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Chapter One

The bi ggest problemw th noney was that sonmebody el se always had it when
you needed it. Selina Kyle had little interest in noney, except that she
needed it to pay the rent, feed herself and her cats, and purchase those few
essentials of nmodern life that could not be scrounged fromthe streets. Since
arriving in Gotham City on her own at the age of sixteen, she had acquired
nmoney in a variety of ways, none of which was entirely legal or recognized as
a career by the census bureau

Selina took risks.

She' d woken up in a hospital nore tines than she cared to renenber and,
after one particularly brutal assault, she'd finally understood that in the
East End, the grimy nei ghborhood she called hone, only the predators survived.

So Selina Kyle became a predator---the Catwoman.

As Gotham City's colorful predators were neasured, Catworman was snal |
time. On those rare occasi ons when the police or nmedia took note of her
exploits, they usually credited themto soneone else. This |lack of
recogni tion neither displeased not disappointed her. Felines were as al oof as
they were fierce and i ndependent, and cats---the plain ordinary alley cats
from whom she took her nane---survived by staying out of the way of the |arger
beasts whose environment they shared.

As Catwonan, Selina prow ed her East End nei ghborhood, keeping it free of
the | esser sorts of human vermin and earning the tol erance of her nei ghbors
much as a prehistoric cat gained a warm dry place by the fire in exchange for
keeping the famly cave free of mce and rats.

Selina and Catwoman shared a predictable life that left Selina as close
to happy as she could imagine. Indeed, Selina's life fell short of purring
bliss in just one snall way---

Every so often, she needed noney.

Every so often, Selina left her famliar territory---her neighbors never
had the cash she needed, even if she had been willing to steal from
them --and, dressed in inconspicuous nmufti, stal ked nore affluent prey.

Every w | derness had water holes where a predator could lie in wait for
its next meal. There were two types of water holes in the cityscape beyond
the East End. The first type were freshly renovated buil di ngs where
sl um ords-turned-renovators prepared traps for young, upwardly nobile
prof essi onal s, nai ve newconers who surrounded thensel ves with the best their
nmoney could buy, and knew precious little about security. On occasion
Cat woman entered their porous domains to renmove undefended jewelry and ot her
smal |l objects. Unfortunately, everything she took had to be fenced---a
process that rarely produced nore than ten cents cash for every dollar of
swag, and exposed Selina to scrutiny fromboth sides of the law. Al in all
she preferred to elinmnate the niddl eman and steal cash

Cash, in great abundance, was readily available at the second type of
wat er hol e: abandoned buil di ngs where sem -nomadi ¢ drug gangs plied their
trade. Selina roaned the sidewal ks for several hours before she found the
gutted, grafittied brownstone that would be this nmonth's stal ki ng ground.

A customi zed crinson 4 x 4---the current vehicl e-of -choi ce anong Got ham s
appear ance- consci ous gang nenbers---was parked in front of the target
building. It had oversize wheels, a chronme-plated rollbar, and nore
top-mounted lights than a precinct cruiser. It also had a custonized sound
system and four sullen-faced attendants. It punped the street full of what
passed for music, which, by the tine it reached Selina keeping vigil in a
partially renovated building up the block, had been reduced to a thudding,
nonot one bass.



The owners of the 4 x 4 belonged to one of a handful of gangs doing the
drug business in Gotham s margi nal nei ghborhoods. A long step down fromthe
mllion-dollar enterprises that kept Commi ssioner Gordon and the munici pa
pol i ce busy, the gangs waged ceasel ess, brutal wars with each other
Abandoned buil dings were the fortresses fromwhi ch these hardened nen
oppressed a few unfortunate city blocks and sold their nerchandise to a petty
ki ngdom of hustlers and users. Once a day couriers brought the drugs in; once
a day they took the noney uptown.

| nconspi cuously perched on a windowsill, Selina held her breath when
anot her mobil e sound system cruised up the street. She didn't know if the
noi sy bl ack vehicle belonged to friends of the stationary crinson one or to
nortal enem es. El aborate greetings and gestures were exchanged; there was no
gunfire. Selina let her breath out with a sigh. The black vehicle
doubl e- parked. Its speakers quieted. An exchange was nade: a crate of noney
left the building, a crate of drugs went in.

Catwoman's teeth showed through Selina's snile as the black vehicle fired
up its sound system and roared away. Her noney worries were as good as over.

She went inside and, using a |lunpy grocery bag for a pillow, she curled
up for a nap while the gang converted its fresh supply of drugs into cold,
untraceabl e cash. The snile was replaced by a clenched-jaw snarl: the bass
was just erratic enough to keep her awake. The fresh-painted walls
surroundi ng her gl owed yell ow, anmber, then red as the afternoon crept to an
end. Streetlights flared; the sound never relented. Selina shed her street
clothes and pulled the sleek, black catsuit over her body. Its hood and mask
fit snugly around her head wi thout dulling her senses.

She approached the building cautiously. The gang was undoubtedly arnmed
wi th automati c weapons and keeping a | ookout for the enemies it knew it had.
The swaggering gangsters had little practice with the powerful weapons they
brandi shed readily. They were alnost as likely to shoot thenselves or their
friends as they were to shoot an eneny---especially a nearly invisible eneny
whose specialty was hand-to-hand, close-quarters conbat.

Ghosting down the trash-filled stairwell, Catwonan spotted the gang's
upstai rs | ookout slouched against an enpty wi ndow frane. A state-of-the-art
assault rifle was propped agai nst the peeling wall beside him She knew the
make of the rifle and that the paint was peeling, because they and the | ookout
were illumnated by a cool, flickering light. H s attention was focused on
the Iight on the windowsill in front of him he had no idea there was someone
perched on the bannister one flight up

Cat woman gat hered herself for the pounce. He'd never reach his fancy
weapon; never know what hit him

She froze instead.

A flicker of novenent on another roof had drawn her attention. It was
not repeated. There wasn't rmuch for her nmenory to chew on, just the know edge
that something | arge and dark had been there and was now gone. That, however,
was enough.

He was working the area and he was reason enough to scratch her plans, to
head i nstead for shelter and stay there.

He was Bat man

Catwoman didn't fear the Dark Knight the way nmpst crimnals did. She
wore a costume herself and was not inpressed by his mask, his cape, or
nmystique. She'd eluded himbefore---even bested him--but he was a man
obsessed with narrow definitions of right and wong and it didn't pay to cross
hi s bows---even when she needed noney and had found the perfect people from
whomto take it.

The | ookout and the rest of the gang were safe---at |east fromher. But

Bat man' s presence cast a strong, lingering spell across the jagged roofs. It
prodded t he | ookout, who | eaned forward, studying the roof where nothing
untoward could be seen. H s hand groped along the wall, seeking the rifle.

He turned around. He |ooked up---
Dam!



He went for the handgun partially concealed in his pocket.

The cards had been dealt; the hand had to be played.

Cat worman | aunched hersel f downward. Her hands | ocked around his neck
Her knees struck his chest. For a split second they were notionless, with him
flat against the wall and her weight bal anced against his collarbones. Then
there was a snap, scarcely audible in the relentless nmusic. Self-defense.

Cat woman sprang away, |anding on the balls of her feet. The |ookout sank
slowy to the floor, his head slunmped to the side.

The notto on his T-shirt proclainmed "I'mtoo BA-AD to grow ol d."

Cat woman enptied his pockets and popped the heavy gold chain fromhis
neck. He wasn't carrying enough to cover the rent, and once his unconsci ous
body was di scovered, this gang woul d bl ane anot her gang and the whol e
nei ghbor hood woul d go into vengeace frenzy. He wouldn't renmenber after being

knocked out. If Selina didn't get her noney tonight, she could forget about
getting it from anywhere around here for at |east a week.
Dam.

She | eaned out of the window. There were no brooding sil houettes hunched
al ong the rooflines. Maybe he was gone. He wasn't necessarily hunting her
prey. Heaven knew there was enough crinme around here to satisfy them both.
And she needed the noney. Catwonman made a fist but stopped an inch short of
smashing the flickering light with it.

A hand- hel d vi deot ape pl ayer---trust the gangs to have the newest
techno-toys. Trust their taste in videos to be slasher-porn

Cat woman pl ucked the earphone cord fromits socket and was astoni shed by
the strength of the internal speaker: the wonan's desperate screans nade the
unit vibrate in her hand. There were knobs and buttons all over the unit.

She pressed and twirled and was about ready to heave the thing into the night
when the flickering blacked out and the screaming finally stopped.

Maybe she'd keep it. She stared at it, wondering if she'd ever use it,
wonderi ng what she could get for it. Catwonan couldn't waltz into a pawnshop
with an ugly gold chain and a techno-toy, but Selina could. Added to the gold
and the wad of cash she'd taken fromthe | ookout's pockets, there m ght be
enough---if Selina bargained hard. But if she bargained hard, the fence would
remenber her, and neither Catworman nor Selina |liked to be renenbered.

Damm Batnman for conplicating her |ife!

A possible solution swept into her m nd, washing away her anger: |If
Bat man heard the screaning vi deotape, he'd drop everything and investigate.

By the time Batman knew he'd been had, she'd have her nobney and be safe back
hone. It mght work. She westled the unconscious |ookout to the w ndowsil
and let his body drop to the alley below. To her ears the crash was
deafening, but if anyone else heard, they nmistook it for a glitch in the sound
system Besides, the half-filled dunpster he |anded in both softened his

| andi ng, and nuffled the noise.

Returning to the apartment where she'd ditched her clothes, Catwoman
deci phered the unit's nyriad controls. Like any techno-toy worthy of its
nanepl ate, it had nore functions than it needed: a digital clock, a tiner

A timer that could start the tape player at a preset nmonment. She fiddl ed
with the controls, tested her theory, then grinned with smug satisfaction as
she set her nopusetrap---bat trap---on the fire escape.

The screaming would start in ten mnutes---just when she'd be putting her

foot through the drug gang's door. |If he was anywhere in the nei ghborhood,
he'd cone a-running. He'd know he'd been snookered, but he'd never know why
or by whom

Catwoman's snil e di sappeared. Batnan needed to know why and by whom
She wanted to paint a nmessage on the wall with bl oodred paint, but the workers
had been careful and she had to settle for a thick carpenter's pencil. Wen
t he nessage was conpl ete, she reset her trap beneath the handwiting and | eft
to get her noney.

The stairwell was enmpty. The gang didn't know they'd already suffered a
casualty. Keeping to the shadows, Catwoman descended to the second fl oor



where voices could be heard through the din and snells of kerosene and pizza
were heavy in the air. A corridor door was open, throwi ng | arge shadows on
the wall a few feet away. Catworman studi ed the shadows, narking the nunber
and | ocations of her prey: three that she could see, two that she could not.

Up the street, out of hearing, the techno-toy screaned.

Catwoman burst into the roomat an angle, slanmming into the guard by the
door before he knew there was a problem She stunned himw th a punch to the
sol ar plexus, then propelled toward the center of the room The advantages of
surprise and purpose bel onged to her and she used them fully, taking out two
nore---the first with a chop across the w ndpi pe and the second with a
roundhouse kick to the chin---before the last two had a chance to bellow for
rei nforcenents

The street-side nusic finally stopped, replaced by shouts and staccato
gunfire. There wasn't time to wonder who'd fired fromwhere, or at what.

Cat woman dove across the roomat the larger of her remaining targets. He was
reaching into his pocket, but he hadn't drawn a gun, nor had his conpanion
She seized her target by his shirt and spun hi maround, keeping his body

bet ween herself and the door while she ranmed her knee into his crotch one,
two, three times. His |legs buckled, his eyes rolled back. He was deadwei ght,
and crashed to the floor when she let go.

Less than a minute had passed since Catwoman burst into the room

She | evel ed her gaze on the fifth punk---there were nore thundering up
the stairs; she'd worry about them when they canme through the door---and
observed, peripherally, that the kerosene | anp by which the gang had conducted
its business had fallen over. Fuel glistened on the |opsided table and
dri pped over the edge. She didn't see flanmes, but flames were inevitable; the
kni fe moving toward her was not.

First things first. C aws extended, Catwoman reached for the hand that
held the knife. He got lucky---or maybe he knew sonet hi ng about fi ghting.

Wi chever, she clutched air.

"Get him"

"El Gato Negro!"

"Black Cat! Black Cat!"

"Get him"

The punks---her prey---saw the costune, but their prejudice kept them
fromseeing the shape inside it. They never understood that they were being
sl aughtered by a woman.

Surging inside the knife wi elder's reach, Catwonan cl outed hi munder the
chin with a sweeping forearmthen smashed her el bow into the side of his head
as he went down. She |ooked straight into the eyes of the newconer in the
doorway. There were tines for silence and there were times for bl oodcurdling
shouts. This was one of the latter. Her piercing war cry nailed the punk
where he stood. The gun slipped through his fingers.

He didn't try to retrieve it. He and his conpani ons beat a raucous
retreat fromthe flanes.

Cat woman wat ched for a heartbeat. The fire was spreading fast, but it
was still less inportant than the noney. She spotted a grease-stained,
crunpl ed paper bag. Wwen it was full, she headed up to the roof.

Selina was back hone and out of the costune inside of twenty m nutes.

She began counting her noney. There were three piles. The smallest would go
into the poor box at the Mssion of the Immacul ate Heart: paynent on a very
private debt. The mddle pile would keep her well fed and content for another
nmonth. The largest pile she shoved into a plain brown envel ope.

Reachi ng under the sofa, she retrieved an old ball point pen. She printed
in a neat, anonynous hand: W/ derness Varriors.

The Warriors were a small group of activists dedicated to the notion that
if the fewremaining wild predators---the big cats, the tinmber wolves, the
eagles, the grizzly bears, and the killer whal es---were protected fromthe
greatest predator of all---Homp sapiens---the wilderness and the world woul d



be saved. They were one of many charities clanging the m ssion bell for

Pl anet Earth, but Selina liked their name and the lion silhouette they used as
an enblem so she sent them her nmonthly surplus and told herself that the end
justified the neans.

Chapter Two

The herd of energency vehicles was thinning. The anmbul ances left first,
foll owed quickly by the television crews. Wo could blame then? The fire had
| ooked promi sing for the late news, but there were no innocent victinms---just
body bags and stretchers filled with drug deal ers and gang nenbers. No
rel ati ves showed up to grieve photogenically. No nei ghborhood residents
wandered by proclainmng that it was about tinme sonebody put a torch to that
pl ace.

The fire trucks coiled their hoses and headed back to their stations.
Most of the squad cars peeled off when their radios crackled to life with news
of the next crisis. There were only two cars left. A black-and-white from
the local precinct, and a Fire Inspector keeping watch a little while
| onger---just in case there was a pocket of fire left inside the snoldering
wr eck.

They thought they were alone on the scene. They weren't. Five stories
up, on a roof, across the street, a bl ack-shrouded, solitary figure watched,
wai t ed, and pondered what had gone w ong.

He' d passed through the nei ghborhood earlier in the night. He' d spotted
t he abandoned building for what it was: a drug depot, a gang's fortress. It
was qui et enough, if you didn't count the four-wheel ed boonmbox parked outside
the front door. The gang wasn't goi ng anywhere. He figured to bust it later
on, after midnight. Before m dnight he liked to stay | oose and outside, ready
to go where he was needed.

Hi s parents died before nmidnight. Al the years he'd been Batman, and
all the years before he becane Batnan, Bruce Wayne never forgot how his
parents were nurdered on the Got ham si dewal ks because no one was around to
cone to their defense. The Batnman costume and persona were designed to put
fear in the hearts of those who wal ked on the wong side of righteousness, but
Bruce had becone Bat man because the innocent had to be protected---especially
when they got lost in the dark

So when he'd heard the woman screanming in the next block, he'd gone
i mediately, tracking it down w thout the | east suspicion until he beat down
t he door and saw the deceitful videotape player flickering in the niddle of
the enpty room Enpty---except for the nmessage scrawl ed on the virgin-white
wal | :

The body's not here. It's in an alley, up the street.
It's your fault---you on the rooftops---you nmade hi mjunpy
Drug gangs---terrorists and scum

Killing themis no |loss at all

| take their nmoney and put it to a better use.

But you don't understand that.

You won't mind your own business.

So you have to be tricked---for your own good.

While the Bat's at bay

The cat's at play.

Bat man had crushed the tape player beneath his heel. He would have
gotten rid of the nmessage, too---if there'd been any white paint |ying around.
Cat woman was wrong. Justice must be served, and the end did not justify the
means. Catwonan didn't understand---apparently could not understand---and
that, in a tortured way, nade her one of the innocents. He suspected she was



supporting herself by stealing fromthe drug gangs, where her crines

di sappeared in the statistical rounding. And his own passage through the area
had probably forced her hand. It didn't nmake what she did right, but it did
mean he didn't have to hurry.

Then Bat man heard gunshots. Neither he nor Catwoman carried guns. He
had plenty of other gadgets hung on his belt, but so far as he knew, Catwonman
had only her claws and her wits. She mght be cornered. She mght be
out nunbered. And she was innocent---at |east nore i nnocent than her prey.

Bat man headed for the roof. He was standing there, pinpointing the
source of the sounds and pl anning his rescue assault, when he saw her sl eek
sil houette |l eap froman upper-story wi ndow of the drug fortress. He'd cased
out the area earlier. He'd thought he'd known where she was headed, but when
he got there she wasn't. So Catwonman knew this part of Gothamls jungle better
than Batman did. That wasn't surprising: he knew she |lived somewhere in the
East End, and that particular hellhole wasn't nore than a quarter mile away as
the cat ran, or the bat flew

He didn't pursue her. He'd spotted the flanmes by them and the rigid
codes that, for him separated right and wong nandated that he search for
survivors. Justice wasn't served at a barbecue. He was in the building,
counting casualties, when the fire trucks roared up. It was tine to find the
wi ndow Catworman used for her escape---the hardworking nen and wonen of
CGot ham s uni forned services had precious little use for a loner like him
Life was | ess conplicated when he stayed out of their sights.

In some ways he and Catwonman weren't all that different.

Batman figured he'd stick around a while longer, until all the uniforns
were gone. He hadn't |ooked for the body in the alley yet. It rankled himto
think that she mght have lied to him |If she Iied, she |ost her protective
i nnocence and he'd have no choice except to hunt her down. So he waited on
the rooftop while the cops and the inspector joked with each other over cold
cof fee and stal e doughnuts.

"Jay-sus, will you look at that!" one of them exclained, gesturing with
his pastry at the sky over Batman's head. "The Conmi ssioner's got a burning
gut again."

Bat man craned his neck around, already knowi ng what he'd see: the beam of
carbon arc lanmp striking the clouds, fram ng the sign of the bat.

Catwoman could wait. The body in the alley would have to wait. Another
servant of justice needed hel p.

There was no reason Batman coul dn't wal k through the front doors of City
Hall and ride the elevator to Conmi ssioner Gordon's office. The officers on
duty here, while no | ess hardworking than their peers in the precincts,
under st ood that the Comm ssioner's door was al ways open for the caped and
masked man, and whatever their personal feelings about Batman, they viewed
CGordon with a respect that bordered on awe. They knew the signal was beam ng
They were watching for him laying a few bets on who would spot himfirst.

Bat man ignored the front doors, the back doors, and the basenent | oadi ng
docks. He used grapple lines to reach the broad | edge outside the
Conmi ssioner's office. After all, serving justice didn't rule out a few
surprises. It wouldn't hurt either of themto |augh at a fundanmentally
harm ess prank. Bruce Wayne coul d al nbst see his old friend spraying coffee
across his desk when he heard his w ndow openi ng rather than his door.

But CGordon's wi ndow opened silently, and he was too engrossed in his
paperwork to notice which way Batman had cone into the room

"Ah---you're here. Good. Have a seat and let me fill you in."

A bit abashed, and grateful for the mask, Batman cl osed the w ndow.
Shruggi ng his shoulders reflexively to keep the cape from choking himwhile he

sat, Batman settled into one of the |eather arnthairs. "Is this about the
fire down bel ow the East End---"
Cordon cut Batnman off with a wave of his hand. "No, | don't know about a

fire, but it's not at all likely. Qur problemisn't in GothamCty yet, but



it's comng soon. Interpol and our own Federal security agencies had nme in
nmeetings all day; we just got them | oaded on their planes and shi pped out of
here. Seens they' ve gotten wind of some newfangled terrorist group planning
to come here to Gotham City to buy enough arns, anmmunition, and ground-to-air
Stinger mssiles to outfit a small arny.”

Bat man | eaned forward in his chair. H's concern was clearly visible
bel ow t he hard shadow of his nmask. The Conmi ssioner had his conplete
attention. "Who? There's no one in Gothamrunning that kind of arms race.
Who' s buyi ng?"

"Didn"t | ask themthose very questions mnyself, and nore than once, |
assure you." Cordon tore a sheet of paper to shreds, crunpled it into a crude
ball, and |obbed it at the basket. "But these are high-Ievel bureaucrats,

di pl omat s---not cops---and they're not going to tell nme anything except that
' m supposed to turn over a hundred of nmy nmen to them--not to nmention get
them of fices, conputers, and their heart's delight of office supplies.”

"Treating you like an errand boy. Conming in here like they're the
grown-up and you're still the kid, eh? And tal king about your nen as if they
wer e cannon fodder?"

Cordon exhal ed his anger with a sigh. "That's the truth of it. Too
sensitive for us locals. | thought at first they didn't have the facts to
back their mouths up, but they showed me enough to make ne think they're onto
somet hing. A couple wiretaps, a CIA briefing, an Interpol file filled with
bad pictures and names | couldn't pronounce if | were drunk. Ever hear of
Bessar abi a of Bessarabi ans?"

Bat man mout hed the word, making it sticky and tossing it into his menory
to see what it caught. Nothing nore than the vague sense that he heard the
word before. He shook his head in the negative, and Gordon was di sappoi nted.

"Can't renmenber a thing myself either. Don't think they knew too nuch

either. They all pronounced it exactly the same way---like a word they'd just
| earned yesterday. You know those types---they find their own way to
pronounce Mnday, just so you'll know they've got an opinion they can't tel
you about . "

Smiling wanly, Batnman reached for the water pitcher on the corner of
CGordon's desk and poured hinself a glass. He hadn't expected to be inside
toni ght---especially not inside Cty Hall where the flow of political hot air
kept the place overheated and stale. "I'Il research it," he said after the
wat er cool ed his throat.

"I"ve got a staff of coll ege-educated rookies canped out at the library.
By tonmorrow nmorning 1'I1 know what Bessarabi an grandnot hers eat for breakfast.
What | don't know is why they've come to Gotham City, where they're hiding,
and what they nmean to do before they | eave.™

"You want ne to find out?"

The answer was obvi ous, but the Comm ssioner hesitated before nodding his
head. There wasn't a | aw enforcenment agency in the world that didn't own a
debt to one or another of the eccentric, sometines i nhuman, chanpions of
justice. Gordon was privately grateful that Batnman was sinply eccentric---a
human bei ng beneath the pol ymer and dedi cation, who could still play a
practical joke like com ng through the wi ndow i nstead of the door. Even so, a
few of Gordon's mnuscles always resisted admitting that a nman in a costune
could do things a man in a policeman's blue uniformcould not.

"Track them down. Tell me where they are---then |I'mgoing to put sonme of
nmy best nmen on the job. | want this thing busted by Gothamis own." He stared
intently at his fingertips. "You understand, don't you? Having you pull our
bacon out of the fire tine and time again . . . It's bad for norale. It's
bad in the media---and this is going to get a lot of nedia. | can feel it in
my gut."

The phone rang conveniently, sparing Batman the need to reply, giving him
anot her few nonments to organi ze his thoughts and lay the groundwork of a
conprehensive plan. |f these Bessarabians were real, and he had no reason to
believe they weren't, the conbination of his conputers and a little | egwork



would find them He'd do that rmuch for Gordon, and let the police force have
the glory; he understood what Gordon said about norale. But the Bessarabi ans,
as the buyers, were small potatoes on a larger plate.

He waited until Gordon hung up the phone and conpleted a notation in his
daybook.

"Did your visitors drop any hints about the suppliers and sellers?"

Cordon cl osed the book slowy. Had he really thought he could invite his
old friend here and not tell himthe whole story?

"They mentioned a name: The Connection."

Bat man sl ouched back in the chair, steepling his fingers against the
exposed portions of his face, rendering his expression conpletely unreadable.
The Connection . . . that was a nane that made, well---connections. He was
the ultimte niddl eman---whenever a buyer needed a seller, or vice versa, the
Connection could nmake the market. The operation started up after the
war---the big one, WNI---and for decades intelligence considered it a "what"
rather than a "who": a | oose association of wartime quartermasters, procurers,
and scroungers doi ng what they did best.

There were files in the Batcave computer that continued to refer to the
Connection as "it" or "they" in the stubborn belief that no man coul d nove so
much mat, rial. Those docunents al so supposed that if the Connection were a
man, he'd have conme forward by now to claimhis honors. Easily ninety-five
percent of his activities were legitinmate; sone were downright heroic. The
wor | d had cheered when three bulging freighters steamed into Ethiopia with
enough grain to feed the country's war-weary refugees for a nonth. The world,
of course, had not known that buried deep in the wheat and corn was enough
amunition to feed the civil war for two years.

Bruce Wayne knew, just as he knew there could only be one m nd behind it
all. Mybe forty-five years ago it was a group; not anynore. No comittee
could generate the subtle el egance of the Connection's world-ringing
transactions. But not even Bruce Wayne had a clue about the body or
personality that went with the name. Oher noni kered individuals, including
hi nsel f, had public faces and private faces, but the Connection---so far as
anyone knew --had no face at all. A conplete recluse, he'd never been
fingered, not even when one of his operations went sour. |If a description did
energe, it contradicted all previous ones---fueling the case of the
conmittee-ists. Bruce Wayne was guiltily grateful that the
Connection---though wi dely believed to be an American operation---scrupul ously
avoi ded washing its dirty laundry in the USA

"They weren't positive," CGordon said when the silence becane
unconfortably prolonged. "It's not the Connection's style to make a swap
where our side has jurisdiction. They're |eaping at the chance, | think, but
they admt it mght all be snpbke and mrrors."

Massagi ng his cheeks, Batman shook his head. "The world's changing; it's
al ready changed so much the sides are snudged. The Connection's got to change
with it. | don't wonder that the Feds and Interpol are junpy. There's a
first time for everything---he's testing the waters."

Cordon took note of the singular pronoun. "You think it's one man,

t hen?"

"I"'msure of it. One genius. He doesn't |eave many traces, and when |
find them |'m always chin-deep in sonmething else. But this tinme he's
steanmi ng right across ny bows, and I'mgoing to find him" Batman's voice was
cal m and even, |eaving no roomfor doubt.

The Conmi ssioner drew a ring of arrows on his blotter, all pointing
i nward. "Remenber," he said wi thout |ooking up, "when the tine cones, ny nen
close the trap, not the Feds, not Interpol, and not you---"

Bat man wasn't listening. A cool breeze was stirring the papers on
CGordon' s desk. Batman was gone.

Chapter Three



It was no accident that Batnman's mind filled with maritine netaphors when
he thought of the Connection. |In this day of fiber optics and instantaneous
conmuni cati ons, a good shipping line was still the best way to nove
contraband. Jet planes were faster, of course, and these days could carry
just about anything if the need was great enough, and the buyer cared nothi ng
about cost. Big planes, however, needed big runways and |left big blips on
radarscopes around the world. Refined drug operations, with their
wort h- nore-t han-gol d cargoes, nade good use of short-takeoff planes. But the
Connecti on noved contraband by the ton, and for that an interchangeable string
of rust-bucket freighters, casually registered in Liberia or Panama, and
crewed by a notley assortnent of nationless sailors, was a necessity.

Bat man wasn't ready to leave the city for his cave and conputers.

CGetting a lead on the Connection with pure |l egwork, prior to doing data
research, was a long shot, but the night was young and his peranbul ati ons
hadn't taken himalong the waterfront in over a week. He made his way toward
Cot ham s deep-wat er harbor---one of the |argest and safest in the New Wrld
and still a place where an isolated ship could come and go virtually
unnoticed. He detoured briefly, cutting the corner of the East End and sating
his curiosity behind the now deserted and danp ruins of the abandoned
building. A swft, but thorough, exam nation of the alleys reveal ed the

bl oodst ai ned i npressi on of a body dropped from above and the nuddy stonping of
the EMS crew that carted it to the street. Catwoman hadn't lied. He could
put that out of his mind conpletely, and did.

The harbor's glory days were behind it now. Most cargo---legitimte or
not---traveled in sealed containers that were hoisted fromship to truck or
railroad flatcar at the nassive new nmechani zed Gotham City Port Authority
Term nal sone twenty miles away. No one used the oceans for speed anynore.
The great passenger ships and fast freighters had all been chopped up and
turned into cheap, Asian cars. The lunbering oil tankers bel ched out their
contents at oiling buoys anchored on the three-mle limt.

The big piers and wharves were crunbling mausol euns of days gone by.

None of the ships riding beside them shoved identifying funnels above the
rooflines. Batman clinbed a rickety harbormaster's tower to get a better

vi ew, because things still noved here. These old docks were the biggest
cracks in the system and if the Connection were bringing sonmething into
Gotham City, the nmen working the night shift along the waterfront---the | ast
of the stevedores---would have heard about it.

Expectati ons were rewarded. M dway along the dark Iine of piers, a done
of light marked the place where cargo was bei ng manhandl ed with ropes, hooks,
and shouts. Leaving the tower, Batman took an open path toward the activity,
novi ng past the deep shadows, rather than through them inviting a stranger to
appr oach.

Contrary to common wi sdom there was no honor anong thieves or any ot her
crimnal type. They were always eager to sell each other out, especially if
t hey thought he---Batman---could be distracted with someone el se's m sdeeds.
Wrd of his presence should have spread like wildfire, and since it was just
about certain that sonmebody here on the waterfront was doi ng sonething he
shoul dn't he doing, it was equally certain that somebody would scuttle up with
a tattletale runor.

Mount ai nous bal es of old clothes and nusty newspapers stood in line,
waiting for the crane to hook their rope-lashed pallets. Renmoving a snall
cylinder fromhis belt, Batman shone a finger of |ight across one of the
bal es. He recognized the | ogo of a respected international relief
organi zation, and a series of destinations, in several |anguages and scripts,
starting in the Bangl adesh port of Dacca and continuing on to Kabul in
Af ghani stan. Feeling suddenly lucky, he returned the cylinder to his belt.

There nust be six mllion worthy souls in that m sbegotten corner of the
world willing to put to good use those things Anmericans had used once and



thrown away. There were also a half dozen different insurrections operating
there, and Batnman could practically snell the armanments packed- --unbeknownst
to the relief organization---in the mddle of each bale. Although the
Connection didn't transship through American ports, he'd certainly want to
know i f soneone el se was. Wen Batman spotted the sil houette of a solitary
man | eaving the pier area at a brisk pace, he gave chase.

Bat man caught up with the wal ker in the concrete fields beneath the
wat erfront hi ghway. Not wanting to stage the confrontation in the open, he
circled wide and waited until his quarry was striding dowm a deserted
war ehouse bl ock. Batman didn't say anything. The nask, the cape, and his
t hou- shal t - not - pass stance spoke | ouder than any words.

He got a good | ook at the man he'd been follow ng. Dark-haired and
powerfully built. About thirty, give or take a handful of years. The
stevedore's age was hard to guess; his face was puckered with a series of
long, thin scars. Because of where he'd been earlier in the evening, Batman's
first thought was that the man had been maul ed by a big cat, but he rejected
that thought. The scars weren't quite parallel, and there were at |east six
of them Sonebody'd worked this fellow over with a steel whip.

"I got nothing to do with you," the scarred man said with a sneer. "You
ain't king of the jungle around here."

Bat man wasn't entirely surprised that his quarry was uni npressed by
appearances. It took a certain kind of man to live with scars like that; it
took a certain kind of man to survive the getting of them "You were worKking
on the pier. Loading that freighter for Bangl adesh?"

"No, | was checking ny yacht for a friggin' regatta." He took a step
si deways; Batman noved with him "W don't keep regular hours,"” he expl ai ned,

as if talking to an exceptionally dense child. "The boats cone and go with
the tides. That one's going to | eave about four AM---if that's all right
with you, | suppose.”

"I"'m | ooking for someone who ships a ot of freight to places like
Bangl adesh---pl aces where the people are poor and needy and the customns
i nspectors are conveniently blind---"

"Don't know what you're tal king about." He veered the other way; again
Bat man stayed with him
"Let's say I'mtrying to make a certain . . . connection."

The light on the enpty street came froma single halogen |anp at the far
end of the block. But Batman was angling for a reaction, so he was watchi ng
when the dark eyes lost focus and pulled sharply to one side. He didn't need
a pol ygraph to know when a man was getting ready to lie. He began feeling
very, very lucky.

"What kinda connection? There's things cone into port sometines. Maybe
| hear about them Maybe | don't. It depends."” The scarred stevedore
shrugged his shoul ders and slipped a hand under the waist ribbing of his wool
sweat er.

Bat man knew what was com ng, and how he'd react: carefully. Woever this
guy was, he | ooked to be useful. "Wat's your name?" he asked on the off
chance that an answer woul d be forthcoming along with the knife.

"Call me Tiger."

It wasn't a knife, but one of the hooks stevedores used to naneuver cargo
pallets while they were sw nging through the air. An ordinary hook could
puncture a man's lungs. This one had been filed and sharpened, and Ti ger
whi pped it through the air like a pro.

Dodging the first two sweeps, Batman took the measure of the nman and his
weapon before closing in. H's costume protected himfromthings inherently
nor e dangerous than eight curved inches of sharpened steel, but his partially
exposed face was open to m stakes and punishnent. It didn't pay to be
careless. Nor would it pay to disable his attacker. Batman enpl oyed his
forearns constantly in contact with Tiger's, making his slash wi de and pushi ng
him steadily backwards until his back was against a proverbial wall.

As soon as Tiger felt brick behind him his eyes glazed. He put all his



strength and effort into a mghty sweep at Batman's jaw. The nmasked man
expected just such an overconmtment of energy. He got his weight underneath
Tiger's, shoving upward slightly, outward nmostly, and getting his gauntleted
hand over the haft of the weapon just before Tiger went flying along the
pavenent .

He | anded on his butt, with both palns flat on the ground beside hi mand
a dunbf ounded expression twisting his face. He saw his weapon in Batman's
hands, and confusion transforned to white-hot rage. Batnan took a stride
forward, closing the fight distance before Tiger could | aunch an attack.

"Don't be a fool, Tiger," Batman said, darkening the man with his shadow.

Ti ger scranbl ed backward before getting to his feet. "You got nothing,
Bat." He gl anced over his shoulder getting ready to run---but not, Batnman
noted, toward the pier.

"Tell me about the Bessarabians, Tiger." Batman played his ace in the

hole, just to see what woul d happen

"Don't know squat about the Bess-Arabs. Screw you and the sheepherders,
He spun quickly on the balls of his feet and took off down the street.

Batman let himgo. H's nmnd was al ready chewi ng on new i nformation. He

hadn't expected a direct hit. Tiger had been smart enough to fudge his

response to the Connection question, but he'd left hinself w de open on the

Bessarabi ans. The Bess-arabs. Mybe they were Arabs. Maybe they were

sheepherders. The world was just beginning to wake up to the know edge t hat

the Islamic cultures were tribal, not national, and eager to fight anong

t hensel ves in the absence of an infidel eneny.

He listened to Tiger's footfalls after the man rounded the corner, then
heard the sound of a m dsized diesel engine and jogged down the sidewal k
hinself in tine to see the receding taillights of what appeared to be an
express parcel delivery van---conmplete with a satellite dish and antenna
nounted on the roof.

t oo.

Ti ger caught his breath on the metal steps leading up to the driver's
pedestal -seat. The encounter had been his first with a bona fide Hero. He
felt he'd handl ed the occasion well, all things considered. A boy couldn't
grow up in Gotham City wi thout seeing Batman and his cronies---even if that
boy grew up as Tiger did, on the East End streets where a tel evision was
somet hing you watched in front of a pawnshop wi ndow. O course, a boy I|ike
Ti ger grew up knowi ng that for every Batman, there were a dozen villains. He
knew all their name, where they were, what had happened, which few had never
been brought down.

He studied their failures, because he was never going to make their
m stakes. The tinme was com ng when there'd be a new nanme front and center in
all the media. The Tiger. Hm It was his life's anbition---the only thing
t hat had sustained himduring the | ean years before he net the man in back
Wien he had tried too hard, rather than smart, and ran afoul of a no-nane
bookie with a coil of razor-wire and a grudge. Those days were behind him
If Tiger had had any doubts, he purged them while he chiseled his encounter
with Batman into his nenory, enhancing the good parts, snoothing over the bad
nmonents until they were gone.

He was Tiger. He'd been rousted by Batman---who only rousted inportant
guys. He hadn't cracked, not the way some punks did, spilling their guts the
nmonent they saw that nask and cape. He'd told the Bat off, fought himto a
draw, and left in the time and nanner of his own choosing. He'd lost his
weapon. That was hard to enhance or snooth over, until he decided that a hook
wasn't a weapon, it was a tool, and tools were designed to be di scarded once
t hei r useful ness was gone.

The man in back had taught himthat.

The driver wheeled the van onto one of the uptown avenues. He used its
tankl i ke bul k to commandeer the mddle | ane and picked up speed to get in
synch with the traffic lights. They were bouncing through the pothol es at
about twenty-five nmiles an hour when the van erupted with an earsplitting



whi ne. Gipping the wheel one-handed, the driver westled bright yell ow foam
earmuffs over his head. Tiger ground his teeth together, w nced, and held on
for dear life as the van bucked and shook

It took thirty seconds to acquire the signal, thirty seconds that |asted
alifetime. Then it was over, reduced to a barely perceptible vibration
beneath Tiger's sweat-slicked palnms. The driver left his earnuffs on. Tiger
grabbed ahold of the sliding door and stepped into the bright fluorescent

light filling the back of the van
"You were late. You al nost missed us."
The light wasn't natural. It radiated fromthe walls, the ceiling, and

the floor. Coming in fromthe night, it nade Tiger's eyes water. He squinted
and sniffed, and waited for his vision to clear

"But | didn't," he asserted.

The Connection renmai ned blurry behind his massive bl ack desk. A
soft-featured man on the far side of fifty, with pale hair the sane col or as
his pale skin. Tiger's heart skipped a beat---he thought he recogni zed the
face. He did---a congressman from Nowhere, North Dakota, who'd just resigned
his seat in disgrace. The Connection's idea of a joke.

The sinple fact was, it didn't matter if Tiger's eyes ever got focused.
Not hi ng here was real. It was all souped-up, high-tech gadgetry. The
Connection never |ooked the same, sounded the same two tinmes running, because
t he Connection wasn't here. God only knew where the Connection was when he
beamed his hol ograph into the van. God only knew what he really | ooked |ike.

"Mght | remind you that | despise arrogance even nore than | despise
car el essness?"

It didn't matter what the Connection | ooked |ike---or what he did to his
voi ce. Tiger knew he was in the presence of his boss, and that was all that
mattered. For now. Until he was The Tiger and ready to take over.

"W were shorthanded. | was working nyself to get the stuff in the hold
where it was supposed to be. Better to do it right and be a few seconds
late.” He jutted out his chin, faintly defying the hol ograph to disagree.
He'd come up with an easy explanation if the metal detectors spotted that he
didn't have his hook in his belt; it'd gotten stuck in the last bale and he'd
left it behind. There was no need to tell the boss about Batnan.

"You'll shorthanded all the way through this next deal. | don't want any
extra bodi es nosing around, and no one on that ship who's not conpletely
expendabl e. "

"Cotcha."

"I's everything progressing according to the plan?"

It had to be a trick question. The Connection knew nore about the plan
than Tiger hinself. But like all trick questions, it had to be answered

correctly.

