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Now:

High up in Titans’ Tower, in a large room filled with medical
equipment, lay the comatose body of Raven. Also in that room were
her friends Wally West and Donna Troy, both of them lost in their
own thoughts.



Donna’s mind was replaying the events that had led to Raven’s
condition, and wondering what she herself could have done to have
prevented those events from occuring.



Wally’s thoughts, on the other hand, had already whizzed past
performing post mortems on things he could no longer change, and
were now preoccupied with trying to figure out ways to wake up
Raven. But all of his thoughts came to a dead end, the solutions
either being too outlandish or things that they’d already tried
during the past year.



Of course, he knew that there was always one thing that they hadn’t
yet tried…



Magic.



When he was a child, Wally had believed in magic, but as he grew
older, and an exposure to electricity and chemicals meant that the
hand was no longer quicker than the eye, his belief in magic had
faded. Still, there was one performer who could still amaze him: a
young girl performing impossible feats.



Nowadays, every time that Wally thought of magic, his mind always
returned to the same thing. It was an image he’d seen after Raven
had taken them to Las Vegas looking for the Royal Flush Gang. An
image of that young girl performer, Zatanna, lying dead in
Batgirl’s arms.



Raven had taken them after the Royal Flush Gang to solve their
problems, but things had only gotten worse. It was the day Wally
had learnt that Jay was dead, the day that Raven fell into her
coma, the day that Roy’s problems came to a head. Up until then,
being a Titan had been the greatest feeling in the world, but that
day changed everything.



It was the day the magic died.

 

 



Then:

Nightwing stood in a dark Las Vegas alleyway; his teammates behind
him, and, in front of him, a team of heroes he recognized
immediately – The New Outsiders – still coming to terms with the
death of one of their members.



As the rain pounded down, he looked over at Zatanna’s moonlit body,
cradled in Batgirl’s arms. Dressed in her stage outfit, he still
found it hard to believe that the magician was dead and
half-expected her to suddenly step out of the darkness, or for
Batgirl to suddenly rip her mask off to reveal Zatanna’s face. But
sadly this wasn’t one of Zatanna’s magic tricks – the look on
Barbara’s face made that painfully clear.



As he looked at Batgirl’s face more closely, he suddenly noticed
the tears in her eyes, tears he’d initially mistaken for rain. He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen Barbara cry. She hadn’t
even cried the time she’d got captured by The Joker, no matter how
much pain he’d put her through.



But, as he looked at Zatanna’s smiling corpse, he realized that The
Joker had finally found a way to cause Barbara enough pain to
elicit her tears.



Nightwing swore to himself, at that moment, that it would be for
the last time.

 

 



“Nothing like a live audience.”



The Joker looked at his latest henchman’s disapproving look. “Hey,
Big Guy, it’s a comedy club. How can I resist? At last, an
intelligent audience.”



Before the henchman could formulate a reply, the Clown Prince of
Crime bounded off the street and into the candlelit establishment
he’d just spotted. Seconds later, he was on stage, and his foot was
propelling the previous comedian into the crowd.



“So, this guy walks into an agent’s office,” he began, as he paced
the stage and surveyed the audience. “I’ve got this great
act, he tells the agent.”



Meanwhile, outside the comedy club, the henchman had just reached
the door. Suddenly he heard a scream from inside, then a silence,
and then more screams, along with some groans, and then suddenly
somebody was pulling at the door, desperately trying to open it.
The henchman held the door in place, while whoever was on the other
side began yelling and pounding.



The henchman ignored the yelling and the pounding, along with the
many other assorted noises coming from within - the usual screams,
crying, gunfire, breaking bones, punctuated occasionally with mad
laughter, that he’d got used to throughout his evening with The
Joker, except that this time they were all mingled together. As
time wore slowly on, the noises finally ceased and the pounding
stopped.



Inside, The Joker stood in the center of the audience.



“So what do you call this act? asks the agent.”



The Joker then paused for comedic effect, wiping his face clean
with his red satin handkerchief, before finally delivering the
punchline:



“The Aristocrats!”



For a second or two there was dead silence, as he looked around,
seeing what he’d done this time. Then the sound of The Joker’s
shrill laughter filled the air.



His laughter continued, as he waded through the crowd to make his
way out.



“Show’s over!” he yelled.



Outside the henchman recognized his master’s voice and opened the
door.



