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Drip.



Drip.



Drip.



It’s constant. Like a beat kept by a drummer pounding a soggy snare
drum.



Drip.



Drip.



The leaky pipe has dripped 87 times in the last hour. Vicki Vale
knows this because it’s hit her forehead exactly 87 times. All in
the last hour. She knows, because she’s keeping count.



It’s the only thing that keeping her from going into catatonic
shock brought on by fear. Fear of the dark. Fear of pain. Fear of
death.



Fear of the Wrath.



Drip. 88 times.



She’s been tied up like this for a few hours now. Arms bound over
her head, tied to something somewhere above her. Surely she’s be
able to see what it was if there was any light. Surely.



Drip. 89 times.



She already knows what’s coming. She knows what the Wrath does to
his victims. At least she thinks she does. Mickey told her enough.
God, what she wouldn’t give to see that chain-smoking bastard right
about now.



Drip. 90 times. Damn, that’s annoying.



He cuts the hands off of his victims and lays them out on the floor
surrounded by esoteric religious symbols. He strangles them to
death first though. That is if he deems you ‘chosen.’ If you’re
‘forgotten’ he doesn’t care how he kills you.



Either way, Vale knows she dead. The aching feeling in her hips
lets her know she is bound to a chair. A small grace. At least she
isn’t suspended by her shoulders.



Drip. 91.



Then she thinks of Bruce. He’s good. Damn good. The best. But the
Wrath is that good too. She coolly notes the odds of Bruce charging
to her rescue aren’t good. She’s dead. Yeah, she’s dead and Bruce
will blame himself. She knows he will. If only she could tell him.
Just that one thing. That one little thing. “It isn’t your fault.
You couldn’t have stopped this.” Just this one thing.



If only.



Drip. 92. The water is starting to slip down her face, mixing with
her sweat.



“Hssssss”



There’s that hiss. His hiss. Vicki’s back goes ridged and then
spasms. She’s been stuck in this position for too long. Another
hiss. Damn it. Damn it, it’s him.



She hears nothing but her own panicked breathing now. Calm down,
damn it. Calm down. Face this. Face it like a woman. Be
brave.



Drip. 93.



Be brave.



“Hsssss”



Be brave.



Drip. 94.



Please…



“Hsssss”



Drip. 95.



…please be brave.

 

 



It was something about a Mad Hatter playing with a deck of cards.
All Jokers. And the man with two faces got stuck in the ivy while
chasing a flightless bird. And everything was covered in a shadow.
A shadow and leathery wings. Wings…

“BATMAN!” Dick Grayson bolted awake in his bed, his arms flailing
at the air like the limbs of a palsy patient. “Wassa? Who’s is
what?”



“Easy, lad. Sit back. Easy now,” said Alfred, gently pushing Dick
back toward his pillow. “I’m afraid you’ve got a bit of concussion.
Now I know it’s hard, Richard, but you must not fall asleep? Do you
understand me young man?”



“Yeah. Right. Concussion,” he said, slurring the S in concussion to
the point where he almost sounded like a snake. “No sleep for a
bit. I know…Wassa happen to …Bruce…?”



“Richard, you just relax now…”



Grayson managed to guide his hand to Alfred’s wrist and squeezed
hard. A bit too hard. Alfred winced and pulled away.



“Something’s…not… it’s not right there, Al. Something gone wrong
with Bruce-bat.”



“Yes, indeed, Master Grayson. Something has gone wrong,” Alfred
said standing up. “Now, Richard you must not speak of this for
now….”



“Hey? Is that him? I mean, really him?” The young boy standing in
the doorway was bouncing lightly on his toes, looking rather like a
kid at Christmas.



“Master Drake…”



“I have so many questions! Like, what’s it like working with
Batman. Oh, and and how long did it take him to learn those flips
and stuff! Oh! Oh and how old was he when…”



“Master Drake! If you cannot keep your enthusiasm at bay I shall
summon a car and have you sent home at once!”



“Yes, sir. Sorry…”



Alfred cleared his throat. It was bad enough that the boy had
managed to slip into the cave and knows who Batman is. But now he
had to actually rely on the boy. Someone has to watch Richard while
Alfred confronts his boss.