"Yeah, yeah. No problens. The Bess-Arabs are in town. | collected
their collateral---two shit-painted pieces of wood in cheap gold franes. Wo
pays for this stuff, boss?" he asked rhetorically, not expecting an answer.
"Anyway, | put 'emin the vault. | fly out the day after tonorrow, the ship
pi cks me up tomorrow night. The merchandise is all sealed up already and
waiting for us. | nake sure it gets |oaded on, then, ten days from now, |
drop it over the side, put a radio buoy on it, and, bingo, I'mback in tow to

collect that third piece of shit. El even days and the deal's history."

The hol ograph nodded and shuffl ed papers, |ooking for one in particul ar
which it found. The effect was entirely the paper he held up was bl ank and
faintly translucent.

"You' re nervous, Tiger. Wy?"

"I ain't, boss."

"We're bringing Seatainers of top-quality USArmy hardware---guns, ammo,
and Stinger mssiles---to Gotham City's front door and you're not nervous?"

"Yeah. No. It's like . . . Yeah, |I'mnervous about it, but the plan's
under control, so. . . No, I'mnot. It's like that."

A consi derabl e di stance away, behind a real desk, in a real roomfilled



wi th uni que el ectroni c and comuni cations gear, a real hand fingered a real

pi ece of paper. Three high-definition television screens provided an

i n-the-round view of Tiger swaying fromside to side as the van bounced al ong
its preset route. A cockpit full of telenmetry displayed everything that
couldn't be seen, fromthe absence of his favorite weapon in its sheath
beneath his sweater, to the tenmperature gradi ent between his col d-sweating
hands and his hot-sweating face. Even the way his gut was churning.

Ti ger was nervous---exceptionally so---and lying about it. The
Connection made a mark on the paper. Then again, Tiger was usually nervous.
He wasn't as tough as he thought he was, or as smart. But he was tough
enough, smart enough to have been a useful tool these last ten years. The
Connection took a paternal interest in his enployees; good men were hard to
find in his Iine of work. They were all flawed in one way or another. He
took it upon hinmself to see that the flaws didn't get out of control

"How i s Rose? Has she been behavi ng hersel f?"

The image on the tel evision screens nodded. Telenetry showed that his
pul se was skyrocketing and his gut was hard as | ead.

"Yeah, yeah. She's okay. |I'mthe man. She's ny woman. No problens."

Anot her mark on the paper

"W were approached the other day by our contacts in Hong Kong. It's a
smal | deal, but the exchange rate was interesting. It would appear that one
of the Manchu enperors shared your passion for Panthera tigris and the
I mperial collection has sonmehow survived. |'ve taken the liberty of selecting

one of the choicer specinens.”

The telenetry jittered before settling at much [ower |evels: visible
proof that a man coul d be bought.

"It's in the desk. Take it with nmy thanks, ny gratitude---for the good
job I know you're going to do."

Tiger thrust his hands into the hol ographic desk. They struck sonething
hard and fur-covered. He grasped it eagerly and w thdrew a box cunningly
constructed froma silver-gray tiger's skull. The excitenment he felt hol ding
it was spiritual and sexual, and transmtted to the Connection in his distant
lair.

"I thought you would like it. How many do you have now?"

"A hundred and thirty-nine," Tiger said dream |y, stroking the stiff fur.
"Any day now. Any day now the Tiger's gonna cone."

The solid flesh of the real Connection shaped itself into a scow that
was not transmitted to the hol ograph. Tiger had been waiting ten years for
hi s namesake. Soneday he'd realize there was no Tiger spirit. Soneday the
Connection would have to kill him But not quite yet.

Chapt er Four

The day was perfect---bright and clear with a gentle breeze. The sky was
azure blue and speckled with Iines of w spy clouds. The norning radio
personalities noted that Gotham City's one perfect spring day was occurring on
a Wednesday, when the ordi nary people who needed it nost were |least able to
destroy it. But to Sister Theresa Carnel, carefully twining a newivy sprig
around its older siblings, a beautiful day was a divine gift whenever it
arrived.

Forty years ago, when the Order sent her to the m ssion they naintained
here in the East End, Sister Theresa started scratching in the cenent-hard
dirt of the tenement courtyard. The heavy forged-bronze crosses that had been
nailed to the front doors then were | ong gone---stolen sonme twenty years ago
when a new breed of souls began noving in. Now everything had changed. The
front doors thenmsel ves were made fromsteel, and there were bars over the
dormtory wi ndows. Those bars were the last things Sister Theresa saw each
ni ght before she fell asleep. She was as grateful for their protection as she



was di sheartened by the need for them

But Sister Theresa's garden endured. The soil beneath Gotham s debris
wasn't dead; it had nmerely slept until a gentle, know ng hand awakened it.
Now t here were crocuses and daffodils by the dozens, with a dense mass of
tulips rising behind them The lilacs were budding with color. And the
roses---Sister Theresa stepped carefully fromone ol d cobbl estone to the next,
bent down and scattered the mulch with her [ arge, knobby hands---had al
survived the wnter.

The rose she exami ned had been lifeless just yesterday, but was now
showi ng crinson growh. It was a Peace rose, her favorite. She allowed
herself the luxury of renmenbering the girl she had been when a young nan gave
her a single Peace rose with a dianond ring circling its stem The years had
eroded the pain; only the happiness was left, the warnth |like the spring
sunshine spilling down on the coarse black cloth of her veil

She was surrounded by menories and light, but not lost within them She
heard the sparrows chirping and the distinctive click of metal against mnetal
telling her that sonmeone had entered the chapel where she, herself, was
supposed to be. Sonething of the headstrong, romantic young wonman remai ned
with Sister Theresa as she dusted off her hands and | eft the garden for the
chapel .

A young worman knelt before the altar. Her chin was pressed down to her
breast. Her long blond hair fell in untidy |oops and tangl es across her
sl unped shoul ders. Even at a distance, Sister Theresa could hear her
angui shed gasps of prayer. For a nonent the ol der woman renenbered hersel f.
It was possible that this child had | ost her beloved in a war---the constant
war that was waged here in the East End.

Wth an unconsci ous smoot hing of her veil, Sister Theresa Carnel pushed
her menories out of her nmind. She wal ked down the aisle arnmored with weary
conpassi on and prepared for the worst.

"May | help you, child?"

The young wonman sobbed with renewed despair, but did not nove. Sister
Theresa studied her profile. Her cheek was swollen with a fresh bruise. An
ol der, darker one nottled her forehead, and there was a hal f-heal ed gash
puf fing out her lips. Not the worst battering the nun had w tnessed, but that
didn't help. She Iowered herself into the pew and reached for the girl's
hand.

"Tell me what happened. We're here for your welfare. For the welfare of
your body as well as your soul."

The woman cl utched her hands agai nst her stomach. Fresh tears streaked
her cheeks and were absorbed by her already danp sweater. She stared into a
hi dden place far below the floor and would not | ook up. She cringed when
Si ster Theresa touched her arm

"Tell me, child," Sister Theresa said, hardening her voice. Mst of
t hose who cane to the chapel were convinced that nuns were agents of divine
aut hority who nmust be obeyed and who rendered judgnent before they showed

conpassion. It was nyth, of course, but useful at times. "You cane here to
tell me, and now you must do so."
"Sister Theresa . . . ?"

The young woman's head cane up slowmy. Wen their eyes met, and the nun
recogni zed her, the battered worman | ost the |ast shreds of her conposure.
Wailing, she flung herself facefirst into Sister Theresa's |ap

"Rose . . . Rose . " Sister Theresa stroked the dirty blond hair.
"Rose, what happened? How did it happen?” Her own tears | eaked onto her
wri nkl ed cheeks. "Rose, why did you wait so long? You didn't have to suffer
this. There's a place for you here, always. Al ways."

The girl didn't answer. She couldn't answer. The sound of Sister
Theresa's voice---the al nost forgotten but now renenbered strength of
it---allowed her to feel safe, but the illusion would be shattered if she
noved. |f she noved, she'd have to think. She would have to feel the terror
and pain that had driven her back to this sanctuary. She'd have to answer



Si ster Theresa's questi ons.

Si ster Theresa sensed the change as m ndl ess despair gave way to deni al
She knew the process too well not to recognize it. She stroked Rose's hair a
few nore tines---for sentinment's sake---then took a deep breath and shoved the
girl away.

"Tell me, Rose. Tell me the whole story. Fromthe beginning. Don't
| eave anything out. CQur Heavenly Father knows you can't tell these old ears
anyt hi ng they haven't heard before.”

Rose drooped |ike an unstrung puppet. She squeezed her eyes shut, then
opened themslowy. She'd run out of tears. A pal pable aura of shane settled
over her.

"Rose . . ."

Shiny sweat bl oonmed around the bruise on the girl's forehead. Her hands
trenbled no matter how tightly she clutched themtogether. Sister Theresa had
seen it all before.

"What have you been using? How long since the last tinme?"

"I't's not drugs," Rose whispered hoarsely. "I don't do drugs. Never.

" She tried to swallow, but choked instead and doubl ed over coughi ng.

Si ster Theresa tightened her hands into fists until the closely trimed
fingernails dug into palnms. "Then what? Look at yourself! Your hair's
dirty. Your clothes are dirty. You look as if you slept in the street. \What
have you been doing, if not drugs?" The nun waited a nmonent before answering
her own questions. "Is it a man? 1Is it men? Is it, Rose?"

Rose swung her head silently, enphatically, fromside to side.

The nun sat back in the pew. She cast her gl ance upward at the
crucifix---a sinple one of painted plaster now, but even that bolted to the
wall so it could not be easily stolen---then brought it to bear on Rose's
heavi ng shoul ders.

Four years ago Rose D Onofreo had conme to the mission, a runaway fromthe
routine horrors that passed for famly life in the East End. Healing her body
had been the easy part. Regular nmeals and undi sturbed sl eep worked the
obvious mracles. But Sister Theresa's sorority thought they'd wought a
deeper miracle by healing Rose's soul as well. She went back to school
graduat ed, took secretarial courses. She got a nice job---a dress-up desk
job---working for an East Ender who'd made good wi thout forgetting where he'd
cone from The sisters told thenmsel ves Rose was proof that their work was
wor t hwhi | e.

To rem nd Rose that she was fam |y, they pooled their nmeager allowances
and gave her a golden rose on a delicate chain and gave it to her the day
bef ore she began her new life. Rose was all sniles and hope, but she never
cane back to visit. The sisters made excuses for her: Wy should she cone
back? No decent young woman shoul d wal k these streets at any hour, day or
night. They were experts at swall ow ng di sappoi ntment.

Si ster Theresa couldn't keep herself fromlooking for the necklace, or
realizing that it was gone. She couldn't keep herself fromnoticing that
Rose's sweater was nuch too tight for anyone working in an office---though it
was al so much too expensive for anyone working the streets. The sane was true
of the skinpy skirt and lacy tights. |In the dusty corners of her heart,

Si ster Theresa had di sapproved of fashion since she, herself, had begun
wearing a nun's habit---but she could tell street cheap fromits fashionable
uptown inmitations. For the cost of Rose's clothes, the nuns could run the
m ssion for a week. Sister Theresa Carnel shivered involuntarily.

"\Where have you been? What have you been doi ng? Your job? Your
apartnment ---?"

Rose rem nded curl ed over her knees, swaying back and forth. "I did .

| tried . . ." she sputtered before succunbing to another spate of sobs.

The faint click of the opening door echoed in the chapel. Sister Theresa
pressed her finger to her |lips as another black-robed veteran of these little
wars hurried down the aisle.

Rose? the newconer nouthed, as surprise and dismay tightened her

Ever.



features.

Si ster Theresa nodded, shrugged, and nade room on the pew. Sister Agnes
knelt instead, and w apped her arnms around the disconsol ate young worman. Rose
| ooked up into another dark, worried face.

Wy had she cone here? Whatever nmade her think that these wonen---these
wi ves of the church---could understand her world? She wi shed she hadn't cone.
She wi shed she was back in the bathroom naked and staring at the battered
stranger reflecting in the mrror. The bruises were the least of it.

Couldn't they see that? Couldn't they see the shadow hangi ng over her

bl acker than any bruise? She had thought that the shadow woul d be visible
here. That the holy sisters would nmake the sign of the cross and drive it
out. But they |ooked at her face, not the shadow. There was no hel p here.
No hope

Rose knotted her hand in her hair. She pulled until strands ripped | oose
and tears began to flow from her eyes again.

Sister Agnes recoiled in horror. "Wat's wong with her?"
"She was at the altar when | cane in. | asked her what was wong. It's
been all downhill since then."

"I's she hurt? Do you think we need an ambul ance?" Sister Agnes asked.

"I't's not the bruises hurting her. She's been beaten before---God help
us all---and didn't come to us. No . . . sonething's struck her soul. It's
still there."

Rose heard the words she longed to hear, the words confirm ng her darkest
fear and shane. The voice of her God-given conscience wanted to confess
everyt hing, but when she opened her nouth a single, scarcely human scream cane
out i nstead.

The two nuns swiftly crossed thensel ves, glanced at the crucifix, then at
each ot her.

Si ster Theresa got unsteadily to her feet. "In the garden.” She got a
hand under Rose's shoul der and notioned for Sister Agnes to do likew se. The
m ssion walls were echoing with the footfalls of the other nuns responding to
the crisis.

Fresh air and sunlight helped a bit, but it was the sight of unfamliar
faces that restored Rose's sense of self. She tamed her hair and restored
order to her clothing with expert gestures. She faced all of them and none
of them

"l---1---1 don't know what came over ne.
start, was inpenetrable by the end.

Knowi ng | ooks fl ashed anong the nuns. This, too, was fanmliar and
expected. East Enders could hide the nost profound despair in a heartbeat; it
was their survival canouflage. They had skills a professional actor would
envy. Rose's performance night have worked on the streets, or on stage, but
it failed to inpress her audience in the garden. And she knew it.

"I haven't felt too good for the last few days," she said | anely,

Her voice, ragged at the

brushing her forehead as if checking for a fever. "I guess | got the flu.
The flu can nmake you crazy. | saw it just |last week on television---"
"Rose. "

The new voi ces nade all of them--Rose and the avowed sisters
alike---swiftly exam ne thensel ves within and without. Mdther Joseph rarely
cane downstairs. She lived on the phone, dealing with the norass of Gothanis
so-cal |l ed Social Services Department and wrangling the donations that kept the
m ssion alive. She seldomleft her office while the sun was shining, and it
was never good news when she did.

"What's going on here? One mnute there's a banshee in the chapel, the
next you're all dawdling in the garden."

"Rose came back," Sister Theresa admitted in a snmall voice.

Mot her Joseph folded her arnms in front of her. She had the patience of a
saint, or a stone, and by the angle of her head | et Rose know she was prepared
to wait for the Last Judgnent, if necessary, for an expl anation

A wave of guilt and shame broke over Rose. She felt naked and



wort hl ess---but she was used to that. |If Rose had allowed feeling worthless
to stop her, she'd never have nade it to kindergarten. "I made a m stake,"
she said flatly. "I shouldn't have come here."

You couldn't lie when you were naked, but there were a thousand ki nds of
truth. Squaring her shoul ders, Rose started for the street. She hadn't gone
two steps when Beel zebub, the m ssion's battle-scarred tonctat, streaked past.
Anyone mi ght have been startled by the sudden novenent. Al nbst anyone mi ght
have yel ped with surprise. But Rose was w de-eyed, stark-white terrified

Beel zebub yawned and stretched hinmself across a sun-warmed stone, | ooking
for all the world like nothing had happened. Sister Theresa becane aware of
someone staring at the back of her neck. She turned to face Mdther Joseph
After so many years together, the veterans didn't need words. The set of
Mot her Joseph's features, the subtle novenent of her right eyebrow, al
conveyed a very clear set of orders.

Si ster Theresa slipped her armgently, firmy around Rose's waist. The
young wonan blinked, but her eyes were as w de and frozen as they'd been
bef ore.

"You haven't forgotten our old m dnight caller, have you?"

Rose cl osed her eyes. The acute phase of the panic attack ended; she

began to shiver. "I want to go hone now, " she whi spered

Sister Theresa felt Rose's heart pounding through their conbi ned
clothing. "You should sit in the sun a nmonent and get your breath." She
tried, and failed, to turn the grief around.

"No. | want--- [|'Il feel better when |I'm back where | belong."

Scow ing slightly and getting a solid grip on the wai stband of Rose's
skirt. Sister Theresa held her back. "W'IlIl call you a cab. You're in no

condition to be wal king or taking buses. Second and Seventy-eighth, isn't
it?" Mother Joseph would be doubly unhappy if the girl got away before they
knew where to find her again.

Rose began to struggle. The sisters had no qual ns about subtle coercion
but they drew the line at overt restraint. Sister Theresa's armfell away.

"Don't be a stranger," she said, staring into Rose's haunted, gray eyes.
"W care about you. We want to know how you're doing. W want to help. Cone
back and talk to us, Rose. Open your heart, then you'll truly feel better."

Rose | ooked at the ground, but her feet did not nove. Sister Theresa
knew it was time to set the hook

"Saturday. Cone for dinner. Roast chicken with corn-apple
stuffing---just the way you always liked it "

Eyel ashes fluttered, but there was no answer.

"Say yes, dear. Make us all happy---"

Rose said yes without lifting her eyes fromthe ground, then she bolted.
Her footfalls echoed on the chapel floor. She struck the fire bar on the
out er door w thout pausing. They heard her race down the steps, then the door
shut and she was gone. The chirping of the sparrows was the | oudest sound
until Mother Joseph found her voice.

"There's somet hing seriously wong there."

"But what ?" Sister Agnes asked. "She's not ready to tell us or God.
Should we follow her? Should we try to keep her here?"

"W've done all we can. WMaybe she'll come Saturday. Maybe she'll tel
us then."

"W shoul d have kept her here,’
have | et her go."

"No," Mbdther Joseph adnoni shed. She felt the sane conpassion the others
did, but she answered to the city bureaucracy as well as to God and the

Si ster Theresa grunbled. "I shouldn't

di ocese. Her options were limted. "W can do nothing against her will, not
even for the good of her soul. W wll pray that she comes on Saturday."

Anot her nun entered the discussion. "Did you see her |ook at that cat?
I haven't seen a look like that except in the novies."

Mot her Joseph adjusted the starched w nple beneath her veil, snatching an

extra moment to consider what had been said. Cats had special privileges at



the mission. They found sacutary in every nook and cranny. Food and water
were laid out for themeach day. Sister Magdal ene, who'd begun the tradition
wasn't here any longer. The Order was an army. The sisters went where they
were told---although Mdther Joseph had had a hand in getting Sister Magdal ene
out of Gotham City. But the cats continued to gather at the kitchen door and,
fromtime to time, an envel ope woul d appear in the poor box filled with
untraceabl e currency. Mther Joseph understood that the nmoney was for the
cats.

"Perhaps we could invite another old friend to di nner on Saturday,"
Mot her Joseph nmused. "We haven't seen Selina in a while. Beelzebub's
peopl e-shy, but if Selina brought one of her kittens---she's always got a
kitten or two---nmaybe we could get to the bottomof this."

"W haven't seen Selina since her sis---since Sister Mgdal ene left,"
Si ster Theresa corrected herself quickly. "I don't think they parted on .

" She paused, choosing her words carefully. The stories about Sister

Magdal ene and her sister, Selina, were |long, conplex, and sel domtold.
" in good faith with each other. | don't think Selina's even in the city
anynore. And | don't think any good would come fromgetting her and Rose in
the same room"

A murmur of agreenment rippled through the bl ack-robed fl ock that Mt her

Joseph squel ched i mediately. "I would like to know why Rose was frightened
by acat. And I'd like to invite Selina---to see if she'll come. Maybe she
won't, and maybe nothing will happen if she does. But | want to see for

nmysel f. An unreasoning fear of cats has becone nuch nore wi despread i n Got ham
Cty of late."

Chapter Five

The gray tiger kitten watched the box-thing follow himinto the hiding
room At first it was very high, then it was level on the floor. Then it
changed shape, and wonders began to erupt fromit---an amazenent of snells,
sights, and sounds tunbling across the cold, hard floor. Curiosity seized
him It pulled himout of the safe place beneath the big holl ow where water
sometines was and sonetimes wasn't. Ears and tail tw tching, stubby Iegs
bunched beneath him the kitten honed in on a fuzzy, w ggly, stringy thing.
Wanting it nore than anything el se---needing it right now--he pounced.

"Got cha!"

Hands descended wi t hout warni ng, pinching the skin above his shoul ders,
then raising himto di zzyi ng hei ghts.

"I knew you couldn't resist. No cat can resist a ness of sparkly junk."

The kitten found hinmself dangling in front of a face as |arge as hinsel f.
It wasn't the first tinme he'd been snatched fromthe brink of satisfaction
That face, the voice, and especially the hands were everywhere in his life.
Usual |y they brought pleasure, but there was sonething different this tine
that made hi mwary.

"We've been invited to dinner. Both of us. The invitation was very
specific: me and ny nost irresistible kitten. That's you. And since | nmake a
habit of never refusing a free nmeal, you're going in the box."

The kitten hadn't understood a word, but he got the general idea. An
instinctive expert in the swinmng arts, he withed until his claws hooked
somet hing solid, after which other instincts took over. A heartbeat |ater he
was in free-fall.

"You drew bl ood!"

As nature intended, the kitten |l anded on his feet and scrabbling toward
the door. The footing was |ousy everywhere in his world. Slick bathroom
tiles gave way to slick wood floors. He struck the door frane as he cornered
and nade nore noi se than forward progress down the hall

"Cet back here!"



Anot her thunp agai nst the door frame informed the kitten that the face
and hands were on the nove beneath him He bounded for the aptly named throw
rug whi ch spun himaround the corner after which he made a flat-out dive for
anot her safe place beneath the sl eeping place. The other cats in the
room--his littermates and a handful of adults---understood that chaos was
near, and hastened its arrival by scrambling for shelter thensel ves.

Cats, knickknacks, newspapers, and the ruins of l|ast night's dinner
becane airborne.

Selina Kyle had no tinme for conscious decision-naking. She |unged for
t he nearest flying object, caught a gooey handful of cold Szechuan chi cken
and watched with horror as a M ng-dynasty porcel ain cat smashed agai nst the
wal | .

"I liked that," she conplained. "It was ny favorite cat---"

Feli ne heads sw vel ed and stared with evident disbelief.

"I could' ve gotten three hundred for it, so it nust've been worth
thousands. But | didn't sell it. | took it because | liked it and kept it
because | liked it, and now it's garbage."

The cats blinked. One began groom ng. Selina snatched a piece of
drifted newspaper and cl eaned the unappetizing veggi es fromher hand. The
sauce was cold, but the spices still packed a wallop when she sw ped them
across the scratch the kitten left on her wist. Once again her refl exes were
faster than her thoughts. She had the stinging flesh pressed against her I|ips
bef ore she realized what she'd done, before the bl ob of paper and sauce ended
its slide down the back of the sofa

"Damm. "

An orange tabby junped down froma nearly enpty bookshelf. It
i nvestigated the stain and wi thdrew, hissing.

" Doubl e-dam. "

Selina's one-room apartnent wasn't |arge enough for seven---this
afternoon---cats and cat-1oving human. She grabbed the newspaper and | obbed
it toward the trash can. Her aimwas solid, but the canister was already
overflowi ng. The wad bounced to the floor. Wth a disgusted sigh, Selina
packed the soggy newspaper into the canister and scuffed the porcelain bits in
the general direction of the radiator. There was a broom sonewhere, and rol
of liners for the canister, but she didn't feel Ilike |ooking for them

She tried. At |least once a nonth Selina nade an effort to create the
sort of home she supposed ot her people had, but she didn't have a gift for
donesticity. She had other gifts. A gift for getting into things and out of
them for taking what she needed, for thriving where others night barely
survi ve.

Her home | ooked Iike what it was: a scavenger's sanctuary. Sone of it
had been stolen, some rescued fromdunpsters, nost of it bought fromthrift
shops and sidewal k vendors. Selina gathered the things she thought bel onged
in a home---not the home she renenbered, but a never-never hone where
everything was bright, glittering, and safe.

Selina took a deep breath as her possessions worked their magic. She
hugged hersel f, swaying gently. Tensions drained down her back, through the
floor, out of her life. Street sounds and buil di ng sounds pierced the
wal I s---they always did in the East End---but the apartment itself was purring
and peaceful .

The gray tiger kitten poked his head out and sneezed.

Selina triangul ated the sound. "There you are! You haven't won yet.
Not hardly you haven't. I'mstill getting ny free neal, and you---you little
devil---are still coming with ne."

Four - pawed backpedaling was a skill the kitten hadn't quite mastered

The hands followed himinto the safe place. He spread his claws into the
light. He folded his ears against his head as a hand unhooked his claws one
by one.

"No putting holes in the costunme.” Selina tapped the kitten on his nose,
letting the length of supple leather fall. "I share everything else, but



that's mne." She scow ed nelodramatically at range two inches, and the
kitten cringed.

Ignoring his wails, Selina put himin the box and closed it. A paw
thrust through the cracks, slashing viciously. When that failed, Selina heard
himattack the corrugated cardboard. Guessing that she had about a half hour
bef ore he escaped, Selina turned her attention to getting herself ready for a
free dinner at the m ssion

Selina was nost confortable in the costunme draped across the unnmade bed.
Sheat hed i n bl ack, hidden behind a mask, and defended by a set of razor-edged
steel claw nounted in netal caps that were, thenselves, somehow built into the
costume's gloves, Selina ceased to be Selina. She becane Catwonman. Vi ewed
t hrough a mask's eyeholes, the world was sinple. Past and future were
uni mportant conpared to the wants and needs of the present. The risks were
great. Selina needed only to glance at the kitten's arm stretching
desperately through the cardboard to understand how great.

Cat woman had her wits, her agility, her pride, and her
determ nation---nothing nore. She lived for herself, by herself, without

i Il usions.

Having no illusions nmeant, at the very least, that the costume went back
under the bed. |If she wanted that free nmeal, she'd have to face the sisters
as herself. Standing in her underwear before the haphazard piles spilling out

of the closet and bureau, Selina heard a stern chorus fromthe depths of her
past .

Look at yourself . . . Stand up straight. Don't fidget. Dress like a
lady. Act like a lady. You're not leaving this house dressed like that.
You' re cheap, Selina Kyle. You'll get in trouble. You'll get what you

deserve. Bitch. Wwore. You'll wind up in a gutter. Do you hear me, Selina
Kyle? Look at me when |I'mtalking to you

Selina braced for the clout she renmenbered nmuch too well. In the silent
safety of her honme she flinched, then stiffened and snol dered.

"It isn't worth it," she murnured to the cats. "No neal's worth this
much renenbering. | should've slamred that door right in that nun's face."

But Selina had given her word. She donned whatever lay at the top of the
heaps: shapel ess pants and a sl ouchy sweater, a tattered photographer's vest,
and mlitary surplus boots.

"You may not |l ook like a lady," she informed her reflection. "But you
sure don't look like a whore."

Mot her Joseph was waiting at the mission door. "Cone in, Selina. 1'd
begun to think you woul dn't keep your word. Rose just got here." She reached
for the box, from which scratching and mewi ng could be heard. "And you

brought the kitten."

Selina eluded the nun's hands as she night dodge a knife in a dark alley.
Trust a penguin to greet you with guilt, she thought to herself while
curiosity about the other guest swelled in the wordl ess part of her mnd

"Aggi e-Pat didn't nention anyone else," she blurted out. Al the nuns
had street nanes. Sister Theresa Carnel had been TeeCee | onger than anyone
renenbered. Sister Agnes Patricia was Aggie-Pat; her real-life sister, Sister
Magdal ene Cat herine was, naturally, Maggie-Cat. And Mther Joseph was known
t hroughout the East End as O d MbJo. But not inside the mssion. Selina
didn't know why she'd used a street name; she guessed it had sonething to do
with feeling like a kid and feeling angry at the sane tine.

Mot her Joseph's expression didn't change. "Sister Agnes was asked to
invite you, not read you a guest list. You do have a kitten in that box,
don't you?"

Sel i na nodded, but held the box tight when Mther Joseph tried again to
take it fromher. "Why'd you want nme to bring a kitten, anyway?"

d anci ng back at the inner door through which other voices could be half
heard, and sensing that Selina would not cooperate until she was nore fully
i nfornmed, Mther Joseph relented and pointed at the main stairway.



"Let's go to ny office, Selina. 1'Il explain up there.

The satisfaction of being treated---for once---like an adult was al nost
enough to cancel the anxiety following Mother Joseph up the two flights to her
of fice produced. It had been years since Selina had needed the mission's

hel p. She'd paid everything back, with interest; she owed t hem not hi ng-- - but
her heart started poundi ng anyway. When you cane inside the m ssion, you
accepted their rules. Wen you went upstairs it neant you'd broken sonme of
those rul es.

Good, bad, or indifferent, Selina didn't like rules, period. They nmade
her a bit crazy. They nmade her Catwonan.

She was ready to expl ode when Mt her Joseph unl ocked the door and asked
her to sit in one of the unconfortable guest chairs. She got bored al nbst as
soon as the nun opened her mouth. Selina lived in the East End, but Selina
wasn't really a part of the East End community. She hadn't been born here.
She hadn't set foot in Gothamuntil two weeks after her sixteenth birthday.
Rose D Onofreo's nane wasn't familiar, nor were any of the others Mot her
Joseph prattled on about. The boredom began to show.

"Sometines we use dolls to get the really troubled ones talking," Mther

Joseph concl uded hastily. "But with Rose, | think a cat will unlock her
tongue---" She sniled at her own witicism The snmile vani shed when Selina
did not react. "Well, if you'll give Rose the box when we go downstairs---"

"There's a dinner in this eventually, isn't there? Roast chicken
dressi ng---the works, right?"

Mot her Joseph rose fromher chair. "Apple pie and vanilla ice creamfor
dessert, exactly as prom sed."

Awar e that the nun was annoyed, but unable to pinpoint the cause, Selina
foll owed her nmeekly down the stairs. Wen the m ssion stuck to saving bodi es,
Selina had no trouble with them Hot neals, clean sheets, showers, and the
wal k-in clinic were things everybody in this nei ghborhood needed fromtine to
time. But saving souls, whether with religion or psychol ogy, was a big waste
of time. |If this Rose person didn't have what it took to survive . . . If,
God hel p her, she needed a kitten!

"Did you say sonet hi ng?" Mther Joseph asked. They were at the bottom of
t he stairway.

Selina slunped her shoul ders. "Nope." Nuns were sharp enough to hear a
person's thoughts, but they weren't sharp enough to know their softhearted
i dea of help was worse than no help at all

Pi cki ng Rose out fromthe other wonen in the ol d-fashi oned kitchen was
easy: she was the only one not wearing a veil. As soon as she saw the | ong
bl ond hair, Selina realized she did not know Rose D Onofreo---or know of her.
When sl eek |inousines with dark wi ndows came cruising the East End streets
after mdnight, they were looking for hair like that. Rose m ght have been
born in a tenement bat hroom but she had uptown | ooks.

Not that they'd done her any good. Selina appraised the bruises on
Rose's face with professional detachment. She took note of the wild-animal
| ook in her eyes, too. A year---maybe less if the winter was bad---and that
hair would be snarling in a refrigerator drawer down at the norgue

"Hi," Rose said w thout maki ng eye contact. "You're Selina Kyle, aren't
you? You're Sister Magdal ene's sister. | knew her when | was here. She was
real ---"

That was the last straw. Selina did not talk about Maggi e, and these
nuns knew damm well why. Her appetite was conpletely gone and the walls were
closing in. Selina would have nade a run for it, but Ad MdJo was bl ocking
t he way.

"Yeah. She and | don't stay in touch."

Hol ding the kitten's box in front of her like a shield, Selina strode
across the kitchen, defying anyone to nention Maggi e' s nane agai n.

"I brought you something. . . . Their idea."

Selina didn't own any of the cats that shared her life. She didn't nane
them unl ess they forced her to. The kitten in the box was cute and bol d, but



that wasn't enough to give hima name. Rose could name him if she wanted.
Rose coul d do whatever she wanted. Selina told herself she didn't care, and
that she could | eave, but she didn't. She retreated a half-step and wat ched,
just like everyone el se.

The frightened | ook faded from Rose's eyes as she westled with the
cardboard flaps. Selina expected the little tiger head to pop up as soon as
t he box was open. She expected Rose to nelt conpletely in the face of its
juvenile charm Neither happened. The kitten hissed. Rose's hands flew away
fromthe cardboard as if it had becone searing hot.

A shiver raced down Selina's spine. It was the same shiver as when she
pul l ed the costune over her arms and | egs. She was uncannily alert w thout
knowi ng why. Then she got a | ook at Rose's face. Costuned as Catwoman,
Selina stal ked in an unsuspecting city, but she was a thief, not a predator
Cat woman stol e, and al though she had killed, it was never personal. She'd
never put death on soneone's face the way the gray kitten put it on Rose's.

VWiile Selina' s heart thunped against her ribs, the battered bl ond wonan
saw death, feared it, accepted it, and finally invited it. Selina was forced
her heart to beat nornally again when the kitten---the little gray tiger
kitten who' d been captured, inprisoned, and jostled beyond his feline
conpr ehensi on---succunbed to his instincts. He sprang at those w de-open eyes
above him

If he'd been a gray tiger, or even a tiger kitten, there surely would
have been bl ood and blindness in the mssion. Instead the kitten went flying
as Rose let out a shriek that stunned all the other wonen, |eaving them
witless while she tunbled out of her chair. Rose tried to escape, but her
arms and | egs woul d not behave. Her flailing novenents, the peculiar breathy
sounds she made after she stopped shrieking awke prinmitive resonances:

Flee. Death cones, all-mghty and inevitable. Flee. Don't think
Don't | ook back. The beast of death is feeding. Flee, if you fear the beast.
Flee, if you would see the sun again.

It took a special kind of stupid---not just human stupid, but civilized
human stupid---to disobey that prinmal voice. Mther Joseph was the first to
di sobey. She shook off her deepest instincts with a shudder, then she was
kneeling on the floor, giving orders to the others as she struggled to keep
Rose fromcraw i ng under the sink

Selina was the last to recover. The huddling nuns, Rose's nottled,
terrified face---none of this was part of Selina's world. She saw the
cardboard box on its side. She |ooked for the kitten and found him fluffed
out and panting, as far from Rose as the roomallowed himto get. She
gat hered hi m agai nst her breast. The beating of her heart cal med him

"I't's not your fault," she whispered. "It's not your fault."

Selina stayed in the shadows beside the wall until the kitten emtted a
bl i ssed-out purr and nade cat-fists in her sweater. She endured the prickly
claws until Catwoman's hyperal ertness had subsi ded and she was her ordinary
sel f again.

The sisters, led by Mother Joseph, were determined to find evidence of
the drugs they blindly believed were the root of Rose's problenms. Selina
started to tell themthat they were wasting their tinme, but thought against it
before they'd noticed her. dd MJo' s reaction was understandable. Drugs
usual ly were the cause of everything here in the East End---especially if
al cohol was counted as a drug and growi ng up surrounded by it was called drug
abuse. By that standard, drugs were to blanme not only for Rose, but for
Selina hersel f.

Getting a firmgrip on the kitten, Selina headed for hone.

You had to draw the Iine somewhere. |f you accepted that you were a
victim you stayed a victim Sonewhere you had to stop being a victim You
didn't have to becone a w ld-eyed crusader; you just had to stop being
anybody's victim ever again. Batnman was a crusader; whoever Batman was
behi nd his mask, he had been a victim O what, when, or why Selina couldn't
guess, but she was certain of her concl usions.



"Takes one to know one," she said aloud, surprising herself and the w no
in a darkened doorway.

"You tell "em sister. Got any change? A snmoke? A |ight?"

One- handedl y buttoni ng her raincoat and hunchi ng her shoul ders around the
kitten, Selina kept going. She didn't like being on the streets after

dark---at least not without the costunme. It was altogether too easy to becone
avictim
Li ke Rose.

She was thinking about Rose and victins when she came in sight of a
clutch of youths. They'd staked a claimto a |anppost with macho posturing
and a pumpi ng boonbox. The kitten struggl ed; Selina needed both hands to
confine him The notion---pressing both hands agai nst her breasts---drew
unwant ed attention

Selina saw herself with their eyes: a woman, al one, winging her hands
with terror. It didn't matter whether she was hideous or attractive. It
didn't matter that she was the nmaster of kinds of martial arts that won
fights, not exhibitions. For an instant Selina felt the | ook she'd seen in
Rose' s eyes.

They whi stled and propositioned her lewdly. One of the punks swaggered
onto the street.

"You wanna dance?" He stood with his feet apart, hips slightly forward,
and the bill of his baseball cap shielding his eyes. "C nmon, bitch." He took
hi s hands out of his pockets. "You gonna get it whether you want it or not."

Everyt hi ng conspired against her, fromthe squirmng kitten to the
cl ot hes she was wearing. She didn't |ook Iike Catwonman; she didn't feel like
Catwoman. And the punk was noving closer. Then a finger of ice skipped down
her spine. Her gut shrank and the fear turned to rage.

"Not on your best day." The words didn't nmatter. Everything depended on
t he edge of her voice and the thrust of her glare through shadow to the place
where his eyes had to be. "Not with all your slime friends hel ping you."
Selina forgot where they were, what she held, and even who she was. She
forgot that the costunme was stuffed under the bed. Her rage spread across her
face. Like a giant spark it |eapt between her eyes and his.

She had him

"You one crazy bitch," the punk nurmured, retreating.

Selina ached to see his eyes, to hear his voice when his nmouth was ful
of broken teeth and blood. Not this tine. The kitten still squirnmed. She'd
have to be content with breaking his spirit for a few hours, and the hope that
his peers by the | amppost would sense his injury and finish the job for her

"Beat it, sline, while you still can."
He tugged on the bill of his cap. Maybe he thought he'd regain the
advantage if he met the crazy lady's eyes. |If he had, he was wong. Selina

was waiting for him She showed real teeth through a real smle and started
toward him then wal ked on by. As she had hoped, his erstwhile conpanions
hurled insults until she was out of earshot.

Anot her hundred yards and she began to rel ax.

Only a man can nake a woman forget everything but fear

The t hought spread through her nmind along with Rose's face. The punk's
eyes were astonished. Like the druggers, he couldn't quite believe that a
woman---a bitch---had overwhel ned him But there was no astoni shnent,
surprise, or disbelief in the nenory of Rose's face, only fear, then a
victims acceptance of inevitable fate.

Chapter Six

Selina let herself into her apartnment. The kitten escaped before she got
t he door shoved shut. The |ocks reset automatically.
A case of tuna fish was stacked in the kitchen cabinets. As easy to



prepare and serve as it was to store, tuna was one of Mdther Nature's

al nost - perfect foods---especially when each can was certified dol phin-safe.
She opened a can and, |eaning over the sink, began eating the contents with
her fingers.

Her hunger knots | oosened; her thoughts wandered back to the m ssion
Selina was angry at dd MdJo and the others. They'd used her, they'd used the
kitten, and they'd cheated her out of a neal. It was a superficial anger
t hough, and woul d be gone before the tuna can was enpty. There was a deeper
| ayer of anger, though, that was not so easily erased. The world was full of
people who didn't like cats. Dislike could turn to hatred, but, in adults, it
rarely showed itself as stark fear. Rose's fear of cats wasn't something
she' d carried around since chil dhood.

Li cking tuna slivers fromher fingers, Selina set the alnost-enpty can on
the floor for the cats to scour

There was only one conclusion that felt right: There was a nman behind
Rose's terror, but sonehow he'd managed to di splace her fear fromhimto an
i nnocent cat.

Selina held her breath as a famliar but not quite confortable sensation
passed over her. She let her breath out raggedly. The transformation from
her ordinary self to Catwonman was conpl ete before Selina | eft the al cove that
her landlord called a kitchen. She shed clothes with every step toward the
bed and was nearly naked by the tine she reached it. The sleek costune fit
like a second skin---as well as it should. The garnent had been obscenely
expensi ve.

