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Batman: The Blind Cut

Chapter 1

Copper and Silver

Catherynne M. Valente

 

Snow prowls the alleys of Gotham City looking for someone to freeze. Puddles, stairwells, and gleaming black bags of tomorrow’s trash aren’t enough. The snow of Gotham is a hungry, bitter thing. 

It wants flesh.

Corner of Renfield and Mortimer. Three a.m. Underneath the king rat of concrete overpasses that separates Chinatown from the Diamond District. Snowflakes tumble end over end, darting between apartment blocks, warehouses, nightclubs both crowded and defunct. Elevated tracks rattle and flash overhead as trains slalom toward downtown. A plow careens past a burnt-out back alley, spraying a new wave of slush off the side of its dull blade. Someone else’s problem; someone else’s mess. 

Those sharp, starving snowflakes blow through a fine selection of darkened service entrances: A Better You All-Hours Gym. Blue Longevity Spa & Salon. The ORIGINAL Convenience King. The Hare & Hart Gastropub. Cobblepot United Savings & Loan, inch-thick plexiglass enclosing its unplugged ATM. The alley is all shadows, except for the steady turquoise glow of Blue Longevity’s neon signage. Cursive letters projected backwards onto a dirty snowdrift.

The ORIGINAL Convenience King’s door bangs open. Mia Mason emerges from hour forty-nine of her forty-hour work week, bundled up in a sensible coat and lavender galoshes. She takes one look at the unshoveled stairwell and swears under her breath.

“God, Francis, you suck.”

Francis is supposed to stay on top of maintenance, but the only time Mia ever sees him is when he turns up at the counter for free energy drinks. She shovels a slab of snow into the gutter herself. If being useless had a brand name, it would be Francis. But he’s the owner’s son-in-law, so the drinks flow freely and the light over the employees-only door stays blown out and snow piles up on the staircases. 

Mia doesn’t see it. Not right away. She pulls out her phone, texts her sister to come pick her up, and smiles in the dark. She can’t help it. She’s excited. She’s gonna get herself a drink at the Hare & Hart while she waits. She’s been saving up. A fancy hipster drink named after some crap from high school English class. They’re gonna charge her twenty dollars to pour five dollars’ worth of sugared-up booze into a mason jar and she means to savor every second of it, of pretending she’s someone else.

Mia flips on her phone’s flashlight and holds it up high so she doesn’t trip on her way to her drink. She sweeps the beam up and down the alleyway because this is Gotham City, after all, and she’s a city girl. Born here. Raised here. Probably die here still splitting a two-bedroom with three other people and all their cats. 

So when she sees it at last, Mia Mason doesn’t scream. She doesn’t run. 

She sighs. 

A huge sphere the color of old blood blocks her way out. Dark liquid swirls inside; the skin quivers like jelly. 

The snow finds its meal. Silver frost swarms the surface of the orb. In the unforgiving light of Mia’s phone, a human hand floats into view. Swirls of deep red fluid sweep it away again.

In its shadow, something wriggles. Something bulges.

Something green.

A flower sprouts out of the reflected turquoise L in Blue Longevity Spa & Salon. It opens in a millisecond: hibiscus. Then another. Bursting through the ice and grime. A dagger of lilac blossoms cracks the concrete road. 

Flowers. Everywhere. 

Plumeria, irises, daisies. Black tulips and bluebells. Crawling up the sides of the buildings like beautiful insects, green vines and wrinkled, newborn leaves of ivy throttling the dead light fixtures.

Then some poor soul’s face slaps sickeningly against the skin of the red sphere. His eyes stare lifelessly into hers.

Mia sighs again. 

“Whatever,” she mumbles.

This is Gotham City. Sooner or later, you’re gonna see something in an alley you wish you hadn’t. Mia snaps a pic on her phone, turns around, and walks calmly in the opposite direction as the flowers devour the ground behind her. 

She slides onto a stool at the Hare & Hart. Pulls down the hood of her coat and reads over the handwritten menu as she dials the police tip line one-handed. By the time the waiter brings Mia her Gatsby’s Green Light, she’s given a detailed description to dispatch and sent in her photo.

“Please hold for Special Cases,” the voice on the other end of the line says with a deep weariness.

Mia Mason looks out the window. Snow’s coming down hard now, thick and relentless. 

The soft-rock saxophone stylings of the internal Gotham Police voicemail system click off abruptly.

“Jim Gordon speaking. How can I help you?”



A tall, well-dressed man stepped out of the frosted doors of the Levantine Cafe in a gust of warmth and rich smells and let the lunch crowds envelop him. He always enjoyed this. In the press of hundreds hurrying back to work, wolfing down sandwiches on the go, subtly shoving to get farther, faster, he was, for one brief ten-minute walk a day, the one thing he could never be otherwise: anonymous. No one stopped him, no one tried to talk to him, no one asked him for anything. No one even glanced his way.

As long as he kept his head down.

And wore a hat.

Today, the throngs pressed a little harder and a little quicker. The January sky stretched gray and tight over the unlit candelabra of Gotham’s Financial District: banks and exchanges and corporate headquarters with a handful of familiar surnames mixed and matched over every door. More snow. By the time the overseas markets opened, they’d be buried in it.

A woman’s voice cut through the pleasant drone of white-collar white noise. Low and gravelly; smooth and wry. A voice with miles on it. A voice he hadn’t heard in years.

“Find the Lady, gentlemen, find the Lady. Here she is—but now she’s gone. Oh, she’s a clever one, but she can’t run forever. Easy money, my lads, easy money. Step up! Which one of you handsome boys is gonna beat me today?”

It was her.

And strictly speaking, she was breaking the law. A little half-circle of young hedge-fund jockeys surrounded a quick-fold card table and a woman whose stance said she was ready to bolt at a moment’s notice if the cops rolled by. She was running the simplest of cons: three-card monte. A deck of antique blue Aristocrat playing cards cascaded through her grip like water. The well-dressed man felt a rush of concern that never showed on his broad, angular face. She was thinner than he’d ever seen her, lost in an oversized army surplus coat and a threadbare velvet top hat that longed for better days. Shaggy black hair brushed her collarbones. Her hands never stopped moving for a second, shifting the cards at breakwrist speed: chipped purple nail polish, Queen of Hearts, pewter rabbit-skull thumb-ring, Queen of Diamonds, fingerless fishnet gloves. Her patter rat-a-tatted on, her breath a puff of stage smoke in the freezing afternoon.

“This is the dame you want, a real working class girl, the Queen of Spades, Queen of Shovels, Queen of an Honest Day’s Living. Here’s a red and here’s a red and there’s a black; easy money if you’ve got the knack. Uh oh, where’s the Lady gone? One in three, boys, one in three. You just gotta ask yourself: are your eyes faster than my hands?”

The well-dressed man stood back a little, watching the action. She had them hanging on every flick of finger and turn of phrase. It was not unlike the spell the man himself had cast in many a boardroom, convincing a murder of executives to choose the card he’d already picked for them. He tossed a twenty on her table, though he had no intention of actually playing. He did know a bit of stagecraft—a bit too much, if you asked some. You had to prime the punters. Once he threw down, they all did, and now she was really cooking for company.

“I’ve played this game with city boys and country girls, lawyers and crooks, senators and janitors. It’s all about the bluff, my friends. If I can bluff you, I can beat you. Red for me and black for you. Five gets you ten, ten gets you twenty. Here we go, one, two, three: everybody say easy money!”

And when the little horde of fresh haircuts said easy money right back, the well-dressed man said it, too, even though he knew the ruse. He couldn’t help it. Game, as they say, recognizes game. The woman in the fishnet gloves picked up speed.

“Watch me close, now. I’m gonna race ’em and chase ’em so watch where I place ’em. Find the Lady, find the Lady, where’s she hiding? You tell me.”

She stopped. Three cards on the table. Oldest scam in the book of old scams. Queen of Spades on the left. The well-dressed man had tracked it with no problem whatsoever. He was who he was. He couldn’t turn it off, any more than the sky could turn off the snow.

The woman’s dark, heavily lined eyes found him. A smile threatened her lips.

“Well, big fella? Don’t leave me hanging,” she said in a kittenish purr that the well-dressed man knew very well had nothing at all to do with her real speaking voice. She saved this one for her act.

Something else they’d always had in common.

Her pack of interns and trust funders turned toward him and that precious, savored lunch hour anonymity went poof. Their eyes widened. They adjusted their ties and stood up straight like their mothers told them to do when they got to their big important jobs in the big important city. He could just tell one of them was about to call him Mister. He tapped the left-hand card to save himself. The woman flipped it over and grinned with hungry mischief.

“Aw, sorry, darling! That’s my girl the Queen of Diamonds. A good friend of yours every day but today.”

The well-dressed man stared at the taunting red card. He was right. He knew he was right. He’d tracked things harder and darker than a black playing card through every backstreet of this city. He knew how to find the lady, for crying out loud. Any lady. Any man, too. Anyone. She flipped over the center card instead, and it was all wrong, it was all impossible, but somehow she’d beaten him. She tipped the brim of her scruffy top hat, gave it a flourish and a spin from the crown of her head down her arm to the ends of her fingers, and held it out for tips.

Her audience threw her a few quarters and dispersed, grumbling.

“Zatanna Zatara,” the man said with a nod of his head.

“Bruce Wayne,” she replied in her real voice, rich and kind. She gave him a knowing grin. “It’s been too long.”

Her left incisor was unusually sharp and slightly oddly angled. It gave her grins an utterly compelling, yet devilish flash. It made people like her immediately. It made them want to know more about her. He’d felt no different the day her father had introduced them, so long ago now. It was the kind of thing that more attentive parents would’ve had fixed. But Giovanni Zatara had always had much bigger, much darker concerns in this world than his daughter’s teeth. Excellent orthodonture had robbed Bruce Wayne of such endearing quirks—his smile, when he chose to deploy it, was an all-American toothpaste ad.

Zatanna emptied out her tips and shoved them in her back pocket. “You wanna go again, Mr. Wayne?” she said in her showgirl voice.

Bruce examined the sky. Another half-hour before the storm. “Honestly, I would,” he confessed. “The Queen was on the left.”

“Was she now?” Zatanna mused, beginning to pass the cards back and forth once more. She didn’t even have to look down. Her hands knew what to do without consulting her other senses.

“Yes, Zatanna, she was. My powers of observation haven’t dulled since the last time we shared a city.”

Zatanna lived everywhere and nowhere. She went where she was needed or where she needed something—a relic, an ancient book, a place to hide. She had safehouses in half a dozen countries and a sprawling estate of her own somewhere in Europe, but she’d always said magic could not abide stability. Bruce chased wickedness in his city, his home. Zatanna chased wickedness through the world, and wherever she stood, well, that was just about the most dangerous place to be.

If Zatanna Zatara had turned up in Gotham, she had a reason.

The magician made a sympathetic noise. “Seems not, sir. No shame in losing. I am a professional after all.” The merry glint in her eye faded into something sad and full of shadows. “Always willing to give a friend another chance,” she said softly.

It had been a long time.

“Go on, then,” he relented.

And just like that, Bruce Wayne knew that was all they were ever going to say about the old days. About the hole of years that had formed between them, into which any possible telephone call or letter or shared coffee or measly, meager text had fallen, lost forever.

Zatanna cleared her throat. “Find the Lady, Brucey, find the lady. Red for me—” She tossed the Queen of Hearts up into the air and caught it deftly behind her back before returning it to the rickety table and setting the center card spinning. “—and black for you. As always.” She locked eyes with him. “Everybody say easy money.”

But he didn’t repeat it this time. “How long have you been in town?” he asked instead.

She shrugged. That grin again. And the glint. The cards flew: left, center, right, center, over, under. He followed the Queen easily.

“How long are you staying?”

Another shrug. But the grin disappeared.  “As long as it takes.”

There it was. The reason. “As long as what takes?”

Zatanna pinwheeled the Queen of Spades from one hand to the other. Halfway through its arc, the card back changed from blue to purple. No longer vintage Aristocrat brand, but slick new Bicycles. Bruce watched the little angel on a bicycle shimmer into a devil on a dragon.

“There’s something wrong with Gotham,” Zatanna said as she caught the Lady and returned it to the shuffle—the other two now gleamed purple as well.

“Quite a revelation,” Bruce answered dryly.

 “Ha ha. We should set you up with an act, Bruce. You can open for me. What is the deal with killer clowns, am I right? No, I mean my kind of wrong, not your kind.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Zatanna quirked one thick, striking eyebrow. The cards rose slowly off the surface of the wobbly table, still shuffling at a terrifying speed. Left, center, right, center, under, over.

“The shadows are restless. I’ve seen them. More than restless . . . they’re excited. There is a knot of darkness in Gotham. I could feel it all the way across the world, throbbing with energy. With anger. With sorrow. With secrets. Whatever that knot is, it’s starving. And someone must be feeding it, because it’s growing.” The card backs shivered and turned green. The devil on a dragon became a mass of flowers. “You heard about the guy in the Jell-O ball,” she said, and it was not a question.

“Not Jell-O. Industrial gelatin. Sodium alginate and calcium chloride.”

“Potato, potahto. It’s a Jell-O ball.”

“Also not a guy. Marvin Mitchell, age thirty-eight.”

“Someone you knew?”

“Not at all. In and out of shelters and treatment programs for the last eighteen months. Cleaned up recently. Worked the desk at a dry cleaners.”

“Well, the process is called spherification. You dump liquid into the stuff and it forms a bubble, like oil in water. Usually a somewhat smaller bubble. Mainly used in molecular gastronomy, so swank restaurants can charge twenty-five dollars for apple juice because, oooh, it’s round now. Someone did that to a person. To Marvin Mitchell. And then, a few nights later . . .”

“The man in the carpet.”

“Not a man. Kevin Oaks. Age Fifty-one.”

“Someone you knew?”

“Just a lost soul. Got dumped on the street when the mayor emptied every psych ward not called Arkham to balance the municipal budget. But if anything, our Mr. Oaks makes less sense than the human apple juice ball. That carpet, Bruce.”

“I know.”

He knew all of this, in point of fact. The body of Kevin Oaks had been found cut into a number of extremely neat pieces and stitched back together with green silk thread, then rolled into a carpet and left in Grant Park, just outside the Fashion District. But the carpet wasn’t some convenient near-at-hand shag sample. It was priceless. Bruce Wayne had easily clocked that at the scene before Gordon said one word about it being a fifteenth-century Turkish masterwork that had gone missing during the Second World War. The thread used to sew poor Kevin back together was a high-end vicuña wool/mulberry silk blend that you’d call a bargain at four grand a yard. Which sounded like a lead. They were working on it.

But Zatanna would assume they were working on it. Unsettling murders in Gotham City were just a quiet Tuesday night for him.

So this was a dance. She wanted to know what he knew before she told him what she knew. Do you trust me? Do you not?

“And then there’s the coffin,” Zatanna said casually. Another step in the dance.

“What coffin?”

“They haven’t found her yet. But they will.” She checked her watch. An oversized man’s watch, and Bruce didn’t even have to ask whether it was her father’s. “They’d better hurry if they want to beat the storm. Agnes Gish. Twenty-eight. Kindergarten teacher. Up by the reservoir, behind the drainage station. Somebody filled up an honest-to-the-Brothers-Grimm glass coffin with enough Fay No. 5 to choke a horse or bankrupt its owner and pickled that girl in it.  Not the new formula, either. Agnes Gish drowned in the classic blend of rose, jasmine, and orris root with a melting winter note of fresh pine. She died a week ago and she looks like she could wake up any minute and give you a gold star on your homework.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I saw it. When someone dies like that, the astral plane . . . flinches. That’s the only way I can describe it. I saw it happen. I saw the flinch.”

Bruce sighed. He checked his bespoke watch, fitted to his own wrist and no one else’s. “Zatanna, you know how I feel about . . . that.”

“Reality doesn’t care how you feel about it, Bruce. It just is.”

“But this isn’t reality. You can touch and manipulate and interrogate reality. You can fight it. This is . . . dreams and shadows.”

“You’ve seen what dreams and shadows can do. What I can do.”

“Yes, and I much prefer what I can do. What forensics and deduction and profiling can do. In my experience, the solution is almost always just good old-fashioned human perversity. There’s no need to over-complicate it with your father’s . . . world.”

Zatanna’s face colored quickly. “This isn’t about my father. I’m here on my own. And what has forensics turned up? Hair? Blood? Fingerprints? DNA? Footprints? Anything at all, at scenes that would take hours of work to stage?”

“No,” he had to admit.

“Did the victims have anything in common? Did they know each other? Similar age, sex, appearance, history? Same neighborhood, same methodology?”

“You clearly know they don’t. That doesn’t mean Colonel Mustard did it in the library with magic.” He said it like a swear word.

And to Bruce Wayne, it very nearly was. This was part of why they’d let each other loose. Zatanna’s version of reality and his were not friends. The world was terrible enough without magic. Magic made things messy, and however wild the streets of Gotham became, what Bruce Wayne did in the darkness was precise. A crime; a criminal; a solution. A system. Rationality. Closure. Answers. With magic, your answer might not come for a hundred years. Even then, it would probably be a lie.

And it might eat you.

Zatanna shoved her hands in her pockets to warm them. The cards drifted down and settled in a neat row. “They won’t find any physical evidence at the reservoir, either. These kills are cleaner than new snow.”

“And you think they’re linked.”

“You know they’re linked.”

“Because of the flowers.”

“Yes, because of the flowers. Two might be a coincidence. Three? We’re in the ice-end of January and there’s a hothouse garden still growing on Renfield and Mortimer, not to mention the jungle in Grant Park. The Easter lilies in the drainage station have already started choking water pressure on the east side. Anyone tried to trim those big boys back yet?”

Bruce indicated no.

“Well, free advice: I wouldn’t.”

“Don’t you think it’s possible that those very flowers make this a far less interesting case than you want it to be?”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s already someone in Gotham with a predilection for plants. I’ve got eyes on Pamela Isley as we speak.”

“Poison Ivy?”

“The very one.”

The magician shook her head. “Do you really think glass coffins and priceless medieval rugs are Poison Ivy’s style?”

“Everyone evolves, Z.”

“I hate it when you do this.”

“Do what? Let me take you to dinner. Where are you staying?”

“When you refuse to entertain the possibility that there are things in this world that cannot be punched away. That cannot be outrun by your car or intimidated by your strength or seen with your surveillance system or harmed by your little toys. After everything you’ve seen.”

“My little toys are the only things that can handle what I’ve seen. They’ve certainly saved you a time or two. And how are your relics and talismans and wands and cards anything other than little toys? How is projecting your soul through the planes more efficient than closed-circuit security cameras? Toys, Zatanna? Really? I stand between this city and chaos. I’m not about to just let the chaos in to play.”

Zatanna crossed her arms over her chest. She jutted her chin toward the cards. “Still think you know where the Lady is?”

“Of course I do,” Bruce said. He’d never taken his eyes off the game. He never did. The Queen of Spades sat bang in the center. He was certain this time. The card had a tiny crease in the lower right corner. Trivially easy to track. She was getting sloppy. The Zatanna he knew would never let her cards develop identifying marks.

“I’ll tell you what, then,” the magician said. “If you’re right, we’ll go out to dinner, have some spherified apple juice or creatine bisque or whatever, talk about the old days, drink something you can feel proud of pouring because I could never afford it, and in the morning I’ll disappear like a rabbit in a hat. If you’re wrong . . . you work this case with me for forty-eight hours.”

Bruce Wayne smelled a cheat. He didn’t answer.

“Come on, big fella,” she purred in her working voice. “Easy money. You just gotta ask yourself: are your eyes faster than my hands?”

The crease on the card. He was right. He didn’t need any little toys to know where that black card was. He could see it, right in front of him, plain as death. And his eyes were faster than anybody’s hands.

He tapped the creased middle card. Zatanna turned it over, never breaking eye contact.

The King of Diamonds.

She flipped the right one: Jack of Hearts. Neither of which had been on the table when the round began. Finally: the leftmost card. To her great credit, Zatanna didn’t laugh in her triumph.

A Joker.

Bruce did not find this funny in the least. He grabbed the cards off her table—all three and the rest of the pack, too. The backs turned black in his hand, and the mass of flowers became a great spread-winged bat flying up across the face of the moon.

“Take ’em.” Zatanna shrugged. “I’m never short of cards.” She drew a stack of fresh decks out of her sleeve. It didn’t seem possible her slender hands could so gracefully manage all of them, but she fanned them out in a pretty figure-eight, then right back up the sleeve. “I’m staying at the Casino Hotel.”

As he slid her cards into the inner pocket of his coat, his cell pulsed against his chest. Barbara, the screen announced.

“Answer it,” Zatanna encouraged.

Bruce did.

“I’m here,” he said curtly.

“They’ve got another body. A couple of kids called it in twenty minutes ago. The scene’s crawling with flowers, same as the others. Only this one’s in a glass coffin, if you can believe that. Units are en route to the old reservoir now.”

Zatanna hit a button on the side of her table and the whole thing collapsed instantly into a neat little suitcase on rollers. “Ready when you are, boss,” she chirped.

“How did you do it?” Bruce insisted. “I have to know.”

“I told you,” Zatanna replied. She wiggled her fingers in the air. “Magic.”



They drove up the long, elegant driveway of Wayne Manor just as the first flurries began to whiten the gables and balconies.

Home.

But not hers. 

Alfred Pennyworth greeted them at the door with everything already neatly in hand, as it always was when the hand was Alfred’s. His sweet, familiar face appeared, framed in the golden foyer light. Thinning hair, meticulous clothes, precise, cut-glass accent.

“Master Wayne.” Alfred inclined his head.

“Alfred. I seem to have picked up a stray.”

Zatanna shot him a look. A stray? She was a very fine black and white tuxedo cat, thank you very much.

“So you said. I’ve already made up the red room for her. But Master Wayne, you shouldn’t play jokes on an old man. This is not a stray. Miss Zatara! It’s been far too long since these halls have heard your footsteps. Come in, my dear. Give us your coat, there’s a girl. I shall return it to you in top condition, I promise. Unless you will permit me to replace it entirely with something in possession of a temperature rating.” The butler extended his arm toward the east wing. “Tea will be served presently in the library.”

“Does the library work for . . . your purposes?” Bruce asked her.

She hadn’t been specific. He didn’t really want to know. The drive from the reservoir was not a short one, and that hideous face floating in pale gold perfume would do a number on anyone. He clearly couldn’t wait to get away. To get to work. They’d agreed: he would make his rounds tonight, and she would make hers—and there was no chance at all their paths would cross.

Zatanna flexed her fingers. “All I need is a candle, a comfy couch, and a door that locks. And seven cheeseburgers. Doubles. All the fixings. And one of those burritos the size of a baby. Oh! And a cheesecake.”

“Yes, ma’am. Do you have a flavor in mind for your slice of cheesecake?”

“Not a slice, Alfred. A cake. A cake that is of cheese.”

“I don’t think the kitchen is fully stocked,” Bruce began.

“Pardon me, Master Wayne, but I do know how to place a delivery order. I am not entirely in my dotage. I have accounts with several highly-rated applications.”

“Are you really going to eat all that?” Bruce frowned. “Or are we sharing?”

“What?” Zatanna said defensively. “I need the protein and the sugar. I need the fat. Magic just . . . sucks you dry. If I don’t eat it’ll take what it needs from my organs.” She sighed wistfully. “The casino buffets were really nice for that for a while. No one judges.”

Bruce looked her over again. Zatanna didn’t like that. She knew what she looked like. Gaunt cheeks. Hollow eyes. Despite all that protein and sugar and fat. She never stopped working anymore. But he didn’t need to know that.

They found the library with a fire in the hearth, books in every crevice and corner, a large stuffed gazelle near the bay window, and a plush, generous sofa. Zatanna took off her top hat. She stood in front of the fire and stretched one arm across her chest like a runner warming up for a race.

“This will be fine,” she said, carefully slotting her heels against the edge of the couch and pacing off six steps toward the fireplace.

“Good. I’ll meet you back here in two hours.”

“You could always stay,” she offered. “It’s safer for me with a buddy, actually. Might have to put something between my teeth so I don’t swallow my tongue. Or strap me down. Wouldn’t want to break your gazelle. Or any of your busts.”

There were, indeed, a great number of busts in the Wayne library. Some ancestors—Gaweyne de Weyne, the crusader-knight; Anthony Wayne, brigadier general in the Revolutionary War; Nathaniel Wayne, the famous Puritan philosopher. But many more simply admirable ghosts: Da Vinci, Hypatia, Thomas Aquinas, Marie Curie, Bruce Lee.

Alfred, his timing, as always, beyond reproach, appeared at the library doors, carrying a heavy silver tea service covered in a silver dome.

“As promised,” the butler announced graciously. “The rest of your repast is due in twenty-seven minutes, barring traffic. And I should be honored to look after Miss Zatara while she works. I was a medic in the war, after all. I can keep a tongue unswallowed with the best of them.”

Bruce gritted his teeth. The firelight made deep shadows in his furrowed brow. “What is it you’re going to do? Exactly.”

Zatanna smiled. “Are you sure you want to hear this? You were always a bit squeamish about the details, as I recall.”

“I think I can handle the preview on whatever abracadabra you’ve got up your sleeve. I presume literally.”

“Very well. I am going to visit my estate.”

Bruce blinked, nonplussed. “In Europe?”

Zatanna Zatara laughed. The first real, full laugh she’d managed in weeks. The magician threw her head all the way back and gave it her full belly and chest and shoulders.

“You know it was never Europe, don’t you? Please tell me you know that. I thought we were all in on the joke! A way to talk about it without freaking out all those dinner parties full of your very rich, very mundane friends.”

Bruce’s jaw worked on his irritation. It was too delicious. “You have an estate in Europe you visit frequently. You don’t like company there. It’s where you keep your library and your father’s belongings. I don’t see why that’s funny.”

Zatanna clapped her hands in anticipation. “What country in Europe, Bruce?”

He’d never asked. Bruce Wayne once told her a magician’s affairs were like a very beautiful box of spiders. However enticing it looked, you’d always regret opening it.

Whatever. Spiders were nice.

“I do not visit an estate in Europe, Master Bruce Wayne of Wayne Manor. I visit another dimension. I visit the astral plane, the realm of shadows, the valley of echoes. Think of the world like a thick winter sweater. We live on the outside, on the pretty, orderly pattern in the wool. But if you turn the sweater inside out . . . everything is backwards and upside down, the wrong texture, colors all mixed up, the weaver’s mistakes tucked back there so they don’t show on the surface. That’s where I’m going. You know . . . Europe.” Zatanna ran her fingers through her hair and laughed again, scratching her scalp, shaking off the melted snow. “As for what I’m doing, I’m looking for the flinch. I saw Agnes’s body before it was found. Now, for my next trick, I’ll walk between the aethers of life and death where time is merely a mild suggestion and see the fourth murder before it happens.”

“Good,” Bruce said. “I’ll meet you back here in two hours. You can have my tea, Alfred.”

 Pennyworth set his tray down on one of the many polished walnut side-tables and removed the dome with a restrained flourish. He paused, dome raised. Then, in what, for Alfred, was a flamboyant expression of utter shock, gently lifted one eyebrow.

“Well,” Zatanna said with her devilish grin. “Wouldya look at that?”

Beneath the dome lay, not the carefully prepared tea of Alfred Pennyworth, but a single antique blue Aristocrat playing card.

The Queen of Spades.

Alfred stared at the card. “I daresay it won’t be enough for the both of us, ma’am.”

Zatanna’s eyes went utterly white, white as a stone. “Arbadacarba,” she hissed, and blew backwards like an autumn leaf.

The sofa, sufficiently comfy, broke her fall.



The atoms of Zatanna Zatara excite the other place. The impossible landscape where each solid thing becomes ethereal, each invisible thing becomes as thick and unyielding as stone. Here, the wind is a wall and a wall is but the memory of mist. Here, the concept of time itself can appear as a rusty red wagon. Or a sign in a train terminal. Or a shaft of flickering blue light.

The atoms of Zatanna Zatara press against the veil of perception. A child’s striped ball rolls slowly toward her. It strikes her heel lightly, once, twice. 

The ball is time. 

Zatanna picks it up. She turns it over in her hands. She bounces it experimentally against the wall of the wind. Once, twice. The third time, there is no wall. She is on the move.

Zatanna is now part of a subway station on the Upper East Side. Elevated tracks, high in the air. It is night. It is the future. There is no sound. None of it has happened yet. Sound has not arrived. A woman bursts onto the platform. Her breath puffs out of her fast and terrified. She looks behind her. She is wealthy, middle-aged, her cream-colored coat as dear as two months rent. 

But it is so late. No train is coming. 

Blood blooms on her shoulder like a corsage at a ball. The woman looks down. 

The tip of an ivory harpoon juts out of her upper chest. But it has missed her heart. The woman screams silently. A hand reaches for her. A woman’s hand. But Zatanna can only see the hand. The rest is enveloped in starlight and shades. The other place will not give up the hunter, only the prey. 

The lights on the platform go out. On the downtown side of the tracks, Zatanna sees a familiar black cloak cut through the darkness, shadow in shadow. She sees herself run up the stairs after him. She bounces the striped ball of time faster, faster, and watches as the Zatanna and Bruce that will be in two days time dash across the tracks to catch the harpooned woman as she falls to her knees. 

The atoms of Zatanna Zatara witness the atoms of the dark knight of Gotham. He chases after the harpooner, but she is already too far ahead, dancing away through the staircases of events to come. All that can be seen of her is a long ponytail flashing like fire as she disappears through the silken shreds of aether.

Lush grass grows in the killer’s footsteps.



The atoms of Zatanna Zatara, reconstituted in a warm and firelit room beneath the patient hands and infrared thermometer of Alfred Pennyworth, trembled uncontrollably, soaked in very real, very sour sweat.

“And how was Europe, ma’am?” Alfred asked kindly.

The atoms of Zatanna Zatara began to scream.







Batman: The Blind Cut

Cold Reading

K Arsenault Rivera

 

It was a vision, she said.

Well—how could it be true? If it was a vision of the future, as she claimed, then it couldn’t possibly be true. The future was always in flux. By observing it, she changed it.

Zatanna didn’t like that answer. Wrapped in a blanket with a smorgasbord of burritos and banh mi before her, she resembled a shy teenager more than the powerhouse she was. Bruce knew better than to jump to that conclusion, though.

“Come with me tomorrow,” he said, “and let’s prove it wrong.”

She agreed.

Two days later. A subway platform on the Upper East Side. The downtown side of the tracks. Zatanna, in plainclothes, waited near the staircase. Batman watched from atop the overhang.

As one, they checked their watches. Three minutes. Two minutes. One.

The train roared into the station. Doors opened with a chime. He wanted to know who it was he’d be saving tonight. He wanted to see her face. There—the woman in the cream-colored coat. But he knew her. Monica Fink. Expensive shoes left expensive tracks. Cello prodigy since she was in pigtails and Bruce was still afraid of bats.

Monica Fink, horrified, stepped out onto the platform. When she turned to look behind her, Batman had a good idea what was on her mind: her son Jackson, five, currently attending piano lessons. This was not the first time she’d been pursued, he knew. How many late after-work drinks had they shared? How many times had she told him what walking home in Gotham was like for her?

It wouldn’t be the last time, either.

A smoke pellet from his utility belt hit the ground. A second later, as it hissed to life, Zatanna spoke: “Rekcatta reh dnib!” 

The words hung in the air. He wasn’t a fan of them, wasn’t a fan of the . . . unpredictable nature of them, wasn’t a fan of things he could not break down into small parts and measure.

But Monica’s safety came first.

Down came the Batman.

Within an instant, he pulled Monica beneath the folds of his cloak, shielding her on the off chance Zatanna’s magic misfired. Thermal lenses cut through the dense white smoke. There was someone on the other side of it. If the silhouette was anything to go by, likely a woman. More pressing: the harpoon held wicked at her side. Stiff and still her posture. Zatanna’s doing.

“Go,” he told Monica. And she went—toward Zatanna, toward freedom.

He bullrushed the figure through the smoke.

To his surprise, his shoulder never made contact.

By then, the woman had slipped her bonds.

When Batman stumbled ahead, he found only flowers in her wake—vines that sprang to life that very instant, a thicket in the middle of the subway, a jungle for which he had no machete.

Forward, all the same.

He pressed through the growth in time to see her flee up the stairs.

He didn’t like to admit defeat, but he knew what the crowds were like out there. He hadn’t gotten a good look, hadn’t tagged her with a tracker. She was gone.

He turned to Zatanna. Monica was gone, scattered already, probably most of the way home. She didn’t live far.

“She safe?” he asked.

Zatanna nodded. “I gave her a little charm, she’ll be invisible until she gets home.”

A moment of silence, filled with the scritching of rats.

“That was Pamela,” he said.