“You should have been there,” The Joker said, smiling at his
underling. “It got messy for a while, but I soon had them rolling
in the aisles, and the next thing I knew I was slaying them.”



The henchman said nothing as The Joker continued, “ Sure, I didn’t
get the big laugh at the end, but that’s the audience’s fault. You
know what they were?”



The henchman looked at him blankly, as The Joker’s smile grew
wider.



“Nothing like a live audience.”

 

 



Starfire was beginning to see what Dick saw in Barbara Gordon.
Barbara - well, Batgirl - had refused to leave her friend’s dead
body behind, back in that rainy alleyway, and had instead insisted,
despite Dick’s offers of help, on carrying Zatanna’s dead body
unaided up the numerous flights of stairs that led to Oliver
Queen’s penthouse apartment.



Now that they were there, Batgirl gently laid down her friend, and
then let her mask slip, both figuratively and literally, as she
finally allowed herself to fully succumb to the emotions inside
her.



“I’m sorry for your loss, Barbara,” said Starfire, seeing the
red-head’s face visibly crumple before her.



“Thank you,” whispered back Barbara.



Over in a corner of the room, Raven watched the exchange between
Starfire and Barbara, and could feel the strong emotions building
up inside Barbara. Seconds later, Barbara was in tears, and then
Dinah, and then Donna. Raven winced as the waves of grief buffeted
against her.



Roy Harper, the drug addict currently known as Speedy, looked
across at Raven, and assumed, by the look on her face, that she was
obviously tapping into the pain of his withdrawal symptoms. Maybe
he was just being paranoid, but it looked like she was yet another
person in this room that he’d have to avoid. Actually, in his
current shaky state, he was probably best avoiding anybody he knew.
That meant that all the Titans, along with Ollie, Barbara and Dinah
were off limits. So, he ended up sidling up to the woman they
called Huntress… the only other alternative being the silent man in
black across the way, who was suddenly looking at Roy as if he
wanted to shoot him.



While Roy stood with Huntress, desperately trying to act normal,
with his hands clasping his elbows to stop himself from shaking;
Wally West was on the other side of the room, his back to the
others, his mind elsewhere. Suddenly, Wally felt a hand on his
shoulder and turned around to see Black Canary standing
there.



“I heard about what happened to Jay,” she said. “It must be tough
for you. He was a great guy.”



Kid Flash nodded in agreement. “I’ll miss him.”



“We all will,” she said, wiping a tear from her eye.



“Still, life goes on,” said Wally, attempting to say something
comforting and just saying something stupid instead. After briefly
inwardly cursing his ultra-quick brain for not coming up with a
better line, he decided it was best to change the subject. Maybe he
could mention her hair, which wasn’t the blonde color he’d been
expecting. “So, what’s with the black hair? Get bored of wearing a
wig all the time?”



“You’re thinking of my mother,” she replied. “I don’t wear a wig…
well, not normally.”



Wally suddenly noticed her tears for Jay coming back.



“Anyway,” she said, excusing herself, “I better get back to the
others.”



As she started to walk away, Wally’s attention drifted over to the
end of the room, where Nightwing and Green Arrow were hunched over
a table, drawing up a plan of attack.



“We should all be going after The Joker,” reasoned Ollie. “We owe
it to Zee.”



“That bit’s non-negotiable,” said Nightwing, matter-of-factly. “The
Joker’s mine… ours.”



Ollie shook his head and sighed. “Okay, Dick, but if you need
reinforcements just holler… So, any clues as to where we’ll find
this Royal Flush Gang of yours?”



“Only thing approaching a clue is this,” replied Nightwing
dismissively, taking out a matchbook he’d found at the Royal Flush
Gang’s old hideout.



“The Red Diamond Men’s Club,” exclaimed Ollie, recognizing it
instantly. “I almost bought that building when I was scouting for
land for my casino. That and the adjacent Full House Casino were
purchased together.”



“So, that’s a diamond and a full house. The names certainly fit in
with the overall card motif,” reasoned Nightwing, “so I guess we
should start there.”



“So, from what we’ve said so far, we’ve got two Royal Flush Gangs
and The Joker,” Ollie said, and began jotting down his plans for
the necessary team formations. “How does this look to you?”



“Well, you obviously know Vegas and its inhabitants far better than
we do, so I can see why we’ve got an Outsider on each team, but
what’s with this back-up team of Black Canary, Wonder Girl and
Starfire - that doesn’t make any sense.”



