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			To Delynn, friend to dogs and authors;

			to Robbie, Michael, and Megan,

			the kids from the other school who shook things up;

			and to the memory of Robert Leever,

			who drove that old Ford like the Batmobile

			and got us to Florida on time
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			Milkman. Motorcycle. Bread truck.

			Some people rose before dawn to watch birds. Norman Pinkus watched traffic. Peering out through the narrow window beside the Gotham City library’s great double doors, he mentally checked off the vehicles that always passed at this hour.

			Second milkman. Empty school bus.

			Then nobody. He counted the seconds.

			Green light. Go!

			The nine-year-old heaved himself at the heavy library door, pushing out into the October chill. The wind gnawed at him as he stepped onto the broad steps. Downtown Gotham City was no place for a little boy at any time of day, but at this predawn hour Norman knew exactly who was about—and how to avoid being seen.

			One by one, he grabbed the newspapers from where they rested on the stoop. Five, six, seven newspapers. Where’s the silly Globe?

			The paper was late again. That usually meant big news, but for Norman it only meant trouble. Whenever the presses ran late, the Gotham Globe’s carrier tended to ignore the stoplight at Congress Street, messing up Norman’s timeline. He clutched the newspapers to his chest and hid behind the big planter on the stoop just in time to hear the putt-putt of an approaching motorized bike. Holding his breath, the kid watched from cover as a bound paper sailed past, caroming off the door.

			That was close, Norman thought. He peeked out to see the motorbike driver zooming away on his paper route. Then he saw the Globe had left a mark on the door: fresh ink. “This is a historic landmark,” Norman muttered as he picked up the paper. “Have some respect!”

			Arms full of news, he scrambled back inside the double doors and locked them tightly. Gotham City’s main public library wouldn’t be open for three more hours, yet there were always people who showed up early. College students, researchers, bums looking for shelter. But for all of them, “living at the library” was just an expression. For Norman, the building was home.

			And what a home it was.

			He paraded through the shadows past the marbled columns leading to the Hall of Heroes. The great atrium was ringed by dusty statues of Gotham City’s legends, figures whose names the city’s residents had long since forgotten. Not Norman. The statues were his friends. He knew them all. And behind them, swirling staircases wound up to the three floors above. An immense tower of knowledge, with works dating back centuries.

			And Norman had added to it, just by walking in. He held the papers aloft and shouted to the darkened skylight high above. “Extra, extra! Read all about it!”

			“Hush!” bellowed a voice he had known all his life. Norman craned his neck to see where it was coming from—and then he saw her. Wearing a white maid’s cap, his mother glared down from the third floor railing. “This is a library!”

			Norman laughed. “Come on, Ma! Who am I bothering, the mice?”

			“There’d better not be any mice left here.” Martina Pinkus scowled at him. “I wish you wouldn’t get the papers, Norman. You’re not supposed to be here!”

			“No one saw me.” The boy with close-cropped brown hair looked up at her with his bright blue eyes. He blinked innocently. “I promise!”

			“Incorrigible.” His mother paused—and pointed at him with a gloved hand. “There are three animals hiding in that word. Find them before I get downstairs.”

			She disappeared—and he set to thinking about the letters in the word. “Gerbil!”

			“Right,” she shouted from out of sight. “And before you ask, you can’t have one.”

			He smiled. “Corgi!”

			“Or one of those, either.”

			“Collie?”

			“You’re missing an ‘L,’ ” came the echo. “One more!”

			He concentrated as he heard her feet on the steps. Time was almost up. “Goblin!”

			“As a pet?” Martina smirked as she descended the last flight of stairs from above, mop and pail in tow. “I think I’d prefer the mice.” She provided the last answer. “Robin.”

			Norman scowled. “I should have had that.”

			“Come along, Early Bird.” Shoulders sagging from overwork, his mother took off her hat to reveal hair that had recently started going gray. But her mind was as sharp as ever—as was her drive to keep him engaged. “It’s feeding time for the zoo.”

			The gangly kid followed her from the atrium into the periodicals room, the drafty hall where yesterday’s newspapers hung from wooden spines. He set down the two new arrivals he had collected that he didn’t read—both foreign-language publications. Oh, he’d try to read them, later; pictures told you a lot. But he only had so much time in the mornings. He folded the others and tucked them under his arm.

			Martina fretted. “It’s not my job to bring the papers in. Or to shelve books, or fix the card catalog. Or anything else you do. Mister Banion is going to think there are elves working here at night!”

			“Just call me The Library Elf.”

			“You were The Bookworm yesterday.” She tugged his collar. “Time for breakfast.”

			He followed her out of the periodicals room and through a door marked Private. They descended a nearby flight of stairs. She led him into the darkened employees’ breakroom, where she drew a glass bottle of milk and some oranges from a refrigerator. From there it was down yet another shadowy staircase. Built in the heart of Gotham City’s historic Printers District, the main library sat above a warren of basements and sub-basements—places Martina had told her son never to explore. He’d always complied. There were more than enough adventures above to satisfy him.

			She arrived at their hideaway, a forgotten storage room where she’d set up a makeshift apartment. Their “kitchen table” was a discarded card catalog cabinet; high-rise stools sat on either side. Jigsaw puzzles that had been removed from the senior lounges upstairs for being too difficult sat completed in a stack on a spare door sitting atop two filing cabinets. Every time Norman and his mother completed a picture, they started a new layer above it.

			And everywhere sat books. Piles of volumes withdrawn from the collection for being too old or damaged; Norman had claimed them for his own. It was nice to own something. Of course, he also thought he owned all the ones upstairs, too.

			Under the light of a single bulb, his mother parceled out cold cereal. She yanked away the newspapers. “No reading until you eat. It’s a school day.”

			Norman nodded and dug in.

			She gestured to his makeshift bed, a bedroll spread across crates. It was undisturbed. “I found you asleep in the stacks again last night. You keep reading after dark and you’ll need glasses soon.”

			“Where’d I wind up?”

			“Seven ninety-one.”

			“Entertainer biography!” Norman spent a lot of time in that section. They couldn’t afford a television, but he still enjoyed reading about stars.

			And every so often, he’d see his father’s name.

			Norman had never actually spoken to his father, but Martina had made the man real—and larger than life. Philmont Pinkus had written for films, the kind they played at theatres like the Monarch. Serious pictures that warned against the bad people who were threatening the world. One book Norman had found even suggested his father’s patriotic movies helped pave the way for the United States’ entry into the Second World War.

			But a couple of years after peace returned, people must have decided they didn’t like him for some reason. Norman hadn’t been able to find his father’s name in any books or magazines published after the war. Indeed, he hadn’t seen him since he was a baby.

