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THE PAST


“Another disappointment.”


Slade Wilson tossed the prisoner aside, the body landing limp and heavy on the freighter’s wet floor. Blood seeped like tears from the man’s eyes.


The sign of a coward too weak to survive.


Even in the large cabin the freighter was cold and wet, much like what they had endured on the island of Lian Yu. The deck was treacherously slick, but Slade rose and stalked toward one of the many pirates serving as his makeshift crew. The men had originally served another—a doctor by the name of Anthony Ivo—but Slade had gained their loyalty by offering a better bargain.


Serve him or die.


Fear didn’t often visit brutal men such as these, but they knew what Slade had become. Within just a few hours they had seen prisoner after prisoner die at his hand, and they were afraid.


“Dispose of him!” Slade demanded. “And bring me another.”


Obediently the pirate dragged away the lifeless body at Slade’s feet, replacing it with another soldier and forcing him to his knees. He then handed Slade a rolled-up canvas pouch. As Slade slowly unfurled the canvas, two of his newest captives, a man and a woman, looked on in horror. They had known the man Slade used to be, before the mirakuru had begun to twist his mind. That man had been good and just. Not like the monster standing before them now.


The woman—Sara Lance—had fallen silent. She and Oliver Queen had devised a plan to use an antidote on Slade. It had been produced by Dr. Ivo to reverse the effects of the mirakuru serum, but their plan had failed miserably and now, without the cure, Slade couldn’t be stopped. He was too far gone.


The male captive, however, hardened by years of torture on Lian Yu, wasn’t yet ready to give up. He still believed he could reach his friend.


“Come on, Slade,” Oliver said evenly. “You don’t have to do this.”


Ignoring him, Slade pulled a glass syringe from the pouch, its green liquid incandescent in the freighter’s shadows. This was it, the mirakuru, a serum thought to be lost since World War II. Those worthy enough to withstand its torture were rewarded with abilities beyond the imagination. Superhuman strength, heightened senses, an inherent ability for the body to heal itself. The Japanese called it their miracle, and Dr. Ivo had traveled halfway across the globe in search of it.


It was responsible for driving Slade Wilson to the brink of madness.


Finally he answered Oliver with cold, detached malice in his voice.


“Of course I do, kid,” he said. “I’m advancing the cause of science.” Slade readied the syringe and glared at the terrified prisoner at his feet.


“Please… no…” The man tried to crawl away, his voice rising until he was screaming for his life. “For god’s sake… No!” But it was futile. Slade snatched hold of the man’s arm and prepared to plunge the needle into his vein.


“Wait!” Oliver cried out. “No, Slade, no—wait!” When Slade hesitated, he continued. “I know you blame me for Shado’s death.” He evoked the only name that still held sway over the monster. The mention of her name stopped Slade short. He looked up at Oliver, as if seeing him for the first time, his words like light piercing through a fog.


“I blame myself,” Oliver said.


“As he should.” There was another voice in the darkness—a familiar one. A voice only Slade could hear. “It’s his fault we aren’t together.” It was Shado, reaching out to him from beyond the grave. Though only a wraith, to Slade she was as real as flesh.


“You said once that we were brothers,” Oliver said, “and right now I am begging you, brother to brother, just listen to me.”


Slade wanted to listen. He remembered their friendship. Glimpses of a recent past, before the sorrow…


“Don’t listen to him,” Shado said. “All his words are lies!”


“I wouldn’t be alive right now if it wasn’t for you,” Oliver said.


“I would be alive if it wasn’t for him,” Shado hissed.


“Think about Shado,” Oliver said, the urgency increasing in his voice. “She cared for both of us. She wouldn’t want this. She’d only want us to escape Lian Yu. She’d want the nightmare to end!”


Without dropping the syringe, Slade grabbed his head in agony. It was as if his sanity was being torn in two. Somewhere deep within him, in a place the mirakuru hadn’t yet transformed, he knew that Shado was dead. He had felt her delicate form, limp and heavy in his arms, her blood still warm where she had taken a bullet to the head. He had buried her with his own hands—yet there she was, standing in front of him, lovely as the first day he laid eyes on her. His beloved.


Seeing her now seared his heart anew, his grief and sorrow fresh as the night it was born. The night Oliver betrayed her. The night Slade made his promise.


“He’s right,” Shado said. “This needs to end.” Slade felt her close by his side, a siren’s song whispered in his ear. “You need to kill him.”


He stared at the syringe of mirakuru, finally giving in to its powers, without reserve. It was time to end his grief and suffering. To avenge his beloved. Turning away from Oliver, Slade withdrew a mask from his pocket, a terrifying visage of orange and black he liked to wear when killing became inevitable.


“Do it,” Shado said eagerly.


He pulled on the mask and drew his gun. The pirate who had been holding Oliver released him, dropping him to his knees. Oliver stared up. He had seen this mask before. He knew what it signified, what was to come. Desperate, Sara struggled unsuccessfully to free herself from her captor’s grip.


“Slade!” she cried. “No!”


Slade leveled his gun at Oliver’s head, taking aim.


“Pull the trigger!” Shado urged.


Oliver begged for mercy, still trying to reach him.


“Slade!”


Slade unleashed a wail of rage and anger, the last bit of humanity within him succumbing to the mirakuru’s power. He applied pressure to the trigger, ready to fire.


KA-BOOM.


Suddenly an explosion rocked the freighter, shockwaves from the impact throwing everyone to the deck. Slade kept his footing, but dropped the syringe. An ear-splitting screech filled the air as sheets of metal shredded like paper. A hole appeared in the wall of the cabin, and water rushed in through the breach. Quickly the weight of the ocean began to drag the vessel under, threatening to split it in two.


