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Chapter 1

 


Clark Kent stared at the monitor, fingers poised over the
keys.



"What's the matter, Smallville? Writer's block?"



He glanced up at Lois, who plopped herself down on the arm of his
chair, extending her neck to read off his screen.



"Recent acquisitions of Genesis Corporation, including the
high-profile eugenics research firm, Progene, have occurred in a
virtual media vacuum, leaving many to wonder where did Metropolis'
new Fortune 500 addition come from… " She thought about it for
a second, chewing the nub of a pencil. "Clark, not all big
companies are like LexCorp. What is it that you think you're onto
here?"



Momentarily distracted by a stray curl that all but caressed her
cheek, Clark replied in an unfeigned fluster: "I, uh, I'm not sure,
exactly." He scratched his head thoughtfully. "But a good reporter
once told me to always follow my hunches."



"She also told you not to create a story, but to
follow it." She helped herself to the bottled water on
Clark's desk. "Why do you think there's something there?"



Clark shrugged. "Been doing some research on their CEO, a Mr.
Izaya. There's practically nothing known about him, other than he
surfaced a couple of years ago, his Genesis Corp fully-formed, and
lives in virtual isolation. His company has targeted all the
cutting-edge firms from the Opal to Gotham to Star City, snatching
them up, and bringing the best and brightest right here to their
corporate headquarters in Metropolis."



Lois considered that a moment. "I heard about their bid for
WayneTech last month. Luckily, Bruce has more money than he knows
what to do with!"



Clark raised an eyebrow. "Bruce, is it?"



"Jealous, Smallville?" Her mouth twitched in a smile. "He takes me
to dinner every time he comes to town. How can a girl say
no?"



He crossed his arms over his chest and sighed in exasperation.
"Gee, Lois, does a guy have to fly or have a billion dollars to
impress you?"



Lois Lane slid off the arm of his chair, her eyes twinkling. "It's
a start!"

 

 



"That is Earth… ?"



"Yes, my lord. Not only the place where the Highfather's filthy
spawn has fled to, but the home to the Last Sons of Krypton, as
well!"



"You said sons. There are more than just this so-called,
Superman?"



"Yes, lord! Our instruments detect a hitherto unknown Kyptonian,
though his life signs are weak."



"Bring him to me."

 

 

 

Like a monarch surveying his demesne, Lex Luthor stood at his
wall-sized office window and glared out at Metropolis.



The view was spectacular, taking in a wide panorama of the City of
Tomorrow, from Hob's Bay to Centennial Park, with the gleaming
MetroTram winding through it all like a glittering necklace of
light. In the distance, one could see the roof-top globe of the
Daily Planet building (though still below the level of
Lex's eyeline)— and the somewhat new addition to the Metropolis
skyline, the otherwise nondescript Genesis Corp. Building. And
despite the breathtaking view, this was the only thing Lex
saw.



Genesis Corp. He had paid them little heed in recent years, but now
they had begun to encroach upon what he considered his territories.
Happerson had just accepted the resignation of the top structural
engineer at LexTech, lured away by an offer from the enigmatic Mr.
Izaya and his upstart Genesis Corp!



The GenCorp Building stabbed into the sky, like an insulting
gesture aimed at LexCorp Tower.



This was absolutely unacceptable. No one poached in the king's
forest! And while the loss of the engineer rankled, it didn't
really hurt. After all, Lex himself was the greatest asset of
LexCorp. A reporter early on had made the mistake of calling Lex a
"jack of all trades", which implied the rejoinder "and master of
none." Nothing could be further from the truth. He was a master of
them all. Lex Luthor was a futurist and a polymath, the
latest in a line of extraordinary individuals that stretched from
Aristotle to da Vinci and ended with him, Lex Luthor, the homo
universalis, the Universal Man, a culmination of all human
greatness.



His mind was working furiously now, calculating odds and
probabilities. What exactly was GenCorp? Who was Mr. Izaya? And
just what was their agenda, which they conducted with such an
admirable secrecy?



Slowly, the pieces started to come together… .

 

 

 

Across town, the smartly dressed man with the thick white beard
stared out his own office window, across the intervening space to
the shining pinnacle of LexCorp Tower, as if aware of the
scrutiny.



"What is it, Izaya?" Came a carefully respectful voice. "Is there
something wrong?" The speaker was one in a group of people standing
in the office, waiting upon the older man. He was fair-haired and
bright, almost glowing in his perfectly tailored white suit.



"Perhaps, Lightray. I fear we have begun to attract some unwanted
attention." The old man's hand fell lightly upon a folded newspaper
sitting on the nearby desk. It was open to an article buried on the
last page of the Business section. The headline read: Newcomer
Genesis Corporation Challenges LexCorp in the Metropolis
Technologies Market. The byline was Clark Kent.



"Our work cannot proceed under the glare of public scrutiny." Spoke
a bald woman with milky cataracts over her eyes. She was dressed in
soft robes and cradled to her breast what appeared to be a bleached
human skull— if it were not for the horns sprouting from the top.
"And we cannot risk exposure. Not when we are so close."



The powerful old man, Mr. Izaya, turned to look at them, worry
etched into the lines of his face. "I need no oracle to tell me
that, K'zandr. Our project is paramount. I feel at last our enemy's
eye upon us. I do not think we have much time left. We can brook no
interference now."



A tall, broad-shouldered man with shaggy red hair let out an
explosive expression of frustration, slamming his fist down upon
Mr. Izaya's desk, sending the newspaper fluttering to the
ground.



"Bah! I weary of this interminable skulking! What matters if we
reveal ourselves? What can the Earthlings do to distract us from
our purpose?"



"Patience, Orion!" Mr. Izaya held up a steadying hand, his face
placid and soothing. "If the humans were aware of our presence on
their planet, or of what lurks out there in the cosmos, waiting,
there would be worldwide panic and terror. Our work is almost done.
I only hope we are in time… "



The man called Orion ground his teeth in barely restrained
frustration, but deferred to the wisdom of Mr. Izaya.



"Highfather!"



A young man dashed into the room through the open double doors, at
a speed the naked eye could not follow; the aeropads on his boots
glowed hotly, and he seemed excited.



"Fastbak!" Remonstrated Lightray. "More respect, if you
please."



"Sorry!" The speedster shrugged apologetically.



"What is it, Fastbak?" Mr. Izaya asked patiently. "Have you found
my foster son yet?"



"No, Highfather, still no sign of him." Fastbak explained
apologetically. "But then, he is expert at avoiding detection. I
was just coming to tell you that someone is on the telephone device
asking— demanding!— to speak to you."



"Who?" Mr. Izaya raised a bushy eyebrow.



"Lex Luthor." The answer came from the blind woman named K'zandr.
She held the horned skull to her ear, her head cocked to listen.
"Beware! He is not like the rest of these earthlings, Highfather.
The oracle foresees nothing good in dealings with him."



Mr. Izaya nodded thoughtfully. Nevertheless, he went to the device
on the desk and activated the speaker phone.



"Izaya." A bold, powerful voice crackled from the speaker. "My name
is Lex Luthor. You know who I am?"



"All of Metropolis knows who you are, Mr. Luthor." The older man
said calmly.



"Yes, well, I get the impression you're not exactly from around
here." Lex replied, with enough innuendo in his voice to start a
low growling from Orion.



"What do you want, Mr. Luthor?" Asked Mr. Izaya.



"What I want, Mr. Izaya, is to give you your first and last
opportunity to save yourself." Came the reply in crisp, clipped
tones. "I've studied the activities and acquisitions of GenCorp
very carefully. I've noted how you've snapped up the best men in
certain fields, bought up certain patents and logged your purchases
of exotic materials and real estate. I've even noted the GenCorp
interests in certain remote locations on the planet. You're
planning something. Something big. Something, I would hazard a
guess, which you would very much like to keep secret. Whatever it
is, and I have a pretty good idea, I want it."



The low growling from Orion was joined by a gasp from Lightray, and
alarmed looks all around.



But Mr. Izaya maintained his calm.



"Why should I heed you at all, Mr. Luthor? We have done nothing
wrong. Nothing illegal."



"Perhaps not illegal, but you did do something wrong."
Luthor's voice was cold and hard. "You came to my town— my
world!— and you didn't pay tribute to me. You didn't say
‘Mother, may I?' and that hurts my feelings. I will suffer no
rivals, Izaya. A couple of months ago, I saved the world from some
super-powered alien freaks; crushing you will be
child's play."



A muscle in Mr. Izaya's chin clenched. "And just how do we avoid
your wrath, Mr. Luthor?"



"By signing over a controlling interest in GenCorp to me. By
stepping down as CEO, Mr. Izaya, and appointing me in your place as
Chairman of the Board of Directors. And I want to know,
definitively, right now, what you are building in the Marianas
Trench."



"The dog—!" Orion could not restrain his outburst. Mr. Izaya shot
him a sharp glance, silencing him.



The sound of Lex chuckling came through the speaker.



"And if we don't accede to your demands… what? Exposure? Fabricated
lawsuits?"



"Please." Luthor's voice dripped with scorn. "Who do you take me
for? Max Lord? Josiah Powers? I'm goddamn Lex Luthor. I. Will.
De-stroy. You."



For a moment no one, not even Orion, breathed. The menace in the
earthling's voice was unmistakable, and so was his certainty that
he could carry out the threat. Mr. Izaya and his associates stared
at each other in a mix of consternation and rage.



"You have 24 hours to consider my offer."



Then Luthor disengaged the line.

 

 



There. That made him feel a little better.



Lex rose from his desk, and glanced out the window towards The
GenCorp Building. That rattled them, he thought with some
satisfaction. Oh, well. If you wanted to see the ants scurry,
you had to kick a few anthills…



Then something exploded in his office.



No, that wasn't exactly right. It wasn't really an explosion— there
was the noise and the light, but no concussive blast…



Lex lowered his hastily thrown up arm, and was amazed to see what
his mind instantly catalogued as a kind of interdimensional
space/time portal. Out of it stepped a hunchbacked figure in a
purple robe.



"Lex Luthor! Greetings from Apokolips. My name is Desaad. And you
have something I want… "

 

 



"Highfather, you must let me deal with this impudent human!" Pled
Orion, spittle flying from his mouth. "He will destroy everything
we have worked so carefully to build. Please! I will leave only a
smoking hole where—."



"No." Mr. Izaya said quietly, but with an authoritative air of
finality. "That is not our way, my son. We have labored long to
show you this. The Source teaches us that—."



Orion let out a strangled cry of frustration, near to tears at his
rage, and stormed out.



Izaya's sad eyes followed him. "I fear there is still too much of
his true father in him. Lightray, would you be so kind as to see to
him?"



The bright figure in the white business suit nodded and excused
himself.



Izaya released a long sigh and sank into his desk chair. K'zandr
and Fastbak stepped closer, looking to him expectantly.



The horned skull in K'zandr's arms whispered again into her
ear.



"The oracle warns that we ignore this threat at our gravest peril."
She announced. "And that Luthor will anticipate an attack and take
steps. Yet if we do nothing, he will surely endanger our
work."



"What can we do, Highfather?" Asked Fastbak.



Mr. Izaya pondered only a moment. "The people of this world have a
saying: When in Rome, do as the Romans do."



The two looked at him, confused.



"They have another saying, too." Mr. Izaya sighed, resigned to a
course of action now that his hand had been forced. "This is a
job for Superman… "

 

 

 

"City Desk, this is Lois Lane."



Lois held the phone to her ear with her shoulder and typed into her
computer rapidly, only half listening. Across from her, Clark was
going over some photos with Jimmy for a story the two were working
on, but when Lois stopped clattering away on her keyboard, he
looked up.



"You're kidding." Lois stared blankly at her monitor, concentrating
on what the voice on the other end was saying. "Me? When? No,
that'll be fine. Absolutely. Can I bring a photographer? Excellent!
Tell Mr. Izaya that I am very much looking forward to this."



She hung up the phone and gave the staring Clark and Jimmy a smug
look.



"Scooped again, Smallville. That was the PR office of Genesis
Corporation. Guess who's just been invited over to interview the
CEO, Mr. Izaya? That's right, this girl!" She jabbed a thumb at
herself and smiled sweetly. "Grab your camera Jimmy, your coming
with me!"



Clark groaned in disappointment. "I don't get it, Lois! I was the
one who did that piece on GenCorp yesterday. Why did they call
you?"



Lois snatched up her coat and cell phone. "Oh, I don't know Clark,
maybe it's my well-earned reputation, or that Pulitzer Prize
sitting all shiny right here." She waved it in his face.



Clark watched her walk off, with a final waggling of her fingers
goodbye, then, after a surreptitious glance to see if anyone was
watching, left his desk and slipped into a nearby janitor's closet,
already beginning to unbutton his shirt.



A moment later, Superman flew, too fast to be observed, from an
upper-storey window of the Planet.

 

 

 

The Man of Steel sailed over the city, glancing left and right as
he flew. Something was up, he knew. As Clark Kent, he had honed his
reporter's instinct enough to sense that something was going on. At
the very least, he knew there was more to Genesis Corp than met the
eye…



He had to fight against that same reporter's instinct to follow
Lois and Jimmy, and listen in on her interview with Mr. Izaya. But
Lois had scooped him fair and square— the story was hers.



But whenever there was something going on in Metropolis, he always
started at the same place: Lex Luthor.



He steered himself towards LexCorp Tower, his keen hearing already
picking up Luthor's conversation: "… I want you to see to the
transport of our newest acquisition personally, Mr. Happerson. We
mustn't keep our new friends waiting. Oh, and please bring Version
1.1 online immediately; I have a feeling we'll need its services
sooner than later. And have my lunch reservations canceled. My
apologies to the mayor… "



Superman pulled up outside Lex's window and knocked. Luthor
swiveled in his chair, seemed unsurprised to see him floating
there, then waved him away, turning back to his computer.



Superman knocked again.



"Can't you see I'm busy, alien." Lex whispered knowing that his
nemesis would have no difficulty in hearing him. "Besides, isn't
there a cat up a tree that needs rescuing… ?"



"We need to talk, Luthor." Came the Man of Steel's muffled voice
from beyond the glass. "What do you know about Genesis
Corporation?"



Lex slowly swiveled back to face the window, one eyebrow raised. "I
know that they're an upstart company that all but appeared out of
nowhere. I know that they have projects that they'd prefer to keep
out of the public eye. I know that they're about to have a bad
day." Lex's glance flickered to a point over Superman's shoulder.
"And I know that they seem to have a secret weapon… " And with
that, he dove out of his chair and rolled to the side.



Superman barely had time to register this before he was hit from
behind. Hard.



He went crashing into Lex's window, a super-missile drilling a hole
clear through the entire floor of the building, regaining his
momentum only when he emerged from the other side in a shower of
glass and concrete.



"What in the world was that?" He shook his head. There wasn't much
on earth that could through him for such a loop. He flew back
through the building, much to the shock of the people whose offices
had been wrecked, and returned just in time to see a red-suited man
with a silver helmet, harnessed into some kind of rocket glider,
hovering in the middle of Lex's office.



"And just who the hell are you?" Luthor demanded, climbing to his
feet and straightening his tie.



"Human insect!" The intruder scowled menacingly. "My name is Orion,
the Dog of War. And you've meddled in our affairs for the last
time!"



With that, beams of power shot from the glider, towards
Luthor.



Superman was a blue and red blur, streaking across the office to
get between Luthor and the blasts. Bracing himself, the Man of
Steel intercepted the blasts, allowing them to slam ineffectually
against his chest.



"Why, Superman, I didn't know you cared?" Luthor remarked drolly
behind him. But Superman could pay him no heed. He had stopped the
blasts, but they hurt. These were not just laser beams…



"By the Source!" The man called Orion muttered. "No man can
withstand the Astroforce… ?"



"Allow me to introduce myself, then," The Man of Steel cocked his
arm and flew at Orion. "My name is
Superman!"



The punch sent Orion sailing up through the roof of the building
and arcing high over Metropolis.

 

 



"Thank you for offering me this opportunity, Mr. Izaya." Lois made
herself comfortable on the couch in the CEO's luxurious office, as
Jimmy snapped candid photos of Mr. Izaya himself, who was sitting
uneasily in the plush chair across from Lois. "A lot of people in
Metropolis are very curious about you and your firm. But before we
begin, can you tell me— why the sudden change of heart? Up until
now, Genesis Corp has always conducted its affairs out of the
public eye."



"The answer is quite simple, Ms. Lane," The distinguished gentleman
told her. "Yet I fear you will find it difficult to believe. You
see, neither I, nor my special ‘board of directors', are from this
planet." He explained plainly, as if announcing he was from Peoria
or Hackensack. "In fact, we are not even from this
dimension."



Lois blinked, but otherwise the expression on her face did not
change.



Jimmy stopped shooting photos and lowered his camera, looking
confused.



"We are refugees from a cosmic war that has raged for many
thousands of your years, and have taken shelter on Earth until we
can assemble the means by which we can once again ascend to our
proper place in the heavens."



He paused, waiting politely for Lois to interject or ask a
question. She merely glanced around, as if expecting to see
colleagues jump up from behind a closed door and yell
"Surprise!"



"You're kidding me, right?" She asked, eyebrow raised. "Is this
some kind of strange practical joke… ? Is Luthor involved in
this—."



"Ms. Lane, I assure you this is no joke." Mr. Izaya replied
solemnly. "However, you are correct in assuming Lex Luthor is
involved."



Lois let out a snort and began collecting her things to leave. "I'm
sure he is! Look, Mr. Izaya, I don't appreciate you wasting my time
like this, and when you are ready to talk seriously please give my
office a call. In the meantime, I suggest you seek psychiatric
help. C'mon, Jimmy; let's go."



Without a backward glance, Lois stomped towards the door, just as
it opened and a tall, bright man in a white suit blocked her way
with a beatific but firm smile.



Fuming, Lois whirled back upon Mr. Izaya, who had risen now and was
clutching a long golden staff that throbbed with power.



"Holy—." Jimmy ejaculated, fumbling for his camera.



"You are not far off, James Olsen of Earth." Mr. Izaya proclaimed,
in a voice that resonated with age and wisdom. "For we are the New
Gods, and I am the Highfather. We are benevolent beings and mean no
harm to Earth or her people. And I do not summon you lightly! Our
work is almost done but it is threatened by the sinister intentions
of Lex Luthor. And if we are exposed, if our Enemy finds us, the
danger we could bring down on this planet is immense. Thus it is
that I call upon you for aid."



Lois needed a moment to assimilate all this, finally shaking her
head before she answered: "And you want me to tell your story…
?"



"No." The Highfather stepped closer to her, and he seemed now to be
somehow greater than the flesh and bone shell he inhabited. "I
called upon you because we need something only you seem to be able
to deliver. We need the help of Superman… "

 

 

 

Superman pursued Orion into the stratosphere, even as the New God
regained control of his glider and banked back towards Earth.



Behind the silver helmet, the face of Orion was contorted in
battlelust as he aimed another salvo from his glider at Superman.
The Man of Steel easily dodged the bolts of Astroforce, and strafed
his foe with heat vision as he flew past him. Orion absorbed the
blast but did not cry out, gritting his teeth against the pain and
swinging the glider around for another pass.



"I don't know who you are, but you can't just attack people without
provocation— even Lex Luthor!" Superman yelled to him.



"I have provocation!" Snarled Orion, whizzing past
Superman, though choosing this time not to attack. "He threatens me
and mine! We have already been hounded into near extinction, and I
won't let a puny human bug pound the last nail in our
coffin!"



The New God descended upon Superman from above, barreling down on
him with full speed.



Superman reached out and grabbed the Astroglider, arresting its
motion and holding a stunned Orion in place.



"We don't have to fight. Maybe I can help."

 

 



"Luthor!"



Superman and Orion floated down to the level of Lex's shattered
office window, catching the CEO of LexCorp changing into a fresh
jacket.



"My, what strange bedfellows." Lex remarked sardonically. "A moment
ago the two of you were pummeling each other. But then, there's no
telling what you types call a good time."



Orion growled, but Superman restrained him with a raised
hand.



"Enough, Luthor! I don't know what your game is, or why Orion wants
to hurt you so bad, but I do know that you've made a powerful
enemy, and I can't protect you all the—."



"Protect me?" Lex's voice rose over its usually moderate tone. The
idea seemed to repulse him. "I don't need you to protect me from
anything, alien. I am quite capable of
defending myself and my interests. And that's exactly what I've
been doing all along."



With that, Lex jabbed a button on his desk and a wall panel slid
open, revealing the ghoulish visage of his genetic abomination,
Bizarro!



"Allow me to introduce Bizarro, Version 1.1— a marked improvement
over the original!"



Bizarro opened his eyes and his lips curled.



"Here we go… " Superman muttered under his breath, even as the
monster rocketed towards him and Orion.

 

 

 

It became quickly apparent that Bizarro's true target wasn't
Superman at all, but the being that had attacked Lex in the first
place: Orion. The monster whizzed past Superman and barreled into
the New God, catching him by surprise. The two went spinning end
over end, out over the tops of buildings, grappling with each
other.



Superman spun on Lex, who was watching the scene with some
amusement.



"Call him off, Lex! Before innocent people are injured… "



"Innocent people like me?" Lex retorted smugly. "I was viciously
attacked, Superman, and have every right to defend myself. It just
so happens that my bodyguard is as superpowered as my attacker. No
court in the land would convict me."



With a lingering glare, and fuming in frustration, Superman flew
away, leaving Luthor, chuckling.

 

 



"The human called Luthor has delivered the Kyrptonian, my lord, but
there are… complications… "



"What is the matter with it, Desaad? It looks
damaged."



"Indeed it is, my lord. This one has been under enforced sedation
for months, and has recently undergone some sort of primitive
neural tampering. Its genetic code has been subtly but irrevocably
altered by the creature called Luthor."



"It is useless to me then. Dispose of it. And then have
this Luthor killed. We shall have to have the other Kryptonian for
our purposes."



"If that is your will, O Dread One! But let's not be hasty! This
one's DNA will not hold the component of the Anti-Life Equation we
are looking for, but we may make use of him, yet! And I may never
again have a live Kryptonian subject to experiment upon… I think I
could make a pretty toy of him, my lord. A lap dog to unleash upon
your enemies."



"… Very well, Desaad. Prepare a doomsday for this
Superman… "

 

 

 

The fight in the sky quickly escalated out of control. Bizarro
pounded on Orion, who unleashed blast after blast from his glider
on his enemy. Bizarro was a fearsome fighter, but not a shrewd one;
he absorbed the bolts of Astroforce and was flung repeatedly into
the sides of skyscrapers, dislodging steel and concrete to fall
onto the streets below.



The debris rained down upon the busy Metropolis street, threatening
to crush the innocent bystanders. But, as always, Superman was
there. His heat vision vaporized a wide swath of falling stone, and
one particularly large piece he caught on his shoulders, setting it
down gently next to the cab it had almost crushed.



"Thanks, Superman!" The cabbie leaned out the window and
cheered.



Superman paused long enough to smile and wave at the crowd
gathering to watch the fight in the sky, then he launched himself
back into the air, streaking towards the combatants.



Bizarro had managed to engage Orion in close quarters again, and
had the New God in a headlock. Orion twisted and kicked, but could
not squirm free of his foe's deadly embrace. So he engaged the
glider, ramming it into the digital "Soder Cola" billboard. Showers
of sparks flew everywhere and Bizarro was thrown free in
confusion.



"Enough!" Superman roared in a voice that shook mortar and plaster
from nearby buildings. He interposed himself between the two
enemies as they rocketed back towards each other. A blast of
superbreath sent Orion pinwheeling backward, and Superman grabbed
the front of Bizarro's uniform, a mockery of his own, whirled him
around at superspeed, then launched him into the sky, dwindling
quickly into the distance!



As the New God zoomed back into the fray, Superman warned: "Stand
down, Orion! Let me take care of Bizarro."



Before Orion could respond, a new player appeared on the scene. A
man in glowing white streaked through the air, leaving an ionized
vapor trail behind him. Superman watched as the newcomer greeted
Orion familiarly.



"Lightray!" Orion cried.



"Easy, Dog of War! Highfather bids you to return and leave this
problem to Superman." The New God called Lightray looked over at
the astonished Man of Steel and smiled. "Highfather Izaya sends his
greetings."



"Izaya… ?" Superman did not miss the implications of the name, nor
did he forget that Lois and Jimmy were now involved in all this… !.
But he could not be distracted now. A quick scan with his
super-vision showed that Bizarro was recovering from his toss into
the upper atmosphere, and was heading back.



He turned back to the New Gods. "We'll finish this later." The he
was gone in a blur of color.

 

 



Superman and Bizarro clashed above the cloud-line, the force of
their collision creating a sonic boom that shattered windows five
miles below them. The Man of Steel shrugged off the impact, then
aimed himself again at Bizarro. The monster roared and swung
wildly. Superman didn't even try to dodge the blow: he caught it in
his hands. Bizarro snarled and tried to pull himself away, but
Superman wouldn't release him, twisting the monster's arm until it
was behind its back.



"Yield!" Called Superman to his foe, who thrashed wildly and
ineffectually in Superman's grasp. "I don't know what you are, but
you don't have to be enslaved to Luthor… Let me help you!"



Bizarro let out an inarticulate noise and heaved with a fearsome
effort, succeeding in dislodging Superman! The Man of Steel
careened away, struggling to right himself as Bizarro came after
him. Heat vision lashed Bizarro, causing him to whimper and flinch
away in surprise. Superman pressed his advantage, winding up and
aimed a punch at Bizarro that sent his foe sailing into
orbit!



Superman took off after the brute, through the thinning atmosphere
and into space.



Bizarro was having trouble orienting himself in zero gravity— in
fact, a look of panic had come over his gruesome and normally
expressionless face. He flailed about, gasping for breath— and
began to disintergrate before Superman's eyes!



Putting on a burst of speed, Superman grabbed the distressed
creature and wrapped him in his cape as he dove back into Earth's
atmosphere…



But by then, Bizarro was out cold.

 

 

 

Dr. Kitty Faulkner, Director of S.T.A.R. Labs, Metropolis watched
as Superman descended into her courtyard, bearing a figure wrapped
in his cape.



His blue eyes flashed and he grinned lopsidedly at her.



"Dr. Faulkner! Got room for one more… ?"

 

 

 

Lois waited for him on the rooftop of the Daily
Planet.



"So, do you think they're for real?" She asked, passing him a cup
of steaming coffee as he took a seat next to her on the
ledge.



Superman accepted the drink gratefully; it had been a long day.
They sat silently together, the mood between them somber and
contemplative.



"Are you asking me if I think they're Gods… ? I don't know Lois."
Superman shook his head, remembering the feeling of awe he
experienced when Orion and Lightray had introduced him to the
Highfather only an hour before. "But they need help. They're on the
run from something awful, something we definitely don't want to
attract the attention of… "



Lois heard something she never had before in the Man of Steel's
voice: fear.



"What is it… ?" She breathed.



But he only shook his head and sat silently.



After a while, Lois announced. "I'll kill the story. And in the
morning, I'll pay a visit to Lex and see if I can't persuade him to
call off the hounds. I think I still have some influence with him.
And by that I mean I think I still have some dirt on him
somewhere."



Superman chuckled softly at this. "Just be careful. I know Lex has
a soft spot for you, but never forget how dangerous— or how
devious— he can be."



"Don't worry, Big Blue, I can handle Lex Luthor." She slugged him
playfully on the arm. "But if I get into trouble, I know you're
just a whisper away."



He smiled at her and passed her the empty coffee cup, climbing to
his feet. "Thanks for the coffee." He waved and floated gently into
the air, disappearing behind the huge Daily Planet
globe.



"Anytime." Lois sighed.



"Lois!" Called a voice from the stairwell door. "There you are!
Lois, I've been looking for you all over. Are we still going to get
dinner tonight?"



Sighing again, Lois Lane stood, casting one last glance at the
empty sky.



"You bet, Clark! After all, I think it's your turn to pay, isn't
it?"



"Gee, Lois, I don't know… I mean I paid last time, right? At the
Indian restaurant. I remember because all that curry gave me a
stomach ache later on, and… "



Arm in arm, the two reporters went down the stairs.

 

 

 

The next day Lex Luthor stood once again at his office window,
looking out upon the city. His city… .



Metropolis.



Lex Luthor was a polymath, the next step in human intellectual
evolution. His mind was capable of the most complex calculations
and brilliant leaps of intuitive genius. Usually, he was so sure,
his confidence boundless…



But not today. For yesterday, he had made a deal with the
devil.



And not in any kind of figurative sense. Yesterday, Lex Luthor had
gazed upon pure evil. Pure distilled malevolence. But he had stood
up to it. Bargained with it… Did what he had to do to save his
city… There was more than one Man of Steel in
Metropolis…



Lois Lane had come and gone only minutes ago. She had been shocked
to find Lex in such an accommodating mood. He would, of course,
cease his hostile takeover bid for Genesis Corporation. No strings
attached.



After today, it wouldn't matter anyway.



After today, nothing would be the same.



The skies darkened at midday. He watched the roiling black clouds
in the upper atmosphere, and ignored the phone that rang
incessantly on his desk, the pounding on his door, the desperate
calling of his name. He knew what they would be reporting: freakish
electro-magnetic activity in earth orbit. Super-energized ions
falling like sparks from a 4th of July sparkler…



Lex Luthor just stood at the window, and watched. He knew what was
coming. And he knew nothing could stop it.



The BOOM! shook the very foundation of the
building, and like a dark, cankerous flower blossoming in the sky,
the scarred and pitted planet called Apokolips, vomiting fire and
greasy smoke, appeared between the Earth and its moon.



Below him, he could barely make out the sounds of cars screeching
to a halt, sirens droning and car alarms wailing, as people poured
into the streets to gaze up in awe and terror at the sight above
them…



How many of them would survive this terrible day, Lex
wondered.



A crisis was upon them. And nothing would ever be the same
again.



With a final sigh, Lex Luthor activated the blast shields for
LexCorp Tower and went to work; he had a city to save.










Chapter 2

 


Two emails arrived in Bruce Wayne’s inbox yesterday evening.
Bruce Wayne was busy at the time though, out till late, asleep till
the afternoon, and busy till the night begun anew. It’s an endless
cycle, one that will only broken when Bruce Wayne awakens a bit
earlier than usual, but so far this month, he’s been on a downward
spiral of self deprecating, self hating, jumping into the fire
antics, and only now, he breaks the cycle. He yawns as he enters
his father’s study, now his own, high in a tower in Wayne Manor. He
clicks onto his email account, and opens up the file.



The Genesis Corporation

Building a better world.



Bruce arches an eyebrow, and scrolls down.



Building a better future.



What was that about? That was the end of the message, and what a
message it was… He wonders what it means, and shakes his head,
opening the second email.



Information is the best currency.

- TQ



TQ? Bruce feels his eyes widen. TQ? The Question?



“Vic?”



He clicks on the attachment, and downloads the document through
ciphers and firewalls; ensuring nothing in the document is
harmful.



“The Underworld is abuzz with a new presence. Not an old hat
trying a new trick, but a newcomer. I’ve been travelling since we
last spoke, and on my travels I discovered this piece of
information. Your city, your domain to protect, not mine to
interfere in. Below is all the information I’ve acquired on Mister
Miracle, the man who the bosses won’t stop talking about. This is
important. Do with this what you will. We’ll meet again soon

Bruce, thanks for believing in the answer.”



That was Vic all right. Sending him information like this was a new
deal though, so Bruce was curious. He read the advertisement, an
old scan of an old performer. He reads the date on the edge of the
paper, more than 20 years ago… Mister Miracle? And his age then…
The attached bio says mid thirties, later maybe. Interesting. What
does this all mean? Bruce Wayne looks out of his window, sees the
darkness spread across the city below his manor home, and then
nods. Time enough later to think on this piece of information. But
now it was time for the dark avenger of Gotham to make an
appearance… Time for The Batman.

 

 



Predator and prey in Gotham City are harder to discern than ever.
You have the crime lords, the drug dealers, the pimps, and on the
other side the police. That’s an easy enough distinction to make,
but when you add to the equation another form of hero and villain,
the lines blur, everything changes, and the night falls, hiding the
truth behind shadow and darkness. Gotham City has met the threat of
the Joker, with horrific results; they’ve met the Riddler, Hugo
Strange, Cavalier, Bane… They all reside in Arkham Asylum, Home for
the Criminally Insane, or Blackgate Maximum Security Prison, where
the worst of the worst are put to rehabilitate. Some come and go on
a whim from the Asylum like a momentary distraction for the inmates
before they are broken out, escape, or murder once more. Death
becomes Gotham City, and things haven’t been the same since the end
of the city’s golden age, an event that occurred when, scholars
believe, Thomas and Martha Wayne were murdered before the eyes of
their only child, Bruce. Things are changing, and not for the
better.

 

 



Batman pulls the grapnel from his belt and fires it off across the
void of space over the skyscrapers of the city. He takes a breath,
filling his lungs, and then swings out across the void, floating
across the distance, almost flying, before he hits the opposite
building, rolls with his momentum and retracts his line. He sprints
across the building and leaps meters until he hits the next roof,
and continues until he reaches the harbor, and the assorted men and
women below. He crouches against the rooftop, and takes a small
wire from his belt, and guides it over the top of the roof, and
then presses a button on the side of his belt that causes a quiet
amount of feedback to flood his ears. When that moment’s
distraction is done he can hear everything that occurs below, and
as he listens, he learns.



“You know what I heard?”



“What did you hear, Joe?”



“He’s immortal. Unkillable. He can escape any trap you set for him,
any trap including poison, explosives, knives, guns, anything. He
can’t be killed. Always wearing that costume…” Batman smiles. Are
they talking about him? Has the fear made him an unkillable urban
legend? He smiles, something that he rarely does, and continues
listening. “And always smiling beneath it.” Strange. When he’s in
the street, doing the gritty stuff, doing the fighting and brining
the pain like none others before him, he never smiles. He hasn’t
smiled in costume since Dick wore the green and red of his Robin
costume.



“What’s the freak’s name? The freak that caused Don Cleaver to go
down for another ten? I heard he was part of some outfit from San
Fran. Powers, Inc. or whatever. Mr.… Marvel? Marvelous?”



“Like the Captain? Nah, I doubt it dude. Miracle. The Miracle. His
name was the Miracle, was it not?”



“Nah, nah, you’re wrong. Mister Miracle. That’s it. Mister Miracle,
the World’s Greatest Escape Artist…”



Batman finds himself frowning slightly, a bit disappointed at not
being the one these mooks feared so much.



“Hey, enough small talk. You got the gear?”



Oh, jackpot.



“Ha, enough to sort those ones up at Chandelier for a month.”



Chandelier. That’s the name of the high-class club up on the good
side of the city, the kind of place where the rich and the
pointless gather together to compare tennis scores and priceless
diamonds. A lot of famous people go there, a lot of famous people
including Bruce Wayne. Haven’t been there for some time, Again,
last time he’d been through those doors was when Dick was in the
city, about a year ago, before The Joker, before Julie.



“Them spoiled rich kids love their coke, eh?”



Cocaine. There we go. He peeks over the ledge for less than a
second, and then falls back down, smiling slightly. Two bulges
beneath their jackets, and another to the dealer’s hip. He can’t
see the rear of the other criminal but he assumes the worst,
assumes he has another weapon somewhere, and then he jumps.

 

 



Shadows come and go in Gotham City, a strange occurrence due to the
lack of light on the streets, but also suggested to have something
to do with the innate magic of the city. But then again, when men
rush around like men possessed in the alleys and the dark places,
shadows flitter in and out of focus like an old movie… But now, in
the full moon, when the wolf emerges to drag souls to hell… If any
city could hold credence to that kind of claim it would be this
one. Gotham is steeped in ancient magic. Progression comes at a
price and the price for Gotham has been known to forget what has
come before, the history, the former glory. If the devil emerged to
plague the world then it would emerge from here, in Gotham, the
darkest, dirtiest city in America. Shadows come and go in Gotham,
and these two men are about to wish they’d stayed in home
tonight.

 

 



Batman spreads his cape, appearing as a silhouette against the
moon, causing the two men to jerk upwards and to pull their
pistols. Before they can blink the guns are in the ocean, two razor
sharp blades digging into their palms before they can scream.
Batman is on them, punching and kicking, sending one man into a
warehouse wall with an almighty crash, dazed, dizzy, and ready for
interrogation later, when he’s done with the other.



The man called Joe ducks underneath some massive containment tanks,
water crashing below his feet beneath the pier, and hides in the
shadow, pulling the blade from his hand and pressing the wound
tight against his chest. In his other hand is his back up, the
weapon he hid behind his back, loaded and ready. He cocks back the
hammer, and takes slow breaths, trying not to give away his
position. He knows about the Bat-Man. He can smell blood, smell
sweat and fear and if he gets a whiff of what this man is giving
off, he’d be sure to pinpoint his position.



He keeps the gun raised, ready, and looking everywhere over the
harbor, making sure he can’t be picked up from above or to his
sides, in front or behind. He sighs slightly, no noise coming from
anywhere. Where’d he go? Had he left back to the rooftops whence he
came? No. It couldn’t be that easy. He leans against the metal
container, and then hears a creak. He spins around, his gun raised,
and sees nothing. Again, another creak. He spins around the other
way, trying his best to see where that damned noise was coming
from, but not being able to pinpoint the location. Where the hell
was this freak? He shakes his head, and walks forward, only to hear
a cracking noise behind him. He spins around and a hand explodes
from beneath him, grabbing his foot and yanking him down, wood
splinters entering his leg like daggers. As the man hits the harbor
floor another fist shatters through the brittle wood and hits him
square in the jaw, knocking him out instantly.



Batman pulls himself up out of the broken wood and smiles, his
boots wet and his cape heavy with water. The water below the harbor
had hidden his movements from this man, and made one hell of an
entrance for him. He smiles slightly, and then drags the bleeding
man over to his friend.

 

 



The venue wasn’t the best. It was dark and dusty and no place for a
performer of his apparent status. Mister Miracle was the best there
was, and he could bring crowds of thousands to the smallest venues,
but as the new face beneath the mask, he had something to prove to
himself and to his mentor, and he started at the bottom of the
ladder, on the lowest rung, entertaining crowds of drunks and
deviants, until he found himself ready for the big leagues.



Scott Free smiles, and walks on stage, an awkward silence meeting
him from the men at the tables, and the waitresses serving. He was
wearing the bright red, yellow and greens of Thaddeus Brown’s
costume, but he had taken the time to streamline the costume,
making it more functional for him, weaving in his own instruments
and materials till it fit him like a glove. But their eyes said
something else to the exile from another plane of existence… They
hadn’t seen the color. The brightness of his costume. So long had
they been in the shadows, in the absence of light, they had
forgotten that there were things more than the blacks and grays
they suffered in through the daily dregs of life.



He smiles beneath his mask, and his assistant, a young man named
Shilo Norman, a friend of Thaddeus’, walks onto the stage with the
material and utensils ready to begin his act. Shilo attaches the
straightjacket and yanks on the buckles, ensuring Scott is tightly
packed. He then wheels on a massive cylinder, and Scott smiles.
This was one of Thaddeus’ favorites, one of his greatest escapes.
Sure, the jumps from the tallest buildings and being found in the
bar opposite buying everyone in a round was flashy, but the
cylinder escape was always something that took concentration,
memory. Passion. You had to do things in order, had to focus on the
task at hand or burn. He had taken liberties with the escape too,
as well as the costume, but as a boy becomes his own man, he most
become comfortable in himself, and not the way people feel ought to
be.



He sits down on the stage, and Shilo brings out a small winch, a
device that lifts the young escape artist off the wooden floor and
into the cylinder. The assistant then slams shut the metal lid and
locks it tightly. Then it gets interesting. A voice emanates from
inside the cylinder, Scott talking through a microphone in his
costume.



“The cylinder is airtight my friends, I’m sealed in, and all this
talking will surely waste what little oxygen I have left. But to
advance your enjoyment of the escape…” he motions to his assistant,
soldering iron in hand, and the crowd watch as the escape artist is
sealed into the tube. “Now I must ask for a volunteer. Shilo,
please, do your thing.” Shilo hurries off the stage and pulls a
waitress from the bar area, and brings her on stage. “Hh…” Scott
takes another breath, the lack of oxygen already getting to him. He
had endured worst, but not for a long time, and for all his vicious
training, he wasn’t fully ready. This would count against the
escape. He knows this and files it to the back of his mind, then
continues.



“Miss… always a Miss, isn’t it, Shilo?”



The young black man nods and smiles, and the young waitress
blushes. “Simple task, Miss. Pull that switch on that table.” He
motions towards a small table, and the woman picks up a small
device, and as soon as she presses the button on it, the inside of
the tube erupts in flames, causing Scott Free to vanish in the
inferno. The crowd rumbles with surprise and worry, and Shilo
Norman puts his hand on the young lady’s shoulder, reassuringly.
The flames inside of the tube subside, leaving the crowd gasping
for breath, totally taken unawares by this stunt. A voice at the
back of the audience causes everyone to turn and look, and Shilo
Norman stands there, smiling. After that, they spin back round to
the stage to see Mr. Miracle with his hand on the woman’s shoulder,
a smile beaming from beneath his mask. The escape was worth it, he
thinks, as the woman flings her arms around his neck and kisses his
mask.

 

 



Boom. An explosion causes windows to shatter everywhere down Kane
Drive. Shards of falling glass fall to Earth and a man… A God…
Walks the streets of Gotham. It has begun… A devil has emerged from
Gotham, a pestilence that could engulf the world, and it has
crawled from its bestial home to the surface of this once fair
city. The Pursuer is here. Pursuer has come and pursuer shall
leave… With it’s quarry. Scott Free, time to come home.

 

 



It’s a simple task of removing the data disc from his utility belt
and tending to the criminal’s wound. Batman doesn’t want those who
he has caught to bleed out before they can be sent down to
Blackgate for their crimes. He takes out the disc and attaches it
to the injured man’s head, and quickly draws a black bat atop the
other man’s forehead. Gordon will know that this was him, and will
understand the message. He smiles slightly, and then, after
contacting the Major Crimes Unit office, fires off his grapnel, and
vanishes into the night.



It’s not long before he picks up the call from police headquarters
asking for any and all assistance. Something’s on the loose
downtown, and he’s slaughtering any one who stands in his way.
Batman grimaces. Who is it? An old hat? A new face? An old hat with
a new gimmick? He presses another button on his belt, and a roar of
engines over tires fills his ears. The car. He lands in the middle
of a deserted street, past rush hour, past the time when men and
women drive down the streets looking for a good time, and before
the morning hurry. He picks up a manhole cover and jumps down into
the sewers. He feels his way a couple of meters down the sewage
covered walls and then finds the brick that is pushed out more than
the others. He presses down hard on it and then the wall opens up,
and the car sits, purring, ready. He leaps in, presses down hard on
the ignition, and flies down the abandoned subterranean railway,
and heads for where he’s needed.

 

 



Scott Free jerks up in bed. He was tired after the show, and had
fallen fast asleep when he returned to his motel room. He was tired
before, but now he was buzzing, awake and ready. Something had
stirred in the back of his head, an itch returning from his past.
He’s not alone on this world anymore. Someone has followed him to
Earth… Someone has boom-tubed through reality to land here; on the
planet he sought refuge. How can that be? How can an agent of
Apokolips, an assassin of Darkseid reach this plain of
reality?



He was being pursued by Devilance… He was going to die. He was
going to die even before he could see his most loved… No. Scott
stands up, shaking his head. You don’t hide from the omega. You
confront the end, head on; take a ride on the fringe of death and
then you ride resurrection outwards and onwards… Devilance was
death to his freedom, but to run from this challenge would be
running from a challenge. He had to escape, not from the threat,
but from the fear. Scott smiles slightly, sweating all over, and
picks up his costume. Devilance was coming, and he wasn’t going
down without a fight.





The car slides up onto the street and speeds down the road until it
reaches the police cordon. Gordon is there, shouting through the
megaphone, giving out orders and trying to contain the situation.
The car streaks next to him and brakes all of a sudden, allowing
Batman to step out of the vehicle.



“I’m glad you could make it.”



“I was at the harbor, dealing with someone trying to sneak cocaine
into Chandelier…”



“I’ve lost some good men, Batman. We need to end this… But this guy
is taking all our artillery, all our firepower, and just walking
down the road. He’s heading somewhere, and we don’t know where.” he
removes his glasses and wipes them on his shirt, clearing the
lenses. “Thoughts?”



“How many men have you lost?”



“Too many, too many.”



“Call your men back. Let me take a shot.”



“They won’t like that…”



“If I fall, then they can take up the fight, but I want a chance to
see what this guy’s made of.”



Gordon nods slowly, and gives the order, calling the men and women
back behind the cordon. The police officer turns and looks at
Batman, but he’s already gone, a whip of his cape vanishing into
the car and then speeding through the cordon until the vehicle
collides head on with the villain.



Gordon blinks. Then blinks again. The man is encased in the
vehicle, steel and plastic wrapping itself around him on collision.
He blinks again. The man tears himself free, and continues walking,
Batman’s vain attempt to stop him failing.



Where is the Batman? Where has the hero disappeared to? Three
batarangs shoot down out of the sky, and then another five, three,
six, impaling the creature’s armor, and then as the final one
collides with the material a massive detonation erupts from the
blades, the car erupting in a fireball, engulfing the creature and
causing him to vanish in the flames. Batman stands atop the side of
a building, his arsenal of batarangs gone, hopefully stopping this
unstoppable force. Wishful thinking. The man continues walking
forward, his attention now turned to the man draped in
shadows.



“You fight like one of our. Down and dirty with tricks aplenty. But
that is something Scott Free would never do. Never… ‘Reduce’
himself to. I am searching for the Escaped. Give him to me or
perish.” The man speaks fluently, clearly, and the words are
strong, bold. Batman grimaces.



“I don’t know anyone by that name. And even if I did, I wouldn’t
let him get anywhere near you.” Batman dives down off his perch and
lands near the man.



“Then I will have to kill you.”



Batman shakes his head, and crouches, getting into a fighting
position taught to him by N’ahari, Son of the Lion, an African
chieftain he stayed with for six months on his travels. The two men
look at each other, take each other in, and make their moves.

 

 



First rules of a fight. You know your stuff. You know your moves
and you know how to throw a punch. Technique is good, but style…
That helps. Second rule of a fight. Keep moving. You keep moving,
you don’t get punched through the stomach and find your spine is in
the hand of some steroid pumped ex super soldier who was a failed
military experiment from the 1940s. You keep moving, you go for
nerve clusters, pressure points, and you take your opponent
down.



Batman is doing everything that he’s been taught, and this guy,
this oddly-garbed, massive stranger, takes his pressure punches,
his knock-out blows and bone breaking kicks, silently, and keeps
walking. Batman frowns. The muscle on this freak… it could be super
steroids. Meta enhancements. Something buzzing beneath his skin
granting him invulnerability.



Batman can barely react before the man goes for his own attack,
raising a strange spear like weapon from out of nowhere, and
striking it down against the pavement, causing a tremor to shoot
outward from the point of impact. Batman rolls back, kicking
himself clear of the man, and looks down at his arm. A thin gash is
bleeding across his shoulder, and the wound threatens to widen.
Batman shakes his head and rips his own cape, binding the wound
before it can become worse than it already is.



“I can kill you on a whim, champion… But you offer me a pleasant
diversion from my mission. It shall be an enjoyment to have your
hide in my chambers.”



“The only hide you’ll be getting…” Batman leaps up, and delivers a
crushing blow to either side of the man’s neck, a blow that would
shatter any human beings bones, but only causes the man to stagger.
“Is the hiding I’m about to deliver now…”



The strange warrior lashes out, and sends Batman flying into a wall
with a crash and a rain of dust and dust. This wasn’t going
well.



“Get away from him, Devilance!” A new voice enters the fray, a
loud, imposing, impetuous voice. Devilance the Pursuer turns in its
direction, a smile forming on his lips.



“SCOTT FREE! You show yourself at last! Our lord and our leader,
the dread Darkseid has sent me forth to return you to Apokolips… So
prepare yourself for your return!”



Scott Free, clad in his Mr. Miracle costume, stands about thirty
meters away from the massive hunter, and shakes his head. “I think
not. You can leave now, or endure the consequences. Return to your
master with your tail between your legs, or suffer,
Devilance.”



Devilance smiles slightly, and shakes his head. “We both know that
is an impossibility. But I thank you for your offer.”



“I tried.” Scott throws down something, and vanishes in a flash of
light, leaving Devilance confused. Before he can react, another
flash of light emerges from the debris strewn area where Batman
landed, and then another, showing that Batman and Scott Free are
gone for now, but Devilance has his scent, his aura has flittered
across his eyes, he can find him anywhere, track him to the ends of
this Earth.

 

 



Batman moans slightly, the pain in his arm overtaken by the pain in
his back. That hurt like the devil, and he needed something to lash
out on. Scott Free stands next to him, shaking slightly, taping his
foot impatiently.



“Mr.… Mister Miracle, I presume. But maybe not just him… Scott
Free, I presume?” He stands up, dizzy.



“Yes, yes, I am he… both of them. That one you faced down there…
his name is Devilance, an old acquaintance of mine.”



Batman shakes his head, confused. “Where do you come from, that
breeds such… Powerful men?”



“Men? Oh, you are mistaken Batman. We are Gods. New Gods. I am
Scott Free, and I have escaped just that… But… Now my hopes of
freedom are over. Devilance will be upon us soon, and I fear that
we cannot stop him.”



“We can damn well try, Miracle.” Batman shakes his head. “You’re an
escape artist are you not? I recently heard of you. Twice in one
night indeed. I think they call that a cosmic coincidence.”



Scott Free grabs Batman’s shoulders, and shakes his head. “There is
NO such thing as a cosmic coincidence. There are webs of chance
underlying this reality, an underspace that dictates everything
that occurs, and all these webs of chance link to the
Source…”



Batman pulls himself free and looks the man up and down. “What are
you?”



“I have told you, Batman. A New God… Born of Genesis, raised on
Apokolips…”



A noise interjects the conversation, the sound of crushing brick
slowly approaching. The caped duo pop their heads over the ledge of
the roof and gasp. Devilance was pursuing them, even up here, and
he was approaching slowly but surely.



“You can tell me your life story later. Assets. List our assets.
We’ve got our heads and our bodies, my utility belt and anything
else I have on my body, what about you? Some kind of short range of
teleporter…”



“Mother Box.”



“Mother Box?”



“Something I’ve tried not to use so much, in case they can track
its use. She talks to me, and I know this might seem like the
ramblings of a madman, but you must believe me, Mother Box is the
greatest asset we could have.”



“What does Mother Box do?”



Scott Free pulls off the sleeve of his costume revealing a device
strapped to his shoulder. A ‘pinging’ noise emerges from the small
box, and Scott touches Batman’s shoulder with the same limb it
resides on. At that very moment, their minds touch. They connect in
a way impossible by human standards. Everything is revealed to each
other, the horrors they have both endured, and the trials they have
suffered through…



Batman pulls himself free, and looks at Scott “What in… What in
God’s name was that?”



“Mother Box connected our minds… It was the only way I could show
you that I wasn’t lying… We’re now connected through the reservoir
of thought in your mind that dictates logic… But even then, Mother
Box spread itself, and you are now protected… Bruce.”



Batman shakes his head, confused. “I saw… Fire falling into the
sky… People being tortured… Is that where you have come from? That
place?”



Scott Free nods. “Yes. I’m sorry that I did that to you, but I… I
had to make you know…” He pulls off his mask, showing his young
face, not even out of his twenties, his eyes belying an ancient
wisdom. “He is nearly upon us…our assets… Mother Box is connected
to everything. A living uplink to the Source… We can use that I
think… But how… How will reveal itself to us when the time is
right…”



Batman clenches his fists, anger spreading through him. “Now is the
right time!”



Before they can continue their conversation Devilance leaps upwards
from where he was climbing and slams himself down next to the two
men, grabbing Scott Free by the leg and dragging him down floor by
floor through the building as the force of his leap sends them
dropping earthward. Batman spins around, and fires off his grapnel,
then dives down the quickly growing tunnel, following the two men
as they approach the floor. The two New Gods come to a halt, and
Devilance tears something from his belt, but before he can trigger
it, Batman grabs Scott’s hand, and his grapnel sends them both
shooting into the sky. “Activate your teleporter!”



“Mother Box says that this is a bad idea!”



“He’s going to catch us and take you back, you know it, and I know
it, so DO AS I SAY!”



Scott obeys, activates his teleporter, and then the two are
suddenly high above Kane Drive, flying upwards, their momentum from
before being transferred as they jumped through reality. “Oh I
see…”



Batman turns and sees Devilance emerge from the crater in the
building and quickly evaluate what was happening. As the two men
find gravity taking effect Scott activates the teleporter again,
sending them five buildings across.



“This is pointless! He is the pursuer! He will pursue until we fall
and die. Five buildings may as well be five steps…”



Batman shakes his head. “Think positively. What was that device
your friend was pulling in the building back there?”



“Boom tube trigger. A portal back to Apokolips. Created by Himon,
my mentor, and the all-knowing Metron… Powered by the a fraction of
the X-element… A molecular slither of the x-element, and powerful
enough to allow the bearer to travel through reality itself. A tool
used by Darkseid to conquer galaxies.”



Batman notes Scott flinch at the words. Darkseid. The name oozes
with evil, death… Darkseid.



“Boom tubes send your people back to whatever realm you came
from?”



Scott nods. “Yes.”



“Plan forming. Give me Mother Box.” Scott looks at Batman and
shakes his head.



“What?” The machine pings excitedly at the aspect. “No, you stay
with me… Why? But… Ok. Ok.” Batman frowns. The machine… The Mother
Box was talking to Scott through some kind of telepathy. Scott
unravels the living computer from his arm and passes it Batman.
“What are you going to do?”



“Think on my feet. Keep that creep occupied.” Batman leaps
backwards off the building and as he vanishes from site, Scott can
hear him utter the word: “…Escape…”

 

 



Devilance is on top of Scott before he can think. The Pursuer
unleashes a blast of energy that strikes Mister Miracle’s back, but
not close enough to kill the young hero, only remove his flowing
cape. Scott vanishes in a burst of light but his enemy is ready,
and Devilance backhands mid air, causing the rematerializing hero
to fly over the rooftops. Devilance leaps over to where his prey
lands and smiles.



Swinging through mid air, the light floods his mind. He sees
his Mother and his Father smiling, his father holding a red balloon
his mother wearing the pearls. What is this? Batman shrugs
slightly, but then feels his mind moving. He comes into view in his
own daydream, a small child only wanting to be embraced by his
parents. A smile spreads across his lips. Mother Box was granting
him an image of his past, one unfettered by the darkness that came
later. Mother Box had spoken to him in this dream, and the
vigilante knew what to do.



“Your friend abandoned you. As they all shall in the end when the
master arrives. Alpha, Omega, he is coming. None can escape the
unblinking, all seeing gaze of Darkseid.” The villain pulls his
trigger from his belt and presses the red square button, causing
another explosion to wrack Gotham. Windows left untouched by the
first boom tube are shorn from their moorings, and Devilance picks
up his young quarry.



“Devilance!” Batman emerges from behind the villain and smiles,
causing the triumphant New God to hesitate. “Give me enough time
before hand, and I can plan the fall of Gods. And this is your
Gotterdammurung.” he raises his gloved hand where Mother Box is
attached and nods slowly. “That man told me something minutes ago
that stuck with me. ‘Mother Box is connected to everything. A
living uplink to the Source… We can use that I think… But how… How
will reveal itself to us when the time is right…’ and guess what,
Pursuer? That time is now.” Mother Box explodes in a cascade of
color, and Devilance drops Scott, his hunter’s belt where the
trigger lies glowing brighter each moment.



“What deviltry is this?” Devilance pulls the trigger from his belt
and throws it away from himself, but it hovers in mid air, and
flies back to the New God.



“Connected to everything, Mother Box is a living connection to the
Source. And X-Element… Is a part of the Source. Meaning… Mother Box
can control where you travel through that Boom Tube.” Batman
presses a button on his belt and a high pitched squeal fills the
air.



A black shadow moves across the clouds and suddenly ducks beneath
them, the Batwing, hurtling towards the New God at amazing speeds.
Scott Free looks up and smiles wearily, then vanishes in a flash of
light, and Batman throws another batarang, one that causes the New
God to stutter and flash and electricity race to through him. He
looses his footing, and the jet streaks into him, sending the
villain into the rapidly closing boom tube, and to parts
unknown.



Scott Free appears next to Batman, and the vigilante takes off the
quietly pinging Mother Box and returns it to the New God.



“You are like an Apokoliptian warrior. You do not know how to give
up.”



“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Batman nods slowly and
smiles.



“Did Mother Box speak to you?”



Batman looks up and smiles. “Yes.” He was happy. For the first time
since Dick had flown by his side as Robin, he was happy. Mother Box
had alleviated a burden, taken away his pain for brief moments, but
that peace could last however he wanted. “She did.” He changes the
subject. “What now? What of you?”



“I came to this world looking for my people. My friends. The
denizens of Genesis.”



“Genesis?” Bruce’s eyes widen.

“I wish to be reunited with my father… he sent me to Apokolips for
reasons known only to him. Will you help me, Bruce?”



“Scott… I will do anything in my power to help you find your
people.” Batman looks up to the sky and nods, then frowns. A
massive echoing explosion fills the air. But the echoes are not
echoes, but the repeating of the same noise. Batman and Mister
Miracle’s eyes widen. Scott uttered the creatures’ name, as Batman
stood confused.



“Highfather! Parademons…! Apokolips has come to Earth!”










Chapter 3

 


“Where in the hell is Wonder Woman?”



President Lord jabbed his finger into the chest of his special
aide, Sarge Steel, interrupting the track he was wearing into the
carpet of the Oval Office.



In answer, Steel merely turned to look at the other man in the
room, the sharply dressed silver-haired director of the Department
of Extranormal Operations.



Faraday drew an uncertain breath. “Sir, there’s been some extremely
unusual activity in the vicinity of Paradise Island. We still
haven’t regained communications with the USS Stiletto. The
last reports say Ambassador Diana was in residence and that some
sort of conflict was raging…”



“Conflict…?” The president frowned. “What sort of conflict, Mr.
Director?”



Clearing his throat uncomfortably, the Director of the DEO replied
“As you know, sir, satellite imaging over Paradise Island is
impossible due to the ‘special conditions’ that exist in that area,
but reports from the Stiletto suggest that a full-scale
war had erupted on the island.”



“War?” Lord stopped in his tracks. “We have a treaty with the
Amazons— who attacked them? Was it the— wait. Who are the
Amazon’s enemies… the Trojans?”



“Monsters, sir.” Faraday said with a straight face. “The C.O. of
the Stiletto reported before we lost radio contact that
Themyscira was under siege by, and I quote, ‘those bad guys from
the Lord of the Rings movies.’”



“Hobbits?!?”



“Orcs, sir.” Sarge Steel supplied helpfully.



The Commander-in-Chief nodded, looking impressed.



‘Well, I’m not about to let the United States of America get
dragged into a war against flying monkeys with laser guns. Steel,
get on the horn to State, and have them put together a relief
package for the Amazons, humanitarian, diplomatic, the whole nine.
Faraday, don’t you have a man on the ground in Themyscira?”



The director of the DEO nodded. “Col. Trevor, sir. He’s the
Ambassador’s closest confidante, but I’ve had no communiqués from
him since the whole affair started. But there’s no doubt in my mind
that he would be at the Ambassador’s side.”



“Find him.” Lord growled. “Find her! We have a major
situation brewing here. We need Wonder Woman stateside, pronto.
Have you seen the news, Faraday? This Godfrey character is killing
her and her cause…!”



The president waved to the TV, droning on in the background.



“… this was the scene outside Themyscira House again today as
hundreds of protestors rallied against the pagan teachings of the
Amazon Ambassador Diana, also known to the world as the superhero,
Wonder Woman.” The scene showed the Manhattan street outside
the brownstone embassy where an angry mob picketed and chanted
slogans. The voiceover continued. “The protesters are led by
the evangelical preacher, Godfrey, whose Glorious Crusade’s
self-stated mission is to rid the world of the so-called corrupting
influence of the pagan gods and ideals espoused by the
Amazons…” The screen was filled with the face of a wild-eyed
man in a white seersucker suit, gesticulating dramatically as he
preached in front of his followers, pointing over his shoulder
towards the embassy. “Perverts and pagans!” Declared
Godfrey. “Better that they burn in the Infernal Pits than to
steer one small child away from the Light and Truth of He Who Comes
After Me, the Most High Himself…!”



Faraday watched the demagogue with growing unease.



“That’s ugly.” Lord pointed to the TV. “This is the last thing we
need, people turning against the superheroes. Yesterday’s heroes
are tomorrow’s interment camp detainees. The next thing you know,
some ambitious congressman is calling for an ill-conceived
superhero registration act! You’ve seen what they can do, Faraday,
better than most! Do we really want to be in the position of trying
to bring down Superman?”



“No, sir.” Faraday answered. It was unspoken between them, however,
that this eventuality must be considered.



“Damn right! So let’s get Wonder Woman back here so she can answer
that twerp and put him in his place!”

 

 



Diana soared high over the sparkling waters of the Atlantic Ocean,
basking in the rays of the sun.



She had needed to get away from her duties on Themyscira, if only
for a few moments. The war was over, but life on Paradise Island
would never again be the same. The Spawn of Uranus were still at
large in great numbers, albeit disorganized and leaderless; Doom’s
Doorway was still open, and the Bronze Gates had been fortified
against the Amazons, despite the best efforts of General Phillipus
to retake the position. Thousands of her sisters were dead and
Themyscira itself was badly damaged. Crews worked day and night to
shore up the walls, tested frequently by sorties from the spawn.
Prince Hippolytus rode out tirelessly in raids against the spawn,
but the enemy had become expert at melting into the forest,
crawling into caves and under hills. The Lost Amazons of Antiope
were adjusting to life on Paradise Island after thousands of years
of exile, but it was not easy.



And then there was the problem of the succession…



Diana’s mother, Queen Hippolyta had fallen in the war, and her
people were clamoring for Diana to take the crown that was
rightfully hers…



Except the Amazons who insisted that the right of succession
belonged to the elder line of Antiope, and her heir,
Diana’s cousin, Prince Hippolytus…



The issue had been hotly debated. If the Amazon’s had never been
sundered, argued Zenobia, Captain of the Lost Amazon fleet, the
crown without question would have gone to the elder sister’s eldest
child— her son Hippolytus. Yet the sundering had occurred,
argued back Penelope, High Priestess of the Themyscirans, and the
two peoples had taken very different paths. Whereas Antiope’s folk
had devoted themselves to the arts of war and a devotion to Ares,
Hippolyta’s had embraced peace and isolation.



And while the Themyscirans outnumbered the Lost Tribe, the war had
thinned their numbers much— indeed, that final battle would not
have been won if not for the intervention of Antiope’s folk. And
was not Paradise Island home and the legacy of all
Amazons, not just the followers of Hippolyta…?