			His mother had always told Norman his father was away on an endless series of location shoots, and that he was sending checks—but the kid could tell whatever was coming in wasn’t enough. Single motherhood in Gotham City was rough when you didn’t know anyone. Martina had taken a series of ever-more degrading jobs. While Norman went to school, she shuttled between a typewriter factory and a half dozen rich people’s houses, sleeping on the bus in between. And then Norman came home to the library, hiding until the last staffers left. The heat barely worked in the cavernous building, but at least it was dry—and safe.

			They had lived in the library for five years, so far. For his mother, it was a last-ditch solution to a desperate situation. For Norman, it was like living in heaven.

			So long as no one ever found out.

			His mother pulled a note from her pocket. “I had a couple of pieces of news of my own for you last night, but you vanished before I could tell you.”

			Interest piqued, Norman answered as he often did. “Riddle me!”

			She thought for a moment. “A crook flees like a cat. What do fleas like?”

			“That’s too easy. A dog.” His mouth dropped open. “Wait. Did I find an animal for real? Which one?”

			“Let me see.” She put on the reading glasses she had recently started needing and read her note. “The Pomeranian. The owner said it was his dog, all right. Binky is back home.”

			The right dog! Norman beamed.

			Several days earlier, he’d seen an ad in the Gazette from someone who’d lost their beloved pup in Burnside. The day after, the Daily Gotham had an ad from someone who’d found a dog matching the description—and both their phone numbers were part of the SHoretown-4 exchange, a code that put them in the same neighborhood. The information was all there to make the connection—but only someone who closely read both newspapers would find it.

			And who got all the newspapers, much less read them front-to-back?

			Norman did—and he remembered something. “Ma, the ad said there was a reward for finding Binky.”

			“I expect they worked that out.”

			“No, I meant for me. For finding him.” Norman looked expectantly across the bowl.

			Martina pursed her lips. “The woman who placed the ad found the dog, not you.”

			“Yeah, but I made the connection!”

			She pushed down her glasses and stared over them at him. “Norman, is that why you helped these people? For the money?”

			“No, I—”

			“You’re saying if there was no reward, you’d never have helped. Because that’s what you care about.”

			“But we could use the money!”

			“We don’t have a mailing address, Norman.”

			“We have a post-office box—”

			“Which I haven’t checked in months. You know why.”

			He did. His mother had found visiting the box dispiriting; it was always stuffed with notices regarding her husband’s unpaid bills from years before. On her last visit, a collection agent had tried to ambush her. She had never gone back.

			He muttered. “Just get a different box. They’re free.”

			She scolded him. “We’re allowed one. You don’t take advantage!”

			Norman’s head drooped over his bowl. The life had gone out of him.

			She patted his tousled hair and spoke in soothing tones. “What does Matthew 6:1 say?”

			“ ‘I’m pretty tall for junior varsity’?”

			“Norman!”

			He looked up and flashed a roguish smile, glad to have gotten her. But then he said what she wanted to hear. “I shouldn’t do good deeds where others can see them or I’ll have no reward from my Heavenly Father.”

			“And you know what the meek shall inherit.” She took the dishes and showed him the time on her wristwatch. “If you don’t want to inherit detention, you’d better get going.”

			Norman nodded. There wasn’t enough time to get through all the papers before making his way to the bus stop, but he could surely get through the first sections. It was always interesting how the various newspapers chose different stories every day. It really took a major event for all of them to—

			Norman’s eyes widened. The Globe’s headline read:

			 

			Thomas Wayne Murdered

			Only Child Survives!

			 

			“ ‘Prominent doctor and wife slain in robbery,’ ” Norman read, the words catching in his throat.

			Martina put down the plates. She rarely was interested in the papers, but this time she joined him. Her mouth opened in horror. “ ‘Unidentified gunman leaves only child unharmed!’ ”

			Norman’s eyes fell on the halftone image of a young boy in a cap, looking toward the photographer—and all of Gotham City—from around the coat of a policeman whose face was out of the frame. Behind them, other officers worked the crime scene.

			Martina covered her mouth as she lifted the paper. “I applied to work for the Waynes. They already had someone.”

			Norman looked at the other papers in the stack one by one. Every newspaper the library received led with the same story. Different headlines, of course; even a reader as young as Norman understood the different styles of each. But they were uniform in conveying the importance of the news. The sensationalist Daily Gotham screamed about the murders in hundred-point type; the stodgy News-American broke from its routine format. Even the radical Gotham Liberator, in which Norman had never seen a nice word about a millionaire, had hurried an extra edition to press.

			And they all had a variation of the photo. The same horrible, sad scene of the child at the street corner of Pearl and Phillips. Norman sat transfixed. “Why would someone kill those people?”

			“For money—or meanness,” Martina said. “But probably money. You see where greed gets you?”

			He didn’t blink. “I have a cap like that,” Norman mumbled.

			We’re the same age.

			Martina read more aloud as he stared. The child had reported a smiling gunman, along with a second assailant who had not fired the fatal shots. The police, as yet, had nothing. “ ‘An officer named Gordon has reached out to the public for any information,’ ” she read.

			Norman whispered a response. “Someone should help him.”

			He thought about the area around the Monarch Theatre, and the reports he’d read in the paper lately. Random violence just didn’t happen out in the open before the theatre; City Hall was across the street! But the area was changing, and he knew it. Most of the papers included police logs, digests cobbled together by reporters. They were often dry and routine; his mother said most people tended to skip over them. But Norman absorbed everything. And he understood that safety now ended a couple of blocks from the theatre.

			How tragic for Bruce Wayne that his parents hadn’t known that.

			Norman didn’t notice his mother was still there—much less watching him intently—until she jostled him. “Honey, it’s time to get ready.”

			He snapped out of it. “Okay, Ma.” He reassembled the editions into a neat stack. They’d be in the periodicals room for him to read that night, and would remain in the building for a while. Another set of subscription copies went to a bindery, and later to the library shelves. He’d be able to visit the photos of the street corner again, seeing if there was anything the police had overlooked.

			The library was forever—a castle of clues.

			After gathering his books and lunch pail, Martina escorted Norman upstairs to a side exit he could discreetly depart from. Cinching his jacket closed, she brightened. “I forgot my other news. I got a job offer!”

			“That’s great, Ma! Where is it?” Delighted to see her happy, he put up his hand. “Wait. Riddle me!”

			She thought for a moment before speaking. “It goes straight through, from pole to pole. Look all you want, you’ll find no hole.”

