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It’s morning.



That was the very first, and very harsh, thought that entered Dick
Grayson’s mind as his eyelids, half gummed together by sleep,
slowly flittered open. The golden sunlight that sliced through his
thin white curtains dappled the wooden floor of his dorm like
silent fireballs as the soft breeze that drifted through the open
window ruffled his ebony hair slightly. He climbed out of bed and
pulled the window closed, then made his way to the bathroom.



A young red-haired boy was at the sink, brushing his teeth at
speeds so fast that his arm was no more than a blur. “Hey, Dick!”
he greeted through a mouthful of toothpaste.



“Morning, Wally,” Dick responded groggily as he retrieved his own
toothbrush. “Has Roy called yet? He said he would…to set a time for
the meeting later.”



“He hasn’t called yet, and he probably isn’t going to for another
hour or so,” Wally answered, zooming in and out of the room
repeatedly.



“Another hour or so? Why?” Dick replied, quirking an eyebrow.



“He went out last night, with some girl he met. You know what Roy
gets like after a night out.”



Dick opened his mouth to say more, but an ear-splitting scream came
from the corridor. The teen instantly snapped to attention, tossing
aside his toothbrush and sprinted to the door. He tore through it
and swivelled to face - -



The mutilated body of his best friend, strung from a light fixture
on the ceiling of the common room.



Dick cursed violently, spitting the words savagely from his mouth.
Wally appeared at his side, babbling questions, and instantly fell
silent. Roy Harper was coated in blood – it dripped from his toes,
it enveloped his fingertips, and caked his eyes shut. A chunk of
skin was missing from his left ear, and several teeth were missing.
His tongue was protruding through a small hole in his bottom lip;
one side of his face was swelling, and the other was throbbing
angrily, flushing a deep purple. And, spray-painted on the battered
teen’s bare chest, his bloodied shirt clinging to the symbol…was a
black club, the same symbol that appeared on cards.

 

 



“You’re sure you didn’t go anywhere else?”



“For the last time, no,” Susan Larson replied, evidently irked. “We
went to the pier first, for the view; then we went to the mall, to
eat. After that, we took a walk past the town hall and through the
plaza. Then we…went our separate ways. I don’t know why you’re even
bothering to look for his attacker anyway, Detective. He was a
total jerk. I doubt anyone cares about him enough to want to know
who killed him.”



“Everyone has family and friends that care about them, miss,”
‘Detective’ Dick Grayson replied calmly, running his finger through
his fake moustache. “Now, did you notice any suspicious activity
that evening? Perhaps Mr Harper was acting a little strangely, or
someone was following you…?”



“No suspicious activity, Detective, unless you call being a sleaze
a crime.” Susan glanced at her watch impatiently. “Can I go
yet?”



“In a moment, Miss Larson. I have a few more questions to ask
you.”



“Then ask away, please, and hurry up!”



Dick narrowed his eyes and adjusted his glasses. Trust Roy to
attract a pompous witch, and then take her out on a
date.



“Did you see any people you knew that night? People who could vouch
for your whereabouts at that time?”



“Are you callin’ me a liar, Detective?” Susan shot back.



“I have to explore every possibility, Miss Larson.”



“…No. I saw nobody there I knew.”



“Thank you for your cooperation,” Dick said, gripping the girl’s
hand as he rose. “I’m sure your information will help us greatly in
our search for his attacker.”



Susan rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Just make sure ya don’t call on
me again, okay? Having interviews twice in one morning is a bit
stupid, don’t ya think?”



“It’s necessary, ma’am.” And amazingly unproductive. Face it,
Dick – you’re out of leads, and you’ve got nothing. Time to head to
the hospital, I suppose. But that symbol painted on his chest…it
reminds me of someone…could the Joker be behind all this?

 

 



“I said what you wanted me to. Hand over the money you promised
me,” Susan Larson ordered, her arms folded as she tapped her foot
impatiently. She glanced at her surroundings: one of the city’s
many alleyways, a few blocks away from her apartment. The road that
it led away from was a small and quiet one, making this spot
possibly one of the most desolate areas in New York.



Perfect for a murder…No, Suzie, don’t scare yourself like
that!