Zatanna rolled her eyes. “Unless Poison Ivy’s figured out some way to break my enchantments, I disagree.”

She had a point. He had to admit this was . . . unusual for Pamela. No matter what his gut said—he couldn’t fully eliminate the possibility of magic.

Which meant he would need Zatanna’s help.

“We’re going to need more information,” Batman said. “Do you have any sources in Gotham?”

“Oh, tons,” Zatanna said. She sounded oddly confident about that. Well. Cities were like people. They changed. They evolved. You could never know all their secrets. They stashed new ones in new places all the time.

“Here. I have a communicator—”

Zatanna raised a brow at the offered device. “Everyone’s going to see us talking into those. I’ve got something more lowkey. Er . . . European make, though.”

“These work just fine.”

“I never said they didn’t. Just that my idea’s better. All we have to do is think at each other to transfer a message. Much more covert, and no one can steal them. Impossible to hack, too.”

He didn’t like the thought of being enchanted, either, but . . .

“You’ll barely feel a thing. I promise. And when this is over, I’ll dispel it.”

He met her eyes again. Still the same, years later.

“All right.”

She walked to him. It was a quick process. A couple of words, here and there, an odd taste on the back of his tongue. A sigil, she called it. All he had to do to activate it was touch his earlobe.

Magic settled against Batman’s skin.

He hoped it didn’t get too comfortable.



“Find out what you can from your people—we’ll decide where to go from there,” he’d said.

Later that night—after a quick pit stop at the nearest hot dog stand for a jolt of sodium—she set out to find one of her many, many sources.

Gotham was littered with gargoyles. People liked to say it lent the city character, and it did, but sometimes that character was a thirteen-year-old with a penchant for glowering in dark rooms. Maybe that was why Bruce liked it so much. She had to admit, deep down, that she kind of liked it, too—even if she’d grown out of her own Ghosts and Ghouls phase, sometimes nostalgia was nice.

 Easy to spot a mark when you knew the signs: a particular kind of patina the breath of life left upon stone; a half-struck, unreadable name at its base; head perched on its hands as it watched the living go about their day. A stately grotesque worn down by grime.

The plan was to lash a spirit to it—a Mori. The dead knew things the living didn’t, she figured. Spirits liked good craftsmanship; it was easier to entice them to something well made, and often that meant something old, as well. What they didn’t like was dirt. Made sense—if you were house shopping, cleanliness went a long way to selling a joint.

Middle of the night as it was, she didn’t have much company—and even if she did, privacy was only a quick incantation away.

“Ees ro raeh eno on tel!” she called. Magical silence enveloped her, cool and refreshing. But her work wasn’t done. “Wen sa doog sa gnilkraps!”

Grime cleared off the surface like a paper cover burning away. Beneath, the gargoyle was smooth and bright.

A second spell saw her calling open a transdimensional door. Walking through it left her atop the gargoyle. Much faster than climbing—even if her stomach was already rumbling. There was a burger joint not far—Nico’s 24hr Grub Shop—that’d see a good chunk of her change before the night was through. She could already taste the drippy cheap cheese.

Almost there. Now to call the spirit: “Spil enots morf kaeps daed eht!”

Aether hummed around her. Stone cooled beneath her hand, a sure sign that a spirit was looking around the place. Now was the time to strike. Zatanna reached for her secret weapon—a bottle of aged whiskey—and poured some onto the gargoyle’s mouth.

There. A certain . . . clicking feeling. Whoever was in the gargoyle now was here to stay, at least for a while.

Sure enough, the gargoyle pivoted toward her. Sounded like grinding up spices in a mortar and pestle with all the rock-on-rock. One plinky blink, and then another. Furrows carved themselves into his rough brow. He spoke with the weary, hopeful voice of a man who’d been through too much already. “Oh. Oh, you aren’t what I expected at all.”

“Magicians get that a lot,” she said.

He put a hand to his mouth as if clearing his throat, a sound akin to jostling a sack of pebbles. “A magician, is it? I’d expect more flair than putting me in . . . is this a gargoyle?”

“It’s a very nice gargoyle,” Zatanna offered.

“It’s still a gargoyle. When I saw all that commotion on the other side I thought there must be some sort of soiree about. And the whiskey! But here you are. Alone.” How strange, to see stone cheeks puff up and sigh. He leaned his head on his hands. “Always alone . . .”

“Sorry about that. I can bring friends next time if you want, or we could be friends. I’m Zatanna, by the way. How long have you been out there in the aether?”

“Pietro Cephas Stone II, esquire. It’s been about thirty years, I think,” he said, forlorn. “Plenty of time for everyone I know to die. I don’t suppose you can bring any of them around? Glittering personages, every one. You’ve heard of them, I’m sure; hottest tickets in Gotham. They’d be easy to track down.”

The hopeful note was hard to hear. Zatanna swallowed. “I, ah.  Well, it’s not that easy. But we might be able to work something out if you can help me.”

The severe features the sculptor had given the gargoyle lent its indignant look a wrathful shade. “Might be? I need more than that, darling. It’s a simple thing. Surely you’ve heard of old Somerset Dancy! What parties he used to throw . . .”

Pietro looked out onto Gotham—away from her.

Zatanna had never heard of Somerset Dancy, had no idea that it was a real name and not a brand of overpriced outdoorsy clothing. Still, the pain in Pietro’s voice was hard to miss. “Look, I’m sorry. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get him—”

“Well, of course, he’s very in demand—”

“But what I can do is listen, and maybe offer you a new connection. I know a few socialites myself.”

“You do?” he said. He tilted his head. “Who?”

“. . . I’m friends with some of the Waynes,” she offered. Bruce wouldn’t mind if she told the dead, right?

“Thomas, or Martha?”

She winced. “Neither. They, uh. They’re gone now, too. I know their son.”

“Little Brucey?” he said. “Oh, what a shame for him. Thomas and Martha were lovely. She was so warm, never forgot my birthday . . .” He shook his head. “Go on. Ask your questions.”

“Have you seen anything unusual lately?”

“Oh, lots of things. It’d be odder if nothing odd happened. Not a day goes by where I don’t see someone in a strange costume committing some kind of crime. Yesterday, I saw a teenager in tights beat up a man in a cheap ancient Egyptian outfit, you should have seen him move. Why, he reminded me of Simeon Winters, an excellent Prince Siegfried, sold out the theater every night—”

That sounded like Gotham. Bruce probably had a file on whoever that was. “I’m looking for something specific. More than just someone in a costume. Have you noticed anything . . . darker? More evil? Like a thick cloud of wrong cast over the city?”

He rolled his stony eyes. “Oh, that. I try not to look at it.  I’d rather watch people. They’re more interesting. Like that Egyptian fellow—”

Patience, Zatanna.  “Pietro, I’m sorry, but I need you to focus. Can you tell me where that is, the cloud?”

Gargoyles are always scowling when you find them, but this scowl felt different. She felt responsible for it. “Wouldn’t you rather hear about the ballet? One of my friends was Von Rothbart, you know.”

“Afterward, you can tell me all about him,” she said, “but I really need this answer.”

Pietro’s scowl softened into something sadder. “It’s following the wealthy. I try to check on my friends, on their children. Not many of them had kids, the way all of us lived, burning the candle at both ends. I . . . I outlived everyone, so I just want to be sure they’re okay, these days. I don’t think they are. Sometimes I see them on the rooftops, drinking, all in that awful shadow, and no matter what I shout in warning, they can’t hear.”

Hmm. That’d make it harder to track down—but no two victims had turned up in the same place. Bruce wasn’t going to like it unless she gave him something more concrete.

“Is it anywhere tonight?”

He pouted.

“Please?”

He heaved another sigh. “Over at the museum.  But you’re not going to go there, are you? I couldn’t bear to lose another friend.”

It didn’t seem dark down that way, but then if she could see the way evil moved over Gotham, she wouldn’t need to ask Pietro about it.

“Nothing to worry about there, I can take care of myself. But it’ll actually be my . . . colleague that’s going to check it out, I think.”

“Not Bruce, I should hope. That boy’s been through enough,” said Pietro. “Do you want to hear more about the Egyptian fellow? It has a great punchline, I promise.”

She smiled. “How about you tell me next time I visit?”

Who knew stone could look so near to tears? “That’s the second time you’ve said that. You won’t beguile me, magician.”

She averted her eyes. “Right . . .”

“. . . Would you call on me again? Find a better home for me. An emerald would do nicely, something with character. Call me there, and give me to someone important.”

His voice cracked.

“I . . . I want to be where people are. Not here. Not . . . not looking over their graves, my friends . . . friends are everything, you know.”

She couldn’t bear to listen anymore. It was such a simple thing to promise. “All right,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

He looked on her with his great stone eyes, and for a moment she forgot he was no longer human. “Thank you, Zatanna.”

But then the stone went still. He was gone, Pietro Cephas Stone II, and with him the memory of those old Gotham days.

The gargoyle . . . it looked far less human without him.



A few blocks later, the conversation still fresh in her mind, she activated the sigil. “It’s me. Got a lead. Something’s going down at the museum.”

Bruce answered in his gruff work voice. “A lead? What kind?”

“A solid one,” she said. “Whatever we’re looking for, it involves the museum and Gotham’s upper crust.”

Batman’s hmm crackled along the “European” airwaves. “There’s a fundraiser tomorrow night. You’re sure this is solid?”

“Rock solid,” Zatanna answered, before she could help herself.

“I’ll look into it.”

The line went quiet on the other end. That was less of a fight than she imagined it’d be.

Maybe Bruce wasn’t as hardheaded as she thought.



No elite fundraiser was complete without Bruce Wayne. For this job, he wouldn’t need the costume.

He arrived at the museum an hour late, as was fashionable, and got to work.

In this case, work was a party.

Bruce Wayne knew how to party. Too much and it’d be tabloid news. Too little, and he was a social outcast. Like learning a dance—once you knew the steps, it was easy to let the music sweep you away.

But he wouldn’t. Tuxedo or Kevlar suit, Bruce was still the great detective. 

From the moment he arrived, he was keeping tabs on who was already three drinks in and who only pretended to take a sip. And who, of course, turned to see Gotham’s most eligible playboy. He analyzed the crowd like a forensic scan.

Silas St. Cloud, fifty-five, owner of the Gotham Knights football team. Owned stock in Wayne Industries. Might or might not fix games according to the whims of his mafioso benefactors.

Colonel Richard Kane. Technically Bruce’s uncle, though neither man reached out to the other often. His wife, Catherine, was on his arm. He gave Bruce a curt nod. If anything went awry tonight, it’d be good to have the Colonel around.

Claudia Crowne, a childhood classmate, waved him over. In her youth she tried to get him to join the theater club. These days, she ran Lumiere Studios, and produced some of the year’s biggest blockbusters. Halfway through their five-minute chat, she told him to look out for that Zsasz character.

“Why?” he asked her, all charm and smiles.

“Oh, haven’t you heard? These murders are so gruesome,” she answered. “Oh! Brucey, have you tried the hors d’oeuvres?”

Even when the dance threw him a twist like that, he kept up. He excused himself. Had to get a look at that golden egg on display on the other side of the room. They’d catch up. Sure, he’d go to Jack’s yacht party. Just send the details.

Next up: an easy mark.

Devin Dancy was mid-conversation with a handsome model, but nearly dropped his glass when he caught sight of Bruce. Suit straight out of a bespoke workshop in the UK, fashionable new glasses, rings winking on every finger—Devin was the picture of new money. He moved to Gotham years ago in pursuit of new connections. Kept the accent, lost the old friends. Fresh out of culinary school he partnered with a cadre of unknown investors to open a molecular gastronomy restaurant. Reviews were good—very good. Now there were five in Gotham alone, with twenty more across the country. 

Dancy wanted to be noticed.

So Bruce noticed him. A million-dollar grin he’d practiced a thousand times, a friendly shoulder pat. “Devin, Devin, Devin, it’s been too long.” Bruce flashed the model opposite them a second, slightly different smile—everyone got to feel special. “And who is this?”

“Josh,” he said.

Bruce shook his hand. “Nice to meet you.” Firm handshake, good eye contact, cheeks already red from drink.

“I was just telling Josh over here who to watch out for,” Devin said with a mischievous lilt. “Don’t want him to get eaten alive.”

“Better watch out for all the supervillains. Hard to pick them out sometimes when we’re all in these suits,” said Bruce.

Dancy winced. “Tell the cops that. Have you heard about these murders, Bruce? They’re ghastly.”

“Oh, you know me. If it’s not on the business page, it’s not my concern. Maybe you can fill me in. The turnout is looking pretty grim today, isn’t it?”

“They’re worried for their lives,” Josh said. “Devin warned me about Gotham, but I thought he was just trying to make the big bad city sound more exciting.”

“I’m no detective, of course, but it sure does seem obvious to me who’s behind it,” said Dancy.

Bruce raised a brow. “That so?”

“That is so.” Dancy gathered his conversation partners in close, the three men making quite the tableau with an ornate tapestry behind them. “It’s that Poison Ivy woman, the ecoterrorist.”

“I did hear something about flowers—but if it was that simple, Gotham PD would have moved on her already.”

Dancy went red above his clean white suit. “They should have! Listen here, Bruce—Josh has proof.”

The young man’s voice went quiet. “I saw her leaving the scene.”

“You did?” said Bruce. An eyewitness was more than he expected to find.

Josh nodded. “I like to take a run in the morning, before there’s too many people in the way. It’s peaceful, you know, when it’s still a little dark out but the light’s coming. So there I was heading downhill on Seventy-fifth. I turned down an alley to take a shortcut, and I saw a woman. She bolted right by me, real bat out of hell, but I know it was her. Vines all over the place, didn’t stop for anything.”

Hm. Not exactly sterling testimony, but he’d dealt with worse. Josh got a lot closer than he and Zatanna had. Batman wanted to know more—but Bruce had to pretend this was only important in a train-wreck sort of way. “Josh, if that’s true, you need to go to the authorities.”

“I did.”

Devin pouted. “They said they’d take it under consideration. Terrible, terrible! We hand them an eyewitness on a silver platter and still nothing gets done. It’s a shame, isn’t it? Might as well throw all our generous donations in the river.”

“Maybe I should start looking into it,” Bruce joked. The smirk was only partly feigned.

“Bruce, don’t be ridiculous,” answered Dancy. “Speaking of crazy ideas, have you talked to Conrad yet?”

Could be any one of three Conrads, but running the social numbers left only one suspect—Basil Conrad, head of White Whale Shipping. Bruce scanned the crowd for him—ah, there. The spindly man grinned at one of the jeweled eggs on display. Wait, was that Claudia Crowne with him?

And what was with this gala, for that matter? Shatter the World’s Shell: Decadent Nature. Jeweled eggs took up most of the space, some large as three men, but there were wrought silver trees, too. A massive oyster held the hors d’oeuvres—gleaming pearls of food defying god.

A cigarette girl passed by with a tray full of martinis. Bruce took one, giving the girl a wink as he did. He had a reputation to uphold, after all. And it was impressive to carry a tray with that many cigarettes strapped to your front. 

But his focus didn’t leave Conrad and Crowne.

Bruce frowned. “Is that—”

“I know!” said Dancy. “I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

“Let’s see if I can,” he said. He gave Josh and Dancy another pat on the back before leaving them.

The hustle and bustle of the party threatened to overwhelm him—but he trusted the well-worn steps of the dance. Flirted with the cigarette girls, touched their shoulders, made sure they didn’t notice him trading a full glass for an empty one. There was Gregory Trent; he was campaigning for state senate. Bruce chatted him up about his policies—maybe it was worth investing in his campaign.

He excused himself when Sophie Winters asked if he came just to see her. Of course he did. He indulged her a little, let her ask what he’d been up to. Avalon Cosmetics was having an incredible year—all thanks to their new scent, The Furthest Tower. Bruce, in turn, bragged about his philanthropic pursuits and suggested that maybe if she came to more of those he’d see her more often. Her smile shrank. His cue to go.

Catherine Hamilton, the Colonel’s wife, was waiting for him. The bonds of family-by-marriage necessitated another stop. Thankfully neither of them actually wanted to talk to the other—but she asked if he’d heard the news about Poison Ivy, and he said he’d heard maybe she was the killer, and she agreed with a huff. Not much she had to worry about with the Colonel for a husband and Kate for a stepdaughter, but he wouldn’t tell her that.

It was simple as that for him. There was a path to Crowne and Conrad; all he had to do was let the party take him there. The steps were so automatic that he could let his mind drift to checking the place’s security even as he told Palmyra Lent that the horses he bought from her were doing fine, just fine.

“And you?” she asked. “Bruce, you have to be careful these days. Zsasz is on the loose, you know.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for him,” he answered.

“You should do more than that,” she told him. Palmyra Lent took a card from her emerald clutch and pressed it into his hand. “You need to upgrade your security system. This is the man who took care of mine.”

Bruce had known Palmyra for years. All of the old families in Gotham had. She was a horse breeder, and a competitive one at that. Owning some of her stock was as much a status symbol as their cars, their suits, their cufflinks and watches. Alfred even arranged for him to own a horse of his own, but the gelding never quite took to him. Palmyra herself came to act as peacekeeper. What an eccentric figure she’d cut—her hair having gone stark white in her middle age, the sharp cut of her riding jacket, the unmistakable trouble-making twinkle in her eye. Had the horse eating out of Bruce’s hands within the day—and a pocketful of candies for Bruce himself.

Time had worn away at the connection; he’d only seen her in passing since then. The last few years were shrouded in fog when it came to her, but that was fine.

He smiled, thanked her, promised to look into it. Maybe he would, later—if there was someone taking care of all high society security, it’d be worth keeping tabs on them. He thanked her and excused himself. Back to surveying the place.

Things were locked down pretty tight by Gotham Socialite standards, but low by his—all of the jeweled eggs on display were kept behind a thick layer of bulletproof glass. A velvet cordon added a suggestion to stay away; the guards lingering nearby reinforced it. No matter where he moved in the flow of the party, he looked to the mezzanine above, the skylight, at the crew entrance back toward the portrait gallery. All points of entry.

But the music, so long fought against, was beginning to sweep him away. Everyone wanted to say hello—and not just say hello, but talk about the murders, gawk at them, wonder aloud about how the bodies came to be in such a state. The most reserved men and women of Gotham asked him why he hadn’t married; the dance floor in the middle of a museum was packed full of middle-aged bankers turning up to top one-hundred bangers.

Something was wrong.

He could feel it now. The air was clear—his smart watch would tell him if it wasn’t—but it felt . . . different. The hairs on his neck stood on end. The faces looking back at him were not the faces he used to know.

The playboy persona went threadbare as he weaved between the partygoers.

Conrad was beaming. “My, my, is that Bruce Wayne I see?” he called out.

Another cigarette girl passed by; he set his drink on the tray and didn’t bother to take a replacement. “As long as that’s Basil Conrad—and Claudia Crowne, too. You’re looking lovely.”

Conrad chuckled. “What a joker you are, Bruce.”

“People always tell me I’m not very funny,” he said. A small smirk coupled with a conspiratorial tilt of the head followed. “You two are bold tonight.”

“Best to be bold in dark times, isn’t it?” said Conrad. Hm. That suit was new, wasn’t it? Damask patterned, gold over red. Conrad only ever wore blue and black. Good clothes, of course, but this was . . . louder.

“Would you believe I almost didn’t come?” said Crowne. She leaned on Conrad’s shoulder, her hand on his tricep. “It’s so dangerous to be a woman alone these days. I can’t believe the police are taking so long to bring that terrorist in.”

“Claudia just needed a little reassurance. Nothing untoward, of course,” added Conrad. “But until the culprit’s behind bars, it’s all we men can do to make sure the women in our lives are safe. Ah—wait, did you come here alone?”

He suppressed a grimace. It wasn’t like Conrad to be that direct. “I don’t plan on leaving alone, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Of course, of course.”

“You know, Bruce, I know a girl you’d love. She’s in my book club. Loves to travel, just like you,” said Crowne.

“Oh? You’ll have to introduce me at the next party.”

“It can’t wait until then!” she said. “Don’t be such a fuddy-duddy. Come on, it won’t take more than two minutes, and I promise you she’s lovely. Say, how tall are you, anyway? That sort of thing can carry a lot of weight. And your skin’s looking so wonderful––”

She went for his hand. Smooth as can be, he shifted out of her reach. “Claudia, please—some other time.”

Her frown was sharp. He didn’t mind. Better not to linger after something like that, but he had to make some sort of excuse. “I promise, next time.”

“Next time,” echoed Conrad. “You won’t miss the next party, will you? We’ve all missed you so.”

This was getting worse by the second. “I won’t. Now if you’ll pardon me . . .”

He excused himself before they could sink their teeth deeper. Whatever was going on here, one thing was certain—he would go to the next little get-together. There was more to this than he could see from here.

He could stay, could try and find out more, but the air in this place was worming its way beneath his skin. Nothing good was going to come of being here in an hour.

He didn’t get far before an elbow almost caught him in the face. It was reflex to dodge, reflex to strike back—but Bruce pulled his punch when he saw what was going on.

Some kind of rugby match. There were two teams set up, a makeshift ball. Derrick Graves, a hedge fund manager, was the one who almost hit him.

“Sorry about that, old friend!” he said. “Hey, do you want to join in?”

The dance was done. No longer did he flow with the crowds—but the crowds themselves no longer flowed, they bristled. The meek little groups that started the affair swarmed into small mobs of hedonism. He passed a woman tilting an entire bottle of whiskey into her mouth, and a group of her fellows cheering her on. Men danced on tables. The jazz band was half-naked.

All Bruce’s life these people had looked down their noses on Gotham’s populace. Too brutish, too unrefined—it was always that line.

So why did it feel like he was at some college rager instead of a museum fundraiser?

Time to go. On his way out, he caught one of the eggs Dancy’s wild dancing knocked from its perch. Security didn’t seem to notice.

Maybe Zatanna would know what was going on. About time he opened up to her a bit.

Safe in the confines of his limousine, Bruce even activated the sigil to tell her so.

But no one answered.



Back at Wayne Manor, Zatanna was onto something.

Pietro might not have known exactly what was going on in Gotham—but he knew a fair bit. If your regular Joe knew something was up, then an older ghost has got to know a lot more, right? It just made sense. People thought magic was about far-flung rituals and fancy symbols, but really, all it came down to was knowing what to ask and who to ask it.

“As you say, Miss Zatara. I’m glad someone understands the wisdom of their elders.”

Alfred was an agreeable guy—she didn’t know why Bruce didn’t spend more time with him. The man had all kinds of stories. Not to mention he had eyes like a hawk. She hadn’t been able to get one over on him yet, not the old-fashioned way, but there was still time.

The trouble was that she didn’t know how much. The paper told the story: GRUESOME MURDER PROJECTED IN REAL-TIME ONTO BUILDING. The article filled in the rest. Zatanna couldn’t get through the whole thing.

But when the world’s at its worst, it falls to you to make it better in any way you can. So—she got to thinking, then to planning, and the minute Bruce left for his fundraiser, she started acting.

Of course, you couldn’t do anything in the manor without Alfred knowing somehow, and she liked him anyway, so she let him in on the trick: she was going to talk to some of the Wayne ancestors.

“It’s foolproof. No family’s got a longer history in Gotham than they do. They’re part of the city’s fabric by now. If anything’s out of whack, they’ll know just what it is.”

“You do realize, Miss Zatara, that Master Wayne will be cross with you when he finds out.”

“I’ll be done before he’s back. Quickest Eurotrip in the world,” she answered, tugging on her shoes before she left the manor proper. Concern wrote itself onto Alfred’s shrewd face. That was probably fair. “What’s the matter?”

“You will be delicate, I hope? I would hate for any of their resting places to come to harm.”

She clasped her hands together. “I totally understand where you’re coming from. Trust me, the last thing I want is to cause any unrest. No paint, no chalk, no blood, no sacrifices, nothing that would disturb the graves. It’s all on the up and up.”

At length, he acquiesced. “I do hope the elder Waynes prove helpful. I’ll keep watch for the youngest of them. Can I assist you in any way?”

“Ritual’s simple, but it’s going to take a lot of oomph,” said Zatanna. “Could you see about getting a meal ready when I get back?”

“As you wish—only the finest gourmet rubbish. Godspeed, Miss Zatara.”

 The family cemetery wasn’t far; she could make it out from the door. Hardly a walk at all—although she was thankful to do it in comfy footwear.

And thankful, too, for the view. The sky had gone the color of grapefruit juice; the earth was springy and fresh; a passing breeze carried the spring flowers right to her nose. Gotham had its pretty patches.

A shame most of them were behind gates like this one.

The gravestones rose up before long. There weren’t many. As old as the Waynes were, they were only one family, and this property was as private as could be.

Two bouquets of flowers marked Thomas’s and Martha’s graves; she stopped to pay her respects before continuing on. In some ways it felt like all of Wayne Manor was an altar to them—the portraits Bruce left up, their humanitarian awards on display above the mantel, next to his mother’s well-polished silver menorah. Zatanna only met them a couple times in passing—Martha had really loved her dad’s shows—but it was enough to leave a lasting impression of who they were.

And, perhaps, who Bruce could have been. 

A little farther in, as the graves changed from modern marble headstones to monuments, then beyond that to rough blocks of stone without much ornamentation, she started to feel she was in the right spot. Her eyes fell on the nearest grave: Nathaniel Wayne. Zatanna hadn’t heard of him. Hopefully he wouldn’t mind this, poor chap.

Zatanna came prepared. Some spirits found homes in old things, like Pietro; others needed a little tempting if you wanted to speak to them. The bottle of whiskey in her bag should do just fine. She poured it into a thermos, hoping the rainbow stickers wouldn’t be objectionable. Younger ghosts liked when you brought movies, but she had the feeling a book would play better here. Bruce didn’t have much in the way of light reading, but Alfred had an extensive collection of adventure novels that would do just the trick. Zatanna left one open on the grass. The chapter header was a man fighting off what appeared to be a post-apocalyptic version of the Easter Bunny. Irresistible.

Offerings laid out on either side of the headstone, Zatanna took her seat. The grass was fresh and cool. If she closed her eyes, it felt a little like a picnic. But only a little.

A deep breath. Magic welled up within her, humming beneath her skin. Only when it reached its crescendo did she speak it into existence.

“Kaeps ot stirips eht llac!”

Wind whipped through the graveyard. The words floated atop them, her own voice filling her ears. Soon more voices joined. Distant, at first, as if from another room—but then closer. Old, quivery voices, strong young baritones, lost children, too. All those quiet, sad generations.

A visitor. How long has it been since we had a visitor? 

There’s whiskey!

Has he brought her here to see us? What a strange woman.

RAINBOW STICKERS?!

Pages flapped with wild abandon; the bottle uncorked itself, liquid flowing into the aether and bubbling into amber gems. Zatanna’s hair floated. Almost there. If she was a little more patient one of them would—

The book snapped shut.

All at once the warmth was sucked out of the air. Her chest went tight. This didn’t feel right. Whatever this was, it didn’t feel like the Waynes. There was something else in the mix, something old and terrible.

“What are you?” she asked it, but whatever it was, it did not want to listen.

“Tired of your meddling.”

Words stopped. Breathing did, too.

Somewhere in “Europe,” an unseen force closed its massive hands around Zatanna’s chest and squeezed, squeezed, squeezed. Every beat of her heart echoed through her body.

Until abruptly, it didn’t.
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Quiet, darkness, and pain.

And then, just before she fell into silence forever, Zatanna was caught by the lightning.

Not the effervescent crackle and sting of magic, no. The swift and efficient pump of electricity sang through her. She ascended out of the darkness, air filling her lungs, sweet and cold.

Above her, relieved, was Alfred. Defibrillator paddles held steady, in case she should need an extra jolt. In the back of her mind, the conjuration of the Wayne family faded, broken by her sudden flirtation with death.

Consciousness came to her in fits and starts, her head pounding and her mouth dry. “Alfred . . . what happened? What are you doing here?”

Alfred smiled down at her as he put the paddles away, the little smile of relief turning into a tight look of apology. “As to your first question, I couldn’t begin to say. My experience with magic begins and ends with the biography of your renowned father on my nightstand, I’m afraid.” He checked her pulse, flashing a light in her eyes. “As to the latter, I must apologize. I know you’d asked for privacy for this ritual of yours, yet I couldn’t stand by and let you wander into the dark on your own, especially with Master Bruce gone for the evening.”

There was a moment of his gaze darkening, as he took in the headstones around them, the Waynes of days past witness to them. “I daresay he’ll not approve of you conducting your work here, of all places, but I think he’d be relieved to know I was near to assist you.”

Zatanna took it all in, not a trace of anger at the old butler for going back on his word. If it weren’t for him, she’d be dead, pulled into the void by some force she hadn’t sensed, seen, or known how to fight.

It had been powerful. Fast. Stronger than anything she’d been expecting.

She put on her stage-smile to put Alfred at ease; no need to worry him more than she already had. Though he stitched up Bruce night after night and had his experiences with mortal combat, he seemed at a loss in the face of this unseen, magical danger.

He helped her to her feet, and she casually brushed soil off her suit. “Alfred, you’ll never need to apologize for saving my life, now or ever, this I promise.”

He got to his feet with her, packing up his supplies, surveying her in the light of the lantern he’d brought with him. “Well, be that as it may, Miss Zatara, I can’t help but feel on edge. I’m used to Joker Venom, alligator bites, and lacerations of all variety, not the weapons of your mystical trade. Can you elaborate on what happened?”

She thought back to that force gripping her heart, crushing it like it was nothing. She shook her head. “I don’t think I can, Alfred. Not really. Whatever it is we’re facing, it’s powerful . . . and it didn’t like being watched. It seems we’ll have to take a different approach to finding the clues we need.”

The two of them began to head back to the manor, Zatanna leaning on Alfred as she still felt some dizziness. “Understood, Miss Zatara. Well, if it’s time you have, let’s fill it with replaced calories and some tea. When Master Bruce returns, I’m sure you’ll both have much to discuss. Until then, I’ve a hot fried chicken takeaway with biscuits so enormous and fluffy, you might say they’re magic, too.”



Bruce found Zatanna sitting in the library, several empty containers from someplace called Wing Heaven and a half-empty mug of cold Earl Grey beside her.

He’d gotten the notice from Alfred in the car ride back about what had happened, and where it had been done. He’d warned her and still, she pushed. Had to have it her way. Couldn’t respect the lines Bruce had asked her not to cross. And wasn’t that magic, the crossing of boundaries better left alone?

He didn’t want to admit it, even to himself, but it had left him rattled. Angry.

Arriving at the manor, he’d planned to be direct, to confront her and push back. Why? Why did she have to do her magic there of all places? Where they were buried. Couldn’t just one part of his life be unaffected by the mysterious and the strange? Couldn’t that stay in Gotham and not be brought home, by a friend of all people?

But as he came into the library, Bruce took in the gray pallor of Zatanna’s skin, the slight tremor to the held cup of tea, the distant look in her eye, unseeing of the book before her, and . . . he let it go. Whatever she’d been through had been enough that being upset with her was only going to make things worse.

“Zatanna,” he said, lowering himself into the chair across from her, putting a hand on her shoulder. She stirred, her eyes finding his own. The focus came back, the feigned brightness worn away to something else. Humility?

No, he thought. That’s fear.

It didn’t take long for them to compare notes. Bruce told her about the gala, the leads that led nowhere, the theories that yielded only new theories. A few new faces in the crowd had concerned him, a few old faces acting odd, but otherwise, a standard evening. Zatanna had had anything but.

“So, this . . . ‘spell,’” he began, sipping a cup of black coffee that Alfred had brought. “Was it as successful as you’d hoped? Before it ended?”

She waved a hand at him, waggling her fingers. “So-so. I had hoped to get a little more information out of your ancestors; if anyone can tell me the history of Gotham, it’s one of its founding families. I figured your ancestors may have had some insight into oddities and dark tidings in the astral plane, but before I could talk with them, something out there had other ideas.”

“Such as stopping your heart and convincing you to drop your search?”

She started to make a little finger gun motion at him, and then thought better of it, letting her hand drop to the book. “Yeah. Exactly, right.” She put the teacup to one side and leaned forward. “But when we were struggling, I caught flashes. A glimpse of someplace in Gotham that’s currently putting out a lot of dark magic. Certain loci attract it, like gravity and just as inevitable. Jason Blood’s townhouse, Arkham Asylum, the Ace Chemicals factory—these places stand out here in the real world and in the magical world. Looking into the astral plane of Gotham, I expected to see those places light up, and I search that way. Sifting through the dark loci of this city, even in a glimpse, should’ve been like finding a needle in a haystack, but there was one place that roared like the Fourth of July.”