“I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you, Junior,” argued Green
Arrow. “Besides, it’s non-negotiable.”



“Ollie, I realize this isn’t the best of times, but maybe you’re
letting your emotions get in the way of your thinking.”



“Maybe I am being over-protective where Dinah’s concerned,” said
Ollie, starting to get angry, “but you’re the one putting just you
and Batgirl against The Joker. That wasn’t exactly a great combo
last time.”



“But… ” began Dick, when he suddenly noticed Barbara and Dinah
looking over at them. “This isn’t the time to argue among
ourselves,” he said to Ollie. “Let’s just stick with what you’ve
got written down.”



“Okay,” agreed the archer, and then added, under his breath, “but
you better bring Barbara back alive, or The Joker will be the least
of your worries.”



And with that, Ollie and Dick turned to the assembled heroes and
started telling them how the teams would be split up. While the
others listened intently, Donna noticed Raven standing on her own
in a corner, a pained expression on her face.



“You okay, Rae?” she asked, sidling up to her teammate.



“It’s nothing really,” replied Raven, her face scowling. “It’s just
being stuck here in this small space with all of these emotions
bombarding me… Crowds aren’t really my scene. It’ll be better when
we’ve split up.”



Donna smiled at her teammate, thinking that she was talking about
the Titans and Outsiders splitting into teams, but, in actual fact,
Raven had another split entirely in mind. It involved Rachel and a
certain shadow being - but, truth to tell, these days Raven was
having difficulties telling the two apart.

 

 



Once the teams had been decided on, they’d all left the penthouse
to set about their respective tasks. Nightwing and Barbara had set
off to search Las Vegas for The Joker, while Speedy, Green Arrow
and Huntress were checking out the Red Diamond Men’s Club to see if
they could find the Royal Flush Gang. Meanwhile, Kid Flash, Raven
and Vigilante were visiting the Full House casino to see if it
contained any signs of the Royal Flush Gang.



While, all of this was going on, Starfire, Wonder Girl and Black
Canary had been given the prestigious job of standing on a rooftop,
across from the club and casino, waiting for any signs from the
other teams, so that they could rush in as back-up if need be.
While they all felt that they would be better utilized being in the
thick of the action, rather than standing at the periphery, Black
Canary was currently the only one vocalizing this thought, as she
walked around the rooftop cursing Green Arrow for being
over-protective.



Starfire’s eyes flitted between the Full House Casino and the Red
Diamond Men’s Club, looking for any signs of trouble, while her
ears focused on Dinah’s words, several of which were new to her
vocabulary. Sure, Green Arrow was to blame for Dinah being assigned
here, but he hadn’t been the only one on the planning committee.
Not only had Dick not let her help in the search for The Joker, but
she was also sure he was the one who’d decided to waste her warrior
skills up here on this rooftop. Maybe it was her own fault, maybe
she shouldn’t have kept Roy’s secret from Dick. Then again, there
was always the other possibility, that dawned on her just as Canary
apologized for her rant:



“Sorry girls, got a little carried away there.”



“It’s alright,” Kory replied to Dinah, realizing that, if not for
her warrior training that made questioning orders unthinkable, she
might be saying the same things. Thinking about Ollie and Dick and
Roy, it seemed there could only be one conclusion. “Men can be
such…” she started, and then realized that Dinah had already
exhausted all the words she wanted to use. “… Pigs?” she concluded
lamely, realizing that she should have gone for repetition rather
than originality. Sometimes, it seemed, only expletives would
do.



Once the others had agreed with her insightful comment, she went
back to her task of watching for signs, while Dinah and Donna
started a conversation between themselves that held little interest
for her, and offered little opportunity for improving her
vocabulary. And so she continued her surveillance, and allowed her
mind to wander elsewhere, as she thought about Dick… and Barbara.
She knew how she felt about Dick, but she also knew how Dick felt
about Barbara…



Suddenly, she was interrupted by Donna’s voice:



“Are you all right, Kory?”



“I should be with Dick,” she replied, looking back at Donna and
Dinah.



“He’ll be fine,” said Donna reassuringly. “He’s dealt with The
Joker before, he knows what he’s doing.”



Starfire half smiled at Donna, and then turned her attention back
to the surveillance. Dick’s survival was the last thing she needed
to worry about. Knowing Dick’s feelings about the Clown Prince of
Crime, it was The Joker’s survival she was more worried
about.



