stoop. The invitation was for a cup of herbal tea that was never
brewed. Instead, Tim left fifteen minutes later with his tie in his pocket, two shirt studs
hanging loose in their holes, and a love bite on his neck that Robin’s costume wouldn’t
conceal.
There was a subway stop at the end of Cassie’s block that made a convenient place to
change, and he was halfway to the rendezvous out of habit when he remembered the
new spot. He kicked himself for not reminding Cass and could only hope that she
would remember. Their old roof in NoHo had been a great place to meet up until
“Nite Fry” opened down the street. Robin was normally a big fan of any restaurant,
food truck or diner staying open past 4 am, and a late night pizza parlor opening in the
same block as his favorite rooftop hangout should have been the jackpot. A late night
pizza parlor that deep-fried the pies should have been the powerball of late night troughs
for the growing vigilante with a healthy appetite—which was kind of the problem.
Nite Fry smelled 10 kinds of wonderful. The whole block had this ebb and flow of
aromas. First you got a noseful of flash-fried salami piccante sizzling in sunflower oil,
and then, before that delicious odor became familiar so you stopped noticing, it was
wiped out by aromatic waves of baking rosemary bread. Not something you could
ignore. So, in the interests of actually starting patrol and not spending the first hour
obsessing on the nosh they weren’t having, Robin and Batgirl now met on the
Southernmost steeple of St. Paul’s.
Luckily Cassie did remember and Batgirl was waiting for him—with the first project
for tonight’s patrol already picked out. She had discovered a pattern of suspicious
activity down the street from an open air parking lot and was sure either guns or drugs
were being exchanged, but she couldn’t figure out how. So Robin went to watch with
her. First, a car appeared and parked on an adjacent street. After a few minutes, the
driver got out, walked to the parking lot and returned a few minutes later in a different
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car. She parked Car 2 next to Car 1, got out, went back to her original car and drove
off. A few minutes later, she was back, parked in the original spot, walked back to the
other car and drove off again… Robin agreed something strange was going on. A
quick check on the license plates turned up nothing, and rather than try more
sophisticated searches through the limited Batcomputer interface in his belt, he had
Oracle tackle it.
“Sounds like Dick took the night off,” he noted, hearing a murmured voice in the
background.
That was confirmed by Barbara specifying “No tea, sweetums, just water. I’m
parched from all that—aw crap, they changed the passwords again—champagne. Just
a big glass of water with lots of ice, please.”
Tim thought the Dick-murmur was saying something about liking it when she was
‘bubbling on bubbly,’ but when open communication resumed, Oracle had a very
different message to relay.
“Dick wants to know how are there two empty parking spaces right next to each
other on that street. That doesn’t just happen. And it’s going to take a few to run the
makes and models against stolen car reports and scan for any patterns, so while you’re
waiting, maybe check around to see if there’s some kind of gang signs or even a
vagrant that could tell you if anybody’s been around to intimidate the neighborhood
about parking there.”
It was a good plan, and Batgirl immediately dropped to street level while Robin took
up a position down the block. “Hey Ron!” he called out. It wasn’t terrifically loud, it
wasn’t dramatic, and it wasn’t meant to make everyone involved in the car swaps stop
and look around wondering “Gee, what was that.” It was nothing but a momentary
sound to pull just that much focus for a fraction of a second while Batgirl moved into
the observation zone. He had a car alarm and siren sound effects too, if anything
happened that required a more serious diversion. He squinted into the dark patch
where he last saw her, looking for some sign of movement so he could provide another
shout out to camouflage her return… when he saw the pointy-eared shadow fall on the
patch of fire escape under his left foot.
“No need ‘Hey Ron,’” she said.
Robin said he knew that, but he was trying to help. Batgirl said she knew that, and
there were symbols for the Jade-Five Triad chalked onto the curb and pavement of both
parking spaces. They relayed that to Oracle, who said she would notify the GPD.
“I hate this,” Robin said, meaning the police operations in place to monitor the
various organized crime outfits trying to fill the vacuum left by Falcone. Batman had
been clear: with so many undercover operations underway, no action was to be taken
in cases like this unless lives were in danger.
“Me too,” said Batgirl, flipping a batarang between her fingers like a pianist’s warmup exercise.
“Know what’s always good for some action?” Robin asked with a grin.
“Muggers in park,” Batgirl answered, her voice revealing the smile that her full-face
mask concealed.
They fired their lines in tandem and traveled uptown towards the park. At 59th
Street, the plan changed.
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“Is that Catwoman?” Robin gaped.
“Salute you world’s greatest detective,” Batgirl said flatly.
“Should we go and say hi?”
“Sure, more fun than muggers.”
She was perched on a gargoyle on one of the mid-size buildings, lying on her back,
legs scissoring in a slow, thoughtful rhythm. By the time Robin and Batgirl reached
her, however, she was back on her stomach, legs bent at the knees. She had a trio of
gadgets positioned around her, a central tablet linked to two phone-size devices. The
tablet flicked slowly through a slideshow of spectacular jewelry. When each new ruby
necklace or set of teardrop earrings appeared, the gadget on the left displayed a record
from a database, the gadget on the right, a satellite map.
“Hey guys,” Catwoman said with a wave. “Bored with the Russians? Or was it
yakuza?”
Boredom was admitted, but when Robin said it was one of the Triads behind their
drug case, Catwoman shook her head.
“Nah, that’s the Russians. They’ve got a poker game in Chinatown. Jade-Five boys
lost big a few weeks ago. Working off their debt.”
“O-kay,” Robin said quietly.
“No, I am not channeling Batman,” Selina said, noting his reaction and guessing it
was the kind of behind-the-scenes crimefighter detail he’d toss out when a sidekick
had less than up-to-the-minute information. “It’s just that I had fifteen go-rounds with
the Batcomputer getting all this set up,” she said, pointing to the tablet. “Every reboot,
it starts up on that same Daily Blotter for the GPD. I can also tell you that the raids on
Canal Street knockoffs have been suspended for the week because they need the extra
bodies around the U.N. and twenty lots of counterfeit Blu-Rays were slated to be
destroyed at the 9th Street Impound at 4 o’clock. Robert Wittman, formerly of the FBI’s
Art Crime unit, was scheduled to give a lecture at One-PP but Hudson University
cancelled the event he was really coming into town for, so the whole thing’s been
postponed. Also the last of the Feds vetting Muskelli for that appointment to the
Justice Department have officially ‘left the building’ and boy is the front office happy to
see the back of them.”
While she chattered, Robin and Batgirl both squatted down and repositioned to get a
better look at the screens. Tim had a hacker’s interest in the uplink she established
with the Batcomputer. Cassie had a personal interest in the ruby and diamond
necklace currently being displayed.
“Synchronized tri-tier uplink with an encrypted self-modulating pulse, integrated
with the Foundation mainframe and WayneTech satellite” she told Tim. “Harry
Winston, two baguette and brilliant-cut diamond rows suspending a fringe of oval and
cushion-shaped rubies, mounted in platinum,” she told Cassie.
“Cool,” they said in unison.
“At first, I had this cat burglar pegged as an idiot,” Catwoman said
conversationally. “I told Bruce after we saw that movie: if you’re a jewel thief, there is
just no point in breaking into the Brewster townhouse while they’re attending the
Wayne gala, because the best pieces—in this case, that little piece of Piaget on the
screen right now—are across town hanging around Mrs. Brewster’s neck.”
“Sure, makes perfect sense,” Tim agreed. Cassie nodded, and Selina smiled.
490

Wayne Rises

“Well that’s a breath of fresh air. A little recognition of Kitty’s expertise, thank you
very much. All he did was argue. But this time, he was right. There could be a point in
hitting the Brewsters or the Lowells or the Auchinclosses when they’re at the Wayne
gala. To embarrass the Foundation or Bruce personally.”
“Whoa,” said Tim. “Ya think? Really?”
“It’s early to say. We’ll know more if there’s another one tonight. That’s why I made
up this database: all the best jewelry owned by Foundation donors, linked to their
dossiers and the location of their primary residence in Gotham. Now we wait. If
someone’s getting hit strictly because they were attending a Wayne event, it would
have happened already, during the ball. But when they’ll discover it is anybody’s
guess.”
“And there’s too many to check beforehand, right?” Robin asked.
“Not a productive use of my time—grunt,” Selina said in her imitation of the batgravel. “I did pick the three I thought were most desirable—the pieces I would go for
that were worn at one of last two balls so presumably would be back in the safe tonight
while the owners wore something else. He checked them but… nothing.”
Tim let out a low whistle as Selina touched the corner of the tablet and the three
items she had selected came up on the screen while the map refocused to show a
greater portion of the city and all three locations blinked with tiny purple dots.
“You put a lot of work into this,” Tim noted.
Selina shrugged.
“He asked for my help,” she said lightly. Then her eyes darkened and the corner of
her mouth dipped into an injured scowl. “This he asked me,” she growled.
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INTERLUDE AT THE BATHROOM MIRROR
Selina stood naked before the bathroom mirror. It had been a while since “Mirror
Bitch” played a regular part in her morning routine. As Batman became a bigger part
of her waking life, his significance in her dreams diminished. He was still there, but
his presence was no longer a battlefield for warring parts of her psyche. Once, he was
a secret pleasure, and if she allowed herself to remember that secret when she woke,
something terrible would happen. But Mirror Bitch remembered, and the little glow on
her cheek when Selina first glimpsed her reflection seemed to taunt her with
something—something that could be hers if she wasn’t such a ‘fraidy cat.
Now Batman was Bruce, and to dream of him had no power. When the flesh and
blood man rested his hand on the curve of her ass as they slept, a clandestine embrace
on a dreamscape rooftop was nothing to hide from. Selina barely noticed when she
started remembering her dreams, nor was she aware that Mirror Bitch had gradually
faded from her world as there ceased to be anything in the mirror in those first seconds
of the day to start her mind wandering down certain paths while she washed her face,
showered and dressed.
Today’s early morning stumble into the bathroom therefore brought a sense of déjà
vu: a dying ember of something in her eye, which, the second she glimpsed it, brought a
flash of something else. Judgment? Annoyance? Judgmental annoyance… merged
with defensiveness and dread… creating a vague sense that it was a bad morning and
she didn’t feel well. Catlike, Selina responded to the idea by yawning. She considered
going back to bed but decided exercise would do her more good. She yawned again,
but this time stuck a ready toothbrush into her mouth before it closed. –brush, brush– –
brush, brush– And then as she saw her face in the mirror again, recognition hit: Mirror
Bitch.
–brush, brush–
Okay, yes, maybe a certain –brush, brush– covert layer had formed under her
relationship with Batman.
–brush, brush–
Denial was back. Or… not really “denial,” but… he always had a tendency to focus
on the work when the personal stuff got too complicated.
–brush, brush–
She knew the database was a peace offering. Asking her to put her criminal
expertise to work for him was Batman’s way of smoothing it over. And it’s not like she
didn’t enjoy it –brush, brush– making a comprehensive, annotated database of all the
loot worth taking among Foundation insiders. Not just ‘thinking like a cat burglar’
again, but doing it so openly: writing out the analysis of each piece, why it was worth
taking and special things to keep in mind planning out each heist –brush, brush–
knowing he would read it. –brush, brush– Batman would. Knowing it was opening
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up that most special and felonious part of her—to him, for him. –brush, brush– And
using all the BatTech systems to do it. It was… it was…
–brush, brush–
Intimate.
–brush, brush–
It was sexual and intimate in a completely new way.
–brush, brush– –spit–
And it changed the subject. It filled the space that might have otherwise been left by
“I cannot allow Ra’s al Ghul to have that kind of influence over my life.” Selina poured a
little mouthwash into her glass, swished and spat. “I had an epiphany when I went to
Atlantis.” –swish, swish– What did she expect, really?
“We can do this the easy way or the hard way, Catwoman.” “Why Batman, how
hard do you want it to get?” “This isn’t a game.”
What did she expect? –swish, swish– What could she expect? He was a jackass, he’d
always been a jackass. He was quite romantic and incredibly loving in his way, but His
Way had always been –swish, swish– the way of a man who devoted his life to a
mission, who gave it his mind and body, his fortune and his industry, even his
identity.
So his idea of a proposal didn’t exactly dwell on her. So there was more Crime Alley
than ‘I can’t imagine my life without you.’ So it was “that flight to Mongolia” and not
‘I want to grow old with you and give you children.’ That was Bruce. “I simply cannot
allow Ra’s al Ghul to have that kind of influence over my life” was quintessentially
Bruce. –spit–
‘I had an epiphany. My views have changed. (So now we’re getting married, done deal.)’
That was Bruce at his most Brucian. He invented Batman because the way society was
set up to fight crime didn’t suit him. –gargle– What did she expect in a proposal: ‘Make
me the happiest man in the world’? –spit–
Selina splashed off her face, but decided to postpone the rest until after her exercise.
Then she stopped at the bed on her way to her suite. Bruce was still asleep, turned
away from the window whose curtains Alfred would soon open to rouse him. His arm
bent over his face with a bit of the black bedsheet pulled up to shield him further, he
actually looked like a bat preemptively shielding himself from the intrusive light to
come, and as usual, Selina’s pique with Batman wavered when faced with the man
under the mask being particularly adorable. She blew a kiss, then left the room.
By the time she crossed the hall into her suite, however, pique had returned. It was
that thought of Alfred opening the curtains.
“We should tell Alfred first.”
She lay back on her Bowflex and grabbed onto the handles like she had a grudge
against them.
“We should tell Alfred first.”
She slid into position to maximize tension on the rods and began a sequence of
punishing line crunches.
I had an epiphany. My views have changed. We should tell Alfred first, then the
kids and then Clark. –crunch– In her mind’s ear, she amended the thought to his
imagined inner monologue a few days before: I had an epiphany, my views have
changed. I should tell Selina first, then Alfred and the kids and the League. –crunch–
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The rest of the crunches were spent, for no particular reason, translating the phrase
‘Psychobat jackassery’ into every language she spoke. This was followed by a round of
resistance kicks conjugating the verb ‘to whip,’ and finally cross stretches devoted to a
rapid-fire multi-linguistic rhapsody on I-She-He-You-They whipping my-her-their
Psychobat adversary for his-your-their epic jackassery.
So there.
Woof.

Alfred believed in tradition. That was his thought as he saw his reflection in an
antique, mahogany shaving mirror that rested on a low tallboy in his modest but wellfurnished room. He gave the bottom edge of his hair a critical look as he set down his
comb, deciding he was overdue for a trim. He was no Luddite. He welcomed
technology and particularly the labor-saving devices that allowed him to manage
Master Bruce’s affairs without a full, permanent staff. But he did not believe in
gadgetry for its own sake, and he vehemently disapproved of any innovation that
displaced long-standing systems that worked. It was an issue at the forefront of his
thoughts these days, standing in front of this mirror and combing his hair as he
considered the first tasks of the day before him.
Butlers had been running a hot iron over their employer’s morning newspaper for
more than a hundred years. And men of Bruce Wayne’s stature in the world—the men
who built and ran empires—had begun each day by taking those pristine, uncreased
newspapers from the little basket on the side of their breakfast trays made for that very
purpose, or alternately by picking them up from beside their plate if breakfast was
served in the dining room, and using those minutes over juice and coffee to acquaint
themselves with happenings in the world. It worked. And Alfred did not trust the idea
of news alerts pinging throughout the day on laptops and phones as a substitute for
that time-honored ritual.
He did recognize that the news on those printed pages was no longer the most
current available, and he had noted that when Master Bruce and Miss Selina
breakfasted in the dining room, their conversation often referenced the website of this
newspaper or that one which they had obviously consulted on their own before
coming downstairs. He saw the need to bring the morning newspaper up to date, but
he had not yet perfected a way to do so while preserving its essential function in the
daily routine. He had been experimenting with one of the new Wayne Tech tablets,
equipped with its revolutionary smart chip, which he had set up to pull news from The
Gotham Times, Wall Street Journal and The Daily Planet, along with headlines from a
variety of other sources that might be pertinent to Batman. He had been refining these
searches for nearly six weeks, perusing the results himself and making what
adjustments he thought best to keep the end product most like the existing newspaper,
but more timely. Most often these adjustments reduced the “pertinent to Batman”
content, for Alfred felt sure that presenting Master Bruce with too much crime-related
material at such an early hour would have an adverse affect on his office time at
Wayne Enterprises. For the past several days, however, there were no adjustments.
He made a token one yesterday, but he was quite aware he was only doing so to delay
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the inevitable. If today’s digital edition was as suitable as its recent predecessors,
Alfred would be forced to conclude that the tablet was ready to make its debut on the
breakfast tray.
Unless he cheated and put it off one more day. Again. That would be the decision
before him as he decanted orange juice and heated croissants. The idea was a good
one, it was only that once Master Bruce saw the innovation, Alfred knew there was no
going back. His enthusiasm for technology would overrule any other consideration,
and if a flaw were found that Alfred had not anticipated, getting Master Bruce to
acknowledge it and return to the old ways would be all but impossible.

Selina had finished her workout and was crossing the hall to return to the bedroom
when Alfred was coming up the stairs with the breakfast tray. Rather than a typical
“Good morning” or “You’re up early today, miss” there was only a silent tilt of the
head and a hint of surprise and uncertainty in his eye—two emotions that were all but
unheard of in Alfred Pennyworth.
“Good morning, Alfred,” she offered.
“A word, miss,” he answered, signaling a change in course with a head-tilt and
heading, tray and all, back into her suite rather than continuing into the master
bedroom.
“Something wrong, Alfred?” Selina asked as he set down the tray on her coffee table,
took a leather book from the side basket that usually held a newspaper, and handed it
to her. Taking it, she saw that it wasn’t a book but a sleek computer tablet in a leather
cover.
“The day’s news, miss,” Alfred said grimly. “There is a letter to the editor in the
Times and an Op Ed in the Gotham Observer which, I fear, may be somewhat
distressing.”
“Okay,” Selina nodded taking a breath and hitting the button to light the screen.
“Thanks for the… warning,” she managed as she began to read, then her words trailed
off as her eyes darted and flickered around the screen. When she finished, she paused
for a few seconds more, then looked up at Alfred. “Okay,” she repeated. “I’ll tell him.
And um, will try to keep breakages to a minimum.”
She took a moment to collect herself before crossing the hall and then padded back
into the bedroom with all the silent caution she would have used if Catwoman was
there on business. She crept into the bed with equal care, and only once she was fully
in position did she risk a move that might wake him. She let a single fingertip trace
lightly along Bruce’s jaw, moving up ever so gently to where the edge of the mask
would cut across his cheek.
“Don’t even think it,” he murmured, reaching up to grab her wrist.
“Wake up, handsome,” she said softly, but it was the beguiling softness of a
villainess coaxing him awake, not the tender whisper of a lover. “You’ve got bigger
problems than a curious kitty pawing at your mask.”
“What’s up?” he said, sliding into a seated position, his hand reaching up reflexively
to ‘check’ the mask that wasn’t there. “Did the cat burglar strike again?”
“Yeah. Matter of fact, he hit the Brodland townhouse, but—”
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“That was the Bvlgari emeralds, right? Thermal imaging camera on the north wall?”
“Van Cleef and Arpels broach and Harry Winston garnet drop, SVB-54 camera with
infrared, but that’s really not—”
“I’m loving the database, Selina. It’s great reading. The analysis of each target, what
makes it appealing, how you’d—”
“Thanks. Look, you’re not awake yet, but please try to foc—”
“I’m awake enough to get started,” Bruce said with a stretch. “You can brief me on
whatever’s happened over coffee an—”
“No! Bruce, you’re not driving, so shut up and stop trying to take the wheel. You
don’t get coffee yet because it’s a silver pot full of scalding liquid and the cups are
breakable.”
His eyes narrowed, and Selina felt the slightest of density shifts. She knew there
would be no more Morning-Bruce trying to smooth over the proposal with chatty
compliments. When he spoke again, it would be a minimalist Bat-gravel.
“What’s happened?”
“Falstaff made his move,” she answered. “The cat burglar might be the headline, but
the real story is playing out on the inside pages. He’s got this letter to the editor
printed in the Times, practically a love letter to Wayne Tech: the smart chip, aerogel,
robotics and communication systems…”
“The kind of thing he was saying last night about our work with Sub Diego.”
“Right. It’s in the print edition, so it was obviously written days ago and slated for
publication today. The day’s headline just happens to be the cat burglar, now three for
three hitting people while they were at a Wayne event, and that purely coincidental
happenstance seems to have inspired a columnist at the Gotham Observer to write an
Op Ed, fresh off the cyber press in the online edition…”
“Meaning Falstaff got lucky or he played a hunch. If another Wayne guest was hit
during the Water Ball, then his letter would have more traction outside the relatively
small readership of the letters column.”
“Played a hunch or he’s actually in league with the cat. My two-bit opinion is
nobody put that Op Ed together in ten minutes after reading today’s Times. It was
ready for Falstaff’s letter and the cat burglar news to hit at the same time.”
“What’s the gist?”
“Falstaff is a visionary. As an outsider, he’s able to see the significance and potential
of Wayne Tech which Gotham in general is blind to, and the reason for our collective
lack of understanding is that we’re all following your lead.”
“Wait a minute, this is one of the Observer’s regular contributors or someone new?”
“Bruce, look where we are. Is this a cave briefing or a meeting at the Watchtower? I
haven’t dug into this; I haven’t even had my shower yet.”
He grunted.
“Fine. Falstaff writes a fulsome letter to the Times praising Wayne Tech, and ‘John
Smith’ who we’ll assume is a newcomer and Falstaff’s unacknowledged mouthpiece at
the Gotham Observer responds saying he’s a visionary. Go on.”
“None of us see the potential in Wayne Tech the way Falstaff does because we’re
following your lead. You personally, as the glib and good-natured simpleton who
doesn’t really understand anything about the company but parrots whatever the PR
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department tells you. Being a bunch of soulless salesmen, they can’t be expected to
have the vision and insight of a Gregorian Falstaff.”
“I get the idea. Let’s skip the rest of the intro and get to the part that would lead to
my throwing coffee.”
“Rather than recognizing Falstaff’s worth and thanking our lucky stars that such a
man has come to enlighten us, we shunned him. He’s a pariah among Gotham’s elite.
The same elite that welcomes an admitted thief shuns Falstaff…”
She trailed off, feeling Bruce’s eyes bore into her.
“Go on,” he graveled.
Rather than say it out loud, Selina took the tablet from behind her back and handed
it over. Bruce took it and, after a final attempt to meet her eyes, he looked down and
started to read.
“…for the crime of not being the last scion of a founding family,” he murmured as he
skimmed. “Lucky enough to escape the current climate of suspicion towards the
privileged class thanks to the romantic patina of a family tragedy… Gotham’s poor little
rich boy, gilding his excesses and his philanthropy alike in… WHAT THE HELL?!”
Selina braced for the sound of a tablet hurled with the force of a batarang into a
Regency mirror, but no such outburst came. Instead, Bruce was staring into the
distance, those waves of willful intensity that were pure Batman pulsing and pounding
around him.
After a minute, his head lifted slightly as he took in a sharp breath through his
nostrils. His eyes flickered sharply across the room in the way Selina had seen when
he was putting himself into the mind of his opponent. Then he let his fingers open
limply and the tablet toppled head first into the folds of the bedsheets, like the Titanic
prior to sinking.
“Go,” he said finally.
Selina stared for a moment before managing a bewildered “W-what?”
“The only thing I have to say on this, you do not want to hear. Go off somewhere.
Tell Alfred to forget breakfast and dinner. I’ll grab something at the penthouse and
leave on patrol from there.”
“Bruce, you—”
“I’m out of here in about five minutes, so if you want to ride into town together,
dress fast.”
“Oh,” Selina breathed. “Oh.”
“Problem?”
“No,” she said, rising slowly from the bed and moving towards the door. “I’ll get
myself into town. Psychobat driving is never much fun. The thought of him stuck in
morning rush hour without being able to floor it is absolutely horrifying.”