Bruce cocked an eyebrow, enjoying the taste of bitter on his tongue, as Zatanna’s enthusiasm became infectious. “And let me guess? There’s a Lazarus Pit under Gotham. Swamp Thing has brought the Green into my backyard? What nexus of dark energy are we exploring?”

Zatanna grabbed the newspaper on the table next to her, pointing to the front page. “The refurbished Gotham Casino, owned and run by Mister Oswald Cobblepot.”

On the front page, standing before ornate glass doors, was the dour face of the Penguin. Short and hunched in his black and white suit, a mean glare in his eye and something green in his hand, he stood before the ribbon cutting ceremony of the new casino on the north end of the city, with the headline, “The Penguin Poised for Peace Prize?”

“Interesting,” he mused. “What in the world does he have to do with dark magic? Cobblepot cuts throats with money and steel, not magic and mystery.”

Zatanna stood, adjusted her coat, and began to make her way to the door. “That, my dear Master Wayne, is a very good question. One you and I are going to explore tomorrow night, when we go to the Gotham Casino and case the joint. Dress accordingly.”

 “Meaning what?”

“No cape and cowl.  Batman has no reason to be prowling around a quote-unquote legitimate business that Cobblepot hasn’t corrupted yet. But Bruce Wayne, rolling dice and rubbing elbows? That would be the perfect cover, wouldn’t it?”

She leered at him from the doorway, waggling her eyebrows. “Don’t get me wrong, the tactical gear is becoming, but there’s something about a man in a coat and tie.”

Bruce stood as he placed the coffee mug back on the table. “And will you be on my arm, Z? I do know how you love the spotlight.”

Her shrug was artful, and Bruce remembered how she’d been raised for the stage. “Spotlights make stealth nearly impossible, you know that. No, I’ve got a friend of a friend working there, gave me some tips on sneaking in as waitstaff. I told her it’s research for a show I’m doing.”

“You don’t think Cobblepot will realize there’s someone on his team he doesn’t know?”

This time, she laughed with her whole self, artifice gone. “Oh, Bruce. It’s the waitstaff. Maybe in Coast City I’d be wary. But it’s Gotham. No one cares about the help. I’ll be furniture, darling. There’s nothing more invisible to the top shelf than the bottom of the barrel.”

Before Bruce could argue the average Gothamite’s class consciousness, she muttered something under her breath, and there was a door standing in the middle of the library, not quite solid, but hazy as a misty morning. “I take it you’ll be staying in ‘Europe’ tonight?”

 “Something like that.” With a wink and a flourish, she turned the knob and walked through the spectral door. “See you tomorrow night, Bruce. Get ready to spend another evening with the best and brightest!”

Bruce grimaced as she left, the coffee cold and uninviting, the door disappearing with a feeling like his ears popping.



It was another cold night in Gotham, but even winter had no choice but to bow to the tropical paradise that was the Gotham Casino, under new management and sitting as proud as a diamond in a crown.

As his car pulled up into the valet bay, Bruce could only stare at the towering structure of light and glitz that was the latest brainchild of Oswald Cobblepot. The buzz of the radio followed him out onto the spotless curb, a dull throb of speculation on yet another mysterious murder uptown.

Bruce had survived many of Cobblepot’s various avian phases, both in costume and out. He’d walked the floors of the original Iceberg Lounge, complete with penguins literal and figurative, as Oswald made his first attempts at super-criminality. He’d lived through Cobblepot’s bid to corner the market on vicious hunters, his time at a venture called The Talon replete with vultures and condors, eagles and hawks of all kinds, as the Penguin traded his tux and umbrella for talons and beaks.

And now it seemed Cobblepot was trying to find himself again. This time, he’d traded birds of prey for birds of paradise. Bruce walked into a tropical getaway, the casino air hot and heavy, shattering the cold night away. Huge, iridescent macaws flew overhead, flitting between the fronds of imported palm trees. The monotone cries of peacocks sounded across the lobby, as the jewel-feathered birds ambled their way among hundreds of patrons taking selfies. The miniscule songs of dozens of parakeets flooded the air, joining the humidity in its heaviness.

Bruce walked in, once again drawing attention like a magnet. He muscled his way past a massive façade for an upcoming doors-open-to-all event, reading, “ANYONE CAN BE KING FOR A DAY, EVEN YOU!” before he could find any breathing room from the crowd.

Bruce finally checked his coat with an older man, whose trim, gray mustache hid a genial smile. He looked as though he’d be a talker; just as Bruce was about to pump him for info on the casino, a voice broke through the crowd behind him.

“Holy––! Bruce? Bruce Wayne?! Out on the town for the second night in a row? Is it a miracle? I’m seeing things! I must be. Is there Scarecrow gas in the air ducts again?”

Turning, Bruce saw a cluster of impeccably dressed men and women, members of Gotham’s elite. He scanned them quickly, bringing up and dismissing what he knew of each of them in a moment: semi-friendly, bad knee, off-shore concerns, mid-thirties, oil magnate, old money, insecure, angel investor, drink in each hand, hair recently dyed, last season’s fashion, textile––was as far as he got before Basil Conrad practically tackled him.

“Basil!” he said, not having to feign the surprise in his voice, as he took in the others around him. Yes, same as the night before. Sophie Winters, Palmyra Lent, Derrick Graves, Claudia Crowne, and Devin Dancy, who looked at him too intently now, eyebrows up and eyes wide, a mirror image of his deadeye stare the night before. Bruce patted Basil on the back, smiling at the assembled group. “And here I thought you and this fine crew only came out for the more refined interests of Gotham.” What were they all doing together?

A bark of laughter from the lithe man. Basil’s eyes went wide as he laughed, his head on a swivel, almost as though he was trying to drink in everything around him. And then it passed and he was shaking his head, his smile wolfish. “Please, Bruce! C’mon, that was last night’s party. Tonight, we’re excited to throw some cash around, have some champagne, and revel in being alive. Alive! Is there anything better?”

Was it funny? Bruce was no master of comedy but even he knew that wasn’t meant to be a joke. Yet Sophie and Devin laughed, like it was the best thing they’d heard in ages.

Bruce found Basil’s arm sliding around his shoulders and it took everything not to reach up and shove it off him. But if he was going to find the answers he needed on this side of the cowl, he’d have to act the part.

Bruce let himself be steered by Basil away from the coat check and up the red-carpet stairs, into the main hall, doing his best to grin at his “friends,” babbling streams of commentary.

But all the while, Bruce kept his eyes roaming, searching every glittering nook and cranny for any sign of what made this place so special. What was the Penguin up to this time? What was he doing involving himself in the occult? And did it involve Poison Ivy, as he suspected?

Bruce only hoped Zatanna was doing better, wherever she was.



Zatanna huffed into the side entrance of the Gotham Casino like she was running late for her shift. She adjusted her cheesy tuxedo leotard uniform, pulled up her fishnets, made sure her boots were laced, checked her make-up in a compact mirror, all while pushing straight past the bouncer by the door.

As she hoped, he didn’t try to stop her. Zatanna had a part to play, and she knew her role backwards and forwards; all he saw was a young woman not paying attention, jogging to shift. He didn’t see that her uniform was much better quality than the others. He didn’t look close enough to see that she wasn’t a brunette he knew.

And with a quick, hurried, “Hey, J,” because it was innocuous enough to be right and innocent enough to be wrong, Zatanna pushed past and became just another fish in the school, swerving through the packed, chaotic ocean that was the kitchen.

The busboys were shouting for plates of something called Galapagos, while chefs on the line piled ladle after ladle of some bright green orb onto pristine white plates. It was appetizing and surreal, a wobbly sphere of something both gelatinous and organic, shimmying to a rhythm all its own, like caviar, but almost alive.

If anyone was uncomfortable with it, they didn’t say; they plopped it artfully on plate after plate, and ferried it out of one of many sets of doors.

Zatanna made her way to a rack where aprons and notepads were stacked, and she grabbed one of each, preparing herself, looking back to the doors with feigned fear. One of the other waitresses next to her saw the frantic look, and put a hand on her shoulder, reassuring. “Hey, chill. You have a second to breathe. Cobblepot came and yelled at us ten minutes ago. But if you’re lucky, you’ll catch the round at eight.”

Zatanna smiled as she trussed up the apron. “Sorry, was just running a bit behind. You know how the GCM is.”

The other waitress rolled her eyes, her braids swaying with the motion. “You’re telling me. If I had enough for a cab, I’d have risked a chatty driver rather than wait twenty minutes for the metro. You new?”

Zatanna nodded, pen in mouth as she put her hair up, pinning it back so it didn’t get in the way. “Yeah, hi. I’m Zee. Friend of Rachel’s.”

Whether this woman knew “Rachel,” or not, she stuck her hand out and nodded. “Good to meet you, I’m Sherri. Welcome to team Galapagos.”

Zatanna raised her eyebrow. “Galapagos? That a nickname you guys gave for yourselves, since no one’s gone extinct yet working for the Penguin?”

They both moved aside for a large tray of that green stuff coming through, which Sherri pointed to as it passed. “No, no. First, never call him that here. And secondly, it’s that stuff! New seaweed food-base that Cobblepot discovered. Sustainable, easy to make, cheap as anything, has all the nutrients you need to gamble the night away, and it’s free to all. You didn’t see the side doors for the homeless in need of a meal? Rumor has it it’s going to win him a Peace Prize or two.”

Zatanna followed Sherri to an area by the doors where they grabbed trays with champagne flutes on them. “Really? It’s that good? No offense, but it kinda looks like something my cat disagreed with.”

Sherri laughed and shrugged as she began to move onto the main floor. “Hey, I haven’t tried it yet, but apparently, it’s magic. Everyone on the floor loves it, so I guess it’s working out okay so far. Anyway, see you out there, Zee. Shout if you need anything!”

“I will . . .” Zatanna remarked as she pushed her way out behind Sherri, her eyes taking in the gold and silver, the noise of risk and reward, the whisper of shuffling cards, the clatter of fresh dice, the opulence of Gotham Casino at its full power.

What are you up to, Cobblepot?

She spent the next hour walking the length and breadth of the Casino, smiling and nodding at the various patrons, who saw her for a second if she was in front of them and then forgot about her the moment she left; that was fine by her. Let her work in peace and quiet. Make nice with the elite and then move on. She circled the craps tables, the private booths, the avenues of slot machines, the buffets full of Galapagos greenery.

With the faintest whisper of “Cigam eht em wohs,” Zatanna’s eyes and mind were opened to the nascent magic of the world around her. Here and there, she could sense that well of dark magic, stronger than when she caught a glimpse of it in the graveyard. A taste like the underside of a coffin coated her tongue, as pressure built around her, compacted on all sides by some universal force even as she felt the sharp sting of thorns across her body. It was darkness in the form of death, earth, and spirit, and something manipulating them. But what?

That was the scariest part, she realized. As much as she could feel this magic, coiled tight like a spring, she couldn’t pinpoint it. Every time she thought she got close, something would hit her and wrench her focus away, forcing her to start over. That it felt a lot like the sensation last night, the power that had held her heart across planes and tried to snuff it, well . . . that didn’t help matters.

After an hour, she was still no closer to figuring it out. Which meant it was time to check in.

She rubbed the space behind her right earlobe, touching the almost infinitesimal sigil there, and whispered, “All right, please tell me you’re having more luck on your end.”



Bruce felt a buzz shiver up his right ear and resisted the urge to shudder. Magic. Unpredictable and, worst of all, uncomfortable. Pretending to cough into his elbow, he touched the small symbol that Zatanna had put there, and heard her voice flood through his mind.

“Not really, no,” he whispered back, standing aloof from Basil and his group, watching as they tossed stacks of chips down the green carpet table, wagering and shouting. “I’ve been trapped here with some of ‘Bruce Wayne’s’ very good friends. They’re acting odder than last night; much as I want to slip away, I feel like staying close might yield better results. Your status?”

“There’s definitely dark magic at play. I can feel it. It tastes like death, and whatever attacked me last night is near. But I’m having trouble nailing anything down. Any thoughts on where Cobblepot could be keeping things he wouldn’t want anyone to accidentally stumble into?”

Bruce narrowed his eyes, scanning. No second floor. Not many rooms on the sides of the main hall, save for the kitchens and restrooms. Front of house was full of plant life and designed to get people to come in. But Cobblepot wouldn’t want to be far from anywhere he had high value assets . . .

“That large door, next to the palm tree up against the north wall,” he said, wandering away from Julius and his friends. “Seems taller than the others, heavy. Reinforced, most likely. No one’s gone near it all night, but Cobblepot has never strayed far.” Even now, Bruce saw he was holding court at a craps table, preening.

“Think you can distract him, while I try to pick the lock?”

“I can give you about ten minutes, maybe more; I have an excellent poker face.”

“You? Surprising.” Was it weird that he could hear her smirk? He’d never get used to it.

Her voice faded as he began making his way in Cobblepot’s direction. But before he got any closer, Bruce noticed a jovial figure standing on top of a roulette table. “Commissioner?”

James Gordon stood above him, one hand on the roulette wheel, the other holding a martini, feet scattering chips as he danced on the table. He gave Bruce a huge smile as he spun the wheel, jumped off the table, and made his way straight for him. “Bruce Wayne! I heard you were skulking about in here. Apologies for the dirty shoes, but when I’m gambling, I just feel luckier when I’m standing above everyone else! Hey, I hear Basil had to break your arm to throw a few dice with him and his pals.” He shook Bruce’s hand vigorously, his drink sloshing over the rim. “Y’know what, I think after this, we’re going to make our way to that new nightclub, The Rogue’s Gallery. You should come with!”

Bruce shook his head, soaking in every detail of Jim Gordon. He was intoxicated, but not far gone. Exuberant and unrestrained. Everything he knew about the man was buttoned-up. Not rigid, but professional. Dancing on tables? Gambling? Drinking in public and carousing with the elite of Gotham? This didn’t seem like him, not at all. “No, thanks, Jim. I’ve got an early morning.”

“Suit yourself,” he said, looking at Bruce with a glint in his eye. “You are missing out, my friend. There’s so much to see out there. C’mon, live a little.” He checked back at the wheel, pumping his fist as it began to slow.

“Commissioner,” Bruce began, putting extra emphasis on the word, “I’d like to think there’s a time and place for letting loose. But are you sure that time is now, when there’s a streak of murders happening in our city?”

Gordon’s expression soured, his eyes glued to the slowing roulette wheel. “Oh, please. Gotham has murder streaks like the world has seasons. If I put off vacation time for the day all was well in this city, I’d never do anything fun.” He grimaced at where the wheel landed, and picked up his drink, aiming for a new table. “Really, Bruce. You’re acting like this is new. But Gotham’s streets have always run red with blood. When did you decide to look down at your shoes? Yesterday?”   

This was not the man Bruce knew. His voice so cold, callous. And casually so, like this wasn’t life or death but just inevitable. A man used to watching carnage from a tower and not caring. What was . . .

Bruce’s eyes landed on the plate Gordon had left behind. A green smear and green crumbs on the china. It wouldn’t be the first time Cobblepot had dabbled in psychoactives. Time to kill two birds with one stone.

He put an arm around the Commissioner and steered him toward where the Penguin was nested. “Jim, tell you what. I may need to be up early tomorrow, but you’re right, no sense in wasting a good night. Why don’t we take in a game with the man of the hour?”

“Finally! A good idea.” Where had that hungry grin come from, cracking the older man’s face into a mask of himself? “I’m excited to take a prince of Gotham to task. Watch your wallet, Mr. Wayne.”

It wouldn’t be the only thing he’d be watching, Bruce realized, as he approached the poker table. Not only was Cobblepot there, watching him with a toothy smile, but there was Basil and his friends. Lent seemed particularly eager, patting an empty chair between her and Cobblepot.

“Good evening, all,” he said, accepting. “Care to deal me in?”



Zatanna eased her way over to the door, sticking to the shadows as Bruce talked with the Police Commissioner. Odd to see him here of all places, but he wasn’t her problem. Let Bruce handle him and the card game; she had to see a door about a key.

Except this one didn’t have any. She looked it over, her eyes seeing the real world and the phantoms of magic in the world beneath this one. And right now, she was seeing an issue: not only did this door not have a lock, it had a handprint scanner and a retina display, in addition to a voice box.

Not that tricky if technology was all she was contending with. But it wasn’t. With her arcane sight, she saw bruised indigo light lingering at the edges of the doorframe, faint but waiting and patient, prepared to strike. This door wasn’t just reinforced with steel; it was reinforced with spell, too.

She cracked her knuckles, a brief bit of light crackling off them, as she gathered her power, thinking of the words she needed to shape them into. What was the Penguin hiding behind a spell-enforced door?

One way to find out.  



Bruce found himself seated in between Cobblepot and Lent, who smiled at him kindly. Before she could speak, Cobblepot spoke up with a squawk, resting his purpleheart wooden cane next to him.

“I’m surprised you deigned to grace us with your presence, Mister Wayne,” he said, winking, his dark, beady eyes considering Bruce with something akin to astonishment.

I’m surprised these people are even talking to you, Bruce wanted to retort. He’d had plenty of run-ins with Cobblepot on both sides of the cape and cowl. When he wasn’t dodging eagles with steel talons and umbrellas with poisonous knives, Wayne tolerated Cobblepot’s obvious relish in attempting to rub Bruce’s nose in his success: loud-mouthing at charity events in which he tried to show him up. Back-alley talk at museum openings about the stingy Wayne offerings. The Penguin enjoyed climbing the social ladder best if it meant putting a foot in Bruce’s face. That he was here, jocular and quick to be near, was another oddity to put on the pile.

“Well, Oswald, I’ve been hearing so many good things about your casino from Basil over there,” he said, pointing at his friend across the way. “Why, it made sense to come on out. And if we can raise a little money with a quick charity poker game, wouldn’t you call that a night well worth it?”

“Eh, depends on the charity,” Cobblepot retorted, snapping his fingers at a waitress for a new beverage. “So many of the bleeding hearts of Gotham love skimming off the top as soon as all those deserving backs are turned. You know what kind of crooks dally in that sort of charity work.” He winked at Bruce conspiratorially.

“Well,” Bruce said, cracking his knuckles and politely declining the offered glass. “It’s up to figures like us to keep those folks in check, wouldn’t you say?”

“Oh, no doubt, Bruce, no doubt,” Cobblepot said, sharp teeth shining in his jaw like little diamonds. “Honest as a priest, I always say. ‘Figures like us.’ I like that! I have been meaning to spend more time with you, Bruce. We could stand to rub elbows more, you and I; we’re leagues beyond the rest of the so-called elites of Gotham. Why, once Galapagos hits the market, they’ll put a statue of me in front of City Hall! Don’t get mad if they rename this place after me, Brucey! Coupla ‘figures like us.’ I bet we’ve got scads to talk about!” A nervous titter ran out of him like mice fleeing.

A hand in an emerald silk glove came into view, tossing a chip down at Cobblepot. “Oswald, please. Such talk is unbecoming of a man about to lose half his wallet to his peers.”

Bruce watched as Lent, an older, elegant woman in a dress like the spring, tore attention from the owner of the casino. She had eyes the exact shade of her gloves, hair as gray as a storm cloud. Mid to late fifties, if that. She wasn’t normally one who would frolic with the youth of Gotham, yet here she was, at ease with Basil and his crew. She smiled easily at Bruce and he smiled back, wondering what it was about her that made the Penguin shut his beak that fast.

“That was rude of me,” she said, laughing and extending a green-gloved hand. “Mister Wayne. A pleasure to see you as always. Can’t believe we’ve been graced with your company twice in a week!”

Bruce shook her hand; a businesslike grip. “I can’t quite believe it myself, Ms. Lent. I admit, it’s odd to catch you here of all places. I didn’t know you were at all interested in games of chance. I rather assumed nothing could take you away from your art collection, or your prize horses.” He pushed a little further. “I would’ve made more of a habit of these things if I’d known the truth.”

Her smile shrank to a cool smirk, looking away from Bruce and at the players around her. Basil and his friends settled in. “What can I say, Mister Wayne? What’s life without a little risk? I’d argue, if you walk around keeping your head down all the time, you’re going to miss quite a few sights. And life can be long if you don’t shake things up occasionally.”

Bruce glanced at the table, looking for signs of what Cobblepot had called Galapagos. While the air was certainly saturated with the briny food, he didn’t spot a single plate at this table.

He did the math, thought of how many people came through here daily, how many would take some home or have some for later, how easy it seemed to be to make. Combine that with how Gordon was acting, stuffing himself with the new food. Alcohol couldn’t be to blame for all of it . . .

Bruce had run into many things in this world that could warp a person’s mind to make pain feel good. Twist sorrow and make it taste like sunshine. It wouldn’t be impossible for a psychoactive material to incite others to aggression or even murder.

Two cards were placed in front of him. Around the table, the others watched with an intensity that had not been there a moment ago.

Wherever he felt he was, he couldn’t forget: he was in the lion’s den, and the jaws would be on him soon.

“Well,” he said, “I’d rather risk it now than let it rot. Can’t take it with you, right?”

It was brief, the laughter that arose from every person at the table, as though Bruce had made an inside joke. With a sad shake of her head, Lent said, “Too right, Bruce. Let’s see if you bluff as well as you boast.”



Kcolnu!

Nepo!

Cigam eht lepsid!

Each spell was like hacking away at redwood with a hammer. Brute force against something not meant to be broken down. But it was working, despite her pounding head, the sweat soaking her. Rapid spell casting caused the magic in the door to respond, draining power from its central conceit, over and over.  Those couple of granola bars had not been enough. Low sodium. Ugh. She grumbled something under her breath about beggars and choosers and hungry fricking magicians.

Zatanna was a little impressed as she wiped her brow. Whoever had set this ward was not bad. And not bad could be patched over time into decent enough.

But Zatanna Zatara? She was good. And if you’re good, you only need to do it right once. She walked up to the voice box, placed a hand on the scanner, and said, “Niugnep eht sa em ees!”

Zatanna felt the very whorls of her fingerprints change like sandpaper across her palm, shuddered as the jelly of her eye darkened to the amber of Cobblepot; when she spoke, to her own ears, she heard a grating male voice say, “Oswald Cobblepot.”

The door clicked open, the magic shattered.

Before her, only darkness. Zatanna held out her hand, and whispered, “Thgil!” A golden glow sprung from her hand, and she snuck inside, closing the door behind her.

The minute she walked in, the temperature dropped. And that dark urge, the malevolence of the force that had hurt her? It was here, too, saturating the very air.

Where to go? Only a staircase, leading down into darkness.

Zatanna put a finger behind her ear. But the sigil on her neck was cold, inert. “Damn.”

Did she go in alone with the unknown before her?

“Well, as Dad used to say, ‘The show must go on.’”

She walked down slowly, and finally emerged onto a stone floor, the air suddenly heavy with the taste of soil and ozone. As she raised her palm, her other hand flew to her mouth in horror as her eyes adjusted to a faint, feeble illumination . . .

If there was one thing all plants needed to live, it was light. Water, yes, and insects to seed them, but it was sunlight, pure and strong, that gave life to the green of the world. Without it, plants withered. Fruit died on the vine. The green would grow gray, and then gone.

The only light shining on Poison Ivy was a thin crack of dull yellow electricity from above. It barely illuminated her weathered face, her long, tangled, and matted red hair, a distant expression set in a face more ashen than emerald.

It shone brightly enough on the thick, iron chains around her wrists and ankles bolted deep into the stone floor, metal roots locking her to a dead earth. Surrounding her, vats and vats and vats of Galapagos glowered in the dark, ready to serve, cheap and easy to produce. As promised.

Poison Ivy sat entombed within one of the most intricate arcane circles Zatanna had ever seen.

She looked up, lips cracked and dry, eyes lonely and lost, and two words escaped.

“Help me.”
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Two months. She counted. Hard to keep track, sometimes, but important all the same. When she got out of here, Cobblepot was going to pay for every day she spent in this prison.

Two months. Sixty days. Could she even call them days? There was no sunlight here, no moonlight, no concept of day or night—only the vats laid out in front of her like the Hanging Gardens themselves, only the gentle click and whirr of the machinery. Every four hours the Galapagos vats emptied. Six sets of empty vats—that was what made a day.

Galapagos didn’t care how much time had gone by. In a way, that was soothing. Her limbs withered and shriveled; her body shrank and weakened; Galapagos grew and grew. She made sure of it. Cobblepot may have burned her, may have invited her to a business meeting where he drained all the water right out of the air until she agreed to this, but Galapagos was innocent. The crimes of the father need not be visited upon his children.

She told it so every day.

These days she was too weak to wander the aisles; her voice cracked when she tried to speak. She persisted. It was important. Kelp was temperamental to begin with, and as she tried to explain to Cobblepot, it wasn’t even really a plant. What he’d done to it—what he was making her do—wasn’t natural. They were both in extraordinary pain. A life of constant confusion and bereavement, a life knowing you were meant to be one thing yet you were being hammered into another—the thought filled her with dread. Galapagos was innocent. It should grow innocently.

So she told it of the sun, this thing that should be feeding them both, and hoped it would dream.

The first week was the most difficult. There were so many adjustments. The sunlight, of course, but also the size of her space: the vats took up the majority of it, with only a six-foot square room she might call her own beside them. There was no bed, no food, nothing but a stool and a computer from which to make adjustments to the vats. A sprinkler activated for two minutes every morning; in all likelihood, it was the only thing keeping her alive. Her only company was the occasional drift of voices from the casino floor above, and the black and white security monitor left on in the corner like a television for a lonely dog.

Every morning Cobblepot’s voice chimed in through the intercom. He asked about the Galapagos. He never asked about her. At first she told him she’d need more comfort if she was going to do anything at all.

“Ivy, don’t be so wishy-washy. Are you a plant or aren’t you one? You get watered in the mornings, and that’s me being generous.”

It infuriated her. That was the day she tried the lock the first time—summoned up what strength she could, used Galapagos as her base, tried to create a bludgeon. It didn’t work. The door didn’t budge at all.

In the morning Cobblepot noted the downturn in production. The next day, there was no water.

The next day she tried more subtle methods—dropping some Galapagos on the ground and urging it to grow, hoping that it might slip beneath the threshold and out onto the other side. In truth she had no idea where she even was—any little detail would help. Parched and weak she urged it to grow, and grow, and grow.

But the moment it touched the threshold, something incinerated the Galapagos. The feedback from its misery was enough to leave her huddled in the corner and wailing. So hot had it burned that the metal flooring was now warped where it happened. When at last she came to, the thought occurred to her that she might be able to get out by repeatedly trying the door, warping it more and more—but the searing pain of it was too much to imagine.

There’d be another way.

But all this time had passed and she hadn’t yet found one. The vats emptied six times a day—but they did so through slats she could not break. There were no other doors, no windows. Nothing but the steel walls, the computer, the vats. Galapagos.

As time passed she abandoned her efforts. One week, two weeks, three. Cobblepot would slip up eventually, she told herself. When he did—that was the moment to strike.

As long as she didn’t wither away to nothing by then. Already her “skin” had gone pale to adjust for the lack of sunlight. Only spite for Cobblepot, care for the plants, and the morning mist of water kept her alive.

But they kept her alive long enough to see the door swing open at last.

The light was so bright and so blinding that it caused her pain. The rush of sound that came with it was too loud by far, too chaotic; every clack-clack-clack of the machinery outside was a battering ram against her eardrums. Within the light there was a figure—but Ivy turned away, unable to bear the light, equally unable to hold back the pathetic “Help me” that escaped her cracked lips.

 “Ivy? Is that you?”

And this woman’s voice, too, was loud and shrill and unwanted—but welcome. What remained of her pride bristled at being seen this way; she huddled further in on herself.

“Who’s asking?” she rasped.

“Zatanna Zatara. Are you all right? Wh-what is this place?”

So loud, so loud. “What does it look like? It’s a prison. Here to move me to the next one?”

A pause between them. The vats emptied. Artificial light played on her skin; her cells, hungry for it, started to hum. Breathing came easier.

“That depends. Can you answer some questions for me?”

She scoffed. Why was it that Gotham’s so-called heroes never did good for free? She opened her eyes. Shadows disguised Zatanna’s face. Maybe it was for the better; she probably had some smug look on. “Ask away.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Two months,” she said, without having to think. “Home sweet home.”

“And you haven’t left in all that time?” She sounded almost concerned. Almost. Never trust a human. Especially a hero.

A bitter laugh left Ivy’s lips. On shaky feet she stood, leaning against the wall. Strength was coming back to her limbs, at least. “No. No, I haven’t. That door you opened just now is the only way in or out. I couldn’t force it.”

Zatanna was coming into focus. To Ivy’s surprise, Zatanna’s disgust for this place was unmasked. “Cobblepot was keeping you here? But . . . I knew the guy was slimy, but this . . . Why?”

It was hard to believe in human honesty. No matter how contrite Zatanna sounded, she could always change her mind. This might be a ploy. Maybe she’d leave and lock the door behind her. For now, the best thing to do was keep talking with her—the light was helping, bit by bit. Soon, she’d be strong enough to leave with or without help.

An explanation wouldn’t hurt. She gestured to the vats, emptying of their writhing dark. “I’ve been making Galapagos. Cobblepot wanted something with psychoactive properties, so he called me in to consult. Something that would make people more pliable to suggestion. He said he wanted to be able to hold a gun to someone’s head and know they wouldn’t run. I objected—he wanted to use kelp as a starting point, and kelp isn’t a plant, besides all the other problems—so he decided to play dirty. Threw me in here and told me I had no choice in the matter. The process he’s asking for is a delicate one; grafting plant matter with algae to produce something new causes pain for both parties. I thought that the least I could do while I was trapped here was look after the poor darlings.”

Zatanna walked to the other room. Ivy, terrified that the door might lock forever behind her, stopped it with a vine. Zatanna didn’t even give it a second glance. In she went. A soft gasp left her at the sight of the vats. Good. Ivy took pride in what she did. Cobblepot could lock her away, but he couldn’t snuff out her talent.

“Why’s he need so much of this? And what kind of suggestion are we talking, here?”

Ivy glanced out the half-open door. She’d taken a few steps toward it, now, and Zatanna hadn’t stopped her.

“I don’t know. He didn’t tell me the details, and I didn’t care to ask. I see chlorophyll, sodium, protein clusters, pneumatocysts, carbohydrates. Business ventures don’t interest me.”

Zatanna pinched her nose. “You still agreed to meet with him.”

“That doesn’t make this my fault,” Ivy answered evenly.

“Did you ever see who installed the door?”

“No,” Ivy says. “It was here when I woke up.”

Zatanna turned. The two women shared a glance—Ivy on her shaky feet, Zatanna in her working clothes. Ivy lost her sense for human expression long ago, but even she could see the muscles of Zatanna’s jaw work.

It infuriated her.

“If I were any other woman, you’d let me go,” Ivy said.

“You’re a murderer,” came the inevitable, reductive answer.

“I’ve been tortured.”

Zatanna flinched. Another glance. Something like recognition. Something like care. “Fine. You can go. Don’t make me regret it.”

Ivy didn’t stop to ask her if she was certain. You couldn’t give heroes like that a second chance to think over what they were doing, couldn’t let their twisted sense of justice prevail. 

Freedom was just outside the door.

But most of what was once Pamela Isley hesitated.

“He won’t be happy. You can tell him I overpowered you. If you need to. Just . . . don’t tell him you saw me like that. Don’t tell anyone. Please.”

And then she was gone.



One step after another. No matter if those steps were awful, no matter if she shambled through the place like a wounded deer. All she had to do was keep walking.

The first turn down the hallway revealed she was in a casino. She wasn’t surprised—in fact, she was grateful. Cobblepot was good at his job—it’s hard to look away from the slots, hard to take notice of a woman limping along to safety. There must have been hundreds of fleshbags in this place and not a one spared her a glance.

Human nature.

She’d be free of it soon. Not soon enough, but soon. One step, another. Pain shot up her legs, but she kept going.

Her first breath of fresh air felt like the first breath she’d ever taken. Moonlight played upon her skin and her cells drank it in; she stood taller with every passing second. Gotham is a concrete jungle, they said, but soon she’d be able to lay claim to it again. Maybe not tonight—but soon.

She made her way through the parking lot, sticking to the shadows where the others wouldn’t see her. There wasn’t much to her strength—but there was enough to form a hat from moss, a cloak from the same. People didn’t notice her in the casino. They might here.

No sooner did she have the thought than she heard a boot scuffing against the pavement.

“Ma’am, I think you forgot something back there.”

A man’s voice, sweet on the surface. Ivy knew how effective a poison could be when you made it sweet.

Ivy picked up the pace. She had to get to Harley. It had been two months. She’d be worried sick.

“I don’t think you heard me. You forgot something.”

She kept walking.

But as she made another turn, she caught sight of three more socialites up ahead. Well—they dressed like socialites, but their bearing gave them away. Menace hid in their clenched fists, in the set of their jaws, in a cutting glance from one of the women.