As her mind started to drift back to Barbara Gordon, realizing that
there was only one real way to find out Barbara’s true feelings for
Dick, her attention was suddenly distracted by Dinah telling Donna
about the recent crisis:



“… I was trapped on a strange barbaric world. I thought I was never
going home… ”



Koriand’r turned to look at Dinah, whose face showing the feelings
that Kory had felt inside so many times, and then Kory turned back
to resume her watching from the rooftop, but this time she was
looking to the skies, and this time her mind was far, far
away.



Wonder Girl listened to Black Canary’s tale of her horrific torture
on Apokolips, and then, with tears in her eyes, looked over at her
friend, Kory, to see if Dinah’s tale had affected her in the same
way. However, from the look on Kory’s face - a look Donna has seen
several times before - it appeared that she was completely
oblivious to what was going on. Sometimes it seemed like Kory was
on another planet.

 

 



With power having finally been returned to the majority of Las
Vegas, the reassuring noise of slot machines once more provided the
background noise at the Full House Casino. While the majority of
the gamblers were happy to have their familiar sound return, it
provided little comfort to those who’d already bet away their life
savings assuming that the world was about to end, and had therefore
inadvently made one crisis out of another. It also wasn’t music to
the ears of the latest arrivals; Raven, Kid Flash, and the New
Outsider calling himself Vigilante.



“Are you okay?” Kid Flash whispered to Raven, who was looking even
paler than usual. “The crowds bothering you?”



“No, it’s not them… ” she whispered back. “It’s him.” She nodded
towards Vigilante. “There’s so much anger and pain and rage inside
him, and now there’s something else… ever since we entered here…
Then again, this place is beginning to give me a bad feeling
too.”



“Maybe he just had a bad experience in a casino once,” suggested
Kid Flash. “No reason to look on it as some kind of omen. Anyway,
just try and ignore it. We’ve all got to work together - him and
us. Speaking of us, I think it’s about time I explained what went
on in Central City… you wanted the truth.”



“Please, Wally, this is neither the place nor the time,” she said,
raising her voice above a whisper. “We will discuss this
later.”



“I’m sorry Raven, but my feelings… I just want to know if I should
even be feeling them.”



Raven found it ironic that Wally was questioning his feelings.
That’s what she’d been doing for the longest time. Suddenly, those
thoughts went away, and Raven no longer cared about any feelings.
That was all irrelevant now, as was the darkness inside
Vigilante.



There was only one thing that mattered now. She sensed
them, they were near.



“They’re here… and they want to kill me,” Raven cried as the far
wall exploded in.



Kid Flash responded mid-explosion and grabbed Vigilante and Raven,
moving them away from the explosion’s path.



As the smoke cleared, the three heroes looked over at the large
hole in the wall to see seven Club-adorned members of the Royal
Flush Gang emerging.

 

 



Green Arrow and Huntress appeared to be on a similar wild goose
chase, or so Speedy thought, checking out the Red Diamond Men’s
Club.



They hadn’t been there long, but Speedy couldn’t really see the
point in being there any longer. Admittedly, Dick had found a
matchbook with a picture of a red diamond on it, but they’d found
it a long way from Vegas and there were probably lots of
establishments around with names containing the words red
diamond. He half suspected that Ollie had just wanted an
excuse to visit this club, and also to bring him along. Normally,
at his young age, they wouldn’t have let him into this sort of
establishment, and indeed they’d asked to see his I.D. on the way
in, although Huntress had ensured that they hadn’t asked
twice.



She was his other problem. It could just be paranoia, but the way
Huntress was looking at him convinced him that she’d seen through
his clean-cut act.



Anyway, after what the Royal Flush Gang had done last time round,
putting him in a coma and defeating the other Teen Titans, the last
thing he wanted to do was to go and look for them. He didn’t want
to look for a pack of cards, he wanted to look for a dealer.



“I’m going to look around over there,” he mumbled, as he endeavored
to lose himself in the crowded room.



As his eyes searched the crowd, he suddenly saw a familiar face
that he’d spotted on the way in. He was kind of sad to see her
there, but willing to bet that she’d be able to help him. As he
looked at the good girl gone bad, she smiled back at him. She
obviously remembered him, so he walked up to her and engaged her in
conversation. Within seconds, he and her were heading to a backroom
and the thing he craved most.



As he headed towards the backroom, he turned back and saw Huntress
looking right back at him.



