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To Noel and Jessica. Just because.




This is not the story that was leaked to the press.


This is how it happened.


This is how the Batman died.




PROLOGUE


Nine months earlier…


He watched the attendants hoist the body onto the metal mesh and it landed with what would have been a painful thump had the bastard been alive, but, unfortunately, he wasn’t. Still, that carcass of meat and madness deserved any shame they could give it. They looked up to James Gordon, Gotham City’s police commissioner, watching from the second-level balcony. He shook his head ruefully as if to say, We’re not him. Let’s get it over with.


With a grimace, they shoved the corpse’s arms to its side and straightened its legs then stepped back, checking with Gordon again.


“We’re done,” a cop said. “He’s done. Any time you’re ready, sir.”


Gordon nodded and pressed the small red button. He had expected to feel more, perhaps anger, definitely the urge for revenge. But he didn’t. Burning up what once had been a human being, if only in the loosest terms possible, was as simple as “press and wait.” The end of a life—good or bad—should be more dramatic or at least sad. But not in this case.


Hundreds of blue gas flames suddenly burst into life around the remains. Steadily the gauge recorded their heat rising to a scorching 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit. Normal cremation rules demanded that the body be placed in a container or casket, but the governor had waived the rules for this… removal. Everyone wanted to watch this body burn, right down to its ashes. Everyone wanted to make certain there was no chance he would rise again.


Even dead, he scared the shit out of them.


* * *


Gordon stood by the red button for nearly two hours as the body was slowly, excruciatingly reduced to its component parts by heat and vaporization. He would wait there until he was certain it was done, and that Gotham City’s seemingly endless nightmare would end once and for all.


Finally all that remained of the body was dust, and that was humiliatingly flushed down a dozen different toilets to further make certain his various parts would never be able to reconstitute.


Was it outside of the prescribed law? Possibly, Gordon mused. Primitive? To be certain. Vindictive? You bet. But this corpse deserved nothing better. He waited until the final flush swirled the last of the ashes on their journey into the ocean, then gave a faint smile to the other observers. They responded in kind, although there was no joy—this was pure relief. He left knowing that at long last the Joker, that self-proclaimed Clown Prince of Crime, was well and truly gone.


* * *


Gordon watched as the attendants slapped each other’s backs while grinning and laughing. The Joker was gone and would never return, and if that long pent-up relief wasn’t reason enough to raise a glass, nothing would ever be.


They asked him to join their celebratory dinner, but Gordon turned them down, preferring to be alone. It was true that Gotham City would never have to deal with that grinning madman again, but Gordon never wanted anyone—especially his fellow cops—to celebrate death, not even the Joker’s.


The end of any life, he thought, should be a solemn event, not an excuse for a party. But as he watched his fellow officers treat the moment as if it was New Year’s Eve, it appeared to him that civilization hadn’t progressed all that much in the last ten thousand years.


Here, in Gotham City, it had probably regressed.


* * *


The commissioner’s office at the Gotham City Police Department was as sparsely decorated as Gordon could manage. On his desk were three framed pictures of his daughter, Barbara—two of her alone and one she had taken with him and one with his son, James Jr., taken long ago and in better days.


On the wall hung the mandatory professional certificates, and a few photos of him receiving awards of some sort from one mayor after the other. But little else.


Generic Gotham City lithographs, circa the 1930s era, had been hung on the walls by his predecessor. He’d have taken them down, but that would have left blatantly discolored gaps where they had been hanging, so he didn’t bother. The rug—threadbare for several decades—had been laid down by his predecessor’s predecessor’s predecessor.


When Gordon took the job, he believed that making the office his own would lead to him spending his entire life, twenty-four–seven, in this twenty- by twenty-six-foot prison. On the other hand, if it was spartan to the point of discomfort, he thought he’d have more reason to go home at night to his wife and family, and try to maintain the illusion of a life.


Good plan. Lousy results. Except for his daughter, his family had long ago scattered to the winds.


So much for a “life.”


He collapsed into his chair, a new and extremely comfortable ergonomic model and his only extravagance, which he paid for himself to help support his bad back. He swung around to stare out a grime-smeared window looking over the Gotham City skyline.


Staring at its beauty from so high up and through the nearly opaque glass, he could fool himself into thinking there might have been a time when Gotham City had offered hope, and not despair. If it ever existed, those days ended with the murders of the city’s greatest benefactors, Thomas and Martha Wayne. The bandage had been pulled loose, revealing the festering wound that lay beneath.


Even Bruce, their son, had proved unable to heal it.


Reluctantly, Gordon accepted that the Joker was dead, and that his particular brand of homicidal mania had ended. But he knew there were dozens of other psychopathic wannabes, salivating to claim his throne. Even before the body had been officially identified, the Riddler began shouting from the rooftops that Gotham City was his.