“Wrong way, Ivy,” said a man in white.

She’d been in this position before. Years ago, before she had any powers at all—when she was a scientist coming home from work, risking a walk to the subway every night because she didn’t make enough for a car. It was terrifying then to be accosted.

Much less so now.

The man behind her pressed a sharp point against her back. She held up her hands.

“So you all know who I am?” she said.

The other three surrounded her. A half-circle of debauchery, hidden away in the dark.

“We do. And we know where you’re supposed to be.”

There was a tree above them, a stately oak surviving in the smog-filled air of Gotham. Ivy called to it: will you help?

A terrible, hanging moment of dread. What if her darlings had forgotten her?

No—they could never. The oak answered in its ancient voice: we missed you.

Warmth filled her chest. Finally—she was home.

“I just wanted to be sure you understood the mistake you’re making,” she said.

Ivy snapped her fingers. The oak’s branch came down like Gaia’s hammer.



“Got what we needed. It’s time to go.”

Good. Deft hand though he may have been when it came to card games, this one was wearing thin. The whole casino was.

“And for Mr. Wayne? What’ll the bet be?”

He smiled. “No bet, but you can put me down for a two-million donation. I’m folding.”

“Already?” said the dealer.

Bruce laid his cards out on the table: aces and eights. With the sort of showmanship he did enjoy, he slid his stack of chips over to the dealer, then drained the rest of his watered-down drink in one go. “I’m afraid I’ve got a business call.”

Pouts all around. Teasing, too—he’d just come out and he was leaving so early? Well, it couldn’t be helped, could it? Bruce Wayne out on the town two nights in a row with his old friends, what a sight . . .

And what a sight, too, how quickly he vanished. That trick always spooked Gordon. All Bruce did was wait until no one was looking. The slightest bit of distraction went a long way.

With a smirk, he realized he was sounding like Zatanna. Explaining his tricks.

Festivities were in full swing as he made his way through the casino. Casualties, too. A cluster of guards carried out a man on a stretcher, soaked in sweat. Not that any of the revelers took notice. Married men with girls on every arm; a woman doing shots off a trim young man’s abs. Cobblepot set up a living sushi table—bedecked, of course, in Galapagos. Blaring lights proclaimed the jackpot was up to ten million dollars. The smiling faces of purported winners stared down from the screens above the gambling hall. Bruce knew that trick. Cobblepot’s goons cleaned up and put in suits.

No one won in places like this. Except the house.

He spotted Zatanna refusing a drink from one of the cigarette girls, having changed into a sleek black cocktail dress. No one would question if Bruce Wayne offered a pretty girl his arm, and so that’s what he did—Zatanna took it without much hesitation. In a place like this they’d stand out more if they stood apart.

“What’d you find?” he asked. Click-clacking coins, squawking birds, announcements uncomfortably loud—these things would drown out their conversation better than any tech.

“Definitive proof that it wasn’t Ivy,” she answered. Her grip on his arm was loose—all for show. Still, her smile and moony eyes would fool anyone watching them. “I found her.”

He laughed, as if she’d just told him some amazing joke, mostly to keep from frowning. His tone was anything but jovial. “She isn’t with you.”

Zatanna answered with easy unconcern. “We had a talk, the two of us. Cobblepot’s been keeping her locked away for the past two months. I left home at fifteen with a single one of my dad’s dollars. Stayed in some real broom closets, but that place was worse. No sun, no water, no anything. She looked just about ready to die—”

“Where is she?”

“My point is, if she’s been away for two months then there’s no way she’s committing these murders,” she said.

“You let her go.”

“I wanted information. That was the price of it. What did you want me to do, bring her in when she could hardly walk? And send her where—Arkham? From one dark cage to another?” Zatanna said. It was odd to argue with someone while you were both putting on such friendly faces. Lent everything more acid.

“Pamela’s a danger to herself and others. You should have called me earlier. I would have found some way to extract her—”

“Extraction? In the middle of a casino? Bruce, please, you can’t always play soldier,” she said.

It stung. He let the crack slide. “What else did you find? Why was he keeping her?”

“Galapagos. Penguin was forcing her to make it—said it made people more pliable. Said he didn’t want them running off, no matter what they see in here. He had vats of the stuff—enough for this whole casino twice over. No wonder he’s cleaning the place up. Don’t like the sound of that.”

A cigarette girl called to them, the tray of Galapagos-rimmed glasses now something of a threat. Bruce waved her off with a smile. He already had a sample.

“Why’s he making so much of it? Just for tonight? It doesn’t make sense.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Zatanna. “You know what else doesn’t? The door to that chamber she was in. The lock was enchanted—and powerfully, at that. No wonder she couldn’t get out of there on her own; it took me a while to crack it.”

A magical lock? He couldn’t help but think of a wizard’s tower in a fantasy novel. Why here? Pamela wasn’t some kind of sorceress; she was a scientist first and foremost. Cobblepot had never shown any interest in the arcane, either—although everything had a price when it came to him.

Still. This was an unwelcome complication.

He held open the door to the casino. She opened her own, and he followed. Outside the air was crisp and cool. Once they cleared the watchful eye of security, they were alone.

“So. I was right. There is magic involved—and it’s heavy, too, whatever it is,” she said. “You’re going to need my help to deal with it.”

“And if it’s anything like what happened at the graveyard, you’re going to need my help,” he shot back.

She flinched. He had the good grace to feel bad about it. “Sorry—that was pointed. I mean that—”

“I know what you meant,” she snapped. From her pocket she took a small thumb drive. This she shoved into his hand. “Here. This is all the data on Galapagos I could find. Knock yourself out. And when you’re ready to confront what’s going on, let me know.”

She took off. He stood, watching, then finally pocketed the thumb drive.

Well. He probably deserved that.



“Bruce?”

The woman’s voice startled him from his thoughts. Familiar, but not familiar enough that he could place it without looking. Whoever it was—why couldn’t he remember?––she sounded concerned. All the better. He could afford to be unguarded about his mood if she was already in a bad place.

 He turned to find Palmyra Lent. Far from the usual composure he’d come to expect from her, she was glancing over her shoulder, a tight grip on her clutch.

“Palmyra? Is something wrong?”

“I’m so happy I found you here,” she answered. “I . . . It’s almost hard to believe, I can’t .  .  . ”

She trailed off. Behind him—somewhere farther down in the parking lot—he heard a shout. Lent flinched.

“What’s going on?” Bruce asked. Fights broke out at Cobblepot’s casino every night. Security would be with them shortly. Unless this was something more? He looked in the direction of the shout.

Lent touched his shoulder. “Bruce, it’s awful. You must have noticed it yourself by now.”

Desperation. Fear. He turned back toward her. “What do you mean?”

“The others. I thought I was imagining things at first, but then . . . It’s terrible, you’re never going to believe me.” 

Palmyra wasn’t one for parties and he wasn’t either. To see her now on the verge of tears raised his hackles. “You’ll find I’m more trusting than most. If you’d like, we can find somewhere more private to speak.”

“That would be—oh, I knew I was right to talk with you about this,” she said. She sniffed, just as another shout rang out, and casually took his arm. “Please, my car isn’t far from here.”

“Do you want to call your driver?” he offered, but she was already walking. Her pace was quick for someone in her fifties.

“Driver? No, I do that myself. It keeps me sharp. And these days, you can’t be certain who to trust. I’m sure you know what that’s like.” She fixed him with a sidelong look. “That’s why you thought to ask all those questions about the murders. I should have seen it earlier. You’re just like me, really. Careful.”

A crack in the distance. Whatever was going on in that fight was about to be over shortly, from the sound of it—that was a broken bone if he’d ever heard one. As covertly as he could, he pressed a button on his watch. Alfred would alert the authorities to investigate his current location. Useful when he couldn’t investigate something himself.

There were other Bats to break up the fight—but Palmyra trusted only Bruce Wayne.



Bruce Wayne would never take the subway. Why would he? He had a private chauffeur driving a fancy hotrod he didn’t even remember buying. A nice, quiet ride in the solitude of his own wealth was only a phone call away for him. Maybe less with all those gadgets of his. Why would he ever take anything else?

Zatanna rolled her eyes just imagining it. Even if he did, he’d do it wrong. He’d probably lean against the center pole so no one else could get a hold of it. Stand on the wrong side when the doors opened up, never getting out of the way to let people in. How long would it take him, she wondered, to figure out that tokens got phased out ten years ago?

If she tried to explain it to him, he’d just ask why she was even considering taking the subway, doesn’t she know there are other options, why doesn’t he just call a ride . . .

Ugh. Her kingdom for a ride.

Zatanna shoved her work outfit into the duffel bag with increasing frustration. The bathroom of a twenty-four-hour diner wasn’t the most glamorous place in the world to change, but she’d had worse, and the waitresses were at least friendly enough to let her stash her things.  The glamorous face looking back at her felt like a betrayal of her own anger—the image disjointed and unreal, a woman changing into a hoodie and jeans from a cocktail dress, the phone numbers scrawled on the stall doors, the stains on the mirror.

She could have quick changed—but her stomach was rumbling as it stood, and she didn’t want to stay in that place any longer than she had to.

She could wipe away the makeup, at least. Didn’t match the look anymore.

Outside the overnight services continued as usual: truckers, EMTs, performers, graveyard shifters all sitting outside at their tables. Three waitresses tended to their needs as best they could. Zatanna melted into the dinner break. She knew her share of the nightlife folks, after all.

“Hey, Z! Didn’t know you were in town. Come on, let’s have a drink,” called Gatecrusher Gail. She was a strongwoman—her whole act based on bending as much iron as she could. Must have been less impressive in a metahuman town, Zatanna thought, but work’s work, people blow wherever the wind takes them. Gail was a sweetheart. So were the others with their martinis and double order of mozzarella sticks. There was an open space just there now that everyone had scooted over.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’ll catch you some other time.”

“Bad gig?” Gail said. She punched her palm, the smack rivalling anything Zatanna had heard from the Justice League. “You just say the word—”

She laughed. “Believe me, that’ll only start more problems. Thanks, Gail. You working tomorrow?”

“Yeah—got a show down on Fucci Street. Variety act, you know, we all got a part. We’re closing the joint down every night this week,” Gail said.

“I’ll have to stop by,” Zatanna said. She helped herself to a few of the mozzarella sticks. “See you then.”

They waved her off, and she had to admit she felt a little better. Hard to beat camaraderie and carbohydrates when things got rough. She stopped to thank the waitresses for letting her change, filled the tip jar, and then headed back out onto the street.

The rough squeak of the door gave way to the rushing sounds of the city: the cars, the people, the yawning winds. No city was ever quiet. Gotham was louder than most. Felt like everywhere she went she could hear police sirens.

 Bruce was probably working through his frustrations out there. She sighed. It was an unkind thought. For all she knew they were trying to catch Ivy. She doubted it, though. If only Bruce had seen the state she was in, then maybe he’d understand. Sure, Ivy had her issues, and she wasn’t anyone’s definition of an angel—but that didn’t mean she deserved to swap magical chains for official ones while the Penguin chugged champagne with free hands.

Besides, if whoever they were dealing with was messing with the natural world, Ivy was a good ally to have.

Zatanna groaned. God. Why was she thinking so cynically? She didn’t have to justify her own thoughts. It wasn’t like she was still arguing with him!

Whatever. She’d get on the train and put this whole thing behind her, or at least take time to think about what her next move was going to be.

Zatanna popped in her earbuds and queued up her playlist. Drums started just as she headed downstairs. She tried to time her steps to match. Sometimes that sort of thing cleared her mind, got her more into the music.

The air changed three steps down.

Magic has a certain feel. Ears tingling, a sudden chill down the spine, a taste at the roof of your mouth you can’t explain—even mundane humans knew it when they felt it. For Zatanna it felt like the first bite of a perfectly cooked burger.

Usually.

This felt . . . like the meat had gone dry, the bun stale, stopped up in her throat. It tasted at once foul and verdant, as if that sweet tomato and lettuce had rotted to sludge.

She looked over her shoulder. A plume of spectral energy rose up in the distance, not far from the casino.

Whatever was over there might be dangerous to her body, but it probably wouldn’t be able to affect her spirit. Especially if she kept herself moving, and double especially if she was several yards underground at the time.

Time for another trip to Europe.

Zatanna booked it down the stairs. Years of long, lean nights showed in how easily she leapt the turnstile. Cops shouted behind her, but she knew her game—there were another two flights of stairs at this platform. Shoving her fellow straphangers aside, she ran. More than one obscenity followed her. Truth be told, she didn’t blame them; she’d be pissed if some broad shouldered her way through the crowd instead of waiting on the platform like the good lord intended.

But there was a lot at stake here—enough that she was willing to brave the disapproval of Gotham’s surliest residents.

It was only going to get worse from here.

The cops closed in behind her as the train roared into the station. She had only a second to judge the cars. Normally if you were trying to ditch the police you picked the most crowded one and slipped away at the next stop—but when you were looking to complete a ritual you wanted as much space and as few witnesses as you could manage. The next car over had mostly readers; that would do. She slid into it just before the doors chimed and closed. Unable to resist temptation, she gave the cops a grin as the car pulled away.

Step one complete. Good. What did she have to work with? Time to rifle through the contents of her bag. Lipstick, too many pens, coins in a sock—ah. There. Chalk. She dropped her bag on the floor and got to scrawling on the walls. For this to work, she was going to need some conduit lines.

Strange things happened all the time in cities. No one stopped her from doing this, no one said anything—the most she got were some odd looks now and again. There might have been a camera on her. She didn’t mind, not yet. If Billy wanted to post mystical sigils on the internet, he could try all he wanted; arcane energy didn’t play well with most networks.

But for the next part she needed to be alone.

Now—she could stand here and explain that there was something going on, official metahuman business, could they please leave?

But that would take too long.

Controlling other people’s minds wasn’t exactly ethical; she avoided it whenever possible. This would be more of a psychic kick than anything else. After all, there was one surefire way to get people to leave a subway car. One finger on her chalked sigil, she spoke: “Elbirret gnihtemos llems meht tel.”

Zatanna was safe from the illusion. She wouldn’t have it any other way. She didn’t care how tough a hero purported to be; subway stench could take anyone down. She took no joy in watching the straphangers of Gotham stagger to their feet and lurch toward the door. No one was brave enough to walk into the car at the next station.

She was alone. First things first: she took off her jacket and laid it on the filthy floor of the car. Times were desperate—but not that desperate. With her back against the sigils, she could start.

Zatanna took another deep breath. Magic flowed from the symbols into the pit of her stomach. There it blossomed. Her body became a bellows. If it lingered too long it’d burn. This was the trick—she had to keep circulating it, holding it in herself only long enough to use a bit before sending it rushing back into the sigils. They were so complicated because the circuits needed to be precise. Otherwise the doors were going to open on a charred skeleton in a comfortable hoodie.

But that wasn’t where she should be focusing. Regulating the flow of magical energy was bad enough on its own—the thrilling, dangerous heat in her veins—but worse than this was separating her soul from her body. Holding onto enough magic for that sent sweat rolling down her forehead; pressure built behind her eyes, threatening to burst. Only when she felt herself strain to keep together did she speak the spell.

An unseen gust of steam seared her connection to her flesh. Already she felt . . . lighter. A strange feeling, to be sure, and one she didn’t like very much. Stepping out of her body she turned to view it. Magic lit the sigil and surrounded her. For a few breaths she stood and watched the circuit work. Glow and dim, glow and dim. All those years of practice paid off: her body knew what to do even when she wasn’t in it.

Zatanna kicked up off the ground. Her spirit soared high up, through yards of tunnels and asphalt. A car whipped through her ghostly form, not even bothering to honk; she caught a snatch of conversation about where the family inside would eat tonight.

Higher still, up past the high-rise windows where crooked execs surveyed their ill-gotten gains. Higher than the tallest spires, until—there. 

Like a spotlight shining into a cave, the light of whatever was going on by the museum. This time she pressed her ghostly feet against the flat glass of someone’s office window. Momentum carried her through building after building, through person after person, through memory after memory. Anniversaries, dinner dates, deaths, clandestine meetings, things left unsaid too long—the spirit of Gotham was a morose one.

She crested the last of the buildings. There, below her, there was some sort of gathering.  A meeting on the top of a private parking lot was rarely legit—but this was something else. A slick black car, six people standing in front of it, a body curled up before them.

Zatanna didn’t have a spine in this form, but she felt a chill nonetheless. Closer and closer. Someone knelt down next to their victim and patted his shoulder. Maybe they were helping him up?

It was only when she came closer that she realized what was going on.

For when she got closer, the disguises these people wore flickered. No longer did she see their earthbound forms—the spirits behind them took precedence: a woman with a harpoon, a man with a flashlight strapped to his head, a medieval lord draped in finery, a man in what looked to be some sort of . . . chef’s costume. Another woman with them, too, though her aura clung to her—flowers and spectral grass growing around her shoulders.

It was the man lying on the ground that surprised her.

Because as he got up, she realized that the man was Bruce Wayne, his eyes alight with unearthly energy. Behind him was the figure of a pilgrim.

What . . .?

She didn’t have much time to think on it. As the woman surrounded by flowers incanted a ritual Zatanna could only half-understand, the spirit behind Bruce Wayne grew more and more well-defined.

And the Bruce she knew—the Bruce palling around Europe without even realizing—began to fade.

She reached out for him, but her ghostly hands closed around only so much ectoplasm.

This was bad.

This was so bad.

She turned toward the woman. Better to get a good look at her—later she’d try and track her down.

But when you stared at a ghost, sometimes, they stared back.

“Oh waitress,” the singsong voice of Palmyra Lent cut through the throbbing waves of eldritch energy. “Fetch us another round, won’t you? My treat.”







Batman: The Blind Cut

Chapter 5

The Ghost Count 

Martin Cahill

 

Bruce Wayne watched Zatanna walk into certain danger, and he was helpless to stop her.

Helpless. Him. Bruce Wayne. Batman. Helpless.

The moment after Lent’s trap had sprung, he’d been disoriented. A flash of white light, the stench of roses and soil and a sudden, sweeping chill, as if a scythe had been swung right through him. And then . . . it was hard to explain. To remember.

Lent’s trap. Palmyra’s trap. But that was impossible. He’d known her nearly all his life. She’d sooner hurt one of her horses than him. But she had. With a laugh on her lips.

No time to square that circle now.

All Bruce could recall since the confrontation was struggling to the surface of awareness, like his consciousness, his essence, his very will was all that kept him afloat upon the seething ocean his mind had become. And around him, heavy as a cross and darker than the night, a presence. An intruder. Another’s will, just as solid as Bruce’s, but far older, burning with a deep, passionate hate.

It circled like a shark and its very presence weighed on Bruce’s will.

Descendant, came a voice. You do not sink as others before you have. You believe yourself stronger. You are not. You will succumb. It has been foreseen.

Foreseen? Bruce thought back at the voice, which had been measured and toneless, like a politician who had learned to speak of a thing he hates in front of others, to disguise the disgust through a veneer of civility. Who’s your prophet, then?

The Pearl. The pearl of great price. She has brought me back to enact a cleansing of the wicked. And I believe I shall start with your friend. Watch, before you are swallowed.

In the roiling sea of his mind, Bruce looked up and knew that the sky above him was the real sky in the real world. Standing before Bruce, Bruce’s body, was Zatanna. She was hazy, almost incorporeal, as though her body was made of smoke and mirrors. But she was real enough that he could see the fear on her face as she called his name. As she slowly realized that whoever was moving Bruce’s body, it was not her friend.

“Witch,” he heard his own voice say. And though it was calm, Bruce felt the waters of his mind begin to bubble, boiling with the fire of this intruder’s hate, saw the sky that was the world darken. This being, the one who called him descendant, hated magic with all his ancient heart.

There was only one member of the Wayne family history who would carry such vileness within them. Nathaniel, he thought into the void, willing his ancestor to hear, stop this now. You can’t do this.

But it is done already. I am returned. We all are.

Bruce remembered: they were not alone.

Bruce looked on in horror to see his friends emerging from the casino and stepping up, smiling, to Bruce’s possessed body. Maybe it was the haze of this strange state, between waking and endless imprisonment; it could even be residual magic left from Palmyra Lent’s actions. But like Zatanna, there was a haze about them that he could only see now, from within this prison. If he focused, threw all his weight behind his will to turn the wheel, maybe––

Basil Conrad’s grin was exacting and sharp, a piranha among meat. “Nathaniel! Nate the Great! Is that you in there? My, my, you wear the young man well.” The haze around his form was a gray smoke that formed into a woman, a foot taller than Basil with long, dirty-white hair, and a harpoon in one hand.

Behind Basil, Sophie Winters stepped forward, heels clicking on the asphalt, her eyes full of mirth and dark humor. She said nothing, but the mist around her snapped like lightning in Bruce’s vision, and the woman standing before him was almost a photo-negative of Sophie.

Gone the platinum blond hair, the blue eyes, the tilted chin; he saw dark hair and eyes as foreboding and green as a thick forest, the chin down and head drawn back, as though spoiling for a fight. “Finally, the great hunter returned. And look at that,” she said, her gaze settling on Zatanna’s form, “he’s already flushed a rabbit from the underbrush.”

Green flame suddenly flared from Sophie’s hands, and shadows danced across her face. “Are we giving her time to run?”

“Nonsense,” said Devin Dancy, stepping up in a mess of a tux, positively covered in smears of grease and splashes of wine, as though he’d been swimming in the buffet table. “Everyone knows a rabbit that runs before the kill just turns out gamey.” The haze settled around him like a tablecloth over a banquet hall, and it smelled equal parts of roasting meat and burning cities.

Two more people stepped up. Derrick Graves normally stank of new money, but in that mist around him, Bruce gagged on the mint of old coin, choking on the weight of gold smeared with blood. And next to him, Claudia Crowne of Lumiere Studios had a haze about her like a spotlight, revealing the lithe form of a man surrounding her, as it burned the dark away with a lamp strapped to his forehead.

And behind them, the figure of Jim Gordon appeared, poor, dear Jim, suddenly sober as a judge, a hardness in his eyes that Bruce had never seen before. The haze around him was as solid as a crown, as resplendent with color as the sun through a prism. He stood next to Lent, head up, his bearing at once regal and sinister. “Apologies for the delay. I had to claw Cobblepot off me before I could slip out.”

The six of them, plus Lent, ringed Zatanna in the parking lot of the casino, which sat silent as a tomb in the frigid night. While Bruce could read intent on the faces of each of these people he knew, thought he knew, he couldn’t puzzle out the expression on Lent’s face, a face that suddenly seemed young and fresh, age melted away like a spring thaw. There was a heaviness to her, a weight, as though all of this was not by chance or choice, but inevitable. That was it, he realized as he fought the will of Nathaniel, hoping to tamp him down: she looked resigned.

Before them, centered in the middle of the half-moon, Zatanna glanced back and forth, resolute under the scrutiny of these spirits. Bruce could see her tallying, calculating. She had the same look in her eye as she did when they played that card game only days ago: could she win? Could she beat the odds?

Could she do that and survive?

Finally, Lent spoke, her voice carrying in the quiet. That heaviness laced her words, and some small part of Bruce realized how exhausted she was.

“Ms. Zatara. Good evening. It’s a true honor. I had the distinct pleasure of being present for one of your father’s first shows. At the O’Neill in Coast City? He was an extraordinary young magician, a true inspiration. From what I’ve heard of you and your talents, I’ve no doubt you’ll surpass him. But you can’t do that if you’re dead, Ms. Zatara.”

Nathaniel was focused on Zatanna, though some part of him kept flicking Bruce’s gaze back to Lent, the waters of his hate still simmering. Bruce saw Lent attempt to smile, and fail. She raised her arms at the men and women around her, settling instead on an intense gaze at the spirit-form of Zatanna.

“I’ve noticed your intrusions these last few weeks. You have projects in this city. As you can see, I’ve been working hard on projects of my own. Don’t think I haven’t been impressed by your snooping, young one. But the time for that is over. I’ll say this once: stop now, and we’ll have no issues.”

Her father’s first show? The O’Neill closed in 1963. Lent looked like she’d barely qualify to rent a car now. How old was she truly?

Zatanna stared at the assembled men and women and cleared her throat; it echoed and warbled through the air, not quite there, just like her. “Well, Ms. . . . Lent, was it? I appreciate the heart to heart, but you’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to take a bow and exit. You see, you’re not only sticking your fingers in the muck of this city, killing up one street and down another, and putting on your little puppet show.” She pointed at Nathanial in Bruce’s body. “But you’ve also made the terrible mistake of possessing a dear friend of mine. So, as much as I’d love to have the lack of spine you wish I had and leave, I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

Oh, Zatanna. Don’t stand your ground. Play the odds. What’s going to get you out of here alive?

Lent attempted to smile once more, and the grin seemed lifeless on her face. “My dear, I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about. I haven’t killed anyone. Recently, anyway. Well, you certainly project confidence, I’ll give you that. I never had much of a flair for the villain’s speechifying. Let’s see if you’re half as good as your father, then.”

She turned to them, her eyes bright as tender shoots newly sprung from the earth, reeking of magic. “Nathaniel?”

No! Bruce thought, trying his best to pull the consciousness of his ancestor back like a dog on a leash. He’d have better luck steering the sun. He screamed, using all his will to do what he could from within his own mind.

But there was nothing he could do. He was trapped.

The waters around Bruce frothed and foamed, the hate flaring like a flame as it set his mind on fire.

Nathaniel launched himself at Zatanna like an arrow.

It was rare, the moments that Bruce found himself completely overwhelmed. He could count them on one hand and, even in hindsight, what was mistaken for being overwhelmed was often just adrenaline and the human instinct to panic, one that even after intensive training could still worm its way behind his eyes.

Poisoned by Joker Venom with only moments to save his own life.

Blood turning to ice in his veins as Victor Fries attempted to bring about eternal winter. Ra’s al Ghul bearing down on him with saber raised.

Victor Zsasz slicing into him. He remembered Palmyra saying Zsasz was free again. God, he wished now it had been that psychopath rather than this . . . offense to reality.

Each and every time, looking back, no matter the instinct, Bruce had had a plan.

But here, in the presence of magic, locked away in his mind by no drug he could counteract, no hypnosis he could break, no lock he could find a key to, Bruce felt only one thing: helpless.

Zatanna barely had time to raise her hands, take a breath, find the words that could stop him, before Bruce felt his fist crash into her throat.

It was a quick chop. Not designed for maximum pain, Bruce realized, but to stun her. He had to admire the zealot; he was precise. Calculating. Going for efficient airway blockage and—

Zatanna choked, coughing into one hand as the other began to move, patterns of light sparking off her fingers, forming . . . no. Nathaniel clamped his other hand down on hers, and squeezed.

Bruce felt the pressure through his fingers, but could do nothing to pull them away.

Nathaniel was crushing the carpal bones; enough pressure and she’d—

Zatanna wrenched her hand back, wheezing, barely able to catch her breath. It left her open, and Nathaniel drove his knee straight into her stomach, doubling her over, any air left lost once more.

Maybe it was the desperation, the blood in the water. Maybe it was that they felt arrogant, gathered together. But something shifted. They all leaned in, save Gordon and Lent, savoring the scene.

It did something to Bruce, watching his friend fight for her life. Whether she was truly here or not, could truly be hurt here or not, it didn’t matter: she was in trouble and he could do nothing. Every attempt to push against Nathaniel’s iron will was met with laughter, distant and cold.

Basil ran forward and reared back a fist, slamming it into Zatanna’s jaw with enough force to send her sprawling. She tucked into a roll, and barely dodged out of the way as a bolt of sickly green light shot from Sophie’s fingertips, charring the asphalt where it struck.

Dancy had drawn a knife from somewhere on his person, a hooked blade that looked like it should be butchering a boar at one of his restaurants; it’d open someone up just as easily.

Zatanna backed away, dodging under the swipe, even as Basil came in for another barroom haymaker. She ducked, but not quick enough for Nathaniel, who had come around the other side and slammed a fist into the small of her back, aiming for a kidney.

She looked awful, gasping for air, clawing with a deadened hand as the other raised to ward off the blows. Her head was on a swivel, but there were just too many.

Behind him, Bruce heard Claudia Crowne shriek with laughter; she was recording the whole thing on her smartphone, practically salivating at the scene. “Oh my god, she is fierce! Get me a proper leading man and we will make her a star!”

Bruce saw Zatanna set her jaw, her eyes going clear with understanding: this was no gamble she could win. The dice had been cast and came up snake eyes; continuing to play would only give the house what it wanted, and Zatanna was no sucker.

He saw that she knew: time to go.

There was the briefest eye contact, as she looked as hard as she could at Nathaniel in Bruce’s body, hoping to find her friend there.

Zatanna! I’m here! He tried to project his thoughts out at her, hoping she could hear. Whether she could or not, he didn’t know.

In that moment, in the pause between blows, Zatanna took a ragged breath and with a twist of her wrists shouted, “Eelf!”

She vanished as though she was never there.



The astral plane shattered around Zatanna. Her vision ripped back to the here and now, to flesh and blood, to the grime and iron of the Gotham Metro, the air around her steaming and swirling away into reality.

She waited a moment . . . two moments. She was panting. God, she was shaking. What . . . what the hell had just happened? She had been surrounded, unable to do hardly anything, she—

Bruce. He was gone. And if not gone, certainly not in control. Who was it in that body? Which spirit had taken over Batman? And where was Bruce now? She had sensed something but . . .

She curled her shaking hand into a fist. She was exhausted, energy depleted, calories burned, sweating in the winter air. She needed to pull herself together. She had to figure out her next steps. If Batman . . . Bruce . . . was compromised, she had to move quickly.

She took a deep, sweet breath, and glanced around. It was then she realized how much of the battle she had brought back with her; her sigil was smeared, several poles had been bent and broken clear off the ceiling of the train car, and several seats had folded inward, dented and smashed in the scuffle.

Zatanna made her way to her feet, unsteady, as the train began to slow toward its next stop. Leaning heavily on the door, she limped her way out, glancing with exhaustion at the few folks waiting to step on.

“I’d be careful, if I were you,” she muttered to one whose jaw dropped seeing the destruction, “the rats down here put up quite the fight these days.”

Her entire body ached; her lungs burned. But as she got to the street, her mind crystallized in the refreshing cold and settled on two vital points. One, she’d need the sloppiest damn nachos with extra guac and double mystery meat Gotham could provide, if she was going to have the energy to help her friend.

Two, she was going to need help. Big help. And there was only one person in all of Gotham City whose help was big enough to make a lick of difference.

Luckily, Jason Blood’s brownstone was not too far a walk.

Luckier still, it was near an all-night diner.



Bruce thrashed, seeking anything to hold on to. Without Zatanna there, the iron of Nathaniel’s will had turned once more to forcing him down and out; where, he had no idea.

“My god, did you see her run?” laughed the woman possessing Basil Conrad. “Ah, now that is satisfying. I say, Wayne, you’ve always been impressive, but there is something special about this new body, young lad.”

Bruce felt Nathaniel rub the knuckles of his hand; the waters around him churned once more and Bruce felt that will turn away from him for a moment, tamping down something else: desire. Bruce knew from his reading that Nathaniel believed that flesh was the temple of the weak; the strong transcended it, lest they fall to its temptation. “I reject your praise wholly. I am a practiced vanquisher of the wicked; it is not a sport. It is a holy duty.”

“Then, it would be your holy duty to do away with me, then?” Sophie Winters smirked, the green and gold light of her own magic making the bones of her hand glow like a holiday ornament. “Even still, after all this time?”

The waters stilled. This, Nathaniel knew how to handle. “Aye, witch. Judgment shall find thee all the same. When the time comes, you, too, shall find me His most faithful weapon.”

She regarded him coolly, an eyebrow raised archly. “You know, for someone who’s been through this half a dozen times, you’d think maybe you’d eventually get with the program. But no, here you are, going on like an Arthur Miller monologue. The act gets boring, Wayne, every time around.” The magic of her began to flare like an emerald fire. “But if you ever want to test the power of your god against the power of my determination, Morgaine le Fey is always down to f––”

 “Enough!”

Lent’s voice cut the tension like a cleaver. Each of the newly resurrected paused, turning toward the instrument by which they were here. She stared up at them, her eyes as bright and severe as the dawn.

“You’ll save your squabbles until after the ritual is complete. Or did none of you remember? This is but the first step. We still have much to do and little time in which to do it.” She turned to Gordon. “Your coup of the police force. I trust it’s complete?”

The ancient lord within Commissioner Gordon nodded, a sneer stitching itself across his face, looking wrong. “It is. No one suspects a boot out of place and, if they do, they’re far too frightened to whisper it aloud. I know you love to revel in the luxuries your fortunes provide, but I’ll take a throne over gold any day of the week. And in this new world, a badge is as much a throne as any velvet chair of old.”

