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PROLOGUE



“This is Lois Lane on special assignment with WGBS News on location
in Washington, D.C., the scene of a desperate battle between the
recently outlawed Justice League and the government-appointed
superhuman watchdog agency known as Checkmate. Unconfirmed reports
are also coming in that the U.S. Capitol Building has been
destroyed after it was revealed that it was the lair of an
extraterrestrial monster called the Star Conqueror. Sources close
to the Lord Administration reveal that the President may have been
under the influence of a so-called ‘Starro’ creature for months,
and that the recent actions of Aquaman, King of Atlantis and former
Justice League Chairman, also indicate alien control. The Leaguer
known as the Martian Manhunter was last seen leading a strike force
of heroes into the sub-basement of the Capitol to deal with the
menace from space, as Superman, Wonder Woman, Green Lantern, the
Flash and the rest of the world’s greatest heroes fought a pitched
battle on the Mall against the rogue Checkmate Knights revealed to
be Bizarro clones from the illegal Project Cadmus…



“This reporter has not seen destruction on this level since the
Apokolips Invasion two years ago. Back then, all the world united
behind their heroes to battle the evil god Darkseid, but this time
it’s not so certain who the enemy is. In recent months, the Lord
Administration has expressed deep distrust of our superhuman
community and the vast power they wield with no apparent check.
Incidents in Las Vegas and Coast City seem to bear out the need for
oversight, not to mention the acts of aggression of Aquaman
himself. Created by Executive Order, the organization called
Checkmate has one mission: to police the world’s greatest heroes.
But have they gone too far?



“Public opinion has swayed wildly in this conflict. At first, it
seemed hardly believable that the Justice League would step outside
the law, be complicit in terrorist attacks on American soil, and
attempt to capture the president. Who could believe heroes like
Superman capable of such actions? For weeks, these beloved icons
and protectors of our world have been hunted and pursued by
Checkmate, an organization, we now know, with ties to the shadowy
Project Cadmus, and a willingness to employ increasingly fascist
tactics. Now it appears that everything has been a carefully
orchestrated agenda of manipulation and misdirection, perpetrated
once again by a would-be alien overlord…



“At this time, we know very little about the Star Conqueror, except
that it works by sending out miniature versions of itself, dubbed
‘Starros’, that attach to its victim’s neck and latch onto the
control centers of the brain by transmitting a complex bio-electric
imperative, effectively possessing the victim. The miniature
versions resemble a small starfish with a bullseye pattern and a
small sucker, and it is believed that they are all in simultaneous
communication, operating in a hive-mind continuum. There is no word
yet if the Martian Manhunter was successful in his attempt to
destroy the parent monster…



“For now, however, the battle seems to be over, thanks to the
timely arrival of the world’s first— and some say
greatest!— superhero team, the Justice Society of
America, who appear to have come out of retirement in response to
this crisis. With the Checkmate Bizarro clones all but defeated by
the heroes, a truce seems to be in effect on the devastated Mall.
Is this the end? Could our long national nightmare finally be over?
Let’s go to Superman, where he appears to be in conversation with
the Fawcett City-based hero Captain Marvel…



“Wait! Something’s happening! Oh my god, Jimmy, are you
getting this? Look up in the sky…! Folks… It’s…
Monstrous! Blotting out the sun…
It’s the Star Conqueror! I repeat, an
enormous Star Conqueror has appeared in the skies over Washington,
D.C.! It dwarfs anything I’ve ever seen before…! The sky is filled
with miniature Starros, hundreds of them, falling to Earth…!
Jimmy, move!



“It’s pandemonium on the ground here, as chaos and confusion reign
in the shadow of the alien menace. And there goes Captain Marvel,
followed closely by Superman! They’re headed right for
it…!”



“Jimmy, are you getting this? Jimmy!? Jimmy, what are
you do—”
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From his perch atop the
ruins of the Lincoln Memorial, Batman squinted up at the
Starro-filled sky. His mind was taking it all in, and he swatted
away several Starros as they came down toward him.



“I’m starting to get an idea of what it must have looked like
during the whole Apokolips Crisis,” Green Arrow said as came up
behind the crouched detective, his bow at the ready.



“Apples and oranges,” Batman muttered, starring grimly at the small
Starros that were descending on the crowds in the streets. Cars
were screeching to a halt, the sound of metal crushing into metal
as some didn’t stop in time, as people ran screaming from the alien
menace.



“End of the world again?” came a voice from behind them.



Green Arrow swung around, his arrow nocked and pointed directly at
the throat of the man known as King Faraday.



“That wouldn’t be a wise move,” Faraday warned him coolly.



“From where I stand, it couldn’t hurt. You and your kind helped get
us into this mess. Got us all confused to the point that we didn’t
know who to trust; when the entire time the enemy was our own
government, being duped and manipulated by aliens and corporate fat
cats. Plugging a few of you guys seems to be the
least we could do to help our country out.”



“Arrow, we don’t have time for this,” Batman barked. “What do you
want Faraday?”



Although the Black King of Checkmate bristled at the tone of voice,
he ignored it. “You need to know that Vice-President Stuart just
went to DefCon 2. Fighter pilots are already on their way, but if
that thing isn’t taken down, and taken down soon, he’s going to
nuke it.”



“That idiot!” Arrow exclaimed. “Even up
there it would wipe out everything in the greater D.C. area!”



“And if he doesn’t, it could mean the end of all civilization. It’s
not an easy decision, but one he’s willing to make. Your people
have one chance at this, and it’s not a big window of
opportunity.”



“Typical,” Green Arrow snorted in disgust. “You hunt us down and
proclaim us enemies of the state, but a big world crisis and who do
you run to?”



Batman was already on his com link to let the others know. Their
telepathic connection was still down— which meant no word from
J’onn and the others.



“We’re on it,” Batman said shortly to Faraday. “Let’s go, Arrow.”
And with that the two of them took off.

 

 

 


To call it chaos would have been an
understatement. As soon as the small Starros started to land on
people, attaching themselves to the back of the neck, it became (as
the Daily Planet would call it later)
“Hell on Earth”.



Regular people began attacking any policeman or serviceman in
sight, their eyes glazed over in a semi-catatonic state. The people
who hadn’t been infected by the Starro parasite were fleeing
wildly, trying desperately to get inside or to get out of the
way.



The massive gathering of heroes, battered and exhausted by the
battle they had just fought with the Checkmate Knights, looked up
in dazed disbelief. Before anyone could speak a word, or give a
command, Captain Marvel leaped into the air, heading straight up
toward the mother ship, his teeth gritted in determination.



“Marvel, wait!” Superman called to him,
taking off after his ally.



On the ground, Beast Boy watched, for once at a loss for words.
“What do we do now?” was all he could manage.



“Split up!” Wonder Woman shouted. “Get the civilians to safety.
Help the police. The Star Conqueror is using the innocents to take
out our own law enforcement. We need to stop this before it gets
out of hand. Both Green Lanterns, you’re with me. We’re following
Super—”



“NO!” Zatanna wailed in despair, her face turning
ashen as she pointed up into the sky.



Above them, Captain Marvel was convulsing in midair, a Starro
latched to the back of his neck. Just below him, in some kind of
macabre parody, Superman jerked and twisted as if a marionette
enthralled to the same puppet-master! When the spasms had ceased,
they turned as one, hovering over the mass of heroes. Their eyes
were glazed, but a thin smile curled their lips as they folded
their arms in front of them.



“By Azarath!” Raven cried.



“Hera, help us!” Wonder Woman muttered, a shiver of dread traveling
down her spine.



“I think I’m going to go home now,” Plastic Man said as his head
corkscrewed between the two ladies.

 

 

 


Lex Luthor leaned back in his chair,
watching the chaos on the closed circuit television screen which
dominated one whole wall of his board room. Behind him, through the
window that looked out upon nearly all of Metropolis, could be seen
falling the spores from the monstrous Star Conqueror settling into
Earth orbit.



On the speaker-phone crackled King Faraday’s voice. He didn’t sound
happy.



“It’s over, Lex. I should have known better than to get
in bed with a snake like you, but did you really think I wasn’t
going to figure out what was going on? Your queens are done, off
the board. Checkmate is out of your control!”



“King, King, King for a day…” Lex chortled, sharing an amused
glance with the decidedly unamused others who shared the boardroom
table with him. “Who knew you’d last much longer?” With that, he
withdrew a small device from his coat pocket and jabbed a
button.



Sitting at his right hand, Scandal Savage pursed her lips in a
satisfied smirk. The smirk died when Faraday’s voice
returned.



“If you’re trying to activate the remote
electrocutioner device you had Scandal plant on me, then I wish I
could see your face. Do you think I’m stupid, Lex? You don’t walk
the danger trail for as long as I have and not learn a thing or
two.”



“Let me go. I can kill him and be back in a few hours.” Lady Shiva
half-stood, subsiding only at Lex’s gesture waving her back
down.



“Checkmate has failed, Faraday. Your precious super soldiers have
turned against you, which was quite surprising, wasn’t it? The
aliens, freaks and vigilantes are still on the loose sowing chaos
and contempt for law and order. Soon, they’ll have the press eating
out of their hands like before, and we’ll be handing over the
destiny of the human race to them once again. Is that what you
want?”



“Spare me the propaganda, Lex. You’re the biggest
egomaniac on the planet. You wrote the book on contempt for law and
order. And Checkmate is not your tool any
longer.”



Lex shrugged. “I created Checkmate. I can destroy it just as
easily. Those seeds seem to have been planted already by those
horrible Bizzaro clones.” He couldn’t help but allow a small smile
of satisfaction come across his face.



“I’d like to see you try,” Faraday
snapped back quickly. “And so help me if I find out
you’ve had anything to do with this Star Conqueror
business…”



Luthor brushed that aside, all business now. “You underestimate me—
and my associates— at your own peril,
Faraday.” He paused for a moment, allowing the threat to sink in.
Around the table, the rogue Green Lantern Sinestro clenched a fist,
his power ring glowing hotly. “I could unleash hell with one word.
I have some people here who are not too happy with you…”



Faraday’s laugh came through the speakers. “Oh, I know
all about your Secret Society of Super Villains, Lex. Tell Sinestro
I’m looking forward to having him as a guest again,
soon!”



The pink-skinned Korugaran’s eyebrows arched high and his nostrils
flared. His ring sputtered with violent yellow sparks. “Impudent,
sadistic ape—.”



Bur Lex seemed amused by the exchange. He made a mollifying gesture
to Sinestro and leaned further back in his chair.



“You’ve got nerve, Faraday, I’ll give you that. Now prove to me
you’re as smart as you think you are. I could use a man like you on
my side. Consider this a one-time only offer: come work for
me.”



The question hung heavily in the air in the board room. A few of
those around the table bristled at the offer, but Lex met their
eyes coolly.



There was a moment’s hesitation on the other end of the line. Then:
“Go to hell, Lex. When this is over, I’m coming after
you and the Society and I’m taking you down— hard!”



Lex’s only reaction was a barely perceptible clenching of his
jaw.



“Very well, Faraday. Then if you’ll excuse me, I have some business
to attend to—.”



“I know what you’re planning Lex,”
Faraday shot back. “You’re using the distraction of the
alien infestation to break into the Hall of Justice. But it’s
impregnable. I’ve had S.T.A.R. Labs scientists at work on it for
weeks! You’ll never get in—.”



The noise from the speaker-phone was drowned out by the double
doors of the board room suddenly slamming open. The last member of
the Society appeared in the doorway. Light glinted off the slick
dark armor of Black Manta’s bulbous helmet, and his breathing was
audible as he stepped ponderously into the room, carrying a prone
figure in his outstretched arms, leaving a trail of water on the
carpet in his wake.



Without a word, he deposited the body unceremoniously on the
conference table. The other members of the Society looked
grudgingly impressed.