In the beginning she tried using secondhand costunes fromtheatrica
supply houses. She'd even tried naking one herself. Nothing stood up to the
puni shrent her alter ego gave it. Then one day a clunsily witten letter slid
under the door. The outside hall was eerily enpty. The paper bore a sketch
a price, and an address where the transaction could be conpleted. It scared
Selina witless, but she was ready to try anything. She assenbl ed the asking
price in gold and other specified substances, left it on a bench in a deserted
courtyard, and found the | eather costume |aid across her bed one evening two
weeks |ater.

As she snoot hed the costume over her arns and | egs, Selina Kyle vanished.
The sinpler Catwonman stood in her place.

"I"1l be back before dawn," she whispered to the assenbl ed pairs of
glowing eyes. "Don't wait up." She eased along the |edge, around the corner
and was gone.

Bet ween the tuna fish and the costume, Selina had considered other ways
of resolving her curiosity. She briefly pictured herself at the mission. The
doors of the m ssion were never closed, but the nuns weren't foolish enough to
stay downstairs after dark. |If Selina went there now, she'd have to explain
herself to the brawny ex-addicts who ran the night shelter |ike a marine boot
canp. Not likely. She thought of tel ephoning Mther Joseph directly, but AQd
MbJo woul dn't be in her office taking calls at this hour. Besides, Selina's
phone wasn't working . . . again. One of the cats---she didn't know
whi ch---had devel oped a taste for plastic wire insulation. It probably wasn't
good for the cat, but it was fatal for the phone.

And if Selina had spoken to Mother Joseph, what then? |If Od MdJo had
known anyt hi ng useful about Rose, would she have invited Selina to bring a
kitten to dinner? For all that the nuns had been in the East End nuch | onger
than Selina herself, they were wonen who had chosen to live w thout nen. What
did any of them know about the real world---the man-dom nated world where
Selina and Rose |ived?

Cat woman | anded between the carved stone gargoyl es overl ooki ng the
m ssion. Her body flexed fromtoes to neck, absorbing the inpact, keeping her
bal anced for whatever the next moment required. Crouched in the shadows, she
listened to the city noises, straining to hear anything that neant she had
been spotted junping fromthe tenement to the church roof. She could have
been spotted and she coul d have been heard. \Whatever el se the Catworman was,



she was not endowed with uncanny powers, but nost people had no notion of the
unt apped potential within their bodies.

Cot ham was never quiet. At best the auditory chaos ebbed to an ignorable
drone fromwhich the alert ear could always discern sirens, screans, and the
occasi onal gunshot---four of them small-calibre sem automatic over by the
docks. Catwoman's lips parted in an unconscious snarl. Wth her nind s eye
she coul d see the lightweight, lethal, and al nost certainly foreign-nade
weapon. She knew the hardware by sight and sound, though she shunned it
personally. She'd heard the old men---survivors fromthe sixties---mnmutter
about the days of zip guns and Saturday night specials that were as likely to
bl ow up in your face as take out your opposition. Those days were gone |ong
before she got off the bus. Since the Gulf war, a Saturday night special was
an arny-surpl us grenade.

Though the docks were a dozen bl ocks away, Catwoman |istened for
answering fire. She didn't expect to head that way before going honme, but one
never knew. A wi se person, no matter where they were or how they were
dressed, paid attention to night sounds. The next sound she heard was a
police siren scream ng down N nth Avenue, going somewhere in a big hurry, but
not to the docks.

Selina rel axed and | owered herself onto the mission roof. Her claws nade
short work of the skylight's security. She dropped into the stairwell, then
froze and waited breathlessly. The noise had seened horrendously loud in her
own ears, but it raised no alarm

Two hours later, after fruitlessly inspecting every nook and cranny into
whi ch a body could fit, Catwoman returned to the stairwell and sprang upward
toward the open skylight. The noldi ng sagged when her fingers clanped over
it, but the old wood held and she pulled herself easily onto the deserted
rooftop. Blending with the night sky and the satiny black of the asphalt
roof, Selina pushed the nmask back fromher face. A gentle breeze, scented
with salt fromthe riverfront, refreshed her as she considered her
pr edi cament .

Rose D Onofreo wasn't inside the mssion. Renenbering how she'd tried to
hi de under the sink, it was hard to inmagine that she'd recovered and gone
horre.

The warbl e of an anmbul ance---markedly different fromthe whoop or shriek
of a squad car or the airhorn belch of fire equipnent---echoed off the nearby
buil dings. Before conming to Gotham Selina would count the seconds between
the sight of lightning and the sound of thunder; now she |listened to the
changi ng pitch and guessed which of the huge hospitals was its destination
The siren faded strai ghtway; the vehicle hadn't turned toward Got ham CGener al
It was going all the way downtown to the university medical center. \Whoever
was inside was in a world of hurt.

Coul d the nuns have sent Rose to Gotham General ? The mission had its own
infirmary. Selina had checked it out along with everything el se and found it
occupi ed by a noisy, but harm ess, drunk. The sisters would have kept Rose in
the infirmary unl ess they thought she'd die before Sunday norning, because on
Sat urday night there wasn't an emergency roomin the city that had tine or
room for a minor emergency.

Selina pulled the hooded mask down over her face. Rather than brood
about where Rose might be, she'd let herself into Od MJo's office and find
out for sure. Mther Joseph trusted God, the holy saints, and no one el se.
The |l ock on her office door was state of the art, but still no match for the
suppl e steel rods Catwoman extracted from an invisible pocket on her thigh
She entered the office and closed the door silently behind her. Her eyes were
al ready adjusted to the darkness; she could have held a phone book at arms
| ength and read each nunber wi thout strain.

The desk was nmessy---a good sign; it had been unnaturally neat when she'd
been here with the kitten earlier. Wth her arnms |inked behind her back
Cat woman | eaned over, studying the disorder without disturbing it.

"What the---?"



ad MbJo's handwiting was Parochial School Perfect. Every word was
| egi bl e; the problemwas, nost of themweren't English. After a nonment Selina
deci ded they were Latin.

"Not even the Pope uses Latin

But Latin it was, and remained, no matter how fiercely she stared at it.
Selina felt an urge to sweep everything onto the floor, to smash and shatter
all that could be broken. Her hands slipped free, they hovered above the
desk. It was urges like this that had al ways gotten her into trouble. Slowy
she knotted her fingers, pressing the steel claws harm essly into the black
| eat her sewn across her pal ns.

"Easy," Catwoman whi spered. "Just because A d MbJo wites sonme dunb,
dead | anguage doesn't mean you can't figure out what she did with Rose."

There was a phone on Mt her Joseph's desk: a sleek techno-toy with a w de
variety of buttons and a single flashing red light.

"Be calm Think. Think."

A steel claw caressed the button nearest the flashing |ight.

"Hello? Hello? This is Dr. Gallan's service. |If you're there, Sister
pick it up." The nasal, feninine voice paused dramatically. "Dr. Gallan
wants you to know that she got your message and is on her way. | want to know

where she's going. She didn't have the number. She said we could get it from
you. So call us," and the woman recited the numnber.

Catwoman sniled, menorizing it while the machine reset itself. Then she
lifted the handset and pressed another button. A rapid, ten-note nel ody
played in her ear. Selina wasn't a mnusical genius. She didn't have perfect
pitch and she'd have to press the redial button nany nore times before she
could menorize the nel ody, but she knew she hadn't nmade a local call and she
was pretty sure she hadn't called Dr. Gallan's service

The circuit closed. Sonewhere a phone rang once, twice . . . a dozen
times. Catworman was about to give up when the handset cane to life.

"Eye-aitch-em Martyr's Bl ood."

Cat woman was nonpl ussed by the cryptic greeting. Fortunately, the groggy
woman at the other end of the line blaned herself for the silence and tried
agai n:

"Sisters of the Immcul ate Heart, Blood of Holy Martyr's Convent, Mot her
House. May | help you?"

"I hope so," the black-costuned woman replied. It all nade sense once
she renenbered that religious orders had a quasimlitary organi zation. The
sisters here were soldiers of the Immcul ate Heart army; O d MdJo was their
conmandi ng officer; the East End mission was a front-line outpost. And Bl ood
of Holy Martyr's Convent wasn't just another fort, it was their arny

headquarters. "I'mtrying to | ocate Rose D Onofreo.™

"Rose D Onofreo . . . ? | don't know . . ."

The wonman didn't sound uncertain, she sounded suspicious. Catwonman
changed tactics. "lI'msorry. The person |I'mreally looking for is Dr.

Gllan. This is her service. W seemto have lost track of her. The |ast we
knew she was seeing a Rose D Onofreo at this number.™

"Dr. Gallan? Yes, she was here, but she left hours ago. | don't know
who . . . No, wait, it was a young woman fromthe nmission." Tine expired as
t he convent wonan becane fully awake. "Wo is this? Where are you calling

fron? Wy are you aski ng about Rose---"

Cat worman reached down and severed the connection with a claw. Wth the
hel p of a picture a few inches fromthe phone, she'd | earned all she needed to
know. The snapshot showed the snmiling faces of a quartet of nuns Selina
didn't recognize. That didn't nmatter. Wat mattered was the mansi on behi nd
them and the sign beside them The words were a bit hard to read---d d MJo
needed a | esson on focusing her canera---but at |east they were in English:
Sister Servants of the Immacul ate Heart of Mary. Blood of the Holy Martyr's
Convent. Mdther House. And an address so conplete it included the zip code
and t he phone nunber.

Rose was safe inside the Mdther House. Whatever had terrorized her



woul dn't dare penetrate those walls. But Catwoman woul d have to, if Selina
want ed to know anyt hi ng nore.

At that nonment, Selina wanted only to go hone.

She clinbed her building's fire escape, then vaulted over the
wrought-iron railing and eased al ong the masonry | edge. The cats came and
went through the wi ndow gate. Catwoman went that way, but she cane back
t hrough a corner wi ndow after checking the honme out in a discreetly nounted
mrror. A costunme and its reputation were no guarantee agai nst surprises.

Selina shed the costunme i mediately, returning it to its place beneath
the bed with a casual kick. Her conscience, speaking with her nmother's voi ce,
warned her to treat it better. She ignored the warning, as she ignored nost
of the well-intended and occasionally w se advice that dead woman had gi ven
her .

Wthout turning on the lights, she showered and cl eared a space for
herself amid the cats on the runpled bed. The gray tiger kitten was curled up
on the only pillow. He hissed when she slid her hand beneath himand dug in
with his claws. She hissed right back and dunped himon the floor. She was
asl eep before he was back snuggling into the curve of her neck

Selina Kyle didn't dream Dreans were for other people. She had
ni ght mares, but she learned to stop remenbering themyears ago. So Selina
didn't dream about Rose and she didn't dreamthat the little gray kitten had
turned into a snarling beast. She didn't renmenber being Rose, or becom ng the
beast. She didn't shiver with fear, or sweat with rage, but when she woke up
with the m dday sun burning her eyes, Selina felt as if she'd been on the
| osing side of a prolonged war. She tried to get on track with exercise.

Cats that were born cats didn't have to exercise; they slept, ate,
grooned, hunted, or played---nmpstly slept. Catwoman was human, and she needed
exercise, a lot of it, to keep her reflexes sharp and her nuscles toned. She
exerci sed at | east four hours every day. Sonetinmes it was all she did besides
sl eeping and eating. She wasn't into groom ng or playing.

Thi s norning, though, Selina's arns were spaghetti and her feet were
lead. Her legs got tangled up in the junp rope; she bl oodied her |ip crashing
to the floor. Then she |ost her bal ance doi ng handstand push-ups and fl opped
on her back like a sack of cement. The cats gathered around, exchangi ng w se
gl ances. When the gray kitten clawed his way up her shoul der and stood with
his forepaws on her chin, staring into her left eye, she adnitted defeat.

Cat woman woul d have to find the Bloody Martyr's convent if Selina wasn't
going to start renenbering her dreans again. But first Selina would have to
find out where Riverwyck was, and how to get there. Catwoman's know edge of
Gotham City ended at the city limts. She never took vacations and didn't
even have a driver's license. It took until Tuesday to figure out where the
bedr oom community was | ocated and which train Iine went there, because an
ongoi ng budget crisis kept the public libraries closed on Sunday and Monday.
She wound up buying a round-trip ticket and waiting inpatiently amd a throng
of suits and briefcases for the afternoon exodus express. The busi nesswonen
simply pretended she wasn't there. The nmen apprai sed her East End wardrobe
(boldly patterned | eggi ngs, neon green V-neck sweater, door-knocker
earrings---it had seenmed reasonabl e enough downtown) and sm rked or | ooked
away. One of themhad the gall to ask if she'd be available |ater on, say,
after ten? The woul d-be phil anderer scuttled away as soon as Selina focused
her cold, glassy stare on him

She shoul dered her way onto the train ahead of the regulars. She chose a
wi ndow seat for herself and the aisle seat beside it for the backpack
containing the costune. A handful of commuters were still standing when the
train pulled out of the station. No one laid a hand on the pack or suggested
she renove it. Her obsidian aura remain unchallenged until she'd hiked a nmle
beyond the Ri verwyck station, when, w thout warning, she was bathed from
behind with glaring white and crinson |ights.

Cops.

Selina didn't need Catwoman's help to deal with cops; she'd been hustling



the | aw before she got to Gotham City.

"Where you headed, miss?" The officer emerging fromthe passenger side
| ooked young enough to do uncover work in an el enentary school. He reeked of
coll ege and too many sensitivity-training courses. "W don't see nany
strangers wal ki ng down this road. W thought you m ght be lost."

He said it so sincerely that Selina al nost believed him--al nost didn't
know what to say---alnpst didn't know what to say---then she got a | ook at the
ot her standard-issue cop taking up space behind the steering wheel. Cops were
cops. The only difference was that these two would probably fall for a line
that woul dn't fool an East End rookie.

“I"'mlooking for the convent. | heard there was a convent around here.

I thought, naybe, they'd be able to help. |[I've got a problem"”

The college cop turned to his partner; he left his back wi de open. A few
nmonents later Selina was getting a ride the rest of the way---and she was gl ad
of it. Wat had been two and a half inches on the map worked out to about ten
cross-country miles.

Selina expected to have a close escort all the way to the Mt her
Superior, but the rubes let her out with sniles at the gate. She returned the
snmi |l es and, as soon as they were gone, hid behind sone shrubbery to change
into the costune.

Mot her Joseph's phot ograph did not do justice to the vast estate. At
night all the junbled rooflines, Victorian turrets and towers left the place
| ooking like a for-real fortress---and that was only the main buil ding.

Cat woman energed fromthe bushes knowi ng that getting in would be the |east of
her troubles. Finding Rose could take a week of midnight explorations, unless
she coul d i nprove the odds. She took the tinme to scout the estate thoroughly.
After conpleting the circuit she went back to a separate guest-type house that
had | ooked promi sing. There were grated wi ndows on the second floor with no
fire escapes to justify them

Her hunch paid off. The second-story roonms were tiny, their doors had
wi ndows, and the security was neant to keep people in, not out. A night-duty
nurse was watching television. She felt a draft and | eft her desk to check
the stairwell door. It was in order, as was everything el se she could see.
She went back to her desk

Cat woman found Rose in the second room she checked. The young woman | ay
on her back, | ooking Iike a peaceful corpse. Catworman noved cautiously toward
her .

"Rose?" Her voice was gentle, but her arms were tensed.

And it was a good thing that they were. Rose awakened with a jolt. She
saw t he dark sil houette com ng at her and pani cked. Bel atedly Catwonan
consi dered that her costune m ght not be a conforting sight. It was too |late
for reconsideration. The wonen westled. Catworman won handily.

"I"ve come to help you," she said when she had one hand over Rose's mouth
and the other pinning her firmy to the mattress. The terror in Rose's eyes
intensified. "I won't hurt you."™ No indication of belief in the bulging
eyes. "The cats didn't nmean to hurt or frighten you. They sent nme to say
they're sorry and to nmake things right for you. But | can't do that unless
you can answer mny questions. Tell ne his name. Tell ne the name of the man
who made you nore afraid of cats than him™

A final surge of terror shook Rose's body, then she went |inp. Catwomnman
renoved her hands gingerly. Fear could do many strange things; it could kill.
Rose's eyes fluttered. She took a deep breath and sat up slowy.

"Eddie. Eddie talks to the cats. They're everywhere. They're all dead,
but they answer him They nmake himstrong and smart. Then he nmakes them
wat ch ne. "

Cat woman shook her head. She was too |ate; Rose had gone around the
bend. "Eddi e who?" she asked, not knowing if she dared to believe any answer
she got.

"My Eddie. Eddie Lobb." Rose hesitated. She |ooked past Catwoman to
someone only she could see, or renenber. "You know Eddie. He nade good. He



has his own business. He has nice things. He gave ne things. N ce things
when | worked for him Then he said | should live with him He said | was
his woman. He had a place near the park. A nice place---except for the cats.
Big cats. Lions, tigers, panthers---nostly tigers. Eyes everywhere, watching
me. His place. A nice place. Hmand the cats. All the cats. Al watching
me. Then he put themin the roomwith me." She began twi sting the bl ankets
into a tight spiral, then she began to ghaw on them

Catwoman retreated until her back was against the wall.

"It watched me all the time. Al the tine. He told ne that if | was
good, it would nake ne strong the way the other tigers were nmaking himstrong.

| wanted to be strong. | wanted to be good." She m ssed the bl anket and drew
bl ood from her knuckles. "I tried so hard, Eddie. | really did. | didn't
mean to be bad. | can be good again. | promise. You don't have to hit ne,
Eddie. | love you, you know | do."

Cat woman bolted fromthe room not caring what the night nurse saw or
t hought .

M st was creeping around the convent walls when Catwonan reached the
ground outside the grated wi ndows. It changed to rain while she | ooked for a

l[air in which to spend the night. (There were no night trains going through
Ri verwyck. The comunity was a bedroom for Gotham and the trains ran
accordingly.) The costunme could keep Catworman dry in any weather, but it was
better at keeping her cool when it was hot than keeping her warm when it was
cold, danmp, and miserable. She retrieved her backpack and started wanderi ng
anong the outbuil dings. Wen she found an unl ocked tool shed, she slipped

i nside and made herself a bed in a pile of nusty tarpaulins.

Chapter Seven

Not long after Selina closed her eyes, and not all that far away either,
Bruce Wayne hunkered down in an ergononically correct conputer-user's chair
that resenbled the illegitimte offspring of a fol d-down church kneeler and a
bar stool. He squirmed constantly and unconsciously. After thirty-six hours
staring at the monitor, crunching data, and surviving on black coffee and
snacks Al fred nanaged to shove under his nose, his body had used up all its
confortable positions. A lesser man m ght have quit, taken a shower, gotten
some sleep, and started again when the sun was shining and his mnd was fresh.

Bat man was not a | esser man.

Ranks and files of phosphorescent green marched up and off the screen
Bruce Wayne's hands were poi sed above the keyboard, ready to stop the flow
H s eyes were unblinking. H's pupils were wi de and steady, absorbing the
information rather than reading it. Wyne was dressed for confort and
endurance in dark, loose-fitting slacks and a cotton knit shirt. The Batman
costume was in its |locker at the back of the [ arge, subterranean roomthey
called the Batcave. 1In the dimlight, his clothing blurred with the furniture
and the gray stone walls.

Standing at the top of a flight of nmetal stairs, Alfred saw Bruce's
hands, trenbling with caffeine overload, and the flickering green light
reflecting off his notionless face. The war paint of a technol ogica
primtive.

"I've brought a snack, sir."

No reaction. Alfred descended the steep stairway. he was no |onger a
young man, but his step was steady. Nothing on the silver tray shook or
clattered to give his presence away. He set it on the top of a file cabinet,
beside a simlar tray bearing the unappetizing remains of an untouched di nner

"Sir." Afred found the tone m dway between command and request that
di stingui shed butlers fromall other human subspecies. "Sir," he repeated,
"this really has gone on | ong enough.”

"I"'mclose, Alfred. | can feel it."



"You were 'close' this norning when |I brought breakfast. By now 'close

i s behind you."
Bruce Wayne surrendered his concentration with a groan. H s hands fel
on the keyboard; the marching figures halted. "lI'mnailing jelly to a tree,"”

he adm tted, using hacket's jargon.

At times like this he was, essentially, a conputer hacker. A technol ogy
wi zard shining lights through the back doors of every nmjor data bank in the
worl d. Over the course of several |ong days, he'd extracted enough raw
i nformation to keep a hundred data-gnomes busy for a lifetime. Thirty-six
hours ago he'd thrown it all into the cybernetic equivalent of a centrifuge.
Since then he'd been spinning the data down through a bew | dering series of
custom zed algorithnms. He was fully aware that his eyes were gl azed and his
mnd was nunb. It was at tines like this---when his brain was reduced to its
nost primitive processes---that his mnd was best attuned to subtle variations
in pure pattern or rhythm He was waiting for the neurons in his visua
cortex to erupt and alert the rest of himto a deviation in the data fl ow

"I"ve sorted it on every variable. Hit every correlation. Nothing
stands out. He's there---1 know he is. These are his deals. | recognize
them | cone so close, and then he's gone into a web of corporations and
nmoney transfers. He's tickled the Wayne Foundation nore than once to clean up
his profits. Never the sane way tw ce, never overt. He does things in pieces
t hat | ook harm ess enough---"

Wayne's fingers clattered across the keyboard, bringing up a frozen
section of prior data. After he tapped the screen with an optical stylus, a
second wi ndow opened---the reincorporation papers of what appeared to be sone
sort of food-processing facility.

"Here's a little juice factory in Florida that was shut down after the
m d-eighties freezes wi ped out the orange groves. Suddenly it's got a
contract to process second-rate apricots fromCalifornia. Fifty honest people
get jobs rendering bruised fruit into generic fruit syrup and by-products.

What do you thi nk happens next ?"

Alfred pursed his lips. Wth a thirty-roommansion to care for, he
al nrost al ways had better things to do than play guessing games. But the terms
"second-rate" and "by-products" pointed himin a particular direction
"Someone puts the byproducts into animal feed and people get sick?"

"The Connection's too crafty for that. 1In his deals---especially his
Ameri can deal s---everybody seens to cone out ahead." He tapped the screen
again. Now it showed a series of invoices. "Qur reincorporated syrup-maker
i s concerned about the environment. It adds an extra step to its
end- processing to concentrate toxins, extract them seal themin fifty-gallon
barrel s which they ship to a brand-new conmpany up in North Carolina, where
skilled jobs are even nore precious and people will welcone a
hazardous-materials recycler with open arns."

Anot her tap, another screen---a list of chem cals by common nane,
scientific name, and forrmula. One of the fornmulas was blinking. Alfred saw a
(CN) notation in the mddle of it.

"That's cyanide, isn't it?" he asked soberly.

"Five barrels a month, extracted fromapricot sludge in Florida. You

can't recycle it, but you can sell it---and so they do. Here's a standing
order for all our apricot residue. |It's supposed to go to a chemica
conglormerate in the unified Gernmany. | could find where the barrel s get

hoi sted into a ship's hold, but, by the records, they never come off. Three
or four tranp freighters show up regularly in Shreveport, Louisiana, to take
on cargo. It seens safe to assume that they are enpty when they arrive in
Shreveport, but there's no sign that they' ve ever been off-|oaded anywhere in
t he past two years."

"There nust be an error sonewhere, a gap in the paperwork---"

"More likely a quick coat of marine paint sonewhere on the high seas.
Ship A vanishes, but Ship B sails into port right on schedule.™

"A very large gap in the paperwork," Alfred agreed.



"Ships arrive in ports like San'a in South Yenen where America doesn't
have a consul ate, and no one asks questions about where a few extra barrels
are going, or where they've been."

"Where do they go fromthere?"

Bruce Wayne tapped the glass a final tinme. The display shrank into a
single green dot, then the screen was blank. "lran, lraqg, Syria---any place
that mght want to secretly develop a few cheni cal weapons to drop on their
nei ghbors. The Connection's broken the laws of no single country. A couple
hundred fanilies here in the United States have food on their tables because
of this, of him--and somewhere sonebody's maki ng cheni cal weapons.™

Monent s passed. The conmputer kept tine, then activated a background
programthat began filling the screen with random bl obs of primary col ors.
The effect nmomentarily nesnerized both nen.

"And those other Arabs," Alfred began gently, "those Bess-arabs you were
| ooking for---were you able to find them at |east?"

"Bessarabi a, no Bessarabians. Sonmewhere around the Black Sea. It's a
pl ace |i ke New Engl and or the Rust Belt---referenced by people who clearly
believe it exists, but it doesn't show up on any maps. At |east not any maps

in here." Wayne thunped the console. The novenent was enough to cause the
screen to go blank again. "It's been swapped back and forth between Russia
and Rurmania a couple of tines just in this century."

Al fred straightened. "Does this nean that Comm ssioner Cordon has been

m si nfornmed by the international authorities?"

"The regi on was part of the Soviet Union. Nobody knows what's going on
over there right now The Communi sts hid everything beneath a thick coat of
red paint, and now the paint's peeling. Mbst of our data is suspect, but at
| east we've got data. The Kremin ran that country for seventy years on
terror and runor. Open the Iid on the Soviet box and you're | ooking into the
Dark Ages, not the twentieth century. But sonebody lives in Bessarabia.
Sonebody got traded back and forth between governments |ike chips in a poker
gane. Sonebody could be a terrorist---and if he is, the Connection would be
right there to do business with him™"

"A shadow arns-nerchant for a shadow terrorist. It does seem
appropriate. What about that Tiger fellow? He sounded real enough."

"Real enough, but not big enough. Gotham City records show hi m grow ng
up right here---if growing up is the right word for it. The juvenile records
are sealed, but there're quite a few of them He got into a lot of fights.
Wund up in the hospital as often as he popped up at the East End precinct.
Then, about a dozen years ago he |eft town---headed south. He either stayed
clean the ten years he was gone, or he got in trouble somewhere that still has
all their records in a dusty file cabinet. These days he runs an
i mport-export business fromthe old nei ghborhood. The police keep a cl ose eye
on him They know he's trouble, but they can't prove it."

"Does he work for the Connection?"

"He does sone work for the Connection,"” Batman corrected. "But, then
agai n, according to what |'ve |l earned, so has the Wayne Foundation. [|'lI
trail him work nmy way up the | adder, but Gordon set a tine limt. | don't
see Tiger yielding fruit quickly enough.™

"Then what ?"

"I"1l keep | ooking for these Connection transactions and hope | get
lucky, hope |I find sonething floating in the Black Sea."

Wayne hammrered a | engt hy keystroke command and the phosphorescent green
arnmy began marching up the screen again. He hunched forward, the glaze forned
on his eyes agian.

Al fred found his butler's voice. "Forgive ne for saying this, sir---but
it seems to me that if you're | ooking for this Bessarabia, you' re not going to
find it in a conputer. You' d do better |ooking in a book. Have you
consi dered goi ng upstairs and using the library?"

Bruce Wayne hadn't. He lowered his hands to the keyboard, stopping the
data march, while his fatigued m nd sutmoned all the reasons books were



inferior to sophisticated data-processing techni ques---provided, of course,
that the data existed in processible form And in the matter of Bessarabi a,
it did not. Mittering under his breath about the fallacies of communi sm
Bruce Wayne prepared to disentangle hinself fromhis ergonomic seat. Hi s
knees were nunb, his ankles unresponsive; he lurched forward, catching his
bal ance for a nmonment with his knuckl es and spreadi ng such handwitten notes as
he'd nade in the last five days across the consol e table.

"Harry Mat heson?" Alfred inquired, spotting the words in bold isolation

on an ot herw se bl ank sheet. "Where did his nanme conme fron?"
Scow i ng, Batman collected the papers in a neat pile. Harry's nane
di sappeared. "Hi s name popped out in the early going, before | got the search

paraneters refined."

"You were | ooking for the Connection and Harry's name popped up?"

Bruce raked his wilted hair off his forehead. He evaded Alfred' s raised
eyebrows and took a stride toward the stairs.

"Did it?"
"I was asking the wrong questions. M own nane popped up, too, as
Presi dent of the Wayne Foundation. | didn't wite it down."

"But you wote down Harry's nane."

Wth a weary, irritated sigh, Wayne confronted the only man alive who
could challenge himthis way. "Harry Matheson was one of ny father's cl osest
friends. They served together overseas, and after the war they hel ped each
other out. He sits on the board of the Wayne Foundati on, for heaven's sake.
W don't see eye to eye on many things, but |'ve known himnmy whole life.

m ght as well suspect nyself as Harry."

Bl essed with a butler's logic and a recent night's sleep, Alfred was
tenmpted to say that Bruce Wayne, who led a double Iife as Batman, was indeed a
perfect suspect---and so was Harry. He resisted the tenptation, however,
since his goal was to get Bruce noving toward his bedroom and that goal had
al nrost been acconplished. After he slept, Bruce would find the error in his
| ogi c without any assistance, and he would be refreshed enough to nake good
use of it.

But things did not go Alfred' s way. Bruce paused partway up the stairs.
He cocked his head, and from his place beside the console, the butler could
fairly see the fog lifting fromhis friend' s shoulders and logic falling
heavily into place. He drew an inperceptible breath and hoped Bruce woul d
continue up the stairs.

"You're right, Alfred. | would suspect nmyself. To acquire what Batman
needs, |'ve had to cast a web of international and financial confusion. |'ve
got the contacts. |'ve got the conputers, the noney, the network of hol ding

conpani es---all so no one could do what | do and connect me with Batman. The
motive is different---entirely different---but | could be the Connection."
Al fred conmbined the items on the two silver trays and prepared to foll ow

Bruce up the stairs. "Mght | remnd you," he said al nbst reluctantly, "that
the Mattheson fortune grew out of Blue Star Shipping Lines?"
"He shut that down." Wayne's voice wander ed.

"Maybe he just gave the Blue Star ships a new coat of marine paint.

The steel railing vibrated fromthe intensity of Batman's grip. "Harry.
But why? Why---?" He |ooked across the cave chanber at the bank of digita
cl ocks on the back wall. It was just after one AM "Alfred---1"mgoing to
nmy club.”

"But, sir "

"I look like death---1 know. Bruce Wayne hasn't gone to his club in
weeks. Showing up like I do right now--or a little worse---will feed

everyone's suspicions. Harry Mattheson has never failed to call me out to
lunch for a fatherly |l ecture whenever he thinks I"'mletting the Wayne
foundation---and ny father's menory---down. Well, I'mnore than ready to do
unch with Uncle Harry."

"You have no idea if he's even in town. Please, sir, there nust be a



better way." Generations of understairs expertise shaped the butler's
inflection; Queen Victoria herself would have reconsi dered.

But not Bat nman.

"I"1l make an entrance that he's sure to hear about. Bruce Wayne: the
debaucher debauched; scoundrel and squanderer. Maybe |I'll even make the
papers, Alfred. |It's been a while since Bruce Wayne has tronped across the
gossip pages." He released the railing and charged up the stairs two at a
tine.

Alfred started up the stairs at a nore reasoned pace. "I'Il await you in
the car, sir."

There was al ways a chance that Bruce would see his reflection in the
mrror and realize this was no time for playacting, but it was a slimchance
and Alfred wasted no tine getting down to the garage. He guided the Iinousine
out of its stall, parking it conveniently close to the door and coincidentally
bl ocki ng the sports car. Bruce Wayne stood in the doorway. He surveyed
Al fred' s careful arrangenent and accepted it w thout commrent.

I f he had not known the precise condition of every garnent in Bruce's
war dr obe, Al fred m ght have believed that he'd found his tuxedo rolled up in a

bal | behind a door sonewhere. It was crimnally winkled. The cumrerbund and
tie were both slightly askew and there was a reddi sh snear on the starched
white shirt that could pass for wine, lipstick, or blood---depending on the

prejudi ce of the observer. He |landed on the |eather seat with a thud that
shook the car's suspension

"Drive on, nmy good man," Bruce said jocosely. "To the club."

Al fred knew better than to say anything. The real Bruce Wayne---to the
extent that there was a real Bruce Wayne---was gone, replaced by a sotted,

i rresponsi bl e pl ayboy. He pushed the button to replace by a sotted,
irresponsible partition, and a second button to turn the heat on. Perhaps a
forty-five-mnute ride in the back of a stuffy Iinobusine would acconplish what
reason could not, but, no---several customni zed lights on the dashboard
flickered to life. Bruce had activated the renote conputer and was
recalibrating his data searches at a furious rate.

The el ectronic gate swng open to let the Iinp out of the estate, then
swung and | ocked shut behind them Alfred guided the car down the dark,
deserted rural road toward the al ways-visible anber dome of Got ham by-night.
Less than an hour later he jockeyed the |unbering vehicle into |line outside a
seem ngly deserted office tower.

Bruce Wayne's club was at the top of the tower---a quietly expensive
amal gam of antique and nodern that made the statenent: the best of everything
never clashes with itself. The same could be said for the nen who sat in
air-conditioned confort before a roaring hardwood fire. Once you were a
menber here, you were beyond the rules.

Then Bruce strode in, his face made florid through biof eedback exerci ses,
his voice nuch too loud, his words slightly slurred.

"And how the hell have you been?" he said coarsely to the nearest body,
clapping it between the shoul ders and sending a rare, single-malt Scotch
spraying across the equally rare Persian rug.

The victim a silver-haired executive whose conpanies rolled steel on
five of the seven continents, was a paragon of manners and self-control. His
expression was as cold as the interstellar void. "I'mbusy, Bruce. Go play
your little ganes el sewhere, if you please."

"Bad day at black rock," Wayne replied, playing his ne'er-do-well role to
the hilt. He spied another of his father's business coll eagues in deep
conversation near the wall of w ndows. He bulled his way across the room
pausing only to collect a drink fromthe tight-1ipped bartender. Wth
careful ly cal cul ated rudeness, he narched between them

"What a viewd" He opened his arms and flung bourbon into one man's face.
"There's no place |ike home---when you' re up here and everyone else is down
there---"

"M. Wayne---?" A butler---not Alfred, of course---appeared at Bruce's



side. He laid one hand on Bruce's shoul der and w apped the other around his
wist. "There's a call for you. |If you'll just step this way . "

Bruce allowed his armto be | owered and the pinching hand on his shoul der
to guide himtoward a darkened doorway. M ssion acconplished. He had the
cl ub's undivided, but discreet, attention. Wthin hours the old guard would
be asking itself the perennial question: Wat should we do about Tom Wayne's
son? A few hours after that, Bruce could count on a call fromHarry.

But, as it turned out, he didn't have to wait hours. The door closed
behi nd him and Bruce was alone in one of the private rooms, face-to-face with
a di sapproving Harry Matheson. A shiver of anticipation raced down Bruce
Wayne's spine as he divided his consci ousness between the actor who woul d pl ay
out the scene and the coldly sober Batrman who woul d be watching Harry with a
new eye.

"What is it this time, Bruce---liquor, the wild Iife, some unholy
conbi nation of the two?"

The actor let his jaw hang.

"Look at you. You're a disgrace to your father's name. What's the
matter with you? When are you going to take hold and make sonethi ng of
yoursel f. Sonet hi ng wort hwhil e?"

The younger man whi ned al coholically; the older man scol ded. Both seened
conpletely sincere. Batman | ooked at the edges for a sign that the disguise
was not quite conplete, that they were both, in fact actors. The anal ysis was
i nconclusive. After all, Harry Matheson could be the Connection and stil
care deeply about the ruination of his dead friend s son; the roles were not
mut ual Iy exclusive. Batman sought the words for a speech that would pl ace
Harry's roles in conflict.

"You're not ny father!" Bruce shouted. "Stop treating ne |like the son
you never had. You're planning to take your businesses with you to your
grave---like all fathers. Like my father did." It was an act, his inner
voi ce said urgently, calmng the part of himthat woul d al ways feel an
orphan's anguish. "If | was your son would you teach me what you know? Wuld
you have shown ne all your inner secrets, the deals you nade to get to the
top?"

The actor waited; Batman watched.

Harry opened his nmouth and shut it again. He set his glass on a polished
wood table and ground his cigar to shreds in a cut-glass ashtray. "Show you?
Never." He squeezed his lips into pale lines, biting off words Batnman dearly
wi shed to hear. Then he stal ked out of the room allow ng the door to strike
the wall when he beat it open

For a monent, while he was truly al one, Bruce Wayne shed all his roles
and let his tension out with a shuddering sigh. He had as much information as
he was likely to get. Mental images of Harry's response, clearer than any
phot ograph or videotape, were printed in his mnd s eye. Later, after
anal ysis and reflection, perhaps he'd have an answer.

There was no reason to stay. Harry's stormy exit left himwith no need
to explain his own. Bruce Wayne left the club scarcely a half hour after he'd
entered it.

"Let's go hone, Alfred," he said as he settled in the back seat of the
['i mo.

"Did you |l earn what you wanted to? |Is Harry Matheson the nman? 1Is he the
Connecti on?"

Bruce pulled off the black tie and undid the top studs of the starched
white shirt. He sank back in the upholstery as Alfred pulled away fromthe
curb. "l don't know. | can't tell---that says sonething right there, doesn't
it? Amn |'ve known all ny life---and | can't tell what he really is."

"Yes, it does, sir. Yes, it does."

Chapt er Ei ght



Cat woman awoke to a rooster crowi ng before dawn. The sound startled and
di soriented her. She |lashed out at unfamliar shadow shapes, then, as she
shed last night and dismssed it as an unsuitable place for sleeping, wthout
giving the inevitable roosters a second thought. For her, roosters had becone
an urban sound. Cockfighting was another of the East End's ongoing illicit
entertai nnents. Men kept the gaudy, mean-tenpered creatures in cages on the
fire escapes, turning those vertical sidewal ks into noisy obstacle courses.
She'd forgotten that a nore natural place for a rooster was a henhouse.

Per haps she had been cooped up in the city too |ong.

Shaki ng her head one final tinme, Catworman peel ed of f her costune.
Selina's clothes, left overnight in the backpack, were cold and danp. She was
shivering by the time she crept out of the tool shed. WMany of the convent
wi ndows were lit; nuns were notorious early risers, but they had prayer on
their mnd and weren't likely to | ook out the curtains as a | one wonman marched
t hrough the drizzle and clinbed over the gate at the end of the driveway.

Selina was wet to the skin and as nean-tenpered as any rooster by the
time she got to the Riverwyck station. She boarded the first train to Got ham
City with a herd of bleary-eyed conmuters who ignored her as a stream i gnores
a boulder sitting in its bed. The train was wonderfully warm The air
thi ckened with hunidity and echoed with snores. Selina kicked off her shoes,
drew her op-art knees up under the capaci ous neon-green sweater, and studied
the Iife cycle of condensation droplets on the steany w ndows.

Rose was safe, not sane or sound, but safe. Eddie Lobb wouldn't hurt her
again. It seemed to Selina that Rose D Onofreo shoul d wander out of her
t houghts the same way the nmovenent of the train nmade the droplets nmigrate to
the bottom of the window. But Rose stuck in the niddle of Selina's thoughts.
She wasn't satisfied knowing that Eddie Lobb couldn't reach her

"He did it with cats,"” she murrmured to the rhythm of the steel wheels.
"He did that to her with cats. That's wong. Wong. |'mgonna get him
Eddi e Lobb. [1'mgonna find him. "

The nmetallic shriek of the brakes in the termi nal tunnel roused Selina
froman increasingly vengeful and graphic reverie. She joined the throng
flowing to the street, only to discover that the drizzle had becone a downpour
and half of Gotham City was trying to flag a taxi. Shrugging the backpack
over her shoul ders, she hiked the thirty-odd bl ocks to hone.

A hal f-dozen cats raised their heads, took a |l ook at the sopping, sullen
creature in their mdst, and surrendered the bed wi thout a fight.

Selina figured to spend the next few days indoors, sleeping or
exercising. Catwonman went out no nore than once or tw ce a week---anything
nore risked needl ess exposure to both sides of the law. It was a nonot onous
life, but Selina liked it that way, considering what it had been before.