Yes, she definitely knew his secret… but, at that exact moment, Roy
didn’t really care.

 

 



As Nightwing somersaulted onto the roof beside Batgirl, he suddenly
realized that, even with the passage of time, his natural instinct
was still to show off in front of Barbara. She probably realized
that too, as she was staring at him.



“You okay, Babs?” he asked, guilty that he was indulging in
aerobatics when he should really be putting all of his efforts into
capturing The Joker.



“Yeah, fine,” she shot back, clearly embarrassed by his
antics.



He stared down from the rooftop. “Any idea on where to
start?”



Knowing Barbara as well as he did, he realized that his question
was rhetorical before he’d even said it. Even in her current
emotional state, she was still totally on top of things, knowing
exactly where to go in their search for The Joker. Then again, he’d
known her long enough to know that there was something else on her
mind.



“Barbara, are you all right?” he asked.



“Of course I am,” she replied, which was the sort of reply he was
expecting. It looked like she wasn’t ready to open up just yet, but
he was prepared to wait.



He didn’t have to wait long. A few seconds and a few lines of
conversation later, Barbara was in tears, telling him how she
blamed herself for Zatanna’s death.



Seeing her sorrow, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her
tight, and saying words to try and take away her pain. In a few
moments’ time they’d both be back on The Joker’s trail, following
leads and finding clues, but, in the time until then, he just
wanted to hold her… and never let her go.

 

 



In a backroom of the Red Diamond Men’s Club, Speedy was inspecting
the merchandise.



“That’s just what I was looking for,” he said, as his hand reached
over for the syringe.



“Whoa, there, sunshine. There’s the small matter of payment.”



“You don’t recognize me, do you?” asked an incredulous
Speedy.



“Sure, I do,” she replied. “You’re Green Arrow’s kid sidekick…
Speedo, isn’t it?”



“Speedy,” he corrected her.



“Yeah, sure, and I’m Power Girl,” she said sarcastically.



“Remember me now,” he said, removing his mask.



She looked at him blankly.



“It’s Roy… Roy Harper.”



“Wait, I know you, we met in… ”



“We met in the drugs clinic,” said Roy, eager to hurry things
along. “We were in therapy together. Told each other our darkest
secrets. I guess we both thought we’d never do drugs again after
what we went through.”



“Hey, I’m no addict,” she said, affronted at his words. “I just
sell this junk to those who are stupid enough to buy it.”



“Well, the thing is,” said Roy, “I don’t carry any cash around in
my costume.”



“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she yelled. “What are you wasting my
time for?”



“I might have something in here,” he said, looking around in his
quiver, but only pulling out a boxing glove arrow.



She shook her head, and then noticed the other item that he was
carrying. “That bow looks expensive,” she said. “My boyfriend’s
into sports, so I could use that.”



“But it’s specially made,” said Speedy, and then he looked at the
syringe again and felt his hand shaking. “Okay, I guess it’s a
deal.”



Just as he started to hand over the bow, the room suddenly shook as
there was some kind of explosion outside.



The girl, opening the door slightly, peeked out.



“I don’t believe it,” she said, slamming the door shut again. “The
Royal Flush Gang are out there fighting Green Arrow, and he’s only
got one of my friends to help him.”



“You know the Royal Flush Gang?” asked Roy.



“Sure, they’re great employers when they’re not tearing the place
apart. Hey, wait a minute, if Green Arrow’s there, then you really
are Speedy.”



“That’s right,” he said, his eyes moving toward the syringe.



“You’ve got to go out there and help Green Arrow,” she said.



“He’ll be okay,” Roy said. “He always is.”



“But my friends,” she pleaded. “They could get killed.”



Roy looked at her frightened eyes. He knew he needed the drugs, but
he also knew that Ollie and the innocent people outside needed him
more.



It was time to choose. On one side was his bow, that the girl was
thrusting towards him, and on the other side was a syringe.



It was a choice that he had to make, but it was really no choice
whatsoever.



“I’m a hero… ” he said, as he reached out his hand out and grabbed
the syringe, “and some heroes have weaknesses.”

 

 



In the Full House Casino, the Clubs were squaring up to Kid Flash,
Vigilante and Raven.



Kid Flash, eager to finish things quickly, started to run at them,
but the Seven waved his hand with lightning speed and a portal
suddenly opened up in front of Kid Flash, closing behind him as
soon as he’d run through it.