The 16th Floor was one of the most secure in the Wayne Tower. To the outside world,
it was the HQ for Wayne Tech R&D. To an outside thief, it rivaled Information
Technologies on 38, Aerospace on 41, the executive suites on 75 and 76; senior
management and the board room on 77. To an inside thief like Selina who knew all of
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the building’s secrets, the 16th Floor could even boast a few features shared only by the
private elevator to Bruce’s penthouse.
Since the Foundation launched its extranet to connect the Foundation office in Sub
Diego with the one in the Wayne Tower, the 16th Floor had sacrificed a supply closet
and a handicapped washroom to become the Sub Diego Meta-Comm Facility. Within
this dark, long and narrow space, a row of what Norm had called “land doubles” stood
along the wall like toy soldiers. In their dormant state, the units looked like iPads
mounted on streamlined Segways—until someone in the Sub Diego office logged in.
Then the tablet which constituted the head would flash a Wayne Tech logo and flicker
through a series of start up and sync screens that revealed a far more sophisticated
mechanism. While the tablet-head booted, a black disc at the bottom of the “Segway”
would erupt into a star pattern of thin red beams, like a cluster of lasers fanning out in
all directions. Once the surroundings were mapped and the start up routines
completed, the face of the Sub Diego operator would appear on the screen and the unit
would begin to move. It had become a familiar sight in the WT offices: one or two land
doubles rolling down the hall, calling the elevator with a Bluetooth signal and saying
“Good morning” if someone was already in the car.
Most Sub Diegans kept California time, but Juan and Alan preferred to get up early
and check in with Norm at the start of the East Coast work day. Today they had an
added incentive: a meeting with Tim Drake to prep for. Juan absolutely LOVED the
high tech meeting room they could interface with in the Foundation office. It looked
like a room out of Star Trek, with a level of tech toys he would never have gotten to
see, let alone operate, if it hadn’t been for the bizarre twist of fate that made him a
water-breather. In front of each seat at the long conference table there was a small,
tilted screen half-recessed into the table-top. They looked like clear glass, until the
presenter started showing slides or video, then they mirrored whatever he showed on
the huge projection screen at the front of the table and the two HD screens on each side
wall. Best of all was the back wall, clear glass, cool as can be!
Juan relished the idea of using it—of being the STAR OF THE SHOW using it—
whenever Wayne showed off the Sub Diego operation to press and universities.
Today’s meeting with Tim Drake was sort of a dry run. He was happy to help the kid,
sure, but he really wanted experience showing off the system to surfacers. His land
double went straight to Norm’s cubicle and, after a few good mornings and hopes
Norm wasn’t too hung over from partying all night after the ball (Quoth the Normster:
“As if.”), Norm unlocked the conference room and four lights sprang to life on the top
of Juan’s tablet. One solid blue… synced… One solid green… synced… The second blue
flickered with the intermittent sending and receiving of data... The last solid blue…
synced…
“Looks like you’re set,” Norm said happily. “Where’s Alan. He sleeping in?”
..:: No, he’s here,::.. Juan’s image replied from the tablet screen. ..::He wanted to stop off
in Gwen Chatham’s office. Says Selina Kyle starts the day there whenever she’s in the office
and he wants to thank her for the party last night. You know what he’s like with all that Miss
Manners stuff.::..
Norm thought it was a nice idea, but he wasn’t sure Selina would be in today. He
started to brief Juan on the developments in the morning news, when Juan skipped
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ahead. Making use of his uplink with the company intranet that could access the
Wayne systems faster than people right in the corporate HQ, he pulled Falstaff’s letter
and the Op Ed from the PR department's clipping service and was skimming as Norm
talked until:
..:: Oh NOT COOL!::.. he exploded.
“Uh, what?” Norm asked.
..:: Here, look at this,::.. said Juan, sending his data to the conference room screens. ..::
This is the original Op Ed when it was clipped. See that light, that means there’s been a change
on the website, so I went to look, and here.::..
“You could just tell me,” Norm pointed out as Juan split the image on the viewscreen
to put the live internet site next to the memo from PR department.
..:: You’re no fun. Here, okay, this is what’s changed. Some asshat posted a comment on the
Op Ed saying it’s obvious Selina Kyle is the cat burglar and Wayne is paying off the cops to
ignore it. Somebody else says how she’s kind of got an alibi, being at the party and all, and
asshat calls them a retard. Then he goes on to say how Wayne is ‘flouting’ her—I think
flaunting is what they mean—by y’know, having her continue as his date and kind of the
hostess at all these events. ‘Flouting’ her in front of the donors is just another sign of how far
above everyone he believes himself to be. If any of them brought her to Ball Number Three after
Burglary One and Two, they would have been ruined. Or at least decently embarrassed. But
when he does it, it’s a sign of his untouchable stature. Like a Roman emperor.::.
“A Roman emperor?” Norm sputtered.
..::I’m guessing on that part,::.. Juan said. ..::Their actual word was Calibulla.::..
“Calibu—I’m calling Calibullshit on that one, man.”
..:: It’s an anonymous comment on an Op Ed, it’s a net troll, what do you expect?::..
“History Channel just did a special on Caligula; they’ve been advertising it all week.
It keeps dancing in the corner of the screen while you’re trying to watch something
else. A real troll with nothing better to do but sitting around watching American
Pickers would know how to spell it. ‘Calibulla’ is somebody that knows exactly what
they’re doing, trying to look like a barely literate internet asshat.”