“Riddle me this,” he’d bellowed into his amplifier. “Who’s as insane as the Joker, but still breathing?” Someone had been stupid enough to reply, “You are,” and he’d put a bullet through the poor sap’s head.


“No, you idiots,” he shouted to the heavens, “it’s the Bat. But he won’t be breathing for long.”


The Riddler may have been a showman, but Oswald Cobblepot—better known as the Penguin—preferred a more surreptitious approach to accumulating power. He quietly organized Gotham City’s criminal gangs, choosing to stay under the radar and rule the streets one crumbling corner at a time.


If Gotham City’s shadowed alleyways belonged to the Penguin, however, its underground was the domain of Killer Croc, an atavistic freak of nature who more resembled a thickly scaled reptile than a man. Gotham City’s sewers extended in all directions, undermining nearly every square foot of the city, providing unrestricted access to any place Croc wanted to go. As long as he had that sort of access, no one was safe.


The list went on and on. There was going to be a gang war—Gordon knew it with a certainty. With the Joker dead and a vacuum to be filled, there was no way to avoid it.


Any day now mob leader Carmine Falcone would decide it was time to take on Harvey Dent, the former district attorney now known as Two-Face. Or gang boss Sal Maroni might decide that if he waited any longer, Rupert Thorne would try to move into his territory. So Maroni would strike first and hard, and there’d be blood.


Hush, Bane, Poison Ivy, and Scarecrow. The Ventriloquist. Mr. Freeze, Hugo Strange, and of course Catwoman—depending on which side of the law she favored on any given day. They all saw Gotham City as a promised land where crime reigned eternal, and its advocates ruled supreme.


The war was coming. Somewhere one of the loose cannons was going to fire the first round. And the police, already woefully undermanned, would crumple in the onslaught. Months. Weeks. Days. Hours.


It was only a matter of time.


* * *


The war never came.


There were skirmishes, some more significant than others, yet for nine months the city experienced relative peace.


Nevertheless, Gordon never allowed himself to exhale. This was, after all, Gotham City. And as far as he was concerned, she was genetically incapable of sustaining hope.
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Maggie placed Tuesday’s meatloaf special on the counter in front of Scott Owens, six months a proud officer in the Gotham City Police Department, then poured his second cup of coffee. Because she knew he was on a diet, she’d already replaced his potatoes with mixed vegetables and the cornbread with a side salad, light ranch dressing in a small cup to the side.


He’d lost fifty pounds, and she was determined to help him lose his last ten any way she could.


* * *


Owens barely paid attention to the food, forking each bite out of routine and not hunger. Donna was going to have to quit her job to have the baby, so he was trying to figure out if he could support the three of them on his rookie salary. Half of their income would be disappearing in four short months, even as their expenses increased exponentially.


Lost in thought, he didn’t feel fingers tapping at his shoulder until they became insistent, and a frightened voice drew his attention.


“Officer? Officer?” The words became louder, more strident with each repeat. The man tapping him was in his thirties, dressed casually, and looking very worried as he pointed to the far end of the diner. “Do you see it? Do you see them?”


The person sitting there had his face turned away, buried in a newspaper, and his attitude was strange enough that Owens decided to check it out. The young officer walked over, stepped in front of the man, and recoiled with instinctive shock.


He wasn’t looking at a man. If it was a male, he wasn’t even human.


Owens stumbled back. What he was looking at was some sort of impossible nightmare. He turned to scan the rest of the diners…


What the hell?


…and suddenly realized there were no longer any human customers, but other things, moving—some even slithering—as if nothing unusual had occurred. He rubbed his eyes, certain it couldn’t be real. Yet when he looked again, the shapes were in front of him.


One by one they turned to stare at one another, as if noticing—and finally, comprehending—what had taken them over.


Pauli’s Diner, established in the mid-1950s by a former city mayor, loved by the locals as much for its amply portioned home-style dinners as its low prices, was filled with… monsters!


And as one the monsters screamed.


“Dispatch, Scott Owens, badge number 47532. I need immediate backup. Pauli’s Diner, Fourteenth and Moldoff.” Pause. “No. I can’t explain why. You have to believe me. And for God’s sake, please hurry.” Officer Owens reached for his weapon but his hand had been replaced with lobster claws which couldn’t hold the gun.


The shapes rushed back and forth in chaos. Their arms—sometimes only tentacles—flailed mindlessly, lashing out at anyone, anything, that came close. And the screams grew louder.


Then the shapes were over him, screaming at him. He tried to tell them he was a policeman, but his own words sounded—even to him—like the growling of a wild dog.


Fists and tentacles slammed at him. He felt his face being cut, warm blood spurting from the wounds. The monsters began piling on top of him, first one, then more, fists hitting him, sharp teeth—no, they were fangs—biting into him even as he bit back, sinking his own teeth into the arms or whatever were holding him down.