Most of the pinps and streetwal kers Selina had known when she cane to
CGot ham City had vani shed; none of the ones who remai ned had changed for the
better. Life on the streets was nasty, brutal, and short. Besides, working
wi th people wasn't the sanme as being friends with them

The cats were her friends. Wenever Selina was |onely or bored, she
followed their exanple and curled up for a nap. She was surprised, then, when
she didn't fall asleep before she was warm She thought about Eddi e Lobb
She didn't know his face, so she made one up from nenory, and slashed it with
Catwoman's claws. She nade up anot her face, another punishnment. After a
whi |l e she forgot about sl eeping.

There weren't many books around, but one of themwas a tel ephone
directory. A half-inch of Lobbs were listed. One was an Edward. Selina
checked the address against the directory maps. Her fingers marched to a
pl ace north of the East End, near a park. She knew the area. Catwoman
prow ed t here occasionally, when the police were keeping a tenporary lid on
the drug trade. But she couldn't mentally match buildings with their street
addr esses.

Wth nmore energy than she usually felt the day after Catwoman had



prow ed---especially a dreary day---Selina headed off to investigate the
address she'd nmenorized. She didn't own an unbrella, just a waterproof
mlitary-type sweater and a violently red and orange scarf. There were a
hundred ways to remain anonynmous in Gotham City, and Selina Kyle knew them
all. People mght renmenber the scarf, but they woul dn't remenber her

The buil ding where Rose had |ived with Eddi e Lobb domi nated its corner
A relic of bygone days, when this area was uptown and high class, it had
survived decades of neglect to be resurrected as "t he Keystone
Condom ni uns---a Mattheson investnment in Gotham City's future." The doors
were thick glass slabs. The | obby beyond abounded with el egance, nmirrors and
pl ush sofas with pal e uphol stery.

No kids, no pets, no unwashed peasants, Selina thought when she was under
t he awni ng and headed for the glass doors.

A uni formed doorman scurried to intercept her. She hadn't noticed him
sitting on his stool. That was unusual

"Hey, mssy. Wo you go see?"

He was a hal f-head shorter than Selina and easily twenty years older. An
amat eur woul d have di sm ssed himas one nore pidgi n-speaking alien working a
job no American wanted. Except he'd planted hinself in the perfect spot to
bl ock the doors, and Selina was no amateur. Careful to avoid eye contact, she
bal anced on the balls of her feet, then shifted her weight ever so slightly
toward the doors. The doorman didn't nake eye contact, either, but shifted
his balance to match hers. He could still stop her, or try to.

There probably weren't nore than a handful of doornmen in Gotham City who
were worth the powder to bl ow them up, but Eddie Lobb was living in a condo
t hat enpl oyed one of them Rose was safe from everything but her l|over while
this little gargoyle was guarding the front door. Selina had the advantages
of height, reach, and age---not to nmention her constant training. She figured
that no matter how good he was, she could take himout in under a mnute. O
course, a scuffle that lasted thirty seconds drew a crowd; you coul d nmake book
at one that lasted a full minute. This guy wouldn't be taken in by the scarf.
He'd see her face, renmenber it, and---with her usual |uck---he'd agree to go
down to the precinct to | ook at the rmug books.

Most of Gothamis finest nmight not know who Catwonan was, but they had
plenty of pictures of Selina Kyle. You couldn't walk the night in
stiletto-heeled boots and a cut-out |eather dress and not have the cops taking
snapshots---right profile, left profile, full front.

"You read, missy?" He stabbed a blunt finger at the brass plate
proclaimng: No soliciting. Al visitors nmust be announced. "You got no
busi ness here."

"No," Selina agreed. She stepped back, out of critical distance, and the
confrontation ended. She spun on her heel, giving himan eyeful of the garish
scarf to blur his menory---just in case he was still on duty when she cane
back.

She woul d go back. Her mind was churning before the rain struck her face
again. Her stomach was churning, too, rem nding her that it had been too |ong
since her last nmeal. Stuffing her hands in her pants pockets, she fingered
the crunmpled bills and | oose change. Mre than enough for a neal at the
greasy spoon across the street---the one with the wi ndow booths and a cl ear
vi ew of Keystone Condoni ni uns from sidewal k to roof.

The cashier scow ed when Selina slid into the booth. She scow ed right
back, and resolved to get herself some new clothes, even if it meant going
where she had to ook in a mrror before she bought them The cashier scaled
a plastic-sheathed menu onto the table.

"Four-dollar mnimum You still wanna order?"

"A steak---the biggest one you' ve got---and make it rare, bloody."

Selina dug all the noney out of her pockets and dribbled it onto the table.
The cashier counted eighty dollars and change. "Stop staring and nove your
butt if you want a tip."

"Yeah, lady. Sure, lady."



Selina turned away and | ooked out the wi ndow. She could hear the cashier
muttering as he approached the trench wi ndow separating the so-called dining
roomfromthe so-called kitchen: "Screw you, bitch . . ."

Sonetimes it didn't pay to have extraordinary senses. |If she'd been in
costume the cashi er woul d have four gashes across his throat. O, nore
likely, he wouldn't have opened his mouth in the first place. She pondered
the rul es of appearances until the food began to arrive and eating was the
only thing she cared about. Wen the |ast stream of juice had been sopped up
by the |l ast norsel of bread, Selina was ready to forgive, forget, and settle
into a serious exam nation of the Keystone.

Its facade was a weddi ng-cake nightmare. Selina knew next to nothing
about architecture, but she knew next to nothing about architecture, but she
knew the building had to be at |east a hundred years old. No one today could
afford that nuch god-awful gingerbread masonry, even if they could find the
artisans who knew how to make it. The whole place was | ayers of |edges, and
there was a confortably wi de one beneath each rank of w ndows, probably put
there for the conveni ence of future generations of w ndow washers and cat
burglars. There were wought-iron flower baskets around the w ndows and
wi dgets that |ooked |ike coat hooks sprouting randomy through the walls.
Selina didn't know these were the remmants of Victorian scaffolds---and she
woul dn't have cared; what she saw was a veritable highway of handholds. Wth
all that helpful netal, there wasn't a wi ndow i n the Keystone Condomni ni uns
t hat Catwonman coul dn't reach

On the other hand, there could be sixty apartnents---nore if the
devel opers had chosen profit over style and subdivided. She was going to have
to get into the building, learn its guts and sneak a peek at its nmil boxes and
i ntercom panel, before Catwoman went to work

The sour-faced cashi er reappeared, cleared the table, and shoved an
illegible bill in front of her

"You can pay ne now."

Selina ignored him

"Crmon, lady. | ain't got all day."

Selina nade a show of | ooking for other custoners in the otherw se enpty
room "l do," she replied in a dangerously sultry voice. "G mre a piece of
your chocol ate pie."

"Didn't you hear nme before? There's a four-dollar mninum | already
checked you out. Pie only costs three."

"Then gime two pieces.” She smled. Her even, ivory teeth glistened.

The East End clung to Selina Kyle like a saint's halo and was nost easily
detected by someone |ike the cashier who bore it hinself. Life was a ganme in
Gotham City. Everyone was al ways jockeying for a little position

"And two coffees, with cream Mke it separate checks. One after the
ot her."

At the rate she was going through her drug-house cash, Selina figured
she'd have to take sonething from Eddie's apartnent. She'd burn that bridge
when she got to it. For the noment she had the upper hand with the cashier
H s eyes snol dered and she knew he'd clout her if he dared, but he didn't
dare. Instead he slunk over to the refrigerator case where tired wedges of
chocol ate pie were munmi fied in shrink wap.

In Gothamls gane you didn't | ose points for making enenies, so long as
you never saw them again. Selina turned her attention back to the Keystone
and ignored the pies when they arrived.

The gargoyl e couldn't perch on that stool twenty-four hours a day.
Selina thought about coming back in the evening. She discarded the thought.
Maybe t he managenent had been | ucky: maybe they didn't know a good doorman

froma dead doornail. Then again, maybe they did, and if they did, and they'd
left himon the day shift, she didn't want to tangle with the night-shift
gorilla.

An oily sheen spread across the surface of the tepid coffee. The
chocol ate pie oozed across the crockery plates. The Keystone doornan never



nm ssed an opportunity to greet or chall enge everyone who approached his
domain. He seened to know everyone and paused to chat wi th them
Conversation didn't dull his vigilance. There'd be no sneaking behind him
whil e his head was tucked inside an overpriced baby carri age.

Selina had just begun to despair when a young man in a nessenger-service
junpsuit skated around the corner, trailing a cloud of bright-colored,
heliumfilled balloons. The sidewalk traffic stopped as he wangl ed the
bal | oons under the Keystone awning and rolled to a stop in front of the
doorman. Their aninmated conversation was punctuated and obscured by the
bobbi ng bal |l oons. The nessenger renmpoved his skates reluctantly, but he and
the balloons finally got into the | obby.

She hel d her breath; the gargoyle went back to his stool w thout stopping
by the intercom He didn't always live by the rules. He was hunan.

Selina knew a place in the East End that did a backroom business in
secondhand uni forns, cash on the counter, no questions asked. Leaving the
greasy spoon, without leaving a tip, she headed downtown. She was definitely
going to have to lift something from Eddi e's apartnent, so she stopped by her
apartment and dropped off the garish scarf while picking up Catworman's
| ockpicks. A few hours later, carrying an excessively large flora
arrangenent and wearing a shapel ess pol yester gabardi ne junpsuit that pinched
in the crotch, she reapproached the Keystone awning. She kept the flowers
where they' d obscure her face, and waited for the gargoyle to scuttle forward.

"Flowers for Mz D Onofreo."

"Eh? No one here wi' that nane."

Selina's heart sank, but she didn't panic. "Not again. They do this to
me every bl eeding day." She funbled with the bouquet and read the address
fromthe card. The doorman shook his head and held his ground. Selina played
her final card: "Lobb. Eddie Lobb. You got an Edward Lobb here? His nane's
on the receipt, maybe he's got sonmeone staying with him™"

Recognition in the gargoyle's eyes, but he said nothing.

"Gve me a break, okay? I|I'mon the street, man, if | lose this job.
Just let ne take 'emupstairs.” Selina did a credible imtation of despair.
"Come on. It's not like I"'mgoing to bust in and steal sonething, for
chri ssake. "

It was her will against his in the lingering mst and afternoon traffic.

An intense young man with designer hair, wire-rimglasses, and the gray
flannel three-piece uniformof the brokerage trade clinmbed out of a cab and
demanded to know if his graphite tennis racket had arrived. Another taxi

roll ed up and began di sgorgi ng luggage. A matron with too nuch nakeup and a
poodl e canme through the | obby w thout slow ng down. She expected the doornman
to get the door open in tine.

Selina hadn't chosen rush-hour by accident. The doorman pulled in his
will.

"I give you ten mnutes. Then | call the cops."

Selina's snile was pure and honest. "Ten nminutes. Right. Apartnment
five-cee. Ten mnutes. Got it." She graciously opened the door for the
poodl e mat ron.

"Seven-gee!" the doorman corrected. "Seven-gee. Mster Lobb in
seven-gee." But he left her holding the door while he | ooked for the tennis
racket.

Selina woul d have preferred to take the stairs. She could always get a
better grasp of the guts of a building fromthe stairwells than from an
el evator, but the doorman was tracking her with his ears. He'd notice if the
fire door was opened.

Eddi e Lobb turned out to live one floor down fromthe penthouse, at the
far end of a well-1it, carpeted corridor. Selina paused. She pretended to
have troubl e knowi ng which corridor to take---in case another tenant was
spyi ng through his peephol e---but she was actually aligning the interior she
could now see with the exterior she remenbered. After putting a nmental check



besi de a corner cluster of w ndows, she headed for the door and rang the bell

She always rang the bell. There was no better way to know if no one was
hone. She wouldn't mind getting a close | ook at Eddie Lobb anyway, especially
when she said the flowers were for Rose. She rang the bell a second tinme and
studied the array of hardware on the door

Locks were big business in Gotham City, and, as Catwoman, Selina Kyle had
seen themall, from ancient skeleton keys to techno-toy notion detectors and
| asers. She'd pegged the Keystone as a two-1ocks-per-door sort of place,
heavy on deadbolts and double cylinders. People who put their faith in
cold-forged steel rather than dazzling electronics. A glace up and down the
corridor confirnmed her overall opinion. Eddie Lobb, with a pair of digita
keyl ess | ocks and evidence of fiber-optic sensors, was seriously out of step
wi th his nei ghbors.

Maybe he had nore to protect.

Maybe he had nore to hide.

Ei ther way, Selina wasn't going to pop those |ocks in seven mnutes.
She' d need an hour just to diagnose them and maybe a day to collect the
materials to counteract them--if they could be countered. |If they needed to
be countered. Doors were supposed to be the easiest way into an
apartment---that's why people put |ocks on them--but they were hardly the

only way.

"Who are you?" Selina asked the door. "Fancy |ocks, frightened wonan.
What mekes you tick, Eddie Lobb?"

She left the flowers propped agai nst the door---let himguess who was

sending flowers to his mssing girlfriend. Wth her eyes closed she rechecked
her spatial menory. Then, hearing the cables twang and suspecting that the
gargoyl e was shortchangi ng her ten mnutes, she hurried away fromthe door

Chapter N ne

The evening rush was in full swing when Selina, still dressed in her
generic junpsuit, marched into the | obby of another building fromwhich she
expected to get a good | ook at Eddie Lobb's windows. It was a nodern

building, with a facade resenbling a mirror nore than a weddi ng cake. There
were no fire escapes. She announced to the doorman---a nore typical specinen
of the breed---that she was going to wash sone wi ndows. The doorman didn't
ask why she was al one, why she wanted to wash w ndows when it was getting
dark, or why she'd wash them when it had just stopped raining. Instead,
shruggi ng, he adjusted the el evator control panel so she wouldn't have to take
the stairs to the roof.

On average, even in Gotham City, people were very trusting, very
i nnocent, and very, very stupid.

Selina westled the wi ndowwashing rig into position and | owered herself
over the waist-high wall at the roof's edge. She stopped when she had a cl ear
vi ew of Eddie's apartnment. The wought-iron flower baskets were crusted with
pi geon droppings---a sign that he wasn't running electricity through them If
t he sun had been shining, she m ght have had trouble seeing the wires taped to
the wi ndow gl ass, but in the waning light, the wire stood out like Interstates
on a roadmap.

She unzi pped the junpsuit and dug out a surgical steel chain from around
her neck. A small pouch was suspended fromit. Renoving the wal nut-sized
| ens fromthe pouch, Selina made a cylinder around it with her fingers and
aimed it across the street. 1In a city well-endowed wi th gadget-I|aden
characters, Catwoman got by with a set of |ockpicks and a bit of polished
crystal that could double as a m croscope or tel escope, depending on her need.

"Breakers," she swore softly. "Damm." Any vertical novenent of the
wi ndow would trip the alarms. Still, the situation could be worse. Selina
squi nted and focused on the tiny disk in the upper corner of the wi ndowpane to



see if it was. She relaxed. The wired had been laid on the glass, not
enbedded within it. Catwoman could stand on a weddi ng-cake | edge and renove
the central portion of the pane without triggering the alarm--but it wouldn't
be her idea of fun

Eddi e Lobb's apartnent w apped unevenly around a corner. She could see
nost of the windows from her current perch, and although there was no rea
reason to think that the ones she couldn't see were any | ess secure than the
ones she could, Selina felt obligated---for her alter ego' s sake---to check
themout. The mrror-sided building didn't offer enough handhol ds for
vertical movenent, but with care she could travel horizontally. She clinbed
out of the rig and traversed the twenty-odd feet she needed for a better view
She hooked a borrowed web-belt into a ventilation |ouver, turned around, and
cane close to falling.

The third wi ndow fromthe corner, a wi ndow she absolutely believed woul d
get her inside Eddie's apartnent, was wi de open. Well, not w de open, but
wi de enough that the security systemcouldn't possibly be working. An utter
amateur could waltz right in. Selina plotted Catworman's route: up the
backsi de of the building to the roof, over the wall, then down to the open
wi ndow. She curbed her excitenent. No good thinking about m dni ght when the
way back to the rig was across a wall of treacherous gl ass.

She kept a tight rein on her enotions even after she was on the sidewal k,
headi ng horme.

It had been a long time---too long a time---since she wanted sonet hi ng as
much as she wanted Eddi e Lobb. She was invigorated by desire, and not
conpletely certain she liked the feeling.

Selina spent an hour exam ning the Catwoman costume, fromthe fl exible,
shock- absorbing soles of the built-in boots to the razor-claw tips and the
tiny slits that allowed her to free her fingertips if she needed to. It was
in perfect condition. She dressed and | oaded the | ockpicks into the conceal ed
t hi gh pocket---not that she expected to need them--and headed for the

Keyst one.
The rain had ended; the skies were clear. The East End was quieter than
usual , but beyond the slum people were out for a stroll. Catwoman used roofs

and alleys as much as possible, but eventually she had to emerge and dash
across a street.

"Lookit, Momy---a big cat!"

There were strict rules governing this universe. One stated that a human
adult didn't notice anything until it happened for the second time. This rule
enabl ed another adult to cross a street in an all-concealing catsuit w thout
being noticed. Unfortunately, the fine print of all the universal rules noted
that they were not valid for children. Catworman coul dn't have heard the
little boy better if he'd yelled directly into her ear. She turned and nail ed
the toddler with a killer scow, then nade a run for the nearest alley.

" Monmmy! "
The child emitted a shriek that aroused everyone on the block. Catwoman
dove into a row of battered dunpsters and froze. Her ears were still ringing

when the child got his second wind and took the shriek to ultrasonic |evels.
Despite this, Catwonan heard his parents confer
"Herb? Herb, did you see that?"

"What, honey?"

"I don't know--a big, black . . . thing running---right here, into this
alley."

Selina Kyle made herself small. She picked up her feet and braced them

on the bottomrail of the dunpster. She closed her eyes and hid the exposed
portion of her face. She thought invisible thoughts.

"Timy's seeing things again. You know how he gets."

The man's voice was clear. The famly was at the head of the alley.
Selina strained her ears, listening for footfalls. Eventually she heard them
fade into the distance. Straightening her spine, Catwoman stared at the sky.



It was as dark as it was going to get without a power failure. A haze was
moving in; the stars were already gone. But the block was alert. |f anyone
saw her, it would be for the second tine. She stayed where she was, not

t aki ng unnecessary chances. Her feet got prickly, then numb. An hour passed,
maybe two, or three

The street sounds changed as the innocent fools retreated to their
doubl e-l ocked honmes. Catworman fl exed and stretched, extracting herself from
the row of dunpsters, shaking life along her nunb nerves. She left the alley
and continued on her way without attracting attention. The ascent was easy,
and she noved along the | edge without incident. There were curtains on al
the windows in Eddie's apartnent. Catworman paused besi de each and, hearing
not hi ng, kept going until she reached the open one. It was so crimnally
inviting that she checked it twice for booby traps. dinging to the wall, and
ready to scoot for the roof, she nudged the window a few i nches with her foot.
Not hi ng broke the silence within the apartnment, but she waited just the sane.
There m ght be a silent alarmdownstairs, or a nmle away at sone security
service. She gave themplenty of tine to respond before raising the w ndow
the rest of the way and | owering herself soundlessly into the room

She was behind a set of heavy drapes. Again she waited; again there was
no need for caution. Parting the drapes, she stepped into the room She was
in a bedroom there were three doors. One was open and |led to a bat hroom
The other two were shut. Faint |ight seeped beneath one but not the other
Deci ding that the dark one was probably a closet, Catwoman approached the
other. Turning the knob slowy, and lifting up to keep weight off the hinges,
she eased it open. She'd guessed right.

Looki ng down an unlit hallway, she noted another three closed doors
bef ore the passage hooked around a corner and---she guessed agai n---opened
into the living room where the Iights had been left on. She listened. She
identified and discarded all the street sounds, the murmur of voices---alive
and broadcast---coning through the walls. She heard the twang of the el evator
cabl es several walls away, and she heard the plink of a | eaky water faucet.
This was the | oudest and only sound arising within Eddie Lobb's apartnent, and
it was enough to convince her that she had the place to herself.

Al t hough Selina Kyle survived fromnonth to nonth by directing Catwonan
at the drug gangs in the city's underbelly, her alter ego was in her natura
el ement prow i ng through undefended homes, sizing up unguarded property. In
t he begi nning, she'd taken what caught her eye, only to discover that persona
taste was just about worthless on the black market. Through her errors and
hard | uck, she'd |l earned that the "good stuff" was generally dull and boring.
Monochr ones conmanded hi gher prices than rai nbows; pieces of charred and
twisted metal were worth nore than brightly painted figurines. 1In short, if
Selina thought it was ugly, Catwoman knew it was worth taking. The sheer
contrariness of art had hel ped to convince her to stick with taking cash from
drug gangs.

Cat woman had figured Eddi e Lobb for techno-toys but very little else that
woul d appeal to her personally or professionally. Rounding the corner into
the Iiving room she saw that she was wong. She and Eddi e Lobb were kindred
spirits.

Cranped between the ceiling and the sofa, stretching alnost the I ength of
the room a stalking tiger surveyed his domain. The velvet on which he'd been
pai nted, bl acker than any Got ham ni ght sky, disappeared behind the shimrering
golds and ivories of his well-nuscled flanks. His eyes were bronze; his
tongue was bl oodred. Standing rigid before him Catwonan heard the faint echo
of his roar.

Forget the high-tech |ocks, the electric tapes on the w ndows---here was
the true guardian of Eddie Lobb's domain. A clich, materialized in Selina's
t houghts: How could a nan who | oved tigers be all bad? Perhaps she had | eaped
to the wong conclusions. Perhaps Rose was soneone who failed to appreciate
the majesty inherent in all cats. Perhaps this Eddie Lobb was a nan she coul d
get to know, respect, adnmire . . . and nore. She certainly wouldn't stea



fromhim although her eye swept a number of highly fenceable objects anid an
abundance of |esser fare.

Retreating to the hallway, she wondered what Eddie did for a living.

More specifically, she wondered if he was a burglar |ike herself. She could
i magi ne no other way for himto acquire his inventory.

She explored the hallway doors. Two were closets cranmmed with unl abel ed
boxes, heavy coats, and other seasonal flotsam Al nbst no one in Gotham was
rich enough to have an attic or basenment. The third floor was | ocked. The
mechani sm woul d have yi el ded to her picks, but as she'd already decided not to
take anything, there was no need to use them The fourth door took her back
where she'd started.

Leavi ng the door open for the light, Catwonman studied the room It was
Rose's room She recogni zed the scent, but Eddie's presence was equally
strong. There was another velvet painting crowding the bed---a bare-breasted
worman astride a tiger. Catworman found this painting | ess appealing than the
one in the living room The chairs were dark and heavy, with plush uphol stery
and claw feet. The bed was an antique with sturdy posts rising fromthe
corners. The overall style m ght best be described as early bordello---the
sort of thing nmen thought was fem nine.

Bel atedl y Catwoman realized the Iight was wong; she | ooked up and saw a
mrror over the bed. She began to have reservations about Eddie Lobb. Her
curiosity grew, her reluctance to probe his secrets waned. She |ooked in the
cl oset; nothing extraordi nary, nothing masculine, either. There was a tal
dressing cabinet with carved wooden doors and a woeful ly inadequate | ock
After lifting the firmtips and sliding her fingers through the slits, she
went to work with her picks. The doors swung open. Her costune obscured her
reflection in the vanity mrror, except for the scowm on the unmasked portion
of her face and the flash of steel as she replaced the pick in its pocket.

Li ke any self-respecting cat, she had no I ove for her own inmage and quickly
| ooked el sewhere.

She | ooked down at a fancy tray covered with perfune bottles and, behind
the bottles, closer to the mirror, at two small gl obes that hovered in the
shadow and glowed with their own light. Driven by curiosity, Catwonman reached
toward them Her fingers stopped short and began to trenble.

The gl obes were eyes---artificial eyes glued into the preserved head of a
hal f-grown Siberian tiger

Selina knew it was a Siberian tiger thanks to the W derness Varriors,
whose quarterly newsletter was the only piece of mail she | ooked forward to
and read over and over until she'd committed it to menory. She |earned things
about the great cats she'd never inagined as a little girl, but nostly she
| earned that her favorite predators were doonmed. Their habitats were
vani shing. They could not distinguish between prey that bel onged to no one
and prey that belonged to a |local farmer or herdsman. But, worst of all, they
were ravaged by poachers---greedy treasure-hunters to whomthe words
endanger ed speci es nmeant hi gher profit.

She knew that Eddi e Lobb could not have acquired the head---which she
slowy realized was the lid of a box---in an honest way. Traffic in
endangered ani mal s---alive, stuffed, or in pieces---was illegal. It wasn't
the illegality that got to Catworman, though. It was the imorality. Eddie
Lobb |l oved tigers, but he didn't love themfreely. Unsatisfied with pictures
or statues, he craved the tiger itself. He didn't seemto nmind that the tiger
had to die first, and that nmade himas sin-heavy as the poacher who laid the
trap and pulled the trigger.

Selina understood the tenptation. She had to touch the head a second
time. She shuddered when the stiff, coarse fur brushed her exposed
fingertips. The head was bigger than her nanel ess gray kitten, but otherw se
the faces were the same. No wonder Rose had freaked out in the mssion
ki t chen.

Suddenl y |ight-headed and weak- kneed, Catwoman sank to her knees, stil
holding the relic at arm s | ength.



How could a man who | oved tigers be all bad?

Thi s was how.

THI S was how.

The urge to | eave grew strong but was dwarfed by the roar of curiosity.
Shovi ng the box back into the cabinet, slanmng the doors w thout regard for
who m ght hear the sound, Catworman raced down the hall, to the | ocked door
Her picks were useless in her trenbling hands. She resorted to force,
sl amm ng her shoul der agai nst the door until it sprang open. The room was
dark, too dark for her sensitive eyes. She groped for a toggle switch, found
it, and flipped it up.

A gasp escaped her lips. Her stomach collapsed and did a back roll.
There was another clich, in her thoughts:

Curiosity killed the cat.

The room was obscene, an abonination. There were no other words to
describe it. Stitched-together tiger hides covered the walls. A conplete
pelt, with head, feet, and tail attached, sprawl ed across the floor. Mounted
heads were everywhere, sonme stuffed and lifelike, others rendered down to
glistening bone. A table stood on tiger legs. The chair behind it had tiger
ribs for its back and cheetah skulls for finials. There was nore---at |east a
hundred objects nmade fromtiger hide, teeth, or bone---but Catwonan had
al ready seen too out of the room shutting the door behind her. Tears oozed
fromher eyes. The black mask captured them and hel d them agai nst her cheeks
where they burned |ike acid.

Catworman never cried. The alien sensation unnerved her and threatened
her spirit. She slid down to her knees and w apped her arms protectively
around her head. She prayed for rage and hatred to sustain her. The fire
rose slowy, restoring her strength, drying her tears. She slipped the caps
over her fingertips and bared her teeth at the cl osed door

She couldn't reenter the room The fire wasn't burning hot enough, not
yet, so she attacked the door and the frame around it, |eaving deep scratches
in the wood.

"You'll die, Eddie Lobb." Catwoman's hoarse whisper filled the enpty

apartment. "You'll die for this. You'll neet the spirit of every tiger

every cat, who died to satisfy your greed and lust. You'll beg for mercy.

But if won't come, and death will be only the begi nning of your punishnent."”
Chapter Ten

Cat woman made her way back to her apartnent. She headed directly to the
training mats, w thout pausing to shed the costune. Ever cautious of their
benefactor's nmoods, the four-footed cats nade thensel ves scarce. Wth
gl owi ng, green-gold eyes they watched fromsafe places as the two-footed cat
contorted herself.

Selina intended to work out until she collapsed. Her superb condition
fought against her. Her body routinely nmade the near-magical switch from

ordi nary physical netabolismto sheer will and determ nation. Through the
dead hours when the city was al nbst quiet, Selina pursued exhaustion w thout
catching it.

Wth her palms on the floor, her back arched, and her toes pointed toward
heaven, she straightened her arms into a handstand, then flexed themuntil her
skul I burped the floor. She repeated this act---the inpoverished gymast's
bench press---ten . . . twenty . . . fifty tines before sw nging her body down
for an equally tortured version of a sit-up. In time, lactic acid and
dehydrati on nade every nove an exercise in pain, but Selina' s mnd renai ned
sharp. The images she'd brought out of Eddie Lobb's apartment grew nore vivid
and real, nore horrifying with each repetition

Her vision blurred as sweat trickled across her face. She let her eyes
cl ose, then opened themw th a shudder. She |ost her bal ance. She tucked and



rolled into a cross-legged sitting position with her back curled. Wth a
defeated sigh, Selina relaxed. Her forehead rested agai nst her ankles. Her
eyes were open, staring at nothing. Her mind s eye was filled with tigers,
lions, cheetahs, panthers, and | eopard; skulls and bones; and gl ow ng,
reproachful eyes.

VWhat are you going to do about us? they asked in overl appi ng chorus.

Selina nade a fist and pounded weakly on the fl oor beside her

“1"1l kill him | swear I'Il kill him"

VWhat are you going to do about us?

She knew how to kill Eddie Lobb: stake out his hone. His kind---the kind
that collected relics and hid them behind | ayers of |ocks---always came back
to restore itself am d forbidden treasure. Al she had to do was watch and
wait. She could feel her claws sink into his neck; feel the flesh separate as
she pull ed upward, outward; see the look in his eyes, just before he died,
when he realized that a cat had conme to claimhim

Then what? Did she | eave Eddie Lobb in his blood, surrounded by his
obscene collection, for the Gotham City Police to find? Did killing Eddie
Lobb end anything but Eddi e Lobb? What about Rose, what about the collection?

One of those questions was pathetically easy to answer. Wth regard to
Rose D Onofreo, Selina Kyle couldn't have cared | ess. Rose was an accident,
an innocent, insignificant and no | onger inportant. |If the nuns could sal vage
her mnd, so nuch the better; if not, well, that was okay too. What Eddie
Lobb had done to Rose was a consequence of his corruption. |If it hadn't been
Rose, it would have been sonmeone el se---it would beconme soneone else if Selina
and Catworman didn't stop Eddi e Lobb

But what about his relics, his fetishes? Did she try to renove them
hersel f? In garbage bags tossed into an alley or dunpster? Should she turn
his apartment into a funeral pyre? That would put his neighbors at risk
Were they nore or | ess innocent than Rose?

Sel i na shook her head violently and growed with primtive anguish.

"I don't know what to do," she confessed, regretting---for a
nmonent ---that she lived without friends or famly, with only the cats and
Cat woman as advi sers. For another noment she considered going to the mssion
Her thoughts reeled---rather |ike seeing every scene froma novie
si mul t aneously. She wat ched herself enter A d MJo's office, tell her tale
while the veil ed wonan | aughed herself int a frenzy. The humliation Selina
felt was real, even if the scenes she inagined were not.

She sat where she was, not nmoving but not falling asleep, either---sinply
waiting for things to change, to get worse

Wrse cane in the formof snmall piece of warm wet sandpaper rasping her
cheek: a cat harvesting the salt of her exertions. Selina cocked her head and
squinted. The gray tiger kitten. Had she expected anyone el se? Pretty soon
she was going to have to give the little guy a nane. Slipping her hand
beneath his plunp barrel-belly, Selina hoisted himinto the air. She sw vel ed
her wist, thinking about names. He gouged the air with half-grown claws and
bared his mlk teeth.

"Not afraid of anything, are you?"

Selina |owered himto the floor. He arched his back once his toes
touched down. His tail shot up and the soft kitten-fur fluffed |ike mlkweed
down. He hissed mghtily. She reached for him he stood his ground,
undaunt ed by her | arger claws.

"So what if I'ma hundred tines bigger than you, right? You're a regular
warrior---" Her thoughts nose-dived inward. Selina forgot the kitten
attacking her fingers. "A regular warrior. A WIderness Warrior."

The tension and angui sh evaporated. Selina had the solution. She'd had
it fromthe beginning without recognizing it. The nilitant defenders of
predators, the ones who had taught her how to recogni ze the problem would
surely have the wherewithal to solve it. The WIlderness Warriors would dea
with Eddie Lobb's collection while Catwonman dealt with Eddi e hinself.
Possibilities, probabilities, and---she hoped---inevitabilities clanored for



her attention

"Later."

Now t hat she had an answer, Selina could feel the abuse she'd heaped on
her body, and snell the rank costune. She kept it on while she stood in the
shower, scrubbing it, then herself, in the steanmy water. She quenched her
thirst in a final cold rinse. After stanping on the catsuit and winging it
out with her hands, Selina threwit over the shower head and, wapped in a
towel, left the bathroom

The sun was up. The roomwas painfully bright and the cats were
demandi ng breakfast. Selina couldn't remenber the taste of her greasy-spoon
steak, but the effort of opening a can of tuna fish seened too nuch to
contemplate. She filled a bowl with dry cat food and put it on the floor for
the cats to fight over, then dug a handful out for herself. The kibble
crunched like pretzels and tasted nuch better than she expected. After
chonpi ng through a second handful, she left the bag propped against the bed.

The room was bright, summertime hot, and stuffy when Selina woke up in
the nmddle of the afternoon. Her head was throbbing; no wonder the cats
preferred canned food. Fending off the light with an uprai sed hand, she
navigated to the refrigerator. There was a doubl e-sized contai ner of orange
juice in the freezer. She was too inpatient to let it thaw properly and ate
it like ice creaminstead. The effect was indescribable and nearly
i nst ant aneous. \Wen her eyes cane back into focus, Selina was ready to take
on the worl d.

Despite witing the WIderness Warriors address on an envel ope every
nmonth or so, Selina had not wasted much thought on their organi zation or
| ocation. She sent them noney anonynously and they did Good Things with it.
She didn't feel the need to check up on them and they had no i dea who she
was. It had seened, to Selina, a perfect relationship.

She was sonewhat disappointed, then, to find herself on a Gotham side
street in a neighborhood that was just a bit cleaner, a bit safer, a bit
| uckier than the East End. The street was lined with six-story brownstone
bui | di ngs that |ooked fundanmentally no different than her own---except that
the walls weren't covered with profane graffiti, no one was passed out on the
steps to the front doors, and every building had a phal anx of garbage cans
securely chained to those steps. Trees grew behind stout nmetal fences at
i nterval s al ong the sidewal k; soneone had taken the trouble to plant daffodils
in the soil around them

These were the differences between poverty and confort in Gotham City.

The Warriors' banner---black with a central white circle containing the
crinmson silhouette of a watchful lion---hung froma pole that grew out of a
basement -1 evel wi ndow. Selina made her way around the ranks of garbage cans
to the | ocked and grated door hidden beneath the steps. A little plastic
pl ague requested her to ook up at the canera after ringing the bell, but
asi de fromthe banner there was nothing to tell Selina that this was the
button she wanted to push. She was braced for an argument or an apol ogy when
t he i nner door swung open.

"Hi---come in. Don't you just hate those things?" A woman in her
twenties with freckles, green eyes, and reddi sh-brown hair pointed at the
canera. "They nake everyone feel like a crimnal." She stood in harm s way,

hol di ng both inner and outer door open. Selina guessed she hadn't been in
Got ham nore than a nont h.

"I disconnected the silly thing when | started working, but they"---she
tilted her head toward a Pull man corridor of closed doors |eading away from
the door---"say it's for ny owmn good. |'mnot in Indiana anynore. | told
them In Indiana we know that |ocks only keep the honest people out. [If |
can't trust the people who come to WIlderness Warriors, then who can | trust
in Gotham CGity? And they said no one."

Selina wedged into the corridor and got the doors shut behind her. The
ot her woman barely paused for breath as she led the way into the front office.



"What can the Wl derness Warriors do for you today? |'mhere all by ny
| onesome, so | hope it's not too conplicated. Are you a menber? Wuld you

like to join? |'ve got copies of our newsletter here---" She reached toward
one of several precarious piles on her desk and noticed the videotape sitting
atop it. "Wuld you like to see sonme anazing footage of eagles? There's this

worman in Al aska who filnms eagles flocking to fish the salnmon run. Eagl es,
flocking! This is just video; it's not as sharp as filmwould be. She's
asking us for nmoney to filmit next year. She's going to need a ton of

equi prent to do it right, and a ton of noney. W'I| probably say no. But

this is pretty inpressive. There's a VCR set up in back. | could play it for
you. If you want---?"

"No," Selina said, seizing the opportunity to get a word in. "I'm not
interested in birds. | know of a man, right here in Gotham City. | want to
report him H's apartment |ooks |like the Geat Wite Hunter gone berserk
It's all real; none of it's legal. Tigers nostly, Bengal, Sumatran, and
Siberian. | want the Warriors to go in there and clean himout."

The girl didn't hesitate before saying: "Real tigers . . . ? Here, in
the city? | don't know, shouldn't you call the police, or the zoo?"

Selina | eaned out over the desk, then exploded with descriptions of the
relics that she had seen in Eddie Lobb's apartnment. By the time she was
finished, the young woman behi nd the desk was speechless. Satisfied that
she'd gotten the nessage and the images across, Selina took a step backward
and waited. After a few nonents the young woman began fussing uselessly with
papers on her desk. Selina's heart sank

Bonnie---the girl said her nane was Bonnie---was sincerely upset, that
much was obvi ous, but, she explained, she was newin the office, in the city.
She was here on an internship; the ink on her college diplom was scarcely
dry. She thought they'd need proof, pictures at |east, sworn statenents, and
even then, Bonnie wasn't sure what the W derness Warriors could do. They'd
never targeted an individual. There m ght be | egal complications. The other
Warriors---all five of them--were in Washington for the week.

"W're really a | obbying organi zation, not as activist as | thought we
were. But we're going to sign a statenment on the Southeast Asian rain forest
and the inpact of deforestation with a whole bunch of other groups. That's
why everybody's gone. Big photo opportunity. But that's no help to you, is
it?"

"No," Selina replied, nmore civilly than she'd expected. She was deeply
di sappoi nted. She'd given these people thousands of dollars, and they were
wort hl ess when she needed them Her natural inclination was to take negative
feelings out on the nearest target. Heaven knew, Bonni e shoul d have been an
i deal target. Her clothes weren't fancy---they even | ooked confortabl e---but
t hey matched, they even matched the eye shadow she was wearing. Bonnie |ooked
like she'd stepped out of a catalog. Bonnie |ooked like everything Selina
Kyl e wasn't. She shoul d have been the ideal target. Besides, she never shut
up.

But Selina's heart wasn't init.

"Look, I"'msorry," Selina heard herself saying. "I should ve called
first. | should ve found out nore about what you do. |1'msorry for wasting
your tine."

Three quick steps and Selina was back on the street, back at square one
with Eddie Lobb's relics staring into her mnd s eye. The WIderness VWarriors
had seemthe | ast of her noney, but there was no satisfaction in the thought.

"Wait! Hey! Wait---don't go away! |'ve got an idea."

Bonni e' s voice and the sound of running. Selina squared her shoul ders
and kept going. She didn't need ideas fromthe phony warriors. She heard the
footfalls getting closer, but it never occurred to her that soneone, a
conpl ete stranger, would presune to lay a hand on her

"Hey! Stop a minute and listen.”

Selina had no choice. It took every mote of energy within her to keep
fromkilling the woman; there was nothing left for benign novenent of



conver sati on.

"I"ve got an idea. |If you can get nme into this guy's apartment, |'1]
take pictures. \Wen everybody gets back, 1'll just keep on themuntil they
give and decide to do sonmething. |1'll plaster the walls with enlargenents;
they won't be able to turn around w thout seeing stuffed tigers |ooking back
at them W' re supposed to be WIlderness Warriors. |If this is as bad as you
say it is, we've got to do something. You and ne. You get ne in, |I'll take
photos. |'ve got all the equipnment. Stills, tape, even filmfilmif we need

a pan shot to get the whole effect.”

Selina's heart was beating again, and she was breathing. Her voice was
still somewhere in the next state. But with Bonnie close by, no one el se
needed a voi ce.