Claudia Crowne flicked a finger through her phone, the light shining, still filming. “More room for us in the spotlight, then, Ellis.”

Lent turned to her. “And you. How goes the media machine? I hope this generation’s technologies are not too advanced for the so-called Mister Camera.”

Claudia rolled her eyes. “Please. I cut my teeth on the painstaking effort of the kinetoscope, the silent era, the dark room; these children push a button and trap time on teeny tiny metal chips. They have invented an entire job called an ‘influencer.’ Well, influence I understand! I’ve been alive again for a week and already even my merest toenail clipping goes viral. The media machine is afire, Palmyra. In two days’ time, all of Gotham City’s hungriest will be clamoring at the doors of the casino, desperate to be King for a Day.”

Lent nodded. “Good. As to the rest of you, I trust you know what I’m going to say: now is not the time to lose yourselves to your desires, not completely.” She levelled her eyes at Nathaniel, and Bruce within. “I understand for the newly returned, the feeling of life is intoxicating, to the point that you are invigorated beyond common sense.” She swiveled her head to the rest of the group. “Some of you have already indulged far too much. Doing so put the Dark Knight and his rabbit in a hat on to us.”

Something in the air shifted. There was tension now, as spirit looked to spirit, and agreed: they were being talked down to.

“Lass,” Basil said, his voice low as the woman within him growled, “I’ve not had a rolling deck beneath my feet in nearly sixty years. I’ve not laughed in the flashing thunder, fighting for a catch in so long, and you wish to deny me this? Again?”

Lent ground her jaw together. “You challenge me on this every time, Orca. Every. Time.”

The two stared at one another and Bruce had never seen such viciousness in Basil’s eyes. But they were not Basil’s. Not anymore.

He had to remember; like his own situation, this Orca was not his friend.

Finally, Lent threw her hands in the air. “You will gorge yourselves no matter what I say. You always do. But if you’re caught, do not come crying to me. I am not your mother. You take the risks; you take the punishment.”

As one, the group smiled, eager and bloodthirsty, and turned in one direction to who knew where, to cause who knew how much carnage. All save Nathaniel. Bruce watched as he turned in another direction, heading deeper into the city.

“Nathaniel?” Lent called. “What trouble are you making?”

The hate rose in him again; Bruce knew he loathed answering to a witch, as he thought of her. “I hunt, Lent. The woman. Zatara. She is still out there.”

Lent’s lips pursed, went pale, as she considered his words. Then, she nodded. “See that you find her. We can’t have any interference.”

Nathaniel began to stalk through Gotham City, the scent of magic thick in his nose.



Overnight, Gotham City bloomed with chaos.

Several drunk dockworkers taking an evening to share a fine bottle of something old and amber found themselves pulled into the harbor, leaving behind lonely, empty glasses.

A waiter punched his clock and walked outside, straight into a maze of vapor, a mist that reeked of top-shelf gin, while a man darted through the shadows, laughing and laughing among the dry-ice poison.

Five people walking through Gotham Park disappeared that evening, stolen in the darkness between one streetlamp and the next; the only sign they’d passed by was the dropped phones that lay lonely while twinkling gold light waited among the trees.

Every call to the G.C.P.D. went unanswered, as Commissioner Gordon chose this time to update the phone system across all precincts.

And above it all, exhausted, younger than ever, Palmyra Lent caught her breath, changed into a simple shift dress, and ate dinner with her parents.

Beneath them, the city cried out for help.

No answer came but the night itself.



The brownstone of Jason Blood sat in the ground of Gotham City like a blade unmoving, a rusted Excalibur of the arcane and mysterious. But unlike that other sword in the stone, the private sanctum of one of the most practiced demonologists in the world was unknown to most; just a plain building in the old downtown of Gotham City, King’s Row, where it stood at three stories, simple and plain, unless you knew otherwise.

As Zatanna approached, she saw each window aglow with a single candle, whose flames were gold against Gotham’s black. In her mind’s eye swirled an intricate arcane net of wards, sigils, and spells that wrapped up the whole edifice like a bow, a gift no one would open unless Jason Blood let them.

Zatanna stood before the door to the Blood Brownstone, wondering how to get in. To her eyes, it was a smooth stone wall before her. Was there some other way inside? Possibly, but unless Zatanna wanted to see what sort of nasty traps the man who shared his soul with a demon could think up for unwanted guests, she’d take her chances at the front door.

She rapped against the stone. “Dr. Blood?”

No answer. The brownstone stood silent, a sentinel in the night.

She knocked harder, shouting louder, her voice breaking the calm. “Dr. Blood! Please, I need your help. It’s Zatanna Zatara, and there’s something rotten happening in your city. Now open up!”

In the quiet was something unnerving. Whether magical, or just paranoia after the night she’d had, something about the stillness felt wary. As though the building itself watched her, or remained silent on purpose.

Zatanna gritted her teeth. She didn’t have time for theatrics; she never had time for any man’s ego when it came to magic, but especially tonight, she couldn’t give less of a damn.

Thinking back on the magic she’d seen earlier, a hunch came to her and, with it, maybe a way in. “Dr. Blood, if you don’t open up right now, you’ll never know what Morgaine le Fey is doing in Gotham City!”

A flicker of motion. Emerging from the red stone, an orb began to form, becoming a lid. An eye opened in the wall before her and blinked several times before focusing on her. In her mind, Zatanna heard a deep voice speak in a British accent. “Morgaine le Fey. The old crow. Here?”

“Yes. I think,” Zatanna replied. “She and more malevolent spirits have been brought back by a necromancer; a resurrectionist of a power I’ve never seen. I need you. Gotham needs you. Please, Jason.”

The stone eye considered her, furrowed in a way that was far too human. Then, “I’m a demonologist, Ms. Zatara. An academic of the infernal. The movement of spirits from one side of the veil to the other is . . . not my expertise.”

“I don’t need it to be your expertise, Dr. Blood. I just need access to your library to learn what I can. Don’t you care that your immortal enemy walks these streets? Doesn’t nemesis mean anything anymore? What would your counterpart say to that, hmm?”

The eye growled at her, and the stone iris flashed crimson before it quieted. Then, “I’d not invoke the demon, unless you wish to deal with his appetites. And his rhymes.” The eye blinked shut and disappeared, melding back into the stone.

For a moment, Zatanna thought she had played it wrong, insulted him, and forced him back inside.

A gold and red light burned itself into the brick in a flash, becoming the shape of a door with no knob. It opened without a sound.

With a flutter of relief in her stomach, Zatanna walked through.

The door opened into a library that was as intimidating as it was gorgeous. Books from wall to wall, in piles, on tables, balanced on other books, sketchpads, pens and pencils and quills and arcane inks scattered about, but always books, more and more, a hurricane of paper and knowledge. It was enough to seize her heart and, for a moment, all Zatanna wanted to do was dive into this world and swim in it.

But then, a throat cleared behind her, and she turned to face Jason Blood. A handsome man at first glance, yes, but severe. A hawk about to close in for the kill. Dark red hair with a streak of white sat above a face eyeing Zatanna with suspicion.

She’d had her run-ins with him now and then over the years, but they’d never worked together one on one. Normally, there was someone else to cut through the tension he emanated; John Constantine once loved to needle him about how seriously he took himself.

Ah, John, she thought wistfully. Look at us now. What a very serious mess.

But alone with Jason Blood, Zatanna found there was no joking or teasing to be found with the man who had a demon within him, not in his place of power. He stood there, holding a thick tome, and raised an eyebrow, a faint smile coming to his lips.

“Ms. Zatara,” he said in that voice as deep as the sea. “Do you intend to gawk at my home, or have we business to attend to?”

Zatanna nodded. “Business first. But don’t think I’m not getting a tour when this is all said and done.”

It took the better part of an hour to catch him up, as Blood listened in silence. He took a sip of wine, and the occasional note, but for the most part, kept his eyes locked on Zatanna.

“A multitude of problems you bring before me. Which to address the first? I admit, there is something intriguing about the spirits of the dead here in Gotham City. Now, I’ve never given much pause to the more theatrical element of this city’s criminal community. It’s something our mutual friend has always seen to. But this, the summoning of spirits, and the possession of Gotham’s upper echelons. Quite fascinating, indeed.”

“It has me worried, Jason. Who has this kind of power? Have you ever come across someone with the ability to raise the dead, stuff ’em into somebody else like a suitcase, and still maintain their own body and power source?”

He considered, his eyes glazing over as though looking through the millennia of his life. “Very few, I’ll grant you. I . . .” And he paused, listening to an unseen voice. “Etrigan has seen some beings like this. Back when the world was newer, and magic was a deeper well to draw from. Those were the days when one might stumble upon a great power and wield it, rather than let it wield them instead.” He stood suddenly and made for a bookshelf. “This Lent, from what you say, is one such. Those that I know of who dabble in the realm of spirits, of life and death, are usually exhausted from mere contact with living souls. Not many are versed in the transition of them, let alone with the ability to anchor them wholly in the world of the living.”

Zatanna nodded, her heart sinking in her chest. “Not only that, but she took out our buddy like he was nothing.”

“Well, that is not too surprising,” Jason said, absent-mindedly searching titles and tomes. “For all his intellect and cunning, the Batman is still a man. It is no fault of his that he was unprepared for the arcane assault that came his way.” He finally found something in the tiers of shelves. “But it is up to us to best prepare for how we may assist him and the others in returning, and consigning, these wicked souls back to oblivion.”

Jason returned to his seat, opening a large tome with effort. “These spirits . . . they are dangerous, yes, but not the true threat. You cannot win a war when every time a soldier falls, they may return to the battlefield a moment later.”

“Right,” Zatanna said, glancing at the runic equations before them. “Our only hope is to combat Lent. And to do that, we need to know what she can do and how she can do it. Because even if we find a way to expel the spirits from the living––”

“She may be able to manipulate the dead right back into the bodies of those freed. If the living spirits remain accessible at all. Her capabilities are unknown, as is her motivation.”

Zatanna couldn’t help but chuckle. “Bruce would be proud of us. ‘A person’s motives are not just paint on the canvas, Zatanna. They’re the reason the artist picked up the brush in the first place.’ Knowing her will be the fastest way to understanding her capabilities, and how to stop her.”

“Precisely,” Blood said, stopping on a page toward the end of the book. “There’s a spell here that should help crack her secrets. It is . . . dangerous, as all magic can be. To discover someone truly, one must dive into the heart and history of their unknown.”

“What’s the risk?”

“That she sees you. Even if her specialty lies in life and death, her ability to understand magic is formidable. I would caution you: if she sees you, there is no way to break the spell safely. Your minds may entwine, and she may have the chance to look into yours as well, maybe worse.”

“Ha, well, if she wants a front row seat to my issues, she’s welcome to take in the show.”

“And your other secrets?” Blood asked, his eyebrow arching just so. “Don’t think she won’t take the opportunity to delve deeper. Any weakness you look for in her, she’ll do the same to you.”

Zatanna paused, thinking of Alfred back at the manor, thought of her father, the other members of the Justice League, what she knew of them, what couldn’t fall into others’ hands. It was a gamble, as all magic should be.

She wasn’t feeling particularly lucky, but sometimes, when the stakes were high, you couldn’t rely on luck. You could only rely on yourself.

“I’ll do it.”



The sigil pulsed around her. The candles flickered and spattered wax in the wind from the windows, open to let in the cold, helping to clear and crystallize Zatanna’s mind. Blood stood outside the circle, grimoire in hand, his expression grave as always.

“Once I begin, there will be no exiting the circle until the spell is done.”

Zatanna nodded, wiping away a cold bead of sweat on her forehead. “Got it.”

Blood gave her a single nod and began to speak.

As he spoke, Zatanna focused on Palmyra Lent. Magician. Resurrectionist.

Manipulator of spirit and soul.

The seal beneath her began to glow a bright red, dimming and flaring like an ember. The cold night grew hot, and she closed her eyes, keeping Lent in the front of her mind. Slowly, like molasses dripping upward, gravity reversed, Zatanna felt her spirit begin to lift, astral projecting toward her intended target.

Zatanna floated up through the stone, lifted by the churn of Blood’s voice, becoming one with Gotham City’s skies. There was a brief thrill in it, to soar so entirely above it all.

She saw him. On an empty rooftop, a sketch of a figure against the night. Bruce, staring into the windows of Blood’s brownstone.

Zatanna’s heart leapt into her throat. She scrabbled at the spell, hoping to pull her way back to her body, warn Jason—

Hello, Zatanna.

Zatanna’s spirit was grabbed in a vise-like grip and flung across space/time, Gotham City melting around her like a swirl of paint. Around her, a storm of deep green and white light began to rise, tasting of dust and death, roses rotting and thorns drawing blood.

In that storm, she smelled bargains struck and heartbreak over and over, as though the soul was a broken bone that healed again and again each time, becoming more brittle in the process. Above it all, threaded through it like silk: grief. Heavy as iron, thick as ash.

Zatanna found tears in her eyes. Who was this woman?

I can sense your intent. You wish to know me, then?

Zatanna felt her mind flex, like a muscle tensing, but to no purpose. She could not move, could not navigate away from the storm of memory and emotion around her.

Let me go! she shouted into the storm. I only wanted to understand. To know you!

A dark laugh, tinged with pain. Did you now? Well, then who am I to stop you? I do so like to make friends.

Zatanna lurched, as the force gripping her, ancient and unknown and so strong, suddenly turned her on her head and rocketed her down, down, down, into the bleak and black void beneath.

You will learn. I will show you who I am, even if it kills you.

A void of lightless water rushed up at Zatanna and, in those depths, she screamed.

Once upon a time, the other woman began, there was a girl who only felt alive when she was beneath the waves of the world.
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With a running leap, Nathaniel Wayne propelled the body of his many-times great-grandson from the rooftop, aiming for the library window.

Bruce felt his ancestor’s eagerness, his mind practically salivating at the prospect of getting his hands on Zatanna. He’d tracked her through the streets of Gotham City, sniffing her out like a magical bloodhound, who could follow the feel and scent of magic as easily as tracking fowl through the underbrush. It had led them here: Jason Blood’s brownstone.

Bruce had never gotten on famously with the demonologist, but he did trust Blood with one thing: the man could protect himself and his assets.

They soared through the air. Bruce’s body naturally responded to the athleticism of the moment, tucking and rolling, knowing exactly where to land on the indented windowsill, how to do it with enough momentum to barrel through glass of any kind.

As they approached, symbols and glyphs began to appear in the air around them, and Bruce could feel the magic of Blood’s home come to life, like white blood cells repelling an unwanted presence.

Blood was at the window, looking up at them, and raised a single finger, wagging it back and forth.

Nathaniel screamed in his dive. And maybe it was Lent’s magic. Maybe his skill at breaking magic of all kinds. Maybe it was just the fire of his hate.

But fast as a scorpion’s strike, Nathaniel burst through the wards, grabbed the ledge, and heaved himself up, over, and through the stained-glass window, shattering it.

A burst of cold wind and the flames of the tapers flickered as Nathaniel loomed over the demonologist. Blood paused, his back to them, cocking his head to one side. “Hmm . . . those wards have not been broken in some time. I may have underestimated you, spirit.”

“You are a warlock,” Nathaniel spat. “You gather knowledge and hoard it, a spider at the center of a web so small that God has forgotten you even exist.”

Blood turned, a mirthless grin on his face. “Oh, I assure you, God has not forgotten me. His blessed are doomed to wonder if their savior knows them. But those He curses? I imagine I occupy a good deal of His time.”

“Cursed?” Nathaniel sniffed at the air. “Not just a warlock, then. You reek of brimstone.”

“I rather think it is you who’s the demon occupying an unwilling host.”

Bruce tried to reassert himself, to speak with his own mouth. But he could only watch. Jason’s magic was a flame around them, daring someone to take the first move, Nathaniel’s will, as cold and unyielding as a glacier. And . . .

Bruce saw something shimmer around Zatanna: a halo of gray-white light. And Bruce could not only sense it . . . there was a part of him that could reach out and touch it. A part Nathaniel paid no attention to. What could he do with that? Commune with Zatanna? With Lent? Disconnect his soul? Bruce knew less about magic than possibly anything else.

But he knew his friend was in there. She needed help. If there was a way for him to give her that, find a weakness of Lent’s in the process, he had to try.

Nathaniel took a step forward.

“I wouldn’t do that.” Blood’s calm British accent quite clearly conveyed the threat.

“You stand between me and my quarry, demon. I’ll not abide you, nor shall I leave.”

“Oh, just you wait,” purred Blood. “The demon isn’t even here yet.”

A pause, a moment to move. It was now or never.

Bruce flung all his will at the halo around Zatanna, as the room rang with the sonorous call of Jason Blood: “GONE, GONE THE FORM OF MAN. AND RISE THE—”

Nathaniel roared and charged forward to silence Blood before he could finish the summoning.

Then water flowed all around Bruce: cool, life-giving, blue as the moon, as the summer sky, as a robin’s egg. A force like a current seized him, took him in its grip, and pulled him down into depths unseen.



Water filled a girl’s ears. The songs of distant whales and the insistent beat of her own heart carried her along the quick currents.

Up above the waves, all God’s country was dry and hot; down here it was cool and refreshing. Somewhere far over her head her father’s boat floated like a patient ghost.

Down into the deep.



Down into the deep.

Bruce’s mind dives through layers of light and identity, spinning, grappling for purchase on something, someone real. He chases the glimmer of Lent, commanding this world of memory. He chases the glimmer of Zatanna, already too far gone into phantasms, already seeing with Lent’s eyes, already trapped in a box of sympathy, ready to be sawn in half.

He does not know how to move in this place, but he pushes harder. He will not lose her.

Not to this.

Lent bends all her will to break the heart of a sorceress—she does not yet realize her hook has caught a knight as well.



Down into the deep. Surrounded by the still cities of God’s own making: the bony fingers of coral, the vibrant scales of her fish companions, the swaying kelp, and—of course—pearls.

An oyster caught her eye.

She slipped her knife between its lips and from it wrung her prize.

Do you know how a pearl is made, Zatanna? Trauma—and time.

It is Lent’s voice, turned soft and kind and sad. She is not talking to him, but he can hear her plain as death.

Bruce sees his own hands work at the shell: a child’s hands, a girl’s, rough before their time. He feels the three of them in one body: Lent, Zatanna, Wayne. Then with a shudder he is himself again, separate, only a witness. But Zatanna does not separate. When the child smiles he sees that dear, crooked tooth he knows so well.

They are unified. He is alone.



This was when she met the man for the first time. She closed her eyes.

Open.

Dinner with her parents. Flatbreads drizzled with olive oil, fish her father caught while she was underwater, fried chickpeas. She made a bed of greens on her bread.

“Should be good for business,” her father said. Salt wore away at the edges of his voice.

An oddness struck the girl then, a wrongness. As she looked down at her food she thought—for a moment—that she was eating something else. A cake of some kind, made all of soft, pale cheese.

Stop interrupting me with your pathetic attempts at control, Zatara. You are nothing here.

Not even a shadow.

“My dear heart, these men won’t bother us. The Holy Land is far away and we are their brothers in Christ.”

“You say that,” her mother answered, shaking her head. Her fingers shook on her spoon, the fruits of years of weaving. “I know otherwise.”

The air tasted of salt. She closed her eyes.

These days, you can make pearls in a lab. Like your little friends back home. The clown, the mask, the weed. But when I was young you had to wait for nature to do it the long way.

Trauma and time.

Open.

Pearl diving with her father again. His strong, warm arms helping her back onto the boat. “What do you have for me today?”

Two pale moons in the palm of her hand. Father picked them up and held them to the light.

Her chest burned with the breaths she could now take—and anticipation of her father’s joy. These were the largest she’d ever found. One as big as a kingfisher’s eye; one the size of her thumbnail.

He smiled.

“Is there any man prouder of his daughter? Bring him to me, and I will prove him a liar,” he said. “My dear girl, where did you find these?”

“There was a man working beneath the waves.”

Her father’s dark eyes went wide. “A man?”

“Yes—with a long scar from his brow to his beard. He was walking the sea floor with these in his hands. I thought he might be dead, caught in a current—but he was breathing. Isn’t that wonderful? The Lord makes miracles every day!”

The look he gave her was a hard one. “Show me.”

They went into the water together.

Nothing but blue and gold, sea and sand and stone. But she knew the man was hiding. Gone, for now.

The girl closed her eyes.

I’ll never forget his face. Saltwater beading on his cheeks as he smiled in the unforgiving sun. And now, Zatanna Zatara, neither will you.

Open.

Two days later, when she was alone and sorting the pearls she and mother would soon take to market, the man came to see her.

She knew him the moment she saw him: his thick beard, his bulging frame, the way his hair fell down in front of his face but did not mask his intense eyes, nor the scar that split his features.

“What are you doing out of the water?” she asked.

“I thought I’d come see my new friend,” he said. He studied her wares. “Don’t you want to ask about my pearls?” He picked one up, the smaller of the two, and held it in front of his eye. “They’re special.”

“How special?”

“Oh, very,” he said. “I daresay these are the most special pearls in all the world.” He flicked one with a fingertip. It glowed an eerie green.

“How did you—”

“They’re so special that, if you eat one, you’ll live forever. And not only that—you can help other people live forever, too. The way I’m helping you.”

She crossed herself, for she understood then what the man was: a devil.

The man laughed. He pocketed one of the pearls. The other—the one that glowed—he set back down in front of her.

“But special things are costly!” she protested. “This is yours. I have nothing with which to buy it.”

The scarred man laughed softly. “You have more than you think, little one. Keep it safe for me. In a few days, everything is going to change. Remember then what I’ve offered you.”

Soon he was gone again.

Only the pearls remained.

Watch closely now.

That Sunday, as any other, she and her family went to the small, modest church in the center of their village. New men crammed the aisles. Strange men in armor seeking blessings for their weapons, absolution for their crimes. The girl did not like these men. They paid alms but did not speak with the villagers. They did not bring food, nor clothes for the poor.

They simply came and took.

Afterward, in the village square, a group of young boys found her alone, while her parents, distracted, conversed in worried tones with other merchants. The boys looked at her with crackling eyes. They pulled at her dress. Wouldn’t she like to come away with them? Didn’t she want a little pleasure in this dull life? Be a good girl now. Don’t be selfish. God had gifted her with such beauty—and gifts ought to be shared.

Oh, what bargains men offer when they think no one else can hear. What have they asked of you in your life, child?

Her father reappeared from behind an icon-seller’s cart. The boys’ eyes widened. They adjusted their tunics and straightened their spines as their mothers told them to do when they got to the big important market in the big important town. They forgot the girl, eager to hear her father’s war stories, more eager still to one day have their own. For hours they stayed to discuss what should be done about the village—and how best to hide those the men in armor sought to kill.

For not all the people of the village were Christian. But only the devil would counsel them to abandon their own to the ravages of chance. Piety demanded the safe to protect the vulnerable, the strong to shield the weak. It was solemnly agreed that, so far as the men in armor needed to know, every single soul in the village was a lamb in the flock of Christ.

The girl closed her eyes. The sun set as the high, happy voices of her friends called after her to come and play devils and angels.

Open.

Night. Torchlight sparked orange against the black. The girl did not understand what was happening.

She heard the horses, but she mistook them for the donkeys of other villagers come to share a meal.

Only when her playmates screamed did she turn.

Swords flashing in the dark. The horses’ wide eyes as their riders drove them into the slaughter. The sounds—the awful sounds! Violence in the night, desperate pleas and prayers in four languages.

Fear gripped the girl’s heart. Pearls and silk alike lay shattered and torn in every direction. The men in armor made no distinction between faiths. They never even asked. Amid the fires the girl saw her mother in their burning market stall. As her feet beat against the sandy earth, her father ran faster, ducking under the draperies after his wife.

Where her father went, the girl followed, always.

She stumbled over her parents, crouching in the smoke, her father shielding her mother from that licking orange death with his body. She threw her thin arms around them, too, even as the wooden poles groaned and splintered.

“Thank God you’re all right,” her father said. Tears winked at his eyes, the only time she had ever seen him cry.

Together, the three of them slipped away into the cool of the night, as bright and startling as the heat of the fire.

Bright, too, was the gaze of the crusader whose eyes fell upon them.

Who can say what drove the pilgrim’s hand? Who can say what made him decide to bring his blade down on these shapes, these parents, fleeing from flames? Who can say what the knight found so amusing in it that his laughter boomed through the starry dark? Who can say why he left the girl to live—if you could call that living?

It was not God.



Perhaps not, but it is no stranger, either. Bruce knows that face.

The face of the man driving his horse into the beating heart of that family, flames roaring in his eyes. Those very eyes, that very face stared back at him in his library, in his manor, in his own time and his own world, cast in marble, softened and polished by the optimism of human memory. The paterfamilias of his house: Gaweyne de Weyne.

Bruce’s stomach turns. He does not know how he can feel anything in a bodiless vision, but it turns all the same.



The girl broke. As simply and irreparably as a clay bowl. While the stars rode down the dawn, she thought of the pearl the scarred devil had given her, still hidden safe in her belt.

If this was what the kingdom of God had wrought, she wanted no part of it. She wanted her parents back.

The girl closed her eyes.

She swallowed the pearl.



Bruce hears their voices, focused only on each other. But he can feel himself slipping, down a pit of sympathy into Lent’s broken soul, where he might lose whatever of himself remained.



Do you see, Zatanna? This grain of sand?

I don’t care. You’ve suffered. So have we all. Let me wake, you’ll wring no pity from me.

Woman, put your will away. Or I will drown you in dreams forever. What does it cost you to bear witness? I had to live it.

Open.

The girl stood in a cave.

The man hunched over a fire, his face half-hidden in a deep blue hood, his vivid scar stretching from brow to beard.

“Are you the devil?” the girl asked quietly.

“Would it matter if I was?”

Her silence was answer enough.

“I am only a trader of goods, little one. But I have lived a long, long time. Enough to know a bargain when I see one.”

“Why would you help me? I’m nobody.”

The hooded man stared into the fire. “I am . . . interested in broken things. How they crack. How the crack spreads outward like the web of a spider. What it ensnares along its way. What it feeds upon. You are an innocent. As pure as glass.” The man grinned. His scar pulsed red. “I am curious to see how you shatter.”

The girl quailed. She saw the crackling in his eyes. Wouldn’t you like to come away with us? Don’t you want to have a little pleasure in this dull life?

“You don’t have to be afraid of me. You don’t have to be afraid of anyone, ever again. I am a broken thing myself. So I know. You only hesitate so that, later, you can assure your soul that you resisted.”

The girl fumed in silence.

“I am ready,” she whispered finally.

“Ah, but special things are costly. And life is the only commodity that matters, in the end. What will you trade for it?”

“Anything.”

The hooded man rose from his firepit. He crossed the cave floor and towered over her. He put his hands on her shoulders.

“You must work on your haggling, little one. I thought better of a merchant’s daughter. You must learn how to play the game. Offer; counter-offer. Never seal a contract without getting something more than what your opponent wants to give.” His grip tightened. Terrible lights seemed to strike and flare in the depths of his eyes like green pearls, and he growled, “My advice. For the future.”

The girl could not take a breath. In one motion, he threw her out of the cave, into swift darkness. Her eyes closed.

Open.

Just before dawn. A sickle moon. Her home reduced to black, smoking char. The bodies of her parents lay together among the ashes of wool and silk and flax. She moved quickly, by instinct, not even understanding what she meant to do. She ransacked the icon-seller’s cart, then the hen-merchant’s stall: all that remained unburnt was a coin painted with the face of the Mother of God and one brown egg, hard-boiled by the heat.

The girl knelt and laid one hand on the cold entwined fingers of her parents. Her hands.

But they were not hers. Not young and small and quick and clever. Her fingers had grown old and wrinkled, bent like coral.

Something flowed out of them. A light like cold green moonbeams moving underwater, diving into mother and father, seeking the last dregs of their lives as if they were pearls in dark water. The light found what it sought and it billowed up through mother and father, through the girl’s bones, and into what she held in her other hand—the coin and the egg.

The girl moved fast, searching until she found what she needed. One of the boys who had pulled at her dress. One of the girls who had called her to play devils and angels. Suffocated by the smoke, their bodies whole and unbroken. The girl put the egg in her friend’s mouth and the coin under the tongue of her tormentor. The moonbeams flooded out of her again. And as they went, the deep lines on her hands faded and her tortured fingers straightened—just a little.

Their eyes slitted, blinked, widened. First hers, then his. Her mother and father stared up at their daughter out of young, unclouded eyes. No war wounds or trembling fingers.

The girl’s chest burned with acrid air—and anticipation of her father’s joy.

Her parents screamed, new voices from their new bodies. They scrambled to their suddenly young feet. The girl reached out for them, weeping: “Papa, Mama, it’s all right! I saved you! The Lord makes miracles every day!”

But they ran from her. The girl sobbed alone in the wreckage of her world.

Flowers opened on her shoulders, her hair, her chest. Out of the burnt earth beneath her knees. Lilies, roses, crocuses, green vines and leaves, a garden as lush as Eden, and just as tainted with blood and strange bargains.



Do you see, Zatanna? What would he do, your great strong friend, to have his parents back again?

And then, finally, the terrible weight of her regard turned away from Zatanna. What would you do, Bruce?



She tracked her parents easily; the terrified never run wisely. They grew up and grew old in their borrowed bodies as the girl grew young in hers. She made certain they had all they needed, though she worked herself to starving for their board. And when they lay on their last beds, the girl moved their souls once more into whatever was at hand: a lamp, a spoon, a flagon, a ring, and out again into what young and lovely bodies she could find in the world.

“I saved you,” the girl said each time. “I love you. Isn’t this better? We need never part again. Are you not proud?”

Her father’s spirit looked at her out of a stranger’s eyes, his voice hollow and flat. “Is there any man prouder of his daughter? Bring him to me, and I will prove him a liar.”

They first begged her to let them go to the lap of the Lord, but she could not. Not after everything.

“If you leave me for the heavenly plains, we will see one another never more, for I am for the other place.”

And so they begged her to let them live at least without the sight of devilry each day. The girl closed her eyes.

Open.

Time passed like water over stone.

The girl traveled wide. She did much. Her name changed as often as her skin smoothed and withered and smoothed again.

Sometimes she healed the dying. Sometimes she let them suffer. Sometimes they burned her as a witch. Sometimes they prayed to her as a saint. Sometimes the world burned.

Sometimes it slept.

Close.

Open.

Do you see?

It is two hundred years.

The girl stood barefoot in a fine room lit by candles. She did not want to be here, but when Edmund Ellis, the great Duke of Montrose, sent his summons, even necromancers must appear.

The Duke’s clothes were quilted velvet, satin, gold. He was a collector of a kind—precious objects beneath glass domes cluttered the room. An emerald. A golden bowl. A silver box containing a relic—a shriveled, petrified human heart.

Ellis looked the girl up and down, from her bare, cold toes to the frayed hem of her peasant’s dress.

“It is a wonder to me that you have done no better for yourself in all these centuries. A penny at interest in your youth could have made your fortune.”

But the girl did not know what interest was. “Centuries, my Lord?” she said with false shyness.

He waved a ringed hand. “I have many ways of knowing who you are—suffice it to say one worked as intended. I have brought you here to offer a bargain.”

The girl smiled wryly. “My life is nothing but men making offers that taste of honey but go down like sulfur.”

“Nevertheless, I think you will take this one. Would you not like a taste of pleasure in this dull life? A taste of purpose? God has granted you such gifts, and gifts ought to be shared.”

“With you?”

“And others like me. I am a man of many friends. We see no utility in letting our gifts bleed out when we die. We wish to . . . establish continuity.”

“Then I wish you many healthy children, my Lord.”

The Duke smiled. “Children are so . . . indirect. So inefficient. No, that is the old way. The future is innovation! We are good people, kind and generous. We wish only to shepherd the world so that no one need suffer as you have. But one cannot work such miracles in one lifetime! What a paltry span, wholly insufficient to the task. Your dress and your feet speak to the truth of this, my little magician. Live as long as you like—there will never be ease for you. There is nothing in this world a woman can call her own. There never will be. Let us protect you. Let us teach you our magic—that of compound interest and primogeniture and power. Between us we may bring the kingdom of God to this fallen world.”

“Are you the devil?” asked the girl.

“I am a businessman,” the Duke replied.

The girl was tired. Tired and cold and alone. But she remembered the words of the hooded man in the cave: Never seal a contract without getting something more than what your opponent wants to give.

“Special things are costly,” said the girl. “My parents. I will do nothing if not for them.”

Edmund Ellis laughed, long and low. “Is that all? But lead me to them and they will be protected. Protected and showered in luxury throughout infinite lifetimes. Is our bargain made, then?”

Do you see? This is the lot of a rich man’s toy. Learn to enjoy being played with or let them break you forever.