			It took Norman just a few moments. “An axis. Axis Chemicals?”

			She beamed. “I guess that was easy—you found the ad for me! They need a cleaning lady for daytime hours.”

			He marveled. Axis had a huge factory by the wharf. “That’s a big company!” An instant later, he paused—and looked back in at the library’s halls. “We won’t be leaving, will we?”

			She shook her head. “It doesn’t pay that much. I’ll still need the library job—but I won’t have to do all the houses anymore. And they say there may be health benefits!”

			Norman hugged her, and for a little longer than he usually did.

			“Now go straight to the bus stop,” she said, putting a hat with big flaps on his head. It was warm, but also hid his face. “Don’t let anyone see you go.”

			“I won’t, Ma!”

			The boy stepped outside. Looking up at the library, he wondered at how strange life was. He and his mother had each other and little else. Bruce Wayne had everything—yet would never hold his parents again.

			Norman didn’t know if Gotham City’s poorest child could help its richest one. But he wanted to give it a try.
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			Chapter 1

			 

			Pizza delivery guy. Motorcycle. Cable repair truck.

			Batman watched from the shadows of the alley as the evening traffic went by in the streets of Gotham City. He hadn’t spent much time in midtown in the months since he’d started his crime-fighting career. There was rarely a need. But there had been a mysterious death near here several nights earlier—someone murdered by an arrow, of all things. And he had evidence that the burglary ring he’d been following was about to hit one of the local businesses.

			Second pizza guy. Pickup truck.

			He recognized the van he was looking for as it pulled into the alley. He watched as it passed his hiding place.

			That’s them. Go!

			Gotham City never changed; crime knew no neighborhood. The time for vigilance never ended. And some cases involved characters with extreme abilities or ambitions; earlier in the spring, he had faced the macabre Clayface and his puppet master. But Batman had been active long enough to realize that sneaking up on a break-in was one of his easier challenges. He just had to use his cables to get into a position over the heist. Once they’d broken in and were hauling out the goods, burglars were relatively easy pickings.

			Especially these guys. He didn’t know what the black market for stolen foreign car parts was like, but the burglars entering the specialty auto parts distributor had evidently decided that the heaviest things were worth the most. The first two emerged from the building struggling to move an engine, with a third lugging a transmission. The final thief had made it easy on himself, carrying a stack of hubcaps.

			Just like you, Ronnie Dee. Make the other guys do all the heavy lifting.

			Batman leapt from his perch and landed on the engine, causing it to slam downward—and onto the foot of one of the burglars carrying it. As the surprised man howled in pain, Batman stepped to the ground and turned. He slammed both engine-carriers’ heads together, taking them down.

			The guy carrying the transmission dropped his burden and went for his gun. Batman acted first, firing a grapple. The cable wrapped around the thief; Batman yanked the thief forward. He tripped over the transmission—and his face fell into Batman’s rising boot.

			Three down. One to go.

			Or rather, he was going. Ronnie Dee had decided against helping his employees and against trying to get back into his van. Expensive hubcaps still tucked under his arm—he hadn’t forgotten his priorities—he ran back up the alley, heading toward the street.

			Batman prepared a Batarang and hurled it. But just before it reached him, Ronnie Dee happened to look back—and almost by accident, blocked the Batarang with the hubcaps. Batman’s device struck them hard and went spinning onto the pavement.

			Ronnie Dee laughed. “Missed me!” Then he turned back to the intersection and took off.

			They always run. This wasn’t going to take long, but it was a nuisance.

			He began running—only to hear a gruesome cry, and the clatter of falling hubcaps, from around the corner. A woman screamed. He doubled his speed and stepped into the street—

			—where he saw Ronnie Dee on the ground.

			With an arrow sticking out of his chest.

			On his guard, Batman backed up and looked around. There was still traffic in the busy thoroughfare, but no one was stopping. Pedestrians had heard the cry, and some had seen Ronnie fall. There were low rooftops across the street, but Batman saw nobody there.

			He stooped to examine Ronnie, hoping to help, hoping to find some kind of clue. But the single arrow, fired at a running man from a great distance, had found his heart. He was dead.

			For the second time in three days, someone had been fatally struck with an arrow. And no one seemed to have seen an assailant.

			Gotham City had a hero in Batman—but it also had a new kind of killer. This was a situation where menacing criminals wouldn’t be good enough. It called for a detective.

			Hearing sirens approach, he stood up. It’s time to go to work.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			Bruce Wayne loved Gotham City. During the day, he sponsored projects to make the place better. At night, he fought with his fists to make it safer. It was impossible to do either without frequenting the heart of downtown.

			And that was a problem, because he hated it.

			“Tell me, kid—have you ever danced with the devil by the pale moonlight?”

			Historic buildings dating back to the founding of Gotham City clustered downtown. But so did newer ones, including City Hall—and the edifice just across the street: the Monarch Theatre, where he’d spent the final evening with his parents decades before. And though they had not been killed in front of the cinema—the assault took place in a run-down area a few blocks over—Bruce had never felt comfortable downtown. Not even after finally learning it was Jack Napier who had killed Thomas and Martha Wayne, solving a mystery that had plagued him all his life.

			Removing a cancer still left a scar.

			“Man, let’s go!”

			Bruce heard the words from long ago and looked down a side street. The last rays of early June helped him make out a street sign down there: Phillips. He knew it was named for Jonas Phillips, a merchant who had served in the Revolutionary War. Gotham City had always been where commerce and power met to create history. But Phillips Street was connected forever in his mind with Pearl, the intersection where Napier had attacked his family.

			And the murderer had not been alone.

			“Let’s go, Jack!”

			Bruce squinted. The previous fall, Napier had metastasized into The Joker and taken a fall of his own—to a just and deserved death. But Napier’s partner, who had ripped the pearls from Martha Wayne’s neck, had never been identified or found. And while he had not pulled the trigger, neither had he stopped the murders. He’d stood gawking—and he hadn’t turned Napier in after the crime.

			The accomplice still had a date with justice. It was looking like it might never come.

			“You all right, Mister Wayne?”

			Half in a haze, Bruce turned to see the broad figure of James Gordon approaching on the sidewalk. The billionaire blinked. “Commissioner. I wasn’t expecting to see you tonight.”

			“The mayor’s brought us all out.” They shook hands. Gordon looked down toward the fateful street and then at him. “My apologies—I know where this is. Can’t be easy for you.”

			Bruce stared. “No.”