"Onygod." Bonnie clapped her hands over her nouth. The skin surroundi ng
her freckles flared blush-red. "The door. Onygod---1'mlocked out!" She
staggered back a step, colliding with a row of garbage cans. The blush died
suddenly; her face was al nbst gray. "M keys. Everything. |'mlocked out of
the office, of my apartnment. | don't have any noney--- Orygod. Qmygod.

What am | going to do?"

It went against everything Selina had believed since she arrived in
Gotham City, and everything that had brought her here, but she reached out and
put her arm around Bonni e's shaking shoul ders. "Maybe you're not really
| ocked out. Let nme give it atry. | have a way with | ocks sonetines."

A few minutes later the two wonen were in the Wlderness Warriors office
agai n.

"Ww--1 don't believe you did that. You just shook the door a couple
times and it opened. Www, " Bonnie repeated for about the tenth tine.

"It wasn't anything.” It hadn't been quite that easy, but she was
certain Bonnie hadn't seen her palmthe steel pick. Selina certainly wasn't
going to reveal her secrets.

"Ch, it was. | thought | was in real trouble. Now you ve got to let ne
help you with the guy with the tigers. Fair is fair. Wen can you get ne
i nsi de?"

Layers upon | ayers of doubt showed on Selina's face---so many that Bonnie
hersel f noti ced.

"I"'mnot afraid and I'm a good photographer." She spotted the wall
clock: a few mnutes after five. "l could show you. | brought all ny gear
fromcollege. | really thought this internship was going to be nore than
answering tel ephone calls. | thought they were going to send nme somepl ace

Sel i na shook her head, retreating for the door as she did.

"Pl ease. Please give nme a chance . . . ? Wat's your nanme, anyway? |f
we're going to work together to get this guy, |'ve at |east got to know your
name. "

The door knob pressed against Selina's palm but she didn't turn it.
"Selina. Selina Kyle."

"Selina. | like that. Moon goddess. Diana. The Huntress. Wat a
great name for a WIlderness Warrior. \Wo ever heard of a WI derness
Warrior---or any kind of warrior---named Bonnie? Look, it's after five.

can |l ock up, leave with my keys, and we can do dinner---1've always wanted to
say that: 'do dinner'---and we can make our plans. |'mgreat at naking plans,
t 0o. "

None of Selina's form dabl e defenses was designed to protect her from
friendship. She was conpletely tongue-tied, which someone el se mi ght have
noti ced, but not Bonnie. She took silence for consent and quickly shut down
the office.

"Where do you want to go for dinner? | don't know very many pl aces.
I've only been in Gotham a few weeks. | know a nice little Italian
restaurant, but it gets crowded. |Is that a problen? People nmight overhear us
talking. Do you think we should worry about people listening---1 nean, if

we're going to be breaking into someone's place? Maybe we should do take-out



instead. O | could cook---"

"Wait." Selina found her voice. "Wo said anything about breaking into
anyt hi ng?"

"Well, you picked the lock, didn't you? | rmean, |I'mnot from Kansas.
already tried wiggling it, and it didn't open for ne. | know you didn't just

wiggle it, but I didn't see what you did do. So you rmust be good. And how
el se woul d you know about this guy we're going after, right? He's not a
friend of yours, or even the friend of a friend, right? So---should we go to
the restaurant or do take-out? Wat do you think?"

"Take-out," Selina said nmeekly, and followed the still-chattering woman
out the door.

Chapter El even

Bruce Wayne sat in his famly mansion's library surrounded by open books
in several |anguages, none of themless than forty years old. There was al so
a stack of newspapers, nmany proclainmng a new world order that |ooked
remarkably |ike the older one, and the Gotham City tel ephone directory.

According to the Bible, mankind spoke a common | anguage until the
descendents of Noah assaulted the ranparts of heaven with the Tower of Babel
The visitors were not welcome. The tower was smashed, and the next norning
the survivors had lost the ability to understand each other. Although
premedi t at ed nurder had appeared nmuch earlier in the book, warfare, strife,

and intol erance grew in the ruins of Babel. |If the story were taken
literally, then the Tower of Babel was a ruined ziggurat in Babylon, now known
as lraq, where warfare, strife, and intol erance were still going strong. |If,

on the other hand, the story was a metaphor, then the Tower could have been
built in many different places, including Bessarabia.

"It's as if all the |eaders of the world, all the scholars, politicians,
and educators, got together in 1919 and said: The world's too conplicated this

way. Let's make it sinple. We'Il pretend these places and these people
didn't exist. W'Il redraw the maps, change the way everything is spelled,
and in fifty years no one will be the w ser."

Al fred acknow edged Bruce's conplaint with a disdainful sniff as he
adjusted the draperies to let in the early-norning light. Never one to do
thi ngs by halves, his friend and enpl oyer had returned fromthat inauspicious
meeting with Harry Mattheson, gotten a few hours' sleep, and then plunged
reckl essly into ol d-fashioned research. Once again Batman had pushed hinsel f
tothe limt.

"It al most worked," the butler said when golden Iight flowed into the
room "We had superpowers, and you'll have to admit, everything was very
si mpl e when you were growi ng up. Wen conputers canme al ong, no one paid any
attention to the old hatreds and conflicts."

Bruce sl apped a book shut. A plume of dust billowed through the
streaming light. "But wong. Here in the United States, we only five hundred
years of history---by the rest of the world's standards, that's not enough
time to build a decent grudge. The farther back | go, the nore hatred | find,
and it never goes away. Those nen in 1919 didn't sinplify anything; they only
added anot her |ayer of oppression. There are at |east three groups of people
who ocul d be Gordon's Bessarabi ans, and whi chever one it is, they're probably
pl anni ng on using their weapons on the other two."

Al fred frowned, nore at the dust clinging to the books than at Bruce's
commentary. "Wien | was growi ng up, the big fear was anarchy. Bal kani zati on
nmy teachers called it. Communi smand faci sm|ooked |ike acceptabl e solutions
to the problem Big powers to keep the little ones in check. | believe I
recall that Bessarabia is in the general area of the Bal kans."

"That's it." Bruce rose fromhis chair. He flexed and stretched his
shoul ders until the Iigaments snapped, then loudly closed all the books.



"What is it, sir?"

"All we see is names in books and on maps. W hear about people fighting
and killing each other because they want to spell their nanes with Latin
letters rather than Cyrillic. They see independence as the freedomto speak
and wite the |anguage of their parents. W see it in terns of money. And so
we call themfoolish, ignorant, and backward. W can't see what they see---or
maybe we just don't want to."

"I know |l don't want to, sir," Alfred confessed. "It seens so sad, so
wasteful. Fighting |like that over things that aren't inportant."”
Bruce opened a wi ndow and cl eansed his lungs with a yawmn. "That's only

because no one ever told you that you couldn't speak English, or call yourself
Afred."

He took a step back fromthe window Alfred hurried forward to close it.

"I"'mgoing to Gotham | think |I know where |I can find one of ny three
potential terrorist Bessarabians. 1'mgoing to listen to themuntil |
understand why they're ready to go to war with their neighbors. No need to
make di nner."

Al fred straightened the drapes stiffly. They didn't argue, not after al
the years and all the secrets. They knew what coul d be changed and what coul d
not. And when there was nothing left to say, they said nothing.

"WIl you need one of the cars, sir?" Afred s voice was carefully
expr essi onl ess.

"No." VWhich neant that Batman was goi ng, not Bruce \Wyne.

"Very well, sir." Al fred paused by the door. "Good hunting, sir."

The Batnobil e al ways drew stares as it crui sed down the highway, but here
in one of Gotham s peripheral, ethnic nieghborhoods---where Batman did not
have a prepared safe house---it drew a crowd. The vehicle was inpervious to
theft or vandalism the children who reached out to touch it did not |eave so
much as a fingerprint on its black matte surface. They retreated when the
fully costuned Bat man got out, but he had no sooner seal ed the doors and set
the alarms than he felt a tentative tug on the cap

"Bat man, " the dark-eyed nmoppet said, spreading his arns as he rel eased
the cloth. "Drakul."

Bat man was nore accustomed to being surrounded by armed crininals than
grinning children. He sniled awkwardly and | ooked for a path to the sidewal k.
The other children chattered rapidly, then joined the bolest one in hol ding
their arms outstretched. They all junped up and down, flapping their arnms,
raising their voices, and drawing the attention of their elders. Feeling a
little trapped, Batman initated their posture, allowing the cape to billow
fromhis arns and shoul ders. They shrieked with delighted terror and ran
away.

The day's business was not getting off to a good start. Wthin the
costume, Bruce Wayne wi shed he was without it as well. He was a world away
fromthe docks and sluns of central Gotham His confidence that he could
| earn anything fromthese wary inmgrants | ooked |ike another exanple of
Anerican arrogance.

He heard a wonan scream Troubl e sounded |ike trouble in every |anguage.
Wt hout hesitation, he bolted down the sidewal k. The sound had cone froma
smal | bakery. Batman took in the whole shop with a single glance as he cane
t hrough the door. A stocky woman with a bright kerchief knotted over her hair
stood behind the open cash register. Her eyes w dened when she beheld the
dark apparition loomng in her doorway. She staggered backward until the
racks of fresh black bread supported her. Cutching the front of her bl ouse,
she tried and failed to scream

Bat man saw t he kitchen through the bread racks. He saw the open
swi ngi ng back door as well.

"Il be back with your noney."

She nodded as he went by, but did not seemat all reassured.

The kitchen enptied into a tenenent courtyard fundanmentally simlar to



every other courtyard junmble of concrete and weeds in the city. Relying on

i nstinct and experience, Batman eyed the scene. There were two |ikely ways
out: a tunnel-like alley between two buildings on the far side, and a
fire-escape | adder soneone had left in the |lowered position. There were open
wi ndows behind the fire escape; a few were hung with curtains that |owered
slowy. Since there was no breeze, Batman reached the obvi ous concl usi on

Bat man clinbed weakly, but cautiously, making as little noise as
possi bl e, especially after he heard voices on the roof above him Now he was
grateful for the costume and the options it provided. Renoving a fist-sized
object fromhis belt, he aimed it at the wall just bel ow the roofline but
several yards beyond the fire escape. He thunbed a lever, and a fil ament
hi ssed out of his hand. It hit the wall with no nore sound than a pebble
m ght make. A finger of snoke extended out fromthe wall as the adhesive
coating of the plug bonded with the brick. Batnan tested the line, then
| eaped away fromthe fire escape

The filament shortened as he swung. He braced hinself for the inpact,
reaching up for the cenment slabs at the top of the wall with his free hand.
Wth a practiced effort, he conserved nomentum as he vaulted over the cornice,
rel easing the filanent at the | ast nonent. He landed in an alert crouch

Time froze.

Three nen | ooked up froma pillowase they held open between them They
gaped with astoni shnment. They smiled. The fourth man on the roof, the
Bat man, decided the order of attack. He folded the fingers of his right hand
into a flat-knuckled fist. He'd take the first two with the energy he stored
in the bunching nuscles of that arm He'd take the third, the burliest of the
men and al so the one on the far side of the pillowase, with a left forearm
across the w ndpi pe.

Surging forward with a shout, Batman dropped the first with a hanmer
punch to the sol ar plexus; the man never saw what hit him He took the second
with a roundhouse blowto the chin; the victimhad tinme to see, but no tinme to
react. The third dropped to his knees and held out his enpty hands; he spoke
the sane strange | anguage as the children in the streets. Batnman ignored him
and reached down for the pillowase. It was heavier than he expected. He
gl anced in and saw why:

They' d taken the noney fromthe bakery---about forty dollars in snall
bills and change---but the object of the robbery had been the small, dark
painting in a gol den frane.

The first thief was beginning to nove and make noi se. The second
remai ned out cold. Batman indicated that the kneeling man and the groaning

man shoul d carry their conpanion down the fire escape. In the distance he
could hear a police siren. He hoped it was coming here. He hoped the
officers would be willing and able to ask a few questions on his behalf.

The siren grew | ouder, then was silent. Two officers net Batman and the
al | eged perpetrators in the now crowded bakery. The terrified woman ran
upstairs. Wile the older cop went after her, the younger tried to oblige the
near - | egendary caped crusader. He fired off a barrage of unfamliar sounds
that were sinilar in |anguage Batnman had heard on the street and roof. But,
apparently, not simlar enough. Batnman suspected the sullen thieves knew
exactly what had been said, but they shook their heads and gestured in
conf usi on.

"Can't keep up with them sir," the fair-skinned young nman said,
automatically assunmi ng that Batnan outranked himin | aw enforcenent nmatters.
"Used to be just Russians and Poles and they could sonmehow tal k to each ot her
Now it's everything: Russians, Poles, Bulgarians, Ukrainians---you name
it---and they won't talk to each other."

"He understood you, | think."

"I"'msure he did, sir. | wouldn't bet against hi munderstanding
everything we're saying. Mscow made 'em | earn two | anguages---Russi an and
English. W'Ill take them down to the station and they'll talk. W've got a
room down there now that |ooks straight out of the KGB headquarters. W sit



"emin there for a couple of hours, and they're ready to talk. dd habits die
hard, | guess."

The ol der cop cane downstairs shaking his head. "W can take 'em down
and book 'em but what's the use? She won't talk to us. She won't even say
the noney was stolen fromher, or that saint picture. She doesn't want

anything to do with the police." The pillowase, the noney, and the picture
were spread across the counter near the cash register. He began bundling them
t oget her.

The younger cop restrained his partner. "That's icon's problably been in

her famly a long time. They had to hide it all those years; they could' ve
been inprisoned or sent to Siberia just for having it. And after all that,
they bring it here. | knowit's physical evidence, diff, but if she's not
going to press charges anyway . . . ?"

diff rubbed his thunb across the flaking gilt, weighing the charges.
"What's this stuff worth, anyway?"

"Alot nore to her than to us," the young officer said firny.

Swearing softly to hinself, diff put the icon back on the counter

Anot her car had arrived; backup transportation to the station. "Okay, let's
get outta here." He turned to Batnman. "You com ng too?"

"Do you need ne?"

"Nope." The single word contained all the ambival ence the unifornmed
police felt toward costuned free-I|ancers.

"Then I'1l stay here. Maybe | can convince the wonan to go to the
station."

"Yeah, sure. A guy in a cape, a mask, and circus clothes. Maybe she'l
think it's Hall oween."

Bat man stood wi thout coment as the policeman and their prisoners left.
He was still standing, hoping the woman woul d cone downstairs, when another
young man came down instead. He |looked to be in his early twenties, and he
didn't look at all surprised to see Batnan. He was surprised to see the icon
Very surprised. Very relieved. And very quick to hide what he had reveal ed

"My nother would thank you, but America frightens her," he said in
accented but confident English. "America is not what nay one of us expected.
But honme has changed so nuch, too. Were else can we go?" He glanced around
the room obviously [ooking for something else. He found it---a
vel vet - covered box carel essly thrown against the wall. Batman had not noticed
it before, nor had the police. The youth retrieved the box and carefully fit
the icon intoit. He held the closed box tightly against his chest.

Thi ngs weren't adding up. Batman's curiosity acquired a razor edge.
"You' re Russian?" he asked with exaggerated doubt. "Fromthe Soviet Union

Russi a?"

"This week, the Conmonweal th of |ndependent States; yes. Last week, the
Uni on of Soviet Socialist Republics. Russian, yes, but Russia, no."

Forearmed as Batnman was with his library researches, this nade sense
"You cone fromone of the other republics, then. One of the new Baltic
countries? Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia . " |If the youth had been here any
length of time, he knew how Anericans | oved to show off their linited
know edge of events on the far side of the world. But Batnman hadn't chosen
this particular block at random and when the youth shook his head with a
condescendi ng smle, Batman knew he'd chosen correctly.

"Ml davi an Sovi et Socialist Republic," the youth said.

"Last week. This week the Ml dovan Sovereign Republic." Batman hoped
he'd nanaged to convey the new spelling of the nane.

He had. The youth nmuttered words not included in any orthodox Russian
di ctionary, then spat enphatically at the floor. "Stalinist pigs."

Stalin was, after all, Georgian, not Russian, and pigs seened to be
uni versal ly revil ed.

"And the nmen who tried to steal the icon?"

"Ml davi an pigs," the youth announced, using Russian orthography. "M
famly did not ask to live in their filthy little country, but we cane, we



built the factories, and we worked in them It is ours now, and they would

take it fromus . . . for Rumania. Stinking Rumani an gypsies."
The mask hel ped Bat man keep his thoughts to hinself. Perhaps Alfred had
a poi nt about Bal kani zation. "The police here don't take kindly to inmigrants
importing their wars with them. . . or exporting weapons back hone, either."
"W send noney back, yes. And food. Mich food." The youth's expression
had grown wary. "But weapons, no. Already too nuch guns.” He eased a step

closer to the stairs.
"Tell me about the icon. To whomdoes it really belong? Not you, and
not the woman upstairs who isn't your nother."

The yout h's knuckl es whitened as he clutched the box tighter. "It is
ours. The famly that owned it are all dead. That is true. But they were
Russian. It is ours, to do with what we want. To give. To sell. Not
theirs. W have rights. Americans understand rights."

The youth was one of millions of ethnic Russians forcibly dispersed
t hrough the former Soviet Enpire---in his case, the parcel of |and Wstern

t ext books call ed Bessarabia. The Ml davians, or Mdl dovans, wi shed to erase
the artificial border between their |and and Runmania. They had a point: The
di fference between the Ml dovan | anguage and the Rumani an | anguage was | ess
than the difference between American English and English English. Except the
Mol dovans had been conpell ed, since 1940, to wite it with the al phabet known
variously as Soviet, Russian, Cyrillic, or Greek, while the Rumani ans used
Latin letters, just |like English

Bruce Wayne had, however, found three potential terrorist factions
beneat h the Bessarabi an | abel

"What about the Gagauzi ?" Batman asked. "What rights do the Gagauzi
have?"

Crestfallen, the youth relaxed his grip on the box. His knuckles turned
red as the blood flowed back to them So did his face. He hadn't believed in
Bat man, not really, not the way the swi ne Ml davi ans did---thinking he was an

i ncarnation of their national hero, Vlad Drakul. But Batnman knew about the
Gagauzi. How many Anericans knew about the Gagauzi? There were only about a
hundred and fifty thousand of them

"It is"---the youth groped for the word---"1ike buying and selling, but
wi t hout noney. The Gagauzi have sheep, they have vineyards, they have
tobacco. The sheep are . . . not so good. The w ne, the tobacco, these are

better than noney. The Moldos will try to crush the Gagauzi first. Already
they say: learn our |anguage, do things our way. The Gagauzi see witing on

the wall, yes? They do not |ike us Russians very much: Mscow said, |earn our
| anguage, do things our way. But in the beginning, we had the arny, and the
arnmy cane from Mboscow to protect them Now Mbscow is. . ." He mned

bl owi ng out a candle. "No arny. Just us and the Gagauzi. The Gagauzi and
us.

"Anmerican patriot, Benjam n Franklin, says: W hang together, or for sure
we hang apart."

The sheepherders Tiger nmentioned on the dock. It all fit together
There were nonments when Batman regretted the nmask because there were nonents
when he wanted to bury his head in his hands. Instead he said: "So the
Gagauzi give you---the Russians in Ml davia---w ne and tobacco that you barter
with other Russians---in Russia itself---for . . . icons. . . . ? And you
sell the icons here, in Anerica, to get noney to buy guns for the Gagauzi to
fight the Mdl dovans?"

The youth shook his head. "No nobney. W give the icons to the
scar-faced man. Two already, this is third and last. After that. Nothing.
Not for us. Finished. What the Gagauzi do, we don't see, we don't know
Very sinple."

A bell rang inside Batman's head---the scar-faced man? There were
undoubt edl y thousands of scar-faced nmen in Gotham City. But lightning did
strike in the same place, many tines. And Batman's heart warmed with the
know edge that he knew where to find the right scar-faced man. He curbed his



enthusiasm There was still nore to be | earned here.

"And the icon you're holding? The one the Ml dovans woul d have stol en
successfully, if I had not intervened?"

The youth's face was as rigid as Batnman's nask.

"They know it's still here. You know that they'll be back for it.

The yout h began shaking. "So far, what you call down payment.
This---this is paynment: the best, the nost valuable. Somehow, the swi ne find
out. Wthout | bring the icon, no paynent, no exchange. The Gagauzi, they
will blanme us. Then it is everyone agai nst everyone el se."

Alfred definitely had a point.

Bat man needed only a few mnutes to persuade the youth to tell him when
and where the paynent was to be made and to entrust himw th the icon unti
that tine.

"They will try to steal it fromyou," the youth said when the box was out
of his hands. "They will stop at nothing. They will hire your enem es and
send them after you."

Anot her |ight burned in Batman's head. "I'll count on it," he said as he

left.

Chapter Twel ve

Cat woman stood with her back against the bathroomwall, contorting
hersel f whil e keepi ng one eye on the nedici ne-cabi net door where the
apartment's only mrror was hung. The inspection was not a nornmal part of her
routi ne, but neither was keeping appoi ntnents or bringing a conpani on al ong on
a prow, both of which was going to happen in the next few hours. Wth a
final tug on the nask to cover her eyebrows, the bl ack-costuned woman deci ded
t hat enough was good enough and reached for the pull chain attached to the
light.

"I don't believe you're doing this," she told her reflection just before
it di sappeared.

For several days now Selina had found herself in the unaccustoned
position of playing follower to soneone else's | eader. Bonnie possessed the
uncanny ability to think about one thing while she tal ked about sonet hing
el se. Since Bonnie was always tal king, she was al ways thi nking, always one
step ahead of her own nouth and the rest of the world. Selina, who could
barely think while Bonnie chattered, never had a chance to nake her own pl ans
for the expedition to Eddie Lobb's apartnment. Once Bonnie got rolling, Selina
had the sense that she was a | ap behi nd.

O course, she could have said no, or Catworman could sinply fail to show
up outside Bonnie's apartnment at the appointed tinme. She could have seized
control anywhere along the way. She could have ignored the torrent of words
and taken her own action. Bonnie was a steanroller, not a tank; the
di fferences were significant. But Selina had not seized control, and Catwoman
was going to visit that tiny uptown apartment before she visited the Keystone
Condoni ni uns.

Because Bonni e was good. Her plan for dealing with Eddie's collection
was better than anything Catwonan woul d have come up with on her own. And her
phot ogr aphy- - -

Cat woman paused to | ook at the Lucite-nounted photograph dom nating the
corner where she did her exercises: a sleek black panther drinking warily from
an autumm forest stream The panther rem nded Selina of Catwoman. The forest
rem nded her of the woods not far from her parents' house where she'd hide
when things got unbearable. O course, black panthers weren't native to North
American forests. Bonnie described---at great |ength---how she'd photographed
the streamwhile hiking in Canada and the panther at a zoo, and then conbi ned
the two.

"It's not real,"’

Bonni e had expl ai ned when she noticed Selina staring at



it that first night while they sat on the fl oor eating take-out food. "The

canera can't lie. |It's not like your eye or your brain. It sees exactly
what's there. Bars on the cages, garbage on the banks of the stream
t el ephone pol es growi ng out of your grandnother's head. | think like a canera

when |'m hol ding the canera, then | go behind cl osed doors and ness around
with reality.”

Selina wanted the picture. She was trying to think how Catwonman coul d
get it, when Bonnie yanked it off the wall

"Here, take it---it's yours."

Selina had held her hands tightly against her sides. Accepting a gift
was not her style. G fts made debts and obligations. She preferred to live
wi t hout debts or obligations. But life did not always go the way one

preferred. |In costunme, poised on the windowsill and | ooking back at the
pi cture, Catwoman recalled how her hands had tingled. "It's just a
phot ograph, " she'd said, working herself up to take the gift. "I bet you made
alot of them™

Mot or nout h Bonni e had been taken aback. "No. | only make one. | even
destroy the negatives. One's a dream nore than one woul d be cheating. But
this is your dream | saw it in your face when you | ooked at it."

Now the picture hung in Selina's room--very nearly the only thing not
stol en, scrounged, scavenged, or purchased secondhand---and Catwonan had a
partner. She descended the fire-escape | adder that went past Bonnie's
apartment and scratched the glass with her claws. Bonnie cane running out of
t he chi pboard encl osure that united her kitchen and bathroominto a single,
wel | - equi pped darkroom She was dressed in baggy, dark clothing with an
arny-surplus web belt slung | ow around her hips and well-used hi king boots.

Bot h wonmen were surprised. Catwoman had expected to find Bonnie in L.L.
Bean pastels. Wen Catwoman was surprised, she was quiet, but Bonnie started
tal ki ng before she got the w ndow unl ocked and opened.

"The fire escape. | should have known. | nmean, | shouldn't've expected
Catwoman to ring the bell. That was silly. Standing there, listening for the
doorbell and nearly junping out of my skin when | heard scratching at the
wi ndow. |'malnost ready. Do | look all right?" She retreated fromthe

wi ndow and spun around like a little girl at her first ballet recital

Cat woman nodded.

"I thought: surveillance, urban guerilla spy versus spy stuff---1"'d
better dress appropriately. |1've got real canouflage for photography, but
it's all orange blaze. Geat in the outback, but silly here in the big city.
So | just went dark, and matte, on account of light. Do you have any idea how
much ambient light there is at night in this city, Selina? 1It's never really
dark---well, maybe in the back of alleys and places like that, but on the
si dewal ks, you don't even need to use flash. |[|'ve got ny flash guns, though
No telling what sort of light we're going to find, right? Two caneras, extra
film extra flash, extra batteries. It's all right there." She pointed at a
dark nyl on backpack on the sofa. "Check it out---tell ne if you think there's
anything |'ve forgotten. Like a tripod. You' ve been there. Do you think
['"l'l need a tripod?" She reentered the jury-rigged darkroom "I'm al npst
ready. "

Catwoman | et out the breath she'd been holding. Had she heard Selina's
nane, or had she imagined it? She'd told Bonnie outright, whenever she had
t he opportunity, that Selina, who'd cone to the WIderness Warriors, and
Cat woman, who woul d get Bonni e and her caneras inside Eddi e Lobb's apartnent,
were not the sanme person. Catwonman was one of CGotham s costumed characters,
and Selina Kyle sinply knew how to get in touch with her

The aws of the universe affirned that adult human beings tended to
bel i eve whatever they were told, but Bonnie had sone distinctly un-adult
characteristics. Maybe the laws of the universe didn't apply to her

Cat woman shrugged and gave the contents of the backpack a cursory gl ance.
Prof essional ly she recogni zed a coupl e thousand dollars' worth of equi prment,
but she already knew that Bonnie's fam |y had noney and that they |lavished it



unstintingly, along with love and optimsm on their only child. Bonnie
wasn't spoiled, not in the way Selina thought rich kids were spoiled; she
simply assumed she was going to succeed

VWen the worl d sl apped Selina down, she felt shane and humiliation. When
it slapped Bonni e around, Bonnie blithely assunmed that the world had nade a
m st ake and would correct itself at the earliest opportunity.

Leavi ng the backpack al one, Catwoman noved stealthily to the doorway to
see what Bonnie was doing. She was standing in front of a mirror w apping her
hair in a dark print scarf. Wen that was conpl eted, she began smearing bl ack
goo across her face.

"It's the stuff football players use---you know, those warpaint |ines
they make on their faces. Especially the quarterbacks. Do you realize that
war paint and canoufl age are essentially the same thing? Anyway, | got it
fromnmy roommate's boyfriend. He thought it was funny that 1'd want to use it
while | was hiking, so he stole a whole thing of it fromthe | ocker room
Ww --that's special! He stole it fromthe |ocker room now|l'musing it to
steal fromthis Eddi e-guy---"

"W're not going to steal anything," Catwonan heard herself say. "W're
just going to take a few pictures and get out."

Bonni e gave a final swi pe to her cheek and turned around. "W're
stealing his secrets, Selina. Wat nore could we take? Things can be
repl aced, but not secrets.”

They stared at each other. Catwonman blinked first.

"Why do you keep calling me Selina? |'mnot Selina Kyle. She's just
soneone . . . someone | know "

A long silent nonent passed whil e Bonnie exam ned the bl ack-clad wonman
facing her. Except for her eyes, no part of her noved. But the green eyes
took everything in, slowy, nethodically, and when they were done Catwoman had
an entirely different opinion of innocence.

Bonni e swal | owed everything she had seen. "Yeah, | understand now. " She
nodded several tinmes, affirm ng sonething to herself. "Catwonman. Not Selina.
My mistake. We don't have people like you out in Indiana, you know, " she
said, as if that explained something inportant. "I nean, we see the news on
television and all, but nothing interesting enough happens in Bl oonington to
make it worth your while. So | had no idea how you do what you do. | thought
it was like acting, playing a part---but I see | was wong. You' re not
anything like Selina Kyle. You re Catwoman, pure and sinmple, right? And
better not forget it if | know what's good for me, also right?"

Cat woman st epped aside. Her mask was no better at hiding things than
that guileless shrug and snmile. Bonnie was, after all, the young wonan who
had spliced a black panther into a forest of pine trees and sugar maples.

"I"'mready if you are," Bonnie called fromthe w ndow.

Catwoman | ed the way. She had to hel p her conpanion in the nore
di fficult passages, but Bonni e understood---w thout being told---that this was
a tine for obedience, not conversation. She carried the heavy backpack
wi t hout conpl ai ning, she did exactly what she was told to do, and she didn't
say a word until Selina had theminside Eddie's apartmnent.

"You?" she asked, pointed at the gouges in the door and frane.

Wth a quick nod of her head, Catwonman bent down and went to work on the
lock. It was a delicate chore; she'd danaged the nechani smon her previous
visit. Hadn't Eddi e been back since then? Finally the tunblers fell into
pl ace and the bolt could be drawn. She flipped the light switch and, despite
knowi ng what was there, her heart skipped a beat. Everything was as she
renenbered it. 1In the pit of her heart, she believed that no one had been in
the roomsince she'd left it.

"Onygod. Omygod." Bonnie hesitated before crossing the threshold.
"Orygod. They won't believe it. Wde-angle won't be enough. | should' ve
brought the canctorder. This needs novenent, a slow pan across the entire room
to make the eye see everything that's here. And slow freezes starting there

or there . . . or . . . Owgod. | don't know where to start."



"Just point and shoot. You're sure to get sonething illegal. There's a
pi ece, a Siberian tiger box, in the roomwhere we canme in. Save a shot for
that. 1'll1 take a look in the other roons to see if there's anything el se we
shoul d have."

"Just point and shoot," Bonnie repeated. "Point and shoot. Qmygod."

She unbuckl ed t he backpack and opened it. Wen Catwoman | eft the room
she had both cameras on the floor beside her and was pulling on a pair of
[ightweight kid gloves. A noderately thorough search of the rest of the
apartment assured Catwonan that except for the jewelry box in the bedroom
t here was not hi ng out side the now unl ocked room worth phot ographi ng. She was
al so positive that Eddi e Lobb had not been back. This nade her irrationally
uneasy. |f Eddie had been gone this long, there was no reason to think he'd
be com ng through the door any time soon. But reason had no effect on the
acid churning in her stomach. She returned to the cat roomto tell Bonnie to
hurry up. Bonnie was standing on the tiger-bone chair, renoving one of the
trophy heads fromthe wall

"Stop that!"

Cat woman was much stronger than Bonnie. She effortlessly wenched the
head fromthe other woman's hand and sl apped it back on the wall.

"Don't touch things like that! Wat else have you touched?" d ancing
around, Catwoman coul d answer her own question: everything on the right side
of the roomwas subtly out of place.

"I"ve done the wi de-angle shots in high-speed color; now |'mgoing for

the close-ups in | ow speed bl ack-and-white. 1'Il get great enlargenents.
I'"ve got to move things if I'"mgoing to get good pictures. |'mwearing
gloves. It's not like I'"'mleaving fingerprints around. Besides, |'ve never
been arrested. There wouldn't be a match on file."

"But he'll know sonmeone's been here."

Bonni e grimaced. "One |ook at the door and he's gonna know somebody was
here, don't you think? 'Course, he won't know who, and he won't dare call the
police---'cause if they cane and saw this stuff, he'd be in heaps of trouble.
Look, | know you said we shouldn't take anything, the proof's all got to be in

the pictures, but it seenms to ne that---since you' ve already done a number on
hi s door---we should go ahead and shake himup a bit. Mve things around. |
mean, a guy who has a roomlike this, he's got to be an animst. ['Il bet he
t hi nks these things have nana. You know, he sits here in his tiger-bone
chair, works at his tiger-bone table, surrounds hinself with tiger stuff.

"Il bet he thinks he is a cat. Well, not like you're a cat, of course. But,
anyway, he'll go loony tunes if he thinks sonebody's nessed with his stuff. |
mean, | bet he'll really freak. He'll start thinking all these cats are

turning against him"

"You think so?" Catwoman said slowy, chewing on a steel claw. Bonnie
had a habit of saying things and using words that didn't make a | ot of sense
to someone who hadn't paid attention in school. Aninmation? Wat did cartoons
have to do with Eddi e Lobb? But, as had happened before, Catwoman |iked the
concl usi ons Bonni e reached. "You think he'll get real upset if we nove things
around?"

"Yeah. Wait. |'ve got a better idea. Instead of just noving them
around, we'll nmove themaround in a pattern. See how he's got everything so
it's looking down at his desk here? Well, let's make them | ook sonepl ace
el se---the door. The door where you made those scratches. Like all the
tigers turned their heads to see you walk in. Ch, it'll be great. | wish
could see his face! | nean, we will see his face eventually, 'cause these
pictures are going to make everybody at WV weep bl ood. | prom se you.

They' Il call lawers, judges, all kinds of people. This Eddie Lobb guy---by
the tine we're done with him he's gonna wi sh he'd never been born."

Catwoman wasn't listening. She was busy follow ng Bonnie's suggestions,
turning all the heads toward the nutil ated door once Bonni e had phot ographed
them It was taking a long tine, but it would be worth it. Then Catwonan
heard sounds coming fromthe front door



Mot her of mi dni ght---Eddi e Lobb was coni ng hone!

Bonni e was al ready packi ng her cameras. The m dwesterner's eyes showed
white all around and her breath was conming in panicked little gasps, but she
managed to keep noving. Catwoman knelt beside her, passing |lenses and film
cani sters in rapid succession

"I'"mscared,” Bonnie whispered in the snallest possible voice.

"You'll be fine," Catwonan hissed as the apartnment echoed with the sound
of a metal bolt withdrawing froma nmetal socket. "Go down the hall, get out
the window Go to the fire escape and clinb to the roof---just the opposite

of how we got in here. Can you do that?"

Tears dribbled out of Bonnie's eyes as she nodded sol emly.

"Go. You'll be fine. Wit for ne."

Catwoman turned off the lights, pulled the door shut, and guarded the
hall. A second lock chinked free. They still had tinme. Nobody, not even
Eddi e hinself, could get into this apartnment quickly. She heard the drapes
rustle and an involuntary yelp as Bonnie went out the window. Neither sound
was | oud enough to penetrate the living room Catworman hel d her breath,
wai ting for another sound, hoping it wasn't the sound of sonething heavy

hitting sonething hard. It wasn't. She started nmovi ng backward down the
corridor. She was in Rose's bedroom--dam, they hadn't gotten a picture of
the Siberian tiger box that started it all---when the front door opened. She

was scuttling along the | edge bel ow t he wi ndow when it shut.
She caught up with Bonnie on the roof. The neophyte was sl unped agai nst

the wall, quivering with terror.

"Hey---it's over. It's all done." Catworman tried to pull her to her
feet, but it was like pulling lead. "You did good, Bonnie. | know you got
enough pictures to---what did you call it?---nmake themweep blood." Still no
response. "Can't you see him--he's standing right in front of the door. He

sees the scratches. He tries to open the lock. He's having trouble, getting
nervous, he drops the key---"

Bonni e rai sed her head and grinned weakly. "Sure would be sonething to
see his face when he turns on the light, wouldn't it? Zap himwth a flash
CGot cha, Eddie Lobb!"

It was tenpting. Very tenpting. Wth Bonnie safe up here, Catwonan
could easily slip back down with one of the cameras.

"They're not that hard to work, right? Just point and shoot ?"

"Not quite, but alnpbst. Here, I'll show you. Let me put a newroll of
filmin, too. "

Monents | ater, Catworman was headed back down the fire escape.

"Good | uck!" Bonni e whispered after her

It was a strange, warmfeeling to have soneone w shing her | uck
Cat woman squel ched it quickly. Luck was not sonething she liked to rely on

Eddie was in the cat room Catworman could hear himyelling before she
cli mbed t hrough the w ndow.

"Well, cancel it, I"'mtelling you. Screw the damn Bess-arabs and their
dirty pictures! I'mtelling you, sonebody broke into nmy place while | was
gone. "

Cat woman crept to the bedroom door and peeked out. She could hear him
paci ng as he tal ked, and she renenbered that there had been a cordl ess phone
on the table that Bonnie had noved to the fl oor

"Well, let "emstand there. 1t'll do "emgood to get a little nervous.
| already heard that they've been lightin' up the town and getting everyone
nervous. Do the greasy little sheepherders good---"

There was silence; the pacing stopped. Catwoman understood that Eddie
was getting reamed out by his boss. The warm feeling bl oomed under her heart
again, and this tine she let it simer.

"Yeah, right." The voice was subdued, the pacing slower. "208 Broad,
off Tenth, in an hour. Yeah, |I'll be there." Another pause, not as long as
the previous one. "No, | don't know if they took anything. That's not the
point. The point is sone sick-o, punk bastard got into ny place and nessed



around with ny things, you know, boss, ny personal things . . . No, no---not

the front door . . . Shit, | don't know how-- Rose . . . ? Shit, no
Maybe. | didn't |ook."
Cat woman hurried down the hall. She wanted his picture with the tiger

skins in the background. She held the canera in front of her like a weapon or
a shield, her finger poised above the button Bonnie told her to push and hol d.

"CGot cha, Eddi e Lobb," she snarled fromthe doorway. He was at |east five
feet away; Bonnie said the canmera needed five feet if Eddie and the background
were both going to be in focus. She pushed the button. Strobe-light flashes
burst fromher hand. Eddie was transfixed. H s nmouth gaped, the phone fel
from his hand.

"Acat. Jesus H Christ, it's a giant freaking black cat."

But he didn't nmove. Catwoman had no troubl e nmaking her retreat.

"He's one ugly dude," she said, giving the canera back to Bonnie. "He's
got scars like the ones | put on the--- Wll, you'll see them when you get
t he pictures devel oped."

Zi ppers zi pped and buckl es buckl ed, Bonni e announced that she was ready
to go home. They could | ook at the bl ack-and-white pictures in an hour, when
she had them devel oped. The color shots would have to wait until norning.

"Can you get hone by yourself, kid? 1'lIl help you get down to the
street, but, there's someplace else |'ve got to go. . . ." 208 Broad off
Tenth in an hour, but there was no need to tell Bonnie that.

Bonnie wilted, but she didn't whine. "Yeah, I think I'll take the bus,
though. You'll---you'll tell Selina to get in touch with me, so | can show
her the pictures?”

"Yeah, kid. C non."

Chapter Thirteen

The night was warm with a hint of summer's humidity in the haze. Batnman
travel ed crosstown the hard way---w thout using the streets or sidewal ks, just
especially with a heavy wooden box cl anped under his arm

He was careful with the box, but not as careful as he would have been if
he hadn't examined it thoroughly and nade a few adjustments. Nothing that was
visible on the surface---but then, what he'd changed had been well-hidden in
the first place. The icon he'd received fromthe young man in the Russian
bakery had been far too ordinary to be the major paynent in a bartered-arns
deal. The frame wasn't gold, but thinly gilt wood. There had to be sonething
nmore, so he'd subjected the icon to close scrutiny in the Batcave, and found
the real icon, the seventeenth-century masterpiece, sleeping under a renpvabl e
veneer.