Owens could never remember being so afraid. Every time one of the things moved, no matter how slightly, his heart raced, his chest pounded, his skin was covered by a slick sheen of sweat. In his college days he had climbed mountains. He fell once, and his injuries kept him in the hospital for almost four months. But even as he fell, he hadn’t felt this kind of dread. It was pervasive and it controlled him and he prayed for death rather than suffer it for even another moment.


He twisted and like slime he seemed to flow through the gaps between the other beasts. His claws became flippers and he used them to push ahead. The diner door was only feet away, but it might as well be on the other side of the planet. There were monsters blocking every escape route.


Still he struggled through the mob, and realized these creatures were as confused and terrified as he. They weren’t trying to kill him. They were trying to escape, to protect themselves from harm.


Suddenly the front door seemed to explode. Monsters pounded at it, shattering its glass, then pulling their way over the shards and other creatures as they escaped from what had to be hell. Owens was carried along with the others and found himself outside, on the street, his flippers reforming into fingers attached to hands, part of a body that was—thank God—human again.


He fell face down in the gutter. Looking up, he saw a dozen men and women running from the diner as if they still were being chased. A few lay on the sidewalk, or even the street. Some of them looked pretty bad. But there were no other monsters.


Somehow, the threat that came out of nowhere was gone.


Yet the fear was still there.


Owens reached for his phone and tried to call his precinct dispatcher, but he was unable to control his voice. His words still sounded like the howling of a wild animal. And even if he could speak, he couldn’t imagine that they would believe him when he said that he had barely escaped with his life from a diner filled with demons.


His hands trembled and he dropped the phone. He tried to pick it up, but it suddenly vibrated. Startled, he dropped it yet again.


One of the fleeing customers stepped on the phone, crushing it. Owens felt utterly alone, and the fear spiked. Like the others, he wanted to run away, and began to pick himself up, but his legs collapsed under him and he was unable to move.


He lay there waiting for death.


But he didn’t die.


What he had seen could not have been real, no matter how true it felt. Was it an hallucination? Mass hysteria? If so, did everyone see the same monsters? How was that even possible?


Across the street from him stood the Gotham Triangle Building, home of the Gotham Tribune, a newspaper that in its heyday had boasted a daily readership of three million, but in the internet age barely sold a third of that. Raised high on the front of the building was a giant projection screen which scrolled the news in a small banner that ran along its base, while commercials filled the rest of the screen.


On the giant screen were the images of beautiful women in just about legal-sized bikinis, running along a beach, while some feminine product unknown to Owens was being hawked. Suddenly the women pixelated into static and disappeared, replaced by an interior shot of the diner.


For several minutes Owens stared at the images. The restaurant patrons were running wild, striking out, mindlessly biting each other. Then he saw himself slithering across the tiled floor, grabbing the others and viciously pushing them aside as he pulled himself to the door in a desperate attempt to escape. He stared at his own image, huge on the screen—not the monster he thought he’d become but violent and mindless—and he was sick at what he had done.


But then he thought of something else, something so frightening it made his stomach churn and his skin turn cold. During all the madness, someone was filming the scene and he never saw it. What the hell kind of cop was he?


As he stared at the screen, it began to flicker again. His image was replaced by a face covered in a brown hessian sack that appeared to be stitched to the wearer’s face. Dark, hollow eyes burned with fire and he gestured with hands that had syringes where fingers should have been.


Was this another hallucination?


Words scrolled across the screen where the news had been moments earlier.


IT IS TIME TO OBEY


The bony figure spoke in a deep, raspy, guttural voice that barely sounded human.


“Gotham City, I am taking over all your television channels, so look at what I have done,” he said. “This demonstration used only five ounces of my latest toxin. Tomorrow this will seem like child’s play.” Owens read the crawl again, and stared at the image, recognizing him from one of the daily briefings. That was the criminal known as Scarecrow. “Gotham City, this is your only warning.”


That hideous face seemed to stare directly at him, causing the blood to pulse in his veins. The huge screen crackled again with static, and then died as if the plug had been pulled.


Our only warning?


What the hell was coming next?
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Scarecrow’s threat worked.


The lines of cars heading to the Mercy Bridge was backed up for more than five miles, some all the way to Memorial Park in City Center. From the bridge one could see City Island and Lady Gotham rising from it, torch held high, standing tall and proud. The great statue had been constructed decades earlier as a beacon, shining a light on Gotham City’s hopes and dreams. Sadly, over the years, that light had dimmed, until it illuminated little more than its endless failures.


Police on motorcycles and horseback corralled the lines in a near-fruitless attempt to keep calm those desperate to escape. Repurposed school and city busses were packed to the bursting point and helped alleviate some of the traffic but ultimately they, too, were caught in the endless wave of frightened, fleeing humanity.