			He had first met Gordon over in that alley in the aftermath of the murders. The young officer had attempted to comfort him—as everyone else would for months. Gordon was different from them all in one key respect: he had been the first to promise justice. When it didn’t come, Bruce had interacted with the cop little in the years that followed. Strangely, it took a new identity for Bruce to feel comfortable dealing with Gordon again. Bruce Wayne had been a victim of crime. Batman was what the commissioner sought to be: a solver.

			But there was one case neither had cracked. Bruce peered at the commissioner. “Did you ever—?”

			The older man predicted the rest of the question. “Still nothing. I’m sorry.”

			I’m sorry, too.

			In the aftermath of The Joker’s death, Bruce had gone back and forth over whether to report his belief that Jack Napier had killed his parents. The Joker’s seeming admission during the melee at Gotham Cathedral amounted to nothing, Bruce had decided; just the babbling of a madman. The only real evidence Bruce had was the line spoken to him during the crime, which The Joker had later used in front of him and Vicki at her apartment.

			Thin, as leads went. But he wanted to see Napier blamed for the murders, even if there was no hope of finding his accomplice. So, weeks earlier, Bruce had visited Gordon, the last officer left who’d worked the original case, with his suspicions. But nothing had come of it.

			“There’s just no way to put Napier at the scene,” Gordon said, “or any way to know which hood he was working with.”

			“You said you got tips back then. Dozens.”

			“Hundreds.” Gordon’s voice lowered as he reflected on those times. “People would call or come in, long before the reward was offered.” He exhaled. “I don’t think it was ever about the money. People wanted to help. But nothing panned out, and there’s no checking any of it now. A lot of those files wound up stored at Blackgate—and went up in a fire.”

			A fire Napier started, Bruce remembered. He suppressed a sigh. It had been a long shot. “Thanks for trying.”

			“I won’t rest until it’s settled, Bruce. You have my word.” He paused before adding: “Still.”

			Bruce looked one last time up the road. While he trusted Gordon’s intentions, if the police force’s efforts had ever been enough—on this matter or any other—there would never have been a need for Batman. But even a caped crusader couldn’t make something out of nothing. Sometimes a dead end was a dead end.

			A last phrase echoed in his mind. “See you around, kid.”

			As the streetlights began to turn on, Bruce checked his watch—only to remember he hadn’t worn one. He turned back to face the plaza and the event he and Gordon were due to appear at. Farther up the way, dozens of people gathered outside the front steps of the main branch of the Gotham Public Library.

			“A hell of a thing, a press conference downtown on a Sunday evening,” Gordon said as they walked, shadowed by his police escort. “Other people are home watching the game on the tube. Me? I came here from checking in with the serial crimes unit.”

			Serial crimes. Bruce tried to ask about it without seeming too interested. “Any sign of—what do they call him? The Archer?”

			“No reports today. But we’ll find him—or her. That’s a kind of criminal we know how to deal with.”

			For the past two weeks, someone had been killing midtown pedestrians with arrows fired from a long distance. In an earlier time, “The Archer” would have captivated Gotham City’s residents. But the victims had nothing in common, and no messages had been sent. To a city that had seen peculiar figures like The Joker, Clayface, and Hugo Strange, this maniac seemed oddly old-fashioned. The Archer’s attacks were even strictly timed, allowing for nights off in between.

			I wouldn’t have been here otherwise, Bruce thought.

			“Here goes nothing,” he said as they neared the library. The idyllic weather had brought out a handful of protesters demonstrating over Mayor Borg’s recent cuts to a number of city services. The protesters’ attention was on the limos pulling up, and Bruce was glad he’d parked elsewhere. With Gordon’s patrolmen screening the path, he and Bruce climbed the steps without interference.

			Bruce patted the folded page in his pocket. “I’ll keep it short.”

			“So will I—but don’t be surprised if I get a sudden call away after that.” Gordon winked. “I might even catch the ninth inning!”

			Bruce returned a wan grin that said his secret was safe. Then it was all cameras and questions greeting the two.

			The library’s main branch was the one place downtown Bruce had never minded visiting. Indeed, it was a haven. Often in the months following his parents’ deaths, business surrounding the crime and the estate had forced him to visit the area; Alfred had rushed him to the library whenever he felt overwhelmed. This time, however, Bruce found it dispiriting. It was devoid of patrons. The lights were on, but the ceiling fans in the reception area weren’t. He thought it was just as well. It probably would have just spread the dust and mold.

			More camera shutters clicked as he stepped into the Hall of Heroes. The great atrium rose to a windowed skylight high above; while the lights in the surrounding stacks weren’t on, he could just make out a couple of wayward birds flying about. In the better light below, several politicians stood within the ring of statues, Gotham’s current city elders overshadowed by their graven predecessors. Mayor Leo Borg paced in front of them, wiping sweat from his brow as he did. When he spied Bruce, the ever-irascible Borg did something the billionaire had never seen him do before.

			He smiled. “Bruce Wayne. At last!”

			“Wouldn’t miss it, Mister Mayor.” Borg wasted no time in showing Bruce to his place. Guess I’m up.

			Bruce stepped up to a lectern positioned at a gap in the ring of statues. An easel beside it held a large print depicting a building that didn’t exist yet—at least not in completed form. He faced the glum group of sweltering journalists and attendees wilting in the heat on the other side of the atrium—and guessed at how they felt.

			“You—uh—can really tell it’s June,” Bruce said, fanning his face with his prepared remarks.

			The listeners chuckled politely—only to react with more genuine relief when he made a show of tearing up his speech.

			“I’ll keep it simple. You’ve all seen the news that now that school’s out, the city will be decommissioning this building over the summer. The Wayne Foundation has fully funded the replacement building a mile away.” He smirked. “I’m sure you’ve enjoyed our wonderful construction traffic.”

			More laughter. He turned to gesture to the display on the easel.

			“Modern facility, world-class. With everything Gotham City’s kids—and adults—could ask for.” He looked up. “Including climate control!”

			More laughs, and applause.

			As an aide flipped over the cards on the easel, Bruce explained that the library’s collection would be transferred gradually over the summer. Then would come decisions by engineers and historians about what to do with the structure they were in. The remarkable building had a rich history, but anyone could see its time was long past, and Gotham City already had more than its share of dangerous architectural corpses. Experts would need to get inside and under it to take a look around.

			“Question!” From within the gaggle, Alexander Knox from the Gotham Globe held out his tape recorder. “Does the new building have a name yet?” He chortled. “Wait, what am I saying? Instead of the main branch it’ll be the Wayne branch!”

			“A name hasn’t been decided on,” Bruce quickly responded. “I’m sure we’ll find something appropriate.”

			A female reporter pointed to the graphic. “I don’t see a room for the statues.”