Selina had never worried much about cops. From Interpol to Scotland Yard, they
never came close to coming close to coming close to being dangerous. Initially, she
chafed when tabloids floated the idea that anyone less than Batman was capable of
catching Catwoman, but as the years passed, she came to see the insults brought a few
perks. The police had no idea how far they were from being effective, and these knownothing nobodies in the press simply fed their ignorance on that point. The police
would never improve their approach if they weren’t aware of its shortcomings, and
that left her free to play with the more amusing adversary.
Then he ceased to be an adversary, she ceased to be a thief, and the whole issue
became moot until Detectives Reed and Rowanski came to the manor to question her.
And they’d come, not about any crime of Catwoman’s, but about an explosion that
nearly blew her up. Bruce took the opportunity to demonstrate what the Wayne
money could do to shield her, and sidestepping those protections, Selina found she
could finesse the detectives as neatly as she always imagined. Apart from Reed’s (or
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maybe it was Rowanski’s) final assessment that if Bruce wasn’t a total moron he should
marry that woman, the interview was a triumph.
So police simply weren’t something she worried about, even now that she arrived at
the Foundation to see Detective Rowanski camped outside Gwen Chatham’s door.
Men whose suits, shoes and demeanor marked them as his colleagues hovered around
the offices of Madison Hargrove and Cynthia Merithew, but Selina ignored them—as
well as a jolt in the pit of her stomach that she’d never felt in the wake of any crime she
actually committed—and sashayed boldly through the reception area.
“Detective,” she said, greeting Rowanski with all the poise and assurance of a jewel
thief whose billionaire boyfriend had just been falsely accused of bribing him. “I could
have sworn that, when we met last, you said you weren’t in Major Case and didn’t
investigate ‘art thefts or burglaries involving safes and vaults.’”
“That’s right, ma’am. I’m still assigned to the Arson Squad, but given the delicate
nature of today’s business, it was suggested that I come along and supervise.”
“Because we got along so well last time?” Selina said with a cynically raised eyebrow
undercutting the flirtatious lilt in her tone. “You may not find me as charming as a
suspect as I was as a victim.”
“Due respect, Miss Kyle, you’re not a suspect, and I’m not here to question you.
Quite the opposite. You have an alibi, you were in a ballroom with a couple hundred
of the most important people in the city during each one of the robberies. For me to
ignore that and investigate you anyway would be a pretty obvious response to that
nonsense on the Internet this morning. The Chief is adamant we don’t give that
impression, so…”
“So you’re here to not talk to me,” Selina affirmed in the tone she used to humor
Whiskers.
“That’s right. While we investigate whatever the connection is between the Wayne
Foundation and the robberies, because there certainly is one.”
“Absolutely cannot permit this!” was heard from inside Madison’s office.
Another raised voice answered, male and not quite as distinct, but including the
words ‘last resort’ ‘one phone call’ and ‘subpoena.’
Selina and Rowanski’s eyes met and, after a silent beat, they paced each other to
Madison’s door. A momentary ‘after you’ delay when they got there ended in Selina
being the one who actually turned the doorknob to find Madison standing in front of
her desk with her arms outstretched as if forming a human shield between her files and
an encroaching army. Knowing the detailed dossiers Madison kept on the biggest
names and deepest pockets in the city, Selina could understand why.
“There is no such thing as Charity-Donor privilege,” said the plain-clothes detective
who, though angry, did not resemble an army. What he did resemble was the cynical,
dog-faced, wise-cracking senior partner from a ‘ripped from the headlines’ police
procedural—the one who would say anything to anybody, political consequences be
damned. Which, Selina guessed, is why Rowanski had been assigned to hold his leash.
“Everybody count to ten,” he ordered—not a moment too soon, as Madison
performed that intake of breath which signals a heated and lengthy retort is about to
begin.
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“Madison Hargrove, our development director,” Selina said by way of introduction.
“This is Detective Rowanski, reasonable human being. And… I don’t know who you
are,” she added, with a pleasant smile for the plain-clothes detective (who would have
found it infinitely less pleasant if he knew it was the same smile she gave Killer Croc
when he was on a tirade at the Iceberg.)
“Schmidt,” he said grudgingly. “I am trying to impress on your ‘development
director’ that these fundraisers you’ve been having are the only link between the
victims of these robberies and we need to see the guest list.”
“And I am trying to convey to Detective Schmidt that the ‘guest list’ is the donor list,
and while I’m happy to give you the public list that goes in the annual report, those
who give to the Foundation on the condition of anonymity will remain anonymous.”
“Then we’ll get a court order and seize your files,” Schmidt barked.
“I bet you miss arson,” Selina whispered to Rowanski.
“When you pry them from my cold dead fingers,” Madison hissed.
“Time!” Selina called. “Reality check. Detective Schmidt, if you think any judge in
this town will sign that search warrant, you obviously don’t have a clue what kind of
people are on that list. Madison,” she paused and delivered the rest with a girlish
wink. “I think if the gentlemen ask nicely, there’s a way we can help them without
betraying any confidences.”
“Ask nicely?!” Schmidt rasped—which Selina expected. Outrage from a blowhard
cop was absolutely expected. It was Madison’s reaction that interested Selina. If
Madison was the woman she hoped, one capable of researching Gotham’s upper crust
with the same acquisitive instincts as Selina herself, she should be tickled at the idea.
“Naturally, the Foundation wants to do all it can to assist the police in this
unfortunate matter,” she said in a warm, honeyed voice which curled her lip into the
slightest hint of a coy smile. “If you actually have a proposal that wouldn’t
compromise our position with the anonymous donors…”
She trailed off and looked expectantly at Selina. Selina smiled and looked
expectantly at Detective Schmidt. Rowanski scratched his nose and then left his hand
over his mouth to cover a grin.
“Uh, yeah, that’d be great, if you’ve got an idea,” Schmidt said haltingly.
Selina and Madison exchanged patronizing looks, agreeing that it was probably as
close to ‘asking nicely’ as the poor ass could do without practice.
“Okay, it’s not the people who wrote a check that you care about,” Selina said
gamely. “Anonymously or not, that’s just not the issue. It’s the people who actually
came to the parties, right? And there are, like, four hundred cameras at the door
photographing the red carpet. It’s been over twelve hours since last night’s gala, I
guarantee there are ten thousand pictures on the internet by now.”
“That’s true,” Madison admitted.
“Yeah! Picture of Mrs. Neiderbaum wearing Halston on the Internet, it can’t be
against the rules to tell us she was there, right?” Schmidt said petulantly.
“You’re welcome,” Selina mouthed to no one in particular.
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Despite the relatively peaceful resolution of the standoff in Madison’s office, a new
link was posted in the comments thread of the Op Ed, purporting to be video of GPD
officers leaving the Wayne Tower with boxes of files seized from the Wayne
Foundation.
Lucius watched the footage with a stoic frown, then he called Bruce to his office and
they watched it together, then he watched it a third time while Bruce was on the phone
with Gwen, confirming that the incident had not, in fact, occurred.
“Two men in blue windbreakers carrying a mail bin heaped with binders and a box
of file folders,” Lucius said wryly. “Do people really think that’s what our files would
look like? Records for the last eight years fit on a single thumb drive.”
“Yes, but a man in an ordinary-looking business suit leaving the building with a
piece of plastic no larger than a stick of gum, that’s not a visual for the evening news,”
Bruce noted.
“Well, if Falstaff’s plan was to set off a panic sell of Wayne stock as the prelude to a
takeover, it backfired. Trading is heavy, but it’s likely we’re going to be up a point by
the closing bell.”
“No, the stock price isn’t his target,” Bruce said with a headshake. “He’s been
talking up Wayne Tech, the unrecognized potential, blah-blah-blah. Best advertising
we could hope for. So when a scandal breaks and does scare an investor into selling,
there are three buyers waiting to grab his shares. Price goes up, not down. If he
wanted to buy as much as he could for a takeover, he’d want to sink the price, not raise
it.”
“Maybe he didn’t realize,” Lucius said. “Truth is, there are corners of the market
that miss the old you, Bruce.”
“The old me?”
“Pre-Selina, the Billionaire Bad Boy who’d make a spectacle of himself on a regular
basis. These are smart people, Bruce. They know what this company is worth, long
term. You do something crazy in the press that makes the stock drop for a few hours,
they say ‘That item’s on sale.’”
“I don’t think the return of ‘the billionaire bad boy’ is what Falstaff is after,” Bruce
said.
“Maybe not, but his attacks do seem to focus on you personally. Like you said, he
has nothing but praise for Wayne Tech, Wayne Industries, parent company Wayne
Enterprises. All the vitriol is pointed at you.”
And Selina, Bruce thought. If you figure in the cat burglar.
As if in response, there was the quick rap on the side of the open door that
announces someone who knows they’re free to enter without knocking, followed by
Selina’s voice actually saying the words:
“Knock, knock! Lucius, I wanted to pop up and make sure—Oh, you’re here too.”
Bruce tried to take it as the casual remark of someone who’d come into Lucius Fox’s
office with the intention of seeing Lucius Fox and simply didn’t expect anyone else to
be there. He tried to ignore that it was delivered with the same twisty frown that
Catwoman reserved for sidekicks who showed up when she expected to have Batman
to herself.
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“It just occurred to me, in light of the day’s shit storm,” she went on, “that it
wouldn’t be good news if anyone found out what I’ve been teaching you. Between the
Data-Lock and our other project, you’re two of the ten most formidable thieves in the
country at this point.”
“Not to worry, my work is all proprietary,” Lucius answered. “Covered by trade
secrets protections. Technically, I shouldn’t even tell Bruce what we’ve been working
on.”
“Okay. Well, maybe mothball it anyway for the duration,” Selina suggested.
“You’re probably too busy to bother with it right now anyway, with all that’s going on
out there. Must be DefCon 4 up here.”
Lucius agreed to the mothballing, but explained that the stock was healthy as ever
and, while he and Bruce were staying on top of the situation, ‘Defcon’ didn’t enter into
the matter.
“Well that’s good. Still, for the time being, I have one less ‘student,’” she said with a
wink.
“One less student?” Bruce asked.
“We’ll talk later,” she said pointedly.
His eyes narrowed with rooftop menace, and hers answered with rooftop defiance.
‘It has nothing to do with Batman, don’t be a jackass’ they said so clearly that Bruce
unconsciously let out a grunt.
“Actually, I was just heading back to my office,” he said lightly, though a surge of
Bat-intensity belied the casual tone. “If you don’t have to rush back downstairs, maybe
you could come with,” he concluded with the same fierce glare that used to accompany
Batman’s Put it back.
Of course, when it had been Batman ordering her to put it back, Catwoman had
never once complied, which made Selina’s easy agreement now slightly puzzling.
When they reached his office, she broke into a Cheshire grin as he shut the door.
“Knew that would get you,” she said proudly.
“Explain.”
“Well, the thing in Lucius’s office is no big deal. I just… spent the day teaching your
staff how to handle cops, which is a whole new level of weird. You have some smart
ladies running that Foundation, Bruce. Madison, Gwen, Cynthia, all first-rate. Just
unschooled in how to use it to handle tightass lawmen. And now, thanks to me, the
savvy and sassy women who work for you know how to use it… to handle the cops
investigating the cat burglar jewel thief. New level of weird.”
“But not what you actually wanted to talk about.”
“No. No it wasn’t. I just saw the crime scene photos from the Coleman penthouse.”
Bruce raised an eyebrow, and rather than get derailed with a long explanation, she
quickly said “Long story: that Detective Rowanski had pictures of the stolen jewelry,
and he was going through them with Gwen to see if she remembered them from earlier
galas. These other pictures in the file were from the crime scenes, and when I got to the
ones from the Coleman Penthouse, there was this… empty spot on the wall where a
painting was missing.”
“Yes, the burglar hasn’t confined himself to jewelry. You knew that from the
Beaufort townhouse.”
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“Where he took a Faberge box and a silver letter opener from the desk, yes, the desk
right in front of the safe. And at the Colemans’ there were some bearer bonds in the safe
along with the jewelry, and last night at the Brodlands’ it was some knick-knack from a
table that was right inside the window they came through—that’s an impulse
purchase. It’s something he grabbed on his way out: ‘Oh this is cute.’ Stick it in the bag.
The bearer bonds were in the safe right next to the jewels. The Faberge box was right
there at the desk.
“But the painting is different. ‘The Spice Merchant’s Wife,’ it was in the foyer, right
inside the front door over the little entrance table with the mail tray. Now, our cat
came in through the window, and the safe with the jewelry was in the study next to the
bedroom. What’s he doing in the foyer? He wouldn’t have any reason to go into that
part of the house to see this thing and pick it up on impulse. And it’s small, not like he
would have spotted it from two rooms away when he was going through the living
room.”
“You’re saying, what, that he went into the foyer specifically to get this painting?”
“Sort of, but that doesn’t make sense either. It’s not famous or outrageously
valuable.”
Bruce’s eyes bored into hers.
“Then why,” he said finally, although it seemed more like a prompt than a question.
“I was wrong. When I was poking holes in the movie, I said there was no reason for
a jewel thief to be doing their thing while the owners were out at a Wayne gala because
they’d be wearing the best pieces. And I was wrong. There is a reason: to make it clear
that Bruce Wayne’s guests are your target. And the reason for taking The Spice
Merchant’s Wife is for that photograph of the crime scene: that empty space on the wall
right over the mail tray with the invitation to the next Wayne gala sitting right
underneath where you can’t miss it. Where the police can’t miss it, where they’ll be
dusting it for fingerprints. Where the insurance investigators won’t miss it. Where
Batman won’t miss it.”
Bruce lifted his steepled fingers to his lips and thought it over.
Bruce Wayne’s guests... Bruce Wayne who’s living with Selina Kyle, the cat burglar; that
was one angle. He dismissed the idea that it could be an attack on her. The world had seen
Selina brazenly reveal herself as Catwoman with no repercussions from Batman or the police.
So if the cat burglar preying on Wayne donors was an attack, it was aimed at him personally or
at the pair of them as a couple. Either he was to be seen as so irresponsible and lacking in
judgment that he exposed himself and his peers to this horrid criminal person, or else he was the
one who was meant to see things differently. If Selina was going to be this kind of a liability,
she would have to go.
None of it quite gelled with Falstaff as the puppet master pulling the cat burglar’s
strings, but Bruce’s suspicions were already moving in another direction.
He looked uncomfortably at Selina, the word “Go” hovering on his lips again.
“Let’s get out of here,” he graveled finally. “Go… downstairs.”
She didn’t object; she assumed he wanted to access the Bat Computer. But when
they reached the private elevator, he hesitated, his finger poised over the button.
“Unless you’d rather talk in the penthouse. If you want something to eat or...”
“No, I’m good,” she said. “Cave or penthouse, whatever you want.”
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Again he hesitated. Then he pressed his finger decisively and the elevator began to
move.
“Bruce, what’s going on?” she asked as they descended.
“You’re just the worst possible person to be here right now,” he murmured.
“Gee thanks, love you too,” she spat.
“I don’t mean it like that it’s… it’s helpful to have someone to talk to, to talk through
the case with. And this is a cat burglar; you have special knowledge and amazing
insights. If I’m completely honest with you about what I think is going on, you might
have the answer to end it. But you are literally the last person in the world I want to
say this to.”
“Oh, I am going to love this,” Selina muttered. “I haven’t had this many mixed
messages from you since your brilliant plan to protect me from Joker by hiding me in
solitary at Blackgate.”
“If you remember, I knew that you wouldn’t go for it, and I only said it to bait you
into ‘stealing’ a chemically tainted beacon so I could track you and trap him!”
“I remember that’s how you decided to frame it after you had to admit that my plan
was better than yours. That I had an idea—nay, a strategy—to save my skin and catch
Joker, and that strategy was better than yours. The only way to take the sting out was
to claim it was actually a part of your plan all alo—”
“It was.”
“I am not getting sucked into this. I am not allowing you to run some, some
goddamn protocol meant to remind me what an unmitigated jackass you used to be in
order to make whatever new bit of Psychobat Nincompoopery you want to spring on
me look less idiotic by comparison.”
“IT’S RA’S!” Bruce yelled. “THAT’S WHO’S BEHIND THIS, ARE YOU HAPPY?”
The doors to the Batcave opened, but neither moved, and after a moment, the doors
closed again.
“You’ve said it yourself a dozen times,” Bruce said, biting off each word. “The
Demon’s Head doesn’t have a lot of new ideas. The one he has come up with on his
own in the last quarter century was the one protocol he didn’t take from me. I had
ways to neutralize the rest of the Justice League, but he had to get me out of the way
too. And the way he chose to keep me occupied was defiling my parents’ grave and
sending me a picture of their coffins suspended over an unknown Lazarus Pit. Say you
want about Ra’s al Ghul, Selina, and there is very little you have to say on the subject
that I don’t agree with, but hairdo or not, he knows how to push my buttons.”
“Let’s not endow him with special powers, Bruce. He knows your identity. At that
point, you’re one big button. The only thing that requires any intellectual acumen is
not bumping it accidentally.”
“Falstaff has been doing nothing but push my buttons since that first day at the
Empire Club,” Bruce said hatefully. “He’s done it too well; he has been eerily on target.
And now… Now look at where all this is heading. He’s not attacking Wayne
Enterprises, he’s smearing The Foundation. That’s not just my parents, Selina, that’s…
The Foundation that has an office in Sub Diego, Sub Diego that is hardwired to the
offices here. And Sub Diego which now has an embassy in Atlantis.
“It’s Ra’s. Selina, it is Ra’s, the words have been pounding in my brain since I read
those phrases in that preposterous Op Ed this morning. But I couldn’t SAY THAT TO
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YOU because of that stupid—because you won’t just LET IT GO about those five
stupid minutes at the MoMA—”
“Damnit, I don’t have a whip!” Selina yelled, flogging his breast pocket ineffectually
with her purse. “You insufferably jac… that’s vibrating.” She stopped mid-flog, and
pointed at his jacket pocket.
Bruce reached inside his jacket, took out his vibrating phone, and answered with a
scowl.
“Yes, Lucius?” he said. “Right now? No, I’m ten feet from a television. I’ll watch
from here.” He hung up and pressed the elevator button to open the doors.
“Falstaff is giving a press conference,” he graveled.
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DISCREET
I’ve never been one of those women who makes her fingernails into a prop, buffing
and scrutinizing the sheen to express pointed disinterest in the conversation. There’s
too much carryover from Catwoman’s claws, usually. Which is why I did it now with
Bruce. With Eddie, with Jason Blood, even with Barbara or Cassie it would have that
distant echo of a threat. In the passenger seat of the Lamborghini while Bruce turned
onto 73rd Street, it hit just the right note.
“You're clear on the plan?” he graveled, slowing to a stop as a Hummer limo
changed lanes in front of us.
“I am clear on the plan,” I said. “I am also clear on the pre-plan where you have to
compulsively check if I am clear on the plan as if I'm some concussed sidekick who's
never done this before.”
“It's just that we can't break character once the valet opens the door.”
"I am aware of that aspect of the pre-plan where you have to remind me that we can't
break character, as if I am not only a sidekick who's never done this before, I am also a
moron."
He grunted and we came to a stop at the intersection. I examined my nail polish,
finger-buffed my left index with the middle finger of my right, and let the memories of
claws sinking into bat-armor rise if they wished. If they didn’t, the casual ‘look at me
not listening to you’ that the gesture would mean from any other woman would work
just as well.
Despite the cozy picture of us going to dinner together—Bruce and Selina against the
world—we were no longer partners; we were competitors. He was going after Falstaff
(with a headful of immovable, implacable, intractable, bat-stubborn certainty that it
was really Ra’s al Ghul he was fighting behind the scenes). I was going after the cat
burglar.
And I was going to win.
I simply had to. Losing was not an option. Not on this.
The limo completed its lane change, and the car inched towards the intersection
where we came to a stop again at the traffic light. Five minutes, Miss Kyle, I heard in my
mind’s ear. I smiled to myself every night when the stage manager at the Hijinx
rapped on my dressing room door with that little bulletin. That luxury of a
countdown, not something we enjoy on Gotham rooftops: Places, please. 5 minutes to the
bat-shadow appearing from the skylight before you’ve even picked off the last number of the
combination...
Five minutes to curtain.
I walked out on that stage every night to prove I wasn’t in jail. The Post had written
a perfectly ludicrous series of articles that I’d been captured—not even by Batman but
by ordinary police in the most insultingly obvious of snares—tricked into a plea
bargain I didn't understand, and was languishing in jail. It was six insults too many
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from a newspaper that had done nothing but belittle and misrepresent me for years,
and I’d had enough. I wanted to call them out as publicly as possible. And it worked.
Every night I walked out on that stage, it proved to another hundred people that the
woman in prison who the tabloids kept saying was me couldn’t possibly be the real
Catwoman.
Now here I was, about to do it again. Except this time, it wouldn't be “5 minutes to
curtain;” it would be “Falstaff party of three, your table is ready.” I wouldn't be
entering stage right at the Hijinx; I would following some maître d’ across the dining
room at Discreet. And this time I wasn't a solo act. This time, Bruce would be right
there with me.
If he wasn't such a jackass, we might enjoy it.
“Remember, any allusions to Sub Diego, Atlantis or Wayne Tech, leave it to me,” he
said once the light changed and we started to move again.
It sucked. When I’d done this before, I had never seen Batman’s face, I didn't know
his name, we hadn't even made love. Now we were together. If he hadn’t made such a
mess out of that proposal, we might even be engaged. Sharing this ironic echo of CatTales together would be a kick. Instead…
“And if he mentions the press conference…” this as we reached 76th street.
“We didn’t see the press conference, we were having a late lunch together in the
penthouse,” I recited, “Lucius told us the highlights after, when we got back to the
office. And if Falstaff is left with the impression that this ‘late lunch’ is code for
steaming up the sheets, so much the better.”
Oh that it were true.
Bruce wanted Falstaff to think the day’s events: his big move against the Foundation
and the theatrical playout of the press conference, didn’t rate his personal attention.
And the reason he wanted Falstaff to think that—the reason ‘having sex with Selina’
was his chosen alternate activity—was because he was so damn convinced it was Ra’s
al Ghul behind the whole thing.
“It’s Ra’s.”
There I was, back in that elevator with Bruce. “Cave or penthouse, whatever you
want,” he’d said, and then we sparked and spatted and it came out that the reason he’d
been so weird in the bedroom this morning—the reason he’d told me to “Go” with that
ponderous finality—was because he decided Ra’s was behind this whole thing.
“It’s Ra’s.”
I couldn’t get the words out of my head as I followed him out of the elevator into the
Batcave, couldn’t get them out of my head while he tuned in the press conference and
that big silver GCN logo appeared on the screen.
At first, I could barely see. There was this pressure of pure rage pounding behind
my eyes as I’d followed him through the cave. He was making this about Ra’s too.
First he let the overhyped goatherd into my marriage proposal, and now the cat
burglar and Falstaff and the attacks on the Foundation were all about Ra’s too. I
wanted to scream. I wanted to dig my claws into bat-armor and pull. I wanted to slap
him so hard right across the face, and I wanted to smash the nearest Wayne Tech screen
with the nearest anything capable of doing the job—which was a fire extinguisher, I
decided.
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Of course the fury had spiked in the few seconds it took to cross the cave. Bruce was
already at the workstation and tuning in the press conference—on the smallest screen
on the console, where he could look down on it, rather than the big monitor where we
would have to look up. (“Ra’s al Ghul’s stand-in cannot be allowed to have that kind
of presence over my cave.”)
Then Falstaff started to talk, and Bruce’s words from the elevator started to echo in
my head. “It’s Ra’s. Selina, it is Ra’s…”
Falstaff was at his podium, with that big red hexagon logo in front like a presidential
seal, and a dozen microphones lining the top which could not possibly be necessary in
this day and age. And his mouth was moving, but all I heard was Bruce saying “It’s
Ra’s. Selina, it is Ra’s…”
He began by bringing Gotham up to speed on the story thus far, reasonably
assuming that anyone who wasn’t at the epicenter would have had better things to do
than feverishly tracking the drama across multiple news sites like some internet soap
opera-scavenger hunt. That much was a fair assumption, but the way he framed ‘the
story thus far,’ that was… a symphony. A bad, atonal symphony, but a symphony
none the less. All the little motifs that had wafted in and out of Falstaff’s appearances
were coming together into a full orchestral rondo:
First, Gregorian Falstaff loved Wayne Tech. His admiration for the company, its
projects and its potential knew no limits. He wanted to express that publicly after the
Water Ball, having seen such wonders displayed there. He simply had to jot down a
few thoughts of deserved praise, and the good people at the Gotham Times, finding his
sentiments worthy, saw fit to print them in the morning edition.
He was appalled—shocked, dismayed and appalled—that these ‘few modest
thoughts’ jotted down with the very best of intentions had brought so much grief to his
good friend Bruce Wayne since their publication. Opportunists at the Gotham
Observer—opportunists who did not merit the name journalists and brought shame on
that noble profession—had used his praise for the company to launch a spurious attack
on the man! It was alleged that Gotham’s elite had shunned Falstaff on Bruce Wayne’s
behalf because of some imagined slight, when nothing could be further from the truth!
He and Bruce were the best of friends, which is what made the day’s events so
troubling.
These soulless opportunists at the Gotham Observer, not content with bastardizing
and misrepresenting Falstaff’s own words to smear his friend, went on to link Wayne’s
girlfriend and his Foundation to the cat burglar, who has, it is true, been preying on
Foundation donors while they were attending various fundraisers. It was alleged that
Wayne gave Selina Kyle access to sensitive information about Foundation donors, then
used his influence to cover up the police investigation which, understandably,
identified her as a prime suspect. He then used his influence to ‘vanish’ all traces of
her arrest this very afternoon, when GPD officers seized Foundation files and marched
Selina Kyle out of the building in handcuffs. Since the story broke, Foundation donors
were withdrawing their support en masse, so Falstaff had called this press conference.
He felt he simply had no choice, as the one voice who could yet be heard above the
madness, to set the record straight before any more damage was done to the Wayne
Foundation and its important work.
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First and foremost, Selina Kyle had not been arrested…
“That’s a relief,” Bruce said dryly.
And I grunted. It seemed the only proper response.
…The video which had been “splashed all over the internet” purporting to be GPD
officers leaving the Wayne Tower with those files had already been debunked as a
fake…
“My head is starting to hurt,” I murmured. “He faked a video so he could denounce
it as a fake? Like those crazies who set fires in order to call it in and be the hero?”
“But not for the praise and attention. To manufacture a reason to hold a press
conference. We still haven’t seen what he’s really after,” Bruce said.
…My arrest was a complete fabrication, Falstaff went on to assure the world. He
said ‘a number of conspiracy websites’ were claiming photos and videos of my arrest
had been vanished from the internet within minutes of being posted. This, he assured
all non-tinfoil-hat-wearers, was rubbish. The alleged photos had not been ’vanished’
because they had never existed. Selina Kyle had never been arrested, as press and
public would see tonight, since she and Bruce Wayne were joining him for dinner at
Discreet.
But what upset Falstaff most of all was “the one aspect of the story which was all too
regrettably true,” that donors were deserting the Wayne Foundation in droves. He was
mortified and appalled at how quick the cognoscenti had been to believe these
preposterous stories, how naïve and foolish they were to take such degrading libels at
face value. The day had indeed seen a mass defection of donors, and why? The mere
suggestion that the police were investigating? A false report that Bruce had allowed his
girlfriend access to files with their personal information? The remote possibility that
these files had been seized and the police might come and question them? Falstaff
simply could not allow these shallow and superficial fools to wreak such havoc on the
important work the Wayne Foundation was doing with Sub Diego. He was therefore
creating the Falstaff Fund to partner with Wayne. Any donors who were no longer
comfortable entrusting their money to Bruce Wayne and Selina Kyle could now funnel
their charity through the Falstaff Fund knowing it would reach the same destination,
protected by the independent oversight his organization could provide…
My head was swimming.
“It’s an old gambit,” Bruce murmured, switching off the feed but leaving his fingers
resting lightly on the controls. “Publicly announce something like this as if it’s already
been agreed to, having created a climate where it’s almost impossible for us to
contradict him.”
“Like hell we can’t. You can pick up the phone right now and put out a statement:
‘Mr. Falstaff is mistaken. Bruce Wayne and Selina Kyle are dining at d’Annunzio’s
tonight with Mr. and Mrs. Grayson. Mr. Falstaff is not expected. There has been no
withdrawal of Foundation donors and the Falstaff Fund is not partnering with
anybody—”
“And that denial prolongs the story. People start chiming in on both sides, even
those that think they’re helping us give it oxygen.”
“So you want to play along with this. Dance to his tune, give him a false sense of
confidence while we figure out how to take him down?”
“Something like that,” he graveled. “Objection?”
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I shook my head. I knew it was a good plan, I knew it was probably the best way to
proceed, but it still left a bad taste in my mouth. It was just so… Ra’s 101. Playing
along. Let the spawn capture him, get himself taken inside as a prisoner… That and
the way his hand hadn’t moved from the console, I had a sudden, sick premonition of
what was coming an instant before it happened.
“DefCon 4,” he graveled, his hand moving abruptly over the controls with Bat-like
speed and focus. “This cave and the other satellites are shut down, effective
immediately. I’m purging the database you’ve been working on from all cave systems.
Your laptop goes into the shredder. Lucius’s too. It’s not enough to just mothball that
DataLock project, all traces of it have to be destroyed—Shut up.” (That in response to
nothing. I hadn’t say a word; I don’t think I’d even taken a breath.) “Selina, I know it’s
a name you don’t want to hear from me, but this is Ra’s al Ghul at work, and your
temper is no longer a priority. You’ve said it a hundred times: He doesn’t have new
ideas, he recycles the old ones. And this is the protocols all over again. I, I can’t
believe I did this. I can’t believe I didn’t see it, I’ve opened the door for him to do it
again just like before.”
“Bruce, calm the fuck down,” I managed. “There’s nothing even slightly—”
“I have had you analyzing the Foundation donors’ property—Forget the nonsense
he’s alluding to about having access to Madison’s files, I’ve had you examining the
donors one at a time, spelling out what they’ve got that’s worth taking and why, and
mapping out how you’d go about it! It’s right there—I—I asked you to do it. I actually
enjoyed reading it—Analyses of the potential loot and the security protecting it, and
how you’d go about defeating it. In light of what’s going on with the cat burglar, it’s
the most incriminating document imaginable, and it’s in the cave systems, the same
ones he penetrated to get the protocols. He used those to strike at Clark and the others
in exactly the way I laid out. If he got his hands on what you’ve been doing for me, he
could—”
“He could what? Bruce, forget for a minute that he’s not inside your head or mine
and has no idea that database even exists. Forget that he has no way of getting into the
cave or into your files like he did before. Forget all of that and just consider this:
You’re Batman. And neither you nor the GPD, Scotland Yard or Interpol could ever
nail me for the stuff I actually did. I’m really not sweating whatever Ra’s al Ghul might
spin out of thin air—if he’s even involved, and I’m not seeing any evidence for that
other than—”
“Other than?”
“You wanting him to be. Gets you off the hook for the MoMA. ‘See, Kitten, he really
is the boogie man hiding under every bed.’”
“Fine, don’t believe it’s Ra’s al Ghul and don’t ‘sweat it’ if it is. Just wipe the
database anyway and turn over your laptop because I’m asking. There was a time if
Batman came to you with a request like that, you’d agree.”
I had to think about that for a minute.
Mad as I was… he wasn’t entirely wrong. He wouldn’t have called it a ‘request’
back then. And I would have given him a hard time. I would have hissed and
scratched, but I would have done it his way in the end, because he’s Batman and when
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it comes to things like DEMON, he does tend to know what’s what. If we’re talking
Phoenix 9000s or safe deposit boxes, I expect him to defer to me. If it’s Ra’s al Ghul…
Yeah, if it’s Ra’s al Ghul. That was still the question. In my bones, I was starting to
wonder. Falstaff was so over the top, first in his contempt and later in his praise. So
lacking in subtlety. So focused on Bruce… and so constipated. This whole plot he was
hatching was needlessly elaborate, pointlessly convoluted and completely constipated.
His fulsome praise of Wayne Tech reeked of Talia and her romantic fixation on Bruce.
The Gotham Observer could be seen as a weird funhouse reflection of the Post, the
lying newspaper smearing Bruce’s good name… False stories of my being arrested,
too—and being invited to contradict them with a splashy public appearance that
proved I wasn’t in jail. There was a certain whiff of it: Ra’s al Ghul’s penchant for
recycling the past.
But I didn’t see any of that figuring into Bruce’s kneejerk. He just wanted it to be the
hairdo, so it was. He wanted it for reasons that had nothing to do with Falstaff,
DEMON, or the cat burglar—and okay, maybe I didn’t want it to be Ra’s for the same
reason. But none of that changed the fact that Batman was an unmitigated jackass.
“Well?” he graveled when I guess he decided he’d been waiting long enough.
“Care to make it interesting?” I asked with as much of the old rooftop sass as I could
muster.
I knew it worked when the lower half of his face stiffened, that old reflex when he’s
determined not to give anything away. Betrayed every time by the eyes, in the mask
and out. There’s this look of stunned disbelief. Half the time it comes out in a
vocalized “What?!” Half the time, just a silent scowl.
Today was a scowl, so I went on:
“A wager. If Ra’s turns out to be behind this, name your prize. Say: the MoMA
thing never happened and I won’t allude to it ever again. If he’s not, then I… get to
take five items of my choosing from the database, and Batman doesn’t get to interfere.”
For a moment, he looked puzzled. Then his eyes darkened, his face seemed to
harden, and I could almost see the outline of the mask appear on his face.
“No,” he said.
“Three then,” I countered. “From three different donors,” I added, just to be clear
that I was talking three separate break ins and not a smorgasbord at the Rathmoors’.
“No.”
“No?”
There was this silent spike in answer to that. This surge of alley-born, crime-hating
Battitude. It really pissed me off. I knew exactly what I was doing, I knew it was the
playful rooftop sass bringing him out, baiting him. I knew I was blowing on a spark,
and I was still PISSED that it was growing into a flame.
“Why not, Bruce? If you’re that sure Ra’s al Ghul is behind this, why should it matter
what we bet?” I hissed.
“…” was his brilliant reply.
“So you’re not sure. It’s just an idea you have. You’re not that sure I’ll lose if we bet,
not sure enough to risk signing off on a crime in your precious city. But sure enough
that you’ll step all over my feelings bringing it up again. ‘It’s Ra’s, DefCon 4, I know
it’s not what you want to hear after the MoMA’ Rubbing my nose in how little I really
matter to you.”
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“So little that I asked you to marry me.”
“No. Bruce. You didn’t. You casually informed me, like it was an afterthought, that
there’s this new picture in your head under the heading ‘marriage’ and it’s not a
tombstone. And you expect me to feel good about that like I’m the lucky winner, I’m so
honored. Well fuck you.”
“I’m sorry I hurt you,” he said.
And I thought apologies were supposed to make you feel better.
“Sure. On that one you use the same formula of words as any other man. It’s only
the time that it mattered that you decided to bring Ra’s into it, get Lazarus goo all over
the place and—”
“Could we,” he cut me off, then paused as if searching for words. “Postpone this…
until after... Falstaff and the cat burglar cases are resolved?”
It was just so sad.
“Of course. Because our personal lives aren’t as important as whatever crime is
brewing… never has been.”
“That is so unfair,” he said.
He looked really hurt, but I couldn’t bring myself to be sorry. It was accurate. All
the rooftops, all the vaults, all the years he pushed me away when all we both wanted
was—
“Not now, please,” he said. “Could we just…”
He trailed off. And there was just the background hum of a cave that has no resident
bats. I almost wished we were at the manor. There would have been squeaking.
Walapang and his little friend hanging out above the main workstation.
“Yeah, we ‘can just,’” I said quietly. Then I took the elevator up to the penthouse
alone and picked out a dress for dinner.
Five minutes, Miss Kyle.
77th Street. The car slowed, Bruce pulled up to the curb, and the valet, who didn’t
actually open the door, stood by at attention as it raised on its own and offered a
gloved hand to help me out… Places, please. Bruce handed over his keys and we went
inside… One minute to curtain.
Even by Gotham standards, Discreet was a thoroughly odd restaurant. Named for
the 1972 surrealist film The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie—about a group of upper
middle-class French trying to have dinner together despite a continual and increasingly
bizarre series of interruptions. They never succeed, and the way they bristle and voice
their outrage, but never stop trying, might make for interesting social commentary for
those who like that sort of thing, but it’s some damn odd theming for a restaurant.
Discreet featured a pleasant if limited menu of typical French country dishes, enlarged
stills from the movie were the focal point of the décor, and no one expected it to last six
months.
“The reservation is under Falstaff,” Bruce told the maître d’, and I’ll admit, as pissed
as I was, I felt a thrilled shiver up my spine. Whether Ra’s was pulling his strings or
not, Gregorian Falstaff had awakened the dragon—worse, in fact. He’d stirred
something worse than a dragon, even worse than Batman. He’d stirred up the man
who created Batman. And if Ra’s was behind Falstaff, if he was one of those who knew
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the truth but thought Batman was all there was to Bruce Wayne, then he was in for one
hell of a spectacular lesson.
The hostess said Falstaff was already seated, as expected. Bruce took a half-step to
the side, allowing me to follow first behind the maître d’ as he led us to the table. I
enjoyed that entrance, the theatricality and defiance of that walk through the dining
room: Here I am, world! You see? Not under arrest. Never have been, never will be. Every
eye (and, more importantly, every cell phone) in the room was pointed at me. It was
easy to tell which were genuine but curious diners and which were plants from GCN,
the Gotham Times, the Observer and the Post.
“How well you did that, my dear,” Falstaff said, standing to greet us. To greet me, I
should say. He practically ignored Bruce. Took my hand and pulled me in for an air
kiss—both cheeks—in the course of which he got my other hand. Held onto them both
and looked me up and down like an indulgent uncle who hadn’t seen me in years and
was pleased at how I’d turned out. “Sit down, sit down,” he said, including Bruce at
last in the gesture and pointing him to a chair.
“Now, how many reporters would you say are here to document our little dinner? I
count ten whose cameras are far too good compared to the other patrons, and their
suits are far too bad.” He ended with a grin which said that much of the joke he had
prepared, but what was to come next was improvised. “That one over there now. I
know you identified him as a reporter, because you gave him a little wave as you
passed. Where would you say he is from?”
“Gotham Post,” I said quietly.
“The Gotham Post?! The lying bastards Gotham Post,” he exclaimed—not at all
quietly, which brought a spike of disapproval from Bruce. I noticed him tapping the
word ‘Discreet’ on the face of his menu—which made me smile—but which Falstaff
took as encouragement. He went on. “My dear Selina, if you knew the chap was from
that ashcan of a tabloid, why did you turn his way and give him such a flattering angle
to photograph.”
“It confuses them,” I admitted. “At least half of that crowd are convinced that I’m
some reflexively hostile, perpetually PMSing harpy, prone to snarling outbursts and
violent rages.” I paused to offer the Post table a coy smile and another fingertip wave.
“The nicer I turn out to be, the worse they look. Besides, Karma already visited that
poor guy on the left. Inserted himself into a dust up between me and Jonathan Crane a
few years back. Nothing like seeing rolls of your precious film turn into a giant snake
to teach a photographer his place in the food chain.”
Falstaff laughed. Bruce pretended to. Then we got down to business: I thanked
Gregor for arranging the oh-so-public demonstration that I wasn’t in jail, but I assured
him that it wasn’t necessary. I was perfectly capable of debunking stories like that on
my own, as history had shown. He maintained that while that might be true for an
independent Catwoman, it would be much more difficult to publicly exonerate Selina
Kyle. What could I possibly do on my own that would contradict the charge that
something really had happened which Bruce used his money and influence to cover
up? This dinner, occurring within hours of the alleged arrest and initiated by someone
like himself, so wholly unconnected with me or Bruce, it was the unassailable proof
that could come from no better source!
I felt PsychoBat seething.
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It wasn’t the old tingle that warned me when Batman was lurking. It wasn’t the
density shift when Bruce is still wearing his day-face but starts mentally operating as a
crimefighter. ‘Batman’ had walked in with me, there would be no need for a change or
shift. The throbbing wraith of anger now occupying his chair was not ‘Batman.’ It was
the guy who made Batman possible, and who held his leash… and who just decided
Gregorian Falstaff was no longer worth that consideration. His head tilted back very
slightly, and his lip… moved into something I won’t call a smile. It just… reshaped,
flashing the upper teeth in such a way that, well, if one of the tigers at the Catitat did it,
I’d run.
“I think you’re very much mistaken, Mr. Falstaff, if you think Selina’s association
with me limits her power as Catwoman,” he said evenly. “Her independence is
legendary. As is her ingenuity in handling her own problems in her own way.”
It wasn’t the words so much as the glint off those teeth, a matching glint in his eye,
and a steel in his voice that out-menaced the deadliest Bat-gravel.
Falstaff backpedaled. He had never meant to imply my involvement with Bruce was
a liability—perish the thought! He was just so happy that he was positioned to make a
gesture of friendship at such an opportune time.
Tiger-Bruce was apparently pacified, for the moment, and it went back to feeling like
ordinary Friday Night Batman sitting there next to me. We ordered, stuck to neutral
topics until the soup came, and then got down to a serious discussion of “The Falstaff
Fund” and the role it was to play in further Wayne Foundation dealings with Sub
Diego.
By the time we reached the cheese course, I was really ill. Falstaff’s avowed love for
all things Wayne Tech was sounding more and more like Talia, and Bruce’s
performance being cornered and beaten was simply nauseating. He alluded bitterly to
the way Falstaff had announced his fund’s partnership with the Wayne Foundation as
if it had all been agreed to, but he frankly admitted that his position was too weak to
make a public stink contradicting it. Falstaff accepted the surrender like a compliment,
as if he’d sunk a particularly long putt on the 18th green and Bruce noted it on the walk
back to the clubhouse.
That was the general tone, not surrender after a war but the settling of gentlemanly
debts after a particularly well-played game. Bruce was too stupid to consider that
Falstaff had created the circumstances and merely acquiesced to the way his rival had
taken advantage of it. The Falstaff Fund would now work hand-in-hand with the
Wayne Foundation, occupy an adjacent suite of offices in the Wayne Tower, and
provide a buffer between Sub Diego and certain operations outside of WayneTech.
They would provide oversight for the allocation of donated funds and certain other
Foundation resources earmarked for the undersea office. It was all as appetizing as
tepid bisque with curdled chantilly, went down like under-seasoned mussels, and
settled like undercooked duck.
It ended, finally, and we were eventually back in the Lamborghini heading back to
the Wayne Tower.
We didn’t speak for about a block. Didn’t look at each other.
“You get what you needed?” I asked finally.
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“Two camera-microphones he could conceivably find and remove. Two he couldn’t
find with Clark’s assistance if he knew where to look.”
“Good,” I said.
That was it until we reached the tower. It was awkward at the elevator and we split
up: he to change in the cave and leave from there, I to change in the penthouse and
leave from the terrace. I prefer leaving for a prowl from a high-rise. Reminds me of
my old apartment, my old prowls. So much so that, before heading off, I scurried
down to 53rd Street to catch the Batmobile pulling out of its recess behind the parking
garage. It was a very odd feeling, watching from that point of view. Looking down on
him at street level from that sixth floor perch, the Cat of long ago logging the valuable
intel: there he goes, heading north. That means the Fifth Avenue jewelers are off-limits, unless I
want Bat-fun. Diamond District and the Uptown museums are iffy. A break-in might bring a
Bat-encounter, might not. And Downtown will be easy pickins.
I smiled to myself. I was going Downtown as it happened. Even though tonight’s
business was more *cough*fighting than criminal, there was a burglary aspect. Kitty’s
felonious talents were coming into play. So having ascertained Batman’s whereabouts
before setting off seemed… just right. I knew he would be in another part of town and
safely out of the way. It didn’t matter, since this wasn’t a break-in he would interfere
with, but the knowing that was still… pleasantly nostalgic.
It was the Brodland townhouse I was headed for, the site of the last cat burglar
strike. I was going to investigate the way Batman couldn’t, the way it would never
occur to him or the police or any insurance investigator. I realized the night I looked
over that first cat burglar crime scene with him. I kept looking at the window, itching
to go outside. While he was analyzing the nap of the carpet and tracking heat
signatures through the room. It’s not that the traffic pattern didn’t interest me: the
location of the safe, the details of how the thief got in and got around the infrareds…
It’s just that it was all… putting the cart before the horse somehow. At first I couldn’t
put my finger on it, and Batman was too busy doing the World’s Greatest Detecting to
distract him with a chat. But his whole approach just seemed so… bass ackwards, as
Eddie would say.
You can walk around with bump keys; you don’t walk around with a folding rubik
tent coated with omni-spectra refractive foil. Those things fold up to the size of a pizza
box. They’re portable, but they’re not loose change portable. They’re awkward. And
there is just no way anyone would bother carrying one around unless they knew there
was infrared detection to get past with tamper-proof vibration sensors on the laser
mounts. They had to know from casing the place, and I couldn’t figure out how.
Standing in the living room that Batman found so rich with clues, I couldn’t work out a
damn thing.
So, now that the cat burglar was my case, I was going to investigate my way. I didn’t
do more than look through window when I reached the Brodland place, then I glanced
up and down the street and identified the best vantage points to case the joint. Began
my investigation on a nice perch with an unobstructed view of the block, following in
the cat burglar’s footsteps and planning the break in as they must have:
Watching from here while the family was at home, a thief could definitely tell there
was a safe in the study, although that didn’t preclude there being another in the
bedroom where the Mrs. kept her jewelry… From one window, at a steep angle, you
518