Gordon orchestrated the city’s exodus as best he could from the back seat of his squad car. He was a blur of motion, switching between a half-dozen cell phones that connected him to his captains covering Gotham City’s key districts. The car drove most of its winding path on the sidewalks, its whooping blare of sirens sending already frightened citizens running to avoid being hit.


“Sir.” A frightened voice came over one phone. “My men have cleared about a third of Miagani’s population, but there’s no way we’ll reach everyone in time.” Jerome Finger, a twenty-two-year veteran of the Gotham City Police Department, was captain of the Fifth Precinct, and he was obviously afraid. But he was also struggling to maintain control. “I don’t know what to do, sir. We really need some help here.”


“Wish I had some to give, Jerry,” Gordon replied. Finger was one of the first cops he met when he came to Gotham City. There was no better or more honest officer anywhere, which is why he had been promoted to captain only three years later. “We’re down to a token force. I need you to get out everyone you can.”


“What about those we can’t, sir?”


Gordon hated the answer, but there simply was no other.


“We can only do what we can do.” He clicked off the phone before Finger could respond, dropped it to his side, and exhaled. This job was impossible at its best. Today it was even worse.


He watched as several school busses slowly edged past his car, filled with kids junior-high-school age and younger. They were heading north toward Mercy Bridge and Bleake Island. From there they’d go west and, if luck was on their side, they’d be out of Gotham City an hour or two later. The kids looked frightened, and they had every reason to be. This was, without doubt, the most chaotic event they’d experienced in their short lives. Sadly, Gotham City had a way of leaving its mark on even its youngest.


“It always comes down to the children, doesn’t it?” he said to Bill McKean, his driver. “I can’t even imagine how frightened they are. I see those kids and remember what it was like when James Jr. and Barbara were that age.”


McKean nodded. “Yeah, but you know something, Commissioner? Twenty years ago madmen like Scarecrow never existed. Today, they’re almost a dime a dozen. I can’t even count how many there are.” He shook his head. “I think these kids are growing up knowing way too much about how low humanity can get. Without realizing that life doesn’t have to be a cesspool, that this isn’t what’s supposed to be normal.


“That’s the real crime, you ask me.”


Gordon felt his stomach tighten. “So how do we make it better?”


“Okay, you asked. This is me, remember, but I think we need at least a hundred more Bats. And we tell them to pull out all the stops.” His voice became louder with each word. Then he took a deep breath, and added, “Like I says, just my opinion.”


“Batman’s good,” Gordon agreed. “Maybe even vital. I know that, Bill. But no matter how valuable his contributions have been, you know as well as I do that we can’t survive forever under vigilante justice. Ultimately we need law—rules and order. The people look to us to protect them, and they have to believe that we can do the job, and that we don’t need outside help.”


“Agreed, sir,” McKean said. “But until that day, he gets the job done.”


“Trouble is, he raises the stakes. And the bad guys keep matching him.”


“I know, sir. But if you’re so much against him, why do you let him do what he does?”


“It’s what you said, Bill. He gets the job done. And it’s not Batman I worry about. He’s a good man, maybe the best I’ve ever known. But it’s those who follow him. The copycats. They might not have his unwavering sense of justice. They’re the ones who frighten me. Yes, it’s working for now, but I still keep praying that one day my officers will be all Gotham City needs.”


“Your lips to God’s ears, sir.” McKean pulled the car to a stop. “Oh, we’re here. Ground zero.”


Where it began.


Across from Gordon’s car stood the shattered remains of Pauli’s Diner, its windows broken, its door pulled from its hinges, its tables and chairs overturned, its stovetops and ovens smashed beyond repair. Seventy years of history, gone in less than four hours.


“Bill, you know, just yesterday there were six point three million people living and working here in Gotham City.” Gordon got out of the car and stepped over the debris, avoiding the carpet of glass shards, and entered the empty diner. He looked around staring at what were now only bloodstained memories.


“Today, not so many.”


He picked up a child’s stuffed bear lying under an overturned booth, straightened its overalls and cap, and carefully placed it on a countertop, hoping it would eventually find its way home. He would probably never know what happened to the child who owned it, whether it was a boy or girl, or if he or she had managed to get safely out of Gotham City. Some questions would never be answered, and for a man who lived for answers, that deeply bothered him.


He stared out of the diner, past the cracked pavement badly in need of repair, to the vast emptiness—and thought for a moment he saw a black blur swing past.


“Yeah,” he said aloud but to himself, “he gets the job done. And God do we need him now.”
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He was perched on a cracked masonry gargoyle two hundred twenty-seven feet above the sidewalk, scanning the horde of running figures. Thousands of men and women, dragging their crying children with them, panic distorting their faces, all hoping without any real hope that they’d be able to get out of the city before the deadline came.


Living in Gotham City always meant living with fear. And soon, unless something was done, there would be nothing else left but fear.


Unless something is done, he thought as he saw a policeman here and there break from crowd control and join the fleeing mob. Unless I do something.