“Well done,” a voice came from above. Susan inhaled sharply, and
her bag clattered to the floor as a figure, hidden in the shadows
of the alley dropped down into a crouch before her. “You did
exactly what I told you to do.”



“Yes, I did,” she hissed, gathering her belongings from the floor.
“Now pay me what you owe me!”



“Oh, I will, Miss Larson,” the hunched form said, burrowing through
a bag and eventually withdrawing a gleaming black object.



“No…no, you can’t!” Susan mumbled in shock as the object was pushed
into the light. A pistol, and a gloved finger curled around the
trigger.



“But I’m giving you your reward, Susan,” he quipped. “Your eternal
reward…”

 

 



It was but moments later, in the NY General Hospital, that Dick
finally slipped through the revolving doors and joined his friends
in the reception area.



“Dick! Thank X’Hal you’re here!”



Dick was immediately enveloped in a crushing hug.



“Kory…how’s Roy?” he asked, returning her embrace.



The alien girl pulled away, a grimace spreading across her tanned
face. She brushed back a loose strand of flaming red hair before
answering. “He’s still in critical condition. Raven and Wally are
with him now. Donna’s gone to get some coffee.”



Dick nodded in understanding, and seated himself outside the room,
gazing in through the frosted window. He fell silent as he saw the
unconscious archer slumped in the hospital bed.



“Who could have done this, Dick?” Kory questioned, silently
pleading with him to give her an answer.



“I don’t know. But I will find out.” He looked to the Tamaranian.
“I promise you.”

 

 



Wally chewed anxiously on his fingernail, tapping his foot
impatiently. Raven was seated on the other side of the bed, her
eyes closed and her hand resting on Roy’s arm. When her head rose a
few moments later, she looked grim.



“There’s nothing more I can do for him,” she announced solemnly.
She looked to Dick and Kory, staring anxiously at the trio, and
beckoned them inside.



“Well?” Kory blurted out. “Can you heal him?”



“No more than I’ve done already, I’m afraid.” Raven shifted
uncomfortably, an audible sigh escaping her lips. “I’ve taken care
of all his physical wounds, yet he remains in a coma-like state. I
cannot determine why, although my empathy is feeling some strange
emotions from him…some that I cannot understand.”



Donna entered at this moment, and knew the results of the healing
attempt immediately. The bleak silence that clouded the occupants
of the room hit her instantly, and she took a seat beside
Raven.



The only perceptible sound was the gentle hum of the various
machines around the hospital, and the electricity throbbing through
their plastic veins.



Dick was the first to shatter this menacing hush. “Whoever did this
probably knew his identity. Roy Harper wouldn’t have warranted such
an attack.”



“Agreed,” Donna stated, placing her coffee on the patient’s bedside
table. “Which means they could be coming for anyone of us, as
well.”



“I won’t allow them to hurt any more of my friends,” Kory warned,
her eyes pulsating softly.



Raven shook her head. “It isn’t like that, Starfire. These people
managed to catch Roy off-guard. They obviously don’t want to get
caught in a direct face-off with us.”



“They’d better hope they don’t ever come face-to-face with me,”
Wally snarled, his eyes narrowing and fists clenching. “I’ll -
-”



“You’ll relax, Wally,” Dick told him calmly. “This isn’t helping us
find out who did this. We need to actively search for the guys who
hurt Roy.”



“And end up in hospital ourselves?” Raven shot back.



“Taking the fight to them is a better strategy than
waiting around in the hospital, waiting to get picked
off!” Kory rose to her feet, the apparent rage in her voice fuelled
by righteous fury.



“Calm down, Kory!” Donna ordered, gripping the Tamaranian’s
arm.



“Let go of me!” Kory demanded, breaking free of the Amazon’s hold,
and forming a crimson orb in her palm.



“Stop it!” Dick snapped, addressing all four conscious Titans.
“This arguing is making us more vulnerable than ever. For all we
know, the perpetrator could be watching us right now…”

 

 



“Pathetic.”



The armour-clad mercenary drew back from his sniper laser scope and
brought the communicator, hidden by his glove, to his mouth. “You
hired me to take out a few toddlers in spandex?” he hissed, his
voice as harsh and cold as the winter gale.



“They’re more than they seem…be wary,” the voice crackled through
the mini-speaker. “Especially the one called Nightwing. He is, in
particular, extremely formidable.”