“Now you remember what I told you. Watch him. Don’t pester him with
any questions. If he asks for me, use the intercom on the wall. If
he falls asleep gently wake him. In his current state he probably
won’t realize you are here,” Alfred said. “Do not leave this room
for any reason. I do not want to catch you meddling about the
grounds for a third time!”



“You won’t have caught me tonight if I hadn’t of tripped…”



“Mister Drake…”



“Ok, ok. Sit quietly and watch him. No questions.”



“Good boy. I will be back shortly. If Master Grayson is doing
better, I will take you home…again.”

 

 



Gregor Dosynski is not a man for self-introspection. Life is what
it is. Reflecting upon things one cannot change is a waste of time.
Especially tonight.



Tonight was Gregor’s night. Tonight he proves he is more than a
sidekick. Tonight he proves he is worthy of the mantle of his
master.



For years, the KGBeast trained him. Taught him the way of the
assassin. The path of socialism. The glory of mother Russia. After
years of training in the harshest conditions, his master dubbed him
NKVDemon. But before Gregor could prove himself worthy of the
title, the Beast vanished. No one has seen him in years.



But Gregor understood. The Beast is clever. This was another test.
A test to see if the Demon can do the work of the Beast. Gregor
knows his master is watching. Watching to see if he chose wisely,
or poorly.



Tonight he will prove the Beast choose wisely. Across from this
downtown Gotham rooftop is the Gotham Suites. An expensive house of
luxury for the wealthy dogs of this city. Tonight the mayor stays
in the penthouse suite, waiting for his mistress. But she will find
only a corpse.



“Tonight master, we finally reveal ourselves. Tonight we have our
revenge,” he said, pulling a horned demon’s mask over his face.
“Tonight the power of the Soviet Union will be felt….”



“Oh, blah blah blah…” A voice from the shadows.



“What? Who dares?”



“I mean, seriously. What IS it with you guys anyway? You super
villain types are so damn predictable. You’ve always got to
monologue before you do anything….”



“Boy, you don’t know who you are dealing with.”



The man in the shadows shifted his feet, leaning ever so slightly
into the light of the moon. The Demon could make out an ash grey
combat uniform with an ammunition belt lashed to one leg. He could
also see the man pulling a glove from his right hand.



“Yakity, yak, yak, Gregor. Of course I know who I am dealing with.
Like you, I was trained by the best.”



“Who are you?” the Demon said, taking a step toward this unknown
annoyance and resting his left hand on his holster. “Answer me,
boy!”



“Seriously, do you think the KGBeast was all “yak yak yak” to no
one in particular before he iced someone? No. The Beast was a pro.
Saw his mark and killed it. Period. But you? Man, you really are a
ham, huh?”



The Demon tried to answer but couldn’t. Not with that knife in his
throat. The blade had slipped through the only seam in the armor
around his neck and plunged deeply into his flesh.



“Gah…ack…”



The man from the shadows walked slowly and calmly up to the Demon
and yanked the blade out. He didn’t bother to step away from the
fountain of blood that followed the knife blade into the night air.
The Demon dropped to the ground with a thud.



“Didn’t even see me throw that, huh? Man, am I good or I am good?”
he said. “See, I didn’t blah blah yak yak about how I was going to
kill you. I just killed you. And I only talked to you at all
because I need you to step a little closer to me so I could get
this sweet shot off. Man I just nailed it primo!”



“Uck…” The Demon tried to cover his wound with his hand, but his
attacker drove the knife into his palm, nailing it to the
roof.



“I mean, you have to be impressed with that shot. The only place on
your whole suit where that would have worked. Zing! Gregor… oh
Gregor…well, how rude,” the man said, leaving the dead assassin on
the roof with the knife still stuck in his hand.

 

 



Alfred found him slumped in a chair in the cave’s forensic lab.
Beneath Batman’s cowl was a day’s worth of beard growth. Although
he could not see Bruce’s face, Alfred could tell by his body
posture the man was exhausted.



Still, he wasn’t going to let pity stop him.



“Sir, I told you when you began this fool’s crusade that I would
stand by you so long as your actions and motives remained
reasonable and I could understand them,” he began. “Even when you
tried to force everyone from you life when Miss Julie was
murdered…”



“That’s ENOUGH Alfred….”