A torpedo, Slade knew instantly. It has to be Anatoly… Oliver had to have given him instructions.


The boat began to lurch as water cascaded through its interior, causing untold damage. Then it groaned and began to collapse in on itself. Support beams buckled overhead, sending metal debris raining down upon Slade and his captives. In the chaos, the crew scattered without purpose, and even Slade became disoriented.


Using the confusion as a distraction, Oliver pushed upward and elbowed his captor hard in the gut, tossing him to the floor, then darted over to where his quiver was floating in the shin-deep water. He grabbed an arrow and rushed the man who was holding Sara, stabbing him in the chest, the sharp arrowhead penetrating flesh and bone and piercing the man directly through the heart. As he dropped to the ground, the winded pirate recovered from the blow and was reaching for a machine gun. Oliver shoved Sara behind a cargo cage.


“Go go go go!”


The thug unleashed a fusillade of gunfire, sparks flying and bullets ricocheting off the metal cage. One stray struck a lamp hanging nearby, setting off a shower of sparks that ignited an electrical fire, adding to the growing mayhem. The pirate exhausted his ammunition, tossed the gun aside, and fled across the tilting deck.


Finally getting his bearings, Slade watched his minion flee.


Coward, he thought. Then he saw it. Floating in the water a few yards away—the mirakuru, the syringe still intact. The leather pouch was nearby. He staggered toward it, the lurching ship knocking him off balance with each step.


Oliver spotted it, too, and yelled to Sara.


“Get off this ship!”


“Not without you!” she shouted back, terror in her voice, but Oliver was already in motion. With the arrow still clutched in his hand as a weapon, he sprinted toward the syringe and, just in time, snatched it away from Slade’s grasp, sliding to a stop in the water. He scooped up the pouch, as well.


No! Slade staggered as the ship lurched again, and reached out. “Give it to me,” he demanded. “Give me the mirakuru!”


Without hesitation, Oliver threw the serum into the growing electrical fire, the vials exploding luminous green in the blaze.


“No!” Slade bellowed, his blood boiling with rage. He launched himself at Oliver, overwhelming him with a flurry of strikes, driving him backward, away from Sara. Oliver did his best to parry the onslaught, but Slade overpowered him, landing a vicious kick to his chest and sending him sprawling into the cell door. He hit the ground with a grunt of pain.


“Oliver!” Sara ran toward them, trying to intervene. Consumed with rage, Slade snatched her off the ground and threw her across the flooded deck, toward the breach in the hull. She reached out and screamed, just as she had done on the Queen’s Gambit two years before.


“Ollie!”


“Sara!” Oliver could only watch as she was sucked out to sea, her face locked in a terrified scream. Yet he had no time to process what had just happened as Slade Wilson stalked toward him. He had just enough time to scramble to his feet.


“Poor Sara,” Slade said, taunting him. Mocking him. “How many times are you going to watch her die?”


The words had their intended effect. Overcome with rage, Oliver charged, but Slade met him head on, the two clashing in the middle of the listing deck, water flooding in, fire blazing around them, metal groaning overhead. Though the freighter was going down fast, neither man cared. Each was out for blood.


Oliver landed the first punch, but the force of the impact nearly knocked him off his feet. Slade, however, was unfazed. He stood, staring back at Oliver through that horrible mask of orange and black, awaiting his next attack. He was eerily calm.


The adrenaline coursing through Oliver was no match for the mirakuru. Slade easily blocked a punch to his face, returning the blow with one of his own. The force of it stunned Oliver, causing him to drop his defenses for an instant. Slade took the opportunity to land a vicious flying knee to his adversary’s chest, followed by a quick left hook to the jaw, battering him down into the knee-deep water. Nevertheless, Oliver managed to rally and struggled to his feet as Slade began to circle him, the incoming flood cascading from overhead.


“You can’t kill me,” he said as Oliver, still fighting to maintain his balance, reared back for another futile attack. Slade flicked him away, kicking his opponent’s leg out from under him. Then he grabbed him by the throat, lifting him into the air with one arm. Oliver clawed at the hand, desperate, his fingers tearing at the orange and black mask. He ripped it away, but Slade only responded by tightening his grip.


The mask dropped to the watery floor.


Gasping for breath, Oliver punched him across the face, then hammered his arm with his fist—one blow after another—trying to loosen his hold. Slade absorbed the punishment unfazed, the blows serving only to enrage him. He choked Oliver and forced him to his knees, then, letting loose a primal scream, punched him to the ground. Oliver landed heavily, face first in the water, wide-eyed and nose-to-nose with Slade’s mask.


The omen of death.


He tried to stand, but he was in too much pain. Slade circled, watching him struggle, savoring the moment. Then he reared back and kicked Oliver with all his mirakuru strength, sending him flying through the air so that he twisted in flight before landing with a heavy splash on the floor’s wet metal once again. Still, Oliver would not quit. Slade waited, watching as Oliver willed himself up off the floor, gathering himself together for one last strike.


Prolonging the inevitable, Slade thought. Do you expect mercy? You didn’t show Shado any mercy when Ivo shot her. I am going to ruin you, Oliver Queen. If torture was what the kid wanted, he would gladly oblige.


They both charged again, when suddenly the ship rolled. There was another explosion, set off by the electrical fire. The bow separated from the rest of the ship, finally snapping in two. Both men were thrown to the deck as the last of the support beams buckled, sending twisted metal falling from overhead. There was a searing white, then blackness.