Time passed as it must.

The world became a great carpet, built strand by strand, with intent, by weavers with foresight and power. The girl learned to think of the present as the oyster thinks of the sand: only the price paid for the pearl to come.

Ellis explained the alchemy of investment, the turning of nothing into something, and how a man’s mind assigned value; in that imaginary market, one could rule the future. As he showed how the pattern was built into each thread, the girl learned too the value of allies. No longer did she have to hunt for her parents, for the Duke had riders to scour the land. Those times they fled from her by sea, a fearsome whaling captain, a great friend of the Duke of Montrose, brought them home, reeking of ambergris and shame.

Soon, the whaler too was brought into the immortal fold. The Orca would ride the seas forevermore.

More were brought into the Duke’s circle. The greatest of these was Morgaine le Fey, a true witch of England, fled from rumors of a demon eager to end her life and stunt her ambition.

No immortal wishes to outlive the sun alone.

The girl cared nothing for any of their little club, only what they could give her. And as her parents supped with her each week, armed guards in every corner, the girl couldn’t help but enjoy what she had now. Their safety. Finally and forever.

Even when death arrived, things were different. There were assurances in place now. Each time her parents slipped away, they wept. But the necromancer never wept. She smiled and smiled.

Close. Open again.

Years fell away. The girl’s wants and needs snagged in the strands of the life the Duke and his allies built for her, the little engine in the core of their dark machine. She had coin to her name, a place of her own. She wanted for nothing. Even her parents grew used to their imprisonment within villas and high towers, mansions and more, guarded at all times.

The only price was one that no longer troubled her: death.

It was difficult work. To return so many souls from so many vessels into so many new bodies demanded much. When it came time to pay her very particular pipers, she was never very young. They liked to live their stolen years to the fullest. But once the cycle began, each resurrection resurrected her in turn. Age was ripped from her over and over again, until she found herself in the body of an infant.

At least Ellis and his cabal were grateful. Reborn into their new lives, they cared for her when she was a helpless babe, reared her as a ward or a distant niece or a young betrothed. The Duke built an empire of thread, as brilliant as the stars in the sky. The Orca’s fleet grew, ships as numerous as fish in the sea. Le Fey bore her intellect into research and potions, unimpeded by anyone who might recall her famous name. Spring flowers burst from the girl with every resurrection, staining the world emerald with her power, even in the dead of winter.

Until the New World beckoned with fresh opportunity. Edmund Ellis, now in the body of a man richer than any title, stroked his pet necromancer’s soft skin, no longer roughened by work or weather.

“My dearest, next we wake, we shall do so in the colonies! What wonders we shall do for those pilgrims and the poor, deprived native peoples. You don’t know the good you make possible.”

A flash of pride. And another of resentment, as he kissed her fingers without permission.

What did permission matter to one like him?

In the New World, Ellis settled on their new home: a city called Gotham, where towers of metal ascended into the clouds and coin flowed like water. And they took in one last member of the cabal: a witch hunter by the name of Wayne. He terrified her, eager to put her to the stake or the noose. Yet the Duke argued his value.

“Have you never thought there may be others like you? We cannot let them scatter this precious gift indiscriminately. Can you imagine the chaos if the lecherous and slovenly and ignorant lived forever?”

Thus Nathaniel Wayne was reborn to be their bloodhound through every generation. The girl didn’t like him; when he laughed, she heard the crusader knight laughing, his sword scraping its sheath as it came for her.

But what did that matter now? Her parents were safe from that blade forever.

Lives were lost in the process, of course. But that was what lives did. They got lost. In one place or another. Life was always paid for by death. Did that hurt anymore? Knowing she ground the lives of innocents under the wheel of the elite?

No. As the scarred man told her all those centuries ago, she had learned to play the game.



You’re a monster.

But they’re safe. Safe even now. What price would I not pay for that?

What price would you pay, Wayne?



The time is now.

The girl was old once more, wearing age like a snake’s skin, to be shed in proper time.

Power welled in her. Only a few days before she would begin the cycle anew.

Time enough to go home one last time.

The windows were bulletproof: a necessity. She couldn’t take chances with her mother and father anymore; after all this time, the child had become the parent. She couldn’t lose them. If they were lost, truly, what had any of it ever been for?

In the penthouse, they sat over Gotham City like that fabled Dark Knight.

Masks and costumes would never make sense to her, but she knew a thing or two about power and self-image. God knew her cabal had embraced them over the years. Edmund Ellis, now Elliot, lost a factory and all within to a terrible fire. They called him Crazy Quilt, for his flagrant ignoring of union and safety demands. Another of their number became known as the Condiment King after he poisoned an entire dinner at a political rally many years ago, the arsenic hiding smug and silent in the ketchup.

A little flash and dazzle of make-believe helped the short-lived make sense of life.

It was all marketing, Morgaine said. Good can dine out on results. The wicked need PR. They ate in silence; six armed guards stood around them like statues.

Her father spoke. “Daughter. I wonder . . .”

The girl looked away. Time taught her to be stern. “If you are asking—”

“No, no! Not that. It’s only . . . may I have a razor? The barber you hired is so rough. And I would look my best for our dinners.”

The girl’s heart lifted. “Of course, Father! Anything for you. As long as you promise to be careful.”

Her father nodded. Her mother stared into the distance, eyes wide.

“Is there any man prouder of his daughter?” he said, his voice whisper-thin and shaking. “Bring him to me, and . . . and I will prove him a liar.” Their tears stained the satin tablecloth.

It took a week for word of the incident to reach her. Why did they break her heart like this? Why couldn’t they be happy?

Why must they force her to be their villain when all she wanted was to be a family? Someday, they’d learn. She had all the time in the world to teach them.



You see me now. You belong to me, both of you. I could crush your minds into salt, leave his body to Nathaniel’s tender management and hers to the crows. But I will not. I do not kill for pleasure or convenience.

Only for hire, Bruce tells her. Only for money.

A generous thought, coming from a man born with everything his ancestor stole from me and others like me, compounded by centuries, earning interest on my blood all the while.

I have done nothing to you, Lent.

No. I just live in the world your people made, where only the rich can afford to say no to a job. You have no right to judge me. Your belly has never been empty. You cannot know what you would do to fill it.

I wouldn’t do this.

Truly? Stand there inside my heart and tell me what utter madness you would not perform to have your parents back again?

Zatanna floats silent in the void. Let her go.

Why? I like her this way.

I’m sorry, Palmyra. I truly am. But you’re wrong. You chose. You chose the pearl. You chose the Duke. You can’t burn down the theater just because you don’t like your role in the show. You didn’t have to project what happened to you on the world.

The void fills with sour, mocking laughter.

You forget, Dark Knight. You are in my mind—and I am in yours. I know you. I know you both.



A flurry of images.

Bruce, only a child, getting ready to go to the movies, planning what candy he’ll get, how much popcorn, if he’ll be brave enough not to grab his parents’ hands at the scary parts.

I know how it feels to lose everything, Bruce.

Zatanna with her father in his workshop, top hat too large for her teenage head, laughing. Then weeping beside his casket, at a wake so crowded it spilled onto the street. A hundred people of unbelievable strength met her and saw only the ways she could be her father for their convenience. Then they were gone, shuffling away like a deck of cards.

I know what it’s like to have everyone look right through you, like you’re nothing but how you relate to a great man.

A young man in the shadows of the Batcave, that first imperfect suit ready, standing in the glass alcove like a new version of himself, a Bruce Wayne who was so strong nothing could ever hurt him again.

I know that need to armor over the past, to defeat it.

Zatanna, alone, backwards words fumbled and wrong, as magic sparked and snapped around her. Her growl of determination as she snuffed a smoking ember, resumed her stance, and practiced, until the words were hers.

I know what it’s like to have magic but no one to help you. I know how overwhelming it can be. I know how scary it can be to be alone.

Flashes, images. More and more. Bruce fighting through infinite alleys. Zatanna nervously bringing store-bought lasagna to a potluck with the League. With Bruce. With Constantine and Papa Midnight. Taking tea with Madame Xanadu and the Phantom Stranger. Friends, allies. Better times. Zatanna on stage, beaming after a sold-out show. Bruce in the dark, his fists dripping rain, a fight won.

I know how intoxicating it is to find a team. Any team. Acceptance. Company. And I know how healing a job well done can be.

Bruce stretched his mind toward her.



I can help you, Lent. We can help you! You restart your life all the time. Why not do it again, without them? You are in control. Let them go and this world they built goes with them.

There was silence in the void.

I thought you would understand. You were supposed to understand. I should have known better. What use has a Wayne ever been to anyone but another Wayne?

Bruce closed his eyes. Nathaniel opened them.

The witch-hunter’s consciousness slammed into his. He’d been distracted, chasing through memories and shadows and miserable magic. He couldn’t hold onto Zatanna and himself at once. His ancestor took control, shoving Bruce into a darkness without limit or escape.

Blood’s library was a ruin, books and papers everywhere, the ceiling burnt black—collateral damage from the interrupted magic that would have summoned Etrigan. Nathaniel still held Blood by the throat, up against a bookshelf, cutting off his air with one hand. Zatanna lay unconscious behind the couch.

“I don’t know who the hell you are,” said a woman’s voice from behind Nathaniel, “but I do know Bruce Wayne is much more of a gentleman when he fights.”

In his floundering, Bruce knew that voice, wanted to shout, “Barbara!” and tell her to run. But as Nathaniel turned, the black and gold figure of Batgirl stood silhouetted in the night, fists raised. “Wanna dance? I’ll even let you lead, if you can keep up.”

Under his grip, Nathaniel heard a growl as Blood’s eyes went as red as his name, words haltingly spoken in the moment of distraction from Batgirl’s appearance. The tide was turning.

Nathaniel laughed in the demonologist’s face and tossed him across the room with Batman’s easy strength, driving the wind from Blood. Turning to run, he found Batgirl on him, driving him back, trying to keep him here long enough for the demon to recover.

Block, block, duck, dodge. Bruce knew she was the better fighter, at least when he was surprised. With a grimace, Nathaniel kicked out fast, aiming to snap something in her leg. Barely seeing it, Batgirl heaved herself to one side, the kick connecting, not enough to break. But, enough to stun.

He bolted for the broken stained-glass window and fired a steel cable from the concealed grapple gun, with all his descendant’s skill and expertise.



Nathaniel Wayne disappeared into the night just as Zatanna’s eyes flew open, her hands reaching for someone, anyone, to steady her.

She found nothing.
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A weathered key. The pocket watch of gold. A class ring of silver. A diamond necklace. A monogrammed handkerchief. And one more item, lost from her vision.

Zatanna couldn’t shake the images from her mind, sitting with her lukewarm cup of coffee, half the donuts they’d ordered to help her recover already gone.

Barbara—no, Batgirl, when she was in uniform—paced across the bare floor, boots clicking in the silence, hand on her chin. She limped slightly from the scuffle she’d entered with Nathaniel before his flight from Blood’s brownstone. Watching from the shattered window, Zatanna was able to tell it had been a tough fight; he wasn’t holding back.

“So, let’s break it down, just to make sure I understand,” Batgirl said. “Lent has magic that brings people back from the dead. Check.”

“The problem,” said Zatanna, “is that the souls don’t stick around without some . . . how would you put it? Collateral damage?”

“Sacrifices.” The sonorous voice of Jason Blood interjected, rough and labored after Nathaniel had nearly strangled him to keep the demon Etrigan from being unleashed. “Resurrection is a bad bargain, yes, but one that can be made with that rare currency: life must pay for life.” He fixed his gaze on Zatanna. “Lent has become quite practiced at finding souls to exchange for her charges, this cabal of elites. And it is a two-part process. First, the suppression of the host’s soul by that of the called-back spirit. Second, the cementing of the invasive spirit within the host body.”

“Right,” Zatanna said. “So we need to figure out where she’s planning on doing that this time around. It’s going to be soon. These murders only began a few weeks ago and, from what I could glean, once every spirit has found a host, there will only be a short period before Lent has to cement the transfer with a sacrifice. Something big . . . Page 3 slayings wouldn’t cut it.”

“Okay, slow down,” Batgirl said. “There’s a lot of moving pieces. Agreed on disrupting the ritual, but that only solves one problem. The other is, even if we interrupt the ritual, what’s the guarantee the souls of the hosts just . . . return to their body? Zatanna, you’ve got the best grasp on this of any of us. What’s our first order of business?”

Zatanna admired Barbara; ever the police chief’s daughter, she sought organization in a sea of chaos, even when several of her own crew had already been tossed overboard.

“Right. First things first. Lent stores the souls of the hosts in ordinary objects that they had on their person when they were taken. I caught images of them in her mind. First order of business is recovering those.”

“And then we, what? Destroy them?” Batgirl said.

Zatanna shook her head. “Not then and there, though I get the impulse. But if we release the soul without their body there and waiting, guess where they go?”

“I’m . . . not sure.”

“Neither are we,” said Blood, arching an eyebrow at the youth. “We’ll have to curb our instincts to grab and smash. Magic or no, this will be a battle of the mind, not brute strength.”

“That’s true,” Batgirl said, nodding. Gods bless her, Zatanna thought. Of all the things she’d learned from her mentor, Batgirl’s ability to improvise and go with the flow was something all her own.

“Except you’re not entirely right there, Dr. Blood,” Batgirl continued. “There’s going to be some element of strength. Bruce is still out there with a fanatic living in his body. You know, the body that can do eight hours of cardio straight and bench press three hundred pounds?” Turning back to Zatanna, Batgirl frowned. “I know Bruce has trained us to take him down if necessary, but I didn’t think it would be so soon. I kind of figured it would be a Mad Hatter mind control thing, or a strange day with Bat-Mite, not . . . this.”

Jason Blood nodded, his expression darkening. “As evidenced by our encounter a few hours ago, it seems the hostile spirit has already acclimated to Mr. Wayne’s extraordinary capacity for violence.”

Zatanna’s heart dropped into her stomach. “I can only imagine. I had . . . while in the spell, I sensed Bruce nearby. Faint, but fighting. When you were fending off Nathaniel, did you . . . sense anything of Bruce? Any hesitation?”

Batgirl shook her head. “The only thing I saw in his eyes was hate. I knew that either he wasn’t in his right mind, or it was something much worse. But he had no problem utilizing all of Bruce’s techniques against me. I’m lucky he wanted to get away, not put me in traction.”

Blood frowned. “It seems the longer these spirits stay in their new bodies, the more they’re able to access the knowledge or skills of the hosts. Not so great a concern for the wealthier members of this cabal, but clearly the skills of the Batman sit easily in the mind of Nathaniel Wayne.” His dark eyes flashed back to Batgirl. “I’m sure your father has information about the police department he’d rather keep out of the hands of a mad spirit, yes?”

“He does. That brings us to the main point—”

“Which is that we need to get moving.” Zatanna stood. It was time to get the act on the road; no more wasting time backstage. “Receptacles first. We need those souls in hand.”

Blood and Batgirl nodded at each other. “Understood,” she said. “You got glimpses of them. Do you know where they’d be?”

Zatanna searched her memory, sorting through the ocean of Lent’s life, cross-referencing with everything she knew of necromancy. “They’d be on their person when it happened, but Lent wouldn’t just want to hang on to them, too risky,” she muttered, images flickering and fading in her mind, staccato. But they kept slipping from her; everything was hard to hold on to after that trip down memory lane. “I think I’ve got a friend who can help.”

She reached down, shoved half a donut in her mouth, and said, “Orteip, em reah!”

Her words echoed through the stone, out into the city, finding her mori, dear Pietro, who had mapped Gotham City and knew it like his own calcified heart.

My friend! You live. Something bad is happening in my city. The streets taste of death.

Pietro! she thought with relief. It’s so good to hear from you. Yes, I’m aware. Can you help me? Can you find bright points of life? They’d be small, no bigger than the flicker of a flame; possibly near places of great magic.

Pietro went silent. Zatanna felt him dig into the roots he’d put down in this city, sounding through each crack and crevice, a ghostly bloodhound searching for the scent of life, sweet life, something he remembered so dearly.

Yes! In a forest, there’s a pocket watch, and down an alley sits a key by a sewer grate. By the water, a ring sits on the boardwalk, and in the financial district, yes, a handkerchief is at the bottom of a trashcan. And on the corner of two streets converging, there, a necklace has been taken and now lines a robin’s nest, in the eaves of laundromat.

That’s only five, Pietro. There should be another. Where is the sixth? The seventh? Please, she thought, please let him find Bruce. Or at least the rest of the cabal.

Finally, his melancholy voice came back. If there is a seventh, friend, it is hidden from me. But there is a sixth, though it moves through the streets. It will not stay still, friend. What spirit moves with no mind to move it?

I’ll find out, I promise. You’re a godsend, Pietro. Stay safe. Thank you.

She severed her link to the gargoyle as she turned back to the rest of them. “Batgirl, do you have a reference for every one of those crime scenes? The ones Bruce was attributing to Poison Ivy?”

“Of course.” Her fingers flew across the data pad on her gauntlet, a list of locations appearing. They read the list together, matching the sites to each of the receptacles: Gotham Harbor for the ring; the corner of Cavern and Willow for the necklace; an alleyway off Kensington Boulevard for the key; the Courtyard of Tomorrow in front of the Wolfe Building for the handkerchief; and deep in the heart of Nora Fries Memorial Park for the pocket watch. “This is great,” Batgirl muttered under her breath, “but where’s Bruce?”

Zatanna thought about the soul on the move, of Lent’s panache for objects she had on hand, and could only think how rushed she’d been in the parking lot of the Casino.

With a burst of bittersweet understanding, Zatanna remembered the deck of cards she’d given to Bruce. He’d put them in his jacket pocket, the jacket Nathaniel would have no reason to take off.

If we get through this, she thought, the irony of it all is going to make him grind his teeth.

“I’ve got Bruce,” she said. A moment of silence as the other two stared at her. “What? You think I can’t do it?”

“No offense,” Batgirl said into the silence, “but Bruce trained me to be the best of the best, Dr. Blood can summon his demon, and Nathaniel still put us both in the dirt with half the experience and none of the know-how. I . . . honestly don’t know how much of a shot you have.”

Zatanna brushed off her top hat and tried not to think about the confrontation in the astral plane, where even as a spirit, Nathaniel knew how to shut her magic down faster than she could cast it. “Oh, ye of little faith. I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeves. Besides, you think I’m going to try and stop him physically? I put all my stats into charisma, kid. He may be strong and he may be tough, but he doesn’t possess any of Bruce’s smarts. Which means—”

“You intend to goad the brute,” said Blood.

“I’ve always had good patter,” she said, with confidence she didn’t quite feel. “Besides, he’s looking for me. If I sweeten the pot, he’s not going to be able to resist.”

“Want to walk us through that?” Batgirl asked. “We’re not going to have time to go over plans when we’re in the field. If you need back-up, you need to tell us now.”

She winked at her. “A magician never reveals her secrets. But trust me when I say I’m the one you want there to get Bruce back where he needs to be. Besides, you two need to find the other receptacles. We’re burning time already.”

Blood took a deep breath, planted his feet, curled his fingers into intricate arcane gestures, and recited the incantation that would relinquish his place in this reality.

“GONE, GONE THE FORM OF MAN. AND RISE THE DEMON ETRIGAN.”

There was a hot flash of light; under his feet, a pentagram burned red, searing itself into the wood. Light like flames burst beneath him, and a scream erupted from Blood’s throat, a scream that would not end but only grew, deepened, stretched, enlarged, became massive and dark, a scream that folded in on itself, stuttering, once, twice, until Zatanna realized with a twist of her gut: it was a laugh.

As the light dimmed, the form that stood where Jason Blood had been was huge, towering over them even while hunched. Golden scaled skin shone like dragon’s hide in the dim candlelight, and eyes the color of fresh blood and autumn leaves gazed out at the two mortals. A grin more tooth than mirth broke the craggy face, as muscles tensed and twitched, claws eager for the hunt. When Etrigan the Demon spoke, it was as though the earth had spoken, language in the grinding of tectonic plates.

GATHERED HERE, WE COMPANIONS THREE TO

SEARCH FOR IMPRISONED SOULS TO FREE

THOUGH LE FEY WALKS THE EARTH ONCE MORE

I’LL BANISH HER BACK TO HELL’S FAIR SHORE

ONCE I’VE DONE ALL I CAN FOR THEE

In a small voice, Batgirl whispered to Zatanna, “I . . . forgot about the rhyming thing. Yikes.”

“Eh, you get used to it,” Zatanna said, marching them toward the massive windows overlooking the city. “Split up the sites between you; you know what we’re looking for. When you’ve got them, we’ll regroup at Wayne Manor. Hopefully by then we’ll have figured out where this mass sacrifice will take place.”

Batgirl hopped up onto the sill, casting a nervous glance at the grinning demon before turning back to Zatanna. “What about you? How are you going to get Nathaniel to come to you?”

“I need to make him really angry,” she said, looking toward the distant rooftop of the G.C.P.D. building. “And I think I know exactly how to do it.”



Nathaniel Wayne stood above the filthy, sinful city and couldn’t stomach it.

It had a corruption that rotted the streets and homes of those that made their life here. A haven for the miserable, the godless, and the horrid; Nathaniel preferred the cold, for it deadened the stench of the unwashed masses beneath him.

From rooftop to rooftop he leapt, the grace and strength of his descendant’s exceptional body lending aid to his holy cause. It was gratifying to know his descendant had dedicated his life to the eradication of sin, much like himself. But under such a demonic guise! The child had gone astray. A terrible creature of the night, a servant of the Devil, surely. A bat. Of all symbols holy and good, of all the ways to strike terror into the hearts of wicked, this Bruce had chosen a disease carrier, as gruesome a beast as any. How wise of the Lord to bring His servant Nathaniel here and now to set his scion’s path aright.

A small part of him worried he was corrupted now, too. To do the will of God in such a body, one that had been so thoroughly transformed by its experience in the darkness . . . did it make him just as decadent?

Bah, let him not focus on it. Rise above it. The answer, of course, was no. After all, Lent’s unsavory power kept him alive but never turned his soul. Nathaniel Wayne was a tool in the hand of Heaven, not because he himself wielded the terrible power, or even enjoyed it, but because he alone understood the Lord’s plans for this world. No . . . no, he was nothing like the others. He was better than them. A virtuous man. And a virtuous man’s heart was always pure.

But this wicked city, it longed to turn him into something else, a shadow of himself. First the others of this cabal of the long-lived. They invited him to consort and dance in the blood of innocents, all their rage and hunger and boredom trapped for so long they lost themselves to it like animals. But that was no matter. They always asked, he always declined.

And then the warlock and the child accosted him.

And yes, the witch, she of the backward tongue. The worst of them all. Children could be beaten, taught the path of God. Warlocks and their demons could be slaughtered. Even the villains who called him friend, Ellis, Graves, Winters, Dancy, Crowne. They had long been consigned to Hell and would find the great fire waiting for them on the day Lent failed at last. But the witch, she flaunted her corruption. She was not some youth to be shown a better path. Nor was she evil by instinct, driven as the wolf is to find meat.

No, she chose magic. She chose to abandon God, and to bend the world to her dark will.

She would return. She could not hide forever. It was she he sought on the wind, in the day before the final ritual would pin Nathaniel into this body with finality.

Good. The sooner, the better; he had much work to do—

There. A scent on the wind; it tasted like embers and sea salt. Like the flash of lightning before the thunder’s rolling rumble. A growl formed in the back of his throat.

Magic.

A light caught his eye; it broke the night like a blade, and above him, Nathaniel saw the image of a bat, engraved on the very sky itself. Except the bat, which should’ve been black, blazed a brilliant white, as though it were holy and the night itself were the enemy.

“Witch.” He must say it, must name her as his enemy. She called to him, taunted him. Well, let her learn what happened when you tempted a man who could not be tempted. Let her learn what happened to those who turned their back on God.

Nathaniel took a running leap, and made for source of the light, intent on snuffing it, and her, out for good.



Zatanna saw Bruce’s form descend to the rooftop, the eyes of the mad Puritan glaring at her from her friend’s face.

“Ah, you came. Good. I was just getting ready for the show.” She gestured to the rickety card table in front of her, bare, the green felt tattered and worn. “Wanna play?”

Now that she knew what to look for, there was no way she’d ever mistake this man for Bruce. He stood too tall, imperious; didn’t just look down his nose, but seemed to enjoy it. He had a superiority about him that was alien to see in Bruce’s body. He stalked forward, step by step, into the brilliant light of the Bat-Signal. “What is this? Parlor tricks?”

“No parlor tricks. Just a good old-fashioned game of chance.” She winked, her stomach in knots. “That is, if you think you can win.”

He stood on the other side of the light, silhouetted in its dazzling ray, scowling at her. “You are trying to distract me. Testing my faith. I should warn you, witch. My faith has endured centuries. It is the stuff of mountains. You could not hope to topple it.”

Zatanna took a step to the left. Nathaniel mirrored her. They stared at one another in the silence. Silent for now, she had to remind herself. There was more at stake here than just a magic trick. They began to circle each other. Cat, meet mouse, she thought.

“Oh, I’m not trying to change your faith, or destroy it. I just wanted to extend an olive branch. Have a little heart to heart? You and yours . . . well, you’ve clearly been doing this a while, and I’m good, but I’m not ‘stop a centuries-long immortality racket’ good. So, what do you say? Maybe we can aim for a little peace in our time?”

She hated his laugh; it was as heavy and cold as the winter night around them. “You wish for peace, witch? When you and your kind play with flame and wonder why the world burns? No.”

“And why not? What do you have to lose by looking the other way?”

He looked hurt for just a moment, as if this one possibility were too painful to even contemplate. “Asking a man of faith the cost of ignoring that faith is the surest sign you are lost, witch. Better to ask the fish to fly, or the bird to swim. My faith sustains me; without it, I am as damned as you are now.” He glared at her, eyes narrowing. “Surely you did not dream you’d leave this rooftop alive.”

Zatanna shrugged, ignoring the rapid beating of her heart in her ribcage. “Nah, you’re right. I mean, it was worth a shot. A woman has to try.” She saw him tense suddenly across the way, and thought he would lunge then and there, ruin the set-up. What had she said? Was the simple word woman enough to set this creature off? She had to keep him hooked, had to keep him invested. This was the goddamn show of a lifetime; she could not let him walk out before she hit her prestige!

She held up a finger, and he paused, wary. “Tell me one thing . . . how do you do it? How do you still believe magic is evil when it’s the fuel in your tank and the reason for your season?”

His face relaxed, going smug. Men like him loved to explain to women how they were wrong, and it was buying her time. “Because in truth there is no such thing as magic. There is only power. And power comes from Above or it comes from Below. There is no in between. Lent has power. I have power. You have . . . a child’s toys. Illusions, a fanciful way to explain the world of God, the follies and foibles of mankind, and the workings of the Devil. Lent’s power reeks of sulfur, but in the long view, it serves God, because it serves me. He works in mysterious ways—and there is no way more mysterious than mine. But you? You play with your little blocks and cards and silly books and think yourself strong instead of what you are: damned for a bauble, damned for a song sung backwards and out of tune.”

Zatanna nodded and made sounds of agreement as they circled each other. For a moment, Nathaniel reached down and dragged a knuckle across the worn green felt of the card table. “You tempt men from the path of purity. Even if your power did not come from the Devil, even if you were just a mortal and nothing more . . . no sin is worse.”

Zatanna leaned across the Bat-Signal, letting the white-hot glow illuminate her from beneath, as her face fell into shadowy relief, her eyes twinkling in the light. “And can I tell you something, Nathaniel? Here at the end of my life, which you’re going to take from me?”

A pause. See how he cocked his head. Notice the raised eyebrow. She had him. “You’re so much more right than you know. I don’t have power at all. It’s all fake.”

Stunned silence. She had to be careful now. Couldn’t rattle him. Time to reel him in, slow. Whether he noticed or not, his hand had found its way back to the felt of the table. “Is it now?” he said, his voice thin as a razor. Did he dare believe her?

Lean in now, Zatanna. C’mon. Show him he has nothing to fear. “Look, it’s a trade secret, I’m sure you can understand. Bruce did. He was right, it’s just . . . make believe. I’m nothing compared to you.”

Nathaniel lifted his hand away, clenched it into a fist at his side. “You lie. Again. You just wish me to stay my hand. You prolong your wicked life, witch. Your honeyed words will not aid thee, this I promise, no matter how sweet the bargain. Truth must be paramount, else all falls to ruin.”

Damn, too much, there. Don’t tell a righteous man he’s right; he needs to come to it himself.

She put up her hands, gently tugged at her sleeves as though to say, see, nothing there, my friend. “I promise you right back, sir, I’m not in the business of lying, no matter what you think of witches. Adding a little whimsy, a little beauty to the world, that’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.” She nodded to the streets below. “The people, well, they don’t want truth, not too much anyway. They may prefer a little lie, if it brings a bit of wonder with it. It’s the fine line, you know? Too much truth, and the wonder won’t take. Not enough of the lie, and they’ll forget quickly. True magic is helping people find the wonder in the world, bending the truth just a little for them to find some wonder of their own someday. That’s the trick; they do the work for you.”

Nathaniel grunted, looking away out over the city. “Again, false words and mistruths. You speak much, but say very little. You are consort to the Devil. Your words work to be a labyrinth to ensnare me. It won’t work. These tricks of yours . . . you say they bring wonder, but like all Hell’s favors, if the people knew how it worked, they would not find wonder; they would be enraged to be deceived so.”

There it is. Push him. “So . . . you think you can tell the difference between true magic and false? Between power and baubles?”

His steely gaze fit into Bruce’s face a little too well. “I know it. I have bet my soul on it for generations of men.”

“Then let’s play.” She pointed at the green felt table. “A simple game. The Three-Card Monte. Bruce could spot it without trying. How will you fare?”

Step by step, she made her way, hands up, doing her best to appear as non-threatening as possible. “C’mon. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll even use your deck.” She pointed to his jacket pocket. “Just so you know I’m playing fair.”

Without taking his eyes off her, Nathaniel reached into the jacket, and pulled out the deck of cards, surprised to find it there. Out in the open, Zatanna could feel the energy coming off the deck. Nathaniel eyed it for a moment, two, three; the seconds dripped, aching in their slowness. C’mon, she thought. C’mon!

Finally, a grim smile. “It does my heart good to see you so low in these final moments. God may forgive the wicked, should they recant their sinful ways. Perform your dark art and I shall judge thee true.” Something glimmered in his eyes. “For old times’ sake.”

He took a step away from the table, and nodded at her. Zatanna approached and picked up the deck, immediately taking it apart, falling into the shuffle and cut, shuffle and cut rhythm of her craft, the muscle memory rising to the surface and, with it, soothing her fear.

“Here’s the one you want. Watch and see. Easy as pie, one, two, three,” she said. “It’s not too hard a game there, jack, you just have to keep your eyes . . . on . . . black.”

There.

The Ace of Spades thrummed in her hand, Bruce’s soul confined in the playing card. She let Nathaniel see, let him watch as she carefully slid it into her other hand, along with two others, the Two of Hearts and the Three of Diamonds. She placed each of them face up in front of her, keeping her eyes locked on Nathaniel’s.

“Are you ready?”

A single nod, the smirk never leaving his face.

She took a deep breath, flipping the two red cards, the solitary Ace sitting between them.

Then, she flipped it, too, her finger on top, the patter dancing across her tongue as she began.

Sink into it, she thought. He thinks it’s a show. Give him a show.

“Here’s the plan, my man. This here’s yours, no one else. Watch your card, watch your card, I promise, it’s not going far. Black for you, red for me. Easy as one, two, three.” Her hands began to move rapidly, back and forth, back and forth.

Nathaniel’s eyes raced across the table, as her hands easily took card after card, bending them under her nail, flipping and sliding them around. She could feel Bruce’s card flying between her hands, the energy giving her an extra jolt as she gambled with her friend’s life.

“Watch close, I’m gonna race ’em and chase ’em so, my friend, watch where I place ’em.” Faster and faster, she shuffled them across the green felt table, as worn as anything beloved, well-used and sturdy. “One in three, one in three. Where’s the knight? You tell me.”

Her voice dropped low, intimate. Give her a crowd and she’d bring the energy up.

Nothing made an audience lean in like a shout; give them energy, they’d give it right back, a feedback loop of wonder and tension. But here? An audience of one demanded something stronger; give him the good stuff, the whisper, the voice of the storyteller, not the soothsayer. Intimacy conjured investment and, here in the cold night, the stakes had never been higher.

Let him feel part like part of the story; let him feel like he got to say how it ended.

She moved even faster now, and to add a little flair, looked him right in the eyes, letting her hands dance as they knew how to, pirouetting across the table like the acrobats they were. “Under my fingers, there’s red, red, black. Easy pickings, if you’ve got the knack. Find the knight, find the knight, we don’t have all night. He’s not going down without a fight.”