Unmoving, the body of Aquaman lay before them, like a dead
fish.



“It appears,” Lex said to the others, as much as Faraday on the
line, “we have a skeleton key…”

 

 

 


The brawl on the Mall was escalating
out of control.



A rampaging Superman was laying waste to everything before him with
his heat vision, exploding cars, melting national monuments into
slag, and setting fire to trees and buildings with no thought to
public safety. Captain Marvel hit the ground like a hammer, his
fist smashing through concrete and earth to send shockwaves
rippling for miles in every direction from the impact, knocking
most of the heroes off their feet.



Closest to him, Cyborg of the Teen Titans and Steel of Powers, Inc.
rushed at Captain Marvel, ignoring Wonder Woman’s warning cry.
Roaring like a general, Wonder Woman tried to rally the heroes, but
she could barely be heard over the din.



Hypersonics blaring in a focused pitch, Cyborg unloaded on Cap with
all he had, while Steel wound back and ran full tilt into the
Starro-controlled hero, leading with his fist. The blow would have
flattened an elephant— and it rocked Cap, whose ears
were bloodied from Cyborg’s sonic assault— but the
World’s Mightiest Mortal did not go down. Summoning the strength of
Hercules, he lashed out with a vicious backhand that sent Steel
flying backward through the air, then he grabbed at Cyborg,
crushing the hypersonic emitter in his grasp, lifted the stunned
hero over his head, and brought him smashing down to the
ground.



Above them, blazing like a comet across the sky, the rookie hero
Firestorm angled himself towards Superman at the same time.



“Yoo hoo, Big Blue!” he jeered, drawing Superman’s fiery gaze. The
Man of Steel rotated in mid air, his eyes glowing red.



“WHOA!” Firestorm reared back at the blast of heat vision searing
towards him, hastily transmuting the radiation into water vapor at
the last moment.



Ronald, hit Superman with red sun
radiation! Professor Stein’s voice echoed in
Firestorm’s head.



“Wha—? We didn’t go over that in physics class,
Professor! I’ll need the chemical comp—.” But before
he could take in the complex formulas Professor Stein was feeding
directly into his subconscious, a blast of arctic breath encased
him in a solid block of ice. Firestorm fell to earth, and the Man
of Steel flew towards a knot of heroes, the Starro on the back of
his neck pulsing as if feeding on the violence.



She was so busy helping Plastic Man pull survivors from a crevice
in the ground caused by Captain Marvel’s crash-landing, that it
took Wonder Woman a moment to realize the twin powerhouses of the
Man of Steel and the World’s Mightiest Mortal were not their only
problem: despite the cover both Green Lanterns were providing,
stretching their will across the sky in one miles-wide emerald
umbrella, some Starros were still getting to them, coming in under
the construct, zinging this way and that in pursuit of a body to
control! As she watched, she saw one settle on the neck of the
Flash, who had been distracted as he fought a fire that had
cornered a crowd of people on the steps of the Smithsonian. He went
down on his knees, his hands scrambling awkwardly to reach behind
him.



Barry, no! Diana groaned inwardly.



The Flash stood, seemingly calm, then launched himself at the great
green elephant that was Beast Boy of the Teen Titans, helping to
fight another fire across the street. She went to react but saw
that someone had beaten her to it. Jay Garrick, the original Flash,
was hot on his heels. The Amazon couldn’t help but feel a little
relieved. If anyone could stop Barry, it was Jay. It was good to
have him back. She turned around and her blood ran cold.



With dawning horror, she saw the scene repeated many times across
the battlefield. Among a group of heroes rushing forward to
intercept Superman, the hero called Vixen went down, a Starro
clinging to her neck. She rolled to her feet, looking stunned— then
unleashed claw-sharp nails and slashed at the backs of her comrades
of a moment before! The JSAer known as Hourman pounded on the
shield of the Guardian, Hawkgirl and Mister Miracle were engaged in
an aerial dual so fierce it was impossible to tell which one of
them was under the influence of the alien symbiote, and only feet
from her, Plastic Man was writhing on the ground, trying to morph
his form from the control of the starfish clinging to him.



This was madness. This was civil war.



From out of nowhere, a blue and black figure came hurtling at her,
a golden trident blazing. Diana leaped into the air and backflipped
from the smoldering crater, landing neatly, her lasso already
lashing out for her attacker. She had snared a hero she recognized
only from Justice League files: Blue Devil. Hoping that he would
forgive her when this was all over, she jerked him towards her and
laid him out with a single blow, in the same motion, grabbing his
trident.



She always felt better with a weapon in her hands. Clutching it
tightly, she waded into the fray, and prayed to the gods she could
find a way to end it before one of them got killed…

 

 

 


The Capitol Building once stood shining
and majestic in its Neo-Classical design, a symbol of freedom and
the will of the people. Now it lay in ruin, smoke billowing from
the yawning crack in its dome, the portico collapsed and small
fires blackening the facade. Only moments ago, it had also been the
lair of a monstrous creature from outer space…



There had been a pitched battle with an ancient alien Star
Conqueror, one that had spent centuries awakening to its full
strength, growing ever-stronger in the bowels of the building,
spreading a malignancy and oppressive will like a cancer from the
very heart of the land. In the end, it had caused the destruction
of perhaps the greatest symbol of free will and democracy this
world had ever known. The once-proud, ravaged building sat there
now, quiet, smoldering, and reeking of death.



SKREEEEEE!!!!



The bolt of energy exploded upward and into the sky, followed
closely by a battle-flushed and exultant Princess Koriand’r, who
carried with her the dead, shriveled body of the alien. With a
victorious cry, she tossed her vanquished foe into a heap of stone
and mortar in the deserted street. The Ray followed her out, unable
to refrain from a cheer himself. Right behind him came a glowing
green sphere of Starheart-energy pulled by his Justice Society
teammate, Jade, carrying within it Hawkman Katar Hol, J’onn J’onzz,
the Martian Manhunter, Atom, Nightwing, and an unconscious
Huntress.



“It’s over,” the Ray gasped as they all landed on the ground, clear
of the ruined Capitol.



The sounds of not-too distant battle came to them.



“X’Hal!,” Starfire exclaimed, looking into the sky. “No, it’s not!”
With a fierce, warrior’s snarl, and without a moment’s hesitation,
she shot into the sky, ignoring the protests of Nightwing.



“Size doesn’t matter,” the Atom stated reassuringly to his stunned
and battle-weary comrades, who were craning their heads to take in
the giant Starro filling up every inch of the sky.



“The bigger they come, the harder they fall, eh?” Katar shared a
quick smile with the Atom, then sighed and reached for his Nth
metal mace.



The Martian Manhunter stepped forward, raising a hand for Katar to
wait. His expression was stricken, but cautious as he squinted
upward. His acute Martian vision did not miss the Starros raining
down from the Star Conqueror.



“My friends, we may have destroyed the creature that long sought to
control and manipulate us and our leaders, but I fear not before it
could call its offspring. This Star Conqueror has arrived on Earth
just as it did on Mars, and now it is deploying its drones to begin
the conquest. It starts here, but soon every life on this planet
could be under its sway. We must tread carefully, lest we all
succumb to its control.”



Nightwing, who was holding the unconscious body of Huntress, said,
“J’onn, you have to reestablish the link with the others. We need
to know what’s going on. Helena needs medical attention,
now. I’ll be back as soon as I can get
her the help she needs.”



J’onn nodded and closed his eyes, reaching out to his teammates.
My friends, we were successful. The Star Conqueror that started
this crisis has been destroyed, he announced, his tone
subdued. The minds of our leaders and friends are free. But our
fight is not over! This new menace must be destroyed before it can
gain a foothold on Earth, or all is lost!



Wonder Woman’s thoughts came back quickly, J’onn, get everyone
back to the Mall as quickly as possible. We’ve got a serious
problem here. Superman, Captain Marvel, and now other heroes have
already been taken over by this monster. We’re going to need all
the help that we can get.



Understood. We will be there momentarily.



As one, the remaining members of the group took to the sky, falling
in behind J’onn. Hawkman swatted several falling Starros away with
his mace, and grunted, “And here I thought this world would be dull
and unexciting compared to Thanagar.”



The Atom, riding on one of his friend’s shoulder straps, braced
himself for the battle to come and grinned into the wind. “Nope,
never a dull moment around here.”

 

 

 


The bodies of the guards assigned to
the Hall of Justice by the DEO littered the plaza. Kadabra,
Cheetah, and Lady Shiva had taken most of them within the first
minute of arriving on the scene— Sinestro and Solomon Grundy moved
in to mop up the rest. Black Manta dragged the still unconscious
Aquaman behind him.



“You’d better keep your promise,” came the weirdly distorted voice
of the Marine Marauder. “Once we’re inside, Aquaman is
mine to kill.”



Lex gave his helmeted associate a patronizing smile. “Once we get
what we came for, you can do whatever you’d like to him. Until
then, he is more use to us alive. I have it on good authority that
we may be expecting guests before this is all over. Now go do
whatever you and Sinestro have to do with him to get us
inside.”



As Manta stalked away, Luthor turned his attention to the one
member of his organization that had been quietly standing off to
the side. His green bowler tilted rakishly, and his golden
question-mark staff over his shoulder. He was looking over the bay,
lost in his own thoughts.



“Riddle me this, Edward,” Lex asked him conversationally as he
walked up to his associate. “What is so fragile even saying its
name can break it?”



Riddler looked bemusedly at Lex. “Silence,” he answered. “That’s an
old one, Lex, but a good effort.”



Lex fixed Riddler with an intense stare. “Did
you break the silence, Edward?” he asked
in a deceptively calm voice. Riddler stared back at him blankly.
“Faraday knew about our plans today, which means we have a traitor
in our midst. Someone’s been talking to the enemy.”



“Surely you don’t think I—?”



“Naturally, I’ve been having all of you watched.” Luthor sighed, as
if he were truly saddened by this necessity. “Imagine my
disappointment when certain discrepancies in your surveillance were
brought to my attention… Tape loops and convenient blackouts,
indicating pre-meditation. Subtle, I will grant you, but if you
have a suspicious mind that sort of thing stands out.”



Edward cleared his throat, but his face remained motionless. “I’m
not quite following you, Lex. Usually I’m the one passing out the
riddles, but you seem to have me at a disadvantage, this
time.”



The Metropolis billionaire turned to face the puzzle-addicted
villain. “Then how’s this for a riddle: when is a rat not a rat?
Answer: when he’s E. Nigma! Did you really think you could betray
the Society and live to tell about it? I just need to know one
thing: was it Batman that got to you?
Somebody turned off my Bizzaro Clones,
and the only person who would have the ingenuity and skill to do
that would be Batman. I’m beginning to think I’ve greatly
underestimated the Dark Knight.”



First indignation, then panic flooded Riddler’s face. He spoke in
an unsteady voice, his hand shaking. It all came out in a rush.
“Lex, I didn’t want to do it, but you don’t know how he works! I
can still make this up to you, and to the rest of them. We can turn
the tables on him, and I can help. I know him better than anyone
else here—.”



“Yes, I know how Batman works. He exploits the fears and weaknesses
of cowardly and superstitious criminals, and I made a tactical
error believing you were something more than that. A mistake I
intend to rectify right now. You are
weak, Edward. We will turn the tables on
Batman, but you won’t be around to see
it.”



“What, you’re not just going to shoot me, are you?” He laughed
nervously. “I can’t believe the great Lex Luthor would sully
himself to that extent…” Riddler said in a half sneer.



Lex just smiled and shook his head. “Last riddle, Edward. What
makes a sound like: ‘Hahahahaha— PLOP!’?”



All the color drained from Riddler’s face.



“A man laughing his head off,” Lex finished



But the Riddler had heard this one before— and was able to duck as
the sword went sailing over his head, precisely where his neck had
been. It did not, however, save him for long. Behind him, Lady
Shiva deftly reversed her blade, and drove it straight through
Nigma’s body.