Wayne Rises

could see into the foyer and confirm the security controls were right inside the front
door—as was the mail tray. Remembering that my task was not to simply burgle the
place but to do it in such a way that drew attention to their being Wayne donors, I
scrutinized that mail tray. The invitation to the next Wayne ball would either be
there—in which case that little picture which would turn out to be The Spice Merchant’s
Wife would make a perfect item to take to draw attention to it—or else, if the Brodlands
were the old-fashioned sort, the invitation might be displayed on the mantelpiece…
Which I couldn’t see from any window, so I’d have to wing it when I got inside. But
there had to be something worth taking on or near the mantelpiece. Anyone retro
enough to be displaying their invitations to upcoming social functions there would
have an impressive painting hanging dead center over the fireplace, and some catworthy knickknacks as well.
So much for the interior. Now for getting to it… the building was no high-rise, and
the west wall faced a busy street. To go in that way, a smart crook would choose a
stormy night and minimize the chance of being spotted by witnesses in the street. But
our cat burglar didn’t have the luxury of choosing the night. The robbery had to take
place during the Water Ball. That meant going in from the south… slip along the base
of the building, avoid the traffic camera and watch the sightlines from the security
guard in that lobby across the street... swing a grappling hook up to the open air
stairwell on the second floor and haul himself up… and that meant traveling light. A
minimal tool kit: glass cutter, lock picks, bump key, black box to program a keycard.
Nothing that doesn’t fit in a backpack, nothing heavy or awkward…
As I put myself in the cat burglar’s shoes, thinking through their crime as if it was to
be my own, that sick feeling returned. Bruce’s certainty about Ra’s—“He knows how
to push my buttons”—were we playing into his hands?
I decided further casing of the Brodland place could wait and made my way across
town to Falstaff’s. A much easier target: there was an underground parking garage
that would get me inside, only one camera to avoid on my way to the security hub
where I could disable them all. Simple door alarm on that security closet, one more
door alarm to get into the stairwell, and from there I could climb to the 15th floor where
there just happened to be an empty apartment two short floors beneath Falstaff’s. I
would go out the window, scoot up the side of the building, and have only a simple
Phoenix 3000 on Falstaff’s window to deal with. Then I could snoop around all I
pleased.
I took it slow through the parking garage, simply because it’s not my usual type of
entry. The caution gave me time to consider the possibilities: if there was more to
Falstaff that met the eye, but it wasn’t Ra’s, who might it be? Hugo Strange knew
Bruce’s identity, but he barely had the resources to rent an office in midtown Gotham.
To buy the Knickerbocker building, add ten floors and start outbidding the Fortune 500
would take one serious sugar daddy, and Hugo just wasn’t that cute. The only ones I
could think of who had the financial muscle to be bankrolling Falstaff were Lex Luthor
and Matt Hagen…
I considered Luthor as I entered the stairwell and climbed to the second floor. He
didn’t know Bruce’s identity, but he hated him enough unmasked without bringing
Batman into the picture. But Lex would never want to hide behind a puppet. He went
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toe-to-toe with Superman using the name on his birth certificate, unmasked and
unashamed. He was a shit, but he wasn’t a cowardly shit. If he wanted to come into
Gotham and take on Bruce Wayne, he wouldn’t do it hiding behind Falstaff…
Third floor. It took exactly three steps to consider and dismiss Matt Hagen. He had
plenty of money from his Hollywood days, not even counting what he’d amassed from
his activities as Clayface. But he didn’t know Bruce’s identity, and he was the least
‘Bwahaha’ Evil of any Rogue I knew. He hated the woman who had turned him into
Clayface, and there was no love lost between him and Poison Ivy. That was it. He
didn’t seem to have an issue with anyone that didn’t screw with him first, and he had
no earthly reason to make trouble for me or Bruce…
At the 14th floor, I considered Talia. The demonspawn knew Bruce’s identity,
despised me, and was intensely stupid. She tried to make trouble for me with staged
Catwoman robberies on two separate occasions, her schemes lacked subtlety and were
crucially dependent on Bruce being a moron… But while Talia al Ghul is as stupid as
they come, she’s not dumb. In Joker’s old henchman Brady, she found a man who
actually likes her. I couldn’t see her pissing that away, the only real affection she’s ever
known, I just couldn’t see it. Plus, Talia might assume Bruce is an idiot, but I don’t.
She and Brady were in the Batman version of Witness Protection, and I had to think if
she was back in league with Demon, calling the shots sufficiently to be tapping the
million dollar bank accounts, he’d know.
And with that, I exited the stairwell into the fifteenth floor hallway and made quick
work of the lock on that empty apartment. I entered—only to feel myself struck,
swung and SLAMMED into the wall with the kind of force that blurs your vision. In
the split second it took to realize Attack Blur had his hand around my throat, he deblurred into Batman.
“You have a comm link,” he said, releasing the pressure on my throat without letting
go.
“I didn’t come here to see you, jackass,” I said, batting his forearm with a light inside
tap and then pointing to the window. “I came for that.”
“You’re supposed to be handling the cat burglar,” he said, turning away from me
and back towards this set up of miniature monitors and speakers he had arranged on
the floor, along with a hand-sketched floorplan of, presumably, Falstaff’s apartment.
“These the feeds from your mics and cameras?” I asked, pointing.
“Yes. Why are you here and not working on the cat burglar?”
“Thought of something you once told me,” I said. “When dealing with someone like
Ra’s al Ghul, you never take what the enemy gives you.”
He adjusted the brightness on a monitor that didn’t need adjusting, which I took to
mean that he was mulling it over.
“Two halves of a case,” he said, slowly and softly, like he was chewing it. “A cat
burglar ‘for you’ and a corporate egotist whose first act in Gotham was to pick a fight
with Bruce Wayne.” Then he grunted, which is the swallow when he’s done chewing.
“…”
He’d reached a decision, but there was absolutely no hint what it might be.
“…”
“Hello?” I said.
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“Your analysis may be correct,” he pronounced, still looking at his half-circle of
gadgetry and not at me. “But in this case, you should still take what you’re given. You
are a thief. ‘Taking’ is the M.O.”
“That makes no sense,” I started to say, but he held up a finger. It was clear he was
listening to something in his earpiece, so I waited. After a minute his lip twitched, the
finger came down, and he looked at me. A very… non-Batman look.
“You should stick with the cat burglar side of the case, but not in the way you were
going about it. We’ll lay a trap next week at the Air Ball.”
(That part was Batman enough. Typical control freak.)
“We will?” I said.
“You will. But I have some suggestions on how to go about it.”
(Typical protocol-writing control freak.)
“Wonderful. Leaving me nothing to do tonight but practice infrareds and vibration
detectors,” I grumbled.
“Actually you could run down to the food cart on 41st and get us a couple burgers.
That dinner was awful.”
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TRAP
Alfred had never considered himself a pessimist, but today he had to wonder. It
seemed like he was having a good day. Any objective third party would think so. Yet
he felt nothing. So far from enjoying it, he found himself not trusting it. It really made
him wonder if the years spent with Master Bruce’s solitary brooding hadn’t rubbed off.
The day began with a cherished ritual that Alfred thought he had performed for the
last time: pressing the morning newspaper. Master Bruce said he appreciated all the
trouble Alfred had gone to preparing a digital edition for him on a tablet, and he was
sure he would find it useful later in the day. But with his breakfast, he preferred print
copies of the Gotham Times and Daily Planet, just as he had always done. He didn’t
consider them to contain “old news” but worthy news. The trouble with internet news,
Bruce maintained, was that it had no unit cost. Newsprint cost money. Running the
presses cost money. The delivery system involving men and trucks and networks of
contracted newsstands which calculated the number of copies they would accept with
an eye to their own bottom line, it all had dollar and cents costs that made everyone
involved stop and think at every step of the way. It forced editors to make choices
about what stories were fit to print and how many column inches they should receive.
Those judgment calls added value which news that was simply “newer” could never
match, simply because it had not proven itself passing through that gauntlet.
So Alfred began the day as he always had: pressing the morning newspaper. He had
placed it on the breakfast tray and proceeded to the next pleasant surprise: the lack of
any discernible aftermath to that appalling Op Ed in the Gotham Observer. Alfred had
spoken to Miss Selina only once since she took the odious task off his hands showing it
to Master Bruce, and she had not mentioned his reaction. Alfred wasn’t sure what
kind of response to expect after a day of such disgraceful outrages in the press, but he
was prepared for some reaction—be it anger, bitterness or disappointment—that would
be distressing for him to witness. He loved Master Bruce dearly, and his affection for
Miss Selina grew by the day. Seeing either of them upset was distressing, seeing both
was downright painful. So Alfred had entered the bedroom bracing for the worst…
and he left pleasantly puzzled. Master Bruce seemed his usual self; Miss Selina her
‘alternate’ usual self on those mornings she was not disposed to wake yet. She would
reach up for the largest pillow available—a brocaded European square, most often—
and pull it down over her head, sometimes poking Master Bruce’s hip with her other
hand as if he was personally responsible for the existence of the sun, and often
grumbling oaths which Alfred thought it best not to acknowledge. In short, both
seemed completely unaffected by the previous days’ barrage of unwelcome news.
That alone would have been cause to rejoice, but the best was yet to come. Rather
than wait for him to make his casual pass through the morning room so she could
communicate any changes she wished to make in the day’s menu, Miss Selina sought
him out. She found him dusting in the sun room, and it turned out she had no changes
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for the day but wanted to consult him about a planned entertainment the following
week. She and Master Bruce wished to host a dinner for forty, at the penthouse
immediately before the Air Ball.
“Are you up for the challenge?” she’d asked with that impish grin of hers (which
was Alfred’s first real introduction to what Batman had been up against for all those
years).
“Thirty-six would be more traditional,” Alfred said. Then, realizing this could be
seen as trying to reduce the workload, he hastily added, “Or even forty-eight.”
“I know, multiples of twelve,” Selina nodded. “But this isn’t about place settings;
that’s for people a rung or two down. We’re shooting for something else. ‘A dinner for
thirty-six’ doesn’t trip off the tongue; it doesn’t make a pretty headline.”
“And it doesn’t allude, with Machiavellian subtlety, to the Four Hundred of the
Gilded Age, miss,” Alfred said with a sudden glint of understanding.
“You got it,” Selina winked. “These people live for exclusivity, ever smaller circles
and ever shorter lists. Everyone attending the Air Ball is a Foundation donor, and
within that group there are the ones in the Social Register, the ones who are members
of the Butterfield, the ones who call him ‘Bruce’ but only behind his back, the ones who
can call him Bruce to his face… and the most exclusive subset of all, the ones who will
be more ‘Bruce Wayne guests’ than anyone else in the city that night, will be the
nineteen couples invited to dinner before the ball.”
Alfred’s first reaction was, naturally, that of the butler entrusted with organizing this
imposing affair. He said he would consult his files and draw up a number of menu
options, catering and service recommendations, as well as a budget, and have these
ready for Miss Selina’s review within the hour. It was only when he went to the
morning room with his two best proposals in hand that the greater significance of the
event sunk in. He had slowed as he approached the door out of habit, but was still
surprised when he heard voices inside. He expected Miss Selina to be alone, but
Master Bruce was in there with her—and they were discussing the guest list with an
intensity of purpose that Alfred had only heard from the late Dr. and Mrs. Wayne on a
handful of occasions:
“What about the Gardners?” “Park Avenue Gardners or River Place Gardners?” “River
Place, Lawrence and Justine.” “Stick a pin in it for now. I want to keep two slots at least for
gay couples...”
Alfred had never considered himself a pessimist, but now he had to wonder. The
relaxed domesticity he’d noticed the day Bruce and Selina returned from the movies
was nothing compared to this. Bruce being happy in his private life was the more
important development, naturally, but it was one Alfred had always believed was
possible. Bruce assuming a leading role in Gotham Society, not as camouflage for
Batman but as Dr. Thomas and Martha Van Geissen Wayne’s son, that was something he
had given up hoping for.
But there it was. Hard as it was for Alfred to believe, crossings were made
throughout the morning between Bruce’s study and the morning room. Alfred hadn’t
seen anything like it since Dr. and Mrs. Wayne decided the guest list for Bruce’s
christening. Selina would have some idea and go across the hall to tell him, and a short
while later, something occurred to Bruce and he crossed back to talk to Selina.
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And each new occurrence made Alfred irritable rather than jubilant. Each repetition
made it seem more and more certain that the miracle had actually occurred, that Bruce
and Selina really were functioning as Mr. and Mrs. Wayne, the arbiters of Gotham
Society, and Alfred… felt nothing. Had he really become such a cynic? Was hope so
dead inside him that he couldn’t work up a little enthusiasm for the answer to his
prayers playing out before his eyes?
“Bruce, how does the name Ashton-Larraby keep magically reappearing on this list
in your handwriting?”
“I put it under ‘Maybe.’”
They were in the study now. Bruce seated at the desk with Selina standing in front
of it, her back to the door and blocking Bruce’s view so that Alfred could glance in
without fear of being seen.
“They’re not a ‘Maybe,’ they’re a ‘No,’” she was saying. “If they don’t live on Park
Avenue, Fifth Avenue, Gracie Square or Sutton Place, I don’t want to hear it. We
already made one exception for the Bantrees, and I’m still having second thoughts
about it.”
“Because her jewelry’s too good,” Bruce said wearily.
“Yes. They’re old money and the gilt’s wearing thin since the 80s. Assumption has
to be that the real stones are long gone and replaced by fakes.”
“You know that’s not true as well as I do. Liv would mortgage her children before
she sold her mother’s ruby.”
“Doesn’t matter what I know, it only matters how it looks to someone like me who
doesn’t know.”
Alfred affixed the back of Selina’s head with a suspicious glare—a glare so similar to
the one Batman used to direct at her, it drew Bruce’s attention when his peripheral
vision caught it in the mirror.
“Something to add, Alfred?” he asked, leaning back in his chair to see around
Selina’s shoulder. She turned to look at him too, and Alfred gave a little cough as
though it was his intention to be noticed the entire time.
“My only thought, sir, is that, unless Miss Selina and yourself have undergone a
most alarming transformation into the most objectionable type of snobs, one is forced
to conclude that there is some other criteria being employed to weigh the merits of
potential guests. If there is an ulterior motive behind this dinner party, one would
prefer to be enlightened now rather than later.”
Bruce and Selina looked at each other.
“You didn’t tell him?” they said in unison.
“But I thought you—” they said next.
Alfred stood patiently through several rounds of: “This is really more your thing
than mine—” and “Me? I just naturally figured you’d be handling it—” before
deciding they would never stop on their own.
“Perhaps,” Alfred said loud enough to command their attention, “if only one of you
were to speak at a time. Miss Selina, would you say this party is more of a social
entertainment or a crimefighting operation?”
“Crimefighting,” Selina said, a hint of the chastened schoolgirl in her tone.

525

Cat-Tales

“Very well then. In that case, it might be best if Master Bruce were to continue with
the explanation.”
“Fine,” Bruce said, a hint of the chastened but defiant schoolboy in his. “The cat
burglar is hitting the homes of Foundation donors while they’re attending the
fundraisers. He or she is going after ‘Wayne guests.’ We’re giving them a new tier of
Wayne guest, one that’s more personal and much more exclusive. If the goal is to
make me look bad, to strike at Selina and I personally, then they’ve got to zero in on
this group and not those attending the Air Ball alone.”
“That’s why the subliminal hint of the 400 is so important,” Selina said, picking up
the narrative the moment Bruce paused. “The more we put on airs, the bigger a target
we are...”
“And Selina already profiled all the Foundation donors, pinpointing who has the
best jewelry from a cat burglar’s point of view…”
“So we pack the dinner party with guests that don’t…”
“Leaving him with only one clear target…”
“In a seemingly random assortment of PLUs...”
“Or at least, no more than two or three targets,” Bruce said.
“Why do you not believe me when I tell you I can get it down to one?” Selina asked
with a gimlet look in her eye.
“It’s not that I don’t believe you, it’s building contingencies into the plan,” Bruce
said. “‘If the burglar chooses another target, what would it be’ is like… ‘What will I do
if the night I actually break into the Egyptian wing, the security guard changes his
route?’”
“I really need to teach you how to rob a museum properly so you’ll stop saying
things like that.”
Alfred coughed again, redirecting the conversation.
“Very well then,” he said. “If one understands correctly, the criteria for selecting
these guests is that they all appear plausible choices to the outside world, yet all but
one will not present desirable targets to a jewel thief?”
“That and where they live. Proximity to the penthouse is a thing,” Selina said. “I
need to be able to get to the target apartment quickly and catch our boy red-handed.”
Alfred pursed his lips and presented the same disapproving glare that Bruce always
saw when a Fop appearance was announced. It was novel, for once, to not be the
recipient.
“And how do you propose to reconcile this burglar-catching disappearance with
your obligations as hostess?” Alfred asked archly.
“Oh that’s easy,” Selina answered—in that carefree tone Bruce also knew, the one
she used to tell you she didn’t give a damn about your disapproval. It was novel, for
once, to not be on the receiving end of that one, too. “Batman is going to show up to
question me about the cat burglar,” Selina continued. “Right as we’re sitting down to
dinner. The lout. We’ll go out on the balcony to talk, and he’ll block the guests’ view
while I’m gone. I go over the side, have my costume stored in Bruce’s office, and leave
from there.”
The novelty of the experience ended as Alfred’s eyes flicked up with frightening
minimalism to include Bruce in his glare of disapproval.
“And how is that feat to be accomplished?” he asked tersely.
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“You’ll see that Dick and Barbara aren’t invited,” Bruce said simply.
“I see,” Alfred said, resignedly. “Perhaps caviar should then be substituted for the
first course, to compensate the guests for being used as dupes in a Batman and
Catwoman operation.”
He knew it was too good to be true…
“Also the addition of a Sauternes and petit fours at the end of the meal, to console
them for the loss of the hostess.”
…and squelched his disappointment with the knowledge that at least he wasn’t a
pessimist.