“I’ve killed grown men armed to the teeth with rocket launchers,
grenades, pistols, rifles; every weapon known to man! Yet you think
I can’t handle some kid with two plastic sticks?” the assassin
retorted, allowing a malice-filled chuckle to spill over his lips.
“I’ll expect my payment by tonight.”



And with that, he cut the transmission.



“Time to hunt,” he announced, and leapt from the rooftop.

 

 



“We’ll need to investigate all the places Roy was last night.
Wally, you’ll head downtown, to the pier. Donna, take the mall.
Kory, you’re heading to the town hall area, and I’ll take the
plaza. Raven you’re going to be staying here with Roy…make sure
nothing happens to him.” Dick took a deep breath as he finished
detailing the plan. “Okay, people, suit up and get to your
areas!”

 

 



Raven exhaled slowly as the endless tick of the clock resounded
throughout the room. Roy stirred slightly next to her, his hand
slowly clenching, and then loosening once again. She crossed her
arms across her chest and focused her eyes on the window above
Roy’s bed.



Something was happening…her telepathy and instincts were screaming
at her to do something, but she knew she had to stay at Roy’s side.
A shriek reached her ears, and she used her skills to locate its
source: a red-haired receptionist in the foyer. A second scream
pierced the hallways, closer this time, and the hospital fell
silent. Eerily silent.



Footsteps, foreboding and menacing, announced a presence in the
corridor. They were nearing the room…



Raven shot to her feet and balled her hands into fists. Could
this be the mystery assassin that cut Roy almost to
pieces?



“Hello, Raven,” a cold, menacing voice hissed, and a figure came
into view at the door. The speaker was a tall man, his features
hidden by an ebony mask streaked with a blazing orange. A holster
was slung around his waist, pistols dangling, and a grenade sash
was strapped across his chest. He pushed open the door with one
booted foot, and brandished a gleaming sword, positioning it across
his chest.



“Who are you, and what do you want?” Raven demanded, no trace of
emotion in her voice.



The man chuckled then, a malicious laugh that send shivers
spidering down the teenage girl’s spine. “The name’s Deathstroke,
little lady, but don’t worry…you won’t be needing it.”



“You only answered one of my questions.”



“Oh, I’m pretty sure you know the answer to the other.”



“Then I suppose we may as well get this over and done with.” The
girl stepped back and her eyes narrowed as the shadows in the room
seemed to crowd around her. They slowly shaped into winks, and then
elongated the form of a raven, its claws and eyes both sharp enough
to pierce the strongest of flesh and the most robust of
gazes.



Deathstroke fell into a crouch, his sword now gripped in both
hands.



“Let’s make this quick, girl,” he snarled. “I have a deadline to
meet.”



He launched himself at the energy form, lashing out with his blade.
The bird lurched backwards as Raven rose to its center, melting
back into the energy and outstretching her hand. The creature dove
toward its prey, hammering its pointed feet down upon him. He
grimaced as the razor-sharp talons sliced into his back, and rolled
to the side, unclipping a green sphere from his belt as he did
so.



“No!” Raven growled, and the bird shrieked in accordance. It
swooped down upon him once again, biting at him with its onyx beak.
Deathstroke leapt back and hurled the grenade. Raven batted it back
at him instinctively, the bird cawed frantically, and the mercenary
laughed once again as the explosive hit the ground…and flames
consumed them all.

 

 



Nightwing’s head snapped round as a mushroom of thick smoke rose
from the hospital like a misty stairway to the heavens.



“What the - - Raven! Roy!”



His communicator let out a shrill wail, and he anxiously triggered
it, his face paling and a lump rising in his throat. He betrayed
none of this in his tone, however, as he greeted the caller.



“Nightwing here! Are you seeing this?”



“Oh, I’m seeing this,” an unfamiliar voice replied, a callous tone
thick in his voice.



“Who the hell are you?” Nightwing demanded, shouting in spite of
himself. There was a momentary flash, and a face appeared on the
communicator screen. A masked man was poised in the midst of the
inferno, a hospital sign burning behind him. A lifeless Raven could
be seen slumped atop it, a blood gushing from her shoulder. Roy was
nowhere to be seen.



“The game is on, Nightwing. Let’s see who wins.”



The transmission ended.

 



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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