“So, that’s your friend on the other side of the world,” said the
Ace of Clubs. “Now, for the one called Vigilante. You, I’m afraid,
will die… ”



And with that the Seven opened another portal up, and the Ten then
used his telekinetic power to fling Vigilante into it. The Seven
was just about to close the portal, when somebody suddenly ran into
him, sending him flying across the casino and on to a roulette
table.



“Sorry, I took so long to get back,” said Kid Flash, who was now
standing in the position the Seven had previously occupied.



“Yeah, me too,” said Vigilante, as he crawled back into the casino
through the open portal. “Weirdest thing was they sent me home.
What are the odds?”



“Enough,” said the Ace of Clubs, as she pointed upwards. The next
moment, the Ten’s telekinetic powers had suddenly lifted Kid Flash
and Vigilante up and thrown them at the ceiling. As they fell
unconscious to the ground, the room started to fill with darkness,
and in the heart of the darkness stood Raven.



"This ends now."

 

 



Their investigations had led Nightwing and Batgirl to the Red
Diamond Men’s Club in search of The Joker.



Meanwhile, also just arriving at the club, after having heard an
explosion there, were Starfire, Wonder Girl and Black Canary. While
Donna and Dinah went to help out Green Arrow and Huntress against
the Spades division of the Royal Flush Gang, Starfire decided she
should search for the missing Speedy; after all, there were still
some things she needed to say to him.



In the backroom, Speedy was alone. The girl had, not long ago,
grabbed his bow and arrows, and made a rush for the exit. As he sat
in the backroom, listening to the noises coming from outside, he
was beginning to regret his decision. However, once he’d taken off
his boot, and injected himself in the sole of his foot (since his
costume would reveal any track marks on his arms) his regret
suddenly melted away.



And then somebody burst into the backroom.



“Starfire?”



“Roy,” she replied. “I think we need to talk.”



“Can it wait?” he asked, as he was suddenly shoved up against a
wall.



“No, it can’t… but it’s going to be quick,” she assured him. “This
isn’t your problem anymore. It’s our problem. I don’t mind you
causing yourself harm, but when it threatens to harm the Titans and
put innocent lives in danger then I can’t just stand by. Tell the
others, or I’ll tell them for you.”



Roy nodded, as Starfire released her grip on him and he fell to her
knees.



As Starfire flew out, back into the battle, Roy looked through the
open door to see the girl outside, her eyes staring right back at
him accusingly. He sat there and watched her, and she just kept on
staring back at him. Finally, he slowly crawled along the floor to
where her body was, and his hand pulled down her eyelids over her
eyes for the very last time.



“I’m… sorry… ” he said, as the battle continued on around him, “so,
so sorry.”

 

 



Nightwing went around the back of the Red Diamond Men’s Club, and
saw a familiar face – The Joker. After a brief set of greetings,
The Joker had only one question for Nightwing.



“What kept you?” he asked. “I thought you’d never show up.”



“I’m here because of what you did, Joker.”



“I suppose you mean that whole Deathstroke thing,” surmised The
Joker. “Well, I got the Clubs to do the actual hiring of
him.”



“You were behind Deathstroke being hired to kill us?” asked
Nightwing.



The Joker laughed. “No, of course not. If we’d asked him to do
that, you’d all be dead. No, he was just playing with you, acting
as bait to lure you in.”



“Bait?”



“Yes, he led you to the Clubs division of the Royal Flush Gang.
Sorry, Boy Blunder - or is that Teen Blunder these day - but this
is all very complicated. Normally I carry around a diagram but
you’ve caught me on an off day.”



“Try me.”



“Okay, well you Teen Titans went to visit the Clubs. Now, one of
the Clubs – Five, I think his name was – was a shadow-being,
capable of taking over bodies.”



“I remember him. He came at me, but Raven saved me.”



“Well, the original plan… oh, I hate all of this exposition – I’d
much rather kill you… was for the shadow-being to take over your
body. We’d then send him/you up against Batman.”



“You were going to use me to kill Batman?”



The Joker burst out laughing. “Oh, puh-lease. You kill Batman? No,
Batman would have killed you. That would have really wrecked his
day.”



“But your plan failed,” said Nightwing, stepping closer to The
Joker.



“Well, the shadow-being didn’t end up in you, but it ended up in
the Titans. All of this time, it’s been spying on you. You’ve had a
traitor in your midst and now they’ve come back here to tell us all
your secrets.”



