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“I never tried to be a mercenary or
a killer but a hard working fighter.” - Larry Holmes



“Long live death, long live war, long live the cursed
mercenary." - Mercenary marching cadence and toast

 

 



The cloudy mists filled the area.



The quartet of thugs had left their fellows behind, on the run from
their defeat by those young vigilantes, the Teen Titans.



“Where are you, Donny?” One of them shouted hoarsely.



“Shut up, they’re still after us!” Donny shouted back.



“Split up,” another gasped.



The four of them took off in random directions, not really having a
clear idea of where they were in the fog. Two of them almost
collided.



Only one Titan was actually pursuing them.



Only one was needed.



Donny was running towards the lake, where their getaway boat was.
At least, that’s where he thought it was; his thoughts were
swirling madness and confusion since the plan went wrong. More than
half their crew had already been taken down. They were ordinary
bank robbers, how were they supposed to compete with the costumed
freaks?



Further thoughts were interrupted as something heavy thudded into
his back. He sprawled on his knees in the grass, and then tried to
get up,



“Get offa me!” He shouted.



“No chance of that,” the green monkey on his back chuckled. “Now
lay down like a good boy or I’ll have to get rough with ya.”



Donny continued to struggle, so Beast Boy shook his head, grew to
the size of a gorilla, and punched him in the back of the
head.



As Donny collapsed, the shape shifter twisted into the form of a
snake and slithered through the grass after the next nearest thug.
This one clearly had no idea which way he was going. Beast Boy
realized that this was part of how Nightwing and his pointy-eared
mentor operated, and the thought made him smile inwardly.



He slipped between the goon’s legs in snake form, and tripped him
up. Then he wrapped himself tightly around the guy’s body.



“Stay down,” Beast Boy advised him.



“Oh-kay… .” the guy choked out.



‘Good boy.”



He turned into a kangaroo and bounced after the next creep, who, to
his credit, was running fast. But not fast enough. Beast Boy came
down hard on his back. The man was knocked unconscious, and did not
rise.



Beast Boy’s head snapped up, as he heard the gunning of a motor
boat in the middle distance; the last thug had made it to the
getaway boat. He shifted to pterodactyl and soared over the water
on vast leather wings.



The boat was making good time on the lake, but not nearly good
enough. The thug barely had time to realize what was happening as
Beast Boy swung in, scooped him up in his talons, and rose up in
the air.



“Oh no, God no!!!!” the thug screamed.



“If you wanted to appeal to God, maybe you shouldn’t have played
for the other team,” Beast Boy pointed out, then dropped him.



The crook fell into the lake from about ten feet up. He screamed
and thrashed as he surface, begging and pleading for help. Beast
Boy picked him up again and carried him to shore.

 

 


Beast Boy had had an audience. A number
of people had watched his antics by remote spy camera. They stood
or sat around in shadow, watching the replay on a small movie
screen.



“I fail to understand why the Titans sent their least effective
member to capture the escaping bank robbers,” one of the shadowy
figures said.



“They are only ordinary men, and he is a meta-human,” another
pointed out.



The next voice that spoke was deep, yet smooth and commanding. “You
are underestimating him, as so many do. The Titans count on that.
Beast Boy’s abilities as a changeling make him an unpredictable
asset in combat; his humor also hides lateral thinking, which is
what makes him so dangerous. I would hesitate to say he was their
‘least effective member. But even if so, then their ‘least
effective member is still ten times more dangerous than you
anticipate.” The voice paused, then added grudgingly, “I suppose I
should be grateful you don’t consider Nightwing to be their ‘least
effective member, despite the fact that he is an ‘ordinary
man’.”



There was a moment of frozen pause, as none of the red-robed men
around him knew what to say. Finally, one of them said, “Such
tactical insight is one of the reasons we need you,
Deathstroke.”



Deathstroke the Terminator sat casually, almost languidly, in his
chair. “Still hurting from that whole mess with Eclipso?” he
asked.



A hiss of frustration went through the figures, but their leader
made a dismissive gesture. “It is true that the assault on
Challenger’s Mountain did not result in all that we had hoped. But
we agree with you that the Titans are a threat to our
security.”



“And not the Justice League?” Deathstroke asked mildly.