Batman fired a grapple line across the wide street to the Groiler building and leaped off the stone grotesque, his cape spreading as he glided over the panic below and landed on the golden building’s eighth-floor balcony.


Smoke and the glow of flames could be seen a scant dozen blocks away. Fire engines tried to make their way through the crowd, sirens blaring, but they were stuck in the stampede, unable to move.


Batman leaped, once again letting his cape spread wide, encouraging the air to rush under it and push him up, enabling him to glide over the crowd, past the fire engines, and then around the block. He felt the wind dying and he began to dip, so he fired his grapple again, up to the fourth story of the Kane Building, an old apartment house built in 1940 for Gotham City’s elite. Once used to house the wealthy, like so much of city, it was terribly deteriorated. Today it sheltered the poor.


The grapple lifted Batman’s arc and sent him soaring up again to where he caught a new gust that took him another two blocks, past Stagg Towers, before forcing him to repeat the process. Most of the people below were so intent on finding their way out of Gotham City that they didn’t waste time looking up, so he was able to glide several blocks before a runner noticed him. And even then, before the person could be certain, Batman sailed around another corner, disappearing from sight.


His gauntlet began to vibrate. Cell call. Audio, not video. Tim wouldn’t call—not now. And Dick barely spoke to him anymore. So it had to be James Gordon, Alfred Pennyworth, Oracle or Lucius Fox. With his hands being used to maneuver through the city, he sent the call to his ear comm.


Alfred was on the other end.


“Sir, to let you know, Mr. Fox is working on the new uniform, as per your request.”


“Good to know, Alfred,” Batman responded. “But that’s not the reason you’re calling. Fox would have sent a comm when he was ready.”


“Very perceptive, sir,” the butler responded. “The computer has picked up a fire alert in Old Gotham City. I recognized the address. GPS indicates you’re only two blocks away, and traveling in that direction.”


“So?”


There was a pause, then Alfred continued.


“With all the problems the city is undergoing,” he said, “I have to ask, sir—why would you be making a detour there? The building has long been abandoned. No lives are imperiled.”


“Fires can spread, Alfred.”


“But were that to happen, you know you’re not equipped to stop it. The Fire Department will put it down before it spreads to any other buildings.” Another pause. “You’re going there because of what it was, not what it is… sir.”


No answer.


“Sir? In the greater scheme of things, you know that building is not important.”


“It might be ready for demolition today,” Batman replied, “but fifty-seven years ago that building was a showcase. It was also where my father was born. He bought it before he turned twenty, and often brought me to it as he attempted to buy the entire block, planning its renovation. When he… when my parents were murdered, I… I didn’t follow through, and I should have, Alfred.”


“I understand that, sir. But why now?”


“Although it’s little more than a metaphor, I can’t stand by and watch the city my father tried to save be destroyed by fear.” His jaw tightened, and his voice became harder. “This fire wasn’t an accident.”


“Sir?”


“Are you picking up the five heat signatures directly below me? They’re torching this block—and God knows how many others—with Molotov cocktails. They appear to be doing it for fun.”


“Understood,” the butler said. “I’ll alert the commissioner to have several cells prepared.”


“Thank you, Alfred. We can’t protect our future by viciously razing the past.”


* * *


The leader of the five appeared to be no more than twenty-four, a smallish punk, thin, wearing jeans and a blue T-shirt with a design on it representing a popular TV cartoon character. He stuck the alcohol-soaked cloth into a glass bottle filled with gas mixed with motor oil, then lit the makeshift wick. When the bottle was smashed it would release a sudden, deadly fireball.


If Batman let him throw it.


The caped figure fired a grapple cable, snagged the punk, then yanked him halfway up the building, locking the grapple into position and leaving him hanging twenty-seven feet off the ground. As the would-be arsonist jerked to a stop Batman dove, cape wings spread, and caught the falling bottle bomb. Then he hurled it over the street toward Gotham River where it safely sunk out of sight.


He landed in the midst of the other four, taking down the largest one with a crushing kick to his jaw. Blood shooting from his mouth, the creep buckled and fell.


The other three were gangbangers who expected their victims to surrender to their combined and overwhelming strength, with only a frightened mewling indicating any complaint. The store owners they terrorized rarely fought back as the punks aimed their weapons at them, threatening to blow them to hell if they didn’t fork over the contents of a cash register.


But Batman wasn’t planning to mewl or surrender. He was going to teach them a lesson they’d remember, no matter how long they were jailed.


He thrust a hard fist into the gut of the closest punk, then used an elbow to smash him on the back of his neck. The punk gasped and crumpled, but—fool that he was—he tried to reach to his waist to grab his gun. Batman’s boot smashed the gangbanger’s hand and he could hear the bones crack and snap. The thug howled with pain. In six or eight months, when he recuperated, he’d be able to use his hands to feed himself, and perhaps even cut his food, but little else.