“…I still understood what you were doing,” Alfred said ignoring
Bruce. “But I do not understand how you could harm a young man who
has spent most of his life trying to please you!”



“Alfred…” Batman said, not moving, not looking at his long time
friend. “There isn’t time…”



“Make it. Master Grayson is upstairs with a concussion. Perhaps a
serious one,” Alfred said. “You did that to him. You. His partner
and father. And unless you… ”



Batman bolted from his chair. He did not take a step toward Alfred,
but the menace of his gesture sent a chill down Alfred’s
spine.



The pair stood motionless. Statues. Surely he won’t harm me, Alfred
thought, a bead of sweat dancing slowly down the back of his neck.
Surely he wouldn’t.



After a long moment, Batman’s body relaxed and he pulled his cowl
back. His eyes were blood shot from lack of sleep.



“Alfred, we can talk about what happened with Dick later. We have
a…I don’t know what we have,” he said, pointing to the screen on
his computer.



On it was a DNA comparison of blood Dick collected from the Firefly
murder to another was a sample labeled only “R.W.” Under the bottom
of the screen in flashing red letters was one word.



MATCH.



“My word,” Alfred said. “There must be…that cannot be right,
Sir.”



“It’s right. I ran the test twice,” Bruce said, pulling his mask
back over his face. “There’s no mistake.”



“How would Master…” Alfred caught himself. Neither he, nor Bruce
had even uttered the name in years. “How did his blood end up on
this new Firefly fellow?”



Batman slumped back into his chair with a lifeless thud.



“It means the Wrath has decided to start killing petty Gotham
criminals. He must have preserved the blood and it using it to
taunt me….”



Alfred leaned over the computer screen, staring at the results and
stroking his mustache.



“That hardly seems like the Wrath’s style, does it sir? His murders
always have a purpose. This killing seems so random…”



“It fits. It’s the only explanation…”



“Sir…”



“It’s the ONLY explanation!” Batman said, bounding from his chair
toward the parked batmobile nearby. “I’m going to check on
Vicki.”



Alfred said nothing. He quietly sat in the chair Batman had just
vacated and stared blankly into the darkness of the cave. He didn’t
know what shocked him more. A drop of Jason Todd’s blood on an
executed criminal or the fact that during that entire exchange
Bruce couldn’t stop his hands from shaking.

 

 



Jim Gordon and Harvey Bullock both knew what had happened in the
apartment. It only took a few minutes. All the pieces fit. Of
course the forensic boys would tell them for sure, but they
knew.



The Wrath had taken Vicki Vale.



“She’s dead commish,” Bullock said, rubbing his mammoth hands over
his bald head. “This freak plays for keeps.”



Gordon walked out onto the balcony, hoping to find some evidence.
But there was nothing. As always Wrath only left behind the
evidence he wanted the police to have. In this case, a note found
on the floor near Vale’s television.



And nothing else.



“What are you doing here, Jim? ” said a voice from above Gordon
that was as course as sandpaper and cold as ice water. Gordon
couldn’t help but chuckle. Of course Batman was here.



“Same thing you are, Batman,” Gordon said. “We’re still not sure
how he got in. We think he went out the front door. The landlady
called when she found the door ajar but no one was home.”



Batman dropped from the shadows onto the balcony and slowly rose to
his full height. Sometimes Gordon felt like he knew less about
Batman than a flat earther knows about geology. But he knew a man
suffering from stress when he saw one.



“Jim, why are you here?”



“Pardon?” Gordon said, heading back inside. “This is a hell of a
time to grow a sense of humor Batman. The Wrath has kidnapped Vicki
Vale. Why the hell would you be…”



Gordon turned around and Batman was gone. He was really starting to
get sick of that.

 

 



Most nights he can relax standing atop the spire at Wayne Tower.
The highest point of the city. Holding onto the spire with one
hand, Batman would lean out and look down at his city. From up
there, Gotham’s burning soul couldn’t be seen. If he wasn’t who he
was he might be even say it was beautiful.



If he wasn't what he is, that view would almost make him jealous of
Clark's ability to fly.



But he is what he is. Most nights.