Bruce Wayne, of the Wayne Foundation, patron of a hundred useful causes,
sumoned the appropriate curator from Gotham s finest art museumto his
office. Saying he'd found the object in an old chest in the nansion's
attic---where wonders and trash had been found nany times before---Bruce
flicked the box open as if it were just another flea-market curio.

The wonman dropped to her knees in awe and for a closer exam nation. She
was speechl ess for several nonments. She nentioned a name that meant not hing
to Wayne and showed hi mwhere the artist had concealed it in the gol dwork.

She hoped t he Wayne Foundati on woul dn't consider selling it for Iess than
three mllion dollars or before her nuseum had an opportunity to nake an
offer.

Anot her piece of the puzzle fell into place.

VWhen Bruce Wayne was al one again he studied the delicate, nelancholy
saint with her hooded eyes and glistening gold headcl ot h.

Put it back beneath the veneer? Allowit to flow fromhand to hand,
until the weapons were noving toward Bessarabia and Harry Mattheson di sposed
of the priceless artwork? |f Harry Mattheson were the Connection .



In the end Bruce Wayne | ocked the icon in the Foundation vault and
reinstalled the flexible veneer over another, equally worthless, plank of
| acquered wood. This way, no matter what happened, when it was over, the
Foundati on woul d make certain that an object of reverence and beauty coul d not
be perverted again. He thought about injecting a short-range transnmitter into
the frame, but did not. He'd follow the icon in person, until it reached the
Connection's hands.

The rendezvous was set for mdnight in the warehouse district not too far
fromthe pier where Batman first spotted Tiger. He arrived twenty m nutes
early, clinbing out of an abandoned steamtunnel into a restaurant's basemnent
storeroom He expected to have time to check out the inmedi ate area, but the
ethnic Russian was in another |ate-night eatery across the street, so he
decided to get rid of the box first. They nmet in a reeking alley.

"You have got it?" The young man asked the obvi ous, took the box, and
found a patch of relative brightness in which to openit. H s relief was
pal pabl e when he saw what he wanted to see exactly where he expected to see
it. "I will speak well of you to ny people.” He closed the box and gl anced
nervously at the street. "You will go now. Three nen can keep a secret only
after one has killed the other two. Benjanmin Franklin; citizen class. The
Gagauzi and the scar-faced man, they woul d not keep our secrets.”

Especially not the scar-faced man, Batman agreed silently. The young nan
started toward the street. Batnan called hi mback

"This is the only tine. No matter what happens, there can be no next
time. Not if you want to stay in America. Do you understand ne?"

The youth nodded and ran. Batman waited until the street, as seen from
the alley, was deserted, then | ooked for a path to the rooftops. He hoped the
young Russi an di d under st and.

It was a little after midnight when the dark streets resounded wth
unintelligible shouts and sni ppets of conversation. Five men got in each
other's way clinbing out of a single taxi. They were in high spirits,
| aughi ng and waving at the taxi as it made a U-turn and headed back to
nor e-popul ated territory. Fromhis rooftop perch, Batman watched themtake
their bearings froma torn scrap of paper. They came up the sidewal k, toward
him toward the doorway sone di stance bel ow where the Russian waited with the
icon. Batman guessed they were the Gagauzi---the Bessarabians | ooking to
outfit thenselves for war, the nmen Conmi ssioner Gordon wanted to catch before
the actmrather than during or after it.

The quintet cane up the block |like tourists, pointing out the sights to
each other, carrying on animated conversation as if the Gothamwaterfront were
Main Street USA. Batnan could not measure their effectiveness as rebels or
terrorists back in Bessarabia, but here they were innocents, and he worried
about them He considered alternatives while, below the uneasy allies
exchanged greetings in Russian.

Bat man was deep in thought when he heard the faintest sound behind him
near the place where he'd clinbed onto the roof. The Gagauzi erupted in
| aughter; if the sound was repeated, Batman couldn't hear it. He took
precautions, receding into the shadows and adjusting the mask so his chin did
not reflect the light. Listening to the Gagauzi tell jokes he couldn't
under st and, Batman kept a cl ose eye on the waist-high walls surmounting the
rooftop. Even so, he nearly m ssed the dark shape rise and di sappear into the
bl ack asphalt covering the roof.

The intruder made no sound and cast no shadow, yet Batman followed its
noverent al ong the back wall to the corner, then forward al ong the side wall
toward the street. It stopped in the corner opposite his own. Had he,
hi nsel f, been spotted? Batman gathered his strength, rising into a crouch
bal ancing on the balls of his feet, prepared for anything. But nothing
happened. The intruder had found a vantage point identical to his owm. The
i ntruder was waiting, just as he was.

Wt hout warning, the Gagauzi began to sing. Four of them chanted words



and rhythns that sounded remarkably simlar to Native Anerican nusic, but the
fifth produced an eerie, droning sound fromdeep in his throat that sent an
i nvol untary shudder down Batman's back

Filtered through the al most inhuman chorus rising fromthe sidewalk,
Bat man heard what m ght have been a resigned sigh. He relaxed, no | onger
expecting an attack. There was only one, inescapable, conclusion: The
i ntruder was here to witness the sanme transaction. The intruder was virtually
i nvisible, which inplied a mask and gl oves---in short, a costune not
dissimlar fromhis owm. The Russian's words came back to Batman---They will
hire your enenmies. Fromthis nmonent on, Batman's attention was divided, and
his options were |imted.

Catwoman settled. Her teeth were clenched, her fists were tight enough
to trenble, that infernal wailing grated painfully in her ears and---not fifty
feet away---Batman was hunkered down in the shadows, no doubt ready to play
havoc with her plans.

The cape had gi ven hi maway, although she knew it was nostly |uck that
had her looking in the right direction when he reacted to the wailing.

What ever the cape was nade of, it waivered ever so slightly fromthe novenent
beneath it. And how did she know it was Batman? She didn't, but of all the
t hi ngs she coul d i magi ne hi ding under a cape, Batnan was the worst, so she
assunmed it was he.

And she seet hed.

Eddi e Lobb bel onged to her. She knew that nothing | egal was going to
happen on the sidewal k below. And she knew Batman wel | enough to guess that
he'd gotten wind of it and that he was here to stop it. Whatever Eddie Lobb
had prom sed his boss, wasn't going to happen---in a big way. But, dammt,
Eddi e Lobb bel onged to her. She didn't intend for himto think that all the
costumed fates of Gotham had conspired and united agai nst him She intended
that he look into her masked face, and hers al one, until he recognized his
doom For a monent, no |onger, Catwoman wondered what, exactly, she intended
to interrupt. Sone sort of drug deal? An assassination? It didn't matter
Al that nattered was Eddi e Lobb

Batman didn't really matter. Let himdo what he wanted, so |ong as Eddie
saw her first.

The seet hing stopped, her fists unclenched. She opened the unreflecting
wool sack and pulled out a coil of nylon rope.

Let himcone over and try to stop her, or even, ask what she was doing.
She'd tell him ©Maybe they could work out a deal

She crept over to a ventilation pipe rising fromthe asphalt. After
maki ng certain it was well anchored, she knotted one end securely around it,

then ran the rope back to the front wall. Her plan called for getting the
drop, literally, on Eddie as he arrived, but the roof was nuch too high for
free-fall. She peered over the edge, nentally neasuring the distance to the

paverent - - - about sixty feet. Then she carefully recoiled the rope, wapping
it between her el bow and the pal mof her hand, counting by two with each
revol uti on. \Wen she reached forty, she knotted a trio of |oops into the rope
and laid the entire coil carefully atop the wall. Now the rope would get her
safely down to dropping height.

Across the roof, Batman shook his head slowy. He'd recognized Catwoman
as soon as she noved toward the pipe. He watched her stand in his full sight
and fuss with the rope. He had a pretty good i dea what she neant to do.

Bat man didn't count Catwoman anong his worst enemes, and he woul d have |iked
to know how t he Mbl davi ans had managed to contact her, but stealing the icon
was her kind of job.

Too bad. Considering what he'd already done to the icon, Batman m ght
have been tenpted to let her get away with it, but he wanted to foll ow the box
to the Connection, not back to the Commonweal th of |ndependent States. He'd
have to stop her. He figured he could wait until she started to nmove---no



sense risking the noise of a scuffle, although it was hard to imagi ne that the
Gagauzi could hear anything but their own wailing voices.

I ndeed, they couldn't hear anything else, but the two disparate
personalities on the roof heard a boom ng sound that quickly resolved itself

into an autonobile stereo systemwi th its volume control set for stun. It was
not a sound either expected to hear, and they tracked its approach down the
avenue. It slowed. It becane abruptly silent. Wthout acknow edgenent, they

both crept forward. They saw what they wanted to see: a solitary wal ker
headed this way in the next crosstown block, but hadn't nade the noise. That
had come froma high-riding 4 x 4 rolling blind and nmute around the corner

Cat woman gat hered her rope. Batman pressed his hand agai nst the cement
capstone on the wall, muffling the sound of the thermite with his gauntlet.
This wasn't in anybody's script. Maybe the gregarious Gagauzi had sung the
wrong song. Catworman drew her |egs up onto the capstones, then dared a gl ance
over her shoulder. Their eyes net for an instant, and they could no | onger
pretend to be unaware of each other

The Gagauzi sang. The 4 x 4 cruised closer. Finally someone, Batnan
guessed the young Russian, spotted trouble comng toward them Then all hel
br oke | oose as the windows of the 4 x 4 cane down and shotgun muzzl es pointed
outward. Fromthe roof it was possible to see the flash as the shots were
fired, but not to know where they struck. But soneone screaned. The 4 x 4
stopped, and a trio of lanky youths in red satin jackets got out on the far
side. They were firing their guns as they came around toward the sidewal k.

Bat man's options had been reduced to a single inperative innocents were
bei ng sl aughtered. It was tine to go below Snapping the filament into a
pliable steel groove in his gauntlet, he vaulted over the capstone. The | ast
t hi ng he saw was Catworman gl owering at him

Despite the billow ng cape and the dragline, Batnan dropped |like a stone,
as he'd expected. He was ready when his feet touched the pavenent and the
dragline began to recoil. For an instant---less than a second, less than a
heartbeat---his body was going in two different directions; then the dragline
whi pped out of his hand and his knees bent to absorb his excess nomentum No
gymmast di snmounting fromthe high bar or rings could have stuck the |anding
better. The cape was still furling around his shoul ders when Batman took his
first defiant stride toward the gunnen. In his peripheral vision he could see
that two of six ex-citizens of the forner Soviet Union were lying on the
pavermrent. Two nore had pani cked and run, but the last pair was fighting back
no quarter asked or given, bare hands and a particularly nasty-1ooking knife
agai nst nmodern firearns.

The Gagauzi would be a force to be reckoned with if they nanaged to arm
t hensel ves into the twentieth century, although it was Batman's sel f-appointed
task to see that didn't happen. He advanced on the nearest satin jacket. The
kid---he couldn't have been nmore than fourteen---punped to the gun and fired,
aimng right where he was supposed to: at the yell ow and-bl ack enbl em on
Bat man' s chest where the thin polymer arnor was bonded to a sturdy |ayer of
Kevlar. Batman didn't blink. The kid threw away his gun with a scream and
headed for the 4 x 4. Batman | et him go.

The kid's scream brought a momentary halt to the skirm shing. Al eyes
focused on Batnman, then the renmaining guns. The two Gagauzi were sl ack-jawed.
They believed in ghosts and devils; they believed they were | ooking at one.

"Cet out of here!" Batman yelled. He had to believe this was all an
accident, a twist of fate. A culture clash between the sheep-herding
Bessar abi ans and the drug-dealing Gothamites. |f the police came now, Gordon
woul d be ecstatic, but Batman would be as far away fromthe Connection as
ever. He surged forward. The cape billowed as if he were chasing pigeons.

In a way, he was.

"Scram "

The conbatants separated. Everything was going well, then one of the
Gagauzi | ooked over at his fallen conrade, at the vel vet-covered box |ying
unattended on the concrete. He veered, and the satin jackets noved faster



Bat man knew the contents of the box weren't worth risking anything for, and it
slowed his reactions. He got his hands on the satin jacket after the jacket's
wearer got his hands on the box. The youth thought fast; he heaved the box to
anot her menber of his team who, in turn, tossed it to the kid in the 4 x 4.
Everyone still on their feet noved toward the vehicle, which revved its engi ne
and flash-flooded the street with its full panoply of lights. Batman felt the
satin go linmp in his hands.

The 4 x 4's wheels screeched as it roared down the street toward the
piers with the Gagauzi in hot, but futile, pursuit. Batman threw the jacket
asi de. He checked on the downed nmen. It was already too late for the
Gagauzi. It mght be too late for the Russian by the time Batman carried him
to the nearest hospital, but he had to try.

Across the avenue, shielding hinself instinctively in shadow, Eddie
Lobb---Tiger to hinmself and his professional associates---surveyed the scene
with a heartfelt curse. He hadn't been happy fromthe nonment he heard the
Bess-arabs singing. The goddammed sheepherders didn't bel ong anywhere near
Gotham City; they didn't belong in this century. But his boss wanted that
pai nti ng bad enough to do the deal right here because all the principals
wanted to visit America. Hi s heart had skipped a beat when the dark 4 x 4
whi sked by. He thought it was as bad as it could get when the first shot was
fired. Then, insult to injury, Batman dropped in out of nowhere to m x things
up beyond all hope.

VWhen he saw the wooden box---the wooden box---sail into the 4 x 4, Tiger
wanted to throw up. None of this was his fault, but the boss wouldn't see it
t hat way when he found out. The boss would ream hi mout six ways from Sunday
and he'd still have to try to track down that priceless, ugly painting.

Not hi ng was going right. Not since he gave Rose the tigerhead box.

Maybe he shoul dn't have given a talisman away like that. She hadn't liked it
anyway. Shit, she wouldn't touch it until he made her. WMaybe the tiger
spirit was testing him Maybe if he passed the test, everything would start
going right again. He better pass soon. There were headlights in the street
again. The van was coming. He'd have to put his story together in a hurry.

Eddi e | ooked around, nmking sure the Batnan was gone, then started
wal ki ng toward the |ights.

Cat woman wat ched himget into the van. She pounded her fist against the
cement until it was nunb.

Chapt er Fourteen

The Connection watched the procession of digital readouts on the contro
panel beside him They were independent of the hol ograph and transmtted data
continuously. Tiger had never guessed their existence. The street braw er
al ways tipped his hand while he stood in the van's cab, waiting for the

hol ograph to fill the back area. Telemetry couldn't read thoughts. That was
and probably woul d remain inpossible: a man's thoughts were too idiosyncratic
to be worth deci phering, but enotions were sinpler and universal. The

Connecti on had been chipping away at the physical code of enotions, and if the
telemetry could be believed, his |ieutenant was a contradi ctory mass of dread
and hope.

He punched a button that woul d save the readings for |ater study, then a
second button to initiate the hol ograph transm ssion. One of the nmany
monitors facing himflickered to life and filled with a reconstruction of an
ot herwi se anonynous face the Connection had plucked out of a crowd severa
weeks earlier. Beans of ruby-red light touched the Connection's face and
hands, establishing the feedback |oops that controlled the hol ograph
Speakers hissed to life with engine and street noises, then Tiger stepped into
the fluorescent illusion.

The first thing the Connection noticed was that Tiger's hands were enpty,



but they were al so behind his back, the technol ogi cal w zard played dunb.
"Well, let me see it," he said am ably.

Dread spi ked but, interestingly, hope did not dimnish. |n human bei ngs,
enoti ons were not zero-sum phenonena.

"The sheepherders struck out, boss. They showed, but they didn't give it
over."

"They refused to give you the package?" The Connection tapped a switch
with his foot. The |aser beans ceased. The hol ograph was on auto-mmic as
the Connection's fingers raced over a keyboard. "Tell ne what went w ong?"

He initiated a subtle strobe sequence. Tiger would not consciously perceive
the flashes, but he would feel the cumnulative effect as stress and anxiety.

"Al nost everything, before | got there. The sheepherders got hit by a
drive-by. They drove up fast and blind, junped out, and started firing, then
junped back in and drove off again. Maybe one of the southside gangs---who
knows---1 didn't recognize their colors, but they knew what they were | ooki ng
for and they hit hard. | was too far away to nake a difference---" Tiger
shuddered as if he'd just received a mld electric shock, which he had.

"Do you intend to tell ne that a handful of punk thugs has my icon?" The
mmcry circuits kept the hol ograph's bl and features cal mand reposed, but the
Connection's lips had twisted into a sneer. He had only agreed to this risky,
har e- brai ned deal because of the icon. None of the players, especially the
hopel essly naive and fracti ous Bessarabi ans, understood the true value of the
articles they offered to trade for arns.

There was sweat on Tiger's upper |lip and noving along the ridges of his
scarred face. "No." Another shudder. "No, | don't know. | couldn't see
what happened to the box. | was too far away."

"You said it was a drive-by. The Bessarabians got hit. The box was with
t hem when you inspected the bodies or it was with the drive-by gang."

"Or maybe the Bess-arab sheepherders doubl e-crossed us."

The telemetry went wild. More inportantly, the nonitor attached to the
Connection's keyboard came to life as he opened a back door into the Got ham
Police telex. The cursor flashed rapidly, the screen divided, and data began
stream ng on both sides, in opposite directions.

"Why woul d t he Bessarabi ans doubl e-cross us? What could they gain?
They' d have nothing to show for it, would they? The Seatainers are noored
five mles off shore. Those guns and Stinger missiles nmight just as well be
on the noon for all the good they' Il do our little friends. The Seatainers
are noored safely, aren't they?"

Tiger's nod was qui ck, enmphatic, and confirmed by the telemetry. That
part---the easy part: enough nunitions to sustain a small rebellion for a
nunber of weeks---of the operation was under control, but the other nore
i mportant part, involving the antique Russian icon, destined for an Asian
collector's very private gallery and from which the Connection expected
control of two percent of the CGolden Triangle opiumtrade, was very clearly

out of control. The split screen continued to stream data.

"There's sonmething you're not telling me, Tiger." The Connection adopted
a parentally cajoling tone while he divided his attention anmong his many
noni tor screens. "Wat went wong, Tiger? Tell ne."

"The Bess-arabs ran, boss. They scattered like---l1ike the sheep they
are. | couldn't followthemall. One of themcould ve taken the box. O

maybe it wasn't a drive-by. Maybe it was a planned hit. Maybe the Bess-arabs
do have enemies here. How should | know There isn't one of them who speaks
Engli sh worth shit."

Tel enetry indicated that the truth had been uttered, but not---as
tel evision was apt to say---the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Random
vi ol ence wasn't unique to Gotham City. The Connection's |line of work took
him or his mnions, into the world s worst hellholes. He'd had other deals
go sour in just this way. It was part of the cost of doing business. You
scranbl ed, you recouped, you put the squeeze on one drug gang after another
until they did your dirty work and produced the stolen property.



Ti ger knew this.

Then one side of the split screen hailed. The Connection cleared and
refocused the screen. He watched in realtinme as a transaction began its
journey to the central nmenory: CGotham Menorial Hospital. Ten minutes ago a
twenty-one-year-old Soviet inmgrant admtted in serious condition with
gunshot wounds to the chest and abdonen. The patient had been brought to
Cot ham Menori al by Bat man, who advi sed that another body---another Sovi et
national ---renmai ned at the scene. The police had been notified and a neat
wagon had been di spatched to the address: 208 Broad Street.

The Connection rubbed his eyes and returned his undivided attention to
his lieutenant. He could guess what had happened with a hi gh degree of
confidence, but it was always better to get a confession.

"One of the Bessarabi ans could have taken the box, or the gang, or
someone el se. W else, Tiger? Wo else could have taken the box with the
iconinit?"

The Connection fingered a dial. A readout showed that the strobe flashes
were qui cker now, and even nore intense. Tiger's pulse quickened imediately
and his blood pressure soared. Veins throbbed across his forehead and
t enpl es.

"They're telling me, boss.”

The telenmetry fell like a rock. True confession tinme had arrived, and
Ti ger was experiencing the exaltation of truth. But the words weren't
anyt hi ng the Connection wanted to hear

"The guiding forces are measuring ny worthiness. | told you how sonmebody
had been inside ny place while | was gone. The inner door had been
forced---these big scratches all across it---but none of the outside security
had been breached. And when | went inside, they had all turned and went
| ooking at me. And | called you because | was real pissed, because | thought
someone had been inside ny place, messing with my stuff. And we were talking,
and you said 'what about Rose?' Like maybe the bitch had cone back. And you
told me what | had to do. And it hit ne when |I wal ked out of the room bright
flashing lights, and the cat. A big, black cat. It called ny nane. | didn't
understand, not at first. | thought something was wong, but then, while
was going down to Broad Street | heard theminside ny head, saying: Are you
the one? Are you the Black Tiger? Are you worthy?

"It's a test, boss. I'mright on the racer's edge. There's so nuch
power around ne, waiting for ne when | beconme the Black Tiger. And when | saw
the Batman there. Like, why would he be there if the Tiger hadn't drawn hin®
Then | realized: He's part of the test. Batnman's part of my test. | faced
hi m down once already. Now |l'mgoing to beat him--"

The Connection cursed once, mghtily and silently, that he had failed to
discern his lieutenant's previous encounter with the costuned character. The
men and wonen, heroes and villains, shadow seekers and spotlight gluttons who
faced the world in aberrant clothing were beyond the Connection's
conprehension. He could predict them when he had to, but understand then?
Never. He didn't want to try. And although the noni ker and hol ographic
di sgui ses he used night seemto place himw thin the nen, villain,
shadow seeker category, Harry Mattheson resolutely refused to make the
connecti on.

Hi s rmoni ker and his disguises were | egitimate business precautions, not
flights of fancy---1like Eddie Lobb's unfortunate notion of tiger spirits. At
times the braw er seened to forget he'd gotten his distinctive facial scars
froma car antenna after failing behind in his ganbling debts. His faith in
tiger spirits and transformati ons was appallingly sincere. And while the
Connection did not understand the arcane processes that produced those
costunmed characters whose talents did in fact |lie outside the normal human
range, he was quite certain Tiger was not destined to be any nore than the
punk he'd al ways been.

Matt heson wote Tiger's nane on a piece of paper, then enbellished it
wi th question marks. The scarred man was still giving his interpretation of



events and the inevitability of his transformation.

"It was that box you gave ne. It pushed nme over the top; the tiger
spirit cane to see if I"'mworthy, but |I rmade the m stake of giving the box to
that bitch instead of putting it with the others. But |I'mover the top now "

Ti ger was over the edge, not the top. The scarred man was witing his
own death warrant.

"Batman's ny test, ny final examto see if I'"'mwrthy to call nyself the
Bl ack Tiger. Wen |I've taken care of Batman, see, everybody will know I'm
wort hy. "

The Connection tapped his pen on the paper. He wanted to believe
everyone who wore a costunme was as deluded as his lieutenant, but a man
couldn't always have what he wanted. Batman was real. Batman consi dered
Gotham City as his personal domain. Batman was near the top of the list of
reasons why the Connection was careful to keep his hands clean and his face
hi dden.

He wei ghed his options. He could fry Tiger where he stood, pull back
fromthe deal, and quietly accept his losses. O he could give Tiger a bit
nore rope and |l et Batnman hang himinstead. He depressed the foot switch. The
| asers struck his face and t he hol ograph becane directly ani mated agai n.

"I don't care about Batnman or black tigers. | found you dying in a
gutter, Eddie, and | can put you right back where | found you whenever | want.
You have a job to do for me: get me that icon. Do whatever you have to do:
doubl e-cross the Bessarabians, find their nysterious enem es, squeeze the
gangs, fight a duel wi th Batnan---do whatever you want, but get me that icon."

The telenmetry began flashing. The telltale tension of betrayal and

deception had been detected. Well, that was hardly a surprise. A man who

bel i eved he was destined to becone the Black Tiger would scarcely inagine that

he'd spend his life working for soneone else. It was hardly a threat, either
"Monday nmorning. In the usual place, Tiger."

The Connection tapped the escape sequence into his computers and Tiger
was al one.

Bat man saw the police officer get off the elevator and head his way |ike
a bear to honey. They nade eye contact. Batman made a quick side-arm
gesture, and the officer waited where he was. The surgeon to whom Bat man was
listening mssed the entire transaction as he continued his recitation of the
young Russian's injuries and prognosis. He'd lost parts of a lung, his liver,
his intestines, and his stomach.

"A shotgun at that range does quite a bit of damage,
concl uded unnecessarily.

"But he's likely to pull through?"

The green-cl ad surgeon wi nced and | ooked unconfortable. "W've done a
ot of work. We think we've repaired the worst of the damage and stopped the
bl eeding. But the risk of infection is high. W'IlIl know better in a day or

t he surgeon

two." He backstepped, effectively ending the conversation
The police officer started nmoving again. Batman pronised that he'd cal
in the norning. He blamed hinself for the Russian's sorry condition. 1In his

effort to gain nore information and | and bigger fish, he'd allowed a crine to
progress beyond the point where he had it stopped. He'd needl essly exposed a
young man---an ignorant and naive and therefore i nnocent young man---to the
naked danger of the streets. And, in the end, he hadn't |earned anyt hing.

"Bat man?" The officer had stopped just beyond conversation distance. He
was clearly unconfortable with his assigned duty. "The Feds came and took the
body, before we could identify it. They chewed up Conmi ssioner Gordon pretty
bad. Now Gordon wants to neet with you in his office. W've got to hurry.

W had trouble finding you, and we're going to be late."

Cordon's office wasn't any place Batman particularly wanted to be, but to
refuse the officer's invitation was to endanger a | ong-standing, but always
delicate, relationship.

"Let's not be any later than necessary,’

he said with nore enthusi asm



than he felt, and followed the officer through the hospital

He followed in silence. He held little hope that the neeting w th Gordon
woul d be productive, and that little was squashed when he saw a quartet of
unfam liar faces waiting with the Comm ssioner

Cordon rolled his eyes as if to say he was powerless in this situation
and that Batman had brought it on hinself. Then the bureaucratic bloodletting
began. Bruce Wayne knew when he becane the Batman that nmany of the people he
was trying to hel p---the regul ated, publicly funded, overworked agents of |aw
enforcenent---would stand in his way at every opportunity. He accepted their
resentment and their small-mnded insults as part of the price he paid, but
after the Fed chief began his fourth or fifth diatribe about "Besserb
count erinsurgency" Batman | ost his patience.

Wth tight-1ipped politeness he explained that the corpse they had
appropriated had been a Gagauzi while he lived---a Turkish-speaking Christian
fromthe central highlands of Bessarabia. The young man in the hospital was
an et hnic Russi an whose grandparents had been rel ocated to Bessarabia by Josef
Stalin in 1940. The drive-by shooting had probably been an unfortunate
coincidence, but if it wasn't there was a good chance it had been engi neered
by Rumani an- speaki ng Mol dovan agents whose interest in preventing the
consummati on of the icons-for-arnms deal was intense and personal. There were,
therefore, three discrete factions, all of whomlived in an area politicians
referred to as Bessarabia, but none of themthought of thenselves as
Bessar abi ans.

The Serbs, Batman added, were fighting in what remai ned of Yugosl avi a.

One of the Feds had the decency to take notes; the other three fol ded
their arms in obdurate silence. Cordon tried to break the stalemate with
levity.

"Ch, for the good old days of East versus West and one-size-fits-al
bl ack hats."

The Fed chief, who was not the one taking notes, w ped his hands together
as if they'd cone in contact with sonething unclean. "You've conprom sed a
maj or international counterinsurgency operation, M. \Woever-you-are-in-there.
I"'mnot at liberty to tell you the initiatives involved, but we had our
operatives in place, ready to interdict, when your grandstanding blew the
whol e thing sky-high. Now we're back to ground zero. The transfer never took
pl ace. We've wasted our tinme and the taxpayers' noney. W' re stuck up here
hopi ng that the Besserbs"---he pointedly did not change his
pronunci ation---"wll reestablish contact before they head back up to Canada
and we've |lost them"

Qperatives in place? Catwoman? Catworman a federal operative? Catwonan
a spy? The notion was |udicrous, and yet she was the only one at the scene
whose notives renmained unclear. It made precious little sense, but, then
again, the whole situation made precious little sense.

Bat man stoically endured the scorn and veiled threats until the Feds had
tired thenselves out and left. Then he turned to Gordon. "I've got to stop
them" he said flatly, wthout elaborating on which "them' he had in mind

"I know, you did your best." Gordon sighed. "Not even you could be
expected to unravel this ness intime. It's a whole new world out there, and
we're just trying to keep the peace in Gotham City. The Feds are claining
preem nent jurisdiction. I'mready to give it to himand just hope that there
isn't nore bl oodshed."

"No, Gordon. | can get to the bottomof it---at |east here in Got ham
City. 1've got the key." He thought of the icon sitting in the Wayne
Foundation vault. "I can lure all the parties into one place, and when | have
themthere, I'lIl let you know. "

Cordon started to argue, then thought better of it. "You know howto
reach me. Be careful. To the Feds you're just another amateur vigilante. |If
they can't catch these---who did you say they were,

Ga- Ga- somet hi ngs?---they' Il be just as happy putting you out of business."

Bat man t hanked him for the warning and left.



Chapter Fifteen

"It's not really in our mandate,"” the Director of WIderness Warriors
sai d between puffs on his pipe.

He was in his md-forties and, despite the pipe, the neatly trimed hair,
and establ i shment - approved tweed jacket, he | ooked nmore |ike he'd be nore
confortable out in the park, wearing | ove beads and bell-bottonms, and singing
"G ve Peace a Chance" through a haze of marijuana snmoke. This nmade his
apparent reluctance to do sonething about the stack of photographs, with
narrative paragraphs on the back of each one, all the nmore disappointing to
Bonnie. She didn't trust herself to say anything or to pick up the
phot ographs he'd returned to her for fear that she'd throw themin his face
and wind up without a job. Jobs---even an internship like this that paid next
to nothing and required a mjor subsidy fromher parents---were very inportant
to her generation. She expected her boss, as a nmenber of an earlier
generation, to be a freer spirit.

"It's very well done," the director assured her, picking up the stack
again. "Very conpelling. Something should certainly be done about this man.
But | don't see where we're the ones---"

"If we're not the ones, Tim then who is? Were do | send these
pictures? | have to find someone who'll take matters into his---or her---own
hands. Does sonebody have to break into this apartnment and do what's got to
be done?"

The director gave Bonnie a sidelong gl ance and began tappi ng the paper
rhythm cally against his palm "That could only result in negative
publicity,"” he munbled. "W could |ose noney. Can't do that." He tapped the
papers a few nore tinmes before comng to a conclusion he was not about to
share with Bonnie---at |east not yet. "Can | keep these?" he asked; she
nodded. "I've got a friend. An old friend; we haven't talked in years, but
he m ght be able to do sonmething with this. Hang tight, Bonnie. Let nme see
what | can do here."

He left the reception area, still bouncing the photos in his hands and
muttering to himself. Bonnie uncrossed her folded fingers. They tingled
pai nfully as bl ood fl owed back to her white, nunmb fingertips.

So Timhad "an old friend" who m ght be able to hel p; she had a new
friend who could break into any apartnment. 1In an instant she had a warm
fairy-tale vision of a Gotham Gty where al nost everybody knew sonebody (or
was sonebody) who wasn't what they seened to be, and everybody who knew a
secret, kept that secret the way she'd keep Selina Kyle's Catwonman secret.

Selina had to be Catwoman. They were the same size and build. Their
eyes were the same color. Their voice was the same and they shared many
gestures and expressions. It was easier to believe that Selina and Catwonman
were one and the sane person than it was to believe there were two conpletely
di fferent people who had so nuch in common. Bonnie would keep Selina's secret
because secrets were nysterious and exciting and Selina was the nobst exciting,
nmyst eri ous person Bonnie coul d i magi ne.

There were ot her reasons for keeping Selina's secret---not the |east of
whi ch was that neither Selina nor Catwoman had put in an appearance since the
adventure in Eddie Lobb's apartnent. Al weekend while she devel oped the film
and nade the prints, she had been distracted by day with the hope that a
dar k- hai red worman in decrepit, thrift-shop clothes would knock on her door
By night, Bonnie listened for the sound of steel claws on the wi ndow gl ass.

Bonni e' s di sappoi ntment was a pal pable weight in her stomach. She knew
the world wasn't a fairy tale. She regularly surrendered her illusions when
the harsh light of reality revealed themto be fantasies. But she didn't |ike
doing it. She was prepared to accept that Selina would never show up again,
just as she was already preparing herself to accept that Ti mwould hand her



back the photos and his regrets that his old friend couldn't do anythi ng about
Eddi e Lobb. But they would be bitter pills to swallow, and she'd put it off
as long as she coul d.

Al day she waited for the director to appear with a big grin on his
face, or for Selina to scowm into the security canera. The director left
early, wi thout saying a word. Everyone else left at five, and shortly after
six Bonnie got ready to |l eave herself. Feeling as lonely and m serable as
she'd felt since she'd waved good-bye to her parents, she gathered up her
"Warriors"-enbl azoned coffee thernos and ecol ogically correct reusable |unch
sack and stowed themin a matching paper, refolded to expose the
conpl eted-in-ink crossword puzzle. The extra set of photographs---the set
she'd hoped to give to Selina---had never gotten out of the bag.

The wei ght in Bonnie's stomach began a nauseous deconposition. She sat
down heavily in her chair, chiding herself for this sudden plunge into m sery.
It's not Iike we had anything in common, she told herself. Selina

dresses like she lives in an attic, and Catwonan's really just a crimnal

She had me breaking and entering. Me! | could ve been caught. M life would
have been ruined. It's better | never see either of her again. W had an
adventure together, that's all.

The prep talk didn't work; the heartache and di sappoi nt nent were too
fresh. But they'd work eventually, and, confident of that, Bonnie hung the
canvas bag over her shoul der. Locking the WIderness Warriors' door each
ni ght was Bonnie's responsibility, and she did it with great care,
doubl e- checki ng everything before she permitted herself to turn around and
| ook at the sidewalk

"You really should pay nore attention to what's going on around you."

"Onygod." Uterly startled, Bonnie staggered away fromthe door and the
voi ce. Her eyes said "Selina" but the rest of her was caught up in terror
"Orygod." The bag slipped fromher shoulder. The straps tangled around her
feet and she wound up sprawl ed on her runp agai nst the garbage cans.

Selina held out her hand. "You're a smart |ady, but you sure don't
bel ong here in Gotham City." She easily pulled Bonnie to her feet, then hung
t he bag back on her shoulder. "You' ve got a nice hone, nice famly in

I ndi ana. Why on earth did you ever cone to Gotham Gity?"

"Why does anyone conme to Gotham City?" Bonnie replied rhetorically as she
brushed herself off. "This is where the excitement is. Wth all that
ni ceness, Indiana's termnally boring."

Selina had nothing to say. She had Bonnie didn't actually cone from
different worlds. In all the little tows |ike the one Bonnie was from there
was a downwi nd nei ghbor hood where the children of the town's |losers grew up to
becorme the next generation of |osers. Selina cane from such a nei ghborhood.
Bonni e, on the other hand, lived on the hill with the respected folks. The
only tine respected fol ks saw the | osers was before Christnmas when a church
delivered a twenty-pound hamwith all the trinmings to the Kyle famly's
ranshackl e front porch.

Selina still hated ham She wanted to hate Bonnie, but the fire wouldn't
cat ch.

"Did you get the pictures devel oped?" she asked with just a trace of
hostility.

"I developed all the filmand printed the pictures myself over the
weekend. There were too many to be effective---that always happen---but you
don't know which ones will work until you've actually got the prints in your
hands. | thought about it a lot, and waited a | ot hoping you' d conme by, but
finally, last night |I picked out fifteen---"

"So you've given the pictures to your boss. Are the WIderness VWarriors
going to do sonething, or are we S-OL."

"S-OL?"

"Shit outta luck."

Bonni e gul ped air and nodded. "W're not SSOL yet. Timsaid he had an
old friend who m ght be able to do sonething. An old friend."



The extra enphasis triggered nothing in Selina's mnd, and it was her

turn to be confused. "I don't like getting other people involved. Can't you
t hi nk of something el se we could be doi ng?"

"W could be having dinner. |'mstarving." She started wal king down the
side street toward the busier avenues. Selina followed. "And | suppose we

could think of something else. Fallback plans. Contingency plans.
Television! Al the stations here have nmuckrakers. They'd |love to get their
teeth in a story like this. |If Timcan't do anything, we could take the
photos to one of the TV stations. 1It'd be great on TV. O course, we'd have
to break in again---with the canctorder. You've got to have tape---"

Selina took note of the steady stream of pedestrians on the avenue
si dewal ks. She wanted to hear what Bonnie had to say, but half the world
woul d be able to eavesdrop on their conspiracy in another thirty yards.

"Yeah, let's have dinner," she interrupted. "lnside, at your place. W
can talk there. Not while we're wal ki ng---okay?"

Bonni e agreed, and they got a bucket of flavor-of-the-nmonth chi cken w ngs
froman establishment that didn't bear closer exam nation. VWhile Bonnie

clattered about in the darkroom | ooking for plates and napkins---"It's bad
enough we've bought a bucket that can't be recycled,” Bonnie said. "W don't
have to conpound the problemw th paper plates and napki ns"---Selina | ooked

for the photographs in the canvas bag. She had to renove the newspaper first,
and noticed the inked-in crossword puzzle---further proof, if any was needed,
t hat she and Bonnie had nothing in common. She was about to toss it aside
when an address caught her eye: 208 Broad Street. Unfolding the paper, she
began to read.

It seened that the gunshot-riddl ed body found in the doorway of that
address was causing an international fuss. The man had been identified as
St epan Kindegilen. And those portions of the old Soviet Union now known as
Russi a and Mdl dova were demandi ng custody of the corpse. The two republics
were hurling diplomatic insults at each other, the texts of which Bonnie's
paper printed in full.

"Can you figure this out?" Selina demanded when Bonni e emerged fromthe
darkroomwith an arnful of plates and cloth. "M eyes say English, but ny
brai n says garbage."

Bonni e hunkered down beside Selina. She nmuttered somnething about bad

transl ations, then sat back on her heels. "It's just a guess, but | don't
think either the Russians or the Ml dovans care about this Stepan. He wasn't
supposed to be here. It says he didn't have a visa, but it doesn't say he's a
crimnal. Both sides are interested in his corpse. Like there was sonething
speci al about it . . ." Her eyes grew wide. "Radioactive! He's some poor
soul from Chernobyl . . . \Wit---Chernobyl's in the Wkraine. Were's
Mol dova? Where's ny atlas---?" She crawl ed toward her stacks of books.
Selina grabbed her ankle. "Forget that. Suppose it was a box, about
this big . . ." She nmade a frame with her fingers. "Mybe covered with old

velvet. What could it be?" She renenbered the object that had been thrown
into the vehicle before it sped away.

A question had been asked, and Bonnie strove to answer it. She didn't
consi der any rel ated questions, such as why Selina nmentioned a box or why
Selina was so interested in a handful of foreigners. Bonnie sinply tried to
answer the question that had been asked. She didn't have a photographic
menory, but she did have a pretty good one, especially for things that others
called trivia.

"Lacquer," she said after a nmonent.

Sel i na arched one eyebr ow.

"Shiny | acquer boxes with bright-colored pictures,” Bonnie el aborat ed.

"I ask nyself a question and | see an answer. Now | see a shiny box with a
picture of a fairy tale on it. Sonewhere | rnust've |earned about |acquer
boxes conming from Russia being valuable." She shrugged hel plessly, as if the
process was as nysterious to her as it was to Selina.

For her part, Selina | ooked down at the flaw ess crossword puzzle. She



was on the verge of a concussi on when Bonni e snatched the newspaper away.

"Qo---wait. Not lacquer." She thrashed through the paper, making a
mess, which, at least, was sonething Selina could identify with. "lIcons.
Icons---here. Look." She tapped her finger on a grainy photograph

Bruce Wayne, the caption read, of the Wayne Foundation, had | oaned the
art nuseuma rare and pricel ess seventeenth-century icon. M. Wayne said he'd
found the lunmi nous portrait of St. Oga in one of his grandfather's travel
trunks during a routine cleaning of his mansion's attics.