The morning of the Air Ball, Selina awoke purring. Ned and Charlotte Mandell were
the couple she had chosen to be the cat burglar’s final target, and she had been
planning the robbery of their exquisite Fifth Avenue mansion as if it was her own.
There were some gorgeous Harry Winston earrings— marquis and pear-shaped clusters
each suspending a large pear-shaped diamond: 12 carats on the right, 14 on the left—
which Lottie would certainly be wearing to the ball. That was a pity, but it was the
price that had to be paid. No lady of Lottie Mandell’s breeding would dream of
wearing a necklace with drop earrings like that, which meant the Van Cleef and Arpels
diamond and pearl number would still be in her safe. So would the diamond and ruby
Chopard she had worn to the Fire Ball, and probably that big opal cocktail ring—not
because it would be gauche to wear with the earrings, but because it really was terribly
ugly. The opal alone would bring enough to feed the tigers for three months, Selina
decided (although she didn’t like to think too much about the proceeds of a heist before
she had the goods in her hand.)
But the rest of the job she envisioned in detail—lingered on the details—right down to
the potential Bat-encounter… the flight options if he made his long, point-eared
shadow appearance in the first floor gallery, the parlor floor drawing room or dining
room, the third floor bedroom, or on the roof… and a happy epilogue trying on the that
beautiful Chopard ruby before parting with it. She even dreamed about the theft—
which led to the wake-up purr, but also meant revising one part of her plan: if the Batencounter started in the bedroom but Batman was blocking her path to the hall... She
worked that out on her way to the shower, pausing to wave at Mirror Bitch as she
passed. It was only as the shampoo flowed from her hair that she let the mindset of the
cat burglar wash away with it—to be replaced by the crimefighter planning to trap
him.
And that would begin with a visit to Bruce’s office. She had no plan to work at the
Foundation today, but she did make her regular lunchtime visit to the 77th Floor.
Lucius was leaving Bruce’s office just as she approached the door, and he
acknowledged her with a stream of polite but emphatic muttering:
“’Don’t worry about it,’ he says. Gregorian Falstaff and a bunch of his people moved
into the building and what does Mr. Wayne have to say on the matter? ‘Don’t worry
about it.’ Less than a week after that PR coup d’etat they pulled and they’re installed
down there—a bunch of people we didn’t hire—not ten feet from the conference room
that’s hot-linked to Sub Diego, meta-links to the whole corporate intranet—land
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doubles for Sub Diego staff running around with free access to the 16th floor—and
what does Bruce have to say?”
“Don’t worry about it, Lucius.” This, said on cue and with a wide ‘playing along’
grin as Bruce put an arm around Lucius’s shoulder and walked him the rest of the way
out the door. “It’ll be fine. Falstaff has made the worst blunder imaginable: He thinks
he’s won. Now I can dismantle him.”
“And how exactly are you planning to do that?” Lucius asked archly.
“Don’t worry about it,” Bruce said, and shut the door in his face.
“You better be careful there,” Selina advised. “I taught him a lot of my best tricks,
and he was no slouch to begin with. If he decides you’re holding out on him and
wants to snoop…”
“I am not worried about Lucius Fox hacking my Blackberry,” Bruce assured her.
“I don’t think you ‘worry’ about anything,” Selina said with a headshake.
“I’m worried about this,” he said, returning to the desk.
Grumbling that she was working her way into every corner and cubbyhole of
Batman’s operation and he’d soon have nothing left to call his own but the contents of
his utility belt, he opened a desk drawer. There was a recessed pad with no markings,
similar to the camouflaged fingerprint-scanner in the private elevator which acted as
the button for the Batcave. Bruce pressed it with the pad of his index finger, and a
latch clicked within the window. He opened a panel of the wall beside it to reveal a
perfectly situated recess on the outside wall of the building—perfectly situated, that is,
for one who happened to be swinging by seventy-seven floors above street level and
wanted a spot to get out of the wind.
Bruce stepped into it, and it was only with that visual reference that Selina could
judge the space: about thirty inches wide, ninety deep, like three phone booths lined up
side by side.
“Sightlines are non-existent,” he said proudly. “From the Moxton building, the
Knickerbocker, the Trump, if you don’t know it’s here, it looks like girder, shadow and
window frame.”
“No kidding,” Selina said, following him out. “I never noticed it, and in all modesty,
if I don’t see a perfect entry point like this…”
“Well, it’s not ‘an entry point’ for anyone but me,” Bruce said quickly. “But you can
use it tonight to change. You’ll be coming down from the terrace, changing and being
on your way. So there’s no need for you to come into the office and no need to add
your fingerprint to the access list.”
“But now that I know it’s here, you can’t use it to hide my Christmas present,” Selina
teased.
He grunted and showed her where to stow her costume. She secured it. And then
she took his hand playfully and lifted it to her mouth, kissing his fingertip slowly as if
she was scanning his fingerprint with her lower lip.
“You haven’t asked if I’m ‘clear on the plan,’” she said seductively.
He said nothing… which she didn’t think to find suspicious.
The rest of her preparations were in the penthouse. Alfred had already arrived and
said the caterers would be there soon. He would handle everything relating to the
dinner party, and Selina should “not trouble herself,” which she correctly interpreted
as “staying out of the way.” So she returned to the car, took out her dress in its quilted
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garment bag, her makeup case and—then it hit her: The only time she had dressed at
the penthouse for a formal party was the night of the MoMA reopening. She and Bruce
had agreed there was too much Batman/Catwoman baggage connected to the
museum’s closing for them to attend the reopening together, let alone dressing for it in
the same room. So she’d packed up her jewelry, her makeup, her dress and her cats,
and settled into the penthouse as if it was her old apartment. She lived there for a day,
dressed alone, and went alone to the party.
At the MoMA.
Now here she was again: bringing her dress, her makeup and her jewelry, preparing
to dress for a formal party in that penthouse bedroom. This time she would not be
alone. This time he would be right there behind her, saying “Here, let me get that” in
the same voice that once told her to stay away from that Van Gogh. He would take her
wrist, not with the implied threat of batcuffs but to fasten a bracelet.
When she had a cat burglar to catch.
She closed her eyes and said a prayer to the stars that watched over cats: Don’t let
him be a jackass. Just for tonight, don’t let him be a jackass.
Hours passed. When the time came, Selina started getting dressed. Bruce came
home, through the flurry of activity in the foyer, the living room and dining room.
Alfred stressed that he had everything in hand and Bruce should not trouble himself.
Unlike Selina, Bruce took this to mean asking a lot of questions Alfred didn’t have time
for. Alfred answered two before telling Bruce his tuxedo was pressed and hanging in
the bedroom. That Bruce correctly interpreted as “Unless Joker is on the premises,
remove the Fop from my sight or you will never eat again.”
Bruce went into the bedroom to get ready, where Selina had got as far as “the
preliminaries,” which is to say she had put on the dress. Bruce took one look at her,
and simultaneously confirmed and dispelled her fears about Bat/Cat echoes.
The dress she had chosen for the night was an ice blue Elie Saab with a flouncy skirt.
It wasn’t her usual style, and she didn’t think the color suited her, but this wasn’t about
looking nice sitting at the head of the dinner table, or on the red carpet arriving at the
ball, or swirling around the dance floor. The dress wasn’t going to make it to any of
those places, because Batman was going to barge in and wreck the party. She was
going to excuse herself like a dignified hostess and go outside to deal with him, and
that flouncy skirt would blow around in the high wind on the terrace. If she left Dick a
length of the fabric to hold onto after she’d gone, anyone watching from inside would
catch the occasional bit of light blue fluttering behind the black cape, adding to the
illusion that she was still there.
Later. On the terrace later the skirt would blow around. All it did in the still air of
the bedroom was show a lot of leg. Bruce’s eyes had riveted on the V at the top of her
thigh where the wispy fabric parted around it… It was an echo of Batman alright, but it
didn’t evoke anything from the MoMA. It was precisely the same taking in of a scene
she had seen a thousand times, scanning the big picture in a second with that quick
mind of his and then honing in on the most pertinent detail. The night it looked like
this was the night she had debuted the skirted costume. Then, as now, he’d taken in
the scene: the rooftop (or in this case, the bedroom) and her in an instantaneous glance,
and then he locked onto her leg as if drawn by a magnet. Throughout the encounter
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(or in this case, throughout the process of putting on his tuxedo, finding his cufflinks
and tying his tie) his gaze returned. She could almost feel it moving around the curve
of her calf, so much so that it almost tickled… She stifled a giggle as she felt it linger on
the back of her knee, but the great detective wasn’t observant enough to notice her
reaction.
“You like my dress?” she probed.
“Unusual color for you,” he said noncommittally—which confirmed that he was
more Batman at the moment than Bruce. The Batman of that night who would never
admit to noticing.
She explained about the terrace and choosing the color for its high visibility. Bruce
nodded, said it was a good idea, and then added:
“Of course for maximum visibility, white would be even bette… never mind,” he
broke off, remembering too late and glancing in the mirror to see Selina’s reaction. The
angry glare she gave her lipstick said it all.
When they were last in Paris, walking along Rue François and looking in the
windows at Balmain, he had pointed out a dress that he thought would suit her. She
shook her head and said an evening gown like that was meant for Pierre Balmain’s
ideal: a pale, petite blonde getting out of a limo at a European casino. A woman of
Selina’s coloring, she declared, should only wear head-to-toe white if she was getting
married. At that precise moment they were passing a street sign reading Rue François,
and François being the name of Selina’s old boyfriend, Bruce made a joke. It wasn’t a
particularly funny joke, but Selina had laughed. And then she confided that François
was not at all marriage-averse as Bruce’s joke had implied. If she had wanted—and as
he had twice reminded her since—she would be the Comtesse de Poulignac now.
Bruce’s focus shifted from Selina back to his own reflection. He found himself
glaring at his chin. The lower half of his face, the parts exposed by the mask. Batman’s
mouth which had uttered that idiotic non-proposal he would never stop paying for.
He angrily ripped off his tie and unbuttoned the top button. “I’m going to shave,” he
snarled, stalking off to the bathroom.

Despite being raised in Wayne Manor, Dick had not been subjected to the full
curriculum of upper class life the way Bruce was, and certain nuances still escaped
him. He knew, for example, that the time engraved on the invitation to a charity ball
was not to be taken literally, but he hadn’t realized that a dinner party before the ball
was another matter, that a dinner given by the host and hostess was practically a
sacred trust, and that no guest so honored would dream of coming late. So he
misjudged the time when Batman should arrive at the Wayne penthouse to accost
Selina Kyle. Rather than finding everyone sitting down to dinner, he found the first
course finished and the second well underway.
It took nothing away from his entrance. If anything the dramatic impact was
heightened as one diner after another fell silent, and that silence was broken by the odd
clink of a fork set down without precision because Theta Stanton-Brown wasn’t
looking at what she was doing. Because she was staring—as everyone was now—at
the imposing caped figure who had entered the room uninvited.
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“Catwoman,” he said in his passable facsimile of the Bat-gravel. “Excuse me, Miss
Kyle, I’m sorry to interrupt your evening, but I have some questions about this new cat
burglar and what’s been happening around the Foundation galas. If you could spare a
few moments.”
Everyone’s heart thumped.
Selina had as much theatre in her soul as the next Rogue, and she let the silence hold,
her eyes locked onto the masked man’s, the tension building…
Just long enough. Then she broke eye contact and started to rise from her chair… A
gracious smile for Frank Endicott on her right, they would finish their conversation
later—she simply had to hear the rest of his story about Dubai—then a word to the
table at large, apologizing for the interruption and begging everyone to please go on
with—
“No,” a hard, masculine voice sounded the moment Selina started to rise. She froze,
some syllable frozen on her lips as the thought behind it vaporized with shock.
Bruce was already standing.
“This is my house,” he said, turning away from the table to face Batman. “These are
my guests, Selina is my companion, and it is my Foundation you’re speaking of. Any
questions you have, I will answer. And anything you have to say, you’ll say to me.”
“Bruce, I really think,” Selina began—only to be silenced by that flash of Tiger-Bruce
she’d seen with Falstaff.
“Don’t be silly, darling,” he said, crossing to her end of the table in a few quick
strides and slipping his arm around her waist. “This isn’t the kind of thing you should
worry about,” he said, as if it was some intricacy of non-profit tax law and not Batman,
Gotham’s Dark Knight, expecting to question Catwoman about a cat burglar.
Trapped, Selina’s eyes delivered threats that wouldn’t be uttered aloud even if they
were alone.
Bruce answered with a steely glint of long ago rooftops. Checkmate, it said, with the
calm finality of one who doesn’t need to bellow or threaten because he’s already won.
“Take care of our guests and go on to the ball,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you as
soon as it’s finished.”

At the same time Bruce was leading an astonished Batman out to the terrace of the
Wayne penthouse, a darkly clad figure clicked a stopwatch and proceeded at a brisk
place down 78th Street into the blind spot of the Fifth Avenue traffic camera. As Bruce
was climbing over the side shielded from view by Batman’s cape, the figure was firing
a grappling hook to a flagpole. As Bruce entered the hidden niche outside his office to
retrieve his costume, a dark silhouette was emerging from the shadow between
pilasters to climb the building four doors down from his target.
He paused as a siren sounded… not the full siren of a passing car, only a quick
warning wail. Then silence… He resumed.
It was not necessary to reach the roof of this towering monstrosity, only the 24th
Floor, from which he could reach the roof of its 23-story neighbor, from which he could
repel down to the modest six-story residence of Ned and Charlotte Mandell. Its
Phoenix might take time, but like most old buildings of its kind, there was ample
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footing on its wide ledges… As it happened, this particular Phoenix still used the
default configuration shipped from the factory, so it required nothing more than a preprogrammed keycard inserted into the base and he was inside.
That left only a pair of rotating cameras to defeat before he could get to the safe,
cameras that each had an iris which functioned like a human eye: widening in the dark
to take in more light, contracting in brightness to protect itself. A few pulses from the
outrageously expensive but undeniably useful little box obtained from a Genoa
“watchmaker” would care of that: driving the camera to its brightest setting and
stalling it there, with an iris too small to register anything in a darkened room. The
only trick was coming at the first camera to deliver the pulse without being detected by
the second, which is why he’d come in a window on the top floor. The semi-circular
staircase was just as pictured in Architectural Digest, and it was with some satisfaction
that he attached his gear to the wrought iron railing. It wasn’t often you found original
features like this intact, and it was faster than driving his own support spikes into the
plaster.
He descended to a point midway between the fourth and fifth floors, which seemed
the optimal distance from the target cameras. Aimed and pulsed. Aimed and pulsed.
Then dropped to the landing with a satisfied grunt. The library was to his right and
the master bedroom to his left. Both had a safe, but the one with the jewelry was in the
bedroom, behind the painting of that poor girl in Victorian dress.
He entered the bedroom suite, noted the empty Harry Winston box on the vanity—
that would be the earrings Mrs. Mandell was wearing tonight—and a mahogany “tea
chest” style jewelry box which would contain her everyday pieces. It had the kind of
pedestrian lock that wouldn’t stop a housemaid, which the lady evidently knew since
she left the key in the lock with a pair of decorative brocaded tassels hanging from it.
He shrugged and proceeded to the painting.
That poor girl. Nice enough dress, nice enough hair, but the artist had not mastered
portraying a human face. After seeing this picture so many times through a scope, the
thief could not resist taking an extra moment, now that he was so close, to try and
figure out what was wrong with it. Was it her eyes? Her nose? Her mouth? Perhaps
all three. It was certainly a very bad painting. And, he was sorry to see, quite dusty.
The frame was clean where it had been handled to get to the safe, but the background
behind that poor ugly girl’s head was simply puddled with dust.
He shrugged, deciding these were very odd people. They probably ordered their
maid not to dust it, he guessed. People have very silly ideas about their safes being
secret, as if there could be any other reason to have such a wretched painting as this
hanging in one’s bedroom.
The safe was a Clarkston-O’Keefe, which meant the Mandells had better judgment
about security than they did Victorian portraiture. It took twelve minutes to get all six
digits of the combination and another three to put them in the right order. But that
was the kind of challenge that made a job rewarding, after all.
And then, with an inhale of the deepest satisfaction, he depressed the handle and
opened the door. A Chopard box, a VCA and a non-descript leather one. He had
opened the first two and dumped the contents into his satchel when the long imposing
shadow snuffed out what little light there was in the room.
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“Francois de Poulignac,” a deep voice graveled in the darkness. Then the shadow
receded to form the pointy-eared, scallop-caped silhouette known throughout the
world. Through the darkness, one could just make out movement of the right hand
fingertips moving gently over the left knuckles, slowly and thoughtfully, the way a
winemaker caresses a glass containing a great vintage. “I’m Batman,” he said.
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APPELER UN CHAT UN CHAT
No criminal could come to Gotham without knowing it was Batman’s home, and no
criminal could come planning to ply his trade without imagining an encounter.
François de Poulignac was no different. He had envisioned what would happen if he
found himself face to face with the man who was not deputized or part of any official
organization, who had taken it upon himself to put on a mask and venture out into the
night—just as François had himself. He knew he had envisioned this—but now that
the moment was here, whatever he had imagined was gone. Washed into oblivion by
the waves of menace coming from that dark figure draped in shadow.
He glanced to the window like a frightened rat, but before a thought could form,
before he could realize that Batman would easily intercept him and he had a much
better chance trying for the doo—a black blur knocked the half-formed thought from
his head as his jaw exploded in pain and his body went sprawling into Charlotte
Mandell’s ivory and pine boudoir chair. In the interests of dignity and selfpreservation, François pushed against the armrest to sit himself up before his vision
had fully cleared. Pushing his back into the corner of the chair wasn’t actually much of
a defense, but it did maximize the distance between his face and the masked man’s fist,
which was a psychological boost if not a strategic one.
“That was pre-emptive,” Batman said. “Don’t try to run and you won’t get hit
again. For now.”
“This is an offer you could have made before,” said François, feeling his mouth and
jaw in an unusual way that Batman had never seen before: thumb on his bleeding lip
and the fingers cupping his chin.
“You don’t get into a lot of fist fights with the French police,” Batman guessed.
“I have never met a policeman,” François said coolly. “Apart from the Deputy
Minister of the Interior who oversees the Police Nationale. He is a charming fellow but
a bridge player most appalling…”
He trailed off, the force of Batman’s stare seeming to stifle the words in his throat.
For all the intensity, something had changed. There was less malevolence coming from
the Dark Knight, and more detached and calculated appraisal.
“Perhaps we can come to an arrangement,” François suggested.
“Ironic, isn’t it,” Batman graveled, that soul-searing voice conveying just as much
malevolence as before, no matter how detached the eyes appeared to be. “That’s why
you’re here: Violence. Violence that won’t bend to your glib man of the world
performance. Violence that won’t ‘come to an arrangement.’”
François swallowed, and again his eyes darted to the window and then to the door—
now equally, hopelessly out of reach.
“Villon,” Batman spat, abandoning the throaty gravel for a hoarse whisper like the
hiss of a snake.
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And, as one cornered by a hissing snake, François squelched the impulse to react and
remained absolutely still.
“What do you know of that word?” he asked finally.
“Until recently, it was only the name of a poet. Who was also a thief. And your
namesake,” Batman said, offering a few words at a time like a thief testing pressure
sensors. When François didn’t react, Batman grunted and segued into a crisp, rapid
delivery, like one reciting a resume: “François Villon, born 1431 near Paris, an orphan
rescued from the streets by a wealthy clerk. Rejected the education and promising
career thus offered and became a member of a famous thieving organization called the
Gang des Coquillards, which robbed monasteries and public offices. Arrested many
times and ultimately sentenced to death, but saved from the gallows by some powerful
and eminent members of the nobility who appreciated his talents as a poet. He was
banished after that, and nobody knows what became of him.”
“You know far more than I,” François sniffed. “The study of history, it has never
been, how do you say, ‘to my taste.’”
Batman stared silently, unimpressed with this casual aside, and François answered
with a defiant silence of his own.
It became a contest of wills.
Silent Stare versus Regard Fixe Silencieux.
Someone had to speak.
Something had to give.
As if Nature realized the stalemate might continue for hours and wanted to rush
things along, a pigeon landed on the window sill. It was just enough of a sound in
dangerously close proximity to force both men to look in its direction. The deadlock
broken, conversation continued:
“Until recently, oui,” François said, his eyes remaining fixed on the pigeon. “It was
‘only the name of a poet’ until recently. When it is found scrawled on the wall of a
beautiful townhouse off the Parc Monceau. This word: Villon. Written in the blood of
the woman who lived there, who they stab in the throat because she has the misfortune
to be at home when they come to take her jewels. Who does not want to part with the
wedding ring of her dead husband so they cut it off her finger. You call this
‘violence’? I say that is a sad commentary on you. This punch in the mouth you give
me, that is ‘violence.’ What this Crew Villon did to that woman, I call that a savagery
grotesque.”
“I agree,” Batman said. “A gentleman thief like yourself wouldn’t want to run into a
crew like that. Oh I know it happens, thieves hitting the same target at the same time.
It happens more often than laymen would think. Usually ‘some arrangement’ can be
reached, n’est pas?”
The pigeon flew off, and François turned his attention back to the masked
manhunter, his eyes betraying a grudging admiration.
“You know the secrets of our world. It’s true, someone like me coming into a place
like this, after dark when no one is home, might run into someone else who is there for
the same purpose. It’s true when that happens, we would come to an arrangement.
But this is not the kind of thing we ever speak of with outsiders. It begs the question
how someone like you, someone who is, how do you say ‘the masked cop’ would come
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to know about such things, eh? I won’t pretend I cannot guess. She is well, my petite
chat?”
“Catwoman knows what you obviously don’t: that what works with the police does
not work with me. If I decide to hunt you, I hunt you until I end you. All the power
and position of a Bruce Wayne—or a French aristocrat—can’t stop me. She wanted her
pretty little life with Wayne, I needed to be satisfied.”
“Then you are a cad,” François announced, the admiration giving way to disgust. “If
the lady makes her choice and it is not to commit the new thefts but to settle down with
this man who has an old name and a fine house, a pleasing smile and the eyes that are
not too bright, who are you to say she may not?”
Batman’s lip twitched.
“I’m Batman,” he said.
“Appeler un chat un chat,” François said. “You said this before, this ‘I’m Batman,’ and
I do not know what it means. You have the good fortune to have known a woman
most excellent. When she finds a man to be making the ‘pretty little life,’ as you say,
you demand secrets to let her be?! This is the act of a cad. You are not a Bat-Man; you
are a Cad-Man.”
Again, Batman’s lip twitched.
“There were only two reasons you could be in Gotham, Poulignac, he said.
“Committing these crimes in Gotham. Either you were running from the Villon crew:
laying low in France, unable to perform your usual type of jobs for fear of running into
them, and getting desperate for cash when you got a very attractive offer to come to
America. Or else, the only other possibility is that you were here on your own. To hurt
Selina. To make trouble for her and Wayne, or to drive a wedge between them and
win her back yourself.”
It was François’s turn to lip-twitch.
“Monsieur,” he said. “You must know as well as I, Selina would never be winned in
this fashion. She would be closer to Wayne than ever before, and she would make an
enemy for life of the one who tries to take from her the man she chooses for herself.”
Behind the mask, Bruce liked the sound of that.
“And then where are you?” François went on. “When she is married and bored and
ready to take a lover, you have made yourself the ‘enemy for life.’ She will pick
someone like this Ned.” He gestured to a yellowed photograph of Ned Mendell
playing polo, and Batman went back to massaging his knuckles.
“But yes, you are right with the first reason,” François went on, unaware he had
momentarily scored a point and then lost it. “This Crew Villon with their needless
brutality made my usual hunting grounds an unhappy place to be. This is not the kind
of people I would be wishing to run into. So I am already thinking of other options,
when I get offer: Three cities in five months. Gotham is to be the first, the petite chat’s
stomping ground. I am thinking it will be fun. A little friendly rivalry, mais oui?”
“And you didn’t think it was suspicious when you found out all the targets were to be
guests of the Wayne Foundation?”
“I actually had a little idea about that,” François said thoughtfully. “When I get here
and hear the targets, at first, I think perhaps it is Bruce Wayne who hires me. Or else
Selina, or else the two of them together. And if it is any of those, then this is a fine
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game. Either Monsieur Wayne with the eyes not too bright, he is more interesting than
I thought, or else Selina is already bored and wanting some amusement. Either way, it
could be the most enjoyable trip for me.”
“But now you know better,” Batman said grimly.
“Now I know better,” François admitted. “I know when the poncey Monsieur
Falstaff gives the press conference that he cannot be working for Wayne or Selina.”
“And you didn’t think to make contact at that point? To warn them?” Batman
demanded.
“And say what?” François laughed. “You do not know so much about thieves, after
all. Good. I am glad the petite chat has not told you all the secrets about how things are
done.”
Batman glowered and François grinned.
“It would not be possible for me to go to Selina and say ‘Here I am in Gotham’ after I
have already pulled a job,” he explained patiently. “Gotham is, how do you say… The
Catwoman’s City. If I am to say ‘Hello, I am here,’ it must be before I have done any
heist, or else not at all. Do you understand?”
“No.”
“No. Ah well.”
He shrugged.
“You have committed three counts of felony burglary, with a fourth attempted
tonight,” Batman said evenly. “The value is far in excess of $5,000, which makes it
federal. That means I would not have to deal with you being incarcerated in Gotham.
And, if I want you out of the country altogether—which I do—I could provide the Paris
Judicial Police, Monaco Police, Interpol and Scotland Yard with evidence to keep you
entangled in the law courts and prisons of five countries for the next twenty years. If
that fate is not appealing, this is what you’re going to do…”