To both their credit, both Diana and Hippolytus held themselves
aloof from the debate, choosing instead to help with the rebuilding
of the city or to sally out hunting spawn. But their absence only
gave their partisans license to argue in their names. It was one
such session that Diana had wandered into, looking for Phillipus
after bringing home safely a scouting expedition to the Isle of
Healing.



“If we are to be excluded from consideration, then perhaps our folk
should build our own city on the other side of the island!” Zenobia
raked the Amazon council with her withering stare, her red robe
flaring as she whirled about the chamber.



Penelope seemed to flinch at these harsh words, and calmly motioned
for the riled General Phillipus to settle down.



“Zenobia, please!” The High Priestess exhorted the dark-skinned
Amazon. “Surely, we can avoid such desperate measures… Besides, the
threat of the spawn—.”



Zenobia made a slashing motion with her hand, her lips curling.
“Bah! We will build our city right on top of Doom’s Doorway!
Neither I nor my sisters— nor our beloved Prince!— fear the spawn
that ravage this fair island. We will face their menace, if the
folk of Hippolyta have not the stomach for it!”



Phillipus actually made a move forward now, but Diana chose this
moment to announce her presence.



“Sisters!” Her boots echoed loudly on the stone floor, and she
graced them all with a calm smile. “What is all this talk of
separation so soon after finding each other again?” All eyes turned
to her sudden entrance, and even Zenobia inclined her head
respectfully. “Surely we can find a way to work out our
differences…? This kind of civil strife is why we left Man’s World
in the first place…”



“With all due respect, Princess,” Zenobia said. “Only Hippolyta’s
folk deem it Man’s World. My folk never surrendered it to them. We
stayed and fought for our place in it.”



Before this insult had time to sink in, a man’s voice rang out in
the council chamber.



“Aye, but we are here, now.”



Hippolytus emerged into the chamber, outwardly as calm as Diana,
but his violet eyes— so much like Diana’s own!— flashing. He was
covered in dust and blood, none of it his own. He had been out
hunting spawn, and Diana couldn’t help but admire the Heraclean
figure he cut. “And it would be rude of us to spurn the gracious
hospitality of the Themycirans.”



Chastened, Zenobia took a step backward. “Yes, my prince.”



Hippolytus entered the council chamber, every inch the monarch
Zenobia wanted to make of him, moving with panther-like grace. He
greeted his cousin respectfully, with a rueful shrug as if to say
all of these concerns were beneath such as he and she.



“As my cousin said, surely there must be a way to build a bridge
between our two peoples, and to resolve this problem…”



The question hung there a moment, and even Zenobia was silent.
Hippolytus glanced about, smiling patiently.



It was Penelope who took up the question, clearing her throat with
a reluctant, timid sound.



“Indeed, my lord Hippolytus, there is a simple solution to our
problem.” She told them, glancing hesitantly at Diana.



Of course, the nimble-minded High Priestess would have seen this
answer, though Diana herself avoided considering it.



“The easiest and best way to reunite the folk of Hippolyta and
Antiope is to unite their heirs.” Penelope said, eyes on the
ground. “Let Princess Diana and Prince Hippolytus be wed and rule
Paradise Island as King and Queen of the Amazons.”



A gasp rose up from those assembled, as if from one throat. Even
Zenobia seemed taken aback. Hippolytus had the grace to look
uncomfortable, while Diana grew stony-faced and cold— though her
cheeks felt aflame.



It was then that she hastily excused herself and took to the skies
for a much needed respite.



She allowed the winds of Aolus and Zephyr to carry her aloft,
higher and higher, rejoicing in the warmth of Apollo’s sun on her
upturned face.



She had no desire to shirk her duty— she would ever and always
honor the memory and example of her mother!— but the problem was
knowing where her greatest duty lie. True, she was her mother’s
heir and the mantle of leadership fell to her; but was she also not
Wonder Woman, chosen to bring the ideals of Peace and Truth to
Patriarch’s World, where it was needed more than ever? In fact,
Diana considered her mission to the wider world of paramount
importance. After all, Paradise Island no longer existed in
isolation, and Patriarch’s World needed Wonder Woman more than ever
before. Diana’s own mother had seen that clearly when she herself
had donned the tiara during WWII. Could she be queen and
Wonder Woman? Hippolyta had been, but then Paradise Island was at
peace. Times were more complex and perilous now…



Then there was Hippolytus.



She had, of course, seen the wisdom in Penelope’s proposal— had
foreseen it, in fact. Their marriage would indeed unite the Amazons
and make Themyscira stronger. But yet it did not seem right to
Diana. Amazons they might be, but the folk of Antiope were devoted
to the arts of Ares, and Hippolytus their chief practitioner. Nor
did it seem right that a man should sit in dominion over the
Amazons of Paradise Island, no matter what his pedigree.



And, Diana admitted to herself, the idea of marriage frightened
her. She, who had faced down gods and monsters and super villains,
imagined with extreme trepidation just exactly what a marriage to
the virile Hippolytus would mean. She had little enough experience
with men, even in Man’s World, and now was she expected to be wife
to one?



Or a mother?



Unready to face either of those thoughts, she cleared her mind, and
swooped low over the city, surprised to find herself very near the
quarters of Steve Trevor. She could see him on the terrace, waving
to her.



“Hola, Steve!” She greeted him with more gusto than she had
intended, alighting on his balcony and falling into a warm embrace.
She sighed, even as Steve, perplexed, returned her hug.



“Hello, Angel.” He chuckled, as she pulled away, looking slightly
embarrassed. “Long day?”



“Politics have come to Paradise Island.” She explained. “As if we
didn’t have enough problems.”



“Well, I hate to do this to you, then,” Steve grimaced, leading her
to the open laptop computer on the terrace table. “But we have more
problems back home. Thanks to the techies on the Stiletto,
I was able to get my laptop working. I got an email from the State
Department today; they’re sending an aid package, which is good
news, but there is also an urgent request from President Lord for
you to go back to America to deal with something he calls the
Godfrey problem…?”



Something like relief flooded onto Diana’s face. “Ah. He’s a
fire-and-brimstone preacher protesting the Amazon Mission to
Patriarch’s World.” A wry smile touched her lips. “I’ve had to deal
with him before [Editor’s Note: Way back in
WW#1!]; He thinks all Amazons cavort to the lutes of
satyrs and drink wine all day…”



Steve gasped, in mock astonishment. “Suffering Sappho!”



“More or less.” She agreed, good-naturedly. Then she turned serious
again, a shadow darkening her face. “He warps my words and my
message. He thinks somehow that my message invalidates all others,
and cannot exist side by side with what he holds to be true. That
the Amazon ideals of Peace and Truth are somehow a threat to his
way of life…” She shook her head. “He had quite the following, too.
There’s no telling how much damage he’s done to our cause. I
shouldn’t have left him to his own devices this long as it
is…”



“It couldn’t be helped. But you can be spared now, at least for a
little while. And you could definitely use a break from Paradise
Island.” Steve added gently.



And with that, Diana had to agree…

 

 



The crowd outside Themyscira House had turned into a mob. New York
City police had been forced to set up barricades across the street
to keep the indignant horde from storming the front gate of the
embassy, but it did not keep people from hurling rotten fruit at
the stately façade, or insults at the stoic Amazon warrior standing
at attention at the door.



Godfrey stalked the picket line like a general rousing his troops.
He spat rhetoric and vitriol in equal measure, railing against the
heathen practices of the Amazons and warning of the coming of the
Most High.



“Avenging Angels will fall from the sky to wipe the pagan menace
from the face of the earth! Heed not their honeyed lies, or their
sweet faces! Black hearts beat beneath comely breasts!”



A news reporter made her way to the ranting demagogue, shoving a
microphone in his face.



“Bethany Snow, WNYX News. Godfrey, what would you like to say to
our viewers?”



Godfrey turned to the camera with a sinister gleam in his eye. “I
would say look to your children, New York! Look to the little girls
with Amazon dresses or Wonder Woman dollies! Beware the false and
heretical preaching of the pagan princess! Let not her beauty
dazzle your eyes or her tongue bewitch your minds! She is a viper
in our midst, corrupting the innocent and beguiling the
weak-minded! She and all her kind! Beware—.” He halted in mid
sentence, his eyes focusing on a spot in the sky.



Wonder Woman flew down over the street, landing not ten feet from
where Godfrey was being interviewed, to the jeers and catcalls of
the crowd.



“There she is, flush with the foul powers and gifts from her pagan
gods!” Pointed Godfrey, whipping the crowd into a frenzy.
“Flaunting her otherworldly beauty before us like a brazen Salome!
For shame, Amazon! For shame!”



The crowd booed and snarled at her, but Diana faced them bravely,
even patiently.



“You fear and mock that which is different to you, Godfrey. Where
is the love in your message? The compassion?” She approached the
barricades, behind which the angry mobbed strained, despite the
efforts of the New York cops to keep them at bay. “Peace, friends!
There is no enemy here! Don’t let this demonstration turn to
violence—.”



“Harlot!” Seethed Godfrey, allowing the news cameras to get a good
view of him castigating her. “Strumpet! Trollop! Your evil deeds
have not gone unnoticed, nor will they go unpunished! The Most High
will send his Avenging Angel to humble you! Begone now, or face a
wrath you cannot withstand!”



Diana turned to the spitting firebrand, regarding him calmly. “Evil
deeds? I have never done you harm, Godfrey. Indeed, I have risked
my life for the safety and sake of Man’s World, time after time. I
stand before you now, unafraid of you or your accusations. I rebuke
them.” She unfurled her golden lasso from her hip and held it up.
“This is the girdle of Hestia. Those held within its bounds may
never tell a lie.” She wrapped the gilded rope around her
shoulders, turning to show the crowd how it encircled her. “I tell
you all that I and my sisters have naught but honest intentions; I
will live and die by my mission of Peace and Truth, and I will
always fight to protect the people of this city and this world. I
have never misrepresented myself or the nation of Themyscira, nor
do I seek to turn people’s minds against the faiths they hold dear.
This I—.”



“Chicanery!” Spat Godfrey. “More deceit and obfuscation!”



Diana’s patience was at last wearing a little thin.



“Test it with me, then, Godfrey.” She fixed him with a steady,
steely stare, holding out the other end of the lasso towards him.
“Loop the lasso around your arm and speak the truth with me. Or are
you afraid of what might come out?”



The demagogue recoiled as if offered a venomous serpent. “See? See
how she tries to bewitch me?” He howled, turning to face the crowd.
“See how she tries to entrap me in her instruments of bondage?” He
whirled on her again, pointing a shaking finger at her. “You had
your chance, woman, and yet you choose to mock the generosity and
compassion of the Most High! Prepare now to face his Avenging
Angel…!”



Then, from the midst of the angrily muttering crowd, a high-pitched
whining began. The mob covered their ears, and even Diana was
forced to retreat a step, wincing in pain at the sudden, shrill
noise.



The shriek rose up in pitch and decibels. People began fleeing the
scene, scattering down the street and towards Central Park. Only
the news crew, Godfrey and Wonder Woman stood their ground… and one
more.



The crowd dissipated, the source of the horrendous wail soon became
visible: a woman stood on the curb, her mouth open and emitting the
sonic assault. She was tall and blonde, and clad all in silver. In
fact, the gleaming metal seemed more like a second skin than armor
or garment. She glared steadily at Diana, fury in her eyes.



Familiar eyes.



“Arsinoe…?” Diana was forced to cover her ears now, but her eyes
never left those of her former friend’s. Arsinoe had once been the
Captain of the Household Guard at Themyscira House, until she had
been horribly injured by the attack of the Cheetah
[Editor’s Note: These events occurred in WW Issue
0]. Her throat had been gashed open, and Diana’s keen eyes
could see the partially-healed scar, as well as the other unnatural
enhancements she had been fitted with.



As abruptly as the sound began, it ceased. Across the barricades,
the two women faced each other, Diana’s ears ringing.



“No. Not Arsinoe any more.” Came the harsh, raspy voice of Diana’s
former friend. “Call me— The Silver Swan!”



The villainess opened her mouth and unleashed a sudden sonic blast
that hit Wonder Woman with the force of a blow, sending her flying
backward off the ground, and every window and piece of glass on the
street to shatter into pieces! Shards rained from every floor of
Themyscira House— every window blew out as if a bomb had exploded
within the embassy!— forcing Diana to duck and cover.



When she raised her face again, she gasped in alarm.



The Silver Swan lifted her arms, and spread out gleaming,
razor-sharp wings! The villainess rose into the air, the sun
glinting off her armor, and ascended into the sky like an Avenging
Angel…!

 

 



Faraday pushed the Eyes Only Classified report back across his desk
to Col. Steve Trevor, shaking his head.



“That’s quite the tale, Colonel.” The director breathed, fixing his
operative with a dubious eye. “If it were anyone else, I’d—.”



The two men were interrupted by an aide poking his head into the
office, looking excited.



“Sir! There’s something on TV you should see…”



Faraday turned on the TV in his office, and Steve Trevor sucked in
a breath at the scene. The Themyscira Embassy in Manhattan…

 

 



No… It couldn’t be…!



Diana brushed glass shards off of her arms, and stood as the Silver
Swan loomed in the sky over her.



“Arsinoe… Sister! What happened to you?”



The woman before her bore little resemblance to the one Diana had
once called friend. Cybernetic enhancements covered most of her
flesh, and one eye gleamed red like a laser-site. Her molten
metallic wings unfurled, glinting sharply in the sun and a sadistic
smile spread across her once-lovely face.



“I’m done playing second fiddle to the so-called ‘Wonder Woman’”,
She sneered. “I served you well, and how did you repay me service?
I got my throat cut open! Never again!”



The Swan slashed, long talons on her fingers raking across Diana’s
face, tracing three thin red lines across her cheek.



“Never again!” The crazed villainess yelled as Wonder Woman rolled
with the blow. The Swan inhaled to release another scream, and
Diana only had time to brace herself.



The sonic wave slammed into her full force, hurling her through the
air. Pavement cracked and the gates of the Themysciran embassy were
blown off their hinges, twisting in the wake of the shrill
assault.



The Silver Swan laughed maniacally, then unleashed another blast,
this time at the embassy itself. A hole exploded in a wall, and
dust and concrete flew everywhere. Part of the roof groaned and
collapsed, showering the street with debris.

 

 



“She’s a new one.” Faraday commented dryly as he and
Trevor stared at the screen in his office.



Steve all but ignored the director, concentrating on the small
screen and the pile of rubble that had buried Wonder Woman.



“C’mon, Angel, get up…!”

 

 



Her fist shot up through the scree of rocks, and the rubble fell
aside as Wonder Woman crawled from the wreckage. Bleeding from the
ears, she was hurt but undefeated. Above her, the Silver Swan
continued her assault on Themyscira House, the staff inside
scurrying to evacuate. The villainess laughed as she targeted her
former comrades-in-arms, delighting in their pain.



Diana leapt into the arm and hurled herself at her enemy. She took
her by surprise, tackling her from behind. The two woman shot
through the air, rocketing up and up, away from where the Silver
Swan could do more damage.



“No!” Cried the Swan. She unfurled her wings, forcing Diana off of
her. Spinning about, she slashed with her talons, but this time
Diana was ready. The talons scored sparks off of Amazon bracelets,
harmlessly.



“Who did this to you, Arsinoe?” Diana called to her over the wind.
“I know this isn’t really you?”



With a vicious slash, the Swan shot back scornfully: “Don’t you
see, princess? This is who I was always meant to be!” Talons
extended, she dove for her enemy.



Diana wheeled out of the way, but not in time. The Swan’s
cybernetically-enhanced speed caught Wonder Woman by surprise, and
she paid for it with a deep slash across her shoulder.

 

 



Below them, on the street where Themyscira House had once stood,
Godfrey still commanded the TV cameras.



“Behold!” He pointed his finger to the sky. “The Avenging Angel has
come to deliver the wrath of the Most High! See how she persecutes
the Amazonian whores, bringing blood and death to the iniquitous!
See how their mission lay in ruin!



Sirens of emergency rescue vehicles could already be heard, but
nothing could drown out Godfrey’s passionate tirade.



“Today, the pagan princess pays for her sins! Today, her blood will
fall from the sky, and the world will tremble at the judgement of
the Most High!”

 

 



Meanwhile, on a quaint college campus of Ivy Town, in the
Astronomical Observatory Station, Professor Ray Palmer checked and
then rechecked some very unusual readings he had just picked
up.



But this just couldn’t be right…



A quick phone call to a colleague in Japan, however, confirmed his
findings.



His blood ran frigid in his veins, but he did not hesitate. He
picked up the phone and dialed the operator.



“Operator! Please, connect me to the White House. It’s a matter of
life or death!”

 

 



Maxwell Lord careful sized up his putt, drew back his arm a little…
then just tapped the ball. It rolled across the carpet of the Oval
Office, just missing the cup.



“Sir!”



An aide burst in on him, and the president refrained sharply from
hurling his golf club out the window into the Rose Garden.



He cleared his throat, and said as steadily as he could: “What is
it, Jenkins?”



“There’s an egghead from Ivy University on the phone for you. Dr.
Raymond Palmer. His credentials check out, and the National Science
Advisor advises that you listen to him…”



The president picked up the phone.



“Mr. President! I’m sorry, sir, but we have no time for
pleasantries. My instruments have just detected a massive
electromagnetic build-up just inside Earth orbit. The readings are
off the scale, and have already begun frying the circuitry of every
man-made satellite between here and the moon.”



An aide with a receiver in his ear nodded a quick confirmation.
“It’s true, sir. We just lost everything. And I’m told that we are
seconds away from losing radio and TV signals as well…”



“What the hell is it, Dr. Palmer?” The president growled into the
phone.



The professor’s voice came back after a moment’s hesitation. “I
don’t know, Mr. President. But those particles are not acting the
way they should be, and seem to be drawn to a gravity well that
just isn’t there—.”



“In English, Dr. Palmer!”



“As crazy and as impossible as it sounds,” Said Ray Palmer. “If I
had to guess, I would say that something big is about to
'warp' into earthspace!”

 

 



The two combatants wheeled around each other in the skies over
Manhattan, locked in their private duel. The Silver Swan unleashed
another torrent of her deadly song, but Wonder Woman managed to
corkscrew out of the way of the blast, swooping in under her
enemy’s defenses and knocking her through the air with concussive
punch.



“Please, Arsinoe, I can help you!” Diana pled with her as the Swan
pulled out of the nose dive. “Let me bring you back to Paradise
Island. The Isles of Healing—.”



The Swan vomited a cone of blistering sound at Wonder Woman. The
blast hit the Amazon Princess full on, sending her falling to
earth. She hit the ground so hard, people nearby lost their
balance. The crater of her impact was ten feet across, and Diana
lay there, dazed and moaning.



The Silver Swan swelled in triumph. But in that moment, she noticed
for the first time what was going on around her. The skies around
her had darkened, and the air was filled with static electricity.
Rumbles of thunder could be heard, and she saw strange flashes of
red light. Her very skin thrilled at the moment, and the air itself
was pregnant with menace.

 

 



“He comes!” Crowed Godfrey, arms aloft and his hair whipping in the
wind howling down from the suddenly turbulent skies.



Steve and King Faraday stared at the TV screen, as the reception
flickered and crackled. But the scene outside their own window was
little different.



“What the hell is—.”



“Shhh!” Steve waved at him. He had seen Diana go down again, and
she had not yet gotten back up. And Godfrey was raving again.



“The Hour of His coming is at last at hand! Look upon His works, ye
mortals, and despair! Behold the coming of Apokolips…!”



Then the screen went black.

 

 



Her every muscle throbbing and dull, Diana nevertheless found the
strength to pull herself to her feet. The world seemed to have gone
mad. Though it was midday, the skies had darkened almost to pitch.
The wind rose and howled, and flashes of lightning flickered
nonstop in the atmosphere.



It felt like the end of the world.



Looking up, she caught a glimpse of the Silver Swan, glinting
against the black, roiling clouds, gliding away. Diana was too weak
to pursue her, and besides, there seemed to be more pressing
problems at hand now.



Godfrey, his white seersucker suit flapping about him, was close by
and playing to the camera crew still.



“The Hour of His coming is at last at hand! Look upon His works, ye
mortals, and despair! Behold the coming of Apokolips…!”



Just then, a thunderous crash echoed in the vaults of heaven, a
mighty: “BOOM!” shaking the very foundations of the world
itself!



Her ears ringing, Diana stared disbelievingly up into the sky.
There, filling the horizon, was a dark planet, jets of fire spewing
from mammoth pits on the surface. A hot, rancid wind blew across
the world, and Diana could only gape at the spectacle before
her.



“Apokolips!” Cawed Godfrey in glee as he capered about. “It has
begun! Come Lord Darkseid! This world is yours for the
taking!”



In horror, Wonder Woman watched as wave after wave of winged demons
poured off the black planet— heading straight for
Earth!










Chapter 4

 


"Great Krypton… "



For a moment, he was stunned, floating there in midair, doubting
his senses, his ears still ringing from the sky-shattering BOOM!
But the black planet was no illusion. It belched black smoke and
vomited hot fire like a snorting, great beast— a killer beast!— and
hung in orbit around Earth like a bastard brother of the
moon.



The world seemed to hold its collective breath for a moment, and
Superman was no different. He quickly recovered his senses, though,
and began scanning the surface of the intruder in Earth's skies.
What he saw chilled his blood: battleships of alien origin,
bristling with strange armament were lifting off from the surface,
horrific creatures with bug-eyed faces and wings were pouring from
hives and dark-walled fortresses— and all of it was headed straight
for Earth.



Then he felt the first rumble in the bowels of the earth, the world
itself protesting against the uninvited guest in its orbit.
Tectonic plates strained and groaned, shifting with disastrous
results all over the world. Ocean tides were already disrupted, and
Superman calculated that a massive tidal wave would develop in the
Pacific in a matter of minutes… !



His super-vision saw the ground split and yawn just outside of
Gotham City, and the cables that held the suspension bridges
connecting Gotham to the mainland snapped and the bridges fell,
sending hundreds of cars tumbling into the water! Superman turned
in the air, aiming his body for Gotham, but his super-hearing
picked up the screams from a school in Opal City where the shifting
plates had caused a gas main to rupture and a fireball to blossom
through the halls! He shifted his focus, catching a glimpse again
of the impending danger rushing upon them all from above… !



Never had he felt so torn, so useless! Never before had he been
needed everywhere, all at once… If he went to the Opal, the folks
in Gotham would die. If he flew to Gotham, the children were
doomed… And if he did either, the coming invaders would be
unopposed.



He felt the crisis of his lifetime was upon him, and for the first
time, wondered if he could face it!



In the next instant, the decision was made for him. A blinding beam
of light struck him full-on, and every nerve in his body fired at
once. He fell out of the sky, crashing into a busy intersection in
downtown Metropolis, the cars still moving swerving to avoid
him.

 

 



"A direct hit, my lord! The Kryptonian is down!"



"Yes. Disappointing. I had hoped he would prove more
entertaining… "



"Never fear, my lord. This Earth is full of challenges. You shall
have much diversion before it is conquered… No! It is impossible!
The Kryptonian rises… !"



"Nothing has ever survived a direct hit from my Omega
Beams, before… "



"My dread lord… ! Perhaps we have underestimated the Kryptonian…
But the key to subduing this wretched planet is neutralizing him.
We have no weapons that can stop him… "



"We have one."



"But my dread lord! Our recent ‘acquisition' from the human Luthor…
My work on it is not complete! It is still an untamed thing, an
uncontrollable engine of murder and destruction. If it slips out of
our control… "



"It had better not, Desaad. For your pitiful sake. You said
it yourself: this Superman must be neutralized first if our
invasion of Earth is to be successful. And I need the Kryptonian
for my work with the Anti-Life Equation. Prepare the
monster."



"… Yes, my most dread lord."



"Before this day is out, I want Superman at my feet, in
chains… !"

 

 



Superman stood, brushing himself off, as the traffic cop next to
him looked up into the sky and emitted a low whistle.



"Holy—."



"Officer, get these people to safety!" The Man of Steel urged the
policeman, nodding towards the crowds pouring into the
street.



It was an impossible task, as it seemed like all of Metropolis was
turning out, gawking at the spectacle above them. Only Superman,
with his heightened vision could see what was coming.



"GO!" He yelled, and the citizens for the first time saw something
in his face they never had before: fear. "Get back to your homes!
Lock the doors!"



Panic seized the crowd. Something was coming. Something that even
Superman was afraid of… People started running in all directions.
There was shouting and a riot was on the verge of breaking out.
Superman took to the sky.



But there simply was no time. The first battleships appeared in the
skies, materializing out of the clouds like spiked birds of prey!
Their weapons arrays blazed and the first salvos streaked towards
the ground!



Superman was a red and blue blur, cutting across the path of the
barrage. His body absorbed dozens of blasts, ricocheting them
harmlessly into the clouds— but hundreds more got through! They
lanced through the cities, vaporizing whole buildings and forests
and acres of land. Thousands perished in that first assault
alone.



Then the guns fired again.



And again.



Shaking off the effects of the blasts, Superman watched in horror
the devastation the invaders had wrought in just a few moments. His
super-vision showed him the fires and the wreckage, the burnt and
twisted bodies. The screams and hoarse sobs of the dying reached
his ears.



There's was just too many of them… He couldn't do this alone, but
he had no time to call for help. Besides, who could he call? Batman
would be of no use against an enemy like this… Wonder Woman,
perhaps, but no one had heard from her in weeks…



He ground his teeth and frustration, and noticing the build-up of
static electricity around the weapons arrays, he burst into action.
Using his body as a superpowered javelin, he punched a hole through
the hull of the nearest battleship, not stopping until he had flown
through it again and again on numerous passes, holing it
thoroughly. Its anti-grav units failed spectacularly, and the
battleship listed, small explosions bursting from its hull in
hundreds of places. It fell, burning, into Hob's Bay, and from
somewhere in Metropolis, a cheer went up.



But it wasn't enough. The battleships fired again. Superman
screamed in outrage, smashing longwise through a trio of them,
stopping only when he reached the command centre of the largest
ship. It was an open, metallic space with dozens of crag-faced
crewmen at their stations in front of a wide view-port that
displayed a panoramic view of Metropolis, afire and smoking.



"STOP!" Cried the Man of Steel. His heat vision seared every
console on the bridge, causing many of them to explode. A battalion
of soldiers burst into the command centre and fired upon Superman.
Expecting to easily deflect the blasts, Superman was surprised to
find that the weapons' fire hurt him like hot needles. He rushed
the soldiers, bending the nozzles of their guns and tossing bodies
across the bridge.



"The Kryptonian! Kill him for Lord Darkseid!"



Superman whirled upon an officer in an ornate uniform. The
commander blanched at what he saw in Superman's face, staggering
backward. Superman snatched him up by his militaristic forecoat,
and lifted him high into the air.



"Who is Lord Darkseid?"



The alien commander looked terrified but defiant.



"Lord Darkseid, all hail his dread name, is the ruler of Apokolips,
and the future ruler of this mudball you call Earth!"



"Apokolips… !" Superman gasped. He thought back to the strange
beings he had met only a few days ago, the self-professed New Gods
who ran the clandestine company called Genesis Corporation… Their
leader, Izaya, had spoken of their ancestral enemy Apokolips and
its demonic king…



"What does this Darkseid want on Earth?" Asked Superman, giving the
shaking Apokoliptian a little shake.



"To crush it! To subjugate this miserable world, and ground out all
free will and hope! All hail Darkseid!"



"Call off the attack!"



The alien commander laughed. "Not even if I could. If I tried my
second in command would assassinate me on the spot— that is, if the
Desaadite spies amongst the crew didn't beat him to it! No matter!
I would rather die than defy the will of Darkseid, all hail his
dread name! Earth will fall! Let my death serve as a
precursor of that glorious event!" And with that, the commander
reached down and triggered a device on his belt.



The explosion sent Superman skidding backward and ripped a hole in
the side of the battleship. The air pressure sucked screaming
bodies outside, hurtling to their death, and Superman tumbled
headlong after them.



Superman righted himself in midair, just in time to see the swarms
of parademons descending. They came on like a plague of locusts,
thick and bristling with weapons. Their wings outspread, they
spiralled down into the steel canyons of Metropolis, cackling in
the anticipated glee of murder and rapine!



Classic siege strategy, Superman thought. The
battleships come in first to soften up the enemy, and then the
shock troops arrive… He angled himself earthward, flashing
past the hordes of parademons. The battle in the sky would have to
wait. Metropolis needed him on the ground. His city was about to
become a war-zone.

 

 



"Great Caesar's Ghost!" Perry White clutched his desk to steady
himself as the entire building shook from the last salvo. The cigar
hung from his mouth, practically gnawed to nothing. "More space
invaders? Who is it this time? The Martians?"



"The Martians are dead, Chief." Jimmy Olsen reminded him, busy
snapping pictures out the window, leaning so far out that Perry was
forced to grab the young man by the belt to keep him from falling.
"They died centuries ago— remember that Martian Manhunter superhero
from the fifties."



Perry steamed. Of course he remembered the Martian Manhunter! He'd
covered the story himself when he was just a cub reporter for
George Taylor. Got the first and only interview J'onn J'onzz ever
gave. But he wasn't going to try to explain the finer points of
facetiousness to Jimmy Olsen right now.



"Get back in here, you idiot!" He bellowed, hauling the younger man
back into the room. "Superman will take care of these jokers in
short order, and for some reason he only likes you to take his
picture, and I'm not going to be the one to explain to him that you
fell out a window!" Ash from Perry's cigar fell on Jimmy's hair as
he scurried out from beneath his employer.



"Perry!" Ron Troupe burst into the office. "Radio and TV are down,
but reports are coming in from the wire service from all over the
planet. It's the same everywhere! It's a full-scale
invasion!"



The Editor-in-Chief of the Daily Planet opened his mouth
to say something, but then abruptly shut it again, noticing
something in the bullpen outside his office. Or, more accurately,
noticing the lack of something.



"Hey— Where ‘s Lois?"

 

 



Lois Lane rushed out on to the roof of the Daily Planet to
get a better view of just what in the blue blazes was going on. The
sight that met her was appalling. There was something big in the
sky, a planet from whose charred surface jets of fire
spurted.



She could only watch in amazement, her hair whipping about in the
wind that arose suddenly, as the battleships appeared and opened
fire. Their beams lanced the earth, and she threw her hands over
her head as if a shielding of flesh and blood could protect her.
But, miraculously, the first barrage missed the Daily
Planet, as did the ones that followed, though one blast came
so close as to shake the building. Lois peeked through her fingers
to see Superman attacking the battleships, and watched as one
sustained so much damage, it fell into the bay.



"Yes!" She pumped her fist in the air. "Get ‘em, Superman!"



Then the parademons appeared. In orderly files they fell out of the
sky and swarmed over the rooftops of the city, firing their laser
rifles indiscriminately. She ducked behind the rooftop ledge,
narrowly avoiding a laserbolt that left a sizzling hole in the
Planet globe behind her.



"Get out of here, you—." The words died in her throat. A parademon
landed on the roof only feet away from her, his insectile face
twisted into a grin.



It raised its rifle and took aim. Lois turned and made a beak for
the stairs, wincing as the first shot scorched the rooftop just
inches from her. It was toying with her; she could hear its amused
cackling. The next shot would fry a hole in her back. She
determined not to meet her death like that— she'd never be able to
face her father. She spun, grabbing a shoe off her foot and threw
it at her attacker.



The parademon easily dodged the projectile, raised his gun again
and fired.



Lois braced herself, closing her eyes to spare herself the sight of
her death (but opening them at the last moment so she wouldn't miss
it)— and then Superman was there, as he always was, putting himself
between her and danger.



The laserbolt bounced off his impervious chest, and the parademon
grunted in surprise. Lois felt like cheering again as the Man of
Steel advanced on the alien trooper, who kept firing, determined to
bring his enemy down. But Superman bridged the distance in a flash,
snatching the weapon away and laying out the parademon with a
backhanded blow.



Elated to be alive, Lois rushed into his arms. Adrenalin was
coursing through her and there were tears in her eyes. She really
thought she had pressed her luck too far this time, that she had
finally gotten herself into a jam there was no walking away
from…



When she looked up, Superman's face was close, and she could see
that he was just as stirred. He had almost not made it this time… A
fraction of a second later and she would have been dead.



Their lips met as if of their own volition. They kissed
passionately, urgently, and with a desperation born of the danger
swirling all around them still. For a moment, Superman held her
close to him, as if he might never get the chance to do so gain,
and Lois pressed herself against his firm, unyieldingness.



At last the moment ended. Lois looked up, and saw the look of pain
on his face, and for the first time, noticed the smoking holes on
the front of his costume, the scorched flesh beneath.



"Their weapons can hurt you!" She gasped, her fingers lingering
softly on his chest.



"A little." He conceded, smiling for her. "Lois, I—."



"Superman, I—."



They spoke at the same time, but neither seemed able to finish the
sentiment. The look between them was enough.



"You've got to get to safety. I can't do what I have to do if I'm
worrying that you're throwing yourself into harm's way." He told
her gently. "Promise me you'll find someplace to wait this
out."



"I promise." She lied. "I'm more concerned about you. This isn't
like anything you've ever faced before. If they can hurt you, they
can kill you." There were tears in her eyes.



He nodded. "I'm going to need help. Find a way to contact the
Captains Marvel in Fawcett City. Wonder Woman in New York. That new
guy in Coast City, Green Lantern. And try to find the New Gods.
They'll help."



Lois nodded, and the first tear fell. "You're talking like you're
not coming back."



He caressed the curve of her cheek with one finger, wiping away the
tear. "I'll be back, Lois. And then we can talk about what just
happened here… "



She moved out of his grasp and allowed him to back away. He waved
once, then lifted off, throwing himself back into the never-ending
battle.



And she had the most horrible feeling she would never see him
again…

 

 



He landed downtown, near Centennial Park where the Metropolis
Police Department had assembled to meet the parademon assault. Men
and women in ‘Steel' battle suits had gathered and thrown up a
command post to coordinate the defence of the city. He sought out
John Henry Irons himself, who stepped forward from the ranks and
greeted the Man of Tomorrow. He flicked open his visor and gritted
his teeth.



"Live or die, these bastards won't take Metropolis."



"I hope you're right." Superman floated above the ground, the
screeching and screaming of the demonic military in the skies above
him deafening to the crowds below. He turned and looked at the
creatures approaching, and his eyes grew bright with fire. "Because
this is war."



He unleashed his heat vision, and the first wave of parademons
fell, and then with a flick of his cape, he rose into the sky,
rushing the beasts of Apokolips.

 

 



Earthquakes rattled the world, mighty rifts in the Earth erupted
and spouted fire as the planet was strained by the presence of
Apokolips in the skies above.



Superman fought with a fury borne of desperation striking down
parademon after parademon, yet more emerged from constantly
appearing boom tubes. He froze the monsters around him with a burst
of arctic breath, and the creatures fell to the streets below,
where the MPD began firing their plasma mortars into the sky.
Parademons fell out of the sky, their minds exploding with pain.
Superman turned to see, but he is engulfed by another wave of the
creatures. He cast about him, looking to find a familiar face, and
saw the grey familiar figure of Steel, who slammed down on the
creatures with his mighty hammer, sending dozens of them flying
every which way and direction.



Steel nodded at Superman, and Superman returned the greeting, only
to see the hero engulfed by another wave of parademons, and vanish
from sight. He reached out for his friend but the monsters shook,
blue energy tearing through their being. They erupted in black
light, Steel soaring away from the site of the event. He stood side
by side with Superman, and the two watched as the parademons
regrouped.



Superman took a deep breath and unleashed another almighty blast of
arctic breath, taking out row after row of parademons until the
skies were momentarily clear.



"This is insane! They're still coming, everyone we take down
another twenty take its place! How can these guys keep it
up?"



"I don't know, John, but it's happening all over the world!"
Superman took another breath, and grabbed Steel, flying both of
them up into the sky, into the sun drenched cloud above. "Take a
breath, round two is coming up!"



The clouds parted and a dark pestilence of parademons, clambered
through the precipitation for a piece of the heroes.

 

 



"Power packs!" Maggie Sawyer fired her weapon in the face of a
parademon, sending it hurtling back down the street. "Wide beam,
aim it up!"



Dan Turpin nodded and pressed an arrangement of buttons on the
plasma artillery, and pulled the trigger, taking out another dozen
or so monsters on the streets.



The battle-suited officers fired off their weapons, taking down
squad after squad of the monsters, but their size made them
vulnerable, and the parademons threw somic charges, blowing apart
the weaponized limbs of the suits, and killing the officers inside,
and eventually, the monsters surrounded the army of officers.



Suddenly, the creatures stopped their attack, and a loud explosion
ripped through the atmosphere.



"What in God's name… ?"



"Sounded like another one of those damned ‘boom' tubes, ma'am…
"



"Loud as hell though, Dan… louder than any other… And something…
Like an echo?" She reloaded her weapon and turned to her officers.
"Pick up ammo, reload and start shooting! Jus' because they've
stopped doesn't mean it's a mutually accepted agreement! TAKE ‘EM
DOOWN!"



The officers took aim at the creatures, and the parademons fall,
but none took their places.



DOOM



An almighty series of explosions filled the air, causing the
officers to point up in the sky.



"Hell's that?" A blur approached from above, landing on the street
and tearing up concrete as it approached.



DOOM

 

 



"What is that?" Lois Lane looked from where she and Jimmy were
helping a line of non-combatants into a shelter. A blur… Some kind
of massive blur moving too fast for the eye to see, and too fast
for Jimmy's camera's to pick up.



DOOM



DOOM



Superman was engulfed by more and more parademons, the creatures
grabbing at his face with razor sharp claws, trying to cause him
pain. He released another blast of arctic breath that caused the
creatures to fly back and shatter against each other, and then he
looked around, a loud noise filling his ears.



DOOM



DOOM



DOOM



There was a long pause as the tremendous pounding ceased…



"What is that?" He was hit square in the jaw by something that tore
his cheek, and then slammed down into the street below, the
concrete rippling off the ground in the tremendous shock wave. Kal
looked up and was about to gasp when two massive feet slammed into
him, sending him into the sewers below the city. He spat blood, and
looked up, a massive creature standing above him, a green
containment suit covering its body. Superman cocked back his fist
and got clear of the beast when he was snapped back by an almighty
stomp of the creature's foot, causing him to double back in pain.
He unleashed his laser vision on the creatures eyes, hidden away by
red goggles, but the creature just began to laugh slowly.



"HR HR HR… "



"W-What are you?"



"HR… HR… BR… BRTH… BRUTHR… "



Superman's eyes snapped open, in terror, disgust, and
surprise.



"K-Kru-El? Did Luthor do this to you?"



"HRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRA!"



He charged Superman, sending him flying into the calf-deep water of
the sewer system. He looked up, eyes blazing, and burned into
Kru-El's grey mutated flesh, causing the creature to reel back in
pain, shouting so loudly Kal feels his ears begin bleed.



"HRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIAAA! "



Superman lept up, trying to escape the dark tunnels, but the grey
mutated Kryptonian jerked up, grabbed his half brother's ankle, and
slammed him into the lead-lined walls, again and again, until he
grew tired of this tact, and released. The beast lept up into the
sky above, and landed with a crash on the street.

 

 



"Superman!"



The crowd gasped as they saw the creature leap out of the sewers,
blood covering its bony protrusions, its grey skin glistening with
crimson liquid. Where was Superman?



Lois rushed to the scene, Jimmy at her heels. She scanned the hole
in the ground where Superman had last been seen… . And then, a hand
began to rise out of the pit. Hands bruised and cut, blood covering
the knuckles but a hand… And then another, dragging himself out of
the pit. The crowd began to rumble, then cheer, as a beaten and
battered Superman rose out of the pit, struggling at first but then
determined, strong and then… he smiles, and sets off for the
sky.

 

 



The officers screamed as the creature clad in the shreds of his
green containment suit tore through their ranks, slicing through
flesh and breaking bones.



Dan Turpin was hit square in the back by the flying torso of one of
his men, and was sent clattering to the ground, the bloody body
bits surrounding him as the creature tore through the good men and
women of the force. He grabbed the handle of the plasma mortar, and
pushed the body of the man off his own body, then pointed the
weapon at the creature, unleashing all the power at it, causing the
creature to stumble back, losing its balance slightly, only for it
to slam its foot down, and send shockwaves outwards, Dan flying
into the air and crashing to the ground with a wet thud.



The Doomsday creature stormed over to him and he slammed his fist
down, but Dan rolled away, scrambling around for another weapon,
but the creature grabbed his leg, and hurled him up. Dan grabbed a
plasma rifle and pointed it at the creature, pressed the trigger
but was slammed into the concrete so hard his body liquefied from
the force of the blow. Doomsday shrugged off the plasma attack and
stepped over Turpin's wet corpse, and then headed back to the hole
where he had left Kal-El.

 

 



Without warning, Superman streaked down from the sky, and snatched
his mutated half brother, flinging him into space. He turned and
looked at where the police department had made their stand and
cringed. He couldn't hear any heartbeats; he smelled the blood and
saw the shattered corpses of the men and women who fought beside
him so valiantlyfor the past six years. He shook his head, and a
massive explosion filled his ears.



BOOM! - KRACKOOOOOOOM!



A cylinder of energy opened up, and the mutated Kryptonian shos
back into Metropolis, colliding with Superman's back, sending them
tumbling down the street.



Before Kal could react his head was grabbed and he was thrown
through a building, the foundations cracking as Doomsday leaped
into the hero, punching him back, not allowing him to get up.
Superman looked up, his eyes blazing, and unleashed his heat vision
across his brother's face, fire boring into his eyes, and causing
him to stagger back into a support beam that rocked the entire
building. Superman saw his chance and punched at his enemy, but his
hand was caught in the giant grip of Kru-El, whose deformed mouth
stretched into a smile.



Kru began to crush down on his hand, and he screamed. He looked up,
about to unleash a barrage of his heat vision, but Kru slammed his
fist across his face. Superman jerked back, and then up, shooting
through the building, crashing through floor after floor until he
reached fresh air, only to be yanked down onto the roof of the tall
skyscraper, that began to topple as the two battled. Parademons
flooded the sky, surrounding the two combatants, ensuring no one
could enter the battle. Superman listened with his enhanced
hearing, and Doomsday saw his chance, grabbing Superman's head and
yanking him forward, unleashing a ear splitting roar centimetres
away from his half brothers ears, causing Superman to reel back and
stumble off the side of the falling building, and hurtle to the
ground with an almighty crunch, just as the building collapses upon
him, dust and debris settling everywhere as Doomsday leaps to the
street below, the impossible smile still contorting over his
face.

 

 



Never been so badly hurt… Can't feel… Anything… So tired, so very
much… In pain… Eyes, red… Can't see through the blood, my face so
swollen, my heat vision would probably only worsen the wounds… Now
I can't even hear and that creature, apparently my brother, is
somewhere, and I'm at his mercy… I need help… Who can help me now,
when I can't even defend myself?

 

 



The concrete fell away from Superman as he was pulled from the
debris by the massive creature that was once Kru-El, and he's
thrown to the floor, the street shaking once more.



"Hey, dirt bag!"



Doomsday turned and was hit head on by a hammer, sending him flying
back onto the street below, and skidding to a stop outside the
empty Daily Planet building.

 

 



A massive cheer erupted once more, people beginning to chant the
name "Steel" over and over, but Lois shook her head, straining
against Jimmy to run to Superman's side. This wasn't a game of
football. This was real life. People were suffering, people were
dying, and no one realised that there were stakes too high to
count. The Metropolis Police Department had been brutalised,
slaughtered by this grey beast, and no one cared. They were caught
up in the superheroics, the action, the game that… If Superman and
Steel lost… They all lost.



This was it. The end of the world… If Earth's heroes don't win…
Doomsday.

 

 



John Henry Irons lifted up Superman, and took off into the air,
shooting through the Parademons that flooded the sky. The two
heroes reached the sun light, and Superman looked up, his wounds
healing as his body is once more imbued with the sun's life-giving
energy. Steel nodded at Superman, and they looked down as the
Parademons shot up like a column of evil and chaos, the screams
they released unlike anything they've heard before. Steel pressed a
button on the gauntlet on his hand, and a black and white beam of
power shoots out, hitting the Parademons and sucking them into the
vortex he had created.



Superman shook his head, confused. "I- I made that, John… "



"What?"



"I created that device… Last year… After Zod left Earth… It's a
phantom zone gauntlet… "



"I surmised that, Superman… I have been using it to send theses
bastards to that blasted place… I'm just wondering how an identical
duplicate of you ended up with it on, and Metropolis vanished from
Earth for two days… "



Superman released himself from Steel's grip and shot back down to
the city, his eyes blazing with powerAs he approached Doomsday, who
started running towards him, he unleashed all his pent up
frustration in one massive attack, sending them both flying in
opposite directions. Doomsday rolled to the ground, dazed, and
Superman floated towards him, his cape and uniform in tatters,
blood covering him.



"THIS ENDS NOW, KRU!"



The monster screamed and leaped into the air, Superman hot on his
heels. They landed atop the Daily Planet building,
grappling before their feet touched the rooftop.



HrrrrRRRRRAAAARGGGGGGGH!!!! Doomsday wrenched the Daily
Planet globe off its struts and slammed it down on Superman,
dashing it to a million pieces. Superman emerged from the wreckage
and uppercut his foe, slamming the wreckage of the globe atop
Doomsday, knocking him across the skyline and into a Soder Cola
billboard, which exploded in a brilliant display of pyrotechnics.
The Man of Steel took to the sky to press his advantage searching
for where Doomsday had fallen. Rubble exploded as Doomsday shot up
and punched him, again and again, and the brothers begin to
approach where Steel waited with his phantom zone gauntlet…

 

 



Steel saw the two grappling enemies approach him, and tried to
activate the beam on the gauntlet, but it shook and vibrated, and
then abruptly power shot up, an impossible amount, the beam
widening, absorbing more and more matter, moving towards Superman
and the Doomsday creature! Steel pressed every button, trying to
turn the gauntlet off, but it began to glow, and he tore it from
his armour, trying to remove it from the power supply. The gauntlet
floated in midair, and John felt his jaw drop. It had become self
sufficient, using the matter it stole from the parademons to fuel
itself! He looked around, and watched as Superman was wrenched into
the beam of the phantom zone gauntlet, and began to loose matter on
his face…

 

 



The pain is excruciating, more so than the beating I was taking at
Kru's hands. My body is trying to be sucked into the bright light,
but his grip is too tight, and my being is neither here nor there,
stuck between places… I feel like my bones are being wrenched out
of my body, my blood is boiling and everything aches like never
before…

 

 



"STOP!"



Superman unleashed a gust of Arctic breath, freezing Kru-El, and
allowing him time to wrench himself free, and pound the creature
back. He grabbed the bony spikes on his enemy's shoulders and swung
him back into the phantom zone ray.



BRRRRRUUUUUTHHHHHHHHHHHHHHRRRRRRR!



Superman caught his lost breath and composed himself, watching as
Doomsday flickered in and out of reality, and was whipped into the
gauntlet's portal. The gauntlet popped as Doomsday was absorbed,
but the beam didn't stop there. It seemed to fracture, and then a
massive explosion ripped through the sky as it collapsed in on
itself, and burst with more powerful than before.



BOOM!



Steel stumbled back in midair, the gauntlet exploding in a burst of
light, and then watched as his gear began to fail on him. His
armour suddenly lost its energy source, his body turning unearthly
cold… What was happening? He thought through everything, trying
desperately to reroute his subroutines to power his armour… The
phantom zone blast had just sucked every ounce of energy out of his
suit, leaving him near lifeless… He collided with the ground hard,
his armour dead weight, and John Henry Irons… didn't get up.

 

 



Superman stumbled up off the ground, trying to get his bearings. He
was about to lift off into the sky to find John when Doomsday
appeared from nowhere, kicked Superman in the knee and caused him
to double over in pain. The monster followed through with a punch
to the jaw that sent his brother flying, blood and spit flying from
the hero's face. Superman turned, attempting to unleash his heat
vision but Doomsday covered his half brother's head with his
massive grey hand. There was a burst of red light around Superman's
head, and then Doomsday began to press around his enemy's face,
causing Kal to scream in agony. He released him, and Superman fell
to the ground, only to be kicked up by Doomsday's booted foot, and
sent hurtling into another building.



Doomsday smiled and lept over to Superman's battered body, spoke.
"You thnkk… You can stop… The inevitable?"



Superman looked up at the creature's semblance of intelligence,
some how able to string together words that were not its own.
"The alpha… and the omega… Is coming… You will kneel…
Before… " Doomsday brought his fist up over Superman's
bloody head, and grabbed his neck with his free hand.
"DARKSEID!" He slammed his fist down, knocking out
the Man of Steel, and sending him sprawling to the floor.



Kru-El slowly falls, the pain of his own transformation overcoming
him, and he lay on the floor, his body shifting and growing, his
bones stretching, his muscles expanding… And then a massive
explosion filled the air, and the two Kryptonians, corrupted and
otherwise, are dragged through the dimensional portal, and taken to
Apokolips…

 

 



Silence. The residents of Metropolis were silent. Superman had
fallen. The creature he was battling had fallen as well but…
Superman had fallen. A massive explosion wracked Metropolis as a
tube of pure light shot out of nowhere, and small creatures drag
both combatants into it, and then nothing, a pop as the tube
vanished, and then silence. Metropolis was silent. Steel lay
motionless beneath rubble, the blood of Superman everywhere, the
sky darkened by the parademons patrols in the sky above.



Metropolis… Had fallen.

 

 



Lex Luthor smiled, looking dangerous in his black power suit, his
gold cufflinks twinkling in the gleam of the red fires of
Apokolips. The smell of burning flesh and sulphur filled his
nostrils, the stench of death and destruction so close to him. He
was in hell, and he was walking through the front door to sell his
soul.



In front of him was an empty stone throne, and as he leaned against
a wall, waiting, he heard a shuffling of metal down the corridor,
and without any warning, Superman was thrown forward in front of
the throne, in heavy, unearthly chains, bloody from wounds caused
by Doomsday.



Lex looked up from Superman's battered body, and his eyes widened
as a being that seemed to be carved out of grey stone sat atop the
throne, his eyes blazing red, his brow arching over those dark
mahogany pits, and his muscles like sculpted steel. He wore a black
uniform, regal in nature, but dirty, gritty, reflecting the nature
of this world. He looked at the fallen Kryptonian, and then at Lex
Luthor.



"You have done well, human."



"I usually do, great Darkseid." Lex conceded. He was filled with a
swelling feeling of triumph. Superman, in chains on the ground. How
long had he waited to see this… ? At last, he had won.



"You wanted something in return for the capture of this
‘great hero' did you not?"



"I want Metropolis, the greatest city on Earth… " Lex managed to
keep his composure as he made his demands of a god. He was getting
excited. "I want Metropolis safe."



"Safe?" Darkseid seemed amused by Luthor's words,
and slowly rose out of his throne. "Safe? None are safe
from my wrath. I am Alpha, I am Omega, I am the beginning of
everything and the end of all. Nothing is safe!"



Lex stumbled back against the wall, momentary taken aback by the
godly ire he had roused.



Darkseid's lip curled… and he sat again.



"But your wish is granted. My parademons shall cease the
assault on Metropolis, your city shall be spared. Unless…
" Darkseid trailed off into silence.



"Unless what, merciful Darkseid?"



"Unless I change my mind." And with that, red
beams of light streaked from Darkseid's glowing eyes, and hit Lex
in the chest, leaving him shaking in his twenty thousand dollar
shoes.



Nothing happened.



"W-What?"



"Tracker beams. Goodbye, human."



A massive explosion of light and power burst out from where the
original beams came from, and then Luthor was gone in a flash of
black and brilliance.



Struggling in the inerton chains that sapped his will and strength,
Superman managed to pull himself up on one knee, his chin out and
his fists shacking in his shackles.



"Why… ?" Was all he could think to say.



The dark god sat atop his cold throne, considered his prisoner, and
the question. At last he answered.



"I could conquer the universe. Become the master of a
corporeal realm. I need only stretch out my hand, and unleash my
hordes upon the worlds and it is done. Earth shall prove but a
momentary diversion. But, for whatever reason, on this mudball,
this insignificant speck in the cosmos, the components of the
Anti-Life Equation lay within my grasp. And with the Equation, I
shall become the lord of all that live, batter down the Source Wall
and become the Master of All Realities."



Horror filled the Man of Steel. Darkseid had pronounced this like a
prophecy. Like it was already accomplished.



"I will spend every ounce of my life to see that never comes to
pass!" Superman bite off each word with conviction.



The dark god seemed to be genuinely amused. "No. I
will spend every ounce of your life. You see, I need you, Superman.
The components of the Anti-Life Equation are locked within the DNA
of certain species." He arose from his throne, towering
menacingly over Superman. He grabbed the Man of Steel around the
throat and lifted him, squirming, off the floor. "I have
looked long and hard for a Kryptonian specimen."



Superman struggled for breath, Darkseid's laughter ringing in his
ears. The dark god waved, and a stone panel behind his throne slid
away, revealing a grotesque scene: hanging there, crucified on a
static energon field and groaning piteously, were two figures. The
first was an Oan, his normally placid features contorted in agony,
and the second was a fluid, morphing being struggling merely to
keep its shape, but still trapped— was that J'onn J'onzz, the
legendary Martian Manhunter of the early days of superheroes…
?



And there were two empty spaces.



Darkseid hung Superman on the wall next to the Oan, and the
Kryptonian was too weak to resist. He writhed as the energon field
fried his nerves, the inerton sapping his strength.



Darkseid surveyed his trophy collection, well pleased.



"Desaad shall be along shortly, Kryptonian. And his
ministrations will not be gentle. I lack but one frail mortal to
complete the Anti-Life Equation. My agents seek him even now, and I
shall take great pleasure in extracting the information from his
DNA with my own hands… !"



"I— I'm not the only defender of Earth… !" Superman clenched his
teeth. "Heroes— will rise against you."



Darkseid loomed over Superman, grabbing him by the hair, forcing
his head up. "Many have tried before. None have survived. I
will deliver a holocaust to this planet."



"We will stop you." Superman gasped into the teeth of the
tyrant.



"You will try." Darkseid snarled.










Chapter 5

 


The smoke had not cleared, nor had the ringing ceased in her
ears when Katma Tui looked up into the Oan sky. Blood poured from a
deep gash in her forehead into her dark eyes. She rubbed at them
but still could not discern the lights and shapes she saw through
the soot filled atmosphere.



She tried standing, but fell to her knees in pain as her shattered
ankle gave way. She propped herself up in a sitting position
against the wall she had crashed into. Her heartbeat and breathing
were the only sounds she could hear, aside from a high-pitched
ringing.



She reacted with a start as a body was flung to the wall next to
her. Another fallen Green Lantern, Spol of Sector 47! She looked
through the freshly parted smoke and saw a large humanoid
approaching her with a weapon in hand. She leveled her ring at the
being and poured her will into it, attempting to summon an energy
beam. Nothing happened.



The creature stopped, standing above her. She could finally see it
clearly. It was a large robotic man in red and blue. The weapon it
carried was a laser blaster. Its head resembled the artifact she
brought back to OA from Orinda. Was this her fault?



She looked into its stark white eyes as it aimed the nozzle of the
blaster at her forehead. Its eyes held no malice, it was simply
carrying out orders.



“Go ahead you bastard! Do it!” She pressed her forehead to the
weapon. She was a Green Lantern. “Another will rise up when I die.
And I‘m not afraid of dying.”



Its mouth opened and it spoke clearly though she could barely
register what it said.



“No man escapes…”






 The Earth shook violently beneath his feet as he
stared up at the planet’s newest satellite.



It was unlike anything he had ever seen before. It was black as
cinder, at least twice the size of the moon, with flames vomiting
from pits that pocked its surface. It seemed to radiate evil and
oppression. He lifted off the ground to put distance between
himself and the shaking ground.



Hal looked down at his ring, it glowed brighter than ever,
occasionally sparking energy. Was it overloading?



“Run diagnostic.” He ordered the ring.



{Diagnostic complete, functioning at 125% capacity without usual
power drain. Abin Sur’s voice responded, catching Hal off guard.
The ring hadn’t responded to him verbally for some time, the
answers he sought usually popped into his head.



“Contact OA, we may need backup.”



{No contact established, no further information available.



“Great.” Hal replied as he flew toward Coast City. He wanted to ask
the ring for more information, but he didn’t want to waste any more
time than he already had. Coast City had stopped shaking for the
moment, but the damage had already been done! The city was a
disaster zone.



Some of the older buildings had collapsed, those that were built
within the last 30 years or so still stood, though many were
damaged beyond repair. Many bridges had collapsed and sink-holes
had formed in the streets below. Fires burned from broken gas lines
and electrical wires writhed and slithered along the ground
sparking and spitting energy like vipers fighting over a meal.
There hadn’t been a quake this strong in the region since the San
Francisco quake of 1906.



Everywhere he looked people began to help each other out of
dangerous situations. Hal smiled to himself, no matter what others
thought of Californians, when the chips were down they fought tooth
and nail to keep each other alive.



The ground began shaking again with a large scale aftershock. Hal
launched himself toward the Tyler Building which seemed
precariously balanced. He moved so fast through streets that he
broke the sound barrier, shattering windows and over-shooting the
building in the process. He glanced down at his ring again…
something was not right. He concentrated, focusing his energy on
getting to the building this time.



The Tyler Building had, over its long history, been many things,
but at that moment it was low-income housing. Using his ring he
willed large emerald support beams up to hold the building steady
while the ground shook. Unfortunately the shaking did not subside.
The Coast City Bridge that spanned Redwood Bay wrenched itself free
of its moorings, sending several cars plummeting toward the ocean
below. Hal caught the falling cars in a large cushion while keeping
the supports steady on the Tyler building. He gently lowered the
cars into an empty park as the shaking subsided.



“Attention everyone!” He amplified his voice with a bull-horn
construct and called out to the tenants of the Tyler building,
“Find the nearest window and evacuate the building!”



Instantly every window had a transparent green slide sitting just
beneath their sills. Men, women and children poured from the
windows, sliding into large cushions below. He moved the crowds a
distance away from the building before de-rezzing the supports.
Luckily the building stood. But if another quake hit, it would
definitely fall. That thought brought Hal’s attention back to the
Earth’s new moon.



The sudden appearance of the fire-pit covered sphere was certainly
the cause of the quakes… but something else now grabbed his
attention. Thousands, perhaps millions of small figures and ships
flew from the Hellish planet toward Earth.



It was an invasion!






 “No man escapes the Man-Hun…” The robot was swifty
sliced in two pieces by an emerald blade. The pieces exploded,
showering Katma with bits of metallic debris.



She breathed a deep sigh or relief as Ganthet hovered where the
robot had been. His red and green robes whipped around him wildly
as the stars in his tunic shone brightly.



“You appear to need assistance 1417.” He said while lifting her
gently up with make-shift green crutches.



“Thank you master.” She responded solemnly as he lifted off back
into the sky. “Who are they?” She called after him.



“They are the Manhunters,” he said turning back to face her,
“Something we should have dealt with long ago…”



She watched as he rose up into the smoke-filled sky. As he flew the
green light that emanated from him burned the smoke and ash from
the atmosphere. A large battle, far above and one simultaneously on
the ground raged. Katma stared in disbelief at the sight. OA was
overrun by an army of the Manhunters. Battalions of them fought
with weapon or hand-to-hand with Green Lanterns.



None of the Lanterns used their rings… all were powerless. The
ground was covered in dead or injured Green Lanterns and
Manhunters. The Green Lanterns that were conscious carried blasters
and rifles! Even without their rings, they were still the most
fearless beings in the galaxy!



An explosion followed by a flash of green light drew her attention
upward suddenly and her heart skipped a beat. It was not only
Ganthet… all the Guardians of the Universe had emerged from their
citadel and fought the invading army themselves.



Katma tore a long strip of cloth from her uniform then reached
down, grabbing the large blaster the destroyed Manhunter held to
her head. She felt its weight in her petite hand, and quickly tied
an end of the fabric to the sight on the blasters muzzle. She tied
the other end to the power cell on the butt of the gun and slung it
over her shoulder.



She took cover behind a large shard of emerald debris. A piece of
the once magnificent Central Power Battery. She wondered if it
would ever be rebuilt, but quickly shook the thought from her mind.
She had to concentrate on the task at hand. Propping herself up,
she took careful aim at a Manhunter android and gently squeezed the
trigger.






 Screams snapped Hal back to reality. He sped toward
its source at Kane Beach, but quickly saw why someone had screamed.
A wall of sea water over 200 feet high raced toward shore at an
astonishing speed. He landed on the beach staring at the water as
it seemed to reach over him toward the city’s already crippled
skyscrapers. Most people screamed and ran, some stared in shock at
the scene unsure of what to do. An air of hopelessness seemed to be
taking hold of the people of Coast City.



“GO!” Hal shouted at them. “RUN AS FAR AWAY AS YOU CAN!!!”



Hal turned back to the shore, the water line had receded at least a
quarter mile from where it should have been. He dug his heels into
the sand, unsure if it would help, but it felt like the right thing
to do. He stuck out his ringed right hand, braced it with his left,
and focused his willpower through the jewel in the center of his
power ring.



With a thunderous roar emerald energy surged out instantly forming
a barrier between the city and the sea. An image of the Hoover Dam
came to mind and his ring obliged, creating a near replica, easily
fifty times the size of the real thing.



He waited for the water to hit, as sweat began to bead on his
forehead. From nowhere a memory of his father came to him.



He was helping his father clear out the rain gutters in their
old house on Milton Dr. … more like Hal held onto the ladder while
his dad did the real work.



“Now something you should always… remember… Hal,” His father
strained reaching for a handful of rain soaked leaves, “Water will
always find a way through. Always. If there is a way, it’ll find
it…. See? The gutter here was completely socked in. Look over
there.”



Marty pointed toward the other end of the gutter where water poured
from the top onto the ground below.



“Take away the obstacle and it flows where it’s naturally supposed
to go!” Marty said as he tossed the wad of leaves onto Hal’s head
with a chuckle. The water began flowing properly again. “You know
what this means, Hal?”



Hal shook his head ‘no’.



“It means that Jack has been shirking his chores again!”



Hal quickly imagined a siphon that would force the wall of water
away from the city and back into the ocean where it belonged. He
adjusted his dam of green adding a sharper curve to it. He then
expanded the length of the wall an additional mile in either
direction. From space, from Apokolips… the dam resembled an
enormous emerald horseshoe.



Hal had only a second before it hit. He braced himself for the
impact.







His father must know. Not everything has gone according to
plan!



Kalibak rushed through the halls of the royal palace, pushing
through throngs of parademons all waiting for their chance to storm
the Earth.



“And just where do you think you’re going Kalibak?” Desaad asked,
his weasley voice was filled with mock-curiosity.