Now there was a dry chuckle from several of the figures. “The
Justice League deals with cosmic threats. Our surreptitious nature
has kept us off their radar.”



“I seem to recall them going after some sort of magical confidence
trickster recently,” Deathstroke commented.



“Yes, because that conspiracy altered luck worldwide, and thus the
perpetrators were exposed. We do not like to call such direct
attention to ourselves.”



Beneath his mask, the mercenary raised an eyebrow. Between their
robes and hoods, their worldwide network of bases, and their attack
on Challenger’s Mountain, he thought the HIVE was drawing plenty of
attention to themselves. But there was no point in saying so.



“We do not know the reasons for your previous clashes with the
Titans,” the voice went on. “Nor do we need to know.”



“That’s right, you don’t.” Deathstroke agreed.



“Er, yes. In any event, you have shown your ability to defeat them.
What we wish to do is hire you to capture as many of them alive as
possible, and bring them to us.”



“For experimentation?”



“In some cases, in others we merely wish to see to the deaths
ourselves. Oh, and if you can capture the former member Speedy, we
will pay extra for that as well.”



“Certainly, but why?”



“We used to run a drug ring operation that one of his… .relatives
ran afoul of. It wounded him psychologically, but did not destroy
him as we had hoped.”



Deathstroke shifted in his chair. “You already know his
identity?”



The HIVE leader gave a roguish chuckle, echoed by several around
him. “Some heroes identities are easier to discern than others. We
used it to hit at him through his relation, as we said. But now
require a more direct approach.”



“And that’s what you need me for,” Deathstroke said.



“Need is perhaps too strong a word. But it would be much better
with you, than without you.”



“I’ll try not to take that as an insult,” Deathstroke said, his
voice frigid. “If you’ve done your research on me, then you know I
require cash on the barrel.”



The HIVE leader gestured to his followers, and they brought out two
briefcases, which they opened.



“You are welcome to count it,” the HIVE leader said. “Triple that
will be yours when the operation is successfully completed.”



Deathstroke nodded thoughtfully, still counting. “You realize this
will take some time to organize and put together.”



“You have until they come after us,” the HIVE leader replied
simply.



“And you anticipate, correctly, that it won’t be soon… ..and taking
appropriate preventative measures,” Deathstroke said, something
like grudging approval in his voice.



“By hiring the expert,” the HIVE leader agreed.



“All right, all right, you’ve convinced me,” Deathstroke said.
“You’ll hear back from me in two weeks about my general strategy.
I’m not simply going to take them on head to head. That would
involve killing them outright, which is not what you want, and it’s
a matter of personal pride to me to take as many of them alive as I
can.”



“You can, of course, use the money we have given you to recruit a
team to face them,” the HIVE leader said.



Deathstroke shook his head. He was annoyed that the HIVE would
presume to lecture him on strategy, especially when they had hired
him for that purpose, but he quelled it. They had paid more than
enough. “That would have the same problems as if I confronted them
myself. No, a super villain team is not ideal. But an agent or spy…
a confederate of some sort, perhaps. Let me think on it.”



“Of course. We have every confidence you will be able to take
them.”



Deathstroke smiled beneath his mask. “Your confidence is not
misplaced.”

 

 


Kory and Donna were out shopping
together. They had tried to get Rachel to come with them, but she
had consistently refused, choosing to spend time either meditating
in her room, or with Wally.



“I suppose we should be glad the two of them are getting along
again,” Donna said.



Kory nodded. “You know what, though? I’m even more worried about
Victor, ever since that business with his father… .”



“The Godshead,” Donna agreed. “But what about you? After your
sister led the Gordanians here… ”



“My old life is gone,” Kory sighed. “Between fighting my sister and
that possessive entity, I am only more certain that Earth is my
home now.”



“You are home here,” Donna assured her, taking her hand. “You have
us.”



Kory gave her a brief, sad smile, and squeezed Donna’s hand. “Thank
you.”



“We’re becoming a family, Kory,” Donna said. “After all we’ve been
through, we watch out for each other.”



Kory nodded, but she was thinking about Dick… and she was
worried.

 

 


“Welcome back, sir,” Wintergreen said.
“I trust your meeting with the HIVE went well?”