* * *


Slade found himself on his back, crushed under the fallen debris, its weight pinning him to the floor. This section hadn’t yet flooded. As his vision returned, he spotted Oliver. Luck on his side yet again, he had been thrown out of the path of the falling wreckage.


He watched as Oliver approached, arrow still in one hand and—in the other—a glass syringe, miraculously intact. Slade knew instantly what was inside. He strained against the weight of the beams, his fury growing.


“What are you gonna do, kid?” he growled. “Stick me with a cure? It doesn’t matter. I’ll keep my promise. I’ll take away everything and everyone you love. Sara was only the first.”


He knew where Oliver was vulnerable, his words stabbing like daggers.


“She was only the first!”


Oliver’s hold on the cure loosened.


“Your sister…”


His grip on the arrow tightened.


“Laurel…”


And the killer in Oliver’s eyes emerged.


“Your mother!”


The last thing Slade saw was Oliver rearing back, raising the arrow high overhead and driving it down toward his eye.


Then the world went black.
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Slade Wilson had been left for dead before, on a submarine run aground deep within Lian Yu. Then, as now, he had felt the darkness surround him, warm and inviting, its silence a soothing balm to his pain. How easy it would be to simply let go and fade off into the infinite black.


But he would not give in.


Not with the mirakuru in his veins.


Not with Shado in his heart.


The first time Slade had fought death’s embrace, he had done so to save his beloved. This time, he would do it to avenge her.


Oliver Queen will pay.


As the serum in his blood continued to work, repairing his broken bones, Slade felt his consciousness returning, the world coming back in pieces.


His body pinned by metal.


His mouth and lungs, filled with salt.


His right eye, racked with pain.


Slade awoke to find himself still trapped beneath the fallen beams. To his horror, he realized he was underwater, his lungs straining for oxygen, the cabin completely flooded. He could see a pocket of air trapped a tauntingly short distance above.


Then the debris on top of him began to shift. The water that threatened to drown him might also prove to be his salvation. Using his enhanced strength, he pushed against the mass of metal, straining, the water lending some of the rubble just enough buoyancy for him to free himself. With every push jolts of pain shot through his eye. He kicked up toward the pocket of air, emerging from the water, gasping for oxygen in large, greedy gulps.


One thought consumed him.


Where is Oliver? The rage within him returned. Reaching up, he grasped the arrow that still jutted from his eye, and snapped off the long shaft, leaving a short piece still embedded in his skull. There would be time enough for that later.


He dove back underwater, looking for any sign of the traitor. There were bodies scattered amid the twisted and burnt rubble, and some went floating weightlessly upward. Many were pirates. Others, prisoners he’d tortured.


Where is OLIVER?


The freighter lurched again, a loud groan pulsing through the water. From the sound of it, the ship was mere moments away from going completely under, at which point the momentum would drag him to the ocean floor. He had to go. If Oliver had survived, he would make his way to shore. To Lian Yu. Slade would find him there.


Returning to the air pocket and taking a deep breath, he swam out through the gash in the hull, the hole through which Sara had been sucked. Straining against the riptide created by the vessel as it began to sink, he kicked his way up to the surface, toward the dying night sky.


Dawn was breaking over the horizon, illuminating the carnage. Emerging from the water amid floating debris, he spied the island, the rocky shoreline a half-mile away, alone in the middle of the North China Sea. Rocky peaks jutted out toward the early morning sky, their shadows stretching like fingers over lush, vibrant terrain. To an outsider the island must have seemed like salvation. Its postcard façade gave no indication of the horrors lurking in its interior.


Slade took a breath, then began to swim powerfully, an animal on the hunt.


* * *


Slade exploded from the waves and onto the beach. He rose, chest heaving, his body covered with abrasions, his blood leaving traces on many of the gray, inhospitable rocks. He pushed the pain to the back of mind. Whatever wounds the mirakuru couldn’t heal were rendered insignificant by his deep grief for Shado… and his hate for Oliver Queen.


He grabbed the stub of the arrow still protruding from his eye—Oliver’s failed murder weapon—and ripped it free, the arrowhead taking flesh with it. Tossing it behind him, he began his trek toward the island’s center.


“Oliver!” he bellowed as he cut through the Lian Yu foliage, a man possessed. He’d long given up any pretense of stealth. There was no place on the island that Slade wouldn’t search. Not the airstrip, not the burnt-out fuselage, not Yao Fei’s cave. Yet everywhere he searched, he found no trace of his prey. Not a scent, not a footprint… nothing.


* * *


Days passed, and soon there was nowhere left to search.


Did he perish with the ship? The thought infuriated Slade, but he refused to believe it. When he dies, I have to be the one who kills him. As this thought spurred him on, he emerged into a clearing and slowed at what he saw. His final destination—Fyers’ mercenary camp, or what remained of it after the Scylla rockets had burned it to the ground. Nature had begun her slow reclamation, long grasses and weeds overtaking machinery that had sat immobile for over a year.


Slade walked amongst the charred remains of tents, searching for any sign of his enemy, but all he found was death. Decomposed bodies were scattered about, their stench long since faded, swept away by time and the island breeze. Again, there was no sign of Oliver.


His frustration boiling over, Slade slammed his fist into the closest truck, the sound of the impact scattering skyward a flock of birds. The vehicle rocked back and forth from the impact as its door caved in, until finally it settled to silence. It was then he noticed another body in the grass, where the birds had been.


It was Bill Wintergreen, his one-time partner and betrayer, still outfitted in his black body armor, his face obscured by an orange-and-black mask that looked identical to the one that Slade had worn, a long knife still embedded in his eye—driven there by Slade’s own hand, he recalled with wry irony.