Still facing Lex, Riddler looked down in shock at the foot of steel
emerging from his midsection. Lex shook his head with real regret.
“We reap what we sow, Edward.” He nodded to Shiva, who pulled her
blade free with detached disdain.



The Riddler’s face grew wide with amazement as he looked down at
his bloody chest. He clutched at it, the blood pouring between his
fingertips, staining his green suit. Then he looked at his two
associates and stumbled. Three steps back and he lost his balance
and plunged into the cool water of the bay, where he was washed
away with the tide.



“Thank you, Shiva,” Lex said with a smile.



“It was my pleasure. I detest a man with a lack of honor.” Her only
sign of emotion was a slight curl of her upper lip. “Black Manta
has reported the force field is down, and all of the internal and
external alarms have been rendered inoperable. The Hall of Justice
is ours.”



“Wonderful! Well then, let’s put this distasteful business behind
us.” He dusted off his hands, glancing one last time at the ripples
of water on the bay. “I’m not sure what waits for us, or how much
time we will have, so we better see what’s inside the cookie jar.”
He strode away briskly, Lady Shiva following close
behind.

 

 

 


Batman dodged a blow from an innocent
who had succumbed to the attachment on his neck and came back with
a quick chop to the neck that laid the young man out cold. He gazed
at the scene in front of him: the fighting was getting worse,
getting more out of hand as it went on. They had to stop the Star
Conqueror, and quickly.



That’s when he received the radio transmission that he had been
dreading. They had timed it perfectly, damn them. And there was no
way Batman was letting them get away with it. He had his secret
sentinel already in place, but he knew that would not be enough: he
would need to go himself.



J’onn, the Society has arrived. I need to assemble my team.
Have Alan Scott, Wildcat, Black Canary, Booster Gold, Wonder Girl,
Black Lightning, Zatanna, Katar, and Blue Beetle meet me at my jet.
You’ve got the coordinates. We don’t have much time.



Understood, Batman, and they are on their way. Good luck, my
friend.



The Dark Knight gazed at the sight before him, friend battling
friend, the two Flashes trading punches at lightning speed, Cyborg
battling Superman, and he knew his team were not the ones who would
need luck.



A star-spangled figure touched down beside him, a golden trident
smoking in her hand.



“Batman! What is it? Why are you pulling troops out of the—.”



“It’s the Society, Diana,” he told her. “They’re going after the
Hall.”



“They’ll never breach our defenses! Besides, there are
guards—.”



“This is Luthor we’re talking about. Do you really want to take
that chance?” he cut her off, keying in a launch sequence for the
jet on a remote. “I know you can’t spare the firepower, but if
Luthor gets into the Hall… He’ll not only have access to all of our
personal information, but to the tech of half a dozen more advanced
civilizations: Apokolips, New Genesis, Thanagar, Mars, Krypton, and
Atlantis— not to mention the wisdom of Themyscira!”



He saw the realization dawn in her violet eyes. She nodded, once,
sharply. “Go. Stop them.”



Batman, your team is en route, came J’onn’s voice. He
sounded slightly strained. Batman and Wonder Woman looked across
the battlefield and saw the Martian Manhunter slugging it out with
Superman, and he was getting the worst of it.



“I’ve got to stop Kal. He’s killing us out there,” Wonder Woman
said by way of farewell. But before she could take to the sky
again, Batman barked her name. When she turned back around, he was
holding something out to her, a green glowing pebble.



“You’re going to need this,” he told her. “It’s the only
way.”



For a moment, it looked as though she wasn’t going to take it. But
the blows Superman and the Martian Manhunter were trading in the
skies above made the very air pulse around them. She snatched it
out of his glove, and clutched it resentfully in her fist.



“It’s what he would want,” Batman said, an odd gentleness in his
voice. “And you’re the only one who can do it.”



She nodded; she was Wonder Woman, champion of the gods and the
leader of the Justice League. Diana of Themyscira would not shirk
her duty. No matter what it meant.



“I’ll do what has to be done here.” She stabbed a finger at him as
her feet left the ground. “You just make sure you do the
same.”



Batman watched her soar towards the Man of Steel. His jaw tightened
as he turned toward his jet, and his team. It was time for the
endgame to begin, and he’d make sure that Luthor paid for every
drop of blood spilled today— or die trying.

 

 

 


The explosion sent steel, glass and
concrete arcing out over Hob’s Bay, and was probably seen as far
away as Metropolis and Happy Harbor. The entire front side of the
Hall of Justice simply ceased to exist, and where it stood was now
a gaping hole, filled with twisted wreckage.



“Well, now that the whole world knows we’re here.” Luthor glared
back at a smug-looking Scandal Savage, their demolitions expert, as
he picked his way into the Hall. “Let’s just get what we came for
and get out of here.”



As one, the Secret Society entered the Hall of Justice: Sinestro on
point, lighting the way with his ring, Scandal Savage and Lady
Shiva on either side of Lex, with Grundy, Poison Ivy, Cheetah and
Abra Kadabra walking in a row, Black Manta coming last, still
dragging Aquaman roughly behind him. The grand foyer was a
cavernous room filled with monitor screens, all dark now, and upon
the polished marble floor was a full-color Justice League insignia,
with the words: “For All Mankind…”
written beneath it.



Luthor glanced at it, and snorted. “Hypocrites.” He motioned to
Sinestro who nonchalantly brought his will to bear and, with one
mighty blast of his ring, shattered the marble floor and the mosaic
phrase.



Pulling the body of his prisoner forward, Black Manta threw Aquaman
atop the shield-insignia. The hero was stirring now, and had his
right hand tucked protectively under his left arm. New blood
stained his scale armor, and he shook slightly.



Lex turned to Black Manta, his eyebrow raised. “You cut off his
hand?”



The deep-sea villain dropped the severed hand to the ground; it
skittered to a halt by its former owner, leaving a smear on the
marble floor.



“We needed his palm print, and he wasn’t being very cooperative,”
Manta said.



“He was unconscious.”



“Right. Wouldn’t do a thing I told him.”



Abra Kadabra laughed appreciatively, his moustache twitching.



But Black Manta was deadly serious. “Now, I’m going to take the
rest of him.”



Snatching away Lady Shiva’s sword, Manta stalked up to his old foe.
Aquaman was coming around, his eyes wide. He would soon go into
shock, but Manta didn’t care.



“Look at me, Arthur.” Manta’s voice reverberated with menace. The
others watched, rapt. He raised the sword. “I want you to see who’s
killing you—”



“Get away from him.”



The voice was quiet but cut through all of them like a knife. They
looked up as one, and saw her, floating there in midair, managing
to look outraged and furious at the same time.



“Who’re you supposed to be, sweetie?” Scandal Savage called up to
her with scathing contempt. “I didn’t know the Hall of Justice
had a Hooters…”



She touched down, cracking her knuckles. “My name is Power Girl.
And I’m the one who’s about to take you apart,
bitch!”

 

 

 


Lois Lane, a nasty bruise swelling on
the side of her face where Jimmy Olsen had struck her with his
camera, was still running, trying desperately to get away from the
crazed photographer. She turned a corner and found herself in a
dead end alley. She turned back, but it was too late, Olsen was
there, swinging his camera wildly and grinning from ear to
ear.



“Jimmy, listen to me. You can fight this. You can do the right
thing and put down the camera,” she said.



However, she knew that it wasn’t going to work and she braced
herself. If she had to, she’d take him down herself. She and her
sister were military brats, and had been trained to defend
themselves; she just didn’t want to hurt Jimmy.



She assumed a defensive position but as Jimmy took a step forward,
she watched his body shake and convulse, and then fall to the
ground. Standing behind him was a young blonde woman with a taser
in her hand. They looked across at each other.



“I was going to shoot him, but I figured you probably wanted to
keep him around,” the blonde woman said, a forced smile spreading
across her face.



Lois squinted at the woman for a moment. “Chloe! How did you…? What
are you doing here?”



“Well you know your cousin; where there’s a world ending crisis,
I’ll be there!” she retorted with a wry smile.



They both burst out laughing. It was crazy in the middle of such
chaos, but neither could help it. They continued to laugh as they
hugged each other for the first time in many years. Cousins who had
lost touch, due to their dedication with their jobs.



The laughter ended abruptly as Captain Marvel slammed into the side
of the building over their heads. Fragments of brick and mortar
began to rain down on them. Lois looked up in time to see Hawkman,
the original one from the JSA, hammering into Marvel with a huge
medieval mace, not letting him up.



Lois grabbed her cousin and tried to make a run for it, but didn’t
get very far as a small chunk of brick hit Chloe in the back,
causing her to stumble and fall. She fell forward, scraping her
face as she wasn’t able to catch herself in time. More of the
building was collapsing around them.



Chloe whispered something, but Lois couldn’t hear it. She looked
around and saw a huge trash bin not more than a few feet from them.
She grabbed the DEO agent and with all her strength, threw her into
the bin, then ran back and grabbed the still-unconscious Jimmy. It
was a quick and risky decision, but she yanked off the alien
attached to his neck and although she felt debris slam into her
shoulder, she continued to drag him to the dumpster. With more
strength than she realized she had, she tossed him inside, jumping
in right behind him.



As they lay in the darkness, listening to the sounds of the debris
hitting the bin, she heard Chloe moaning.



“It’s going to be alright. We’ll get you some help as soon as we
can,” Lois said in a soothing voice.



“Not me,” Sullivan said, obviously only half-conscious. “My baby.
Just make sure my baby’s okay.”



“Your… baby?” Lois repeated.



Before another word was spoken, the lid flew open and bright light
streamed in. Lois looked up to see the Justice League’s Green
Lantern looking down at them.



“I thought I saw you go in there. Quick thinking, Ms. Lane,” Green
Lantern said with a disarming smile. “Hawkman has Captain Marvel on
the run, but I’m not sure how long he can keep it up. Is everyone
here okay?”



“No, Agent Sullivan of the DEO has been hurt. She needs immediate
medical attention.”



Lois didn’t miss that Green Lantern’s face had turned suddenly pale
as he reached in and lifted her out.



“Be careful,” Lois said warningly. “She just told me she’s
pregnant.”



For a moment she thought Green Lantern was going to drop her, his
jaw dropping. Lois watched as Chloe lifted her head up and a rueful
smile twisted her lips.



“Surprise,” she whispered before her head fell against his
shoulder.



Hal picked up Jimmy with his ring and flew off with the two of
them. Lois watched him leave, cradling Chloe’s body closely to his.
She was a reporter, and her instincts were spot on; they always had
been.



“Surprise, indeed,” she whispered with an arched
eyebrow.

 

 

 


Jay Garrick’s fists were flying as fast
as Barry Allen’s, every blow perfectly matched and countered. The
dueling speedsters were little more than a blur across the combat
zone that was Washington, D.C., blinking between and among the host
of battling heroes. The fight was going nowhere fast— they were too
evenly matched, too in-tune with each other and their powers, for
one or the other to gain the upper hand.



They weaved in between Plastic Man and Elongated Man (neither of
whom seemed to be possessed but assumed the other was), swerved
around Green Arrow who was targeting falling Starros with deadly
accuracy, and went vertical up the side of the Washington Memorial,
running circles back down the obelisk, still trading punches.



Jay saw the blank look on Barry’s face. The creature that
controlled his friend was never going to let him go. There was no
finish line to this race. Jay needed help. He needed a plan.



The two of them blazed twin trails back down the Mall, but this
time Jay urged them in a specific direction, veering into Barry so
that they passed Kid Flash and Raven who were trying to subdue an
out-of-control Obsidian.



“Whoa! Barry—?!?”



“Go, Wallace,” Raven barely whispered, her soul-self grappling with
Obsidian’s shadow form. “This is a battle you cannot help me
fight.”