			“Uh, well—they’re going somewhere else,” Bruce said. “But I won’t steal the mayor’s thunder.” He invited Borg to the lectern and happily withdrew.

			The perspiring mayor tugged at his collar before clearing his throat. “I don’t need to remind anyone of how our bicentennial last fall didn’t go off as planned.”

			“Yeah, some joker ruined it,” Knox said. Hearing groans from his colleagues, he added, “But that’s all right. It wasn’t even the real bicentennial!”

			Borg rolled his eyes. “Don’t make me go over all that again.”

			In the more innocent days when the planned celebration was merely bankrupt, before it became the site of an attempted mass murder, much had been made about how the bicentennial date was almost entirely made up. More than a century before the American Revolution, Gotham City had begun as a cluster of port towns, eventually fusing into one. Borg had pegged his bicentennial event to an obscure article of legal incorporation filed following statehood. Bruce figured it probably looked better on the banners than Three-hundred-and-nobody-really-knows.

			Now the historical fuzziness had given Mayor Borg the chance for a do-over. “We’ll be celebrating this city’s great role in history weeks from now on July Fourth, Independence Day,” Borg said. “And this time, the event has a home.” He revealed the last card on the easel. “Park Island. Or to use its new name: Patriots Park!”

			Bruce blinked as flashbulbs started going off. Borg’s people actually managed to keep a secret for a change!

			“Park Island” was the place everyone knew but no one visited; as artificial as the bicentennial, created from landfill just off the coast where downtown met the bay. While the city had reclaimed it from industry years earlier as a festival space, it had seen little use for that purpose; in recent years it had accumulated many transients in tents. Borg explained its prospects had changed. “Thanks to a grant from the Shreck Charitable Trust, the statues of our founders will have positions of honor within a star-shaped plaza.”

			“Some honor,” Knox said. “The pigeons will poop on them.”

			As if in response, one of the birds Bruce had seen above sortied across the atrium, making a low pass that ended upon a second-floor railing. Borg ignored it. “The amphitheater is being renovated as well, for a daylong celebration on the Fourth. The annual fireworks display will now go off from Patriots Park, for all the city to see.”

			It was a lot of people to bring downtown, Bruce thought—and Borg quickly brought Gordon to the lectern to reassure the listeners. “It’s easier to secure than when events were all across town,” Gordon said. “There’s no parade route this time.” He smiled. “And later this week, the TRVs will finally join the force!”

			That secret, Bruce knew—and he expected it would provoke a strong reaction. The reporters provided it. Knox hooted, “At last! The baby Batmobiles are born!”

			Gordon chided Knox. “The Tactical Response Vehicles are high-quality vans for fast deployment. They’ve been in production for years. We’re not trying to out-Batman Batman.”

			“Did you prefer it when we called them ‘Borg’s Boondoggles’?” Knox snorted. “They’re giant holes you dump money into, with armor plating. Those things are part of why the last bicentennial was in the hole!”

			“The point is, they’ll be on the job now,” Gordon said. “This event will be safe, Batman or no Batman.” He quickly added, “But of course we hope he’ll be on patrol.”

			Another reporter interjected, “You’ve got protesters outside because of the city’s latest budget cuts—and now you’ll be displacing the homeless on the island. How is this the right time for these things—or to have a big party?”

			“I think that was addressed to you, Mayor.” Having said his piece, Gordon stepped over to where a patrolman waited. Bruce had seen Officer Robert before, on camera at Wayne Manor, alerting the commissioner about Napier’s break-in at Axis Chemicals. He whispered news of some kind to Gordon again.

			Gordon’s escape ploy, Bruce thought as the officers casually strolled away. Hope he can catch the seventh-inning stretch.

			Mayor Borg reclaimed the lectern—and his irritation returned as he fenced with the reporters.

			“Where’s our final speaker?” Borg asked between testy exchanges. He looked to his aides in annoyance and whispered loudly, “This shindig was his idea!”

			Whoever it was hadn’t showed yet. It opened the door for the reporters to quiz Borg over whether the city could afford a celebration when the last one had been in the red. Feeling sweat forming on the back of his neck, Bruce figured he’d heard enough. The air-conditioning in the Jag was calling.

			That’s when he noticed Robert and Gordon speaking to a newly arrived patrolman in the reception area. The three immediately hurried out. Bruce began to wonder if it wasn’t a ploy after all, but a real emergency. He started to sidle away from the VIPs, hoping to make a quiet exit—

			—when a group of people burst forth from the doors to the administration area, pushing a colorful wheeled display ahead of them. “Gangway!” cried a blond guy pushing the cart. “History coming through!”

			Bruce recognized him as Chip Shreck, the over-tall heir to a local retail empire. He nearly ran over Bruce’s toes with the rumbling display, something draped beneath a red-white-and-blue tarpaulin. Bruce escaped—only to nearly collide with Chip’s father. Max Shreck entered with a whole entourage of three-piece-suited bodyguards, publicists holding cameras, and mini-skirted young women holding trays of iced drinks.

			Max called out. “Sorry I’m late, Mister Mayor. When I asked them to lock our display safely away in storage here, I didn’t know they’d lose the key!”

			Chip rolled the display to a spot beside one of the statues, knocking Bruce’s easel over in the process. He looked back, dumbfounded. “Oops.”

			Bruce put up his hand. “I was done anyway. Go nuts.”

			He started to leave—only for Max to throw an arm around Bruce’s shoulder. “Stay, Bruce,” the white-haired man said, turning him about. “You won’t want to miss this. History’s about to be made!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			 

			I am this city’s deep, twisted soul…

			Max Shreck had thought that many times before—often, when looking into the mirror the morning after a corporate takeover. But tonight, he was something else.

			I am the light. And I know how to run a show!

			No sane person would pick an old library on the edge of condemnation for a major public unveiling, but one of the props he needed was right here. So he had volunteered to go last in Borg’s program—and brought his team into one of the activity rooms to prepare. Now that all the guests were hot and thirsty, Max, their savior, had blessed them with relief. A half dozen smiling models dressed as U.S.O. girls circulated through the audience, distributing iced tea and mai-tais from trays. Other assistants brought in electric fans and blocks of ice to cool down the room.

			Max Shreck might have shared a name with an actor in an old vampire movie—thanks, Mom and Dad!—but the Gotham bigwigs and reporters would view him as a hero. And he was just getting started.