“As well as can be expected,” Deathstroke agreed, pulling his mask
off and revealing the man he really was; Slade Wilson, in the
latter half of middle age, and bone-tired. His regenerative powers
could keep him healthy, keep him alive, and presumably keep him
going for decades upon decades beyond the natural lifespan (or so
he believed), but that did not keep the weight of memories from his
mind, or the weight of years from his bones.



“You will be going after the Titans, then?”



“Yes, indeed. But I’m going to have to be circumspect about this.
It’s not simply a matter of attacking.”



“I would think you’ve been circumspect with them ever since you
decided to help build their new Tower,” Wintergreen said.



Deathstroke let loose a wry chuckle. “I suppose you could say that.
But this time, it has to be the last time. This time I’m going to
capture as many of them as I can—perhaps killing one or two if I
must—and deliver them to the HIVE. This game must end, but it must
end right.”



“Your tea, sir,” Wintergreen said. “I trust you have a plan?”



“Working on it,” Deathstroke agreed. “Set up the obstacle course,
will you? I need a work out.”



“Twenty minutes, sir,” Wintergreen bowed.

 

 


Nightwing brooded on the top of the
tower, watching the sunset. Cyborg was up here with him, staring
out at the New York skyline.



They did not look at each other.



“I know it’s been a hard time for you, man,” Nightwing began
awkwardly.



“That’s one way to put it,” Cyborg agreed. “I want to believe I’ve
turned the corner, and I have, I think. After defeating that alien
entity, I do feel better about myself, but… .”



Nightwing turned and looked at him. “But…?”



“But I can’t shake this feeling… ..somehow I don’t think it’s over
yet.”



“What do you mean?”



“I mean, I think I’m gonna have to deal with my dad’s bitter legacy
again. Don’t ask me why. Call it intuition.” He laughed, bitterly.
“Of course, you probably discount intuition.”



Nightwing smiled and shook his head. “Not at all; intuition is
important in detective work, and besides… ..”



“Yes?”



“Dagon said something similar to me on the night the alien invasion
began.”



Cyborg nodded slowly. “I don’t know wether to be reassured or
worried.”



“Neither. Just be ready.”



Cyborg allowed a grudging smile. “Always.”

 

 


Kid Flash and Raven sat in her room
again.



The silence was slowly becoming awkward.



Their relationship had solidified since they had fought off the
alien consciousness, there was no doubt of that; and as Raven had
pointed out at the time, they had reached a very deep level of
intimacy when she had allowed him into her soul self to help fight
off the alien.



But for all that, they were unsure whether they wanted to…
.consumate..their relationship. It was not a question of Kid Flash
being pushy and Raven resisting him; nor was it an issue of Rachel
luring him on and Wally hanging back. They were equally nervous,
equally unsure. Each had thought about it, each to some degree
wanted it, but each was also nervous about the implications and
potential consequences.



For Raven, it made her life as an empath all the more complicated.
For Kid Flash, it might conflict with everything he had going on
back at home in his own life, outside the Titans.



So they sat in Raven’s room, holding hands.



“Rachel,” Wally asked. “What are we going to do?”



“I don’t know,” Rachel admitted. “Just… .hold me Wallace. Just hold
me.”



“That I can do,” he said, and gladly did.



They did not speak for a long time.

 

 


The obstacle course was set up.
Deathstroke crouched at one end of it, every sense focused to its
peak as only his senses could be. No one else in the world could do
this. No one else had survived the experiments that had made him,
at least so far as he knew.



There was a series of clicks, followed by a heavy thud. Slade went
into a forward roll, dodging a series of blades. Drawing one of his
own, he slashed forward, successfully blocking a sweeping attack by
a low swinging metal rod, but losing his blade in the process. No
time to pull the weapon free, or he would be struck by another
attack. He cursed himself for his weakness. He always told
Wintergreen to add new elements; the fault was his own. He
awkwardly leapt over the rod and drew a revolver, shooting the next
three automated blades that came at him.



He leapt forward, spinning as he went, to avoid another several
strikes. He would waste no more bullets unless he could actually
destroy the blade launchers themselves. The spinning leap he was
making was normally seen only in outrageous special effects movies;
but for him it was second nature.