His criminal days were over. Batman stared at the downed hoods and chuckled. They wouldn’t be causing further mischief any time soon, he thought. He laughed again, and then suddenly stopped as he saw punk four try to run. A minute ago he might have tried to cripple him, but that blood-spawned anger was now gone. He removed a collapsible Batarang from his belt pouch and threw it. Fifteen seconds later he saw the thug fall, and stay down.


Punk five was smarter, or at least he had learned from his friends. He fell to his knees and snapped his hands behind his head, interlocking his fingers as he’d undoubtedly been ordered to do many times before. Maybe this one would learn his lesson when he got out of jail. Batman hoped so, but sincerely doubted it. He activated his comm and keyed it to Gordon’s frequency.


“Commissioner, I’ve got five punks trussed up on Robbins south of Moldoff. Fire-bombers. Someone should pick them up.”


“I don’t have anyone to spare, Batman,” Gordon said, sounding tired and frustrated but trying to hold it together. “We need to vacate a city of six point three million frantic and frightened people with fewer than a thousand cops. They’re trying their best to keep some semblance to order, but there’re simply not enough busses and trains to help even a quarter of them. So thieves, arsonists and all the other goddam gutter rats that’re out there, they’re not on our priority list today. I’m sorry, Batman. It kills me. I’m really sorry.”


“Where are you now, Jim?”


“Most of those left on the streets are the sort that enjoy the chaos,” Gordon continued. “Scum. Criminals and worse, and there’s not enough of the good people left to stop them. So I’m heading back to the G.C.P.D. I think my time’s better spent planning the evac of the good people who want to get out. Speaking of which, you and I should coordinate—there are some things we need to go over.”


Batman turned back to the five captured punks, all secured with black plastic zip ties.


“I’m not letting them free, so I’ll be there with them in fifteen. Twenty max. The usual place?”


“I can use a friendly face right about now. So sure—see you then.”


Batman stared into the dark skies and shook his head. Before the Joker died, he had injected his blood into Batman. Now it was trying to take him over. It almost made him take a life. He had to stay in control, but that wasn’t going to be an easy task.


Still, he had no choice.


Batman didn’t kill… and he never would.




4


“Penguin? It’s Louie. I’m on Seventeenth and Grant. I met with the Newton boys like you said, only they had a change of mind. They don’t want to sign with us against Scarerow. Newton, he said these days it’s every one for himself.”


“And how do we respond to treachery, Mr. Ross?”


“But they confiscated my weapons before I met with them, and they didn’t give ’em back when I left. I mean, hell, boss, I was happy to get out of there in one piece. Maybe you can get me some backup?”


“Mr. Ross, I sent you to deal with a situation. I expect it to be dealt with. Solve your own problem, or perhaps Mr. Newton will allow you to become a member of his entourage. You know how much he values… loyalty.”


“Yeah. Uh, right, sir. I understand, sir. I’ll deal with it. Don’t you worry none, boss.”


“I never worry, Louie,” the Penguin said. “I pay others to do that for me.”


Louie Ross heard the phone go dead, and felt his throat go tight. He had no choice. There were seven of them inside the office building, including Newton. The question was, could one man take them all down… one man without a gun?


Sadly, he knew the answer.


Hell no.


When he’d turned nineteen, Louie W. Ross was without many job prospects. He barely graduated junior high and flunked out of high school in the eleventh grade. One of the few jobs he could do back then was be a runner for the Maroni mob.


But he hadn’t been very good at it. Just shy of a year later he moved over to Falcone’s mob, then to the Ventriloquist’s gang, which led him to the specials—the gangs whose primary objective was the extinction of Batman. He tooled between gangs, sticking with each one until they threw him out. Then four months earlier, he’d finally joined up with the Penguin. His problem was, if he failed again he knew he couldn’t just join yet another gang.


The Penguin didn’t respond well to failure.


Louie looked down the block and saw several cop cars parked there. The cops weren’t in them—they were probably clearing the block just like they’d been doing since Scarecrow made his announcement. The street was littered with debris, including a crowbar half lost in the bushes. Louie knew he wasn’t the brightest bulb working for the Penguin, but given the opportunity and the incentive of staying alive, he was fully capable of putting together two plus two.


He grabbed the crowbar, looked around to make certain he wasn’t being watched, then smashed in a window on one of the police cars. Glancing around again he reached inside, unlocked the door then scrambled inside. There had to be a weapon here somewhere.


As he rooted through the back seat, he didn’t see the taxi pull up beside the car. His fingers closed around a shotgun, and he pulled it free from under a blanket.


Bingo!


He stared at it—not the best weapon, he knew. He would have preferred an automatic. But this was better than nothing.


“Hey, creepo. What do you think you’re doing?” The voice came from the cab.


“Who the hell are you?” he responded, not really caring. He tightened his grip on the rifle and raised it so his annoyer could see it. “Or maybe you should just get the hell out of here.”