Nightwing suddenly remembered who’d been the driving force behind
their search for the Royal Flush Gang.



“Raven,” he gasped.



“That’s right,” laughed The Joker. “Now, could I please have my
matchbook back?”

 

 



Kid Flash came to and found himself surrounded by darkness.



“Raven?” he yelled.



“I’m not Raven,” said the voice he recognized as Raven’s, “not
anymore. She meant to consume me and I consumed her.”



There was the sound of a body hitting the ground.



“There goes the Three,” said Raven’s voice.



Then, two more bodies fell in quick succession.



“The Seven and the Ten.”



“Why are you doing this?” screamed the Ace of Clubs, her telepathy
for once unable to read a mind. “You’re our friend.”



“Friend?” replied the shadow-being within Raven. “I was never your
friend.”



There was another loud thud.



“That was the Jack. You’ll be soon, Ace.”



“Rachel, no, you can fight this,” yelled Wally.



“No, she can’t,” said Raven.



Suddenly, there was the sound of a pair of nunchucks whizzing
through the air and suddenly the darkness got a little brighter, as
Vigilante’s weapon connected with Raven’s head, temporarily
stunning the shadow-being.



“Now, Rachel!” screamed Wally. “Fight it now.”



“I can't fight it,” said Raven, tears appearing in her eyes, “it’s
too strong… but I can kill it.” As the darkness left the room,
wrapping itself around her body, she looked down at Wally.
“Goodbye.”



And with that, the darkness and coldness completely enveloped
Raven, and she felt the shadow-being scream within her and then
fall silent. It was over, she thought, as she fell to the
ground.



Kid Flash was by her side the moment she hit the ground. He felt
her still body, so cold to the touch, and so he started massaging
her at super-speed, slowly warming her up. Despite his efforts, she
still wasn’t breathing.



“She’s gone, child,” said the Ace of Clubs. “Our work here looks
like it’s done.”



While Vigilante handcuffed the remaining Clubs who, with their
comrades dead, offered no resistance; Kid Flash was busy performing
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. While most tasks he could rush, this
was one he couldn’t. He just had to be patient, taking his time.
This had to work. It had to.



And finally, after what seemed like an eternity, it did, as she
suddenly started breathing again.



With that, he himself breathed a sigh of relief. She was going to
be okay.

 

 



Outside the rear exit of the Red Diamond Men’s Club, The Joker
finished his conversation with Nightwing:



“So now that you know the rest of the story,” he cackled, “I’ve got
to say toodles, until we meet again.”



As acid squirted from the flower attached to The Joker’s lapel,
Nightwing stepped aside to avoid it with ease. After all of his
years avoiding such attacks by The Joker, this was second nature to
him by now.



As The Joker turned around to run back inside the building,
Nightwing stood there waiting. She should be here by now.



At which point, Batgirl appeared to block The Joker’s path.



“The Bat-babe, too! Hey there, hottie, nice new duds,” he said, as
his hand reached into his jacket, but before he could produce a
weapon, a kick from Batgirl sent him stumbling backwards toward
Nightwing, who delivered a punch to his still smiling face.



“Stupid move, kid,” said The Joker, pulling out a gun.



Nightwing, his life on the line and yet still trying to impress
Barbara with his acrobatics, somersaulted out of the way, while
Batgirl, her mind focused solely on The Joker, made him drop the
gun by hitting his wrist with a batarang. She then grabbed hold of
him and slung him over to Nightwing.



“Oh, two against one, now that doesn’t seem fair at all,” said The
Joker, as Nightwing held him tightly.



“Just remember when you’re rotting away in Arkham again,” said
Nightwing, “that it

wasn’t Batman that beat you this time, it was his ‘kids’. You’ve
maimed and

killed for the last time.”



Nightwing realized that his words might have been a bit premature,
when The Joker suddenly broke free from his grasp, cutting his arm
with a playing card that had suddenly appeared in his hand.
Knocking the card out of The Joker’s hand, Nightwing then sent The
Joker toward Batgirl with the aid of his fist.



While Batgirl grabbed The Joker’s arms, forcing them behind his
back, Nightwing started searching The Joker for weapons. As he did
so, The Joker burst out laughing, as he bit down on a tooth blowing
smoke into Nightwing’s face.



Stunned, Nightwing fell back coughing, and then he heard a scream…
Barbara!



No, she had to be okay. She had to be.



Then he looked up in Barbara’s direction.