Nathaniel was rapt, leering at the table with eyes wide open, looking for the trick, his eyes doing their best to track her movements. Let him try. She moved faster still, feeling sweat bead along her forehead, immediately chilled by the winter air. The only sound was the heartbeat pumping in her ears, the shush of card against felt sliding across the table.

She could feel it coming to an end, the natural rhythm winding down. Zatanna knew where Bruce was, positioning him, slowing down on purpose, trying to get Nathaniel to see. Let him feel superior, she thought, let him think what he wanted. A righteous man could blaze with all the fire he wanted, but it didn’t make him right, and in the end, it would only ever burn him down.

Because she didn’t lie: that was the real trick. All you had to do was play the game; it was the audience who convinced themselves it was fair.

“Here we go, here we go, now it’s time to take it slow. The trick is watch my hands, don’t watch me.” Slower and slower, winding down. Zatanna felt her heart thudding in her chest. “Find your knight. How hard can it be?”

Flip. Flip. Shuffle. Slip.

Slower, slow. C’mon, let him see.

“This one’s for all the marbles, the whole jar of honey,” she whispered, sliding the last of the cards into place, Bruce exactly where he had started. She stared at Nathaniel, ready, waiting. “Shout it loud, if you think you’ve won . . .”

She took a single step back, and spread her hands to her side, the performance done. “Easy money.”

The wind picked up, throwing snow across the light, as Nathaniel took a step forward, and placed a finger on the center card. His smile widened. “You’ve lost your touch, witch. Here at the end of your life, you could not even trick me. This, here, is the knight I seek. You have nothing. It was only a game. Do not think that means mercy.”

Reaching forward, Zatanna picked up the card, and held it up before her, knowing what he’d see: a single black bat, a touch of illusion she’d worked in.

“Well, wouldn’t you know? You’re right. This is the knight I wanted.”

Quick as a flourish, Zatanna ripped the card in half. “Tsohg enogeb! Nruter ecurB!”

Nathaniel screamed and lunged across the table as she spoke, but he was too late. As the card tore in two, there was a flash of gold and black light. Arcane energy surged out from her, slamming Zatanna back and Nathaniel away; behind them, the Bat-Signal shattered, plunging them into night.

Zatanna stayed on her feet, skidding in the snow, focusing on the spell. The gold and black light swirled around Nathaniel, who was raging, trying to make his way toward her. He moved as though time had slowed around him, fighting an invisible wind emanating from her as she poured all her focus into this moment.

“Go, Bruce! Go!”

If he heard her, she had no idea. But one moment the cloud of gold and black light was there, and the next it descended straight into the heart of Nathaniel. As it filled him, Nathaniel screamed, his eyes filling with black and gold light.

“No! No! You shall not banish me! I am holy! I am the hand of Heaven!”

Zatanna could feel the magic in her mind, the push and pull of spirit against spirit. She blinked, willing her sight to pierce the veils. Where Bruce’s body stood, she saw two specters battling in the astral plane.

One was clearly Nathaniel, a sinister and oily violet light, a smear of gasoline, iridescent and bleak, tasting of ashes and anger. The other was a figure of black like the space between stars, and gold like the stars themselves, wrestling the oily spirit, pinning him.

“No!” howled Nathaniel, screaming and squirming in the grasp of Bruce’s spirit, frothing at the mouth, desperate to be free. “You can’t do this! You are wicked! Only I can remain. I am pure! I am holy!”

“The only thing pure about you,” said Bruce, the voice of his spirit echoing in the astral plane, “is your hate. You’re a stain on the history of my family.” He got an elbow around Nathaniel’s throat, and squeezed, doing his best to eject his ancestor. “My family. Not yours.”

“No, please!” Nathaniel said, his voice turning desperate and scared. “Please, no. It’s . . . it’s so dark out there. Please, don’t send me to the dark. Please!”

Bruce frowned. “I don’t know what’s out there for you. But I know your time here is over, Nathaniel. Now leave.”

The specter began to fracture and break in Bruce’s grip, and Zatanna spoke aloud, “Tsohg enogeb,” once more, thick bands of gray light flying from her fingertips, wrapping Nathaniel from head to toe in spectral chains.

“No! But I did it! I beat her. I proved myself better than the witch!”

A slight smile on Bruce’s face as Nathaniel began to sink, away and down, out of the astral plane and to wherever he was bound. “That was your first mistake, Nathaniel. You bet against a magician at her own game.” Bruce’s spirit looked at her, as he began to settle back into his body, his voice fading from the astral plane as he entered the real world. “Some of us learn the easy way; the hard way hurts like hell.”

Nathaniel’s scream faded to silence as Zatanna ended her spell. Before her, Bruce had fallen to his knees, panting. Around them, the snow swirled in the dark.

He looked up, and in his eyes, Zatanna once again saw her friend. She ran to him, putting an arm through his, and getting him back to his feet. “Z,” he said, his voice ragged. “Thank you.”

“Always, Bruce. I wasn’t going to let that monster parade around in your body. How much do you remember?”

“I . . . I . . .” Bruce mumbled under his breath. Zatanna suddenly felt the weight shift on top of her as he fell unconscious, pulling her down.

“Whoa!” She moved with the shift, and fell to her knees on the cold roof. “Bruce?” She could feel his breath, shallow and rough, and she knew she had to get him out of there.

A pounding at the door, the muffled voices of police officers wondering why the roof was locked. “Okay, hang in there, Bruce. We’re going home.”

She closed her eyes and focused on the warm and comforting light that Alfred always left on, lighting the front of the manor against the dark.

“Ronam eynaW ot!”

With a sensation like falling, like flying, Zatanna made her way toward that light with her friend in tow, relief mingling in her gut with dread.

They had Bruce back. They had Batman back.

Now, it was time to stop Lent.







Batman: The Blind Cut

Torn and Restored

K Arsenault Rivera

 

He was Bruce Wayne.

So he told himself. Those were Bruce Wayne’s brows, and Bruce Wayne’s lips, and Bruce Wayne’s scars below the collar. Those bags beneath his eyes—concealed so skillfully whenever he attended an event—were the stamps of his many sleepless nights.

You are relentless, his reflection seemed to say to him. A tool of God.

A splash of cold water brought him no further clarity, but it would have to do. There wasn’t much time to waste. Back at the computer, logs and logs of data stared back at him— chemical analyses, toxins, potential countermeasures. The sheer amount of data would beggar all the books Nathaniel Wayne had ever read.

Bruce Wayne had only a night and a day to process it. If he failed . . .

He didn’t know the details. A ritual of some kind, at the King for a Night event in Gotham Casino. Scores dead. Evil walking the streets of Gotham City, wearing everyday skin.

The thought lay heavy upon him. But the need to work—the all-consuming need to protect—was heavier. He returned to his seat at the master console in the Batcave, only for Zatanna’s glyph to chime.

“Checking in. How are you holding up, B?”

He didn’t know what to say. My body doesn’t feel like my own anymore. When I close my eyes, I see my friends staring back at me in horror.

“I’m fine, Zatanna. How’s the investigation?”

A beat before she answered. “Well. It’s going. Don’t worry about it, I’ve got my best Bats on the job. How . . . How is work?”

He was grateful for her small mercy. “Galapagos is complex. No wonder Penguin needed Ivy’s help with it—there are too many mechanisms in play to single out any one of them. An antidote will have to be comprehensive. It’ll take time.”

“Could ask Ivy,” Zatanna said.

“What?”

“Ivy made it, Ivy can make the antidote. Probably faster than we could.”

He frowned.

“She hates them, too. And she kind of owes us one. You should try, at least.”

Bruce drummed his fingers against the console. “One more thing.”

“You got it.”

“I have reason to believe . . . I have reason to believe part of the mechanism is magical. You and Blood are out in the field. Do you know anyone else who can help on short notice?”

Zatanna was the best stage magician in the world, which meant she was good at concealing her surprise on the other end of the line.

But he could still hear her smiling around the words.

“Yeah. I’ll send you the details. You’re looking for a guy named Pietro.”



“Bruce Wayne? Is that Little Brucey? My, you look awful.”

Two days ago, it would have been easy to brush that off with aplomb. Two days ago, Batman never would have dreamed of approaching a gargoyle for help.

Then again—two days ago, Nathaniel Wayne was nothing more than an ugly stain on his family history, a monster with whom he had nothing in common save an accident of genetics. Today, he knew differently. The line between him and Nathaniel was thinner than he ever imagined. His hands no longer felt like instruments of justice. Looking up at the gargoyle, Batman wasn’t sure what to do with them.

“If I knew you were coming I would have dressed the part. Although, I must say, my dear boy—bats?”

Watching the Gargoyle’s lips move made him uncomfortable. The thought that someone’s soul was trapped inside more so. Still—these were only single notes in the music of his own discomfort. Being here. Dealing with magic. Knowing what it felt like to break his friends’ noses. Knowing there hadn’t been anything he could do to stop it.

Was he really Bruce Wayne, after all? No wonder he looked awful.

“Bats are frightening,” he mumbled, the words well-worn. “Criminals are a superstitious, cowardly lot.”

“Ah, now I know you’re Bruce,” answered the gargoyle. “You sound just like your father.”

He winced. Tonight, of all nights, he didn’t want to talk about family. “Zatanna said you could help.”

The gargoyle heaved a gravelly sigh. “Straight to business, is it? All right, all right. What can I do for you?”

“There’s a ritual tomorrow. Something big. It involves . . . magic.”

“Rituals usually do,” said Pietro. “I’m guessing you want my advice on how to disrupt it?”

 “Yes. We know it involves a poison. I’ve been trying to develop an antidote—but there are parts of it my usual methods can’t affect. Zatanna and Jason Blood are . . . preoccupied. She recommended you.”

How strangely delighted the gargoyle looked. He gestured to Batman. “Well, I have been known to dabble in the occult,” he said. “What do you have to work with?”

Batman held up the vial of Galapagos he’d taken from the casino, which Nathaniel had thankfully not found in Bruce Wayne’s jacket. Moss glowed faintly against the glass.

“Bring it up here, dear boy,” said the gargoyle.

He frowned. None of this felt right. His body didn’t feel right. As he grappled up to the gargoyle’s resting place, he was conscious of every tendon in his body, every sinew. The coolness of the stone penetrated even his insulated gloves. All of these things should have told him that he was here, that he was real, that he was himself—but he’d felt them as Nathaniel.

Reality was more subjective than he’d like to admit.

Pietro took the vial from his hand. He uncorked it, wafting it beneath him with all the grace of a perfumer. Batman wondered if a stone spirit like him could smell at all.  He didn’t want to think about it too much.

“Ah, I see the problem now,” Pietro announced. “While I can’t say anything for the botanical components, the magical ones are patently obvious. You said this was a poison?”

Atop the gargoyle, he nodded. A moment later he thought better of it: “Mhm.”

“It’s an insidious one. Whoever did this—well, I would certainly hate to cross them. When this magic took its first breaths, Gotham City was but a distant dream. I can’t do much about it from where I am . . .”

Batman frowned.

“. . . But, if I’m not mistaken, you can.”

“How?” It didn’t make sense to him, but he was no magician.

“The magical portion of this is keyed to one thing and one thing only: suppressing a person’s natural fear response. Devilish work, if I do say so myself—on its own, it’s inert, but when activated by another mage it amplifies the effects of both the toxin and the mage’s next spell. Now, whatever your foe intends to do, it’s predicated on wanting their prey calm and docile. You might think the answer is to instill courage—but you’d be wrong. That’ll only drive this spell’s hooks in deeper. What you need is more fear—powerful fear. Crystallize it. Expose this spell to it, and it will crumble.”

Beneath the layers of Kevlar and ceramic plating, beneath the cage of his ribs, Batman’s heart sank. “What do you mean?”

“Well, just that. Alchemy isn’t far off from chemistry, you know; it’s all agents and reagents. You know something of fear, don’t you?”

Scarecrow’s toxins. A boy, alone in an alley. Nathaniel’s hatred burning within his chest.

The answer came hard-won and soft-spoken. “Yes.”

“Then all you must do is synthesize that and add it to what you have here,” said the gargoyle. “Blood or breath usually work best. Add a drop or a gasp—whichever you prefer. A single of either should be enough to empower the whole antidote.”

The Batman stood upon the gargoyle’s plinth. Before him glittered the city of Gotham— oblivious as ever to the rot threatening to consume it from within.

Fear was one answer. He would need another if he was going to counteract the effects of Galapagos.

“Leaving already?” Pietro asked him.

Most nights he would leave without saying a word. Most nights, the wind would have answered Pietro’s question.

But there was a part of him that did not have the energy to be so distant. Part of him wanted to be seen and heard. “I’m afraid so.”

“Will you come back, Bruce? Without all the accouterments, I mean. So that we can talk? I’ve been dreadfully worried about you.”

Had anyone worried about Nathaniel Wayne? Had anyone waited by a lantern for a passing sight of him? “Some other night, Pietro.”

Stone sighed beneath him. “Some other night.”



Pamela Isley was trying to tend to her children. As she entered her greenhouse for the first time in months, blossoms opened to greet her and fruit swayed on its branch. Everywhere the air was sweet and thick with the renaissance of life.

To stand among them was to remember happiness. Often her more human emotions felt like memories—but there were exceptions. And this place, this sacred garden, was one of them.

But then she noticed the intruder.

Anything green was worth protecting, of course, anything green was welcome here, anything green would be loved. But Ivy knew every spine, every petal, every pistil and calyx within her domain. Each was carefully selected to be here, to live in harmony with its brethren, to enhance without causing harm. She had other greenhouses throughout the city for varying climates—this was her temperate grassland garden.

Which was what made the appearance of a desert rose so troubling. And worse, where the other blossoms all heeded her calls, this one did not. Neither did the others near it—not the aster, nor the indigo, nor the goldenrod. All spoke to her in their way: this thing is not alive.

So it was that she knew there was someone else in the greenhouse. Someone who must have thought she’d like this gift.

Her senses expanded, shedding the trappings of her human body, to see with the green’s eyes. There was a woman among the boughs. Ivy reached with her hands that were not hands; vines wrapped around her quarry.

“Whoever you are, you had better have a very good reason for being here,” she said.

Strained and short of breath came the answer: “How about immortality?”

When Poison Ivy scoffed, her beloved children scoffed with her. “Humans strive for immortality in nature’s shadow.”

The vines tightened around the woman. Distantly—as a second order thought—Ivy took in her features. A teenager—no, older than that. Hair white as oleander, and eyes that belied her youthful mask. Ivy didn’t know her. At least, she was fairly certain she didn’t. Hard to keep track of faces, sometimes.

“Who are you, and what are you doing in my garden? How did you get here?”

“Could you let go of me? I mean you no harm. I just wanted to talk,” the girl said. “I thought—I thought the flower would show we’re not so different—”

Perhaps it was how deeply her recent internment drained her. Perhaps it was the pleading note in the girl’s voice. Either way, Ivy did not crush her, as she might have any other night.

“You realize where you are?”

“I know well enough.”

“And you came here regardless.”

“What happened to you was wrong. I want to atone.”

Oh. All-too-human anger flowered in Ivy’s chest. The vines squeezed tighter, the woman wriggled. “I was looking for a reason to let you go. You’re giving me reasons to kill you.”

The woman sucked in a breath. A burst of green magic sizzled along the length of Ivy’s vine. Like dodder, it consumed whatever it found; Ivy drew them back rather than bear the sight of their pain. The woman landed on her feet, hands held in the air.

“Please, I came here to parlay. To set right . . . some of the wrongs.”

Ivy could have won a fight—but probably not tonight. Frowning, she called a bough to serve as her makeshift throne. “Fine. Make your case.”

The woman in the girl’s body looked around, as if searching for her own chair. There was none to be found. Her shoulders slumped. “My name is Palmyra Lent. I believe the papers are calling me the Pearl.”

Ivy cocked a brow. “So why the rose?”

Palmyra met her eyes. “Flowers tend to spring up after me. I thought you might like to have one.”

Ivy perched her head on her hands. She said nothing, for she knew well enough the pain of having someone else choose what happened to your body. There were few words for it. Instead, she released a calming, pleasant chemical into the air. Tension melted from Palmyra.

Neither woman drew attention to the good deed. That, too, could be painful. Solace was enough. “The people who imprisoned you—I work for them,” began Palmyra. “For so many years now, I’ve lost count. Generations. I thought I would offer you a chance for revenge.”

“First immortality, now revenge. Which is it?”

“A little of both,” Palmyra said. “This has all happened before. It goes all the way back through Gotham City like a ribbon of fat through a joint of meat. The fire at the Gotham Linenworks. The pirate massacre on board the Orca. The collapse of the old Condiment Cannery. The Devil’s Tears during Prohibition—perhaps you learned about that in school? Tainted bootleg applejack. Poisoned seven speakeasies before it ran out. And before that, the witch trials. Every seventy or eighty or ninety years, Gotham . . . spasms. And people die in droves. The flowers swallow them whole, and there I stand.”

“Don’t tell me—you held the witches hostage for three months before you burned them,” Ivy cuts in.

“No. I wish it were that simple. We told the witch-hunter to stop, but it was hard to deal with him even then. I . . . I did not want him to join.”

“But you were forced to accept him, by this group?”

“I was,” Palmyra answered. “I’m certain you know what it’s like. If someone threatened your family, wouldn’t you have done the same?”

Pamela might have. Ivy was a different story. She’d burn down the world and everything in it to save a single blade of grass. “Just who are these people?”

“They have many names. We all do. Each builds on the next, layers and layers . . . and this city gives its own names. Condiment King. Orca. Mr. Calculator. Crazy Quilt. Mr. Camera. Amusing monikers for deeply unamusing people. They wear new names tonight: Edmund Ellis, Devin Dancy, Basil Conrad, Derrick Graves, James Gordon. Even the most powerful of them, Morgaine le Fey, wears the guise of an heiress named Sophie Winters. It keeps them safe. And allows them to wreak havoc as they please, since the only real consequence is a slightly longer waiting period before I revive them.”

Ivy wasn’t sure which was more surprising—hearing Jim Gordon named as part of a cabal, or that Morgaine le Fey herself was involved with it. She supposed the old man always did have a nose for trouble.

“A blind cut,” Ivy mused, half to herself.

“What?”

“It’s a blind cut, what you’ve done.” She hadn’t been trapped in a casino for months for nothing. “An old card trick. Zatanna would know it. You should ask her. You shuffle the cards so it looks like a random mix, but really the order never changed: kings, queens, jacks, all right where they always were. The cut looks fair, but it never was. The order of the world stayed just how they wanted it, and the house always . . . well. Surely you know that part. And while they’re off enjoying their new bodies and increasing their fortunes, there’s you. Palmyra Lent. Pretending to shuffle the deck for a new game when the old game never stopped. You’ve been resurrecting them?”

“I’ve been there. Watching. I have to be. I’m the conductor for all that energy. It passes through me on the way out of this plane. I find places for it to go.”

“And when you do, Gotham spasms,” Ivy said. “So what you’re saying is the real problem with this place is generational wealth. How nice to be off the hook for once.”

Palmyra hugged herself. She’d been so confident in coming here, and yet as the conversation wore on, she shrank more and more. As if talking about this regressed her to the young woman she seemed to be.

“It’s . . . magic has a price, and death is a jealous mistress, I’m sure you’re aware,” she began. Her eyes met Ivy’s, then quickly looked away. “Moving souls to new bodies consumes a large amount of my own personal energy. Years of my life, gone—each time younger and younger. And as our group has expanded, it’s become more energy than I can give. These spasms, they’re . . . the debt has to be paid somehow, or the others won’t be properly anchored to their bodies. The others plan it, and I follow through.”

On her way out of the casino, Ivy saw banners for an event. King for a Night. She’d been in Penguin’s casino, but if Palmyra made him the same offer she was making right now—well, what better place to get rid of a couple hundred people who needed to disappear?

“Why are you telling me all this?” Ivy said. A branch reached to comfort her. She noted, with a small smirk, that it was yew. “I already told you I have no interest in borrowed immortality. The Green provides for me.”

Palmyra Lent, the girl who had seen centuries, swallowed. “I need the ritual to go well. If it doesn’t, my family . . . It has to go perfectly. Galapagos is part of the ritual—it keeps them docile, and the magical component acts as an amplifier for my powers. They won’t fear, they won’t feel a thing. All things considered it’s a mercy. But, the—”

“The Bat is coming,” Ivy finished. “And you’re afraid I’ll tell him everything I know about Galapagos.”

Palmyra looked away. “If you just don’t tell him anything about it, if you don’t help him—we can work something out. My benefactor’s a wealthy man. We could provide for you—”

“I provide for myself,” Ivy cut in.

“But there must be something you want. Your own island where you could conduct whatever experiments you wanted. Funding for whichever programs you’d like. With the sort of circles they move in, you could have anyone’s ear. All that’s required of you is inaction. Isn’t that a good deal?”

“All this talk of deals is tiresome, don’t you think?” Ivy said. She rose from her seat. The girl stood unmoving not far away—but the boughs and blooms around her swayed in sympathy. “You and I are beyond deals. You know that, don’t you? You don’t have to serve these people. What could you possibly gain by serving them? What could I gain?”

Palmyra frowned. Again, she looked down. “It’s my family,” she repeated. “Please.”

Memories. Pamela’s mother kneeling before the rose bushes, face dirtied, whispering to her all the secrets contained within those petals. Her mother’s body buried beneath the garden— the roses claiming their secrets anew. The look in her father’s eyes when he realized that vengeance had come for him.

“Family will only weigh you down. You’re meant for more than this.”

“You don’t understand,” Palmyra shot back. This time she did meet Ivy’s eyes, her own

full of anger, full of fear. “They love me. They’ve just forgotten it, over the years, but they do love me, and some day they’re going to remember, and everything will be right again. Until then, I have to keep them safe. And I can’t keep them safe without these people. That’s why—”

“They don’t love you. They loved who you were. You’re something different now, and they can’t understand,” Ivy said. She kept her voice calm, warm, even. Harley had been giving her tips on communicating with people. Speaking from her own experience was supposed to be helpful. “Change is as natural as death.”

The girl’s hands tightened into fists. “I thought that there would be someone who understood. Someone who saw me. I thought that could be you.”

The air was changing. Her old senses wouldn’t have caught it. But just as animals knew the coming of a storm, so too did the flora of Gotham City know the Batman’s approach. Flowers hid their faces; leaves trembled on the branch. Ivy looked about the greenhouse, wondering how much of this was her, and how much the Green.

“You’d do well to understand yourself,” Ivy said. “I can’t help you with that. But I can tell you he’s almost here.”

Was it sweat or a tear that ran down the side of Palmyra’s face? Ivy had no interest in knowing. One unwelcome visitor was already a pain. Two was a nail driven through her temple. Pamela Isley might have cared to sit with this woman and work through all of their issues together.

Ivy didn’t.

She snapped. The vines heeded her call, shaping a ladder she often used for getaways. It let up into a copse of trees she’d grown just to cover her tracks. “Go. You don’t have long.”

Palmyra walked past her, toward the ladder. She stopped at Ivy’s side. They shared a glance—but Ivy had said all she wanted to say about the situation, and Palmyra must have known.

Ivy had five minutes of blissful silence in which to apologize to her plants for the interruption before the Batman came knocking.

To her surprise, it was a literal knock. She’d never known him to be so conscientious before. Usually he’d appear when she was turned away, or drop in through the skylight, raining glass down on everything she had worked so hard to grow.

But tonight, he knocked, and she found that though his shoulders did not slump, there was an aura to him only a little less dejected than Palmyra’s. The stubble spoke volumes; she only ever saw it when he had gotten dangerously close to crossing the line. He held himself as if he wanted to be smaller than he was.

She opened the door for him. It made her feel like a housewife, something she hated, but she’d make an exception in this case. There was no way he’d come to take her in tonight. And, for all their differences, she had known him for years. Only the most distinctive humans were worthy of her attention.

“Pamela,” he said.

“Batman. I think I know why you’re here.”

“Hm. That makes this easier,” he said, nodding. There was a weariness to his voice that left her feeling adrift. She couldn’t remember seeing him like this before—looking past her and not at her. “You know Galapagos better than anyone. I need an antidote for it.”

Somehow, she found herself moving toward the lone desk in the greenhouse. Harley had dropped off hot cross buns and green tea earlier. Ivy didn’t need to eat anymore and found processed foods disgusting, but . . . sometimes she had a bite for old time’s sake. And the tea, at least, was thoughtful.

“Something to eat?” she asked him. It came out stilted and strange.

He looked at the pastries. He did not say no. Confronted with a breadth of options, Ivy settled on orange cranberry, sliding it over to him with a cup of tea.

Batman looked down at it. With a sad smirk, he shook his head. “Not tonight.”

“I gave your associate all the data I had,” Ivy said. “You must have looked it over.”

“I did,” he said. “Intricate work on your part—mystical and chemical, both working in tandem. I’ve taken care of the mystic part, but the chemical . . .”

He trailed off in failure. Ivy felt a swell of pride, which she stifled given the circumstances. “It isn’t like you to ask for help. To ask me for help.”

“I . . . haven’t been myself, lately,” he said. He paused. “Lent was here.”

“What gave it away?”

“The flowers,” he answered. “You’d never grow desert roses here.”

She let the moment hang undisturbed.

“You know what she’s doing,” he said.

“I got the gist.” A beat. She thought, then, about the way he was acting—about what Palmyra had said. “Did she . . . did she do it to you?”

In the silence of the greenhouse—a silence born of dripping water and rustling leaves— the Dark Knight’s answer took its time to grow. “Yes.”

This was fast rising above her paygrade and into Harley’s. Maybe she’d swing by soon. She did like to check in when Ivy was in the greenhouse. Good to have regular human contact, she said. Who knew there would be so much of it today?

“If you’d like to forget—” she started, but he shook his head.

“No. I can’t. What I did—what he did—is something I’ll have to carry with me. I’ve looked away from too many things for too long.”

As far as she saw it, the Bat’s eyes were everywhere at all times. They’d gotten him and Jim Gordon. Palmyra hadn’t been exaggerating when she talked about the group’s reach. “Pamela, I’m asking for your help. I don’t have the time to do this on my own, not when

it’s this complex. You know what she means to do. The people they’re targeting—this event isn’t for CEOs, it isn’t for the people pumping for oil on sacred land, it isn’t for corrupt politicians.

They’re everyday citizens trying their best to get by. They don’t deserve to die.”

She didn’t like the way he sounded, or maybe she just didn’t like the way it made her feel. Batman never let himself sound like this. He was too human, now, too much like anyone else on the street. Whatever he had seen really had shaken him.

And, strangely, that made her hate Palmyra’s captors all the more. “. . . All right,” she said. “Did you bring a sample with you?”

He laid the vial on the desk. She picked it up. “Give me three hours. In the meantime . . . you might want to check on your friends.”

There—just a flash of his former self. His muscles went taut as wire. “What do you mean?”

“Palmyra said they had Jim Gordon.”

He loosened—but only a little. Must have already known. His lips pressed together into a scowl as he turned toward the door.

“I’ll look after Jim,” he said. “You look after Galapagos.” The door closed behind him.

Pamela Isely had five minutes of silence, five minutes of working in peace, five minutes of thinking about the two broken souls she’d just met.

And then Harley walked in the door and nothing was broken anymore.



Idle time stuck like a stone in his throat.

Best thing for it was to work it loose.

On the corner of Clarkson and Seventy-Fifth he spotted two men in spangled leather jackets following an old woman. From the way they walked, he knew one of them was carrying a knife. As the woman turned down an empty side street they picked up the pace. One called out to her: “Hey, Granny, I think you dropped something.”

 It was a simple job, one he’d run any number of times. The sort of thing he could do without thinking. Throw a Batarang, knock the switchblade out of his hand, kick him to the ground. Restrain the other one. Cuff them. Walk the woman to her apartment.

He shouldn’t have had to think about it.

But he did. The Batarang was in his hand and the thought occurred: what were the witch-hunter’s tools?

His residual memories held the answers: stones and rope, holy words wielded like weapons. The Batarang in his hand grew heavy. He told himself it wasn’t the same, but the chill that ran through him remained.

A shout cut through his indecision: the old woman had seen the knife.

He threw the Batarang. Metal clashed against metal; the knife hit the sidewalk. In a rush of fabric and muscle, Batman was on them, falling from the sky like the fist of an angry god. The two men beheld him with eyes wide and mouths agape. Sinners at last facing their punishment. A city waiting to be cleansed of sin.

Those weren’t his thoughts.

Hesitation cost him again. Instead of a clean kick to the back, followed through, he slapped against the once-armed man like a punching bag. Both tumbled to the ground. A weak punch thumped Batman’s temple. At least the angle made things awkward for the mugger, too.

The cuffs—he needed the cuffs. Pinning the man with his forearm, Batman reached for his belt.

And, for a moment, felt his hands close around a vial of holy water.

Anger and fear welled up inside him—but these weren’t foreign emotions. He knew them well. For the past decade he’d fought them every day, refined them into something new. Nathaniel had worn his skin. Nathaniel’s hands had beaten his friends. But Batman—Bruce––was not Nathaniel, and wouldn’t allow himself to be.

No matter how strong the call in the back of his mind for this mugger’s blood.

The fog of his mind cleared. He saw the cuffs clearly now, and as he slapped them against the mugger’s wrist they made a satisfying sound.

The mugger’s accomplice was already running. Bolas from the other side of his belt solved that problem, whistling through the air before they caught the runner around his legs. The man yelped and fell face first to the pavement. It took only another second to restrain the first man’s feet. The second man hadn’t gotten far.

When he had them under control, he called it in. Then he realized the old woman was staring at him. A pang of guilt twisted in his gut, and he wondered for a moment how he must look to her. The Bat frightened criminals—but it often frightened the innocent, too. He did what he could to show them he meant no harm, but the myth of the Bat had its casualties.

Still—he didn’t know if he could bear an old woman’s fear tonight. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, I’ve dealt with worse than them.” They both knew it wasn’t really true—but that didn’t stop him putting her groceries back in their bags. As he handed them back, she studied him again. “What a kind young man. The papers say you’re a menace, you know.”

“Only to them,” he said, nodding toward her muggers. “Go on home. I’ll keep watch.”

She picked up the bags. He thought of offering to help, but she didn’t seem the sort of woman who would take kindly to an offer like that. Some people needed help; some just needed someone to keep a look out.

     Batman shot a gargoyle with his grapple gun. From atop it he watched the little old lady walk to her door. A man with a thick mustache met her there, clad in his white undershirt, baseball in hand. He threw his arms around her and held her close.

He looked a lot like Jim Gordon.

Batman was afraid of hurting his friends.

He was afraid that if he didn’t, they’d die—or worse than that, they’d go somewhere else, their souls dissipating like cold breath in the winter air.

And he was afraid, too, that all of this had been happening under his nose for years—and he hadn’t seen it.

How much of this could he have stopped if he paid more attention?

If only he’d listened sooner. If he’d trusted Zatanna, if he’d listened when rumors spread about his old classmates.

One thing was certain: this wasn’t something he was going to solve alone.

Three hours later, Batman picked up the cure from Ivy. It came in two dozen vials, each highly potent. All he’d have to do was get them into the sprinkler system.

Well. That and introduce the secret ingredient.

He felt silly, holding the vials, thinking of his fears. But he knew how potent fear could be, and he knew that his fear of letting Gotham fall into the dark had kept it safe for so long.

He did it anyway, in the dark of the cave, surrounded by the memories his friends had lent him. He thought of his fears, he held them close, and then . . . with a breath, he let them go.

The Galapagos in the vial—previously glowing a soft blue-green—went violet.

It would have to do.







Batman: The Blind Cut

The Aristocrats 

Catherynne M. Valente

 

 

Gotham Casino greeted the night in a blaze of finery.

Slabs of blue glass cut to look like ice framed the entrance like curtains. But inside, every surface glittered with jewels and hothouse flowers. The Gotham Symphony Orchestra played to a dancefloor checkered in onyx and pearl like a chessboard. Ice sculptures of beautiful people in ancient clothes slowly melted into pools of warm cider. The central fountain fizzed with pink champagne. Buffet tables groaned on all sides, buried in foods of every nation—each morsel riddled with Galapagos.

All across the cavernous ballroom, waiting for the guests, wandered, waddled, walked, and belly-flopped rare and endangered animals of every kind: pangolins, kakapo birds, ringed seals, pandas chewing on the curtains, and a dozen emperor penguins diving in the champagne fountain for fish they’d never find.

And in the center of it all preened Oswald Cobblepot, looking as healthy and happy as he ever had in all his days, opening his arms in brotherhood to all who entered.