"Liar," Selina nuttered on inpul se, then noticed the searching stare on
Bonnie's face. "He's just fronting for the police," she said quickly, not
wanting to remain under the other woman's scrutiny. "You haven't lived in
CGot ham | ong enough, but the Wayne Foundation's always suckin' up to the city."

"Ww. | was going to go and see it. Maybe |I shouldn't. Maybe it's too
dangerous. But there aren't many exanpl es of good seventeenth-century Russian
i conography in the West. | really should go; it's a once-in-a-lifetine

opportunity."”

"Once in alifetime,” Selina said dryly. "You'd risk your life to see
this picture. You rmust really |like these things."

"No, |'ve never seen one, but this might be ny only chance, ever. Wo
knows, someday | might need to have seen one, and I'Il remenber that | had the
chance but didn't take it. There'll be guards there. 1t's probably no nore

dangerous than taking the subway."
"Do you take the subway?"

"Well, no---but I will, at least once while I"'mliving here. Don't you
want to try to do everything and see everything that you can?"

Selina chose not to answer. "I'll go with you to see this icon," she
said instead. "What about tomnorrow?"

"I"ve got to work. Maybe after work. How late is the nuseum open? \What
does the paper say?"

"Ditch the Warriors for a day."

Bonnie's lips formed a silent O of surprise. "I can't do that. It's ny
job. They count on me. | open the door. | answer the phone, open the---"

"Just once." Selina grinned. She had Bonnie cold this tine. "Ditch the
Warriors, for the experience of it."

"You're right. O course you're right. It won't be too dangerous.
There' |l be guards there to keep the icon safe. They'll keep the peopl e safe,
too; why else put it on display in the museun? Right? Bruce Wayne---or
somebody el se---wants people to cone | ook at it, right?"

Ri ght, indeed, Selina said to herself.

There were guards posted at the doors of the hastily rearranged gallery,
and several mngling through the steady streamof visitors. Al but one of
the guards were longtine enpl oyees of the nmuseum the odd man, at Bruce
Wayne' s insistence, was an enpl oyee of the Wayne Foundation. He was, in fact,
Bruce Wayne hinself with a frosting of gray in his hair, cheek pads and nose
pads, and bits of |latex here and there to give himthe unm stakable air of an
unhappily retired city cop

Cei l i ng-mount ed caneras were taping everything, but Batman wanted to
mngle with the cromd. He trusted his own ability to separate the sheep from
the goats, if the sheep or the sheepherders shoul d happen to wander through
He'd certainly recognize Tiger, whom he expected would put in an appearance.
He hoped he might be able to pick Catwoman's nundane face out of the crowd as
wel I, but he could have done all that froma confortable chair in the security
control room

No, the reason Bruce Wayne circl ed endl essly around the glistened icon
was that he expected one of the interested parties to approach himwith a
conspiracy. And the reason he expected this to happen was that he'd submerged
hinsel f conpletely in the crimnal nmnd. Wlking his lazy circles, he
radi at ed boredom corruption, greed, and other tw sted virtues of the
dem nonde. No one asked hi m about the object on display or the way to the



nearest rest room Honest folk distrusted the aura he projected. 1In the few
hours since the gallery opened, he'd been plied four times wth hypothetica
guesti ons about the security setup. The third time it had been a couple. The
worman hadn't said anything, but she was the right size for the black cat suit.
He'd remenber if he saw her again.

The Gagauzi nmade their appearance at midday, a close-knit quartet that
never shuffled forward to get a good | ook at the icon. They gestured at the
caneras, the velvet ropes, and the icon itself, arguing loudly in their
i nconmpr ehensi bl e | anguage. Conplaints were nmade. Bruce joined two of the
museum guards in escorting the foreigners out of the building. He hovered
nearby, asking if there wasn't something he could do to hel p, broadcasting his
assuned crimnality. They were nervous and suspicious. Their cultura
signals were at odds with Gotham Cty. No one was going to get close to them
i ncl udi ng Bat man

Wayne fingered the two-way radio slung on his belt. The device was
consi derably nmore conpl ex than ones his erstwhile fell ow guards carried. He
could have placed a call directly to Conm ssioner Gordon. At the very |east,
the Gagauzi were in the country w thout visas. Rounding themup would |eave
the arns deal dead in the water. And it would [ eave a | ot of ends dangling.
Batman grit his teeth and returned to the gallery.

Two wonen cane in. His mental alarms went wild. The pair were young and
ani mat ed, ni smatched in clothing and manner, but this was Gotham City, and
there were no rules. Either one could have been the body inside the black
catsuit. He couldn't get close to themw thout drawing attention to hinself.
One of them at |east, was aware of him Considering the Catwonan's
i ndependence, Batman took this as a positive sign that was reinforced when
they settled down on benches in a | ess-crowded adjoi ning gallery, out of
canera range. Batman kept an eye on them for a couple hours; then they were
gone and he could only wonder if he'd missed an opportunity.

The man he nost expected and wanted to see didn't show up until a half
hour before closing time. Tiger elbowed his way to the velvet ropes. He
stretched and | eaned as far forward as bal ance all owed. Another guard got to
himfirst and told himto contain his curiosity. Bruce Wayne intercepted him
nmonents later. Tiger glared ferociously at the sight of a uniform any
uni form crowdi ng hi m

"Some guys got all the luck," Bruce Wayne said by way of an introduction
H s voice was as subtly and conpletely altered as his appearance. There was
no likelihood that Tiger would connect himw th Batnan.

"Not me," Tiger replied, hesitating but not retreating.

"And to think that he found this in the attic." Bruce paused |ong enough
for confident disbelief to register on Tiger's face. "Makes you wonder,

t hough, " he continued, "what else this Bruce Wayne fellow s got in his attic.
If you know what | nean."

Tiger's face was transforned. The suspicion was replaced by slit-eyed
t hought ful ness. He studied the guard, and he thought about the idea the guard
had put into his head. "Yeah," he said slowy. "It does.”" Not that he
bel i eved for one nonent that the icon had come out of Bruce Wayne's attic, but
t he museum had taken the bait easily enough. A wealth of possibilities
unfolded in Tiger's mnd, and were covered over again. He had other things to
do right now

Li ke getting that icon out of the nmuseumand using it to get back in the
Connection's good graces. Burglary wasn't his strong suit. The icon appeared
to be sitting on top of a cheap fiberboard pillar inside a flinsy acrylic box.
He couldn't see any security except for these niddle-aged rent-a-cops. He
knew he had to be wong. He'd been wong about the icon fromthe get-go.

He' d never guessed the dark, norbid picture the Russian showed hi mwasn't the
pi cture the Connection was buying. He thought the new, reveal ed picture was

just as ugly and overpriced, but he could see the gold and the jewel s and he

knew he couldn't afford to nmake another ni stake.

"You guys for real," he said to the guard still standing beside him

or



are you just for show 'cause the real security's somewhere el se?"

"We're real,"” Bruce Wayne replied honestly enough. "They don't turn the
gadgets on until the gallery closes, or you' d have tripped every alarm /|l eaning
over the ropes like that."

"They got a fool proof system huh?"

"No system s fool proof---" Bruce said significantly, then he sniled.

"Say, what's your nane, anyway? | like you."

Tiger returned the snle. He liked the guard, too. He had a gut-Ievel
sense of conpatibility and a confidence that they coul d do busi ness together
Tiger didn't usually feel enpathy toward strangers. He felt a heartbeat of
doubt, which he shunted aside. The tigers were testing him It was tine to
follow his hunches. "Just call me The Tiger. You wouldn't be thinking that
maybe you could tell ne sone nore about how it ain't fool proof? | could nmake
it very much worth your while." The guard hesitated; that was good, Tiger
t hought, the guy shouldn't be too eager. "I'mlooking at a |ot of business
comn' ny way soon. | could use soneone |ike you who knows about security and
shit."

Bruce Wayne made hinself | ook and feel nervous. He glanced around like a
man with something to hide. "Not here," he whispered. "I gotta think about
it, Tiger. Maybe later."

"Opportunity like this doesn't wait '"til later. You want in now, | |et
you in now. | don't want guys who gotta think."

"Then I'min. [|I'myour man," Batman said with no further hesitation

Chapter Sixteen

Bruce Wayne retreated to the guard's | ocker roomin the basenent of the
museum He made certain no one was watching, then used the custom zed radio
to tell Alfred that the bait had been taken and he was goi ng i ncomruni cado.

Al fred woul d handl e everything for Bruce Wayne and Bat nan, even take care of
Conmi ssi oner CGordon if the Batsignal went up. He would also be alert for any
ot her, less conventional message Batman mi ght need to send.

Then Bruce Wayne put on an ordinary shirt and trousers, |oaded his
pockets with the very best in fake I D, checked his appearance-altering makeup
and strolled onto the rmuseum | oadi ng-dock to neet his new partner

Tiger led himdowntown to a sour-smnelling bar where the |ight canme from
t he neon signs proclaimng the varieties of beer on tap. Most of the patrons
were crowded around the bar watching the basketball playoffs. The hone team
was wi nning by a wide margin, and this was a honme-teambar. No one noticed a
stranger when Tiger called for two beers at his favorite table in the back

Si nki ng deep into his adopted persona, Bruce Wayne didn't blink at what
he hal f saw and overheard. He was one of these lowifes for a while; their
world was his world, their rules, his rules. Batman did not exist, except as
an eneny. Slouching in a bentwood chair with uneven |l egs, cradling a stein of
cheap beer between his hands, a reconstructed Bruce was in his elenent and
conpletely at ease.

They spent a beer or two exchanging bona fides. O, rather, Tiger drank
while his new friend tal ked. After pounding his chest with his fist and
maki ng veiled allusions to killjoy doctors and infernal pills, Bruce ignored
the al cohol in front of him Bruce nade up his crimnal history on the fly,
snatching bits and pieces fromBatman's nenory. Tiger was duly inpressed.

But then, Tiger was a crimnal and crininals were anong the nost

i mpressi onabl e people on the face of the planet. Each and every one thought
he was the smartest goon in the room the guy who knew all the angles, the guy
for whomthe rules did not apply. Crimnals were also gullible. Every tine
Bruce Wayne flattered his companion's ego, Tiger became nore deeply convinced
that he'd found a henchman he could trust.

Gradual ly, as the night wore on and the beer continued to flow, Wayne was



able to take control of the conversation. He traded information about the

i mprovi sed security surrounding the icon for information about the Connection
But although Tiger readily admitted that he'd done considerable work for the
nmysterious mddl eman, it becane clear to Bruce Wayne that Tiger nerely did
what he was told and had no notion of the Connection's long-termplans. In
his mnd he'd never believed anything different, but in his heart he'd all owed
a brief flicker of hope.

Ti ger drank heavily. Bruce listened attentively to everything Tiger had
to say; there was always a chance that sonething truly useful would slip in.
And Tiger, thinking he'd finally found an audi ence that understood and
appreciated his talents, began to speak reckl essly of destiny and
transformation

"Today's your lucky day," he said, shaking his finger at Batman. "You're
gonna thank your lucky stars that you was standi ng beside that icon when |
cane in. You're gonna be a rich man. Inportant. You just wait and see.

You' re gonna say: thank you, Tiger."

"I already have," Bruce said admringly. "You' ve got connections."

"Yeah. Yeah | have." Tiger sat up straighter. He |ooked at his watch
and drained his stein. "Ckay. W gotta go now. W gotta nmeet soneone. You

let me do all the tal king, understand? Once | got you in, then you can talk,
but you don't know the boss, so you don't do nothing when we see him okay?
You still got that napkin you drew on?"

Bruce shook his head. He'd destroyed the crude di agram he'd nmade of the
icon security. Force of habit, he explained with a shrug. Tiger becane
agi tated, demandi ng that he nake anot her di agram qui ckly.

"I't's your bona fides. The boss sees you know what you're tal kin' about
and that you can get himthat friggin' icon, he takes you into the
organi zation."

"Are we going to see the boss?" Bruce paused with the di agram
hal f - dr awn.

"Yeah. Sort of."

Bat man conpl eted the diagramw th care and accuracy. He had to assune
that the Connection was smarter than his lieutenants. He had to assune that a
man who' d survived outside the law for a half-century could spot a ringer. At
t he nonent the icon belonged to no one. |If it had to be given up Iike a pawn
in a chess gane to get Batnman into the Connection's organization, that was
somet hi ng Bruce Wayne could live with. Folding the napkin in neat quarters,
he tucked it in his wallet and followed Ti ger out of the bar

They wal ked several avenue bl ocks side by side. Bruce began to wonder if
the Connection had witten Tiger off. The possibility had to be consi dered.
The Gagauzi debacle in front of 208 Broad Street was enough to cashier a
lieutenant in any man's arny, but, even nore, Tiger's constant talk about fate
and transformation marked himas a man about to wal k off the edge. Then Bruce
saw an antenna-sprouting package-service van turn out of a side street onto
t he avenue ahead of them It cruised to the curb and waited with its lights
on and its engine idling. No one got out; no one got on. Through the |ayers
of latex and di sqguise, Batnman's senses cane alive with anticipation.

Ti ger spoke rapidly with the driver, who nade brief eye contact with
Bruce Wayne before rel easing the brakes. Bruce stayed on the bottomstep with
the wind and pavenent at his back, watching every nmove the driver nmade after
Tiger withdrew into the back of the van. He didn't try to make conversation
or co-conspiratorial alliances. Fromwhat he'd already seen, the Connection
ran his organi zation on a need-to-know basis, and the driver didn't need to
know anyt hi ng about the stranger braced in the open doorway as he got the van
up to speed.

Not hi ng coul d have prepared Bruce Wayne for the jolts and noise that
struck the vehicle wi thout warning. He needed both hands to keep hinself from
falling backward onto the pavenent; there was no way to protect his ears from
the assault. The torture subsided to a bearable shake and whine in less than
a mnute. Batman shook his head to clear it and caught a glinpse of the



driver smling smugly beneath his bright yellow protective ear nuffs. He
returned a toothy grin and haul ed hinmself up the steps just in tinme for the
partition door between the driver's cab and the cargo area to slide open

"You can come in now," Tiger said.

The petty crook Bruce pretended to be was overwhel ned by the illusion
surrounding him He stood stock-still with his nmouth gapi ng open while the
real Bruce Wayne anal yzed everything and committed it to menory. One
technol ogi cal wi zard to another, he could adnmire the Connection's obvious
genius. He couldn't see the caneras and sensors, of course; he saw the sane

hol ographic illusion Tiger did, but Batman was, perhaps, the only other person
who could truly appreciate the genius that created it. Gadually, when he'd
inferred all that he dared fromthe illusion, Bruce Wayne allowed the petty

crook to take a hesitant step toward Tiger and the faintly gl ow ng hol ograph

"What is this?" Bruce Wayne asked with an awestruck voice. He jabbed at
t he nearest apparent surface. H s hand di sappeared, as he expected. He
pretended to panic and managed to fall through the illusion, gaining a quick
| ook at sone of the transceiving equi pment before reinserting hinself into the
hol ograph. He did a credible imtation of a nan whose worst ni ght mares had
come true

"Call it a rite of passage,"” the hol ograph said snoothly.

Bruce Wayne got up fromhis knees. No wonder the descriptions never
tallied. A man who could create one perfect hol ograph coul d transform hinsel f
a thousand tinmes over. On the other hand, the man who created this illusion
was punping a powerful signal into this van. It was undoubtedly disguised and
encrypted, but it had to be real and it had to be detectable.

|'"ve got you now, Harry. The thought rose irresistably from Batman's
consci ousness. Bruce |lowered his head and covered his eyes, lest the
telenetry capture it.

"I told the boss that you can get the icon."

Bruce stood up and submitted to a thorough interrogation through the
hol ograph. He produced the napkin sketch, wondering what provisions the
Connection had for taking realtime information out of the van, or if he'd have
to leave the flimsy paper behind for a del ayed physical exam nation. He wsa
told to put it on the hol ographi c desk, where it floated half in, half out of
the illusion. The Connection's hol ograph appeared to | ean over the precise
spot where the paper lay. Its eyes narrowed and its forehead winkled wth
si mul ated thought. Because he was watching, Bruce saw the red beam of an
optical scanner nove rapidly across the upper surface of the napkin; he al so
saw a similar beam shoot out of the floor to scan the reverse side. Bruce
Wayne coul d i magi ne the Connection | eaning over a display screen, watching the
scanner reveal the sketch while another set of optical scanners recorded his
own reactions.

The chess gane between Bruce Wayne and Harry Mattheson had begun

"I like it," the hol ograph said. "You' ve done this sort of work before."
It was a statenent, not a question. "How long will you need?"

"A couple days. By the end of the week. Next Saturday would be better
The exhibit's going to end then and the museumw ||l be closed '"til Tuesday."

By then Bruce Wayne coul d change the security conpletely, unless he decided to
go ahead and give Harry the icon

"CGood. Leave a list of what you'll need with the driver. He'll get back
to you---let's say, next Wednesday night, ten P.M in front of the MAlIlister
Theater---"

"Boss?" Tiger interjected with a worried, left-out | ook on his face.

"You've got to tie things up with our friends the Bess-arab sheepherders.
They're getting desperate. Starting to make noise."

"But, boss, they don't got the picture. So they don't have the goods to
conplete the deal. So |'ve been telling themto go back to Bessarabia where
t hey bel ong."

"They're not going, Tiger. You ve got to be nore persuasive."

Ti ger cursed under his breath. "I'll persuade with |ead right between



t he eyes."

The hol ograph scowl ed. Tiger didn't notice, but Bruce Wayne did.
"What's the point here---getting rid of "emor getting themto go hone
qui etly? Tiger says you' ve already got two icons in the bag; |'m gonna get
you the third one that you wanted---so what's the harmin giving thema little
of what they came here for?"

And giving Batman the information about where the arms were stashed so he
could get the word back to Comm ssioner Gordon, who would interdict the entire
transacti on.

"Yeah, boss---you're gonna get all your pictures. Maybe we could throw
'ema bone or two."

Bruce Wayne saw a red flash and felt a brush of an el ectronic scanner
No ordinary man possessed the reflexes to detect the subtle telenetry probe.
To preserve his own illusion, Bruce exerted extraordinary control over his
pul se and skin tenperature

"It's your problem Tiger. You solve it," the Connection said while the
virtually invisible scanners continued to make their measurenents. "I don't
want to hear about the Bess-arabs again."

"You got it, boss. M an' him" Tiger pointed to Bruce. "W're a team
now. We'll take care of everything."

"You do that, Tiger. You do that and | will be very pleased."

There was a blinding flash of |ight acconpanied by an electrical jolt.
Bruce Wayne could not prevent his body fromreacting protectively. He |ost
consci ousness for a few seconds, five at the nost, and when he cane to the
only light in the back of the van cane froma dimfixture in the ceiling.
Tiger was frozen in the grip of a petit mal seizure. GQuessing that this was
normal procedure and that Tiger had endured it many times before, he all owed
hi s companion to recover in his own tine.

Al nmost a minute passed before Tiger gasped and started breathing. He
bl i nked several tines and wi ped the saliva fromhis nmouth, but these appeared
to be unconsci ous novenents.

The first words out of Tiger's nmouth were: "I sure can pick "em | knew
that security stuff of yours was good when | saw it. The boss likes you."

"I'd hate to find out what happens when he doesn't,"” Bruce replied dryly.
Every nerve was ringing like a bell or a rotten tooth.

"Don't worry about it. You and me, we're gonna work well together. You
got smarts. He likes that, but you gotta be careful talkin' up the way you
did. The boss don't like you to get ahead of himw th ideas. He thinks he's
got all the brains around here."

The van slowed to a stop. Tiger pulled a cord to open the rear access
door. The two nen stepped out into a dark, narrow alley. The van sped away.
Bat man recogni zed the angles of Gothamis A d Town, the twi sted maze of streets
were the city had begun al nost three hundred years earlier. He would need a
few nonents to orient hinmself precisely. Tiger didn't need that |ong.

"I gotta take care of the Bess-arabs right away," he said. "Those damm
sheepherders have been nothing but trouble fromday one."

"Why did the boss bother?" Bruce asked innocently as he followed Tiger
out of the alley.

"I dunno why he does anything, but he never does it the easy way. |It's
always a little here, a little there. | guess he wants those pictures for
somet hing el se, maybe sonmething real big. | don't know when a deal ends and

anot her begins. Sonetines | think, nmaybe, he's playing the shell gane. You
know t he shell gane?"

Bruce nodded. "Except he does it with ships and paint."

Ti ger paused before a netal door. Suspicion twi sted his scarred face.
"Yeah. He has the ships painted while they're out at sea. How d you guess
t hat ?"

"Just lucky," Bruce replied easily.

Ti ger hammered on the door until it cracked open and a sleepy Oriental
face peered out.



"I want to talk to Khalki," Tiger said, thrusting his wei ght against the
door to prevent the doorkeeper fromslaming it shut.

They exchanged insults. Batnman was not surprised to find that Tiger knew
t he coarser words of several |anguages. But the door finally swing open
Bruce Wayne thought he'd seen the worst Gotham City had to offer, but he
wasn't prepared for the squal or inside the abandoned factory buil di ng.

"They pay rent by the square foot," Tiger explained as he wove
confidently through the hivelike structure.

"Who are they? What are they doing here?"

"Illegals. W sneak sone of "emin along with everything el se, but they
cone fromall over---for the opportunity. These ain't the honel ess or the
unenpl oyed. These are the creamof the fourth world. They all got jobs---and
they're makin' nore noney than they could at hone. They don't wanna spend
anyt hi ng on thenselves 'cause they all got famlies at home they're sendin’
money to. So they cone here. Sonme of the old-timers make their noney
subl easing toilets. There's a friggin' waitin' list for this hellhole. \What
you see here, ny friend, is the future of America."

There was no electricity, no water, no sanitation. Men---there were no
worren here---lived cheek-by-jowl in conditions worse than any anti quated
prison. Mst of themwere asleep in cells no |larger than the reeking
mattresses they slept on. The little light came from candl es and open-fl ane
| anps. Bruce Wayne couldn't keep hinmself fromlooking into the cells, into
the wi de-eyed faces with their uncanny m xture of fear and hope.

The faces were tineless. Bruce Wayne had seen them staring out of hovels
and boxes all around the world, coal nines and prison canps,
ni net eent h-century pictures of inmgrants and fourteenth-century engravings of
Bl ack Death survivors. They were all steerage passengers on the ships of
fools. He could barely contain his outrage. No nman should live like this,
and yet there was a neasure of truth in Tiger's cynicism Life in the
subbasement of America held nore opportunity and hope than life in nuch of the
rest of the world.

Bruce was thinking about the drug-ravaged East End and comparing it to
this when Tiger led theminto what appeared to be a cul -de-sac.

"Khal ki ---open up." Tiger pounded the cheap wall board until the dust
bill owed. "Dammit, you' ve been pestering ne for days. |It's Tiger. Open up!"

O her voi ces, awakened and angered by Tiger's shouts, joined the chorus.
There was hatred here, held barely in check by the fear and the hope. Bruce
Wayne hooked a finger over his collar and swall owed anxiously. |If this place
erupted, no one would get out alive.

Finally a panel swng down from above them and then a rickety | adder
Khal ki and the three other remaining Gagauzi were hiding in the crawl space
beneath the original roof. Bruce didn't want to guess how nuch they were
payi ng for the privilege. He tucked his head and allowed hinself to be guided
to what he realized with sone horror was a charcoal grill slung from anci ent
electric wires. Khalki, a clean-shaven man in his early thirties, offered him
coffee and, wi thout thinking, Bruce accepted. The other Gagauzi huddl ed cl ose
together on the far side of the swaying fire. One was a boy not yet out of
his teens, the second was as old as Bruce was pretending to be, while the
third was about his true age. At first he thought they were three generations
of one famly; then he realized that the resenbl ance was purely superficial
created by fear and strangeness. They stared at hi mwhile Khal ki and Ti ger
conducted an ani mated conversation

Bruce Wayne filled his mouth with coffee. It tasted burnt and sweet,
with the texture of crankcase oil mxed with sand. The youngest Gagauzi
stifled a smrk. And Bruce renenbered the Gagauzi were ethnic Turks with whom
coffee was an art, not a wake-up beverage. He gulped heroically and set the
cup on the floor to precipitate.

"He wants to talk to you," Tiger said to Bruce after several ninutes of
apparently futile discussion. "Tell himhe's got to do it my way."

"What is your way?" Bruce asked, getting cautiously to his feet.



"W neet day after tomorrow, mdnight, Pier 23. W go out to sea. |
give "emwhat their pictures bought, we radio the freighter and put them and
t he nerchandi se on board. An' | never see their friggin' faces again."

Bruce nodded and began | obbyi ng Khal ki with words and gestures, just as
Ti ger had. The Gagauzi relented; he wanted to go hone w th whatever he could
sal vage from his nightmare. But before he led Tiger and Bruce Wayne back to
the | adder, he rooted through his meager possessions and came up with a snall
enanmel pin of a gray wolf on a red field.

"Gagauz flag," he said proudly as he affixed it to Bruce Wayne's shirt.
Then he executed a mlitary salute. "Hero."

Al the way out of the firetrap, Bruce Wayne rem nded hi msel f what the
Connection was doi ng was not right and what he was about to do was not
bet r ayal

It wasn't hard for Bruce to get away from Tiger for a few mnutes. He
crouched in a doorway and wote a nessage to Alfred. He told the butler to
contact Conmi ssioner Gordon with the where and when of the arns. He paused
and | ooked around; Tiger was nowhere to be seen. He turned the paper over and
added a second nessage:

Cat woman showed up at the nuseum At least | think she did. \Whatever
her involvenment with the icon has been, |I don't want her showi ng up at the
pier. | think you can lure her back to the nmuseum Try to intercept her and
get her to go to---

Bruce paused. The possibilities were endless, but he could hear Tiger
crunching through the rubble at the end of the alley. He took the location at
the top of his mnd---the place where Catworman had | eft a nmessage for
him--and wote it down. Then he scrolled the paper swiftly into a capsule
the size of a disposable cigarette lighter. He sealed it and dropped it

before Tiger got into hailing distance. |In fifteen mnutes it would send up a
hom ng beacon

Tiger was feeling much relieved. "How are your sea |egs, old man?" he
sai d, clapping Bruce roundly on the shoulder. "Hope they're good ones, 'cause

we got a bit of sea work to do."

Chapt er Sevent een

Bonni e coiled her feet around the legs of her folding chair. She was
determ ned that she would not bounce, or leap to her feet, or do any of the
other cel ebratory things popping in her head |ike soap bubbles. She would sit
calmy in her unconfortable chair with the serious | ook pasted on her face
that she saw on the faces of the other Wlderness Warriors seated around her
After all, Tims friend---who, it turned out, belonged to the Gotham City
Federal Prosecutor's office---had made a special trip uptown with his charts
and yel |l ow notepads to tell themwhat he was going to do with the infornmation
the Warriors had provided.

It had al ready becone apparent to Bonnie that she was not going to get
her fair share of credit. At that nmonent, however, she was in sufficiently
high spirits that the snub cast no shadow across her happi ness.

"W're going to put the squeeze on Edward Lobb until he sings the right
" the extrenely clean-cut |awer said with a wol fish grin.

Edward Lobb was not a nice man. Bonnie had known this fromthe

begi nning, but the |l awer nade it clear that Eddie's habit of collecting the
bodily remai ns of endangered speci es pal ed beside his many other illega
activities. On the other hand, until Bonnie's photographs arrived in the
Federal Prosecutor's hands, they'd been unaware of it.

"We |ike to target midlevel sleazeballs Iike Eddie. They take us up and
down the | adder of their organizations," the | awer explained. "W |ook for

song,



their Achilles' heels. Your pictures gave it to us for Eddie Lobb. W went
to our judge; she gave us the search warrants. W' |l execute those warrants
tomorrow norning at eight AM W'IIl clean that place out. W're going to
prove that every itemin that roomwas illegally brought into this country,
and we're going to throw the book at himfor each and every piece. |If Eddie's
sleeping in, we'll have him too. |If he isn't, by noon we'll have arrest
warrants printed with his name on themin letters two inches high. He's

| ooki ng at death froma thousand cuts, until he cuts a deal with us."

Bonni e cl anped her teeth together. She understood that this was the way
American justice worked and that getting Eddie to rat on his associates froma
Wi t ness protection programwas nore useful than sinply throwing himinto jail.
She suspected that Selina, and Catwonan, were going to see things differently.
She could, in fact, imagine the questions Selina was going to ask, and decided
she better have the answers. She raised her hand and waved it.

"Do you have a question?" the | awer asked wearily.

"What happens to the stuff in the photographs? Does Eddie get to keep

that collection if he does what you want himto do? | nean, that doesn't seem
right."

"No, ma'am it wouldn't be right and we won't let it happen.” The |awyer
| ooked at Tim then smiled. "I guess we can junp the gun here a bit, can't
we?"

"You're in charge,"” Timconfirnmed

The | awyer rearranged his charts; a |arge blank sheet of paper faced
outward. Wth courtroomdranmatics, he tore off the blank sheet. Bonnie and
the others beheld a nock-up of an announcenment of a special exhibit at a major
nati onal rmuseum The Silent Victinms of International Poaching, sponsored by
W derness Warriors, Inc.

Timgot to his feet. "The nmuseum s been | ooking for a way to nake a
staterment about consuner responsibility in the whole illegal trafficking
i ssue. We faxed them copies of the w de-angle photographs and they saw the
statement they wanted to nake. No matter what happens to Edward Lobb, that
room s going to Washington. Visitors will see how much damage just one sick
i ndi vi dual can cause. And, of course, they'll see our name and what we're
trying to do to prevent it from happeni ng again."

The news was too good for Bonnie to bear in polite silence. She |leapt to
her feet, clapping her hands.

"W won! W& won!"

The others stared at her nercilessly, but Bonnie didn't care, even though
she bl ushed furiously before she sat domn. A little enbarrassnent couldn't
hurt her, not when in her mnd s eye she could see Selina's face when she told
her the good news.

She was meeting Selina for lunch. Now that Selina had finally gotten her
phone fixed, it was possible to call her. Inwardly Bonnie was waiting for the
magi ¢ monent when Selina invited her home, but so far, although Selina had
reluctantly parted with her tel ephone nunber, she would reveal nothing at al
about where she lived. Bonnie thought about following Selina. It wasn't as
i f she knew not hi ng about stal king. Once she'd stal ked a nother bear back to
her den and gotten a whole roll of pictures of the cubs. O course, she'd
al so gotten sent honme from sumrer canp. The consequences of neeting Catwonan
when she didn't want to be net mght be a whole | ot worse.

The | awyer droned on about the | egal case he planned to nount against
Eddi e and the nysterious organization for which he worked. Bonnie was bored.
She was reduced to watching the digital counters on her watch
Twel ve-fifteen. |If the meeting lasted much | onger, she was going to be late.
Finally Timnoticed what she was doi ng.

"Do you have to go sonewhere?" he whi spered

Bonni e t hought a nmonent, then nodded.

"Then go---you' re naking everyone nervous."

Wth a grateful snmile, Bonnie hurried fromthe room She paused by her
desk to grab the norning newspaper---the original reason she'd called Selina



and suggested they get together for lunch---then raced out the door. She was
panti ng when she reached the restaurant at twelve-forty. She was ten ninutes
| ate; Selina was nowhere in sight.

"She's about ny height with dark hair and dark eyes. She |ooks I|ike
she's real strong and she dresses kind of strange." Bonnie quizzed the
wai ter.

He shook his head. "Nobody's cone through the door like that. | think
I'"d remenber if 1'd seen her."”

It was another beautiful spring day. Bonnie accepted a seat at one of
the outside tables, even though it was a bit cool. She figured Selina would
be nore confortable in the fresh air. She didn't know her new friend well
enough to know if Selina was always |ate, but she hadn't been early any of the
other times they net. It didn't occur to her that Selina wouldn't show up
until a nei ghborhood church rang a single bell for one o'clock

"I guess she's not coming,"” Bonnie admtted to the waiter who took her
order.

But before the soup arrived, a shadow fell across the table.

Selina vaulted over the enpty flower boxes separating the caf, fromthe
rest of the sidewalk. "I'mso late | thought you m ght have left already."

Bonni e squinted into the sunlight. She couldn't tell if Selina was sorry
that she was late or sorry that Bonnie had waited. As a matter of fact,
Bonni e al most couldn't tell if it was Selina Kyle standing in front of her.
Her hair was trimred fashionably short, her clothes were brand new and quite
stylish.

"I got sonme noney over the weekend," Selina said preenptively, pulling

out the other chair at the table. "It was about time | got nyself sone new
clothes. One thing led to another and here | am |ate as usual."

"You | ook real nice---but so different. Are you confortable? | nean, do
you still feel Iike yourself?"

Selina's answer was a shrug as she reached for the menu. Bonnie felt
f ool i sh.

"I was late, too. But wait until you hear why . . ." And she began the
tal e of the norning nmeeting.
Selina cut Bonnie short. "Wat about the relics? Wat happens to them

inall this?"

Smiling with satisfaction, Bonnie explained, "The whole rooms going to
Washi ngton to be part of a nmuseum exhibit. People will be shocked and,
hopefully, they' Il realize that they' ve got to do nore to protect wild aninals
fromthe Eddi e Lobbs of the world."

Selina sat back in her chair. The waiter cane to take her order, giving
her a few nonents to think about what Bonnie had said. "Tonmorrow, " she said
slowy, debating within herself whether she'd kill Eddie tonight, before the
Feds canme and carted his relics away, or after. Her gut preference was for
after he'd | ost everything, but the Feds woul d probably have himin custody by
then, and they were notoriously unsynpathetic to free-lance justice.

"Tonorrow. | can live with that."

"But wait---that's not the only good part. Look at this!" Bonnie
unf ol ded her newspaper and spread it across the table. "Wat do you think of
it?"

A nmoment passed before Selina spotted the announcenment in question, but
once she did it held her attention

Alfred had fulfilled Bruce Wayne's expectations. He'd retrieved the
nmessage cylinder and duly notified Conm ssioner Gordon of the upcom ng
exchange. That was the easy part. Contacting Catwonan and drawi ng her away
fromthe scene had taxed his ingenuity. The fact that Bruce had seen Catwonman
at the icon exhibit did not lead AlIfred to believe that he could come up with
an announcenent that would |ure her back, and even if she did return, that he
could identify her. He could not ook into a stranger's face and know if she
were a cat burglar or sinply someone who let things get noldy in the back of
the refrigerator.



By the sanme token, the butler could not imagine letting his friend and
enpl oyer down. |f Bruce Wayne wanted Catworman |ured away from Pier 23 at the
critical time, Alfred would find a way. Tinme had al nbst run out when Alfred
called the arts desk at the norning paper. Could they please, as a favor to
M. Wayne and the WAyne Foundation, insert a small piece into the next Cty
edi tion?

Selina could not know any of this, of course; she only saw and read the
final result:

Are you one of the thousands who stood in line to see the icon at the
Got ham Art Museumthis weekend? Did you like the style, but not the subject?
Then you'll be pleased to know that an anonynous gentleman is prepared to
di sperse his collection of secular icons---including the hunpbacked horse, the
firebird, mscellaneous |egendary subjects and an extrenely rare series of
cats. This offering is by appointnent only. For further details, please cal

The announcenent concluded with a phone nunber.

"This is a joke," Selina said after reading the ludicrous text for the
second ti me.

"I thought so too, but | called the nunber anyway---just to see what
woul d happen. But it's for real, or at |least the man who answered knew what |
was tal king about. He asked me if | was interested in a particul ar subject,
and | said 'a Catworman,' naturally, and he gave nme an address and then said,"

she cl eared her throat and deepened her voice for effect, " 'Cone at
mdnight." Mdnight! Like a real art gallery's going to be open at m dni ght,
ri ght?"

The food arrived. Selina found that she'd | ost her appetite. "Did you
wite down the address?" she asked coldly.

"I wote it down. |'ve got it here soneplace." She began to rummage
t hrough her purse. Wen the quest failed, she closed her eyes and recited an
address in one of Gothamlis trendy, transitional neighborhoods. "Wen | wite
somet hing down, it's as good as nmenorizing it. | never forget. Honest. Do
you think it's somebody trying to make contact with Catwoman? |s this how you
usually do it? Should we go investi---?"

Words froze in Bonnie's throat when she caught sight of Selina' s ice-cold
eyes.

Selina rose fromher chair. "You ve gone too far," she said. "This
isn'"t a gane, and you're not mny partner."

"I"'msorry, Selina," Bonnie said quickly. "I didn't nean--- | won't---"

But it was too late. Selina had vaulted over the fl ower boxes once
again. She was putting di stance between herself and the caf, as fast as her
| ong, muscul ar legs would allow. The waiter saw her |eave. He hurried over
to the table with the check in case Bonnie thought she was going to do the
same thing. Bonnie enptied her wallet and told himto keep the change as a
tip. She was on the sidewal k as quickly as possible, but Selina was gone.

For the first ten blocks Selina was too nad to think. She'd gone anot her
ten before she began to think clearly. Not that she |iked any of the
nattering thoughts swirling in her head |ike wasps. Everything was Bonnie's
fault for butting in where she didn't belong. No, everything was Selina's own
fault, for thinking that she could |l et anyone inside her arnor, for thinking
that she could have a friend. She was Catwonan. That was enough. Catwonman
didn't trust anyone, didn't need anyone---certainly not anyone |ike Bonnie.

She'd gone thirty bl ocks by then, hal fway between the world where Bonnie
lived on her parents' noney and the East End. Halfway home. And only about
fifteen bl ocks fromthe address Bonnie had given her, which Selina renmenbered
wi thout witing down. It wasn't as if Bonnie was wong; the girl had, as
usual , junped to the right conclusion. Soneone was trying to send a nessage
to Catworman, whi ch Catwoman never woul d have gotten with only Selina to scout
for her. Only fifteen blocks, then she could | ook around and put everything



behi nd her.

Even Eddi e Lobb? her conscience inquired.

Selina stopped wal king. She stared up at the clouds and forced herself
to take |l ong, steady breaths.

Yes, even Eddie Lobb. Everything would be finished, squared up, and cut
off in fourteen bl ocks. She started wal king again, a bit slower now, enjoying
t he sunshine and daring to think just a little bit about what she m ght do
next. She zigzagged through the patchwork nei ghborhood where renovated
bui | di ngs stood next to vacant |ots and abandoned eyesores. She thought it
| ooked famliar---but Catwoman prowl ed these transitional nei ghborhoods and
they all |ooked famliar. Then she turned the |ast corner

The scene was very famliar. The burnt-out drug house was on her right.
The partially renovated buil ding where she'd witten her nessage for Batman
was about a block away to her left. She didn't bother going the distance to
conpare the nunbers.

"Damm you." She made fists and pounded them agai nst her thighs.

M dnight. Bonnie said the man she'd spoken to---Batman hinmsel f?---told
her to come here at midnight. So Batnman wanted Catwonan here at m dnight.
Bat man wanted her out of the way, just as she'd wanted hi mout of the way when
she sunmmoned him But why? The icon. 208 Broad Street. Eddie Lobb

"I't won't work," Catworman prom sed the air around her. "I'Il find you.
Cone m dni ght, wherever you are, |I'll be there first."

Chapt er Ei ght een

Cat worman needed her costunme. Selina wanted her old famliar clothes, al
of which were back at home. She stuffed the costune into a paper bag al ong
with a few cans of tuna fish to fortify her during the wait, then she kicked
her new clothes into the closet. She mussed her perfect hair with a nonment of
raki ng and shaking. The cats, who had stayed scarce since she storned through
the door, canme forward to be petted. They clinbed into her lap and | et her
know t hat they forgave her strange behavior of the |ast week or so.

"I won't forget who I am" she assured them scratching each forehead a
final time before pushing themall aside and getting to her feet. "O why."