In another city, Selina’s performance in the receiving line might have earned her
some kudos. It was, after all, the last ball of the Wayne Foundation Elemental Fete and
Bruce Wayne was a no-show. She was left to welcome his guests alone, and she was
doing it with the poise and grace of a duchess.
In another city, it would have been magnificent: explaining his absence as if it were
the most natural thing in the world for a host to be detained by a masked vigilante—
the same masked vigilante rumored to have both an adversarial and a romantic history
with his live-in girlfriend—the same live-in girlfriend who may or may not be the
international jewel thief he is investigating but who is definitely the woman shaking
your hand while you’re wearing that big diamond rock from Tiffany’s. In any other
city, it would have been the epitome of sophisticated elegance and the embodiment of
savoir faire. In Gotham, where a party might be interrupted by anything from an
indoor blizzard to the mind-controlled string section of the Gotham Philharmonic,
anything less than Selina’s relaxed nonchalance would be gauche.
The only one to be impressed by her performance was Dick. He saw her first while
he was waiting outside the ballroom. Barbara hated the red carpet; she always had.
She would have much preferred to come into the hotel by a side door, but Bruce always
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reminded Madison to see that there was a ramp on the red carpet entrance and to
double check herself that it was set up just so. Barbara knew he did it, and she couldn’t
bring herself to tell him not to bother. So they had come in the front, as always, and as
soon as they were inside the hotel, Barbara went off to the powder room to collect
herself before entering the ballroom. While Dick waited, he glanced inside at the
receiving line and there was Selina on the very end, a relaxed smile as she waited for
Andrew Wolford to finish chatting with Lucius Fox.
Then they entered the ballroom and started down the receiving line themselves. As
Madison bent down to kiss Barbara, Dick heard Selina cooing at Seth Kenworth. When
he was shaking hands with Lucius, he heard her laughing with Vienna Brentwood.
Finally, Dick reached her himself. She turned from Vienna with that party smile in
place, but in the instant she recognized who this new guest was before her, her eyes
locked onto his—LOCKED onto the eyes of the only other person who knew WHAT
BRUCE DID.
A jolt of hostility sizzled through him, producing the kind of warm, quivering
paralysis that results from an electric shock. Fortunately, Dick had been raised at
Wayne Manor and Alfred had installed certain core principles that operated on an
almost unconscious level. As Dick’s higher thought processes recovered from the
shock, he found he was having the polite conversation that good manners (aka his
inner Alfred) dictated. Superficially, it was the same conversation Selina had with
everyone else: You look wonderful, the ballroom is a dream, yes they really did go all out with
the decorations for this final night. Fog machines and those all those cottony billows, it will be
just like dancing in the clouds. Yes, Bruce is late, there was a bit of drama at the penthouse, but
I won’t take the fun from the other dinner guests and tell you myself. You simply must hear
Justine Gardner tell it… But underneath, Dick saw Catwoman. The Catwoman they
prevented from reaching the Katz Collection, the Catwoman who slashed her whip
across Batman’s legs, warning him to keep his distance.
The Catwoman who was royally pissed at the man she was making such pretty
excuses for.
The Catwoman who was welcoming his guests to his foundation’s gala, while they all
huddled in thrilled groups, repeating the tale of His Caped Appearance.
“Look at her,” Dick said, mesmerized. “The whole room’s buzzing about what
happened at the penthouse, it’s the only thing anybody will be talking about all
night—and there she is, laughing and smiling, not a care in the world to look at her.”
“Dickie, you’re smitten,” Barbara teased.
“I’m impressed,” he said simply. “I’ve seen a lot of absurdities forced on a lot of
good people for the sake of protecting, you know, identities.” He mouthed the last
word silently, although there was nobody in earshot. “But nothing quite like that.”
His admiration grew as the evening progressed, as the receiving line broke up and
Selina moved through the party without betraying a hint of what she must be feeling.
He heard nine different variations of the scene at the penthouse, one of which had
Batman grabbing Selina’s arm and yanking her out of her chair and Bruce brandishing
a steak knife when he told the Dark Knight to back off. Barbara, Tim and Cassie all
seemed to look on it as just another twist in the road, and at first, Dick felt himself
profoundly disappointed in them. Nobody else seemed to realize what Selina must be
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feeling, what it must be like for her—and then he realized the reason he saw it
differently was because he was the only other person who’d been there. Bruce calling
you a partner, but holding back when he knew something like this was coming. Not
trusting you, shutting you out, flat out lying to you about what he was really planning,
and then—
“Oh my God, plot twist!” Barbara said excitedly. “It’s François de Something. Look,
look, look,” she chanted, her head tilting to the right.
Dick looked in that direction, and felt his mouth drop open.
“It’s François de Something,” he echoed dully.

He strode into the ballroom like a French James Bond—or even a French Bruce
Wayne—sporting what was surely one world’s six most expensive tuxedoes and the
bruise of a recent altercation darkening half his jaw. He looked over the crowd with
the pleased satisfaction of a host, as if he had invited all these people who were
enjoying themselves so thoroughly, until he saw the one he was looking for. He
approached her with the easy assurance of a man who is always sure of his welcome.
“Selina, mon plus belle petite chat, it has been too long. How can it be that you grow
more beautiful with each passing year?”
Selina was an experienced night person, accustomed to all the shocks and reversals
that may come your way, particularly when your way involves robbing a museum in
Batman’s city. It took only a second to blink away the stunned shock, during which
time François intercepted her raised hand and spirited her onto the dance floor.
“You must forgive me, Petite Chat, that I do not get in touch before now. Since I have
been back in this Gotham of yours, I think of nothing but you.”
“Yes, I’m sure you have, considering what you’ve been doing here,” Selina said
pointedly.
“Certainement. Consider: It is my first day here. I am just unpacking in the hotel, and
I turn on the television. What do I see? It is show with a cat burglar American. I am
thinking this is a sign most fortunate, no? This show is called, eh, Leverage, I think,
and this burglar, she looks like your Harley Quinn: very pretty and blonde, with the
derrière magnifique. But I am confused when this pretty little thief, she says the job they
do is ‘like taking diamonds from the French National Bank.’ Her companion, he is as
confused as I, and she says this is expression that means ‘like taking the candy from a
baby.’ And I do not understand this. The French National Bank, it has no diamonds in
its vault. The only place to find diamonds might be if a private person were to keep
their jewelry in, how you say, the safe deposit box. And the safe deposit boxes at the
French National Bank, they are premiere. On par with any in the world. So I think of
you often, because I know you can explain. Ca va?”
“That’s why you were thinking of me?” Selina hissed. “François, you are going to
hurt in places you didn’t know you had. If you were looking for an omen when you
hit town, you should have looked out the window at the Bat-Signal.”
“Ah yes, the famous Dark Knight. I have met him at last. A foe most formidable, is he
not?”
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The only person in the room more undone than Selina was Gregorian Falstaff. He
huffed and puffed on seeing the suave Frenchman enter the ballroom, puffed and
huffed as he approached Selina, huffed and puffed again as the pair started dancing—
François de Poulignac and Selina Kyle—this simply couldn’t be happening—Selina
Kyle and François de Poulignac—it simply could not be happening. He turned away,
positioning himself behind a column. At first, it might have seemed like he was
hiding, until he turned further to lean his back against the support and then let his
head follow, closing his eyes against the panic pulsing through his lids—François de
Poulignac and Selina Kyle, Selina Kyle and François de Poulignac—He took a final,
raspy breath to collect himself, and set off to intercept them—by a route too direct and
at a pace too purposeful for the elegant insouciance of the ballroom.
“I know you ‘met’ him,” said Selina. “I recognize the cut lip. But you’re still able to
walk. Even more impressive, you’re able to dance, which is why we’re still talking.
You must have had one hell of a satisfying explanation for what’s been going on—
what it was I can’t imagine—and I’m waiting to hear it.”
“I—” François began, but Selina cut him off by pressing back against his lead. When
she continued, she mimicked his accent with a mocking grin.
“For the record, the, how do you say, Chevalier Noir is not what I was referring to
when I said you’ll hurt in places you never knew you—really must brave the tourists
and see the view from the observation deck,” she said, segueing to safer topics as she
saw Gregorian Falstaff approach.
He stood as if wanting to cut in, but his lip trembling with some forceful emotion
that rendered him unable to speak.
“Too charmed,” François said smoothly, disengaging from Selina and taking
Falstaff’s hand in her place. His other slid to Falstaff’s side, and the two danced off—
although Falstaff seemed impelled into motion by the same shock as Selina had been
earlier.
François waited a beat for that shock to wear off, for he wanted to make sure he had
Falstaff’s full attention. He locked eyes with the pompous little man, his own losing
their carefree playfulness and his voice taking on a dark and willful quality as he said:
“Your role in this affair is concluded, Monsieur. You thought I was your pawn, but
you were mistaken. It is you who are mine. Run along now and tell your master that
his scheme has misfired. I have my own plans for Selina which supersede his for
Wayne.”
He paused for a half beat before adding “Now this is where you would make to me
the threats, mais oui? You would speak of the assassins most accomplished and the
pieces of me they will cut into with their blades. My friend, we will consider these
threats to have been made. Because in this brief time we have been talking, you have
turned a shade of pink most alarming. I fear if you do not go attend to yourself, the
blood pressure will build and your blood vessels they will go pop...”
Falstaff sputtered but couldn’t quite form words.
“Like the steam radiator,” François said helpfully.
“…” Falstaff answered.
“Pop!” François said, halting the dance and removing his hand from Falstaff’s to
illustrate with an open-fingered ‘bursting fireworks’ gesture.
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Falstaff didn’t think he was in any danger of having a heart attack, but his face was
hot, his brow puddled in sweat, and he didn’t see how anything would be
accomplished by remaining in the ballroom tongue-tied and propelled into a
backwards foxtrot by a rebellious employee. He fled as far as the backseat of his limo,
where the sight of his driver in the rearview mirror made him reconsider his flight.
Failure in DEMON was another word for death. The fact that The Great One, Ra’s al
Ghul, was not aware of the operation would not be likely to spare him if the other
minions realized what was happening. The Gang of Six, as they called themselves,
were risking everything with this operation. Spending enormous sums without
authorization, diverting funds in Istanbul, draining resources in Budapest, reallocating
personnel from Jharkhand—shutting down the Bangkok compound entirely to buy the
Knickerbocker Tower and dissolving the Moldovan cartel to finance the construction.
If it didn’t succeed, someone would have to pay. If it didn’t succeed, his was the name
and face of the operation. If it didn’t succeed, they would be quick to slice him and
throw him to the sharks. So far, only his driver had seen his hurried exit from the hotel
and perhaps noted the agitation in his voice as he ordered himself driven home. If he
could silence the driver, there would be containment. Containment would give him
time to save his life.
He thought back to de Poulignac’s parting words… Remember to tell him: I have my
own plan for Selina which supersedes his for Wayne… No, not those, the other ones… Now
run along and attend to yourself, before your heart blows up and you die.
Yes, that was it. That would explain his pallor, his agitation and his hurried
departure from the hotel without raising doubts about the operation.
“Pi’lee, I don’t wish to alarm you,” Falstaff said evenly. “But I will not be dismissing
you for the night when we get home. The fact is, I don’t feel right, there is a tightness
in my chest. I’m sure it’s only indigestion. If it clears up in twenty minutes or so, I
may return to the party. But if it gets worse—I’m sure it will not. I’m sure it is only
indigestion from all this decadent Western food—but if it gets worse, you will take me
to the hospital. Do you understand?”
Pi’lee said he understood and made a few sympathetic rumblings when he held the
door open for Falstaff to get out. To keep up appearances, Falstaff felt his chest and
belly as he walked into the building and only relaxed once the elevator doors closed
behind him.
He had containment, for a few hours at least, which should be sufficient to save his
life. After all, Ra’s al Ghul knew nothing of the operation, so Falstaff could present him
with the 2/3 success as if it were the whole. The Gang of Six would keep silent once
they saw the Demon’s Head was pleased.
And why wouldn’t he be? Why wouldn’t Ra’s al Ghul be pleased? Expecting
nothing at all, he would have contact with the surface again. He would be able to
direct operations as smoothly as if he were in the palace. That alone would mean
apostrophes and concubines for everyone involved, but that was not to be the extent of
their tribute. They would also be presenting the Demon’s Head with free access to his
enemy’s base: the Falstaff Fund was now headquartered within the Wayne Tower.
They were linked to the Wayne Foundation office in Sub Diego, and through Sub
Diego to the corporate intranet and more importantly, to the land-doubles that could
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access the most restricted parts of the Wayne Tower. In time, Bruce Wayne’s own
penthouse might be breached, and with it, who knows? It was a great gift! Why
wouldn’t Ra’s al Ghul be pleased?
Falstaff paused in his satisfied recitations, for his communication center was not
connecting as it should. He rebooted twice, then checked the cables, and rebooted
again. Everything in his system seemed to be working fine, except for outgoing
communication.
It could be a coincidence, he told himself. The gnawing in his gut said otherwise: the
one time he most needed to make contact, there was a problem? If it was a
coincidence, it seemed to have an intent that mere bad luck should not. Maybe he was
just anxious—yes, that was far more likely—he was agitated and unnerved about de
Poulignac and he screwed something up. He had a horrid scare in the ballroom—and
how—he was panicking and he’d done something wrong. That was MUCH easier to
believe than coincidence. He tried the backup system—which also failed to connect,
completely discounting the coincidence idea but making the Panicky Screwup theory
more likely than ever.
Then he saw a black mark the size of a pinhead on the electrical outlet. He squinted
at it and turned his head, unable to decide if it was shaped like a bat or not. He picked
at it with his fingernail, which delivered a nasty shock—and made him pull his finger
away from the outlet, which flicked the dot-possibly-bat-shaped-pinhead-thing onto
the carpet.
He got on his hands and knees to search for it and discovered that it had splintered
into a number of smaller flakes of which he found four. It was now completely
impossible to determine if the smaller-than-pinhead flakes were ever part of a batshaped whole, and it was no easier to see if they contained microelectronics.
He couldn’t risk a transmission like the one before him to a potentially compromised
system in Batman’s city, so he had no choice. He simply had no choice. He would
have to use the secure linkup in the Falstaff Fund office.
He cursed himself for having been so clever with Pi’lee. If he hadn’t gone into all
that detail about returning to the ball, he could have Pi’lee take him straight to the
Wayne Tower now. Instead, he had to go back to the Plaza to avoid rousing his
driver’s suspicions. He grumbled about Western food the whole way there and cursed
‘The Detective’ for being a creature of the depraved and decadent West. He barely
managed to mask his sour expression in time when they reached the hotel, for in his
mind, he was already abandoning the role of Gregorian Falstaff. The smile he wore
entering the hotel this time was not as convincing as its predecessors, but it didn’t need
to be. There would be no one of importance to see it. He bypassed the party and went
straight through the lobby to the public telephones. There he placed two calls to put
the refém al ghul on standby. By now, his feigned indigestion had become real, and
again he cursed the Detective. He left by a side door, whistled for a taxi, and barked
“Wayne Plaza!” at the cabman before he’d even got the door open. The theatres were
letting out and midtown traffic was considerable. He cursed the Detective, the
Detective’s city, the Detective’s cars, the Detective’s concubine, the Detect…
With the mental repetition of the word, another detective sprung to mind. He
recalled—he couldn’t think why—but he recalled Sherlock Holmes’s instructions to
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Watson in the midst of some pressing crisis: Don’t take the first cab, nor the second. The
third MAY be safe…
Falstaff scrutinized the back of the cabbie’s neck.
Of all the Western literature Falstaff had studied in preparing for this mission, he
had paid the most attention to Sherlock Holmes, deducing with an insight Holmes
himself would approve of that it must be a favorite of Gotham’s great detective.
He scrutinized the back of the cabbie’s neck.
Here he was, a prisoner of this man. Here he was, in a mad dash for the finish line in
a battle of wits and wills against the Great Detective of Gotham—who was
undoubtedly a student and follower of literature’s great detective—and he had
barreled into the first cab that presented itself!
He scrutinized the back of the cabbie’s neck.
Caucasian.
Not old.
Dark hair.
Could be the boy sidekick.
“Pull over here!” Falstaff squealed excitedly. “I’ve changed my mind, I would rather
walk!”
Without waiting for the cab to reach a full stop, he opened the door with his one
hand and threw a wad of cash at the cabbie’s head with the other.
“What are you doing?! Man, what the hell are you doing?!” the cabbie called as
Falstaff sprinted from the barely stopped car—though all but the first words were lost
in the cacophony of horns and cattle calls as Falstaff darted around other cars in the
slow-moving traffic.
It was only four blocks to cover on foot, which was sufficient for Falstaff to give
himself another pep talk. The “reversal” with de Poulignac, he decided, was no such
thing. Losing the—BUS! Almost got clipped by a bus—Losing the cat burglar was not
even a setback. The man had served his purpose. Now he would be dealt with like
any other loose end, which was not Falstaff’s responsibility. That meant—BIKE! What
were those wretched bike messengers doing on the street at this time of night?—that meant the
only aspect of his operation that could be seen as falling short was the absence of
willing minions among the Sub Diegans. They were still relying on hostages—Cab!
Good lord, wasn’t that the very one he got out of? So the driver wasn’t the boy sidekick after
all—they were still relying on the air-breathing, land-based relatives of key Sub
Diegans taken as hostages. Looking back, it was unrealistic to expect more when they
could not experience the power and grandeur of Ra’s al Ghul himself. But now, once
contact was established, once they could see him with their own eyes, hear his voice
and feel his charismatic presence with them under the sea, there would be a fully
functioning Demon cell in Sub Diego and in their Atlantis embassy within months!
Once contact was established.
Yes.
Once contact was established, once contact was established, once contact was
established…
Now all he had to do was let himself into the Wayne building with his keycard, a
confident stride across the lobby and a nod to the security guard, another cardswipe at
the elevator, and he was on his way to the Foundation office annexed by the Falstaff
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Fund. Not ten minutes later, he had Alan on the screen from Sub Diego, clutching a
picture of his mother and sister as he patched Falstaff through to their embassy in
Atlantis. There, young Miss Keene appeared. Falstaff didn’t share the blanket distrust
of females espoused by most Demon operatives, but he did wish this one didn’t look
quite so much like she’d been crying. He appreciated that she loved her brother and
didn’t want to see his throat cut—that was the whole point in threatening to do so—
but she couldn’t very well go trotting through the royal palace of Atlantis looking like
she’d been weeping. It was apt to attract attention.
Rather than threaten further, Falstaff decided the quickest solution was to cheer her
up. He broke out the same pleasant smile which had charmed all the ladies in the
ballroom, and confided that he himself had begun with Demon in similar
circumstances. His loved one was returned unharmed, and he was given a substantial
reward for his service beyond that. Indeed, in all the years he had been serving the
Demon’s Head, he had never seen a hostage come to any harm. (Which was strictly
true; he had never personally seen a hostage at all.)
Keene Kincade began to look a little less like a weepy and witless teenager leaving a
tear-jerking movie, but she did not yet resemble a woman privileged to receive an
audience with Ra’s al Ghul. Falstaff pressed his advantage by having her tell him a
little about her brother Ken. They were twins, which is how she got saddled with such
a peculiar name as Keene… A few minutes of “Keene and Ken” stories and the girl was
actually smiling. Fit to be seen and ready to blend in, Falstaff sent her off to deliver the
tablet into the hands of The Demon’s Head.
He drew himself up before the camera, patted down his hair nervously and
straightened his jacket and tie… then his cuffs, then patted his hair again, and waited
breathlessly until the screen before him flickered and he beheld the visage of Ra’s al
Ghul.
Or rather, he beheld the thumbprint of Ra’s al Ghul as Keene showed him where the
camera was on the bottom of the tablet’s frame… Falstaff drew himself up again—and
then he beheld the WayneTech logo as he heard Keene’s voice explaining to Ra’s al
Ghul that he had “closed the app.”
Falstaff fidgeted nervously as the radio play continued. Keene, like all the residents
of Sub Diego, was a water breather who could only tolerate open air rooms like The
Demon Head’s cell for a few minutes at a time. In her haste to finish with this
business, she was more impatient with Ra’s al Ghul than any loyal minion could
fathom, but Ra’s—with the greatness of mind that was truly a wonder to witness—was
mercifully forgiving when she told him to just put the blasted thing down and let her
do it for him. The Wayne logo flickered into a clear picture of the luxurious apartment
the Atlanteans called a jail cell, Keene holding her breath, and Ra’s al Ghul peering
curiously over her shoulder. Finally she ran from the room, cheeks puffed out, chest
heaving, and without even pausing to acknowledge Ra’s al Ghul’s final words of
thanks.
“My lord,” Falstaff began, snapping his head down until his chin met his chest.
“Speak,” said The Demon.
The wisdom of Ra’s al Ghul expanded to include mastery of the tablet’s controls
faster than Falstaff dared to hope, and within the hour, His Eminence was fully briefed
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on the Gotham operation. He who had been born Thandiso Boer, then the minion
Thabid and finally Gregorian Falstaff, was henceforth to be known as Tha’stalfa.
Promoted to the first tier. When Ra’s al Ghul returned to land, he was to receive a
private suite of rooms in whatever castle The Demon’s Head resided—or, when in the
compound, Tha’stalfa would have a tent to himself neither larger nor smaller than a
captain of the Ajax class—and within that suite of rooms or tent, a daily bowl of fruit.
Speechless with gratitude and joy, Tha’stalfa nee Falstaff hastily shut down the
system and hurried from the office—so excited that he didn’t even see the dark shape
in the doorway until he careened into it.
“Thank you, that’s all I needed,” it graveled, before its gauntleted fist knocked him
out cold.