			He strolled to the lectern, which stood beside the statue of Revolutionary War hero Konrad Straub. The reason Max was there—the wheeled display—flanked the statue, still covered. The display unit really had been unreachable, creating some anxious moments. The idiots who worked for him had stored it for safekeeping in the maintenance director’s office on Friday, not realizing there wouldn’t be anyone around on Sunday night who could unlock the door. Fortunately, Shreck had picked a lock or two in his life.

			Those days were past. This was all about respect, now.

			He’d put on the self-made-man act for years, telling people how he’d climbed from hardscrabble beginnings to a position atop a commercial empire. There was a kernel of truth to it; he’d indeed started out poor. But smashing the class barrier had required breaking the businesses—and occasionally bones—of people who’d stood in his way or belittled him. And a new batch was right in front of him.

			The gang’s all here. Let it rip.

			Shreck gripped the sides of the lectern and cast his eyes across the audience. “Thank you all for your patience—and your attendance. Particularly my special invitees: the members of the Star-Spangled Club, the Children of the Revolution, the Gotham Patriots, and more. Welcome!”

			You’re a bunch of snobs, the lot of you. Bald guys and blue-hairs, too stuck-up to set foot in the store with a cartoon cat on the roof. But never mind.

			“I’d also like to thank Bruce Wayne.” Shreck shot a look at Bruce, who looked almost ready to climb out of his skin. Max’s rival kept glancing up at the skylight. Was he expecting his helicopter to pick him up? “Bruce, I’m sure your new library will be a benefit for years to come.”

			As a tax write-off, no doubt. Don’t go anywhere, Old Money. You’re about to get company in that exclusive club of yours.

			“And finally, thank you, Mayor Borg, a man whose bold leadership has put steel in Gotham City’s spine.”

			All the while without having a spine of his own. The guy declared Gotham City the birthplace of the taco just to support a restaurant opening.

			“And most importantly, for showing the wisdom and vision to accept my idea of restaging the bicentennial!”

			He paused for a round of applause. What he received was less than he’d hoped for—but understandable given how the last bicentennial had fared. But this event meant something completely different to Shreck.

			To think, if I’d unloaded the T-shirts from the last one, I’d never have come up with it. It’s going to change this city—and my life—in ways these fools can’t imagine!

			“I understand the mayor’s told you of my contribution to Patriots Park. Of all the statues we’ll be relocating to a place of honor, this is perhaps the most important.” He gestured to the graven fellow beside him. “Gotham City’s own Revolutionary War hero, Konrad Straub!”

			He left the lectern to pace around the base. “I can see from some of your stares that you don’t know the history. Shame on you—but let me enlighten you.” He looked up in awe. “Konrad Straub came to America from what is now Germany. A veteran of the French and Indian War, he worked as a printer’s apprentice in a shop near the very place we’re standing. A good worker, no one special. But fate had plans for him.”

			Shreck spun—facing the audience with a scowl. “Konrad’s moment came in the summer of 1777, when General Howe and the British besieged Philadelphia, forcing the Second Continental Congress to flee. Gotham City welcomed the body with open arms. Legend holds that they planned to meet in the building that stood here before this library opened.”

			He gestured to the walls and ceiling—and his words grew more serious.

			“But before the first session convened, a local patriot discovered that British sympathizers intended to capture the representatives. The new nation, barely a year old, would have been smothered. The American dream, dashed!”

			The department store owner cast his hand toward the statue. “But the invaders couldn’t contend with Konrad Straub. Low-born but high-minded, he wouldn’t stand by while the hopes for a new nation were crushed. So he arranged for a daring escape, spiriting the Congress out of Gotham City so it could resume further inland, continuing the work of creating a country!”

			He crossed his arms as he took in Konrad’s visage. “That’s right. One of the Revolution’s greatest heroes wasn’t a general or politician, but a man of commerce and trade, born from nothing.” He spun to face the audience. “Konrad Straub’s story is my story. And your story. The story of Gotham City—and of America!”

			His son, Chip, began clapping wildly—and other listeners joined in. Even Bruce Wayne.

			Shreck basked in it. He glanced over at Bruce and pointed a thumb up at Straub’s statue. “If you’re looking for a name for your new library, I think we have a contender!”

			Bruce, clearly aware of the eyes on him, shrugged and smiled awkwardly.

			“Now, you may not know much about my roots,” Shreck said. He clasped his hands in humility. “To be honest, neither did I. But as a man grows older, as he builds a connection to a community and wants to give back to his country, he goes exploring.” He looked up and smiled. “I’m pleased to say I am a direct descendant of Konrad Straub!”

			The listeners chattered like the squirrel-brains they were. It was time to bring it home.

			“Yes, yes—you’re wondering how I know. Well, it happened in this very building. While preparing for the upcoming library move, a worker found a letter trapped behind an ancient desk in one of the sub-basements. The missive, also from 1777, is from a dry goods dealer in New England. Isaac Schreck—then spelled with an additional ‘c’—the first member of my family to live in the New World!” Shreck raised a finger. “The maiden name of Isaac’s wife, Johanna, had long been a mystery, until the letter’s discovery. In it, Isaac refers to Konrad as his father-in-law and thanks him for consenting to the marriage.”

			The audience buzzed—and Shreck seized the moment to swivel his arms toward the statue. “Great-great-great-granddad!”

			Laughter and applause filled the atrium, rising to the heights.

			This was it, Max thought. The door-opener. Validation. In the audience, two old brooch-wearers shook Chip’s hand. They wouldn’t have given the kid the time of day before. Now he was one of them. Max was one of them. He cared little for their hoity-toity clubs and service organizations. But Shreck was a man who always looked for the ladder, the elevator to the next floor.

			It doesn’t matter to me if I belong. What matters is you can’t tell me I don’t.

			The moment was grand, but there was always a sour note to be expected. It came from a predictable source. From the peanut gallery, Alexander Knox—the most annoying member of the Fourth Estate—peered at him. “Can we see this letter?”

			“I’m way ahead of you, champ.” Shreck turned to the covered display. “You can all read the letter for yourselves, here under protective glass. Welcome to the family, Konrad!” He grasped the tricolored cover and ripped it off the display case. Inside sat the letter, browned by age—

			—but the bigger surprise was the other message. Words, painted in green on the glass of the case, provoking gasps from the audience.

			What the hell? As flashbulbs went off, Shreck stepped around to the front of the case to see the lettering. It was a riddle, punctuated by an oversized question mark. He read it aloud:

			Why Don’t People Mine for Steel 

			?

			The audience buzzed with confusion. “Is this a joke?” Max asked, incredulous. Staring at it, he repeated the words aloud. “ ‘Why don’t people mine for steel?’ ”

			“Because it’s forged.”