Tonight he felt like someone else. Like something else. His breath
was labored and short. His chest tight. His vision blurry.



Batman leaned out from the spire, hoping to clear his head and find
comfort in an old habit. This should work, he says to himself. It
should. Always does. But he doesn’t see Gotham’s bright lights.
Only an image of Vicki, discarded by the Wrath as an empty husk
sacrificed to his goddess, dances in his head.



“I don’t even know where to begin looking,” he says to the night
air.



His breath quickens. He gets dizzy. He closes his eyes for a moment
and tries to breath deep. But there are other images now. Old ones.
His parents going into shock in a filthy alley. The cackle of a
clown standing over Julie’s broken body.



A charred corpse wrapped in a red cloak and hood.



His body goes numb. Batman’s fingers slip away from the spire and
his body starts to tumble toward the city below.



“Bruce you damn fool. You weakling,” he thinks before passing out.
“You’re having a panic attack. How utterly mundane of you…”



Unconscious, Batman doesn’t feel the zip line snake out and wrap
out around his chest. He doesn’t feel the violent jerk that stops
his plummet to the street. Nor does he feel his body slam against
the rooftop of Wayne Tower, or the air blast out of his
chest.



Nor does he hear the words of man who saved his life.



“Not yet old man. No. Not yet.”

 

 



To Be Continued…



====================================================================================



If you enjoyed this story, you can find more tales of your favorite
DC heroes at DC2
Universe.



All characters are (c) DC Comics and no infringement upon their
copyrights is intended. Support DC Comics by buying their monthly
comic books and graphic novels.
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	Lobo: Dirty
Deeds - Done Dirt Cheap (2007)
Hey you! Get yer greasy paws offa my space hog! Naw, I don’t
care that ya didn’t touch it yet. Ya might have later and ain’t but
nobody touches my ride!

Aw, yer a human ain’t ya? No offense, but the Main Man thinks
you ain’t nothing but a pack of naked monkeys. Yes he does. Hell,
‘bout the only thing ya ever done right was AC/DC. Righteous that
is. Cranked up on my space hog whenever I’m on the road….what’s
that? Ya can’t hear hard rock in space? Why not? Cause ya can’t
hear in space? Stupid monkey! Don’t push yer luck!

I’d probably kill ya right here, right now, but I got a
business-type appointment. Can’t figure why a soft skinned chimp
like yerself would dare walk into a place like Vogon’s Cantina. But
I’m in a forgivin’ mood, chimp. So ya can come along and watch the
action. And there’s always action at Vogon’s. Just stay outta my
way and keep yer head down.

My name? Ya better not forget it ya fraggin bastich. It might be
the last name ya ever hear.

Lobo!



	


Batman: City
of Crime #5 (2007)
Batman: City of Crime, Part 5 (of 5): Wrath



	


Batman: City
of Crime #4 (2007)
Batman: City of Crime, Part 4 (of 5): Knight Fall



	


Batman: City
of Crime #3 (2007)
Batman: City of Crime, Part 3 (of 5): Towering Heights.



	


Batman: City
of Crime #1 (2007)
Batman: City of Crime, Part 1 (of 5): Shadows.

Gotham. The city with its soul on fire. A city of victims. A
city of villains. A city of heroes.

For years Gotham Gazette reporter Marv “Mickey” Fynn has allowed
the dark corners of Gotham to ruin him. Once a reporter who rivaled
Lois Lane and Clark Kent, Fynn has become a lost in an alcoholic
haze.

With his job hanging by a thread, the jaded Fynn takes on one
last story. One last chance to see his name on front page. But when
he investigates a murder that would turn even the Joker’s stomach,
Fynn enters a world he never thought he would.

The world of The Batman - a mysterious vigilante that has only
just begun to appear in Gotham City.

Neither Fynn, nor Gotham will ever be the same again.

Set during the first years of Batman's career, Marv “Mickey”
Fynn tries to keep his job by investigating a murder that is
ghastly by even Gotham City’s standards. Convinced he knows the
dead woman, Fynn starts his investigation in the roughest part of
Gotham, in it’s roughest bar. The only person who might keep the
jaded reporter alive is the mysterious underworld figure, Matches
Malone!