You didn’t see as many summers as Ra’s al Ghul without learning that today’s
technological wonder is tomorrow’s outmoded antique. From sails to siege engines,
muskets to marconigrams, someone was always working on a better way. You could
drive yourself mad trying to master the new horseless carriages—turn the crank, pull
the choke, spark down, gas up—or you could wait a few years and find the whole
process reduced to the simple turn of a key. Ra’s was glad he hadn’t wasted effort
learning the intricacies of faxes and emails and messaging systems that his minions had
busied themselves with over the years. He would have a mind cluttered with the
refuse of so many outmoded methods. Instead, now that he was reduced to doing
things for himself, his head was clear to learn this one system alone, made so elegantly
simple by none other than Wayne Tech.
He was torn, at first, about that logo on the corner of the tablet. Whether it pleased
or irked him to have this precious link with the outside world being of the Detective’s
own making. He scowled suspiciously at the name, at first, as though it mocked him.
But as he realized the extent of Tha’stalfa’s gift, he liked it more and more. The irony
that Bruce Wayne’s Foundation was the key to ending this exile was really quite
amusing, but it was nothing—nothing at all—compared to the access Ra’s now had to
the secret places within the Wayne citadel.
With a hungry smile, Ra’s touched the runic symbol on the tablet’s screen which
launched the “app” that gave him corporeal form in Gotham City. He knew it was
only another computer screen like the one he held, propped up on a mechanized stick
and maneuvered around by wheels, but he liked to imagine it as the 18th century chessplaying automaton called “The Turk.”
Thousands of miles away, in the Sub Diego Meta-Comm Facility that was formerly a
handicapped washroom on the Wayne Tech R&D floor, one of the land-doubles sprang
to life. Its start-up screen flashed the Wayne Tech logo, flickered through a series of
system-loading and sync screens. A black disc at the bottom of the unit erupted into a
star pattern of red lasers fanning out in all directions, raising and lowering along the
shaft until it had mapped out its surroundings. These were translated into a simple
map in the corner of Ra’s screen, while the top of the image displayed a camera shot of
the dark narrow room before it. There, Ra’s realized, he was looking out his landdouble’s “eyes.”
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Touching the arrows on the map, he moved the double forward, right, and forward
again, and was gratified to see the dark camera view above the map growing lighter as
it reached the hallway. Left arrow to turn again, down that hall and left again to the
elevator bay. Blue button to call the elevator, and then forward… it was really quite a
wonder. When the day finally came to reveal to the Detective how Ra’s had bested
him, he really must remember to compliment this new technology.
Now then, his cursory examination of the restricted floors which required that
coveted “Keycard B” status were 17-Wayne Tech Polymers and Nanotech, 18-Wayne
Tech Diagnostic and Biomedical, 26-Wayne Industries R&D, 54 through 64 which had
quite a wide variety of intriguing designations, and of course the three floors of
executive suites occupied by senior management, including the Detective himself. Ra’s
al Ghul had always been a patient man, and it only made sense to tackle the problem
methodically. He should investigate all of these divisions and only then might he
determine which areas of the Detective’s vast operations offered the best opportunity.
But he didn’t want to. All these months of inactivity had rendered him impatient.
He didn’t want to start on 17 with “Polymers” and work his way up sensibly and
methodically when he knew Aeronautics & Aviation Systems were waiting for him on
the 56th floor, Pulsar Concepting on the 57th, and Fractal Engineering on the 58th. So he
had made a prioritized list as he sipped his morning tea, beginning with those
divisions that seemed most likely to produce a Demon-worthy operation and omitting
those that, despite the high security access, did not seem very interesting.
Discipline fought with Daring for a final second—and he decisively pushed the
button for the 56th Floor. Caution be damned, Fortune favored the brave. He might
well have the key to Gotham’s destruction by nightfall.
The elevator doors opened and he saw the sign announcing Wayne Industries:
Aeronautics & Aviation Systems as his land-double rolled past it. He saw the
impressive array of models and renderings lining the hallway, and even more
impressive spectacles in the laboratories behind clear glass walls. In the rear of one of
these labs, he could see a doorway leading to a white corridor with a particularly
interesting raised platform, with a single chair in front of a single work station, a single
keyboard and cluster of monitors. It looked extremely interesting. Now, let’s see, how
to get there. Forward, left arrow, no door though… a little farther forward and to the
left past the lab, and yes, there it was, a sign leading to the “White Room” Authorized
Personnel Only… These land-doubles that were parked in the most restricted highsecurity zone when they weren’t in use had the clearance to access anything, so—
where was that button—ah, yes, there it was, now the door opens and we go forward
again…
Except the image on the screen was not the white room. It wasn’t that fascinating
white corridor his land-double was rolling into, it wasn’t that isolated platform with
the single chair and keyboard he was rolling towards. It was—Bruce Wayne’s desk?
Ra’s knew it was Bruce Wayne’s desk because Bruce Wayne was sitting behind it.
The opulence of the office could belong to any top tier executive, and the view, to a
non-Gothamite, was nondescript. All he could really tell was that the window faced
east and it was just before sunrise. The man behind the desk, however, could not be
mistaken for any other—though Ra’s found his annoyingly relaxed posture
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uncharacteristic. At first he attributed it to the business suit, but looking beyond the
coat and tie, Ra’s was forced to conclude that it was not the unfamiliar clothes or
surroundings, it was the man himself. He had never seen the Detective quite so…
obnoxiously content as he was now, leaning back in that chair, smiling down at a tablet
similar to the one Ra’s held himself.
“That’s my girl,” he said, looking down at the tablet with a pleased smile, then he
looked up. “Ah, Ra’s, there you are,” he said as if welcoming a colleague. “I could
have just severed the Atlantis connection or locked out that tablet without your getting
to take the land-double for a spin, but it seemed so anti-climactic. And I was curious to
see where you’d go. Aeronautics, that’s a nice choice. Maybe a little 20th Century. I
would have started with Aero-Thermal Systems myself, but then it is my company and
I know what’s down there.”
On the land-double’s screen, the face of Ra’s al Ghul scowled.
“You have changed, Detective. In our many encounters, I have never known you to
strut,” he said with a hint of paternal correction.
“I’ve usually had to travel several thousand miles and escape from a dungeon,”
Bruce pointed out. “For all you know, this is my usual manner when I’ve slept in my
own bed, had a good breakfast and woken to the news that, while I slept, the San
Diego police, FBI and Superman rescued all the hostages your people took to force
certain residents of Sub Diego to do things they’d rather not.”
“I see,” Ra’s sighed. “You employed some trickery, no doubt, that led Tha’stalfa—
Falstaff as you knew him—to give up the location of his agents.”
“Not all of them, not yet,” Bruce said—and for the first time, Ra’s saw the steely
determination of the Batman in this grinning figure before him. “The ones in
California we have. But there are others. There were atrocities committed in Europe to
set Falstaff’s plan here in motion, and the men who did it will not escape Justice.”
“You bore me, Detective. If there is to be no more to this discussion than renewed
declarations of your obsession with that subjective concept called justice, we may as
well terminate the connection.”
He tapped the button on his tablet to close the app and sever the connection. Then
he tapped it again. And again. If he wasn’t so engrossed, he would have heard the
clip-clip of heels as Selina came into the office. As it was, he barely noticed when a
corner of her face appeared in the top corner of his screen and several strands of hair
dropped down to obscure half his view of the office.
For her part, Selina saw the top of his forehead at an extreme angle as he looked
down at his tablet, brow knit in confusion as he hit the same button over and over
again to no effect. She looked up at Bruce and their eyes locked in shared amusement:
he still didn’t realize that he wasn’t controlling the land-double. The moment he
selected the 56th Floor, Bruce’s tablet took over control of his avatar, while Selina had
walked a similar camera through Aeronautics and Aviation to provide the video feed
he would see until he arrived in the office.
Bruce thought about explaining, but decided against it. Ra’s continued to press the
tablet screen furiously. Selina mouthed “At least this time, there’s no fencing.” And
Bruce let his hand drop inconspicuously to the desk, tapped the control tablet, and the
Ra’s screen went dark.
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Apart from the luxurious furnishings, there were three points where Ra’s al Ghul’s
incarceration in Atlantis differed from its equivalent on land. Aquaman was the final
authority underwater, and the bribery that could be taken for granted in a land-based
principality was simply not an option. Aquaman also liked to visit his prisoner once a
week whenever he was in the capital (on the pretense of checking the air filters and
pressure settings, but in reality, to be an arrogant, chatty and patronizing thorn in Ra’s
al Ghul’s side). And finally, the Atlanteans felt an obligation to those who died or
risked death in any conflict. When a battle was over, they studied it to learn whatever
they could from their failures and make sure whatever went wrong wouldn’t happen
again. Ra’s al Ghul may have failed in the end, but he had learned of the undersea
fortress called Kapheira. He had moved in and taken over a valuable Atlantean
property, and he could, in time, have posed a considerable threat if undiscovered.
Every few weeks some new official from their university, military, or the ministry of
this-or-that came to interview him about the episode.
It was the last that bothered Batman. He was pleased that the Atlanteans were
incorruptible, and he would be the last to deny Arthur those weekly visits to poke Ra’s
al Ghul in the ego. But he did fear the example the Atlanteans were setting with those
interviews. The one thing Ra’s never seemed to do with all those lifetimes of
experience was learn from his mistakes. Atlantis’s practice was admirable—for
Atlantis. It was undoubtedly how they’d become such an advanced society. But
Batman didn’t want them giving Ra’s the idea.
He needn’t have worried as far as the schemes The Demon’s Head himself initiated.
Ra’s was confident of his own wisdom and supremely confident in the inability of
lesser minds to best him. The months of questioning from self-doubting Atlanteans
had not led him to examine his own failure with Kapheira, or with any other
operation—but Falstaff's was another matter. Ra’s needed no subliminal prodding to
indulge that most basic human instinct: figuring out what the other guy did wrong.
In Falstaff’s case, he decided, it was underestimating Bruce Wayne. It was one thing
to know the Detective’s name as a collection of English letters. It was another thing
entirely to understand the man. To understand the force of will, the drive and
determination, the dedication and discipline necessary to become that man among
men. Batman was not some childish whim that was forgotten as Bruce Wayne grew to
manhood; it was the work of a lifetime building himself into that formidable creation.
Shouldn’t one who revered Ra’s al Ghul, who had sworn his life to the service of The
Demon, understand that the Detective’s pledge was just as absolute, just as lifelong and
all encompassing?
To imagine that Bruce Wayne would have simply accepted Falstaff’s takeover—to
imagine he’d simply quit after a setback? To think one with such a lack of
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understanding was permitted to execute an operation in Gotham—a very costly
operation in Gotham, it was appalling, simply appalling. And to think that Ra’s
himself had awarded the fool a bowl of fruit—an apostrophe and a bowl of fruit. That
would be the first thing remedied when he got out of here. Until then, he would have
to make what he could of this disaster. To begin, he must purge his thoughts of all
Falstaff had told him. Anything and everything the fool said must be considered
suspect, as it could not be known when the Detective began deceiving him. Any or all
of Falstaff's plan as Falstaff related it might be a fiction of the Detective’s own making.
Ra’s simply had to ignore it and focus on the only new data that was reliable: that brief
conversation in Bruce Wayne’s office when he was so openly and obnoxiously content.
“That’s my girl,” he had begun. The Feline, obviously, who Falstaff had so stupidly
made a focal point of the operation. As if the Detective wouldn’t be agitated enough
by a slur on the memory of his parents that further goading would only… No.
No, no, no, this would not do. He had to purge all thoughts of Falstaff and focus
solely on what he knew.
Ra’s al Ghul took a deep breath, closing his eyes and then… as he opened them… he
regarded the koi pond the Atlanteans so thoughtfully provided to aide in meditation
and reflection. He slowed his breathing… and watched the largest of the three fish as it
made its way around the small, shell-shaped enclosure… He breathed again. And in
his mind's eye, thought back to that entry into Bruce Wayne’s office. The man seated
behind the desk, legs crossed informally, looking down at that mechanized tablet with
a pleased smile, “That’s my girl...”
Ra’s had become so engrossed in the mental picture that he didn't hear the telltale
approach of feet outside his door or the hum of the locking system being deactivated.
He heard nothing at all until the mechanical swish of the door opening behind him. He
turned, thinking it was too early for the weekly visit from Aquaman, so this must be
that minion of his: the handmaid called Valerina. She would be introducing some new
visitor, no doubt, from the Ministry of Let's Bother the Most Distinguished Prisoner
Atlantis Has Ever Been Privileged to Capture. They would have another
questionnaire–yet another questionnaire that was really beneath his dignity to answer.
(But he would indulge them, since it gave him the opportunity to talk about himself.)
So he turned with royal condescension, prepared to meet this new individual as a
monarch equal to their own King Orin, one who had merely suffered the kind of
reversal so many great rulers had over the…
“You,” he breathed, seeing it was indeed the handmaid Valerina escorting a new
visitor, but a visitor who needed no introduction.
“Ra’s. You always know how to make a girl feel welcome,” Catwoman said with a
smile.
That's my girl, Bruce reminded him in his mind’s ear.

So this is what the inside of a jail cell looks like... The words had hovered on Selina’s lips
as she looked around the small but luxurious suite of rooms The Demon’s Head now
called home. They hovered, but she squelched them. Ra’s had always been the ‘civil
and courteous’ type of villain, and she always detested the capes who have to answer
that kind of thing with aggression. It cost nothing to answer courtesy with courtesy,
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after all. And once he got over the shock of seeing her, Ra’s had been nothing if not
courteous. He offered her a choice of refreshment: the tea Atlanteans blended from
specially cultivated seaweed or a kind of sangria that blended surface wine with some
mysterious ‘sea fruit’ that was apparently impossible to peel and eat in any other form,
but was too delicious to ignore.
It was as though she was the high bidder in some “Atlantis Experience” at the silent
auction: Visit the undersea kingdom and enjoy an afternoon of tea and conversation with a
land-born expatriate now living in the capital city Poseidonis. Cough-fighting or not, she
would not be the one to break the smooth surface of civilized gentility with rude
allusions to who was in jail and who wasn’t. Instead, she complimented the
furnishings as if Ra’s had picked them himself and noted a clay pot on a side table
which, judging by its lines and proportions, looked Minoan. Ra’s praised her keen eye
and, while the tea steeped, he speculated at length whether Atlantis might have
influenced the Minoans or—more likely, in his opinion—the Minoan culture had a
hand in shaping ancient Atlantis.
“I must remember to ask King Orin when he next visits,” Ra’s said, lifting the lid of
the small teapot and sniffing the steam as if judging its readiness. “A very arrogant
man leading a very arrogant people. It will irk him no end if a lowly land-dweller like
myself suggests they may have found something of value in the surface world they
consider so inferior.”
Judging the brew ready, he poured and set down the pot, smiling like a contented
cat.
“So,” he said, oozing satisfaction that, for once, the social pleasantries had been
observed without interruption. “You have come, I presume, to reclaim the... what is it
called... the mechanized 'tablet' which Falstaff presented me to reestablish contact with
my minions?”
“You can keep it if you want,” Selina said. “It's not good for anything but solitaire at
this point.”
“Then why have you come?” Ra’s asked, still gracious in tone but with a spark of
suspicion lit behind his eyes.
Selina set down her cup.
“I wanted to see you personally to let you know, well... Were you aware I’m in the
crimefighting game now? Probably not, it’s not the kind of thing your guys would
notice, let alone care about enough to put into a report. But, uh, I am. And, well, I’m
going to be handling you from now on.
“You see, Bruce won a bet. It’s my own fault; I was pissed and cocky and trying to
make a point. I said he could name any prize he wanted. This is it. He chose not
bothering with you anymore. You’re now my problem.”
“This is an obscenity,” Ra’s said flatly.
“No, it’s geography. Bruce is Batman, and Batman is Gotham. You’re not. You’re
just not, Ra’s. And Gotham has plenty of its own concerns and its own criminals to
keep both the Dark Knight and his day face fully occupied.”
“I do not accept this! I do not believe for one moment the Detective would be so—”
“Yeah, well, geography is one of those pesky things that exist whether you believe in
them or not. Maybe you're thinking of Tinkerbell.”
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For a moment, Ra’s lip trembled with unspeakable emotion, then he collected
himself, refreshed his tea cup and took a sip as if he no longer saw Catwoman in the
room with him.
“It won't be that bad,” she said coaxingly. “It’ll take some getting used to, but I’m
sure we can learn to make each other just as miserable as you and Bruce did.”
Ra’s appeared to look through her at a random spot over the koi pond.
“Ah,” Selina said, realizing he was ignoring her the same way Whiskers did when he
was offended. She decided not to share that observation but figured the same response
was called for: give him all the time he needs, alone by himself, to get over it. “I’d
better be going then,” she said, rising. “Thank you for the tea.”

As the door to the prison apartment closed behind her, Selina felt the thin, barely
visible particle beams hum to life behind her, sending an ionized buzz through the
back of her hair and across the back of her rump.
“Hey,” she squawked, jumping forward. “You could give me two seconds to get out
the door before you turn those back on.”
“Sorry,” an unexpectedly masculine voice answered, and Selina turned. She had
expected Aquaman’s assistant Valerina to be waiting to escort her back to the
transporters, not the sea king himself.
“Hi, Arthur,” she said.
Not quite “the sea king,” for there was nothing King Orin-regal about him, and
nothing Aquaman-heroic either. He was pinning some kind of green, glowing cocoonthing against the wall with his hip, which was apparently why he’d jumped the gun
reactivating the particle beams. He swore (something about goldfish and the
Galapagos Rift) as he folded the cocoon-thing over itself, and as he slung it over his
shoulder, he had the look of a man who had expected to spend the day watching
football but found himself trapped at a shopping mall instead, waiting for his wife to
buy shoes.
“One second more,” he said, jostling the glowing cocoon again and then turning
with a brave smile. “Valerina had to step away, so I’ll be taking you back to the
transporters myself.”
“You’re a pretty cool boss,” Selina observed. Then she pointed to the cocoon, now
pulsing through different shades of green and varying intensity of glow. “I’ve got to
ask, what is that thing?”
Arthur looked at her like a man deep into act two of a three-act bedroom farce.
“It’s a dress,” he said—in a tone that said it was the One Dress he had walked a
thousand miles into Mordor to destroy in the fires of Mount Doom.
“In a radioactive garment bag?” she pressed.
“Lantern energy,” Arthur explained. “The casing is lantern energy. The contents are
a dress. Selina, when I woke up this morning, I was ‘His Majesty, Orin, by the Grace of
Poseidon, of Atlantia, Pacifica, and Dominions beyond the Reefs, King and Defender of
the Seas.’ Now I am standing here with a beaded evening gown from 1936 encased in
temporal stabilizers, because my secretary had to step away, leaving me to send you
back to the Watchtower myself—which, by the way, violates about fifteen diplomatic
protocols, because those transporters are technically a Justice League embassy. So
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we’re lucky today’s ‘ambassador’ is a woman who doesn’t mind breaking five or six
laws at a time—And if you asked me why all this happening, I assure you, you would
not believe me.”
As he ranted, Selina abandoned the Catwoman-teasing-the-hero persona for that of
Bruce’s sympathetic girlfriend.
“You’re having one of those days,” she said mildly.
“Something like that,” he panted belligerently.
“Tell you what,” she said, “Live through it, come to Gotham tomorrow and we’ll
have an afternoon on the Gatta. After all those fundraisers, it will do Bruce and I a
world of good to do a little entertaining for someone we actually like.”
Arthur smiled and said he’d check his schedule. Then, after hanging the ‘radioactive
garment bag’ on the side of the transporter bay, he helped Selina into the chamber and
bowed over her hand with the formal nod of a monarch seeing off an ambassador.
Then he turned away, forgetting to retrieve the garment bag, and moved to the control
panel to send her on her way.
Only when she and the garment bag had completely vanished from the transporter
did he permit his lip to twitch.
“When I woke up this morning, I was ‘His Majesty, Orin, King and Defender of the
Seas,’” he repeated in a much different tone and with a naughtily impish smirk. “And
now I am Batman’s wingman.”