But he was already gone, racing to catch up with his mentors.



Jay ducked a wide blow from Barry, then glanced behind him at
Wally. The younger man leaned in hard, determined to reach them,
closing the distance in a prodigious burst of speed.



“Barry! Snap out of it, man! Think of Aunt Iris! Of Bart!”



But Barry Allen wasn’t called the Fastest Man Alive for nothing. He
swiped at Wally, causing him to pull back slightly, then sharply
changed direction, causing Wally to nearly run into Jay.



“Steady, kid!” Jay held a hand out so Wally’s momentum wouldn’t
send him careening dangerously off course. This momentary diversion
allowed Barry to pull away.



“We’ll never catch him!” Kid Flash moaned.



But Jay had executed his plan perfectly. With the two of them hot
on his heels, Barry was herded directly into the path of another
speedster: she was the daughter of the Golden Age speedster Johnny
Quick, and she was called Cyclone! Breaking away from a battle with
a feral-looking Vixen, she moved to intercept the coming whirlwind
of heroes, coming at Barry slant-wise. He never saw her coming. She
struck him a glancing blow that sent him stumbling and struggling
to maintain balance. Jay and Wally used the opportunity to catch up
to him, and they each grabbed an arm to restrain him. Barry
struggled madly, attempted to vibrate his molecules so fast that he
slipped from their grasp, but they were wise to the move, and
vibrated in tune.



However, it gave Jay an idea. “Cyclone, hold him!” he called to his
JSA teammate, who hastened to obey. Jay studied the starfish
clinging to the back of his friend’s neck, grabbing it with both
hands. “Wally, Jesse, I need you to apply the maximum vibrational
amplitude you can, now!”



Almost immediately, Wally, Jesse and Barry seemed to wink out of
existence— but at the same time, Jay, who still clutched the
Starro, vibrated at an opposing torsional frequency! He fell back,
the Starro writhing in his hands, just as Barry, Wally and Jesse
reappeared. Jay dropped the alien parasite, and crushed it with his
foot, Barry hanging limp in the arms of the younger
speedsters.



“Thanks, folks.” Barry breathed heavily, giving them all a grateful
smile. “That was… horrific! For a few minutes, I
was the Star Conqueror! I felt what it
felt, I feared what it feared—.” He stopped abruptly, and looked
sharply up at Jay. “My god! I know how to take that
thing down!”

 

 

 


From somewhere inside Superman, a small
sliver of independence and identity struggled to surface. But the
depths in which it swam were murky and deep, and resonated with a
weird alien harmonic that made assertion impossible.



He knew what he was doing, but the
neuro-pathic imperative was too strong to resist. The cold, slimy
thing on his neck drained him of all free will: he watched as if
through a stranger’s eyes as he throttled the Martian Manhunter,
twisting the malleable form of J’onn J’onzz beyond all recognition.
With a mighty heave, he hurled his friend to the ground, then
watched in horror through crimson-tinted eyes as he unleashed his
heat vision to finish the job.



But the beams were deflected back at him, slamming full force into
his chest and immolating his “S” shield! The part of him that was
not controlled by the Starro thrilled to see the form of Wonder
Woman floating before him, her silver bracelets crossed in front of
her and smoking.



“I won’t let you do it, Kal!” she cried fiercely. “I won’t let you
kill J’onn or anyone else! I won’t let you destroy everything
you’ve worked so hard to protect!”



The Starro commanded that his adrenal gland pump furiously, that
his heart-rate should accelerate. It spoke with his voice, and to
Superman it sounded like a hundred voices, all echoing at different
pitches: “You cannot stop us, Amazon. We control the only
unstoppable weapon on this planet: the Kryptonian.”



“That’s where you’re wrong.” Wonder Woman held up a fist, and it
pulsed with a sickly green light.



Waves of nausea washed over the Man of Steel, but the part of him
that was still Kal-El felt a bittersweet surge of relief.
Thank you, Bruce! Now, if only Diana can do what needs
to be done…!



Superman lunged at Wonder Woman, and the Amazing Amazon did not
balk. She reared back with the glowing fist and surged
forward.

 

 

 


From his hidden bunker deep
underground, Acting-President Jeb Stuart surveyed the situation on
the bank of monitor screens before him. The situation was grim, and
it did not seem to be improving. It was a full-scale war between
the superheroes, with many of the strongest— including Superman!—
controlled by the looming leviathan that was a full-grown Star
Conqueror.



“Things look bleak,” he observed laconically to the silver-haired
man at his side. “What are the chances that Wonder Woman and the
others can take down Superman and Captain Marvel, and then destroy
the Star Conqueror?”



King Faraday considered the question for a moment. He, better than
anyone, knew the power in their hands— for better and for
worse.



“Not good, Mr. Vice-President. All we know for sure is that thing
is on the verge of controlling the people with the power to wipe
out every living thing on this planet.”



Jeb Stuart sucked in a breath. He stared a moment longer at the
screens, watching Wonder Woman going toe-to-toe with Superman,
Captain Marvel battering at Hawkman, Starfire and Starman, and
Captain Comet trading blasts with Firestorm…



Without turning, he said to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs,
“Scramble the Blackhawks. We are at Defcon 1. And may god have
mercy on our souls…”

 

 

 


Power Girl enjoyed not holding back.
She laid into Solomon Grundy with everything she had, her blow
sending the monster crashing into a display case of Apokoliptian
mind-melters. Whirling, she backhanded the Cheetah, but the
arch-villainess rolled with the blow, back-flipping away. Next she
turned to Black Manta, who was aiming the point of a harpoon-gun at
her. She caught the barbed weapon, one-handed, inches from her
chest, and smiled patronizingly at the Marine Marauder as she bent
it like a pretzel.



When Batman had called to ask her to guard the Hall, she had
resented it bitterly. While everyone else was out having the battle
of their lives, she had been relegated to house-sitter! But
apparently the Dark Knight had known more than he had let on, and
Karen Starr was relieved to finally strike a blow in this
crisis.



She was advancing on the retreating Black Manta when she was hit
from behind, hard. Staggering, she went down on her knees, her
hands breaking her fall. A haughty voice said, “Don’t get up, girl.
Do you really think you can stand alone against the Society?”



All she could think about was what Booster would say if he found
out she had been taken down by these goons. “Yep!” She spun around,
her blood boiling. Much to her own surprise, twin beams of
super-intense heat shot from her eyes, sweeping across Sinestro.
The villain’s ring protected him from mortal injury, but the force
of the blast knocked him for a loop, and straight into Lady
Shiva.



“Well, that’s new…” Power Girl muttered to herself.



Just then, the floor of the Hall began to shake, and cracks
suddenly opened up the length of the room. Power Girl took to the
air, almost instantly spotting the culprit: Poison Ivy stood with
her arms wide, a look of concentration on her face. What she was
doing became clear in a moment: from every opening in the floor and
split in the walls, expanded rapidly growing shoots, vines and
tendrils, all of them writhing with a mind of their own— straight
towards Power Girl!



The heroine was immediately seized by ropes of green and brown
organic material— which she snapped easily, but more appeared to
take their place. She broke those, too, but found herself
continually bound and tied. From below, came the throaty laughter
of Poison Ivy.



Feeling the fury rise within her, Power Girl again unleashed her
heat vision, neatly slicing off the branches and creepers at their
roots; she spun herself around at superspeed, shaking off her bonds
and clearing a wide area all around her.



The Grand Foyer of the Hall of Justice resembled nothing so much as
the Amazon Jungle now, with small fires burning everywhere from
Power Girl’s heat-vision. The heroine drilled her way back to the
ground— she needed to get to Ivy, to end this wild
forestation!



The minute she stopped spinning, she was seized from behind, two
massive arms wrapping around her midsection pinning her arms to her
side. Grundy! Nor was he alone. Sinestro touched down before them,
blasting her with his ring. Wave after wave of yellow blasts
slammed into her as Grundy chortled into her ear. Screaming in
pain, Power Girl nevertheless launched herself at Sinestro, a
stunned Grundy holding onto her for dear life. The two of them hit
the rogue Green Lantern, and all three went down in a tangled
mess.



“Enough of this!” Abra Kadabra appeared in a puff of white smoke,
flourishing his wand. He pointed it at the groggy Power Girl, and
she was lifted, unresistingly, from the pile of bodies. With a
flick of his wand, he levitated her closer to him, just as he was
joined by Luthor.



“What shall I do with her?” the 64th century magician
asked Lex.



Lex studied the weakened Power Girl a moment; she made feeble
little movements in the stasis field, but her eyes were hard and
defiant.



“Can you kill her?”



“Oh, assuredly,” Abra answered. “It may take some thought and some
time, but I’m sure I could come up with something.” His moustache
twitched in anticipation.



“Time is the thing we have in least supply right now,” Lex said,
disappointed. “We have to get about our business before any others
arrive. Leave her. We’ll pick her and Aquaman up on the way
out.”



“Very well.”



Power Girl glared at them, but could only watch helplessly as the
Society made their way past her into the depths of the Hall of
Justice…

 

 

 


The super-giant Star Conqueror hovered
like a death sentence over Washington, D.C., it’s limbs and suckers
undulating malevolently, blocking off the sun and still disgorging
Starros. A squadron of Blackhawk fighters had come in, missiles
screaming at it, but the assault did little to damage the monster’s
hide.



“What the hell are they doing?” Barry demanded angrily. He and Jay
raced across the battlefield, searching for particular heroes,
while Wally and Jesse did the same; Barry had a plan. “That thing
has withstood the rigors of a journey through light years of space,
and they think those missiles can even scratch its surface?”



“They’re desperate, son.” Jay’s voice was calm, if a little sad: he
had seen this a hundred times before. “They’re lashing out any way
they can. It’s all they can do.”



“They’re doing more harm to us, than
it!” Barry steamed, watching as an
explosion blossomed on the surface of the Star Conqueror, and
succeeded only in sending the nearby Nightshade spinning end over
end.



But Jay had spotted who he was looking for. Starman was using his
cosmic rod to gently lower a group of civilians who were trapped
atop a government building to the ground.



“Ted!” Jay waved, catching his old friend’s attention. When the
civilians were safe, Starman touched down near Jay and Wally.



“This is… insane!” He breathed, slightly
out of breath. For all of it that he had seen in his storied
lifetime, Theodore “Ted” Knight was appalled by violence and
destruction. It’s why he had fought so hard against it all his
life; and also to atone for the hand he had in contributing to it,
as one of the scientists whose research had eventually led to the
creation of the atomic bomb.



“The only way to end this is to take down that monster,” Barry told
him, just as Wally and Jesse skidded to a halt near them, followed
closely by Jade, Ray and Bulleteer.



“Agreed.” Ted nodded at the new arrivals. “And you have a
plan?”



“When Barry was under the control of one of those Starros, he felt
and knew all that it did,” Jay told the
assembled group. “Including its fears and weaknesses.”



Hope dawned on their faces as Barry spoke: “This monster is used to
the cold, empty blackness of space, and avoided traveling too close
to a sun. It cannot stand intense light!
It won’t kill it, but it will confuse and stun it. It might even
make it more vulnerable. With any luck, we could drive it back into
space, or maybe even bring it down!”



“So we need to light a candle under this thing’s ass!” the Ray said
excitedly.



“Even a crisis is no excuse for profanity,” Jay admonished his
young colleague, but a smile played on his lips for the first time
that day. “But, essentially, yes.”



“That’s where we come in.” Starman had grasped the plan instantly.
“We’ll need Bulleteer to punch a hole in the ocular aperture, and
then the three of us will light it up.” He looked down for a
moment, doing some quick calculations in his head. “We’ll have to
burn pretty bright, though, to reach weaponized luminosity…” he
said almost to himself. “Against something that big, I’m guessing
in the neighborhood of a million terawatts.” He looked up and met
Jay’s stunned eyes. Jay Garrick was a scientist as well. He knew
what that meant.