The bastard betrayed me, and he deserved to die.


The sight of Wintergreen pierced through the rage that had swallowed his mind, reminding him why he had been sent to this godforsaken island to begin with. Slade had arrived as an operative for the Australian Secret Intelligence Service, sent there on a covert mission to extract Shado’s father, Yao Fei, and learn what Edward Fyers was plotting. His plans had quickly unraveled, however, his partner betraying him and his hopes for a safe return slipping through his fingers.


With lucidity came a realization, clear and apparent.


Oliver Queen was no longer on the island.


No, his prey still lived—of that Slade was certain—but he would be found elsewhere. To do so, Slade would need the resources of A.S.I.S. to help track him down. It had been more than two years, however, since he’d set foot on Australian soil.


Perhaps it was time to return…


* * *


Before leaving Lian Yu, Slade paid a visit to Shado’s grave to say goodbye. It was as he remembered. The pile of heavy stones, the piece of wood acting as a makeshift tombstone, her name carved in the bark. Seeing it was enough to rip his soul anew.


“Don’t mourn for me,” Shado said. Just like that, she was by his side again. His beloved. Standing lovely in the morning sun. “Find him,” she said, moving closer, whispering in his ear. “Make him pay for his betrayal.”


Then she took his face in her hands, looking deep into his eyes.


“Avenge me.”


Slade’s hand curled into a fist, then began to shake as the rage within him grew. He wanted nothing more than to deliver Oliver’s head on a stake. To make him suffer as he did.


“Do you promise me?” Shado asked.


“I promise,” Slade said.


“And do you keep your promises?” She was so close now, Slade could feel her breath on his lips. He met her gaze, steel in his voice.


“I do.”


* * *


He stood alone on the beach, taking in the island for what he hoped was the last time. That’s when he saw it, caught on a rock, twirling in the receding waves. His mask, its orange and black visage unmistakable. He walked over and picked it up, examining it for damage. The bottom half was torn and charred, a sign of its journey from ship to shore. Not fit to be worn again.


Slade had a different use in mind.


He found a piece of driftwood, about four feet long and sturdy, round like a post. It would’ve been heavy for a normal man, but in Slade’s hand the wood was light as a feather. He gripped it tight then drove it into the Lian Yu shore, through clay and rock, embedding it deep and secure just beyond the tidal line.


Taking a moment and looking at his mask, he remembered how he and Billy had worn them when they were proud of their jobs, in that life of the distant past. Then, in an echo of his own injury, Slade secured the mask to the post by driving an arrow through its right eye. A message for Oliver, should he ever return.


Revenge is coming.


Then Slade headed toward the water, the mirakuru rage again fueling his momentum, driving him forward into a full-on sprint, launching him head first into the oncoming waves. He knifed through them and began to swim, his arms and legs churning the sea behind him into a frothy white.


A monster at sea.
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For nearly two weeks Slade swam south through the cold Northern Pacific, navigating its treacherous waters without thought of sustenance or rest. With the serum in his blood, he believed himself a force of nature, invulnerable and unstoppable, but the same mirakuru rage that fueled his journey also blinded him, overriding the tactical judgment he’d developed over his many years at A.S.I.S:


Never underestimate the enemy.


Especially when that foe is nature herself.


Thirty miles off the northern Philippine coast a typhoon was building, transforming the sky above and the water below into a hell, yet Slade paid no mind to the clouds growing dark and angry on the horizon. He pushed forward, his mind twisted into a deathly tunnel vision. His only concern was exacting his revenge.


The storm hadn’t yet reached its apex, but even in its infancy it tested the limits of his enhanced strength. He gritted his teeth, plowing his arms into the growing waves, legs kicking furiously, swimming twice as hard for half the distance. The winds, so calm just an hour earlier, rose to a deafening roar, whipping rain in horizontal sheets against Slade’s face, making it difficult to breathe.


Still Slade swam forward, refusing to deviate from his path. His muscles strained as he was battered again and again by waves grown to the height of buildings. The ocean tossed him about like a rag doll, thrashing his body, stealing his strength until it finally dragged him under.


He was pulled down into the ocean’s darkness, all sounds of the roaring storm muted to an eerie silence. He tried fighting against the pull, but exhausted as he was by the storm, he lacked the power to break free. The current slammed him into razor-sharp coral, and the edges of rock plunged deep into his flesh, cutting him to the bone. Blood bloomed red behind him as he kicked back up toward the surface, reaching it and grabbing a few gulps of air before being dragged under once again.


In an echo of Sisyphus, each time Slade fought his way back to the surface he was dragged under again by the relentless assault. His arms and legs burned, and he was no longer advancing through the storm. His rage was forgotten, and his determination to move forward was replaced by one simple goal—to survive.


His strength ebbing, he was driven toward another set of bony rocks. Too fatigued to avoid an impact, he crashed against them, his head smashing violently against an outcrop. His body went limp. As the mirakuru struggled to keep his systems functioning, Slade floated in and out of consciousness. Balanced as he was on the edge of life and death, the serum’s hold on Slade’s mind started to loosen.


Suddenly there was the vision of a boy in the darkness. Seven years old with auburn hair and a shy smile, his eyes the same color as Slade’s. His son, Joe, the boy he had left behind, so many years ago. The boy he had vowed to see again. His first promise, and one he’d nearly forgotten.


His eyes snapped open again. Summoning strength back to his arms and legs, with renewed vigor and determination he shot back to the surface, and emerged to find the sky above him clear. The water was impossibly calm.


He had found the eye of the storm.


And a reason to live.