“That is none of your business, Desaad.” Kalibak replied, “Tend to
your machine and let the real warriors do what we do best.”



“Really? Does this have anything to do with an errant Oan energy
signature?” Desaad asked with a raised eyebrow.



“Yes.” Kalibak replied, his eyes narrowed. Why was it that Desaad
always knew everything! He spun again towering above the lithe
creature wrapped in purple robes.



“Yes, apparently… our little tin soldiers did what they set out
to…” Desaad spoke moving his long spindly fingers like marching
legs, “But for some reason, one of those infernal rings still
lives!” He pounds his fist into his other hand to emphasize his
’frustration’. “Wouldn’t you impress our all-mighty Lord Darkseid
so if you were able to stop it from ruining his great plans?” He
splayed his open hands outward as if revealing a great secret to
Kalibak.



“…” Kalibak’s simple mind raced.



“Think about it Kalibak! Finally, you would prove yourself to be
worthy of being Lord Darkseid’s son!” Desaad placed a hand on
Kalibak’s shoulder and gazed sympathetically into the brute’s eyes.
“That is what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it?”



Kalibak stared at his massive feet, his mind whirring. Desaad
grinned from ear to ear… oh how he loved these games!



The die was cast!







The force of the impact nearly knocked him off his feet. Luckily,
at the last moment, he drove six foot long emerald spikes into the
beach sand, attaching them to his waist, anchoring himself to the
Earth.



The roar of the water was deafening and his muscles burned from the
strain.



He held his ground. He would not let the city… his city
die.



Sweat poured from his forehead, down his mask, into his eyes, down
his nose, into his mouth. His eyes burned. The salty taste of the
sweat on his tongue, a not-so subtle reminder of what would happen
if he failed.



He would not fail.



After what seemed like an eternity the resistance of the water
lessened. The roar dimmed. He stood there with the dam in place
long after the threat had passed. All he could hear other than the
blood pumping through his ears was his rhythmic breathing. The
pounding lessened revealing the sound of seagulls. Then the crowd
behind him began to cheer. He had been so intent on stopping the
wave that he had forgotten the civilians behind him.



He lowered his arms as the barrier faded. The wall of bright green
replaced by an oddly serene ocean. A slight mist hung in the late
afternoon air… the only sign that things had been even slightly out
of place.



The crowd surged around him, hugging him, patting him on the
shoulder, shaking his hands… not the first time he had received
such a reception, but certainly not a welcome one. All he wanted to
do was collapse from exhaustion.



He looked up at the planet in orbit and squinted as it began to
eclipse the Sun. There would be no rest for the wicked that
day…







The Corps were outgunned and outnumbered.



To the left and right they fell to the Manhunter’s blaster fire.
Katma took the lead in the battle. She was the only Corps Elite
member present… Ch’p, Tomar Re, Salakk… there was no sign of any of
them! Jordan was on Earth and Kilowog was last seen on his way to
G’newt. She prayed that he made it there before his ring
died.



A Manhunter exploded behind her shoving her to her belly. She
glanced up and nodded a thanks to a Lantern she had never seen
before that had been watching her back. He wore what looked like a
tank of water over his fish-like head.



Far above, the Guardians fought with a fury none of the Lanterns
thought possible. Not since before the dawn of the Corps had the
Guardians lifted a collective finger to take action. But now,
emerald constructs filled the air.



Unimaginable visions of creatures, machines and other wondrous
things pounded the seemingly never-ending front line of the
Manhunters!



“I had forgotten how much I disliked physical combat.” Ganthet said
aloud to Appa Ali Apsa as he beheaded a Manhunter drone.



“There is something else behind this brother.” Appa responded
ignoring Ganthet’s statement. “The technology they use, their
cybernetic upgrades are all Apokoliptian.”



“Indeed… Darkseid has moved his pawns into place. I fear that
without the Corps, the Universe does not stand a chance.”



The two Guardians floated back to back as the Manhunters that
surrounded them drew closer. The Guardians fought with increased
fury, but they were overwhelmed.



Another ‘Boom-Tube opened and a large being covered in strange
armor stepped out. He was neither Manhunter nor Apokoliptian. A
Manhunter drone stepped forward with the unconscious Guardians in
its hands. The android bowed before the new-comer holding the
Guardians up to him as an offering.



“Ha hahahahaaaa! Finally.” The armored man voiced crackled with
age. “Leave Ganthet… deliver little Appa to Darkseid and our
agreement shall be fulfilled.”



The drone opened its hand, dropping Ganthet to the ground. Appa Ali
Apsa was carried away to an opening Boom-Tube.



“OA is finally mine…” The armored being stated malevolently.







A small spot appeared in the sky. It seemed to be falling from the
planet above. Was it a piece of debris? Anything was possible… One
thing was sure, it was headed his way.



“Everyone back away, quickly!” Hal ordered the crowd. “Get
back!”



He took off into the air to meet the new threat head-on. As he drew
closer the object quickly began to take shape. It was humanoid… it
held something in its hand… and it was very pissed off.



“RRRAAARRRGGGHHH!!!” It howled furiously as it fell.



Hal surrounded himself in a large protective bubble as the two
collided in mid-air! The force of their collision shattered the
protective bubble.



The creature swung its weapon wildly at Hal’s head as it fell past
him. Hal easily dodged the swing and watched astonished as it
plummeted to its doom.



“What the Hell was that?” Hal asked himself… he contemplated for a
moment just letting it hit the ground. He couldn’t do that though.
Besides, it wouldn’t surprise him if the bruiser survived. He
quickly began to chase after it.



He scooped up the falling madman before he slammed into the ground
and killed himself, or more importantly, someone else. It continued
to swing its weapon at Hal’s constructs. Each blow of the odd
weapon cracked Hal’s constructs! The weapon looked like a small jet
engine with a handle and it pulsed with an electric energy.



The creature fell the remaining 20 feet, landing on its head and
creating a small crater on Fox St. Hal landed just outside the
crater and cautiously peered in. Maybe he’d been wrong about the
monster… It launched itself suddenly out of the crater toward Hal,
swinging its weapon wildly again.



“I am Kalibak! Son of My Lord Darkseid, ruler of
Apokolips and I will destroy you,
Guardian-Pawn, for honor and glory!”
With Kalibak’s lengthy introduction, came a blow with every
emphasized word.



Hal’s ring did it’s best to protect him from each blow, but each
strike hurt like Hell.



Hal let loose a destructive beam of energy that struck Kalibak in
the face sending him flying end over end through the wall of Coast
City’s Lowe’s. Hal dropped to his knees exhausted and sore. First
there was Dr. Polaris, then a giant wave and then this guy. Not to
mention that his ring was still acting oddly.



“HAHAHAHAHAHAAAA! Is that the best you’ve got, Earthling?” Kalibak
shouted as he stepped out of the store.



Hal stood again, brining himself up to full his full height. It was
the first time he‘d actually seen the beast. He had a large, stocky
body, and an incredibly large head surrounded by a lion‘s mane of
black hair. He had large canine teeth, huge eyes and tree trunk
sized arms that nearly hung to the ground. His outfit was yellow
(not that it mattered anymore) and blue, covered in strange
circles. The creature was pure primal rage.



“If that is the best the Green Lantern Corps can do, it is no
wonder they were destroyed so easily!” Kalibak goaded.



“Try me again, Kali— Wait, what?”







Katma Tui used her still warm weapon as a crutch as she hobbled
through the wreckage surrounding the remains of the Guardians
citadel. The surviving Corpsmen continued to fight the Manhunters,
but it was clear the Corps would fall. The Guardians fell one by
one at the Manhunter’s hands after the defeat of Ganthet and Appa.
Bodies were strewn across the ruins of the city.



Katma shuddered at the sight. Without the battery, the records held
within the Book of OA could not be accessed. The bodies would never
be identified. Loved ones will never know what happened to their
fathers, mothers, daughters… Unless the Guardians…



She felt the cold steel nozzle of a blaster on the back of her
head.



“It is useless to resist.” The mechanized voice of a Manhunter
spoke.



She looked over her shoulder, tensed to fight when another gun
nozzle pressed against her forehead. She knew it was better to
surrender.



One of the Manhunters roughly tossed her onto its shoulder,
carrying her to a holding area where she was tossed onto her
stomach. The holding area was before the platform that once held
the central power battery. Manhunters encircled the area, there was
truly no escaping them.



“Kat…” Arkkis Chummuck Lantern of Sector 130 rushed to her aide,
his uniform in tatters. “Are you alright?”



“Define ‘alright’…” She brushed his hand off of her shoulder.
“Where are the Guardians?”



“You need not concern yourselves with the whereabouts or well-being
of your precious Guardians any longer.” A large humanoid in
full-body armor stepped forward on the platform above them. Only
his bearded lower jaw was seen through his helmet as he spoke to
the gathered warriors. “There is a new order in the universe… One
that I will rule with an iron fist. The Green Lantern Corps is
dead.”



Katma clenched her fist, prepared to make a statement when Arrkis
placed both his hands on her shoulders to stop her. He leaned down
and whispered in her ear, “Bide your time Katma, live to fight
another day. The Corps is not dead. As long as we draw breath the
Corps will exist.”







It couldn’t be… all that talk about the Corps being around for
billions of years keeping Earth, Hell, every planet safe.
Impossible!



Hal’s concentration was off as his thoughts went wild. Kalibak
seemed to notice and continued to pound at him furiously. The
monster spat out sentences that made little sense. About high
fathers and Orion’s and genesis. Two things he kept repeating were
the apocalypse and his father ‘Lord Dark-side’. It all seemed to
come back to him. Kalibak had daddy issues.



Hal focused his full attention on the alien warrior once again,
pushing thoughts of OA and the Corps out of his mind. If OA was
destroyed, there was little he could do about it anyway. If he was
the last Green Lantern, then he would make damn sure Kilowog and
the Corps would be remembered!



“My father’s throne will be adorned with your skeleton for
decoration! He will wear your power ring around his neck! Your head
will be mounted on a pike in the gran…”



“NNNYYYAAARRRGGGHHH!!!” Hal screamed as he unleashed a wild blast
of uninhibited emerald energy. The beam poured out from the ring’s
jewel in a torrent not unlike the tsunami he’d protected his city
from. Every milliliter of Oan energy was aimed directly at Kalibak.
Hal was unsure if the blast would kill the monster, but at that
point, when his rage took hold, he didn’t care. This beast, this
monster would just as soon kill every being on Earth just to please
his father. Hal continued to put everything he had into the blast…
the ring burned Hal’s black gloved hand. He would not relent as
long as an ounce of energy remained. Then he might just throw
whatever power his battery had at Kalibak just for good
measure. Either way, the evil bastard was going
down.Kalibak fought the blast at first, straining to
shield himself from the green energy with his weapon. He grunted
and strained as his assailant smashed the hated green energy into
him. Kalibak had fought Green Lantern’s in the past, for fun and
sport. But never had a Green Lantern shown this level of power. For
once in his pathetic existence Kalibak feared for his life at the
hands of someone else other than his beloved father!



Exhausted, Kalibak’s weapon faltered, allowing the full brunt of
his enemy’s blast to connect. Kalibak flew through the air, his
body smashing through building after building as the green energy
pushed at him. Three miles from where the blast connected with him,
Kalibak came to rest. He lay there, a bloodied and broken wreck.
Just above his shattered feet, the Green Lantern hovered. Wild
energies pulsed from the ring on his right hand, and his eyes
glowed green.



“Go ahead… kill me… my father… will avenge me… he will make you
grovel…”



“Would. You. Just. Shut. The. Hell. Up!” Hal shouted producing a
giant, translucent fist wearing brass knuckles and pounding it into
Kalibak’s swollen mouth. The creature was finally unconscious, its
teeth scattered over the ground.



Hal looked over his shoulder back at the destruction he and the
creature had caused. A three mile long stretch of shattered
buildings. Hal hung his head in shame. He looked down at Kalibak
wanting desperately to blame him solely for the disaster, but he
knew that the blame was shared.



The sound of a large BOOM! jolted Hal back to his situation.
Demonic looking monsters appeared out of a blinding white hole in
the space above him. Before he could react, a swarm of demonic
creatures flooded from the hole, scooping up Kalibak and quickly
retreating back from where they came.



“No!” Hal shouted, but it was too late. The monster was gone.



Hal looked back up into the darkened sky seeing again the planet
that orbited Earth, blood coursed through his veins, and again his
heartbeat pounded in his ears. What was he doing? He was a soldier!
He did what had to be done to stop the enemy. He took to the air,
looking back down at Coast City. When he heard a voice from the
crowds below.



“Go kick their asses Green Lantern!”



Hal smiled and saluted to the man below. He would help rebuild
Coast City, but if he didn’t do something about the monsters first,
everything would be lost.



One thing was for sure, the Corps were out of commission and he
couldn’t handle them all himself. He needed help. It looked like a
job for…







An underground bunker:

I open my eyes. It feels as though it’s the first time. I’m
disoriented at first as I see the fluid that engulfs me. I look
down, I am naked except for the tube that provides me with air and
sustenance. This is unacceptable! There are lights in the room
surrounding me. It is a crude laboratory of some sort.



Think… where was I? What happened? I look to my right hand… nothing
where my ring once was.



I close my eyes to concentrate, but I fear that I will not be able
to open them again. They snap open again suddenly. I fear? I do not
know fear! Fear is beneath me…



What has happened to me? I begin to panic. I thrash around trying
to break the clear tube that I float in, but nothing happens. Then
I see her… a female of another species. She approaches my prison a
look of fear on her face.



Yes! Fear me! I do not fear you!



She runs for an object on her desk and begins to speak into it. A
few moments later a man enters the room. He wears a formal suit of
some kind. His hair is white, with a streak of black. He approaches
the tube with a dark look in his eyes. He is not afraid. He knows I
am defenseless. He pushes a button on my prison and I hear his
voice.



“Well hello there friend. Welcome back to the land of the living! I
am Director Faraday, and you are?”



Without my ring I cannot understand him.



I will kill you little man. Once the Guardians free me, Sinestro
will kill you.






 Metropolis, Earth in Crisis…

The skies above burned, the sun eclipsed. It was the end of the
world the boy was sure… so why did he bother to help the children
out of the school bus and into the relative safety of the alley?
Was anywhere truly safe? He did it because it was his nature. He
did it because he believed in the sanctity of all life. His momma
raised him that way.



“Mister…” a little girl tugged on his shirt sleeve, “I gotta go to
the bathroom.”



He patted the little girl on the head and opened his mouth to calm
her when a loud BOOM echoed through the sky above the alley. He
instinctively shielded the little girl with his body and looked up
to see the cause of the explosion. A robot of some sort hovered
there, a small blue man was held under his arm. The blue man opened
his eyes and stretched out his hand as if asking for help.



He reached up for the blue man but was hit from a burst of green
energy!



Then as quickly as he had appeared, the robot and the blue guy were
gone.



“Mister!!!” the little girl tugged on his sleeve again, “I really,
really gotta go to the bathroom.”



“Yeah… me too kid.” Kyle Rayner replied staring at his glowing
right hand.










Chapter 6

 


“What is going on out there?” Batman turns and growls at Scott
Free, looking from the computer screen in the cave, and then to the
colourfully garbed man behind him. “What is Apokolips and who is…
Darkseid?”



“Mr. Wayne… You have no idea how serious this is… Apokolips is the
darkest, foulest most hopeless place in the multiverse… And
Darkseid… he’s the devil. Evil incarnate.”



Alfred Pennyworth slowly walks down the steps to the cave, and
Batman looks up, seeing the tray the man carries. “Thanks heavens
you’re alright, sir. It looks like London during the Blitz out
there…”



Batman nods, taking the cup of tea from his loyal manservant, and
taking a sip, then continuing to type away at the computer console.
“I just fought a God, Alfred… It was… surreal.”



“Television and radio communications are out, and the manor is on
back-up generators, with most of the power diverted to the cave
networks, but if we could possibly…”



Scott pulls of his mask and looks at both men, his eyes wide. “How
can you be so calm? I tell you Darkseid is coming! We both saw the
Parademons fall from the sky and begin to attack, and yet you’ve
brought us back to this place, and we’re drinking tea? How can you
be so calm?”



“Calm?” Batman stands, and shakes his head. “This isn’t my calm
face, this is my worried face. They’re very similar. I’m
calculating how long the GCPD, with all their firepower, can
withstand this assault. I’m calculating how we can take down these
Parademons, and I’m thinking…Of how to get you out of here.”



“Out of here? What do you mean? You can use all the help you can
get! Devilance was only defeated by cunning, and a moment of
enlightenment from Mother Box, but he will be back! And there will
be others!”



“I have more than ‘cunning’ up my sleeve, Free.” He shakes his
head. “I’ve made the call. Someone is coming to the manor as we
speak, but I have to go to the streets. I need to help my
city.”



“I’ll come with you—.”



Batman slams his fist on the computer console, and shakes his head.
“No. You’ll stay here, and tell Alfred everything you know about
what is coming, and we’ll see if we can use this to deal with
it.”



“I—I can’t argue with you, can I?”



“You could try, but you wouldn’t win, Scott.”



Batman removes his cowl as he enters a small chamber in the cave,
and then takes out a new costume, and then continues to remove his
torn and ripped uniform and replace it with a new one. He attaches
another belt across his back, fills up the pockets with grenades
and batarangs, and then looks up at his reflection in the mirror in
front of him. He might live to win this day. He knows that. But if
he is to survive… Bruce Wayne has to go away. He slams his fist
into the mirror, and watches as the shards of glass fall. He saw
only Batman.



Before Alfred and Scott can speak he’s gone, vanished into the
shadows without a word, and then they hear the rumbling from the
caverns below, and then nothing, an eerie silence. “He’s pretty
intense, isn’t he?”



“Yes. On his good days.”

 

 



I’m barely near the city when the car is suddenly engulfed by
these so-called Parademons. They scratch and spit and bite their
way towards me, each trying to tear the roof off the vehicle and
drag me out, but I smile, accelerate, and head for Gotham. I see
radar images on the device on my car, see the masses head for the
city, see the explosions rip and rend the buildings, and I know
it’s time to act. I pull the lever, throw the switch, and the car
electrifies, a thousand volts of electricity tearing through the
Parademons hanging on the car. The good thing is, their uniforms
contain enough metal to amplify the electricity, resulting in the
current being passed outwards, taking down as many of the demons
that are in close proximity… Bad news… They fall into my path, and
I have to swerve to avoid crashing. Not good.

 

 


“So. What are we going to be talking about,
Mister Miracle?



Scott takes a sip of the tea and shrugs. “I don’t know. Everything
I guess… But I’m thinking that the best place to start would be…
With the beginning.”



Alfred smiles, and nods. “Always a wise decision, sir…”



“Um, Alfred… Could you call me Scott? I don’t want anyone siring
me, you understand?”



“Of course… Scott. So, the beginning.”



“Apokolips and Genesis coexisted together for millennia, a planet
divided so… Precisely, a perfect balance of good and evil. Genesis
was a peace loving place, full of green grass and blue seas,
mountain ranges and valleys, and the one shining glory on the
planet was the Celestial City, a floating city where all Genesis
New Gods resided. The land below was theirs, but the below was also
property of the ‘Bugs’, a highly evolved race of humanoid insects
that were originally released by Queen Heggra of Apokolips as micro
life biological weapons… But that scheme ended when Izaya the
Inheritor brokered peace with the evolving creatures, and the two
races co-existed on Genesis without trouble.”



Alfred nods slowly, and sips his own tea, intrigued. “This Genesis
sounds like a paradise.”



“Hmm. Apokolips on the other hand was hell. Born out of its ruler’s
insane hatred for all free spirit and peace between brethren, it
was a place that was perpetually burning, fire pits belching flame
and ash outwards into space, and hundreds perish every day at
Darkseid’s hand. But that’s not where Apokolips begins…”

 

 



The city is a wreck when I get into it. Buildings have been
torn down, flames lick at the open wounds of the once beautiful
gothic architecture, and people run through the streets, screaming
as the Parademons pick them off one by one. The creatures drag a
strange machine through the war-zone, a device that belches green
fire onto buildings, causing the concrete and stone to erupt and
melt, destroying everything it touches.



I push the car to its limits, and then pull the eject seat, and fly
into the air as the machine collides with my vehicle, and topples
over. I throw the grapnel high, and the line connects with one of
the creatures above, and I swing up, and kick the creatures nearest
me down, causing them to hurtle to the ground. The creature
struggles to release the grapnel around its leg, but I yank down
hard, causing him to fall slightly, then I pull a device from my
back, and snap it onto the line, then press the button on it,
release my grip on the rope, and watch as electricity streaks up,
hits the creature, then rushes outwards and hits the other
‘demons.



I land on the ground, spring back up and round house kick one of
the fanged, grey skinned creatures running at me. I duck down as
more head for me, and then sprint for cover, throwing down a
grenade as they swarm after me. The city is a wreck, smoke rising
up everywhere, and then as I watch, explosions rip through the
atmosphere, and MORE of these creatures arrive, firing their
weapons madly, slaughtering without indiscriminately.



Why was this happening?

 

 


“Apokolips was ruled by Queen Heggra, and she had
two children, Drax and Uxa, who continually plotted and schemed,
trying to gain the throne for themselves. Uxa was the more cunning
of the brothers, and in one fell swoop he murdered Drax, and then
married the dread sorceress Suli against Heggra’s wishes, and they
bore a son, Kalibak. Heggra discovered this and slaughtered Suli,
and then ordered Uxa to marry Tigra, with whom he had another son,
this one called Orion. When Heggra was at her weakest, when she
came to visit her new born grandchild, Uxa slit her throat, and as
she died he evolved into a new being, Darkseid, and when this
happened the war between Genesis and Apokolips came to a head, and
Highfather and the newly evolved Darkseid forged a pact, and they
traded their sons to create a peace between the two ways of
life.”



“Who is Highfather?” Alfred shakes his head, confused.



“Highfather… Was…” Scott gathers himself, tears filling his eyes.
“Highfather had evolved too. He was Izaya the Inheritor, and he too
was married and bore a child. During the Uxa/Tigra debacle Heggra
sent Steppenwolf, Darkseid’s uncle, to murder Izaya, but instead
the Lord of Terror and general of the Parademon Hordes, killed
Izaya’s wife, and this drove Izaya to evolve into Highfather, man
at one with the Source. He saw that the war would get each world
nowhere, and therefore accepted the pact that was offered between
Genesis and Apokolips. He gave up… His own son… For his world.”
Scott spits the words. “And then Darkseid destroyed Genesis,
murdered its residents and took complete control of the planet,
fire pits emerging over once fertile lands, and then Apokolips had
become the dominant empire, and Genesis was all but gone from the
universe.”



“Good god…”



“I was raised on Apokolips, tortured daily by Granny Goodness at
her orphanage, just like every other child on the planet. I lived
in constant pain and terror every day, trapped beneath the wretched
thumb of the dread mother of every child on the planet. It was only
a few months ago when my downfall began… I was in my prisoner
torture class, and they gave me a living specimen, a young girl…
and I allowed her to escape…”

 

 



MONTHS AGO IN ANOTHER DIMENSION: APOKOLIPS:

“HEADS UP TO DARKSEID!”



“HEARTS OUT TO GRANNY GOODNESS!”



The old woman strolls into the room, her demon dogs on a long
leash, snapping and biting at the assorted men in the chamber.
“What else, boys!? Tell Granny the rest!!”



A man stands rigid in the centre of the room, standing atop a small
square and looking upwards, awaiting Granny to meet him.



“THE PUNISHMENT BLOCK IS THE THRONE OF TRUTH!”



“SCOTT FREE MUST BE FREED OF LIES!”



A small man stumbles towards Granny Goodness, and smiles sickly,
and takes the leash from her, never stopping that sickening smile.
“I’ll take your darling demon dogs, Granny!”



She looks at him, disgust in her eyes, and nods slowly. “Be
careful, dear boy! Their teeth have been newly filed!” She turns to
man on the block and shakes her head, then begins to speak again.
“Report, Scott!”



The man on the block never takes his gaze off the ceiling above,
and shakes his head slowly, regretfully. “I was derelict in duty
and a traitor to the tradition! When I was given a living specimen
for my lesson in prisoner interrogation, I allowed her to overcome
me and ESCAPE.”



Granny spits black saliva at the man’s feet, and takes out her
electrokinetic shock baton, and shakes her head, anger flaring in
her eyes. “LIES! LIES! The truth is—that you’re jelly bellied! weak
kneed! Spineless! Gutless and soft! These living specimens populate
Apokolips to breed for Darksied!’ She jabs Scott in the chest, but
he does not flinch, but a look of pain flashes across his face. “To
work for Darkseid!” She slams the baton in his face, and blood
seeps from between his lips, but the man called Scott does not
flinch, only keeps looking upward, his eyes never taken off the
ceiling. “TO BE KILLED FOR DARKSEID!”



Scott spits blood, the oozing liquid dribbling down his face and
onto his uniform, but then his eyes slowly fall, and meet with
Granny Goodness’ “B-But they look likes us! They’re weaponless!
They cry under torment!”



Granny smiles wickedly, and nods. “And that’s the truth of it!” She
places her hand around a small device on Scott’s chest and her
wicked smile contorts into a sinister grin. “All of my words on the
chest recorder have gone unabsorbed! Undigested!” She tears it
away, laughing manically.



“No, Granny! Don’t take my recorder! I love your voice! IT gives me
comfort!”



Granny slaps him across the face, the blood falling upon her
fingers. She smiles and licks it off her digits, and then looks up
at the man called Scott. “You don’t deserve to hear my voice
constantly whispering in your ears.You’ve denied me. You’ve
rejected Granny!”

 

 



Alfred looks up at Scott, who shakes his head, and pulls his mask
back on. “That is truly horrific… Like a Hammer film.”



Scott looks at the man servant and then arches an eyebrow beneath
his mask. “Hammer?”



Alfred smiles slightly, then scratches his lip. “It’s nothing,
continue, please…”

 

 



MONTHS AGO IN ANOTHER DIMENSION: APOKOLIPS:

“On Apokolips—to disobey a master indoctrinator is close to capital
crime!! But Granny chooses to be merciful!!”



Scott is marched off the punishment block, his face covered in
blood, his uniform missing a vital piece on his chest, but his
resistance growing, his determination increasing. “To the combat
field—March!”



Granny smiles and raises her hand, and watches as young Scott Free
is escorted from the room. “Run him through the gauntlet THREE
TIMES!” And outside is the grim and dismal world of Darskeid!—Where
life is subservient to conflict and death!



“Pick up those feet, Scott! PICK ‘EM UP!”



There are noises everywhere, the clashing of electro rods, the
explosions of the artillery filling the air, and the voices of the
instructors bellowing out instructions to the young grunts who
battle each other on the fields, ultimately pleasing Darkseid and
his ultimate goal. “JAB THOSE ELECTRO RODS!! JAB!! JAB!!”



Scott is marched to the centre of the field, and then yanked
between two groups of the trainees, each holding weapons, each
wearing a sinister smile on their faces. “Here comes mushy bottom!
We’ve been waiting for you, mushy bottom!”



“We’ll harden you up!”



“Let’s go, let’s go, run him through!”



Scott is thrown in the centre of the formed circle, and then
crouches, ready. “Take your stinking kicks, you rats!”



They engulf him, slamming down their weapons, breaking his bones
and tearing his skin, blow after blow after blow after blow, all
raining down on him, all slamming down on his beck and neck and
limbs, crushing his uniform and ripping his clothes. “Don’t let him
get by! HA HA! That’s nailed him!”



“Look out! I want a good whack at him!! MAKE WAY!”



The beating continues for what seems to be hours, but Scott never
cries out, even after the pain reaches its zenith point and then
increases after each blow, he just stands, bleeding over the
training ground, his upper lip kept stiff, his blood pouring out of
his wounds, he doesn’t let his face show emotion, taught by the
ways of Darkseid, emotion the enemy! Savour your pain! He blacks in
and out, and then that one final time he feels the attack end, and
a smile creep up on his lips. He’s dragged upwards, and then thrown
into a cell.



“You’re in here until Granny says you’re out!! – And don’t bother
the guards by whining!”



“Death to the enemy!”



“Death to Genesis!”



As Scott lies still, his body slowly healing, his blood slowly
sealing his wounds, he hears the voice, as it is then that the
solid walls give way to a visitor who conquers barriers! “So you’re
the young once called Scott Free!!”



Scott turns, his eyes red with blood, his body black and blue, and
when he turns he sees a man clad in blue and white, sat atop a
green throne that floats atop the air. “I didn’t know they allowed
two in a cell! Who are you?”



“I’m Metron! And among other things.—I’ve always wondered about
your existence!” He leans forward, studying the man who staggers
upwards under his sight.



“I’ve never seen your kind before. You must be one of Darkseid’s
hierarchy…”



Metron is hardly that! He is the supreme meddler! The seeker and
wielder of cosmic knowledge!! His appearance is the beginning of a
new dimension of the life of Scott Free, and with three words, he
begins the downfall of all that is in the universe. “Have you ever
heard of… the Anti-Life Equation?”

 

 



I hear the shouts, the explosions not from the otherworldly
artillery. I’m in Normandy, Stalingrad, Berlin, Poland… The city is
war-torn, a mess of debris and fallen buildings, but as I grapnel
through what’s left of the buildings, I reach my destination, and
land inside a makeshift blockade created hastily, Jim Gordon
organising the officers, Harvey Bullock barking at his side, a
makeshift army unit made up of the GCPD, holding off the creatures
for as long as they can.



“Batman! You’re alive!” Batman walks up to the police officer,
cigarette in his moustached mouth, his white shirt torn and specks
of blood covering his chest. “After that fiasco with that creature
on downtown… I feared the worse…”



“I escaped, but had to regroup… But I see that may have been a
mistake looking at Gotham now…” Batman shakes his head. “What have
you got?”



“Commisioner Loeb is MIA, the snivelling fool leaving us without a
figure head, someone to rally behind… Probably locked himself in
his office and if we’re lucky he got blown up in the initial
attack…” Gordon shakes his head, and takes a long drag on his
cigarette. “I shouldn’t have said that.”



“Jim, we both know that the only figurehead needed right now is
you. You’re in charge, do what you think is best.”



Harvey stumbles over towards the duo, his shoulder bleeding. “We’ve
established a beeline to Crime Alley, boss man. We’ve got some men
setting up a make shift hospital. Leslie Thompkins at the clinic…
She’s there.” Batman’s eyes widen. “We’re trying to set up Park Row
as a base of operations… Headquarters is already a ruin, and most
of the city is already overrun with those winged creatures…”



“Get the men and women going… We need to keep this tight and secure
if we’re to survive the night… I only pray that we can get everyone
to safety…”



Batman clenches his fists and smiles slightly. “Get going. You need
a diversion and I’ll get you one. GO.”



Jim nods and Harvey and the rest of the GCPD start moving off,
leaving Batman alone in the blockade. He pulls out two large
batarangs from his belt, and flings them at the two buildings on
either side of him, and then he leaps over the large blockade and
starts screaming, drawing the attention of the Parademons towards
him. He takes out another device from his belt and attaches it to
his wrist, then looks up, smiling.



“COME ON!”



The Parademons see him, and they smile their wicked smiles. They
holster their energy weapons, and then proceed to dive toward
Batman. What happens next is tight, even for the Dark Knight. He
draws them towards him, and before they hit him he kicks open a
manhole, and waits. He has his finger on the trigger of his
gauntlet and then when they near him, he presses down, and the
buildings erupt, and collapse downward onto the vigilante and his
attackers. As he stands, the Parademons claw their way towards him,
the shadow of the building approaching speedily, and as the rock
and rubble nearly touches him, he leaps down into the sewers below,
and then rolls out of the way, the building slamming down on the
street and rocking the sewer system beneath. He smiles and then
starts to run towards Crime Alley, the safest route the one beneath
the city!

 

 


“That sounds like an interesting story…” Alfred
and Scott spin around, and then their eyes widen, a new player in
the cavern beneath Wayne Manor.



Alfred struggles to speak, but a smile forms on his lips, and he
shakes his head in surprise. “You!”



“Yeah, I’m back… Now what’s the story?”

 

 



He can hear the bombardment above, the sewers holding for now
whilst the attacks take place above. He can’t fight on the streets,
he’d be engulfed, torn limb from limb, but if he can reach Crime
Alley, start the fight from there, then he’d be able to do
something, and ensure that Leslie Thompkins is safe!



He sprints to the right spot, the layout of the twisting and
winding tunnels stored in his head, and then pushes himself up the
ladder, and pops up in a small dark area, walled off from the rest
of the city. He smiles, and then opens the door to chaos, entering
the Clinic and watching as medical personnel from all around the
city tend to the wounded, and make sure that they’re helping those
who need it.



“I need some A neg for a transfusion over here, come on people, we
need to hurry it up!”



Batman searches everywhere for the familiar voice, drifting slowly
past everyone, his cape wrapped around him, people turning as he
passes. He smiles grimly at those who nod in recognition of him,
and then stands behind the small, elderly lady who works
incessantly to tend to peoples’ wounds. She shouts orders at the
nurses and doctors around her, and only when the man she is working
on looks up in a daze and slowly points behind her does she turn,
and see Batman stand behind her.



“Br-.” She’s stops herself, the entire room going silent.
“B-Batman!”



“Miss Thompkins. Leslie. The GCPD are attempting to get here… They
have wounded, and we both know of the bomb shelters beneath this
building…”



Leslie nods in surprise. “Y-Yes…” she turns from him, and then
looks around. “We’re expecting company people! Floyd, start moving
people into the shelter in the cellar, alright? We’ll need as much
room as we can get.” A man in a set of bloody scrubs nods and tears
them off, and begins ushering people into the cellar at the back of
the building. Leslie turns to Batman, and then whispers quietly.
“What’s going on out there?”



“We’ve been attacked by an overwhelming force from another
dimension.”



“Good lord…”



“I know, Leslie. But my job isn’t done. I need to make sure Jim
Gordon gets here with his men. He’ll help you, alright?”



Leslie nods, and then places her hand on Batman’s shoulder.
“Batman. Bruce.” She smiles weakly. “Be careful.”



Batman places his hand on his chest, and smiles. “Moi?” He winks.
“I’ll try.”



He runs out of the building, leaving Leslie and the moving masses
heading for the bomb shelter, and then jumps out into the street,
and presses a button on his gauntlet, and feels the lens over his
eyes magnify. He sees the GCPD in the distance, using the buildings
as cover, and then nods. He throws the line, and then shoots up
onto the rooftops, and then sees the sheer scope of the invasion.
Thousands of these creatures, all flying up into the sky, blotting
out the sun, firing their lasers down at the men and women below,
destroying the buildings.



He takes out a handful of batarangs, and takes aim, a new purpose
overtaking him. Not a quest for vengeance, nor a search for
justice, but the need to survive. He must survive to save the day,
because the never ending battle… Was heading for a
conclusion.



He throws the batarangs, one after the other, his aim always
shifting, hitting the creatures and then detonating, causing scores
of them at a time to fall to the streets below, causing a forced
respite in the fighting. The Parademons see the new attacker, and
screech in rage, and then tear down upon him, screaming for his
blood.

 

 



“Jim!” Harvey points up to the rooftops, and the two police
officers spot Batman as the Pardemons hit, and then he shakes his
head. “This is it. He’s dead meat…”



“Harvey, we’re nearly there, COME ON!” The men and women pick up
their pace, the sound of Batman’s screams above causing them to
gain a second burst of energy!

 

 



They’re biting through his uniform, trying to tear the flesh from
his bones! The promethium-nomex protection was holding, preventing
them from ripping the meat from his bones, but by god did it hurt!
He struggles to find his utility belt, blinded by the masses of
creatures covering his body, but when he finds his belt he flicks a
switch, and the black symbol on his chest flaps open, and shoots
out a green gas that spreads like wild fire, clinging to the
creatures and causing them to fall to the floor.



He springs up, those who escaped the chemical attack diving blindly
at him, but are easy to take out with a quick chop to the neck or a
punch to the solar plexus. Whatever these creatures, they are
basically humanoid, albeit in the guise of horrible red creatures
from hell…



Batman smiles, only for a massive fist to crash into his back, and
cause him to go sprawling across the rooftop. Batman rolls up, two
batarangs in his hands, ready for this new battle. It’s a massive
creature, like a mutated version of those Parademons who have
chased him over the rooftops and attacked him constantly.



‘What are you waiting for?”



The creature lunges forward, its fists raised, only to collapse on
the floor, a black piece of metal in the back of its skull. Batman
steps forward, and pulls it out, revealing a batarang.



“Couldn’t let you hog all the glory, could I boss?”



Bruce looks up and then his eyes widen. It’s him.



“You made it then.”



Nightwing smiles, and rubs his chin, Mister Miracle behind him,
fiddling with the mechanisms on the back of one of the Parademons
felled by the gas. “It took me longer to get here than
expected…”



“Did the jet I left you help?”



Nightwing laughs, and then shakes his head. “You leave enough
Batwings in warehouses around the country, Bruce, some are bound to
come in handy.”



“Good. I need you to get Mister Miracle to safety, it’s too
dangerous for him to remain in Gotham.”



Scott looks up, shaking his head. “What? No! I can help you!”



“No. You don’t belong here…” Batman takes out a small piece of
paper from his utility belt. “I think this might intrigue
you.”



Scott takes it, and his eyes widen. “What… What is this?”



“Scott… Your New Gods… They didn’t die. They’re here. On
Earth.”





The Genesis Corporation

Building a better world.





“Your father is alive, Scott.”



Scott looks up confused. “My father?”



“Mother Box told me, Scott. Highfather was… Is your father. He
traded you with Darkseid so he could bring peace to the universe,
but he was betrayed… He paid a high price…”



“I… I…”



“Go to Metropolis, that’s where you’ll find The Genesis Corp. Go
with my… My protege…”



Nightwing smiles. “Partner.”



“Go with my partner and find them. That’s all that matters.”



“I…I don’t know what to say but…” Scott looks at his hands and then
clenches them, and looks up to Batman. “I have something for you.”
He takes out a device from his belt, and passes it to the caped
crusader. “The command ship from Apokolips that contains
Steppenwolf and his hordes will land in the city. That is how
Apokolips approaches war. You must find something in the base and
install this…”



“What something? What can I use to end this?”



“You’ll hear her.”



Batman arches an eyebrow, and takes the device. “I’m sure this all
makes sense to you Scott… And after what we’ve faced…” He places
the device in his belt, and then nods. “I’ll give you the benefit
of the doubt. Get going.”

 

 



Night had fallen on Gotham, but the skies were lit by tracer-fire
and the constant bombardment from the low hanging
battleships.



The bridges leading out of the city had been destroyed, effectively
cutting Gotham off from the rest of the world, and the US Army
divisions hoping to retake the city.



At midnight, the Apokoliptian dreadnought, Annihilator,
arrived like a huge carrion bird of prey, setting down in Robinson
Park, scarring the landscape with its thrusters and landing
equipment. Aboard the command ship, General Steppenwolf, Supreme
Commander of the Parademon Hordes, surveyed the prize-city laid out
before him on the massive view screen. He saw the fires burning in
the distance, saw the crumbling, bombed-out buildings and the
rotting corpses, and smelled the sweet ozone smell of
laser-fire.



This was what he lived for…



“General Steppenwolf, this city called Gotham is ours.” A dog
soldier reported. “The last pockets of resistance will fall before
dawn.”



“Excellent!” Steppenwolf rumbled. “My nephew will be well pleased.
We will use this cesspit as a staging area for the rest of the
invasion. Have all the citizens rounded-up and brought to—.”



He was interrupted by an incoming communication on the giant
viewscreen. Expected to see Darkseid himself, or at least Desaad,
with congratulations for a swift beachhead, he was taken aback by
the strange image on the screen: it was a human, his face covered
by a cowl with long pointed ears…



“People of Earth, this is Batman. I come to you from Gotham
City, where the invaders only think they are in
control…”



“WHAT IS THIS?” Steppenwolf roared, whirling on his communications
officer. “Cut him off! Trace his location and vaporize him!”



The Apokoliptian officer worked frantically on his console,
sweating profusely.



“Never before in our history have we faced such a
threat…”



“I can’t, sir! He’s hijacked the entire network from a remote and
untraceable location in orbit! He’s beaming it on all available
channels, all over the pla—.”



Unhappy with this response, Steppenwolf drew the sword at his waist
that was most assuredly not for show and beheaded the offending
incompetent officer, the bloody stump slumping to the
bulkhead.



“YOU!” The General pointed to the stunned officer at the next
console. “YOUR TURN! FIX THIS!”



“Invaders from another dimension have brought war and death
upon us with overwhelming force…”

 

 



Star City:

“We stand on the verge of extinction…”



Tokyo:

“But we are still standing!”



London:

“They can bomb our cities, they can destroy our homes and they
can kill us…”



Metropolis:

“But as long as just one of us lives, as long as one of us
defies their grinding desire to crush our spirit, there is
hope.”



Bangkok:

“And where there is one of us willing to take a stand, a
multitude shall rise up behind him…”



Las Vegas:

“I defy them! Apokolips and its cruel tyrant will never put me
in chains or make me bow down! I will spill every last drop of my
blood to throw them off our world and make them rue the day they
set their sites on Planet Earth! I defy them! Who’s with
me?”

 

 



And all across the world, from the largest war-torn city, to the
smallest village in Asia, a weary but mighty cry of defiance rose
up and the people of Earth were in that moment united in their
purpose against a common foe…

 

 



On the bridge of the Annihilator, Steppenwolf stood amidst
a pile of fresh corpses, looming over the fourth officer to sit at
the communications panel, blood from the sword hanging over him
dripping on his neck. The sobbing, frantic man gave a sudden cry of
triumph, and Batman’s visage finally vanished from the
viewscreen.



“FINALLY!” The General bellowed furious exasperation. But
his troubles were not over.



Outside, there was a brilliant flash of light, as if a bomb had
gone off— but there was no sound of explosion. The viewscreen was
flooded with light, as someone were shining a light on them.



“External view.” Steppenwolf barked. “Remote camera!”



The light disappeared as the viewscreen changed to show them an
image of the Annihilator from the outside. What the
General saw made him scream with unsurpressed rage.



Projected from a hidden device that must have been closeby, on the
side of the Apokoliptian flagship shone the bat-signal!



And across the city, people saw it and hope blossomed in fearful
hearts…



And they knew… This was all far from over…










Chapter 7

 


The one called Virman Vunderbarr stepped out of the Boom Tube
with his men following right on his heels. He turned around sharply
and pressed several buttons on his small hand-held control
unit.



“The New Outsiders have followed me, but that doesn’t mean they
will find me. By adjusting the Mother Box, I can control their
exit… to a point. I’ll drop them somewhere in Armagetto - hopefully
they will perish in that cesspool. Take the blonde one they call
Black Canary to Desaad. Tell him it is unspoiled, as he asked.”

 

 



All five of the New Outsiders stumbled out of the Boom Tube,
disoriented and nauseous from their mode of transportation. They
looked around to find themselves in a dank, filthy environment. All
light seemed to be coming from fires that seemed to be everywhere,
and the stench of human feces mixed with charred flesh hung in the
air.



Green Arrow looked around frantically. “Where are we? Where’s
Dinah?”



“I think we’re in Hell,” Helena murmured.



“Maybe,” Batgirl said. “My guess is another planet, one that makes
Hell look like a picnic. Everything here feels off; the air, the
gravity, everything.”



“I don’t care where we are, we’ve got to find Dinah; she’s in
trouble.” Ollie turned and started walking down what appeared to be
a street, but a street that was made of metal. People were
scattering to get out of his way, their eyes wide at the sight of
strangers. The inhabitants all starving by the look of their
bodies, as the skin seemed to hang from their bones.



“Where are you going?” Batgirl asked as she began to run after him.
“We don’t even know where we are, or where she is. We have to
regroup, get our bearings, before we can…”



The duo had rounded the corner, the others fast on their heels,
when they came across a scene that made them stop in their tracks.
Some kind of battle was being waged between the men and women that
seemed to live there, and some kind of creatures with jetpacks and
blast weapons. As the group looked on, people in the streets began
to run away, but some not in time. One couple was running toward
them, the woman holding a baby of no more than six months, when a
tight laser beam hit first the man and then the woman. It cut clean
through them, and as their torsos fell to the ground, their waists
and legs continued to run for a couple of seconds, before they,
too, collapsed. Blood began to pour from the bodies, covering the
streets, along with the baby that now lay on the ground. One of the
creatures flew in and grabbed the child, raising it above its head
as it flew high into the air.



They watched in helpless horror as the creature bellowed an inhuman
cry and, in one swift motion, ripped the baby’s head from its body,
the tiny spine hanging limply, still connected to the base of the
skull. “So shall this happen to all of your children for disobeying
the word of your Lord… Darkseid.”



Zatanna turned away and began to wretch violently. Barbara and
Ollie stood there, staring at each other, no words able to form
from either of them. Helena unconsciously moved closer to Adrian,
who instinctively brought his arm out around her, pulling her in
close to him. What kind of horror had they stepped into, was the
question now in the forefront of all their minds.



“This isn’t real,” Babs whispered, sounding as if she was trying to
convince herself.



Another blast from the battle sent two more men flying through the
air, one whose head went sailing toward them. It landed with a
sickening thud and rolled in front of Adrian’s feet.



“We can’t just stand here,” Huntress said in an unusually wavering
voice.



“No, we can’t,” Vigilante replied as he drew his weapon and took
off for the battle, Huntress following right behind.



“Wait,” Batgirl screamed.



“Not this time,” Green Arrow growled. “This time they’re right,” he
said as he too ran into the fray, nocking and then letting loose
three arrows in a row. All of them hitting their mark.



Zatanna continued to stand frozen in her spot. Eyes open wide, her
body shaking uncontrollably.



Batgirl flung herself into the battle, throwing her batarang toward
another creature. It hit its target, but much to her dismay,
bounced off with no effect.



“Doesn’t look like you can do much good here,” Ollie called out.
“Why don’t you go check on some of those innocents, leave these
things to the rest of us.”



Batgirl’s eyes grew cold and she grabbed another batarang, throwing
it specifically at the center parademon, and holding on to the rope
that was tied to it. It lassoed around the creature’s waist. The
thing appeared momentarily startled, but then let out a growl as it
took off. Barbara braced herself and shot into the air.



“That was just condescending, if you ask me,” Vigilante shouted
through the noises of the battle.



Green Arrow’s jaw tightened as he watched her fly through the air.
“Sometimes you got to push someone a little to make them think
outside of the box. Look at her go.”



Babs couldn’t control where she was going, yet, but she did use her
momentum and skills to throw herself to the side, hitting one of
the other creatures as she flew past him. A wall was coming towards
her, but at the last second the creature turned sharply. She ran
along the wall, sideways, for a couple of seconds, and then pushed
herself off. She pulled as hard as she could and brought herself
all the way around to the other side of the monster, smashing her
foot into another parademon who was taking shots at Vigilante. She
was able to push off of it and twisted her body so that she came
down right on top of her lassoed foe. She landed on his shoulders,
bringing her cape around to cover his head. He swung out at her,
but she dodged it. He was flying erratically now and heading
towards the ground. At the last second, Batgirl jumped off, hitting
the cold metal and rolling with the fall. She came up in time to
see the parademon’s pack explode on impact, the creature howling as
the gang of warriors went after him.



“Watch out,” a voice shouted from behind her and, before she could
react, she was tackled; a blast flying past where she was just
standing.



Babs looked up into the eyes of a young man. Although he too looked
malnourished, there was a blaze in his eyes that she found
mesmerizing.



“I am Benj,” he said as he helped her up.



“They call me Batgirl,” she replied.



“Make friends on your own time, Red,” Green Arrow called out. “We
could use a little help wrapping this up.”



They turned and continued the fight, which, with the combined might
of the warriors and The New Outsiders, came to a quick resolution.
As the parademons lay dead or unconscious, the warriors and the
Outsiders caught their breath, staring hard at each other.



“Name’s Green Arrow,” Ollie said as he extended his hand to the one
called Benj. “My friends and I come from…”



“…Earth,” came the reply from an older gentleman who walked up to
greet him. “I am called Himon, and this band of warriors around me
is the Hunger Dogs.”



“Pleased to meet you,” Ollie replied. “Any chance you can tell us
where the hell we are, and how we find our missing friend?”



“You are on Apokolips, ruled by the tyrant Darkseid. He has brought
his planet here to take over Earth, for several reasons. These
lowlies here are a group of rebels that have sworn to toss away
their shackles and become free of his iron grip. My daughter and I
are here to help them. As for your friend, I have no idea who she
is or who has taken her.”



Batgirl stepped up. “We call her Black Canary, and she was taken by
a man called Vunderbarr. He was delivering her to someone called
Desaad.”



Benj and Himon exchanged a fearful glance. “Then your friend is in
more danger than you could imagine. Desaad is Darkseid’s right
hand. He is a sick, twisted individual who relishes in the pain and
torture of others.”



“We’ve got to get her, now,” Ollie said.



“…and I know who can help us,” Benj replied. “Quickly, come with
us. Perhaps we can help each other. With your friend in the
clutches of Desaad, we have no time to waste.”

 

 



Her screams echoed throughout the chambers of the citadel. Her hair
had been burned off, the top of her head suffering burns of the
second degree. The aroma of the charred flesh still lingered in the
air. The man named Desaad inhaled deeply of the scent and sighed
with satisfaction. His eyes were blazing with delight and something
else, something very close to madness.



He shut down the machine and walked around Dinah, poking and
prodding her like an insect that he was about to dissect. Her head
fell to the side, limply, and she gritted her teeth, refusing to
give in to her emotions. She wanted to cry, to beg him to stop, but
she refused. If only she could get rid of the damn collar that he
had locked around her neck.



“I bet I know what you’re thinking,” he said gleefully. “If only I
could get rid of this dampener. If I could use my power, I could
lay waste to this place and escape. Well, you’ll be happy to know
that I'm going to give you that chance… very soon.”



She wouldn’t respond. She was pretty sure that he really didn’t
care if she talked or not. This wasn’t about some kind of personal
vendetta; she was nothing more then a lab rat to him.



“This device over here's purpose is twofold. It will alter your
DNA, infusing it with that of the people of Apokolips, creating a
new form of life. It will also take any metagene and hopefully
enhance it, giving your powers even more potency. I say hopefully
because I really must admit that I have never tried this on an
Earthling before. It is going to be very painful,” he said to
himself, giggling.



When she didn’t respond he stopped, tilting his head as he examined
her, as a dog would when trying to understand his master’s words.
He walked up to her again, pulling a black glove over his hand. He
brought his face up to hers, and at the same time, brought his
gloved hand down on top of her seared head. He gripped her hard and
even twisted the red and scorched flesh. She let out a fresh scream
that would have turned any other man into a bowl of quivering
flesh… any other man but Desaad.



He stepped away from her, giggling again and clapping his hands.
“Good, its pain receptors are still strong. This is going to be
interesting,” he cackled.

 

 



“You see,” Himon was saying as the others followed him into a small
hidden room, “we have been waiting for just the right moment to
attack; a time when Darkseid would have most of his forces
otherwise engaged. With your planet having so many protectors, we
believe that this is the time for the Hunger Dogs to rise
up.”



“Who are you, though? You don’t seem to fit in with the rest of
this motif,” Green Arrow said.



“I am not from Apokolips, you are correct. I am here to right the
wrongs that I have helped create. Many of the devices that Darkseid
uses were created by me, including the Mother Box and the Boom
Tube.”



“The Mother Box?”



“It is a small device that can control many things, including the
Boom Tubes that take us from one place to another.”



Batgirl tapped Ollie on the shoulder, “I think it was that little
device that Vunderbarr had – the machine that went
ping.”



“Ahh.”



“A couple of our people are inside the citadel as we speak, trying
to get out and get us one such device. We fear that they may have
been captured. We have resorted to our backup plan. We will send
two teams into the citadel through underground tunnels that
Desaad’s followers use when they come down here and take one of our
own for his cruel and sadistic experiments. The first team is to
try and find our missing brethren, while the other team will make
their way to the main entrance of the citadel and get the doors
open from the inside, so that we may enter and do what must be
done.”



Vigilante studied the man suspiciously. “How do you know all of
this? The secret entrances, Darkseid’s invasion plan of Earth.
Where are you getting your intelligence?”



“From us,” came a female voice that made them all turn.



Two women walked up, one with flaming red hair, the other with
locks as dark as a moonless midnight.



Benj stood up. “Allow me to introduce you to my sister, Inda,” he
said, offering his hand to the red-headed young woman.



“And this is my daughter, Bekka,” Himon said, coming around to
greet her with a warm smile. “For months now they have been working
inside Darkseid’s palace; learning all that they could,
infiltrating every area of that cursed palace.”



The one called Bekka smiled sadly at them. “I regret that we must
meet under these circumstances. Rest assured we will do all we can
to help you get back your friend.”



“We’re wasting time,” Green Arrow said impatiently. “Every second
we wait is another second that Canary’s suffering.”



Himon nodded in agreement. “You are right. Our teams are ready to
go, and the rest of us will wait, hidden outside the citadel, until
the doors are open.”



“I’m going with one of the teams, inside,” Ollie stated to his
teammates. “The rest of you will stay with Himon and his
troops.”



“No,” Batgirl said, surprising everyone. “If we’re going to help
these people, then we need to send some of our own with you. Take
Huntress and Zatanna with you. Their skills would be a major
benefit to either party.”



Green Arrow mulled it over for a moment and then looked at Zee.
“Are you up for this?”



She nodded. “Since we’ve left Earth, I seem to have been getting my
strength back at a remarkable rate.”



“Alright, you two are with us, then.”



“Well, since you asked so nicely,” Huntress murmured.



“May the gods be with you,” Himon said, clasping Green Arrow on the
shoulders and then hugging his daughter. “Be safe, my child.”



She smiled up at him. “I will return unharmed, father; for you and
for Orion, he who holds the key to my heart.”



Green Arrow turned to Batgirl. “Watch your back, Red.”



“You too, old man,” she replied.



As he turned to leave, a hand was placed on his shoulder. He turned
to see Vigilante standing there.



“Bring her back to us,” he said, “…and…”



“…yeah…same here…” Ollie replied uncomfortably.



“They’ll be fine,” Barbara said as she watched her three teammates
walk away.



“I hope so,” Adrian said, his eyes never leaving Huntress, until
she turned the corner and disappeared. He felt his heart sink, and
for a moment there was the overwhelming urge to run after her. He
drew in a breath and turned to Benj and Himon. “We must gather your
forces and be ready.”



“Agreed,” Benj said. “Do not worry about your comrades. They will
find your friend in time.”

 

 



“Not quite ready yet,” Desaad said to himself. “Calibrations are
nearly complete. Only get one chance at this. In the
meantime…”



He gazed out at the Earth woman as one of his many devices was
getting under way. He watched as a large metallic arm moved to her
bare feet, the miniature clamp on the end grabbing hold of a
toenail and slowly beginning to tear it out. Dinah let out a fresh
scream that was amplified through the speaker system that was set
up in his private observation booth.



His body shivered in delight at the sound. He closed the window,
not really caring about the sight of the torture - it was the
sounds that brought him to full arousal; anyway, everything was
being recorded for later viewing. As the next nail was torn from
the body and the scream came again, followed by a whimper, Desaad
turned the volume up and sat in his favorite chair. His hands
roamed underneath his robe, until he found the instrument he was
searching for; the instrument of his ultimate pleasure.



The third nail. The third scream. This one was the loudest so far.
His head tilted back as the combination of his own pleasure,
amplified by the beautiful music of the Earthling’s cries, was
already bringing him close to the brink. He needed to wait, to
savor the wonderful gratification that was coming to him. There
were, after all, seven more nails to be removed…

 

 



They had made their way into the bowels of the citadel with almost
unnerving ease. It wasn’t until they had been quietly walking down
an abandoned corridor, that all hell suddenly broke loose.



Parademons swarmed in on both sides of them. Bekka let out a call
of warning, her people quickly drawing their weapons, and the
battle commenced. Huntress drew her crossbow and fired, the bolt
finding its mark and forcing its way past a parademon’s protective
eyewear and into its left eye; popping it and sending blood and
fluids all over.



Green Arrow was on the other side of the team, firing one arrow
after another, hitting with ninety-nine percent accuracy. To his
chagrin, most of them were barely felt by the large creatures. Only
the blast weapons seemed to be having any effect, as the members of
the Hunger Dogs continued to cut down the opposition. As quickly as
the battle heated up, though, it ended. A small orb was tossed into
the middle of the rebel force that went off, sending a bright blue
pulse throughout the team. The weapons immediately ceased to
work.



“Pulse bomb,” Bekka yelled. “We’re defenseless!”



“What does that mean?” Zee shouted to Huntress.



“We’re screwed, sunshine,” Helena shouted back.



Zatanna turned as a blaster from one of the approaching demons shot
past her, hitting one of the Hunger Dogs in the head and splitting
it open like an overripe tomato. Blood and chunks of brain sprayed
into the magician’s face, hair, and her open mouth. She spat and
gagged, repulsed by the taste that hit her tongue.



“No more! I can’t take any more of this,” she screamed as her hands
flew up. Her fingers, although shaking from both fear and anger,
moved rapidly. “snopaeW tlem,” she shouted.



Instantly all of the weapons that were being used by the vile
creatures turned into slag.



“serutaerC emoceb stna,” she said and watched as the shock
troopers’ shapes instantly changed.



Everybody stood stunned at the sudden silence. Many of the Hunger
Dogs walked up to the confused little bugs and began to crush them
under the heels of their tattered footwear. Zatanna herself
collapsed against the wall, suddenly feeling lightheaded.



“Not bad,” Huntress said, walking up to her. “We could have used
that a little bit sooner, though.”



“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Zatanna replied, trying to
get as much of the blood off of her as possible. “How can people
live like this?”



For a second Huntress’s eyes softened as she looked at the young
girl, her hands shaking uncontrollably, but then they became like
steel again. “You going to pass out on us or you think you can pull
it together, we’ve got to keep moving.”



Zatanna’s head snapped up and she stared hard at the other woman,
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine… but don’t expect me to
apologize for having a heart.”



“This is where we split up,” Inda said to what was left of the
group. “I shall take these four and Green Arrow with me, down into
the dungeons to find our missing comrades and to get the Black
Canary. The rest of you must make it to the main gate. The others
will have already started their battle to get to it; we must not
let them down.”

 

 



Several dozen men were making their way down the streets; Himon,
Benj, Batgirl, and Vigilante, leading them. They were very close to
the main gates of the citadel and all of them knew what was waiting
for them around the corner. Many people had come out of their
shelters to watch these brave men and women march toward their
destiny. Some had even fallen in step with them.



As Darkseid’s domain loomed large in front of them, Himon raised
his hand to stop them. They halted, whispering to each other.



“Hunger Dogs,” Himon shouted. “This is where our battle begins. We
must have faith that our brothers and sisters will have the gate
open for us, but first we must make it to that gate. Remember what
it is you fight for. You fight for the end of oppression, for your
children and your children’s children, so that they may live in a
world rid of fear and pain. We fight for a new beginning!”



The makeshift army gave out a shout that echoed far and wide, as
Himon turned and, with the others by his side, began the final
steps to the approaching battle.



Vigilante turned to Batgirl. “Are you alright?”



She nodded, but her eyes gave her away. “My grandfather used to
talk about Normandy. He was there; he survived it. I always knew
there were huge parts that he left out; now I think I know why.”
She paused for a moment and then spoke again. “I can’t help
wondering what’s going on back home, or if there’s even going to be
a home to go back to. My friends, my father…”



“They’ll be fine. We’re a tough race. Huh, ‘race’ - I still can’t
seem to get my mind around the fact that we’re on another planet,
fighting for our lives in this hellhole. No, we have to believe
that everything is going to be fine. I mean, look at it this way:
we’ve got heroes like Superman, Wonder Woman, Batman; a trinity of
brains and power that can’t be beat.”



“You’re right,” she said, but inside she did not feel as confident
as she sounded.



They did not get far when the first shot was fired, blowing off the
arm of a young woman standing behind Vigilante. He looked up to see
a swarm of parademons coming in hard. He raised his guns and fired
rapidly. The bullets hit the two closest of Darkseid’s warriors and
pierced through their flesh, blood splattering down upon the
army.



“You switched to real bullets,” Batgirl stated, a bit taken
aback.



“This is a real war,” he replied and fired again.



Those with blast weapons began to use them; firing into the sky,
watching the creatures dodge or be struck down. The limbs of the
shock troopers rained onto the street, some still twitching as the
nerve endings refused to die.



Blaster and laser fire fell upon the streets of Apokolips, cutting
a path right through the middle of the rebel army. Those that were
hit squarely in the head or chest died instantly. Others were not
so lucky. As Batgirl followed Benj towards the front of the citadel
she slipped on the wet steel, falling forward. She caught herself
with her hands, just keeping her head from hitting the walkway. As
she stared at the street she saw the blood, and something else. It
took her brain a moment to process the fact that her hands had
fallen into someone’s large intestines, and that the person was
looking back at her with pleading eyes.



Vigilante pulled her up quickly and then brought his gun down to
the head of the disemboweled figure. Batgirl grabbed his arm to
stop him. They looked at each other for just a moment, something
unsaid passing between them in that instant, and Batgirl released
him; walking away as she heard his last bullet be released from its
chamber. She stepped over another fallen warrior and picked up his
blaster, aiming it into the sky and firing at the carriers of death
that flew through the air. As hard as she fought it, a tear finally
dropped from her eye and traveled down her cheek.

 

 



“It’s ready! It’s ready!” Desaad shouted with glee as he wheeled a
strapped down and naked Dinah Lance into a small room, fiddling
with the collar that had until now, neutralized her metahuman
ability. “This will work,” he said to himself. “This will be my
first real alteration of an alien specimen, and, when it is
accomplished, my master will realize just how important his Desaad
is to him. Ohh,” he moaned in anticipation, “…and the pain that it
will inflict. The pain that the thing will inflict on itself will
be my crowning achievement.”



He backed up to the end of the metal gurney and threw several
switches on the far wall. The ceiling began to glow a soft red, and
half a dozen long sharp needles began to lower themselves from
above. Dinah watched in horror, but unable to move as they pierced
her body in several places. They stung as they entered, but what
came next was much worse. A searing pain began to spread throughout
the inside of her body as she felt every one of her organs
constrict and expand. She felt as though she was being burned from
the inside out by molten lava. And then, before she knew it, her
scream had returned.



The effect was not what she expected, nor desired. As the canary
cry left her lips, shattering the large empty syringes above her,
her entire body felt as though it were being torn apart; her arms
being torn out of their sockets, her feet and bloodied toes being
crushed under the pressure from Desaad's surrounding torture
devices, that were suddenly springing into life. As her cry got
louder, and the pain increased proportionately, she realized with
horror that they were using her scream as their power source. Her
body jerked as much as it could under the restraints and she tried
to stop her cry, but she couldn’t. The pain was too much; her cry
was now an involuntary reaction, her body’s automatic response… and
it was killing her. The cry just got louder, causing her body to be
pulled from all different directions, with ever-increasing force;
until she began to convulse and pieces of skin began to tear
open.