Throwing the gun aside, he went into a series of hand stands,
flipping on until he was out of the range of the blade launchers—or
at least, where they had been. He wasn’t sure that Wintergreen
hadn’t improved upon that part of the system until he felt no more
blades being launched at him.



He landed on his feet, steadied himself, and stared forward into
the darkness. What else new was there?



Then the answer came out of the darkness.



Next generation attack drones, armed with taser guns and
chainsaws.



Beneath his mask, Deathstroke smiled.

 

 


Dagon climbed the stairs from the
basement onto the main floor of Titans Tower. It was dark enough
outside now, for him to be safe.



The others walked around him, talking and laughing. Beast Boy even
cracked a joke at him, and Dagon in turn congratulated him on
capturing the bank robbers that morning. He had missed out on that
case, but of course he had heard them talking about it. Being on
the “night shift” meant he missed some things, of course.



It also meant he saw other things no one else did. But he took no
particular pride in that.



He sat with the others, and talked to Donna a little bit. She was
kind, but distant. Not that he thought he had any chance with her,
mind you; it was just that, even now, they were all a little wary
of him.



And who could blame them? Such was his life. Unlife.
Whatever.



But whatever came, he would help them.



Where else did he have to go?

 

 


The drones lay in pieces around
Deathstroke. But somehow he doubted the battle was finished.



On instinct, he dodged to one side, and a laser bolt blasted
through where he had been. He whirled, to face a pop-up laser
cannon.



“Clever, Wintergreen,” he murmured with approval.



He leapt up and over its next shot, and planted his feet, denting
the cannon’s barrel and ruining its aim. But that was not enough
for Deathstroke, of course. The pulled the pin on a grenade and
dropped it by the cannon’s base, then turned and fled.



The grenade exploded, turning the cannon to scrap.



Deathstroke stood slowly, breathing out…



“I do believe you’ve improved your reaction time by about twelve
seconds, sir,” Wintergreen’s voice came over the intercom.



“I lost a blade, though,” Slade answered. “That is
unacceptable.”



“You are never without weapons, sir.”



“Of course not, my body is a living weapon. But I will make no
mistakes against the Titans. I can’t afford to. I want the obstacle
course repaired and reset as soon as possible.”



“Yes, sir.”



Deathstroke headed off to his private dojo, to polish up on his
unarmed combat skills.



Next time, Titans. Next time will be the last
time.

 



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


If you enjoyed this story, you can find
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The final story of this era of the Squad continues as they must
battle their way out of the Pentagon, when every soldier and
officer present believes them traitors....but they may get help
from an unlikely source...



	


Teen
Titans #43 (2009)
Teen Titans: When Circe Comes Calling..., Part Two (of
Three).

As the battle drags on, Circe makes a vital discovery that
shifts the balance of power in her favor against Wonder Girl!



	


Suicide Squad
#37 (2009)
Suicide Squad: War in the Corridors of Power, Part Three (of
Four).

As Knockout and the Parademon take on the conspiracy's secret
weapon, the rest of the team encounters the third and final
conspirator. The revelation of that person's identity is something
that Waller and Steel can barely believe...



	


Teen
Titans #46 (2009)
Teen Titans: The Time That Shouldn't, Part One (of Two).

Who is the Professor? Why are Joseph and Grant Wilson working
for him? Where did Lillith come from? Where did the girl with red
wings come from? What does Checkmate have to do with it? Where are
the Titans? What is going on?!?

What is wrong with this picture?

A lot.



	


Teen
Titans #45 (2009)
Teen Titans: True Heroism.

What makes a hero? How do you define a hero? The Titans, who
are, met two who think they are, but are not.



	


Suicide Squad
#38 (2009)
Suicide Squad: War in the Corridors of Power, Part Four (of
Four).

The conspiracy's full extent is revealed, the Squad moves into
action.....and a chapter closes in the annals of Squad history.



	


Nightwing
Special #1 (2010)
Nightwing: Family Motive.



	


Suicide Squad
#14 (2010)
Suicide Squad: New Blood, Part 1.

The exciting new Squad era continues here with a dramatic new
story arc and an intriguing new team roster...

The Squad recruits a new member just in time to deal with the
theft of a top secret weapon from the Pentagon. But of course, as
usual, the Squad doesn't know everything they should about their
target, or who stole it...
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