* * *


A fisherman emerged from a seaside shanty, the water choppy around its pier but, luckily, only that. The typhoon had stayed fifty miles from shore while exhausting itself into an overcast sky. He stared off into the gray clouds on the horizon, the patch over his eye a reminder of a time when he hadn’t been so fortunate. He checked the knot anchoring his modest fishing boat to the shore, giving it a good, hard tug. It held fast as the boat bobbed with the waves.


Suddenly there was a figure emerging from the water nearby, set dark against the rising sun, staggering up from the beach. His clothes were tattered, his skin bloodied and his eye was missing from its socket. The fisherman froze where he stood on the edge of the dock.


“Do you have a radio?” the newcomer said in a voice that sounded more like an animal’s growl. When the fisherman didn’t respond, he repeated the question in Tagalog.


“Mayroon ka ng isang radio?”


Still the fisherman didn’t speak, but he pointed to his boat. Inside the vessel’s tiny cabin was a radio.


* * *


Dragging himself into the cabin, Slade clicked the radio’s power switch, the speaker coming to life with a burst of static. Recalling the frequency from memory, he adjusted the set and then hit the button to speak, this time in English.


“This is Wedgetail three-two-five, requesting evac. Repeat, Wedgetail three-two-five requesting evac. Over.”


Nothing.


Then the radio screeched back in response.


“Wedgetail three-two-five acknowledged. Identification.”


“This is agent One-Two-Seven-Juliet-Papa-Charlie.”


Another pause.


“Repeat that one more time?” The voice on the other end sounded wary, disbelief evident in his tone.


“One-Two-Seven-Juliet-Papa-Charlie.” He paused, then decided to ignore protocol. “It’s Slade Wilson. Bring me home.”


After a long moment the voice on the other end asked for his location. Finding the boat’s global positioning system, Slade gave the coordinates. The brief conversation ended, and he exited the vessel. Stepping from boat to dock, he staggered, bracing himself by clutching the rickety railing. The damage inflicted by the storm had taken its toll. He was exhausted and in pain, his wounds still open and bloody, his arms and legs heavy with fatigue.


For the first time since being injected with the serum, he felt mortal.


The fisherman, who hadn’t moved the entire time, stared with a mixture of awe and fear. He stepped toward the wounded man. As if making a sacrifice to the gods, he took off his eye patch, revealing a scarred white eye. He handed the patch to the creature risen from the sea.


Slade grimaced with a smile of sorts, silently accepting the gift. Placing the patch over the gaping hole in his face, he turned and stalked off toward his extraction point, ready to head back to Australia and A.S.I.S.


Back to his son, Joe.
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The Australian Secret Intelligence Service maintained three regional offices located across Australia. Its tactical branch—headquarters for covert operatives like Slade Wilson—was located out west, just outside of Perth, in a nondescript gray brick building.


Hidden in plain sight, the outlying structure gave no sign of the activities that took place within its walls. Most of the city’s residents believed that the men and women who came and went peddled in life insurance, office supplies, or some other business too irrelevant to note. So no one was looking when the military-grade helicopter flew past overhead, and circled to land on the rooftop. Those who happened to see it would assume they were mistaken.


As the chopper made its approach, Slade peered out the open door, his mind clear of the effects of the mirakuru. A small welcoming committee awaited his arrival on the A.S.I.S. rooftop. Though mostly medical personnel, one man stood out. He wore a dark blue suit, the impeccable tailoring accentuating the sharp angles of his physique. He wasn’t massive by any means, but his presence was imposing nonetheless. His eyes, stern and discerning, were the byproduct of a decade’s worth of calculations, reducing the cost of human lives to their core statistics.


This was Wade DeForge, regional head of A.S.I.S., the man who initially deployed Slade to Lian Yu. He was the first to greet Slade when the helicopter finally touched down.


“I should know never to doubt your penchant for survival,” DeForge said. “You’re a bloody cockroach.”


“We recognize our own,” Slade responded. Then, remembering agency decorum, he added, “Sir.”


“Well, I’m glad you’re not dead.” DeForge extended his hand, which Slade accepted. Then DeForge moved on to the question Slade had been expecting.


“Is Wintergreen still M.I.A.?”


DeForge was practiced in keeping emotions hidden, and to the assembled personnel on the rooftop, he had succeeded, coming off simply as a commander inquiring about the whereabouts of the other operative who had gone missing. Yet Slade had seen a flicker of vulnerability flash in his eyes. The dying embers of a hope not quite extinguished, despite the commander’s common sense.


Billy Wintergreen was DeForge’s half-brother. He had been the best man at DeForge’s wedding, and the godfather to his son. He was family, and they were close—as close as Billy and Slade had been before Lian Yu turned him into a traitor. But Slade wasn’t prepared to reveal that on the rooftop, it wasn’t for public consumption. There would be time for it later.


“No,” he said, and he was surprised to feel remorse.


DeForge nodded.


Suddenly, Slade staggered, his legs buckling beneath him. His eyes went wide with surprise. Even a day after the storm, the mirakuru had yet to regenerate his strength. The medical personnel moved to help him, but DeForge got there first, grabbing his elbow and helping him to his feet.


“Get some rest,” DeForge said, “then meet me for the debrief. Say, eleven hundred hours?”


Slade nodded. As the medicos took charge DeForge spun on his heels and headed back into the catacombs of A.S.I.S. All business, revealing none of the questions for which he would demand answers. What had happened on Lian Yu? How did he manage to survive?


How did Billy die?


Slade had two hours to figure out just how much truth he was ready to reveal. But for now, one concern was upmost in his mind.


What had happened to the mirakuru?