The power of the cry had reached a level never before heard and it
had slammed Desaad hard against the wall. He was laughing
hysterically, his eyes dancing in madness. He began to shout at
her; “Louder! Louder!” he cried, but by now he could not even hear
his own voice, nor could he feel the vibrations of his own vocal
cords when he screamed it. This made him laugh even more.



In the back of Dinah’s mind, in that little corner that still clung
to her ebbing sanity, she realized two things. She was not going to
survive this, and she never got to tell Ollie how much he had meant
to her. That she had loved him so very much. Then, when she thought
she could scream no more, when she knew her body could not stand
the pain any longer, the cry grew even louder, and that last moment
of sanity slipped away…

 

 



“There!” Inda called out as she found her two lost comrades. A pile
of parademons scattered the floor between them and the cells.



The team rushed forward and disengaged the stasis field so that the
two hostages could leave their cell. They embraced each other,
smiling proudly at each other.



“I have what we came for, sister,” the one called Allie said
excitedly. “They were not able to find it. I hid the Mother Box
right before we were caught. It will only take a few minutes to
retrieve it.”



Inda smiled triumphantly. “Then we shall go get it and meet the
others at the front. They will need us.”



“Just point me in the right direction and get out of here then,”
Green Arrow said impatiently. A blaster was slung over his
shoulder, his quiver emptied of all but one arrow.



“We cannot abandon you, friend,” Inda stated.



“You’ve got to get that little ping box thingy back to the rest of
them. Save as many of your people and mine as you can. I’ll grab
Canary and be there before you know it.”



Inda slowly raised her arm and pointed down a long corridor. “Down
there and turn left where it ends. You will find Desaad’s torture
chambers at the end. May the gods be with you.”



“Thank you,” he replied as he turned and ran down the corridor. “I
hope at least one of them is.”



As he turned the corner he narrowly missed having his head shot off
by an energy blast. He dove to the ground and came up to find
himself facing two dozen or so men dressed in purple robes.



“You will not come any farther,” one of them shouted. “We are the
Desaadites and we have sworn to protect our master at any
cost.”



“…and you’re about to find out just how high that cost is, pal,”
Green Arrow said as he went to grab the blast weapon.



By all rights, Desaad’s men had him; he would not have been able to
get his weapon prepared in time, except that they were all
momentarily stunned by the sound of the canary cry. It echoed down
the hallway and threw them off balance.



“Dinah,” Ollie whispered. He quickly grabbed for his gun and
started shooting down the hallway, taking out a few of the robed
men.



This brought Desaad’s followers out of their momentary stupor and
they turned back towards the bowman, firing back. Green Arrow dove
back around the corner as the cry became louder, the stone walls
beginning to crack under the pressure. He inserted some earplugs to
block out the sound, which they managed to do at first, but within
seconds he could hear her once again.



“Oh shit, Dinah,” he said to himself as the cry grew even louder.
This was bad. What the hell was he doing to her? He had to act
quickly. The sound was tearing him apart. Ripping his heart to
shreds. He grabbed his last remaining arrow and nocked it, closing
his eyes and drawing in his breath.



He swung around the corner again and fired the arrow up and out,
watching it hit its mark on the ceiling. The tip drove itself into
the stone and he tugged on the rope quickly to make sure it would
hold. Blast fire was flying towards him and he slung his bow back
over his shoulder and held onto the blaster with one hand as he
took a running leap and swung through the air, above the heads of
the minions. He fired into them, blasting several out of the
way.



By now the sound was becoming unbearable; the walls were vibrating
and chunks of stone were falling from the walls and the ceiling. He
let go of the rope and sailed through the air, twisting his body
around to fire behind him. He hit the ground and did a somersault,
coming up to the end of the corridor. At that moment the cry grew
beyond anything he had ever heard, almost unrecognizable. Many of
the Desaadites were clutching their ears, self-preservation kicking
in. Several others continued to shoot at him. He stayed in a
kneeling position and fired several more times, blasting large
holes in the ground and throwing the opponents back.



He turned and ran down the final corridor, barely able to stand as
the sonic scream was now shaking the entire place. He could see the
door ahead of him. Hold on, Pretty Bird, he begged her. Just hold
on a couple of more seconds…



It stopped as abruptly as it started. The cry was gone and there
was nothing but silence… dead silence. Ollie stopped in his tracks,
shocked by the suddenness of it. No! Oh God, no, he thought to
himself. He was suddenly struck from above by a piece of falling
stone. He looked at the walls and saw that they were still
vibrating. Then he realized it, the cry was still going on, but he
could not hear it anymore. He couldn’t hear anything, anymore. Part
of him was relieved and he screamed her name even though for him
there was no sound.



He began to run again, just about to reach the door when another
blast struck right behind him. It propelled him forward and he
slammed into the door and fell to the ground. He desperately tried
to shake off the effects, and the first thing that he realized,
when he did, was that there were no more vibrations. Everything had
stopped. Dinah was gone.



He couldn’t hear himself scream her name, but he felt it. He felt
it rip from his vocal cords as he collapsed to his knees, tears
coming freely now; and even with the silence that blanketed him, he
was still able to hear his soul as it was torn from him. Shadows
fell upon him and he looked up to see several of Desaad’s men swarm
over him, but he had no fight left in him, and he soon disappeared
under their fists.

 

 



Bekka’s team was fighting fast and furious in the main courtyard,
but they were vastly outnumbered. The valiant warriors carried on,
even as their friends were torn apart by the weapon fire that
rained from above. They, too, had felt the effects of the canary
cry, and it caused Huntress and Zatanna to fight with even more
ferocity.



Zatanna had put several demons to sleep and saw that one had been
carrying some kind of weird-looking whip. She grabbed it as a
parademon swung down at her. She reacted quickly and snapped the
whip, catching the creature around the leg. The whip let out some
kind of charge that caused the demon to scream out in pain and then
crash into the ground.



Huntress turned to her. “Give me the whip,” she demanded. “My
blaster has run out of its charge.”



“Do you even know how to use one of these?” she cried out over the
noise of the blasts and screams of the dying.



“I was trained by one of the best,” Huntress shouted back as she
kicked one of Darkseid’s soldiers away. “Now give it to me,
dammit!”



“You could say please once in awhile, you know,” Zatanna
snapped.



Huntress dodged an incoming blast and grabbed the whip from the
magician. “I’m just starting to like you. Don’t piss me off.”



Bekka and her troops ran up to them as they were being forced back
by the hordes of shock troopers that were surrounding them.



“We are cut off from the controls that will open the gate. I fear
all is lost,” Bekka cried.



Huntress looked at her, then over to Zee. “I don’t think so. Do
your thing, sunshine.”



Zatanna nodded and turned to the gate as the others covered her.
“etaG nepo,” she said, her eyes blazing with intensity,
her fingers shaking.



The gate gave a huge shudder and Zatanna fought to keep the spell
up, finally breaking into a smile as the gate began to rise. As
soon as it was a few feet off the ground, more of the rebels, led
by Benj and Vigilante, rolled underneath it and came up firing.
Soon the tattered army that had made it through the gauntlet
outside was pushing back the parademons.



Huntress caught a glimpse of Vigilante fighting and was caught off
guard as a blast nicked her arm, causing her to drop her whip and
fly back onto the ground. She looked up in time to see a parademon
coming in for the kill, its gun raised and aimed at her head. She
closed her eyes and began a Hail Mary as she heard the discharge of
the weapon. When she realized that she had not been hit, she opened
her eyes to see Batgirl standing over her.



“You?” Helena said, a smile actually forming.



“Who were you expecting, Don Rickles?” Batgirl replied, trying to
be heard over the cries of agony.



She brought out her hand and Helena clasped it and was helped
up.



“Dinah and Ollie?” Batgirl asked as she looked around at the
battle.



“We heard Dinah’s canary cry, Barbara,” she yelled, sadness
covering her face. “It was horrible. The pain she was in had to
have been unimaginable. Then it just… stopped.”



“They’re falling back,” someone shouted.



The rebels gathered around, a combination of exhaustion and fear
covering their faces.



Himon walked into the middle of the circle. “They have retreated to
the inner courtyard where I am sure there will be many, many more
of his troops waiting for us.”



“Then this is it,” another said. “Our numbers have dwindled too
much. There is no way we can face another onslaught.”



“Don’t you dare give up now,” Batgirl barked as she stormed into
the middle of the circle. “We have come too far, fought too hard to
give up now. You would run at this point? If you do, then those who
have died to get us here will have died for nothing. We must see
this through to the end. Don’t you see? You stand on the threshold
of a brand new world. We must carry on the fight! For those who
have laid down their lives. For those of us who still live. We must
fight, and we must win!”



The remaining rebel force let out a loud cheer that bounced off the
walls of the inner courtyard. They raised their weapons above their
heads and stood proud and tall. Batgirl looked at her friends -
their uniforms, like hers, torn and coated in blood; Vigilante and
Huntress bleeding from wounds that had been inflicted. Her stomach
twisted into knots, but she turned with her weapon ready and began
to march towards the inner courtyard. The others were following
right behind her.



Barbara Gordon said a silent prayer as she readied her weapon. Her
head told her that there was no way they would win this battle, but
perhaps, she thought, perhaps what they did here today would, in
some small way, help the people of Earth. Please, God, she thought,
let something good come out of all of this.










Chapter 8

 


Black smoke choked the sky of the dark planet Apokolips, as the
endless factories churned out whatever foul material or product
they produced. The streets were filled beyond capacity with
hopeless bodies, The Theta-drones wander from place to place in a
permanent stupor. The sun never shines on these poor oppressed
people yet they never seemed to mind. It was not a good idea to
think about happier times or places. Such thoughts usually ended
with the sudden disappearance of whoever dared to dream of such
things.



The only light that filled the sky was the eternally blazing
Fire-Pits! Flaming miles into the atmosphere, the raging infernos
continuously blasted the air with incalculable power! As the huge
flames licked the horizon one central building hummed and glowed
with waves of power.



Inside one of the main laboratories of Doctor Bedlam, The Doctor
and his always-loyal “Animates” labored with row upon row of
otherworldly control panels and computers!



“ Quickly my Animates! Whatever power source we have snared we must
bring it to us!” Bedlam said between clenched teeth as flecks of
spit flew with each word. “ Great Darkseid will indeed be pleased
with Doctor Bedlam if I find him another destructive power!”



The Animates worked at a feverish pitch as even Bedlam set about to
help materialize the unknown energy upon his Transportation
Platform. As always, the Doctor’s endless duty was to continually
search for and find his Dark Master any new means of conquering or
destroying the enemies of Apokolips! Darkseid was a terrible master
that lived for nothing but death and destruction!



As sparks flew from a now useless bank of computers, Bedlam barked
orders and flung himself to the central control station!



“Now my soulless creations! We have it! Bring up the Matter
Stabilizers! Slowly! slowly, you unthinking dolts!” Bedlam screamed
as he slammed one switch after another trying desperately to
control whatever his flunkies had accidentally snared!



Smiling with pride, Bedlam saw the outline of his mysterious prize
beginning to materialize on top of his platform! Energy pulsed as
wave after wave of power ripped through the lab! With a triumphant
flare, light exploded within the chamber sending animates and
machinery flying against the walls! Bedlam pulled himself up from
where he had dropped behind the sturdy control station. Smoke began
to lift as his eyes adjusted from the sudden blare of light.



In the center of the platform stood the Challengers of the Unknown
along with the Metal Man Platinum, Swamp Thing and the daughter of
June Robbins. All were stunned by this sudden change in location.
One minute they had been deep within Challenger Mountain fighting
their hated arch-nemesis, Multi Man and his Metal Men and now God
knew where they had found themselves!

 

 



“Uh…Ace…What’s going on here? Where are we?!” Red Ryan was the
first to speak.



“Not for sure Red. Pramble sent us somewhere, I just don’t know
where!” Ace Morgan, Astronaut and the leader of the Challengers
answered matter of factly.



Without giving the Challengers time to make their move Bedlam
screamed to his Animates. “Get them you idiotic puppets! Darkseid
will want to study these creatures!”



“Decisions made, team. Everybody saddle up for action! “ Rocky
Davis said as he drew his pistols from his side holsters and
shattered the face of the first assailant that grabbed his arm with
a red hot bullet!



“Close formation guys! Our ammos limited so make every shot count!”
Ace said taking command. “Red with me! We’ll snag the man screaming
all the orders! With any luck we can end this quickly!



As dozens of Animates flooded the platform, Swamp Thing snatched up
two of the metal beings with his powerful tree-trunk like arms and
smashed them together sending steel parts and wiring
everywhere!



Making sure that she stayed behind the giant Swamp Thing, June
Robbins surveyed the unusual situation that the group had
instantaneously found themselves in. The Challengers had already
made a dent in the small army that was attempting in vain to
overcome them. Swamp Thing was ripping through his foes with no
effort, while at the same time taking great care to keep her safe.
And finally, the Metal Man Platinum just stood watch on the
platform guarding her fallen comrade Mercury who had had his
“Responsometer” torn out of his chest by the Swamp creature. As she
patted the two-foot long capsule that contained the jelly like form
of Metamorpho at her side the wall erupted behind her!



Three of the Animates had armed themselves with fifteen-inch long
metal rod like weapons that fired tremendous destructive force when
triggered!



One of these aimed their weapon at the Swamp Thing but before he
could discharge it, Red sent a bullet burning through his skull
even as Rocky tackled the other two!



Ace had slipped around and captured the seeming master of this
strange lab.



“Unhand me you Earthling trash!” Bedlam screamed as Ace pocked him
in the temple with his Pistol.



“Where are we?” Morgan interrogated the bearded man, as Professor
Haley secured the two doors that led out of the chamber.



“Your threats are of no concern to me!” Bedlam said, “I fear no one
save the great Darkseid!”



“Darkseid?’ Ryan said as he examined the strange metal rod weapon
that he had picked up from the chamber floor. “Great! We must be in
some kind of dark future where this ‘Darkseid’ has taken over the
world!”



“You fool! You’re not in some type of Time Conundrum! You stand
upon the face of the mightiest citadel of destruction in the entire
universe! You stand upon Apokolips! Bedlam said with a sick
pride.



“Great! Now what?” Rocky Davis said as he leaned against the main
control console.



“Mister helpful here, is sending us back to the Earth…” Ace
commanded.



Accidentally, Red Ryan thumbed the firing stud on the “Mega Rod”
blowing a basketball sized hole through not only Doctor Bedlam but
also the control panel, barely missing his black haired partner
Davis, by inches!



“Dammit Red!” Rocky screamed, “You almost fried me you
idiot!”



“Hey! I’m sorry! I didn’t…..” Ryan said apologetically.



“Look!” Prof. said pointing at the now dead body of Doctor
Bedlam.



Bedlams features had begun to shimmer and fade. Within seconds the
details of the Doctor were gone to be replaced by the smooth
profile and body of one of the Animates.



“I’m not sure what’s going on here but I have a feeling we need to
get out of here as quick as possible!” Morgan said as he nudged the
inert form of Bedlam with his foot. “Professor, do you think you
could operate this machine to send us back?”



“Given enough time I should be able to, but…” Haley had stooped
down and was examining the large hole that had been blown through
the machine by Ryan “I don’t think this thing is going to function
properly without the correct repairs being performed!”



Frustrated Ace Morgan rubbed his blonde crew cut covered
head.



“Does anybody have any good news?” Morgan clenched his teeth.



“I can be of assistance.” Platinum said with a metallic twinge to
her voice. “I should be able to interface with this alien machinery
and repair whatever damage has been done.”



“Oh great! Now the steel girl says something!” Ryan said with a
sneer.



“The faster I repair it, the faster I will get back to my beloved
master Duncan Pramble.” Tina said without concern for the others
feelings.



“Our only hope lies on a brainwashed robot who only minutes ago
tried to kill us!” Red shot back while fastening the Mega Rod to
his belt. “That seems to be on par with our group!”



Platinum had walked over to the control panel and extended her hand
out. As her fingers contacted with the metal surface of the
controls tiny tendrils stretched out and merged with the
computer.

 

 



Meanwhile, three floors down Bedlam had transformed his “Pure
Mental Energy” essence into another Animate. Years ago, Bedlam had
given up his physical body to exist as only pure energy. He could,
at will, inhabit any of his Animates’ bodies and change their
features to match his own. As the Animate’s features shifted into
the Doctor’s he began barking orders at the dozens of faithful
servants standing at attention in the huge Warehouse.



Within seconds Doctor Bedlam had organize an army of Parademons and
Animates each armed with enough destructive firepower to decimate a
small city.

 

 



Even as Bedlam’s army was making its way back to the main lab,
Platinum had withdrawn from the computer.



“I have downloaded the layout of this entire citadel. The parts we
need for the necessary repairs are located in a central storeroom
in the basement. I will take us there.” Tina said as she stepped
toward the door.



“Hold on lady!” Rocky said stepping between the metal girl and the
door “From the sound of the alarms going off down the hall I don’t
think it would be safe for us out there!”



“Rocky’s right! But without those parts we’re not going anywhere!”
Haley said to Ace.



“Alright. Prof, you and June stay here. Swamp Thing you stay and
guard them. The rest of us will get the parts we need.” Morgan said
as he also armed himself with one of the Mega Rods. “If she knows
the layout of this place then she must also know some shortcuts
that will keep us away from the bad guys!”

 

 



Somewhere else…
Anthro and his
Hunting party had once again returned triumphantly to the Bear
Tribe. They had killed several large predators and now had enough
meat to last his tribe for many Moons. The first boy on earth
paused briefly to kneel before and pray silently to the tribes new
god. Since the appearance of their shiny god, the Bear Tribe had
prospered like no other tribe. Disease and death were practically
gone and the hunting had never been better. They had won every
battle and had brought in several new men and women to their camp.
Their new god was a good one.



As Anthro stood and made his way to his cave to see his wife Embra,
he thought of how lucky his people were to be blessed by the god’s
presence. He knew that deep down every man, woman and child would
gladly give their life in battle to keep this god for themselves.
No man would ever take the new god away from them!

 

 



The Challengers had made their way to the storeroom, retrieved the
parts they needed and were on their way back to the lab when they
encountered the first wave of Parademons. The veteran
death-cheaters had made quick work of the small band of troopers
becoming very efficient with their newfound weapons in a relatively
short period of time. The Mega Rods were fantastic weapons with
what appeared to be a limitless power supply.



As Rocky strapped on the holster of a big laser pistol, the Prof.’s
voice echoed through the communication system in everyone’s
ears.



“Hurry up Guys! From the sound of things a very large group of
angry soldiers are coming my way!” Haley said trying not to sound
frantic.



“Give us a few minutes Prof. We’re on our way back!” Morgan said as
he took off in a trot to keep up with the rest of his party.

 

 



Back at the main lab, June listened at the door to what sounded
like a few dozen warriors running towards them down the outside
hall.



“I’m not sure we can keep them out of here with just a simple
locked door.” She said to Swamp Thing.



“Stand…..Back.” Came the voice like wet seaweed slapping against
concrete.



With a mighty swing of his thick arm, Alec Holland struck the door
control panel sinking his oversized green fist deep within the wall
effectively destroying the door opening mechanism.



“That’s just great mean green.” June said with severe distaste “I
hope the others don’t need to get back in here!”



Swamp Things shoulders slumped with dawning disappointment.



Haley worked rapidly disengaging broken connections and apparatus
in preparation of the new components. As he fumbled for one of the
tools that he had found in a storage cabinet, June walked over and
handed it to him.



“You don’t talk much do you?” she said with a questioning glance
that was more than just small talk.



“You have to realize that this ….whole situation, is hard for us to
digest.” Haley said, pausing from his work long enough to give the
young woman his undivided attention.

”To think that we have been kept in suspended animation for thirty
years to only be thawed out whenever that fiend Pramble wanted to
kill us again, is crazy.”



“It’s not a good feeling to know that you have been someone’s
puppet like that.” He added.



June started to say something but thought better of it. These men
have seen so much in their lifetime that she could never understand
what they have been through.

 

 



As Morgan and his crew rounded a corner they were stopped dead in
their tracks by a full battalion of Parademons. Instantly everyone
opened fire on each other. The close quarters of the long hallway
worked to the Challengers’ advantage, they were able to take out
the first row of opponents without getting blasted by the remaining
obedient soldiers.



Quickly Platinum shoved Rocky aside while handing him the
much-needed supplies. She dived at the small army while at the same
time her body contorted and twisted into the shape of a giant
circular saw blade! Spinning at fantastic speeds, she cut a path
directly through the mindless warriors, decapitating every single
member of the armed mob. As she landed her lower body transformed
into a tank-like wagon with four wheels.



“Hop in! We have wasted enough time already!” The female Robot
ordered.



“I didn’t know she could do that!” Ryan said with disgust. “That
would have came in handy a long time ago wouldn’t it lady!?”



The Challengers earpiece communicators hummed to life.



“Guys, You’re going to need to come to the back door. Holland
demolished the front one to keep our visitors out!” Prof. Haley
said. “If there is a back door.”



“I think I have another idea.” Ace Morgan said as he looked around
at the various equipment and weapons the recently destroyed
Parademons had been carrying.

 

 



Down the hallway Doctor Bedlam and his Animates were stationed
outside the door of his Main Laboratory. He knew that having his
creations fire aimlessly at the steel-reinforced door would do
absolutely no good. After the incident a hundred years ago when he
accidentally transported a raging Black Hole into the center of the
building, which ultimately resulted in the destruction of Armagetto
for miles around, the building had been re-built to be durable
enough to withstand tremendous forces. He knew nothing short of a
full sized Dyno-Therm Bomb would penetrate these walls. His troop’s
small weapons would do no more than scratch the dull gray paint.
Minutes earlier he had sent a squad of Parademons to retrieve the
much needed explosives.



‘Where are my bombs?!” Bedlam bellowed. “If you want something done
right then you have to do it yourself…..”



The Doctor was cut off short as three plate-sized objects came
sliding down the hallway. As the metal devices skidded along the
smooth floor, a light on the top of each one began blinking. As the
objects drew nearer to the group, the lights began to blink faster
in tandem as more time went by.



“Damn those Earthmen!” was all Bedlam had time to say as a trio of
tremendous explosions rocked the large hallway! The Animate bodies
were instantly vaporized as the bombs blew the troops into
nothingness!

 

 



Inside the lab, Haley and his group were violently shaken as the
wall and door were peeled open like an aluminum can. Swamp Thing
was the only one still standing on his feet as the smoke cleared
and the faces of the returning Challengers smiled through the huge
hole now occupying where the door and wall had been.



“Someone needed a backdoor?” Red Ryan asked with a sly smile as he
threw the replacement parts at the Professor.



“I figure you have about five minutes to get the repairs done
before we’re up to our lucky necks in more soldiers!” Morgan said
as he helped June to her feet. “And this time we don’t have the
luxury of having a locked door between us and them!”

 

 



As Haley, Red and a reluctant Platinum were busy assembling the
main control panel, several flights below them the now recognizable
features of Doctor Bedlam began to transform onto the face of
another one of his Animates.



“Now I am really mad!” Bedlam ranted to himself. His personal
storeroom was almost completely depleted of his precious metal
creations. Only about a dozen had survived the multiple battles
against the Earthmen! But despite all this, he would rather die a
slow, painful death than to have to explain this debacle to his
dark master.



Having his faithful servants gather up all the remaining Dyno-Therm
Bombs in his arsenal, Bedlam was taking no chances this time. He
would rather destroy his entire lab than to let these unworthy
worms escape from his clutches!

 

 



“The repairs are complete and this machine is operational.” Tina
stated flatly.” But, without the complete understanding of the
entire mechanics of this alien equipment I can only return us to
the last signal that this computer had received.”



“Meaning, that whereever Pramble was sending us, is where we are
going!” Haley spelled it out in English for his teammates.



“Anyplace is better than here!” Morgan said positively. “Whatever
we face, we’ll face it together just like we always do!”



“Amen to that brother!” Rocky reinforced.” What are we waiting for?
Let’s do this and get the hell out of Dodge!”



As the small group returned to the platform to stand next to the
deactivated Mercury and the capsule containing the gelatinized
Metamorpho, Tina made last-minute preparations and then as she
walked over to the group her arm stretched so that her right hand
remained fastened to the complex machinery controls.



“What the hell?” Ryan mumbled.



“Someone must remain behind to manually activate the equipment.”
Platinum said mechanically. “Unwilling to sacrifice myself for my
master’s most hated enemies, I must instead compromise by
sacrificing my appendage.”



“What….” Morgan began to say as Tina triggered the Transportation
Platform, which instantly transformed the Challengers into
particles of light.

 

 



As Bedlam and his Animates slowly crept down the hall to peer into
the now demolished lab, he recognized the sudden flash of light. In
disgust he stopped in his tracks and with a slow realization he
knew that the Earthmen had escaped his wraith.

All that remained of the Earthlings was a stiff metallic arm cut
off just above the elbow and stretched the entire length of the lab
from the control panel to the platform. It hung rigidly in the air
like some gravity defying monument.



“ Someday… I’ll find those accursed Earthlings! When I do, they
will beg me to kill them to release them from the terrible pain and
agony that I plan to inflict on them!” Bedlam’s voice echoed down
the empty hall. His Animates stood behind him, emotionless as
always.










Chapter 9

 


Once in awhile, Dick thought to himself, it would
be nice to be able to get through a day when somebody wasn't trying
to kill me. How did he get into these situations? Oh,
right. The answer came unbidden. I run around in a mask; I
have more Kevlar than corduroy in my wardrobe… and when Batman
tells me he needs me in Gotham, I drop everything and run
back.



Normally, that made perfect sense. After all, Batman was the "man
with the plan". Scratch that; he was the man with ten
plans. And, if he went so far as to admit that he needed help, well
then, the situation really did warrant it. So, if he called, you
came running, you backed him up, and you knew everything was going
to come out all right.



Except this time, it hadn't. This time, Nightwing had gotten back
to Gotham just in time to see the city fall before Steppenwolf's
invasion force. Bruce didn't have a contingency plan that covered
an extra-terrestrial attack.



Dick didn't blame him for that. No matter how well prepared you
tried to be, there was no way to anticipate every situation. You
just did the best you could with what you knew, and when life threw
you a curve, you improvised. Ironically enough, that was something
Bruce had taught him. This time, it hadn't been enough.



Gotham was an occupied city, now.



I should have stayed behind to help him. I wanted to. But
getting Scott Free to Metropolis was more important. Bruce risked…
I don't even know what he risked to get us out of Gotham. Part
of Dick wondered whether Bruce had sent him away for his own
protection. He banished the notion. With Metropolis collaborating,
Gotham occupied, and the U.S. government in hiding, Dick wasn't
sure whether there was a safe haven left in the country. Perhaps
not even in the world. And of course, there was the mission that
Bruce had charged him with. Getting Scott Free to Metropolis was
absolutely vital to the resistance. This wasn't an assignment that
you foisted off on someone in order to get them out of harm's
way-this mission catapulted him directly into the line of
fire.



Maybe Bruce doesn't care about me as much as I thought.
Heh.



The motorcycle hit another stone in the dirt road, and Dick fought
to maintain control of the vehicle. It didn't help that Scott's
experience riding the thing could be measured in hours. His new
companion hadn't mastered the art of leaning into the curves when
Dick swerved. As a result, he was having a hard time steering the
bike.



He fought to keep control of both 'cycle and temper. It's not
Scott's fault he comes from another world and doesn't know how to
ride these things. YOU know how to steer. Flying Graysons don't
back away from challenges. His childhood mantra leaped into
his mind. It was something that he had repeated to himself,
whenever he became frustrated trying to master a new trick for the
act, and later, trying to learn a new throw or hold that Bruce was
trying to teach him. Whenever he thought about throwing in the
towel, he could hear his father telling him that Flying Graysons
didn't back down. Flying Graysons ate all their broccoli. Flying
Graysons didn't talk back to their parents. Despite the situation,
Dick grinned. He'd been in his early teens before he caught on to
the nature of that particular manipulation. Fine. Costumed
vigilantes don't back away from challenges either. Broccoli's
negotiable.



"Move with the bike," he shouted, hoping that the man seated
pillion behind understood. The motor was rigged for silent running,
but the roaring wind made communication difficult. He didn't dare
take his eyes off the road to glance behind him. They were less
than ten miles from the Metropolis city limits. Ten minutes away
from the nominal safety of the ‘collaborationist government'. They
were using country side-roads and dirt paths to get there, trying
to avoid the attention of Darkseid's minions.



Suddenly, Dick's eyes widened. Standing in the middle of the road
was a man.



Well, it was a humanoid, in any case, he amended. The figure wore
white body armour that left muscular forearms and thighs bare. Red
gloves, boots, and a mitre-like helmet with silver accents
completed the outfit. The figure was wielding a nasty-looking spear
with a blade that reminded him of a flattened-out shovel.



"You know this guy?" Dick shouted behind him.



Scott's answer was immediate, if meaningless to Dick.
"Devilance".



Dick risked a quick glance behind him. "Who?"



"Devilance, the Pursuer. Tracker for Darkseid." Scott's tone was
overly casual. It almost masked the apprehension lying beneath the
surface. Dick hesitated, torn between needing to know the threat he
was facing, and wondering whether he would be better off not
knowing.



Devilance raised his spear aloft, reversed it, and pounded the
gravel road once with its blade. There was a rumbling sound and the
terrain seemed to tremble and buckle before them.



Dick swore. "Hold on tight," he ordered, as he swerved into a
U-turn. "And move with the bike!"



He accelerated, hoping against hope that he would be able to outrun
the energy wave. With their presence discovered, there was no point
in continuing in stealth mode. Turning it off would help to
conserve fuel as well. He did so. The bike roared, thundering
beneath him. Dick permitted himself a brief smile, which died
abruptly. Stretched across the road, a glowing barrier, which
resembled nothing so much as a nine-foot-high chain-link fence
arose to meet them.



He veered hard to the right, letting momentum carry them off the
road. For once, Scott was obeying orders, hunkering down so that
his head was level with Dick's, and leaning into the turns and
twists as Dick tried frantically to get around the energy fence. It
almost compensated for his passenger's added weight impeding speed
and manoeuvrability. Almost.



To his horror, Dick saw the fence extend heavenward. The energy
field stretched over and around them, and began to close into a
giant sphere. The ground shook beneath them as the net began to
rise into the air, carrying them, the cycle, and a good chunk of
the terrain with them.



It's matching speed with the 'cycle. Guess Devilance doesn't
want me to crash against the walls of this thing. Well, Bruce
had said that Darkseid wanted Scott taken alive…



"How fast can this vehicle go?" Scott shouted.



With Bruce's enhancements… "170 miles per hour, but…
"



"Full acceleration! Do it!"



At any other time, Dick might have questioned that order, or the
authority of his passenger to issue it. At the moment, however, he
had no other option… and circumstances being as they were; there
was no time to demand reassurance or explanations. He was going to
have to pray that Scott knew what he was asking for, and that the
results would be as the escape artist hoped… and that Scott's
people didn't practise some version of kamikaze.



Hell of a lot of trust to demand from a guy you've only known
for a few hours. But Bruce vouched for him. And Bruce, I'd trust
with my soul.



All of this flashed through his mind in the split second it took
his hand to squeeze the accelerator.



A luminous disc sailed past him, so close that, were it not for the
visor on his helmet, it might have singed his cheek hairs as it
passed. Dick saw it hang suspended for one instant in the rapidly
closing gap in the sphere. Then, a hole appeared at its centre. The
disc expanded, its edges thickening as the hole at its interior
widened, leaving an empty space surrounded by a ring of pulsating
energy. It pressed itself against the edges of the net and
stabilised, leaving an opening wide enough to ride a bike through…
if it held… if he was going fast enough… if… was he
airborne?



"Don't slow down!" Scott shouted, his tone a blend of terror and
delight… like a child on his first non-kiddie rollercoaster.
"Aerodiscs are holding. Just drive!" He clapped his hands to Dick's
waist and held tightly.



Dick obeyed, eyes crinkling as he grinned broadly beneath his
helmet. Flying Graysons don't freeze up before a major stunt.
Especially not when they're really flying!



The 'cycle arced through the ring with inches to spare, hitting
apogee about fifteen feet north of Devilance's position. Dick
pressed one of the icons on his onboard computer, an icon he'd
never actually expected to use.



I can't believe Bruce included this feature in the bells and
whistles. Either he meant to put glider wings on
this thing at some point, or he thought I might end up driving it
out of a jet or something. Probably the latter, Dick smirked.
He knows me.



Then he remembered: they were also used as braking devices for
high-speed surface vehicles. Whatever. He still liked the idea of
Bruce thinking he might want to try skydiving on a motorcycle. With
a mental shrug, he touched the appropriate part of the computer
screen, and released the built-in parachute. It billowed out behind
them, catching the breeze.



Devilance leaped into the air, spear at the ready. "Close your
eyes, block your ears, and don't fall!" Dick shouted. He would have
passed a pair of earplugs back, but between Scott's form-fitting
cowl, and motorcycle helmet, he couldn't see how the man would be
able to get them on in time. Dick's own helmet was equipped with
sound dampers, which could be operated by remote control. One such
control was built into the Nightwing suit, another into the
'cycle's onboard computer. Dick activated it now. He removed two
flash-bang grenades from their storage bin and lobbed them at
Devilance. The combination of light and sound staggered the hunter,
and the Apokoliptian sank to the earth.



"That won't stop him for long," Dick stated, as the 'cycle touched
down. "Got any ideas?"



Dick took Scott's silence for a negative response before he
realized that Scott was probably still deafened. "Let's hope this
works, then," he said holding up a device shaped roughly like a
screwdriver. He pointed it toward the dazed hunter and activated
it. The high-pitched whine that issued forth from the top of the
device forced Devilance to clap massive hands to his ears in an
attempt to drown out the sonics. Dick's own dampers were holding,
and Scott seemed to be managing somehow. Dick stole a glance behind
him and noted that the man's eyes were screwed tightly shut, and
his lips were fixed in a tight grimace. No surprises there. If
there were any wolves, dogs, or foxes within a quarter-mile radius,
they were probably lying flat on the ground, whimpering in
pain.



Finally, Dick switched off the device and deactivated his dampers.
Then he turned the cycle around and resumed course for
Metropolis.



"You okay?" He shouted behind him.



Scott called back an affirmative.



I didn't think he'd recuperate so fast. He blinked. If
Scott can recover that quickly, then…



Glancing into his side mirror, Dick swore. The Apokoliptian was
already stirring.



"That trick you did with the aerodiscs," he called behind him. "Can
you do it again?"



"Mass… a factor" Scott shouted back. "The two of us… plus… the
bike… it's risky."



Dick nodded his comprehension. They were going to have to outrun
Darkseid's hunter, then. Or at least, they were going to give it
their best shot. Dick glanced at the road before them. His gaze
flickered from side to side. Then he looked up and his jaw
dropped.



Flying toward them, came a stocky figure in red, sporting a blue
cowl and an intricate golden harness.



"Who's that?" Dick demanded.



"Orion. Darkseid's son."



Oh… lovely. Wait… "Why are you so happy
about it?"



Scott laughed. "Because he's on our side."







The figure approached them somewhat apprehensively. When he
recognized Scott, he broke into a wide smile. "Brother! We had
almost given up hope of your escape."



Scott didn't wait for his companion to brake before he alighted
from the motorcycle and clasped hands with the large warrior. "If
there is one thing to learn from the denizens of this world, my
brother," he said, "it is never to give up hope." He beckoned to
Dick. "This is one of my… teachers."



Dick felt his face grow hot. "Um… yeah… anyway, I hate to break
this up, but Devilance is right behind us."



Orion nodded. "I can hold him off. You go into the city." He handed
Scott a small iridescent pendant. "This will allow me to find you
when I am done. There are many refugees arriving every hour. If you
do not call attention to yourselves, you should escape
notice."



Orion was right, Dick realized. Scott had to reunite with his
people and they had to escape to "Supertown". Wherever or whatever
that was. Much as he didn't like the idea of running from a fight,
in this particular case, fighting would expose them to unacceptable
risk. Not that he thought for a moment that he could take on
Devilance alone. But… could Orion?



The New God gestured imperiously toward Metropolis. "Go!"



Scott should obey, Dick thought to himself, but maybe…
maybe this is what gets you so angry with Roy when he tries to
second-guess you. Orion has a plan and he doesn't have time to tell
it to you. You've got your orders, not just from him, but from
Bruce: protect Scott. He sighed. He did have his orders. And
second-guessing a commander in the field was a bad move. He
wouldn't do it to Bruce, and he wasn't going to do it to someone
else who seemed to have a better grasp of the situation than he
himself did. He motioned to Scott. "Get on."



As Orion bounded forward to meet Devilance, Dick gunned the motor,
and joined the line of vehicles heading into Metropolis.



He tried to ignore the Apokoliptian dreadnought parked in the sky
over the city.







After thirty minutes in the downtown core, Dick had managed to tune
out the pixel boards and television screens, all of which showed
one image: Lex Luthor, looking calmer than anybody had a right to,
demanding that refugees move in an orderly fashion toward the
appropriate registration checkpoints. Maybe he thinks if he
seems relaxed, people will figure there's nothing to worry
about. Looking around him at the grim faces, the tent city
that had sprung up in a nearby park, the bumper-to-bumper traffic,
Dick guessed that most people just figured Luthor was out of touch
or didn't care about the current situation. If they riot, it
couldn't happen to a more deserving guy.



Immediately, Dick stifled the thought. Whatever his personal
opinion of Luthor, anarchy in Metropolis was the last thing anybody
wanted at this point. Speaking of which…



The sound of breaking glass drew his attention to a storefront.
Someone had taken a baseball bat to the front window of an
electronics store and people were helping themselves to
merchandise. He frowned, reached into one of his pockets, and
extracted the nightarangs he kept handy for emergencies. He only
had to throw two of them before the would-be looters
scattered.



"See anyone you recognize?" Dick asked.



Scott shook his head. "Too many people. I could try the anti-grav…
"



"Please don't. We're supposed to be keeping a low profile, here."
He spotted an alley, and somehow managed to manoeuvre the 'cycle
into it. After parking it and engaging the anti-theft protocols, he
carefully covered it with a tarp he kept in the storage
compartment. At least now, its presence was less obvious.



More refugees were filling the park. Until they knew where to go,
it occurred to Dick that joining the crowd might not be a bad
idea.



"If we keep it too low," Scott said, "will our friends not miss
us?"



Dick rolled his eyes. "You're dressed like a walking rainbow, for
crying out loud. I think they'll manage!" Right. He's head to
toe in red, green, and yellow. Sound like anyone else you used to
know?



Scott grinned back. The grin vanished suddenly. He pointed upwards.
"Look!" He gasped. "Up in the sky… "



Dick blanched. They were too big to be birds, the dreadnought was
the only plane currently allowed in Metropolis airspace… and if
there was one thing he was certain of, Superman was out of the
picture. He pulled a small pair of binoculars out of an inner
pocket.



Whatever the squat vaguely humanoid figures were, they seemed to be
approaching rapidly. "Do you recognize them? What are they?"
Don't judge by appearances. Orion was on our side,
remember?



Scott's voice was bleak. "They're called parademons. They are among
the most-feared of the soldiers of Apokolips."



Oh, lovely. And why do I have the strangest feeling that their
being here might have something to do with us?



"People of Metropolis!" The stentorian tones emanating from the
dreadnought carried clearly across the city. "There is no cause for
concern. If you do not interfere, you will not be harmed."



While the voice spoke, parademons continued to emerge from a neat
round opening in the sky. It reminded Dick of one of the ‘portable
holes' from those stupid Roadrunner cartoons.



How many of those things are there?



Dick suddenly turned to Scott. "Your helmet," he snapped. "Put it
on. Now."



Scott looked puzzled for a moment. Dick's scowl deepened, and the
New God hastily donned the headgear. Wordlessly, Dick removed his
bomber jacket and gestured to Scott to put that on as well.



It's a good thing I came here in civvies. This is one time when
we really do need to blend in with the crowd.



The disembodied voice continued. "Our foot-soldiers seek the
individual known as Scott Free," a likeness appeared on the pixel
board overhead, replacing Luthor's image. "Reveal this felon's
location and they will depart as soon as he is apprehended."



"I thought that was coming," Dick said in a low voice. "Keep the
jacket and helmet on, you won't look as obvious that way. And let's
try to find some place indoors," he said with a shiver. "I'm
freezing."



Scott nodded, looking stunned. "If you hadn't… when you did… when
we were… we are in the middle of the crowd… "



Dick placed a hand on his new friend's arm. "Yeah. But I did, and
you're fine." He squeezed, briefly. "By the way, sorry."



"You're sorry?"



"Yeah," Dick grinned. "You're supposedly an escape artist. Don't
tell me you weren't looking for a chance to show off. Only my way,
with any luck, you're not going to have any place to escape
from."



Scott frowned. He was about to say something when he noticed Dick's
smirk. A chuckle rose in his throat, only to die abruptly. He
nudged Dick, who suddenly looked grim. Moving steadily toward them,
were three Parademons.



The crowds thinned before them. Dick grabbed Scott's arm. "Quick,"
he ordered. "Make like the others and clear a path." And hope
they didn't spot us. They're combing the entire area. He
steered his companion through the crowd, following the
others…



… And spotted another parademon, approaching from a different
direction. He changed course again, pulling Scott after him, but
this time Scott didn't move. Dick turned back to look at him, and
the Highfather's son gestured around them.



Dick groaned inwardly. More of the Apokoliptian foot-soldiers were
approaching from every side, surrounding the area. They were
trapped.







Wonderful, Grayson. What are you going to do, now, huh? Any
second, they're going to take a good look at you and Scott, and
that's going to be it.



No. It couldn't end like this. Bruce was depending on… Bruce!
You're beating yourself up over failing Bruce? How about Scott?
How about… the planet? Sheesh!



He flinched as a yellow-gloved hand squeezed his shoulder. "It was
a fine attempt, Dick," Scott said quietly.



Dick shook his head. "I… I… "



"We're outnumbered," Scott continued. "Outgunned. Darkseid has been
ahead of us from the very beginning. We did our best, but I think
we both knew from the start that the two of us alone stood little
chance. It's a miracle we've gotten as far as we have."



"No," Dick argued. "Bruce planned it out. He wouldn't have sent us
if he didn't think this could work."



"People have been wrong before," Scott shrugged. He smiled
wistfully. "I doubt that it will be as easy to flee Apokalips a
second time. Not immediately in any case. Still, whatever else I
might be, you were right a moment ago. I am an escape
artist." He glanced about. The Parademons were moving closer. "You
should go," he said. "It's probably best I meet them by myself.
Alone, you have a chance."



Dick stood stock-still. I'm an idiot. I'm a grade-A, top-ranked
idiot. And, if that's true… considering his standard M.O., then
what the hell does that make Bruce?



"No," he said slowly. "No, I don't."



Scott stared at him, perplexed.



Dick grinned. "Don't you get it? That's been the problem from
the very beginning! How has Darkseid been able to take over so
easily? Why is he holding Superman? Why is Gotham a giant
internment camp?"



Scott blinked. "He has the superior force-"



"NO!" Dick couldn't help it. It was so laughingly obvious, now.
"It's because we-all of us… us… masked-types-we're all so used to
looking after our own little corner of the globe that it never
occurred to any of us to team up!"



Scott was shaking his head. "Perhaps, but the time for that-"



"-Is right this second!" Dick reached into the pocket of the jacket
he'd given Scott and extracted a small communicator. He punched in
a code from memory.







"Speedy here. If you're a hot babe, talk on, if not, please press…
oh, sorry, Dick. Dick! Man, where are you?"



In the background, Dick could hear the other voices. "Roy! Give me
that!" Donna came on the line a moment later.



"Dick, how are you? Where are you? Is everything-"



He interrupted. "Donna, listen to me. How fast can the Titans
rendezvous with me in Metropolis?"



Someone tapped his shoulder. "Not now, Scott, I-" He whirled to see
Kid Flash standing before him.



"How's about half-a-second sound?" Wally smirked. "Rae's locked
onto me. She's teleporting the team over."



They were there before he'd finished speaking. Introductions and
explanations were quickly made. "Okay," Dick said. "Starfire and
Wonder Girl. Take to the air and take down as many parademons as
you can, before they touch surface. Speedy. Use your trick arrows
to confuse the ones already on the ground. Gas, fog, flares… you
know what to do. Scott, do they have any weaknesses we should know
about?"



The New God considered. "They're neither particularly bright nor
resourceful. They rely primarily on brute force."



Dick nodded. "Be extra creative, Bowhead. Kid Flash. Run rings
around them. And watch Speedy. Once he has his 'demons on the
ropes, pick 'em up and collect 'em." He gestured to the four teens.
"All of you, once you've subdued your targets get them to Raven.
Raven, teleport them out of Metropolis. I'm not fussy about where
you land them, as long as they're away from any inhabited
areas."



They nodded. "And you, Richard?" Raven asked.



Dick smiled. "I'm going to try to get Scott to rendezvous with his
people. Until I find them, however, I'm going to keep an eye on the
big picture. If I tell one of you to stop what you're doing and
move somewhere else, do it. If you think I'm wrong, call me on it
later. But trust me now."



The team looked at one another and back to Dick. "I think I speak
for all of us," Kory stated, "when I say that we always have." As
though by a prearranged signal, six hands touched. And six voices
exclaimed:



"TITANS TOGETHER!"







It wasn't easy. Dick's strategy was sound, but parademon
reinforcements continued to arrive. Finally, the boom tube closed,
but another opened almost immediately. Dick groaned. No matter what
they did, their adversaries would eventually win by sheer force of
numbers.



His eyes widened. Three figures emerged from the second boom
tube-and they were assuredly not parademons. The first man
wore a formfitting white bodysuit, and a golden headpiece, which
did little to restrain wavy red hair. The second was in red and
green. The third… was Orion.



"Scott!" The red-haired man called. "Come on!"



Free broke into a smile. "Lightray?" He sobered. "But… my friends.
Fastbak, Lightray, we can't just leave them-"



The man in red and green grinned back. "Don't worry. We're
not."



Orion hurled himself into the fray, battering heavy fists against
the parademon's green-and-gold armour. More troops fell Earthward
by the moment, stunned by the force of the

Apokaliptian's onslaught.



Lightray landed before Dick and inclined his head respectfully. "We
can't keep the boom tube open much longer. You're welcome to
accompany us to Supertown, but we must leave, now."



Dick shook his head. "We're needed here," he said quietly. "If
everyone else in a position to resist Darkseid is already captured
or in hiding, we can't abandon our people."



"I understand," Lightray said. "We may not be able to extend the
offer again, you realize."



"I do. Get Scott out of here." He turned to the young man whom he
had brought to Metropolis.



"Good luck, Scott," he said.



"And to you."



"Orion!" Fastbak shouted. "It's closing!"



Starfire waved him off. "Go. We can handle it from here. And thank
you."



Orion nodded. He raised one hand in a salute. The Tamaranian
returned the gesture. Then, he and his companions passed through
the boom tube, and it closed behind them.



Dick looked around. "Gang. I'm sorry," he confessed. "They were
willing to take us with them. I turned them down. I mean, it was my
choice to make for me… but I made it for all of you-"



Roy rolled his eyes. "Puh-leeze, Batboy. You really think any of us
were going to head off to some cushy hideaway and let you have all
the fun? Get real."



Kory and Raven nodded. "If those in a position to fight," Kory
stated, "refuse to do so, then they share in the responsibility for
any evil that these tyrants would commit."



"We trust you to lead us," Donna said simply. "That means we trust
your judgement."



"Yeah," said Wally. "So could we please not talk about it again?
We're in this for the long haul, Titans together, the end.
Capice?"



Dick exhaled slowly. "Alright. Give me a couple of minutes to get
my costume and change into it. Then we'll discuss a strategy." His
expression was sober. "And guys… thanks."



And let's hope that none of us regret that choice down the
road.











Chapter 10

 


The click of his boot heels echoed hollowly in the cold stone
corridors, but he heard neither it, nor the muffled cries of agony
that always seemed to be coming from just around every corner on
Apokolips. No, Lex Luthor adjusted his cufflinks and strode the
halls like they were his own, projecting all the calm and
confidence he could muster under the circumstances: he was marching
into Darkseid’s palace for a confrontation with the dread god. And
though his special bodyguards, Mercy and Hope, walked but one step
behind him, he thought that even they might be over their heads
here if they got in trouble.



The burning red light ahead proclaimed the entrance of Darkseid’s
throne room.



It was a macabre scene. The chamber was vast, the ceiling lost in
darkness where darker things fluttered. Slimy abominations crawled
out of Luthor’s path, leaving a trail of slime. Two parademons
passed them, dragging between them a twisted, broken body that left
an ugly smear on the floor. The room was lit with the red glow of
miniature fire pits, burning in what appeared to be indiscriminate
spots on the floor like infernal pustules. The throne was on the
far end, and as Luthor approached, he could not help but be awed by
the god that sat upon it. Darkseid was fearsome, all
uncompromising, depraved evil. The Lord of Apokolips watched as
Luthor approached, and all the weight of the air seemed to congeal
around him.



Being crucified on the wall to either side of his throne were three
figures, with room left for a fourth. Luthor had not been prepared
for this sight. In fact, he was considerably disturbed.



Two of them he didn’t know. One was a small, blue skinned alien in
red robes, tattered and burnt now, and another was also an alien,
larger and green, bearing a vague resemblance to the Martian
Manhunter hero who had been around in the ‘50s and ‘60s on Earth.
Surely this broken and bloody thing was not him…? No, it was the
third figure that gave Luthor pause. Though he was bruised and
battered, and one eye was nearly swollen shut, and his uniform had
been reduced to shreds of singed cloth, Superman was awake and
defiant.



Luthor was appalled— and surprised at his own reaction. Here was
Superman, his greatest foe humbled, at last defeated and brought
low, but Luthor could find no joy in it. Darkseid had done what
Luthor never could: here was Earth’s greatest hero, her most
powerful guardian, a plaything for the Dark God to toy with until
he was used up. And like a modern-day Judas, Luthor had delivered
him up to the enemy.



The Man of Steel watched Luthor, but said nothing; it seemed to be
an effort for Superman to just lift his head.



“It is called inertron,” came the sepulchral
voice, ponderous and dripping with murder. The Dark God had spoken,
his incarnadine eyes on Luthor.



“W— What?” It took a moment for Lex to find his voice, or to look
away from his vanquished foe.



“The manacles that bind the Kryptonian. They are made of a
substance called inertron. It is the hardest metal in the universe,
and has the unique property of sapping all the power and energy
from organic beings. It also keeps the Martian from maintaining a
cohesive form, and the Oan from simply vanishing.”



“There’s room for one more.” Lex noted the empty shackles dangling
next to Superman. “Expecting more guests?”



“Those,” Darkseid inhaled sharply, his ashen lips
curling, “are reserved for my foster son, the so-called
Mister Miracle.”



Lex nodded. Hate to be that poor bastard…



“Why have you come here, Lex Luthor?” the Dark God
of Apokolips rumbled. “The subjugation of your planet is
almost complete. The Hellborers are falling and Desaad has prepared
the Infernal Machine. Soon, this fair Earth will mirror the dark
majesty of Apokolips.”



“And I will be your viceroy, right?” Luthor finished for him,
taking a small step forward. “You know, the one to collect the
tribute and command the slaves to build statues in your honor… To
rule in your stead when this is all over.”



Darkseid said nothing, but regarded Luthor in stony silence.



“When this is all over…” Luthor mused, his chin set, his
indignation flaring. “We have a deal, Lord Darkseid! I gave you the
means to take Superman, and in return you agreed to spare
Metropolis! But your forces are crawling all over my city. I want
them out!”



Still the unnerving silence. The eyes of Darkseid did not leave
Luthor’s. Lex began to sweat, but he continued on.



“If I am to rule effectively when this is over, we’re going to have
to work together better than this. If I am undermined, you will
have revolution on your hands— Whoa!”



While Lex was speaking, Darkseid’s crimson eyes burned steadily
brighter, until twin beams of hot energy came shooting out. Lex
barely had enough time to throw up his hands, though he knew this
would be fruitless; but the beams did something that defied the
laws of physics: they deviated from their parallel path, each
branching out in right angles, neatly avoiding Lex to strike his
two unsuspecting bodyguards behind him.



Mercy and Hope were instantly vaporized.



Lex glanced at the spot where they had stood, his only reaction a
slight raising of his eyebrows. Nevertheless, he loosened the
collar of his shirt and adjusted his tie accordingly.



“It is called the Omega Effect,” Darkseid
explained, his eyes still sputtering with red light.
“Nothing survives when it is unleashed. Know this, human:
Your city survives at my sufferance. You live at my sufferance. I
agreed to spare Metropolis, not to ignore it. Very soon, all your
lives, your property— even your very will!— will belong to me. I
will do as I please in Metropolis, as elsewhere.”



Lex glared back at the Dark God, his outrage warring with his
common sense.



“But if the terms of our agreement are no longer
acceptable, we can discard the truce.”



“And I will be of no further use to you,” Lex finished, sourly. He
thought for a moment, his mind rapidly adjusting to the situation
and calculating possible outcomes. It was entirely possible, he
conceded to himself, that he had made a monumental mistake. “My
lord is too accommodating.” Lex’s smile returned, his voice smooth.
“But I think our arrangement can still serve us both. Forgive this
intrusion, and thank you for this lesson in humility. I live but to
work your will.”



Darkseid did not reply, only watched as Luthor sketched an elegant
bow and backed away from the throne room.



When the human was gone, a figure hooded in dark purple robes
emerged from the shadows, his hands clutched modestly before
him.



“He will betray us, my lord.”



“Yes, Desaad,” Darkseid agreed. “But for
now he keeps the peace in Metropolis and Dr. Bedlam must be allowed
to finish his experiments there… Soon, however, Luthor will have
outlived his usefulness, and then he will pay for his
insolence!”

 

 



All the world was at war— except for Metropolis. Thanks to the
truce that Lex Luthor had brokered, the Big Apricot had been spared
the hordes of parademons falling from the sky, the syncopated
vibro-shelling from the Apokoliptian dreadnoughts in low
geosynchronous orbit, and the constant nighttime pyrotechnics as
the badly outgunned terrestrial defenders fought back and died. But
Metropolis was not at peace. Refugees flooded into the
open city by the droves, crowding the streets, squatting in the
parks, and in many instances driving out original, less capable
inhabitants. There had already been food shortages and the water
situation was getting worse. Riots and looting had broken out, and
there was little the overwhelmed Metro-Police could do to stop it—
often times, they were leading it!



“This is ridiculous!” Speedy snarled, loosing a shot; the shaft
struck dead-on, covering a club-wielding ruffian in expanding foam
that quickly spread and incapacitated him. Kid Flash sped by the
archer, laying out two others before they knew what had hit them,
and Starfire swooped down from on high, her starbolts sending
another group of looters crashing into a cluster of trash cans. “We
should be out there helping to repel the invasion, not babysitting
Metropolis!”



A figure in dark colors somersaulted from a fire escape,
purposefully landing amidst a crowd of looters. There was a flurry
of arms and legs, and within seconds, Nightwing was the only one
left standing. With hardly a transition, he said: “Are you saying
we should abandon Metropolis to this chaos? Look around you,
Speedy. There are innocent people here getting hurt!”



They were in what was once an upper-scale district, now the site of
temporary shelters on the street. The families who had taken refuge
there were in the process of being driven out by looters before the
Titans happened upon the scene.



A horn blared, and a pick-up truck turned the corner: the looters’
getaway vehicle. It barreled down upon them, the brute at the wheel
grinning. Wonder Girl leap-frogged Nightwing, and stood in the path
of the truck, brushing a curl of hair from her face.



“That’s it, c’mon…!” she whispered.



The truck picked up speed to mow her down, but Wonder Girl just
cocked her arm, hopped off the ground, and smashed her fist down
upon the hood of the vehicle. The stunned driver went sailing
through the windshield, right into a sizzling black shadow in the
shape of a raven. A brief scream could be heard, and then the thug
emerged, panicked and sobbing, to flee in a hurry.



Out of arrows, Roy rushed headlong into a knot of stunned rioters,
using his bow as a club. “I’m not blind, Nightwing,” he shot back,
working his aggression out on the offenders, who, the fight all out
of them, were trying to escape. But Roy went after them with a
manic fury. “I just think our particular talents can be better
utilized in the big picture.” He swept out the legs of one foe,
then reversed the bow to smash it over the head of another,
swearing when the fiberglass cracked. He looked at it forlornly.
“This never happens to Green Arrow,” he muttered.



A noise behind him seized his attention, and he turned just as
Nightwing dropped the goon who had gotten the drop on Roy.



“Bet that never happened to Green Arrow,
either,” the Titans’ leader remarked, hotly.



Roy opened his mouth to respond, as Kid Flash circled them,
knocking back a crowd of looters converging on the two old friends
as they argued.



“Don’t lecture me, Batboy! I’m not the one who abandoned the team
to go find himself. I don’t see why everyone always looks to you as
the leader, anyway. I say we take a vote—.”



As the two went back and forth inside the cyclone created by Kid
Flash; Wonder Girl, Starfire and Raven dispersed the last of the
rioters. In their own little world, and consumed by their argument,
neither Nightwing nor Speedy noticed when Wally stopped running,
and the others watched, appalled at their teammates’
meltdown.



“Besides, this is Superman’s city! He should be the one here,
keeping the peace—.” Roy shoved his finger under Dick’s nose to
make a point, which Dick slapped away.



“Idiot! Didn’t you hear what happened to Superman? Nobody even
knows if he’s alive or dead! And don’t you think he’d be here if he
could?” No one was more surprised than Dick when his throat caught.
But he didn’t have time for that terrible thought, and banished it.
“That’s what being a hero is all about: doing what needs to be
done, not what you want to do!”



This last seemed to reach Roy. For a moment he was speechless,
blinking. Then he said, in a small voice: “What happened to
Superman?”



Nightwing threw up his hands and turned away. “Donna, you tell him.
I don’t have the heart.”

 

 



An hour later, the Titans regrouped in Centennial Park, where they
had spent so long establishing order. The park, once so tranquil
and full of beauty was now a vast refugee camp, overflowing with
human suffering and effluvia. They gathered around a picnic table,
once again arguing.



“Look, I understand that there is work to do in Metropolis,” Roy
was saying in a much more reasonable voice than before, all of them
more somber after Donna related the news of Superman’s defeat at
the hands of the monster calling himself Doomsday. “All I’m saying
is that this war won’t be won in Metropolis, and that maybe we
should devote our energies to that end.”



“I know what you’re saying, Roy, and don’t you think I want to get
out there, too?” Nightwing sighed, one foot on the picnic bench,
his arms crossed over his chest. “But, strategically speaking, we
need to be where we can do the most good, not running off to get
ourselves killed in a meaningless skirmish between the US Marine
Corps and the hordes of Apokolips. We need to feel out the enemy
and strike where it’ll hurt them!”



“Dick’s right.” Starfire announced adamantly.



“Big surprise there,” Roy snorted.



Much to all of their surprise, Starfire flared up. “I was trained
by the fiercest warriors in the universe, Roy. No one wants to
blast those demons out of the sky more than I! But the Okaaran
Warlords taught me where and when to fight, as well as how. And
despite how much I lust for their blood, I know we stand no chance
against their multitudes. I, for one, would have my death
mean something!”



Roy held up his hands, chastised. “Alright, bubblebod, alright. I
just hope I’m around when you cut loose.”



Wally, always nonchalant about his secret identity, had his cowl
down and looked more worried than normal. “You know, I was able to
get my family and some friends to an old cold war bunker, but I
haven’t heard from Uncle Barry since the crisis began. And I’m sure
all of us have family and friends we’re worried about…”



Wonder Girl had a faraway look in her eye, too. “The only family I
have left is Wonder Woman, and everyone sitting right here. And the
last I heard from Diana, she was on her way to Apokolips with
Captain Marvel…” There were tears in her eyes. Starfire went to
her, and collected her into her arms. The two clung to each other
as Donna’s shoulders shook silently and tears slid unashamedly down
Princess Koriand’r’s cheeks.



Dick looked down. He’d been trying for a long time now to reach
someone in Las Vegas, but with as much luck as he knew Roy was
having. And there was no chance of any communication with Gotham
since the city had been closed off, and transformed into some kind
of intergalactic gulag… But somehow he knew Bruce was alright. He
had to be. It would take more than an alien invasion to kill the
Batman.



Raven held herself tensely, her expression buried in the depths of
her cowl, but with all the emotion raging around her, she was not
finding it easy to compose herself. She cleared her throat
meaningfully, getting all of their attention.



“I— I sense that the demon who leads the forces of Apokolips is far
beyond what any of us can imagine…” she told them in a halting
voice. “A… dark god, of immense power and great evil.” A frown
creased her brow. She looked up into the turbulent sky, to the
black planet hovering like a second moon above them, great pits on
the surface belching fire. They could all hear the distant din of
war. “But there is a menace that is closer.”



This announcement took them by surprise. Pulling back her hood,
Raven fixed them with her piercing black eyes and said, “Since we
entered the city, I have sensed a powerful psionic mind at work.
The presence is alien and malignant, and means to do great harm… I
could not tell where it was coming from at first, but now I think I
can bring us to it…”



“Can you tell us the nature of the threat, Raven?” Nightwing asked,
unfolding his arms.



Raven shook her head. “Only that if left unchecked, it will consume
the whole city.”



“Well!” Roy slapped her knees and stood up. “Sounds like a job for
Superman.” He grinned at his own bad joke. “But I guess we’ll have
to do.”



Wally stood as well, brimming with nervous energy. “This sitting
around is making me crazy! I say we go and do our bit. I’m ready to
strike a blow in this war.” And, though he left it unsaid, to make
his Uncle Barry proud.



Starfire faced Nightwing, all steely determination and willingness
to do what needed to be done. “You’re our leader Dick. You just
point at it and I’ll blow it up.”



Nightwing couldn’t help but grin at that.



Wonder Girl wiped her eyes and shared a look with him. “I wouldn’t
mind hitting something right now, myself.”



Dick nodded, feeling his own blood thrill. It felt good to finally
have a target.



“Alright, then!” He slammed his fist into his palm and showed his
teeth. “Titans, together!”

 

 



Raven’s spell of teleportation brought them downtown. Downtown
Metropolis was always a hubbub of activity, and now was no
different. Except it wasn’t the rush of commuters and tourists, but
what appeared to be a full-on carnival on the scale of Mardi Gras!
Beneath the giant Apokoliptian dreadnought that hovered over them,
and in the shadow of the black planet that all but blotted out the
sun and turned the sky red, Metropolites partied in the
streets!