The figure in the taxi leaned to the window and Louie gasped. He knew the face… or maybe it would be better to say he knew both of them.


“Two-Face?” Louie could barely spit out the killer’s name. Everyone knew Harvey Dent, formerly Gotham City’s crusading district attorney—the once great hope of the city. But that was before acid was thrown at him by one of the mobsters he was trying to put behind bars. Half of his face was burned to the bone. Strips of flesh dangled from the few patches that were still in place. From one side he looked like the worst monster from the most disgusting movie ever filmed. From the other side—the side not hit with the acid—he still looked like whatever handsome actor they had cast in the hero’s role.


“You were saying, creep?” Two-Face grinned a sickly smile.


Louie didn’t know how to respond. The mob boss had a special dollar coin he loved to flip. Both sides had a face on them, but he’d taken a knife and gouged one of the faces. Now his coin looked like him.


“Please, Mr. Two-Face… Mr. Dent… I didn’t mean anything. I thought you were a cop. I was just mouthing off.”


“Shhh.” Two-Face put a finger to his lips. Then he held up the coin, and flipped it into the air. As of that moment, all that mattered was which side of his coin would come up once it landed. Perfect head, you were allowed to live. Scarred head, you died. All the pleading, all the prayers, they all meant nothing. Your life, your future, was left to a coin toss.


The coin flipped six times up, six times down, then landed in Two-Face’s hand. He looked at it and smiled. Instinctively, Louie smiled back.


Before it could register, the former Harvey Dent squeezed the gun’s trigger, and fired.


Blam!


Louie flinched, and thought he might have pissed himself. He was waiting for it to register that the bullet had gone through his brain, and that he was dead.


That moment never came.


He was still alive.


Yet there was no way Dent could have missed him, not from less than five feet away. He looked up incredulously, and Two-Face nodded past Louie, making the thug turn.


Behind the police car he saw a freshly dead cop, probably the cop in whose car Louie was sitting. He had been coming back to reclaim it.


Two-Face had saved him.


“Thank you, sir,” he choked. “Thank you.”


Without a reply Two-Face turned his head to show his monster side, where his flesh was ripped away from bone and he grinned a revolting smile. He wasn’t looking at Louie, but at his own taxi driver.


“What are you waiting for?” Without warning the engine gunned, the car took off and rounded the corner, moving quickly out of sight.


Louie took another minute to calm his wild breathing. The coin must have come good side up. He’d been half a flip away from dying. But he was okay now. He was better than okay. He was alive.


Then he remembered the shotgun in his hand.


He still had Newton and his men to deal with. His night wasn’t over. Indeed, it was just beginning.


* * *


Harvey Dent stretched out in the back seat of the taxi and grinned another of his nauseating grimaces. He knew the effect he had on others, and he enjoyed playing the game. If he liked you, he’d angle his face to show his demon side. If he didn’t, you’d see how movie-star handsome he once had been.


Keep them off balance, he always said. Never let them know which side you’re coming from. He laughed, showing his fellow passenger his monster face.


* * *


The Penguin wanted to vomit but knew that wouldn’t be the best tactic when working with a new partner.


“When you squeezed that trigger, Ross probably pissed his pants,” Penguin said, and he laughed with a perverse squawk. “He’s a bloody waste of flesh.”


“So why do you keep him, Oswald?” Oswald Cobblepot was the name Penguin had been given at birth. There was never any question why he’d changed it.


Penguin laughed. “Everyone needs expendables.”


Two-Face roared with laughter, and it again made the Penguin want to throw up.


* * *


Gordon walked across the G.C.P.D. rooftop to where the Bat-Signal was mounted. It had taken him three years and countless fights to get its installation approved, but here it was. Either he’d worn down City Hall with his endless memos, or the city’s aldermen had decided to indulge him a bit, on the likelihood that Gotham City’s criminals would eliminate the vigilante—and possibly Gordon, as well. Then they would hire a new police commissioner—one who was more… pliable.


Not gonna happen. Gordon hoped the signal would help usher in a new Gotham City. That it would fulfill the people’s need to put a face on their heroes. Under Gordon’s leadership, Gotham City would not be business as usual.


Gillian Loeb and Jack Grogan were Gordon’s predecessors, and they’d depicted Batman as nothing more than a dangerous vigilante with an unknown agenda. The problem was, Batman worked on his own, outside the law, and often overstepped the basic rights of citizens.


Criminals, yes, but still citizens.


Gordon didn’t want to admit, publicly or even to himself, that he felt there were times the law and its necessary restrictions proved ineffective. That the police could be helpless, even when hell itself was about to swallow them whole. Lots of cops privately believed that was the case—the honest ones, at least.