“Ted, that’s sui—.”



“We all know what that means, old friend.” Starman looked around at
Jade and the Ray. Both of them seemed shaken, but no less
determined. They nodded at him.



“This thing has to go down.” Jade swallowed heavily and there were
suddenly tears in her eyes, but her voice was steady. “Look at what
it’s doing to us out there.”



In the skies above them, Superman and Wonder Woman continued to
pound on each other.



The speedsters looked at them with a mixture of disbelief and
admiration.



“This is what we signed up for, right?” the Ray said, with a grim
little laugh. “Hell, we even got to be in the JSA for like a
week…!”



“And you’ll be in the JSA for a long time to come!” Jay Garrick put
a hand on the Ray’s shoulder. “We’ll find another way, there’s got
to be—.”



“We’re running out of time, Jay.” Starman slapped his cosmic rod
into a palm, adjusting it minutely. “And this is the only way.
We’ll take this beast down. Bulleteer,
can you punch a hole in that
thing?”



Deanna Barr drew a hand across her eyes, then triggered her
transformation into a being of molten argent. “My shell is pure
Thanagarian Nth Metal. Hawkman says there’s
nothing I can’t punch a hole through.”
Her voice was thick with emotion. “Trust me: that monster will get
an eyeful.”



Glancing at each of them in turn, Starman was satisfied by what he
saw there. “There’s no time to waste. Let’s go.”



“Now wait just one damn minute—.” Jay Garrick moved forward.



Starman, Jade, the Ray and Bulleteer were already rising off the
ground. “I’ll take care of them, Jay,” Ted called down to his
long-time comrade. “I’m glad you’re back, old friend. Tell David
and Jack…” But the normally laconic Ted Knight could not finish the
sentence. With a last smile, he raised his cosmic rod, and led the
way up towards the Star Conqueror, leaving Jay, Barry, Wally, and
Jesse stricken and dumb at their sacrifice.



As the small group rose out of sight, however, the Ray’s voice
floated back to them: “Hey! We made the Flash
swear…”

 

 

 


“Ollie, no!” Batgirl cried, watching as
the Emerald Archer went down with a Starro clinging to the back of
his neck.



She dashed across the broken, rubble-strewn ground, hoping to reach
her teammate before the thing took hold of him, but could see she
was going to be too late. Best she could do now was put him out of
commission.



Green Arrow straightened up, a shaft already nocked to his bow and
whistling towards her. She fired back at the same: her aim was true
and the arrow was split in half by her batarang. Racing forward,
she hoped she could get to him before that quick draw of his got
off another shot— she was leaping into the air when she felt the
arrow go through her left shoulder. It penetrated the Kevlar and
she cried out in spite of herself.



Her momentum kept her going, though, and she was able to kick the
bow out of Ollie’s hand. He swung out to strike her, but she
blocked and whipped her body around, her heel jabbing into his
midsection. He fell back and she pressed into him, backhanding him
again in the jaw and as his head snapped back, a red hand grabbed
him from behind and pulled off the Starro. Green Arrow slumped to
the ground.



“Thank you,” Babs said, gasping for breath, holding the shoulder
with the arrow stuck into it.



Red Tornado was about to reply when they both heard the jets soar
above them. They looked up to see the Blackhawks scream by
overhead.



“Damn it, we’re too late,” Batgirl whispered. “They’re going to try
and nuke it. They’re going to sacrifice us all.”



Red Tornado looked up and then back to his friend. “Not if I have
anything to say about it… ” Before he took off, he grabbed her by
her waist and pulled her to him. He gave her a kiss, and for a
second Barbara could have sworn she actually felt some kind of
electricity pass between them. Then he pulled away.



“I… I…” She didn’t know what to say.



“Odd. It looks more interesting in the movies.” And with that he
flew away, rising on a cyclone of wind.



The jet fighters veered off at the last second, one cutting to the
left, the other to the right, but the third one continued straight
on to the Star Conqueror. He felt his android body shaking as he
continued to push his power harder and faster, and just as he had
caught up with the jet, the bomb was released, and the jet soared
off to the left.



Red Tornado gave it all he had, realizing he was pushing his powers
far beyond their structural limits. He stretched out as he got
closer to the bomb, his face beginning to melt as he grabbed a hold
of the end of it, the fire burning into his artificial skin. He
pulled himself up and climbed on top of the bomb as it closed in on
its destination.



“Reddy, don’t do this,” came Barbara’s voice into his ear-piece.
“I’m trying to get Firestorm—.”



“My only regret,” he told her as he rode the bomb, “is that I don’t
have the cowboy hat to complete this moment.”



From the ground, Batgirl and a now-conscious Green Arrow watched in
horror as the Red Tornado powered up again, forcing the nuclear
bomb off course, and straight up, higher and higher, until it was
out of sight. There was nothing but blue sky for a moment, and then
a flash of light, brighter than they had ever seen. It had come
from space, and they knew what it was.



“Reddy,” Batgirl whispered into her communicator, but it was met
only by silence.



“Oh God,” Ollie said. Then he turned to Barbara. “I’m so
sorry.”



The red-haired woman stared at him for a moment, her face
emotionless. “Part of being an Outsider, isn’t it?” She turned and
walked away from him, leaving Oliver Queen speechless.

 

 

 


Lex wasn’t sure for how long he would
have free run of the Hall of Justice, but he intended to put the
time to good use. Leaving the others to loot and pillage, he made
straight for Central Control, with only Lady Shiva at his
side.



He had little time for the Trophy Room, where Black Manta was busy
loading up on future-tech from the Weapons Master display
(Undoubtedly inoperable, Lex thought), or
for the Monitor Room where Abra Kadabra activated the screens and
watched with glee the battle of Washington, D.C. He and Shiva
passed by the Conference Room— where Solomon Grundy was tearing the
custom-monogrammed chairs from the floor and smashing them into the
table— and stepped into the lift for the top floor.



As the lift ascended, Shiva said nothing. She merely remained on
her guard, poised, alert and deadly. Lex appreciated those
qualities in a woman.



The doors opened up, and Central Control was spread before them.
All of the safety protocols disarmed thanks to Aquaman’s unwilling
assistance, Lex Luthor walked straight into the nerve center of the
Justice League’s operations.



“It’s all here.” He marveled, surveying the room before him. “Not
just the files on every so-called superhero on Earth, but the
schematics and tech of half-a-dozen advanced civilizations—
literally the power to rule the world.” He stepped up to a console,
and typed one-handed, his eyes glued to the display screen. “The
root files are enormous, and will take some time to download.” He
set the briefcase he’d been carrying down on the control panel next
to him, took out a number of thumb drives and began inserting them
into ports on the workstation. “Of course, I’ll have to hack in,
first. But that shouldn’t pose much of a challenge to
me…”



Shiva watched and waited patiently, Luthor’s fingers a blur on two
adjacent keyboards at once. After a moment, though, something
caught her eye: a nearby security monitor that had been showing the
Grand Foyer abruptly went black.



“They’re here,” she announced, dispassionately.



Lex didn’t even look up. “I need more time. Take care of it for
me.”



Shiva nodded, and without another word, strode from the
room.

 

 

 


Poison Ivy flinched away from the blast
that cleared her foliage from the front entrance to the Hall, and
squinted past the smoldering plant-life to see a shining blue and
gold figure leap into view.



“Alright, you bozos can surrender now. Booster Gold is here!”



Ivy just stared in stunned disbelief at the ridiculous figure, as
Cheetah and Sinestro joined her, hungry for an easy kill, laughing
at their good luck.



But Booster’s smile got— if possible— even wider. “Oh, and I
brought these guys along for the ride.”



He gestured with his thumb over his shoulder as Batman, the JSA’s
Green Lantern and Wildcat, Black Canary, Blue Beetle, Wonder Girl,
Zatanna, Black Lightning and the Justice League’s Hawkman all came
rushing forward into the Hall, howling mad!



Ivy, Cheetah and Sinestro braced themselves and met them
head-on!

 

 

 


“GL, take Sinestro— he’s the biggest
threat here!” Batman yelled, firing his grappling hook into the
air. It caught on a branch that had grown to the ceiling, and the
Dark Knight swung himself high above the fray. “Wildcat, Black
Canary, you’re with me!”



Sinestro leaped into the air to intercept Batman, his ring flaring,
but a big green mallet smashed into him from above, sending him
crashing back down. The Korugaran shook his head to clear it,
glancing up in time to see Alan Scott float down in front of him,
his arms crossed.



“A power ring? Impossible!” Sinestro spat, wiping blood from his
mouth. “I know that pathetic excuse for a Green Lantern of this
sector, and you are not he.” He launched a yellow leonine construct
at Alan, but the older man conjured an emerald baseball bat and
knocked it aside.



“You’re right. You haven’t seen anything like
me, yet.” Alan Scott jabbed out with his
fist and sent a freight train careening at Sinestro.



The rest of the Society was flooding into the Grand Foyer in
response to the attack, and in seconds a full-scale battle was
underway.



Solomon Grundy lumbered into the fracas heaving over his head a
broken statue of Captain Marvel the Elder. Hawkman glided
gracefully under the flying masonry and slammed into the monster
with his Nth metal mace. Grundy crashed backward into a wall of
monitors, but rose quickly, enraged. “Grundy kill!” he roared at
Katar, brandishing his fists in the air.



“Not today,” snarled the Thanagarian,
landing in front of the brute, and hefting his mace in
challenge.



Flying through the air with a deadly grace, the Cheetah pounced on
Wonder Girl, who barely got her arms up in time. Razor-sharp fangs
snapped for Donna’s throat, and red eyes burned into hers.



“What power I will get from your blood,
Amazon…!” Cheetah hissed, slavering. “You’re not Wonder Woman, but
you’ll do. Urzkartaga is thirsty!”



“Get off me!” Wonder Girl flailed and pushed her attacker away, but
not before Cheetah scored a hit, slashing Donna across the face
with her claws. Cheetah landed in a low crouch, and licked the
blood off her fingertips, laughing throatily. Stunned that this
mortal could do her injury, Wonder Girl touched the three long
scratches on her cheek, then glared back at the sneering
villainess. She whipped her lasso off her hip, and spun it
overhead, just as Cheetah leaped at her.



Close by, Booster Gold was distracted in his fight with Poison Ivy,
trying to watch the tussle between Wonder Girl and Cheetah. Ivy was
directing at him dart-like needles from exotic plants she had
summoned through a crack in the floor, but they bounced harmlessly
off his force-field. When she noticed his distraction, however, she
tried a different tact.



“Oh my god, you’re Booster Gold!” she squealed girlishly, instantly
catching Booster’s attention. He turned the full force of his smile
on her now. “Look, I know this is inappropriate, given the
circumstances… ” Her lips pursed in her most enticing pout, and she
approached him with a sway in her hips any man with a pulse would
have found compelling. “But I just want to say I’m kind of a fan,
and have always wanted to meet you.” Her pheromones were pumping on
overtime, though whether they got past his force-field she couldn’t
tell. “I mean, I know we’re on different sides and all, but I’m a
woman, too…” She put a finger to her
moist green lip, gratified to see he was hanging on her every word
now.



Booster pushed a button on his belt, lowering his shield, and
raised his arms to her.



“Lady, I’m vain not stupid.” He grinned and blasted her.



“If you’re done screwing around,” came the voice of Blue Beetle as
Poison Ivy went hurtling away, screaming. “I could use some
help!”



Beetle was engaged in hand-to-hand combat with a fierce,
razor-wielding woman, who would not stay in one place long enough
for Ted to get a bead on her. She had already sliced his BB-Gun in
half, and was circling him aggressively, slashing with her forearm
blades.



“I was not ‘screwing around’—” Booster
objected.