The Titans watched, hardly able to comprehend what was going on.
People carried on with complete abandon; eating, drinking, dancing,
brawling and in most cases, completely throwing inhibition to the
winds. But in this great mass of swarming humanity, there was no
joy, no exuberance, but only a kind of fevered desperation.



“What the hell is going on here?” Kid Flash blushed as a pair of
giggling young women streaked by him in nothing but their
underclothes.



Speedy rubbed his chin and watched appreciatively, as Starfire
merely shrugged and observed: “Eat, drink and be merry, for
tomorrow you may die.”



The giant TV screen on the Galaxy Communications Building showed an
image of Lex Luthor, sternly remonstrating: “… while civic order is
maintained, we have nothing to fear from the Apokoliptian invaders.
Metropolis must be the very model of peace and calm. Do nothing to
provoke retaliation, and we shall retain our sovereignty! I repeat,
this is Lex Luthor. People of Metropolis, through private
negotiations with the enemy, I have arranged a treaty of neutrality
with Apokolips. There is nothing to fear while civic order is
maintained…” The digital video message was on continuous playback
and was being completely ignored.



“This is insane…” Wonder Girl remarked in amazement, watching as a
crowd of people spray-painted a happy face on the side of an
overturned ice-cream truck.



“Agreed,” responded Nightwing with a nod, realizing there was no
way his team would be able to restore or impose order on a crowd of
this magnitude. “Raven, you said the psionic threat was coming from
here, but can you be more specific? Is the crowd being controlled
or manipulated?”



The dark-clothed empath barely heard him. She held her head as if
to keep it from bursting, tears leaking from her tightly closed
eyes. Her knees buckled, and she would have fallen had not Kid
Flash instantly appeared at her side to catch her, calling her name
in alarm.



“So much raging, unchecked emotion…” She winced, trying weakly to
pull away from Kid Flash, but the more she struggled, the closer he
held her. “The pressure builds exponentially every second… This
city is a powder keg, and the spark is here…!”



“Rachel, fight it,” Wally hissed.



Just then, a cry went up from the street: “Here they come! It’s
them, the Forever People!”



Five figures emerged from the crowd, dressed outlandishly and
waving enthusiastically to their admirers.



“Big Bear, Big Bear!” called a woman with a microphone, leading a
man with a video camera towards the so-called Forever People. “Cat
Grant, from WMET Channel 7 News! Do you have any words for those
who dismiss your message of intergalactic peace and
sensitivity?”



There was no mistaking Big Bear. He towered over the others, was
dressed in furs and had a head of shaggy hair. He approached the
blonde reporter, a serene smile on his face and a buxom young woman
in a light blue dress clinging dreamily to his arm.



“Why would anyone dismiss peace, you know?” he said in a voice that
was deceptively high and pleasant. “Man, the Big Bads can only kill
you once, and maybe they won’t even try if we don’t oppose them.
Darkseid, Luthor, they’re all the same. If we all just concentrate
on tuning into the Source, we’ll see that all of this fighting is
unnecessary, you know what I mean?”



Speedy raised his eyebrow at this, exchanging a puzzled look with
Nightwing. Nightwing only shook his head, dumbfounded, and turned
back to the Forever People.



“What about the rumors of people disappearing?” Cat Grant pressed,
the dark-haired girl on Big Bear’s arm glaring at her. “Of people
snatched from their beds at night never to be seen again?”



“Man, we don’t know nothin’ about that jive!” retorted another of
the Forever People, the dark-skinned man in the crash-helmet. “We
just here doin’ our thang, y’all, talkin’ bout peace and love. Tell
her, Serafin!”



“Yeah, Vykin!” Agreed the man in the cowboy hat with a grin. “And
the more the merrier. Everyone come join the Psycho Circus!”



A cheer went up from the receptive crowd.



Raven cried out again, clutching Wally’s arm in a vise-like
grip.



This got the attention of the Forever People, who regarded the
Titans as suspiciously as the Titans regarded them.



“She’s a witch.” The beautiful dreamer on Big Bear’s arm pointed at
Raven, wrinkling her nose as if she had smelled something bad.
“Wicked.”



Wally glared back at the girl, and his teammates crowded around him
and Raven.



“She’s a hero,” Donna shot back, indignant. “And she brought us
here to fight an evil—.”



“Y’see!” interrupted the flammable Vykin. “Always talkin’ ‘bout
fightin’! Ain’t nothin’ about fightin’ in the Source, man! Peace is
where it’s at! Peace is forever, and we’re the people of
Forever!”



Wally moved so fast he vibrated his molecules through Donna and
Roy, slamming into the much taller, much broader Vykin. The Titan
shoved Vykin against a wall, snarling: “Don’t give me that
hypocritical crap! Whatever you’re doing to her, stop it now!
You’re killing her!”



The crowd held its collective breath. Vykin glared back down at
Wally, knocking his hands away. The other Forever People took a
tentative step forward, and the crowd rumbled, closing around the
other Titans.



“Kid Flash, stand down!” Nightwing snapped. He had caught Raven
when Wally sped away, and set her down softly on the ground.



Giving no indication that he had heard his leader, Wally did not
back down from the more physically imposing Vykin.



A shaft already nocked to his bow, Roy eyed the crowd uneasily and
muttered out of the side of his mouth: “Uh, Dick, this is about to
get real ugly…”



Big Bear heaved a ponderous, almost wistful sigh. “It always comes
to this, doesn’t it, Beautiful Dreamer?”



The girl looked up at him with adoring eyes, nodding. “Can we kill
them, now?”



“Yes, my dear.” He smiled indulgently.

 

 



The crowd rushed the Titans as if on some unspoken command. But
they were ready. Dick stood over Raven, his Escrima sticks
whirling, and Roy had his back, launching a dozen blunt-tipped
arrows in quick procession. Donna and Kory took to the air, the
Tamaranian Princess blasting and scattering the now furious crowd,
while the Amazon Princess hurled herself at Big Bear. Kid Flash was
slugged, hard, by Vykin, and sent rolling.



“Little tramp!” Beautiful Dreamer spat, and swiped her nails at
Wonder Girl. Sparks struck off the hastily thrown up Amazon
bracelets, and Donna gave the snarling beauty a wide berth.



“Stop this!” Nightwing yelled to any who would listen. “We’re not
the enemy!” A middle-aged man in a business suit lunged at him,
swinging a bat. Nightwing took him down easy, almost reluctantly.
“Can’t you people see you’re being manipulated?”

 

 



Raven moaned, managing to focus her own not inconsiderable powers
just to keep the Titans free of the master psionicist’s control.
She was vaguely aware of the brawl going on around her, knowing
only that she could not fight off the concentrated mental assault
for much longer. So she did what no disciple of Azar would have
ever taught her: she went on the attack.



Her soul-self rose like an inky black bird from her prone form,
causing the mind-controlled crowd to abruptly back away. The shape
sped overhead, and aimed itself at the Forever People.



“Aieeee! Don’t let her touch me!” shrieked Beautiful Dreamer, the
mask of her face becoming hideous.



Big Bear tried to interpose himself between the shadow-form and his
love, but that’s when Wonder Girl found her opening, her right hook
sending him barreling into Serafin, and knocking them both clean
across the street.



Raven’s soul-self enveloped Beautiful Dreamer.



Who’s the wicked one, puppet master?
Raven taunted the sentience she now imprisoned. Who is
responsible for all this bedlam?



An ear-splitting shriek rose up, and the form of Beautiful Dreamer
exploded into a thousand pieces. Gears and wires and bits of metal
flew in all directions, but the guiding sentience that had been
controlling the animate fled.

 

 



Vykin hauled Kid Flash up by the scruff of his costume, his eyes
glowing fiercely as the sentience filled him. He raised his arm to
pummel the Titan— but in the blink of an eye, the speedster wasn’t
there!



A fist lashed out from the other side of Vykin, sending him
stumbling—— into Kid Flash’s next blow from the opposite side! The
sentience controlling the animate never had time to recover. Wally
zoomed around him, battering him from a hundred different
directions, reducing him to a pile of sparking nuts and bolts
within seconds.

 

 



The sentience fled again, this time into Big Bear, roaring his
fury.



But by this time, Raven had managed to telepathically communicate
what was going on to the rest of the team. Big Bear suddenly found
a nitro-arrow lodged in his eye— then his robotic head
exploded.

 

 



“By Darkseid’s hoary eye!” seethed Dr. Bedlam, fleeing at last to
his underground lair. Those pups, those impudent children, had
dealt him a severe setback in his bid to organically discover the
Anti-Life Equation. It was going to have to be back to the drawing
board, he realized, as the malignant and disembodied spirit
possessed his last animate, the one that resembled Mark Moonrider.
In his secret lab, in an unused subway shaft, he faced the specimen
tanks and the five familiar figures floating in the cryo-bath. The
real Forever People had not been easily captured, and Lord Darkseid
was not going to be pleased to hear the experiments had
failed.



Bedlam went to the control booth where he programmed all his
experiments, making some adjustments on the panel. A noxious green
fluid flooded the tanks of the Forever People, causing them to
spasm and wriggle uncontrollable. Well, if he couldn’t use them, he
would discard them!



The smell of brimstone suddenly filled the air.



“Dr Bedlam!” A clear voice called his name.



The Apokoliptian scientist whirled, snarling. The Titans had
appeared in his lair, in a puff of black smoke, and they did not
look happy.



“Your foul experimentations are at an end!” the witch declared, the
ruby on her finger glowing as she pointed at him. “Step away from
the machine!”



Bedlam cringed, but stayed where he was.



“This matters little, you insolent children!” he hissed. “Apokolips
has come to Earth, and you will all one day soon bow to Lord
Darkseid! Surrender to me now, and I promise you will have a swift
death! But oppose me, and you will die every day for a hundred
years as I resurrect you simply to find new and more painful ways
to slay you again!”



The Titans stared blankly at this threat.



“Wally.” Nightwing said.



Kid Flash sprang forward, walloping the animate so hard, the tin
head went sailing off its shoulders, to bounce on the floor. Dr
Bedlam fled again, no animate to possess this time, howling into
the void.



“Princess?” Dick turned to Starfire.



“Yes, Dick?”



“Do you remember what you said before?”



Princess Koriand’r raised a finely sculpted eyebrow.



Nightwing pointed at the control panel and said, “Light it
up.”



Kory grinned, and soon the chamber was filled with the whine of her
starbolts.

 

 



The real Forever People were quick to return to consciousness,
especially after the Titans carried them into daylight above
ground. In the plaza where the now-mystified crowd had attacked the
Titans, the mood was now genuinely jubilant. A victory had been
won, though a small one.



“Bedlam is insidious,” came the soft voice of the real Beautiful
Dreamer, speaking for them all. “He ambushed us when we came to
Earth looking for the Highfather and the others of our kind. We’ve
been looking for them for so long…”



“The New Gods.” Nightwing nodded. “We met them only yesterday, when
I returned Scott Free to them.”



At this, all of them looked at Nightwing sharply, as if not daring
to believe his words.

“You have delivered Mister Miracle?” Big Bear gasped. “He’s still
alive…? We long feared him dead on Apokolips… the Source be
praised!”



“Where are they?” Vykin asked, intently.



“They all went to a place they called Supertown,” Nightwing told
them, much to their further surprise. “But I don’t know where that
is…”



“Supertown! They have built it, then!” There were tears in Mark
Moonrider’s eyes. “At last we shall have a home again.”



Unable to take much more of it, Roy rubbed his tired eyes and
mumbled: “Yeah, well, we might not have
much of one when this is all over with. I hope this Supertown’s a
big place, ‘cause you may be getting a few billion new
roommates.”



The Forever People looked grim.



“Indeed, Darkseid will not stop until this world is a smoldering
ruin.” Serafin nodded solemnly. “Surely, we will add our might to
your side to stand together or fall together.”



Just then, the endless droning loop of Lex Luthor’s voice on the
big TV screen on the Galaxy Communications Building ceased— to be
replaced by a live image of Lex.



“Greetings, citizens of Metropolis,” came the boisterous
salutation. All eyes, including those of the Titans and the Forever
People went to the screen above them. “As you are all well aware,
our fair city has labored these many long days under the shadow of
an invading force. True, and thanks to my efforts, we’ve been
spared the horrors of war until now, but it has recently come to my
attention that the enemy has no intention of honoring our treaty of
peace, and indeed, has been working all the while to undermine
Metropolis. To that end, I, Lex Luthor, hereby have decided not to
go gently into that good night. I have seen the face of the enemy,
people of Metropolis, and he is relentless evil. Therefore, I am
preparing as we speak to strike the first blow for us.”



Just as he said that, a low, throbbing hum filled the air. The
sound seemed to be emanating from the LexCorp Tower, across the
Square.



“Witness the Apokoliptian dreadnought anchored over our fair city.
In a moment, a high-intensity laser cannon atop the LexCorp
building will burn a hole in it you could drive a truck through!
And it will continue to fire upon the enemy until we bring. That.
Behemoth. Down!” Lex shook his fist, and
across the city, wild cheers rose up from the gathered crowds; the
same message played on every TV screen in Metropolis,
simultaneously. The humming in the air grew steadily more intense,
and carried with it the distinctive smell of ozone.



“Oh, boy, here it comes.” Roy Harper shielded his eyes as he looked
up at the dreadnought.



“I strongly suggest that everyone get to some shelter— or at least
cover your eyes,” Lex finished ruefully. “Because, after this,
things are gonna get pretty hot in the ol’ city tonight!”



From the top of the LexCorp Tower, fierce, wild energy crackled,
gathered, then erupted! A lance of fiery power stabbed into the
sky, arcing towards the Apokoliptian dreadnought. The blast rocked
the enemy ship, holing it through and through. It listed in
mid-air, and even in the streets below, people could hear the
klaxon alarms going off. The LexCorp cannon fired again almost
instantly, the beam neatly slicing the spaceship in two. Explosions
blossomed across the surface of both halves as they fell from the
sky, impacting Hob’s Bay with enough force to send waves splashing
and flooding the docks.



“Well, I guess here comes that fight you were looking for, Roy,”
Nightwing remarked as the dreadnought roiled in the Bay, the
parademon survivors escaping and already heading for the
city.



“Careful what you wish for, huh?” The archer shook his head,
thinking he was going to need more arrows.



“Big Bear, Vykin, I think we’ll take you up on that offer of help!”
Nightwing held out his hand to the Forever People, and it was
clasped warmly.



“It will be our honor to fight beside the Titans,” grunted Big
Bear.



The hordes of parademons were almost upon them now, their laser
rifles at the ready.



“Roy, you said you wanted to be around when I finally cut loose…?”
Starfire stepped off the ground and into the air, her hands
glowing. She looked over her shoulder at her teammates. “Well,
you’re in luck!”



“What are we waiting for, guys!” Nightwing took off after her,
picking out a foe from the oncoming horde. “Titans…
Together!”



And with that, the Teen Titans joined the battle for Metropolis and
for Earth!










Chapter 11

 


The Day Before Doomsday…

The Suicide Squad was in shambles and Amanda Waller knew it would
only be a matter of time before President Lord pulled the plug.
Eighteen months ago she pitched the idea of the Suicide Squad to
the President:



I understand the problems this country, and you as its leader
in particular, are facing. There are situations here and abroad
that need dealing with; situations that the government shouldn’t be
involved with. At least not directly involved with. This is where
the Squad comes in. They will be a group of agents that can get the
job done and are totally expendable. We give the ‘super-villains’ a
deal. If they do what they’re told to do, succeed and survive, and
keep quite about it, then we will reduce their sentence to time
served. The government gets a super team with one-hundred percent
deniability if things ever go sour…



That speech persuaded the President to agree to the proposal on a
temporary basis. He placed General Wade Eiling in charge of
overseeing the operation. The Squad had proven to be useful on
several missions throughout the course of several months. During
the Squad’s most recent mission, Waller discovered that Eiling was
working for a secret criminal organization called the Council and
had been using her and the Squad the entire time. The mission
itself was a debacle from the beginning. The Squad was responsible
for the death of Qurac’s president as well as a public battle in
that nation’s capital that nearly blew their cover. In the end,
Eiling was locked up and the President ordered Waller and the Squad
to lay low until he had made a decision on their future.



Amanda received a call last night, ordering her to return to
Washington. Where she now found herself in the Oval Office seated
across from the President of the United States, Maxwell Lord.



“Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice Amanda.” Lord
said to her.



“Well, you’re a busy man sir. I figured it was important.”



“Of course I am, and of course you did.” He replied, “Well let’s
get right to it then, shall we? You know that recent events
involving Eiling has forced me to reconsider my position on the
Suicide Squad.”



“In all fairness, sir, you were the one who appointed Eiling to
oversee the Squad in the first place.” She quickly responded.



He looked up at her with a half smile. “Regardless of that, how are
things at Belle Reve?”



“What are you implying, sir?” Amanda growled.



“Come on Amanda.” He said standing up. “Tresser, Flagg, Linden,
Shaw am I missing anyone? They have all flown the coup under your
watchful eye!”



“They can be replaced.”



“So can you.” His statement appeared to catch Waller off guard.
“What? Don’t look so surprised Amanda. Did you think I brought you
all the way out here to tell you I was shutting down the Suicide
Squad? No. The Squad will continue long after you are gone.”



“Goddamn it Max! You can’t do this!” Amanda yelled as she jumped
from her seat.



“Don’t worry Amanda. You are not being phased out completely. We
still have plans for you.”



“We?” she said turning around as the door behind her opened.



“Amanda Waller, I want you to meet my new political advisor who
just flew in from New York, G. Gordon Godfrey.” Lord stated as the
man entered the room.



“Hello, Mrs. Waller.” The slender redheaded man announced as he
walked toward them. “I’ve heard so much about you.”



“I don’t know what the hell you’re up to Max, but I swear to God…”
Amanda began to scream.



“What we’d like to know is what you’ve been up to, Mrs. Waller.”
Godfrey exclaimed. “It seems you’ve been keeping things from your
President, haven’t you? So why don’t you calm down and take a seat.
Then you can tell me everything about your little side project
called Task Force X.”



Amanda found herself unable to stand any longer as she slowly sat
back down. “Task Force X?”



“Yes, and you can begin with disclosing the whereabouts of a
certain female operative.” Godfrey smiled as he placed his hand on
Waller’s shoulder.

 

 



“What the hell are we doing out here, Val?” Black Thorn growled as
she and six others lay concealed on the side of a hill in Virginia
shortly before dawn.



“Keep it down. I have Firehawk flying around the perimeter. She
will give us the signal when she sees something.” Valentina Vostok
said as she glanced through binoculars across the open field in
front of them. “This is where our contact sent us, so there has to
be a reason!”



“Who are you trying to convince there, Negative Woman?” the man
named Jack O’Lantern implored, “Us or yourself? Face it, this
doesn’t feel right and you know it!”



As Valentina thought of how to respond, she watched as Firehawk
came crashing down about thirty yards in front of them.



“Son of a bitch!” Peacemaker yelled as he took over the hill toward
the motionless Firehawk.



“Christopher, wait!” Val yelled in vain.



“I have a bad feeling about this” Nightmaster said as he stood up
and glanced toward where Firehawk fell from the sky.



“Gee Jim, why do you say that?” Black Thorn said sarcastically in
his direction. “Maybe because the flying nuclear chick just fell
from the sky!?”



“No he’s right…” The woman behind her began to say before a loud
sonic boom cracked through the air.



The ground beneath their feet began to rumble, as a cylinder of
cosmic energy appeared to open in the middle of the field.



“What the hell is that?” Nightmaster uttered.



“Hell is correct.” The woman stated, “You all need to flee before
it’s too late.”



“Kay, you need to tell me what is going on before anyone does
anything.” Negative Woman ordered.



“They found me. They finally found me.” Kay muttered. “Now it’s too
late. The Parademons are here.”



They watched as the monstrous shock troops of Apokolips seemingly
poured out of the tube by the hundreds.



Within in minutes, the ruthless warriors quickly overwhelmed the
group known as Task Force X.



“This was a set-up!” Peacemaker yelled in Kay’s direction as he
fought off a hoard of Parademons. “I will kill them all if Firehawk
ends up dying.”



“They will only send more.” She yelled back, “It doesn’t matter
because they will stop once they have what they came for.”



“And what’s that?”



“Me.” She announced.



“Cease!” A white haired woman barked as she walked out of the boom
tube toward the towering woman with flowing red hair. “It’s time
you came home now Knockout. Your Granny has missed you so!”

 

 



N.O.R.A.D.

-Cheyenne Mountain-

Colorado Springs, Colorado

Ben Turner and Eve Eden sat outside of the Cheyenne Mountain
Operations Center until they received the proper clearance to
continue. They then travelled through the entrance tunnel about a
third of a mile until they reached the first blast door. They got
out of the government transport vehicile and were escorted inside
the facilty where they met with Sarge Steel.



“You know this facilty was built to withstand a five megaton
nuclear bomb!” Steel said as they walked through the facilty toward
a small office. “The location was chosen as the most defensible
position in the nation. At the time of its inception our biggest
concern was an attack by the Soviets. Now here we are traped like
rats in a hole in the wall while alll hell is breaking loose out
there!”



“What the hell is going on Sarge?” Nightshade asked the obviously
excausted Sarge Steel.



“We don’t know Eve. We just don’t know. They just came so quickly
there wasn’t time to react.”



“Where on earth did they come from?” Bronze Tiger asked.



“We don’t know that either. From what we gather, they didn’t come
from earth.” Steel said sitting down and sliding a file across the
table toward them. “We were able to gather satellite readings
before most of the major communications went down. Metropolis was
hit first, but Lex Luthor seems to have reached some sort of
separate peace with them. Reports are that Superman was killed in
the first hour of the war. Gotham City fell to the invaders in a
matter of hours. Washington, D.C. is now officially occupied
territory, as well. Twelve minutes after the first attacks were
reported, Homeland Secuirty began evacution of over four thousand
government wokers to dozens of classified emergency facilities in
Maryland and Virginia while the major military leaders met here in
Colorado Springs. It’s estimated that only a few hundred ever made
to the bunkers back east.”



“And the President…” Ben asked nervously.



“We lost contact with him and his cabinet minutes after the attacks
started.” Steel explained, “There was an immediate military strike
in Washington D.C. three hours after that, but like most accounts
thus far, the military has been overmatched and outnumbered
everywhere they attempted to make a stand. We haven’t had any word
from the White House since the first day.”



“My God” Eve muttered under her breath as she attempted to
comprehend what Steel was saying.



“That was until we started to pick up this broadcast a few hours
ago on one of the remaining communication satellites.” Steel said
as he flipped open the laptop in front of him and turned it toward
Bronze Tiger and Nightshade. He began to play the recorded
broadcast.



“Greetings American people. Over the last several days you have
born witness to devastating yet epic changes to this great land you
call home.” The man on the broadcast stated. “But fear not because
change is part of nature. I have analyzed your world and this
country in particular for some time now. It appears very curious to
me, how its people are so dependant on its government for its every
need yet still claim to be independent. You are suffocating in your
own government’s filth as you all fight for a teat to suck on.
Today is the day you shall be weaned. You take the people away from
its government and the milk goes dry. Today you reclaim your
independence. I will be with you to lead the charge toward freedom.
I am the new President of the United States of America. I am G.
Gordon Godfrey.” The broadcast ended and Steel paused the
video.



“Did you see that in the background.” Eve said pointing to the
screen. “Is that President Lord standing next to Amanda
Waller?”



“From everything we can determine, yes. This was recorded at the
White House and it appears to be authentic.” Steel said as he shut
the laptop.



“Who is this Godfrey character?” Ben inquired.



“He recently had been seen stirring up trouble for Wonder Woman
over at the Themysciran embassy in New York. At first we thought he
was nothing more then an over zealous preacher protesting Wonder
Woman’s mission. We thought wrong.” Steel continued, “The military
has withdrawn from D.C. to avoid more causalities. That’s why I
called you both here today. I need the Suicide Squad to go in and
rescue the President, shut this nutcase down, and retake the
nation’s capital!”

 

 



The battle on Pennsylvania Avenue had lasted just over eleven
minutes. Sparkler was the first of the Force of July to fall. The
sixteen year old was fighting courageously until a small group of
Parademons concentrated their weapons and shot the young man out of
the sky. His lifeless body fell onto the grass in front of the
Department of Justice building. Still suffering from a gunshot
wound, Silent Majority was overcome with exhaustion and unable to
replicate himself any longer. The fiends began to pull and tug on
his arms and legs like dogs fighting over a scrap of meat. When
they were satisfied, they tossed his remains aside in search of new
prey. Lady Liberty remained focused as she continued to blast
Parademons down with her torch. But like standing under a waterfall
she too succumbed to the sheer number of troops from Apokolips
until Major Victory was the last member standing.



He watched as his teammates and friends perished around him. There
were over twenty Parademons remaining. His suit that gave him his
power was in shreds. He determined that he would eradicate as many
as he could before he too fell. He wiped the blood mixed tear from
his cheek. This was no longer a sad moment. This was to be his
proudest moment as he prepared to give his life for his country. He
clinched his fists and leapt toward the remaining warriors. He felt
his body give way as he was struck from behind and driven to the
ground.



“Stay down.” He heard a woman’s voice mutter as she lay on top of
him

.

He looked up a saw another woman, fully clad in olive green
floating in the air. She bellowed out something Major Victory
didn’t understand but he watched as a blast of emerald energy shot
from her hands. Within in seconds the powerful wave decimated the
remaining Parademons. The young woman who had shielded him from the
blast stood up and reached down to help him back onto his
feet.



“We are the Suicide Squad.” Vixen stated as Major Victory took her
hand and slowly rose from the ground.



“The American dream can’t die but they’re all dead.” Major Victory
uttered before he fell to his knees and wept.



“Leave him. We need to get to the White House.” Bronze Tiger
ordered as Vixen, Enchantress, Deadshot, Nightshade, and Killer
Frost followed behind him. They moved through Pershing Park toward
the White House front lawn.



“It’s like a war zone here, Ben.” Vixen said as she stopped along
side of Bronze Tiger. “But if the military couldn’t get close
enough to the White House where is the resistance?”



“I don’t know.” He said. “Deadshot, find a back way inside the
White House and find the President and Waller. I want this quiet,
so don’t shoot anything or anyone you don’t have to.”



“Trust me, I never do.” Deadshot stated before taking off through
the trees.



“Eve. You, June, and Killer Frost keep an eye out while Vixen and I
go in through the front.”



“Keep an eye out?” Killer Frost spouted, “You drag me out of a my
cell promising freedom if a help stop an alien invasion and all I
get to do is keep an eye out while you and your girlfriend get to
go inside to make out in the Lincoln bedroom?”



“Chill out Frost! Just… ” Ben began to say before being interrupted
by a loud sound that forced their attention on the boom tube that
abruptly appeared on the White House lawn.



“Oh boy Daddy!” Killer Frost beamed “Can I go play with my new
friends now?”



“We should’ve brought more convicts with us.” Vixen whispered to
the Bronze Tiger as six warrior women advanced from the tube.



“There wasn’t time.” Ben replied.



The Squad stood several feet away from Lashina, Artemis, Bloody
Mary, Mad Harriet, and Knockout. Collectively they were the
Apokoliptian elite warriors known as the Female Furies.



“We were dispatched here to face these worms?” Knockout said
staring down the group in front of her, “I am sure our talents can
be better served elsewhere.”



“You shall know your place, Knockout. You have just returned to us
and haven’t earned the right to speak out.” Lashina replied
cracking the steel bands around her wrists. “Granny sent us here
for a purpose.”



“So be it.” Knockout responded as Lashina charged toward the
Squad.



The Squad quickly scattered as the rest of the Furies followed
Lashina's lead.

 

 



Amanda Waller watched as G. Gordon Godfrey stood looking out one of
the windows in the Oval Office. It had been nearly two day since
she came to the White House to meet with the President. She had
found herself unable to leave since. She wasn’t physically being
held against her will but she felt a nagging feeling in her mind
that was forcing her to stay. She was certain that Godfrey was
using some type of mind control over her and President Lord. Max
hadn’t spoken since yesterday and she hadn’t been able to get close
enough to talk to him.



She didn’t know anything about Godfrey but he seemed to know things
about her that he shouldn’t. He knew that she had assembled a
covert team dubbed Task Force X, a team she set-up a few months
back. He was particularly interested in the whereabouts of one of
its operatives called Knockout. She was unable to stop herself from
telling him how to find her or the other members of the team. She
felt violated and pissed off. She’d be damned if she didn’t get
something out of this mess.



“You are nothing but a coward.” She said to Godfrey who stood
looking out the window as the Furies battled the Squad, “A coward
and a fascist who hides behind false power.”



“I know what you are doing Mrs. Waller.” He turned around smiling
at her. “Your attempts to get a rise out of me are futile.”



“I don’t know how you are doing it, you bastard but I will find a
way to get you out of my head and when I do….”



“I have done nothing more then open your mind to the truth. If you
are implying I am holding you here against your will, you are
mistaken. If you do not believe in the cause you are free to go at
anytime.”



“And what cause might that be? You come in here and put the mind
whammy on the President, claim the throne for yourself, and then
order the destruction of the kingdom?”



“The true kingdom lays elsewhere, Mrs. Waller. This planet is
nothing more then a means to an end in my master’s eyes.”



“So now the truth comes out. You are nothing more then a
lapdog.”



“I serve the great Darkseid faithfully, living only to carry out
his wishes.”



“So you do your masters bidding and he allows you to play king of
America is that it?”



“That is where you demonstrate your foolish mortal thinking. All of
this is part of Darkseid’s immense plan for which I dutifully play
my part, perhaps the most significant part. I have taken great
pleasure in obliterating all of the symbols you earthly mortals
cling so tightly too. I planted the seeds of distrust in New York
where I turned mortals against the Amazon princess and her pagan
gods of myth, and consequently tarnishing the image of the
so-called super heroes. Finally, the greatest symbol a civilized
society can claim will have vanished when I demolish the remains of
your precious government. The inhabitants of this land will have
their spirits broken and be forced to turn to their new God, the
most high himself!”



Godfrey stood there basking in his own self-awareness. As his rant
continued Amanda glanced over to where President Lord was seated
and noticed something she hadn’t seen in over a day. As she made
eye contact with him she noticed the glazed look in his eyes had
dissipated. He cautiously controlled his movement and breathing as
not to raise the attention of Godfrey. When Godfrey turned to face
the window again Max looked over at Amanda and motioned his head
toward the open door a few feet away from where she sat. She slowly
rose to her feet and walked toward the door. She abruptly stopped
when a figure appeared, blocking her exit.



“Godfrey!” The white haired woman in the doorway shouted, “It
appears one of your playthings was attempting to escape.”



Without pausing Amanda pulled her hand back into a fist and struck
the woman in the face. She looked back unfazed at Waller and
smiled. “It seems Granny is going to have to teach you some
manners.”



Granny Goodness picked up Amanda Waller by her shoulders and threw
her across the room, she flew past Godfrey and crashed through the
window. Amanda lay on a bed of broken wood and glass outside as
Granny Goodness followed through the broken window after her.

 

 



The Bronze Tiger cringed when Lashina’s steel whip caused another
laceration across his forearm. As she pulled the whip back again,
he leapt toward her hoping to knock her to the ground. He felt his
muscles tear when his knee made contact with her upper body. In one
swift motion, she brushed him aside like he was nothing more then a
gnat buzzing around her. His breath was labored as he lay on the
ground with Lashina towering over him. At this rate, he feared, the
Squad would be decimated within minutes.

 

 



Glorious Godfrey looked on as the unrelenting battle continued
across the White House lawn. A woman softly walked up behind and
put her arms around him.



“Darkseid will be oh so proud of you, my brother.” The woman
whispered into his ear, “Everything has gone according to his
plan.”



“Yes it has my dearest sister.” He said as he turned around to face
her, “He shall be proud of both of us. You have already done your
part, Amazing Grace”



Grace gently caressed her brother’s cheek. “Of course. I did
exactly what you asked of me. As we speak I control the mortal
minds of five American Air Force pilots who are currently on their
way in fighter jets each armed with a nuclear warhead.”



“Good. When I give the word, I want Washington D.C. destroyed.” He
said running his finger slowly across Grace’s lips. “The final
American icon will fall. Now there is one last thing I require from
you, my love…”

 

 



Killer Frost formed another ice shield as the Female Fury, Mad
Harriet ran toward her. Harriet raised her claws and cut through
the ice with ease.



“Little blue-haired girl wants to play with Mad Harriet?” Harriet
cackled as Frost quickly backed up. “We will have fun. I will slice
you!”



“You’re a crazy bitch!” Frost yelled shooting icicles at the
charging Harriet. Frost stumbled and landed on her back as Harriet
dove past her catching her in the cheek with one of her razor
claws. Enraged, Frost whipped around and fired off several ice
spikes that caught Harriet in her face, neck, and shoulder. Harriet
stood there, seemingly unfazed as the ice melted away.



“Screw this noise. I am out of here.” Killer Frost said as she
turned around, looking for the nearest way out of there.



“Don’t be scared little blue-haired girl. If you soil yourself
Granny won’t let me take you home with me.” Harriet said gleefully
while licking the blood off of the tips of her claws.

 

 



Until five seconds ago Vixen was certain she had made a full
recovery from the injuries she sustained in France a short while
back. But after the blunt of an arrow shot by Artemis, knocked her
down hard, she was unsure. She rose painfully to her feet.



“There is no shame in admitting to defeat in the presence of a
Fury. If you choose to stay down, I will kill you quickly and with
honor.” Artemis proclaimed with her bow in hand as her trio of
ferocious wolves stood by her side. “If not, I will order my
cyberpak to feast on your pulp until their hunger is sated.”



“If you deem it honorable to let your demonic pet store rejects
fight for you…” Vixen spat blood out of her mouth as she felt the
rage swell up inside her. “Then by all means let loose the dogs…you
whore.”

 

 



“So you’re the little witch I was sent to take care of?” Amazing
Grace declared as she approached the Enchantress.



“I would hold your tongue, you little hussy! I have already killed
today and I won’t hesitate to do it again!” Enchantress
replied.



“The Parademons?” she laughed, “They were nothing more then broken
Hunger Dogs. You will find Amazing Grace to be more then you can
handle!”



The Enchantress cast a protect spell as Grace lashed out at
her.



“Silly little tricks will not save you this day, girl!” Grace said
as she struck another crushing blow, shattering the magical shield
and striking Enchantress. Enchantress gasped as she felt several
ribs snap from the impact.



The Enchantress smiled wryly. She felt June Moone shift uneasily
inside her conscience. This one is different baby June. If you
do not release your hold on me, we will both be destroyed. This was
the one that Mitch Shelly returned from the future to warn you
about. But you are too weak and scared. Let me take care of her.
All you have to do is let go…



Enchantress turned and cast a gauntlet spell that allowed her to
strike a powerful punch, sending Grace staggering backwards. She
shrugged it off like it was nothing.



June Moone watched through the Enchantress’s eyes and was afraid
that the witch may be correct. The only way to stop this woman may
be to give complete control over to the Enchantress. June knew that
as long she restrained her from inside, the full extent of the
witch’s power would be held in check, power that once nearly
destroyed the planet. Every time she had allowed the Enchantress to
take over, she felt that her influence slowly slipping away. She
had made a promise to herself and to Mitch Shelly that she would do
whatever it took to fight this crisis. But if she finally gave into
the Enchantress, what would become of her?



“It is almost time.” Amazing Grace said as her fist collided with
the Enchantress’s temple.



The Enchantress felt her skull fracture before everything went dark
and she collapsed helplessly to the ground.



“Hope you have a blast.” Grace snickered and strolled away.

 

 



Nightshade quickly shifted into her shadow form to avoid the blast
of energy that came bursting from the eyes of Bloody Mary. The beam
barely missed as it zipped past her.



Eve looked up to see Bloody Mary charging toward her. She was
startled at the speed and ferocity in which Mary overtook her
with.



“Without life there is only darkness” Mary proclaimed as she lunged
for Nightshade’s neck. “I will drain you of yours.”



Eve winced as she felt Mary’s fangs sink into her neck forcing her
to break her shadow form. Eve felt Mary suddenly release her, her
body began to convulse.



“What have you done to me?” Mary cried out in pain as she fell to
the ground.



“You wanted darkness. But darkness is devoid of all life” Eve said
standing over the withering Mary. “And my life is nothing but
darkness.”



With that she opened up a dimensional warp on the ground below Mary
and watched as she fell. When she no longer heard screaming, she
closed the portal.



“I am impressed.” A woman’s voice said. “Even besting a pup like
Bloody Mary is no small feat.”



Eve spun around to see Knockout standing behind her. “I am so not
in the mood to deal with another one of you.”



“Relax. I used to be with the Furies until I left and found refuge
on this planet.” Knockout replied. “I work for Waller now as
payment for her saving my life.”



“You’re working for the Wall?”



“Yes I am part of a covert team that no one but her knew existed…
until yesterday.”



“That figures.” Eve said shaking her head. “So why are with the
cheerleaders from hell?”



“The only reason I agreed to come back with them was to spare the
lives of my teammates. There are things going on right now on this
planet that you couldn’t possibly imagine.”



“I can imagine a lot.” Eve retorted



“There isn’t time to get into it right now. We have to find Waller
and stop Godfrey or none of you will leave here alive!”

 

 



With a roar, the Bronze Tiger struck Lashina with a flurry of
punches and kicks pushing the pain further back in his mind as each
blow connected.



Lashina just licked the blood from her lips and smiled.



“I am impressed little mortal. You fight like a caged beast. Under
Granny’s guidance you might have amounted to something.”



“I’m full of surprises, lady.” Ben said as he charged at Lashina
once more.

With one swift motion she seized his fist and pulled it back until
it snapped causing Ben to yelp in pain.



“Alas, your final mistake was proclaiming me a lady.” She said as
drove her foot into Ben’s midsection and tossing his bloodied body
to the ground.

 

 



Vixen braced herself as Artemis released her three wolfhounds. She
welcomed the chance to let loose. The pain she felt meant that she
was still alive. Pain that she was more then willing to share with
someone else. She focused on the Tatu totem she wore around her
neck. It granted her the powers and abilities of the animal
kingdom.



The dogs lunged toward her and using the strength of the rhinoceros
beetle, she hurled two of the enormous hounds out of the way while
seizing the third by its neck.



“Tertius!” Artemis screamed as Vixen took both of her hands and
broke the beast across her bent knee, tossing it aside.



With the speed of a cheetah, Vixen surged upon the dismayed Artemis
forcing her to stumble backward. Artemis quickly regained her
composure and wrapped her arms around Vixen and began to
squeze.



“You will die a horrible death, the likes of which you never
suspected possible.” Artemis wailed as Vixen felt her chest begin
to crush.

 

 



Granny Goodness reached down and pulled Amanda Waller to her feet.
“You are a pathetic worm hardly worthy of my time!” She said to the
barely coherent Waller. Granny raised her arm to strike, but
abruptly Knockout was there. With a punishing combination of blows,
she drove Granny away from Waller.



“Amanda!” Knockout yelled back to her, “Get your people out of
here! I know the Furies all too well and they won’t stop until
everyone is dead.”



“No can do, sweetheart.” Amanda said struggling to stay on her
feet. “I kind of gather that this was the woman you came here to
get away from? Well, she and I have some unfinished business of our
own. She’s going to tell me how to stop Godfrey.”



Amanda began to walk over to where Knockout had Granny pinned down
when she saw a small box on the ground. “Hey you old bat! I think
you dropped something!” She picked up the unearthly box and it
immediately began to make a chirping sound. It was as if the box
was speaking to her and she could understand it. She instantly knew
what she had to do.



“You are a vile creature!” Granny yelled toward Amanda while
struggling under Knockout’s grasp. “I shall see to it you suffer in
the depths of Section Zero!”



“Can it, Granny.” Knockout said spitting in her face.



“Knockout, why do you pick on your poor defenseless Granny? Did I
not show you love? Did I not take you in when others left you to
die? You are nothing but a traitorous whelp!”



“No, I was never loyal to you! You shouldn’t have come looking for
me! I belong here.”



“Then here is where you shall die!” Granny declared while she
fought to break free from Knockout’s hold on her.



“No one is going to die until you tell me what I need to know.”
Amanda said as she now stood over the pinned Granny Goodness. “And
I gotta hunch that this little box might do the trick.”



Amanda began to push the small buttons on the Mother Box. The
ground rumbled as a Boom Tube materialized a few feet from where
they stood.



“Godfrey!” Amanda yelled out, “This ends now! Order the Furies to
stop.”



After a few seconds Godfrey stepped out of the White House and
stood on the steps over looking the lawn.



“You know what they say about playing with fire, Mrs. Waller!”
Godfrey declared.



“Well, the way I see it the only who’s gonna get burned here is
this old hag.” Amanda replied holding the Mother Box in the air.
“You see, this little box has been chatting away with me and you
know what? It doesn’t seem to like you people all that much. So I
asked it to open up a little something it called a ‘Doom Tube’,
which apparently there is no returning from. So you will release
the President and call off the Furies, or I order Knockout to drop
kick Granny here into never-never land!”



“Good play, Amanda. I now realize why I kept you around. But I am
afraid you will have to hand over the Mother Box and release Granny
now.” He said as Deadshot appeared from the doorway, holding a gun
to Maxwell Lord’s head. “Or do you want me to have your hired gun
here pull the trigger while this is broadcasted live throughout the
world…?”



With that, several hovering metallic globes appeared from behind
Glorious Godfrey. The globes began to float around the front of the
White House lawn until they stopped and held their positions in
mid-air.



Amanda stood there for a moment, gripping the Mother Box tightly.
“There is only one small flaw with your plan, Godfrey. I don’t
really care much for the man. Shoot him.” She said nodding to
Knockout.



Knockout picked up Granny Goodness hurling her in the direction of
the Doom Tube. The dark tunnel seemingly swallowed her up, and in
an instant both Granny Goodness and the tube were gone.



“Shoot him now!” Godfrey ordered Deadshot.



Deadshot began to squeeze the trigger as Maxwell Lord closed his
eyes and concentrated. Blood began to trickle from his nose as he
felt the gun pull away. He was back in control for the first time
in quiet a while. He opened his eyes and saw Godfrey lunge toward
Waller knocking the Mother Box from her hand.



“Deadshot.” He said as he pointed in the direction of Godfrey and
Waller, “As President of the United States of America I order you
to shoot.”



“Which one?” Deadshot casually asked.



Maxwell Lord briefly paused before stepping out of the way. “Both
of them.”



With two flashes from the muzzle of Deadshot's gun both Godfrey and
Waller went down.



Amid all the chaos and confusion Lashina gathered the remaining
Furies and opened up a boom tube. “Move out.” She shouted as she
entered the tube followed by Artemis and Mad Harriet.

 

 



From where she lay, Enchantress could hear the jets as they got
closer and knew this wasn’t over yet. “Grace.” She muttered as she
rolled over onto her stomach, forcing her to block out the pain as
she lifted herself up. Unable to focus, she squeezed her eyes shut
tight and then slowly opened them again. Her head was throbbing,
but all she concentrated on was the woman who stood ten feet away
with her, hands up in the air as if she was commanding the sky to
come down.



She staggered up behind Amazing Grace and wrapped her arm around
her neck. “I know what your doing! Make it stop!”



“It’s too late. My brother’s death will be glorified in my dark
lord’s eyes when fire rains down upon us!” Grace spouted unfazed by
the Enchantress. “And I will rise from the ashes and proudly take
my place as Darkseid’s queen.”



Enchantress could sense the first plane was close. She heard Junes
voice inside her head whisper Do it. With
that she twisted her arm until she heard Grace’s neck snap. She let
the body hit the ground as the sounds of jets roared
overhead.



Enchantress was prepared to speak her name, which would allow June
Moone to resume control, when she looked up into the glaring
daylight and caught sight of a twelve feet long nuclear bomb,
free-falling toward the White House. Grace had been able cling to
the mind of one of the Air Force pilots long enough to force him to
release his bomb.



Enchantress quickly cast a rapid levitation spell and propelled
herself toward the bomb. She instantly knew it was already too
close. She should have done more. She should have been faster. She
should have been stronger. She raised her hands and uttered a
spell. Enchantress was terrified but gave in, as June Moone’s true
inner strength washed over her. The nuclear explosion consumed her
as a blinding radiance filled the sky and the earth below
shuddered.



The blinding light faded. The nuclear bomb was gone as was the
Enchantress. A broken June Moone lay on the front steps of the
White House, weeping uncontrollably.

 

 



“Mister President!” Eve Eden yelled as she made her way toward
Maxwell Lord. “Are you okay sir?”



He didn’t answer her but looked down at the American flag that lay
on the ground in front of him. “Did that woman there just save us
all from a nuclear detonation?”



“Yes sir, it appears she did just that.” Eve said.



“This Flag here.” He said pointing down, “This flag belongs on top
of the White House for all to see.”



“Yes sir.” She bent to pick it up but Max stopped her.



“Are those disco camera ball thingies still on?” he muttered to her
under his breath.



“I guess.” She replied.



He pulled Deadshot and Eve closer to him and whispered. “Slowly
lift this flag up with me on my go.”



Maxwell Lord stood up straight and looked into the nearest
globe.



“My fellow Americans, you have been grossly misled by the musings
of demigod who claimed he had taken control of this great land. I
am here to tell you, that was false. This individual foolishly
believed that he could destroy the character of America by tearing
down our nation’s capitol. That, too, is false.” He paused and
nodded to Nightshade and Deadshot as together they raised the
American flag. “America doesn’t live or breathe in this building or
any other building here in Washington D.C. It lives here in this
flag and in our hearts. Patriots always talk of dying for their
country but never killing for their country. Well today we have
made a statement that we will do whatever it takes to drive this
evil element from our great land! Though our world is still at war,
heroes all across this great land will continue to fight. Remember,
victory delayed is not victory denied!”



Vixen assisted the badly injured Bronze Tiger over to where Amanda
Waller had gone down a few moments ago.



“Oh my God Ben! She’s been shot in the head!” Vixen cried as she
put her hand to her mouth. “She needs help now!”



Ben Turner collapsed to his knees as he reached out and held the
barely breathing Waller in his arms.



“Mister President!” Ben yelled as he looked over toward Maxwell
Lord, “If she dies I will see to it you are charged with
murder!”










Chapter 12

 


The US Army helicopter flew over the evacuated island of
Manhattan, and, peering out the window, Lois Lane could hardly
believe the devastation. She had heard that the Air Force had
actually taken down an Apokoliptian battleship here, and that the
invaders responded with a barrage of carpet bombing that all-but
laid the city to waste. But neither side would admit defeat: as she
watched, a battle still raged near Central Park, with the 1st US
Marine Corp holding a critical position against a horde of
screaming dog soldiers.



The flyboy next to her pointed to a place of relative safety near
Times Square, where the military had set up their command post, and
he expertly eased the ‘copter down.



Lois didn't wait for the rotor to stop turning, leaping out and
rushing across the street to the decorated general waiting for
her.



"Thank God you're safe!" Sam Lane hugged his daughter, leading her
to the bustling makeshift command HQ that had once been the corner
of Broadway and 42nd Street, the ‘copter pilot trailing behind
them. "How're Lucy and your mother?"



"They're fine. Or at least as safe as anyone can be right now. The
truce may have fallen apart in Metropolis, but Lex Luthor has taken
in thousands of people to the underground bomb shelters he built
beneath the city. I was able to convince him to give a spot to Mom
and Lucy."



Once Sam Lane, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff had
assured himself everyone was okay, he allowed himself to vent his
anger and frustration.



""You shouldn't be here, Lois. This is a hot zone, and not a place
for journalists! This was damned irresponsible—."



"I'm not here on Planet business, Dad." Sam Lane's
strong-willed daughter interrupted him. "I need to see her. I
need her. The world needs her."



The Chairman blinked for a second, then realized who his daughter
meant.



"That's impossible." He sputtered. "She's invaluable to the war
effort here. She practically took down that Apokoliptian
battleship by herself yesterday—."



"Dad!" Lois interjected, and Sam Lane saw something in his
daughter's eyes he had never seen before. He had a sudden image of
her as a little girl: she had just stepped on a nail, and he held
her tiny foot in his hand to extract it— she had bitten her
trembling lip, but she had not cried. It was at that moment that
Sam Lane had stopped regretting he and his wife never had a son.
But now there were tears in those wide, blue eyes. But
resolution, as well. The same resolution that usually got Lois Lane
anything she wanted. "Dad, I wouldn't ask if I didn't have a good
reason. There's a chance— a chance that we can turn this thing
around… "



And because Sam Lane trusted his child, and knew her for a lot of
things (and none of them selfish) he didn't dismiss the idea.



"Fine. You can talk to her. But it'll have to wait a few hours.
She's on the front line; communications are fuzzy at best and I
can't spare a unit to bring her in."



"No problem." Noted the ‘copter pilot, a silent observer up till
then. "I can fly us in."



"Out of the question!" Sam Lane exclaimed, angry at that suggestion
that his daughter should fly into a combat area. "Just who the hell
do you think you are, airman?"



There was a flash of blinding emerald light, causing Sam to cover
his eyes. When he could see again, he was annoyed at the smirk on
the flyboy's face— and shocked at his outlandish new uniform.



"Dad," Lois said. "This is my new friend Green Lantern… "

 

 



"JIGUNDUS CRUSH YOUR BONES, WOMAN, GRIND YOU INTO PASTE AND SLURP
YOU DOWN HIS THROAT!"



The aptly named Apokoliptian giant thrashed through a squad of
infantry grunts, scattering bodies like they were toy soldiers. He
was using a tree he had ripped from the ground as a cudgel, and was
clearing a swath through Central Park to the target of his
ire.



Wonder Woman turned from the enemy hover tank she was demolishing,
her eyes flashing dangerously.



"I don't think so… " She tossed her hair from her face,
dusted off her hands and faced her new opponent.



Jigundus charged, his tree trunk raised. He towered over Wonder
Woman, more than twice her size, but she stood her ground and
waited for him. He hacked at her, intending to smash her into the
ground.



She caught the tree trunk between her hands, wrenched it out of
his, and while he stood there dumbfounded, she reversed its motion
and used it like a Louisville Slugger, sending the giant crashing
backward through a stand of trees. He groaned, tried to lift his
head, then crashed back down to the earth.



The Marines at her back cheered and renewed their assault, routing
the remaining dog soldiers.



"She hits one out of the Park, and the crowd goes wild!"



Pausing to catch her breath, Diana watched as a masked man in an
odd green and black uniform, floated down from the sky, trailing
behind him, and tethered by the ring on his right hand, a
transparent emerald bubble that carried General Lane and a woman
she had never met.



"Green Lantern, I presume?" She extended her hand as the hero
landed in front of her, his ring releasing his passengers.



Hal shook her hand with a deep respect. "At your service, ma'am.
And call me Ha—, uh… GL."



"Nice work, Madame Ambassador." Sam Lane stepped forward. "That
‘Jigundus' bruiser was the one who went on a rampage in the
Financial District. We lost three platoons to him this
morning."



"He'll be resting for a while now, General." Diana assured him. "At
least long enough for the boys from S.T.A.R. to get him restrained
and in custody."



"Wonder Woman, I'm Lois Lane—." The woman with the general blurted,
stepping forward, unfazed by the sudden explosion and the sounds of
battle coming from the other side of the Park.



"Wonder Woman, Lois is my daughter. She's come from Metropolis, and
I think you should hear what she has to say." Sam Lane
interjected.



Diana raised one finely sculpted eyebrow.

 

 





The air raid sirens droned on and on in the deserted streets of
Fawcett City. Thus far the invasion had left the placid jewel of
middle America relatively unscathed, and most of the citizens had
been able to retreat to the bomb shelters leftover from the Cold
War. But all that was about to change.



The two heroes stood on the roof of the Amalgamated Broadcasting
Corp building, their capes fluttering in the wind; they squinted in
the distance, identical furrows on their brows. On the horizon, the
enemy army of mechanoids was rolling towards the city, their spiked
wheels tearing up the ground and smoke rising in their wake.



"They don't stand a chance." Captain Marvel the Elder clapped a
hand on his son's shoulder, the wind ruffling his gray hair.



Captain Marvel the Younger beamed, a smile that was
indistinguishable from his father's.



"Captains!"



From out of the sky came two figures. Wonder Woman and Green
Lantern landed on the rooftop next to the caped heroes, urgency
writ on their faces.



"We need your help! Superman needs your help!"



The gray-haired Captain frowned and looked pained. "Wonder Woman,
is it? I'm sorry, didn't you hear? Superman fell on the first day
of the war. The reports out of Metropolis are that he's
dead."



"Those reports are propaganda, and just what Darkseid wants us to
think." Answered Green Lantern.



"Darkseid?" Frowned the younger Captain.



"The tyrant of Apokolips. The one behind this invasion."



"Are you telling us that Superman is alive?" Hope dawned on the
age-worn face of Captain Marvel.



"He was when they took him." Wonder Woman looked serious. "I just
spoke to the last person to see him on Earth, the Daily
Planet reporter Lois Lane. She said he was still breathing
when they took him away."



"Holy Moley… !" The Captains exhaled in unison.



"She said they spoke before he went into that final battle with
that monster." Wonder Woman went on. "She said he told her he was
going to need help— and that he told her to find me, Green Lantern
and Captain Marvel!"



The Captains were speechless.



"Don't you see, the big man needs our help!" Green Lantern chimed
in. "If he's still alive, he's a prisoner on Apokolips. And from
what I've seen and heard, that's bound to be no picnic. We have to
rescue Superman!"



The words hung dramatically in the air, and for a moment, no one
spoke. Perhaps they were all imagining the torture and depravations
the Man of Steel was enduring on that foul place.



As if to remind them, in the skies overhead, Apokolips rumbled, a
fire pit spurting a great jet of flame. In answer, the war machines
rumbling towards Fawcett City picked up speed.



"He'd come for any one of us." Captain Marvel the Elder declared
with resolve. "But we can't leave Fawcett City at the mercy of this
horde. There are still innocents in the city, the old and the
infirm… " He gestured to the advancing army, almost at the city
limits.



"Agreed." The younger Captain cracked his knuckles. "I'll go with
Wonder Woman and Green Lantern, Dad, while you do what you do best—
defend Fawcett!"



"No." Captain Marvel the Elder surprised them. "Not this time, son.
A few months ago Superman came to me for help, and I—." His throat
caught. "Couldn't help him [Editor's Note: This occurred in
Adventures of Superman #2]. I won't let him down
again."



"But—."



"No ‘buts', Billy." The elder hero took his son by the shoulders.
"I have to do this. And Fawcett needs you. I just wish you didn't
have to fight alone… "



"He won't C.C… ." Came an ethereal voice.



On the rooftop next to them materialized two new figures: a tall
man in red spandex with a shiny, pointed helmet, and another, the
one who had spoken, dressed quite formally, his head wrapped in a
turban, clutching a wand with a triangle on the end.



"Ibis! Bulletman!" The elder Captain gasped, going to his old
friends. "But how— Jim, you must be close to a century old by now…
"



"Eighty six, to be precise." Jim Barr, the Bulletman answered with
a crooked smile and a vigor that defied his age. "But Prince
Amentep here just waved his Ibis-stick a few times, and I'm feeling
better than I have since the 40's!"



"Time is no impediment to Ibis the Invincible!" Spoke the
bronze-skinned man in the red turban. "I am myself thousands of
years old! But there is little time for a reunion, C.C. Batson. We
will fight with young William and throw back these
other-dimensional invaders! A different task falls to you. My
immortal beloved the Princess Taia has looked into the mists of
prophecy and she has seen clearly: if Superman perishes at the hand
of Darkseid, then so perishes the Earth!"



"Then there's no time to waste." Captain Marvel the Elder squared
his shoulders. He turned to his son, who was struggling with the
wisdom of Solomon to find an excuse to take his father's place, but
at last had to give in, and return his father's fierce
embrace.



The small group allowed them a moment, but soon the roars and cries
of the approaching army became audible.



"Captain, we have to go." Said Wonder Woman, not without
compassion.



With a final squeeze and thump on the back, Captain Marvel released
his son, and faced the other heroes, his eyes bright.



"I'm ready." He said, and without another word, he raised his arm
and lifted off. Leaving the defenders of Fawcett City to their
task, Green Lantern and Wonder Woman took to the sky after him.

 

 

 



The throne room of Darkseid was lit only by iron braziers emitting
greasy grey smoke. Shadows danced crazily on the cold stone walls.
Muffled screams (they never stopped!) came from not far off, but
the only sounds inside the hall was the labored breathing of the
prisoners andtheir occasional groans.



Superman hung from the energon field behind the great stone throne
itself, the inerton chains that sapped his strength still wrapped
around him. He was drifting in and out of consciousness, wracked
not only with pain, but by the thoughts of what must be happening
on Earth…



When had he been taken? Hours, days, weeks ago? It was hard to
tell. The cruel little man with the kryptonite syringes visited him
often, as he did the other two prisoners, keeping him dazed and
sedated with who knew what sort of chemicals. But Desaad was also
the only source of news that Superman had. And the little man took
glee in whispering the words of horror and destruction into
Superman's ears, like a lover's secret.



"Gotham has fallen to Steppenwolf. Even know, he hunts the Bat…
"



"Your American capital was vaporized in a nuclear assault. Millions
are dead… "



"Devilance is hot on the heels of Scott Free, and soon the
so-called Mister Miracle will join you on this wall of pain!"



"Luthor has broken the truce. Metropolis will pay the price!"



"The Hellborers are falling, and soon, the Infernal Machine will be
ready, and the Earth itself shall be gutted with fire!"



He had no idea how much of this was true, and how much was
calculated to make him despair, but if even a little bit was… he
had to escape. He had to protect his adopted home, his loved ones.
He desperately hoped that Smallville was deemed too insignificant
for the invaders…



He tested his chains again, for the thousandth time. They clinked
and clattered and he strained, the veins on his neck standing out.
But it was no use. The unearthly metal did not budge. He slumped
against his bonds, gasping.



*Conserve your strength.* A strange voice echoed in his
head. *The time is not right.*



Superman lifted his head, surprised to find the green figure of the
Martian Manhunter stabilized, at least for a moment, and his eerie
red eyes focused on the Man of Steel.



Can you… hear my thoughts?



*Yes. Remain calm and do not let on that we are in
communication.*



Superman let his head hang down, as if in defeat, but he was
suddenly excited.



Are you the Martian Manhunter that used to fight crime on Earth
all those years ago?



*Yes. I am also in communication with the Oan. He has somehow
lost a great deal of his natural power.*



On the other side of Superman, a moan of agony came from the small,
blue-skinned alien.



Can you get us out of this?



*No. But perhaps he can… He is expending a great deal of
energy. I think he is attempting to drain the energon and inerton
radioactivity. Do you not feel it weakening? I am able to maintain
my shape for minutes at a time now… But it is costing him
dearly… *



Superman risked another glance at the Oan, appalled at what he saw.
The alien's face was sunken in, and beads of sweat stood out on his
forehead. His entire body seemed to tremble.



It's killing him! Tell him to stop!



*I have. He will not heed me.*



His teeth clenched, Superman vowed that this was another thing
Darkseid was going to answer for…

 

 

 



At that moment, the Lord of Apokolips was on the balcony of his
palace, overlooking the teeming misery of Armagetto. He watched the
mindless theta-drones marching in orderly files into his factories,
the snarling dog soldiers wielding their cruel whips on the
lowlies, and the parademons patrolling the red skies. His citadel
was vast, and a portion of it was actually under siege. The rabble
who called themselves the Hunger Dogs had brazenly risen up in
revolt, and had several times now attempted to breach his defenses.
He had already dispatched forces to destroy them.



But he barely took notice of this. His deep-set, red eyes were
focused on the blue and green world that hung in the sky over
Apokolips. Here, all his schemes were coming to fruition. Soon he
would have all he needed to complete the Anti-Life Equation… and
that would give him access to the Great Mysteries…



And then nothing in the multiverse would stand in his way.



Funny that the locus of it all would be that insignificant little
world called Earth…



As he considered this, he saw on the horizon three figures in the
sky, flying towards his citadel. They were not parademons.



"Vundabar." He rumbled at the figure awaiting his
master's pleasure. "We are about to have some visitors from
Earth. Prepare them a fitting reception."

 

 

 



In the short time that Hal Jordan had possessed the power ring he
had seen some terrible and amazing things. Apokolips definitely
fell into the first category. On the trip from Earth to the dark
planet he did not take his eye once from the smoldering, throbbing
hellish nightmare before him. He felt like Dante descending into
the Inferno.



Abandon hope all ye who enter here…



His companions, on the other hand, most assuredly fell into the
second category. It was unspoken among them that this was probably
a suicide mission. There they were, just the three of them, flying
straight into the belly of the beast, into the heart of darkness
itself— because it was what they needed to do.



And Hal decided he would not want to be anywhere else.



Because if it were true that the Corps were destroyed, and that
this Darkseid had something to do with it, he had some buddies to
avenge.

 

 

 



Wonder Woman peered into the distance, appalled by what she saw.
She had been through war and traveled through the Underworld
itself, but she had never seen such horror and despair and
hopelessness. The landscape of Apokolips below them was like
something out of Tartarus, flames and soot reaching up into the
air. She could make out what could only be the Palace of Darkseid,
still miles away, but imposing and arrogant even at this
distance.



"Remember," She told the two heroes flying on either side of her.
"We go in hard and fast, find Superman, and get off-planet. This is
a raid, not a full-on assault."



"Yes, ma'am!" Green Lantern said in a steady voice. She liked him.
For being so new to all this, he seemed to be handling this
well.



Captain Marvel, on the other hand— she was in awe of
him. He politely deferred to her on tactical matters, but
the man stood taller than any other mortal she had ever known.
There was a nobility on his brow she had only ever seen before on a
god— he exuded leadership, and she knew that if he asked, she would
follow him into the dragon's den.



All in all, if she had to die here on this strange, hostile world,
she couldn't have asked to do it among better company.



"Wonder Woman!" Came Cap's rich, calm voice. "We have
incoming."



Up ahead, the sky had filled with parademons. The winged creatures
snarled and came on, armed to the teeth and between the heroes and
their objective.



"So much for the element of surprise. Lantern… " Wonder Woman
prompted.



"I'm on it."



Green Lantern jabbed his fist at the onrushing foes, and from his
ring sprang an enormous green wedge, parting the mass of parademons
as the heroes barreled straight trough them, unmolested.



"Neat trick." Captain Marvel grinned at Hal. "Alan Scott would be
proud."



"Who?" Hal could spare little attention for anything else,
concentrating on maintaining his emerald construct.



But before Cap could answer, something big hit the wedge, nearly
causing Hal to lose it. Through the wedge they could see what
looked like a giant robot out of a bad Japanese cartoon. But where
its head should be was a cockpit, and inside sat a monocled man in
what looked like a Prussian military uniform, cackling with glee.
The robot raised its arms and rapid fire laser beams assailed Green
Lantern's construct.



"I won't be able to hold this much longer… !" Warned the Emerald
Gladiator.