* * *


The doctor peeled back Slade’s eye patch, visibly blanching at the sight of the damage left behind by Oliver Queen’s arrow. Slade could see hints of it reflected in the physician’s eyeglasses. What had been his right eye was now a gaping hole, its edges rough and ragged. The doctor voiced surprise that Slade was still alive after an injury of that magnitude. The arrow could have gone directly into his brain.


“Can you tell me how this happened?” he asked.


Slade stared the man down.


“Viciously,” he said.


Shrugging, the doctor knew better than to press the issue. He quickly cleaned out the wound, dressed it with some gauze and supplied a clean eye patch before moving on to the lacerations inflicted by the coral and rocks. He removed the temporary bandages applied by the extraction team, revealing the wounds underneath. Though they had made some progress since the storm, the gashes were still open, the flesh angry and red.


Slade hid his surprise. He had been nearly invulnerable since he had been injected with the mirakuru. The serum had never failed to regenerate his flesh and replenish his strength. After so many miracles, why was it failing him now?


The doctor stitched up the wounds and dressed them. Then he reached for a syringe, preparing to draw blood. Eyeing the needle, Slade turned toward the doctor, raising his hand and stopping him short.


“Why?” Slade asked.


“Standard procedure,” the doctor replied. “A blood panel, to make sure you’re healthy, not carrying pathogens, diseases.” There was a long silence as neither man spoke.


“Fine.” Slade thrust his arm forward, offering it up for the test. “But if you find anything, you tell me first.”


The doctor nodded and then plunged the needle into Slade’s vein.


As the vial filled with red, Slade wondered—was the mirakuru still in his blood? Or had it somehow been lost at sea?


* * *


Slade walked down the sterile hallway toward DeForge’s office, metal and glass gleaming in the halogen lighting. He fought to keep his gait steady, and felt the curious stares of agents in the bullpen—glances snuck at him from behind computer screens and intelligence reports. They knew only that Slade was a field operative recently returned from a classified mission, the details of which fell beyond their clearance levels.


He continued onward, passing the training facility where he had first honed his combat skills so long ago. A large window revealed the space within, the gym equipped with every training apparatus imaginable. All potential field operatives were trained and tested here, shaped into warriors of stealth, serving their country with honor in the shadows. He watched the newest recruits being put through their paces by instructors, some of whom Slade recognized as veteran agents.


One of them, a man named Digger Harkness, Slade spotted immediately. The two had crossed paths before, during their rise up the A.S.I.S. ranks. Slade watched as Harkness, a flurry of motion, pulled two boomerangs from his bandolier. The weapons arced through the air, their dulled edges striking with unerring accuracy, disarming and subduing a pair of recruits, one even caroming off into a third opponent.


Not bad, Slade mused. Slick, even. Maybe better than the last time. He had always felt the boomerang to be a bit gimmicky as a weapon, but in Harkness’s hand, it became a lethal object—when he let it. The man gave Slade a nod of recognition, then turned back to the recruits who were helping their fellows up off the floor.


Nearing DeForge’s office, Slade saw a wall of framed pictures. The lead officials of A.S.I.S., arranged by rank, Wade DeForge’s picture at the top. Slade knew the hierarchy well. He traced a line down and over, a few ranks below DeForge. A man’s picture filled the space, but some years ago that hadn’t been the case. The occupant had been a woman. Slade felt an unexpected twinge of nostalgia, something normally foreign to him.


It’s got to be the weakness, he thought with a hint of panic. Where the hell is the serum? Then he quickly cast aside the pangs of a past long buried, and continued on down the hallway, mentally preparing himself for the debriefing. The boss was going to have questions—namely, what had happened to Billy Wintergreen? How could Slade tell DeForge the truth? That Billy had betrayed both him and his country?


How could he reveal that he had repaid that betrayal, with a knife through the eye?


* * *


Entering the office, Slade immediately noticed the small framed picture on the man’s desk. It was a picture of DeForge with his arm around a woman. The photo that once had been displayed in the hallway outside.


“I was wondering where that had gone,” Slade said, pointing as he sat. DeForge didn’t care to hide it, and Slade could respect that.


“I’d forget what she looked like if wasn’t for this,” DeForge replied, though Slade knew better. He stood next to the window. “You know Adie, keeping everyone at arm’s length.” He casually took his seat across from Slade, opening a folder. “I should probably thank you for that.”


Slade took it in stride. “You tell her I’m back?” he said.


“Yeah,” DeForge said, with the slightest bit of reluctance. “She’s expecting you. They both are.” Slade acknowledged the information with a nod. Reunions would have to come later. He steeled himself, ready for what was certain to come next. But he knew what he was ready to reveal, and what to hold back.


He couldn’t paint himself as a monster.


“How ’bout we get on with it then?”


“All right,” DeForge said. “How about we start with where you’ve been for the past three years?” He leaned in. “What the hell went wrong out there?”


Slade began with the basics. He and Billy had been sent to Lian Yu to find and extricate Yao Fei, a soldier who had been confined to the island by the Chinese military, to cover up a massacre. When they arrived, however, there was a military presence on the island, and he and Billy were shot out of the sky by a tomahawk missile, the rear of the plane disintegrating in the ensuing explosion.


“I managed to set us down alive, though by the skin of our teeth,” he said. “Billy and I were captured, and imprisoned.”


“But not by the Chinese,” DeForge noted.


“No,” Slade said. “It was an army of mercenaries, led by a man named Edward Fyers.”


DeForge’s eyes flashed recognition.


“And then what happened?”