“Blast her!” Ted yelped as Scandal Savage stabbed at him, narrowly
missing.



Booster aimed at Scandal, but she whirled and launched a knife at
him. His force-field still down, the knife struck a glancing blow
on his head, cracking his goggles, and he staggered backward,
moaning piteously.



Beetle gave as fierce a cry as he was capable of and tackled
Scandal, carrying them both to the floor.



Black Manta leaped over their rolling bodies and charged the
disoriented Booster Gold with a nasty-looking Apokoliptian
three-pronged barbed lance. But the unsuspecting Booster was saved
when Black Manta was zapped from behind by Black Lightning. The
hero stood there, his arms outstretched and static electricity
crackling from his eyes.



“Don’t even try it, bubblehead!” Black Lightning warned, gathering
a ball of white-hot energy in his palm. Predictably, Manta ignored
the warning. His suit having absorbed and displaced most of the
shock, he rolled to his feet and hurled the weapon at Black
Lightning like a javelin. Jefferson blasted it, then sent a charge
that would stop an elephant directly at Black Manta— who had
anticipated just that and threw himself out of the way just in
time. The bolt of lightning whizzed passed the Marine Marauder and
struck Booster Gold instead! Booster yelled in pain, his limbs
jerking convulsively and smoke rising from his irretrievably mussed
coif.



“Oh, damn! I’m sorry, man!” Black Lightning winced guiltily rushing
to the frazzled hero as Black Manta laughed and made a break for
it.



“I don’t think so.” Almost off-handedly, Black Lightning sent
another bolt at Manta, keeping the electricity pouring into him
until the carapaced villain finally went down, twitching.



By then, Poison Ivy had returned to the fight, and creeper vines
had sprung from the floor ensnaring Jefferson and Booster!



“Ugh, alright, I’ll call you some time, just call off the little
shop of horrors, you crazy bi—.” With a gleam of satisfaction,
Poison Ivy commanded a flowering branch into Booster’s mouth.



Meanwhile, Zatanna was busy clearing the room of vegetation,
floating through the raging battle until she came upon the bloodied
form of Aquaman. The one-time Chairman of the League had propped
himself up against a gnarled root, cradling the bloody stump of his
right hand.



“I’m fine…” he rasped to Zatanna, shaking his head to redirect her
attention from him. “Help Power Girl.” The young magician looked
where he indicated, spotting the fuming heroine, still in the
stasis field.



Zee floated to her, examining the situation. The stasis field was
like no spell she had seen before, so she assumed it must have been
technological in nature— and thus easy to break.



Narrowing her eyes, she sketched the mystic sigils in the air with
delicate finger-tips, saying: “Esrepsid sisats dle—.”



“Zatanna, watch out!”



Aquaman’s frantic warning reached her just in time. Zee spun
around, summoning a shield spell around herself just as a jet of
purple energy enveloped her. Abra Kadabra descended on her, his
wand still glowing.



“Zatanna Zatara!” he called out to her with something like glee.
“How I’ve hoped our paths would cross one day! A pity it is not
under better circumstances. We could have, perhaps, learned much
from each other.”



Zatanna glared back at him, sizing him up. “I doubt it. I’ve heard
about you, Abra. You’re nothing but a fraud. My familiar knows more
magic than you!”



“We shall see!” Abra sniffed, and with a grand gesture pointed his
wand at her. From it issued a hypersonic wave that engulfed Zee,
causing her to cover her ears and sink to her knees in
pain…

 

 

 


Superman smashed hard into the brick
wall of the building, with Wonder Woman right on top of him, her
glowing green fist falling relentlessly in blow after blow. Next to
her appeared the Martian Manhunter, his eyes closed in
concentration.



J’onn, tell Diana not to let up. I can’t break control of this
thing; she’s got to finish it. It’s the only way.



That will not be necessary, Kal. You are weak enough now for me
to rip off the Starro. This will hurt, but you should be fine in a
few minutes.



What about Maxwell Lord? It put him in a coma because he was
meta as well.



His powers are mentally based. It was a mental feedback that
caused his condition.



Then do it, while I’m holding on.



J’onn grabbed Diana’s arm to stop her pummeling, and quickly pulled
Superman forward and tore off the Starro. The Man of Steel cried
out in pain and fell to his knees. The Starro began to twitch and
move.



“One of its weaknesses is intense cold, Superman. Destroy it,”
J’onn said.



Even in his battered condition, Superman took a deep breath and let
go with a blast of arctic breath. The creature curled up
immediately and died.



Wonder Woman put the green kryptonite into her belt. “Of course.
That explains why the one on Arthur released him. When you two were
fighting, you kept going deeper and deeper into the ocean, until
that thing couldn’t take the frigid waters. Kal, I’m sorry for what
I had to do.”



Superman stood up with the help of his friends. “Don’t be. You did
exactly what you needed to. Now, let’s break the hold that this
monstrosity has on our friends and end this, once and for
all.”



Diana looked up. “It looks like some of us are already on their way
to do just that.”



The others looked up to see the Justice Society member, Starman,
leading his team towards the gigantic creature…

 

 

 


Starman shielded his eyes from the
flash of nuclear fire high up in the atmosphere, appalled at what
had almost happened: that bomb had been meant for
them. Nor would it be the last. He was acutely aware
just how many bombs the government had at their disposal…



They had to end this now.



“Bulleteer, get that thing’s attention for me!” He pointed at the
enormous space monster in whose shadow they hovered. With a final,
tearful glance at them, Deanna Barr shot towards the soft
underbelly of the Star Conqueror, a gleaming argent streak.



Ted Knight turned back to his teammates; they were so young—
younger than he had been when he had joined the JSA, in those dark
days before World War Two… But he saw in Jade and Ray the same
determination that propelled a generation of heroes to fight
against the greatest evils history had ever known, the same heroism
that caused them to offer their lives in the service of all
mankind— even when mankind reviled them for it.



Their faces were turned to him, waiting for the word. Ted Knight
found it hard to speak past the emotion in his chest. He held out
his cosmic rod.



“Grab hold of the rod with me.”



Unhesitating, they did as he asked. Ted Knight was a scientist, and
he had spent decades tinkering with and improving the cosmic rod—
in recent years, he had modified it to include a micronized
absorption field generator. The moment Jade and the Ray— two living
embodiments of light and energy— laid their fingers on the device,
it began collecting their power.



The sudden influx of energy was almost too much for Starman. He
gasped and gritted his teeth against the raw power flooding into
him, but held on. The transfer was complete in a few seconds, but
by the end, Jade and the Ray were limp and utterly drained. Aglow
with an ambient light that suffused and irradiated his every
molecule, Starman used his cosmic rod to lower his dazed and
protesting teammates to the ground, hoping they would one day be
able to recharge— he was just thankful he was able to give them
that day.



Behind him, Bulleteer was ricocheting off the hide of the Star
Conqueror, and had managed to punch a number of holes in the
leathery aperture that covered the monster’s eye.



He rose higher into the sky, barely able to contain all the power
the cosmic rod had absorbed and was feeding into him, and motioned
for Bulleteer to get clear. He wasn’t sure if he could hold it all
in— or that his frail human frame could withstand the pure power
coursing through his body— for more than a few seconds.



Starman was focused now only on one thing in the universe: that
looming, cyclopean eye. It tracked him as he got closer, and with a
detached scientific curiosity, he noted the creature had a number
of concentric irises, all a different color— but he had little time
to ponder the wonders of xenobiology: it had sent hundreds of
Starros at him, all of them swarming to eliminate the threat to the
Star Conqueror.



But Ted Knight had no intention of giving them enough time to reach
him. Like the archangel guarding the gates of heaven, he raised the
cosmic rod over his head and unleashed the power he could no longer
contain. He had a last glimpse of that weird, extraterrestrial eye
widening in horror and understanding, then the pupil contracting
into a single, narrow point as everything turned to light.



In the skies above Washington D.C. that day, Starman outshone the
sun.

 

 

 


Jay, Barry, Wally and Jesse sped across
the battlefield spreading the same urgent message to their
comrades: “Heads down! Don’t look
up!”



When the light filled the sky, the fighting stopped— all of
creation was awash in a soft white glow; time seemed to slow down,
and for a brief moment, they all existed in the same dream-like
pregnant uncertainty…



And though it seemed to last an eternity, the pure, brilliant light
that had been Starman faded and sight returned— and a mighty cheer
rose up from the ground. The Star Conqueror still hung, suspended
in the sky, but it was listing dangerously, nothing left of its
single gargantuan eye but a blind, milky orb. It began to lose
altitude, its tentacles writhing and spasming, and on the ground,
every individual possessed by a Starro fell to their knees in
mirrored agony.



Heroes and civilians alike watched in bated breath as the monster
came crashing to earth. It hit the Potomac River with a mighty
splash, shaking the ground for miles around. It sizzled as if being
cooked internally, smoke rising from it in great clouds, and it
thrashed on the surface of the water, emitting for the first time
an eerie high-pitched whine that caused all to hear it to cover
their ears.



In its death throes, the Star Conqueror was striking back with all
it had left.

 

 

 


Black Canary and Wildcat ran
side-by-side down the corridor, even as the Hall of Justice shook
and rattled around them from the titanic battle raging below.



That’s all just distraction, Batman had
told them. Luthor is the real
threat.



They rounded a corner, still in a headlong rush for Central
Control— and thus were taken by surprise by Lady Shiva. She leapt
out at them, her sword flashing for Black Canary’s neck.



She was yanked unceremoniously back by Wildcat, who had seen Shiva
a split second before her ambush, but the tip of the razor-sharp
blade still cut a thin red trail across Canary’s throat. The
heroine staggered back in shock, her hand going to the shallow cut,
and Shiva pressed her advantage. The blade slashed out again, but
this time Wildcat was ready: he ducked under the swing, and came up
with an uppercut that buried itself in the assassin’s midsection,
following it up with a right hook that landed with a satisfying
thud on Shiva’s chin. But Shiva knew how to take a blow, and rolled
with it, flipping backward, the heel of her left foot clipping
Wildcat beneath his own chin and knocking him away from her.



She came up, crouched in a fighting stance, and used the narrowness
of the corridor to keep her opponents at bay.



Black Canary, her neck and chest covered in blood, was a grim
sight. She moved forward and rasped, from the side of her mouth, to
Wildcat, “High Road, low road,” then matched Shiva’s stance,
recognizing the style instantly, and rushed in, Wildcat only a step
behind her. The assassin’s blade lashed out in an intricate, lethal
pattern, but Black Canary wasn’t there; she’d leaped into the air,
tucking herself into a tight ball, and somersaulting over Shiva’s
head. Behind her, Wildcat charged at Shiva and avoided the blade by
dropping and sliding into her like a runner stealing
homebase!



Surprised, but ever adaptable, Shiva reacted instinctively;
toppling from Wildcat’s leg tackle, she went with it and fell, and
was thus able to avoid Black Canary’s spinning back-kick. On her
way down, she brought her sword down hard on Wildcat, smashing the
butt of it into the top of his head hard, causing him to twitch and
loosen his hold on her. If she had had time, she would have
reversed the blade and finished the hero, but Black Canary’s booted
heel came down on the blade and snapped it in two. The second stomp
came a second later, but Shiva was already rolling away,
extricating herself from the unconscious Wildcat.



Tossing aside the shards of her weapon, Shiva faced Dinah over the
body of Wildcat, a thin smile sketched on her face.



“We’ll just have to do this the old fashioned way then, Sui Jerk
Jai.”



Black Canary’s answering smile was almost pleasant. “Hello, Paper
Monkey. I’m going to kill you someday.”



At their last encounter, over two years ago, Dinah had made that
vow to Shiva, in response to the assassin murdering their sensei, a
mentor who was as much a father figure to Dinah as Ted Grant,
laying unconscious between them.