When the Justice League instituted their global transport network, Bruce balked at
the idea of having every TP station anywhere able to teleport into the Batcave.
Trusting his identity, his home, his cave and the lives of his loved ones to the premise
that no Leaguer anywhere would ever drop the ball, it was absurd. So the Batcave
transporters were on their own circuit, connected only to the Watchtower and each
other. To reach Atlantis, Selina had gone through the usual process, changing into
costume in the Manor cave, TPing to the Watchtower, waiting a short time for her
biorhythms to recover, and then TPing again to Atlantis. She expected to return the
same way. But instead of materializing at the Watchtower, she found herself… um…
outdoors.
She was outdoors on a warm night, looking out on a large, full moon hanging low
over… a pyramid… Ruins and a pyramid… Three chills of recognition hit in a triple
wave. First: she was looking at an archaeological dig at the ruins of an Egyptian city.
Second: Her arms were bare, her costume and mask gone, and she was wearing a
beaded black and white evening dress. Third: Bruce was rising from a chair in front of
her, wearing a tuxedo with a high waist, vest and wing collar shirt that, like her gown,
seemed of another era.
“Welcome to Bubastis,” he said, stretching out his hand to help her off the teleport
pad. “Center of worship for the feline goddess Bast.”
“I’ve heard of her,” Selina murmured as Bruce offered his arm and led her to the
small table set for two, with a white damask cloth, a basket of flowers, candles, and a
bottle of wine at the ready.
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“Under other circumstances, this would be champagne,” he said casually. “But you
see, we’re in what can best be described as a ‘time bubble.’ I didn’t know how long
you were going to be with Ra’s, and this seemed the best way to provide for the
variables of time and date: I wanted a time of day and time of month for a full moon
over the pyramid, and once I’d gone that far, it only made sense to choose an era when
they were more welcoming towards Western tourists. The ‘20s and ‘30s, heyday of
rich Americans and English en vacance, a request like this for a moonlit supper
overlooking the dig site is easy enough to arrange—once you have the period currency,
of course. I mention that only because of the trouble involved. This isn’t something
you can improvise on the spur of the moment.”
“I see,” Selina said softly.
“I doubt that very much. Let’s sit down…” he answered.
He held her chair and went on to explain that champagne was certainly the expected
beverage to be serving, but with her knowledge of wine, he figured she would prefer to
take advantage of being in the past and sample an 1898 Château Latour.
She managed a nod—barely—and he poured.
“They think I’m quite eccentric anyway for arranging this here rather than the Giza
plateau,” he said, with the slightest hint of the Fop in his tone. Which was just jarring
enough for Selina to pull herself together.
“So why are we here, specifically?” she asked, swirling the wine and taking a deep,
rich inhale of the once-in-a-lifetime bouquet.
“Well, there is the obvious,” Bruce began, sitting back with a pleased smile to explain
the nuances of his choice. “Whether she’s called Bast, Bastet or Sekh-met, the goddess
is often depicted with the head of a cat on the body of a woman. The full moon is for
Selina, ‘daughter of the moon.’ And—less obvious, but far more important to me—that
square hole right over there, that’s where, in about five weeks, they’re going to
discover that Sekhmet statue that’s in your curio in the bedroom.”
“Our first compromise,” she grinned. “The one you let me keep when I moved into
the manor, even though it’s, a-hem, stolen property.” She attempted her throaty
impersonation of his bat-gravel on the last words, and Bruce’s warm playboy smile
faded into the stern mask of a Bat-scowl… which then flickered into a lip-twitch.
“Well, like you said at the time, it was the first time you escaped from Batman with
the loot,” he said.
“Oh, you jackass,” Selina laughed. “Even here, even now, you’re ready to sit there
and go on calling that a compromise. You lent that statue to the museum, Bruce. They
didn’t own it, you did. And now it’s back in your house. Big compromise there, stud.”
“How did you find out?” he asked, sipping his wine.
“I ran into it at some point in the logs, it’s not important,” she smiled, then looked
adoringly across the table. “You win, this is a perfect place for a proposal.”
“Oh, I’m not proposing,” Bruce said swiftly. “There are three false conclusions you
have about what happened at the MoMA that night, and this is to straighten out the
first one.”
“You can’t be serious,” Selina said, echoing the words from a hundred rooftop
declarations.
“Do I look like I’m joking?” he answered as he always did.
“Pour,” she ordered.
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He did. She sipped, he sipped, and they looked out at the moonlight, the dig site
and the pyramid for several minutes, as if a lengthy telepathic exchange was taking
place. Then, as if by mutual agreement, Bruce cleared his throat to continue aloud:
“You wanted a protocol because you believe my not having planned the moment out
in every detail meant it wasn’t important to me—that my ‘winging it’ meant you
weren’t important. You wanted a protocol, so I’m giving you one.
“But the truth is, Selina, my improvising wasn’t what you think. All my life, my
emotions have been… intense, powerful… and I’ve put a lot of work into selfdiscipline. Control is necessary. You know better than anyone, there is a rage that I
cannot ever lose sight of. When I have Joker’s scrawny oh-so-breakable neck in my
hand, control is the only thing that allows me to… remain human. To punch him out
without smashing his skull into the concrete.
“And then you came along. And there were feelings besides hate and anger to be
controlled. Can you imagine for one minute what it was like for me when I felt myself
attracted to a criminal? The first night—scratch that, the first night was nothing
compared to—it was months after our first encounter when it really sunk in, when I
realized it wasn’t going to go away. It wasn’t novelty. The desire was getting more
intense with time, not fading…
“You said once that the ‘obsessive control thing’ was ‘beneath me,’ that it’s the
behavior of insecure people who know they're not good enough to handle whatever
might come along. People who don’t trust their instincts, want to have a plan for every
possible contingency because they just don't trust themselves to figure out what to say
or do in the moment. And you were right that that’s not me. I am ‘above that’ in that I
have no fear of my instincts letting me down in the face of whatever crisis might come
along. But you were also right that the desire for control, the need to have a plan is not
entirely trusting myself. The things I feel, I feel so intensely. And I have enemies like
Ra’s and Joker who will orchestrate events, perpetrate horrors, just to provoke a
reaction. Having thought through a hundred permutations in advance and made a
plan on how to proceed... helps. I can be just that much more confident that the rage
won’t take over.
“So it’s no small thing that I can ‘improvise’ with you, Selina. And it certainly isn’t
disrespect. It’s… what happened that night at the MoMA, the first night, asking…
asking about the… asking…”
“About the Monet,” Selina prompted.
“Yeah,” he said, meeting her eyes across the table. “It was like the first time
swinging off a roof on the Batline, nothing but cold wind under you for a hundred
feet. I let go, I stopped ‘being Batman’ with you, and I just… spoke from my heart…
and it turned out pretty well.”
“Yes. It did,” Selina admitted.
“The second time, not so much,” he said lightly.
“Well, in retrospect, ‘since you brought it up and we’re here’ does sound a little different
now.”
“You said ‘you don’t even want to marry me’ and we were right there, virtually on
the same spot where I ‘winged it’ the first time. It seemed like fate. Everything we are
now seemed to lead back to that moment, so I…”
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“Winged it,” they said in unison, then laughed. Then an easy silence settled.
“You said there were three assumptions?” Selina noted.
“Yes, but this isn’t the time or the place to go into the others,” said Bruce.
“Oh come on, you’re on a roll,” she teased.
“Ra’s and Joker have both been mentioned at this table. That’s definitely exhausted
this setting for any further discussion of us or our future. But… we do have the use of
the time bubble for another few hours, so since the location is already tainted, you
could tell me how your meeting went. How did he take it?”
“Pretty well, all things considered,” Selina said, sitting forward and leaning across
the table. “Well first, you were right. That ‘cell’ of his is bigger than Cassie’s
apartment.”
“And furnished like the lobby of—”
“—The Star City Hilton, yes!”
“The koi pond—”
“He served me tea from this beautiful little pot—”
“With the matching cups carved from some kind of blue-green crystal—”
“‘Sea-jade’ he called it. Now if they’d just donated something like that to the silent
auction, do you know how much we could get—”
“Next year you should go down in person and pick out what they’re going to
donate.”
“’Pick out’ like ‘window shopping on Fifth Avenue,’ or ‘pick up’ my way, like
‘meow?’”
“Six of one.”
“Did you just sanction a burglary to benefit your Foundation, Mr. Wayne?”
“It’s not stealing if you leave him a receipt.”

The next week saw the Gotham Times, Post, Observer and Daily News each mangle
the story in their own way. Falstaff Inc. was in forfeiture and Gregorian Falstaff a
fugitive, that much was certain. Opinions differed about what he’d actually done: if it
was insider trading, tax evasion, embezzlement, or a ponzi scheme. Whatever it was,
none of the old guard Gotham establishment voiced surprise:
“I have seen these people come, and I have seen them go,” Mrs. Ashton-Larraby
declared at the Bristol Country Club.
“What do you expect from the kind of person who spends a million dollars on logo
placement,” Ted Layne declared at the Butterfield.
“Plastering his name all over the red carpet at someone else’s Foundation,” Frank
Endicott sniffed at d’Annunzio’s.
“I never liked him,” said Bunny Wigglesworth and her husband agreed, adding
“Whenever they come up that fast out of nowhere, you can be sure they’ll go down just
as quick.”
Richard Flay wondered, aloud and repeatedly, what became of the Edgar Brandt fire
screen Falstaff had ‘stolen from him’ at the Crispin auction, and it was the last Selina
decided to act on.
Now that Bruce had the satisfaction of answering those insults to the Foundation
with Batman’s fist, he was positioning himself above the petty social posturing. He
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wouldn’t even answer Lucius’s pointed queries with anything more than a
lighthearted “I told you not to worry about it.” Selina wasn’t that sort. She didn’t
want to be above it all, to move on and forget it ever happened. Now that Falstaff was
driven from Gotham in disgrace, she wanted to reward those people who had the
loyalty, sense and judgment to dislike him from the beginning, and now had the good
grace to be dancing on his grave. After four galas and a dinner party, she didn’t relish
the idea of doing it in the social arena, which is why Richard Flay presented such an
appealing prospect. His reward was something Catwoman could obtain, no engraved
invitations needed, no popping champagne corks required. A few hours research had
determined that the contents of Falstaff’s apartment were in storage at the Cardmoor
Warehouse, pending arbitration of competing seizure claims from multiple
government agencies. (Meow.) Further research determined that the Cardmoor was
owned by a bunch of morons who had no grasp of false economy. They’d replaced
their human security guard with an ordinary Rodman 200, never upgraded the
software, and they even let the site license expire. (Meow.) And a quick check of the
Crispin catalog determined that either the Edgar Brandt mirror or the fire screen would
fit in the trunk of her old Jaguar with enough room left over for the Goldscheider
Aphrodite. (Meow-meow-meow-meow-meow.)
The next night, she had just found her spot in the narrow alley between the
Cardmoor and its twin owned by a more reputable warehousing firm, that perfectly
situated sweet spot where she could disable the alarm without fear of being seen—
when a wedge of black metal dropped down in front of her, suspended by the
deceptively thin-looking Batline.
“Cute,” she said, shifting her balance as she wrapped her forearm around the line a
few times, then gave it a signal tug. Instantly, she felt herself yanked upward as the
line retracted. When she reached the edge of the tilted roof, she let go of the line and
stepped carefully until sure of her footing. Reaching the top of the incline, she walked
the narrow path to the very end and stepped up, up, and up again to join him on an
adjacent girder—and survey one of the grimier and more derelict views of the
industrial downtown neighborhood.
“Not exactly a picture postcard, but it has its charm,” she said, guessing his thought.
“The Gotham only you know.”
“I’d hardly say that.”
“I would. Look where we are, only two or three flights up. Nobody but you would
ever find a spot like this. It’s an unusual perspective.”
“You’re here,” he noted.
“Because you invited me. Thanks for the lift, by the way.”
He grunted, and they looked at the view in silence for a minute. Finally, Selina
spoke.
“If we’re here to straighten out another one of those false assumptions about the
MoMA, I’m going to need a little more to go on.”
“You were here to steal,” he remarked.
“I salute you, World’s Greatest Detective.”
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“I was wondering where to do this,” he said. “It’s a low roof, like the train station.
Not quite as interesting a neighborhood, the landscape of the rooftops and alleys, but
still fitting. And you are here to steal.”
“I am not the world’s greatest detective, stud. I’m still going to need more.”
“The first time. Our first encounter. The top of the train station.” He turned away
from the view and looked into her eyes with all the piercing intensity of that first
encounter. “I approached too soon that night, began the confrontation before you had
retrieved the stolen items.”
“Like you did just now?” Selina grinned.
“Tonight was deliberate,” he graveled—and stepped in closer, until they could feel
each other’s breath. “Then came the second encounter at the train station, after you’d
robbed the Excelsior. Remember?” He pressed his body against her like a lover, and
grabbed each of her arms where he’d held her down when that night’s fight went
against her. “Just because you’re done, doesn’t mean I am,” he quoted.
“I remember,” she said, lips parting.
“Then came the museum, Cartier, Gallery Blu… You know, part of the reason things
went so poorly that night at the MoMA is that we just had that big fight about NMK
and all the fundraisers stalking you, and I think… I think that’s what I wanted. I
wanted to ask you while we were fighting because… because I’m jealous. You were
always my girl, Batman’s girl. I found you. Bruce was wasting his time with a lot of
shallow, stupid women it was a penance to spend time with… and I had you. You
were part of this world: the rooftops and the alleys, the crazies with guns and the
crazies without guns. I’d finish the logs and climb up those stairs each night. Up to the
manor, then up to the bedroom. It wasn’t one of Bruce Wayne’s bimbos I was thinking
of when my head hit the pillow. It was the claws, the whip, the woman in the mask…
“And after all those years, it happened. It actually happened outside of my
imagination—and we made love, what, six times before the masks came off? Six times
before he took you for himself. “My name is Bruce” and from that moment this…
takeover started. This slow, methodical takeover. And I guess I… finally rebelled. We
were in costume, we were fighting, you were still mad at me—it was the perfect time
to… take you back. That moment wasn’t going to be ‘Bruce and Selina’ it was going to
be you and me.”
“Br—um,” Selina stopped and made an exaggerated ‘patronizing the loony’ gesture,
“Dark Knight, Caped Crusader, Mr. Batman, sir. Do you have any idea how
completely nuts that sounds?”
He surprised her by nodding.
“Yes. On the surface, it seems completely crazy to me too.”
“On the surface, in the middle, and on the bottom.”
“But we both know who I am under the mask. It took the confrontation with your
Comte de Poulignac to make me realize: he thought he was talking to a Batman who
had lost Selina to Bruce Wayne. Made me realize that a part of me feels like that’s
exactly what happened.”
“Wow. So hijacking the proposal was sort of… marking your territory?”
“Something like that.”
“I kind of like that,” Selina breathed—then her eyes grew feline…wary…hard… and
finally, naughtily playful. “You do know that, no matter what happens with us down
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the line, I’m not getting that bat silhouette tattooed anywhere. You do know that,
right?”
He grunted.

The bat Walapang and his little friend, mercifully unnamed, hung low on their
favorite perch over Workstation One. Beneath, Bruce copied the confirmation from the
respective insurance companies that the recovered jewelry belonging to Sophia
Beaufort, Lily Coleman and Linda Brodland had all been certified as genuine, and with
that, he marked the file on the Wayne Fete cat burglar CLOSED.
He typed rapidly on the console keyboard, glanced back up at the file, and gave a
light, satisfied smile.
CLOSED, PENDING FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS, he read, double-checking the
links to François de Poulignac the individual, Château de Poulignac the vineyard, and
the banking records for each. He briefly thought through other data streams that
might be worth monitoring, when the clip-clip of Selina’s heels made it prudent to
close the file.
“I brought tea,” she announced unnecessarily as Bruce sniffed the smoky blend
Alfred had taught her alone how to make.
“Someday you are going to tell me the secret to this,” he said, sipping with the
thoughtful scowl that appeared whenever Batman put aside some line of inquiry for
now, in the interests of securing her cooperation to stop the current threat to Gotham,
but had no intention of leaving that debit in want of a credit forever.
“I’m really not,” she grinned. “I have to assume Alfred has some very good reason
for not telling you, just like you must have a very good reason for hiding that file you
were working on when I came down just now.”
He grunted and punched a button on the console, bringing up the file on the cat
burglar.
“Ah, I should have known,” she said tersely. “You should be hiding it, jackass. We
had an agreement, that was my half of the case. You had Falstaff-the-boring, who
might not even have been a criminal for all you knew, and I had a sexy jewel thief
going after cat-worthy baubles of Gotham’s elite. I had engineered the perfect snare to
smoke him out, and you just stepped in and took over.”
“Yes, it must be terribly annoying to have someone sneak in and take something you
consider your own property,” Bruce said with a lip-twitch.
“I did all the work for you—I lined up the shot—I loosened the lid,” she chanted, too
caught up in her own recitation to hear his joke.
“Selina, what would you have had me do when I heard Falstaff talking about ‘the
Frenchman’ when he clearly meant the cat burglar? You don’t follow things like the
international crimes bulletins, you knew nothing of the Villon robberies in Paris—”
“You could have told me—”
“Could I?”
“Like you could have told me about all the Madisons on the circuit snooping into my
past!”
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“Selina, you already thought I was imagining Ra’s involvement behind Falstaff. If I
told you a series of home invasions in Paris was the work of Demon assassins and not
ordinary thieves—and that the whole purpose of those robberies was to scare your old
boyfriend into working for them to wind up the next wave of Falstaff’s public relations
attacks on both of us—I can’t predict your exact words, but I can be pretty sure they
would have been punctuated with a whip crack and ended with my cheek bleeding.”
“You got that right.”
“And instead of aggressively and proactively helping me trap the both of them,
you’d be off on some rampage to establish Catwoman’s independence. At a time when
I most needed you on my team.”
Selina said nothing for a long moment. The day of Falstaff’s press conference, she
had wished they were in this cave where the silence would broken by bat squeaks.
Instead, the squeaking of the bats only emphasized the oppressive silence between the
humans.
“You were right,” she said at last. “When Joker was tracking me that time, you were
right. It was necessary for you to trick me into taking that beacon, because I never
would have agreed to do it your way. I didn’t know who you were, in more ways than
one…
“But that was a good few years ago. I’m not the same person I was then, and I
honestly don’t know how I would have felt or what I would have done if you’d given
me all the information. It’s entirely possible, if you’d trusted me and told me what you
were doing, I would have helped and then… and then we’d have sunk or swum
together… We’d really be partners. But you didn’t. And we’re not. So the answer to
that question you didn’t ask that night at the MoMA is—”
“I’m glad you brought that up,” Bruce said. “If you remember, there were three
points I said you had misinterpreted about that.”
“This really strikes you as a time to tell me how I’m wrong about something,” Selina
said, staring with disbelief.
“Where you were heading with that last sentence, Kitten, it is the perfect time.
Because you have never been so staggeringly wrong in your life—and thank you for
that. I was wondering where and when, and in what state of costume, to get into it.
And you’ve just given me the answer. Now. But not here. Let’s go upstairs.”
“No! I don’t think you’ve been liste—” Selina began, only to be cut off by the snap of
a Batcuff on her wrist.
“Chiropteran logic, get used to it,” he graveled.
“They do not have words for how much pain you’re going to be in when you pay
for—” she began, this time, cut off by a kiss. The kiss of a masked stranger on a long
ago rooftop, a kiss that should have begun softly and gently, the tentative moments of
a first kiss that were jolted unexpectedly into the future. The startling, naked intimacy
of a lover, an angular crisp taste with a trace of round sweetness, a shared piquant
breath of spice and ginger and flint…
When it was over, Bruce extended an open palm, seemingly to take her hand.
“Just this once,” he offered.
Selina smiled, deposited the picked Batcuffs into his open palm and closed his
fingers around them.
“Just this once,” she said, offering her other hand playfully like a paw.
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He took it, and they walked together up the stairs to the manor. Selina was ready to
let go when they reached the study, but he held on and led her out to the Great Hall,
and across it to the ornate, curving staircase that led to the upper floor.
“Looks like I’ve had quite the string of screw ups,” he said as they climbed the stairs,
one at a time. “I didn’t tell you about the Datalock project before Lucius ambushed
you. Didn’t warn you about the probable consequences disposing of the NMK
properties. I was sufficiently out of touch with my own feelings that I let Batman
improvise a proposal and I wound up insulting you. I didn’t tell you when I started to
suspect de Poulignac was the cat burglar, I used your expertise and initiative to
construct a trap and then elbowed you aside at the crucial moment. Did I leave
anything out?”
“Yes, but it’s not worth getting into right now,” Selina said with a playing-along
smile. “I sense there’s a point coming. Make it.”
“My point is you’re still here. You went on helping me with the cat burglar after the
mess at the MoMA. You went on helping me with Ra’s after I kept you in the dark
about de Poulignac.” By now, they had reached the portrait gallery at the top of the
stairs and Bruce tilted his head towards the bedrooms. “You still sleep in our bed,
interrupt my shower, and come down to the cave with tea when I’ve been at the logs
too long.”
“Oh come on,” Selina laughed, “Like I’m going to make you sleep alone because you
made an ass of yourself on a museum rooftop? Bruce, this is us!”
“Yes. It is. Selina, can you envision anything that I might say or do, anything I
‘screw up,’ some fight we have—or anything that would happen to us like this Falstaff
business—that would end in you packing up Whiskers and Nutmeg, kissing Alfred on
the cheek and leaving?”
“Bruce, that’s not funny.”
“Start dating Francois again. Or maybe Dent or Nigma.”
“NOT funny.”
“Seeing on Page Six that I was out clubbing with some blonde.”
“…”
“That’s a no. Neither can I. I can’t conceive of going back to climbing these stairs
each night after patrol without knowing you’ve beaten me home and are already
upstairs in bed. I can’t imagine not waking up next to you every morning for the rest
of our lives. Because we are partners, Selina. Whatever comes up, we face it together.
And whatever we screw up—and we will both be screwing up from time to time—we’ll
work through it.
“You were right about exactly one thing at the MoMA that night, I saw asking you as
a formality. I still do. Because you’re already my wife. I’m already your husband.
Looking back, I can’t point to a specific moment where it happened. But it did, we’re
here now. This isn’t my home or yours, it’s not my life or yours, it’s ours. And I’m
sorry that means you don’t get ‘the question’ the way every woman dreams of it. If
you remember, I did say that first night that normal relationships just don’t work for
people like us. And that ‘They’ will never be able to understand what we have, and
that we—”
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“Will never be able to make sense out of it using their standards,” she said softly.
“Yes, I remember.”
“There are tradeoffs. We have… other moments normal people can never conceive
of.”
“The time bubble was definitely up there,” Selina admitted. “You’d have to go a
long way to top that one.”
“For my part, I don’t have to go ten feet,” he said, pointing towards the bedroom.
“Catwoman’s costume is under my bed, right now. And in a little pouch behind the
whip holster that nobody knows about are a set of catarangs… That I made…” he said,
expelling the last words with an anxious breath.
“Just like you made the first batarangs,” Selina whispered.
“Whatever men who aren’t Batman have with…”
“With women who aren’t Catwoman…”
“It can’t…”
“It can’t…”
The words and the thought dissolved into the anxious, pulsing silence that precedes
a first kiss. Bruce swallowed, and as his heartbeat pounded in his ears, his arm reached
out uncertainly to find a place at the small of her back. Selina tilted her head
awkwardly as their faces moved closer together, with all the tentative clumsiness of
one who never navigated that particular nose before on the way to those new,
undiscovered lips. She closed her eyes as her tongue moistened the inner ridge of her
lip, timidly, in that heady moment before contact. Then came the heat… the warmth of
an impossibly perfect mouth… and her hand rose up so that searching, curious fingers
could touch, ever so lightly, along that perfectly chiseled jaw…
Until the caress continued, up and to the side, the pads of her fingers continued up
and to the side… where the edge of the mask should be… up and to the side… up and
to the side… and instead of that cold, graphite cowl, there was still warm, pliable flesh.
Selina opened her eyes so that the masked stranger with whom she had never shared a
first kiss dissolved into the familiar lover whose name was Bruce.
“Marry me,” he said with Bat-brevity.
“Will Batman feel cheated if I say ‘yes’ instead of ‘meow’?” she asked.
“No.”
“Then yes,” she beamed.
Their eyes met in a moment of shocked, shared disbelief.
“We should tell Alfred first,” they said in unison—then, resisting the urge to laugh,
he went on to say “Then have the kids over, and then I’ll tell Clark…” while she said
“Oh my god, no. No, we can’t. It’s going to be an unholy mess!”
“What do you mean ‘no’?! There’s no ‘no.’ You’re not getting out of this, Selina, I
can still revive that Blackgate protocol if I have to—”
“Stand down, jackass. I didn’t mean ‘no’ that way. I meant—And don’t flatter
yourself, on your best day that Blackgate thing wasn’t going to happen—I just meant—
Eddie, Harvey, Pammy, Oswald, Jervis, Harley, Victor—Joker! Remember what they
did last time, and it wasn’t even us getting married! It’s going to be an unholy mess.”
“Okay, first, are you under the impression that this is accepting my proposal?
Because Nigma, Dent, Isley, Cobblepot, Tetch, Quinn, and Fries is really not a list of
names that belong in this conversation.”
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“Ha, ha.”
“Yes, not to mention Joker.”
“Keep digging there, stud.”
“And second,” Bruce said with a lip-twitch. “I’ll come up with something. I’ve
authored protocols for much less important reasons than this.”
Selina took a deep breath.
Then another.
Then another.
“We’ll come up with something,” she said. “Partners, remember?”
He grunted.
And she smiled.
“But,” she said, “Until we have a plan, and I mean until we have a plan—twenty
layers deep, cross-indexed, cross-checked and verified, marked with that straight-wing
bat emblem you only put on keyword clearance files that can only be accessed from
Workstation One—we can’t tell anybody. Bruce, we can’t. We have to keep this
absolutely between us.”
“I agree,” he graveled. “It stays between us.”

From the Desk of Lucius Fox,
Chief Operating Officer, Wayne Enterprises
You are invited to an informal reception introducing
RISE: Restricted Information Security Enhancement
from Wayne Tech
available to a select group of high net worth individuals beginning next month.
RISE was developed using resources exclusive to Wayne Tech, enabling us to secure
your information and property against the most aggressive and proficient acquisition
methods employed by today’s criminal element.
RSVP: Fox
One Wayne Plaza
Randolph,
If you can come to this, Bruce and Selina are having a little cocktail thing for the Foundation
staff at the penthouse at the same time. (You know how Selina’s been working with them so
much the past few weeks, and I guess she felt a special thank-you was called for after all the
work they did with the fete.)
Anyway, Bruce said to be sure to tell you, if you do come to the RISE preview, be sure to stop
by the penthouse for a drink after and say hello. —L.F.
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