“NO!” yelled Batgirl, who was on her knees, holding on to The
Joker’s legs to stop him getting away.



Suddenly Nightwing was on top of The Joker, pushing his white face
into the ground.



“The first time you caught us off guard, Joker, but like I said, we
grew up. We’re a team now, and this time you can’t win. Thanks to
Batgirl’s uncanny memory, she remembered, at the last minute, about
a police report she had read where you had killed two policemen
with that fake tooth, Joker gas, trick. We already had the antidote
prepared for us.”



Nightwing looked at the joyous look on Batgirl’s face. They’d done
it… they’d brought in The Joker… together. The nightmare was over
now, for both of them.

 

 



While Vigilante escorted the Clubs to a police cell, Kid Flash,
carrying Raven's unconscious body, joined the others outside what
was left of the Red Diamond Men’s Club.



“Are you okay?” asked Nightwing.



“Yeah, we’re fine,” replied Flash. “Just need some sleep. Are all
the others okay?”



“Well, Starfire should get back eventually, and Donna’s checking on
the casualties in the club. No-one’s seen Speedy recently.”



As if on cue, Roy made his appearance.



Walking up to them, looking at the faces of the Outsiders and
Titans, he cleared his throat.



“Ollie, Dick, Barbara, I’ve got a problem I need to talk
about.”

 

 



It had been a long night for everyone but now they were back in the
penthouse.



Kid Flash sat there with Raven by his side, being quiet so as not
to wake her up. After all she’d been through, she deserved a good
night’s sleep.



Donna looked across at them, Raven sleeping so peacefully, and then
across at Roy. It had been a rough couple of months for him, but
now that they knew about his problem, they’d be able to help him
through it.



Roy looked across at Donna and smiled. After all he’d done, and all
of the lives he’d put in danger, they, like Ollie, were prepared to
forgive him. He was glad to have such friends… he was just sad that
he still couldn’t risk being totally honest with them.



Meanwhile, Dick had just found Kory sitting in the stairwell.



“You okay, Kory?”



“Don’t worry about me, Dick,” she said, her head turned away from
Dick. “Go back to Barbara.”



“But I want to be with you,” Dick said, sitting next to her.



“But I know how you feel about her, Dick, and I know she feels the
same way about you.”



“But, she’s in my past,” he said, trying to convince himself as
much as Kory.



“I know how you feel about her, Dick. When I learnt language from
you, I found the feelings, the images you attach to words. I’ve
seen language through your eyes, Dick Grayson, and I know I can
never compete with Barbara Gordon.”



“And she feels the same way about me?” asked Dick.



“I got it straight from her mouth,” replied Kory.



“Well, I couldn’t help but notice,” said Dick with a smile, as the
memory of Kory and Barbara kissing leapt into his mind.



Kory frowned at Dick. “It was like swallowing a dictionary,” she
observed, before continuing. “She loves you more than you love her
even. Her memories of you… they’re so crystal clear, whereas your
images of her are fuzzy and grainy in comparison.”



“Ah, I guess that’ll be her photographic memory,” explained
Dick.



“Oh,” Kory gasped, realizing her mistake. “But I still know how you
feel about her.”



“Those were my feelings about her then,” said Dick, trying to
reassure her, and then he realized actions spoke louder than words.
Leaning over he pressed his lips against hers.



Kory closed her eyes as she re-learnt language as Dick perceived
it. There were a few new words there since last time, and one of
them was Koriand’r and another one was Starfire.



“Happy?” asked Dick.



“How could I not be happy?” she exclaimed. “You love me even more
than you hate broccoli.”



Dick laughed, as Kory rested her head against his shoulder and
looked into his eyes.



“It must be hard being human,” she sighed. “Not being able to tell
how much you’re loved from just a kiss.”



“Oh, but we can tell,” he said, as once more his lips approached
hers.

 

 



Now:

Wally West stood, looking down at Raven, lying so still in her
bed.



“It’s hopeless, Donna,” he said forlornly. “She’s nev-”



Suddenly his words were interrupted by a deafening scream as Raven
suddenly sat bolt upright in her bed.



Before Donna could even respond, she saw Wally had moved to hold
Raven in his arms. As tears rolled down her face, he kept talking
to her. “It’s okay, Rae. It’s okay.”



But no matter how much he said it, Raven just kept on crying, as
she repeated the same two words over and over again:



He’s… coming…

 



The End!
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