			Max turned to see that the answer had come from Bruce Wayne. It had been little more than a mumble—but it caused the gathering to erupt. Journalists shouted questions over one another, while Max took out his handkerchief to try to wipe off the offending question.

			Knox made his voice heard over the others. “Is the letter forged, Mister Shreck?”

			“What? No!” Shreck continued rubbing. “It’s been painstakingly authenticated.”

			“Who did the authentication?” one of the blue-hairs asked.

			“Top experts!”

			“What experts? Who are they?”

			“Experts at authentication,” Chip Shreck said unhelpfully.

			“It’s someone very reputable,” Shreck said. As he struggled to wipe the glass clean, his son rushed from the crowd and joined him. The words wouldn’t come off.

			“Give us a name!” another reporter said.

			A TV camera pointed at Shreck’s face. “Who was your great-great grandfather, really?”

			“Great-great-great,” Shreck snarled. “Back off!”

			Then Chip had one of his rare ideas. He yelled to a waitress, “Nicole! Club soda!”

			She rushed over with a cocktail glass—and Chip ripped off his tie and dabbed it. He then rubbed it on the display case—to no avail at all.

			“Club soda is for stains,” Nicole said.

			“Get lost!” Max barked.

			Pandemonium reigned. The vandalism must have happened, Shreck realized, while the display was being stored before the weekend. But wasn’t it locked away? Backed up against the statue of his supposed relation and surrounded by reporters, Shreck craned his neck to see whether Commissioner Gordon or any of his cops were around.

			He couldn’t see them anywhere. Many of the non-reporter guests were starting to file out—but not Bruce Wayne. He emerged from the crowd and approached the display. He stared at it, almost hypnotized.

			Amid the chaos, Mayor Borg shouted. “That’s a wrap, folks. We’ll see you all on July Fourth in Patriots Park!”

			Photographers were still taking pictures of the display, the letter, and the message on the glass when Shreck decided to cut his losses. He grabbed the tarp to put it back over the case with the letter—only to see Wayne still eyeing the scrawled message. Shreck blurted in annoyance. “What?”

			“Nothing,” Bruce said, stepping back. “I just—I got a riddle from someone a few weeks ago.”

			Shreck sneered. “Here’s another. Knock, knock.”

			Bruce raised an eyebrow. “Who’s there?”

			“Me. And I’m getting the hell out of here!” He threw the covering over the display and waved to his bodyguards. He didn’t want anyone else looking at it. “Get that thing to the car. And then me!”

			His entourage did as asked. The reporters followed him to the street, where twilight had given way to muggy night. Paparazzi crowded around him before the front steps of the library while he waited for his limousine. After far too long, it finally pulled up to the curb. Someone got the door for him.

			It was Bruce Wayne. Shreck had lost track of him amid the commotion. Bruce glanced at the car. “New limo?”

			“Yeah. We weren’t all born in them!” Max started to get inside—

			—only to pause when more shouts came from behind. “Look! Look!”

			What now? He turned back to see everyone was looking not at him, but up to the sky. It was the Bat-Signal.

			Shreck turned to see Bruce still holding the door, staring up at the signal as well. The older man snapped. “Do you mind?”

			“Oh,” Bruce said. His hand slipped away from the car door. “Hey, maybe he’s after your vandal.”

			Jerk! Shreck dived inside the car and slammed the door. “Drive!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			 

			Bruce ran down the sidewalk under the streetlamps, keenly aware of the sirens wailing several blocks over in the financial district. Sunday nights being Alfred Pennyworth’s personal time, Bruce had taken a sports car into town; it was parked in a secure garage to the west. He ran east.

			Despite his joke to Shreck, Bruce expected the emergency had nothing to do with the vandalism at the library, which had torpedoed another of Max’s bids for legitimacy. There had always been something shady about that guy; more than one resident had asked Bruce to consider running for mayor just to prevent Shreck from doing it. The prospect didn’t interest Bruce at all. He was helping Gotham City in other ways.

			Still, the query scrawled on the display case reminded him of a few weeks earlier, when he had received unsolicited help resolving the case of Hugo Strange. Beyond helping Batman to unlock Strange’s identity, an anonymous tipster had even dispatched someone to rescue him.

			And all communications had come in the form of riddles. Coincidence?

			Bruce couldn’t worry about that now. He rounded a corner into a secluded alley—just the sort of place that still chilled him. A white plumbing-company van sat parked along the curb, between businesses; indistinguishable in every way from hundreds of vehicles that crisscrossed the city’s streets daily. After checking in all directions, Bruce toggled a handheld control. The back doors snapped open. He climbed into the darkened cargo area and shut the doors behind him.

			Touching a different button on the control unit caused lights to come on overhead, illuminating an enclosed compartment large enough to carry a dozen people or more, if standing room only. The nondescript walls slid back, revealing his Batman gear.

			Fully outfitted, he sealed the utility cabinets and stepped back onto the darkened street. He stood back and spoke into the controller. “Change.”

			He watched with satisfaction as the drab commercial metal covering the exterior of the vehicle peeled off and away. The camouflage package used the same technology as the Batmobile’s shields; sections of the facade withdrew into recesses on the van’s sides and undercarriage. Meanwhile, darkened bulletproof screens rose to cover the cab’s windshield and side windows. What remained was a jet-black armored personnel carrier, capable of carrying many—but designed for only one.

			The Batvan.

			Not a great name, but marketing wasn’t his concern. Alexander Knox and his ilk would come up with something snappier that would sell papers. It wasn’t the rolling tank that the Batmobile was, although that was intentional. The vehicle addressed a problem that had plagued him during the Clayface affair.

			Too often, trouble broke out when neither his equipment nor the Batmobile was available. The Batvan provided him with both a ride and a place to change. Eventually, he planned to kit out the cargo area with the elements of a lab; a mobile Batcave had lots of potential uses. He could even see using it to convey captive criminals short distances.

			Two days earlier, a driver hired through a Wayne Industries subsidiary had picked up the camouflaged Batvan and driven it to its current parking place, unaware the entire time what sort of vehicle he was driving. Bruce Wayne knew he’d be downtown Sunday night, so the Batvan was pre-positioned and ready. It sat unmolested all weekend; no one was going to jack a plumbing truck. The driver had even left him an empty soda can.

			The driver’s side door opened to admit him, and inside Batman saw his favorite part of his invention. The interior was what one would expect to find in an ordinary commercial van: a nondescript steering wheel, well-worn bucket seats, and even a lousy AM radio whose dial was stuck. A small statue of Christopher, patron saint of transportation, was affixed to the top of the dashboard.