There were several hours of sunlight left in the afternoon when Selina
began her reconnai ssance of the enpty warehouse at 208 Broad Street. The
bl oodst ai ns were gone fromthe sidewal k, along with the ubiquitous yell ow
police tape. |f she |ooked she could see where sone of the painted bricks
were freshly chipped---but only because she knew what to ook for. O herw se
there was no sign that anyone had been near the place in nonths. She clinbed
up to the roof and studied the view Al ong one direction of Broad Street she
could see the three bl ocks down to the waterfront---the gaping fronts of Piers
21 and 22, a bit of Pier 23. Al other directions were limted by the angl es
of the nearby streets to two blocks were limted by the angles of the nearby
streets to two blocks or less. Wen she was satisfied that she had the drop
on both Batman and Eddi e Lobb, she sat cross-legged on the capstones and
popped open a can of tuna fish.

An hour went by, and traffic began to get heavier. She couldn't be
certain she saw everything that cane in sight of the building. She didn't see
any capes; that was nost inportant. Wen the rush hour slacked off she opened
her second can of tuna. Most of the time she | ooked up Broad Street, away

fromthe waterfront and the glare of the setting sun. It was the direction
from whi ch Eddi e had appeared before; it seened likely that it was where he'd
appear this time. It was pure chance that had her | ooking toward the

waterfront as a pair of nen wal ked away from Pier 23. She hadn't seen enough
of Eddie to be certain of his silhouette or novenment pattern, but a cat had to
trust her curiosity. Stuffing her mouth with the Iast of the tuna fish and
grabbi ng the bag containing the costume, Selina scranbled down to the street.



Si nce neither Eddi e nor Batman woul d recogni ze her out of the Catwoman
costume, Selina boldly set her pace to overtake the ambling nen once she had
themin sight again. She was still a half-block behind them when they turned
away fromthe piers. They walked directly in front of her and she got a clean
| ook at both their faces. They were both slightly sunburned and in need of
shaves. One was an ol der man, heavyset and grizzled; the other one was
unm st akabl y Eddi e Lobb. Their eyes net by coincidence. Selina' s heart
ski pped a beat, but there was nothing |like recognition in Eddie's glance, only
a predator's evaluation of potential prey. Selina noted that she failed to
rate a second gl ance.

There'd be tinme for that later

She strained her ears to hear their conversation as she passed behind

them but they were talking too softly, or not talking at all. Taking no
chances, she kept going until she reached an alley, then went topside and
tried to recapture their trail. They'd disappeared, and she had to do a

street-level search until she found the dingy bar where, by all appearances,
they were going to drink beer and watch the playoffs until m dnight got
cl oser.

"You have a good tinme," Selina urged as she cased the inmredi ate area for
anot her perch. "It'll be your last.” Wth Batman putting hinself back into
the picture, along with the Feds tonmorrow, she had to take whatever
opportunity she got to finish himtonight.

Maki ng hersel f confortable on another roof, Selina waited until twlight
becarme ni ght before abandoni ng her street clothes and pulling the Catwonman
costume around her. The dingy bar got the lion's share of the |ocal activity.
Men cane and went at a steady rate, sonetinmes in groups but nore often al one.
Cabs di sgorged passengers a handful of times during the I ong evening, but
never anyone Catwonman renenbered fromthe other evening. Eddie was stil
i nside, and so was his partner. She guessed it was about ten when a squadron
of police vehicles zoonmed along the piers. They seened to be goi ng somewhere
in a hurry, but they weren't spinning lights or sirens. She listened an extra
nmonent or two w t hout hearing anything conclusive, then forgot about them

Anot her hour went by. The bar door opened and the grizzled man cane out
and pronptly began a thorough scan of his surroundings. Catwoman fl attened
herself on the capstones. 1In this light, am d these old buildings, whatever
| unps her silhouette added to the roofline shouldn't be recogni zably human.
Eddi e enmerged and exhi bited none of his conpanion's caution before starting
toward the piers. Wth a final glance over his shoul der, the comnpanion fel
in step.

Cat woman coul dn't get a handle on the older man. He seemed to be smarter
than Eddie; at the very l|least, he was suspicious while Eddie was not. He
coul d cause conplications, but, then again, he seened to be taking orders.
Vll, it wouldn't be the first tine a | esser man was in charge. Catwonman went
over the wall at the back of the roof and traveled overland until she was
above Broad Street across from nunmber 208. She'd traveled fast and was
unconcerned that there was no one in sight, but as m nutes passed and no one
showed up she realized that she was in the wong pl ace.

She backtracked to her | ookout above the bar, then down the street to the
piers. The concrete filed where commuters parked their cars by day was nearly
enpty. There was no way across it except in plain sight. Catwoman strai ned
her eyes, trying to convince herself that there was somepl ace el se where Eddie
and his friend were likely to be, but nothing else sprang to nmind. She punped
her lungs with oxygen, then sprinted across the barren pavenment to Pier 20.

The piers were new territory for Catwoman, and she qui ckly deci ded she
didn't like them The piers thenmselves were huge and hollow. Their floors
wer e wooden; the boards shifted under her wei ght and she coul d hear water
| appi ng beneath them The water snelled of death; the remmants of her fish
dinner turned acid in her gut. She could hear rats scurrying ahead of her
When somet hi ng brushed lightly agai nst her cheek she al nbst pani cked: The
rafters were filled with bats. Real bats.



She kept going, checking out the piers in order. Pier 21 was just as
bad. Pier 22 was a bit worse, with something coarse and crunchy, |ike cat
litter, grinding beneath her feet. Wth each step she hated Eddie a little
bit nmore---her was the one maki ng her endure this---and Batman. She energed
fromPier 22 at the foot of Broad Street. There were nore cats parked here,
unattended, quiet, and enpty. Still, she entered Pier 23 nore cautiously, and
was gl ad she did.

The cavernous buil di ng echoed with distant voices. Light shone through a
gap in the wall near the back. Unidentifiable silhouettes nmoved within it.

Cat woman wor ked her way to the back of the pier, concealing herself in the
shadows. Hal fway back the sil houettes resolved into Eddie Lobb and his
unknown conpani on. They had hoi sted a car-sized seal ed and wapped crate into
the pier. As the light came nostly from outside and bel ow, Catwonman assuned
the crate had come froma boat nmpored al ongside the pier. Remenbering their
sunburnt, unkenpt appearances, she assuned that the two nmen had been on the
boat earlier. They were talking as they worked, but with the echo it was

i npossi bl e to deci pher what they were saying.

Cat woman eased closer. Sonething light and fleeting struck her shoul der
She brushed herself off with short, violent strokes, cursing every bat, |arge
or small, that had ever flown. But it was a piece of paper, not sonething
organi c and revolting. A gumwapper, still reeking of spearnmint. Her heart
was in her throat as she retreated and | ooked up. The |ight was bad, and she
didn't know what he should be seeing. There were a nunber of black, bul ky
shapes above her, but nothing she could interpret. She thought of Batman and
made herself alert for the subtle shinmer of his cape. Sonething did nove.

It wasn't Batman's cape and at first Catworman had no idea what it could have
been, then she realized she was | ooking at a nan fromthe soles of his feet on
up. Once she had a coherent pattern in her mind, spotting other nmen was
child's play. There were at least four men hiding in the junble of rafters
and catwal ks sone thirty feet above the pier's wooden floor. One of them

m ght be Batman, but Catworman woul dn't have put noney on it.

The two nmen working on the crate gave no indication that they were aware
of their audience---even the ol der guy, who' d been so careful com ng out of
the bar, seenmed oblivious. The whole setup stank worse than the harbor water.
It was even possible that Batman's cl unsy nessage had been a sincere attenpt
to warn her away froma bad situation. |t was possible that Batman wasn't
here, and wouldn't be here. At another tine Catwonman mi ght have reconsi dered
her own presence, but not this tine.

Cat woman was cl ose enough now to hear Eddie clearly. He described the
pl aces he'd been and the jobs he'd done. |If there were cops hidden in the
rafters, they might find it interesting, but Catwoman found it boring. So, it
seened, did the older man. He made the right noises at the right tine,
wi t hout actually participating in the conversation. Between the two of them
they'd gotten the wapping off the crate. They renpved the contents---smaller
crates---and spread them across the floor. Catwoman took note of the military
stencils covering nmost of the smaller crates.

Weapons, she thought, sinking down on her haunches. Bonnie had bl at hered
that the Feds weren't really interested in Eddi e because he collected tiger
relics. Selling U S. hardware to terrorists, wthout government approval, was
different. Catwonman glanced into the rafters again. The space was |lousy with
human shapes. She caught a brief glint of nmetal; someone had unhol stered his
gun.

It nust be getting close to m dnight.

She chose her final position, against the outer wall on the far side of
the crate, |ooking back the Iength of the pier. She was not al one; there was
a man with a gun crouched between her and the crate. The damed wooden pl anks
creaked beneath her feet. The crouched nman turned around. He should have
seen her; he nmust have seen her silhouette, but he did nothing about it.

Cat woman was relieved, and she was disturbed: if her own presence raised no
alarm how many nmen were hiding in the shadows? Did they all know each ot her?



What were they expecting? Wat were they planning to do?

There was no tinme for guesses. A rattletrap vehicle was naking a noisy
approach to the pier. |Its headlights held everyone notionless as it jolted
fromthe concrete and asphalt onto the wooden planks. The entire structure
vibrated as it roared toward them Catwoman dug her claws into the floor and
prayed they weren't all going for a swm The vehicle braked. The engine
idled at an unheal thy whine as four men piled out with guns drawn and | ooki ng
very nervous. The man in front of Catwoman drew his gun and held it steadily
as he scuttled sideways into the deeper shadow directly behind the |arge
crate. Catwoman followed, thought it meant that she could no | onger see what
was happeni ng.

"You will load in the back," a man said in thickly accented English
"Now, please. No argunents."

"You'll never make it to Canada in that clunker, Khalki." Catwonman
recogni zed Eddie's voice. "Let's be reasonable---you take a | ook at what
we' ve brought in. If youlike it, we all get in the boat, we go out to where
the rest of the merchandise is nmobored, we radio the captain of the Atlantic
Star---"

"Pl ease, no. M way now, not yours. You will load in the back."

"They're armed and they' re nasty, Tiger. W better do what they say."

That voice nmust belong to the partner and Eddi e nmust call hinself Tiger
Cat woman wasn't surprised, nerely nore determ ned than ever that she was going
to claimhimtonight. She began circling wi de behind the crate out of the
headl i ght beans, toward the light-filled gap in the wall above the boat. In a
nmonent, she could see the pale, anxious faces of the foreigners and Eddie
wal ki ng boldly toward them arns w de open and | aughing. He was not without a
certain crass courage.

"Khal ki, friend, think about it. I'moffering you everything you
want - - - everyt hi ng you asked for, lifted out of the sea and | oaded on a boat
bound for COdessa."

If the foreigner had any brains at all, Catwoman judged, he woul dn't

trust Eddie. And it |looked Iike he did have brains, and a twitchy finger

Anot her step and Eddi e was going to have a hole for a heart. This was not how
she neant for Eddie to die. Catwoman bal anced on her toes, not quite certain
what she wanted to do, or if it could be done. As it turned out, the decision
wasn't hers.

"Freeze!"

Swi tches were thrown and cones of |ight descended froma pair of
hand- hel d spots in the rafters.

"This is the Gotham Clty Police Departnment. Drop your weapons. Raise
your hands slowy."

The foreigners were stunned; so was Eddie. They |ooked into the |ight,
bl i ndi ng thensel ves. The older nan wasn't surprised at all. He advanced
toward Eddie. Then a gun was fired sonewhere in the rafters. Khal ki was
t hrown backward by the bullet inmpact. Then the spotlights, and the nen
holding themfell to the floor, and then all hell broke | oose.

Cat woman scranbl ed for cover. Sonmebody shot out the headlights of the
foreigner's truck. The only light in the pier cane fromthe boat riding in
the water sone di stance bel ow. The gunman who'd been hiding in front of her
ai med his weapon into the rafters. She didn't think he hit anything with his
one round, but two other gunnen saw the muzzle flash. One shot got himin the
neck. Hi s death throes carried himinto the light from bel ow. \Wen he
col l apsed on his back the letters "G CPD' were legible on his bulky
vest. Eddie had drawn a weapon and was using the snaller weapon crates as a
shield. He had the gun cocked but was too busy dodging to take aimor fire.
The ol der man was nowhere in sight. The three renmaining foreigners were using
their ancient pickup truck for cover and firing wildly into the darkness
over head.

There was not hi ng Cat woman coul d do except keep herself out of trouble,
but then Eddie took a bullet in the shoulder. H's gun went flying and he | ay



spraw ed on his back, an easy target for every gunman on the floor or in the
rafters. Screaming with pain and panic, Eddie thrashed on the pl anks,
desperate to find his gun, to get to his feet.

Cat woman got to her feet so he woul d see her and recogni ze her before he
died. She was shielded partially by her black costune and partially by
over |l appi ng shadows. Still, it was a risky nove, a stupid nove, but she was
acting with her heart, not thinking with her head.

"Look at mne, Eddie!"

He did, and stopped scream ng. He stopped groping for his gun. There
was a lull in the chaos. Selina realized how exposed she was, how endangered
her need for vengeance had made her, when sonething | arge and heavy struck her
fromthe side, knocking her off her feet.

The lull ended. Lead was flying again, and Catwoman struggled to free
herself from Eddie's partner, the old man who was as strong as a bull el ephant
and uncannily adept at avoiding her claws. Every nove she nmade toward escape,
he had a counternove to keep her in hand and push her another step toward the
gapi ng door above the boat. Catwonman reached deep within herself, summoning
all her strength and will for one nore assault. His face was a hand span from
hers.

Bat man.

Catwoman's discipline and training failed her. She |lashed out with wild
anger, and he dodged her easily.

"You don't belong here!" he said in a coarse whisper as he lifted her off
her feet. "Hold your breath and don't swallow. "

He threw her through the light-filled gap like a rag doll. There was
not hi ng Selina could do except tuck herself into a ball and follow his
instructions. She hit the water like a brick and sank for an eternity before
she got her arns and | egs noving upward. Qunplay continued far above her when
she broke the water's surface, but for her the battle was over.

The river water was frigid. The tide was going out and the current was
strong and already pulling her away fromPier 23. Witer wasn't Catwoman's

element. It was a struggle to keep calmand work her way toward the shore
wi t hout smashing into one of the slime-and barnacl e-encrusted pilings. She
was still navigating when she heard anot her body-sized splash behind her

Curiosity turned her around; the current pulled her under. She gave all her
attention to survival after that.

Chapt er Ni net een

Hours after hauling herself out of the freezing harbor, Selina craw ed
into her apartment. She was shivering fromthe cold and, she feared, fromthe
onset of some river-borne disease. Despite Batnman's warning, she'd swall owed
nore of the rank, salty water than she cared to renenber. Several bouts of
nausea had prol onged her journey honme. All the horror stories she'd ever
heard about people dying after one swall ow of Gotham s polluted water el bowed
to the front of her menory. Since arriving in the Gty she'd only been
seriously sick---as opposed to seriously beaten---once, during her first
wi nter here. That was when she'd discovered the mission.

The t hought that she might wind up there again refuel ed the nausea.
Selina staggered to the bat hroom and wetched until her gut was sore. Then
she turned on the shower and sat beneath it with the warm water pelting her
face.

If the harbor water did nmake her sick, Selina decided that she'd cal
Bonni e. That wonman woul d thi nk of sonething, and the price of friendship was
easier to bear than going back to the mission. The shivering finally stopped
and she felt well enough to peel the costune off. She scrubbed it thoroughly,
trying not to notice the brownish water swirl down the drain, and left it in
its usual place to dry. Then, wapped in towels and bl ankets, she lay across



her bed in the dark, thinking about Eddi e and thinking about Batnan.

VWhoever woul d have thought that Batnman was an old man with graying hair
and puckery, alcoholic's nmottled skin and winkles in his cheeks? She
renenbered all the tines she'd changed her plans because of him--a man on the
downhi Il side of fifty! Then she renenbered how he'd tossed her off the pier

You don't belong here; those were his very words. It was alnost as if
he'd been protecting her like a father

Selina shuddered and pulled the pillow over her head. She was
fantasi zi ng about having Batman for a father! She really must be getting
sick. Batman hadn't protected her; he'd conme between her and Eddi e Lobb
He' d been protecting Eddie! A rnuscle spasmput knots in Selina' s stomach.

She ground her teeth together and waited for the pain to pass. 1In her nmnd's
eye the world was a mass of withing, eel-y things with gaping, round nouths
and sharp teeth. The spasns struck again, worse than before. She knew her

t hought s were naking her sick. She tried to redirect themor, when that
failed, to make her mind go blank. She got rid of the eel-y things, but not
Eddi e Lobb and not Batman. Their faces continued to haunt her as she fel
into a restless sleep.

She awoke with a jolt many hours before she wanted to. Dream w sps
tangl ed her thoughts, |eaving her disoriented. Selina didn't recognize her
surroundi ngs. She didn't know where she was, or who she was, or what that
i nfernal ringing was. Then her nmind cleared enough to identify the tel ephone.
She thrashed free of the bed coverings and answered it automatically.

"Selina! Have you seen the papers? You've got to read them Turn on
your television!"

The fenmale voice was famliar. Wen Selina was able to match it to
Bonni e' s nane and i nage, everything el se snapped into place: her own name, her
hone, where she had been all night, and what Bonnie was chattering about.

"The Feds waited until the TV crews were ready. They're going in right
now, it's live on the National News Network. Oh, Selina---don't tell nme you
don't have a television. Hurry up and conme up to the Warriors office, you can
watch fromhere. OCh! There's the table. They're bringing out the table!
It's all because of what happened | ast night."

"What do you nean ' because of what happened | ast night'?" Selina kicked
away the last clinging blanket. Her stomach renained sore fromall the
retching, but otherwi se she felt fine. Angry and suspicious, but physically
fine. She began to pace.

Bonni e made an exasperated noise. "Right. Yeah, | forgot---you don't
know t here was a big shoot-out on the waterfront |ast night, because Catwonman
was there and you're not Catwonan."

Selina stopped pacing. "Wo says Catwonan was anywhere | ast night?"
"It"'s in all the papers. |It's even on 3-N
Eyew t nesses---policenmen---who say they saw you---her---step out of the
shadows and then get thrown into the water. |It's not |like there're pictures,

but everybody saw you---her. Everybody who |lived, anyway."

"\What about Eddi e Lobb?" Selina abandoned her pretenses. Bonnie already
knew her secrets, and Bonni e knew what was going on. "l saw himget shot, but
not what happened afterward. Was he one of the ones who lived or one of the
ones who didn't?"

The rustling newspaper created static on the line. "It just says that
Eddi e---they call him'Edward, a.k.a. Tiger, Lobb'---was identified by the
suspects and police as the man who foll owed Catwonan into the water
" Al t hough the pier was i medi ately cordoned off and the search continued unti
after sunrise, M. Lobb could not be found. Divers will search the water
around the pier later in the day. However, unnamed sources at the police
depart ment suggest that Catwoman may have played a role in M. Lobb's apparent
escape.' "

Sel i na shook her head wearily. Wether it was the police or the nedia,
they never got her role in anything right. "Unnaned because they're stupid
and wong," she snarled at Bonnie. "l could tell thema thing or two about



who was hel pi ng Eddi e Lobb get away!"
Bonni e was enthralled by the possibility.

Selina was appalled to hear the words her own voi ce was saying. "Later,"
she corrected. "I1'IIl tell you later. We'Ill do dinner. But now you've got to
let me do what |'ve got to do---" She waited for Bonnie to react.

"Ckay---1'I1 make tapes of everything. You can tell me how stupid and
wrong everyone is. It'll be our secret."

"Maybe," Selina said as she hung up the receiver. She |lingered beside
t he phone, expecting it to ring again, expecting that she would have to ignore
it, but it remained inert.

The costune was nearly dry. Selina pulled it on carefully and fol ded the
mask hood under the neck band and westled with the white seans. The gl oves
could be folded up under the sleeves, although she could count the nunber of
times she'd bothered to do so on the fingers of one hand. She rarely |ayered
the costunme beneath her mnmundane clothes; even in the dead of winter she
preferred to shed one identity conpletely before adopting the other. But not
today. Today Selina wanted Catwoman with her.

Bat man was al one in Comm ssioner Gordon's City Hall office. The raid had
been rul ed a success, despite the gunplay. The two policenen who fell from
the rafters were in the hospital; their lives had been saved by the
elasticity. The officer who' d taken the fatal neck wound was bei ng naned a
hero who'd fallen in the line of duty. Today that didn't |essen the anguish
of his grieving famly, but in time it mght.

As for the others: Khal ki, the Gagauzi |eader, was in tenporary serious
condition. The remaining three Gagauzi had been arrested, but the story of
their tiny cormunity's struggle for identity and i ndependence was capturing
the hearts of those Americans who coul d al ways be counted on to root for the
underdog. Even the Ml dovans---the other nen in the rafters whose unexpected
presence had reduced Commi ssioner Gordon's carefully planned raid to
chaos---garnered sonme synpathy for their desire to forge a reunited Rumani a.

Conmi ssi oner Gordon had i mpounded the crates of weapons sitting in a
CGot ham pi er. Batman, hinself, had provided the navigational infornmation
necessary to retrieve the bal ance of the cache fromits submerged nooring in
international waters. A delegation froma handful of national agencies had
al ready flown up from Washi ngton, proverbial caps in their proverbial hands,
to pay honage to Gothamis finest. He hadn't seen the Comm ssioner | ook so
proud and happy in years.

There were only two people not satisfied with the way things had turned
out. One was Bruce Wayne, who had hesitated a nonent too | ong naking certain
t hat Catwoman had surfaced safely after he threw her in the harbor, and | ost
Eddi e Lobb in the process. The other was, presumably, Harry Mattheson, who
had, by now, certainly heard about the debacle on Pier 23 and surely could not
be pleased with its outcome. It was possible that Harry believed the
unsourced reports that Catworman and Tiger were in cahoots.

Bat man knew better

A television sat in a corner of Conmi ssioner Cordon's office. The volune
had been muted, but the pictures scrolling across the screen---officials from
the Justice Department and the Custons O fice hauling that bone table and
chair out of the Keystone---told Batnan everything he needed to know about
Catwoman's invol venent with Tiger fromthe very begi nning.

Bat man used the phone behi nd Gordon's desk and dialed a direct line to
t he Bat cave conmuni cations conmputer. Alfred was on the other end of the line
al nrost i mediately. It took a nonment to assure the butler that he was in one,
undamaged piece and to explain that he wasn't ready to conme hone.

"I've been watching television. | didn't know enough about Ti ger
Batman's got to stop her."

There was a two-beat pause at the other end. "Are you certain, sir?"

"Yes, Alfred, I'mcertain." He was always amazed at the anount of
concern the butler could pack into a few, suprenely polite words. He



shoul dn't have been. Alfred went along with the Batnan, but he never
conpl etely accepted the concept.

"Very well, sir. 1'll be along presently.”

Batman | owered the receiver. He cocked his head toward the door and
recogni zed the rhythm of Gordon's footsteps.

"Thanks for the use of the facilities, old friend," he said, opening the
door before Gordon could knock. "I feel like a new man."

"You're al ways wel cone here. You're sure | can't talk you out of this?
Lobb's body is probably going to show up under the Harbor Muth Bridge in a
few days, and if it doesn't, he's going to wish it had. The gunshoes over in
t he Federal Prosecutor's office are ready to take Gotham apart brick by brick
to find their woul d-be canary. Wrd on the street already is that Tiger's
chopped liver."

"I'"ve got to find him before sonmeone el se does."

CGordon wrinkled his nose as if the wind had just blown something rotten
past it. "You think she's innocent?"

He sai d not hi ng.

"Stay out of trouble,

Cordon said as his guest depart ed.

Tiger came to thinking he was already in prison; then he realized that
the roomwas too small to be a prison cell. He was in Add Towmn. He'd cone
here | ooking for the al nost-doctor who'd fix anything for the right price. He
nmust have passed out when the sewing started. Tiger never had been a tough
man when it came to his own pain. He levered hinself into a sitting position
The hole in his shoulder felt like a bolt of white-hot netal, but he could
make everything nove. A stranger offered him an anber-col ored bottle and a
gl ass of cloudy, suspect water.

"For the pain. Water now?"

Ti ger pushed the gl ass away, but he took the pills in his good hand.

"Tell the quack | said thanks for the hospitality.”

He couldn't stand up until he got into the passageway. The sudden change
in posture made hi mwoozy, but there was no going back. Not after last night.
It had gone so quickly, so completely. He'd never believed the sheepherders
when they said their enemies would stop at nothing. As far as he'd been
concerned, they'd always belonged in a circus sideshow. And the police---who
had tipped then? But then the black cat---the black tiger---had appeared, and
he'd seen what he had to do. He got away alive. There was still hope.

The sun was hi gh overhead when Tiger cane out the unnmarked netal door
It hurt his eyes. He'd been out |onger than he thought. He reached
reflexively for his sunglasses, but they were gone, along with his jacket and
his shoes. The shoes he was wearing were too big. The jacket was too snall
and stank of chili sauce, but it covered the bloodstains on his shirt. He
tugged on it a couple times, just to make sure, then headed for the street.

The Connection knew what had happened. There was no way the Connection
didn't know by now. So Tiger was careful com ng out of the alley. He checked
both directions for the antenna-sprouting van. The street was clean. Tiger
was just as cautious at the next intersection, and the one after that; then he
began to relax. |If the boss wanted to see him the van would have been
waiting for him He wanted to get home and cl ean hinself up before he net
with the boss to square things up.

On the edge of A d Town he hailed a taxi and gave the Keystone address.
The cabby dropped the flag and steered one-handed into traffic.

"You live in there?" the cabby asked, |ooking at Tiger in the rear seat,
not at the traffic. "Mre kinds of cops parked over there than | ever seen
before. Television cameras. The works. This guy they're after, he nust
really be sonething."

Ti ger went nunb. The pain in his shoulder was a world away. He told the
cabby to let himout a few bl ocks shy of the Keystone. H's hands were shaking
as he dug into his energency stash and produced a twenty.

"Keep the change."



"Thanks." The cabby rolled the bill with the hand that never touched the

steering wheel and tucked it into his shirt pocket. "You know, you don't | ook
so good. You sure you don't want nme to get closer?"
"The fresh air'll do me good," Tiger replied with a thin-lipped smle

Feeling returned to his shoul der as he got out of the cab. He relieved the
pai n by slamming the door. The cabby told himto go to hell.

Ti ger hoped that this wasn't going to happen, but hope was fading.

Tel evi si on vans were doubl e-and triple-parked. None of them was big
enough to be the boss's, but Tiger approached them cautiously just the sane.
There was no reason to panic, Tiger told hinmself as he neared the end of the
line of vans and the start of the police cars. He'd had a bad day---a
di sastrous, catastrophic day---but nothing he did would justify this nedia
circus.

"Can you nmove to one side, buddy? W're trying to filmhere."

A harried technician raised his hand at Tiger's wounded shoul der. Tiger
backpedal ed, but stayed in the crowd as the novie-star-handsone reporter
called for a sound and |ight check. He couldn't keep from holding his breath
as the tape began to roll

"Who is Eddie---Tiger---Lobb? In one night he's gone from being a
preci nct nui sance to worldwi de notoriety. Two things are clear. First, as
the nation and the world saw earlier today, Eddie Lobb turned his Gotham Gty
hone into a conservationist's worst nightmare. And second, he was a maj or
factor in the Pier 23 shoot-out that |left one policeman dead, two injured, and
made Bessarabia a household word. But who is Eddie---Tiger---Lobb? Wth ne
now i s Ranon Di az, the doorman here at the Keystone Condoni ni uns---"

The reporter paused dramatically. Tiger was seized with fear. Rayne
woul d recogni ze himstanding here at the front of the crowd and it would be as
good as over. The pause | engthened unconfortably.

"Where the hell is he? Were's the little guy? Stop rolling."

Ti ger recogni zed an el event h-hour reprieve when he got one. He nelted
back through the crowmd. An all-too-human part of himrefused to believe this
was happening. Then a gap opened in the crowd farther up the block and he
| ooked into the back of a noving truck. Al his tigers were in there, junbled
toget her wi thout any respect or order. They'd never forgive himfor this.
They'd destroy him He was as good as dead. He'd have been better off
staying in the river and letting the tide take himout to sea.

Al the same, turning hinself in to the dozens of waiting policenen never
occurred to Eddie Lobb. |If he had to die, he was going to die the way he'd
lived, on the waterfront streets, not rotting in some jail. Mraculously, his
m nd had cl eared and his shoul der was pain-free. Tiger had no difficulty
sl i pping back down the block and hailing another cab

"Take me over to the docks," he told the driver

He got out at Pier 23---the old Blue Star Line. It was quiet, nothing to
show for all the excitement. The Connection would survive. Tiger
admtted---for the first and only tinme---that he wasn't a big enough nman in
the organization to take his boss down with him But Pier 23 was as dead as
he was. The boss would shut down all the operations that touched it. He
stared at it awhile---a man needed to set things in his menory, even when he
knew he wasn't going to be renenbering anything pretty soon. Then he anbled
over to his favorite bar and sat at his favorite table.

"Hey, Tiger---you don't |ook so good."

One of the Pier 23 stevedores nmade hinself confortable in the chair
opposi te Eddie.

"Thi ngs went bad. You heard."

"Yeah, | heard. Tough break, Tiger. People been comin' in askin' about
you. "

" Cops?"

"Yeah, cops . . . and people. They gave ne a nessage to give you, if you

shoul d show up."
"So, give."



"They says if you want to nmake things square again, you go over to the
pl ace on Broad Street. There, | give you the nmessage. | give you a piece of
advice, too---don't go over there, Tiger. Get outta Gotham City. There nust
be a hundred places you could go."

"I ain't paying for advice, Jack."

The stevedore got up fromthe table. "Then it's been swell know ng you."
He wal ked away.

Tiger finished his beer and | eft another twenty on the table to pay for
it. The place on Broad Street; he knew where that was. The clarity that had
cone upon himby the Keystone had been dulled a bit by the beer. His shoul der
was t hrobbing again and he was tired, too tired to go around the corner to the
pl ace on Broad Street. Tiger decided to return to the waterfront one | ast
time. Wen the tide changed he'd make the final journey. It seened that al
t he nearby buil dings had eyes when he left the bar. Maybe the boss was going
to have hi m popped on the street. He forced the nuscles in his back to rel ax.
The word was that it didn't hurt at all if you were rel axed.

Batman paid little attention to the dead man as he wal ked past. He was
wat chi ng the roofs and the shadows for some telltale glinmrer of novenent that
woul d reveal Catworman's hiding place. A wonan wearing sungl asses and a bri ght
floral print dress stepped out of a doorway. She didn't seemthe right type,
but she was carrying a | arge purse and she was follow ng Tiger. Batnman was
arnored within his costume. He allowed hinself the hope that Catworman woul d
be simlarly conceal ed when he found her. It would be easier for themboth if
they handl ed this professionally. The wonan changed her bearings and headed
for the parked cars. Batnman conbed the shadows again.

The days were | engthening and getting warm Batman was forcibly rem nded
that the black polymer was a heat sponge and unpl easant to wear in the
sunlight. He'd guessed Tiger's intention of sitting on a piling until the
ti de changed again, which wouldn't happen until after sunset. Catwonan wasn't
likely to nmake her approach in broad daylight. The Wayne Foundati on owned a
buil ding not far from here where Batman mai ntai ned a safe house. |Instinct and
| ogic agreed that he could afford to snatch a couple hours of naptine. He
didn't owe Tiger anything, although the scar-faced man woul dn't be | ooki ng at
a death sentence if their paths hadn't crossed. He didn't owe anything to
Catwoman, either. But he stayed where he was, dulling his senses to the heat,
waiting for the sun to set, the tide to change, and the final act in Tiger's
drama to begin.

The tenperature in the cul -de-sac where Batman had hidden hi nsel f dropped
noti ceably when the sun dropped bel ow the roofline of the piers. Batnman shook
hi nsel f out of autopilot and assured his conscious nmind that nothing had

changed---Tiger still sat on his piling and Batnan's crimnal sense still told
hi m Cat woman was near. Shadows | engthened and a scattering of streetlights
sizzled to life. Isolated pools of halogen |ight emerged fromthe twlight.

There was a novenent, a shadow within a shadow, at the front of the pier
nearest to Tiger. Batman becane fully alert.

Ti ger began noving. So did the shadow. So did Batman. They noved
together toward Broad Street. Tiger started down the mddle of the street. A
pi ece of shadow separated fromthe piers. Batman adjusted his course for an
i ntercept once she reached Broad Street. She slashed at his face when he
forced her against a wall. The mask took the brunt of it, but one claw had
found its mark and he felt a warmtrickle across his cheek

"It's over," Batman told her. He locked his hands firmy over her wists
and held the vicious hooks at arm s |ength.

Catwoman's face contorted with hate and fury. The twi n passions stripped
away her ability to speak. She hissed and grow ed like the alley animl she
pretended to be. They were close enough to taste each other's breath.

"Do you want to die with hin? He'd like that. He still thinks you're on
his side---a fignent of his "tiger spirit." ™

Batman's arns were | onger; when he straightened them she couldn't nove.
The raw rage in Catworman's face was tenpered with fear. She couldn't take him



inafair fight. So she lashed out with her boots against his shins and drove
her knee into his crotch. He bore the assault stoically, but he rel eased her
wists. She made a bolt for the building Eddie had entered just as the ground
| urched beneath her feet. She stood flat-footed, not believing her eyes, as
the walls of 208 Broad Street bul ged outward.

"Onygod, " she whi spered, sounding exactly |ike Bonnie.

Catwoman was hit from behind, not fromthe front, and spun around before
the building blewitself to pieces. She was in the air, then she was in the
dark, crushed flat against the asphalt pavenment and barely able to breathe.

For a nonent Selina had no sense of her body. She feared the worst, then
nerves fromher fingers to her feet tingled and she knew she was all right.
She thrashed free of the debris pinning her to the ground---bricks, nortar
wood, Batman. There was a wall of fire where 208 Broad Street had been. A
gassy snell lingered in the air. The danger of another expl osion was very
real .

Her stunned consciousness finally deci phered what was |ying at her feet.
She planted her claws in the polymer arnor and flipped Batnman onto his back
H s eyes were open and enpty. H s chest was heaving, but he wasn't making any
noise. Neither was the fire. Selina realized the blast had deafened her
She screaned and felt the sound in her throat, but not in her ears. She
turned and ran.

Chapter Twenty

Bonni e got Selina to a doctor, who assured her, in witing, that her
hearing | oss was tenporary. Bonnie also invaded the East End with an arnl oad
of uptown take-out food and a bottle of the robust red wine that came in
straw w apped bottles.

"You | ook lIike a ragpicker," Selina said when she opened the door. She
spoke slowy and carefully. Her hearing was already partly restored, but she
had a tendency to talk too | oudly and her own voice sometines echoed
confusingly in her ears.

Bonni e said sonmething Selina didn't catch on her way to the kitchen
counter.

"Wat ?"

"I look the way you al ways | ook," she repeated.

"That's no excuse."

Selina was unconfortable at first. She expected Bonnie to do or say
somet hing that would reveal her contenpt for the East End way of life. But
Selina had never gone to college and lived off canmpus. Selina rarely drank
either. Al her life she'd been surrounded by the ravages of al coholism
There had been tines when her only source of pride was the know edge that she
wasn't a drunk. Bonnie wasn't afraid of a glass of wine, and with Bonnie
sprawl ed on the floor, playing with the gray tiger kitten and tal ki ng her
usual blue streak, Selina dared tiny sips froma jelly gl ass.

The evening was the nost pure, sinple fun Selina had had with anot her
person since---well, at l|east since she arrived in Gotham City. She told
Bonnie the kitten was hers, if she wanted to take himhome and give hima
nane. She did. The visit ended early, while Bonnie, carrying the kitten in a
cardboard box, still had a prayer of hailing a taxicab on the avenues. Selina
waved good-bye and returned hone, still feeling warm and nel | ow.

"Maybe | shouldn't go out," she said to the cats. "Mybe |I should just
stay honme and get sone sleep.”

The cats ignored her, and she dug Catwoman's costume out from under the
bed. She had no fixed destination in mnd, but wasn't surprised when she
found hersel f | ooking at the Keystone's weddi ng-cake facade. The excitenent
was | ong over and just about forgotten. Sonebody had given the police an
anonymous tip about the Broad Street explosion, and the Federal Prosecutors



had to start |ooking for another sleazeball to squeeze.

Cat woman wasn't sure what she expected to find---bare walls, new
tenant s- - -when she rai sed the wi ndow and slipped in behind the drapes. The
mrror-ceiling bedroom had been searched, but not trashed. The wardrobe doors

were shut and locked. It was clear to Catwoman, after that, why she'd cone.
She got out her picks. The doors swung open. The box was there. She lifted
it out. It was filled with strands of pearls and sem preci ous stones---none

worth the trouble of fencing, so she left themin the box's place and cl osed
t he doors.

Sonebody should tell the nuns to tell Rose that it was safe to go hone
agai n.

Selina had what she'd come for. The only other thing she was interested
in---the velvet painting of the prowing tiger in the living room--was far
too big to think about. She should have called it a night and headed hone,
but curiosity, as always, got the better of her and she opened the corridor
door.

The door to Tiger's relic roomlay on its side, blocking the closets.
More to the point, a night-light's worth of foot-candl es was spilling out of
the roomitself. Holding the box tightly against her side, Catwonan took a
peek.

"I knew you woul d conme. Sooner or later."

Selina was startled. She thought---hoped---her ears were playing tricks
on her, but there he was in full regalia silhouetted agai nst an undraped
wi ndow. She put her right foot behind her left, and measured the distance to
t he gouged door frame with her outstretched hand.

"Don't go. | wanted to tell you that | didn't understand until it was
too late. | knew you were involved, but |I thought it was the icon, strictly
business. | didn't know about this."

Eddi e Lobb's sanctuary had been stripped to the bare walls, which
concentrated the sound of Batman's voice, naking it easy for her to hear him

"What difference would it have nade? Wuld you have | et nme have hinf?
Ever?" The questions were as sharp as the claws she thrust into the wood
behi nd her.

Bat man gave them the decency of a nonment's thought and an honest answer.

"No. | wanted Tiger's boss. | still do. You were trying to destroy him |
had to stop you, if | could."

"You couldn't. He's dead and the trail's gone cold. | won."

Anot her pause. "In a way you did, | suppose. But you were |ucky.
Soneday your luck will go sour."

"Il take my chances."

"You're al one, Catwonman. You've got no one. It doesn't have to be that
way. "

Damm her quirky hearing! Catworman swall owed hard and felt her ears pop
It didn't help. She couldn't hear all the nuances in Batman's voice. She
couldn't be certain what he neant.

"I'mdoing fine," she said defensively.

"You're not like the others. You don't have to wind up at the end of a
blind alley."

Cat woman shifted her weight onto her right foot. This conversation was
the only thing going up a blind alley. "Don't waste your tine worrying about

nme," she snarl ed.

And was gone.

Batman let his breath out slowy. Alfred had warned hi mthat Catwonan
wasn't going to be persuaded by a halfhearted offer of friendship. It was al
or nothing with cats. Wth Bruce Wayne, "all" went to Batnman and there was

nothing left over. He gave her enough time to get clear of the building
bef ore | eaving the room hi nmsel f.

Then the phone rang. The |ine was supposed to be dead. Bruce Wayne was
curious. He picked it up

"I's that you, Batman?" The voice was bland. "Conme to gl oat over your



successes? You've made a nui sance of yourself, but you're not even close.
Eddi e Lobb, Tiger, had reached the end of his usefulness. You did ne a favor.
W're even again. There's no need for us to interfere with each other."

"W're not even. W never were. | know who you are, and I'mgoing to
bring you down."

"Don't be a fool, Batman. You're not in ny |eague."
“I"'mnot a fool, Mattheson. |'m Batnman."