"I'll take care of this." Captain Marvel declared, and zoomed off,
outside the protection of the wedge.

 

 

 



Virman Vundabar jerked and yanked at the controls of the Killbot,
flailing with glee at the quickly failing emerald wedge. He never
saw Captain Marvel swoop around behind him.



The World's Mightiest Mortal slammed into the Apokoliptian Killbot,
knocking it out of the sky. Vundabar screamed as the giant
battlesuit crashed into a hellspore factory, multiple detonations
blossoming around him and sending a fireball into the sky. But the
Killbot arose from the ashes, and this time, Vundabar was no longer
laughing.



"KILL, KILL, KILL!" He spat into his communicator.



As one, the parademon squadrons forgot about their pursuit of the
two heroes behind the green wedge, and converged on Captain
Marvel!

 

 

 



"Go!" Cap waved to Diana and Hal. "I'll keep them busy. Remember
what Ibis said. Find Superman!"



Wonder Woman had been on the verge of turning around and going to
his aid— but she knew he was right. They couldn't ask for a better
diversion. And in Fawcett City, the sorcerer Ibis had said: …
my immortal beloved the Princess Taia has looked into the mists
of prophecy and she has seen clearly: if Superman perishes at the
hand of Darkseid, then so perishes the Earth!



"Come on!" She beckoned to Green Lantern, and not waiting to see if
he followed, shot with all speed towards Darkseid's palace.

 

 

 



They took some plasma gunfire from dog soldiers on the battlements
of the citadel, but Wonder Woman deflected it with her impenetrable
bracelets and Green Lantern throw up an emerald shield. They hit
the stone wall of the palace like two arrows shot from the bow of
Apollo himself, smashing through stone and steel and every other
obstacle in their path. Green Lantern had to work to keep up with
her, shaking his head in admiration.



They landed in what appeared to be an armory, dust and smoke
settling around them, and klaxon alarms making it hard for them to
hear or think. A troop of parademons rounded the corner, weapons
blazing. The heroes leaped into action. Wonder Woman charged their
ranks, their beams ricocheting from her bracelets. She tore into
them, and bodies flew. Green Lantern was a half-step behind her,
watching her back and sending parademons smashing into each other
with glowing green hands. The scuffle was over in seconds.



That was when Hal noticed something strange going on with his ring.
It spurted, and seemed to be tugging him in a particular
direction.



"Huh? That's never happened before… "



Going to a wall laden with weapons, Wonder Woman pulled down an
especially nasty-looking double bladed axe. She nodded, satisfied,
then looked to Hal.



"What is it?"



"I don't know, I think I'm reading this wrong… " A frown creased
the forehead of the Green Lantern. "If I didn't know better, I'd
say there was a Guardian here. And very close by!"



She didn't know what a Guardian was, but Wonder Woman had an
instinct.



"Follow it!"

 

 

 



The two ran through the halls of Darkseid's palace, this time Green
Lantern leading the way and Wonder Woman coming up the rear with
her battle-ax. They encountered some little resistance, but nothing
that hindered them for very long. Concern for Captain Marvel and
what he must be enduring put urgency in their steps.



Soon they came to a vast, open chamber, lit garishly by fires. It
was mostly empty, but a huge stone throne sat at the far end of the
hall. And behind the throne were crucified three pathetic
figures.



One of them was Superman.



He looked up at them, but instead of hope or relief on his face,
there was horror!



"No!" He croaked, his voice weak. "Get out of here! It's a
trap!"



But by then it was too late. Abruptly, all light was snuffed out,
and they were plunged into total darkness.



And from nowhere and everywhere at once, came the sound of deep,
malignant laughter…

 

 

 



Hal's ring blazed into life, but only managed to illuminate the
area in a tight circle around him and Wonder Woman. The Amazon
Princess was crouched and ready for the inevitable fight.



Darkseid's laughter echoed hollowly through the chamber.



My god, he has an Oan prisoner… ! Hal's mind raced,
unwilling to fathom the amount of power necessary to hold one of
the Guardians of the Universe. Did this mean Kalibak's claim about
the destruction of the Corps was true… ?



"Did you really think I would leave my prize trophies
unguarded?"



Darkseid's menacing voice reached them, sounding as if he was right
behind them. He and Wonder Woman turned about, squinting to pierce
the preternatural darkness, but only eliciting more laughter.



"You are rats, trapped in a cage. Time to squash
you."



With that, there came the sound of multiple engines revving, from
all directions.



"GL, we need light!" Wonder Woman's voice was desperate, strained.
He could barely make her out, holding the axe aloft against an
unseen foe.



The harsh motor-noises grew exponentially louder, and Hal poured
all of his will into his ring and the room exploded into green
light… And just in time. All across the room, the walls were
breached in a sudden detonation of stone and dust, as screeching
lunatics on hover-bikes careened inside, whooping and chittering in
glee!



"The Suicide Jockeys ride again!" They cried! "Our
lives for Darkseid!"



The heroes barely had enough time to figure out what was going on
before the riders sped full tilt at them! The first explosion would
have destroyed them both if Wonder Woman had not acted with the
speed of Hermes, roping one with her lasso and swinging it back
upon the others. The explosion took more of the kamikaze attackers
down, but still more came on. Hal threw up a hastily erected
shield, upon which two more Jockeys sacrificed themselves, but
another two swung in from the other side. Wonder Woman heaved with
her battle-ax, lopping off the lead Jockey's front end and causing
it to lose its steering ability and detonator. She caught it in her
hand and hurled it back into their ranks, the explosion taking out
the second Jockey and starting a chain reaction of more
explosions.



And still they came on, laughing and screeching as they gave their
lives for Darkseid.

 

 

 



J'onn, this is insane! We have to get free now! We
have to help them! Superman sent urgently to his Martian
ally.



*I know! The Oan has stepped up his efforts… Can't you feel the
energon field weaking?*



In fact, Superman could. This was his chance. He strained harder
against his inerton chains, his every muscle bulging, his every
nerve firing at the same time. This was the hardest thing he had
ever done— he felt his heart pounding in his chest, the vein at his
temple throbbing… ! The first link suddenly bent, giving way to his
inexorable will… !



With a strangled cry, Superman burst his chains just as
the energon field sparked and overloaded! The Man of Steel fell on
his knees to the floor, gasping for breath and weak as a baby— but
free at last!



The Martian and the Oan had collapsed nearby from the strain,
groaning weakly. But, as weak as he was, Superman did not hesitate
to throw himself into the fray. He leaped across the distance
between him and his rescuers, intercepting a Suicide Jockey that
had honed in on the back of the unsuspecting Green Lantern. The Man
of Steel tackled the hover-bike and rolled to the floor with it—
then it exploded, and he screamed in real pain.

 

 

 



Wonder Woman watched in horror as Superman intercepted the death
meant for Green Lantern, cringing at the sound of his agonizing
cry. She ducked under a zooming bike, her battle ax slicing it from
stem to stern as it lost control and slammed against a far wall,
and she dashed to the side of the suddenly still Man of
Steel.



She hurled the wreckage of the flaming hover-bike off of him,
relieved to see his mighty chest rising and falling ever so
minutely. His eyes fluttered and opened.



"Diana… " He managed. "You hang out in some rough places."



Wonder Woman smiled against her will. ""I was about to say the same
thing to you."

 

 

 



All around them burned and smoked the debris of a dozen or more
Suicide Jockeys and their bikes, all dead— burned and twisted in
the ruin of Darkseid's throne room. The walls of the room were
crumbling and destroyed, revealing the red skies and smoke of
Apokolips, a foul-smelling wind whipping through the open-air
chamber.



There were flights of parademons in the skies above, but they
seemed hesitant to approach, and no more Suicide Jockeys appeared
over the horizon. The heroes seemed to have earned a
reprieve.



Green Lantern rushed to where the little blue man in the red robe
lay unmoving on the floor, bathing him in the green light of his
ring.



"Fix him, damn it!" Hal grited his death.



{Guardian Appa Ali Apsa. Condition critical. Approaching
catastrophic organic system breakdown. Recommendation: return
subject immediately to vicinity of the Central Power Battery on Oa.
Chimed his ring.



With that, the Oan actually revived enough to open his eyes. His
chest heaved and he labored for breath. Hal winced. The Guardian
looked so frail…



"That is impossible 2814," Gasped Appa Ali Apsa feebly. "The
Central Power Battery is destroyed. The Corps is betrayed and
scattered. Oa is in the hands of our ancient foes, the
Manhunters."



"No… " Hal breathed.



"Your ring… It should not work… How… ?" The Guardian
frowned, but the effort was costly, and it caused him to cough,
blood flecking his lips.



"I don't know!" Hal tried to soothe the Guardian, forming a pillow
and mattress beneath him. "But it's full of juice! Like it's
turbo-charged.



But this mystery was too much for Appa Ali Apsa to contemplate. He
reached out, grabbing Hal by the front of his uniform, pulling him
close in.



"You must protect him… In the great city I found him… He has no
idea the power he holds now… "



"Who?"



"The Torchbearer… !"



And with that, the Guardian's eyes closed and his hand fell limply
to his breast.

 

 

 



"We must go." Came a new, unfamiliar voice. The Martian Manhunter
regained his form and pulled himself to his feet. He staggered
under his own weight for a moment; it would be a while before any
of them recovered from their stay on Apokolips. "Before it is too
late."



Green Lantern stood, bearing the prone body of the Guardian, and
Wonder Woman helped Superman to his feet, allowing him to lean
against her.



"It is already too late, Martian."



All of them whirled at the sound of the dreaded voice. Darkseid
stood framed in a hole in the wall, smoldering flames flickering at
his feet.



"From the minute all of you stepped foot on my world it was
too late."



His eyes blazed and red beams shot from them. Green Lantern juggled
his burden into one hand and jabbed his fist at Darkseid's attack.
An emerald stream of light lanced out for the Omega Beams, and the
two forces collided to devastating effect. The explosion caused the
entire room to shake, and the feedback sent GL flying backward,
dazed.



Darkseid stomped into the room, his every footfall cracking stone
tiles on the floor. The look on his face was one of profound
annoyance.



It was the Martian Manhunter who got to Darkseid first, hurtling
across the room so fast he became a blur. He hit Darkseid head on—
to little effect. The god had braced himself, and J'onn J'onzz
rebounded on impact, skidding across the room until he landed in a
heap and was still.



Superman almost fell again as Wonder Woman released him to charge
Darkseid. She ran at him full tilt, the battle-ax raised above her
head. The dark god merely laughed and allowed her to come on, only
lifting an eyebrow as she smashed the weapon into his chest. The
blade shattered into a thousand pieces against Darkseid's granite
hide, and he lashed out at her with an almost negligent backhanded
swipe that sent her crashing into a far wall.



Superman screamed her name and summoned everything he had left for
a running swing at his captor. Darkseid only smiled scornfully and
raised his hand— and caught Superman's fist in his own! He glared
down at the pained Man of Steel, squeezing his hand and forcing
Superman down.



"If you are the best this world has to offer, then Earth is
surely doomed!"



The dark god's other arm rose, the fist clenched and ready to land
the pulverizing blow to Superman's defiantly upturned face.



Then Darkseid was hit from behind with a force like unto a divine
thunderbolt!



The dark god released Superman and staggered forward, rearing in
pain— a sensation he hadn't felt in untold eons. He whirled, real
anger boiling within his breast now!



Face to face with him, crawling from the crater his comet-like
entrance had created, was Captain Marvel!

 

 

 



Superman could hardly believe his eyes. There he was, larger than
life, his idol, his inspiration, the World's Mightiest Mortal,
Captain Marvel! His skin tingled with excitement and terror at the
same time. Cap looked fierce, his jaw squared, crouched in a
fighting stance— but Darkseid was a god. And a very angry one now,
at that!



"I don't know who you are, human, but you are about to
receive the privilege of meeting the most gruesome end I have ever
dealt a foe!" Darkseid snarled.



Captain Marvel laughed. "Tell it to your giant killer robot." He
shot back. "You may not find all the working parts to reassemble
that one! And you can call me Captain Marvel!"



With a roar that shook the room, Darkseid rushed his foe. Despite
his size and immensity, the dark god was fast, in fact, he was an
excellent combatant! But to do damage, he first needed to connect.
Possessed of the speed of Mercury, Cap dodged the fearsome blow
that smashed a hole in the spot he had stood only a fraction of a
second before. He lashed out with his fist, doing little or no
injury to Darkseid except to add the force of the blow to the god's
own momentum and send him crashing into a wall across the
room.



Captain Marvel turned on Wonder Woman and hissed: "Get them out of
here! Now!"



The Amazon Princess was just regaining her senses, and could barely
register what he meant.



Darkseid was wasting no time. He emerged from the stone and dust of
his impact, burning with fury.



"GO!" Cap yelled at her, then rocketed across the room at Darkseid,
catching the god by surprise with his attack.



In increasing admiration and awe, Wonder Woman watched as Captain
Marvel pummeled Darkseid, not really hurting him, but not giving
his enemy time to recover and counter-attack. She could feel the
blows like waves of concussion from where she stood. But she could
also see that this tactic would not work for long; Captain Marvel
was doing little real damage to his foe, and sooner or later
Darkseid would throw off the barrage and unleash his full might and
fury.



And Darkseid had already demonstrated he could take them all down,
especially in their weakened state.



But Captain Marvel would not allow this. He was giving them the
time they needed to escape. Buying it with his life. She would not
allow that to be in vain.



"GL, we've got to get out of here!" She yelled across the room,
running over to Superman. Green Lantern was getting groggily to his
feet, his hand on his aching head.



"But—!"



"No buts!" She yelled over the concussion of the blows Captain
Marvel continued to rain down on the temporarily stunned Darkseid.
She was struggling with Superman at the same time, as he tried
weakly and in vain to move past her and go to the aid of his
hero.



Green Lantern took in the situation and grasped it in a second. His
throat caught, but he nodded to Wonder Woman, and used his ring to
scoop up the still forms of Appa Ali Apsa and the Martian
Manhunter, encasing them in a protective green bubble.



"Get out of my way, Diana!" Superman cried frantically. "He needs
our help! We can win this right here!"



He didn't get it, or he refused to see it. He could barely stand
himself, GL was dazed and drained and both the Martian Manhunter
and the Oan Guardian were at death's door, if not knocking on it
even now. Darkseid was physically unstoppable. If they were to
defeat him, it wouldn't be by force of arms, and certainly not by
them in their weakened and battered state.



At that moment, the dark god found an opening in the flurry of
blows Captain Marvel was raining on him, and used it to land a
punch of his own. The World's Mightiest Mortal cried out and was
sent smashing first into what remained of a ceiling, then falling
with a crash to the floor.



"NO!" Superman took advantage of Wonder Woman's
own shock at the fall of Captain Marvel to slip past her.



Darkseid had regained his dire mirth and was laughing again as he
rose, advancing to finish off his opponents.



Captain Marvel may have been down, but he was not out. Ignoring the
menace only a few steps away from him, he pulled himself up, his
eyes on Superman.



"Remember, Clark. For all mankind… "



He noticed Wonder Woman looming over the Man of Steel and nodded
his approval at what she was about to do.



"Capt—!" Superman dropped like a stone from the
double-handed blow Wonder Woman brought down on him. He crumpled at
her feet, out cold.



Captain Marvel nodded once, then, his jaw set in grim resolve, he
turned back to Darkseid.



"Touching, but for naught." The dark god sneered.
"You can count the rest of your existence in seconds,
Captain Marvel. And then your friends will be again at my
mercy."



"I don't think so." Said the World's Mightiest Mortal, with no
trace of bravado. This was simply the truth. He would not let
Darkseid have them.



Then, trusting that Wonder Woman knew what she had to do, he went
at Darkseid with everything that he had!

 

 

 



Slinging the unconscious Superman over her shoulder, Wonder Woman
yelled to Green Lantern: "Now! Hurry!"



He had been waiting for the moment. Sparing only a millisecond for
the titanic clash occurring only feet away, Green Lantern shot into
the air, trailing his green bubble and the bodies within.



Her instinct warring with her reason, Wonder Woman almost threw
herself into fearsome battle between Darkseid and Captain Marvel.
The two stood in the center of the room, trading blows that would
have leveled mountains, neither bothering to waste the effort to
block. The only difference was, while Darkseid was taking the blows
and laughing, Captain Marvel was being beaten to death!



But he was doing the impossible. He was holding back the god. He
was giving them their one chance to escape. She would not allow
that sacrifice to be in vain!



You are the noblest, most heroic soul I have ever known,
She silently sent to him as she took off after Green Lantern,
carrying the unconscious Superman over her shoulder. May all
the gods gather you to their bosom…

 

 

 



Darkseid drove his fist down hard upon his opponent, watching with
satisfaction as he fell to his knees, swaying and
weak-limbed.



The dark god's lip curled. This human was finished. He would be
dead in seconds, his mighty heart already fluttering weakly in his
chest. He looked up: Wonder Woman and Green Lantern were dwindling
into the distance, headed for Earth, but they were still close
enough for his Omega Beams!



Darkseid's eyes glowed crimson…



A feeble, trembling human hand shot up, fist clenched, and clawed
at the dark god's side.



"I— said— NO! SHAZAM!"



And in the spaces between the nanoseconds, before the magical
thunderbolt hit, C.C. Batson, the World's Mightiest Mortal thought
about what he had done with his life… And he smiled.

 

 

 



The explosion on the surface of Apokolips could be seen and heard
even from Earth orbit. Both Wonder Woman and Green Lantern had to
turn and watch, appalled at the magnitude of the blast. It came
from where Darkseid's palace had once stood.



"The anger of the gods themselves was in that thunderbolt." Wonder
Woman noted with tempered satisfaction.



Hal nodded appreciatively. "Must have detonated all those weapons
we saw in the armory. Nothing could have survived that."



But Wonder Woman looked grim and disagreed.



"Darkseid did. But Captain Marvel gained us a little time. Let's
go… "



They had rescued Superman, the Martian Manuhunter and the Guardian.
And they had dealt Darkseid a blow he would not soon forget.



Together, they continued on towards Earth, nursing the glimmer of
hope that had been lit in their breasts…

 

 



Parademons and dog soldiers crawled through the wreckage of
Darkseid's palace, with Desaad himself leading the frenzied search.
The sycophantic schemer was on his hands and knees, shifting rubble
and rocks, desperate for some sign of his lord and master.



The dark god emerged at last, crawling ignominiously from a
mountain of debris, a fury upon him like unto no other that Desaad
had ever seen.



"My dread lord! You live!" Desaad crowed.



Darkseid's eyes blazed and his Omega Beams shot at Desaad,
encompassing the torturer in a red nimbus of agony! Desaad wiggled
and twitched, taking almost as much delight in the pain as his
cruel master did.



"Of course I live, dolt. I am Darkseid." He shut
off the Omega Effect, allowing Desaad to fall, sniveling, to the
earth. "If only Captain Marvel had survived as well, so
that I might know the joy of tearing him apart atom by atom. But
that accursed thunderbolt vaporized the body. So frail, these
humans, and yet they have a capacity to surprise unlike anything
else in the multiverse… "



Desaad whined and drooled, but pulled himself to attention before
his lord.



"Worm, is the Infernal Machine ready?" Darkseid
growled, his tone leaving Desaad in no doubt that there was only
one right answer.



"Yes, dread lord!"



"Excellent." The Master of Apokolips craned his
head up at the blue and green world that was an affront to his
sight. "Prepare it for launch. I am weary of this
world… "










Chapter 13

 


The Flash ran.



He ran faster and longer than he ever had before. There was a war
on. The Earth had been attacked, invaded by interdimensional
monsters who wanted only to kill and destroy. They struck without
warning and without mercy. Flights of parademons filled the skies,
blasting at targets below, and waves of dog soldier shocktroops
marched into towns, driving all before them.



So the Flash ran. He seemed to be needed everywhere. He raced up
the side of a building to pull a mother and her crying baby from a
fiery inferno. He sped over the surface of Lake Infantino to
destroy an Apokolitian plasma battery, evading the retaliatory
laser blasts. He rushed supplies and ammunition to the US Army 2cnd
Cavalry, engaged in a pitched battle with a parademon legion. He
helped evacuate civilians from suburbs of Keystone City where the
grinding war machine of Apokolips had destroyed homes and
lives.



The Flash ran and he did not stop for long. Because every time he
did, a new crisis seemed to loom over his shoulder. So, he ran a
little faster, and he felt more and more like he was living on
borrowed time. That the world was carrying-on without him, that he
had stepped out of history, had become an observer… He ran so fast
and so much, he felt like he was chasing himself— or that he was
running from a fate he dare not contemplate. He dove into the speed
force, rode it, challenged it.



He had taken to looking over his shoulder, almost expecting to see
himself there, the Black Flash calling him to his doom…

 

 



He woke with a scream, shooting up in bed.



“Barry!” Iris was awake instantly, soothing him, wiping the sweat
from his brow. “It’s alright, darling! I’m here, I’m here…” She
kissed him and murmured comfortingly to him.



Outside the fortified shelter of the Flash Museum he could hear the
distant sounds of mortar fire and Apokoliptian pulse canon. It
never seemed to cease. He knew he would never get back to sleep
this night.



He got out of bed, searching for his ring.



“Barry, come back to bed.” Iris pleaded with him. “You haven’t had
more than a few hours of sleep since the war began…”



“I can’t.” He simply said, softening the words with a faint smile.
“It’s like everything in me is screaming: run! I can’t sit still
for long— I’ll go crazy.”



Iris frowned. “You can’t keep this up. Your body may crave the
speed force, but it’s still mortal. I’m afraid you’ll… run yourself
to death.”



Barry Allen slipped on his ring, activated it, and in the blink of
an eye, clad himself in the familiar red and yellow uniform.



“So long as I have your love to guide me,” He bent down to kiss her
tear-moistened cheek. “I will always find my way home.”



Before the moisture of his kiss dried on her cheek, he was
gone.

 

 



Apokolips.
Desaad stepped out of a
boom tube into Launching Station 1, screaming orders to the
Desaadites who scurried out of his way. He stalked across the
platform to the control panel and the view screen overlooking his
latest creation, and he sighed in wonder at its lethal beauty: the
Infernal Machine squatted on the launching pad like missile aimed
at Earth, steam pouring from its vents.



“It is not yet ready for launch.” A deep voice grumbled behind
him.



“There is no more time for fine tuning, Gravyn.” Desaad told
Darkseid’s bastard son, Desaad’s own pupil and sometime pawn. “The
Earthlings dared to attack your lord father in his own throne room,
and our dread master is mightily wroth!”



“The machine is unstable.” Gravyn pressed. “It is designed to drill
into the Earth’s core and remake that festering world from within
into a dark mirror of our own beloved Apokolips. But the
calibrations have not been checked. The Machine might just as well
rip apart that pretty little mudball…”



“Who will then mourn for Earth, Gravyn? You?” Desaad whirled on
him. “But no matter. I have made no mistakes, Gravyn. My
calculations are correct. You fool, don’t you see? This is your
chance! Go do what your imbecilic half-brother failed to do!
Protect the Infernal Machine against the heroes of Earth, and show
Lord Darkseid he has at least one son worthy of the name!”



Gravyn’s lip curled around his sharp teeth as Desaad readied the
Machine for launch.

 

 



Barry found Jay on a hill outside Keystone City. Dawn was just
beginning to color the sky, but the elder speedster only had eyes
for the hellish black planet, sputtering and fuming in the upper
atmosphere.



Skidding to a halt, Barry stood in silence with his friend and
mentor for a moment, joining him in silent contemplation of the
enemy.



“You know,” Jay finally said, in a quiet, thoughtful voice. “Even
during the darkest days of the Second World War, I never felt like
we wouldn’t beat the bad guys… That, eventually, given enough time,
things would be back to normal, lives would resume. Joan and I
would have a family.” An involuntary wince flashed across his face,
quickly dispelled. He smiled at Barry, patting him on the
arm.



“How’s Iris and Wally?”



“Iris is safe.” Barry told him. “We opened the Flash Museum as a
shelter. Half of Central City is there! Wally is in Metropolis with
the Titans. Those kids are almost single-handedly throwing back the
invasion there. You would be very proud of them, Jay. The legacy of
heroism you and the JSA left us…” Barry shook his head, his voice
catching. “We’re going to get through this, Jay. Things will return
to normal one day. And I want you and Joan to stand as godparents
to my children when the time comes.”



Jay Garrick squeezed the shoulder of his young friend, his own eyes
bright. But before he could say anything, something caught their
attention. A burst of light on Apokolips, not a firepit, but
something else… a missile? The Flashes watched it as it arced over
the horizon, heading straight for Keystone City.



“What in Blue Blazes…?”

 

 



The massive device descended toward the Earth. A crowd had already
begun to gather, where the massive machine hovered over Keystone
City. Cheers erupted as the Flashes arrived on the scene, as the
device hovered over the Earth.



“What in God’s name?” Jay did a quick pass beneath it, searching
for any visible weapons.



Before anyone could take a breath, the ground began to rattle and
shake and a strange metallic tentacle was loosed onto the green
park below! Barry went into action, picking up speed beneath the
device. He created a massive updraft, a red whirlwind that shot
upwards, catching the device in its tornado-like grip. He smiled,
and poured on the speed, but the device began to jerk downward
awkwardly, the tentacle keeping it locked securely with the Earth
below! It wasn’t going to budge!

 

 



“Get away from the Infernal Machine, human!”



He was thrown backwards by a giant hand, slamming into Jay
Garrick’s statue in the memorial park. “Puny human, none can stop
the will of He-Who-Is-The-End… None can stop Darkseid!”



Barry looked up, and shook his head to clear it.



“Y’think?” He accelerated straight at the purple skinned man, but
was punched in the chest, and sent clattering backwards again.
Whoever this bruiser was, he was able to see at superspeed!



“I am his scion, the dread Gravyn! You may try and amuse me, you
may TRY to stop me, but I assure you, human, none can withstand my
power.” He smiled cruelly, only to stagger backwards, as some
unseen force hit him square in the back.



“Withstand this!” Jay Garrick leaped to the side of Barry Allen and
smiled at his protégé, and the duo unleashed a barrage of punches
on the being, moving faster than the eye could see, two red blurs
streaking backwards and forwards in unison, never keeping the same
direction, never hitting the same place in the same order. Gravyn
jerked forward, and swung his arms back, dispelling the men, and
sending them hurtling backwards. Jay looked up as his helmet
clattered to a standstill on the ground in front of him, and then
flinched as Gravyn stomped his foot on it, crushing it with his
might.



“What is there to withstand, fleshling? Your punches are nothing
compared to the fire pits of Apokolips!”



Barry launched himself full tilt at the creature, causing them both
to stumble backwards towards the shimmering lake behind them
both.



“COME ON THEN!”



Jay looked up and saw the device descending, mere metres away from
them now, shook his head, and joined the attack, pressing the
villain into the lake behind him.



“You thinking what I think you’re thinking?”



Barry winked and smiled.



“Alley Oop.”



Gravyn aimed his fists at Jay, but Barry grabbed them, and held on
for dear life as he arced high over Jay’s head. The son of Darkseid
slowly stumbled backward, and then the lake was upon them, both of
them stumbling into the flowing waters as the massive device
slammed down on the ground, tentacle bursting through stone and
soil and heading straight for the core of the Earth.

 

 



Gravyn emerged from the water, the two speedsters in his hands,
their heads caught in his titanic grip, and he hurled them into the
Infernal Machine, the two humans simply bouncing off the
metal.



“WEAK!” Gravyn bellowed into the sky, smiling. “Where are the
heroes? Where are the challenges?! I’ve seen so much of this
planet, so much potential for a slight distraction from the tedium
of my life but no, only these people who think they can RUN fast! I
AM A GOD! A GOD OF APOKOLIPS!”



He stalked over to Barry and kicked him in the ribs, sending him
back into the Infernal Machine, causing him to spit blood.



“Don’t… Touch him…” Jay stumbled up, his fists raised and clenched,
ready for the fight once more.



“Oh, old man. Do not tempt me to kill you, it is an already
overwhelming feeling in my gut, and your petty threats only make me
laugh. I do not battle for comedy, I battle for the rush, the power
it brings me!” He backhanded the elder speedster away.



Barry looked up, his eye swollen but his ribs healed already.



Without words, he pounced, and vanished from sight, picking up
speed as he began to lap the world. He needed momentum, he needed
speed. He raised his fist and threw himself at Gravyn, but the two
grappled for only moments, the New God gaining the upper hand and
swinging him into the water, and then diving in after him, trying
to hold him under, trying to drown the Flash.



Barry felt the two hands clenched around his throat but he couldn’t
break their grip. He felt the air being sucked out of his lungs,
his body being starved of oxygen. But as his brain began to ache
and his limbs began to get heavy he thought of Iris’ face and his
mother, his father, the children he’ll never have and the
grandchildren. He moved his leaden arm and started rotating it up,
generating friction creating heat. Simple physics, he smiled,
causing Gravyn to frown and bear down upon his trachea.



Flash fact: When water is boiled into steam the volume increase
about sixteen hundred times and transfers the energy between
molecules into whatever it hits.



Barry smiled. Meaning? Boom.



The lake erupted, and the two men were flung upwards into the sky,
and then came crashing back down. Gravyn landed hard, his body
cracking on the ground below, but Barry floated, vibrating his
arms, cushioned atop a seat of wind, slowing his movements for a
gentle landing.



He looked around, saw that Gravyn was down but not out, and then
thought of his predecessor and mentor.



“Jay, are you alright?”



“Take more than him to put me down…” The older speedster got to his
feet, leaning on Barry’s arm. “But this is why I always wore a
helmet…”



Barry shook his head and quickly examined his friend.



“You’ve got a concussion. Your metabolism will shake it off in a
couple of minutes. Come on—”



Before Barry can move the man out of harm’s way he was sent flying
by a mammoth blow. He landed beside the construct and turned to see
Gravyn looming over the unsteady Jay Garrick.



“You’re impressive, speedsters. You think on your feet. Impressive
indeed. I shall tear off your heads and mount your masked faces on
my trophy wall.”



“Not today, you won’t.” Jay wound up, gathering all of the momentum
he could from the speed force in the blink of an eye, and slammed
Gravyn in the solar plexus a hundred times before the Apokoliptian
even felt the first blow, causing the villain to howl out in pain,
and stagger backwards into the lake.



Barry pressed their advantage, shooting forward and uppercutting
the villain back into the centre of what’s left of the water.



“Nice move, Jay…”



“I think I got that one from you…” Jay smiled back at his protégé,
the paused, and placed his hand on the ground. He looked up. “Do
you feel that?”



“What?” Barry knelt and placed his hand on the earth beside the
machine. “Huh… Like a pumping…”



“And these tremors!” Jay nearly lost his balance as the ground
shook and rattled, sending both men stumbling over. “Damn… I
think…”



“This machine is sucking the life out of the Earth!” Barry cried,
appalled. “This is insanity, what could they possibly hope to
achieve by this?!”



In horror, Jay pointed up to the planet in view high above the
world. “Look at that. It’s black. Ash and charred remains of a
planet…”



“Great Scott! You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are
you?”



Jay frowned. “This machine is pumping something directly down into
the core of the Earth, and now it’s doing something to it… Do you
feel that heat? It’s causing whatever happened up there to happen
down here!”



“Pits of fire belching upwards… Fire pits! Just like that freak
mentioned!”



“Mentioned?” A voice emerged from the lake once more, and Gravyn
bellowed with laughter. “Maybe I should make myself more abundantly
clear, warriors… This planet will be a charred wasteland that
reflects the true visage of the dread master Darkseid, my father.
Fire pits? Peh. They are just the beginning. Zombie factories,
where your people are turned into the ever willing slaves of
Darkseid!” He trudged forward. “Your children shall be sent to
Granny’s orphanages, their parents slaughtered before their very
eyes, and they shall become the next breed of warrior, and once we
are done raping your women and slitting the throats of your babes…
We shall move onwards, Apokolips and her new sister, D’spayre, old
Earth renamed, and take the next world, one by one, a fleet of
planets with one cause, one meaning when they approach…
Death.”



“You’re insane…” Jay spat at their foe.



“INSANE!?” Gravyn chewed the words, anger flashing in his eyes.
“Insane? No. I am Darkseid’s son. I am the son of the purest
darkness. I am not insane, I am the true.”



“I’ve heard talk like this before.” Jay said in disgust, anger,
seething. “I heard it when a man named Adolf Hitler took control of
Germany and slaughtered millions of people across Europe. I’ve
heard dozens of madmen utter the same words, and every time they
have failed. We will stop you. You are not the true but I have no
doubt that you are the evil…”



Gravyn smiled, and laughed. “Evil? Yes. Yes I… We are. So what does
that make you? The good? And are the purest good and the purest
evil not destined to meet and battle? Ragnarok? The end? Come,
then, my playthings! Let us make an end here and now! Here is your
apocalypse! Here is your holocaust!”



Barry and Jay shared a quick look, then sprang into motion as one.
They assailed the New God, landing punch after punch, hundreds of
them, driving him backward.



“Heh. You are like gnats! The Infernal Machine shall cause hell to
reign on Earth, and Apokolips to be scarred upon your
cities!”



“The machine is THAT important then, eh?” Jay said grimly, nudging
Barry as he passed him, and in a concentrated move, they both
struck the villain in the chest, causing him to double over, and
then delivered the next blow straight into the head, causing him
once more to crash into the Lake, water spraying everywhere.



“We can’t keep stalling him, Barry. I’m putting an end to
this—Now!”



“Jay?” Barry spun around, trying to catch sight of his friend, only
to see a red and blue blur pass him at speeds faster than he
thought Jay Garrick was capable.



“Jay?!”

 

 



Jay Garrick ran. He ran faster and longer than he ever had before.
He ran because that was all he could do. The device was sucking the
life out of the Earth, and if he didn’t stop it, the world was
doomed.



Step after step he ran, gritting his teeth, never stopping,
unwilling to slacken the pace, and as he picked up speed he felt
himself loose matter, and this caused him to shake his head. He
couldn’t fail. Couldn’t stop!



Barry Allen suddenly appeared beside him, screaming for him to slow
down, but Jay only smiled, winked at his young protégé, and
then showed him what real speed looked like!



Jay grimaced, leaving Barry in the dust. He then placed his hand on
the construct, never stopping, his hand running against the metal
and causing it to superheat with friction. He knew it was working…
He needed to disconnect the machine from the Earth, because these
tremors were so strong… They might even be travelling across the
country, across the world. He smiled, thought of Joan, and then put
his head down and ran even faster.



By now, he was just a red and blue blur, a continuous stream of
light that surrounded the machine, and as the onlookers gathered
they saw the machine begin to glow red… Then yellow… Then white.
They felt the heat emitted from the cordon, and then they begin to
cheer. They cheered because they knew that the Flash was saving the
day.





The machine erupted all over, sparks and flames appearing over the
construct, and then the tremors begin to subside, and then finally
they stopped, the machine rising into in the air on the whirlwind
created by Jay Garrick.



Barry Allen looked up, pride and fear in his breast, and his eyes
widened, witnessing the massive device flying up into the air,
shaky at first, but then rising steadily. It floated for a moment
and then shot upwards, straight back through the dark clouds and
into the atmosphere above. He grinned and ran to the spot where the
Machine had once stood, where Jay Garrick was still just a blur of
energy.



“Jay!” He called, trying to catch a glimpse of his hero. “You’ve
done it, you’ve saved us all!”



Jay appeared in front of him, his body riddled with little bolts of
lightning and his visage flickering in and out of reality. His
costume glowed white, his very being changing at an unimaginable
rate. “Everyone safe… Joan, safe…?.”



Barry reached out to touch his friend but his hand passed right
through him. “Good Lord… You’ve become…”



“Can’t stay here—Much longer— Molecules unstable!”



Barry was aghast. What?



“I’m loosing—Myself—Sucked into—The Speed Force!” Jay flickered in
and out of existence, reappearing more faded than before. “Too far
gone! Can’t feel Joan—My anchor like yours is—Iris—”



Barry nodded slowly, a tear falling down his face.



“I’ll find her, Jay, I’ll find her and look after her.”



No. This could not be happening. Not him.



“You’ve been—Like a – son to me. Oh… I see him— the Black
Flash!”



KRACKABOOM!



Lightning streaked from the sky and struck down where the machine
was, and the ground erupted in light.



Barry covered his eyes, but looked up, untouched by the sudden
thunder strike. The afterimage of Jay Garrick lingered for a
moment, but then was gone. Jay was gone. He’d saved the city, saved
the world even. But there was still so much to be done…



“Puny… Human… And your sentimental weakness!” Gravyn pulled himself
out of the lake no longer laughing, spitting out water.



Barry spun round, seeing only red. “



“Weakness? WEAKNESS?” He grabbed the villain and took off running,
dragging the creature along with him as he lapped the world.
“Weakness is something that holds you back, keeps you from doing
your best… But emotion? Love? Not a weakness. You know why
you’re weak?” Barry turned to the creature bobbing around
in the tunnel behind him.



“Kill you, kill this world… Darkseid is coming!”



“Because you’re evil. That’s why you’ll never win.” He released
Gravyn, and the villainous son of Darkseid flew backwards, skidding
across cities, through jungle and over seas, each landing more
painful than the last, and before he even came to a stop Barry was
upon him, unleashing a flurry of punches that caused the villain to
spit black blood and cry out in surprise. He punched him again and
again, a hundred punches, bones breaking and flesh tearing, a
thousand punches, each causing the villain to spit and cry out, a
hundred thousand, the momentum building up, more and more landing
every second, a million punches and then BOOM! The sound barrier
was broken by the speed of the attack, the villain’s eyes swollen
over, gashes covering his face, his ears bleeding. Barry seized his
foe by the scruff of the neck, his skin buzzing with the lightning,
his costume changed from red to white, and his body glowing with
power. “That’s why I’m going to find your father, and I’m going to
take him down.”



“Shrf… Yshh… Mff…” Gravyn looked up, blood dribbling from his
mouth.



Barry put his finger to his mouth, and shook his head. “No last
words.” He punched him hard across the face. “Scum like you don’t
get a chance for last words. You’re going down for a long time.” He
punched him once more, and the villain was knocked out, his eyes
rolled into his head, the sheer force of the attack too much for
even his advanced godlike mind.

 

 



He dropped him off at the DEO containment center in Arizona. Area
51 to those of you not in the know… A nowhere place that didn’t
officially exist. Iron Heights couldn’t contain a God, Arkham can’t
even hold a man with green hair and a permanent grin, so giving
this being to the government was the only thing he could do.



“Flash!” A blonde woman came up beside him and placed her hand on
his shoulder. “Is that one of them? An Apokoliptian?”



“He called himself a God, Agent Chase.” He shrugged, his white
uniform still glowing slightly. “Anyway, he’s more powerful than
anything I’ve ever faced before.”



“What do they want?”



Barry shook his head. “Dominance. Our extinction. It doesn’t matter
because we’re going to stop them.”



Agent Cameron Chase nodded grimly. “We’ll take this one off your
hands.”



“That guy is the leaders son. I’d hide him… Because they might want
him back.”



“The tech guys have already begun setting up a promethium chamber
to pump him full of sedatives… And Flash…” She squeezed his arm,
and smiled. “Go get them.”



“I intend to.” He smiled back at her and ran, vanishing in a flash,
a loud boom echoing behind him as he broke the sound barrier. He
thought of Iris, and he thought of Wally in Metropolis, and then he
smiled, but then the image of Jay Garrick filled his head, and the
tears came.



How was he going to tell Joan…?



He reappeared in Central City, to a chorus of cheers, which faded
as the Parademons renewed their assault on the city. The Infernal
Machine had failed, so they were going with a more direct approach.
He appeared between blinks, between breaths and between the
seconds, striking the Parademons before they even knew he was upon
them.



He lapped the city, and then expanded his zone, heading to
Keystone, and intercepting a Parademon squad before they could
think to hurt any human beings.



As the dust and smoke cleared there were no conscious Parademons,
hundreds of the creatures lying unconscious in the streets, and
him, the Flash, his costume fading back to the usual red and yellow
of before, standing triumphant where it all began.



“Flash! Flash!”



He turned as Fred Chrye emerged from the police line.



“Are you alright, Flasher? There were reports…”



Barry smiled fondly, suddenly remembering the words Jay said when
they first met, all those years ago. Looks like a storm is
brewing…



Come what may, I’m in this race to the end, Jay. Just like you,
buddy.



“The reports were greatly exaggerated, detective.”



“Keystone is safe for now, but those monsters are everywhere.
Metropolis is under siege, Gotham is a war zone, what can any of us
do against that kind of evil?”



“I think… I can outrace it.” Barry smiled and crouched down in a
sprinter’s position. “Hold the fort, detective. There’s a war out
there to be won!”



And in a flash, he was gone…










Chapter 14

 


“Arthur! What is this?!” Garth yelled over the roar of the ocean
as he bobbed up and down by over a dozen feet as the ocean
heaved.



“I don’t know!” As he bellowed as he pointed to an unnatural moon
in the sky, a wretched and twisted blot in the heavens that belched
out hellish fire from its surface. He knew his physics well enough
to know that a small planet being so close should have ripped the
Earth apart by now. Powerful forces were at obviously play and he
found himself grasping for the next move. Suddenly he plunged
beneath the tumultuous waves down to calmer waters. Garth followed
behind, pushing himself down into the deep quickly to stop a few
feet away from his friend. He looked at the still figure in front
of him with a curious expression.



Aquaman’s had a look of intense concentration, holding the Trident
of Neptune in close and focusing inward as if listening to unheard
voices. Something’s wrong. Something is terribly wrong,
his thoughts radiated out to Garth.



Where? The young man tensed. An anxiety crept over him he
couldn’t explain and the thought of the strange, dark planet above
hung in the back of his mind.



Aquaman relaxed and opened his eyes. They were fixed in an intense
stare outward into the murky body. Everywhere. We have to get
to Atlantis.

 

 



The two zoomed through the mass of water more quickly than any
watercraft built by humankind. Aquaman felt panic now as he wanted
to instantly be at Mera's side. How long had they been gone? What
could have possibly happened? He pushed ahead faster as Aqualad
struggled to keep up.



In moments they stopped on a scene of the unimaginable. A small
army was at the gates of the fabled city!



Aquaman studied the invading force, his keen eyes picking apart the
enemy. The horde was populated with hideous apelike beasts that
were thankfully mostly covered with green and yellow warsuits.
There was a wretched kind of hoses and technology wrapped around
them, protecting them from an environment to which they were not
natives. They thrashed horrible metal spears and spiked balls at
the defending noble warriors of Atlantis. They spilled around two
large submarine vessels that were a match to the dull gray
technology wielded by the otherworldly parademon foot soldiers.
They were commanded by grunts and wails from a half dozen
commanders spread throughout the mass of wild, demonic invaders.
The commanders were even less humanoid than their minions,
reptilian and huge in stature, and covered in strange, almost
gladiator-type armor. This bizarre military force was overwhelming
his brave men by sheer ferocity. The flashes of the traditional red
armor of the Atlantean warriors were obscured by flailing limbs and
water darkened with blood. Aquaman knew he had to move fast and cut
off the head of this beast army.



You take the commander on the far left and I'll hit the next
one in, he reached out to Garth telepathically as he nodded
back to the Sea King.



Let's go.

 

 



Aquaman ripped alongside the battle in deliberate view of his men,
yelling a guttural battle-cry as he plunged through a dozen of the
parademons before blasting down on the scaled horror known only as
Gole. He was met with a powerful swipe but managed to kick himself
backwards from the creature and out of range. He brought the blunt
end of his trident around and into the beast's stomach but not to
the desired effect. The monster just snarled and brought a short
sword around and through part of Aquaman's bicep. The Sea King
recoiled in pain only to grit down with determination a moment
later as he laid his fist into Gole's helmeted head with enough
power to slam him through the submarine warship behind them. He
heard a cry go through his defenders as they rallied their strength
against the oppressors.

 

 



Garth struggled with the commander fearfully called Kurin by his
men. He was overpowered in muscle so he tried to keep his safety in
distance but the buggy-eyed beast thrust his fists down and the
force of water drew the young hero in to be grabbed.



"DEATH! Death to all who stand against the mighty hand of
Darkseid!"



"I don't know your Darkseid, but he can find another world to
plunder! This one is protected!!" Aqualad put his hands to the
creature's arms and chanted an ancient language. His hands glowed
red for a moment and boiled the water between them. Kurin pulled
away with a shrill cry. Aqualad pressed his advantage and swirled
his hand around to form a ball of hard water, quickly firing it
into the beast. Garth turned just in time to see two of the other
members of the elite marauders known as the Deep Six close in on
him.

 

 



Aquaman faced the remaining two commanders as part of the hellish
army had broken off to surround them.



"Stand down, dog!" The green-skinned Slig barked out at him while
Jaffar moved in closer to the captive king. "Give us the New
Genesis scum! Submit to Darkseid's will and maybe he will
mercifully spare your people with quick deaths."



"You don't know what you are talking about! The people of Atlantis
are peaceful. I have never heard of your enemy!"



Shaligo and Trok approach with the defiant yet subdued Aqualad. The
fighting had ended and the warriors of Atlantis held their ground,
albeit symbolically, outside the main gate of the city.



"Make your claims, whether true or false, your city will be razed
in Lord Darkseid's name, and your people taken into our command."
Jaffar snarked at the King of Atlantis. "Every living thing on this
world, in all the cosmos, will know the Dark One's cruel will once
he recovers the secret of Anti-Life!!"



Aquaman tensed for attack and spoke in a low voice. "Never. Your
foul overlord doesn't know what he's up against."



The Deep Six all gurgled out a terrible laugh in unison.



Just then a stranger quietly approached the scene carrying the
recovered Trident of Neptune. He moved on the group only being
noticed when he arrived, and the parademons closed behind him. He
wore a weighted shroud that masked his face. "I hope I'm not
interrupting your invasion, but understand this… you will not enter
Atlantis!"



The mysterious man pulled the Trident up beneath his arm as it
exploded with raw power. The stranger wheeled around to cut a line
through the throng of parademons surrounding them with a sustained
energy beam. The commanders stared in disbelief as parts of their
troops floated up and a dark liquid spilled into the water.



"You are now hopelessly outnumbered and your advantage gone." The
man pointed back to the instant carnage he had unleashed on the
parademon army. "Run back to your master and never tread our waters
again, or you will know the true power of our people." The man was
calm and sure in his words, but they were delivered in a tone icier
than even the northernmost seas. "Leave!"



The Deep Six grunted defiantly as they moved back toward their
damaged vessels with the remaining men. With a final look of
contained rage, Gole entered the ship and they pulled away. There
was a low thud and a blinding flash and the ships moved away into a
bizarre vortex, disappearing completely in seconds along with the
swirling doorway.



Aquaman turned to the wanderer. "That was incredible! I am in your
debt, Stranger. But the trident… I've never seen it do THAT before.
How did you know…  ?"



The hooded figured planted the weapon in the sand between them and
began to remove his cloak. "Because Orin, it used to belong to me."
Once his face was revealed his long, yellow hair drifted about his
smooth face. His piercing blue eyes fixed on Aquaman's. "I am Atlan
the Wanderer and I have returned in Atlantis' hour of need."



Arthur and Garth were frozen with shock. The Sea King then let a
single word escape. "Father?"

 

 



"It is good to see you son." Atlan smiled at him.



"How? I don't understand… ." Orin shook his head slightly as he
spoke.



"There will be time to talk later, but for now we have a greater
role to play. The city the outworlders were looking for, I know
where it is and they are in a great danger unless we help them.
They are called the New Gods, and the fate of the universe is in
their hands."

 

 



Aquaman passed in close to a large window on the tallest tower of
Atlantis followed by a small group including his companion, Garth,
and the legendary Atlan. He pressed his hand against the convex
surface and it shimmered with energy. After a second he pushed his
hand through, followed by his arm before he passed completely into
the interior. As the other two moved through the barrier, Aquaman
was already walking forcefully forward into the main palace. An
attendant noticed his arrival and approached.



"King Orin. It is so good to see you… "



"Where is Mera? I must see her."



"Oh… yes. Well, she is… "



Before the palace servant could finish, Aquaman spotted Vulko
across the chamber and moved forward to him. "Vulko! What is going
on? Where is Mera?"



"Welcome back, sire. You should follow me." And the shorter
white-haired man moved down an adjacent corridor with the king
close behind. "I have learned the attack on the city has
ceased."



"Too easily. I think they were called somewhere else. It's not over
yet, Vulko. They are everywhere. I can imagine the surface world is
feeling the brunt of the invasion." He knew his old friend was
keeping him preoccupied.



"Where are they from? Did they come through one of the rifts?" The
portly man stroked his white beard several times. "Why are they
doing this?"



"I'll have to catch you up later. They are not from this Earth,
that much is sure. But they aren't here by accident. They are
looking for something here beneath the sea."



They arrived at the large door that capped the hall just as Orm was
exiting.



"Orin." He nodded slightly to the king.



"Where have you been, brother Orm? Why weren't you in the battle?
What matter was more important than protecting our city?!"



Orm glanced at Vulko, who nodded to Arthur to go inside.

 

 



Mera laid in a round bed in the center of the large room. Several
female Atlanteans surrounded her: one monitoring a holosphere to
her right, another put a cool cloth across her brow, and a third
looked over an assortment of items stored at the end of the ornate
bed frame. She looked over to her husband and smiled. "It is
time."



Aquaman walked to the bedside and knelt beside her. "Are you okay?
Is everything… going… uh, correctly?"



Mera laughed softly. "Yes. Everything is fine. I am being well
taken care of." She ran her hand over the white gown that covered
her round stomach. "It won't be long now until we are
parents."



Arthur's face softened and relaxed. "You look beautiful."



"And you look… very different." The Queen stroked the short beard
on the King's face and looked over his tattered clothes and fresh
wounds. "What has happened to you? You've only been gone a week…
"



"It's been longer than that I'm afraid. And I've been very far.
It's… a long story." He looked down as he spoke and then back at
her.



"Oh Arthur. The things you get yourself into on your adventures.
Perhaps a son will keep you closer to home." She grinned largely at
him.



"A son is it? I thought we were going to wait and be
surprised."



"I know, but I just have a feeling… "



He laughed and then looked over his shoulder to where the others
stood.



"You have to leave again don't you?" Her warm glow faded to
concern.



"There is a terrible menace… I am needed. I'm afraid that every
living creature on this planet is at a grave danger if we can't
repel these alien invaders."



"I know… " She put her hand to his cheek again. "Please hurry. It
won't be long."



He leaned in to kiss her gently, and then looked at her. "Never
will a man have fought harder or with more determination, my Queen.
I will return to you."

 

 



A battalion moved away from the glow of Atlantis into the dark
waters beyond. The army consisted of both warriors and mermen of
both of the twin cities of Atlantis, Poseidonis and Tritonis.
Populated throughout were several large ships of ancient
design.



"It's far from here. In one of the deeper trenches of the sea. All
of the sea creatures are buzzing about it. It must be huge."
Aquaman moved ahead of the group, flanked by his top men on both
sides. "We'll have to move our forces at top speed."



"Are these the people, the otherworlders, we're looking for?" Orm's
dark armor glimmered dully in the low light that pierced down
through the deep water. With the skies grayed over the entire ocean
seemed a bleaker and more solemn place.



"I believe so, and even though we may not know them we must fight
as if we were protecting our own fair Atlantis. The very fate of
the world may depend on this battle. On our courage and resolve."
He wordthoughts spread out among the warriors. "We have held strong
from untold millennia in our place on this Earth, and we will
survive this. We will be victorious!"

 

 



After a day's travel, the army approached the trench to see a
glowing city emerging from the deep recesses of the long underwater
crevice. It was a golden city with majestic buildings and an
architecture the likes the King of the Oceans had never seen. As
spectacular as Atlantis was to behold, this was something else.
Something god-like. He looked on it and thought that it was a
dwelling befitting Neptune and his fellow gods of old. The gleaming
city glowed from within as it raised slowly to a level even with
the ocean floor where it's large gilded base shimmered and pulsed
with life. It stopped and held its position as if waiting for some
unknown event.



Suddenly there was a BOOM! And the waters were cast in ghostly like
as another vortex opened wide inside the water. It's hummed and
swirled for long seconds as the Atlanteans moved in closer. Then
the inside of the tunnel in spacetime turned dark and a horrific
legion of parademons swarmed out into the ocean in impossible
numbers. The terrible league of Apokolips had arrived in full
force. But then something larger emerged from the boom tube, a long
gray destroyer, a warcraft that had ravaged dozens of worlds before
with its terrible array of weapons.



Aquaman turned toward his men and looked over them, his armor
highlighted by the flickering light of the closing warp tunnel. He
looked on the faces young and old, of friends and companions, and
he raised the Trident of Neptune high before them. "FOR
ATLANTIS!"



A roar raised in their throats as the army moved in.

 

 



There was a horrible clash as the battle ensued. The ferocity of
both sides was at a fever pitch as the two sides fought viciously
against each other. Blades, maces, and swords flashed in the water
as the groups merged into a single huge mass. The Atlanteans ships
closed on the dark battleship of Apokolips and lasers flashed back
and forth between them.



Aquaman cut through the evil parademons as he advanced again toward
their commanders. Aqualad moved along nearby covering his back.
Lord Kalandro and Prince Iqula helped lead the charge and stayed on
the frontline of the conflict. Orm thrashed a half dozen parademons
at once and sent his spear flying out into the horde, ripping
through several more. His first officer, Duncan, forked a larger
demon with his pronged spear and pushed forward into the dulled
troops.



Each side fought fiercely and without rest as the battle raged
on.

 

 



Aquaman moved on to the last of the commanders as he and Garth took
them on together. They grew weary under the long battle and the
death toll climbed all around them. The Atlantean battleships were
pounded with the heavy armory of the large warship of Apokolips.
One ship erupted on one side with an explosive bubble and the power
flickered off as it began a slow dive. The defensive line broke and
one group of parademons had moved away from the battle and advanced
on the city of the gods. Duncan was caught by a mace in his leg and
screamed in pain. The beast moved in to finish him when his weapon
was stopped short by Orm, the High Guard. Orm produced a small
horn-shaped dagger and lodged it in the monster's chest before
kicking him out into the fighting.



"Get yourself to one of the ships. You are injured." Orm barked at
his man.



"No!" Duncan yelled back and jumped back into the action.



The war beneath the water roared out of control as the abominations
of Apokolips pressed on. Aquaman locked tridents with Kurin The
Wretched and they growled while swirling in the water, grappling
and tugging each other for the advantage.



"You… will… fall!" Aquaman heaved him over and down. In a second
the scaled monstrosity was back on top of him.



"You are a fool. None stand before the might of Apokolips and
survive! You grow weak from the fight. You are not up to the
challenge! Look as the war chariot strikes at the heart of
Supertown!"



Aquaman looked to see that the enormous ship had rounded the
battlefield and had begun a barrage of fire on the wondrous city.
The missiles struck a force field with terrible effect. The
explosions sent shockwaves rippling out into the surrounding water,
pushing the warriors off-kilter in their battle clash. He looked
around again to see Garth floating downward in the water, losing
blood from an unseen wound from the axe of Trok. "No!" And beyond
his injured friend, he could see that the line had broken and his
men were overrun. The fight had turned against them and all seemed
lost.



And behind him the commander gloated, "Death to the enemies of
Darkseid!"

 

 



Inside Supertown, High Father watched the fight on a large
shimmering wall. His expression was grim and worrisome. He turned
and paced back down the long room with his eyes closed. Others
stood nearby, watching the events unfold. One fair and young New
God walked over to join him.



"High Father. We must help them!"



The elder god turned to the brightly dressed youngling. "Lightray,
you know this is not easy for me. But our battle has yet to come,
we must save our strength for the larger fight with Darkseid
himself. The Atlanteans must persevere only a little longer, and
then our true moment of action will come."



"They are sacrificing themselves for us! We cannot stand idly by!"
Lightray's normally serene disposition gave way to distress. His
red hair fell over on one side.



"No." A voice came from shadow to the left of the two. "He is right
to delay." A lean man in a green suit stepped forward.



"And who are you?" Lightray demanded of the intruder.



"I am Atlan and I represent Atlantis. Have faith young luminary,
King Orin will prevail."

 

 



Scott Free watched the attempted siege from an enclosed balcony. He
could see flashes of light from the conflict through the swooping
and grandiose architecture of Supertown. At that moment a muffled
crack of air sounded behind him with a flood of unearthly light and
his Mother Box began to ping wildly. He knew what was next and
turned to face his pursuer.



"Do not attempt to run. There is no escape."



"Barda. You are as beautiful as I remember."



The large woman was clad in red, blue, and yellow armor and loomed
over him menacingly. "You would make light of your crimes against
Darkseid, Scott Free? Have you not yet learned that your defiance
only makes your plight more difficult? Perhaps Granny Goodness can
help to remind you how to surrender your foolish pride and submit
to His one true will!"



"Please, Barda. No more of your sycophantic droning. I know your
master's intent all too well. Let's go and let the fates carry this
to its inevitable end: the fall of your deluded Darkseid."



Big Barda gave him a long glance of disbelief and then seized Scott
Free by his arms and clanked down large manacles around his wrists.
"You sure know how to treat a boy on the first date, Barda."



Barda didn't say a word as she pushed him back through the
shimmering portal and a second later it closed shut behind
them.

 

 



Aquaman closed his eyes and held his weapon low, even though he
knew his opponent was about to strike. He thought of everything
that had happened to him over the past year and felt tired and
bone-weary. He ran through the compiling events in his mind: the
adventures, those that had come against him, the trials he had
overcome, and his family to be. He felt a slight movement in the
water around him and knew his enemy approached. He thought again of
his wife and her giving birth without his being there. In one flash
of a second he opened his eyes with a cry and brought his trident
up hard and ran it through Kurin's gut. He clenched his jaw as he
pushed the weapon all the way in and brought his face in close to
his rival.



"Go to hell."



Aquaman moved backward and with a quick yank freed his trident from
the belly of beast. He turned and his eyes narrowed as he called
out telepathically far and wide. I need your help. Come to me
now.



In scant moments dark shapes appeared through the water and covered
the battle scene. Dozens of sharks attacked the parademons while
dolphins moved to aid the warriors of Atlantis. Large octopuses
came in from behind and snagged up the demonic soldiers one by one.
A entire pod of whales drifted in next and rammed the horrible
warship of Apokolips, sending it into a roll. They pushed on and
slowly moved the gargantuan back from its target.



Aquaman smiled as he moved into the battle, striking down
parademons in large swaths as they scattered from the gray,
sharp-toothed predators. He plowed through their ranks until he
found the last field commander, Trok. He moved in fast on the large
goblin-like humanoid, and blasted him point blank with the Trident
of Neptune. He launched himself forward and began cutting large
holes in Darkseid's battleship with the trident's blasts. He arched
back in the water, taking out more of the parademons as he
swam.



He paused for a moment to know the battle now belonged to him and
his men. The crack of the boom tube portal sounded again and the
forces began to flee. The Atlanteans pushed back and struck at as
many of the aquatic soldiers as they could before they moved
entirely from view.



A cheer went up again and the battle was won. Aquaman exhaled water
heavily and let his guard down for a moment. Then he remembered his
injured friend and looked around until he spotted him far below
among the bodies resting on the bottom of the sea. The King swooped
into the swirling blood and gore and took the fallen hero into his
arms. In seconds he was speeding through the water toward far-away
Atlantis, praying his young friend was still alive.

 

 



Arthur walked into Mera's chamber and fell to his knees next to
her. The Queen's squinted and let out a moan, her brow covered with
sweat.



"You… unh. You made it." She beamed at him for a moment before
closing her eyes again.



Arthur held her hand tightly in his as she squeezed it.



"Just in time it seems." The female doctor reached in as she was
joined on both sides by the other attendants. A small cry filled
the room. The doctor worked with the newborn for what seemed like
long seconds before holding it up. "It's a boy."



Mera breathed hard and looked at Arthur as he stared at his new son
in complete awe. She touched his cheek again. "I love you."



He smiled with teary eyes before leaning in to kiss her.

 

 



Orin stood over his son where he lay in a warming bed. He touched
the small hand with his seemingly huge finger.



"Congratulations, Orin." Vulko stepped up next to him.



Aquaman's face darkened slightly. "How is the progress?"



"The injured have returned, but many troops have remained to guard
the other city under Orm's charge. It seems the invaders have left
for good."



"No. I'm afraid they have chosen to wait for the next battle. What
about Garth?"



"He will be okay now. But it will take some time for him to fully
recover. The cut he suffered was deep."



Orin.



Aquaman turned his head up.



"What is it, my liege?" Vulko tried to read his King's face.



Aquaman held his hand up to Vulko. "I think it's Atlan. Speaking to
me from the hidden city."



Orin. You are still needed. You must return at once. The true
war will be fought in heaven and it is about to
begin.











Chapter 15

 


The area had once been known as Robinson Park, but now it was
simply called: the Gulag. A ten foot tall, chain link fence topped
with barbed wire surrounded the area, which was also guarded by
watchtowers, spotlights and dog soldiers with high-powered
plasma-rifles. And there was one other security feature…



Once, after a prisoner managed to climb the fence, cutting himself
horribly on the razor wire, but escaping the plasma-blasts of the
chortling shocktroopers, the “dogs” were unleashed. The hellhounds
came galloping from the guardhouse, slavering for blood. They took
the fence in one leap, and were on the escapee in seconds. There
was one sharp, blood-curdling scream— abruptly cut off by the sound
of snapping bones and tearing flesh.



No one tried to escape after that.



Not that chances for survival inside the Gulag were any better. The
steady influx of Gotham’s citizens that were marched inside
everyday were herded into pens that were not fit for animals, fed
gruel and endlessly tormented. And those were the lucky ones. The
unlucky ones were dragged into the ominous Chamber 13, and never
seen again. But they were heard… Their screams and pitiful
gibberings were broadcast over the speakers across the camp like
some kind of macabre soundtrack, the background noise of everyday
life that no one ever got used to.



It was commonly agreed that the Gulag was the closest thing to hell
on earth.



Her name was Justeen. She was a Desaadite— but not just any
Desaadite: she was the concubine of the man himself, and his
favourite disciple. She had a talent for cruelty, and a flare for
creative depravity that endeared her even to Lord Darkseid. It had
earned her the right to call herself Mistress of Chamber 13, a fact
which she intended to affirm with every new test subject strapped
to her examination table.



She ruled the internment camp through terror. Not even the
Apokoliptian dog soldiers were safe from her wrath or whimsy
(besides, they were so much sturdier than the frail human
Earthlings…!). She toured the camp like a martinet, idly swinging
her whipping crop, looking for a subject for her night’s
attentions.



The pens of humans always grew quiet as she approached, and most of
the animals within cringed away from the bars, cowering in the
filthy straw as far back as they could. But one steel-eyed and
steel-haired woman returned Justeen’s look, without fear.



Justeen stopped in front of the cage, intrigued.