“Today’s as good a day as any to try,” Shiva invited, crouching
into a stance Dinah recognized as Swaying Cobra. “But I doubt even
you think you have it in you.”



Dinah’s smile grew colder as she fell into Lurking Mongoose. “I’m
not the same woman I was two years ago in Vegas. You of
all people know that.” She motioned with her outstretched front
hand for Shiva to come on.



Shiva did, striking with a blurring flurry of speed.



Black Canary opened her mouth and began to sing.

 

 

 


Almost there,
Luthor’s eyes flickered rapidly across the screen, his fingers a
blur on the keyboard. He felt like a spoiled child on Christmas
morning, unwrapping present after present. First the schematic of
an Oan power ring! Perfect! How did you
know? Next, principles of Martian eugenics.
Just what I always wanted! Soon he would
have all the information he needed to make him the most powerful
single player on the world stage.



And, of course, he had his insurance policy ready as well. While
one hand was busy facilitating the downloads, the other was working
on another console, hacking into the League’s monitor satellite on
the far side of the moon…



There were sounds of a struggle from outside the room, but he
ignored it. He just needed a few more seconds…



Then he was done. Just like that. His hands shaking in excitement,
he unplugged the thumb drives and placed them back into the fitted
foam slots of his metallic briefcase.



The batarang whizzed so close by his head it sliced a small cut
into his ear. It smashed into the terminal screen, showering Lex
with sparks and bits of glass. Flinching away, trying to clear his
vision, Lex reached for his shoulder holster and fired blindly
behind him.



The shots struck the steel door of Central Control, but just as his
vision returned Lex spotted the swathe of black cape disappear
behind a bank of computer servers off to the right.



“Batman.” Lex stood, peering around the corner. “I thought it might
come down to the two of us. That big blue Boy Scout probably
still hasn’t figured out what’s really
going on. Good thing the heroes have you around to explain things
to them.”



He crept cautiously forward, the gun held in front of him, the
briefcase in his other hand.



“Superman’s got your number, Luthor.” The voice of the Dark Knight
seemed to come from everywhere in the room at once, causing Lex to
turn and look around in confusion. “The only difference between us
is I play dirty.”



“I’m not that idiot Nigma, Batman,” Luthor said calmly. “You can’t
intimidate me.”



“No, you’re Lex Luthor,” Batman growled.
“Collaborator with Darkseid, puppeteer of Checkmate and leader of
the Secret Society of Super Villians… All of which will get you a
life sentence at Stryker’s— if there’s enough left when I’m through
with you.”



A noise behind him alerted Luthor, and he spun, blasting away. The
bullets demolished a bank of blank screens, but there was no sign
of Batman.



Hollow, mirthless laughter filled Central Control. “When I come for
you, Lex, you won’t hear me.”



“You’re too late, Batman,” Luthor spat back, his voice a little too
high, now. “I’ve already transferred the contents of your databanks
back to my own headquarters, and I can assure you I’ve left no
trail. I’ve got it all. I’ve won.”



“Don’t bluff me, Lex. The computers in the Hall have a fail-safe
firewall of Rannian design. There’s no way to datadump or upload to
an outside network. I’m guessing the briefcase in your hand holds a
number of thumb drives with the information you covet so badly. Bad
enough to waken the ancient Star Conqueror that slept beneath the
Capitol, bad enough to endanger every man, woman and child on this
planet by seeking to put its heroes out of commission… Everything
is just a tool to you, Luthor, a means to an end. Well what’s the
endgame now, Lex? You can’t possibly imagine I’m going to let you
walk out of this room…”



This time, it was Luthor’s turn to laugh. “Very clever, Batman.
Yes. It was I who found and woke that
alien monster, and found a way to communicate with it… I’m getting
very good at negotiating with interstellar menaces, you see. I
created the Cadmus Project and manipulated Checkmate to my own
ends, just as the Secret Society serves me now. But you’re wrong
about one thing, Dark Knight: you are
going to let me walk out of this room— and there’s
nothing you can do about it.”



There was a silence that stretched on for a long moment. Batman
knew that Lex Luthor did not make idle threats.



“Now why would I do that?” The Dark Knight’s voice was low and
dangerous.



A smug smile spread across Luthor’s thin lips. He stepped over to a
console and tapped rapidly on the keys. On the main screen of
Central Control, an image resolved; it was a photo, clearly taken
by the League’s own super-powerful monitor satellite, of a sector
of deep space. Visible against the star-field were specs of color,
hundreds of them, perhaps thousands— all of them in the shape of a
starfish.



“Do you know what that is, Batman?” Lex asked conversationally. He
didn’t wait for a response. “That is a magnified view of the beta
quadrant of the Andromeda Galaxy— otherwise known as the spawning
grounds of the Star Conqueror race. I traced the course of the one
having a tantrum over D.C. right now, and found this wonderful
little horror. Seems we only merited the attention of one of the
smaller ones.”



There was the sound of snapping leather, and Batman appeared out of
nowhere, dropping to the ground mere feet from Luthor.



“What have you done?”



“What I always do, you fool. I’m
winning,” Luthor snapped back, all trace of humor
gone. “I’ve reconfigured the transmitter on that satellite of
yours, and pointed it right at them. I’m calling for them, Batman!
I’m bringing the whole lot of them down on us!”



Batman was appalled. He took a step forward. “I’ll shut it
down—.”



“You can’t. Weren’t you listening?” Lex said scornfully. “I said
I reconfigured the satellite. It’ll take
you hours to undo my protocols. And don’t think you can force me to
do it. I’ll die before I lose.”



“You’ll die if the Star Conquerors reach Earth,” Batman grated. “Or
worse, you’ll be a mindless slave to an alien mind.”



“And so will that ‘every man, woman and child on the
planet’ you and your ilk are always so concerned
with,” Lex sneered. “I’m betting you’re not willing to let that
happen. That’s why you’re going to let me walk right out of here.
When I’m clear of the Hall, I’ll deactivate the homing signal. I
calculate I have approximately two minutes until the point of no
return— but the longer you delay, the stronger the signal gets…
Your choice, Batman. What’s it going to be: Scylla or Charybdis?
The lady or the tiger? Bring the criminal to justice or save the
world?”



Every muscle in Batman’s body tensed visibly. He seemed poised on
the verge of uncoiling into action.



“One minute, forty-five seconds, Batman.” Lex glanced at his watch,
his eyebrows arched. “What’s it going to be?”



His jaw clenched decisively, Batman said, “There’s a third option.”
The batarang flew from his hand in the blink of an eye, ringing
like a clarion off Luthor’s gun, which discharged loudly as it flew
from the master criminal. Before Luthor could look up from his
stinging hand, Batman was upon him, his gloved fist crashing into
Lex’s face, causing the briefcase to fall from his grip. Luthor
would have fallen, but Batman grabbed him by his lapels and flung
him up against a bank of monitors.



“W—What are you doing?” Blood trickled from Lex’s mouth and nose,
but his eyes were cold and hard.



“I’m outplaying you,” Batman
growled.



Then he whirled away, moving to the closest control station. Behind
him, Luthor realized he’d been cuffed to the terminal, and strained
violently against it to no avail.



Batman jabbed furiously at the control station, his eyes
laser-focused on the scrolling readout on the screen.



“What are you doing?” Luthor repeated with an air of
resignation.



“What I have to do.” There were ice and daggers in Batman’s voice.
He did not look at Luthor, but continued to type, going through
window after window. “I can’t order the satellite to stop
transmitting, but I can shut it
down.”



Luthor snorted derisively.



Then Batman was done. He straightened, gazing wordlessly at the
screen as an automated voice issued from the speakers:
“Hall of Justice auto-destruct countdown has commenced.
Sixty seconds, fifty-nine, fifty-eight,
fifty-seven…”



Luthor’s jaw dropped as Batman turned to him. “The feedback from
the Hall’s destruction will travel through the uplink and overload
the satellite, burning out every circuit and relay, and cutting off
the signal.”



“Impossible!” Luthor exclaimed. “I disengaged the auto destruct
sequence. I had Grundy tear it right out of the system. It doesn’t
even exist anymore,” he scoffed, but there was uncertainty behind
his eyes.



“The Justice League had theirs, I had mine. Game’s over, Luthor;
you’ve lost. Checkmate.”

 

 

 


Her ears bleeding and her head ringing
under Abra Kadabra’s sonic attack, Zatanna was forced to her knees,
trying desperately to cover her head in her hands. The
64th Century villain laughed and advanced on her, his
technowand describing little circles in the air…



Then, abruptly as it began, the high-pitched, piercing noise
ceased. Zee lifted her head to see Power Girl holding the
unconscious form of Abra Kadabra, a shiner already developing on
his eye. “I guess you got enough of the words out for your spell to
free me.” She wrenched the wand from Abra’s limp grasp and passed
it to Zatanna— who snapped it in two.



Nearby, Alan Scott was punishing Sinestro with volley after volley
of green fire, the Korugaran hard-pressed to defend himself. The
rogue Green Lantern was a master of his ring, and was doing things
with it that most Green Lanterns would not have even attempted— but
nothing was working against this caped and garishly-garbed
Earthman. Alan pressed a furious attack on his foe, under no false
apprehension of just how dangerous Sinestro could be.



Rage swelled within Sinestro. He had never met his match before—
these Earthmen were just lucky! Marshalling his fury, he surged
forward with a blitzkrieg assault, splintering the power of his
will so that it came at this strange Green Lantern from all
directions.



But Alan Scott knew how to face a blitzkrieg. Using his other arm
to bolster his ring-hand, he enveloped himself in an impenetrable
emerald sphere of pure Starheart energy. Sinestro’s attack crashed
in wave after wave over the sphere to no avail. Gritting his teeth,
Alan expanded the sphere, dispersing Sinestro’s ringpower and
pushing the Korugaran further and further back, until he was pinned
between it and a crumbling wall…



Sinestro raged impotently, draining his reserves of energy and his
will to assail this seemingly imperturbable foe. Alan gradually
reversed his sphere, closing it around his enemy instead, cutting
off his air supply just long enough to render him
unconscious.



Across the floor from him, Hawkman was finishing off Solomon Grundy
with blow after blow of the Nth metal mace, Cheetah was dangling
from an exhausted-looking Wonder Girl’s grip, and Blue Beetle had
managed to knock out Poison Ivy with his spare BB-Gun— although
Booster was protesting that it had been a force blast from him that
had done the job, and Black Lightning informing them both that he
had actually gotten to her first from the other direction. The only
thing for certain was that Ivy was a frazzled and bedraggled
mess.



None of them noticed Black Manta stir and, seeing that the battle
was all but over, scramble to escape.



None but Aquaman. Seeing his archenemy getting away, the maimed
former Chairman of the Justice League pushed himself to his feet,
and with a massive exertion of will, sent a command to the
creatures he’d spent the last few desperate minutes summoning to
his aid.



There was a massive, ear-splitting crunching sound— and the remains
of the front walls of the Hall of Justice were prised apart as
easily as an oyster’s shell. Dozens of tentacles appeared, pulling
part of the ceiling down as well, striking dumb all within. Black
Manta was rooted to the spot like the rest of them— until he
realized all the tentacles were writhing directly towards
him!



Six giant octopuses, the kind that lived far from man, in the dark,
chill waters of the deepest oceans, roiled the waters of Hob’s Bay
at the command of the King of the Seven Seas, and grasped for his
enemy. Manta tried to run, but his way was barred by first one,
than many slimy appendages, all twining around him. With a hideous,
lingering scream, he was dragged beneath the waves.



There was an unnatural silence, as they all looked aghast at
Aquaman. The Sea King stood defiantly, brandishing his bloody
stump, and said, “I am the sovereign lord of Atlantis. Manta has
many crimes to answer for.”



And though they were all shaken, none would gainsay him.



That was when they heard Batman’s voice, echoing through the
remains of the Hall.