			Batman reached for the statuette and turned it 180 degrees, so it faced ahead. As he did so, several hidden panels opened, revealing sophisticated controls.

			Batman smiled as the digital displays flashed to life. I could use a dozen of these!

			With a jolt, the hidden second engine of the Batvan roared to life. The van thundered down the alley, making a hard turn toward the financial district. Batman didn’t expect anyone to be there at this hour on a Sunday night; he figured he’d be dealing with some kind of burglary. But when the police scanner told him his destination, he realized it was something much worse.

			Wave Rock Financial had opened a branch in Gotham City recently with some fanfare, promising to connect the city with burgeoning markets in Oceania. Its staffers traded with the new Sydney exchange long after dark; including, naturally, Sunday nights, when they were often the only traders downtown. That changed things. An occupied building meant trouble. Armed robbery—or worse. He accelerated into the next turn and the van careened around a corner.

			Wave Rock was off the main square in the financial district, in a classical-style stone building once popular with banks; this one had housed a savings and loan that had gone bust. People had gone to jail in that failure; not nearly enough, to Bruce’s mind. Some would say the modern renovations Wave Rock was making inside the old structure were themselves a criminal attack on Gotham City’s architecture. There certainly were plenty of police there now, with squad cars and riot vans out front.

			Batman braked as he approached the cordon and was met with a familiar sensation: being shot at by the police. Tactical squads that had been ringing the office building turned their weapons toward him, and several officers fired. They hadn’t seen the ebon vehicle before, and evidently the stylistic touches Bruce had made to the bodywork didn’t shout “Batman” to them. Maybe he did need to think more about marketing.

			So he did the shouting, identifying himself over the van’s public address system. Shots continued to ricochet off the armor anyway. Whatever was going on inside Wave Rock had really put the cops on edge.

			Am I supposed to open the window and wave?

			He chose another flourish to establish his identity. He put on the parking brake and triggered the van’s turbo engine. Fire belched from behind the van, making clear who the driver was.

			Gordon emerged from cover, megaphone in hand. “Hold on, hold on! Cease firing!”

			The shots stopped, and Batman emerged from the vehicle. Gordon, still in his civilian attire, made his way quickly through the crowd. It was the second time Batman had seen the commissioner in an hour, and if it seemed wrong to say he looked more at home during a standoff than at a civic event, he was certainly more animated.

			With good reason. “Hostage situation, Batman!”

			Batman scowled. I was afraid of that.

			Gordon looked back at the armored van. “New wheels, I see.”

			“I see old ones,” he responded, nodding toward the riot vans disgorging special weapons teams. They had been in service for decades. “No TRVs?”

			“Not until Tuesday,” Gordon said with a growl that suggested he was sick of waiting for them. “I’d ask the perpetrators to come back next week, but we haven’t talked to them at all. No demands, no communication.”

			He explained the event had started with a panicked call from a woman who worked in the building. Patrolmen in the area had responded by entering the lobby—only to be fired upon by people on the second floor. Batman learned more when Officer Robert approached them with a radiophone. “Here she is, sir. Dispatch put her through to us!”

			Gordon took the receiver, only to strain to hear anything. The woman on the other end of the call was speaking in a rasp, apparently fearful of being heard. Batman attached a small amplifier from his Utility Belt to the phone, making her words—and her worry—more audible to all.

			“—to help us!” the woman begged in an Australian accent. “Bloody hell, is anyone listening?”

			“I hear you,” Gordon said. “Stay calm—please stay calm. You’re on with the commissioner. Tell me again what you told my officers—exactly how it happened.”

			“We were doing our jobs,” she said. “On the phone with the Sydney market for the morning session. Then people in black burst in. They’ve got machine guns!”

			“How many gunmen?”

			“I don’t know. I didn’t see it when it started—I had gone to the dunny!”

			“I didn’t catch that. Say again?”

			“Dunny! Are you deaf?”

			Gordon looked baffled. Batman mouthed the word “toilet” to the Gotham City’s commissioner of police for the first and what he hoped would be the last time.

			“Oh!” the old cop said. “Where are you now, dear?”

			“On three, the floor with the construction. They forced all of us upstairs. Twenty of us, maybe more. I found a phone that was still hooked up. They’re down below, trying to keep your people from—”

			She stopped talking abruptly. Sounds of commotion followed, unnerving Gordon. “What’s happening?”

			“I thought I heard someone. They won’t want me on the phone. Please help!”

			Then nothing.

			The commissioner scowled as he handed off the radiophone. “Her description of the gunmen matches the people who fired down from the second floor.” He called over to Robert. “Report!”

			“Vacchelli says teams one and two are securing the ground floor. Three is on the way. And team four is moving toward the roof.”

			Batman saw them on neighboring buildings. The onetime bank was crowned by a balustrade-lined attic story above the ornate pediment; he had surveilled the plaza from there once before. It wouldn’t be easy for him or the cops to get up there.

			“We’ve got ’em penned in.” Gordon’s jaw set. “By God, we’re going to end this before they hurt anyone. And keep the media out of here. They’ll turn it into a standoff for days!”

			Batman looked over to see armed SWAT officers moving, two by two, toward the front door of the building—while above, he could see police atop an adjacent building in the complex. Things could get bad in a hurry. Striking the only firm working on a Sunday night couldn’t have been accidental, he figured. Twenty people’s release could bring a king’s ransom, if—

			Kings—and queens.

			Wait. This isn’t what this is about at all!

			“Pull your people back,” Batman said.

			Gordon and his companions looked at him in astonishment. “What? Why?”

			There was no time to explain. He pointed to the troopers approaching from the adjoining roof. “Stop them. Keep everyone back. Nobody else in!”

			Gordon looked befuddled—and then decided where his trust belonged. He shouted through his megaphone. “Teams three and four, hold positions!”

			Robert held up a walkie-talkie. “Team one is already making its way upstairs. Should I call them?”

			Batman thought again—and waved Robert off. If his hunch was correct, whoever was behind all of this was likely listening to the scanner. “I’m on it!” Batman’s cape swirled as he turned and ran for his ride.

			The Batvan’s door slammed shut behind him, followed immediately by the sound of the revving engine. The vehicle hurtled forward, charging toward the building as officers scattered from its path. Batman picked a glass panel with nothing structural behind it and gunned the van toward it.

			The armored vehicle smashed through to the lobby. The lights were on inside; Bruce Wayne had taken a meeting here once, as a potential investor, and it matched his memory. A high ceiling and faux marble columns from an earlier age, now home to climbing Australian vines. A sea of trading desks stretched underneath. Far behind, escalator and elevator banks connected to a second floor whose
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