“You are not afraid?” She lightly tapped her crop on the palm of
her hand. “You must be new. When did we bring you in?”



The older human woman said nothing.



“Do you know what vivisection is?”



A muscle in the human’s face clenched. “I’m a doctor. I know what
vivisection is.”



“A doctor!” Justeen raised an eyebrow. “I have heard of this
Earthling vocation! You heal the sick and wounded… Aren’t you
afraid of allowing their weaknesses to encourage others? On
Apokolips, the weak and infirm perish. Only the strong survive. It
is why we cannot be beaten: we do not tolerate weakness.”



The human just glared at her.



This thrilled Justeen. “You have spirit, human doctor! It will be a
pleasure breaking you. What is your name?”



“Leslie Thompkins.”



“Leslie Thompkins.” Repeated Justeen, savouring the word, even as
she gestured at a dog soldier to fetch the prisoner from the cage.
“I shall make of you a masterpiece of pain! I shall carve a
monument to agony out of your flesh— and because you are ‘doctor’,
I will keep you alive as I do it, because I’m sure that’s what you
would want.”



Justeen laughed, profoundly amused by her own joke— and so did not
hear the engine of the car until it was too late.



The shocktroopers in the watchtowers saw it first, roaring out of a
side-street, the flames of its exhaust lighting up the night. It
was black, and angular, sitting high off the ground and covered in
plate armor. On the hood was a shining silver ornament in the shape
of a bat…



The dog soldiers fired on it, but the shields absorbed the blasts
and didn’t even slow it down. The batmobile hit the fence at full
speed, tearing down a huge section, and skidded into the compound
with a screech of rubber tires. A plasma canon (stolen from an
Apokoliptian battery and modified in the secret labs of Wayne Tech)
atop the roof of the car swivelled and burst into life,
systematically taking down the hellhounds that came galloping from
their pens.



“Kill it! Kill it!” Justeen wailed, spittle flying from her mouth,
even as she sprinted towards the safety of Chamber 13.



The shocktroopers concentrated their fire on the batmobile, which
was starting to take a beating. But it was only a distraction.
Through the hole in the fence it had made, came rushing in a
phalanx of GCPD, armed with stolen Apokoliptian weapons and armor
and led by Lt. James Gordon!



“Let’s go! Take down the hellhounds first, but watch those towers!”
He cried, laying down cover fire as his men poured into the camp.
“Let’s close this place down, boys!”



Overhead, and unseen by all but Gordon, a dark shape swung over the
fence, headed for Chamber 13…

 

 



Justeen locked herself in the laboratory, casting about desperately
for a weapon. She settled for a particularly vicious-looking hooked
instrument, still crusted with blood from her last ‘patient’.



It was the Bat. He was coming for her. She had heard rumors about
him. General Steppenwolf was on edge about the trouble he was
causing, and had on many occasions reported that he had killed the
nuisance. But the Bat seemed to be unkillable. Striking everywhere,
severally hampering Apokoliptian operations in the city. Now he was
coming for her…



The cold, neon lights of the lab abruptly went out.



Justeen gasped, slashing the knife around her wildly in the
dark.



“You can’t escape me…” Came the throaty, almost sensual
whisper.



She turned about, trying to pinpoint where the voice had come
from.



“I’ve come for you, Justeen. You think you can come to my city,
and do the things you’ve done and just walk away…? I’m going to
take you to a hell even Lord Darkseid is afraid of…”



There was a breath of air on the back of her neck, and she spun,
flailing out with the knife. She felt the familiar and satisfying
‘thunk’ of a blade driving home into flesh! In exuberant panic, she
jerked the knife up, cutting a killing gash and feeling the
soothing warm rush of blood on her hand…!



There was the sound of a heavy body hitting the floor, and Justeen
exhaled in relief. She had done it! What not even the great General
Steppenwolf could do! She had killed the Bat!



Then the back-up lights came online, flickering dully in the lab,
and she could see again. On the floor in front of her, laying in a
pool of its own blood was her parademon bodyguard, her knife buried
in its chest. Panic welled within her again like a geyser, and she
turned without hesitation to run— but her way was blocked!



The Dark Knight flung out both arms, his cape billowing so that it
seemed to her to fill the whole room! His eyes flashed at her, and
he growled one word:



“Boo.”



Then his fist smashed into her face, and Justeen dropped.

 

 



Batman ran from Chamber 13, Justeen trussed-up and slung over his
shoulder.



“Get back!” He yelled to the squad of GCPD mopping up the last of
the Apokoliptian shocktroopers. They all took cover, and Chamber 13
went up like a roman candle on the 4th of July! The explosion
resounded across the city, and the resulting fireball that rose
into the night sky briefly took the form of a bat.



“Now how the hell did you do that?” Jim Gordon asked in
amused exasperation, as the Caped Crusader unceremoniously tossed
Justeen to the ground.



“I studied pyrotechnics in China.” Said Batman, with the faintest
hint of a smile that made Gordon wonder if the Dark Knight was
putting him on.



Batman glanced over at the burning husk of the batmobile, and
grimaced.



“Looks like I’m going to need a new car…” He sighed.



“Need a lift home?” Gordon asked, his moustache cocked. All around
them, Bullock was leading the effort to free the captives, and
usher them to safety, while others were planting devices across the
compound.



“I can manage. Just make sure that you get out of here before
Steppenwolf arrives with reinforcements. And that you close this
place down for good.”



“Don’t worry. We have enough C4 to blow this place to kingdom
come.” Gordon told him. “And we’ll be back at the safe house before
the General even knows what happened here!”



But he was speaking to the empty air. Batman had already thrown his
grappling-line into the air and was swinging away…

 

 



The Apokoliptian motorcade wound its way through the streets of
downtown Gotham, lines of battlewheels, hovertanks and jet-cycles,
all bristling with armament. General Steppenwolf stood in the lead
transport, arms crossed and scowling at the bombed out buildings
and crater-pocked streets.



“The city has fallen, but has proven difficult to pacify.” He
remarked to his fancifully dressed comrade, who lounged in his
seat, carefully cleaning his fingernails. “A kind of underground
resistance has risen up, led by some human bogeyman who takes the
form of a bat… He has thus far evaded all our efforts to capture
him…”



“And that’s why Darkseid sent me.” His goateed companion yawned,
glancing idly at the faces watching from the windows facing the
street. “To kill the Batman.”



Steppenwolf’s scowl deepened, his lips curling around his oversized
fangs.



“I know your reputation, Kanto. You are Darkseid’s own personal
assassin. But I assure you, this Batman is unlike any prey you’ve
ever hunted. Not even Devilance was able to kill him.”



Kanto adjusted the beret on his head and straightened his cravat.
“Devilance is a tracker, not a killer.” Kanto noted. “And I have
never failed… Besides, Steppenwolf: the harder the hunt,
the sweeter the kill.”



There was a disturbance near the front of the convoy. It halted for
a moment, Steppenwolf fuming at the delay. In a moment, a parademon
can flying back to report to the General.



“Sir, there was a raid on the Gulag… Many casualties… Chamber 13
has been destroyed! It was the Bat!”



Steppenwolf whirled on Kanto with a low growl, as if to say:
See! I told you!



The master assassin rolled his eyes and gave a disinterested sigh.
He stood, checked his rapier and said: “Oh, very well. I suppose
it’s time I got to work…”

 

 



There was someone following Batman. He could feel it in his bones.
The city was like his second skin, and there was something alien
prancing around on the rooftops behind him. He doubled back every
now and then, batarangs in hand, but nothing was there when he
searched. His night vision picked up nothing but the smoke rising
from the debris of the Gulag, and as the night deepened, the
ghastly hordes of Apokolips came out in force, their floodlights
searching the shadows for him.

 

 



What a wicked, wicked turn of events! Bat-Man can feel my
presence but my devices and tricks allow me to run my gauntlet with
him unseen. I’ve been ordered to follow, not act, not until I can
be sure of the kill. This hellhole, much like Armagetto if you
think about it, is important to the master. Desaad wanted
laboratory rats, and this city was to be his…



After pausing momentarily on a building overlooking flagship of
General Steppenwolf, Batman reaches the outskirts of the perimeter
line, and surveys the scene, trying to see a weak point in the
cordon… And if he doesn’t see it soon… I might as well strike! But
that would ruin my little game that I have so lovingly set up, and
do we really want that? I’ll give you an oh-so obvious answer. No.
We want to play the game. And I want to see his life… Ooze out of
his heart by my blade.

 

 


Light shone on the ship, and the Parademons swung
their weapons towards the light source, a massive shadow of a bat
projected onto the front of the large metallic dome of the
Annihilator. They muttered and cringed at the sight of it,
and then lifted off the ground, a wave of the creatures heading off
to investigate the strange occurrence.



Batman smiled. The makeshift bat signal did its job. He crept
through the shadows and climbed into the ship, no one to stop his
infiltration.



“Just a flash lamp!” The lead Parademon snarled, and then smashed
it with his gloved fist, only to have a massive surge of
electricity travel through him, and then pass outwards as their
jetpacks attracted the almost sentient energy through them, and
when the entirety of the hordes are thoroughly shocked, they begin
to fall from the sky, and hit the ground like rocks. Batman smiled
at the thought and continued his search.

 

 



He heard it in his mind first, a strange feeling rushing into his
head as a gentle beeping became louder and louder as he moved
deeper and deeper into the battleship. He recognised it slightly,
and as he stalked down the corridors, hiding in alcoves as
Parademons trudge past him, the beeping became clearer, and he
realised it wasn’t a beeping, but a pinging, a familiar pinging
that he had heard once before.



“Mother Box!”



He followed the noise as it got louder, and entered a dark room
with the living machine on a light-filled pedestal in the
middle.



Batman picked up the Mother Box and strapped it to his arm, then
ran into the centre of the ship, the alien device telling him where
the bridge was located. They gasped as he entered the large control
room, a squad of Parademons at the end of the long room turning
their weapons on him.



“Fall down. Stay down.”



The Parademons looked at each in amusement and surprise and then
scream alien obscenities, and without any more words hurtled
towards Batman. He dodged the attack of the first creature and then
grabbed him by the jetpack, swinging him around into the others,
causing them to scatter to the floor. He grabbed an electro-baton
from one of the fallen and jabbed him hard in the gut, causing the
creature to scream and fall unconscious.



“Fall down. Stay down.”



He twirled the weapon around in one hand, and took out a batarang
with the other. A Parademon grimaced and dove for him Batman jammed
the weapon between metal and armour and hit soft flesh, the
electricity of the tip rushing through the creature and knocking
him out. With his other hand he slashed down on the armour of
another creature, and then elbowed him hard in the face. He threw
the batarang hard at the head of another, and then wrenched out the
electro rod, and hurled himself at the last parademon, leaping up
and using it as shaft to spring him forward and plant both of his
booted feet in the face of the surprised creature.



He surveyed the scene, Mother Box pinging as it revitalized him. He
turned to the stunned Apokoliptian officers, frozen in fear at
their stations.



“Y-You’re real!” One of them gibbered



“I never said I wasn’t.” He snarled, then took out a plasma charge,
and held it up for them to see. “Now if any of you want to survive
to explain this to Steppenwolf, I suggest you run like hell.”

 

 



Taking the measure of his mark, Kanto watched from an abandoned
courthouse as an explosion ripped through the bridge of the
Annihilator. The blast crippled the flagship, turning it
into nothing but a flaming hulk.



Steppenwolf was going to be very angry, Kanto almost
giggled to himself.



The sharp eyes of the god picked up a dark shape fleeing the scene.
Kanto perked up, smiling. Ah, there you are, mine enemy! I
think it’s time to see what you are truly made of…

 

 


The cave was quiet, the bats eerily silent as
Batman removed his cowl, exhausted from the night’s battles. Mother
Box sung silently in his mind until he removed it, and placed it on
the desk next to the computer, along with all his weapons and
utility belt. He needed a second wind before he went back out
there. Steppenwolf was bound to launch a counter-offensive against
the attacks tonight, and Batman had to be there to stop it.



He removed his cape and sat down in front of his computer, and then
turned to the entrance to the Manor upstairs. Alfred normally
appeared about now with a sarcastic remark and a cup of tea.
Something was wrong.



He looked around and picked up his dressing gown, wrapping it
around his body and then went up the steep steps upstairs, pressing
the code into the door that was hidden behind the grandfather clock
in his main hall. The door swung open and he stepped out, only to
be confronted by a strange sight.



“Batman! I’ve been watching you tonight, and I must say, bravo!” He
raised his fists, a strangely dressed man with a long sharp blade
in his hand and a smile on his thinly moustached lips. “I am Kanto,
and if you’ll excuse me, I did you a fairly large favour.” He
slammed the blade into the carpet, and the razor sharp weapon
penetrated through cold stone until it didn’t move, and then the
flamboyant assassin turned and dragged Alfred Pennyworth into
view.



“I didn’t kill your help! Nice chap and all, but I didn’t want to
kill him.” He threw him at Bruce and the unmasked vigilante caught
him, gently placing him on the floor, concern in his eye.



“That bruise on his head?” He pulled his weapon out the ground and
motioned to the butt of his sword handle. “This.” He smiled. “I’m
afraid you’re on the kill list, though. I’m afraid I’m going to
have to gut you, Batman.”



Bruce looked at Alfred, who wearily looked up and nodded as his
employer winked at him. Batman looked at Kanto.



“Kanto, is it? You come into my house. You threaten my family and
then you threaten me?”



“Yes I do, to be blunt.” Kanto smiled slyly. “And with your lack of
weaponry, I don’t see how you’ll have a chance of stopping me, you
know?”



“Lack of weaponry?” Bruce smiled, and flicked his hand forward, a
batarang appearing instantly in his grasp. He hurled it at the
master assassin, who flicked his sword up and cut it in half.



Before the man could spring to the attack, Bruce grabbed Alfred and
dragged them both behind the clock. He slammed it shut, scrambling
the entrance code.

 

 



“Come on, old friend, let’s get moving!” He hurried down the steps
and reached the base of the cave, and then looked around
desperately. “We thought of the contingencies, remember? In case
this ever happened?” He hurried into the steel chamber that
contained his many variations of uniform, and then sealed the door
shut, trapping them both inside. He looks out the one-way mirror
and sees Kanto slide his knife through the door and then cut it
open, and step into the cave, smiling widely.



“Computer…” Bruce pressed a button on his gauntlet, activating the
direct AI link into his earpiece. “Activate stage one cave
defences.”



Alfred looked up. “M-Master Bruce?”



“He crossed a line, Alfred. He invaded my house. He hurt you. This
guy’s going down.” Bruce grabbed another cowl from the rack, and
then stared at it for a moment. “There’s no real need for you now,
face.” He threw it to the floor and flexed his neck.



Kanto strolled down the steps to the cave, smiling all the time.
“Yoo-hoo? Batman?” He placed his foot on the cold stone floor and
then looked around. “Hiding? You’re hiding?” He shook his head, and
then the entire cave burned red with light.



“Intruder, plea—”



Bruce whispered into the computer link, and smiled as he did so.
“Bypass warning system, automatic reaction unless to specified
personnel.”



“Intruder.” The computer voice reaffirmed, and the entire floor was
suddenly electrified, catching the assassin totally unawares. He
didn’t scream, the electricity not really hurting, only catching
him by surprise, and as he leaped up off the ground, breaking the
circuit and freeing himself of the grasp of the electricity, he
looked around for mere moments, and then found the cause of the
attack, a small blue box beneath the first stone step down to the
cave. He threw his sword at it and the electricity stopped, and
silently he landed.



“Bravo, Batman. You’d make a great master assassin. But you’re just
a petty little vigilante, and I’m going to skin you and have your
handsome visage as MY cowl.”



He heard a whirring of mechanics, and then spun around, only to be
hit square in the face by something green. A massive tyrannosaurus
rex trudged after him, red eyes tracking the assassin’s
movements.



Bruce smiled and pressed a button on the cowl rack, and stepped
inside, spinning to the other side of the room and back into the
main cave. “Go get him, Bruno.” He ran over to his trophy rack and
grabbed a sword, tied it around his waist, and then strapped Mother
Box on his shoulder. He looked over to Kanto and the two men’s eyes
connected, and the assassin smiled.



“Oh you’re showing your face now, are you?” Kanto was stomped by
the massive mechanical monstrosity, and then vanished from view,
only to hold the foot up with a wicked grin on his face. “You’re
offering me a challenge, Batman!” He slipped a weapon from his
sleeve and sliced the reinforced titanium mesh limb clean off, and
then threw it at the robot T-Rex’s skull, shattering the internal
processing system and causing it to fall down into the abyss below
the cave system beneath Wayne Manor. “I like that! You get bonus
points form making the kill fun!”



“I don’t intend to die.” Bruce sprinted over to his computer
console, put his fingers to his ear, and whispered a word. Kanto
dove at him, no weapon in hand, and grabbed the hero around the
neck, gripping his throat tightly.



“Batmite— Hrk!”



“Can you feel how little effort I’m putting into this? How my
strength is so far above your puny mortal standards that… If I
didn’t concentrate I’d snap your neck? See how I’m enjoying
this?”



“Hrk… See… How I enjoy… This…”



“Holy molestation! What are you doing to my hero?”



Kanto froze as a strangely shaped imp appears on the computer
screen above him. “Oh no, we can’t be having that! No no no!” The
computer image shook a pixelated finger. “I’m playing now!”



Kanto was hit by a small missile fired at his back by a concealed
rocket launcher, which caused him to fly over Batman and land in a
pile by the rail that prevented one from plummeting into the bottom
of the cave.



“Sorry boss, did I catch you?”



The hero picked himself up and then shook his head.



“No Batmite, it’s all good.” Bruce smiled and unsheathed his sword,
Mother Box pinging into his mind. “Inform A of contingence four,
will you?”



“No problemo, boss man!” The image vanished.



“Trickery! Oh points DEDUCTED, Batman!” Kanto unsheathed his own
weapon, and then charged for the caped crusader. He slammed his
weapon down on Batman’s chest, only to be surprised by the
resistance offered by Batman’s own weapon. “How is this? Your
weapon is human… Mine is forged from the firepits of Apokolips! How
could your weapon withstand a blow from mine?”



Bruce smiled. “You’ve obviously never met… Ra’s Al Ghul!”



He shoved hard, causing Kanto to stumble over, and then Batman
followed through with a slice that cut the assassin’s ear, causing
him to wince in pain.



“I offer you an ultimatum, Kanto… Stand down and Boom tube out of
here, or I will end this. This is the only chance you will
get.”



“I’m enjoying this, can’t you see?” Kanto lowered his weapon and
dove for Bruce, who flicked his weapon up and cut the assassin’s
fingers off at the hand.



“You… You cut me! This is excellent! I’ve not felt pain for an age,
and you’ve cut me open!”



Bruce stared at the twitching fingers on the floor and then was
backhanded over the ledge of the bat cave, slidding down the steep
rock face.

 

 



“Hrnt…” He jammed his weapon into the rock and it passed
effortlessly through, springing him back up slightly. “Oh hell…” He
felt his shoulder pop, and then hang loosely by his side as he
quickly grabbed the sword handle with his other hand. “Oh… HELL…”
Mother Box pinged again, and Bruce got his bearings, speaking into
the receiver in his ear. “Batmite, I need you to—”



“ARE YOU ALRIGHT DOWN THERE?” Kanto smiled as he removed his
flamboyant costume to reveal the metallic armour beneath it. He
stretched out his kinks and placed his fingers back onto the
stumps, and watched as the flesh knitted back together. “I
MIS-JUDGED MY HIT, I APOLIGISE!”



A loud explosion filled the bottom of the cavern, and then a sound
like an aircraft carrier began to get louder and louder as Kanto
watched in amazement. Bruce stood atop one of the Batwings, the
computer systems controlled by the computer AI named Batmite. He
saluted Kanto, and then rockets burst from the jet’s arsenal,
catching the assassin square in his armoured chest, sending him
flying back into the massive computer screen of the computer.



“He flies now… What a wonderful game!”



“Batmite, continue barrage. Cryomissiles.” The computer program
complied and then a blue warhead fired at Kanto, and then the air
molecules stopped moving, and ice begins to form in the immediate
area, freezing Kanto against the computer console.



“Good work.” With that he popped his shoulder back in, and Mother
Box repaired the damage done, and as he watched from atop the
floating jet he saw cracks form over the icy prison.



“Oh, no.”



Kanto burst out of his imprisonment and smiled. “Good show for a
human, but hardly terrifying, you know?” He pressed a button on his
armour and a small tube fell from his arm, and with the flick of a
switch a small laser bursts from the end, hitting the engine of the
craft and causing it to spin over, throwing Batman back down into
the abyss. “Oh, I did it again. This isn’t good; he’ll probably
have a planet down there if I keep this up… Surprises
surprises!”



This was getting me nowhere, thought Batman as he
plummetted downwards. “Batmite, you know the drill.” A small alcove
suddenly sprang outwards from the wall, and Bruce sprang off it to
the side of the wall, and then watched as his second lift arrives.
He leaped into the Bat Gyro, and then pressed down hard on the
lever, and felt himself rise back up to the base of the cave.



“Now, where are you, Mr Pennyworth?” Kanto stalked back over to the
base of the cave, and then smiled as he pressed a button on his
wrist that caused a light to be projected onto the floor from his
chest emblem, illuminating footsteps into a small steel room. “I
won’t kill you, but as an assassin, I could use some leverage
killing him…” He smiled and then heard another noise,
again from the pit.



“Oh come on…” Kanto spun around and was his hit square by the Gyro
that crumpled on impact against the New God’s chest. “You can’t
stop me, Batman!”



“I can.” Bruce stepped out of the shadows and threw a small vial
onto the villain that caused his armour to fizz and melt away. “And
I will.”



“Chemical warfare? Physicality and brains didn’t work so you use
chemicals and potions?” Kanto’s laugh became a hearty bellow. “I’m
impressed.”



“And you just gave me an idea.” Batman threw another vial and a
noxious black gas spread over the assassin that caused him to
choke. With his fingers to his ear Bruce ran deeper into the cave,
until he reached a glass room.



“Alfred, use the secret exit, get out of here. Batmite prepped the
jet; it’ll take you to safety.”



A voice replied on the other end of the line. “What about
you?”



Bruce smiles as he removed his glove and pressed his palm against
the red sensor that locked the room. “I have a plan.”



“You always say that, sir… I want to stay, want to help…”



Bruce shook his head as he entered the room. “No. Go, for my own
safety and for yours. Promise me Alfred.”



Bruce heard a door open on the other end of the line, and then
Alfred replied sadly. “Yes sir.”



“Thanks, Alfred.” Bruce closed the line and then spun around, only
to be caught in the jaw by Kanto’s fist, his armour now totally
dissolved by the metal dissolving compound he threw on him moments
ago.



“Nice trick there, with this… This disease you’ve wrought upon my
armour. Nice indeed, what is it that you’ve used to ruin my battle
armour?”



“Anti-Metallo.” Bruce smiled and then threw another vial in Kanto’s
face that caused him to gasp in surprise.



“What in— Oh. Heh. Heh this is funny stuff you’re doing, Batman.
Funny in… Indeed… Hehahahah… Ha! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Kanto doubled
over in pain as his skin began to fade in colour, only to be
replaced by a chalky white tint. His black hair fades to a sickly
green and his mouth started to stretch in a ghastly grin.



“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”



“That’s Smilex. I know how painful the transformation is, no matter
the laughter. You’ll be dead in moments if you don’t surrender to
me and allow me to give you the antidote.”



“DON’T YOU GET IT, BATMAN?” Kanto jerked up, his hair returning to
its black colour and his skin flushing with colour once more.
“You’re chemicals don’t work on a GOD! I FEAR NOTHING YOU THROW MY
WAY!”



He grabbed Bruce’s throat and squeezed hard, flesh tearing beneath
his fingertips and muscles ripping. Batman gagged, the life being
squeezed out of him. He slammed his hands down on Kanto’s neck, but
the blow did nothing.



“I’ll enjoy this.”



Bruce’s eyes darkened as his flow of oxygen was cut off, and then
he felt the strangely shaped vial behind his back. A smile flowed
over him as he pulled in front of Kanto.



“Is that a skull?” Bruce squeezed down on the contraption and a
puff of green gas erupted from the skull’s open mouth Kanto’s eyes
widened as he inhaled a deep breath.



“Nothing you can use can make me…” Kanto’s eyes widened even more
as he dropped Batman. “What is this? Sir… Master, I’m sorry…” He
fell to the floor in front of the fallen vigilante, and then
grabbed his hand. “Your greatness I didn’t…” He pulled his hand
into the air, as if pushed away. “Oh, I know… You don’t…” He stood,
and stumbled back into a cabinet.



Bruce looked up, his neck aching from the agony of the vice-like
hands that had just been strangling him. He looked at the skull in
his hand and smiled slightly, and then turned, grabbing all of them
behind him. Crane patented fear gas. He stumbled over to
the cowering Kanto and released more and more in his face, not
knowing how long the affect would last.



“Darkseid! No!” He cowered as a shadow reaches over him. “Not your
omega effect, anything but— Bunnies!” He screamed as nothingness
touched him, and then collapsed to the floor, his eyes rolled up in
his head, his mind blank.



“My God… He…” Bruce shook his head. “He drove himself to insanity
with fear… Drove himself to catatonia. To coma… to death…” Bruce
looked at the fresh corpse on the floor and then at the skulls on
the ground around them, and then he fell back onto the table where
he kept his chemicals.



“I killed him!”

 

 



“Master Bruce!” Alfred Pennyworth, antique blunderbus in hand,
entered the room and saw Kanto on the floor. “Are you… Are you
alright?”



“I killed him!” Bruce coughed, Mother Box slowly repairing the
damage to his throat. “I… Drove him to death by fear…” He looked
over to Kanto, who laid on the floor in a heap.



Alfred looked at the fallen villain and then to Bruce again.
“But—”



“YOU CAN’T KILL ME!” Kanto jerked up, his arms raised, and Alfred
fired his weapon into the man’s head, causing blood to spatter
everywhere.



“Bloody hell!” Alfred wipes his brow, trembling. “Startled
me!”



“He didn’t… Die?” Bruce shook his head, and then looked to the
villain’s hand. “Healed…” He placed his hand on his chin and
thought for a moment. “His fingers are healed back on… And this
means… He regenerates! He’ll keep coming back!”



Bruce took a breath of relief, and then one of severe panic and
looked at the Mother Box on his shoulder.



“Help me get him up.” The duo dragged the man to his feet as the
hole in his head slowly began to seal together. “He’s regenerating
brain matter, look—” Bruce pointed to the disintegrating brain
matter on the floor. He pressed a button on the man’s belt, and an
explosion wracks the cave as a boom tube appeared, breaking any
remaining glass from the battle. The two men heaved the man over to
it and then toss him in, the assassin’s particles transferring from
this dimension to the other, back to Apokolips.



“We survived.”



“Barely.” Alfred motioned around him. “I’m the one who’s going to
have to tidy this up, remember that.”



Bruce looked at Alfred and then to himself. “I thought I killed
him. It… Wow. It scared me.”



“Good.” Alfred nodded. “Now change costume, that one’s a
mess.”



“Boss man! Are you alright?” The two men turned to a small hologram
that appeared from the computer screen, projected onto the small
worktop next to the computer console. “What happened? I was
rebooting and I got mega-worried!”



“Don’t worry Batmite. You did good today.”



Batmite smiled. “Oh really, really?”



“Yes. We’ll talk later about an upgrade, alright?”



“Sure thing boss man! Etimtab!” The sentient computer virus
vanished back into the computer screen, and Alfred turned to Bruce,
confused.



“I thought you trapped that devilish creature into some kind of
computer paradise?”



Bruce nodded. “I did, but I needed an advanced AI to set up the
security system last month, and seeing how well he handled it
before, giving ME a run for my money…”



“You’re a very idiotic man, Bruce Wayne.”



“It’ll bite me in the ass some time down the way. I know.” Bruce
removed his shirt and threw it to the floor, and then examined his
already closing wounds. “Wow, this Mother Box works wonders.” He
flexed his arm. “That kink from wrestling Killer Croc down in the
swamps is gone.”



“Good—” Alfred paused and then nudged Bruce as he noticed something
weird on the computer monitor screen.



It was a satellite feed, showing something unusual streaking
towards earth. A green comet…

 










Chapter 16

 


Darkseid was angry.



And when the Lord of Apokolips was angry, his hellish realm quaked
in fear. The fire-pits flared and the factories that churned out
nothing but despair and death smoked and never went dark… The
mindless theta-drones shambled like sheep to work his will. The
lowlies cowered in Armagetto, and the parademons filled the
sky.



The war on Earth was going well— but he had hoped it would have
been long since concluded. The heroes of this planet had proven to
be more troublesome than he had anticipated. Steppenwolf was having
great success, but too many setbacks. Even the General’s own
command post, Gotham City, was suddenly insecure now… Kanto had yet
to bring him the head of the Bat— and even more disturbing, the
Hunger Dog revolt in Armagetto had launched assault after assault
on his own palace complex, and his dog soldiers reported seeing the
symbol of the Bat spray-painted on walls and street corners.



And worst of all, the thing that annoyed Darkseid the most, was the
raid on his palace that had freed the Oan, Kryptonian and the
Martian. Oh, Desaad had long since extracted the information he
needed from them, but the insult must be repaid. The battle with
the so-called Captain Marvel had cost him much. The affrontery— to
attack him in his own throne room! Darkseid had a very special hell
reserved for the heroes of Earth…



“My dread lord!”



Desaad scurried into the tower chamber from where the Lord of
Apokolips surveyed his tumultuous kingdom. Darkseid turned from the
observation window, his nostrils filled with the stench of burning
flesh from below, and glared down at his lackey. Desaad groveled,
still smarting from his failure with the Infernal Machine
(something else the heroes of Earth would answer for!), but seemed
strangely jubilant.



“You had better have good news, worm. I am in a killing
mood.”



Desaad trembled, but replied. “Mighty Darkseid, while I would deem
it an honor to perish at your whim, I do indeed bear good news— Big
Barda has returned!”



“Desaad, you try my patience…” Began Darkseid, but
as he spoke, the captain of the Female Furies, his special elite
guard, entered the chamber, dragging behind her a prisoner,
stumbling and weighed down with heavy chains.



“Mighty Darkseid!” Saluted Big Barda. “I give you the son of the
Highfather, himself! Scott Free!”



The prisoner was thrown to the floor at the feet of Darkseid. He
lifted his head, blood on his face, but his eyes defiant.



Sudden satisfaction suffused the Lord of Apokolips. At last! Here
he was— the one who had evaded him for so long, ever since he had
discovered the secret he harbored in his DNA…



At last. The Anti-Life Equation was in his grasp!

 

 



An alert sounded on the console of the computer.



“What the hell…?” Bruce Wayne’s eyebrow arched, as he activated a
remote camera.



On one of the many monitor screens before him was a scene of the
night sky over Gotham: something bright and green was streaking
earthward, and taking heavy fire from entrenched Apokoliptian laser
batteries mounted across the Gotham skyline.



“A comet?” Alfred suggested, looking over his shoulder.



“A green comet?” Bruce scoffed. He was already rising from
his chair and pulling his cowl over his head. “Don’t you read the
newspapers, Alfred? Unless I miss my guess, that’s an ally. And
he’s in trouble. I’m going to bring him in.”



“Of course, sir.” Sniffed the butler. “Might I suggest you not lure
any more enemies back to the cave? My blunderbuss appears to be out
of ammunition…”

 

 



The impact left a crater dozens of feet in diameter, taking out
acres of trees on the outskirts of Gotham. It was a long, smoking
scar on the ground, the hole still steaming where they had come to
finally rest.



Wonder Woman regained consciousness first, and struggled to merely
lift her head.



They had been set upon as soon as they had hit Earth’s upper
atmosphere. Every Apokoliptian warship had zeroed in on them,
opening fire on them simultaneously. Green Lantern had thrown up a
shield around them, but even his indomitable willpower was sorely
tested under such an assault. It took a concentrated effort from
all of them, including the barely conscious Superman and Martian
Manhunter, to escape the fearsome barrage and outdistance the
attack.



But the landing had been rough. It appeared that Green Lantern had
been able to cushion their fall to earth, but it had taken a toll.
The rookie hero was out cold, his ring still glowing and sputtering
as if straining for release. Both Superman and Martian Manhunter
were sprawled out in the crater, but appeared to be breathing. The
Oan didn’t look alive at all…



Diana managed to stagger to her feet, just as she became aware of
the low hum of an approaching engine. It had not taken the enemy
long to pinpoint their position! She stood, unsteadily, prepared to
defend her new friends to the death. She shielded her eyes from the
bright headlights getting closer.



The vehicle halted on the edge of the crater, blinding Diana with
the floodlamps— then abruptly, there came a familiar voice: “I
think I’m gonna need a bigger car…”

 

 



Back at the cave, the heroes enjoyed their first respite since the
beginning of the war. Alfred served them coffee as they rested
uneasily amongst the giant pennies, life-sized dinosaurs and cases
of old uniforms that were the artifacts of the Batman’s already
storied career.



“Where is this place?” Green Lantern marveled as he looked around,
sipping from his steaming cup.



“Hundreds of feet underground.” Batman said over his shoulder as he
worked at his console. “Completely shielded from the outside. We
can withstand a nuclear blast in here. Don’t try to find it
again.”



“Alright, alright….” Hal muttered, but had to admit to himself he
was still a little in awe of finally meeting the legendary,
Batman.



He checked to see if there was any change in Appa Ali Apsa’s
condition, but the Guardian was still in a state that resembled
coma or hibernation, laid out on a nearby stretcher.



*His body is attempting to repair itself.* A voice
intruded upon Hal’s thoughts, causing him to start and spill his
coffee. Standing in the shadows by the cave wall was the Martian
Manhunter, his red eyes glowing faintly. *He was most
grievously injured on Apokolips.*



Hal nodded, and despite his recent experiences since joining the
Green Lantern Corps, he couldn’t help feel a little uneasy around
the Martian.



“I just can’t believe he’s dead…” Superman was sitting with his
head in his hands, Wonder Woman standing over him. “We should have
stayed…”



“And have perished with him?” Wonder Woman asked gently. “And have
allowed his brave sacrifice to be in vain? He gave his life for us,
Superman. For you. I, for one, intend to honor that by seeing
Darkseid defeated once and for all.”



Batman’s chair swiveled and he faced them. “There will be time for
mourning the fallen later. Wonder Woman is right. We need to
concentrate on finding a way to defeat Darkseid.”



Everyone looked at him. Superman’s eyes were red-rimmed and he was
looking tired, but stronger every minute. He stood.



“Darkseid will fall. For every death he’s caused since this war
began, he’s going down— hard!”

 

 



Deep inside the citadel of Darkseid, in the glow of the Infinity
Pit, Desaad was busy making some last minute preparations. The Lord
of Apokolips himself watched from the edge of the Pit, as the
erstwhile Mister Miracle was strapped into a machine like a torture
rack by the eager and ungentle hands of Granny Goodness.



“You have hurt Granny badly, you ungrateful child.” She hissed,
gouging her nails into his flesh. “And you were always my favorite,
Scott. I had such high hopes for you.” She pressed her twisted and
wrinkled face close to the prisoner’s. “Now I hope that Lord
Darkseid deconstructs you atom by atom— and that I get to
watch!”



“Actually,” Desaad noted from the control panel where he was making
his final calibrations. “The process by which I extract the
Anti-Life code from his DNA is relatively painless.”



Granny looked at him, stunned.



“Of course,” Desaad grinned back at her. “I have made some
modifications of my own…”



The two laughed, but Darkseid was losing patience. He was on the
verge of the ultimate cosmic ascendance, and these two joked as if
it were a trifling thing…! Did they not know this was the
culmination of everything he had always worked towards…?



“Begin the procedure, Desaad.” Rumbled Darkseid,
effectively cutting off all levity.



Desaad hastened to obey.



The look on the face of Highfather’s son was one of growing panic.
He fastened his eyes on Big Barda, who stood at the entrance to the
cave of the Infinity Pit.



“Please, Barda, don’t let them do this!” He pleaded with her.



She regarded him with a stony expression.



“Barda, I love you!”



This time it was Darkseid’s turn to laugh. “Love?”
He mocked as Desaad threw a switch and waves of agony washed over
Scott Free, causing his body to spasm uncontrollably. “What
is love against Darkseid?”



But so amused was the Lord of Apokolips by the New God’s feeble
attempt, that he had missed the subtle shift on the face of Big
Barda…

 

 



When Alfred had finished telling them all about Scott Free and
Apokolips, and Superman had supplied what he knew of the New Gods
and Darkseid, Batman brought out the Mother Box.



“What can it do?” Diana asked, eyeing it dubiously.



“Many things.” Batman replied. “But foremost, it can open portals
in time and space to just about anywhere.”



“We can use it to bring the battle to Darkseid.” Superman grasped
instantly.



“Yes.” J’onn J’onzz spoke up for the first time, leaving the
shadows to join them by Batman’s computer. “But the Lord of
Apokolips cannot be defeated by brute force.”



“Then we’ll just have to be smarter than him.” Growled
Batman.



“Agreed.” Nodded the Martian Manhunter. “We must work together. But
we will need all the help we can get.”



“What are you suggesting…?” Wonder Woman asked.



“That we league against him!” Said J’onn. “We gather as many heroes
as we can summon and figure out a way to defeat Darkseid and win
this war! I was not born on this planet, but I have lived here
longer than any of you have been alive. I will not lose another
home.”

 

 



“YES!” Desaad crowed, delighting in the agonies that Scott Free
suffered at his hands. The son of the Highfather writhed in pain on
the rack, even as the band strapped to his forehead transmited
vital information directly into a similar one strapped to the
forehead of Darkseid.



The Lord of Apokolips had reached transports he had yet unimagined.
The secrets of Scott Free’s DNA slowly became revealed to him,
joining the information already planted there from similar
examinations of Superman, J’onn J’onzz and Appa Ali Apsa. And the
beauty and complexity of the Anti-Life Equation blossomed like a
corpse-flower in his mind…



At last… I have it!

 

 


“No one’s heard from the Outsiders since the
beginning of the war.” Batman told them. “And the Titans are out of
the question: they’re just kids.”



“Those kids,” Wonder Woman reminded him. “Are the only
thing that stands between Metropolis and the full-brunt of the
Apokoliptian forces right now. There’s a lot of power on that
team.”



Batman made a mollifying gesture. “Agreed. They’re needed in
Metropolis.”



“What about the Flash?” Green Lantern chimed in. “And there’s that
Aquaguy, too…”



“Aquaman.” Superman supplied. “I’ve run into him before. He’d be a
good one to have on our side in a fight, but I’m not sure how to
contact him…”



Batman swiveled back to his monitor, clacking away at some keys.
“I’ll see what I can do.”



“Meantime, I’ll go get the Flash.” Green Lantern volunteered.
“Being cooped up in this cave is driving me batty. Uh, no
offense.”



“I’ll go with you.” The Martian Manhunter told them. “We should not
travel alone out there.”



“Just be careful.” Superman warned them. “And get right back here
as soon as you can.”

 

 



Darkseid reveled in his new knowledge, allowing it to permeate his
consciousness for a moment. It was his now. The Anti-Life Equation.
He had but to speak it. And make the Power Infinite his and his
alone.



None of the others seemed to exist anymore. The Lord of Apokolips
seemed to perceive on an entirely different level now. The beings
in the cave of the Infinity Pit now seemed to him nothing more than
a random but comprehensible collection of chemicals and
energies.



Except for one.



Metron had arrived.



The eternal seeker of knowledge calmly regarded the Lord of
Apokolips from his perch on the Mobius Chair.



“Beware, Great Darkseid.” Metron spoke, and for Darkseid it was the
only sound in the multiverse. “It is a duel-edged sword you wield
now.”



“Begone, meddler.” Spake the Lord of Apokolips.
“Lest I turn my will upon you.”



After what seemed like a deep sigh, Metron vanished, chair and
all.



Then Darkseid, savoring the sounds in his head like he was tasting
a fine wine, opened his mouth and spoke the words he had sought all
his long life…

 

 



Darkseid was still in the cave of the Infinity Pit but he was also
wherever he wanted to be, as well. The syllables of the Anti-Life
Equation repeated in his head until it was a mantra that existed as
a resounding, never-ending chorus in the very fabric of his
consciousness.



There was so much to do now, but first things first…



He disregarded those around him in the cave, eagerly awaiting his
biding, and instead focused his mind on the objects of his ire.
Those who had dared to attack him in his own home… The heroes of
Earth. It was too easy to seize their minds. He dominated and bent
their will to his own, using the Anti-Life Equation like a
truncheon.



But one mind was resistant. Protected…



No matter. He would have the others do his work for him…

 

 



In the Batcave, Wonder Woman continued looking between Batman and
Superman at the computer screen— when she became aware of a subtle
shift in reality. Something tugged at the edges of her mind, as if
her subconscious was trying to assert itself over her will…



Her hand drifted down to her golden lasso and she felt better
almost instantly.



“Hera…! Did you two feel that? It was like—.”



The words died in her throat as Superman and Batman turned to face
her. Their mouths were slack and their eyes blank. Yet when they
started advancing on her, there was menace in their every
step.



It was obvious their will was not their own.



“All hail mighty Darkseid!” They intoned in unison.



Batman reached for her first, his gloved hand grasping like a claw.
Diana sidestepped his clumsy grab, snatched his arm, and turned his
momentum against him, hurling him into the wall. By then, Superman
was upon her, wrapping his arms around her and pining hers to her
body.



She struggled in vain, but Superman had her in a vise-like grip! He
left her no choice. With a sudden lurch, she launched herself
backward, smashing them against Batman’s supercomputer. Metal
twisted and sparks flew— and in his weakened state, Superman was
stunned enough for Wonder Woman to slip free. She spun, her fist
swinging, and connected with his jaw. The Man of Steel’s head
snapped back, and he slid to the ground, dazed.



By then Batman had recovered enough to return to the fray. He flew
at her, hurling batarangs ahead of him. Diana threw up her arms,
and the projectiles were neatly deflected by her bracelets. But the
batarangs were only a distraction. Batman himself was the real
attack. He barreled into her and the two fell to the ground,
rolling and struggling for the dominant position.

“Fight it, Batman!” She urged him as he thrashed atop her like a
man possessed, his mania giving him strength. His cowl had come off
in the tussle, revealing the features of a handsome man twisted
into mindless servitude— but she could see a struggle raging just
behind those dark eyes.



But he was no match for the Amazing Amazon. She rolled again and
straddled him, her legs on either side of his chest. She unclasped
her golden lasso and started wrapping it around his wrists to
subdue him— and as she did she noticed that his inner turmoil
almost instantly ceased! He looked up at her, as if he were
astonished to find themselves at odds.



“Batman…?” She asked, tentatively.



“My god,” He muttered. “That was… disquieting. It was Darkseid. He
was in my head, commanding me to destroy you…”



She looked at the lasso and realized what had happened. “The lasso
freed your mind!” She gasped. “We have to get it to S—.”



She was yanked backward by her hair from behind, and flung across
the room, the lasso falling from her fingers. She sailed through
the air, slamming into the Batmobile with a cry of pain.



Superman stomped toward her, her death in his eyes.

 

 



“Hail Darkseid!” Snarled Superman as he loomed over Wonder Woman,
his fist cocked.



The blow fell with enough force to punch a hole through the
Batmobile— but Diana managed to roll away at the last moment. She
lashed out with her leg, her kick sending Superman sprawling.
Superman staggered backward, almost lost his balance, but not
quite— he whirled on her, eyes blazing! Throwing up her bracelets,
Wonder Woman was able to deflect the heat vision, but the sheer
force of it drove her backward.



“Batman, the lasso!” She yelled, hard pressed to withstand the
awesome force pressing her backward.



The Caped Crusader was already in motion, running towards them, the
golden lariat of Hestia whirling over his head.



Superman broke off his attack on Wonder Woman, and with a negligent
air, blew out his cheeks in the direction of Batman. The Dark
Knight was hurled away from the fight, as if caught in a hurricane
blast. But the distraction gave Wonder Woman time to go on the
offensive. She flew like a rocket as fast as she could right at the
Man of Steel.



She slammed into him, double-fisted, and the two of them crashed
into the wreckage of the Batmobile. Not giving him time to catch
his breath, Wonder Woman seized him by the front of his uniform and
pounded, one handed on him, tears welling in her eyes as she did
so.



But even in his weakened state, Superman was a force to be reckoned
with. He broke her grip, and his uppercut sent her flying away from
him. She landed, with a bounce, on the floor of the cave, sliding
into a display case, shattering the glass.



Diana was dazed, and barely had the strength to lift her head.
Superman had seized the twisted metal remains of the Batmobile, and
was lifting it over his head, preparing to slam it down upon
her.



That’s when she noticed the contents of the display case, littering
the floor around her. One green, glowing rock stood out in
particular…



With her last bit of energy, she reached for the rock, and sent it
skidding across the floor with unerring accuracy. It clattered to a
stop right at the feet of the approaching Man of Steel.



Instantly, his knees buckled, and he looked sick. The Batmobile
fell from suddenly nerveless fingers, shattering on the floor, and
Superman swayed— then dropped to his knees.



Batman was there in a flash, kicking away the deadly green rock and
coiling the golden lasso around Superman. For the moment, Wonder
Woman allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief.

 

 



“Why do you keep Kryptonite in your cave?” Superman asked, with
only a hint of reproach in his voice.



The two of them gathered around Wonder Woman, sitting upright on a
stretcher and working the kinks out of her back from the swift but
brutal brawl.



“For times like these.” Responded the Dark Knight in a tone utterly
devoid of regret. “It never hurts to be prepared.”



“And I thought I was the boy scout…”
Superman smiled ruefully, and was rewarded with the ghost of a
smile from Batman.



At that moment, a perimeter alarm was activated.



“That’ll be Green Lantern—.” Batman began, but his words were cut
off by an explosion of rock and dust as a hole was blown in the
side of the cave.



The three of them prepared to face the next threat, but were
stunned to see the invaders were all too familiar: Green Lantern,
the Martian Manhunter and the Flash burst into the cave, growling I
the same voice: “All hail, mighty Darkseid! And death to his
enemies!”



“Here we go again!” Wonder Woman swung her lasso over her
head as Superman and Batman sprang into action!

 

 



Consumed with the power and implications of the Anti-Life Equation,
Darkseid was unaware of what was going on around him in the
Infinity Pit. Desaad and Granny cavorted in glee at the triumph of
their dread master, but within the breast of Big Barda a war was
raging.



Barda, I love you! Scott had declared. But that was
impossible, as Lord Darkseid had pointed out. Love did not exist on
Apokolips! And was she not Apokoliptian, born and bred? Was not
Armagetto her home?



She thought back to those days in the orphanage, when Scott Free
was her only companion. She recalled those times when the dog
soldiers had come looking for her, and he had hidden her, taking
the beatings and punishments instead. He had always faced Granny’s
tortures and lessons with a casual defiance, sometimes taking
responsibility for the mischief she had caused. He had begged them
not to take her when the Female Furies came to the orphanage to
swell their ranks. She had always thought him weak. Sentimental.
Her training had hardened her, expunged from her mind those days
when he held her sobbing, sore and lonely body in his hands, when
it was just they two in the universe, and he brushed away her
tears…



But she remembered it all again, now.



Barda, I love you!



And then he was by her side.



She started, raising her mega-rod defensively, but was completely
disarmed by his smile.



“How did you—?”



Mister Miracle raised a finger to his lips, winked and whispered:
“Please! I’m the greatest escape artist who ever
lived!”



And with that, and before she could react, he snatched her weapon
and aimed it at the torture device he had until a moment ago been
strapped to. The contraption exploded, catching the attention of
Desaad and Granny Goodness, who cried out and lunged for him.



Darkseid remained absolutely still, as if matters on the material
plane no longer concerned him.



The mega-rod flared again, narrowly missing Desaad, who flinched
and fell, cowering to the ground.



“Barda!” Granny cried. “Kill him, child! Make your Granny
proud!”



Scott spun on Big Barda, the mega-rod raised. But he could not use
it. She could tell from his expression that he’d rather die.



She reached out for him and pulled him close, at the same time
activating her Mother Box. The boom tube opened, and both Desaad
and Granny wailed as the two escaped!

 

 



Alfred carefully picked his way through the wreckage strewn across
the floor of the Batcave, an unloaded blunderbuss in his
hands.



The heroes laid about in various stages of consciousness, all of
them bruised and aching, but all of them, finally, freed of
Darkseid’s control.



Batman, bent over, and hands on his knees, trying to catch his
breath, stared at his approaching butler.



“I thought you were out of ammo for the blunderbuss.”



“And I am, sir.” Alfred answered with a straight face. “But I am an
excellent poker player.”



Groaning on the floor nearby, Green Lantern could not refrain from
an exhausted chuckle.



Wonder Woman helped Flash to his feet, the Fastest Man Alive
looking around in unabashed awe.



“Wow… I’ve been wanting to meet you guys for so long— and the first
time we get together, we beat each other to a pulp!”



“That was Darkseid’s doing, Flash.” Superman told him, but he
addressed them all. “We’re just lucky that Wonder Woman was able to
dispel his influence with her lasso.”



“Lucky?” Martian Manhunter contemplated somberly. “We may be many
things, Kal-El, but I fear our luck has run out. The fact
that Darkseid was able to seize control of us can mean only one
thing: he has the Anti-Life Equation!”



Swearing under his breath, Batman said, “That means he has Mister
Miracle.” The Dark Knight went to his computer, but could only
stare at it in disgust: it had been destroyed in Wonder Woman’s
battle with Superman. Then he remembered he had a better computer.
A living computer…



He reached for the Mother Box, alarmed by its frantic
pinging.



Mother Box, does Darkseid have the Anti-Life
Equation?



Yes.



And what will he do with it?



He will assail the Source Wall and seek to penetrate
the Source itself, making himself the Master of All
Realities.



Batman looked up at his allies. “This is not good.” He explained
what the Mother Box had just told him.



“Is that it, then? Apokolips wins…?” Flash asked angrily.
“I can’t accept that! A dear friend of mine just gave his life to
save this planet, and I will be damned if this is how it
ends!”



His head hung low, the Martian Manhunter reported: “Darkseid is
using the Anti-Life Equation to rain theta-waves down upon the
earth. Even now, millions of souls are falling under his control
and have only one thought: to live and die for Darkseid. The war is
over…”



“No!” Superman stepped forward. “This is not the end! We
never give up! Not until the last one of us falls.



“I’m with you, Supes, but what can we do?” Green Lantern asked.
“Anything would be better than sitting here and waiting for the
end…”



“To start, we don’t talk like that.” Wonder Woman moved to stand at
Superman’s side. “In the darkest days of World War II, my mother
fought alongside the fabled Justice Society of America against
seemingly impossible evil and oppression. We can do the
same. While we live there is always hope. I pledge my life to
bringing down this mad, dark god! Who will fight at my side?”



And as one, Superman, Batman, Green Lantern, the Flash and the
Martian Manhunter added their voices to hers.



“Alright, then!” Flash wore a grim smile. He was ready to end this.
“Where do we start?”



“We’re going to need some help.” Superman said. “Batman, can you
ask that Mother Box to bring us to the other New Gods on Earth,
specifically, to the Highfather Izaya…?”



After a moment of communion, Batman nodded once sharply and a boom
tube burst into life in the middle of the cave.



Without hesitation, Superman flew into the transdimensional warp.
Martian Manhunter followed, Green Lantern and Wonder Woman just
behind him. Flash was a blur of color, and Batman stepped in last,
hesitating only to look back at Alfred.



“Hold the fort, old friend. And reload that blunderbuss…!”



The boom tube closed behind Batman, and Alfred sniffed, shaking his
head in the sudden silence.



Godspeed, he sent to them.



Things looked grim. Darkseid had the Anti-Life Equation. The people
of Earth were falling under his sway, millions by the minute.
Apokolips was on the verge of ultimate triumph.



And the only thing that stood against the end of the universe
itself was the World’s Greatest Heroes!



Nurturing that small spark of hope within his beast, Alfred
Pennyworth went about tidying the Batcave…



The war was over. The final battle was about to begin…

 










Chapter 17

 


Once upon a time, there was a lovely blue and green world
called Earth… For billions of years it existed peacefully within
the universe, untouched and mostly unnoticed by the fearsome
entities that lurk in the vast darkness of the cosmic ocean. It was
such an insignificant speck; who would ever imagine the fate of the
Multiverse would be decided there…?

 

 


Darkseid stood upon the highest peak of
Apokolips, Mount Mageddon, the dark, singular beauty of the
Anti-Life Equation singing in his head. From this wind-swept
vantage point, he surveyed all of his hellish kingdom— and with a
glimpse to the sky, he took in the planet Earth, even now beginning
to squirm under his tyrannical grip. The Infernal Machine had
failed, but the Hellborers were still falling, and already he could
see fire-pits spurting from the surface of the placid world. With
what amounted to a negligent afterthought, he rained theta-waves
down upon the planet, and relished in the millions of souls
surrendering to his will.



It would not be long before every living being on Earth was in his
thrall…



But Earth was secondary now. True, it was unfinished business, but
its conquest was assured and it no longer mattered. Darkseid peered
inward, his focus narrowing on his true target: the Source Wall! It
was the gateway to the Power Infinite. It would make him the Master
of All Realities.



Soon, he would have the power he needed to pierce the wall. The
Anti-Life Equation unraveled the very fabric of existence to him.
He had only to tug on the right strings to tear it all
apart…

 

 


Aquaman led the new arrivals down the
gently curving corridor, talking as he went.



“This place, which they call Supertown, stretches almost the entire
length of the Marianas Trench, and is constructed of the most
amazing alien tech. They’re light years beyond anything we have in
Atlantis, even…”



Trailing behind with the Martian Manhunter and gawking at the
transparent bubble that separated them from the black waters of the
primordial ocean depths, the Flash gave out a low impressed
whistle. “Unbelievable. The pressure down here is enough to crush
most metal!”



Green Lantern shook his head. “And I was going to go skinny-dipping
later… ”



“That would be inadvisable.” Aquaman shot back over his shoulder.
“There are more dangers in the Deep Places than water pressure.” He
warned, then turned back to Superman, who was walking at his side
now.



“So this is what the New Gods have been working on so secretly all
these years…” The Man of Steel noted. “A new home. A new
Genesis, to replace the one destroyed in their war with
Apokolips…”



“Yes. You should see the rest of this place. It’s a paradise.”
Enthused the King of the Seven Seas.



“It rivals the beauty and elegance of Olympus itself.” Wonder Woman
agreed, walking behind Superman and Aquaman.



At her side, Batman said: “But it all means nothing, now. Darkseid
knows it’s here, and he won’t rest until he destroys it.”



Aquaman nodded, but replied: “True. But the New Gods don’t intend
to stay here.”



Before he could explain that cryptic remark, they came upon a wide,
open area. It was a garden, filled with weird and wondrous foliage
and design, stretching majestically in all directions. The heroes
of Earth stood in amazement at the serenity and beauty all around
them, and for a moment were unable to speak.



An ache for the lost grandeur of Mars rose in the breast of J’onn
J’onzz, and he savored it for a moment, then regretfully stuffed it
aside.



A crowd of people gathered in the garden, seated in a natural
amphitheatre ranged around a tinkling crystalline fountain. The
Highfather stood by the fountain, solemnly bearing the staff of his
office.



The New Gods were gathered in council.



“Friends and allies of Earth.” Spoke Izaya as they joined him by
the fountain. “Be welcomed to the Gardens of Avia, in this, the
most desperate of hours. And fear not! This place is shielded from
the theta-waves the Tyrant of Apokolips rains down upon the world.”
He raised his crook-staff, and it flared with a golden light. “As
long as we are True, the Source is with us. But time is short!
Darkseid’s power grows with each passing moment. If we are to end
his threat, we must act swiftly. Our ultimate crisis is upon
us!”



The Council of the New Gods had begun.

 

 


The ancient enemies of Apokolips
debated and argued, considered tactics and strategy and declared
their undying enmity for Darkseid. But the heroes of Earth, sitting
and listening on stone benches near the Highfather’s fountain, grew
increasingly impatient.



“This is ridiculous.” Batman muttered in disgust. “Every minute we
waste in talk, our world falls deeper and deeper into Darkseid’s
grasp.”



“We cannot simply rush headlong into battle.” Wonder Woman
whispered back at him. “We need to know what we are up
against—.”



Standing close by, the silver-helmed warrior called Orion overheard
them.



“What we are up against,” He said in a cold voice that halted all
talk in the Gardens. “Is the cruelest, most evil being in all
creation, possessed of a power that makes him all but
unstoppable.”



An uneasy silence followed Orion’s pronouncement. A sense of
hopelessness and impending doom hung over the conclave.



It was broken by Superman. He stood and faced Orion, placing a hand
on the New God’s shoulder.



“All but.” Like a gift to them all, the Man of Steel
smiled, and some of the despair left the gathering. “We’ll stop
him, Orion. It’s not meant to end like this.”



Even with his face covered by the silver helm, the emotions that
warred within Orion were clear.



“How?” He chewed the single word.



“We find out what he wants the most and we deny it to him.”
Superman turned to look at the Highfather. “Suddenly, it seems that
conquering the Earth might not be a priority for Darkseid.”



The wrinkles around Izaya’s eyes tightened. “Indeed. The conquest
of Earth was always incidental to Darkseid. His true goal was
always attaining the Anti-Life Equation.”



“Why?”



Before the Highfather could respond, there was a BOOM! and a new
visitor joined the assemblage.



“Because it would give him the power to fulfill his terrible
destiny!” Said the man on the golden, floating chair.



“Metron.” Greeted the Highfather, raising a soothing hand to calm
those ruffled by the Seeker’s abrupt arrival. “And what is
Darkseid’s destiny?”



The cold, calculating New God surveyed the crowd, noting with
conspicuous disinterest the heroes of Earth.



“To assail the Source Wall. To seize the power of the Source for
himself, and use it to make himself the Master of All
Realities!”

 

 


When the excited and nervous murmurs
had died down, it was Superman again who spoke.



“Where’s the Source Wall? For that matter, what’s the
Source? What are we—.”



Metron interrupted him. “The Source is the cosmic force that binds
all of reality together. It is the very essence of life and
anti-life. The Source is what dictates that you should gain the
powers of a god under a yellow sun, but loose them altogether under
a red. The Source is inescapable, undeniable and ineluctable.
Highfather Izaya wields a small measure of it, but Darkseid would
consume it. He would weave himself into every facet of
existence, carve his name into the very molecular structure of all
realities. In short, he seeks to become Omnipotent. The God of
gods.”



Wonder Woman gasped. “Can he do such a thing?”



Metron shrugged. “Who’s to say? That it has never been done does
not mean that it cannot be accomplished. Many have tried, including
Darkseid’s own father, Yuga Khan. These failures now, and for all
eternity, lay embedded in the Source Wall, as a warning to those
seeking the Power Infinite. But then, no one before has possessed
the Anti-Life Equation…”



“What is this Source Wall?” Martian Manhunter spoke for them
all.



“It exists beyond space and time, at the end of the multiverse, and
stretches across creation. None know what lies beyond it. None have
pierced it. But it is said, in the Prophecies of the Old Gods, that
the Wall guards the font of the Source. If Darkseid breaks through,
he will have done what is not meant to do…”



Orion stepped forward, his every muscle straining for combat. “The
old prophecies say much else, Seeker.”



Metron eyed the Dog of War, his brow arching.



“Ah. ‘The son shall meet the father in the red glow of the fire
pits and there decide the fate of worlds.’ By all means, Orion,
bring the vaunted Astro-force against the Tyrant of Apokolips. It
should provide at least a moment’s amusement.”



A low growl began deep in Orion’s chest, and his teeth
clenched.



“Wait. What? Son? This guy is Darkseid’s son?!?” The Flash
sputtered, half rising. Green Lantern grabbed his arm before he
could get any further, but also looked up, a question in his
eyes.



“Orion is the scion of Darkseid.” The Highfather admitted to the
heroes of Earth. “But unlike Kalibak and Gravyn, Orion was raised
on Genesis and taught to revere life. He is as implacable a foe to
his father as we all are. More so, for only he truly knows the
darkness that lurks in the soulless heart of the Tyrant of
Apokolips.”



“Metron,” Lightray asked in his calm, bright voice. “If it is as
you suggest, than what hope do we have?”



“I do not bring hope.” Metron answered. “Merely information. It is
but a matter of hours before Darkseid launches his assault on the
Wall and makes his bid for ultimate power.”



“And yet you wouldn’t be here if the end of this was a foregone
conclusion.” Batman interjected. “If Darkseid is triumphant, how
long would he suffer your meddling?” He held up his Mother Box and
waved it suggestively.



Metron turned his whole chair toward the heroes of Earth, as if
taking their measure for the first time. He considered them for a
moment, his lips tightening.



“Yes.” He conceded. “I no more want to see Darkseid succeed than
you do. He must be stopped.”



“Then there is a way!” Superman pursued. “Just tell us—.”



“I have indicated no such thing!” Metron snapped, his first flash
of anger. “I only assert that he cannot be allowed to succeed. But
while he wields the Anti-Life Equation, Darkseid is
invincible…” He trailed off, suddenly thoughtful. “And yet,
the Equation is a double-edged sword. Even one such as he cannot
possess it long without succumbing to madness…”



“Oh great,” Green Lantern rolled his eyes and whispered to the
Flash. “That’s just what we need: an insane Darkseid.”



If Metron heard the hero, he gave no indication, continuing his
musings. “Of course, he will make his move against the Source long
before that moment…”



“But what if there was a way to alter the Equation… change the
rules.” Batman pressed. Metron glanced at him sharply, but
indicated that he should elaborate. “Wonder Woman’s lasso negates
the effect of it, so it isn’t all-powerful…” He frowned, struggling
to work out a cosmic calculus so far removed from anything in his
realm of experience. “If we could find a way to use it against him…
Make him vulnerable… Then we stand a chance…!”



A silence more profound and deep than before fell over the Gardens
of Avia. Metron fixed Batman with a look that sought to peel away
the layers of the Dark Knight’s very substance, to reveal the
depths hidden there. Everyone, even the Highfather seemed to be
holding their breath.



Superman looked from Metron to Batman, hope in his eyes.



Then the Seeker spoke. “There just may be a way…”



A spontaneous cheer rose up from the assembled gods and heroes, and
Metron told them his plan…

 

 


On Apokolips, the fire-pits burned with
an intensity unmatched since the day they were kindled. The very
air itself was filled with smoke and soot, and even the mindless
theta-drones scurried to get indoors.



The streets of Armagetto were all but deserted. The char and ash
fell like snow, coating everything in a hellish, sparking layer.
One brave, defiant soul dashed across a deserted street to a low,
crumbling wall, pocked with blaster marks. On it was plastered a
poster of the Tyrant, and the legend: Darkseid
Is.