“Welcome! Welcome Citizens of Gotham City! Eat, drink, make yourselves at home . . . in my home! Mi casa es your casa! Everything is absolutely free—tonight is your chance to live like you’ve always dreamed, to indulge in every pleasure without consequence! This is a new world! You are all King . . . for a Night!”        

The unlucky of Gotham City drifted past the ice walls and into one of many cloakrooms, their eyes huge, hungry, unbelieving. They drifted out again, still hungry, still unbelieving, but now clothed in suits and shimmering ballgowns that very nearly fit—you could hardly see the duct tape.

Waitstaff descended upon them, carrying trays of Galapagos puffs, Galapagos tarts, deviled Galapagos, spherified Galapagos served like caviar on perfect toast points.

Even Bruce and Zatanna were a bit dazzled. Zatanna gripped his arm a little tighter. It looked like paradise, like madness, like Europe, the astral plane, a place with no rules. But it was very real.

Barbara Gordon sighted them the second they stepped through the door and rushed to meet them, wearing a slim-fitting tux-and-tails of her own.

“Nice outfit,” Bruce said with a wry smile.

“Oh, shut up. I’m not going through the vents in heels and a vintage Ellis. HVAC is murder on the beadwork!” Barbara grinned and held out her hand. Bruce reached into his jacket pocket and passed her a slim cigarette case. Inside lay the vials of antidote.

“Okay,” Barbara said with a curt nod. “It’s just you, me, and a ventilation system older than time itself, Charlie old boy.”

“Charlie?” Zatanna raised one thick eyebrow.

“You know, like Darwin. Galapagos was never the same once Charlie arrived. Whatever. It made sense in my head. I’ll ping you when it’s done.” She tapped her earpiece.

“I still say a quick psychic four-way mindlink spell would be easier,” grumbled Zatanna. “It’s like Zoom but you can taste each other’s thoughts!”

“That sounds horrific,” deadpanned Barbara.

“Z, we’ve done a lot of things your way to get here,” Bruce said. “But we’re in my world now. Please allow me to save the city without having to taste Jason Blood’s grocery list.”

Zatanna rolled her eyes and accepted an earpiece from Bruce’s other coat pocket. “You’re no fun at all,” she sighed.

Barbara laid out the room for them, pointing subtly with her chin. “Sophie’s holding court at the Faberge croquet course. Claudia’s shooting Vox Pops outside the cloakroom. Our man Conrad’s about three whiskeys deep, soaking up the vibes over by the Wheel-O-Rent.”

Zatanna glanced where Barbara’s chin indicted. A deafening cheer went up as the circus-colored wheel spun past One Month, Six Months, and One Year to land reluctantly on Pay Triple.

“Dancy went to shout at the kitchen and Ellis . . . Ellis was mingling, last I saw him.” Barbara’s face fell a little. Her jaw pulsed. Edmund Ellis was currently occupying the body of her father, who had never successfully mingled in his life. “You’ll find Blood making very grim faces at the Pin-the-Crown-on-the-Welfare-Queen station.”

Zatanna looked around at the growing crowd. It was going to be packed.

“You have to hand it to him. I never thought Cobblepot would spring for a party like this. He must really be feeling himself tonight.” Batgirl clapped her hands together. “See you soon! Don’t forget to have fun, kids!”

Barbara disappeared into the throng. “Lent isn’t here yet,” Bruce said quietly.

“Then we’d better get it done, because if we don’t, these people are just going to stand there and smile like Christmas morning while the astral plane uses them to balance its books. When . . . when Nathaniel had control, could you sense any details about their plan?”

Bruce’s eyes grew new shadows. He shook his head. “I remember how Nathaniel felt about tonight. The eagerness. The anticipation. A kind of . . . lust. But I could only access emotions. No specifics.”

Zatanna squeezed his arm reassuringly. “Okay, B. Meet you at the fight.” She moved toward the blackjack tables, invisible among all the other dealers and staff.

The orchestra swung into a waltz.

Zatanna relieved a blackjack dealer who had no reason to question it—he’d seen her working in the casino before. She leaned in close to the gamblers as they placed their bets, stacking up special one-night-only chips stamped with Cobblepot’s maniacally grinning face.

“Easy money, boys,” Zatanna said, and shuffled the cards in a spectacular arc from one hand to the other.

They smiled blissfully and savored their drinks.

“Galapagos en croute, madam?” offered a passing waiter. “Keep your strength up, it’s gonna be a long night.”

Zatanna frowned. She laid a King down on an elderly gentleman’s ten and seven. “How wonderful!” the man cried. “I lost again! Hip hip—”

“HOORAY!” bellowed the rest of the table. But that was too much exertion. They settled back down, sighing with pleasure.

“I’ve eaten,” Zatanna said grimly.



Gotham Casino stretched at the seams. Easily five hundred people plowed through the tables of food, crowded the champagne fountain, waited slackly in line for the games. Bruce waded through the glittering masses, none of whom were swift to clear a path. They stared at the ceiling, at the fountains, at the waddling animals, at him, limply happy, stuffed full of Galapagos. He scanned the scene for his targets. Easy enough to spot the real aristocrats, even in a crowd.

The people who were relaxed in their finery, who chose the right forks without fail, who never shied away from interrupting a conversation, whose posture practically advertised their alma maters.

Bruce stopped himself and grimaced. He hated suddenly how effortlessly he could do that—divide a mob into high society and just . . . society. Nathaniel lived that way. Judging at a glance, trained from birth to see invisible markers: a witch or a human being. And if a witch, no quarter. Bruce’s gaze, too, was trained from birth. It automatically sorted the heiress from the homeless.

And if an heiress, what then? Could he really fight faces he’d known all his life as fiercely as he fought strangers in costumes? Sophie Winters had done nothing wrong, only her body had hunted and killed. Jim Gordon didn’t deserve one ounce of harm. But what walked in his bones, what wore him as surely as the Joker wore his makeup and Bane wore his mask, that thing deserved pain. Bruce felt sick. Maybe Zatanna was right. Maybe magic was better. Easier.

At least with magic, you didn’t have to feel it when you hurt someone.

Bruce glanced toward the ceiling. A distant chandelier quivered slightly. Come on, Barbara.

“Mister Wayne!” came a deep, musical voice as cultivated as a hedgerow. “How utterly marvelous of you to join us for our little party.” He turned and looked into the wide, clear eyes of Sophie Winters. Little Sophie, who took horse riding lessons with him and called him old nag even though they were both seven, who came all alone to his somber birthday parties, every year after his parents died.

But Sophie was not home in those eyes. Something so much older sparkled there, so much cleverer—and more cruel. “Oh, you absolutely must dance with me, I insist.”

She tried to push him onto the dance floor, but Bruce was not a man to be pushed. And yet, somehow, he found his arms around her waist, her hand in his, her deep violet gown swinging wide across the chessboard floor, despite loathing every one of those things and wanting them to stop immediately.

She whispered in his ear, her perfume stinging his eyes. “Come now, you don’t want to make a scene. Not with all these lovely people around! So vulnerable, so innocent. Silly old nag. Give les miserables a bit of a show before they go.”

“They’re not going anywhere, witch,” he growled—and then recoiled, hearing Nathaniel’s voice in his own, biting down on that last terrible word.

Sophie’s charming demeanor snapped like a cut rope. “So you know,” she said stonily.

“Yes.”

She threw back her head and laughed, her emerald earrings flashing. “Oh good, that saves so much time. And where is our Nate, then? One cannot begin the feast until all the family is at table.”

“I have no doubt you’ll find him soon.”

The ancient power wearing Sophie Winters like a bracelet took the unspoken news without expression. “Well, he was an awful stick in the mud anyway.” But her voice caught slightly, far more upset than she let on. “All the more reason to enjoy the time given to us! That’s what it’s all about, you know. Time. That’s what it’s always been about. You can’t hate them for that, surely. For just . . . wanting a little more time.”

“And what about you? You’re older than any of them. You had centuries before they were born. Honestly, this seems like such a cheap trick for the Great Witch of England.”

“Yes, the Great Witch. That’s the trouble with fame. It makes you so easy to find, when folk decide they’ve had enough of starving in an ugly world. Whose fault is that world? Why, the lady in all those jewels and gowns in her high tower, obviously. I saw Goody Winters dancing with the devil in the woods! This is so much better. Now they’re happy to keep me in jewels and towers. They’ll never come knocking with a stake and a torch—not if it means they might lose their favorite moisturizer or signature scent! Oh, Mister Wayne, I have danced with every devil you can name, and let me tell you, unfettered capitalism is better than any spell I’ve ever cast.

“I’m just a businesswoman running a respectable, publicly-traded company, aren’t I? I wear a suit and a Bluetooth headset and neutral earth tones. Who would suspect me? Have you seen the fall lipstick line? To die for.” She waved her free hand in the air. “Don’t look at me like that, old nag. I’ll get tired of this game eventually and move on soon enough. I do find Eddie and the others rather a bore these days. And if I have to look at her mopey little face for one more decade I shall certainly scream.”

“I’m not here to play games,” Bruce warned her. “Where is Lent?”

Morgaine le Fey shrugged her stolen shoulders. “Well, in point of fact, you’re not here to do anything, my dear. Although it certainly was kind of you to attend all the same.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why, only that it’s all finished, darling! There’s nothing you can do for poor Sophie now, or any of the rest of them. It’s all over but the crying, as they say. I am so looking forward to the twenty-first century. Dancy is going to show me how to use something called social media next week. He says you can use it to tell everyone about your lunch and topple governments! What fun. Don’t feel bad! We have some lovely parting gifts for you.”

The pair stopped at the edge of a lush green lawn. A real lawn, planted and growing in the grand ballroom of the Gotham Casino. The grand and the merely grandly dressed hopped about on the grass, swinging huge croquet mallets into jeweled Faberge eggs and squealing with delight as they bounced through golden hoops or shattered on impact.

“Oooh!” The Great Witch of England squealed with delight. “Room for one more? I do hope you’re all enjoying my little collection of baubles!” She gestured at the jeweled eggs. “Save me the black mallet!” Oswald Cobblepot held it up for her, giggling.

Le Fey twirled off the dance floor and Bruce, ever so briefly, turned to find himself in the expansive arms of Jason Blood.

“May I have this dance, Mr. Wayne?”

“Hilarious as always, Jason. Have you seen Lent?”

Blood shook his head. “Everyone else is accounted for, but she is pushing the boundaries of ‘fashionably late.’ Still, I wouldn’t worry. She’ll come. She has to. She’s the conductor for all the energy this horrid night is going to release. It must pass through her on its way out of this plane.” They watched the croquet match proceed across the lush grass. “I rather wish we’d called in a bit more cavalry. As much as I hate to make the comparison, there’s only four of us, and they’re a superpowered team. Lent is . . . their ward.” He sighed heavily. “But in a very real sense she also means nothing to them. She’s just . . . their getaway car. From one era to the next. Take this.”

The demonologist turned and handed his comrade a small brass key.

“One of the soul receptacles,” Blood explained. “We recovered all but one. Destroy it in close proximity to the right body—I can’t promise anything, but it should work. The only one we

couldn’t find was Sophie’s. We’ll have to improvise.” Morgaine le Fey struck her Faberge egg hard and watched it roll clean across the grass. “That one is—”

“Jim,” Bruce said softly. He knew the key, of course he did. Jim always had it on him. it was the key to the roof of G.C.P.D. Headquarters. Where the Bat-Signal was. Where his friend could call him, and he would always come.

Jim Gordon’s soul was inside it. “I’m coming, Jim.”

“Coming where, old chap?” came the voice of the police commissioner, washed clean of the exhaustion and stress that usually roughened it. Bruce’s old friend slapped him vigorously on the shoulder and stepped between them, putting his arms confidently around Bruce and Jason as though they were off to a kegger together. Bruce winced. He didn’t even smell like Jim.

“Can you believe this? They’re real, you know. Splendid stuff.”

“One of these eggs would pay for the new Gotham City Youth Center,” Bruce said through gritted teeth. They heard a sickening crunch.

“And a penguin just squashed one,” Blood observed. The emperor penguin squawked defiance.

“Naughty penguin!” Jim scolded it cheerfully.

“How very dare you.” Oswald Cobblepot marched over, whining in his pinched, indignant voice. “I’ll have you turned out.”

Edmund Ellis, Crazy Quilt, the former Duke of Montrose and master of the Gotham Linenworks, laughed in his face. “You’re welcome to try, you crawling moron.”

Cobblepot sputtered in fury and shock, realizing too late that he was in no way addressing a long-suffering policeman. He pawed ingratiatingly at Gordon’s exquisite suit. “Sir, I didn’t recognize you, my apologies. Mortified, mystified, petrified. Beg your forgiveness, er . . . Ed. Can I call you Ed? Well. When considering how angry you want to be, do remember I’ve done a lot for you.”

Ellis stared icily out of Gordon’s eyes, full of the knowledge of his centuries of experiences—and now Jim’s, too. “I have lived countless lifetimes, tiny flightless man, but I have never once forgotten a favor. You are very much to be thanked! It’s so much nicer when the victims are compliant. Otherwise they run and scream and make such a fuss. So uncouth. Fear not, idiot, you’ll get your reward.”

“What reward?” Blood interrupted, his posture tense.

“Haven’t you heard?” The Penguin sneered. “I’m in.”

Crazy Quilt tousled Blood’s hair like a misbehaving grandson. The demonologist went bright red with rage. “Mr. Cobblepot understands the truth of Gotham City now, lads. He recognizes how foolish he and his compatriots have been, prancing about in their colorful costumes with their clever little punny names and playing at crime and redemption like Baby’s First Id. It’s all so small time. And all the while we’ve done our work in the shadows. The real heist is patient. It is so restrained and refined as to be nearly invisible. You never even knew it was afoot. We do not need headlines; we own the papers. You cannot put us on trial; we own the courts. We do not even need our names; we have transcended them. We need only to win. And we do. Every time. The real caper has gone on for centuries all around you, without gadgets or fistfights, and the loot is the world itself.”

The Penguin gnashed his cigarette holder and crowed: “I’m gettin’ called up to the majors, boys! Looks like you can take it with you, if you know a good enough necromancer, heh heh! I’m gettin’ a new body and a ticket to the future. Jealous? Of course you are. Too bad!”

Murmurs rippled through hundreds of merrymakers. They seemed to part without noticing they were moving, like a magnet repelling its opposite.

A young girl entered Gotham Casino. No more than eighteen or nineteen, slim and lithe and not so terribly tall, long white hair hanging in two ponytails like pale daggers on either side of her head.

She wore a long, long strand of freshwater pearls and a dress the color of fire.

“That can’t be Lent,” Jason whispered. “She was getting the senior discount at the movies last week.”

Morgaine le Fey, impossibly ancient and powerful, jumped up and down, waving like a schoolgirl.

“I should find something to hold onto, if I were you,” Ellis warned.

Palmyra Lent wasted no time on a monologue. She closed her eyes and began to chant. No one could hear a word of it, but her hands began to glow a terrible uncolor. The ground beneath her feet bristled with seals and sigils. No one in the crowd moved. They swayed dreamily in place, exclaiming over the pretty lights.

“How wonderful!” Zatanna’s blackjack player broke through the noise. “I’ve lost again!”

“Now would be superb timing, Barbara,” Bruce subvocalized into his earpiece.

“One more minute, boss,” Batgirl’s voice chimed back.

“May not have a minute.”



Zatanna gave up on the plan.

Her eyes rolled back in her head. She drew power up from the earth below the casino to surround and protect the innocents here. She ignored Lent’s little lightshow and concentrated.

“Sehtolc deworrob ni esoht lla mrah morf evreserp,” Zatanna incanted backwards. Preserve from harm all those in borrowed clothes. She could not include her friends in the spell. They needed to fight, and you couldn’t land a punch from inside a sphere of safekeeping.

Nothing happened. The energy she summoned dissipated the minute it approached the Pearl’s great seals. The necromancer was already deep in her spell, and it would not tolerate competition. Zatanna could see Devin Dancy, his body at least, standing by the half-melted ice sculpture of an august medieval cook, opening a box of long knives with a look of relish on his face.

They were out of time.

“Oh well. Have to do it the new-fashioned way.” She sighed. Zatanna flipped over a dozen cards in quick succession, each one adding to a perfect hand for each gambler. “Twenty-ones for everyone, kiddos. Now go home.”

They didn’t budge.

Zatanna left her table, walked calmly across the floor of the Gotham Casino, ignoring every stock-still partygoer and entranced employee in her path, and punched Devin Dancy, head chef to the gods themselves, directly in the face.

“Abracadabra!” she cried triumphantly.

A gentle hiss floated down from the ceiling, blanketing them all in a cool mist named Charlie. Everything was still for a moment. The crowd looked up, toward the source of the lovely air.

Batgirl and Batman exploded into the room at the same instant, black mirror images, two dark angels plummeting to earth, one out of the security foreman’s observation window, the other out of an air conditioning vent. They hit the priceless floor in unison.

And the stampede began.

The poor of Gotham City bolted from the beautiful madhouse, streaming out of every door. No one had bothered to lock them—Galapagos was the lock, there was supposed to be no key. They spilled into the street, into safety, barreling past the Pearl in her glowing lattice of magic. She stood her ground, moving the mob around her, trusting there would be enough left for her employers to get the job done.

But her employers were very, very busy.

“Hi there, Ricky,” Zatanna said cheerfully as she returned to punching the corporeal form of hedge fund manager Derrick Graves. He spluttered, stumbled backwards, holding his nose. She caught Batgirl’s eye. Her black-gloved hand tossed something glittering into the air. Zatanna caught it without looking. “Watch me pull a man out of your hat,” she said, and dropped the cigarette case on the ground, smashing it with her heel. An invisible gust sighed into the air.

Graves dropped to the ground like a bag of sand on an old stage, sleeping deeply, his face his own once more.

The magician spun around to line up her next target. But the casino was a field of undifferentiated chaos. Batgirl delivered a roundhouse kick to the jaw of a possessed Claudia Crowne and knocked her into the Gotham Symphony Orchestra’s abandoned music stands. Batman had a squealing, wretched Oswold Cobblepot by the throat up against the chip-exchange booths. Then Bruce froze. He seemed to collect himself from some other place. He let go of the Penguin’s throat—never his style. Nathaniel’s, yes. But Nathaniel was gone now. Only then did Zatanna see, in every inch of her friend’s tortured stance, how much the experience had hurt him.

But Batman wasn’t going to just let him go. With a mighty punch straight out of the old days, Cobblepot went careening across the room. Aw, Zatanna said to herself. I wanted to crush that little cretin. He grabbed my skirt every shift. But she couldn’t dwell on that now. The terrified Kings for a Night ran everywhere, desperate to escape, the possessed desperate to cut them down, the Dark Knight desperate to keep them whole.

And a massive golden demon tore up the croquet lawn as he ran across it, bearing down on a broad-shouldered Basil Conrad in his brilliant whaleskin tuxedo.

“Am I meant to be impressed?” the old whaler spat, staring up into Etrigan’s fiery eyes. The demon barreled into him, ignoring his pitiful human words. Crouching over his prey, Etrigan spoke:

YOUR MASTER SANG A NOBLE SONG 

THE MORTAL IN ME WELL BELIEVED 

BUT I AM OLDER THAN THE TREES

I TAUGHT CAIN HOW TO DECIEVE

YOU ALL WEAR LIES UPON YOUR SLEEVES

I KNOW YOUR KIND OF OLD

“Poetry?” Basil laughed. “You mean to kill me with poetry? I, whom the oceans obey?” Etrigan’s gaze bore into him.

YOU ARE NOT GREATER YET THAN THEY 

YOU SEE THE MADMEN OF THIS TOWN 

AS GRIME UPON YOUR SATIN GOWN

BUT THOUGH YOU CLUTCH YOUR STOLEN CROWNS 

YOU ARE JUST MORE PAINTED CLOWNS

CRUDE THIEVES IN COSTUMES STILL

Conrad had not conquered death and vanquished centuries without some survival instinct. He reached in his pocket for a pistol and aimed it at the Demon.

Etrigan roared. He bent down, snapped the Duke’s wrist, grabbed the gun, and devoured it in one grinding bite.

The Demon hungered to finish his meal. Instead, he held up an old silver ring and breathed fire upon it until it was nothing but slag.

Basil Conrad collapsed into a deep, dreaming sleep.

“You guys gonna leave any for me?” Zatanna laughed.

“I’m here,” intoned the Great Witch of England. “If that makes you feel better.”



The Penguin crashed through the doors of Gotham Casino onto the street. He scrambled up and bolted into the night without a single thought for his new friends.

Batman moved like a hole in space, rimmed in falling jewels and fire. He stopped in front of Palmyra Lent, still chanting, still glowing. He lunged for her, but the girl dodged him nimbly.

The necromancer’s eyes shifted back into reality and focused on Bruce Wayne.

“Just like him,” she whispered. “Just like all of them. Rise out of your sleep of luxury, kill a child, and sleep again.”

“You are no child.”

Lent screamed in his face. “No, a rich man murdered the child I was. He took everything from me and left me to be used by monsters like them forever. You are all the same! I can never be a child again.” A smile curled her lips. “But I can be a witch, Nathaniel.”

“Nathaniel is gone.”

Her smile guttered out.

Batman threw her across the room.

But she didn’t go where he threw her. She levitated into the air on a spinning wheel of symbols and seals, her white hair flying behind her. She raised her arms; half the furniture in the room rose with them. She tossed tables and chairs and couches like they were toys.

One connected with something. Something that had hidden, hoping to remain unseen and slink away when it was all over, like it had always done before. Something that yelped in pain and then went silent.

Edmund Ellis put a hand to Jim Gordon’s head. It came away bloody. He stared in disbelief at it, as if the entire idea of him bleeding was preposterous. One of the ice sculptures rocketed through the air and slammed into his spine. He dropped instantly to the ground, motionless.

“DAD!”

The scream sliced through the chaos like a clean knife.

Batgirl knew that shape slumped on the floor. No matter what lived inside him, she knew her father’s cry of fear and agony. She raced across the ballroom, not caring what hit her or who might get away. She careened into the unconscious form of Jim Gordon, possessed by the ghost of a long-dead Scottish Duke, but her father all the same.

Batman ducked a dealer’s table hurled at his head. He dropped to one knee and skated the brass key across the dance floor toward Barbara. She caught it deftly, snapped it in half, then wrapped her father in her arms and stroked his hair. Batgirl took a cello to the back, but she didn’t even feel it—she would keep all harm from her father if she had to take the whole world between her shoulder blades.

Floating in the air, the Pearl stared at them. Batgirl stared back, her expression full of hate and rage and hurt. Something awful moved in Lent’s face. Her jaw clenched. She bellowed in rage and flung fire from her palms, wildly, with no real target. Batman jack-knifed, changed direction, came at her again.

“Protect me!” Lent screamed to the people she’d served for so long. “Help me!”

But the few who remained ignored her cries. No one lifted a finger for their feral pet.



“She always puts on such a show,” a smooth, icy voice filled Zatanna’s mind. “You should sit back and watch.”

Zatanna slammed backwards into an ornate chair. Blue ropes of light lashed her to it. The perfect new face of Morgaine le Fey beamed down at her. “All comfy? You won’t want to miss her next trick. It’s a crowd-pleaser!”

Zatanna groped in her mind for purchase on the magic that bound her. But it slipped away every time. She watched helplessly as Lent smashed Batman like a rag doll against the fountain. He staggered up and ejected cables from his waist to trap her. Lent turned them to silk ribbons in the air.

Her mind seized on something in the dark. It was a massive spell; she could barely breathe for the power building in her chest. But it had a path—the sorceress wasn’t even trying to block it. It wasn’t a spell for battle or defense.

“Yvi sa eb sepor tel , ssenteews sa eb htgnerts tel,” she whispered quickly. Let strength be as sweetness, let ropes be as ivy.

The shimmering blue ropes that strapped Zatanna to the chair wriggled and rustled into strands of green ivy.

“What are you doing?” the Great Witch snarled. “Taking up gardening in your old age?”

The ivy wound thicker and thicker around Zatanna, swelling with the magician’s power, more and more and more of it until there were no more ropes and no more vines and no more ivy but a woman with red hair sitting in the magician’s lap with her arms around her neck.

Pamela Isley.

“You rang?” Poison Ivy said.

“I told you I’d get you your revenge,” Zatanna said evenly.

“I do so like a girl who keeps her word,” she purred.

“Just . . . try not to stab me in the back,” Zatanna mumbled.

“The vine doesn’t strangle the sunlight. Only those who kept it starving in the dark,” Pamela said very seriously, then sprang out of Zatanna’s arms, twisting in mid-air as hungry hothouse flowers sprouted from her skin, stretching their petals toward le Fay.

“You brought me flowers!” laughed the sorceress, but the laugh became a wracking cough as the cloud of phyto-toxins reached her throat.

A terrifying calm drenched Zatanna Zatara like cold water. She knew what to do. They hadn’t been able to find the object that carried Sophie Winters’ soul. But it had to be here, with her, right now, something she’d treasure and keep a close eye on. It was here.

Pietro had said it was on the move.

Sophie’s collection. Her precious Faberge eggs, lying around the croquet course in pieces. But not that egg. Resting at the starting hoop, never used, ignored by everyone.

Poison Ivy danced out of range of le Fey’s magic as best she could, but the Green couldn’t make this stand forever. Zatanna would have to pull a double act, faster than anything she’d done before.

She felt terrible. It was a dirty trick. The lowest of blows. It felt like a betrayal.

But she was definitely going to do it anyway.

Zatanna took a deep breath and dropped into a roll. As she came out of it, she grabbed the diamond-encrusted egg in one hand and smashed it into the floor with everything she had at the same instant she shouted: “Dlihc devoleb eht fo llac eht ylno raeh cigam tel!”

Let magic hear only the call of the beloved child.

Zatanna’s father loved her all his life. Bruce’s parents loved him fiercely. Pamela Isley’s childhood was sweet and soft. Barbara still held her father close. Even Morgaine le Fey had once been an adored princess whose mother was kind.

But Palmyra Lent’s parents hated her now. She kept them alive because she could not bear to let them go, and they hated her for the prison of love she made for them. And the only reason Zatanna knew that was because Lent had let her in, let her see the horrible grain of sand that created the pearl of her power, and this was a rotten, shameful backhand to a sister in the dark arts. She would never really feel quite right about it—or the fact that the Pearl had stopped firing off spells long before Zatanna got to hers. She just hung there in the air, bathed in light, staring at father and daughter, and Zatanna had shanked her right in the heart.

Sophie Winters hit the ground, fast asleep.

Lent went dark. The magic couldn’t hear her anymore.

Zatanna dropped to the floor and landed in a feral crouch. She called out for Batman, her old friend, who always did believe her when it mattered.

“Now!” Zatanna screamed. “It won’t last!”

Batman closed in. Lent stared up at him in terror. All she saw was the crusader bearing down on her six hundred years ago, implacable and strong and uncaring. Little enough different than her bearing down on that child and her father a moment ago—than what she had become.

Lent flew at the crusader, hands bent into claws.

Batman leapt for her, just trying to immobilize, not to maim.

They twisted together in the air and crashed backwards through the enormous, beautiful stained-glass picture window at the rear of Gotham Casino.

A splash echoed through the ruined palace of luxury. The great banner that read KING FOR A NIGHT blew in the sudden breeze. It fluttered against a brace of candles and began to burn.

Zatanna, the Demon, and Poison Ivy raced to the shattered, gaping hole blown through the building. They peered out into the dark.

“Batman?” Poison Ivy called. Nothing.

Bruce? thought Zatanna.

The Dark Knight stepped gingerly toward them from out of the shadows, his cape ragged and smoking, balanced on the wide ledge on the side of the building.

“She’s gone,” he said roughly, staring into the deep, cold bay. “It’s over.”



It is a year later. An auction house. Far from Gotham City. Lavender and rosemary scent the wind through cross-hatched windows. Very fine ladies and gentlemen sit in velvet chairs and raise their numbers in the air as each item comes up for bid.

“Here we have quite a rarity,” the auctioneer says with real excitement in his voice. “The embalmed heart of Gaweyne de Weyne, the ancient crusader knight whose heroic exploits earned him the love and respect of all who met him. Some even whispered that he was a saint on earth.

“The canonization never quite materialized, but the relic was preserved nonetheless, passing through the House of Montrose over the years and now, into our hands. May I begin the bidding at five thousand pounds?”

Bruce Wayne nods his head slightly. He hopes this will be over quickly. Zatanna waits for him back at their hotel. She’d received a small key in the post, though no one knew they were traveling together. It was not the key to the Police Department roof. It was slender and golden, and it unlocked a secret place that was never meant to become a prison.

It also meant Gotham Bay had once again failed to take care of Gotham City’s problems. “Five thousand pounds. Do I hear six? Marvelous, sir, six. Seven?”

Bruce looks around, trying to see who is so dead set on irritating him that they would bid against Gaweyne de Weyne’s actual heir. But he sees no familiar faces. Only a man in a blue hood near the front of the room, his back turned. And the man in the hood keeps raising his little paddle with his number on it.

The pounds pile up until, finally, Bruce mentions a truly bizarre sum, and the man in the blue hood acquiesces. The auction breaks for lunch; the other bidders stream out of the room, murmuring about how morbid it truly is to buy a human heart.

Bruce rises. Buttons his coat. “Hello, Mr. Savage,” he says.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Wayne. Always a pleasure.” Vandal Savage pulls his hood back and turns, his scar livid in the warm spring light. “Meet any eligible young ladies lately?” he asks, with a deeply amused shine in his eye.

“I may have.”

“Ah, I know you have. A gift from yours truly, mailed parcel post from the last millennium. I do hope she arrived in one piece.”

“I don’t believe she was ever yours to send, Vandal.”

“That’s as may be, but she certainly wasn’t Gaweyne’s to slaughter, either.”

“Slaughter? Gaweyne de Weyne may have been a warrior and a man of his time, but that word does not fit the history. He was the Good Crusader. even by those he conquered. There is not one bad word about him written in six hundred years. He was the root of my family.”

Vandal Savage, the great immortal, smiled indulgently. “Bless your heart. Or bless his heart, shall we? Or perhaps we should just slice it up and have it for lunch. The Good Crusader? I was there. There was never any such thing. He cut a canyon of blood through the Levant like all the rest of them. He just had a good marketing team. He killed that girl’s whole family, and her as well. I brought her back. Perhaps I am the Good Crusader!”

Bruce Wayne feels a terrible tightness in his chest. He reaches for a decanter of water on a gorgeously carved sideboard.

“And where is she now, Sir Knight?”

Bruce frowns deeply. “In Arkham. Under close watch. I’ve asked for kindnesses for her,” he adds quickly. “She has a window. Time on the grounds, supervised, of course. Perhaps one day, even visitors, if she proves herself. I’m told she spends her time reading. She’s gone through the whole Arkham library already and begs for more.” Vandal says nothing. He merely lifts an eyebrow. “Don’t look at me like that. She needs care. Serious medical attention. She’s killed a lot of people. There must be such a thing as justice.”

“Oh yes, Arkham Asylum, where the very tenderest of psychological needs are met with love and hugs and cuddles. Perhaps a spot of music therapy and puppet role-playing.”

“I’m doing what I can. There is a debt, I recognize that. A family debt. But getting my ledgers back in black cannot mean letting Lent go free.”

Vandal Savage shrugs silkily. “I’m sure you’re the best judge of that.” He crosses the room to a richly carved sideboard. With easy familiarity, he pops the lock and liberates a decanter of port and two glasses. The ancient man pours for them both. He swirls his wine in the sunlight.

“Tell me, Bruce. Does it trouble you, to have come from conquerors? To be the latest in a line of men who took what they wanted from the world, exulted in their strength, forged their own path, no matter what crossed them? To stand heir to the spirit of the de Weynes?”

Bruce sits down heavily in the empty auction hall. He stares straight ahead.

“It truly does, Savage,” he says. “I have spent my life fighting darkness. I was so certain I knew what it looked like. So certain.”

By the time he stirs from his thoughts, the immortal man has vanished.



It is a year again.

Basil Conrad rises from his bed in the night, troubled by vivid dreams. He ties the sash on his silk robe and pads down the hallway toward his study, past the doors of his wife, his children, all sleeping sound on beds like clouds.

He unlocks his study and turns on the lamps, bending over his work, his latest project. A new Gotham Casino, more lavish and glorious than it has ever been. Rising from the ashes! A symbol of hope and renewal for the city.

And of course, he’ll make an absolute fortune. You couldn’t lose money with a casino. Rivers of sad, hunchbacked souls sitting at the slots, throwing their rent at the cards, their kids’ college fund at the dice. Desperation like perfume in the air. Conrad can see it all laid out before him like a feast. It might sound like suffering, but they made their choices. He is merely providing a service. A product. Hope. And no one can resist that.

People are always willing to gamble their very souls on a chance at a new life.
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