	


Batman: City
of Crime #2 (2007)
Batman: City of Crime, Part 2 (of 5): Into the Inferno.

Reporter Mickey Fynn's investigation into the ghastly murder of
Nancy Hartigan takes him to the one place he knows he shouldn't go
- the lair of the Penguin! Oswald Cobblepot might provide a
critical lead on the case...if Fynn lives long enough to hear
it.



	


Batman
#20 (2007)
Batman: Partners.

The Justice League's world is coming down around them, so they
desperately need their key strategist ready for action. Only Batman
hasn't been seen in weeks! Superman is dispatched to find his long
time partner - only to find he is in no mood to help the
League!



	


Batman
#21 (2007)
Batman: Trauma, Part 1.



	


Batman
#23 (2007)
Batman: Trauma, Part 3.

Finally, the fate of Batman's first partner is revealed! What
happened to Jason Todd, aka Redwing, after the events of City of
Crime? Why doesn't Nightwing know who Redwing was?



	


Batman
#24 (2007)
Batman: Trauma, Part 4 (of 5).

In the second to last story in Batman: Trauma, Batman, Nightwing
and Alfred go on the offensive against the Wrath. But in doing so
they find themselves trapped in the cross fire of lethal agendas.
The ultimate fate of Jason Todd is revealed and stakes for Batman
and Gotham are raised.



	


Batman
#25 (2007)
Batman: Trauma, Finale.

The sequel to City of Crime ends here, shaking the foundation of
Batman's world. 'Nuff said.



	


Batman
#27 (2008)
Batman: A Mirror, Darkly Part 1.

Gotham City is under assault. Crime has changed and the old
rules of the game no longer apply. Before Batman can even adjust to
his new status quo, a ghost from his past returns threatening
everything the Dark Knight has ever built or cared for. Be prepared
for the DC2 debut of Batman's most lethal enemy.



	


Batman
#26 (2008)
Batman: Agoge.

Things in Gotham are changing. A strange new twist to the
Joker's behavior leaves Batman puzzled, but he isn't the only one
keeping tabs on the homicidal clown. As Batman past and present
collide we learn for the first time how Jason Todd became the Dark
Knight's first partner.



	


Batman
#28 (2008)
Batman: A Mirror, Darkly; Part 2.

The history of Ra's Al Ghul's connection to Bruce Wayne is
revealed while Batman tries to protect Gotham from his former
master. An unlikely alliance is formed under the city streets and
the Joker comes face to face with...himself?



	


Batman
#29 (2008)
Batman: A Mirror, Darkly Part 3.

War! The battle between Batman and Ra's spills onto the streets
of Gotham City, causing Jim Gordon to question the actions of his
long time masked ally in the war on crime. As Ra's makes a hard
final push to take control of the city, Batman's new allies led by
Black Mask strike back. And as if that wasn't enough, the Joker has
decided it's time to go wild.



	


Batman
#30 (2008)
Batman: A Mirror, Darkly Part 4.

It all ends here! The war between Ra's Al Ghul and Batman comes
to a head as Gotham city burns! At stake is nothing less that the
future of Batman and the fate of the city of crime! Nothing will
ever be the same for DC2's Dark Knight after this!



	


Batman
#31 (2008)
Batman: My Kingdom for a Horse.

During the climax of Ra's Al Ghul's attack on Gotham City,
Batman's criminal allies led by Black Mask, Two Face and the
Penguin were tasked with defending City Hall from the League of
Shadows.



	


Batman
#32 (2008)
Batman: The Grey Ghost.

Gotham's new Batman is determined to follow in his mentor's
footsteps....if he survives. Dick Grayson is about the learn to the
cost of wearing the cape and cowl as he faces his most lethal enemy
while being chased by the ghosts of Bruce Wayne's past.

Meanwhile Black Mask and Harvey Bullock are forced to come face
to face with their own demons....and each other.



	


Batman
#33 (2009)
Batman: Sins of the Father.

As the Grey Ghost continues his assault on the criminal element
of Gotham City, Dick Grayson learns about the price to be paid for
wearing the cape and cowl. Meanwhile, on the run from Killer Croc,
Black Mask and Bullock come face to with a new player in
Gotham!
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