Taking out a small device, and glancing once over his shoulder, he
began to deface the image, spray-painting over it what had become
in recent days the symbol of the Hunger Dog revolt: a stylized
bat…

 

 


Barbara Gordon lowered the binoculars,
and frowned. From the top of the bombed out building that had once
been Granny Goodness’ orphanage, but was now the captured
headquarters of the Hunger Dog rebellion, she was able to see
Darkseid just standing on the mountain outside the city.



“What’s he doing?” Said the woman at her side. Huntress, like Babs
and Adrian both, had long since discarded her mask and was rubbing
the exhaustion out of her eyes. The battle for the orphanage had
been brutal and long, but under Batgirl’s hitherto unknown tactical
leadership, unexpectedly successful.



“Nothing.” Babs frowned and checked again. “Actually, it is
extremely unnerving.” She lowered the glasses and the two friends
hopped down from the ledge and joined the other leaders of the
revolt, gathered around a bound but still fierce-looking young
woman.



“Who do we have here?” Babs asked as grey-haired Himon finished
securing the squirming prisoner.



“Her name is Gilotina.” Answered Himon’s daughter, Bekka. She
carried a plasma gun, slung over her shoulder, and a variety of
smaller arms on her hip. “She’s one of Granny’s little pets. A
Female Fury-in-training.”



“When Granny finds out what you’ve done, there won’t even be enough
left of you for the hellhounds!” Spat Gilotina, struggling to break
her bonds.



Unceremoniously, the young woman was bashed atop her head with the
butt of a rifle, instantly loosing consciousness. Adrian Chase, his
forehead wrapped in a bloody bandage stared at them
unapologetically.



Zatanna shook her head disapprovingly. “I could have just—.” She
wiggled her fingers suggestively.



She was interrupted by the loud crack of a boom tube, and the
sudden arrival of Big Barda and Mister Miracle!



“Here?” Scott asked with some amusement, recognizing at
once where they were. “Of all places, you brought us
here?”



The Hunger Dogs reacted as one, drawing their weapons on
them.



“You’d prefer we go back to the Infinity Pit?” Barda snapped, with
one eye on the hostile expressions of the Hunger Dogs.



“No, no.” Scott smiled ruefully, rubbing his chin, then sighed.
“Home, sweet home, it is!”



Batgirl cleared her throat loudly, getting the attention of the new
arrivals.



They stared at her.



“By the Source, Scott!” Himon exclaimed, and with tears in
his eyes, rushed to embrace Mister Miracle. “And Barda…? But
how…?”



“No time to explain, old friend. I’m afraid we have some bad, and
some worse news.”



“What is it?” Bekka bit her lip. “Is it Orion…?”



Mister Miracle shook his head. “No, Bekka, but Orion is alive and
safe. I was with him not long ago, on Earth.”



“Earth!” Zatanna exclaimed. “It feels like forever since we’ve been
home… What’s happening there?”



Scott’s face fell. “The war goes badly. Apokolips is on the verge
of unconditional victory, but there is much resistance. Your
superheroes dealt Darkseid a temporary setback, but temporary was
all it was. He has the Anti-Life Equation! And even now, he makes
ready to seize the Power Infinite!”



Despair stabbed into all of them. All of them but one.



“Then now’s our chance.” Barbara hissed, and they looked at her as
if she were mad. “We gather our forces, and hit them now, hard and
fast.”



“Barbara…” Huntress shook her head. “Did you hear what he just
said? The big bad got his ruby slippers. It’s over…”



“Nothing’s over!” Tears welled in Batgirl’s eyes, and she angrily
dashed them away. “Don’t you see? They’ll never expect this from
us, on the eve of their total victory. While they’re distracted, we
hit them with everything we have! I refuse to leave Dinah and Ollie
to rot in that Citadel!”



Huntress was stunned, and the rest of them were speechless by
Batgirl’s impassioned plea.



“We can’t beat Darkseid.” Adrian said softly into the pregnant
silence. “Not by ourselves.”



“We won’t be by ourselves.” Batgirl shot back. “Others will flock
to our banner, rise up against the tyranny of Apokolips. Many
already have. You’re here, and you were the
captain of his Elite Guard!” She pointed to Barda.



“Nor, I think,” Scott Free interjected. “Have we heard the last
from the other heroes of Earth…”



“We can do this!” Babs pressed. “Who’s with me!”



They glanced at each other, as if they were seriously contemplating
it. As if the end of the world as they knew it wasn’t hours
away.



Huntress could not keep a smile from curling her lips.



“Oh, hell, I’m in.” She said. “Oliver Queen still owes me five
bucks and he isn’t getting off this easy…”

 

 


All around them the tranquil solemnity
of Supertown was disrupted by preparations for war, but Barry Allen
and Hal Jordan, their roles clear, had only to wait. The other
heroes were with the New Gods, discussing strategy and working out
the details of Metron’s desperate plan, but Barry and Hal found
themselves in each other’s company, in a tall tower overlooking the
Gardens, with a spectacular view of the sea outside the dome.



Despite their extraordinary powers and circumstances, the two
heroes felt like the ‘average joes’ of the group. Even Batman, who
had no special powers at all, was surely unlike any other mortal
man…! Barry had seen Superman— and even Wonder Woman and Aquaman,
both of whom were royalty— defer to the Dark Knight. So it was that
the Flash and Green Lantern naturally gravitated to one
another.



“So, what do you think of this plan?” Hal asked as he leaned
forward against the balcony rail and watched as a school of glowing
fish swam by.



Flash grimaced, but shrugged. “It’s risky. There are a lot of
variables, and untested assumptions… But it’s all we have.”



“Do you think it’ll work?”



Flash let out a long breath and shook his head. “It had better.
Because there’s no Plan B…”



Hal smiled and shook his own head.



They shared a companionable silence for a moment, both of them
taken with the beauty and majesty of the seascape before them. A
school of fish with long, razor-sharp snouts swam by, chasing the
glowing fish, startling a colony of multicolored anemones back into
their conches on the wall of the Trench.



“Ever since I got this ring,” Hal began in a quiet wistful tone.
“I’ve seen some weird and wild stuff. I’ve crossed hyperspace, been
to other worlds— hell, I’ve been to a whole other universe! But I
have never seen anything yet to match the beauties and wonders of
good old Planet Earth.” And that’s when it hit him. This was
it. The real moment of truth. The big one. For all the
marbles… “Flash, if we don’t pull this off… If we can’t stop
Darkseid…” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t say the words. The
magnitude of it all was starting to overwhelm him. He could only
shake his head.



But the Flash understood. He turned, and held his hand out to Green
Lantern and said with a warm smile, “Call me Barry.”



“Hal.”



The two shook.



“You know,” Barry, sensing it was about time to go, turned and led
his new friend away from the balcony. “There was a Flash and Green
Lantern on the Justice Society…”



“Really? I thought I remembered something about that…”



“And a Wonder Woman, too.”



“Her, I remember. Gorgeous. But our’s is
hot!”



“I’m married. I didn’t notice.”



“Riiiiight…”

 

 


“Attention! Final sequence has been
engaged. Prepare for imminent launch!”



The words were broadcast across the length and breadth of
Supertown, and the New Gods hastened to make any last minute
preparations.



The world’s greatest heroes were gathered in the Command Womb of
Supertown, along with a crowd of New Gods. Highfather Izaya stood
before them all. He spoke and the whole city heard his voice.



“Our last, desperate stand against Darkseid begins now. Our path is
clear, our cause is just, and our arms are mighty. We fight now not
just for Earth or a new Genesis, but for every living thing in this
universe, and a multitude of others— for those who have gone before
us, and for those yet to come. The Tyrant of Apokolips must fall.
To this, we pledge our very lives!”



Many voices rose in joint acclaim.



Highfather raised his staff, bathing the entire gathering in its
golden radiance.



“May the Source be with us!”



And with that, the offensive began.



Powerful engines of extraterrestrial design suddenly flared to life
beneath Supertown with the force of many atomic bombs. Water boiled
and churned outside the protective bubble— and the City of the New
Gods began to rise up out of the Marianas Trench!



*Go, my friends, and spread the word,* Aquaman
telepathically sent to all undersea life within range. *Rise up
in the rivers and lakes. Rise up in the shallow harbors and deep
oceans! It is time to strike a blow against the invaders of our
home!*



Above the waves, the waters tossed wildly, creating a maelstrom.
Then slowly, majestically, shedding water off its dome, Supertown
broke the surface. It rose into the air, hovering like a beacon of
hope over the Earth— then shot off across the horizon to meet its
destiny.

 

 


The Mother Boxes were pinging wildly,
but in the Command Womb, a tense calm had settled over the heroes
of Earth and their New God allies.



“We all know what to do?” Superman met each of their eyes,
reassured by the strength and resolve he saw there. “J’onn has
established a telepathic link with all of us, so we should be able
to communicate with each other… I— I just want to say that I have
never been prouder to stand amongst such a company as this.”



Wonder Woman laid a hand on his arm.



“Godspeed, Kal-El.”



He smiled at her, and she was spontaneously joined by the Martian
Manhunter— then the rest huddled in close, clasping shoulders,
sharing their courage.



After a moment, Batman said: “Now, let’s go throw those bastards
the hell off our planet…!”

 

 


Gotham:

Aboard the damaged flagship Annihilator, General
Steppenwolf, Supreme Commander of the Hordes of Apokolips, stared
at the bank of monitor screens, exulting in the imminent victory of
his armies across the planet. His nephew, Darkseid, was on the cusp
of total mastery, and who better to sit at his right hand than his
dear uncle, who had put him on the throne to begin with… And was
about to hand him Earth now, as well!



A frantic alarm sounded.



“What is it?” He growled to the junior officer monitoring the
scanning arrays.



The officer swallowed heavily and frowned, obviously not liking
what he saw. He looked up at Steppenwolf, a puddle growing at his
feet.



“I’ll put it on the main screen.” He muttered.



Steppenwolf sucked in a breath at the sight that awaited him. A
colossus of Genesian technology was lumbering through the air,
fiercely engaged in a pitched battle with a fleet of Apokoliptian
battleships. And it was winning. The weapons batteries of Supertown
blazed at full strength, cutting through the squadron like a hot
knife through butter. Deflector screens saved Supertown from any
damage, but all around it, Apokoliptian ships were on-fire or
exploding, falling out of the sky.



And Supertown kept rising, slowly, but unimpeded. Headed straight
for Apokolips.



“Prepare for lift-off!” Steppenwolf screamed, causing a sudden
flurry of activity all around him. “Get me the commander of every
battleship on the line right now! We have to intercept that—
whatever that is!”

 

 



Thus began a massive withdrawal of Apokoliptian forces from
Earth. All across the world, the alien invaders scrambled for their
ships of war, leaving many of their fellows behind in their haste.
Soon, the skies were filled with an uncountable armada, streaking
to meet Supertown in battle…



Pacified by the Anti-Life Equation, the people of Earth looked up
into the heavens with blank eyes as the gods went to war in
earnest…

 

 


On some plane, Darkseid was aware of
what was going on in the space between the two worlds. But he could
hardly be bothered with it. He was suffused with the intricacies of
the Anti-Life Equation, supersaturated with the secrets and lore of
the Old Gods. He was becoming so much more than he was…!



“Yessss….”



Let them have Earth. Let them have Apokolips! What need he of
either of them now? His ascension was imminent. In his mind’s eye,
he saw the Source Wall, saw it for what it was: a conundrum, a
complexity of unrealities… He could beak it now! He was
sure of it. He would part the way and reach beyond to the Source
itself, to pluck the overripe fruit of the Multiverse…



He barely registered the boom tube that opened before him on the
peak of Mount Megeddon, or the gods and heroes that leapt forth to
give him battle…



“Darkseid!” Cried Red Orion, the Dog of
War. “The hour of reckoning is at hand! Face me now! Let us at last
make an end to our eternal struggle!”



The Lord of Apokolips gazed upon his foes: Orion, Wonder Woman, and
Aquaman faced him with grim determination in their eyes.



Somewhere close by, a fire-pit flared, and Darkseid began to
laugh.

 

 


In Darkseid’s absence, Virman Vundabarr
had assumed control of the Citadel, sitting uneasily on a throne
many sizes too large for him. He flinched at every distant
explosion, but the sounds of battle grew closer and closer.



The Hunger Dogs had risen in vast numbers, overrunning the dog
soldiers in the streets of Armagetto, laying siege to the palace
itself. Vundabarr had watched them pull down a statue of Darkseid
before he had fled to the safety of the throne room. Why was the
dark god allowing this? Why did he not strike down the rabble of
lowlies, and sweep across the face of Apokolips with cleansing
destruction…?



“My lord!” A parademon rushed into the throne room, looking
panicked. “The Hunger Dogs have breached the curtain wall. We hold
the courtyard still, but it is a pitched battle…”



“No retreat! Tell them to fight to the last man! To die like
blessed martyrs of Apokolips.” Vundabarr decreed haughtily. Then
his anger got the best of him, and he screamed, spittle flying from
his mouth: “Anyone that abandons his position will be fed to the
hellhounds!”



And if they did manage to breach the palace, Virman Vundabarr
thought, he’d have a few surprises waiting for them…

 

 


Batgirl ducked a plasma blast and
hurled a makeshift batarang, watching in satisfaction as it slammed
into the helmet of the dog soldier taking a bead on one of her
men.



Chaos swirled all around her. More and more of the lowlies of
Armagetto poured into the courtyard of the Citadel from the hole
Big Barda had blasted in the wall— in fact, in seemed that the
entire city had flocked to their cause! But while they were
numerous and fighting for their freedom, they were outgunned,
under-strength and nearly uncontrollable. The disciplined ranks of
dog soldiers and parademons mowed them down with devastating waves
of plasma-fire and coordinated maneuvers.



Mister Miracle swooped by on his aero-discs, tossing concussion
bombs and whooping in excitement. Barda had waded directly into the
thick of the enemy forces, her mega-rod blazing, and was sending
bodies flying in all directions. Barbara could only shake her head.
She didn’t understand them. Even the Vigilante, her own teammate,
seemed to take some relish in the slaughter of the enemy, placing
himself constantly at the forefront of every attack. And while
Barbara fought for her life, and the lives of those who consented
to be led by her, she refused to kill. She always stopped just
short of lethal force. She would not let the war do that to
her…



Something bumped her from behind, and she was relieved to see it
was Helena, covering her back, laying down a wide burst of fire
from her scavenged Apokoliptian bowcaster.



From the wall above them, a turret-mounted cannon was firing a
fierce barrage at her forces, taking out dozens of her men with
each shot. The parademons that manned it chortled and fired
indiscriminately.



“I hope you have a plan, Babs, because this is about to get real
ugly very fast!”



Batgirl could see her friend was right. They may have broken into
the courtyard, but they were also effectively boxed in and
surrounded by superior forces. It wouldn’t be long before the
battle became a massacre.



She needed her secret weapon.



“Zatanna! Where’s Zee?”



She spotted the sorceress just inside the wall, huddled behind
Bekka, Benj and Inda who covered her while she worked spell after
spell, growing visibly weaker by the moment.



“The tower! Take out the tower!” Barbara yelled to her over the din
of battle.



But her frantic gesticulations had only captured the attention of
the tower gunners, and they swung the fearsome weapon around,
aiming it at her.



“Oh, hell.” Huntress had noticed it too, swinging her own weapon
around, for what it was worth.



The cannon blazed and Babs had just enough time to wonder why her
life wasn’t flashing before her eyes— before she realized someone
had interposed himself between her and certain death! All she could
see for a moment was the yellow ‘S’ symbol on the flowing red cape
in front of her…



“Superman!” Huntress gasped.



The Man of Steel, his chest absorbing the cannon-fire, aimed his
heat vision back at the weapon, causing it to explode.



Barbara watched as other reinforcements arrived as well. A red blur
streaked through the courtyard, disarming enemy soldiers and
sending them sprawling with well-placed— though unseen— blows. The
Flash skidded to a halt, just long enough for his momentum to send
the weapons in his hands hurtling high over the citadel wall. From
out of the sky dropped the Martian Manhunter, into the midst of a
parademon position, their lasers passing harmlessly through his
intangible form. But his fists were solid as he tore into them,
laying them out.



Making sure she and Helena were alright, Superman left their side
and leaped into the battle. He flew into a knot of dog soldiers,
scattering them. He grabbed one of their fallen number by the leg,
and swung about with him, using the flailing Apokoliptian as a
club.



The tide of battle had almost instantly turned. Finding themselves
all but safe for the moment, Batgirl and Huntress just watched as
the new arrivals mopped up the enemy resistance.



“Alright, Babs, Gotta admit,” Helena told her. “Bringing in
Superman, Martian Manhunter and the Flash… That was a
great plan!”



“Yeah.” Barbara sent her friend a bemused smile. “I just wish I had
thought of it sooner…”

 

 


Apokolips loomed large through the
protective dome of Supertown, getting closer by the minute as the
City of the New Gods rose through the atmosphere. The space all
around was chaotic with laser-fire and titanic explosions, the
smaller ships swarming like hornets. But Supertown continued to
rise, shrugging off the enemy fire and returning it with deadly
effectiveness. High up in the Command Womb, Batman and Green
Lantern watched as the Apokoliptian armada took up positions
against them.



“There.” Batman pointed at the biggest, ugliest dreadnought, even
now racing to intercept them. “That’s the Annihilator,
Steppenwolf’s flagship. Give him my regards, Lightray.”



“Aye.” The New God nodded his head, grinning brightly, and took
off, passing through the dome and into space, streaking like a
comet towards the dreadnought.



Highfather Izaya approached the two Earth heroes.



“Others will continue the fight here. It is time for us to be on
our way.”



“I’m ready.” Green Lantern said without hesitation.



Izaya nodded, and raised his staff. Before them, a shimmering
portal opened up, beyond which could only be seen a field of stars.
The Highfather stepped in without looking back.



Sharing a last look with each other, Batman and Green Lantern
followed, and the portal closed behind them.

 

 


“You are a greater fool than I
thought, Orion, to rouse me.” Darkseid rumbled as the god
and the heroes approached him on the slopes of Mount Megeddon.
“When I possess the Power Infinite I might have simply
thought you out of existence, but now I think I shall squash you
like a bug. And I shall take great pleasure from
that…”



If his foes trembled at his words, they did not show it. Orion
snarled and crouched in a battle stance. Wonder Woman, clad in the
ceremonial eagle armor of the Amazon Queen raised her battle ax and
glared. Aquaman held aloft the Trident of Neptune and prepared to
strike.



“This?” Darkseid surveyed his foes with a sneer.
“This is the paltry effort they make against me? A woman, a
mortal man, and my own sniveling whelp? It is hardly worth my
effort to crush you.” He called upon the Anti-Life
Equation and stretched forth his will to seize their own— but
unexpectedly found the way blocked!



“We are under the aegis of Hesta’s lasso, Tyrant. Your foul mind
cannot soil ours!” Wonder Woman cried, circling into Darkseid’s
blind spot. “May Artemis guide my arm!”



She brought the huge ax down in a massive double handed blow.
Darkseid didn’t even attempt to dodge it. It rebounded against the
hide of the Tyrant, the force of it sending Diana stumbling
backward. But the others did not hesitate. They leaped in after
her.



Aquaman aimed the Trident and unleashed a bolt of pure mystic
power. It slammed into Darkseid like a fireball, sizzling around
him in waves of electricity. But Darkseid shrugged off the blast
with barely a step backward. That’s when Orion hit him.



The Dog of War barreled full-tilt into his father, his fists
swinging. The strength of the blow caught Darkseid unprepared. The
Tyrant staggered under the force of it, but recovered quickly. He
lashed out with a punch that sent Orion flying backward into
Aquaman, and the two went down, the Trident of Neptune flying out
of the Sea King’s hand.



With a fierce war cry, Wonder Woman was back in the fray, leaping
on Darkseid from behind. With the haft of her axe under his chin,
she wrenched him backward, and nearly off his feet. The dark god
actually cried out in surprise, throwing his hands up to grasp the
ax. With a mighty heave, he flung her forward over his head,
slamming her into the ground. Diana felt the breath leave her body,
saw the booted foot descending towards her face.



“NO!”



Aquaman lunged, hitting the dark god and knocking him aside. Taking
advantage of Darkseid’s momentary loss of balance, the Sea King
landed a punch that would have put a hole in a steel wall— but
barely fazed the Lord of Apokolips. An almost casual backhand sent
Aquaman sprawling. The blow would have made paste of a normal man,
but Aquaman was only dazed, and not out.



Diana was back on her feet, and not a moment too soon. Darkseid
turned back to her, his eyes burning red. The Omega Beams lanced
towards her. She threw up her crossed arms, deflecting the attack
with her bracelets! The Omega Beams ricocheted back on the dark
god, engulfing him with all the violence and pain he had intended
for Wonder Woman. He writhed in agony, real agony, the likes of
which he had never in all his long life experienced!



The Tyrant fell to his knees, the Omega Effect still dancing around
him in sparks. Orion loomed over him, his fists clenched together
and poised to strike.



“Now, Father, feel the might of the Astro-force…!” Growled the Dog
of War. The blow fell—



And was caught, one handed by Darkseid.



The dark god lifted his head, his already gruesome face twisted in
a terrifying rictus of pain and anger. He squeezed his hand,
crushing both of Orion’s fists in his. The Dog of War cried out,
his knees buckling, and the two switched positions as Darkseid
climbed back to his feet, pushing Orion to his knees in front of
him.



“You are as pathetic and weak as your vaunted
Astro-force.” Darkseid told him, tearing the thick
Astro-bands from his son’s forearms. “And I have suffered
you long enough.” His arm rose, fist quivering.
“Here, in the red glow of the fire-pits of Apokolips, the
prophecy is fulfilled. The father slays the
son...”

 

 


Nearby, his chair hidden by a rocky
outcrop of Mount Megeddon’s tortured slope, Metron watched as the
battle hurtled towards its inevitable outcome.



He had aligned himself to the wrong side. There was no way these
fools could hope to defeat Darkseid. In a moment, the Tyrant would
kill Orion, then finish off the two Earth heroes. They never stood
a chance against him…

 

 


Clark, Jonathan Kent once told
his son, it’s good to be good, but it’s better to be
lucky.



In that devastated, war-ravaged courtyard on Apokolips, Superman
had reason to revel in his luck. Not only had they found the
missing Outsiders— leading a full-scale revolt against Darkseid’s
Citadel!— but here too was just the man they had come to
find!



The Flash and the Martian Manhunter wrapped up the final remnants
of enemy resistance, as Superman finished explaining their
desperate plan to the small gathering.



Mister Miracle floated before the Man of Steel, nodding his head
enthusiastically.



“It might just work!” He conceded to Barda.



“It has to,” Superman insisted, and he turned to address the Hunger
Dogs that crowded around him. “But we have no time to spare. Even
now, Aquaman, Wonder Woman and Orion battle Darkseid to—.”



“Orion!” Bekka gasped at the mention of her beloved’s name. “He is
here? He has come to at last meet his father in arms?”



“The prophecy!” Himon muttered. “The final battle is upon us then,
in truth! The Source help us!”



“Please, there is no time to waste!” The Man of Steel said
urgently. He turned back to Scott. “We have to get to Desaad’s lab!
Can you find it?”



“Well, I was never what you might call a regular guest at the
palace—.”



“I can take you there.” Barda interjected, cutting him off.



“Then it looks like we’re going in the same direction.” Batgirl
noted, pointing towards the twisted, burning portcullis leading
inside the Citadel. “We were just about to take a tour of the place
ourselves.”

 

 


Batman, Green Lantern and the
Highfather emerged from the portal into a vastness that the human
mind could barely contemplate. The colossus stretched from one end
of infinity to the other, in all directions, and challenged their
concepts of reality on the most profound levels.



“Behold, the Source Wall!” Izaya proclaimed in a reverent voice.
“We stand at the very edge of space and time, at the uttermost end
of the Multiverse! None have passed beyond, though many have tried.
You see them before you now…”



It was true. As Batman’s eyes grew used to the scale, he became
aware that the Wall was carved with monstrous figures, almost like
gargoyles, and almost too hideous to behold. At first he thought
they were colossal statues, frozen in such life-like moments of
inconceivable pain and frustration, but he gradually became aware
of a certain consciousness behind the tortured expressions— My
god— they are alive!



Green Lantern seemed to read his thoughts, and was already scanning
the Wall, bathing it in the emerald light of his ring.



“This is like nothing I’ve ever seen,” He shook his head. “Even the
ring can’t get a grip on this thing…”



The Highfather drifted closer to the Wall, clutching his staff to
his breast, scrutinizing the figures entrapped there.



“I have been here once before.” He told them. “Fitting that I
should return here, at the end of all things…”



“Gloomy guss.” Hal muttered to Batman, who merely shot him a look
that said: 'You talkin’ to me?'



Green Lantern shrugged apologetically.



Outloud, the Dark Knight said. “Let’s get to work.”

 

 


Superman went in through the front
door— actually, he took the whole wall with him! The stone and
steel façade crumbled under the force of his blow, showering the
waiting parademon horde with dust and debris. Nor was he alone.
Behind him came the screaming mob of Hunger Dogs, with Batgirl at
their head, beckoning them after her into the palace.



The Flash could not wait. He sped past friends and foes alike, the
laser blasts of both sides moving as if in slow motion on either
side of him. He didn’t bother to navigate the halls of the dank
Citadel, but simply vibrated his molecules through walls and living
creatures alike.



*Remember what you are looking for.* Came the Martian
Manhunter’s voice in his mind. *Metron said the device would
be—*



I remember what he said, Manhunter, Flash thought back at
him. He had not meant to be curt, but when Barry gave himself over
so completely to the Speed Force, which was what he was going to
have to do if their plan had any chance of succeeding, he found
that even his thoughts were hyper-accelerated.



*Just be careful.* Came J’onn’s soothing voice, hardly
betraying the fact that the Martian Manhunter was at that moment
pounding together the heads of two parademons. *We can’t do
this without you.*



I know, Barry thought as patiently as he could. I
will— Whoa!



A beast of enormous size and ugliness suddenly reared up in front
of him, it’s snapping jaws just missing him, but causing him to
lose his concentration and crash, headlong, into a wall. He shook
his head, dazed, his vision unfocused. The thing lumbered around to
face him, its noxious breath making him gag. If it wasn’t the size
of a house, he might have called it a bulldog with tusks. Its jaw
gaped wide and its shadow covered the Flash…

 

 


Wonder Woman watched in horror, as
Darkseid’s first hammer-blow nailed his son to the ground. But the
Tyrant wouldn’t let Orion fall, held him by his shattered hands—
and drove his fist down upon him again! The silver helm broke, and
Orion’s head lolled limply on his neck. Darkseid raised his fist
for the death blow.



“No!” Diana cried leaping forward. At the same moment, Aquaman
scrambled across the ground for his Trident, seized it, and came up
from a roll with it blazing in his hands. The Amazon Princess hit
Darkseid at the same time as Aquaman’s bolt of power. The one-two
punch did the trick. Darkseid was forced to release Orion, reeling
from the combined attack. But he would not be that way for long,
and this close to him now, Diana was fully engaged. She prepared
herself to go toe to toe with the behemoth, standing protectively
over Orion’s still form.



“Wonder Woman, get away from him!” Aquaman called to her, running
towards them as swiftly as he could, but he was just too far
away.



The Tyrant of Apokolips moved faster than either of them thought
possible, surging at Diana like a maddened bull. He brushed aside a
clumsy swing by Wonder Woman, knocking the eagle helm off her head
with the blow, then wrapped his hands around her throat!



Diana clutched at the thick, granite fingers at her neck, and
strained with all her god-given strength to pry them away—to no
avail. Darkseid pressed his face close to hers, his black lips
twisting into a sinister smile. He could have snapped her neck if
he bore down hard enough; he had more than enough strength to do
it. No. He was savoring her death. She had hurt him. She would
pay.



Aquaman hit him, shoulder first, hoping to knock him off balance,
forcing him to release her. But the Tyrant of Apokolips did not
budge. In fact, he barely noticed at all. In a frenzy born of
panic, Aquaman swung the Trident of Neptune up in both hands, then
drove the point of it like a knife at Darkseid, firing it at the
same time.



The blast sent all three of them sailing outward from the point of
impact.

 

 


From his vantage point, Metron watched
with some interest now, shielding his face from the massive
concussion wave that followed Aquaman’s attack.



Aquaman and Wonder Woman hit the ground, hard, and didn’t get up.
But Darkseid stirred immediately, pulling his massive frame from
the divot he’d made in the ground.



Perhaps, Metron thought, it is time for me to enter
the game…

 

 


His vision still swimming, the
Flash was helpless before the Cur of Armagetto!



Luckily, he wasn’t alone. The wall next to him exploded outward and
a figure flew to his rescue, seizing the Cur by its enormous jaws
and wrestling it backward.



It was on the tip of his tongue to thank Superman, when he realized
his rescuer was not the Man of Steel at all, but the Martian
Manhunter!



*I will deal with this beast. Go!* J’onn’s voice said in
his mind.



No one needed to tell the Flash twice! He flung himself off the
wall and rocketed deeper into the Citadel.

 

 


The dozens of holoscreens showed the
invaders progress through the Citadel, and Virman Vundabarr cursed
from his over-sized throne. On one of them he saw the Earth woman
called Huntress picking off dog soldiers with deadly accuracy, and
on another was Granny’s former protégé and the traitress Barda,
blasting indiscriminately at ranks of parademons. But by far what
caused him the most concern was the image of Superman, pushing
relentlessly through the corridors of the Citadel, heading straight
for the throne room! In fact, the Earth hero was moments from
busting down the door.



But Darkseid had prepared for just such an eventuality. Cackling
with delight, the short Prussian-poseur jabbed a button on
the throne, then hopped off the seat of power as a nasty-looking
cannon rose on hydraulics from the floor below. Vundabarr checked
its charge, the shells still glowing a sickly noxious green.



The Kryptonite Cannon should make short work of the so-called Man
of Steel!



With one eye on the holo-vid showing Superman’s progress towards
the throne room, and the other on the door sure to shatter under
the Man of Steel’s imminent blow, Vundabarr was too distracted to
see the shadowy figure drop from the ceiling with a cat-like grace,
or to hear the figure creeping up behind him.



“Hey, Mr. Wonderful…”



Vundabarr jumped and turned— just in time to glimpse the snarling
face of Oliver Queen before the flying fist turned off all the
lights…

 

 


The door to the throne room melted into
slag revealing Superman framed there, his eyes glowing red.



In the middle of the room, a bearded man in a tattered green
costume held a smaller, more unconscious man, by the scruff of his
neck, next to an ominously glowing cannon.



“Oliver?” An incredulous voice came from behind the surprised Man
of Steel. Batgirl shouldered her way past Superman, hardly able to
believe her eyes. “Ollie!” She sprinted into the room, and was
caught up in the arms of Green Arrow, who had to unceremoniously
drop Vundabarr to catch her.



A flood of pent-up emotion suddenly found release in Barbara
Gordon, and the sobs wracked her body as she clung to her
friend.



“Oh, Oliver, when you didn’t make it back from the raid we feared
the worse, and I’ve been trying so hard to keep it together, to
keep them all together, and lead them like you would, because I
knew you were still alive and we just had to help you, but
there was so much death and killing—.”



She sucked in a breath and Ollie held her tightly, whispering
soothingly, “It’s alright, Red, we’re okay. Everyone’s going to be
okay…”



Babs lifted her head, her eyes red with tears. “Is Dinah— Is
she—?”



“She’s safe.” Ollie told her, and Barbara missed the tightening of
the archer’s jaw. “You can relax now, Babs. I was captured, but
your attack on the Citadel damaged the cells, and I was able to
escape. You did it. You saved me. I found Dinah a little while ago.
She’s in rough shape, but she’s alive…”



By then, Superman stepped forward, compassion in his eyes, but duty
in his heart.



“Green Arrow, I hate to cut this short, but we’re not out of this
yet. Not by a long shot. We need to get to Desaad’s lab.”



Ollie frowned. “I just came from there. There’s a secret entrance
behind the throne…”



But Superman was already gone, mentally calling for the Flash and
J’onn J’onzz. Mister Miracle and Big Barda were hot on his
heels.

 

 


The Tyrant of Apokolips stood
triumphant on Mount Megeddon, his foes at his feet.



They had dared much by challenging him, at the moment of his
ultimate victory. He would see to it that their annihilation was
exquisite and eternal.



But he would no longer allow them to keep him from his destiny. The
Source Wall awaited him, its secrets ready for him to lay bare.
Wrapping the discordant melody of the Anti-Life Equation around his
consciousness like a shroud, Darkseid focused his thoughts on that
last and lonely place at the edge of the Multiverse. He threw his
arms up into the air, releasing a exultant cry to warn the universe
it had but moments to live, his voice shaking both worlds in their
shared orbit.



He had evolved so that he no longer needed a Mother Box. The boom
tube opened before him at his command, the kaleidoscopic gravity
sink tugging at him to surrender to it. He opened his eyes and
looked down— into the eyes of Metron.



The Seeker hovered before him on his Mobius Chair, and for the
first time the look on his face reflected not dispassion, but
intense alarm. Darkseid glared down upon him in disgust.



“As ever, you have chosen an inopportune moment to meddle,
Seeker.” Darkseid intoned, and there was a new, deeper
vibration in his voice— as if it were echoing between the vastness
of stars. The Anti-Life Equation was in its full flush within him,
humming like a colossal engine of cosmic significance.



“Mighty Darkseid,” Yelled Metron over the maelstrom of the nearby
boom tube. “I beseech you— do not do this! There’s no telling what
might happen if you assail the Source Wall! It might be as you say,
that the Power Infinite is waiting there for you to grasp, but what
if it is not? What if the Power lay elsewhere? What if, by breaking
the Source Wall, you simply destroy that which is the foundation of
all reality and existence? The Multiverse would crumble! It
would cease to be! Would you sacrifice all that is or ever
will be on a hypothesis? You have made yourself the
harbinger of doom, the enemy of every living thing!”



The words of the Seeker hung in the turbulent air for a moment,
until the silence was filled by the chilling sound of Darkseid’s
laughter.



“I care not for your concerns, Metron. With the Anti-Life
Equation, I have surpassed your knowledge. You have not one-tenth
the understanding of the Multiverse that I now
possess!”



“Yes! You are the mightiest being in the Multiverse! None can
oppose you. With the power of the Anti-Life Equation, you could
make yourself master of the Multiverse if you so choose. Worlds
would bow down before you, universes would surrender to your will…!
Abandon this mad course!”



“No.” Darkseid rumbled. “The Multiverse is
not enough. There are planes of reality that pass even your
comprehension, Metron, degrees of Power even I only guessed at…!
And I will become Master of them all! I will unmake all that is,
and recreate existence in my own image. Every molecule, every quark
will live to serve and glorify me! There will have never been a
time when I was not Master!”



And with that, he lashed out at Metron, smashing the Mobius Chair
aside with a blow that sent it wheeling end over end before it
crashed into the ground.



Darkseid stamped forward, intent now on his goal— but stopped short
of the swirling boom tube.



Standing before it, shoulder to shoulder, were Aquaman and Wonder
Woman, weapons raised and again ready to deny him.

 

 


Desaad’s secret sanctum was in the
black bowels of the Citadel, squatting like a swollen loathsome
spider in the midst of a vast web. No Nazi torture-chamber in
Auschwitz was more filled with unspeakable horror and misery than
the lair of Desaad.



The Flash arrived first, and was at once taken aback by the sights
of the chamber. A scientist himself, he could actually grasp what
some of the wicked-looking instruments were intended for— and he
had to swallow hard to avoid retching.



“It’s not much, but with a little redecorating…”



The voice came from a woman huddled in a corner, a human in black
leather with her hair singed off and one eye swollen shut.



“Nothing that can’t be fixed by a hydrogen bomb, a very long
shower, and years of psychotherapy… ” She finished with what passed
for a smile.



At first he thought she was insane, but she held his piteous gaze
with a forthrightness that belied her sorry state.



“Back home they call me Black Canary. You’re the Flash,
right?”



He nodded, just as Superman and the Martian Manhunter arrived on
the scene. Superman’s eyes swept the room, and he immediately found
what Flash had not seen at first.



Desaad.



The Master Torturer and Chief Scientist of Apokolips was pinned to
a far wall, various of his instruments driven through his flesh to
suspend him— in great agony— off the ground.



He was conscious and moaning.



One look at Black Canary, his subject and plaything since the
beginning of the invasion, and the Man of Steel thought he
understood.



“She didn’t do that.”



They were joined in the lab by Scott, Barda, Himon and the rest of
the Outsiders. Zatanna and Babs ran to Dinah, enfolding her in
their embrace.



“I did.” It was Ollie who had spoken, his chin jutting out as if
daring Superman to say something sanctimonious.



But the Man of Steel knew he had no time for debate. They needed
the device Metron had told them about.



“I need him awake.” He pointed to Desaad.



Ollie nodded. “Desaad.” He said in a sharp voice. “Tell the nice
man with the square jaw everything he wants to know— or I will
start throwing sharp instruments at you again.”



This got an instant reaction. The torturer’s eyes opened
wide.

 

 


Darkseid loomed over the heroes of
Earth, his mighty fists poised to smash them.



As one, Aquaman and Wonder Woman charged the Tyrant of Apokolips,
ax and Trident flashing. The force of their impact blew out a
crater where they stood, but all three of them held their ground.
There, in front of the boom tube to the Promethean Galaxy, they
slugged it out. Wonder Woman hammered on her foe with the ax, and
when it broke, she used her fists. Aquaman blasted him with the
Trident, throwing every ounce of magical power at the dark
god.



Darkseid tried to simply push past them, flailing about him with
his fists. But the heroes dodged the blows and pressed their attack
harder. Aquaman poured everything he had at the Tyrant, a constant
stream of energy sizzling from the tines of his weapon. The Sea
King dug in, refusing to give ground.



But Darkseid was inexorable. As hard as they fought him, as much as
they threw at him, he advanced, step by step, pushing them ever
backward, towards the boom tube.



In a last desperate effort, the Tyrant of Apokolips upon him,
Aquaman reared back and drove the barbed points of the Trident at
Darkseid’s gut. It was halted inches from impact, Darkseid’s hand
on the haft! He wrenched the weapon out of Aquaman’s grasp, and
batted him aside with it, then on the return swing smashed Wonder
Woman out of his path.



At last, his way to the boom tube was clear! He was seconds away
from stepping into it. He sneered at the fallen heroes and said,
“Did you really think you could stop me?”



Then he turned, taking the last steps towards the interdimensional
portal— and was jerked back!



A lasso of golden links encircled his arms and chest!



He whirled in place, even as Wonder Woman strained with all her
might to pull him towards her.



“We don’t have to stop you, monster.” The Amazon Princess
gritted her teeth and dug her heels into the ground. “We just had
to delay you… !”

 

 


The device was identical to the one
that Mister Miracle had freed himself from only hours before,
except this one was hastily rigged by the Flash (with some
unexpected help from Himon) to include not one but four cranial
interface caps.



“We need to tap into the Anti-Life Equation.” The Flash told Himon
as the two discussed some last minute adjustments. They faced a
holo-board, and the stylus in Barry’s hand was a blur as scrawled
out the calculations he memorized from Metron, turning to
recalibrate the device at super speeds. “We know we can’t wrest the
power from Darkseid— he’s too strong for that!— but we think we can
deny it to him!”



After a moment’s study, Himon frowned at the Flash’s notes. “But
that’s not the correct— Of course! I see!” His face grew
animated with enlightenment. “You don’t want to use the
Equation, you want to poison it! That’s a flaw you’re
introducing into it, an intentional fallacy. You’re going to
re-write it so he can’t use it anymore!”



The Flash couldn’t refrain from a wolfish grin. “Wish I could take
the credit for it, but it was Batman’s idea. Of course this beauty
of an invalid disjunctive syllogism right here is my own personal
touch…” He cast around until his eyes found the Martian
Manhunter’s. “J’onn, call the little blue guy. It’s ready.”



*Wise One, it is time.*



A slight shimmering announced the arrival of the Guardian Appa Ali
Apsa to the laboratory. The Oan looked weary but determined, only
hours removed from death’s door.



“I am ready, my friends.”



Mister Miracle and Superman had already attached their headpieces
when Big Barda abruptly approached Scott, and seizing him by the
face, kissed him hard and urgently. When she was finished, she
stepped away without a word, leaving a smug Mister Miracle to smirk
at the expression on Superman’s face.



“Flash, this is your chance to finally prove you’re faster than
me.” Challenged the Man of Steel as J’onn and Appa were finally
strapped in. “Show me what you’ve got.”



Barry Allen nodded, tethering himself to the generator wheel atop
the device with a length of high density cable. He was running
before they even realized it.



He broke the sound barrier in the first second, causing everyone in
the room to cover their ears in pain. He ran a tight circuit around
the device and the four figures hooked up to it. But it still
wasn’t fast enough. The Speed Force, Metron had theorized, was the
instrument by which they would insert the flaw into the Equation,
but to break into it, Barry Allen was going to have to go faster.
Much faster. Faster than he had ever gone before.



The device read and analyzed the Kryptonian, the Martian, the Oan
and New God genetic code, transmitting it to the optic-scanner
Flash wore on his head. He thought about the New Equation,
repeating it over and over in his head until he knew it
verbatim.



The speeds he was reaching now were absurd. Light was bending
before his eyes, and reality was curving in ways that distorted his
perception. His head was light, curiously so— almost non-existent.
Was this what had happened to Jay? Had he lost himself in the Speed
Force, raced himself out of existence…? He could not afford to
think about it now. He thought about the New Equation. He thought
about all the people depending on him. He thought about Iris…



Then he thought he could go a little faster…

 

 


Then, four minds telepathically linked
by a Martian transmitted one single, unique and deadly Trojan
Horse-of-a-thought— and reality was changed for the second time
that day.

 

 


Darkseid roared in frustration and
fury, pulling on the golden lasso.



Wonder Woman was unable to resist his strength however hard she
strained to pull back, and found herself being dragged inexorably
towards Darkseid.



Then Aquaman was there, lending his strength to hers, wrapping his
arms around her slim shoulders, grabbing the golden rope. And for a
moment, the forward motion was arrested, the two heroes planted
firmly against the maddened god in a tug of war, with the universe
at stake!



Behind him, mere inches away and the force of it beckoning to him,
the boom tube waited. With a fearsome exertion, Darkseid pulled on
the lasso and tore it from the heroes’ grasp! They collapsed to the
ground, face first in the dirt, their muscles twitching.



Wonder Woman was able to lift her head in time to see the lasso
fall to the ground at Darkseid’s feet.



“Hera, NO!”



The Tyrant of Apokolips was taking the last step towards the boom
tube when it hit him. Abruptly, the grand design in his head, the
dark and deadly chorus of celestial music that was the Anti-Life
Equation, changed! It did not cease, but it soured, warped
into something unrecognizable. He struggled to grasp it, to wrestle
it down the twisting pathways of consciousness and thought, but it
eluded him, sluicing through his fingers like water. The Anti-Life
Equation had become, suddenly, profoundly, and irrevocably
useless!

 

 


And all that he had wrought with it
faded and was no more. On Earth, billions of minds and souls were
reawakened and freed. People opened their eyes, as if for the first
time, not unaware of what had almost been taken from them. And when
they looked around and saw the now skeleton-crew of Apokoliptian
forces occupying the formerly pacified planet, they rose up and
joined the fight to take back their world!

 

 


His mind and consciousness in turmoil,
Darkseid fell to his knees by the boom tube, his face in his
hands.



“They did it!” Wonder Woman clutched Aquaman’s arm. “They corrupted
the Equation!”



“It’s not over yet!” Aquaman called to her, over the din of the
howling boom tube. They clung together, on the ground, scant feet
from the Tyrant of Apokolips. “If we don’t stop him now, this will
all begin again!”



As if he had heard them, Darkseid’s head snapped up, and on his
face was an expression of such hate and fury that it struck the
heroes dumb to behold it. But before anyone could take another
breath, a sharp whistle came from overhead, and a blue and red blur
streaked past them— slamming into Darkseid and carrying them both
into the boom tube!



“That was Superman!” Wonder Woman exclaimed. “Hurry, we have to
help him!”



As they leaped into the portal after the Man of Steel and the
Tyrant of Apokolips, they were followed a split second later by the
Flash and Martian Manhunter.

 

 


On the other side of the boom tube,
Green Lantern called out in warning, “Here they
come!”



Superman and Darkseid burst into the Promethean Galaxy at speeds
too fast for the human eye to track. They arced across space and
slammed like a falling meteor into the Source Wall. The Tyrant of
Apokolips was clearly stunned, disoriented, and unable to fend off
Superman’s relentless assault. The Man of Steel pounded on his
enemy, one fist after another, rising and falling at super speed,
smashing Darkseid into the Wall itself!



“Yeah!” Hal yelled. “Go get ‘em, Big Blue!”



Aquaman, Wonder Woman, Flash and Martian Manhunter emerged from the
boom tube, the Flash carried by J’onn. Hal slapped the speedster
and the Sea King with protective green auras, grinning in
delight.



“Are you guys a sight for sore eyes…!”



At that moment, Darkseid recovered his wits. With one titanic blow,
he sent Superman spiraling away from him. The Man of Steel tumbled
backward in a freefall— only to land softly against a giant green
catcher’s mitt in space.



Darkseid pushed himself from the Wall with a bellow of
uncontainable rage. Here he was, after all, the Source Wall!
Inwardly, he wracked his mind, clutching at the echoes of power
left by the Anti-Life Equation. Something must remain! His destiny
would not end here!



But if he could not find the path through the wall, then he would
break it all to pieces— and Metron’s words of warning be
damned.



Calling upon every iota of his divine power, the Tyrant of
Apokolips began to swell, his mass and form increasing
exponentially as he drew upon every measure of his godhead.



“Great Rao! What’s happening?” Superman gasped, watching in
disbelief as Darkseid expanded to fill his vision.



*He’s assuming his true form; this is as he is in his own
dimension!* J’onn sent to them.



I don’t care what he’s doing! Came Batman’s voice. He
can’t be allowed to leave this place!



The Dark Knight swooped down upon the colossus that was Darkseid,
harnessed into Orion’s Astro-glider, cannons of Astro-force
blazing!



As one, the world’s greatest heroes launched themselves at
Darkseid. Superman’s heat vision scarred the surface of his hide,
leaving long black trails. Wonder Woman and Martian Manhunter
hurled their bodies, fists first, at the god’s head, rebounding,
then soaring back in again. Aquaman blasted him with bolt after
bolt from his Trident, and Batman strafed the colossus with
scorching beams of Astro-force! Only Green Lantern hung back, sweat
beading on his forehead, his ring straining for action. But his
mind, and his incredible will, was focused on another, far more
critical task.



Darkseid swatted at the heroes as if they were flies buzzing around
him. But his size now worked against him. They avoiding his killing
blows, swooping in and out from all sides, under his guard, never
relinquishing the momentum of their attack. The dark god was
enraged, his cries filling the universe and deafening them.



He would first destroy them, these insignificant mortal fleas who
had caused him so much grief, then he would tear down the Source
Wall, with his bare hands, even if it took him an eon to do
it!



GL, how much more time do you need? Batman sent to him
urgently. We’re barely putting a dent in him!



Darkseid seized the Martian Manhunter in his grip, and squeezed.
J’onn’s psychic scream tore through the heroes, but only for a
moment as the Martian became intangible and dropped away, hurt but
already recovering.



Almost there, Batman. Hal sent back, even his thoughts
strained. This isn’t easy. It’s like I’m trying to shift all
the sand in all the deserts of the world…



I know it isn’t easy, but you can do it, Lantern! This
is what you do! You’re a superhero!



Hal Jordan felt a smile spread across his face, and bore down with
all his willpower, Batman’s words echoing in his head: You’re a
superhero…!



Alright, you crusty old gargoyles, Hal bared his teeth and
gave it one last push. WAKE UP!



There was a sudden explosion of emerald light, bright enough to
blind them all, including Darkseid. Throughout the galaxy there
came the clarion sound of one cosmic bell ringing, echoing and not
fading.



The emerald light faded, and when they could see again, the vision
that awaited them was awesome. The faces embedded on the Source
Wall had come to life! Hot argent light was pouring from their open
mouths and eyes, like a billion flood lamps lighting up the vast
darkness of space.



Darkseid shielded his eyes, the clear pure light noxious to him.
The crystalline sound reverberating in his head was like a spike
driving through his brain. The god squinted through the awful
light, daring to gaze upon the glory of the awakened Source
Wall.



COME, LORD OF APOKOLIPS. TAKE YOUR PLACE AMONG
US…



“No…” He pushed away from the wall, the horror
growing in his mind as he recognized one of the faces calling to
him…



COME TO ME, MY SON. I HAVE LONG AWAITED YOU!



The heroes, reeling from the flashes of light, recovered
quickly.



“Now!” Superman called to the others. “While he’s disoriented!
Together!”



The Man of Steel flew at Darkseid, smashing fist first into the
dark god. Only microseconds behind him was the Martian Manhunter,
the second impact propelling the stunned Darkseid forward. Wonder
Woman hit next, then Aquaman and Batman fired their weapons at him,
then Green Lantern joined the attack with a huge green boxing
glove. Even the Flash dashed across the colossal surface of the
god’s swollen body, pounding away.



Like a doomed and drowning leviathan, Darkseid drifted closer and
closer to the Source Wall.



“One more time! With me!” Superman yelled.



Shoulder to shoulder, he and Wonder Woman and Martian Manhunter
slammed full-tilt into the Tyrant of Apokolips, the force of their
combined blow enough to drive Darkseid, face first, into the
Wall.



Something clicked in the universe, as if something always
meant to be had occurred.



The heroes of Earth floated back away from the Wall, watching in
horror as Darkseid seemed to be sucked into the very fabric of it.
The Tyrant of Apokolips twisted and worked his way around,
struggling with an insane effort to pull himself free of the Wall’s
grip. His face was too hideous to behold, transformed into
something cosmically repugnant. A piteous howl escaped him, full of
rage and frustration.



Then his hand broke from the Wall! It spasmed and clutched at
freedom, by degrees the rest of the mammoth arm surfacing!



*Moons of Mars, he’s breaking free!* J’onn’s voice was
filled with something none of them till that point had heard in it
before: despair.



Superman was already in action. “Not if I can help it!” He called
over his shoulder to them as he shot towards the Wall. “I don’t
care if I have to spend the rest of my days bound in battle with
him, he’s not escaping that Wall!”



The Man of Steel put his head down and hurled himself at Darkseid.
He thought about the sacrifice Captain Marvel had made, and he
thought about the heroes in who’s company he had fought this last
great battle. His heart swelled. This was what he had to do. This
was the good fight, the never-ending battle. He had no
regrets…



He was brought up suddenly by an impenetrable force field, his
forward progress stopped short of the Wall and the raging Darkseid
who had even now freed his head and most of his body.



Highfather Izaya floated in the space before Superman, his staff
held aloft and a light on his brow.



“Yours is a valiant soul, Kal-El of Krypton, but this is the task
appointed to me.” Izaya passed his staff to Superman, a gentle
smile on his face. “Give this to my people. They shall create a New
Genesis the likes of which not even the Old Gods dreamed.”



With that, the Highfather turned towards Darkseid, his own form
expanding in size to match the Tyrant of Apokolips.



“Come, my dark twin, we have grappled together so long. Let us at
last have some measure of peace!”



Holding his arms wide as if to embrace him, Izaya fell upon the
wide-eyed Darkseid, and in the moment of their collision, the light
shining forth from the Source Wall banked a thousand-fold, flooding
all the universe with one perfect flash of radiance…

 

 


And when the light faded, the clarion
ringing was gone, and the Wall was still. The faces of the
Promethean Giants were blank and closed again— and a new one had
joined their ranks. It was not quite Darkseid and not quite Izaya,
the likeness trapped somewhere between the two. It was neither
hideous nor beautiful, but it was at peace…



For one long moment, the heroes of Earth could only stare, floating
in a space so serene it was hard to believe the chaos and calamity
that had existed only moments before…



“We did it.” Green Lantern was the first to break the silence. “We
really did it. He’s gone… It’s over…”



As one, the heroes released a collective breath and the floodgates
opened. Tears in her eyes, Wonder Woman embraced Aquaman, the Flash
clasped his hand in J’onn Jonzz’s, and Superman and Green Lantern
both heaved a sigh of relief that came from the pit of their
stomach.



Even Batman had to take a moment, and cleared his throat before
saying. “Alright, folks, we’ve got a lot of cleaning up to do on
Earth. Let’s go home.”



He spoke into his Mother Box and opened a boom tube, and the
world’s greatest heroes left the Promethean Galaxy without a look
backward…

 

 


With the fall of Darkseid, the fight
had all but gone out of the forces of Apokolips. Not that they
would have stood much of a chance if they pursued the war.
Supertown had drawn most of the invading forces off Earth to
protect Apokolips, and then had handily defeated Steppenwolf’s
armada in orbit. His fleet shattered around him, and his flagship
on fire, Steppenwolf surrendered unconditionally to Lightray, and
was brought in chains to Supertown.



The shock troopers and the parademon armies still on-planet quickly
fell to the now superior numbers and firepower of the people of
Earth. Most boom-tubed away, but many more refused to surrender,
fighting to the death, something the people of Earth were more than
happy to accommodate.



The war ended that day, and despite all the death and loss, there
was much joy and celebration. Earth had survived. The Multiverse
had survived. Tomorrow, everyone would wake up to a new sunrise and
life would go on.



The Crisis was over…

 

 


Epilogue

There was jubilation in the streets of Metropolis as the last
boom-tube opened up and disgorged the heroes of Earth. The crowds
sent up wild cheers at the sight of them: Superman, Batman, Wonder
Woman, Martian Manhunter, Aquaman, the Flash and Green Lantern! The
World’s Greatest Heroes.



For the first time in a long time, the skies above were clear. Only
moments ago, Himon, the regent of Apokolips, had activated the
boom-tube and transported the black planet out of Earth’s orbit,
and back to its own dimension. It would be a long time before the
fire-pits of that world were extinguished, but with Orion on the
throne, and Bekka at his side, it would happen.



Especially now that Apokolips would have a new satellite itself.
Supertown lingered in Earthspace, to help with the restoration, but
would eventually boom tube back to its home dimension to keep an
eye on the black planet. Superman had presented the staff of the
Highfather to Lightray, who agreed to hold it in trust for Scott
Free— because neither he nor Big Barda could be found! Some said
that they had decided to make their home on Earth, to make a new
start together. Others, more cynical, said that getting out of the
job of leader of the New Gods was Mister Miracle’s greatest escape
yet…!



The Teen Titans met the heroes, along with the recovering members
of the Outsiders, celebrating with the masses the great victory
that had been won.



Surprising even himself, Batman gathered Nightwing in a rough but
heartfelt embrace. Dick stiffened for a moment, then relaxed and
grinned when his mentor and surrogate father released him.



Batman looked around the relatively undamaged Metropolis, then
turned back to his former ward.



“Not bad.” Was all he said. But Dick could tell from the set of his
jaw he was struggling not to burst into a proud smile.



And there were a couple of other surprises, as well. The Flash
pointed out to Green Lantern the band of costumed men and women
standing on a nearby roof-top, saluting the returned heroes.



“That’s the Justice Society of America!” Barry yelled over
the noise of the crowd, grinning at his friend.



Hal Jordan nodded, impressed. Thinking of the stories Barry had
been telling him of Jay Garrick, he told himself he was going to
have to get to know the blond man in the purple domino mask smiling
down at him.



“Superman, Superman!”



A little girl tugged on the Man of Steel’s cape, and he released
the familiar news reporter he had been hugging, and bent down to
her. She held in her hands the first newspaper to come out since
the start of the war, shaking it at him excitedly.



He read the headline and a smile spread across his face. He picked
up the little girl and hugged her, then turned back to Lois, still
holding the little girl in one arm.



“You certainly do know how to coin a phrase, Ms. Lane.”



Lois’ eyes sparkled brilliantly, and she fell away to watch as the
World’s Greatest Heroes passed through the adoring and grateful
crowds…
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WAR OVER!

JUSTICE LEAGUE TRIUMPHANT!

By Lois Lane

 

Their names will resound in the annals of our history: Superman,
the Man of Steel, Batman, the Dark Knight Detective, Wonder Woman,
the Amazing Amazon, J’onn J’onzz, the Martian Manhunter, Aquaman,
King of the Seven Seas, Flash, the Fastest Man Alive and Green
Lantern, the Emerald Gladiator! Banding together, these seven
heroes saved the world from the would-be interdimensional conqueror
Darkseid, Tyrant of Apokolips, forever putting an end to the dark
god’s evil designs…

 



NOT THE END… !



=======================================================================
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Universe.
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	House of
Mystery #1 (2006)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of ten tales
featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters such as
Doctor Occult, The Phantom Stranger and many more!



	


Detective
Comics Annual #1 (2006)
The explosive second year of Bat-titles starts here with three
exciting tales written by the new creative teams on Batman &
Detective Comics:

"Wings on Fire"

With Gotham City barely recovered from the Crisis, Firefly arrives
to burn it down! Who is Firefly? And even more importantly, what is
his connection to up and coming crime boss Oswald Cobblepot?

"Gotham Nights"

Bruce Wayne and Dick Grayson are invited to the Gotham Hyde Civic
Center during it's grand reopening after the Apokolips War.

Bruce is hoping for a quiet evening and a chance to improve his
image but when new and old faces alike make an appearance and a
deadly threat is uncovered, you know it’s not going down without a
hitch!

"For Love and Money"

Get inside the heads of two very different members of the GCPD in
this back-up tale featuring James Gordon and Harvey Bullock.



	


DC2
Showcase Holiday Special (2006)
Seasons greetings from the DC2!

Take a peek at several tales that span across the DC2 universe
this holiday season. It's a time for celebrating with family &
friends, spreading good cheer, and maybe a few surprises along the
way!



	


DC2
Showcase #1 (2006)
The classic anthology title that started the silver age makes
its DC2 debut. Showcase kicks off DC2’s second sensational year
with four brand new tales from every corner of the DC2
universe:

Mechanical Dreams: Part 1 (of 3)

Written by: Legacy:

A familiar character makes their DC2 debut with a tale that reveals
his traumatic origin. Find out who it is in part one of a
three-part tale.

Batman: Curfew

Written by: Kevin Hill:

When three young boys are caught out after dark, they discover that
their only hope of rescue from the horrors of Gotham City lie in
the hands of the modern myth, the Batman!

Blue Devil: Hollywood Nights: Part 1 (of 3)

Written by: John Elbe:

A soap star, a reality TV actress wannabe, and a script doctor, all
share a house in West Beverly Hills with Daniel Patrick Cassidy, a
special effects/stuntman who is about to accept the role that will
change his life forever on the new movie, Blue Devil.

Superman: Obituary: Part 1 (of 3)

Written by: Julian Balrup:

After the recent grueling battle that was Crisis, Superman begins
to evaluate his life and decides to take it upon himself to write
his own Obituary. Writing as Clark Kent, he chronicles key moments
in his life that shaped him to become the hero that we know him to
be.



	


DC2
Showcase #2 (2006)
The new DC2 anthology series continues…

Mechanical Dreams: Part 2 (of 3)

Written by: Robert Harding

The DC2 introduction of Victor Stone continues. His life has been
turned upside down as the mechanical dream turns into a
nightmare!

Rip Hunter Lives!

Written by: Charlie Wilkins

One man travels alone in the time stream, all but lost to the
world, until he's dragged into something that even he doesn't
understand on the outskirts of eternity itself! Meet the new Rip
Hunter as he meets the old Linear Men... Pulp action at it's
finest!

Blue Devil: Hollywood Nights: Part 2 (of 3)

Written by: John Elbe

Daniel Cassidy’s life appears to be looking up when he has two
beautiful women fighting over him and Blue Devil the movie is back
in production. But, a freak accident on the set reveals how far
someone is willing to go to get a movie made in Hollywood. Will
Cassidy pay for it with his soul?

Superman: Obituary: Part 2 (of 3)

Written by: Julian Balrup

Clark has had a trial by fire, now he has a brush with the skies.
Clark begins to decide how he wants to use his powers. He wonders
should he use them to be mankind's savior or its ruler...



	


House
of Mystery #2 (2007)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of nine
tales featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters
such as Doctor Occult, The Shade and many more!



	


DC2
Special #3: A Very DC2 Christmas (2007)
The staff of DC2 come together again to give you a little taste
of the holiday spirit in several stories that run the gamut of
emotions. Join us as we give you our Christmas present.



	


DC2
Showcase #3 (2007)
The conclusion to Showcase volume one is finally here!

Mechanical Dreams: Part 3 (of 3)

Written by: Robert Harding

His life has been turned upside down by those closest to him but
now he realizes what he has been made into and what will come next.
As a great terror spreads through Vic Stone's life, he must decide
what path to take and more critically, whose side will he join.
This is the end of the beginning. Welcome Vic Stone, to the
DC2.

Blue Devil: Hollywood Nights: Part 3 (of 3)

Written by: John Elbe

After being blasted with supernatural energy Dan Cassidy is trapped
in the Blue Devil suit. He is now in the battle of his life on the
movie set as the cameras film everything. When it’s over his life
will be changed forever. Will he be able to embrace his destiny
when he discovers the truth about why he has become Blue Devil?



	


House
of Mystery #3 (2008)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of six tales
featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters such as
Deadman, The Phantom Stranger and many more!



	


DC2
Special #4: DC2 Holiday Special (2008)
DC2 Special #4: DC2 Holiday Special.

Spend some time with the both writers and artists of the DC2
& DC3 as they celebrate Christmas with several heartwarming
tales... and one tale starring Ambush Bug.

If this doesn't put you in the holiday spirit, then your name
must be Scrooge!



	


House
of Mystery #4 (2009)
Happy Halloween! DC2 Universe presents a collection of four
tales featuring your favorite horror and supernatural characters
such as Man-Bat, The Phantom Stranger and many more!



	


DC2
Special #5: Another DC2 Christmas Special (2009)
Join the staff of DC2 as we celebrate another year of holiday
cheer with several short stories and vignettes that will take you
from a certain farm house in Kansas all the way to the very halls
of the DC2 offices in New York City.



	


Weird
Western Spectacular #1 (2010)
To commemorate the new Jonah Hex film, a stable of the writers
for DC2 joined together to create not just a celebration of
everyone's favorite ugly as sin bounty hunter but a plethora of Old
West heroes and heroines as well.



	


DC2
Special #6: The Naughty and Nice List (2010)
DC2 presents our annual holiday special featuring tales that
span the DC2 Universe proper as well as our DC3 multiverse and
Elseworlds. Enjoy and Happy Holidays!



	


DC2
Special #7: The Ghosts of Christmases Past (2011)
DC2 Special: The Ghosts of Christmases Past.

Join the writers and artists of the DC2 comics fanfiction
community in celebrating the holidays with this collection of
superhero tales that explore the joys of the season.
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