“Attention everyone! The Hall of Justice has been set
to auto-destruct in forty-five seconds. Repeat, this building will
cease to exist in less than a minute! Get out,
now!”



There followed a moment of confusion— most of them thought they had
heard wrong, in fact Booster even turned to Blue Beetle and
whispered “Did he just say what I think he said?”— but then Alan
Scott’s voice rang out: “You heard the man, people, let’s move
out!”

 

 

 


Across the country folks tuned their
TVs and radios to Lois Lane’s live broadcast from Washington, D.C.,
watching and listening with growing pride and humility the battle
their heroes waged to save the world.



“… still not sure exactly what just happened, but there was a
blinding flash of light in the sky that seems to have brought down
the Star Conqueror! It is an awesome and terrible sight to behold:
the behemoth has splashed down in the Potomac, and seems to be
emitting a high-pitched, almost keening
whine.” The picture of Lois Lane on the roof of the Watergate Hotel
crackled in and out of reception, but all of America hung on her
words. “Is this some last-ditch effort by the interstellar monster,
or are we finally hearing its death rattle? There can be no doubt
it is badly hurt: everyone infected by a Starro-parasite seems to
be incapacitated. And now…” She cupped a hand to her earpiece. “I
am getting confirmation that the flash that knocked the Star
Conqueror out of the sky registered at nearly one million
terawatts, making it literally the brightest event ever seen within
our atmosphere… Unconfirmed reports are now coming in that Starman,
beloved guardian of Opal City and lifelong member of the venerated
Justice Society of America, was the source of the flash. Experts
back at the studio tell me that… the resulting heat of a flash of
that magnitude would instantly vaporize a human being…” Lois looked
away from the camera for a moment, the implication of her statement
striking an emotional chord.



There were tears as the reporter spoke, and all of America shared
her grief and astonishment.



“These are our heroes, people of America.” She faced the camera
again, her cheeks unabashedly wet. “Persecuted and hunted, reviled
and disrespected as they have been for the last few weeks— fighting
and dying to save us, as they have done so often in the past. And
it’s not over yet! The Star Conqueror appears to be blinded and
weakened, but it’s not finished…



“And here comes Superman! Freed of alien control by his Justice
League teammate Wonder Woman, the Man of Steel is all over the
battlefield, helping and raising up his comrades, destroying
Starros with his heat vision and arctic breath-blasts! Now he’s
freed Captain Marvel, and together they’re rallying the tired and
battered heroes against the still-flailing Star Conqueror.



“They are hitting it with everything they have! The monster is
attempting to fight back, to rise haltingly back into the sky—
OH! In a coordinated attack, Superman and Captain
Marvel have knocked the creature back into the river! I can feel
the ground shake from here…! And I think I see…
Yes! It looks like our heroes are not
alone in their struggle! Emerging from the river are hundreds of
Atlantean war-sleds! They are surrounding the Star Conqueror and
bombarding it with a fearsome barrage! The Atlantean people, who
not long ago were manipulated by the Star Conqueror into attacking
the surface world, have joined forces with us to take down our
mutual enemy!



“This reporter has never seen anything like this! Starros are
falling dead out of the sky… The leviathan is thrashing and
screeching… Now it’s sinking beneath the waves! It’s over! I think…
Yes! They did it! WE WON!”



A roar like none heard before, swelled across the nation’s capital.
The heroes began to slap themselves on the back, hugging and
laughing, some through tears, as the adrenaline began to
fade.



All but one man, who spotted the remains of a nearly shattered and
charred cosmic rod lying in a small park. Jay Garrick ran over to
it and knelt down. He picked it up gingerly, tears streaking his
face. You did it, old friend, he thought. You saved us
all. Starman will be missed. Godspeed.

 

 

 


“Surely, you’re not going to
leave me here?” Lex asked incredulously.



Batman made no move, only glaring at the mastermind behind the
crisis that had brought the world to the brink of disaster.



Then the door of Central Control slammed open and two spitting and
clawing figures fell into the room. Black Canary had Lady Shiva by
the neck and was trying to connect with a solid punch, but Shiva,
her ears bleeding from her foe’s sonic assault, was still too fast
and wily, managing to evade a full-on blow. Wildcat stumbled into
the room behind them, calling encouragement to Dinah, and clearly
eager to get back into the fight.



“Enough!” Batman barked and snatched Canary’s wrist before the
punch could fall again. She whirled on him, and a lesser man would
have blanched at the fury on her face.



“Canary, let her go. The Hall is going to self-destruct in about
thirty seconds. We all have to get out of
here.”



Sense seemed to return instantly to her face, and she released
Shiva’s neck as if she were surprised to be holding it.



The assassin staggered back a step, rubbing her neck and sneered,
“Maybe next time, Sui Jerk Jai. Keep practicing, though. You need
it.” Then, wasting no time, she sprang to Luthor, and in the same
motion, brought her hand down on his handcuffed wrist, breaking
every bone in his hand. He yelled, but she yanked him free from his
bonds and, with a running leap, crashed through the window, diving
into the harbor far below.



Wildcat gave a low, impressed whistle. “Say what you want about
her, Dinah; that dame’s got style.”



Canary shot her mentor an exasperated look, then sucked in a breath
and blasted out the entire wall, shooting chunks of concrete out
over the bay.



“Ten, nine, eight…” the countdown droned just as they moved to
their escape route. But before they could follow Shiva’s dangerous
leap into the water far below, the green-limned Alan Scott swooped
down extending a ready-made emerald platform for them.



“Someone call for a lift?” He smiled broadly as they made the short
jump to safety.



Batman glanced back, his eyes scanning the shattered remains of
their once-proud Headquarters, looking for Lex’s shining metal
briefcase… He doubted if Lex or Shiva had had time to grab it
before their hasty exit, but he was sure
of one thing: no more Star Conquerors would be coming to
Earth.



The voice of the League’s A.I. echoed clearly across the distance:
“Three, two, one. Auto-destruct engaged.”



Then the generators in the lower levels reached critical mass and
erupted into a tightly contained but all-consuming apocalypse. The
Hall of Justice exploded into a super-heated fireball designed to
incinerate everything within and cause a minimum of damage to
surrounding areas. Nevertheless, the heroes and villains witness to
it were forced to shield their eyes from the intense light and duck
their heads from the flaming debris. The conflagration was total
and swift, and lit the approaching twilight like a pyrotechnic
display on the 4th of July…

 

 

 


Later that evening, all eyes in the
country were fixed on their television sets in a way that hearkened
back to that dark November day in Dallas. President Jebediah Stuart
approached the podium.



“My fellow Americans, it is with a glad and humbled heart that I
come before you today. The alien threat has been eliminated.” He
took a moment, raising himself up even more and continued. “The
alien was destroyed by the heroes of this world: the Justice
League, the Justice Society, the Teen Titans, Powers, Inc., and
many more.



“This nation is full of pride, as well it should be. We are a great
nation, a nation that celebrates its independence and its freedoms.
We should not, however, let our pride get in the way of our faults,
and our mistakes. This government made a grievous error by not
going to the Justice League when this all started, and was misled
to the conclusion that they had turned against us. We were once
again shown, this day, that these selfless heroes have been, and
always will be there for mankind; to help us when the need arises.
On behalf of this nation’s government, we thank you all and are
proud to call you our protectors. Any and all charges against the
League— and hostilities against the Kingdom of Atlantis— have been
dropped.



“To the world’s greatest heroes, I say: we once again owe you a
great debt of gratitude. Thank you, good night, and God bless
America.”



President Stuart stepped off the podium, ignoring the press
questions, and walked back into his office where he found King
Faraday waiting for him.



“Nice speech. So what does this mean for Checkmate?”



Stuart considered him for a moment. “Restructuring, obviously. They
are heroes, and should be treated as such, Faraday. This does not
mean, however, that we should ever let out guard down. Contingency
plans are always necessary.”



The White King smiled and nodded. “Thank you Mr.
President.”

 

 

 


The gathering of heroes in Opal City,
where a large statue of their home town hero had been erected, was
the largest ever seen. They came to pay their last respects to the
golden age hero Starman, as well as one of their newest
heroes.



Mayor Topert cut the ribbon and proclaimed it to be Starman Day,
and a somber silence fell as the town said a final goodbye and
sincere thank you to their beloved hero.



Afterward, the Justice League and Justice Society members met on a
small hill that overlooked Ted’s conservatory. It was there that
they laid the man to rest, burying the shattered remains of his
cosmic rod. Two young men stood with them. The older one was openly
crying as he knelt down; his brother, dressed in a leather jacket,
stood off to the side, his face expressionless but for a deep hurt
reflected in his soulful eyes.



“Always remember, boys, that your father died saving this world.
There is no greater gift he could have given,” Alan Scott told them
consolingly.



The older brother, David, nodded his head. “We know, we understand.
We’re proud of him. Proud of who he was, all the way up to the very
end.”



The younger brother, Jack, turned without saying a word and walked
away from the hill and away from the conservatory.



The sky was turning an orange/red color as the sun began its
descent into the horizon. The heroes were disbanding. Leaving to
heal their wounds, and get on with their lives.



Soon six figures were left remaining. Alan Scott, the original
Green Lantern, Jay Garrick, the original Flash, and Carter Hall,
the original Hawkman stood across the fresh grave, looking to their
friends, Superman, Wonder Woman, and Batman.



“I know I speak for all of us in the League when I say thanks for
the help,” Superman said, awe in his voice. “It was an honor and a
privilege to have fought alongside you.”



“The pleasure is all ours, son,” Jay replied. “The Justice League
is a remarkable group of heroes, and you’ve done our legacy proud.
Perhaps, sometime soon, we’ll be able to get together under happier
circumstances.”



“We’d like that,” Diana replied, smiling.



“Until then,” Carter said, shaking their hands.



The Society members watched as the three heroes took to the air and
flew away. Then they looked at each other and a bittersweet smile
crossed their faces.



“Just like old times,” Alan remarked.



“Not that old,” Carter growled good-naturedly out of the side of
his mouth.



“Come on, gentlemen,” Jay said, clapping them both on the back.
“It’s a big, bad world out there, and we’ve got a whole new
generation of JSAers to train.”



And as the sun faded into the horizon, it silhouetted the figures
of Flash, Hawkman, and Green Lantern who strolled towards the
darkening sky, knowing that there would be a new day soon, and a
new adventure in their future.

 

 

 


Epilogue



A fresh suited and much bruised Lex Luthor sat at the head of the
table of the remaining members of the Society, many of them angry,
all of them battered.



“We accomplished nothing,” Abra Kadabra spat.



“On the outside, it would appear so. However, we have accomplished
much more than I had hoped for,” Luthor replied as he picked up the
battered metal suitcase that contained the thumb drives.



“Who’s that, anyway? Riddler’s replacement?” Poison Ivy
asked.



Luthor stood up and walked to the man standing right behind him,
his arms folded across his chest. “No, silly girl. Bronze Tiger has
been a member longer than any of the rest of you. In fact, he was
the first person I ever approached to join our Society. We shall
meet again in four days, same place.”



He walked into his private elevator without a backward glance,
holding onto the battered suitcase as if it were his lifeline. He
placed his palm on the blank wall and commanded the lift to
sub-level four.



The doors opened to his private laboratory, a place he never showed
another soul. It was his fortress of solitude, where he always did
his best thinking. He set down the briefcase and passed by several
projects, all in the midst of production.



He found what he was looking for at the end of the room. It floated
peacefully in a transparent cylinder that stood six feet high,
staring out at him— or at least Luthor sensed that it was.



“Checkmate, Batman?” Luthor mused as he contemplated the last
living Starro on Earth. “Hardly. The game has only just
begun…”

 

 



The End?



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



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



All characters are (c) DC Comics and no infringement upon their
copyrights is intended. Support DC Comics by buying their monthly
comic books and graphic novels.
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