“Torture,” Slade answered flatly. He explained how, for more than a year, he and Billy had been subjected to every manner of pain by Fyers and his men, in an attempt to get them to break and reveal for whom they worked. He offered enough detail to make a normal man cringe, and watched for the response. DeForge showed no emotion.


“How did you and Billy escape?” he asked.


Slade paused, considering how to proceed. The truth of the matter was that Billy had been turned, betraying Slade and his country to join Fyers’ army of mercenaries. But revealing that information would lead to too many questions he didn’t want to answer. So Slade lied.


“Me and Billy managed to escape, with the help of Yao Fei,” he said. “We hid in the forest, and managed to avoid capture while gathering intel on Fyers and his men. They were good, but we were better.”


“What were you able to find out?” DeForge pressed.


“Fyers was a hired gun,” Slade said, “and whoever was paying had big plans—Fyers had orders to shoot down a commercial aircraft headed for China. Then he’d pin the blame on the Chinese government, grounding all air travel in and out of the country, and destabilizing their economy.


“But you already knew this, didn’t you?” Slade added. He kept his own face unreadable.


DeForge smiled. “What tipped you off?”


“You sent us in dark, no extraction plan,” Slade observed. “As soldiers, we knew not to ask questions, but that level of secrecy, I knew something was up.”


The commander nodded. He revealed that, prior to sending Slade and Billy to Lian Yu, A.S.I.S. had been tracking a shadow organization based out of the United States. The Advanced Research Group United Support, otherwise known as A.R.G.U.S.


“Australian intelligence suggested that Yao Fei was a high interest target,” DeForge admitted, “but we had underestimated the scope of the organization’s plan.”


“Would’ve been great knowing that going in,” Slade said.


“You know the game,” DeForge countered. “What you don’t know can’t be tortured out of you.” A.S.I.S. had been keeping tabs on Edward Fyers, he revealed—as they did with most mercenary groups—and knew he had been mobilized, but they didn’t know to where or by whom.


“This gives us more on A.R.G.U.S.,” he said, “and for that you have my gratitude.” He paused, and Slade knew what was coming next. “What happened to Billy?”


Slade gave what he hoped was a pained look, and took a deep breath.


“Billy, Yao Fei, and I figured out that Fyers had the only communications equipment on the island, and the only way to get to and from Lian Yu. So the only way off the island was through Fyers and his men. That meant we had to hit them where they would least expect it—at their camp.


“The confrontation went sideways fast.” Substituting in Billy and Yao Fei for Oliver and Shado, he gave a detailed account of the battle that had actually occurred. The rocket launcher, intended for use against commercial flights, was turned on the camp itself. He recounted the ensuing explosion, the carnage and bloodshed. “I did my best to cover his ass, but when the smoke cleared, I was the only man left standing. Fyers and his men, Yao Fei and Billy—they were all dead.”


With that he stopped, and waited.


DeForge sat silent for a moment, his expression unreadable.


“What about Billy’s body?” he asked. “Did you bury him?”


Billy’s corpse flashed in Slade’s mind, the knife plunged deep into his former friend’s skull. He stared DeForge in the eyes.


“No,” he lied. “There was nothing left to bury. Only ash.”


Looking down, the commander tried to bury his feelings, but Slade could tell the finality of it all weighed on him heavily. Lifting his head, he shook it slowly.


“You really are a goddamn cockroach.”


* * *


Slade left DeForge’s office, satisfied he had pulled it off and wouldn’t be under suspicion. That out of the way, there was another, far more important matter to attend to. He had been waiting for three long years.


It was time to see his son again.
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Slade pulled his Jeep up to the curb and parked near the house, just out of sight of the front porch. The home sat in relative seclusion, on about three acres lush with green shrubs and eucalyptus trees. A brown picket fence lined the property’s perimeter. A well-kept dirt path lined with smooth stones marked the walkway from the street to the porch.


Stepping out and quietly shutting the door, he smoothed out the suit pants and coat he was wearing after a quick change back at A.S.I.S. Dark gray and impeccably tailored, the stylish attire was his one flourish, the extravagance he enjoyed after returning from a mission. It had started as his cover story—rich businessman, freshly returned from international travel—but he had come to see it as a reward for survival.


It was also the perfect cover for his many bandaged wounds. All save his eye, however, which was concealed beneath a jet-black patch. That, Slade couldn’t hide. He just hoped the sight wouldn’t prove too jarring for either Adeline or Joe.


He started toward the front door, still moving with a slight limp. The house was equal parts Craftsman and Farmhouse, an architectural mixture common to the surrounding area. The pitched roof was tiled in gray, set low over the exposed brick masonry of the walls. Two chunky support posts framed the entryway, in contrast with the delicate trelliswork that was covered in green vines.


When he and Adeline were first married they used to joke that the house reflected their relationship. Seemingly without design, yet in spite of that somehow working. Or maybe because of it—they were never quite sure. Whereas a house’s underlying architecture was immutable, though, the same wasn’t true for a union between man and wife.


When Slade had left for his mission, their divorce had been final for just a few months.


Back when they first met, he had fallen for Adie immediately, intoxicated by how effortlessly stunning she was. Not only was she a natural beauty, she was also a sincere, good-hearted person. Where Slade’s attitude was hard, Adeline had softened him—but it hadn’t lasted. Their love had grown strained, even after Joe was born. Slade had debated the divorce for months, finally filing, and then quickly signing the papers—making his assignment on Lian Yu the desperate escape he needed.


The sound of his footsteps on the wooden porch drew Adeline to the door. It was open, the screen door loosely latched. Olive-complexioned with hair falling in soft brown curls, she was as pretty as ever, beautiful in a way that didn’t aim to draw attention. Sensibly dressed as always, she chose function over fashion, wearing jeans with a buttoned-up flannel shirt, well worn and comfortable. The only effect the years had inflicted was to give her soft features an edge. Slade imaged he was partly to blame for that. She’d been left to raise the boy by herself.