Dangerous situations could bring out the worst in anyone. All too often shortcuts had been taken to solve problems, “in the name of public safety,” but those shortcuts just made things worse. And so rules had been put in place, to prevent such excesses. Restrictions that all too often handcuffed the police in doing their jobs.


It was a contradiction that couldn’t be dodged, and it led directly to the Batman. Defending him caused Gordon no end of problems, but in a city like theirs, where law enforcement was hamstrung by judges who had been paid for long ago, the caped vigilante’s litany of victories made the citizenry shout their support.


Save one or two innocent people and you’d be forgotten by the next news cycle. Save an entire city—time and again—from the most insane of madmen, and the people began to look to his appearances as the only measure of security they might ever hope to get. Knowing he existed gave them a tangible measure of comfort. Knowledge that there was at least one man out there who would fight for them, no matter the risk.


There were still politicians who demanded that the police stop Batman any way they could. Many of them were crooked, but there were honest politicos who still chastised his methods. Gordon couldn’t argue with anyone who truly believed in the law above all, but in his heart he was thrilled that the people of Gotham City had a savior to call their own. And that their hero always towed the line.


God willing, he silently prayed, he always will.


“Jim, I’ve seen you look better,” Batman said, walking up from behind. Gordon nearly jumped out of his skin. As always, he hadn’t heard the man approaching.


Shouldn’t that cape at least make a sound? he thought irritably.


“Been up thirty hours straight,” Gordon said. “I think I’m pissing caffeine.”


“Not an image I’ll easily forget.” Batman peered at him. “How is the evac going?”


“About how you’d expect. Riots break out every time a loaded bus leaves the station without the thousands of people who had to be left behind. The train tracks out of Bleake were sabotaged about an hour ago, so that cut off another avenue of escape. We’ve had more desertions, so I think I’ve got no more than eight hundred cops, give or take. That’s barely enough to patrol a single neighborhood, let alone the entire city. And you?”


* * *


Batman looked past the rooftop and out over the city he’d pledged to protect. It was hard to believe Gotham City had rebuilt itself, for the most part, after the devastating earthquake that hit it several years earlier. But the city was back, and it was just starting to recover.


Then this had to happen.


“Don’t know if you heard,” Gordon said, “but the power grids were attacked, and they’re down. Here and there we’ve got some lights, but it’s not good.”


Even from the rooftop Batman could see candles flickering in the growing dark. Scarecrow said he wanted fear. Forcing the people to live in an uncompromising night fit right into his plans.


“Truth to tell,” Gordon said, “I’d hoped once the Joker was gone that the other madmen who had followed him to Gotham City would leave, too. You know, maybe move to Coast City or Central City—or better yet Metropolis. Let the alien deal with them. It didn’t work out that way.”


“I had that dream, too,” Batman admitted. “Then I woke up.”


Gordon forced a fake smile. “There is some good news, believe it or not. I’d say about seventy-five percent of our people made it out of Gotham City. That’s a lot of people we won’t have to worry about. The last bus should be crossing the city limits within the hour. Personally, I’m just happy that Barbara got out of the city in time. If she’d been trapped here, stuck in that wheelchair, God knows how long she’d last.” He paused, then added, “It’s another reason I so looked forward to pushing that red button, and sending the Joker to the hell he deserved.”


Batman felt his comm vibrate. Ironically, its particular pattern indicated that a call was coming through from Barbara Gordon. Despite the commissioner’s belief and desires, Barbara was still in the city, ensconced in the Clock Tower, doing her job as Oracle, monitoring the city for any—she called them—“aberrations.”


He couldn’t tell that to Gordon, though. Both he and Barbara thought the truth might kill him. At the very least, it would cause irreparable harm.


“Everyone should be safe, Jim,” he said. “That’s what we’re working for.” Then he turned back to face the commissioner. “Why did you ask me to meet you here?”


Gordon shook his head and gave an embarrassed grin.


“Right. Sorry. Family worries have to be put on the back burner.” He held up his phone and quickly entered some data. “I’m sending you a file. We’re tracking an unknown military vehicle that’s speeding through Chinatown—we have reason to believe it belongs to Scarecrow. It’s not much but it’s the only lead we’ve had all night. Trouble is, it gave us the slip. I don’t have the manpower left to look for it. I was hoping—”


“Already on it, Jim.” Batman held out his glove. A series of hologram images rose from the gauntlet. He scrolled through them until he reached the photos. “A word of caution,” he said. “If your men find the tank, tell them not to engage. I’ll handle it.”


“You know, with all the desertions, it seems as if you’re the only one I can count on. Thank you.”


“You don’t have to thank me for doing my job.”


“A job, should I remind you, that you’re not paid to do. Anyway, between the two of us, is Scarecrow truly so insane that he’d detonate a chemical weapon in Gotham City?”


“I won’t let that happen, Jim.” Batman reached into his cape and pulled out a small cell phone, handing it over. “In case you need to reach me. It’s going to be a long night.”
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