Adeline regarded Slade, her face awash with conflicting emotions. Relief that he was alive, anger that he had been gone so long. Concern for the injuries she could see and ones she knew he was hiding, and frustration that he put himself in the position to endure that sort of damage to begin with. She unfastened the latch and opened the door, eyeing Slade’s patch and shaking her head.


“Wade called,” she said. “Do I even want to ask?”


“Probably not,” Slade said, entering the house. “Just a scratch, anyway.”


“Yeah,” Adie replied. “I’m sure it’ll grow back. Good as new.”


Slade gave a rueful smirk, thinking about the mirakuru.


“You’d be surprised.”


“Well, it’s an improvement on that ugly mug of yours.”


“DAD!”


Joe came flying out from the back of the house, surprising Slade and jumping into him, arms bear-hugging his waist. He didn’t flinch, though he found himself stunned by the embrace—the unconditional love. He’d spent the better part of three years building up his defenses, detaching himself from his emotions in order to survive. There had been no room for attachments, or so he’d thought before meeting Shado. She had cared for him, putting his well-being before her own, breaching his defenses over time.


It was rare that he allowed anyone past the walls surrounding his heart. It’s why he hated Oliver with such burning passion. For taking Shado’s love for granted. For taking her away from him. He wanted revenge, not only for Shado, but for himself. His despair was rooted in the belief that a love like Shado’s would never touch him again.


Slade had come to accept that there would always be a part missing within him. It was the way of the soldier. It was why he didn’t stay home. Why he chose to be a soldier, more than a husband or a father. He never loved anyone more than his job and his country, yet in that moment, his son’s arms around him, squeezing him tight, he felt the cold in his heart fade, and love pulling him back. Beginning to fill the hole that Shado’s death had created within him.


Joe finally let go, looking up at his father and seeing the eye patch for the first time.


“Whoa,” the boy said in awe. “Did you get that fighting the bad guys?”


“Fighting bad guys?” Slade replied, surprised. “Who gave you that idea?”


“Mom. She said you’re a hero, and that’s why you’ve been gone for so long.”


Slade looked over to Adie, who shrugged.


So much for the cover story.


“Then yes,” Slade said. “It was one especially bad bad guy.”


“Did you get him?”


“Not yet.”


“Did he karate you?”


“Did he ‘karate’ me? Where’re you learnin’ this stuff, kid?”


“The TV.”


“Hey, J,” Adie said, changing the subject. “Why don’t you show your dad that new football of yours?”


“Oh yeah!” He looked to his dad, excited. “I’m pretty good now. I think I can beat you.”


“That right?” Slade mussed up his hair, a tumble of loose curls like his mom’s. “Go get that ball and let’s see.”


Joe ran off to the back yard, and Adie moved closer.


“Look,” she said with some difficulty. “I know every time you’re sent out, you might not come back. Rules of the game, but I really thought we’d lost you this time. I’m glad to have you back… at home.”


“It’s like I’ve always told you, Adie,” he answered wearily, feeling an old argument bubbling up. “It takes a hell of a lot to kill me. You were always too afraid of me not coming home.”


“And you were never afraid enough.” Adie was measured in her response. “But I’m not bringing this up for me. It’s for him. He’s had three birthdays since you last saw him. How many more do you want to miss?”


Slade felt her words land. He had come back to Australia to find Oliver Queen and exact his revenge, but now, standing in the house he had once called a home, he was face to face with the beckoning of an old role. One of father and husband, come home to be with his family.


Was there room within him for both?


Joe came running back in with the ball.


“I was gonna say we could go see a game, but the season doesn’t start until winter.” He looked up at his dad. “You probably won’t be here, huh?”


Slade looked down at his son, staring into the brown eyes they both shared.


He didn’t have an answer.
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The doctor carefully examined each wound again, checking the hold of his stitches and changing the dressings. Aside from the missing eye—nothing could be done about that—everything else was healing. It’d be a slow process, but he’d eventually be back to normal.


Yet Slade had grown accustomed to a different timetable. With the mirakuru in his system, he should’ve been mended five times over by now.


What was happening?


“The blood test, doc,” he asked, keeping his tone soft. “See anything out of the ordinary?”


The doctor opened up a medical folder, scanning the data through glasses on the rim of his nose.


“Well, your cholesterol numbers would be the envy of most men at your age,” he said, eyeing Slade over the spectacles. “Benefits of an island isolation diet, I suppose. Not for me, though.” Slade resisted the attempt at levity, and just stared. He wanted numbers, not humor. The man gave a sigh, removing and pocketing his glasses, getting to the point. “Aside from the damage to your right eye, and a slightly elevated blood pressure, you’re the picture of health.”


“No… pathogens?” Slade pressed. “No viruses?”


“If there were, Mr. Wilson,” the doctor said, “you’d be the first to know.” With that he exited, having delivered what he no doubt considered good news. And it would have been for most of the patients coming through his office, but for Slade Wilson, the results were confounding.


How could the mirakuru simply disappear?


* * *


“I’m not trying to rush you back into action,” DeForge said without breaking stride. “Nevertheless, our A.R.G.U.S. intel, as limited as it might be, indicates that the organization is mobile somewhere in China, likely Hong Kong. They’re ramping up to something big.” He paused before pushing through the Advanced Tech door, turning to face Slade. “You’re my best man. I’d love to have your ears to the ground.”
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